
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Personalism and Popular Genres: American Catholic Fiction after Vatican II 
 

Nathan Kilpatrick, Ph.D. 
 

Mentor: Ralph C. Wood, Ph.D.  
 
 

 This dissertation explores the Catholic literary landscape in America after the 

Second Vatican Council using the framework of former Pope John Paul II’s Thomistic 

personalism as a theological correction to the aesthetic problem of overly reductive, 

formulaic fiction of popular genres such as the Western. From within this framework, this 

dissertation argues that post-Vatican II American Catholics revise and employ popular 

forms of literature as a means to articulating foundational premises of Christian 

orthodoxy in a way that is fundamentally different from their Catholic predecessors, 

Flannery O’Connor or Walker Percy. Indeed, the works by novelists Ron Hansen and 

Alice McDermott demonstrate a rich and vibrant experience of the faith as it is lived, and 

their method of positing the truthfulness of Catholicism is to create complex, dynamic 

characters who reveal the fundamental goodness of each human being when considered 

in light of Christian teachings and who also disrupt the rigidity of formulaic popular 

genres. In doing so, these novelists reflect a post-Vatican II concern for the laity and its 

vernacular expressions that deviates but maintains connections to the larger Catholic 

tradition. Therefore, this work offers an argument on behalf of contemporary literature 



that responds to the postmodern aesthetics and modes of literature dominant in 

discussions of contemporary fiction in complex ways: neither rejecting the technical and 

methodological insight of aesthetic and philosophical postmodernism, these novels resist 

the recourse to formalized nothingness that contemporary critics argue is the basis for 

postmodern religious fiction. The vision of Catholicism more precisely, and Christianity 

more generally, which emerges from these authors’ works exhibits a careful attentiveness 

to the particular ecclesial, political, and aesthetic crossroads of the contemporary 

situation and a faithful reaction to the encroaching nothingness that lifts up small but 

substantial, tenuous yet tenacious and positive though critical affirmations of the dignity 

of human beings, created by God and living in communities of the committed, faithful 

few. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Personalism and Popular Genres: American Catholic Fiction after Vatican II 
  
“The world, tired of ideology, is opening itself to the truth. The time has come when the 
splendor of truth has begun anew to illuminate the darkness of human existence” 

   —John Paul II (Crossing the Threshold of Hope 164-5) 
 
 

In a 1999 letter to all the artists in the Church, Pope John Paul II urged his 

audience to reconsider the necessity of art for the life of faith. In this letter, Pope John 

Paul II defined the task of art as “mak[ing] perceptible, and as far as possible attractive, 

the world of the spirit, of the invisible, of God. [Art] must therefore translate into 

meaningful terms that which is in itself ineffable” (sec. 12). In this definition, John Paul 

II outlines two distinct tasks for art: making perceptible the world of spirit and, when 

possible, making that world attractive. These two tasks work in conjunction to translate 

the inexpressible into a communicable form. In doing so, the artist engages in the task of 

revelation by uncovering meaning by communicating through a concrete and finite form.  

John Paul II then continues his work by comparing the task of the artist to the 

work Christ himself performed during his public ministry: “The Church has need 

especially of those who can do this on the literary and figurative level, using the endless 

possibilities of images and their symbolic force. Christ himself made extensive use of 

images in his preaching, fully in keeping with his willingness to become, in the 

Incarnation, the icon of the unseen God” (“Letter to Artists” sec. 12). Here, the pope 

recognizes the force of symbolic imagery to convey meaning precisely because he links 

this image-making with the historical event of the Incarnation. Just as Christ himself 
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images the unseen God, so can literary art manifest truth through narrative means.1 As 

artists attempt to speak the truth, they elevate their art from the level of simple mimicry 

to the potential status of icon, inviting the audience into direct relationship with both the 

image and the reality that image suggests.2 

This possible religious dimension to art is recognized by those whose work 

primarily serves the secular academy. Nicholas Boyle suggests that “[i]n some formal 

sense every poetic text may be a revelation” (118). In Boyle’s analysis, because each 

poetic text presents and represents reality, the text’s author must reveal some insight into 

the nature of reality. How the author does this, though, comes not from his or her 

intentional illustration or embodiment of certain logical truth-statements, but from the 

force of the text’s aesthetic suasion. In other words, for Boyle, the revelation of the poetic 

text does not depend upon the belief system of the author creating it but on the truth as 

experienced in the narrative by the reader. The artistic presentation demands that 

“[l]iterature [be] language free of instrumental purpose” (Boyle 125). Neither a well-

crafted argument nor a persuasive piece of propaganda can rightly be called literature, if 

literature truly is language free of instrumental purpose. Instead, an author must first 

intend to tell a good story for the delight and entertainment of his or her reader, while still 

allowing for the instruction of a reader.3 

                                                            
1 For a thorough investigation of the numerous ways that narrative constructs and reveals meaning, 

see Wesley A. Kort’s volume Narrative Elements and Religious Meaning. 
 
2 By icon, I mean what Rowan Williams describes as “a window into an alien frame of reference 

that is at the same time the structure that will make definitive sense of the world we inhabit” (Lost Icons 2).   
  
 3 Critic and writer John Gardner explains how the morality of art is contingent upon its aesthetic 
qualities in his work On Moral Fiction. There, he writes, “We recognize true art by its careful, thoroughly 
honest search for and analysis of values. It is not didactic because, instead of teaching by authority and 
force, it explores, open-mindedly, to learn what it should teach” (19). By thus stating the instructive 
qualities that good fiction offers—namely, its careful and honest search for the truthfulness of particular 
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Both the aesthetic and the moral “goodness” of the story can then be understood 

in relationship to the truth it reveals, for the reader confronts a series of questions when 

he or she is reading the work of the author: Has the author presented a logically 

consistent world? Does that story present convincing human characters within the world 

of the narrative? Does the presentation of the novel bear a resemblance to our own 

experience? Has the author’s stylized representation of reality clarified the story’s basic 

elements of character, plot, or tone? These questions, and many others like it, create a 

framework within which a reader can discern the truth of the fictional text and can 

perceive the good in meaningful and tangible terms. 

This discussion is, perhaps, an unusual way of beginning this dissertation, for the 

argument contained herein is less an aesthetic investigation of how literature 

communicates its meaning than a defense of contemporary Catholic literature by two 

American authors does communicate meaning. Indeed, these preliminary thoughts, while 

necessary to my defense, are simply the articulation of certain premises that will support 

my basic thesis, which is as follows. In response to the radical shifts in the American 

experience of Catholicism following the Second Vatican Council, two contemporary 

American novelists—Ron Hansen and Alice McDermott4—have created a substantively 

Christian literature that both develops from the tradition of American Catholic fiction that 

preceded it and innovatively interacts with a cultural context quickly abandoning certain 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
values—Gardner draws our attention to the way that aesthetic achievement must consider moral substance. 
In doing so, the reader and critic must also reflect upon the way the work’s internal structure and specific 
beauty furthers a point that will make its readers better understand the moral dimension of human life. 
  
 4 My choice of these two authors is particular to my argument, for there are a number of self-
professed Catholic writers in the contemporary American literary landscape. However, as I will explain 
further in Chapter Two, these two authors seem especially intent upon balancing the demands of the 
Church with the literary expectations of our current age. Therefore, though they are not the final word in 
contemporary Catholic fiction in America, they provide a helpful and noteworthy representation of larger 
concerns.  
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key theological understandings of the human person. In other words, contemporary 

Catholic literature in America looks both like and unlike the literature of such formidable 

forerunners as Flannery O’Connor and Walker Percy, for both Hansen and McDermott 

have lived in a historically different Catholic context than the previous writers and must 

therefore respond to this later age as they both know it and have experienced it. 

To this end, I will begin my defense with a brief investigation into the critical 

conversation about Catholic literature in America. While this conversation is far-

reaching, I will be focusing my investigation on those critics who recognize the distinct 

influence of Vatican II on the American experience of Catholicism. With this distinction 

in mind, I will first establish those substantial insights these critics have made about the 

nature of Catholic literature in America. Because I recognize the importance of these 

critical insights, I will also seek to establish how my own argument builds on, interacts 

with, and, when necessary, corrects the conversation as it has been conducted thus far. 

After doing so, I will offer a model of literary analysis that recognizes three crucial facts 

necessary for a successful theological reading of this literature: first, I will recognize the 

essential fact that Catholic life in America after Vatican II has become different than the 

context in which writers such as Flannery O’Connor wrote, and any reading of Catholic 

literature after this change must reconsider the usefulness of criteria that antedate that 

tumultuous historical Council and its historical ramifications. Secondly, I will consider 

these authors’ novels as literature. By this, I mean that I will not reduce the complexity of 

these poetic texts to an instrumental model of theological argument but will instead 

attempt to contextualize these novels within their appropriate literary genres and to 

recognize the unique achievements each author realizes in his or her literature. Lastly, I 
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will consider what these literary texts reveal about human life as it is understood in our 

contemporary moment, for each writer is responding to a contemporary world largely 

skeptical of theological beliefs, and each writer responds to this skepticism by telling 

stories that consider the implications of God’s reality in Christ as a scandalous reality.        

 When considering the uniqueness of Catholic literature, any scholar will find that 

the critical history reveals certain quintessential characteristics. Primary among these is 

the recognition of Catholicism’s embattled position within American society at large. 

From the1834 burning of Charlestown’s Ursuline convent school to the emergence and 

success of the Know-Nothing party as a dominant political force in the 1850s, American 

society has questioned the legitimacy of Catholics as proper Americans. Indeed, Samuel 

F.B. Morse’s 1834 serialized A Foreign Conspiracy against the Liberty of the United 

States outlines a basic understanding of Catholics in America that remained strong until 

Paul Blanshard’s 1949’s American Freedom and Catholic Power and even later: 

Catholics cannot be good Americans precisely because they owe a primary allegiance to 

a foreign power, the Roman Catholic Magisterium centralized in the person of the pope.5 

This assumption dominated the national conception of Catholics at the same time that the 

Magisterium advocated a distrust of the modern world.6  

As a result of this tension, the average Catholic American until Vatican II 

understood his or her position as an outsider to the rest of the American population. Ross 

                                                            
 5 While this point has been made frequently in American history, it is not unique to the American 
experience, and the arguments made against Catholic participation in a national polity appear frequently 
both in American and English history. Notably, John Henry Newman publically confronted this argument, 
as made by William Gladstone, in his Letter to the Duke of Norfolk. In this argument, Newman makes the 
case for Catholics being especially able to be good citizens insofar as they follow a rightly formed 
conscience that is able to see the good of governmental decisions and honor them as such.  

 
6 For a fascinating discussion of American anti-Catholicism, see Mark Massa’s Anti-Catholicism 

in America: The Last Acceptable Prejudice, especially chapter 2, and R. Laurence Moore’s Religious 
Outsiders and the Making of Americans, pp. 48-71.  
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Labrie argues this “consciousness of being different from the cultural majority of 

America has, in general, colored the imaginations of Catholic novelists and poets” (1). 

Catholic authors recognize their difference from the average American citizen, and this 

difference manifests in a unique insight on American culture as someone who is both a 

cultural insider, in the sense that American Catholics share many of the same ways of 

living that their fellow countrymen practice, and also a cultural outsider, in that the 

Catholic author would recognize that he or she is different in one fundamental way. 

Though Morse was excessive and misguided in his criticism of a Catholic plot for 

American subversion, he unintentionally noted that Catholics recognize their faith as the 

fundament of their personhood.  

As a result of this tension at the core of American Catholicism, Catholic authors 

writing in an American context have “maintained a parodic distance from national icons 

without ever threatening altogether to satirize them” (Giles 511). This parodic distance 

negotiates the boundary that is necessary for any person of faith attempting to live both in 

the city of God and the city of man. This negotiation requires, when necessary, the 

American Catholic author to remark upon the failure of these national icons, though this 

prophetic task must be undertaken in the spirit of charity. Though Flannery O’Connor 

may eviscerate the intelligentsia throughout her fiction, she does so because she wants to 

startle them into seeing more truly.7 Even a prophetic satire cannot indulge in the truly 

nihilistic version of satire that sees no potential for redemption of the comically foolish 

protagonist. 

                                                            
7 When asked why she used such a grotesque mode of literature, O’Connor defended herself by 

writing, “When you can assume that your audience holds the same beliefs you do, you can relax a little and 
use more normal ways of talking to it; when you have to assume that it does not, then you have to make 
your vision apparent by shock—to the hard of hearing, you shout, and for the almost blind you draw large 
and startling figures” (“The Fiction Writer and His Country” 805-6).  
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Instead, as Labrie notes, Catholic authors in America have written from a central 

theological tenet: “The doctrine of the Incarnation can be seen as the axis on which 

Catholic American literature in general rests and from which variances between 

particular authors can be measured” (Labrie 270). Because the person of Christ is the 

center of the Catholic faith, the metaphysical understanding of Christ as God-made-flesh 

is the foundational premise from which rich literature can come. The scandalous miracle 

of the transcendent entering into immanence through flesh rejects any falsely Gnostic 

distrust of the material world, for God has made matter itself significant through its 

signification of holiness. If this central dogma is true, then the material world matters and 

stories about people in that world are potential sites for the revelation of transcendence 

working within this world, this matter, and this person. 

Furthermore, Labrie argues that this emphasis on the Incarnation gives Catholic 

writers a unique perception of the goodness of the world itself. As Labrie rightly asserts, 

though Catholics believe that original sin has flawed the world and those who live in it, 

the created world still radiates with goodness precisely because it is a gratuitous creation 

of God (Labrie 2). This understanding of the created order has been particularly well 

articulated by Henri de Lubac and other members of the Nouvelle Théologie movement, 

which defended God’s primary act of creation as the first revelation of grace.8 That this 

creator God takes human form in the person of Christ is a further redemption of human 

bodies themselves, for God wills that the flesh bears the burden of divinity. Rather than a 

layer-cake approach to an a priori creation that God then builds upon through gracious 

activity, intentionally Catholic authors articulate a positive view of nature that sees grace 

                                                            
8 For a clear and erudite presentation of this essential premise for deLubac, see The Mystery of the 

Supernatural, pp. 53-100.  
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working with and through nature from creation through redemption and on into 

consummation in an eschatological future (Labrie 5). 

 Labrie further argues that this understanding of grace working through nature 

creates a sacramental vision of reality, for Catholic writers view the world “as a place 

charged with the creative and providential activity of God” (2). This sacramental vision 

becomes visible in a number of ways: an exploding tractor in Flannery O’Connor’s 

“Parker’s Back,” a golf ball sailing through the air in J.F. Powers’ Morte D’Urban, or the 

contents of a wallet laid out on a bedside table in Walker Percy’s The Moviegoer. Rather 

than introducing a sentimental deus ex machina who solves all of the narrative’s conflicts 

through a demonstration of divine prerogative and the diminution of human freedom, 

each author shows salvation coming through unexpected means, discernible only with 

eyes of faith that believe in the movement of God within the world. 

 Indeed, this sacramental vision not only takes the material world seriously, but 

also the role of suffering within that material world, the endurance of which witnesses to 

the arduous task of bringing the estranged person into harmony with the divinely created 

order. As Labrie argues, “[i]n work after work Catholic American writers have 

demonstrated the necessary role of suffering, which results from the friction between the 

natural and the supernatural, in drawing humanity upward to God through the resistant 

flesh and ego” (270). The exploding tractor causes a saving, near-death experience for 

O.E. Parker, while the golf ball graciously knocks Father Urban unconscious. True 

storytelling does not diminish this clash but instead focuses the reader on rightly seeing 

the collision for what it is. 
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 Therefore, because a story follows from an incarnational premise and the 

sacramental vision of a writer, the story itself can be a trustworthy analogy linking the 

concrete, finite world with the transcendent, infinite cosmos and its creator. Mary 

Reichardt asserts that “[s]uch an analogical, integrative habit of mind characterizes the 

Catholic perspective” (4). Rather than constructing unnecessary divisions between matter 

and spirit or body and soul, the Catholic literary vision seeks to integrate the life of faith 

and the lived experience of the world. This integration depends upon the trustworthiness 

of the imagined analogy, just as the writer’s sacramental vision necessitates a belief in the 

goodness of the created order. The analogy’s trustworthiness creates the space from 

which a reader can begin to discern a revelation in the dimension of the narrative, for the 

truthfulness of the text must first originate from a faithful presentation of reality by the 

author, imagined or experienced, and secondly from the analogical relationship between 

that presented reality and the transcendent reality related to the narrative. 

 These are the definitive elements of the American Catholic literary tradition 

recognized by literary critics. A negotiation of the cultural outsider position, an 

incarnational metaphysics, a sacramental vision, and a belief in reliable analogies create a 

rich literary tradition extending from Orestes Brownson, arguably the first notable 

Catholic writer in America, to Walker Percy, whose death in 1990 marked the end of a 

generation of writers who either were raised in or converted during a pre-Vatican II era of 

American Catholicism.9 These characteristics are the necessary elements of a tradition 

that must now ask whether writers who were raised in a church marked by the cultural 

tempest of the 1960s and 70s and the theological fallout of the Second Vatican Council 

                                                            
9 For a clear understanding of the reaction of pre-Vatican II writers to a post-Vatican II America, 

see Kieran Quinlan’s biography Walker Percy: The Last Catholic Novelist, p. 141.   
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can rightly be called Catholic writers. The few critics who have answered this question 

offer profound insight into examining what has so drastically changed since 1962-1965. 

 The first of these critics, Anita Gandolfo, published an important piece of 

scholarship entitled Testing the Faith: The New Catholic Fiction in America in 2007. In 

this work, Gandolfo recognizes this new American Catholic fiction as a “barometer of 

that shift [in American Catholic culture], an expression of the practical consciousness that 

is a sensus fidelium, as it were” (xiii). In other words, Gandolfo sees a radically new way 

of conceiving how Catholicism ought to be lived in America. Her argument interprets this 

literature as an answer for “Roman Catholic theologians [who] sought an alternative to 

traditional theological education with its heavy emphasis on axiom and principle, [who] 

turned to imaginative knowing, increasingly important in contemporary culture, to create 

meaning for human experience” (16). Therefore, when these theologians turn to 

contemporary fiction writers, this suggests a deep respect for what the fiction writers do. 

 Her analysis of contemporary fiction, centering as it does upon Randy Alcorn’s 

fiction, Andrew Greeley’s Father O’Malley novels, and Mary Gordon’s fiction, sees these 

writers radically revising their heritage through a series of imaginative experiences. 

Central to these writers’ work, according to Gandolfo, are the common themes of 

religious experience, passion, and reconciliation. She argues that these elements are the 

true markers of a post-Vatican II context, for they emphasize how the contemporary 

Church needs to reconceive of the Catholic tradition. Indeed, Gandolfo sees in these 

writers’ works “the inadequacy of the old paradigm and its residual effects in the present” 

(Testing the Faith 120). This is the point where Gandolfo’s argument struggles, for she 

assumes that the cultural revolutions of the 1960s-70s and its changes to the social 
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context in America have invalidated the pre-Vatican II Church. In other words, what 

Gandalfo finds problematic with the Church’s pre-Vatican II context is its supposed 

insistence on a homogenous and monolithic culture, one based on shared Latin worship 

and adherence to a centralized creed that does not explicitly consider such social justice 

concerns as race, gender, or socioeconomic class. Therefore, when the Church undertakes 

aggiornamento with Vatican II, Gandolfo, like many contemporary Catholic intellectuals, 

sees Vatican II as a critical point of disjunction with the previous church tradition. 

Gandolfo recognizes that the post-Vatican II world is different, but she sees this change 

as proof of the older model’s failure and inadequacy.  

 Any model of religious literary criticism that introduces such discontinuity 

between a pre-Vatican II and a post-Vatican II church does not fully consider the 

essential unity of the church’s experience. By accepting that the new mode of fiction 

corrects an error in the previous mode of church, Gandolfo explicitly undermines the very 

authority by which the Second Vatican Council introduced changes to the church with 

which she can better engage the modern world. The process of aggiornamento does not 

reconstitute the identity of the church but instead tries to develop the church’s identity in 

a particular way for the modern world. In Gandolfo’s model, what has taken place since 

Vatican II is the most valid expression of church, and she thus rejects the tradition that is 

integral to being Catholic. In doing so, she limits the force of her own argument by 

failing to consider the richness of the Catholic legacy. 

 In a similar way, critic Paul Giles limits his understanding of Catholicism within 

his work American Catholic Arts and Fictions: Culture, Ideology, Aesthetics. In this 

work, he argues that literary criticism must proceed from one central premise: “the most 
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significant aspect of religion in terms of contemporary cultural studies lies in its 

continuing influence, often unconscious, upon the secular and material world” (6). He 

intentionally limits his project with this premise, for he is less concerned as a critic with 

the truthfulness of the theological statements he sees Catholic artists making; instead, his 

analysis of their Catholicism focuses on how their belief system influences their creative 

acts through material means, limiting his study to Catholicism and its cultural 

manifestation rather than its potential theological truth.  

 In doing so, Giles achieves an interesting and precarious balance between 

considering these artists’ religious background and analyzing their work as an extension 

of their artistic vision. The larger goal for this analytical balance is to see, not the 

particular good of each work he analyzes, but the influence of religious belief in the 

creative process itself. He states this most explicitly by defending his methodology: 

“fictional art can show us where religious sensibility lingers and manifests itself in less 

obvious, even strange and unpredictable ways. And that, of course, is where the real 

value of demystification and deconstruction emerges” (25-6). Thus, his project aims at 

demystification and deconstruction of these artists’ works so that he may more fully 

explicate how they are encoding their particular ideological vision into narrative forms. 

The implicit premise here is that fictional art is veiled argument, and his work reads as a 

prose interpretation of those arguments. 

 While Giles is able to note many insightful moments where Catholicism is an 

active influence on a writer, particularly in his readings of marginal Catholics such as 

Jack Kerouac10 or Martin Scorcese, his limited purview unintentionally creates a minor 

                                                            
10 James Fisher similarly lauds Jack Kerouac as a significant figure for understanding how 

Catholicism influences artistic creation. See especially his Communion of Immigrants, pp. 129-150.   
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straw man for Catholic literature. He states explicitly that his “aim is not to consider 

Catholicism as a theological entity—except incidentally, insofar as that impinges upon 

[his] main theme—but as a residual cultural determinant and one aspect of the social 

context within which various American artists of this century have been working” (1). 

Though many of the artists he examines—Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, J.F. 

Powers—would view their work as Catholic primarily, Giles reduces their Catholicism to 

one residual cultural determinant among many. In doing so, transcendence is simply not 

allowable as an appropriate dimension of literature, for an author’s religious background 

is but one cultural influence among others. In other words, because Giles approaches 

Catholicism and its influence on these Catholic authors as solely one residual cultural 

determinant, he cannot make any ultimate statements about the truthfulness of these 

writers’ works, though the writers themselves would advocate that their works speak 

truth about human life, thus revealing, through the analogies made in the fiction, some 

divine truth. In doing so, the very religious nature of Catholicism seems lost, for Giles 

wants to limit these artists’ Catholicism to one entry in a list of social demographics. 

 By contrast, critic Ross Labrie insists on the transcendent relationship of God to 

man as it is experienced and communicated by particular Catholic artists. In his work The 

Catholic Imagination in American Literature, he examines a wide range of Catholic 

writers, beginning with Orestes Brownson and extending to contemporary writer Mary 

Gordon. While his work makes many astute and insightful observations about the 

dimensions of a sacramental imagination, his work is limited to a group of writers who 

preceded Vatican II, either by dying before the tumultuous fallout or by converting prior 

to it and resisting the consequences since then. As a result, Labrie’s work ends with a 
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rather uncharacteristic suspicion of contemporary Catholic writers. Importantly, Labrie 

recognizes the monumental shifts in American Catholicism caused by the Second Vatican 

Council and rightly locates the shifts’ origin in the council’s emphasis on “the 

sovereignty of the individual conscience [that] had the sudden and unintended effect of 

moving millions of American Catholics to consider their own views on such issues as 

birth control, abortion, the ethics of war, and the duties of citizens toward government” 

(13). Though he recognizes the cause of this shift, Labrie seems impatient when that 

difficult process of investigating the individual conscience causes particular Catholics 

since the late 1960s to resist elements of their own moral and theological tradition.  

 One of the main causes of Labrie’s own rejection of contemporary writers follows 

from his correct observation about the diminution of Thomism as a major force in 

contemporary Catholicism: “Though still affirmed by Rome and by the Catholic 

philosophical and theological establishment, Thomism, which provided the intellectual 

underpinning of the Catholic Church in America over the last hundred years, has become 

somewhat less influential since Vatican II” (268). Since these years immediately 

following Vatican II, the emphasis on neoscholastic Thomism and its rigorous dialectical 

theology and philosophy in seminaries has been replaced by a more individualistic 

emphasis on Jesuitical moral formation and psychological understandings of pastoral 

care.11 In doing so, the philosophical rigor of Flannery O’Connor’s “hillbilly Thomistic” 

distinction between the grotesque and reality, symbol and Eucharist, or even between 

comedy and sentimentalism have simply ceased being as culturally prevalent.  

Instead, devotional and individualistic practices have come to the forefront, for 

much of Catholic literature since Vatican II has returned to the home as the primary 
                                                            

11 Ross Douthat documents the changes to seminary life in his 2012 Bad Religion, pp. 96-100.  
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religious site. In addition, contemporary Catholic writing less frequently describes sin as 

such, instead focusing on motivation for action as perhaps more pertinent to fiction than 

the categorization of that act as sinful or righteous. Labrie names this shift as a failure in 

the contemporary Church: “recent Catholic writing reflects the place of Catholics who no 

longer perceive themselves in a dominantly Protestant culture but rather in a thoroughly 

secular culture that is dismissive toward religion in general. For this reason the salient 

atmosphere of recent Catholic writing has been that of diaspora” (277). Labrie’s choice to 

describe contemporary Catholic writers as “diaspora” is interesting, for his argument is 

that, in moving into the cultural mainstream since the inclusion of Catholicism as an 

acceptable and respectable way of being American since the 1950s, Catholic writers have 

given up their true home—marginal positions that allow insightful, prophetic criticism.12   

Labrie’s criticism of these writers seems a rejection, not of their art, but of their 

devotional practices. In one particularly scathing indictment, Labrie describes 

contemporary Catholic writers as 

[l]ess concerned about their transgressions from ecclesiastical practice and 
authority and considerably less focused on the church’s role in 
transforming society, they are instead self-conscious about their 
upbringing as Catholics and tenuous about their beliefs as adults in a 
society inclined to scoff at the persistence of religious belief. The effect 
has been, on the whole, to shift the drama of that belief ever more toward 
the psychological and ever less toward the spiritual. Furthermore, the 
emphasis has shifted to the experiential matrix out of which belief might 
grow rather than focusing on the transmission of the faith through the 
church and through time. What makes the present situation distinctive is 
the widespread tendency among post-Vatican II American Catholics to 
individually and autonomously select and modify the doctrines that 
constitute their faith and morality. (277) 

 

                                                            
12 For a thorough analysis of 1950s Catholicism and its acceptance of the cultural mainstream, see 

Mark Massa’s Catholics and American Culture, pp. 1-20.  
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In Labrie’s argument, contemporary Catholic writers’ understanding of Catholicism—

that it grows out of an “experiential matrix” and focuses on the “psychological” rather 

than the spiritual—seems an odd criterion for evaluating literature, for he advocates an 

understanding of religion that focuses on transcendence before immanence. For Labrie’s 

argument, life is spiritual before it is physical, transmitted objectively through time rather 

than lived subjectively in time by the faithful. Explicit to his criticism of these artists’ 

work is a judgment of contemporary Catholic practice: they simply pick and choose 

which parts of Catholicism they want to practice. This suggests that a bad Catholic will 

then be a bad author. 

 What Labrie’s argument fails to consider is the mysterious tension that all serious 

Catholics have always tried to live in: how does a practicing Catholic align the objective 

standards of moral conduct promulgated by the Magisterium with the particularity of his 

or her unique situation in life? In other words, how does a Catholic live righteously and 

well in the world? There is not now, nor has there ever been, an easy answer to this 

question, but it is one that many contemporary Catholic writers, Hansen and McDermott 

chief among them, continue to ask and struggle with in the ongoing process of 

discernment. Perhaps the task of the literary critic is to understand what exactly an artist 

is communicating about human nature before that creation can be so summarily 

dismissed. Because Labrie offers no extended analysis of McDermott’s work, though he 

names her as a chief perpetrator of this individualistic, psychological Catholicism (277), 

his criticism must be countered with the same thoughtful consideration he extends to 

earlier Catholic writers. 
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 Hansen and McDermott write about a new mode of life that requires a recovery of 

orthodox patterns of living when the ecclesial hierarchy is less stable than in previous 

generations. Thus, the turn toward the psychological dimension of humanity that Labrie 

notes might suggest an awareness that grace must work with nature, for the reception of 

proper vision must work with the laity in actively discerning what is true and what must 

be maintained within the tradition. They approach the physical nature of human life 

through the doctrinal understanding that materiality is itself a divinely created thing; their 

literature provides a way of joining two previously divided realms—the physical and the 

spiritual—as they are experienced in the quotidian dimensions of contemporary life. 

Because all of life is under the providence of God, these contemporary Catholic writers 

write fiction to mull over how to live in a holy manner, and their work often focuses on 

how to live well in relationship with the other faithful.  

 As an acknowledgement of post-Vatican II’s shift from a vertical understanding 

of the religious person to a more horizontal relationship—including the particular person, 

God, and the body of people wherein the person participates—literary critics are trying to 

clarify new criteria for considering Catholic literature. One such critic, John Waldmeir, 

sees contemporary Catholic writers joining in the task undertaken by postmodern 

scholars, namely in seeking to understand human identity as a “nexus of social 

relationships” that understands a human life as “lived primarily among the things of this 

world” (19). Waldmeir’s work borrows heavily from postmodern philosophy, which 

explores the stable boundaries, or lack thereof, that constitute the human self. His work 

sees a point of contact between postmodern philosophy and Catholic practice in the very 

entity of the human body. Reading the human body, like reading fiction, requires a 
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thorough understanding of the various relationships implicit in the social constructions 

that define that body—race, gender, socioeconomic class, literacy, or religious identity. 

 While Waldmeir’s work is helpful in creating interesting and provocative points 

of contact between postmodern philosophy and religiously based criticism, his premise is 

similar to Paul Giles: the truth claims Catholicism makes are but one residual cultural 

determinant among many, and critics must engage in the process of deconstructing the 

demanding nature of those religious claims in order to name how Catholicism influences 

contemporary writers’ fiction. Waldmeir’s work insightfully recovers the importance of 

the human body as he elucidates the various ways bodies live and move in these writers’ 

works, but his criticism does not consider that a human being is more than just a body. 

Though the body is vital to understanding human nature, the soul is equally important, 

and Waldmeir, like Giles, limits his criticism to one aspect of the human person. 

Another contemporary critic who rather insightfully examines how a post-Vatican 

II American Catholicism must reconcile a horizontal understanding of humanity with 

Catholic orthodoxy is Mary Reichardt. Her collection of critical essays, entitled Between 

Human and Divine: The Catholic Vision in Contemporary Literature, gathers a wide 

range of scholarly readings of contemporary literature, either by Catholic authors or 

involving Catholic themes or characters. Framing this collection is her introductory 

essay, which offers a new paradigm for considering Catholic fiction in a post-Vatican II 

America. Like Labrie, she argues for a unique Catholic vision that builds on an 

“analogical, integrative habit of mind” (4), but her ultimate definition of contemporary 

Catholic fiction is  

that which employs the history, traditions, culture, theology and/or 
spirituality of Catholicism in a substantial and informed manner. Whether 
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it involves Catholic subject matter or not, and whether its author is 
Catholic or not, such literature is substantially grounded in a deep and 
realistic understanding of at least some aspects of the Catholic faith, or the 
Catholic tradition. (3) 

 
This definition of Catholic literature operates nicely with the collection of essays she has 

gathered, for the range of literature represented includes many writers who vocally reject 

Catholicism, notably Mary Doria Russell and Brian Moore. Including criticism of their 

work in a collection on Catholic writers is an interesting choice, for Reichardt accepts 

that an intentionally non-Catholic writer can employ a Catholic vision of reality.  

 While many of the essays in Reichardt’s collection are profoundly perceptive, her 

definition of a Catholic vision remains largely unhelpful precisely because it is so broad. 

She characterizes the “Catholic” vision that undergirds the works within the collection in 

the following way: 

[T]here is a pronounced theme in much of this work of loss and of the 
need to regain and renew a sense of the sacred and an authentic spiritual 
integrity of the human person. Whether it uses postmodern techniques or 
not, today’s Catholic literature shows itself still in search of meaning, 
discontent with reductionist theories of human nature, and in quest of that 
which can transform and restore what has been broken. (6) 

 
If this vision requires only a sense of loss and a desire to renew the spiritual integrity of 

the human person, it has no resources with which to undertake this process. Indeed, few 

pieces of contemporary literature would not fit this description. What is lacking in 

Reichardt’s definition is an attachment to the Catholic tradition, the very relationship 

contemporary Catholic writers like Alice McDermott and Ron Hansen are attempting to 

discern both in their own lives and in their fiction.13 

                                                            
 13 Like Reichardt, critic Nicholas Ripatrazone, has released a critical survey of contemporary 
Catholic fiction. Entitled The Fine Delight: Postconciliar Catholic Literature, the work attempts to “reveal 
how tension created moving Catholic literature, while simultaneously recognizing that what identifies or 
defines a work as ‘Catholic’ is an evolving, and sometimes contradictory, set of criteria” (4). Proceeding 
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While the body of criticism surrounding Catholic literature in America is rich 

with insight into the particular way that Catholic belief and practice manifest in the work 

of any number of Catholic writers, that body of criticism currently lacks a clear way of 

discussing post-Vatican II literature. Contemporary scholars, in understanding the 

fundamental change that happened in American because of the Second Vatican Council, 

struggle to see contemporary Catholic writing as an extension of a tradition beginning 

early in American literature and developing through such magnificent writers as Flannery 

O’Connor or Walker Percy. Similarly, though Waldmeir and Reichardt have recognized 

the need for a different set of criteria by which to understand contemporary Catholic 

writing, neither has sought to take seriously the theological significance of Catholicism as 

an objective system of belief. 

What this gap in the criticism calls for parallels George Weigel’s call for a 

reformation of Catholic academic practice at large. In his work Freedom and Its 

Discontents: Catholicism Confronts Modernity, he details three problems particular to 

intellectuals attempting to understand the Catholic church’s engagement with the modern 

world. These three problems, in brief, are as follows: first, we require a new reading of 

contemporary American culture that avoids a too-easy division along left and right 

positions, for each side of the divide strikingly resembles the other; second, we need a 

reading of the Second Vatican Council’s intentions that comes first from those documents 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
along these lines, Ripatrazone offers carefully nuanced descriptions of what contemporary Catholicism 
looks like in contemporary fiction; however, he lacks substantial engagement with these writers precisely 
because he wants his book to offer “an explicit and implicit pastoral framework toward approaching the 
best in contemporary Catholic literature. This book is not a pastoral guidebook; rather, it purports to offer 
dramatizations of faith written by artists devoted to representing complexity rather than orthodoxy” (6). 
This pastoral approach falls just short of insightful criticism, and Ripatrazone’s ultimate thesis—that 
Catholicism in contemporary fiction revels in the tensions experienced by the faithful—remains ultimately 
unhelpful. 
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and only secondarily considers the historical fallout of the various misinterpretations of 

those decrees; third, we need to consider more thoughtfully the import of the word 

“authority” so that we might more carefully avoid the twin errors of authoritarianism and 

a completely autonomous self (Weigel 115-122). 

These admonitions will outline the remainder of this introductory chapter, for my 

argument is an attempt to define and answer three critical problems for the interpretation 

and elucidation of contemporary American fiction. The first of these problems is the 

historical problem of Vatican II. Various commenters and historians of the council have 

offered a range of explanation for how to best enact the council’s decrees. What has 

resulted, though, is a church divided along lines of tradition, for arch-conservatives are 

reluctant to accept the necessity for nuancing the church’s engagement with the modern 

world by considering the importance of historical consciousness in ecclesial practice, 

while arch-liberals substitute progressive ideologies for the church’s call to 

aggiornamento, replacing thousands of years of tradition for the passing fad of the day. 

Indeed, the American Catholic church has often forgotten what it means to be church and 

often sets up a mirror image of American society in its place. Writers creating stories in 

this period must be contextualized within this fractured church.  

The second of these problems is an aesthetic problem of popular genres. Because 

of postmodernism’s aesthetic influences on contemporary fiction, the generic boundaries 

separating “high” and “low” art have dissolved in the wake of intentional deconstructions 

of literary power and a fundamental questioning of the canon’s formation. Contemporary 

Catholic authors have inherited this literary context, and they employ and adapt 

“popular” genres of literature—the Western, crime noir, the mystery novel, the seduction 
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narrative, or the domestic novel—into high art through their emendations to the formulaic 

story patterns. In doing so, Hansen and McDermott recover a form of storytelling long 

suspected of sentimentalism because of its clichéd contours and mechanical characters by 

reinvigorating the patterns with real characters who reflect the dignity of human 

personhood.  

The last of the problems is the theological question of what is a human person. In 

many ways, grappling with this question will address and begin to answer the first two 

problems. The failure of the church to be the church in history is a failure to remember 

the necessary elements by which a person fulfills his or her end. Similarly, the failure of 

formulaic genres to be good art results from stories that sacrifice a character’s complexity 

in order to achieve an exciting if unbelievable plot. By considering how the Church and 

her tradition could help us remember what it means to be a human, I argue that 

contemporary Catholic writers are attempting to recover their own religious tradition in 

these popular literary genres by making the characters in them real people. This granting 

of human dignity to a fictional creation thus invites the contemporary reader to consider 

the aesthetic suasion that the best art can offer—an invitation to contemplate the true and 

the good by experiencing the beautiful, to be both entertained and instructed.  

 
The Historical Problem: Recovering the Church in the Post-Vatican II Chaos 

 
  In every age, the church carries the responsibility of reading the signs of  
  the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel, if it is to carry 
  out its task.14  
  
  The person who belongs to the Church today must attempt, painstakingly  
  and gropingly in the presence of God, to interpret the plans of Providence  
  for the Church in today’s world, in this as yet unmastered situation.15 

                                                            
  14 Gaudium et Spes, par. 4. 
 15 Von Balthasar, Razing the Bastions, 51.  
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 Perhaps the single most important event in the history of the American Catholic 

church is the Second Vatican Council, from 1962-1965. No other event has had so great 

an impact on the experience of each particular member of the Church in America, and the 

council’s decisions have undeniably shaped the church’s life since the first vernacular 

mass of Advent in 1964 until now. However, the recentness of the event and the widely 

diverging interpretations of church life since then have created an academic morass 

surrounding the historical problem of a church that radically changed the external details 

of its worship and organization and those changes’ influence on the lives of Catholic 

persons in America. Because of this critical confusion, it is necessary to attempt to 

reconstruct a historical narrative concerning the shaping influences on post-Vatican II 

America while still considering the impact of one of the least understood but most widely 

referenced ecumenical councils. 

 Recognizing the church’s temporal nature remains necessary for considering the 

historical problem of Vatican II. Indeed, this premise is essential to my argument, for 

considering the historical influence of any given moment in time makes sense only if the 

church is conceived as a particular body living in time. This premise might even seem 

counterintuitive to a tradition that would see the church as a foretaste of paradise, a stable 

earthly entity because its identity is firmly grounded in its mystical reconstitution of the 

crucified Christ. However, the nature of the church’s mission is inherently temporal and 

terrestrial. As the Second Vatican Council articulated that mission, “In pursuing its own 

salvific purpose not only does the church communicate divine life to humanity but in a 

certain sense it casts the reflected light of that divine life over all the earth, notably in the 

way it heals and elevates the dignity of the human person, in the way it consolidates 
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society, and endows people’s daily activity with a deeper sense and meaning” (Gaudium 

et Spes par. 40). In other words, as the Church pursues its own salvation in this particular 

time and space, it makes manifest the glory of God it has glimpsed for the entire world 

and adumbrates potential beatitude in every human action. This pursuit of salvation must 

take place in a particular time and space, for salvation must be achieved in the finite 

contours of each person’s life, resulting from the multitude of ways in which God calls to 

that person from the good that vivifies all of human life.16 How the Church goes about 

recovering this essential understanding of its own identity and mission in the world, 

including the particular apostolate of the laity, is to show how the religious identities of 

particular Church members colors their activity within the world and, further, how these 

seemingly mundane activities—raising families, fulfilling the menial tasks in the 

quotidian work force, and interacting with others in any given community—are precisely 

acts of the whole person, thereby bringing the temporal works of the laity into the life of 

the Church and, ultimately, the ongoing history of salvation. 

 One theologian, Hans Urs Von Balthasar, made a particularly compelling case for 

the temporal nature of the church in Razing the Bastions. Responding as he is to the 

calcified scholasticism of modern Catholic theology, Von Balthasar articulates an 

understanding of Christian life that depends upon living in time; indeed, his defense of 

the Church’s objective good hinges on the lived holiness that proves the relevance of the 

Christian gospel. As he writes, “holiness is the best proof that the Church still has 

something, indeed everything, to say to the present and the coming time, despite her age 

and her wisdom of old age. Thus one must look clearly at the point where this youthful 

                                                            
16 For a thorough explanation of the work of the Church on behalf of all humanity, see Henri 

deLubac’s Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man, pp. 217-244.   
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holiness breaks through the shell of what has been, emerging into the light of the world 

now, fresh as on the first day” (25). Von Balthasar’s work, like that of the Second 

Vatican Council, eagerly pursues holiness in the contemporary world. While Von 

Balthasar does look to youthful holiness breaking through the shell of what has been, that 

holiness results from a tradition of thought and belief constantly reinvigorated by 

contemporary translation of ancient truths and practices into a fresh context. New 

iterations of old truths prove both the holiness being lived now and the freshness of aged 

doctrine.  

 What Von Balthasar sought in the modern world was not a radical transformation 

of how to be the Church; instead, he sought signs of holiness that respond to the modern 

world in which we find ourselves. Von Balthasar argues that the modern world which 

“lies in the pangs of birth is a humanity becoming aware for the first time of its unity on 

this planet and of the duty of stewarding itself, and it pursues these goals with a hitherto 

unknown spiritual exertion” (17). This spiritual awareness was a remarkably new thing 

when Von Balthasar wrote his work in 1952, for the global church had resigned itself to a 

ghettoized position within the modern world. Though it taught truth that still had 

relevance for a global community, it feared razing those bastions that clearly divided the 

nation-state from ecclesial authority. However, the monumental horrors of the early 

twentieth century and the uninhibited culture of death that proceeded from a rapid 

advance in technology without the necessary ethical consideration of how to employ that 

power forced the church to evaluate its stance toward the world.17 

                                                            
17 Cultural critic Romano Guardini makes a similar point in his 1956 The End of the Modern 

World. See especially pp. 170-207. 
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 What Von Balthasar recognized in 1952 became manifest in the ecclesial 

proclamations of the Second Vatican Council. The writers of Gaudium et Spes 

recognized that the church had to face one essential truth in the modern world: “People 

are becoming conscious that the forces they have unleashed are in their own hands and 

that it is up to themselves to control them or be enslaved by them. Here lies the modern 

dilemma” (par. 9). This confrontation with its own power forces humanity to recognize 

the limitations of humanity itself—if power is limitless, what determines the ethical use 

of such power? If nothing, then there is neither meaning nor transcendence in human 

goodness. However, the experience of those rare moments of human goodness suggest 

otherwise; those holy men and women who have been set free from the enslaving bonds 

of the modern quest for power validate an ecclesial answer to the modern question. 

Indeed, in answering this question, the church can truly witness to the scandalous 

humility of a crucified God. 

 However, the American church responding to this increase in power is, for the 

first time, sated with middle class affluence and social respectability. While nineteenth 

century America was often hostile to the Catholic faith—due in large part to the poor 

immigrants who swelled the ranks from the 1830s until the institution of immigration 

quotas in 1925—the emergence of suburbs in the 1920s provided a concrete form of 

middle-class idealism for second-generation Catholic immigrants. The relatively 

inexpensive homes surrounding the major urban centers throughout the nation became 

the goal for Catholic families who had struggled for generations in urban tenements and 

industrial jobs. For the first time, Catholic families moved out of the ethnic centers so 
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often called ghettoes and into the largely homogenous suburbs (Dolan The American 

Catholic Experience 357).  

 Catholic historians agree that the emergence of the suburbs was perhaps “the 

single most important long-term factor in abetting the move of a significant portion of 

American Catholics into the verdant and affluent pastures of middle-class acceptance and 

affluence” (Massa Catholics and American Culture 2).18 This move was necessary for 

stabilizing the Catholic family and improving their quality of life. However, as with any 

significant redistribution of people groups, new problems emerged with the Catholic 

migration to the suburbs. As Jay Dolan explains in his masterful history of American 

Catholicism The American Catholic Experience, “People lived differently along the 

‘crabgrass frontier’; the single-family dwelling and the automobile emphasized the 

privacy of life, as opposed to the public dimension nurtured in the immigrant 

neighborhood” (358). While Catholicism prior to the emergence of the modern suburb 

had been a communal, neighborhood- and parish-based structure, the suburb removed the 

local parish from the center of Catholic life; instead, the family home and its 

accoutrements—family automobile, various kitchen gadgetry, and the nuclear family unit 

itself—became the most vital ingredients for happiness. 

 While these various socioeconomic advances improved the basic quality of life 

for Catholic families, they also demanded a nuanced engagement with the modern world. 

Paul Blanshard’s 1949 bestseller American Freedom and Catholic Power revealed a 

latent anti-Catholicism in American society that dated back to the overwhelming waves 

of Catholic immigration—Irish, German, and Italian—throughout the 1800s, as did the 

                                                            
18 See also Jay Dolan’s The American Catholic Experience, pp. 349-383, and Will Herberg’s 

Protestant Catholic Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology, pp. 27-45.  
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public questioning of John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s Catholicism in his 1960 bid for the 

presidency.19 Both instances suggest that, though Catholic American families sought 

middle-class respectability, the larger nation was still somewhat skeptical of an ecclesial 

system reluctant to engage the modern world. In order for American Catholics to be truly 

accepted into society, their actual theology and praxis had to establish common ground 

with the more dominant Protestant ethos of America. Though Catholic Americans would 

never fully leave their liturgy or their tradition, much of the work of cultural figures like 

Thomas Merton, Dorothy Day, Bishop Fulton Sheen, or even authors like Jack Kerouac 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s was aimed at establishing points of commonality 

between leading Protestant and Catholic intellectuals, be it through ecumenical dialogue, 

radical hospitality, entertaining catechesis, or a shared skepticism of consumer culture.20 

 Key to the cultural work of figures like these was the development of the Nouvelle 

Théologie as a Catholic theological movement. Because writers like Etienne Gilson were 

important to Merton’s conversion and Peter Maurin permanently changed Day’s work, 

the dialogue between Catholic and American cultures was shaped by a theological 

movement intent upon “historical inquiry, pivoting toward the past for its own sake, but 

also as a strategy for developing a more capacious understanding of Catholicism, a 

realization that authentic Catholic practice in the twentieth century might require a 

                                                            
19 For a fascinating study of Kennedy’s successful bid for the presidency at the cost of subjugating 

his Catholicism to the America civil religion, see Shaun Casey’s The Making of a Catholic President.  Of 
particular note was the turning point in his campaign, when he delivered a speech, written by a Texan 
Baptist Bill Moyers,  to the Houston Baptist pastors, convincing them that he could clearly separate his 
faith from his work as the president.  

 
20 Mark Massa particularly notes the influence of Thomas Merton, in chapter 2, and Dorothy Day, 

in chapter 5, of Catholics and American Culture as prominent figures in negotiating the tension between 
Catholicism and America. Their respective works defended Catholicism through American rhetorical 
strategies, and each figure’s ability to remake him or herself into a new person showed how Catholicism 
could be congruent with an America identity.   
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plumbing of Catholic traditions in search of more meaningful forms” (McGreevy 195). 

This theological movement recognized the need for ressourcement, or a return to the 

older, foundational pieces of the church history and theology as a way of recovering a 

deeper and broader understanding of the Church’s tradition. This movement sought to 

wrestle back Thomism from the grasp of Thomistic scholasticism and to understand more 

clearly the tradition from which St. Thomas drew and to which he added. 

 What this tradition developed was a clear understanding of orthodox Christian 

doctrine, namely its reconnection of the natural and supernatural worlds as one graced 

reality, and the companion orthodox practice of the faith both on an ecclesial level and on 

the devotional level. The charismatic renewal of the church in America throughout the 

1950s and 1960s, the founding of the Christian Family Movement in the 1940s, and John 

LaFarge’s interracial apostolate all sought to bring right worship back into relationship 

with right living. Perhaps chief among these movements was Dorothy Day’s Catholic 

Worker movement, which sought to understand the Church’s particular responsibility for 

the poor as a personal call for obedience from each Christian.21  

 While these larger reform movements swept through American Catholicism, the 

economic improvement and educational opportunities available after the GI Bill also 

created a Catholic middle class seeking stability after generations in urban ethnic 

neighborhoods. This resulted in a leveling of the differences that had long defined 

Catholics as a unique people group in America. However, by the 1950s, those defining 

characteristics of Catholic life—large families, ethnic identity, working class 

background—were largely issues of the past, and the Catholic population in the suburbs 

                                                            
21 John McGreevy offers a particularly compelling analysis of American Catholicism’s role in the 

forefront of a variety of social justice movements as linked to a renewal in religious life in his Catholicism 
and America Freedom. See especially pp. 250-281.  
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increasingly became indistinguishable from their Protestant and Jewish counterparts 

(Wuthnow 94; Herberg 136-170). 

 Thus, in the years leading up to the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic 

population of America was developing in two discernible directions. The first worked in 

an activist, intellectual direction, following the lead of such thinkers as Dorothy Day or 

John Courtney Murray. This kind of American Catholicism sought to engage the modern 

world in a rich, fruitful, but also critical dialogue, joining elements of the Catholic 

tradition with the positive fruits of modern ideas. Day’s appropriation of certain elements 

of Communism to better understand Catholic social doctrine created a radical version of 

the Church lived out on the local and personal level of American society. By contrast, the 

second basic direction of Catholic development prior to Vatican II was assimilationist, 

for Catholic families achieving middle-class respectability no longer engaged their own 

theological tradition and became more interested in maintaining their own upward 

mobility. This group acquiesced to a larger cultural pressure to view their own morality 

in pragmatic terms and their own religious heritage as one consumer choice among many. 

Understandably, this accommodation to the larger cultural trends was less intentional and 

more accidental, for many Catholic families in the suburbs maintained strong and loyal 

ties to their local parishes. The emergence of a cultural Catholicism was in no way a new 

thing, though its dissemination throughout Catholic America was perhaps novel. 

 In the midst of these two developments in American Catholicism and similar 

trends happening globally, Pope John XXIII called for a worldwide aggiornamento for 

the church and opened the Second Vatican Council in 1962 to effect that updating. While 

the council discussed and debated a wide range of topics, it is notable that this was a rare 
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event in the history of ecclesial councils; rather than being called to clarify a doctrinal 

definition against heretical teaching, this council was pastoral in nature and sought to 

more clearly understand how to live faithfully as the church in the modern world. For too 

long, the Church had simply rejected the modern world, seeing in its pursuit of power and 

knowledge a real affront to both human limitation and the Church’s call for humility and 

charity. However, Pope John XXIII and the bishops and priests in communion with him 

discerned a need for the church to reconsider this position, for they saw that the Church 

could make a better witness to the world if it entered into richer and more vigorous 

dialogue with the various nation-states and the global economy. Indeed, what the Council 

sought was not a radical revision to the deposit of faith but more nuanced ways of 

articulating that gospel to a culture no longer well-versed in its idioms. 

As a result, the declarations and decrees of the Council must be understood as 

operating under the teaching authority of the Magisterium, and the decisions of that 

council must be “upheld by the same authority as Vatican I and the Council of Trent, 

namely, the Pope and the College of Bishops in communion with him, and that also with 

regard to its contents, Vatican II is in the strictest continuity with both previous councils” 

(Ratzinger The Ratzinger Report 28). In other words, Vatican II’s declarations can neither 

erase nor replace the declaration of the former councils. Instead, the Second Vatican 

Council’s decisions must be understood as developments of the germinal content of 

previous promulgations. The Council’s most important decrees—Lumen Gentium, The 

Dogmatic Constitution on the Church; Sacrosanctum Concilium, The Constitution on the 

Sacred Liturgy; and Gaudium et Spes, The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 

Modern Age—develop the Catholic Church’s self-understanding precisely so that she can 
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better witness to the truth with which she has been entrusted and to the world to which 

she ministers. In practice, this led to two significant changes in the life of the church. The 

first, documented in Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes, offered a new self-

understanding of the church as the entire people of God. While this understanding has 

always been implicit in the church’s ecclesiological dogma, these documents extend the 

work of the church beyond the immediate work of the liturgy and into the life of the laity 

in the world, insofar as these lay members of the church draw their sustenance from the 

liturgical feast. The second important group of changes, documented in Sacrosanctum 

Concilium, affected the celebration of the Mass. While these changes ranged in their 

institution from diocese to diocese, they included the use of the vernacular in the Mass 

itself, the turn of the priest from facing the tabernacle to now facing the parishioners, and 

the inclusion of lay members in the handling and dispensing of the Eucharistic elements 

during the Mass.  

While these changes might seem minimal compared to the rapid changes already 

occurring in the larger culture in the 1960s, the repercussions of those decisions are still 

resounding in American culture. Indeed, as Mary Reichardt describes it, “the watershed 

event of Vatican II (1962-65) inaugurated a welcome embrace of modernity, a new 

emphasis on ecumenical efforts and social justice initiatives, and a greater stress on the 

responsibility of the laity. But it also ushered in a period of unsettling change and a 

reexamination of what had appeared to be unalterable truths” (5). This central idea—the 

unalterable nature of truth—seems to be at the heart of controversy that erupted in the 

American Catholic since Vatican II. 
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The notable church historian Mark Massa argues that the laity’s new awareness of 

a single critical fact elucidates the many tensions that followed the council:  

The idea that is crucial for understanding what the American Catholic 
Revolution was about… is historical consciousness. At its most basic level, 
historical consciousness is the recognition that everything changes, and that 
historical events and figures need to be contextualized within their specific 
times and cultures in order to be understood. (American Catholic Revolution 
xv) 

 
This is, admittedly, not a new idea in the tradition of Catholic thought, and in many ways 

this is the primary methodological premise of John Henry Newman and the Nouvelle 

Théologie. However, while trained theologians were easily able to distinguish between a 

historical accretion and the liturgical kerygma of a given Church Doctor, the laity was not 

as easily able to discern these differences. When the Magisterium articulated the need for 

a historical change to liturgical practice, the laity viewed these pronouncements as radical 

disruptions of what had always been their experience.  

 Moreover, this new awareness that theology consists of historically conditioned 

statements of eternal truths so jarred many of the laity that they questioned not just the 

veracity of theology itself but the authority of the local bishops and priests who were 

making these theological statements. This suspicion of ecclesial hierarchy was, perhaps, a 

natural reaction to a newly invigorated American clergy. Immediately following the 

Second Vatican Council, “[m]any bishops were taking up the cause of renewal in an 

untypically aggressive manner. For many, participation in Vatican II was a conversion 

experience, and once they returned home to their dioceses they spearheaded programs for 

renewal” (Dolan AMCE 429). These renewal programs aimed at remaking the American 

Catholic church as an institution capable of speaking to the needs of the people in a 

language that they already understood. This manifested in the often noted and as often 
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lamented “balloon mass,” the “polka mass,” or any number of liturgical innovations that 

stripped the Church of its tradition in order to attract attendees.  

Beyond the liturgical innovations, however, issues of dogma were increasingly 

debated in such popular Catholic periodicals as Commonweal or Worship. Frederick 

McManus, a columnist at the periodical Worship, perhaps most clearly explained the 

historical factors that have influenced the celebration of the Mass, often in a manner 

especially sensitive to the pastoral needs of his clerical readers.22 However, as many lay 

members of the Church were reading these periodicals, “questions of what eucharist and 

prayer actually meant were presented as real, live issues that could be debated in print 

and at public meetings” (Massa ACR 7). The public nature of these debates invited 

suspicion over their reliability in a way that simply had not occurred in Catholic life prior 

to the council. While the tenets of the Catholic faith were certainly believed or doubted 

prior to the Council, this did not generally happen in public forums, among practicing 

members of the faith, and not with such a historical-critical focus.23 

As a result of this newly recognized historical consciousness, the rubric for 

evaluating liturgical and ecclesial innovation became effectiveness, based largely on a 

pragmatic understanding of that word. While the Second Vatican Council allowed for 

certain changes to the Mass to better articulate the mystery of faith as a mystery, local 

church authorities replaced traditional hymns with popular folk musical arrangements 

because they reduced the mystery of the mass by making it more accessible, even if the 

                                                            
 22 For further discussion of McManus’s influence on the American clergy, see Chapter 2 in Mark 
Massa’s The American Catholic Revolution.  
 
  23 This shift has been noted by novelists, particularly the British writer David Lodge’s Bodies and 
Souls, in which he documents a small group of middle-class British Catholics responding to the shift in 
Vatican II. The British title of the novel—How Far Can You Go?—clarifies the question that each 
character asks in response to this shift. 
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complexity of the liturgical performance was sacrificed (Massa ACR 22). This idea 

extended beyond the liturgy and began to intrude on both moral and doctrinal issues as 

well. Indeed, American Catholics began to believe faith itself to be “an adaptable 

response—a vision that could not be rooted permanently in the theological notions of the 

past but needed to be constantly upgraded and revised” (Wuthnow 139). As a result of 

this newly defined understanding of faith, American Catholics began to practice a kind of 

pick-and-choose approach to their own tradition. If a liturgical practice could be changed 

to make the mysterious more amenable, then a moral position could similarly be revised 

based on the effectiveness of the Church’s teaching.  

 What developed from this approach to the faith was a deeply divided and 

restructured church. Robert Wuthnow expertly defined the restructuring of American 

Catholicism as a “division between self-styled religious ‘conservatives’ and self-styled 

religious ‘liberals,’ both of whom acknowledged a considerable degree of tension with 

the other side” (133). While these designations were used prior to Vatican II in various 

ways, the council’s declarations provided a focus for the terms as they came to be used 

by members within the church. As Michael Cuneo defines the terms, a Catholic 

conservative sees the work of Vatican II as thoroughly continuous with the Catholic 

tradition but may downplay or ignore the real innovations of the council’s documents; by 

contrast, a Catholic liberal sees in the Second Vatican Council a notably discontinuous 

church and aligns progressive impulses with the spirit of the council (Cuneo 25). The 

remarkable point about this restructured Catholicism is that such widely divergent and 

ultimately hostile positions are both being actively held by members within the church. 

As Ratzinger noted in his 1985 interview with Vittorio Messori, “What the Popes and the 
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Council Fathers were expecting was a new Catholic unity, and instead one has 

encountered a dissension which—to use the words of Paul VI—seems to have passed 

over from self-criticism to self-destruction” (29). The infighting, the lack of unity through 

a shared understanding of the sacraments, and the dissolution of traditional language to 

articulate the mysteries of the faith have suggested a real failure in the American Catholic 

church since Vatican II.   

 Perhaps the most notorious locus of division within the American Catholic church 

was the reception of Pope Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae in 1968 and thereafter.  The 1968 

restatement of traditional moral teaching on birth control was not a radically new 

understanding of sexual practice. Indeed, Pope Paul VI simply reaffirmed what had been 

taught for generations in the Church. However, the vocal protestations of lay moral 

theologians, including Charles Curran and supporting members of the American 

hierarchy, revealed the degree to which Vatican II had already restructured American 

Catholicism along less hierarchical and more radically libertarian lines. 

 Certainly, Humanae Vitae was a surprising statement for many American clergy 

to receive from a church that had just sought aggiornamento in an ecumenical council. 

Moral philosophers and theologians like Curran had already been questioning the 

traditional ban on birth control on the basis of natural philosophy’s concurrence with the 

contemporary scientific understandings of the reproductive cycle. As Ralph McInerny 

documents in his What Went Wrong with Vatican II,  

many Catholic couples were told by their confessors that they could licitly, 
in good conscience, in anticipation of the change, employ contraceptive 
devices. These confessors were acting on the opinion of theologians. 
However nuanced the discussion among theologians might have been, the 
advice that filtered down to married couples prior to Humanae Vitae was 
that they could make up their own minds on the matter. (53) 
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Lay moral formation, long under the authority of the parish priest and developed in the 

confessional, was already being influenced, from the late 1950s until the publication of 

Humanae Vitae, to believe that the use of birth control was an issue to be decided upon 

by personal conscience. Lacking in this understanding of sexual morality was the 

necessary formation of the conscience that was traditionally the task of the priests during 

the confessional, the homily, and other teaching opportunities.  

 When Paul VI issued Humanae Vitae as a restatement of existing bans on 

artificial birth control, many within the American hierarchy saw this as a rejection of 

Vatican II’s aggiornamento, an aggressive reassertion of authority precisely when the 

Church had already emphasized the laity’s need to assume the responsibility for their 

own moral formation. Indeed, church historian Mark Massa draws an interesting analogy 

between the widespread rejection of Humanae Vitae and the similarly widespread 

acceptance of Vatican II’s liturgical changes (American Catholic Revolution 34), 

suggesting that these dissonant occurrences reveal how the American church hierarchy 

already bequeathed both teaching and moral authority to the laity and, in doing so, left 

the responsibility for formation of the laity behind.  

 The pervasive rejection of Humanae Vitae also presents a new understanding of 

the relationship between the magisterium and the laity. As McInerny phrases this 

understanding, theologians in the vein of Curran who wrote against the papal encyclical 

“assumed a novel view of the teaching role of the Church: the function of the Pope is to 

promulgate and endorse the consensus of believers” (65). The inversion of the traditional 

relationship—that the pope is the Vicar of Christ who safeguards the deposit of faith and 

speaks from that deposit to the wider church—raises the status of the laity to the 
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potentially infallible level. Because the lay members of the Church have understandably 

more pragmatic concerns for morality, the magisterium had always existed to re-orient 

the pragmatic vision of those living in the Church towards more eternal ends. By denying 

that this is what is intended in Humanae Vitae, Curran and those bishops in support of 

him accepted two major premises: first, the laity knew better how to interpret the faith 

than did those ordained to do so, and, second, the pragmatic, temporal concerns of 

faithful Catholics supersede the preservation of a simultaneously unified and diverse 

tradition. 

 These premises are the ingredients for a Church schism. If adherents of a religion 

no longer consider the central authority of the Church to be authoritative, then the 

question remains whether or not those people can actually be considered true participants 

in that religion. However, most notable in this public rejection of papal teaching is the 

ongoing self-identification of these theologians with the Catholic Church, despite 

Curran’s removal from a teaching post at The Catholic University of America. Indeed, 

not only do these dissenting theologians affirm the validity of their own positions within 

the Church, but “they [attempt] to redefine the nature of the Church in such a way that it 

was the Pope who was out of step” (McInerny 68). What Humanae Vitae and its rejection 

by the majority of American Catholicism did was introduce a fundamental tension into 

the experience of individual American Catholics. This tension “between individual 

experience and received doctrine” refashioned American Catholicism as an essentially 

anxious way of living, if the particular Catholic person seeks to reconcile his or her own 

experience with papal authority, or as an Emersonian model of Catholicism, in which the 
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dictates of each person’s individual conscience come to the forefront in the evaluation of 

a tradition’s relevance (McGreevy 292; D’Antonio, et. al. 10). 

 This historical change in the Church has prompted many responses. One, in 

particular, comes from the current Pope Emeritus, then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. In his 

interview with Vittorio Messori, Ratzinger summarized the current position of the Church 

as follows: 

My impression is that the authentically Catholic meaning of the reality 
‘Church’ is tacitly disappearing, without being expressly rejected. Many 
no longer believe that what is at issue is a reality willed by the Lord 
himself. Even with some theologians, the Church appears to be a human 
construction, an instrument created by us and one which we ourselves can 
freely reorganize according to the requirements of the moment. (45) 

 
If Ratzinger’s assessment is correct, then the Church has forgotten that its own identity is 

a sacred reality instituted by Christ himself. As a result, the Church has settled for a 

beatific vision of earth itself, ignoring that the transcendence of a heavenly kingdom can 

participate in the reclamation and reconciliation of the temporal order here and now. In 

other words, contemporary American Catholicism settles on the most temporal 

understanding of the Church as a social institution for human beings, forgetting that the 

literal analogically points to the eternal, and the earthly, human institution images the 

very life of the Trinity that awaits the cosmos in eternity. 

 It is in this historical context that contemporary Catholic authors must be 

considered. Unlike their literary predecessors, who were active communicants in a 

Church that remembered what it means to be the Bride of Christ, contemporary authors 

such as Ron Hansen and Alice McDermott struggle to hold onto the very identity quickly 

being lost in the broader Church culture. What these authors do in their work is to assert 

the eternality of truth at the same time that they look for the temporal manifestations of 
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that truth being lived out in this word. Their work responds to a divided church rapidly 

assimilating to a larger cultural suspicion of moral authority and objective truth. How 

they go about responding to this context is notable, for both authors insist on utilizing 

traditional Catholic conceptions of human persons and their ambient societies—the 

language of virtue and vice, the celebration of positive goods like families, and an 

insistent belief in the goodness of human life that still recognizes the lamentable 

experiences of suffering and pain. However, both authors also insist on speaking to an 

audience broader than the Church and employ popular literary genres as ways of 

recovering the universal human delight of a well-told story. Indeed, the marriage of the 

two is a notable characteristic of post-Vatican II American literature, and this marriage 

presents the next problem to be considered, namely the difficulties inherent to 

establishing the proper criteria for understanding and evaluating forms of literature often 

deemed “low” art.24 

 
The Aesthetic Problem: Recovering the Beautiful in Popular Forms 

 
 Literature holds a particularly valued place in the Catholic Church. The history of 

Western civilization is populated by certain literary milestones that clearly show the 

transcendent possibility of stories —Augustine’s Confessions, Dante’s Divine Comedy, 

Shakespeare’s King Lear, Herbert’s The Temple, Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, 

or Hopkins’ collected poems. Indeed, when articulating the identity of the church in the 

modern world, the Second Vatican Council included the following in the document 

Gaudium et Spes:  

                                                            
 24 Chapter Two will more specifically explore the literary landscape of contemporary American 
fiction by examining Hansen’s and McDermott’s particular places when situated in a wider spectrum of 
contemporary Catholic fiction.   
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In their own way literature and art are very important to the life of the 
church. They seek to penetrate our nature, our problems and experience as 
we endeavor to discover and perfect ourselves and the world in which we 
live; they try to discover our place in history and in the universe, to throw 
light on our suffering and joy, our need and our potentialities, and to 
outline a happier destiny in store for us. (par. 62) 

 
For the Council’s participants, the role of literature as art within the life of the church is 

vital, for literature clarifies human life through imaginative exploration of the limits of 

reasonable living. Readers overcome the isolating nature of pain through sympathetic 

identification with fictional characters; stories articulate longed-for joys with carefully 

chosen words; history is saturated with meaning as particular lives are lifted up for 

contemplation. Literature can be an active and living part of the work of the Church, for 

authors are engaged in the vicarious creation of trustworthy analogies, true stories, and 

particular visions of the beautiful. 

 Indeed, Cardinal Ratzinger boldly proclaimed that beautiful Christian art can offer 

defense for Christianity itself: “The only really effective apologia for Christianity comes 

down to two arguments, namely, the saints the Church has produced and the art which 

has grown in her womb” (Ratzinger The Ratzinger Report 129). The excellence of the art 

compares to the integrity of the saints, for both provide a manifestation of transcendence 

in a very particular form. Moreover, the relationship connecting truth, beauty, and 

goodness similarly binds the reader to the literature, for the aesthetic form of the story 

compels the reader to contemplate the true so that he or she can live well. Stories do so 

by “consoling us with the assurance of order in an everyday world that appears random 

and chaotic, and promising something new in a world that appears dulled by routine” 

(Fiddes 5). The articulation of order in a well-constructed story and the story’s ability to 

impart meaning through the analogous relationship between the story of the world and 
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the reader’s own world suggests that narrative remains a religious form. In accepting this 

premise, the Catholic Church pleads with storytellers in its body to create their narratives 

in such a way that readers can experience the ultimate truth, beauty, and goodness of 

God. 

 This does not, however, mean that each Catholic storyteller must employ 

apologetic forms of literature. Indeed, as Boyle so clearly argues, literature is language 

free of instrumental purpose. Beginning a story with a thesis to illustrate is a problematic 

confusion of genres, for stories require not a central argument but the intense exploration 

of reality insofar as reality can be perceived through the senses and contemplated with 

reason and imagination. To this end, as the external context changes, so must the vision 

of the artist. In other words, because the artist is attempting to explore and describe 

reality as much as he or she is able to perceive it in the material and spiritual world, that 

artist is always responding to a particular time and place. Though an artist might aim for 

the transcendent, they can only reach the transcendent through the particular.25 

 As a result, literature must constantly respond to the concrete world in which the 

artist lives. This is the only way to allow literature to do what it is meant to do—clarify 

life by exploring and clarifying the problems, joys, and sufferings we experience. 

Contemporary Catholic authors writing in forms that respond to the triumph of 

Catholicism in the medieval world would be writing nostalgically and would be avoiding 

the particular reality of the world they live in. Because the contemporary church is so 

clearly divided in its understanding of how to live well, contemporary authors must 

employ “[n]ew art forms adapted to our times” (Gaudium et Spes par. 62). This 

                                                            
25 William Lynch offers a particularly clear analysis of this tension in his Christ and Apollo, 

particularly pp. 11-41.  
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adaptation of art forms to our times must consider what the appropriate form is for this 

day, one that will be able to capture transcendence through one particular kind of story. 

In doing so, the contemporary Catholic author must understand both what he or she is 

trying to communicate as well as what his or her audience will be able to understand. 

 To this end, many contemporary Catholic novelists intentionally cross traditional 

boundaries in their writing so that they might better communicate with a wider audience. 

Thomas Ferraro describes this characteristic of contemporary writing, seeing its “capacity 

for crossing boundaries, be they disciplinary, generic, or institutional; its tendency to 

resist being mapped onto the left-right spectrums of social vision and intellectual change” 

(12). What Ferraro notes is a tendency in contemporary writing to resist a simple 

reduction into left-right partisanship, a resistance that Ferraro ultimately applauds as a 

faithful witness to a larger American sphere that indulges in reductive approaches to 

politics, morality, and intellectual thought. In many ways, these contemporary writers are 

looking for inspiration for their writing, not in the intelligentsia, but in the “rediscovery 

of the authentic values found in popular piety” (John Paul II Crossing the Threshold of 

Hope 116). Though popular piety has often been considered intellectually impoverished, 

sentimental, and ultimately cliché-ridden, John Paul II, and the novelists who similarly 

see the good in these forms, insists on the positive good, and authentic values that these 

practices employ. 

 The relationship between popular piety and popular fiction26 is interesting, for 

both suggest a need for story as somehow prior to a need for finely wrought literature. An 

                                                            
  26 Admittedly, both “popular fiction” and “literary fiction” are ultimately historical terms, 
especially in our contemporary literary field. However, for the purpose of my argument, I will be defining 
popular fiction as those novels whose formulae originated in the pulp presses of the nineteenth century 
rather than the literati of the same time. 
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intercessory prayer offered while lighting a candle can be seen as superstitious, but it can 

also be seen as an extreme act of faith that is valid despite its repeatability. Indeed, the 

large majority of the faithful rely on popular forms of piety—the novena to a patron saint, 

the celebration of liturgical seasons with particular foods, the donning of scapulars and 

mantles in the Mass. Similarly, the large majority of the reading population will never 

consider the literary excellence of works—Dante’s Divine Comedy; instead, Dean 

Koontz, Louis L’Amour, and Danielle Steele will continue to sell in the millions, for their 

stories are approachable, exciting, and a captivating albeit simple read.  

 For many valid reasons, the academy has disregarded these popular novelists and 

the kinds of stories they write. Descended from the dime novels and pulp magazines of 

the 1860s and onward, popular fiction today is still vulnerable to the many complaints 

made against those children’s dime novels. As Vicki Anderson details in her analysis of 

early dime novels, this kind of fiction was “poorly written, the characters were 

implausible, and the story line foreseeable; the language and humor were unacceptable to 

the general public and on the whole not considered literate. The main theme was 

violence, extreme adventure, crime and inhumane punishment” (55). Since their 

emergence as an inexpensive source of entertainment for both children and young adults, 

these dime novels have relied on successful narrative formulae for economic success. 

Certain publishing houses became known for their mastery of a given storyline, and they 

would generate dozens of iterations of that formula. The appeal of these stories comes 

from their reliance on shock and sentiment, for they use the same plot points—the shoot-

out in a Western town, the discovery of a dead body in a detective novel, a duel between 
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knights, or any number of stereotypical events that populate the genre—to achieve the 

reliable excitement and resolution that a tested formula can offer. 

 However, the genre’s reliance on violence as its basic appeal and its lack of 

characters developed beyond trite and imitative caricatures allowed critics to make moral 

criticism of the works. Indeed, Anderson describes the critical reaction to these dime 

novels as follows, “The literary people of the time believed that reading novels would 

arouse base passions, stifle one’s imagination and make a person less humane. It would 

also destroy the moral fiber of anyone, including the youth” (56). This reaction is not 

based on their lack of finesse as crafted stories but is instead based on their moral 

influence on the reader. Critics considered the stimulation offered by these stories to be 

too much, for the violence that often solved the issue at hand reinforced the most violent 

forms of moral formation for the reader. For example, though the good cowboy might 

always win the day, he does so by killing the Indian. The violence that is necessary to 

these forms, coupled with an over-reliance on melodramatic plots and wooden characters, 

make these historical pieces of popular fiction subpar. 

 Nevertheless, the critical attitude of dismissing the entire genre does seem to go 

too far in its rejection of the very elements that constitute the tradition. Violence as an 

essential element of a story extends back to The Iliad, while plot contrivances that solve 

the protagonist’s difficulties similarly include such canonical classics as The Odyssey. 

The basis for criteria for this kind of literature ought not to be whether or not the formula 

itself is a beautiful thing; instead, the critic should consider if the author has done 

anything with the formula to create something beautiful and worthy of consideration.   
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 Before a critic can discern how to consider what the author has done to adapt a 

formula, he or she needs to understand what the formula is and how it functions within 

the narrative. Indeed the formulae upon which these story rely are themselves simply 

narrative tools, constituent elements as vital to a story as setting, tone, or plot. Popular 

genre critic John Cawelti defines the literary formula as “a structure of narrative or 

dramatic conventions employed in a great number of individual works. There are two 

common usages of the term formula… The first usage simply denotes a conventional way 

of treating some specific thing or person… The second common literary usage of the 

term formula refers to larger plot types” (5). Within this definition, Cawelti notes that 

formulae only emerge as a recognizable pattern once they have been used in a large 

number of works. Once this has happened, the intentional use of such a formula denotes 

that the author is accepting a conventional treatment of a topic. For one example, if a 

Western writer accepts the dualistic morality typical of the genre, he might have his 

cowboy-hero wear a white hat, while the villain will wear a black one. To accept such 

convention is to align oneself with a tradition of storytelling for the purpose of borrowing 

from that genre’s ethos or making the story amenable to that genre’s audience.  

The second definition Cawelti notes is the recurrence of these formulae as plot 

patterns within a genre. That these plots do recur in multiple instances suggests that 

readers find something worthwhile in multiple iterations of the same basic story 

elements. Cawelti suggest that readers return to these formulaic structures because they 

“find satisfaction and a basic emotional security in a familiar form; in addition, the 

audience’s past experience with a formula gives it a sense of what to expect in new 

individual examples, thereby increasing its capacity for understanding and enjoying the 
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details of the work” (9). The emotional satisfaction the audience experiences derives its 

comfort from the audience’s familiarity with the form; the repeated plots and 

recognizable character types hit a certain emotional note that fans of the genre will 

especially appreciate. Moreover, appreciating a new example of a genre can reinforce and 

broaden a devotee’s appreciation of familiar previous entries within that genre. 

However, the formulaic structure also dulls imagination’s sharpness. Cawelti 

suggests that formulaic fiction works precisely because it is a genre with which readers 

can quickly become familiar.  The familiarity of the formula creates the conditions by 

which the reader can experience the “ultimate excitements of love and death” in a safe 

manner, for the “the excitement and uncertainty are ultimately controlled and limited by 

the familiar world of the formulaic structure” (Cawelti 16). This tension between 

familiarity and uncertainty can be the basis of the story’s appeal, and readers of formulaic 

genres seek out new stories that can be understood and contextualized within the other 

examples of the genre they have read. What remains important for authors to remember 

within these formulaic genres are those expectations that readers have, and the author 

must consider these in order for the new instance of the formula to work without just 

being another repetition of what has been done. As Cawelti states this,  

Each formula has its own set of limits that determine what kind of new 
and unique elements are possible without straining the formula to the 
breaking point. We can point to at least two special artistic skills that all 
good formulaic writers seem to possess to some degree: the ability to give 
new vitality to stereotypes and the capacity to invent new touches of plot 
or setting that are still within formulaic limits. (10-11) 
 

The author of the formulaic story cannot stray too far from the basic elements of the 

story; a Western without a cowboy would be an odd thing, indeed. Inherent to these 

formulaic elements is a certain amount of stereotype that the author must confront and 
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adapt. In order to avoid cliché, the author must vitalize that stereotype, either by 

complicating and deepening the character or by increasing the sentimentality and 

melodrama of the plot. Doing both, in a literary fashion, can elevate these popular genres 

beyond the trite realm of the penny dreadful and fashion beautiful art in popular forms. 

 When this happens, the artistic instances of the formulaic structure must still be 

read against the generic standards of its popular tradition. These beautiful milestones 

have a relationship to the genre “somewhat analogous to that of a variation to a theme, or 

of a performance to a text. To be a work of any quality or interest, the individual version 

of a formula must have some unique or special characteristics of its own, yet these 

characteristics must ultimately work toward the fulfillment of the conventional form” 

(Cawelti 10). Those unique and special characteristics must be inherent to the form itself, 

meaning that the imposition of incompatible innovations simply will not work. For 

example, Raymond Chandler’s innovations to the detective figure are intensifications of 

what was already present in the figure—his moral uncertainty and his sexual prowess. 

Cawelti notes two particular ways of evaluating an artistic version of the formulaic 

structure:  

(a) by the way in which they fulfill or fail to fulfill the ideal potentials 
inherent in the genre and thereby achieve or fail to achieve the full artistic 
effect of that particular type of construction. These are the terms in which 
Aristotle treats tragedy; (b) by the way in which the individual work 
deviates from the flat standard of the genre to accomplish some unique 
individual expression or effect. (7) 

 
These criteria are eminently helpful for considering whether or not a particular example 

of a formula is good or not—does it fulfill generic expectations, and does it deviate from 

the trappings of that genre? However, what Cawelti’s criteria don’t provide is a thorough 

defense of the genres themselves. While Cawelti can guide a critic through how to 
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consider whether this example does or does not fulfills its genre’s ideals, the criticisms 

about these genres are not about specific examples as much as they are about the clichéd 

nature of the formula itself. 

 In order for a truly artistic example of these genres to be considered beautiful, the 

genre itself—and the formula upon which it based—must be defended. Two important 

Catholic writers—G.K. Chesterton in an essay entitled “In Defense of Penny Dreadfuls” 

and Flannery O’Connor in a series of essays collected in Mystery and Manners—have 

already made a few arguments in defense of this formulaic approach to fiction, though 

both also recognized the problems endemic to this form of literature. The basis of their 

defense is a deep reverence for storytelling itself. Indeed, Chesterton makes a distinction 

that suggests that storytelling is basic to human life. In “Defense of Penny Dreadfuls,” he 

writes, “Literature and fiction are two entirely different things. Literature is a luxury; 

fiction is a necessity” (17). Responding as he is to critics who disregarded the formulaic 

penny dreadfuls, Chesterton defends these pulp fictions because “people must have 

conversations, they must have houses, and they must have stories. The simple need for 

some kind of ideal world in which fictitious persons play an unhampered part is infinitely 

deeper and older than the rules of good art, and much more important” (17). These 

stories, melodramatic and clunky as they may be, still offer the reader an ideal world 

where fictitious persons live and move, and Chesterton argues that they fulfill a 

fundamental imaginative need all human beings have. In his line of argument, a story is 

as vital as a home or a conversation, for it grounds the human being and gives him or her 

a place within the cosmos with which to understand his or her position. 
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 For Chesterton, fulfilling this need precedes meeting the criteria for fine art. Any 

critic who dismisses the popular fiction as somehow pedestrian in its scope and 

melodramatic in its execution fails to remember one characteristic about this literature 

that Chesterton argues clearly: “it is simply human […] Ordinary men will always be 

sentimentalists: for a sentimentalist is simply a man who has feelings and does not 

trouble to invent a new way of expressing them. These common and current publications 

[…] express the sanguine and heroic truisms on which civilization is built” (20). 

Chesterton here argues that the sentimentalism of ordinary men sees nothing problematic 

about a figure whose “realism” is less believable than their embodiment of heroic virtue. 

Indeed, the chivalric knight, a popular figure of British penny dreadfuls, has his 

counterpart in the American cowboy or hardboiled detective, for these figures incarnate 

the virtues that their respective cultures celebrate. In Chesterton’s defense, these figures 

are the very cultural ideals, clichéd though they may be, upon which civilization is built, 

and any rejection of these stories as formulaic and clichéd rejects the vitality at the heart 

of these stories, the inspiring interplay of people’s moral ideals and an exciting plot. 

Though a galloping knight might be a thoroughly unrealistic figure for a nineteenth 

century boy reading a penny dreadful, the vitality of his steed’s pounding hooves and the 

valor of his actions in these blood-and-thunder tales embody particular virtues that any 

reader can still consider.     

 Similarly, Flannery O’Connor defends the popular writer in her essay “Some 

Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction.” In this essay, she writes,  

The writer who writes within what might be called the modern romance 
tradition may not be writing novels which in all respects partake of a 
novelistic orthodoxy; but as long as these works have vitality, as long as 
they present something that is alive, however eccentric its life may seem 
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to the general reader, then they have to be dealt with; and they have to be 
dealt with on their own terms. (39) 

 
Like Chesterton, O’Connor recognizes a distinction between literature and fiction, for the 

writer within the modern romance tradition writes fiction similar to the penny dreadfuls 

and dime novels of the 1800s. O’Connor even admits that this kind of writing does not 

maintain the orthodoxy of modern literacy criticism. However, she similarly defends this 

kind of writing on the basis of their vitality. The central question, for O’Connor, remains 

whether or not the novel has life. If it does, then the reader and the critic must deal with 

the fiction on its own terms. 

 This is an interesting defense from a writer known as the disciple of New 

Criticism. Her own writing is among the best examples of great literature with 

transcendent meaning, and she regularly wrote against writers like Cardinal Spellman, 

whose The Foundling can easily be labeled a popular hit and an artistic failure. The 

sentimentality which ran throughout that novel and which O’Connor saw saturating most 

of the so-called Catholic fiction of her day stifled whatever merit the novel might have, 

and this is the precise point of concern O’Connor has for popular fiction—it relies on 

sentimentalism to present a “nice” version of the truth. For O’Connor, this nice version of 

the truth is too false, and sentimentality is  

an excess, a distortion of sentiment usually in the direction of an 
overemphasis on innocence, and that innocence, whenever it is 
overemphasized in the ordinary human condition, tends by some natural 
law to become it opposite. We lost our innocence in the Fall, and our 
return to it is through the Redemption which was brought about by 
Christ’s death and by our slow participation in it. Sentimentality is a 
skipping of this process in its concrete reality and an early arrival at a 
mock state of innocence. (“The Church and the Fiction Writer” 148) 
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This reliance on sentimentality in popular fiction cheapens its presentation of faith and 

God, for both are reduced to simple solutions to clichéd problems. The real work of 

faith—the daily mortifications and acceptance of limitations—is truncated to present a 

more dramatic action. As a result, O’Connor suspects any popular fiction that overuses 

sentimentality, describing those works as a mockery of innocence and an ultimately dead 

story.  

 This complaint is legitimate, and O’Connor’s warning against sentimentality 

resonates with Cawelti’s criteria for evaluating formula fiction. Both emphasized the 

author’s need to invigorate this potentially clichéd formula with innovations to the 

characters and the plot that still operate within generic conventions. Without doing so, 

authors utilizing these popular genres will be vulnerable to the complaints that have been 

always made about the dime novels and penny dreadfuls—the stories are unbelievable 

because the characters are clichés. This is the aesthetic charge that contemporary Catholic 

authors face in American literature.  

In many ways, this aesthetic difficulty—how to make a character as real as 

possible—confronts the same issues that contemporary Catholics face in the historical 

context of post-Vatican II America. As Ratzinger noted, contemporary Catholics do not 

lack faith in who God is or what the sacraments are; instead, they struggle to believe that 

the Church is a divinely appointed body of believers in which each person can enter into 

a community of the faithful seeking direct relationship with God. Misunderstandings of 

the church’s authority and the self-governing authority each person has stem from either 

an overly individualistic understanding of the nature of faith or an overly communal 
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understanding of the Church. Both ways of erring are prevalent today, and American 

Catholics negotiate this tension in a variety of ways. 

Like their Church’s struggle to negotiate the tension between communal life and 

the particularity of each person’s existence, these contemporary authors similarly attempt 

to balance their imaginative vision of human life and the Church’s teaching on the nature 

of human persons. A thoroughly orthodox and theologically rich conception of the human 

person would provide a way of understanding both the successes and the failures of 

Vatican II and the successes and failures of popular fiction. This understanding of the 

human person is the key factor for analysis in these contemporary versions of the 

formulaic genres, and it is also the focus of much of the theological work that has 

proceeded from the Church’s Magisterium since Vatican II. To see how these authors 

answer this fundamental question—what is a human person—is to understand how these 

contemporary novelists adapt the tradition of Catholic fiction to their own time and how 

they develop this tradition through their own fiction. 

One particular way contemporary Catholic authors do this is through the use of 

popular genres of fiction. Like other postmodern American writers27 seeking to 

complicate the line separating low pulp from high art, contemporary Catholic writers who 

utilize popular genres affirm, like certain Catholic theologians and clergy today, the 

holiness of simple human pleasures like a well-told story or a well-sung hymn. These 

popular genres have a vernacular aesthetic similar to the post-Vatican II mass, and 

contemporary Catholic authors’ use of these genres follows the general trends in 

                                                            
 27 Indeed, this blurring of the line between high and low is one of the characteristics of 
contemporary fiction. From Cormac McCarthy’s revitalization of the Western to Toni Morrison’s rewriting 
of gothic romances, contemporary authors are turning toward these “low” forms to resist the metaphysical 
and ethical premises of the modern novel and its erudite, self-conscious narrators, its epiphanic realizations, 
and its highly interiorized characters.    
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American Catholicism of endorsing the elusive spirit of Vatican II. However, faithful 

Catholic authors who recognize the excesses of many of the American manifestations of 

the Second Vatican Council’s declarations would attempt to reduce the sentimentality 

that is pervasive in both the popular literature of our time and in the ecclesial practice of 

the contemporary Church. 

 
The Theological Problem: Recovering the Person at the Heart of History and Literature 

 
 One dominant theological and philosophical trend in contemporary Catholicism 

that deals with the very questions that post-Vatican II America encounters is Thomistic 

personalism. Represented by figures writing and thinking both before and after the 

Second Vatican Council—Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, Robert Spaemann—this 

trend of philosophy gets its fullest articulation in the philosophical and pastoral writings 

of Karol Wojtyla, or Pope John Paul II (Williams 110). In his writings, Wojtyla insists on 

a realist phenomenology, joining the metaphysical and ontological realism of Thomas 

Aquinas with the philosophical insights into human consciousness discovered by Max 

Scheler and Edmund Husserl. The basic thrust of this trend of philosophy is to go 

“beyond the objective analysis to complement it with a subjective, experiential reading of 

the person [while] acknowledging the objective properties of the person that form the 

natural basis of his unique dignity” (Williams 124). This trend of philosophy does exactly 

what the fathers at Vatican II attempted to do and what contemporary Catholic novelists 

similarly try to do in their own work—remain faithful to the tradition of Catholic 

teaching while opening the gates of the Church to the modern world so that a more 

fruitful dialogue between the positive goods of modern achievements and the rich depths 

of the tradition can advance our understanding of the world, ourselves, and God. 
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 While this philosophical trend includes a number of notable figures, John Paul 

II’s work is especially pertinent to my argument. His keen philosophical insight into the 

tradition of Thomism and his awareness and careful study of contemporary 

phenomenology blend in his philosophical writings with intellectual ease. In addition, his 

pastoral writings as Pope join his intellectual rigor with deeply pastoral concerns for 

those Catholics struggling to understand their own tradition, and he explicates and 

develops that tradition with careful readings of foundational Biblical stories, bold 

defenses of traditional but contested moral positions, and hopeful gestures towards a 

greater reconciliation within an increasingly divided church body. However, his role as 

pope also marks the particular character of post-Vatican II American Catholicism, and his 

work is so “in the air” that contemporary Catholic authors cannot help but be aware of his 

influence and his importance in contemporary Catholicism.  

 Because he is such an important figure and because he writes so clearly, his 

articulations of the constituent elements of a human person will provide a clear 

framework from which to explore the work of contemporary novelists. Drawing from a 

variety of sources over the course of his career as philosopher, priest, bishop, and pope, a 

few central tenets emerge about the human person that must be established and clarified 

as a working definition for Thomistic personalism. Therefore, the remainder of this 

chapter will articulate those premises so that we might see how a richer understanding of 

the human person will solve the historical problem of post-Vatican II American 

Catholicism and the aesthetic problem of clichéd characters in formulaic fiction. 

 The first of John Paul II’s premises for the personalistic norm is that each and 

every human person has an inviolable dignity simply based on that person’s human 
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nature. In an early essay entitled “Thomistic Personalism” John Paul II bases this 

inviolable human dignity on the created nature of the human soul, and the soul’s 

constituent elements of reason and free will. As he writes,  

The human soul is the principle of life and activity of the human being; it 
operates, in turn, through the mediation of faculties. The faculties that 
express and actualize the soul’s spirituality, and thus the human being’s 
spirituality, are reason and free will. They are also the principle means, so 
to speak, whereby the human person is actualized. (“Thomistic 
Personalism” 168) 

 
The soul as a principle of life foregrounds the uniqueness of human nature, for this 

principle of life is the unique marker of the imago dei in the human species. The faculties 

of this soul—reason and free will—are the very elements that constitute being human. All 

human beings are, as Wojtyla frequently quotes from Boethius, “rationalis naturae 

individua substantia” (“Thomistic Personalism” 167). The person as such actualizes his 

or her individual substance of a rational nature when he or she simply exists; this 

actualization of free will and reason, both components of the rational nature, is itself the 

gift of createdness from God. Insofar as God grants being to each person, he gifts that 

person with the human characteristics of free will and reason  

 As such, each person is also given experience itself and the consciousness of that 

experience (Doran 125). Thus, the human person is a reasoning, willing, and self-aware 

being. These three elements constitute human nature, for these are some of the analogous 

relationships between the image of God in humanity and God Himself. Because each 

person has these constitutive elements of personhood, each person’s dignity must not be 

forgotten or actively rejected. Doing so violates that person’s very personhood and 

ultimately rebels against the Creator of that individual substance of rational nature.  
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 The second premise for John Paul II’s personalism is that all people are self-

determining beings who constitute the self through the exercise of free choice. As he 

states in the essay “Thomistic Personalism,” “Personalism is not primarily a theory of the 

person or a theoretical science of the person. Its meaning is largely practical and ethical: 

it is concerned with the person as a subject and an object of activity” (165). In this 

definitional statement, John Paul II emphasizes the person as a subject—aware of his or 

her own dignity and conscious of identity—but adds that his concern is in the person as 

an object of activity. The activity of all persons is the free exercise of choice. This is, 

perhaps, the source of all human activity, for each act presupposes that the conscious 

being chooses to do so. 

 Indeed, in the free exercise of choice that all persons employ, humans determine 

the constitution of their identities. In other words, every choice a person makes ultimately 

determines who that person is, for the person will always be the-person-who-chose-to-

act-in-such-a-manner. In doing so, each act determines who a person becomes (Doran 

130). In exercising choice, the person participates in the creative activity of God, for the 

person takes the fundamental elements of humanity—reason, freedom, and self-

awareness—and exercises those elements to constitute a person, a being whose reason, 

free will, and consciousness as a subject reach their full potential while being practiced in 

right communion with the objective moral order. 

 This leads to the third central premise for John Paul II’s Thomistic personalism, 

namely that the person’s exercise of choice always takes place within an objectively real 

moral order, and the morally good exercise of choice makes the person truly free. 

Building on the self-making inherent to choosing, John Paul II explores how this self-
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making process can aid in the process of sanctification. He writes, “That which is most 

characteristic of a person, that in which a person (at least in the natural order) is most 

fully and properly realized, is morality… To be morally good, we must not only will 

something good, but we must also will it in a good way. If we will it in a bad way, we 

ourselves will become morally bad” (“Thomistic Personalism” 172). Because John Paul 

II insists on the metaphysical realism of Thomism, the process of self-making that comes 

from the use of choice must align with an objectively real moral order. Moral value 

comes from the free response of the human person to the moral good (Doran 133). 

 By freely choosing what is good, human persons “effectively secure for 

themselves the means suited to this end” (Gaudium et Spes par. 17). When the person 

aligns his or her will with his or her teleological end, he or she thus becomes what that 

person is created to be. While this task can only be ultimately accomplished after Christ’s 

death frees the person from the stain of original sin in the waters of baptism, achievement 

of this task is a sign of the “genuine freedom [that] is an exceptional sign of the image of 

God in humanity. For God willed that men and women should ‘be left free to make their 

own decisions’ so that they might of their own accord seek their creator and freely attain 

their full and blessed perfection by cleaving to God” (Gaudium et Spes par. 17). In other 

words, the good practice of choice will free the person from the bondage of sin so that the 

person might freely choose to cleave to God and, in such relationship, reach human 

perfection. 

 The final postulate for John Paul II’s Thomistic personalism is that human beings 

fully become persons in relationships. The prior three premises build up to this final 

point—the inviolable dignity of the human person needs protection within human 
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community; the self-making caused by each person freely choosing comes first from 

those primary, familial relationships which call each person into existence by being born 

into a particular family; and, finally, interactions with other people are the ground for 

moral activity, for the demonstration of love on behalf of another is an act of moral good, 

just as an act that rejects another’s dignity destroys the person. For John Paul II, all 

human persons exist alongside and interact with other persons; there is no truly isolated 

person, and any theoretical consideration of the person in isolation is a fiction (Doran 

125).  

 Those relationships which make a human being become a person fully do so 

because the relationship constantly requires each person to become more than what they 

had previously been. As John Paul II states this, “The actualization of the I-other 

relationship starts by my becoming aware of the fact of the humanity of a specific human 

being apart from myself, one of the others, but it takes place by my experiencing that 

other I as a person. Participation signifies a basic personalization of the relationship of 

one human being to another” (“Participation or Alienation?” 202). These relational 

moments of shared humanity give each participant an element of identity. Each person’s 

very existence is called into a new way of being, for who “I” am is going to be unique to 

this “I-other” relationship. Even though each “I” shares certain characteristics between 

interactions, each is also given a nuanced development in that contact. Therefore, each 

human relationship, however temporary, provides fruitful ground for that person to 

become something more than what he or she was prior to the connection. 

 These four premises run throughout the body of John Paul II’s writing, and they 

preliminarily describe Thomistic personalism. By outlining these fundamental theses for 



60 
 

understanding human persons, John Paul II’s work provides a way of considering 

contemporary Catholic fiction that recognizes the historical problem of post-Vatican II 

American Catholicism and acknowledges the aesthetic problem of popular fiction relying 

on non-realistic human characters. Indeed, these understandings of the human articulate 

the ways that contemporary Catholic writers avoid the problem of sentimentality that 

O’Connor so persuasively described. These writers create real, engaging characters in 

formulaic structures and thus avoid cheapening their stories with overly reductive, 

stereotypical caricatures. These characters become substantive by practicing moral choice 

in an objectively real moral order, and their choices bring certain elements of their 

identities into being. These authors also respond to a contemporary historical context in a 

mediating, orthodox manner; they recognize the worth of the Catholic tradition as a living 

and developing tradition while still recognizing and perceiving the fundamental tensions 

of living faithfully in that contemporary context.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Finding a Place in the Postmodern and Post-Vatican II Tournament of Narratives:  
A Survey of Contemporary American Catholic Fiction 

 
 
 Perhaps it is no surprise that American Catholic fiction since Vatican II is as 

wide-ranging as the diversity of lay experiences in the Church. Fiction writers within the 

Church, like their fellow lay Catholics, identify themselves with both conservative and 

progressive elements of the American clergy, and the kind of fiction that they have 

written since that tumultuous Council can fall into a basic continuum that reflects the 

politically polarized makeup of the contemporary Church. However, discerning whether a 

novel itself can be rightly called Catholic is a difficult task. Indeed, most specifically, 

only a person can rightly be called “Catholic,” but there have been a number of 

arguments determining whether or not critics have described a particular work from an 

author as Catholic. Chief among these have been the author’s own religious identity, the 

use of Catholic characters or tropes within the work itself, and a third somewhat 

amorphous criterion—that the aesthetic and moral vision presented in the novel aligns 

with orthodox Catholic teachings about the nature of God and reality.  

 Each of these criteria is challenging because all are contested in a post-Vatican II 

America. The author’s own religious identity is often not an indicator when considering 

whether or not a particular work can be rightly understood as Catholic fiction. For 

example, Cormac McCarthy and Toni Morrison were both baptized and confirmed within 

the Catholic church, and their fiction does reflect a certain interest in the spiritual 

dimensions of human life, yet neither author’s work can be easily labeled Catholic. 



62 
 

Neither author is especially forthright about their current religious beliefs, but each has 

experienced the Catholic tradition within his or her own life. Yet, considering a work like 

Beloved or Blood Meridian with regard to Catholic teaching would perhaps be less 

fruitful than other critical frameworks might be.  

 However, there are many authors whose Catholic identity is the primary reason 

for their inclusion within critical collections on contemporary Catholic fiction. One such 

author, Caroline Gordon, is generally considered a founding writer in the American 

Catholic tradition, and two of her later novels—Strange Children (1951) and The 

Malefactors (1956)—do clearly embody her Catholic beliefs. However, a wider look at 

her oeuvre reveals an equal concern about the South as a region and a woman’s place 

within such a society, notably her first novel Penhally (1931), as well as None Shall Look 

Back (1937), Green Centuries (1941) and The Women on the Porch (1944). Indeed, the 

majority of her works deal with the South rather than religion as such, and these stories 

could be written by another member of the Agrarian movement less open to Catholicism. 

Therefore, the question remains whether or not the critic should only look at her two later 

novels as distinctly Catholic works and whether or not Gordon’s Catholic vision 

permeates all her works.1 While her religious beliefs might not explicitly surface in each 

novel, Gordon’s Catholic faith does seem a helpful way of understanding her unique 

                                                            
 1 Critic Ross Labrie draws readers’ attention to the definitive role Gordon played as a Catholic 
intellectual by noting her influence on an entire generation of Catholic writers including O’Connor, 
Powers, and Percy (33-4). Further, when evaluating her most clearly Catholic novels, Labrie suggests that 
her achievement as a Catholic artist, rather than an influence, is her clarification of the “the fruitful 
interaction of those Catholics who, like Kevin Reardon in The Strange Children and Catherine Pollard in 
The Malefactors, live their faith in an orthodox, sacrificial, yet social spirit” (49). Though this achievement 
is a necessary contrast to the more Romanticized image of writer-as-individual, its late appearance in 
Gordon’s career begs the question whether we should call Gordon a Catholic writer for the entirety of her 
career, or, rather, if we should focus on this later development of her skill as the more explicitly religious 
works. 
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artistic vision but not an ultimately determinative factor in her inclusion within the 

American Catholic literary tradition.  

     Further, the inclusion of a Catholic character or trope does not make a work 

uniquely Catholic. For example, Mary Reichardt’s collection of essays Between Human 

and Divine: The Catholic Vision in Contemporary Literature includes one chapter on 

Mary Doria Russell’s science fiction novel The Sparrow. In the novel, a Jesuit scientist 

discovers life on another planet and joins a missionary expedition to that planet, where all 

the members of the expedition, excluding himself, are murdered by the planet’s 

inhabitants. Though he survives, this priest is sold to a brothel, where he is repeatedly 

raped by the elite of the planet’s society. Russell herself was raised Catholic but 

converted to Judaism, and her novel’s title derives from Matthew 10:29, where Christ 

assures his audience that God is aware of each sparrow that falls from its nest. With this 

in mind, Russell’s novel presents a rather violence-tolerating God whose will includes the 

murder of a group of missionary scientists, the rape of a character early noted for his 

potential to become a saint, and the subsequent loss of that character’s faith. Can this 

novel be called Catholic if its image of God is difficult to reconcile to Church teaching? 

Reichardt’s inclusion of this work within her collection suggests that it can be called 

Catholic and that Russell employs a uniquely Catholic vision, though she is not Catholic 

and her monastic hero renounces his vows by the novel’s end. 

 Indeed, if the inclusion of Catholic characters makes a work uniquely Catholic, 

then the American Catholic literary tradition ought rightly to begin with the 1836 

bestseller The Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk, or The Hidden Secrets of a Nun’s Life 

in a Convent Exposed. Written in a culture saturated with nativist anti-Catholicism, this 
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work was by far the best-selling piece of writing prior to Harriett Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin. The novel purported to be a biographical account of a young female 

boarding student witnessing a series of abuses at her convent school, including the 

impregnation of the sisters by the local priest, the murder of their bastard children in the 

school’s basement, and the physical abuse of the students by the sadistic nuns. The work 

is lurid and grisly in its depiction of convent life, but, more importantly, the work is 

completely fabricated. Monk’s work is rich with Catholic characters and often correct 

articulations of Catholic dogma, but her presentation of these characters is laughably 

melodramatic and wooden. Indeed, her characters are such lifeless caricatures that they 

are inhuman. 

 While Maria Monk’s novel is an extreme example, this inclusion of Catholic 

caricatures extends to contemporary writing. The ruler-banging, tight-jawed nun teacher 

is clichéd but prevalent in contemporary writing, as is the spineless, basketball-playing 

parish priest. Can the multitude of memoirs about a Catholic childhood in an urban 

neighborhood, each with its own set of complaints about adolescent experiences of 

religion, rightly be included within the tradition of American Catholic fiction? Is Dan 

Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, with its albino assassin monk, a meditation on Catholic 

authority that ought to be taken seriously? By contrast, a novel such as Cardinal 

Spellman’s The Foundling, with its sentimental portrayal of Catholic platitudes and a 

simplistic morality of good things happening to good people, is similarly difficult to 

include in the tradition of American Catholic fiction, not because it is not good 

Catholicism, but because it is not good fiction. A pretty veneer of well-intentioned piety 

does not make a poor novel noteworthy and laudable.  
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 What is left, then, is that amorphous third criterion—that the aesthetic and moral 

vision in the novel aligns with orthodox Catholicism. This criterion is particularly 

difficult to define precisely because the Catholic tradition is wide ranging and potentially 

all encompassing. In orthodox Catholicism, there is no dimension of human life somehow 

outside the jurisdiction of the Church; if this is true, then Catholic fiction has a limitless 

range in subject matter. Moreover, there is generally room for discussion about the 

experience of faith as well—doubt and belief, guilt and healing, vice and virtue all have a 

place within the Church, even if some of them are evils to be named and rejected. 

Genuine Catholic art, in addition, would present these realities truly, including the human 

pain and struggle that might result from choosing to do good or the potentially pleasing 

consequences of choosing to do wrong. Alignment with orthodoxy is both difficult to 

enact, in that the life of faith is always difficult to live, and no less difficult to render in 

an artistically convincing manner, since it must deal with the supernatural less than the 

natural; namely, there is no precise formula for generating a good Catholic novel. Hence, 

it may be said that authentic Catholic fiction tells an artful story that considers the reality 

of the material world and human life and the role grace and God play in those realities.  

 As an example of the complexity of such classification, consider the example of 

Mary Gordon, a New York city-based writer who published her first novel Final 

Payments in 1978 to critical acclaim. Gordon, like many Catholic women during and 

following the 1960s in America, explores the place of women within contemporary 

society and, most specifically, within the environs of Catholic community. Like her 

theological contemporary Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gordon self-identifies as both 
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Catholic and feminist, and her work queries how those two identities can coexist within 

the same person.  

 Gordon’s work often centers on a female heroine, such as the protagonist Isabel 

Moore in Final Payments, who “had ceased to believe. It is possible to pray for faith 

when one is grappling with a crisis of faith, but when loss of faith comes gradually, as it 

did to me, the issue seems plain and no longer compelling; no prayer is possible… when 

the Church ceased to be inevitable, it became for me irrelevant” (18). Though these 

women question the truthfulness of Catholicism and the reality of faith, they do so within 

the community of the Church. Isabel decries the relevance of the faith, but she does so in 

convivial conversation with her parish priest, the alcoholic Father Mulcahy. Indeed, in 

this homey and recurring pairing of a doubting and frustrated woman with a faithful but 

weak male priest, critic Ross Labrie sees an epitome of “the dilemma of a contemporary 

writer who feels drawn toward a feminist image of freedom and autonomy yet feels a 

lingering attachment to the church” (248). This dilemma frequently surfaces in 

contemporary Catholicism, for the premises of feminism—the just equality of all people 

regardless of gender, and thus the necessary end to unjust oppression of women—are a 

cultural given. As a result, intelligent and thoughtful women in the Catholic Church often 

feel out of place, expecting an answer to the questions they ask while remaining a 

dissenting part of the body of Christ. 

 As a result, Gordon’s work is vital to contemporary fiction, for she does not resort 

to simplistic and reductive approaches to her tradition. Though she explores the 

possibility of female limitation within the Church, she does so elegiacally and tentatively. 

As she writes in her 2009 work Reading Jesus: A Writer’s Encounter with the Gospels,  
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I am uneasy calling myself a person of faith, if faith is seen as a synonym 
for certainty, or even an unwavering trust in what I know. I cannot 
recognize in myself an essential stability that quickly rights itself after the 
occasional brief faltering or stumble… And yet I could never say of 
myself, ‘I am not a person of faith,’ because I know that I am different 
from people who do not have a religious imagination. I am drawn to a 
sense of ultimate meaningfulness, even though I apprehend it dimly: a 
figure in the mist, a shape on the horizon. That shape, that figure, 
embodies itself in a person, Jesus, whom I came to know through the 
words of the Gospel. (3) 

 
That tension between certainty and doubt pervades her writing, and thus her tentatively 

faithful response. Though she aligns with a progressive strand of contemporary 

Catholicism, her work does attempt to discern that shadowy figure in the mist of cultural 

confusion. Insofar as Gordon faithfully renders reality through her religious 

imagination—accepting the shape of reality as she discerns it and allowing for the 

possibility of transcendent mystery—her work is a necessary and provocative response to 

post-Vatican II America. 

 Like Mary Gordon, short story writer Andre Dubus powerfully and often 

movingly responded to the cultural situation of a restructured American church by 

aligning with progressive theology and its emphasis on Christian spirituality liberated 

from an enslaving tradition. With his 1975 publication of Separate Flights, his first 

collection of short stories, Dubus established himself as a writer’s writer, one whose skill 

with words creates a poignant and emotionally rich portrait of contemporary life. Dubus’s 

Catholicism permeates his stories in a poignant fashion, for his work details the 

brokenness of human life, especially in families, and depicts Catholicism as a cooling 

salve for this frailty. For example, in one story from Separate Flights—“If They Knew 

Yvonne”—a young woman named Janet, who is recently divorced after both she and her 

husband had extramarital affairs, tells her younger brother her experience of faith: “I 



68 
 

went to communion every Sunday, except when I was having that stupid affair, and I 

only felt sinful then because he loved me and I was using him. But before that and after 

that, I received… the Eucharist is the sacrament of love and I needed it very badly those 

five years and nobody can keep me away” (“If They Knew Yvonne” 193). Though Janet 

is openly at odds with the Church’s teaching on marriage—she has married a non-

Catholic without the blessing of the bishop, has had an adulterous relationship with 

another man, and has divorced her husband—she receives the Eucharist as a sacrament of 

love, insisting that love precedes the necessary moral preparation that the sacrament of 

confession would provide. This idea—that the sacraments are experiences of love 

available to all those in need without a prerequisite disciplined virtue, even as this 

definition of the sacrament moves away from its traditional formulation as a rite that 

effects forgiveness and transformation—is at the heart of Dubus’s imaginative vision, and 

one critic notes that Dubus “appropriates theological notions like a Hemingway hero, on 

the pulse of sensation and with an implicit disdain either for mediating structures of 

thought or for conceptual articulation” (Lewis 252). This imaginative vision is an obvious 

divergence from the works of such authors as Flannery O’Connor and Walker Percy. 

 However, Dubus’s great strength lies in his sympathetic depiction of his 

characters and his insistence on the efficacy of ritual itself. As another character, the ex-

priest Joe Ritchie, faces his own death from cancer, he confesses his adulterous 

relationship in the ritual of last rites even though he does not regret the relationship he 

has had with the married woman Edith. After she asks him if the priest had understood 

their relationship, Joe tells Edith,  

‘I realized he didn’t have to [understand our relationship]. It’s something 
I’d forgotten with all my thinking: it’s what ritual is for: nobody has to 
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understand. The knowledge is in the ritual. Anyone can listen to the 
words. So I just used the simple words.’ 
‘You called us adultery?’ 
‘That’s what I called us,’ he said, and drew her face down to his chest. 
(“Adultery” 451) 

 
This insistence on the efficacy of sacramental ritual seems profoundly Catholic, and this 

is Dubus at his best, offering what Robert Lewis calls “wonderfully tonic in a culture of 

narcissism addicted to self-exculpatory talk” (Lewis 253). While Dubus rarely demands 

that his character change in response to these life-restoring rituals, his insistence on the 

rituals’ efficacy retains an essential aspect of the Catholic tradition, though he does 

perhaps too freely pick and choose which parts of the tradition he can maintain.  

 While both Gordon and Dubus write from a more progressive understanding of 

contemporary Catholicism, there are other authors who write from a more traditionalist 

understanding of the Church. One author, the Canadian Michael D. O’Brien, has 

published a six book series entitled Children of the Last Days, a kind of Catholic version 

of the popular Left Behind series by Tim LaHaye and Jim Jenkins. While this work is of 

an infinitely higher theological and literary quality than the more popular Left Behind 

series, it does pursue some of the same questions that the Evangelical authors ask, 

namely, are we now living in the end times? However, O’Brien’s work is rich with 

prophetic and intellectual insight, for he probes the structures of contemporary life and 

sees in governmental structures, the mass media enterprise, and in the downward drag of 

human sinfulness the potential for totalitarian regimes to emerge and restructure life in 

such a way that the human person is an inconvenience to modern progress. Dominic 

Manganiello has noted O’Brien’s skill in “avoid[ing] the potential pitfalls of 

Manichaeism on the one hand and Pelagianism on the other by grounding his depiction of 
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human nature in what Maritain calls ‘transcendent realism,’ or in the ‘spiritual 

resemblance’ that exists between the Creator and his creature” (243). This is, indeed, 

O’Brien’s great achievement; he is able to probe the apocalyptic potential of the modern 

world by focusing his vision on specific people suffering from particular forms of 

dehumanization. This insistence on the transcendent reality of each character reveals 

itself as a theological understanding of the human person that O’Brien wrestles away 

from a larger, secular society skeptical of that person’s inviolable dignity.     

 However, though O’Brien’s vision insightfully recovers the theological 

significance of the human person, he does so in a way that resists engaging the modern 

world in a fruitful or nuanced way. In the third book of the series, Eclipse of the Sun, 

O’Brien depicts the renewal of the Catholic Church in a shocking fashion. The spiritually 

renewed Father Ron leads his parish in a public burning of televisions, proclaiming, “It’s 

become an idol… I’m not saying you should all go home and burn your television sets. 

No, not at all. I’m just saying that for me, your pastor, this thing has become an idol, a 

drug, and a deadly distraction. I can’t handle it, and I’m getting rid of it” (395). An 

additional example of this potentially extremist position comes when another character, 

the eccentric junk shop owner Queenie, finds a graveyard of infant corpses in a secret 

government waste site. The description of what she sees—“Very small arms and legs. 

There were heads and faces too—that was the worst part. They smelled bad”—suggests 

the both emotional appeal of what O’Brien is doing and the moral outrage he seeks to 

arouse (265). The signs of the apocalypse in O’Brien’s works are tellingly modern—a 

reliance on television as a mental opiate and the culture of death that would sacrifice its 

young for progress. 
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 Because these signs of modern corruption are such emotionally provocative 

images, there is a hint of a kind of Catholic retreat from the modern world in these 

stories. The characters on the page—Father Ron and Queenie—could almost be as 

comfortable in attendance at the infamous Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925 as they are in 

modern Canada, and the images O’Brien constructs of fetal corpses are reminiscent of 

extremist abortion protestors’ grotesque posters depicting in brutal fashion the “medical 

waste” produced by such medical practices. Clearly, O’Brien is thoroughly in line with 

Catholic teachings on abortion, and his works accord with Catholic dogma. However, the 

traditionalism of his position, with its potential disengagement with the modern world’s 

real achievements and developments, employs aesthetically vitriolic tactics, engaging in 

the hyperbolic rhetoric of contemporary politics. His understanding of the Catholic 

tradition is impeccable, but the skill of his artistry lacks a sufficiently tempered approach 

to dialogue with the modern world. 

 While O’Brien represents a very traditional approach to a post-Vatican II 

America, another author similarly respects the pre-Vatican II approach to lived faith by 

creating an inimitably vital character throughout the body of his works. As in Faulkner’s 

Yoknapatawpha County, Jon Hassler’s Staggerford, Minnesota, is a literary kingdom of 

his own creation, as Hassler’s character Agatha McGee dominates his twelve novels as 

the focal point of the stories. Though she is the main protagonist of only four of Hassler’s 

novels—the most important of which are The Green Journey and Dear James, she binds 

them all together and creates a connective thread throughout Hassler’s work. As a 

spinster schoolteacher who has taught the majority of the town’s population, the narrator 

notes that “[i]n the minds of her former students, many of whom were now grandparents, 
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she occupied a place somewhere between Moses and Emily Post, and when they met her 

on the street they guarded not only their speech but also their thoughts” (Hassler 

Staggerford 16-17). Of course, Agatha was raised in a pre-Vatican II Catholicism and has 

been a faithful devotee to her faith her entire life. When Vatican II takes place and a new 

bishop arrives in her diocese who wants to update the faith by delaying the sacrament of 

confirmation for her preteen students until they can make the decision as adults, she 

writes him the following letter: 

If Confirmation (she wrote) were a purely temporal matter, like taking out 
a loan, then she could understand delaying the decision until adulthood, 
but this was a spiritual matter of immeasurable importance, and who was 
more in need of the Holy Spirit in these treacherous times than twelve-
year-olds? Confirmation was a week away. Her students were eager to 
become soldiers of Christ. They had been fitted for new suits and dresses. 
Their sponsors had been alerted. The Sodality had cleaned the church, 
even the basement. Sincerely, Agatha McGee. 
 
Return mail brought the bishop’s reply. How gratifying to know that the 
laity were taking an interest in Church policy. How fortunate for the 
Church that people as venerable as Miss McGee remained alert to the 
concerns of her parish. Affectionately, your servant, Richard Baker, 
bishop of Berrington. (A Green Journey 70). 

 
Instances such these run throughout Hassler’s work, for he delights in stalwart Agatha 

and her ongoing crusade to ensure the strict holiness of her community, even as he resists 

her more staunchly forceful practice of the faith. Everyone is vulnerable to satire, and the 

satire is gentle though precise. 

 Hassler’s achievement lies in his comedy. Ed Block describes the Staggerford 

series as “[m]ore Chaucerian in tone and style than Dantean, [and] Hassler’s work falls 

clearly in the mode of comedy, but it is the type of comedy that can include a substantial 

amount of trouble, sorrow, and even tragedy” (119). Though Agatha McGee is often 

uproariously funny, Hassler never caricatures her, understanding this single woman’s 
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loneliness amid the town’s gregarious multitude. McGee endures the death of friends and 

families, the shifting standards and practices of her Church, and her own change over the 

course of many years throughout the series with a steel spine, a tightly grasped rosary, 

and a kind but exacting correction for any of her former students. While Hassler’s 

comedy is rich, his characters are quite clearly “pilgrims on the journey of life. For most, 

it is a journey toward some good, some fulfillment that they more or less clearly intuit 

and more or less actively seek” (Block 120). Though Agatha herself, skeptical of Vatican 

II and its concrete manifestations in her parish, is an admirable woman, the comic 

narrative corrects her few foibles with a gentle urge towards the essential mystery of 

human goodness in spite of human sin.  

 Though these four authors represent necessary parts of the contemporary Catholic 

continuum, there are two authors who are perhaps closer to the center of that continuum, 

for their works balance embracing progressive Catholicism in contemporary life with 

preserving and developing the Catholic tradition. These two authors—Alice McDermott 

and Ron Hansen—have both written a variety of novels since the 1979 publication of 

Hansen’s Desperadoes and the 1982 publication of McDermott’s A Bigamist’s Daughter. 

What is notable in these two writers is a focus on the human person as the central concern 

for the novel, and both writers have explained their theological and literary beliefs at 

length in interviews and essays. Because each offers a vision of the Church that is deeply 

insightful and true—both authors recognize the flaws of the contemporary Church while 

still seeing its practices as efficacious and good—understanding the theological vision of 

these two writers is an especially good starting point for the larger project of exploring 

the influence of Vatican II on American Catholic fiction. Indeed, because both authors 
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maintain careful moderate positions between the poles of progressive Catholicism and 

traditionalist Catholicism, their work remains the most theologically nuanced at the same 

time that the aesthetic worth of their novels remains indisputable. This moderate position 

seems a reflection of the Second Vatican Council and its theological and cultural fallout, 

for both writers mimic the Council’s simultaneously receptive and faithful stances within 

the modern world. In addition, both have noted the change within American Catholicism 

experienced in their own lives, for both were raised in Catholic families and grew up 

during the time when Vatican II radically changed how to be Catholic in America. 

 In particular, Alice McDermott writes movingly about her Catholic upbringing in 

an important essay entitled “Confessions of a Reluctant Catholic,” first published in 

Commonweal. In this essay, she recounts that she and her family  

were Catholics as inevitably as we were ourselves: the McDermott family 
on Emily Avenue, and with about as much self-consciousness and, it 
seemed, volition. When the changes in the church began and Latin was 
dropped and the altar turned around and fasting discarded and the nuns 
started showing up in street clothes, my parents accepted it all with good 
humor. (12). 

 
After recounting the elements of her Catholic upbringing—church spaghetti dinners on 

Friday evenings, Sunday morning arguments about whether or not the children needed to 

attend Mass, and the years of parochial education—McDermott wonders over her 

parents’ easy acceptance of the changes that Vatican II brought into their lives. As noted 

above, the sudden changes to the Mass and the radical change in American monasticism 

did not shatter her family’s religious life. Indeed, her parents were too firmly devoted to 

the faith for these changes to alter the heart of what they believed. What these changes 

did, though, was provide her and her brothers the vocabulary for criticizing the Church; 

McDermott details the various ways she and her brothers would pick fights with her 
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parents, using the jargon of the day to question the validity of Catholicism itself. For 

McDermott, these fights and her parents’ inability to give adequate answers to her 

questions gave her the permission to leave the church for much of her late teen years and 

on through her twenties. 

 However, McDermott returned to the Catholic faith and admits her own confusion 

over why she has done so:  

I, after years of semi-indifference, occasional rejection, political objection, 
and unshakable associations (no other cure for a sleepless night than a 
rosary counted off on your fingers, no better solace for unnamed sorrows 
than a candle lit in an empty church), find myself at middle age a 
practicing Catholic. A reluctant, resigned, occasionally exasperated but 
nevertheless practicing Catholic with no thought, or hope, of ever being 
otherwise. (13) 
 

The reader notes the ironic tone of her confession, for the words she uses to describe her 

faith—reluctant, resigned, occasionally exasperated—suggest that she remains Catholic 

inevitably. However, the bold declaration of faith here rests on the final phrases—

“nevertheless practicing Catholic with no thought, or hope, of ever being otherwise.” In 

this small phrase, McDermott affirms the necessity of Catholicism to her own life and 

accepts that she is a living and active member of the Church through the practice of the 

faith, and she also recognizes that she need not “hope” to be something other than 

Catholic, for the practice of her faith has become a mature decision made of her own 

volition. Her “confession,” then, is not a story of the many things she did while she was 

not practicing her faith. Instead, it details all the reasons that have “br[ought] us back, 

what leads us middle-aged Catholics finally to choose the faith we were given from the 

very first moment of our lives” (13). 
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 It is no wonder that what brought McDermott back to the faith was her vocation 

as a writer. Wryly responding to Flannery O’Connor’s assertion that being Catholic has 

saved her time in learning how to write, McDermott states, “I find that learning to be a 

writer has saved me a couple of thousand years (in purgatory, no doubt) of being a 

Catholic” (14). By this, McDermott suggests that she learned to focus her craft as a writer 

in her years away from the Church, and her concerns as a writer are the conducive 

influences that initiated her reversion. This assertion is interesting, for it suggests that 

McDermott’s own life as a Catholic is not a narrative of the uninterrupted triumph of 

Catholic teaching; instead, she notes that her faith has only been revitalized by her life as 

a writer. Rather than the famous conversions of Walker Percy, Dorothy Day, or Thomas 

Merton, many post-Vatican II writers must revert to their natal faith only after they 

engage the world around them to understand what the modern age offers as the signifier 

for their own lives.  

 For McDermott, this cultural engagement happened simultaneously with her 

growth as a writer. As she began to take writing seriously, urged to do so by a faculty 

member in her undergraduate experience, McDermott turned not to the great Catholic 

writers who preceded her. Rather, McDermott lists William Faulkner as an important 

influence and regularly cites his Nobel Prize Lecture in her own articulation of why she 

writes. As she states this,  

Literature, it seemed to me, spoke of the undeniable fears and longings of 
being human: the fear that we are, ultimately, lost, ineffectual, trumped in 
all our pursuits and passions by death, though longing to discover 
otherwise. Fiction made the chaos bearable, fiction transformed the 
absurdity of our brief lives by giving context and purpose and significance 
to every gesture, every desire, every detail. (“Confessions of a Reluctant 
Catholic”14) 
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Inspired by such a vision of literature, echoing Matthew Arnold and William Faulkner 

more than Flannery O’Connor, McDermott pursued writing as a way of plumbing the 

depths of human significance. Her concern was that life’s chaos be made bearable by the 

artistic transformation of absurd, brief lives into a significant form. Indeed, before she 

even returned to her tradition, McDermott saw in “the making of stories and novels[…] 

our determination not to be trumped by death. It revealed our determination to be 

redeemed” (14). In this understanding of her own work, McDermott relies on an 

interesting understanding of redemption; there is no purchase of a captive here, no 

salvation from death itself. Instead, McDermott understands redemption to be salvation 

from meaninglessness and absurdity. The harsh realities of death, the impossibility of the 

human person escaping this fate, and fiction’s ability to make that reality bearable were 

all she thought literature capable of before she returned to her faith.  

  However, as she began to write about the kind of people with whom she had 

always lived, she began to see in Catholicism “a language they could use in order to talk 

about, and to think about, this longing [for redemption]” (15). As a writer, she began to 

employ the theological language of Catholicism both because she knew it so well and 

because it has the ability to speak for a character in search of redemption. McDermott 

admits, however, that “[w]hat I was not prepared to discover, or to rediscover, was that 

they were questions for which the church also provided answers” (15). This is, perhaps, 

the articulation of her reversion to the Catholic faith; rather than Catholicism being just 

one language she employed on behalf of her characters for an artistic cohesion to her 

work, she recognized that the questions the Church was so adroit at articulating had 

answers equally well expressed. Perhaps, as Augustine suggests, the restlessness of 
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McDermott’s heart found some kind of peace in the confidence engendered by her 

faithful answers.  

 Now, McDermott is able to join the humanism at the heart of writers like 

Faulkner with the spiritual richness of the Catholic tradition. She explains this by 

confessing,  

Gradually—no lightning bolts here—I began to realize that the language 
of the church, my church, was not only a means to an end in my fiction but 
an essential part of my own understanding of the world. In my own 
understanding of the world, the authority and truth of the human heart 
revealed again and again our insatiable longing to prove that we will not 
be trumped by death, that our spirits endure, and it is because of our love 
for one another that our hearts most rail against meaninglessness. (15) 

 
She retains the fruitful understanding of human nature—its fear of being trumped by 

death, the perpetual struggle to avoid that failure, and the desire to signify. This 

preservation of what she has found is elevated by what she finds in the Church’s 

language, namely its ability to establish an efficacious analogy connecting each human’s 

search for redemption to the redemption of humanity in the sacrifice of Christ: “I had 

come to see the life of Christ, the Son of God whose death redeemed our lives, redeemed 

from absurdity our love for one another, made of our existence a perfect, artistic whole 

that satisfied, in a way that great art could only briefly satisfy, our hearts’ persistent, 

insatiable need for meaning, for redemption” (15). This is McDermott’s chief literary 

achievement—her insistence on the way that the greater reality of God and His Church 

saturates and vivifies each particular human relationship that, if properly ordered toward 

Christ, can be an image of the divine love-exchange. Her fiction about Catholic families, 

young women trying to grow up in a world where doing so is difficult, and a world that 
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still has to deal with experiences of real loss in death and brokenness portrays humanity 

redeemed because it signifies, even as it wrestles with its own potential meaninglessness. 

  Like McDermott, Ron Hansen maintains a median position between progressive 

and traditionalist impulses, and his median position is nourished by the very liturgy itself 

as a source of imaginative renewal and reinvigoration. In an essay entitled “Eucharist” 

from the collection A Stay Against Confusion, Hansen reflects on his own family as 

“happy parishioners in an old, American-Irish Catholicism, when the church and school 

and social hall of Holy Angels filled our days with lessons, novenas, rosaries, meetings, 

choir practice, the major sports, pancake breakfasts, spaghetti dinners, bake sales, dances, 

and other activities” (255). Like the many Catholic memoirists who detail their 

childhood, Hansen recognizes how his daily life was shaped by an all-encompassing 

Catholic piety. Like McDermott, Hansen also recognizes the influences of Vatican II and 

its contemporary cultural revolution, “[in] the sixties and seventies… when rebellion was 

a la mode…my crime was insubordination, for I discovered that when I did not go to 

Mass I missed it. I felt serenity there, even joy, it seemed to make things good and right; 

and as my attendance at Mass increased in frequency, my sense of the rhythm, history, 

and logic of the liturgy also grew” (258). Here, Hansen details the countermeasures he 

took against the a la mode rebellion of the day: his participation in the daily Mass 

reoriented his imagination by enriching his sense of rhythm and history as both were 

given shape in the liturgy itself.  

 Hansen’s imaginative sense springs from his religious background. In the preface 

to his collection of essays, he outlines fiction’s work by describing how it “holds up to 

the light, fathoms, simplifies, and refines those existential truths that, without such 
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interpretation, seem all too secret, partial, and elusive. And that, of course, is the goal of 

religion as well” (“Preface” xvi). This understanding of literature seemingly conflates the 

work of fiction and the work of religion, for both clarify life in their elucidation of certain 

“existential truths” that need interpretation and explanation to be understandable. Hansen 

makes a close alliance between the two where story is the basis of any good liturgy. 

However, for Hansen, that story has its primary locus in the church’s liturgy, for he 

experienced the church’s practices and understands them now as “the origin of my 

vocation as a writer, for along with Catholicism’s feast for the senses, its ethical 

concerns, its insistence on seeing God in all things, and the high status it gave to 

scripture, drama, and art, there was a connotation in Catholicism’s liturgies that 

storytelling mattered” (“Preface” xii). Like McDermott, Hansen sees story’s ability to 

demand redemption in giving human life significance, and Hansen similarly finds in the 

church’s respect for storytelling certain answers for those demands for significance. For 

Hansen, the artistic call is an essentially religious vocation, for the artist participates in 

the task of illuminating human life. 

 The religious writer, it follows, must understand certain key elements of what 

story is and what story does. For Hansen, the primary thing that religious fiction must do 

is to be courageous in confronting and telling the truth. He writes, “A faith-inspired 

fiction squarely faces the imponderables of life, and in the fiction writer’s radical self-

confrontation may even confess to desolation and doubt” (“Faith and Fiction” 26). Like 

McDermott, Hansen accepts a certain amount of chaos in the human being’s experience 

of reality and sees in fiction a way of confronting that incomprehensibility. Of note here 

is Hansen’s admission that the truthful fiction writer might even need to admit desolation 



81 
 

and doubt in response to the chaos of the world. Like O’Connor, who saw in the Catholic 

fiction of her day a sentimental reduction of human misery, Hansen demands that the 

religious writer tell all the truth rather than simplifying the human experience.  

 However, a religious writer must also remember the central Catholic belief in the 

created goodness of all creation. He writes, “A faith-inspired fiction has a fondness for 

humanity and finds cause for celebration in the beauties of the natural world. A faith-

inspired fiction is ever aware that we are on holy ground” (“Faith and Fiction” 24). Like 

those writers before him who insisted on the sacramental nature of reality, Hansen here 

insists that all ground is holy ground. The actions of God in the world can, without 

warning, illuminate the darkness and reveal a burning bush precisely where there was 

none before. Because Hansen has this sacramental understanding, he also has a necessary 

love for humanity, for he fears, like one of his mentors John Gardner, that too much 

contemporary fiction no longer cares about human life, focusing instead on the possible 

meaninglessness of human language itself. For Hansen, the religious writer must proceed 

from a deep fondness for human life, which is another way of demanding that the 

religious writer must recognize the human dignity that derives from all people being 

created in the image of God. 

 This abstract affection for human beings translates into Hansen’s search for the 

appropriate concrete form in which to tell his stories. He asserts the necessity of this 

struggle in an interview with Allan Vorda by arguing, “We unnaturally cripple our 

intelligence and imagination if, for reasons of pride and narcissism, we deny ourselves 

the possibility of creating any sort of thing that appeals to us. And any fiction writer who 

depends on critics or academics for sanction or ratification will end up being insipid, 
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unimportant, and hopelessly mediocre” (124). For Hansen, the contemporary writer must 

learn to forget the critic and the academic, for writing to this audience panders to 

whichever aesthetic tastes happen to be in vogue. Among such an academically-governed 

literati, where academic creative writing programs do not “‘permit’ a certain kind of 

fiction writing while disapproving of many others. It’s as if the job of the serious writer 

were akin to the priesthood of tenth-century monks who could pray in Latin six times a 

day, but could neither gossip nor joke” (Vorda 123). Here, Hansen makes a startling 

comparison between the contemporary writer and the contemporary Catholic. Borrowing 

one of the arguments for a vernacular Mass—namely, that the Mass has catechetical 

influences as well as liturgical effects—Hansen argues for a popular aesthetic, one where 

the artist chooses the correct form of storytelling for his or her audience and the story he 

or she is trying to tell.  

 Thus, in explaining his own wide-ranging oeuvre, Hansen suggests that there are 

connections between his variegated books. Though his body of writing includes 

Westerns, crime noir, detective fiction, historical fiction and at least one farce, Hansen 

suggests that the categorizations critics must make prevent them from seeing the beauty 

of a thing. He says in an interview with Andrew Sullivan,  

A lot of people have been confused by the variety and differences between 
my books… I think maybe if I get a bigger shelf, people will see what the 
connections are. I know that the same person wrote the books, and that my 
attitudes haven’t changed that much. It’s like painting—you put the color 
blue next to the color red, and the mind creates the color green. That’s 
what I hope to do with my fiction—to have gaps between them, but have 
them resonate against each other, so you can see all the different colors. 
(39) 

 
Hansen asserts in this conversation that the range of his writing, disconcerting to the 

critic, actually resonates in its contrasts. Thus, his works must be understood as a larger 
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whole, a whole that illuminates and clarifies human life in its diversity. The same person 

wrote all these works, and that person’s “attitudes haven’t changed that much,” so the 

critic must begin to discern the connective threads through contrast and complement. 

 One connective thread that emerges from Hansen’s interviews is his abiding 

regard for his reader. As a writer, Hansen believes “it’s important to use your book as a 

teaching mechanism, in the same way that in the classroom I try to make clear what’s 

going on and not put somebody down just because they haven’t heard of something” 

(O’Donnell 62). The influence of Vatican II becomes increasingly clear here. Hansen’s 

concern for using his literature as a teaching mechanism is not a latent Catholic 

didacticism, for Hansen’s works are not thesis-driven novels that try to “prove” the truth 

of Catholicism. Instead, Hansen accepts Gardner’s premise that the best art is moral, 

improving the lives of readers by illuminating mysteries and clarifying chaos. When the 

author tells a story, he or she is assuring the reader that it is a story worth hearing. This 

teaching aspect differs from didacticism in its persuasive force; while less artistic but no 

less pious works might insist on the truth of Catholicism in a contrived plot, a truly 

commendable work of Catholic fiction ought to allow its moral vision to be manifest in 

its artistic integrity and its clarification of reality. The force of its moral suasion ought to 

proceed from its aesthetic clarity, not from the strong arm of the author’s beliefs.  

 As a result, Hansen suggests that the religious writer needs to remember one 

central thing: “It’s no good, as they say, preaching to the choir, or to the intelligentsia, or 

to other writers… There are a lot of people out there yearning for books that combine all 

the good qualities of literary fiction with the more entertaining aspects of popular fiction” 

(Sullivan 38). The high art/low art divide that still pervades contemporary literature 
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perhaps forgets the reader. Though critics demand “important” art, and writers can prove 

their talents in appeasing the critics, the best writers can make the mundane important 

and can create beauty at the same time that they are entertaining precisely because 

Hansen believes all ground, even the hackneyed desert Main Street of a penny dreadful 

Western, can be holy ground. 

 Because both Hansen and McDermott want to draw their readers’ attention to the 

potential holiness of particular grounds and people, the remainder of this dissertation will 

explore how their works can tell the truth within a finite form. In a postmodern 

tournament of narratives, both Hansen and McDermott tell stories that affirm 

foundational truths of the Catholic creeds even though they resist the moral didacticism 

that makes ready recourse to conversion experiences, miraculous changes in characters’ 

lives, and other predictable detritus of contemporary Christian fiction. In doing so, both 

authors prove the particular necessity of their works and the faith motivating such stories 

when they clarify certain premises of their faith, a necessary task in a contemporary 

world that does not agree on the definitions of terms. Against the contention within the 

Church and the cacophony of voices outside the Church, McDermott and Hansen draw 

their readers’ imagination back to human persons and the religious implication of such 

miraculous, created beings by carefully depicting their characters in realistic manners. 

Their novels, as will be detailed in the following chapters, seek to clarify reality by 

insisting on its importance and the need to take living in such a world seriously as the 

vocation of being a created human.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Am I My Brother’s Keeper?: The Dignity of Human Life in Ron Hansen’s  

The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford  
and A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion 

 
 

At first glance, Ron Hansen’s second novel, 1983’s The Assassination of Jesse 

James by the Coward Robert Ford, and his 2011 A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion are 

simple representations of two extremely popular genres in American culture—the 

Western and the hard-boiled crime noir. However, a closer consideration of these novels’ 

implicit religious visions reveals to the reader a more startling reality, namely each 

human being’s dignity in the broader culture of death. Through the artistic integration of 

three distinct modes of storytelling—biblical allegory, historical realism, and 

melodramatically violent pulp fiction—Ron Hansen’s The Assassination of Jesse James 

by the Coward Robert Ford and A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion articulate a vision of the 

human person that demands the reader’s recognition of each person’s inviolable dignity, 

even when that character is particularly vicious, and both offer the reader fictional space 

for the practice of mercy to the estranged sinner. 

 In his 2001 essay “The Story of Cain,” Hansen details the biblical story that most 

haunts him—the fratricide of Abel by Cain, the first murder and the first violent act of 

human history. In his description of the story, Hansen admits, “I find it a chilling story, 

even in its fleeting telling, even with so much left out. We so often find ourselves ruled 

by sin that the fate of Cain seems not far off at all” (113). Notably, Hansen identifies with 

the figure of Cain in the story rather than Abel, for he sees in this violent act a warning 
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about the ease with which sin can rule human activity. Hansen’s identification with Cain 

provides an allegorical understanding of the text, for Hansen sees this story rewritten 

every moment when one person is faced with the potentiality of violating the dignity of 

another human life. 

 Hansen’s essay continues with a vivid description of the Church’s tradition of 

presenting this story in the medieval era through morality plays, suggesting that this 

mode of understanding the story is particularly helpful when considering the weight of 

another human person. As he looks over those medieval plays, he notes that “[w]hile 

Cain is hot-tempered, insolent, and sullen, Abel is all piety and rectitude, too good to be 

true, even a bit of a simp; a hand raised against him seems oddly fitting” (109). This 

reading of the quarreling brothers again empathizes with Cain—Abel might deserve 

violence by being too good, too pious, too weak. Hansen presents these reactions to the 

seemingly easy successes of another person as all too natural, originating in a passionate 

dissatisfaction with Cain’s own inadequacy and failure when God rejects his sacrifice. 

Indeed, the hot temper and the insolence that so characterize Cain are simply perversions 

of the good desire to be found acceptable in God’s eyes, and the first murder seems more 

a crime of passion than premeditated violence. Hansen describes Cain’s action as “not 

one of villainy or malice, but of rebellion and mischance, and when he finds out what 

he’s done, he’s filled with remorse” (110). God’s mercy to Cain, his seal of protection on 

Cain as he restlessly wanders the earth with the guilt of what he has done,1 suggests that 

Cain’s actions, though clearly a gross injustice and an unnecessary violence, do not 

                                                            
1 Genesis 3 details the story of Cain and Abel. Notably, verses 11-15 detail Cain’s “punishment,” 

and this punishment seems a natural consequence of his sins. As the blood Cain has spilled from Abel seeps 
into the ground, Cain seems to be literally rejected from the earth itself. However, the Lord preserves 
Cain’s life with his seal of protection even though Cain resents his exile. 



87 
 

destroy the relationship between God and Cain because God himself is not willing to lose 

a fallen human. However, at the same time, God cannot allow the injustice of Cain’s 

action to pass by unnoticed. Instead, Cain’s wandering and God’s judgment are 

monuments to the seriousness of what has transpired—in the murder of another human 

being out of passionate anger and jealousy, Cain has violated Abel’s dignity as a fellow 

human person and, by extension, questioned God’s role in creating this other being. 

 Perhaps the most convincing aspect of Hansen’s reading of the story is his 

personal identification with the events. As one sibling in a pair of twins, Hansen recounts 

his own experience as an angry brother and admits, “Rob is always Abel in my 

memories. I am always Cain” (106). The essay ends with a story of Hansen and his 

brother wrestling, as all children are wont to do, one afternoon in their family’s kitchen. 

In a surge of strength, Hansen got his brother in a chokehold and pressed a bit too firmly, 

until his brother passed out on the linoleum. Hansen recounts his thoughts as he looks 

down at his brother, “His face was white as I knelt over him. Life seemed to be leaking 

onto the floor. Was murder that easy?” (113). This final question—was murder that 

easy?—is the fundamental point of inquiry in Hansen’s reading of the Genesis account. 

In Cain’s hot temper, Hansen sees every human’s easily-influenced passions being stoked 

to the point of fury and violence. The haunting consequence of that unchecked anger is 

the dead body on the floor, and Hansen forces his reader to ask, along with himself, if 

murder is indeed that easy. Though Cain brings violence into the world, Hansen suggests 

that we do the same when, like Cain, our passions surge wildly, destructively, and all too 

easily.  
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 Hansen is not the only thinker to recognize the potential of an allegorical reading 

of this story, for Pope John Paul II’s signature encyclical Evangelium Vitae similarly 

reads the story of Cain and Abel as a presentation of the situation every person faces 

daily. John Paul II declares in this work that “death entered [the world] in a violent way, 

through the killing of Abel by his brother Cain… This first murder is presented with 

singular eloquence in a page of the Book of Genesis which has universal significance: it 

is a page rewritten daily, with inexorable and degrading frequency, in the book of human 

history” (1.7). Like Hansen, John Paul II notes that every human person rewrites this 

story whenever he or she confronts another person with violence, and the pope suggests 

that the modern world can be described as a place where the Biblical story is reenacted 

too frequently. 

 The key significance of this passage for John Paul II is the basic premise of 

personalism, namely the inviolable dignity of each human being because each person has 

been created by God in the image of God himself. From this premise, John Paul II argues 

that “whoever attacks human life, in some way attacks God himself” (EV 1.9). His 

reading of Cain’s fratricide extends that murder into a spiritual patricide, for he insists 

that any attack on a single human person is a rejection of God’s creation of that person’s 

life. Because of this, a violation of another’s dignity is an attempt to annihilate the very 

image of God that person bears. John Paul II defines that image as “a manifestation of 

God in the world, a sign of his presence, a trace of his glory” (EV 2.34). Though Cain 

clearly murders his brother, the passage in Genesis suggests that this sin is the result of an 

already aggrieved relationship with God, after God rejects his offering and accepts 
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Abel’s. In murdering his brother, Cain symbolically strikes at God because of God’s 

rejection of his offering. 

 In doing so, Cain rejects his own relationship with his Creator. Though God had 

created Cain to enter into communion with him, Cain’s violence damages what John Paul 

II calls his “final end, [the] destiny of fellowship with God in knowledge and love of 

him” (EV 2.38). In this action—the murder of his brother—Cain has recreated himself as 

God and has attempted to construct a new end for himself. That this end requires the 

death of his brother reveals the perversity of this new power: violence does grant Cain a 

certain amount of vitality, for he does cause real change in his world. However, this 

change is opposed to the life he and his brother derive from God, and Cain’s power is 

nearly demonic in its destructive potential. When Cain has forsaken his own end—

communion with God—he becomes something less than what he was created to be.  

 In contrast to this perverse practice of power, John Paul II articulates an 

understanding of the Church that fosters a deep reverence for God’s acts of creation in 

each person. He writes, “The Gospel of God’s love for man, the Gospel of the dignity of 

the person and the Gospel of life are a single and indivisible Gospel. For this reason, 

man—living man—represents the primary and fundamental way for the Church” (EV 

Intro.2). By so defining the way of the Church as a celebration of living man, John Paul II 

reorients his readers to their own dignity, a fact given ultimate significance in the 

Gospel’s message of God’s love for man shown in the sacrifice of his own life. Each 

human life, fallen in Adam, is saved in the crucified new Adam, and the sacrificed 

Christ’s gift of eternal life demands that each person’s created dignity be recognized and 

honored by the Church’s body of believers. Indeed, Christ’s acceptance of the violence of 
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man and his victory over death turns the Cain and Abel story on its head, for Jesus 

renounces the power that Cain so freely exercises and his actions are the ultimate 

“keeping” of his fellow sons and daughters of God. 

 According to John Paul II, because dignity comes from each person’s divinely-

imaged creation, there is a spiritual kinship binding all people together.2 Each person has 

an obligation to all people to respect their dignity through peaceful and hospitable 

interaction. Violence’s intrusion into these relationships is “a violation of the ‘spiritual’ 

kinship uniting mankind in one great family, in which all share the same fundamental 

good: equal personal dignity” (EV 1.8). This shared good—the gift of dignity which 

comes from being created—redounds to the larger common good of a peaceful and well-

ordered society. In such a society, each person could rightly become what he or she has 

been created to be, and the germinal image of God could develop into a glorified saint 

through the development of virtue and the disciplined reliance on God as source of life 

and origin of all human goods.  

 However, this does not regularly happen, as John Paul II notes, because we live in 

a society devoted to the exercise and acquisition of destructive and coercive power, even 

if that power endangers other persons and the common good. John Paul II argues that this 

cultural denial of the dignity of the human person arises from “the mentality which 

carries the concept of subjectivity to an extreme and even distorts it, and recognizes as a 

subject of rights only the person who enjoys full or at least incipient autonomy and who 

                                                            
2 Thomas Williams details this spiritual kinship in his ethical treatise Who Is My Neighbor? 

Personalism and the Foundations of Human Rights. See especially pages 115-120. This premise of 
personalism finds a correlate in the theology of nouvelle theologian Henri de Lubac, who insists on the 
shared humanness that binds all people together and finds its highest expression in the Church, as he 
documents in Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man. See especially Chapter II, entitled 
“The Church” (48-81). 
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emerges from a state of total dependence on others” (EV 1.19). When a social context 

allows full personhood only to those who are fully autonomous, human nature is reserved 

for those “fittest” who have survived the long struggle toward self-reliance. The larger 

social network of the modern world, at its worst, continues to see the human person as 

perpetually striving for autonomy, and this freedom from limitation is regularly believed 

to be the highest achievement of which a human is capable. However, this supposed 

freedom is false precisely because the autonomous individual attempts to be free, even 

from its source of life. Such a freedom is, ultimately, self-annihilation. 

 However, John Paul II wants to preserve a different understanding of freedom that 

could allow each human person to develop fruitful relationship with both other people 

and with God. It is in these relationships that John Paul II sees the human person 

developing into a more substantial person, for each human interaction provides an 

opportunity for a person to engage in the very act of choice by which each person makes 

him or herself. For John Paul II, a limited understanding of freedom that does not include 

mutual codependence between persons “exalts the isolated individual in an absolute way, 

and gives no place to solidarity, to openness to others and service of them” (EV 1.19). 

This isolation, commonly idealized as necessary for the truly modern self, is self-

defeating, for the very relationships that provide the ground for person-making are 

sacrificed for the self-enclosure of pure autonomy. Severing necessary relationships both 

with God and others, whether this action is as violent as Cain’s or not, kills the very 

being of a person, for each human being needs relationships with God as a source and 

end of life and with other humans as family. 



92 
 

 This tendency towards self-enclosure is the deepest tendency of the modern 

world, for John Paul II sees our larger society engaged in a demonic culture of death. He 

writes,  

it is no less true that we are confronted by an even larger reality, which 
can be described as a veritable structure of sin. This reality is 
characterized by the emergence of a culture which denies solidarity and in 
many cases takes the form of a veritable ‘culture of death.’ This culture is 
actively fostered by powerful cultural, economic and political currents 
which encourage an idea of society excessively concerned with efficiency. 
(EV 1.12) 
 

While Cain’s murder of his brother was a grievous sin against another human and a 

violent breach of Cain’s own relationship to God, this action occurred in a society that 

recognized the act as a wrong. What John Paul II sees in contemporary society is a social 

system, “a veritable structure of sin,” in which Cain’s action would be relatively accepted 

by a large majority of the population and in which the spiritual forms of Cain’s 

violence—the severing of human relationships and the sacrifice of the individual so that 

larger, mechanistic systems can operate more efficiently—are not just acceptable but 

desirable. For John Paul II, anytime a human person is reduced from being a substantial 

instance of God’s image made manifest in a particular body to one number in a mass, that 

person’s blood has been spilled, and the social system that so easily sacrificed that person 

is as guilty as Cain himself. 

 The culture of death which John Paul II describes so persuasively creates an 

environment where “[i]t is not only the voice of the blood of Abel, the first innocent man 

to be murdered, which cries to God, the source and defender of life. The blood of every 

other human being who has been killed since Abel is also a voice raised to the Lord” (EV 

1.25). Just as Abel’s blood cried to God, each person who becomes a victim of the culture 
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of death stands as a witness to the failure of any human society that rejects the sacredness 

of each life. These recurring violent violations of human worth pervade our culture and 

perpetuate humanity’s rejection of its own dignity, which John Paul II describes as being 

“written from the beginning in man’s heart, in his conscience…in the depths of his 

conscience, man is always reminded of the inviolability of life—his own life and that of 

others—as something which does not belong to him” (EV 2.40). What John Paul II’s 

encyclical calls for is a radical defense of human dignity and a clear articulation of each 

human being’s value, especially important in a culture which could forget the individual 

because it is focused on a pragmatic understanding of the common good, rather than the 

shared good of being created by God. 

 Both Hansen and John Paul II see in the story of Cain and Abel a rich allegory for 

maintaining the appropriate boundaries needed to protect human dignity. While John Paul 

II begins with the allegory and moves into pastoral and theological insight, Hansen 

similarly begins with the allegory and moves into historical fiction. As he says in his 

essay “The Story of Cain,” his second novel The Assassination of Jesse James by the 

Coward Robert Ford is his “own variation on the fable of Cain and his brother” (111). 

Notably, Hansen joined the biblical allegory with historical fiction and, in doing so, has 

proven the point both he and John Paul II made about the Cain and Abel narrative—that 

story is being rewritten in every moment, whenever one person reduces another to a 

pragmatic end or violates that person’s dignity with an act of violence. By using the 

historical persons of Jesse James and his murderous confidant Robert Ford, Hansen 

focuses the reader’s attention on the way that history can be a kind of natural revelation 

of God’s role in the created world. 
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The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford:  
Sacrificing Human Dignity for Public Notoriety 

 
 Hansen’s choice to use historical fiction paired with a retelling of a Biblical 

allegory elevates history itself as a revelatory medium. Just as Hansen saw himself and 

his brother in the story of Cain and Abel, The Assassination of Jesse James by the 

Coward Robert Ford invites readers to see themselves as analogous participants in this 

particular manifestation of the allegory. In an interview with Brennan O’Donnell, Hansen 

described the primary task in reading historical fiction is remembering, a difficult task 

because “people are impoverished in their historical imagination” (56-7). What Hansen 

seems to mean with this observation is similar to what John Paul II saw in a culture of 

death. If human relationship is necessary as the ground for the formation of self in 

association with other people, then a culture of death severs those bonds. Similarly, 

Hansen sees this separation extending to human history and laments the impoverished 

historical imagination prevalent today because the contemporary person cannot draw 

insight from the lives of those who went before.3 Failing to remember human history and 

its potentially revelatory capability is akin to failing to acknowledge each 

contemporaneous person’s dignity; the ongoing history of humankind demands that each 

generation remember those who have been slaughtered because their dignity deserves 

such honor. Reconsidering history, particularly in fictional form, attempts to recover 

salvation history achieved by humanity through God. 

                                                            
3 Dong-oh Choi examines Hansen’s re-writing of the historical events and details the manner by 

which Hansen represents the Western against the mythic backdrop of the vaudevillian spaghetti western. 
Importantly, Choi notes that Hansen’s novel blurs the distinction between historical writing and fiction 
writing (232) and frees the reader from seeing Jesse as a “hero” of the Old West by focusing on the 
historical events of his checkered career as a train-robber and desperado (231).  
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 However, Hansen also recasts the historical events of Jesse James’ murder Bob 

Ford into the popular genre of the Western, for Hansen insists on making philosophical 

and historical insight accessible to as many people as possible.4 Hansen’s unique 

aesthetic emerges from the union of these three distinct modes of storytelling—biblical 

allegory, historical fiction, and the popular Western— for he describes this second novel 

as “insistent on a Christian perspective on sin and redemption and forgiveness” (“Writing 

as Sacrament” 5). This Christian perspective is the common node that joins historical 

facts, the Biblical narrative, and the violent Western, as Hansen asserts an analogical 

relationship connecting the three distinct narrative traditions insofar as each genre 

focuses the reader’s attention on the central action of the book—the assassination of the 

public outlaw by the cowardly Bob Ford.   

 This central action is what the entire novel revolves around, and the novel’s title 

already clues the reader in on how to read the events that transpire in the novel, both 

leading up to and following this murder. Though Jesse James was nothing more than a 

relatively successful train robber and desperado, Hansen elevates his life to public 

significance by describing his murder as an assassination. Using a term normally reserved 

for murder attempts on popes and presidents, the narrator tells his reader that this murder 

will be an attack on the public good.5 In addition, by labeling the murderer of a train 

robber as a coward, Hansen demands that the reader consider the moral dimensions of 

                                                            
4 In an interview with Allan Vorda, Hansen said, “Historical fiction gave me the opportunity to say 

all I knew about the West and about philosophical questions I thought were important, and it kept me away 
from a contemporary world that I find comparatively boring. And I liked the idea of using a popular genre, 
such as the Western or the historical novel, as a way of expanding the appeal of my work to people who 
wouldn’t normally pick it up” (112). 
 
 5 Despite James’s role as criminal, his wide acceptance during his own lifetime and the immediate 
translation of his exploits into popular forms—dime novels and newspaper accounts—makes his murder, 
though sanctioned by the government and perpetrated through relatively legal means, an attack on the 
polity because he is so exalted in the public imagination.  
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this act. If Bob Ford is a coward, the novel must offer an image of virtue and vice for the 

reader to consider. Hansen describes his antagonist Bob Ford as a “self-important 

quisling who hoped to be famous and who got off scot-free for the killing of his famous 

friend” and Jesse James as “a false messiah for those Southerners still in civil war with 

the finance companies and the railroads” (“Writing as Sacrament” 5). With such stark 

facts facing him, Hansen reframes these criminals’ lives as an insightful investigation of 

public virtue and a space in which the reader can consider his or her own relationship to 

virtue and vice as it is framed in a uniquely American context. 

 This investigation occurs in a Western format, for Hansen reframes these 

criminals’ lives with clear references to the dime novel format. Because the literary 

tradition has relegated this popular genre to the categories of “low” art,6 the Western has 

remained a complicated genre to employ. One critic, Madelon Heatherington, argues the 

contemporary Western—exemplified in the writings of Louis L’Amour— “has for the 

most part stayed at the simplistic level of the dime-novel origins and its early 

popularizers, especially in characterizations, and has therefore failed to take into account 

the complexities both of human behavior, actual or fictional, and of the Western’s own 

genre, the romance” (75). The traditional examples of the genre are rife with clichés, for 

the formulaic pattern that structures the genre demands certain character types to make 

the story work. Cowboys wearing white hats battle either bloodthirsty Indians or land-

hungry cattle barons wearing black hats. The genre is dependent on a clear division 

                                                            
6 Richard Aquila has documented the emergence of the Western in American popular culture 

through the prevalence of the dime novels in the mid to late 1800s. Aquila details the complaints against 
these popular novels, which “capitalized on the public’s insatiable appetite for sensational, action-packed 
stories about the American West. Cranked out by the hundreds by experience hack writers such as Ned 
Buntline or Prentiss Ingraham, and mass produced by publishers such as Beadle and Adams, these books 
focused on either historical such as Buffalo Bill and Kit Carson or fictional characters such as Deadwood 
Dick or Seth Jones” (Aquila 7). 



97 
 

between good and evil, often culminating in a shoot-out on a dusty street in a desert town. 

In substantial ways, this genre is the American iteration of an older, European chivalric 

romance, with the knight on horseback replaced by the gun-toting cowboy.   

 However, the genre’s power lies in its uncomplicated vision of morality. As 

Leslie Fiedler argues, “[i]ts very sentimentality, good-guys, bad-guys melodrama, 

occasional obviousness and thinness of texture, [are] not incidental flaws, but part of the 

essential method of its madness” (184). The promise of rewriting this genre is not to 

diminish its conservatism, for the medieval romance requires a heroic display of virtue 

and a villainous embodiment of vice; such a display then finds a contemporary iteration 

in the American Western, long after the feudal order has been usurped by a capitalist 

social structure, because even a post-medieval era must exemplify its own moral ideals. 

Such a task is critical to a society learning what it values in actuality. Critics who are 

skeptical of the genre’s worth seem dissatisfied with the romanticizing of the cowboy 

figure, for this figure is actually historical, replete with his own flaws and peccadilloes.7 

Nevertheless, while critics disagree about the historical veracity of this central figure, he 

remains the pivotal figure in the American chivalric story.   

 This hero’s centrality depends upon the mythic “code of the West,” in which 

hostile forces are defeated by the virtues of “freedom, courage, honor, daring, manliness” 

(Meldrum 2). These particular virtues are the very values that the cowboy hero models 

for his readers, and his stereotypical silence and strength simultaneously affirm and 

explain the appeal of this vision of morality. Each of these virtues can be seen only in 

                                                            
7 The debate over whether the historical cowboy can be retrieved from a clichéd American 

mythology continues in academic circles. Barbara Meldrum argues that this is the very critical question for 
contemporary critics when investigating the genre (3), while Madelon Heatherington argues that this 
question might be the critical stagnation preventing fresh insights about this literary tradition, resulting in 
“an uneasy mixture of mythic fantasy and social inertia” (76).  
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action, and the cowboy hero proves his ideal status through his actions, often on behalf of 

a beleaguered town or prairie-bound damsel in distress. His appeal as a character, rather 

than the escapist fantasy his critics have decried, comes from his “desperate earnestness” 

to do the right and just thing in a lawless society (Tompkins West of Everything 11). 

Admittedly, this is a very limited vision of literature, for the author here instructs his 

reader through model characters, and the genre can be accused of a certain amount of 

moralizing.8 

 However, Hansen negotiates this tension between the historical and the mythic, 

the virtuous and the vicious, by making his cowboy hero the historical Jesse James, a 

celebrated train robber whose life was exaggerated, often fabricated, and generally lauded 

in hundreds of dime novels while he was still alive. The novel celebrates this dimension 

of Jesse James’s life by opening with a three-page summary of the dime novel portrayals. 

In this passage, the reader learns how Jesse gained cultural significance through criminal 

activity. Though he was the son of a preacher, the devoted husband to the beautiful Zee, a 

dashing and gentlemanly figure, Jesse James is primarily a  

Southern loyalist and guerilla in a Civil War that never ended. He 
regretted neither his robberies nor the seventeen murders that he laid claim 
to, but he would brook about his slights and slanders, his callow need for 
attention, his overweening vaingloriousness, and he was excessively 
genteel and polite in order to disguise what he thought was vulgar, 
primitive, and depraved in his origins. (5-6). 

 
This early portrayal blends Jesse’s public image and personal life, for the narrator draws 

attention to how the adoring public views him—a Southern loyalist and guerilla fighter 

                                                            
8 Christine Bold insightfully notes that it is the “conservatism of the Western’s fictional formula” 

that makes it both a critically rejected genre and a popularly celebrated reading experience (23). John 
Cawelti makes a similar point in his work: “The true focus of interest in the adventure story is the character 
of the hero and the nature of the obstacles he has to overcome. This is the simplest and perhaps the oldest 
and widest in appeal of all story types” (40). 
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for the defeated South—as well as the personal traits that round him out—his pouting 

over personal slights and his vainglory. This kind of description runs throughout the 

novel, for the protagonist Bob Ford regularly tries to discern how to separate the Jesse 

James of mythic proportions from the actual person with whom he has conversations. 

Though Hansen borrows heavily from the dime novel tradition, he develops its central 

figure into a complex character, a real person whose historical existence includes the 

virtues and vices that confront all people. 

 Hansen draws the reader’s attention to the flimsiness of Jesse’s public persona by 

detailing how his widespread acceptance came into being. In the midst of the gang’s last 

train robbery, the narrator states that “[i]f the James-Younger gang was beginning to be 

looked upon by the common people as champions of the poor, it was principally due to 

Jesse, who was the originator of their many public relations contrivances” (48). Jesse’s 

ability to charm his victims even as he robs them results from his assurances that the gang 

would never steal from other Southerners, though this is all a lie. Indeed, Jesse’s public 

reputation acts as a mutual agreement between an adoring public thirsty for his 

adventurous tales and a criminal outlaw who steals in moderation. This pledge works as 

long as Jesse remains a mythic figure whose exploits feed the presses from which the 

reading public gets their books. As the narrator describes, “[i]nsofar as it wasn’t them that 

the James gang robbed, the public seemed to wish Jesse a prolonged life and great 

prosperity. He was their champion and their example, the apple of their eyes; at times it 

even seemed to Zee that she wasn’t Jesse’s only wife, that America had married him too” 

(67). For many Americans during his time, Jesse was little more than the dime novel 

hero, and Jesse accepts this persona inasmuch as it allows him to continue to steal and 
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thus to maintain a distance between himself and particular members of the citizenry from 

whom he is thieving.9  

 However, Jesse does become uncomfortable with this image when one person 

insists on interacting with him as if this persona were all of who Jesse is. When Jesse first 

meets the adoring Bob, Bob proves his devotion to the dime novel Jesse by recounting a 

number of stories that show all he knows about Jesse. Jesse, frustrated by the excess of 

adulation, tells Bob, “‘I’m a no good, Bob. I ain’t Jesus.’ And [Jesse] walked into his 

rented bungalow, leaving behind the young man who had played at capturing Jesse James 

even as a child” (34). When confronted with the significant role that his fictitious self has 

played in the lives of others, Jesse insists on telling the truth about who he is. He admits 

that he is a “no good” and denies being Jesus precisely because these are the implicit 

beliefs that Bob has articulated. In his private interactions, Jesse refuses the title of hero, 

and his staunch insistence on the truth of who he is suggests his ultimate challenge to the 

Western genre, for he has embodied at least a few values that unsettle the stoic heroism 

of the dime novel cowboy but still embody the mythic code of the West—courage to face 

the truth, daring to shatter Bob’s illusions, and the fortitude to accept his own moral 

failure. 

 This demythologizing of the romantic cowboy, even as Jesse is rendered as a kind 

of Western hero, is the precise point where critic Dong-oh Choi sees Hansen’s 

achievement (232), and it is a great achievement. However, Hansen’s investigation of the 

                                                            
9 In one humorous passage of the novel, the exasperated Governor Crittenden explains Jesse’s 

popularity as follows, “A petty thief is generally despised and easily convicted; but one who steals millions 
becomes a sort of hero in the estimation of many. A man who commits one sneaking murder is regarded as 
the meanest of criminals and fit only for the speedy halter; but there is an illogical class of persons who 
cannot restrain a sort of admiration for one who has murdered many and shown no mercy, who has 
hesitated at no deed of darkness and inhumanity” (167).  
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historical Jesse James and his murder at the hands of Bob Ford only begins with the 

demystification of Jesse as a cultural hero because the novel equally scrutinizes Bob’s 

motivation for killing his friend and hero. Because Bob seeks out his hero in order to 

attach himself to Jesse’s fame, Choi suggests that the remainder of the novel, which 

explores Bob Ford’s actions and the public response to Jesse’s murder, “implies that 

American culture has (re)produced a cultural tradition, the tradition that creates ‘a hero’ 

and thereby makes social individuals seek public celebrity” (232-3). Choi’s argument 

results from a reading of the novel that resists the moral statements explicit in the novel’s 

title and in frequent passages throughout book, yet his insight into Bob’s desire for 

celebrity spurring him to murder provides helpful groundwork for considering the moral 

import of Bob’s own vainglory and his struggle to forget Jesse’s inherent human dignity. 

 Bob’s struggle is the result of the entire genre’s reliance on a clash between 

opposing forces. While critics disagree on the exact nature of that conflict,10 critical 

consensus agrees that this conflict is primarily external to the novel’s hero, for the story’s 

plot offers a series of obstacles to be defeated and tasks to be completed, thus revealing 

the hero’s virtues through his actions. As John Cawelti describes this characteristic of the 

genre, “the symbolic landscape of the western formula is a field of action that centers 

                                                            
10 William Bloodworth argues that all Westerns offer an “image of the West as a place where 

civilization and wilderness collide—and therefore a testing place for both individuals and society” (64). In 
his critical work, Bloodworth emphasizes the contested dividing line separating the forces of chaos and of 
civilization, which he identifies as the chief characteristic of the frontier itself. By contrast, Jane Tompkins 
argues that the Western offers a “symbol for freedom, and of the opportunity for conquest. It seems to offer 
escape from the conditions of life in modern industrial society” (West of Everything 4). Tompkins’ 
argument focuses on the opportunities afforded the cowboy heroes in the virgin land of the far west, and 
her emphasis on the untouched quality of the place underlines her essentially economic reading of the 
genre. Lastly, Leslie Fiedler suggests that the Western is most concerned with “the Indian, that utter 
stranger for whom our New World is an Old Home, that descendant of neither Shem nor Japheth, not even, 
like the Negro imported to subdue the wild land, Ham” (21). Here, Fiedler suggests that the struggle with 
the native American population that so characterizes the Western is pursuit of the most “primitive” forms 
of human life, a condition from which modern man is essentially estranged. For Fiedler, the cowboy hero’s 
close identification with the Indian’s source of power suggests a recovery of a certain primal power that 
modern man is desperately seeking. 
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upon the point of encounter between civilization and wilderness, East and West, settled 

society and lawless openness” (193). This symbolic landscape, like the medieval 

tournament, is a literal battlefield between virtue and vice, for the winner of the 

tournament will embody the necessary characteristics to survive the landscape and thrive 

in the harsh environment.  

 However, Hansen insightfully internalizes what has been a traditionally external 

conflict. While the typical Western has seen the cowboy fight the Indian, the greedy 

cattle baron, or the corrupt banker, Hansen’s novel depicts Bob Ford’s struggle and 

ultimate failure to combat his own vice, the vainglory11 that compels him to befriend and 

betray his hero Jesse James. Upon his first meeting Jesse James, Bob Ford, the adolescent 

enthusiast, assures Jesse,  

Folks sometimes take me for a nincompoop on account of the shabby first 
impression I make, whereas I’ve always thought of myself as being just a 
rung down from the James brothers. And, well, I was hoping if I ran into 
you aside from those peckerwoods, I could show you how special I am. I 
honestly believe I’m destined for great things, Mr. James. I’ve got 
qualities that don’t come shining through right at the outset, but give me a 
chance and I’ll get the job done—I can guarantee that. (10) 
 

Here, Bob acknowledges that there is nothing particularly impressive about himself on 

first impression, but he insists that he has certain qualities that will manifest if he is given 

the chance to join the James gang on their last train robbery. Key to Bob’s self-

understanding is his insistence that these invisible and indiscernible traits are there, 

waiting to shine through and prove the great destiny for which he is destined. However, 

Jesse’s brother Frank immediately rejects Bob’s greatness and undercuts the young man 

                                                            
11 In her study on the seven cardinal sins entitled Glittering Vices, Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung 

delineates vainglory from pride as the desire to “seek whatever will bring in the most public applause, 
whether deserving or not. Pride is a desire for genuine status; vainglory, a desire for recognition and 
acclaim” (62). Bob here commits his actions because of his vainglory, for he recognizes Jesse’s own 
superiority to him, though he still desires the same amount of applause that Jesse receives. 
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by telling Bob, “You’re just like any other tyro who’s prinked himself up for an 

escapade. You’re hoping to be a gunslinger like those nickel books are about, but you 

may as well quench your mind of it. You don’t have the ingredients” (10). Frank 

insightfully notes that the “great things” that Bob is destined for are but the formulaic 

entries in the nickel books Bob has read all his young life, and his rejection of the young 

man dashes Bob’s hopes to be as great as the false exploits of the James gang chronicled 

in those pages. Frank knows that there is no glory in their lives as train robbers, and he 

recognizes that Bob’s naïve idealism is seeking public fame from a captivating escapade, 

not the economic desperation that led Frank and Jesse to become criminals. 

 Though Frank rejects Bob as a viable member of their gang, Jesse allows the 

young man to join them because he enjoys Bob’s adulation. The narrator describes, 

“Jesse, on the other hand, was the soul of friendliness and commerce, acknowledging 

each of Bob’s remarks, letting the boy ingratiate himself, rewarding him with the trivial 

tasks that Bob executed with zeal” (15). This sycophantic give-and-take dominates their 

relationship for the majority of the book, for Bob’s desire to ingratiate himself to his hero 

drives him to any number of menial tasks that would serve the great Jesse James. Indeed, 

the narrator notes that Bob constantly adapts his own personality to the caprices of Jesse 

just for a chance to be near him: “Bob would rarely vouchsafe his opinions as they talked. 

If spoken to, he would fidget and grin; if Jesse palavered with another person, Bob 

secretaries their dialogue, getting each inflection, reading every gesture and tick, as if he 

wanted to compose a biography of the outlaw, or as if he were preparing an 

impersonation” (80). If Jesse enjoys the adulation, Bob sees their relationship as rehearsal 

for his own great destiny, and he attempts to conform to the model of Jesse as nearly as 
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possible. By mimicking his every gesture and inflection, Bob identifies his own great 

destiny as inherently linked with Jesse’s, and he seems to think that he can pick up the 

legend of the outlaw as some kind of mantle whenever Jesse lays it down. 

 However, this identification becomes progressively eerie when Jesse realizes the 

extent of Bob’s obsession. In a conversation over dinner, Bob begins to enumerate the 

many connections between himself and Jesse,12 and these similarities seem tenuous or 

coincidental at best. However, Bob’s insistence that these prove a connection between the 

two men alerts Jesse to what is driving Bob to be Jesse’s right hand man. He asks Bob, “I 

can’t figure it out: do you want to be like me, or do you want to be me?” (146). Jesse’s 

question underlines the central tension of the novel and highlights how Bob has mirrored 

the Biblical Cain. If Cain, jealous of God’s acceptance of Abel’s sacrifice, can figure out 

how to be like Abel or how to be Abel, then he will no longer have to feel his own 

rejection. However, Abel stands in the way, and Cain’s jealousy of his brother becomes a 

wild, destructive surge of anger that must destroy his rival to God’s approval. Similarly, 

when Jesse questions whether Bob wants to be like Jesse or to be him, Bob’s anger surges 

through him, and he begins his plot to destroy his rival for the public’s affection. 

                                                            
12 Bob says, “Well, if you’ll pardon my saying so, it is interesting, the many ways you and I 

overlap and whatnot. You begin with my daddy, J.T. Ford. J stand for James! And T is Thomas, meaning 
‘twin.’ Your daddy was a pastor of the New Hope Baptist Church; my daddy was part-time pastor of a 
church at Excelsior Springs. You’re the youngest of the three James boys; I’m the youngest of the five Ford 
boys. You had twins as sons, I have twins as sisters. Frank is four and a half years older than you, which 
incidentally is the difference between Charley and me, the two outlaws in the Ford clan. Between us is 
another brother, Wilbur here (with six letters in his name); between Frank and you was a brother, Robert, 
also with six letters. Robert died in infancy, as most everyone knows, and he was named after your father, 
Robert, who was remembered by your brother’s first-born, another Robert. Robert, of course, is my 
Christian name. My uncle, Robert Austin Ford, has a son named Jesse James Ford. You have blue eyes; I 
have blue eyes. You’re five feet eight inches tall; I’m five feet eight inches tall. We’re both hot-tempered 
and impulsive and devil-may-care. Smith and Wesson is our preferred make of revolver. There’s the same 
number of syllables in our names; I mean, Jesse James and Robert Ford. Oh me, I must’ve had a list as long 
as your nightshirt when I was twelve but I lost some curiosities over the years” (126-7). 
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 When Bob realizes that the historical person of Jesse stands in the way of him 

becoming the legendary man of dime novel fame, he decides to collaborate with the 

governor to either kill or capture the wanted outlaw. When asked why he has so radically 

changed in his fundamental relationship to his hero, Bob answers, “I’ve been a nobody all 

my life. I was the baby; I was the one people picked on, the one they made promises to 

that they never kept. And ever since I can recall it, Jesse James has been big as a tree” 

(173). The towering heights of Jesse’s fame are the very pinnacles Bob wants to reach, 

especially because he has felt his own insignificance throughout his life. Because his 

relationship with Jesse began when Bob wanted to be linked with the James gang’s fame, 

his decision to kill his friend is the consummation of his earlier desire, once he recognizes 

that his desire could not be achieved. Indeed, Bob rejects that his friendship with Jesse 

actually makes him a somebody—the person who is Jesse’s friend—and chooses a 

“higher” title—the man who killed Jesse James. 

 In one of the more transparent moments of the novel, on the night before he kills 

his friend, Bob and Jesse discuss what they fear: 

  ‘Do you know what it is you’re most afraid of?’ 
  ‘Yes.’ 
  ‘What?” 
  ‘I’m afraid of being forgotten,’ Bob said, and having admitted that,  
  wondered if it was true. He said, ‘I’m afraid I’ll end up living a life like  
  everyone else’s and me being Bob Ford won’t matter one way or the  
  other.’ (205). 

 
This moment reveals that Bob doubts his own dignity as a person because his vision of 

dignity is not grounded in an external truth, namely the fact of his creation by God. 

Instead, Bob mistakenly identifies his worth as a person with his estimation in public 

opinion. He wants his life to be significant, to matter to someone else, and his fear that he 



106 
 

will be forgotten is a deeply sympathetic fear that all people face. Indeed, even 

articulating this fear allows Bob the chance to understand how his desire for public 

notoriety has its origin in this fear of insignificance, and he wonders at the unintended 

truth of his statement to Jesse. However, his moral struggle—the conflict essential to 

Hansen’s revision to the Western genre—takes a violent turn precisely when Bob asserts, 

through his actions, that the only way to quell his anxiety is through violence; he must 

make a name for himself so that his name will not be lost. In other words, Bob feels the 

need to prove his own greatness by murdering his friend, but what he sacrifices in this 

pursuit of greatness is Jesse’s dignity as a person and his own innocence before God. 

 Violence itself is no innovation to the genre, for the Western has long had a 

legacy of bloodshed and high body counts.13 Because the clash of opposing forces—be 

they cultural, economic, or mythic—is an inherent part of the genre, violence necessarily 

reveals how the author moralizes that clash. Early Westerns’ depiction of brutal Indian 

genocides were often triumphant in their praise of American conquest, while more recent 

Westerns—most notably Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian—have presented those 

same events more lamentably, begrudging American triumphalism and wondering if the 

blood of those victims is still on American hands. SueEllen Campbell suggests that this is 

one of the appeals for using the Western genre today, namely “struggl[ing] to understand 

and live with its history [of violent conquest]” (12). Further, Jane Tompkins suggests that 

death is an inherent part of the genre because the landscape that is innate to the form 

forces the reader to “go west, as far west as you can go, west of everything, [which] is to 

                                                            
13 Richard Aquila argues that the mythic West necessarily entails a dark side, for the mythical 

nature of the story needs some embodiment of evil in order to maintain such grandiose levels of 
storytelling. He writes, “Although the West offered the potential for immeasurable success, it also held the 
possibility of abysmal failure through the dashed hopes, broken dreams, financial ruin, or even tragic death 
at the hands of brutal bad guys or unrelenting forces of nature” (2-3). 
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die. Death is everywhere in this genre [especially] in the desert landscape with which the 

bodies of the gunned-down eventually merge” (West of Everything 24). The brutality of 

the land, the lawlessness of its small towns, and the use of violence as a medium of 

power make death a dominant motif throughout may Western works. 

 However, the Western’s roots in the chivalric tradition suggest that this encounter 

with death can be a dignified and morally virtuous interaction. The cowboy hero often 

yields his greatest nobility through humbly accepting that death stalks him at every turn 

yet resisting the temptation to flee from the violent struggle to do good. As Tompkins 

explains this characteristic, “[i]n Westerns, facing death and doing something with your 

life become one and the same thing. For once you no longer believe you are eternal spirit, 

risking your life becomes the supreme form of heroism, the bravest thing a person can 

do” (West of Everything 31). As Tompkins points out, the materialist tendencies of the 

genre—its belief that the eternal is at best a distraction from the more immediate 

concerns of surviving in a harsh landscape and at worst an illusory fiction—increase the 

weight of the hero’s acceptance of death, for the possible death that perpetually confronts 

him is a great sacrifice if there is no eternal recompense. Thus, Tompkins argues that, 

within this genre, “[d]eath brings dignity and meaning as well as horror, and its terrifying 

presence in the long run comforts and reassures. For death is the great escape, as well as 

that from which one longs to be delivered” (West of Everything 27). Insofar as a cowboy 

lays down his life for a noble and heroic cause, his death can comfort those still alive 

because it will add significance to their own preservation. This final act of sacrifice, too, 

ultimately elevates the local gunslinger into mythic dimensions. By contrast, the 

cowboy’s ability to dole out death to his villainous enemies equally proves his heroism, 
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for this ability to enact justice through violent means reestablishes order in a previously 

chaotic world.  

 By contrast, Hansen’s presentation of death within The Assassination of Jesse 

James by the Coward Robert Ford is not nearly so noble. Indeed, Hansen’s purpose in re-

writing the story of Cain in this Western format is to question whether the easy 

dispensation of death from human hands is ever truly virtuous precisely because each 

human’s life comes from God’s act of creation. Even the heroic Jesse James participates 

in the Western tradition’s culture of death, for the narrator depicts him beginning to kill 

members of his own gang after he believes them to be conspiring against Jesse himself. 

When Bob’s brother Charley tells Bob of Jesse’s action as a warning against continuing 

in his plan to kill Jesse, Charley describes Jesse as follows: “He’ll kill us if he catches 

wind of it. He’ll cut our throats in our sleep. He’s already put away Ed Miller. Said so 

like it was something piddly he’d done” (142). That single term—“piddly”—judges the 

entire genre’s ease with death, for the complexity of who these men are, detailed in the 

preceding 141 pages, is reduced to a piddly and inconvenient task to be completed in 

order to ensure Jesse’s security. Because Jesse is often presented in the heroic terms of 

the cowboy model, his participation in that tradition is here lifted up for scrutiny.  

 Though Jesse’s complicity in the Western’s devaluation of human life is 

interrogated and rejected throughout the novel, his crimes still retain a certain amount of 

mythic idealism, for he is doing what the Western hero ought to do in the genre. By 

contrast, Bob’s murder of his friend Jesse is thoroughly vicious in its presentation. After 

Jesse has given him a gun for being so trustworthy and has turned to look at something 

on the family’s mantle, Bob lifts his new gun and shoots his friend in the back. The 
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narrator details this scene in language that evokes John Paul II’s encyclical about the 

dignity of human life: “Gunpowder and gun noise filled the room and Jesse groaned as a 

man does in his sleep and then sagged from his knees and tilted over and smacked the 

floor like a great animal, shaking the house in his fall” (211). The sharp contrast between 

Jesse groaning like a man then falling like a great animal suggests something substantial 

happening in this moment. If Jesse bears the image of God, then his murder is an attack 

upon that image of God. The narration here is internal to Bob’s own thinking, and, in 

Bob’s mind, Jesse’s body devolves into a lumbering animal corpse, thudding with its 

impact on the floor. Such a description stands in stark contrast to the rest of the novel’s 

careful depiction of Jesse as more than a great animal, and the failure of Bob’s 

imagination at this point reveals the depths of his rage.  

 However, this passage continues its description in a significant way. Jesse’s wife 

Zee enters the room and “asked with anguish, ‘Bob, have you done this?’ And he 

answered, ‘I swear to God that I didn’t.’ The man sighed and grew heavy on her legs. His 

eyes seemed yellow, his muscles slack; the blood was as wide as a table. He made a 

syllable like ‘God’ and then everything inside him stopped” (211). Again, the language 

here is evocative of John Paul II’s encyclical and the passage from Genesis from which it 

offers its argument. Zee’s question to Bob—“have you done this?”—mirrors God’s 

question of Cain after the murder of Abel—“What have you done?” As Cain does in the 

biblical story, Bob denies his crime, but the blood of Jesse testifies to what has 

happened.14  

                                                            
14 Genesis 4:10: “And the LORD said, ‘What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is crying 

out to me from the ground!’” Notably, this passage suggests that it is Abel’s blood itself that calls God’s 
attention to the crime committed, as if unjustly spilled blood itself shouts its charges against the unjust.  
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 The wild surge of envy that prompts Bob’s action has changed who he is on a 

fundamental level. After the murder of Jesse, Bob is repeatedly called a “coward” by the 

various grief-stricken family members of Jesse (217; 228), and this label stays with Bob 

even after he turns his fame into sideshow entertainment. He tours the country with his 

brother Charley, reenacting that fateful day, delivering a dramatic monologue as he 

“shoots” Jesse James nightly. As word spreads, Bob’s notoriety increases, even as the 

public is outraged at his actions. One reviewer of Bob’s shows writes, “such a cry of 

horror and indignation at the infernal deed is even now thundering over the land that if a 

single one of the miserable assassins had either manhood, conscience or courage, he 

would go as another Judas and hang himself” (245). After weeks of such public outcry, 

the crowds who assemble at his shows arrive “to hiss and jeer at his every sentence and 

fling garbage onto the stage, and when he uneasily raised his gun at Jesse the audience 

rioted, according to Bob’s recollection, surging to the footlights, calling him a cur and a 

murderer” (262). The public shame and violence that Cain feared15 from his actions 

happens to Bob, for the public recognizes the cowardly nature of what Bob has done. 

Motivated neither by honor nor by a false sense of justice, the public sees in Bob’s 

murder of Jesse a cowardly desire to become great, not through achievement, but by 

eliminating the greater thing that stands in the way. That this greater thing is a popular 

hero makes this particular act vicious, for Bob has attacked the public’s love of Jesse. 

However, the greatest cowardice here is that Bob has betrayed his friend and substituted 

fame and notoriety for a man who had long been his idol and spiritual brother.  

                                                            
15 Genesis 4:14: “Today you have driven me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your 

face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me may kill me.” This 
response from Cain after God confronts him with Abel’s murder prompts God to place his seal of 
protection on Cain, the often misunderstood “mark of Cain.” 
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 The final section of the novel details how the American public reacts to Bob’s 

action, culminating in a progression of judgments against his crime. However, before 

turning to the novel’s conclusion, I would like to consider Ron Hansen’s more recent 

return to the Cain and Abel story in his 2011 novel A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion to set 

up how Hansen’s work has developed from this earlier, mythically heroic version of the 

Biblical story to a more comic, and consequently more poignant, retelling of the biblical 

narrative. Therefore, after I consider the ways Hansen reconsiders the sinful passions that 

lead up to one person’s betrayal of another in this second novel, I will look at both 

novels’ conclusion to see how both offer a moral consideration of how the reader ought 

to interact with murderous fictional brothers who remain fellow human persons.  

 
 

A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion: The Sacrifice of Human Dignity for Personal Gain 
 
 While Hansen’s 1983 novel The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward 

Robert Ford explored the re-writing of the Cain and Abel story every day, Hansen returns 

to the biblical story in his 2011 crime noir novel A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion. 

However, the comic tone that emerges in the latter novel develops his understanding of 

the moral import of human dignity, for he longer seems focused on exploring the 

dimensions of human dignity in mythic terms. Instead, he rewrites the infamous “Dumb-

Bell Murder” case, when adulterous lovers Ruth Snyder and Judd Gray conspired to kill 

Snyder’s husband in a double indemnity insurance scheme. Hansen hinted at the tone that 

would be vital to this comic crime noir in his 2008 interview with Brennan O’Donnell: 

“Right now I’m writing a comic film noir story. I find a lot of the things people in crime 

do fabulously funny, even though there’s death involved. They always make so many 
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boneheaded mistakes, and it’s uproarious if you’re watching from a distance” (62). The 

death that is “piddly” in his Western novel is here uproarious, but what has shifted is not 

his theological understanding of the dignity of human life; rather, Hansen seems to have 

developed a more comic understanding of the human person. The foolishness of Ruth and 

Judd shows vice for what it is—alluring, tawdry, and ultimately nothing more than a 

temporary, wild surge of guilty passion. 

 Hansen’s choice to employ the crime noir genre is a natural progression from his 

earlier work with the Western, for critics see this development in the larger literary 

context. Paul Skenazy has argued that “the [hard-boiled] detective story is an urban 

version of the Western, its hero a street-wise cowboy. Both genres trace their roots back 

to the rough-and-ready American male” (New Wild West 10). Like the Western, crime 

noir employs a central, chivalric male intent on reestablishing order in a chaotic social 

world. Like the cowboy, the hard-boiled detective himself is a kind of hero, for his 

virtues—often alongside his gritty vices—are romantic; he seeks the truth in a given case, 

has a natural virility and vitality, and often works in defense of “innocent” women. 

Certainly, the hard-boiled detective seems a proper extension of the cowboy hero when 

the frontier closes, for the dwindling cattle industry displaced a number of employees 

who had earned their living through the strength of their own hands. 

 Perhaps the best known of the hard-boiled writers was Raymond Chandler,16 and 

he explained the purpose of the genre in an essay entitled “The Art of Murder.” Within 

this essay, his description of the central figure is essentially chivalric: “The story is his 

adventure in search of a hidden truth, and it would be no adventure if it did not happen to 

                                                            
16 Though Raymond Chandler is often regarded as the best of this kind of writer, he is preceded by 

the equally famous Dashiell Hammett, whose own experience with the Pinkerton Detective Agency served 
as a source of inspiration for the 1929 Red Harvest.   
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a man fit for adventure. He has a range of awareness that startles you, but it belongs to 

him by right, because it belongs to the world he lives in” (992). In this description, 

Chandler notes that crime noir as a genre is an adventure or quest in which the central 

character seeks the truth of a situation and experiences a range of difficulties in pursuit of 

that end. In addition, the hero-detective has a startling “range of awareness” of his own 

world precisely because he is an integral part of it, and his ability at detection in a chaotic 

situation is necessary for the just vision of society that this genre hopes to envision. 

 Admittedly, the genre’s world is not a particularly beautiful world, for it relies on 

sordid crimes, violence, and an aggressive sexuality as ready challenges to the hero-

detective. As Chandler notes, “[i]t is not a very fragrant world, but it is the world you live 

in, and certain writers with tough minds and a cool spirit of detachment can make very 

interesting and even amusing patterns out of it” (991). Here, Chandler defends the 

potential grime of the world by insisting that the writers of this genre aspire to realism17; 

in depicting their adventure stories, they use a “seemingly unemotional” hero so that he is 

able to detach from the entangling passions of the degenerate criminals (Skenazy New 

Wild West 7). Further, the morally questionable characteristics of the hardboiled 

detective—“[h]is refusal to attach himself to a woman, a family, a social network, a 

community, a business, a country and its ideals”—are products of his ability to remain 

somehow a part of and still separate from a largely corrupt society (Abbott 6). 

 However, a third crime noir writer emerged on the literary scene in 1934 with the 

lurid The Postman Always Rings Twice. James Cain, often included within the crime noir 

                                                            
17 The difficulty in accepting Chandler’s claim that he aspires to realism is that his and Hammett’s 

style is quickly copied by a variety of pulp writers whose mimicking work created “a paradigmatic 
American type with a palpable gritty appeal and an encompassing influence on the American lexicon with a 
fresh and inescapably ‘modern’-sounding hardboiled slang” (Abbott 3). 
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genre, radically shifts the crime genre’s pattern away from the detective hero by allowing 

“his readers [to] witness the transgression and retribution through the criminal’s point of 

view. Privy to the couple’s secret, they are inveigled into an alliance with them” 

(Skenazy Cain 159). Unlike Hammett and Chandler, Cain wrote about the same instances 

of sordid crime, but he did so through the perspective of the criminal. The most famous 

of his works—The Postman Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity, and Mildred 

Pierce—depict characters who struggle to combat their own tendencies to indulge their 

passionate desires and who ultimately accede to each impulse.18    

 Like Chandler and Hammett, Cain’s work still maintains an ultimately just world, 

for each of the criminals is caught and persecuted either by a minor detective-figure or by 

a family member. Indeed, Cain’s work relies on this just world even in terms of structure, 

for much of each of these novels operates as the criminal’s confession of what he or she 

has done to a detective. This confessional framework ordering the uncontrollable impulse 

to indulge a passion creates the tension that is at the heart of Cain’s literary vision, for 

“Cain’s writing makes possible an examination of motivation more convincing, precisely 

because it is internalized” (Bradbury 89). That tension between an external, ordering 

source with an internal, destabilizing influence sympathetically portrays human 

motivation itself, and reader is left in the position of having to sympathize with the 

criminal or condemn the criminals’ base motivations themselves.19 

                                                            
18 Richard Bradbury describes this perpetual struggle in Cain’s characters as “open[ing] the 

Pandora’s box containing all those things forbidden by the family as social institution, by the work ethic, or 
by the notion that peaceful social intercourse is the necessary oil on the wheels of society. The box, of 
course, contains both the objects of their desire and the Furies which manifest themselves as the opposite, 
but logical, conclusions of that desire” (90-1). 

 
19 Paul Skenazy suggests that this readerly task of sympathy/condemnation explains the 

widespread appeal of this kind of writing, for the novel’s structure provides a necessary catharsis from 
comparatively minor motivation within the reader (Cain 160).  
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 Because his works present this choice for the reader, Cain’s influence in crime 

noir is to insist that feeling is a central concern in human interaction. While the 

comparatively more detached hero-detectives of Hammett and Chandler’s novels sought 

to reestablish justice through largely analytical means, Cain’s novels redirect that focus 

onto the way in which the body itself urges the criminal into particular actions through 

arousing certain passions (Skenazy Cain 171). The “solving” of these crimes by a 

detective still rightly orders these emotions through legal process, but the reader’s 

possible identification with the criminal articulates the sordid underbelly of the crime noir 

cosmos. As a result, Cain’s work is simultaneously sentimental and hard-boiled, gritty 

and florid (Skenazy Cain 156). 

 Hansen’s addition to the crime noir genre clearly follows the influence of James 

Cain rather than Hammett or Chandler, and his depiction of the Snyder-Gray murder case 

through the two criminal lovers investigates the comically buffoonish nature of a human 

being’s desire for freedom illogically and immorally turning to crime. Within the first 

chapter of A Wild Surge, Ruth has been captured and is beginning a confession of how 

she and her lover Judd killed her husband. In the preliminary sections of her confession, 

she details her first meeting with the handsome Judd Gray. Ruth and her friend Kitty flirt 

with the stocking salesman Harry, who takes them to a diner for lunch. There, Judd greets 

the group to say hello to his friend Harry, and Ruth cajoles him into joining them. Their 

conversation over lunch is crude, tawdry, and rife with clichés, for both recognize that 

they are playing the parts of flirtatious young people discontent with their home lives. At 

one point, without provocation, Ruth explains her restraint with alcohol to Judd by 

saying, “I just pace myself. There’s nothing worse than a full day of drinking, then 
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waking up next to some guy and not being able to remember how or why he’s dead” (30). 

This small joke “shocked them into raucous laughter,” and this seems to be the 

explanation for their shallow conversation (31). They simply say extravagant and trite 

things to cause an immediate reaction in their conversation partner.  

 As Judd leaves this first fairly innocent interaction, the narrator tells the reader 

that “he took a southbound train for the short haul to East Orange, New Jersey, and his 

brick Craftsman bungalow at 37 Wayne Avenue, and to the emotional starvation of his 

sane, successful, monotonous life” (33). The last half of this description applies to both 

Ruth and Judd, for both have seemingly happy home lives with a spouse and child. 

Neither character particularly wants for any basic material good nor for affection from 

their spouse. Instead, each sees the sanity and the success of their middle-class lives 

monotonous and, because of the monotony, emotionally starving. What both Ruth and 

Judd seek is escape from their own security, for each sees in the other an adventure of a 

particularly passionate kind.         

 This detailing of the simultaneously secure and shallow main characters is the real 

achievement of Hansen’s novel. Steven Heighton notes that, in the back story sections of 

the novel, Hansen “excels, detailing the panicky mutual preoccupation and the mix of 

glamour and squalor, exalted passion and petty resentment, that characterize many 

affairs” (par. 5). As their affair begins and develops, Ruth is fairly unintelligent, sexually 

alluring, proficiently manipulative, and deeply sad; Judd is self-indulgent, melodramatic, 

insecure in his worth as a male, and bored with his life. These characters are realistic 

precisely because they are comically pathetic. Their mix of superficiality and unchecked 

passion fairly represents how many people live in the modern world, for neither character 
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particularly believes in much beyond their immediate pleasure. They seek sensation and, 

when that is available, do what they can to partake in that pleasure. 

 However, the narrator resists excusing these characters from their own culpability. 

In describing their first sexual encounter, the narrator notes that their passions are at 

combat with their admittedly limited awareness of morality and insists on asserting their 

adultery as a moral choice: “She fretfully watched as he hesitated at the foreign threshold 

of unfaithfulness, and then Judd took the initiative and kissed her and she held his head 

so that he couldn’t jerk away… And then she let him retreat a little” (47). In this scene, 

Judd confronts unfaithfulness for the first time; until this moment, Judd has honored his 

marriage vows, though he has been regularly tempted in his profession as a lingerie 

salesman. Indeed, the narrator even depicts Ruth as awaiting Judd’s moral choice—she 

lets him retreat from their impassioned kiss so that he has to make the choice to return to 

her and engage in sexual intercourse. 

 As Judd recovers from what he has done with Ruth, he begins to discern an 

emerging sense of guilt building in his conscience. When he dines later with friends, he 

“was too woozy with shock and guilt to stay. Each greeting and jibe seemed to carry an 

undercurrent of irony, as if his friends and associates detected his adultery, his coveting 

of another’s wife, and were grandly pretending to forgive him” (51). Judd’s awareness of 

his crimes as violations of the Ten Commandments suggests that he acknowledges his 

own sin, but he refuses to accept even the grandly pretended forgiveness of his friends. 

His retreat into solitude, common to a crime noir hero, refusing a human relationship that 

would demand he make a moral account for his actions.20 

                                                            
20 Leonard Cassuto’s critical work Hard Boiled Sentimentality suggests that “[t]he hard-boiled 

story works from the sentimental model to express collectively held anxieties, this time from the male point 
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 Instead of entering into the relational categories that could lead to the healing of 

his and Ruth’s infidelity, Judd instead pursues an affair with Ruth based on pre-set and 

ultimately clichéd declarations of love. In one of their many illicit telephone 

conversations, Ruth  

recited sentences that seemed lifted from Romance or True Story 
magazine. ‘I have stayed up late just recalling how I fell in love with you 
at Zari’s. With your sweetness, your sympathy, your interest in me. My 
life has become intolerable, Judd. All the happiness that I have lacked for 
years is now completely lost.’ (62) 

 
The stilted language here, paired with the vapid personalities of both Ruth and Judd, 

reveals the comedy at the heart of this exchange. Ruth and Judd are fools trying to be 

more than that, and they perform glamorized roles of trapped lovers so that their lives 

signify more than what they are. Their words to each other are cliché-ridden and affected 

because there is no real mutual affection between them. Indeed, Ruth is little more than a 

cartoon “ideal of womanhood. She’s a goddess” (83) for Judd, and Judd is just one in a 

string of sexual distractions for Ruth. This crime, though clearly an act chosen and 

performed by the will, remains ultimately banal, and what Judd and Ruth seek is 

significance, even heroism. 

 The turn, then, from adultery tale to crime noir is the precise point when their 

unchecked passions become violent and destructive. What Ruth experiences in the affair 

motivates her to pursue a larger, more vicious act, for her sexual sins take a homicidal 

turn: 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
of view, about the threat to traditional ideals of home and family in the age of urbanization” (68). Working 
as a genre off of a preceding popular genre—the sentimental novels of the nineteenth century, the crime 
noir maintains a tenuous relationship with sentiment and its philosophical understanding of sympathy. As 
Cassuto asserts, the hard-boiled detective hero “doesn’t want to live sympathetically” (34), and this 
rejection of the potentially healing aspects of human sympathy maintains the crime noir protagonist’s 
isolation. 
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she thought this freedom, this fun, this letting go what all she’d ever 
wanted from Albert, was just what Albert could not give, and it was right 
to have this intimacy, this tenderness, this sharing of sweet pleasure—it 
would have been cold, inhuman, and wrong to deny it—and she wanted to 
thank Isabel or whoever it was for teaching him so well, this Judd who 
was so selfless and generous…and she could feel his fascination, his awe 
for her, his gratitude for the gift of this. (64-5)  

 
Ruth feels a wide range of impressions in the affair. Her idea of freedom contrasts with 

her understanding of her husband Albert, for she sees the fun of the affair as a liberating 

force from the monotony of monogamy. She assures herself that the pleasure she feels is 

licit, largely because she enjoys it, which motivates her to thank Judd’s wronged wife for 

teaching him to be a good lover. Finally, her experience of pleasure in this sexual affair, 

though it begins with physical pleasure, seems to climax in her awareness that sex, rather 

than being the shared pleasure of mutual self-giving, is enjoyable because Judd has 

become awed by her. In Judd’s estimation, she has become more than herself, and this is 

the source of her satisfaction. The number of transgressions in this passage multiplies, for 

Ruth’s indulgence in her passions builds until it openly mocks both her cuckolded 

husband and Judd’s wife. That passion so grows that Judd himself becomes little more 

than a worshipping devotee. 

 However, that passion only becomes physically destructive when Ruth’s desire 

for freedom leads to her plan to kill her husband.21 The narrator depicts this moment with 

Judd’s appropriate reaction to Ruth’s plan: “Ruth told him she’d confessed she wanted 

Albert out of her life, gone, buried, dead, and Judd had yelled that she was insane. Raged 

                                                            
21 Richard Bradbury argues that this transition from desire to violence is a hallmark of the crime 

noir genre and is especially evident in the work of James Cain (92). In his words, sexuality “is always 
accepted as a destructive force. Women are either the passive web in which men entangle themselves, or 
they are the spider” (95). The so-called femme fatale embodies the destructive potential in an unchecked 
passion, for the hero’s seduction begins with her powerful sexuality but leads into his violent actions, often 
resulting in his own self-annihilation.  
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that she could go to jail for that. Asked if she had any idea what a homicide meant in the 

eyes of God” (83). Ruth’s admission to Judd couches her desire for Albert’s death in 

terms of her own freedom, for Albert’s death means that he will be “out of her life,” thus 

freeing her to engage in any action she would like. Judd’s reaction rightly frames this act 

as a horrible crime, an offense in the eyes of God, and Judd’s conception of Albert’s 

dignity as a person, even though he is having an affair with Albert’s wife, prevents him 

from agreeing to Ruth’s plan.  

 Ruth, unconvinced by Judd’s hypocrisy in refusing the murder even though he has 

this ongoing affair with her, develops further motivation for killing her husband by 

concocting the double indemnity insurance plot, in which she takes out a secret second 

life insurance policy on her husband with a special clause that would pay double the bond 

amount if Albert dies an “unnatural” death (72). In this plan, Ruth’s desire for the sexual 

freedom to pursue another man is wedded to a financial freedom that would provide her 

with unimaginable wealth, if Albert were simply gone.22 With this plot in place, Ruth 

begins a series of “accidents,” none of which succeeds in killing Albert, that show the 

comic dimensions of her ineptitude.23 The narrator depicts Ruth’s numerous plans to kill 

to Albert and her equally numerous failures at doing so as the comic bumbling of a fool 

intent upon achieving a foolish goal.    

                                                            
22 Bradbury argues that this combination of financial and sexual motivation is common to the 

genre, precisely because the genre is dealing with a larger cultural context in which human life is already 
commodified (90). If Albert as a human being can be reduced to a prop, an obstacle in Ruth’s quest, then 
whether he impedes her sexual freedom or her financial freedom needs little distinction. 

 
23In the first of these accidents, a car “falls off” its jack, trapping Albert under it (73-5). In the 

second, a ladder mysteriously shakes out from beneath Albert as Ruth is standing next to it on the ground 
(96-7). In the third, Ruth poisons a prune whip, Albert’s favorite dessert (103-4). In the fourth, Albert is 
trapped in his garage while his locked car is running (114-5). In the last, Albert totters out of their locked 
home after the house has filled with gas from the radiator (127-8). Ruth describes her problem as a problem 
in mathematics: “‘The jerk has nine lives,’ she said. ‘Eight now,’ Judd said, and tilted his flask again. She 
grinned, ‘That’s it. Albert’s just a problem in subtraction, right?’” (114-5).   
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 However, the narrative becomes much darker when Judd finally agrees to work 

with Ruth to complete the murder. At first, Judd  

pretended that his plotting was just an entertainment on sleepless nights. 
Ignoring the fact that murder was their intention, Judd concentrated on 
getting to the house and getting away, on establishing an alibi, not 
accomplishing the act. The act was his term for it, just as it was for 
intercourse. And his reveries about it were just as erotic. (130) 
  

Like Ruth, Judd begins to link the bodily satisfaction he gets from the affair with Ruth’s 

desire for freedom, and his entry into accepting that he will do what he formerly 

condemned as murder starts with this relationship between the unchecked passion of his 

adultery and his erotic object’s blind pursuit of freedom. Indeed, as the two lovers plot 

the murder in bed one afternoon, Judd reveals that he feels he has no choice in appeasing 

his lover: 

‘We have known each other for only a year and half, and by whatever 
measure you choose, my life is in what the biplane pilots call a ‘death 
spiral.’ And yet I wouldn’t change a thing. You are an enormity—’ 
‘Well, thanks a lot.’ 
‘Oh, I don’t mean it that way, darling. I mean you have become the object 
of everything I do. The source of all that I am. Am I making any sense?’ 
She held his hands in hers. ‘Only if you meant to compliment me.’ 
‘Really, it’s not flattery. It’s practically theology.’ (134) 
 

By substituting Ruth herself as his god, Judd has forfeited his former understanding of 

Albert as somehow possessing the image of God. Truly, by recasting Ruth as a deity, 

Judd has repositioned himself as fulfilling a divine mandate from his beloved by 

murdering the impediment to her ultimate freedom. By so confusing the pleasure of his 

body with the clarity of his moral conscience, Judd perverts his understanding of the 

objective truth of his kinship even with Albert and accepts that he must kill this rival as 

an act of sacrifice. 



122 
 

 On the night of the murder, after a comically overblown series of attacks on 

Albert—beating him with a sash weight, then strangling him, then anesthetizing him with 

a chloroformed handkerchief, then pummeling his head again with the sash weight, and 

finally garroting him with picture wire—Judd finally confronts the significance of what 

he and Ruth have done: 

Judd inclined toward the mirror in his nearsightedness and found Albert’s 
blood on the front of his shirt. Sunday-school memories of Cain’s murder 
of Abel floated up: What hast thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood 
crieth out unto me. 
She asked, ‘Can we wash out the stains?’ (171) 

 
By presenting this moment in theological terms, Hansen forces Judd to confront the 

falsity of his adulterous and idolatrous relationship with Ruth, and Judd ultimately 

recognizes that his crime is spiritual fratricide. He has killed his brother, and the blood 

staining his shirt calls out to God for justice even as Ruth seeks a quick solution. 

 The final third of the novel details what this swift justice looks like, for the police 

quickly discern that Ruth and Judd are behind the murder, though the two sought to stage 

it as violent home intrusion. Both are arrested, and both are put on trial. Hansen’s style 

throughout this last third moves out of the close focalization on Ruth and Judd that 

characterized the first two thirds of the novel, for he borrows heavily from the tabloid 

reports of this historic case to explore, not how Ruth and Judd will suffer for their sins, 

but how the public responds to their crime.24 This stylistic shift creates a rare moment for 

redemption in a genre more known for its cold acceptance of human bodies as set pieces, 

                                                            
24 Steven Heighton notes this shift in style as one of the novel’s achievements: “Toward the end, 

the arrested killers’ loss of physical freedom seems to translate into authorial reticence and constraint…The 
strategy does make a kind of conceptual sense. Snyder and Gray are now public property, and we’re forced 
to watch them from a mediated remove, complicit with the gawking mob and the combatively nosy press” 
(par. 8-9). By adapting the narrative’s strategy, Hansen draws the reader’s attention to his or her own 
reaction to the crime and the criminals who perpetrated it. If the reader found the clownish lovers engaging 
when plotting, this new style asks how the reader will respond when that entertainment has resulted in 
murder.  
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for the body count has been reduced to a single human life and the murderers responsible 

for it are judged by the courts in the final sections of the novel.25 By allowing the reader 

insight into their motivations for such a crime, Hansen forces the same kinship between 

the reader and the two criminals that he feels with the story of Cain and Abel. Just as he 

identifies with Cain because of his own experience with his brother, Hansen asks the 

reader to enter into this crime noir so that he or she can engage in the work of moral 

formation. 

 While the various reporters in the tabloid coverage of the trial seek out multiple 

solutions to this comically ludicrous murder, one reporter acknowledges what the reader 

must confront about human sinfulness: “The instinct of motherhood, the desire of a father 

to shield his child from harm, common sense, any feeling of decency toward a loving 

mate were all swept away before a wild surge of guilty passion” (197). This statement, 

from which the novel draws its title, echoes Hansen’s shock in his essay on Cain and 

Abel—could murder be this easy? Can one wild surge of guilty passion just sweep away 

all the best parts of a human that keep him or her from slipping into demonic destruction? 

This question forces the reader to confront his or her similarity to Ruth and Judd, for the 

very “dumb-bell” nature of their crimes reinforces that there is nothing particularly vile 

about these two. Instead, they are notable for their mediocrity, and their indulgence in 

their unchecked passions is all too similar to the various ways in which the reader forgets 

                                                            
25 In Arts of Darkness, Thomas Hibbs suggests that the typical mode of redemption in crime noir is 

a haunting “awareness of what is lacking or at least an awareness that something is lacking” (7). An 
awareness of noir’s dissatisfaction with an unjust world “opens the possibility of a more fundamental 
inquiry into the human condition. Its accent on darkness and mystery, its skepticism about rational 
progress, and the calculation, regulation, and satisfaction of desire by scientific means—all this is an 
affront to Enlightenment  confidence in transparent intelligibility and humane, technological progress” 
(Hibbs 13). While Hibbs’ work is eminently helpful in working through the traditions’ writers—Hammett, 
Chandler, and Cain—Hansen’s revision to the genre presents a more direct form of redemption through an 
invitation to the reader to consider the proper moral relationship between the entertained and the subject of 
entertainment. 
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the inviolable human dignity of each person he encounters, either in fictional depictions 

of foolish and bumbling criminals or in the quotidian interactions with each person the 

reader meets.   

 The novel struggles to find the proper judgment for these two murderers. Even 

after their execution by the state, the narrator glimpses their bodies in the prison’s 

morgue and describes them as “naked and side-by-side again, their arms hanging from 

the gurneys so that their hands almost touched. Calm now. Silent. Dispassionate. Loved” 

(256). The potential for maudlin sentimentalism is rich at this moment in the narrative, 

for the reader could easily choose to elevate this moment into proof of these lovers’ 

eternal love for each other, a love that not even death can stop. However, the references 

to the Cain and Abel story earlier in the novel, suggest an alternative interpretation, as do 

the string of descriptors—calm now, silent, dispassionate, and loved. Hansen’s shift to an 

objective narration in the final third of the novel could be a shift into understanding the 

final section of the Cain and Abel narrative, when God places a seal of protection on 

Cain’s forehead so that no violence comes to him from another person. Though Ruth and 

Judd have been executed, this description implies the same kind of care from God. The 

wild surges of guilty passion that so overwhelmed them throughout the narrative and 

ultimately lead to their murderous action are here quieted and calmed. Most importantly, 

these two sinners, like Cain, remain loved.26 Their violation of another’s human dignity 

does not annihilate their own imago Dei, and the reader learns how to read their deaths as 

a moral failure of the potential transcendence created in them when they accept the moral 

                                                            
26 John Paul II notes in Evangelium Vitae, “The biblical text… clearly shows however that God, 

although preferring Abel’s gift, does not interrupt his dialogue with Cain. He admonishes him, reminding 
him of his freedom in the face of evil” (EV 1.8). One of the key points of this encyclical is the potential for 
healing the relationship between God and Cain broken by Cain’s rash act of violence.  
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substitution of a lesser good—sexual pleasure—for the ultimate good of revealing the 

glory of God through their lives. 

 Similarly, the reader can clarify the significance of the austere conclusion to The 

Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford, in which Bob Ford rises to 

public notoriety and just as quickly falls into disrepute because of his cowardliness. Just 

as Ruth and Judd sought significance in their adultery that they did not find in their daily 

lives, so Bob desired  

[a]pplause. I thought Jesse James as a Satan and a tyrant who was causing 
all this misery, and that I’d be the greatest man in America if I shot him. I 
thought they would congratulate me and I’d get my name in books. I was 
only twenty years old then. I couldn’t see how it would look to people. 
I’ve been surprised by what’s happened. (281) 
 

When Edward O. Kelly shoots Bob in the back, years after his murder of Jesse, the reader 

is left wondering if this was justice or if it was yet another wasted life. Can the violation 

of one human life, even if that person is guilty of murder, restore the lost life, or is the 

seeking of a coldly just eye for an eye just too much? Is the better choice to mark the 

criminal but ensure his safety? 

 These questions arise out of two novels deeply imbued with a Catholic vision of 

reality and a moral vision of literature.27 John Gardner , one of Hansen’s writing mentors 

and one of the writers listed in The Assassination of Jesse James’s dedication, demanded 

that contemporary fiction take seriously the “traditional view… that true art is moral: it 

seeks to improve life, not debase it. It seeks to hold off, at least for a while, the twilight of 

                                                            
27 Alasdair MacIntyre explains in After Virtue that, in heroic societies, “the chief means of moral 

education is the telling of stories” (121). Insofar as the hero is able to perform certain actions that embody a 
particular virtue, that hero becomes a means of morally forming the reader (122). As has been noted 
throughout this chapter, the popular Western and its development into crime noir are the closest American 
approximations of this chivalric tradition. As a result, the virtues embodied in the cowboy hero’s deeds and 
the hard-boiled detective’s solutions are one key way of understanding the virtues of a post-heroic 
America. 
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gods and us” (On Moral Fiction 5). Responding to a postmodern shift towards 

metafictional writing-about-language, Gardner boldly and hyperbolically insists on a 

classic view of art—it improves life by speaking the truth, through analogy and vicarious 

experience. In his interview with Allan Vorda, Hansen asserts his acceptance of 

Gardner’s central premise,28 and his work with these popular and heroic genres manifests 

his continuity with the tradition of Catholic teaching on the inviolable dignity of human 

life while simultaneously working with the postmodern dissolution of generic boundaries 

separating high art from low pulp fiction. By so blending biblical allegory with historical 

realism and melodramatic formula fiction, Ron Hansen’s Assassination of Jesse James by 

the Coward Robert Ford and A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion repeat one haunting 

question to the reader: “Am I my brother’s keeper?”29 

 To ask such a question after reading these two novels yields two slightly different 

answers. In the first, Hansen so painstakingly mythologizes Jesse James that the reader, 

like the American public, feels the injury of Bob’s murder of his friend as a personal 

attack; therefore, when Kelly murders Bob years later, the reader feels a certain sense of 

justice over Bob’s inglorious end. However, Hansen’s second novel forces the reader to 

question the somewhat illicit pleasure gained by the murder of even a fallen brother. 

Hansen’s use of a tabloid-like style throughout A Wild Surge of Guilty Passion forces the 

                                                            
28 In that interview, Hansen adds to his affirmation of Gardner’s premise that “all great fiction is 

moral; that is, all great fiction pretends that human beings have the will power to do good or evil, that ideas 
have consequences, and that existence matters” (Vorda 122). To be clear, Hansen does not believe that 
good fictions needs to be didactic, offering a simplistic thesis of happy people doing the right thing and 
being rightly rewarded; however, he does think that human actions, even in fictional representations, matter 
because existence itself matters, and any fictional treatment of human life that does not take the reality of 
human life seriously reduces the complex person to a caricature.  
  
 29 John Paul II writes in Evangelium Vitae, “Yes, every man is his ‘brother’s keeper,’ because God 
entrusts us to one another. And it is also in view of this entrusting that God gives everyone freedom, a 
freedom which possesses an inherently relational dimension” (EV 1.19).   
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reader to confront the guiltiness he or she might take in turning human persons—

dignified because they are created by God—into fodder for entertainment pulps. Instead, 

Hansen’s turn to historical fiction allows the reader a new way of reading the death of 

another person: neither entertaining nor distantly removed, the execution of even a sinful 

person is a loss to all members of the human family.  

 
 

Concluding Thoughts on the Dignity of Human Life as a Literary Concern 
 

 By confronting such a loss, Hansen develops the existing tradition of Catholic 

literature that precedes him, for pre-Vatican II writers similarly sought to maintain the 

inviolable dignity of each human person. Indeed, G.K. Chesterton’s farce The Ball and 

the Cross, Flannery O’Connor’s gothic novel The Violent Bear It Away, and Walker 

Percy’s The Moviegoer each sought to penetrate incisively the layers of cultural 

interference preventing the human person from becoming aware of his or her ultimate 

dignity. Though these earlier writers employed comedic satire to achieve their end, 

Hansen utilizes a different method—he takes a popular form of literature and deviates 

from the formula in one significant way. In two genres which require a high body count, 

Hansen decreases the number of deaths, thus focusing the reader’s attention on the 

significance of each human’s death. This change ultimately forces the reader to enter into 

immediate relationship with the characters rather than ironically distancing the reader’s 

attention from the cartoonish melodrama of the stereotypical example of the genre.  

Perhaps most importantly, Hansen’s use of the popular genre illustrates a mode 

for engaging the modern world in a thoroughly open yet faithfully resistant way. The use 

of a popular genre creates an opportunity for fans of that particular form of storytelling to 
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encounter something startling—the deepening of a cliché through taking its implications 

seriously. While human characters have traditionally been little more than props for the 

chivalric hero’s achievement of his quest, Hansen’s revisions to these two genres 

foregrounds the substantial nature of each character because the murder of any person 

requires an accounting for the blood calling out for justice. In a culture that prides itself 

on ever-increasing efficiency, Hansen’s novel question what the cost of achieving a 

morally illicit but pragmatically efficacious end. In doing so, Hansen’s novels require the 

modern reader to reconsider the moral weight of bearing the image of God and the 

responsibility of honoring that same image made manifest in every other human person.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Mystical Mysteries: Knowing and Wondering in Ron Hansen’s  
Mariette in Ecstasy and Atticus 

 
 

 In a 1996 interview with James Sullivan about his most recent two novels 

Mariette in Ecstasy and Atticus, Ron Hansen described his literary interest in mystery 

novels as a deeply religious concern. He told Sullivan, “With mysteries you can have an 

entertaining story, but you can also focus on emotional and intellectual problems that 

people encounter. Almost always there’s some dark secret that the person is trying to 

suppress, or there’s some kind of notion they’re trying to live out. It’s a very corrective 

type of fiction” (38). Just as he sought to write moral fiction in his adaptations of the 

classic Western and crime noir genres, Hansen seeks to broaden his pursuit of truth to 

include what lies beyond the limitedly “rational” knowable and includes the revelatory 

capacity of religious mystery that cannot be explained but can be marveled over. His 

third and fourth novels, 1991’s Mariette in Ecstasy and 1996’s Atticus, explore this 

pursuit of truth in another popular genre, the mystery. By exploring the emotional and 

intellectual problems that people encounter, Hansen uses these genres to confront the 

darkness of human ignorance and to honor the positive ways of living out the very 

notions that propel our pursuit of truth. However, Hansen does this by linking mysticism 

and literary mystery, for his novels Mariette in Ecstasy and Atticus plumb the depths of 

humanity’s ability to know. In confronting the limits of the knowable, Hansen’s mystery 

novels recover a reverent and awe-filled understanding of the Christian faith’s ability to 

propel the human person to a kind of wisdom that results in love and wonder. 
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 To pair the terms mystical and mystery should not be an odd combination, for 

both words evolve from the same root. The Greek mysterion and mystikos both denote a 

secret religious rite and set of doctrines. Implicit to both words is a required initiation for 

adherents of such secret rites so that they might know the secret that the cultus 

safeguards. Though the terms branch into two different usages in contemporary 

discourse, each term still bears that requisite initiation. The solving of a criminal 

mystery—depicted in detective fiction—initiates the reader into the highly technical 

practice of deductive ratiocination as the reader watches the detective hero use his or her 

reasoning capabilities to discern truth. By contrast, the mystical tradition of theology 

catechizes its devotees into an immediate, experiential and self-surrendering knowledge 

of God. The mystic does not suspend reason in pursuit of intimacy with God but submits 

reason to an obedient response to God’s call. Hansen’s decision to depict the intersection 

of these two branches of the same etymological root still requires the initiation of the 

reader into the skilled process of ratiocination, like the literary mystery. But he asks the 

reader to ground the use of that reasoning faculty within the faculty of faith, so as to see 

transcendent truth inherent within every particular moment. This insightful vision and 

would perhaps confront the limitations of the detecting human and surpass the boundaries 

of the knowable by engaging the entirety of a person in love itself.   

 The long tradition of detective fiction, beginning arguably with the Auguste 

Dupin short stories by Edgar Allan Poe, relies on a trustworthy formula that achieves 

certain aesthetic goods for the reader. As genre theorist John Cawelti argues, “[t]he 

fundamental principle of the mystery story is the investigation and discovery of hidden 

secrets, the discovery usually leading to some benefit for the character(s) with whom the 
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reader identifies” (42). The process of investigating and discovering the truth about 

hidden secrets is itself the propelling force in the genre’s formula, for the reader becomes 

highly involved in this process of learning the truth by identifying with the detective 

hero. As Cawelti notes in Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and 

Popular Culture, the detective formula can be described in four parts: (1) the first part is 

the initial situation in which a crime or mysterious occurrence happens that needs a 

solution; (2) this initial situation is then followed by a “pattern of action” in which the 

detective hero investigates the situation and reasons towards a solution. Often, a vital part 

of this reasoning process includes a (3) discerning of the relationship between characters 

so the detective, and the reader by extension, can rightly discern the victim, those made 

vulnerable by the crime, and the criminal; this step is the third portion of the detective 

formula, and the final component of the genre is (4) the setting in which the particular 

crime has taken place. This final component often colors the crime and gives it its 

uniqueness (Cawelti 80-96). The reliability of the formula—a highly rational detective 

using his or her reasoning capabilities to solve a crime—produces a reliable effect for the 

reader, and critics have attempted to discern why this formulaic genre is so popular.  

 Anita Gandalfo argues that the mystery genre’s appeal arises from its reliance on 

a morally ordered cosmos.1 In her work Testing the Faith: The New Catholic Fiction in 

America, Gandalfo argues that the predictable formula for the genre “is primarily 

cathartic, symbolically granting the human wish for restoration and renewal. In mythic 

                                                            
1 In commenting upon the genre’s popularity, especially for a self-identified Christian audience, 

Gandalfo argues that the grittier version of the detective novel offers a unique palliative for anxious people 
of faith living in the modern world. As she argues, “The world of such novels combines harsh realism with 
sensational, often violent, events, and the detective-hero is physically, as well as intellectually tough” 
(Testing the Faith 71-2). In Gandalfo’s analysis, the tough hero provides an exemplar for the reader who is 
perplexed by seeming injustice in the modern world. 
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terms, the crime is the act of social disruption by which innocence is lost, and the job of 

the detective is to restore the state of innocence” (73). If the crime committed by an 

unknown villain can be described as an affront to social order and harmony, then the 

detective figure capable of solving the mystery is the hero capable of conquering disorder 

and reestablishing social equilibrium. This relatively new fictional genre links the hero’s 

virtues with his or her ability to reason, for the solution of the problem comes from the 

hero’s ability to think through the known facts about the crime and reasonably articulate 

an answer that disentangles the knotty known facts of the case and clearly outlines a 

probable course of action for the criminal. 

 Because the genre relies on the detective’s ability to solve a mystery through his 

or her reasoning capabilities, Carl Malmgren sees in the genre the clearest and perhaps 

most reductive embodiment of ratiocination itself, namely its “basic predicates [of] order, 

stability, causality, and resolution” (71). These are the goods sought in the world of the 

literary mystery, and these goods are notably social and communal before they are private 

and individual.2 Because of this, Malmgren reads the genre as a communal attempt to 

maintain justice in an often unjust world through the power of human logic. This 

institution of justice, for Malmgren, comes from the “(always rational) solution to the 

irrational aspects of human psychology” (136). The juxtaposition between the reasonable 

solution and an unreasonable crime encodes the morality of the genre, for the uncovering 

of a secret is given public and ethical significance because it is a restoration of social 

harmony. To value reason’s ability to provide efficacious solutions to the more chaotic 

                                                            
2 Malmgren argues that the mystery genre images society as a body diseased with crime. The role 

of the detective, then, is like a doctor in the midst of a moral plague often succumbing to the disease of 
crime itself even as he seeks solutions for others to the contagion. Using this analogy, detective fiction is 
inherently corrective to a fundamental failure of human beings to live justly in society (73).   
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elements of communal life is perfectly understandable, for human reason truly can 

address the human propensity towards irrational behavior motivated by self-interest 

through the careful institution of just social bodies seeking to correct inequities and 

unfairness in the communal good. 

 However, the process of ratiocination is already embedded within a larger 

understanding of truth than reason alone, especially if the conception of reason 

articulated by the mystery author is solely empirical. In other words, though a detective 

figure might be particularly adept at deductive reasoning, that ability to analyze a 

situation and infer a solution is limited to that particular situation with little transcendent 

significance to the larger cultural causes of the irrational criminal behavior. The earliest 

corrective to this tendency in the genre comes from G.K. Chesterton, whose Father 

Brown mysteries depicted “another detective figure whose superior insights were the 

result of his unusual way of looking at the world—but in this case the figure was a 

Catholic priest” (Griffiths 96). As Griffiths argues, Father Brown as a detective figure 

utilizes more than his reasoning faculties, for his conception of the human person derives 

from an unusual way of looking at the world, namely a theological one. By linking his 

solution of certain crimes to the larger perplexity of sin’s influence on human behavior, 

Father Brown is able to see each particular mystery pointing analogically “to the ultimate 

mystery which so many see as insoluble. It sums up what Chesterton has been doing in 

these stories; using human detective problems to give us, through the interpretations put 

on them by the priest-detective, insights into ultimate truths” (Griffiths 98). Both 

Chesterton’s ability to establish an analogical relationship between Father Brown solving 

specific crimes and the reader’s ability to discern how a particular crime is indicative of a 
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larger social acceptance of sin’s irrational influence on human nature circle around the 

mysterion at the heart of the mystery genre—namely, reason can help us to confront the 

truth of our actions, but it cannot bend the whole person towards closer intimacy with the 

God who gifted humanity with reason. Instead, a companion faculty of faith must compel 

us to move closer into relationship with Truth itself in the person of God. 

 Chesterton’s Father Brown mysteries then provide a helpful predecessor to Ron 

Hansen’s religious mystery novels, for Chesterton constructs a model for buttressing the 

rational aspects of the detective figure with faith itself, so as to peer more closely into the 

situation and discern in it a more profound solution than the discovery of criminal activity 

alone. As T.J. Binyon explains, “Father Brown’s method of detection is empathetic; he 

thinks himself into the mind of the criminal, aided by the knowledge of crime and 

criminal methods gained by listening to the confessions of his parishioners” (64). Instead 

of the all-knowing figures of Sherlock Holmes or Hercule Poirot using their “little gray 

cells,” Father Brown’s ability to discern the truth originates in his empathetic 

identification with the criminal, and his skill at understanding the motivation of a given 

criminal stems from his practice at the rehabilitating sacrament of penance. Rather than 

viewing the social body diseased by crime that can be healed through the excision of its 

criminal elements, Father Brown sees each human person diseased by sin and in need of 

healing through reconciliation with the Church.3 This move from the social effects of 

crime to the moral and religious dimensions of sin confront the mystery reader with a 

                                                            
3 Binyon continues his praise of Chesterton’s method by stating “examined closely, the stories 

reveal themselves as parables, in which moral theology is presented as detection. This is not to say that the 
moral content forces itself upon the reader. In fact, Chesterton’s skill as a writer manifests itself precisely in 
the way in which the moral aspects are concealed” (65). In Binyon’s estimation, the moral dimensions of 
Chesterton’s detective stories are its great strength, and Chesterton’s skill as a writer is in seamlessly 
joining the edifying with the entertaining.   
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new task; rather than participating in a symbolically cathartic restoration of justice on 

behalf of the anxious community, a deeply religious understanding of mystery provides a 

moment for self-examination through empathetically identifying with the characters in 

the book and seeing the understandable but ultimately insufficient reasons motivating 

human error and sin. 

 To make this leap from literary mystery to theological mystery is, admittedly, a 

bold claim. However, even the simplest pulp detective novel assumes certain facts about 

what can be known by a human mind. The powerful detective figure embodies a modern 

belief in the seemingly inexhaustible reasoning capabilities of the rational mind. By 

contrast, theological mystery speaks of the limitations of human knowledge, not only 

because the human mind is indeed flawed, but because the human mind is finite. 

Therefore, the clearest articulations of theological mystery as such require a clear and 

careful articulation of what can be known before giving the mysterious solution of what 

lies beyond finite human reasoning—such as the Triune nature of God, the Incarnation, 

or the Resurrection. Therefore, to focus on the intersection of these two nuances of the 

same term allows the reader to see how Hansen’s novels both affirm the reader’s and his 

character’s reasoning capabilities even as they draw their readers to the limit of what is 

knowable and thus into the more experiential nature of mystical theology.  

 This religious understanding of mystery fiction’s potential does not diminish the 

value of reason as an important ability of the human person and communal life. However, 

it does recognize that reason sundered from the entirety of the created human being lacks 

a full realization of those faculties that can help a human person grow into relationship 

with others and with God. As John Paul II articulated in the significant encyclical Fides 
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et Ratio, “reason, rather than voicing the human orientation toward truth, has wilted 

under the weight of so much knowledge and little by little has lost the capacity to lift its 

gaze to the heights, not daring to rise to the truth of being” (sec. 5). With this statement, 

John Paul II affirms reason’s ability to “voice the human orientation toward truth,” but he 

suggests that this capacity has been weighed down by an excess of knowledge that lacks 

the moral development necessary for its proper manipulation without a proper, integrative 

framework with which to support that weight. In other words, reason cannot fulfill its 

function in the human person because it has lost its own position in the human person 

and, weary, cannot see beyond itself to the heights that tower beyond its limited scope of 

vision. 

 Because of this, John Paul II argues that contemporary understanding of human 

reason is regrettably satisfied with too little. As he writes, “[w]ith a false modesty, people 

rest content with partial and provisional truths, no longer seeking to ask radical questions 

about the meaning and ultimate foundation of human, personal, and social existence. In 

short, the hope that philosophy might be able to provide definitive answers to these 

questions has dwindled” (sec. 5). Just as the detective who reasons out the evidence in a 

case and solves the crime with little insight into the effect that sin has played in the crime, 

John Paul II suggests that each person only perceives a fractional understanding of truth 

when human reason refrains from asking fundamental questions about the meaning of 

empirical realities like human, personal, and social existence. Such limited apprehension 

of the truth is good in itself, but its incomplete nature can be completed when the human 

person accepts reason’s restricted ability and orders rational thinking to its theological 
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end, namely union with God through contemplation of the truth as it has been received as 

a divine gift. 

 This particular understanding of how human beings ought to know derives from a 

mystical understanding of God. Nouvelle théologie thinker Jean Daniélou defines 

mystical knowledge in his 1957 work God and the Ways of Knowing as being essentially 

different from a purely reason-based mode of knowing because of its distinctive object. 

While a hypothetically “pure” reason would be able to discern truth as an object derived 

from empirical data, a mystical approach to human understanding seeks to understand as 

its object “the Trinity, insofar as the Trinity is present to the soul. This dwelling of God 

in the soul has its place in […] the plan of the history of salvation, in the mighty works of 

the Trinity. It constitutes the very realization of God’s plan, the source of filial adoption. 

Mystical knowledge partakes of the life of the Trinity” (188). Two components of the 

object of human knowledge arise out of Daniélou’s argument, for he states that the 

human person knows the Trinity throughout mystical knowledge insofar as the Trinity is 

present to each human soul. Therefore, in Daniélou’s definition, mystical knowledge 

seeks to participate in the life of the Trinity by recognizing how the Trinity works in the 

particular realm of each human soul and, by extension, on the larger scale of human 

history through that focused interaction among human souls. In other words, as the 

Trinity makes the filial adoption of the particular person manifest in the soul of the 

mystic, that person mystically sharing in the life of the Trinity takes his or her place in 

the ongoing history of salvation echoing throughout the entire world.   

 Thomas Merton amplifies this central tenet of mysticism by defining the mystic as 

“one who seeks by contemplation and self-surrender to obtain union with or absorption in 
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the deity, or who believes in the spiritual apprehension of truths inaccessible to the 

understanding” (29). Merton’s definition builds on Daniélou’s premise, for the mystic 

seeks through contemplation of the Trinity to enter more fully into the shared life of the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and spiritually apprehends previously obscure truths through 

self-surrender. This knowledge is immediately experiential, for the mystic is not 

assenting to an intellectual set of dogmas; instead, the mystic responds to the movement 

of God in his or her soul in a way that includes the surrender of purely rational 

understanding and the acceptance that the gift of faith precedes full entrance into the 

divine life of the Trinity. Because its object is not knowledge as an intellectual capacity, 

mystical knowledge sees understanding as a method of apprehending and entering into 

relationship with God as Trinity.  

 This relational form of understanding is possible because the Trinity is already 

active in the life of each human person. Created in the imago Dei, given dignity by that 

created nature, redeemed by the Son, and sustained by the Holy Spirit—at least de jure if 

not de facto—the human person is already in relationship with God, even if the particular 

person is unaware or resistant to such relationship. However, the mystic seeks to 

understand this intrinsic connection between God and humanity by exploring the depths 

of his or her own limited created nature. Daniélou describes the mystic’s task as 

discovering the “God [who] is unknown and hidden in us. But seldom does man have the 

courage to go down so deep, to dig far enough into the pit of his soul, to find the Trinity 

who dwells there. Seldom does he penetrate this inward sanctuary. Yet it is there that he 

would find what he is vainly looking for so far away, which is so near” (204-5). The 

mystic seeks what is already present in each human person and becomes aware of the 
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truth of his or her own created nature. In doing so, the mystic recognizes that God is 

unknown both because He is thoroughly unknowable in human terms and because we 

resist knowing Him through analogy by lacking the courage to dig deep into our own 

souls, where the imprint of God’s hand in creation resides and where God can be known 

by the emptiness only he can fill. However, because we know that there will be a 

limitation to our finite selves, doing so forces us to confront the infinity of God and 

thereby be found wanting. 

 However, this humiliation of the finite human being in light of an infinite God is 

not a curse but the essential gift of mystical knowledge. Being found wanting can reorient 

the human person to a willed relationship with God in which the human person can rely 

on God for sustenance and being itself. Daniélou  asserts that this mystical understanding 

of God is “what constitutes the experience of the saints. They tell us that the Trinity, by 

touching the soul with its grace, raises it above itself and divinizes it. This makes it share 

in the love with which God loves himself, and in the knowledge with which he knows 

himself” (187). This saintly experience is the full awareness of the operation of God’s 

grace in each human life, for the mystic sees the object of his or her knowledge—the 

Trinity—operating on the human soul as its subject, and, in doing so, the mystic 

perceives his or her own divinization as an undeserved, free gift of the Trinity in an 

excess of love.4 In recognizing the purely gratuitous nature of human life, the mystic is 

able to see that everything that happens comes graciously from God, so even temptation 

                                                            
4 Thomas Williams argues that each human person’s recognition of him or herself as a subject is 

key to the personalism of John Paul II. He writes, “Human persons experience themselves first of all not as 
objects but as subjects, not from the outside but from the inside, and thus they are present to themselves in a 
way that no other reality can be present to them. This self-presence is the interiority of the human person” 
(133-4). As Williams rightly notes, this interiority that John Paul II articulates as the great insight from 
philosophical phenomenology provides the ground on which a human can fully become a person, for a 
human person uses moral choice to constitute the self only after the person becomes aware that he or she is 
making a choice. 
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to sin and the possible victory over that temptation are themselves signs that a person is 

made free in communion with the Trinity. A mystic would see that the occasion to 

overcome temptation provides an opportunity for God to be made more fully manifest 

and thus to enter into ever deeper intimacy with the Holy Trinity.5 

 This is the fundamental tension at the heart of mystical knowledge and why it 

seems so contrary to a more purely rational approach to human reason. While the solely 

ratiocinative understanding provided by human knowledge sees as its object the 

apprehension of certain empirically verifiable truth statements, the mystical approach to 

human knowledge ends, not in certainty, but in charity. In seeking surrender to the 

Trinity already present in the human soul, the mystic sees in charity a “‘departure’ of the 

soul from itself. Through it the soul is decentralized from itself, dispossessed, 

disappropriated. It is related entirely to God, without any glance at itself; and it is this 

love that it attains as it is in itself, in the ecstasy of the love that ravishes it out of itself, in 

order to throw it into him” (Daniélou 209). Propelled by a robust vision of the Trinity 

working on his or her behalf, the mystic responds to God through action, and that action 

displaces the mystic as the central actor in the drama of human salvation; instead, the 

mystic responds as subject to God as the initiator of human salvation and accepts divine 

                                                            
5 In Fides et Ratio, John Paul II argues that faith alone can grant the human person freedom, for 

faith expresses the human being’s inherent dependence on God. He explains, “it is faith that allows 
individuals to give consummate expression to their own freedom. Put differently, freedom is not realized in 
decisions made against God. For how can it be an exercise of true freedom to refuse to be open to the very 
reality which enables our self-realization?” (1.13). In this understanding of human nature, a person become 
free only when he or she comes to know certain truths about an objective created order, namely that human 
life originates in an act of God’s will and that, as a created being, a human person must be in right 
relationship with his or her creator in order to achieve the human telos. Similarly, Laurence Hemming sees 
the role that a proper liturgical experience has in reshaping a human being towards understanding his or her 
own freedom in light of the liturgical event itself. As Hemming states this, “theology may rearrange the 
self-understanding of the subject through the reconstruction of the liturgical event” (8). In doing so, 
theology as it is experienced in the liturgy reshapes each person’s self-understanding by submitting all 
human persons to their role as subject in the experience of salvation in the liturgy. 
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love as exceeding the human capacity to understand such a gift, embracing it as 

unwarranted though gratefully received. The ravishing that Daniélou describes is the 

overwhelming and humble gratitude that is the proper response to divine excess and is the 

usual response of the saints. To love as God loves is itself a gift that conforms the loving 

person into the image of the Trinity—whose very life is an exchange of love—and the 

mystic settles into the tension of being loved by God and being compelled to act out of 

loving gratitude to God. 

 This tension is described by Daniélou as “composed of possession and desire, 

inwardness and ecstasy. It is, says Gregory, movement and repose, wells of living waters, 

at once still and springing forth” (208). This dialectic suggests that truth cannot be 

ascertained solely through reason unless reason is joined to the task of living as a whole 

person. Because all human beings must come to realize their own finite nature in relation 

to an infinite God, what they know will reach the limitation inherent to a created creature. 

However, charity can drive the human being into a deeper knowledge, for charity forces 

the human being out of him or herself by responding to God through obedience and love. 

John Paul II describes this relationship between reason and faith as follows: “the intellect 

must seek that which it loves: the more it loves, the more it desires to know. Whoever 

lives for the truth is reaching for a form of knowledge which is fired more and more with 

love for what it knows” (Fides et Ratio 4.42). As love draws the human being into 

desiring to know, the ratiocinative faculty receives its shape and ordering from love itself, 

for love provides the impetus to confront the limitations of human knowledge and the 

courage to dive into the transcendently relational knowledge of God. 
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John Paul II beautifully images this relationship between reason-and-charity-

driven faith in the dedication to Fides et Ratio. He writes, “Faith and reason are like two 

wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth; and God has placed 

in the human heart a desire to know the truth—in a word, to know himself—so that, by 

knowing and loving God, men and women may also come to the fullness of truth about 

themselves.” This dedication serves as an especially helpful metaphor for understanding 

the conception of human knowledge that John Paul II sees at the heart of Catholicism. 

Likening the human spirit to bird, this metaphor places the proper home of the soul in the 

heavens, where it can contemplate the truth of God’s own nature and actions. While faith 

and reason work together to elevate the soul into this intimate and experiential 

relationship with God, the human person also comes to know a fuller truth about him or 

herself and about other people, precisely because all human beings share the imago Dei 

that makes such mystical knowledge possible. 

Moreover, John Paul II recovers a vital aspect missing from contemporary 

discussion of what is knowable. He writes,  

These fundamental elements of knowledge spring from the wonder 
awakened in them by the contemplation of creation: human beings are 
astonished to discover themselves as part of the world, in a relationship 
with others like them, all sharing a common destiny. Here begins, then, the 
journey which will lead them to discover ever new frontiers of knowledge. 
Without wonder, men and women would lapse into deadening routine and 
little by little would become incapable of a life which is genuinely 
personal. [italics in the original] (Fides et Ratio sec. 4). 
 

In this passage, John Paul II points towards a new mode of knowledge that originates in 

the union of faith and reason. Because this mystical response to charity displaces us from 

our very selves, the response articulated here is wonder at a created world so 

fundamentally related to the human race. Rather than the modern attitude of perceiving 
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the world from an allegedly objective God’s-eye view, John Paul II urges his readers to 

see themselves as part of a created world and to wonder at the relationships existing 

between the reader, the created order, and other persons. In doing so, John Paul II 

articulates an understanding of human knowledge that insists on relationships between 

people as a condition for a genuinely personal life, and these relationships mirror the 

relationship between the mystic and the Triune God. 

 Because these relationships between human beings are vital to a wonder-filled 

response to truth, the primary site for human relationships—the Church which is the 

mystical body of Christ in the temporal world—is the proper location to explore what is 

knowable.6 As the Church proclaims the revealed Word of God, both in her celebration of 

the Eucharist and in her recitation of the Scriptures, she draws all people who experience 

the movement of the Trinity within the soul together, so that through responding to the 

call of God to receive divine love, disparate human beings can be constituted into the 

body of Christ. Indeed, the Church is the location in which God promises through the 

sacraments to make himself available to human beings and summons all people to eat of 

his flesh and drink of his blood so that they might enter into the eschatological wedding 

feast.7 In the church’s proclamations of the central mysteries of the faith, she invites all 

                                                            
6 Indeed, John Paul II affirms that all of truth can be summarized in the revealed Son, Jesus of 

Nazareth, who “enables all men and women to embrace the ‘mystery’ of their own life. As absolute truth, it 
summons human beings to be open to the transcendent, whilst respecting both their autonomy as creatures 
and their freedom” (Fides et Ratio 1. 15). The absoluteness of Christ as God’s revelation beckons to all 
people, and the sacraments provide graced moments of encounter between God and humanity through 
efficacious achievements of mystical union. 

 
7 Yves Cattin argues that all mystical experience must be understood in relation to the larger, 

liturgical body of believers. He writes, “When God reveals himself, God calls on a people to become his 
people, the people of God, in a covenant of friendship. And if God speaks of a person, it is always to 
suggest to him or her a word in the service of God’s people” (13). Similarly, Thomas Merton notes that 
“the transition to the glimpse of heaven is made through an intuition of God’s beauty in the Church, in the 
virtue of the faithful” (164). For both Cattin and Merton, mystical knowledge must maintain the analogical 
relationship already established by the church between the individual believer and communal Body of 
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those who have ears to hear and eyes to see to consider how those mysterious truths 

beckon the human soul to respond to the God who already calls to each person from the 

depths of his or her soul. 

 Depicting the actions of those who listen to this beckoning becomes the substance 

of Ron Hansen’s third and fourth novels. As he writes in an essay entitled “Writing as 

Sacrament,” these two novels explore how human beings reach out for the infinite 

because they seek to know the unknowable and are motivated by love: “Mariette in 

Ecstasy is a parable of a young woman’s quest for God; Atticus is a parable of God’s 

continuing quest for an intimate relationship with us. Each focuses on seekers, for 

religion and fiction have in common the unquenchable yearning to achieve the 

impossible, fathom the unfathomable, hold on to what is fleeting” (12). In describing 

these two novels as stories of seekers who yearn to achieve the impossible, Ron Hansen 

adds theological significance to seemingly popular forms of literature. By using the 

literary mystery to frame his characters’ pursuit of theological mystery, Hansen 

establishes a relationship between their external situations that need exploration by a 

detective figure and a deeper, internal mystery that invites the reader to confront his or 

her own finite nature and to respond to that finitude with an acceptance of God’s 

infinitude. Thus, Hansen’s use of the literary mystery creates an opportunity for the 

reader to enter into relationship with these fictional seekers and to stand in wonder before 

the mystery that beckons us to know truly and love excessively.  

 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Christ. For both writers, the individual brings the body of believers with him or her into the life of the 
Trinity, and the mystic returns to that Body reinvigorated by his or her experience divine love there. 
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The Mystery of Mystical Experience: Stigmata and Community in Mariette in Ecstasy 
 
 Hansen’s 1991 Mariette in Ecstasy does not seem like a literary mystery at first 

glance. The story of a young postulant to the order of the Sisters of the Crucifixion, the 

novel follows Mariette’s entrance into convent life and her brief time there, interrupted 

by her experience of the stigmata and the subsequent disruption of the sisters’ communal 

harmony. When Hansen writes about his own novel, he describes Mariette’s life as an 

image of “faith that gives an intellectual assent to Catholic orthodoxy, but doesn’t forget 

that the origin of religious feeling is the graced revelation of the Holy Being to us in 

nature, in the flesh, and in all our faculties” (“Writing as Sacrament” 9). In this 

description, Hansen notes the more obviously mystical elements of the story, for the 

image of Mariette’s faith follows the model of mystical theology as Mariette herself 

pursues intimate experiences with Christ through prayer and devotion to the Eucharist. 

 However, Hansen contrasts Mariette’s experience with the reactions from the 

different members of her community and, ultimately, with the reader’s own evaluation of 

her experience. As Hansen explains some of his inspiration for the novel in an interview 

with Brennan O’Donnell, Mariette in Ecstasy “does follow closely what happened to 

several of the nuns I read about, chiefly Gemma Galgani. The stigmata awakens a lot of 

questions. Why does this happen to some people and not to others?” (58). Through 

adapting the stories of previously sainted nuns, Hansen investigates not only the nature of 

mystical experience itself—primarily through the first person narration of Mariette as she 

experiences ecstasy—but also the religious community’s response to God’s interaction 

with a uniquely sanctified, saintly figure. What those fellow nuns, family members, and 
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the reader are left to ask throughout the novel is the central question that Hansen notes: Is 

it authentic? If so, is it good or disruptive?  

 While the story of Saint Gemma Galgani8 is less familiar to most people, Hansen 

also draws inspiration from one of the more popular saints in contemporary Catholicism, 

for Hansen “first thought about writing Mariette in Ecstasy after finishing Saint Thérèse 

de Lisieux’s Story of a Soul” (“Writing as Sacrament” 7). Though she is one of four 

female Doctors of the Church, Thérèse of Lisieux is an anomaly because most of her 

devotees praise her simplicity in rather saccharine ways. The majority of her twenty six 

year life was spent cloistered in a Carmelite convent, and she had little influence beyond 

the four walls of her cloister and her family. However, her Story of a Soul is considered a 

masterpiece of mystical theology, and her theological “little way” offers an image of 

lived mysticism that has caused her cult to increase exponentially in the modern world. 

 Indeed, her theological little way is the very heart of the mystical theology 

outlined by Jean Daniélou. In her Story of a Soul, she writes, “So despite my littleness I 

can aspire to Sainthood. To make myself bigger is impossible; I have to put up with 

myself such as I am with all my imperfections. But I want to seek the means of going to 

heaven by a little way that is very straight, very short, a completely new way” (184). 

Accepting her own limitation as a human being—her frail health, her lack of substantial 

education, her “ineffective” cloistered life—provides a means for her to focus on what 

she can do: live in such a way that all choices and actions are given transcendent meaning 

                                                            
8 The story of Saint Gemma Galgani is an interesting one. Detailed in Rudolph Bell’s and Cristina 

Mazzoni’s The Voices of Gemma Galgani: The Life and Afterlife of a Modern Saint, Gemma Galgani is the 
historically first person from the twentieth century to be declared a saint. However, what is most notable 
about her canonization is the complicated and sometimes problematic depiction of feminine sanctity along 
expected, hysterical lines. Saint Gemma Galgani often exhibited evidence of spiritual ecstasy, but this 
mystical relationship took the form of hysterical laughter, episodes of passing out, and denying herself of 
food. This, coupled with her lack of education and low social position in Florence, creates an emblematic 
image of a saint whose mysticism is as off-putting and supernatural as it inspiring. 
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because they are offered to God as an act of living sacrifice. At the center of her little 

way is a mystical union with Christ himself through suffering: “When you want to reach 

a goal, you must use every means to do so. Jesus made me understand that it was by the 

Cross that He wanted to give me souls, and my drawing toward suffering grew in 

proportion to the suffering that was increasing” (136). Here, Thérèse articulates an 

understanding of saintliness that could seem either sentimental—as many critics have 

described her devotees—or spiritually masochistic. However, the complex interplay of 

Thérèse praying on behalf of others being joined to her offering of her own suffering to 

Christ so that his own suffering be made complete results in a simple and profound 

identification of Thérèse with Christ, for she offers her suffering on behalf of those for 

whom she prays, just as Christ offers his own suffering on behalf of all those who receive 

Him in the Eucharist.  

 After reading the stories of both Gemma Galgani and Thérèse of Lisieux, Hansen 

wrote a novel that sought to understand the potentially alienating effect of real holiness. 

In his interview with O’Donnell, Hansen affirms Mariette’s membership in this sacred 

sisterhood: “As far as I’m concerned, she was the real thing. But I wanted to have that 

sense of ambiguity that one always encounters when looking at saints’ lives” (59). It is 

this last point that provides the context for viewing the novel as a mystery—the 

ambiguity of a saint’s life demands interpretation and reaction, and the reader of Mariette 

in Ecstasy confronts that complex sanctity through a myriad of narrative techniques. 

While the hagiographic narratives of Gemma Galgani and Thérèse of Lisieux provide a 

set of exempla for modern female saints, Hansen’s novel complicates this kind of 

narrative so that the traditional and popular genre of hagiography can become a mystery, 
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and, in doing so, can invite the reader into the experience of mysticism while still 

requiring the reader to make a reasoned defense for or charge against Mariette’s 

experience, thus utilizing both reason and faith to propel the reader into contemplation of 

the crucified Christ analogically represented by the stigmatic Mariette. 

 Much of the novel’s success comes from its adaptation of the hagiographic 

tradition. As defined by critic Thomas Heffernan, hagiographic legends “were sacred 

stories designed to teach the faithful to imitate actions which the community had decided 

were paradigmatic. Christ’s behavior in the Gospels was the single authenticating norm 

for all action. For action narrated in the lives of the saints to be binding for the 

community, they had to be an imitatio Christi” (5). As a genre for storytelling, a 

hagiography must show this vital connection between Christ’s normative behavior in the 

Gospels and the imitatio Christi lived out by the saint. In doing so, the hagiographic story 

vitalizes faith in the religious community because it provides them with a living 

exemplum of faith.9 

Moreover, Stephen Wilson argues that this living exemplum provides a vital 

element for the development of popular religion in a local region; each medieval fiefdom 

sought to establish a saint of its own to prove the validity of local religious custom. He 

writes, “the cult of the saints was an important ingredient of a ‘popular’ religion, which 

was conceived of as belonging to the ‘people’ as against the clergy, or to the locality as 

against the outside world and its regulatory powers” (39-40). When the local religious 

                                                            
9 Heffernan argues that hagiography exists for its social function, namely “to teach the truth of the 

faith through the principle of individual example” (19). Similarly, Stephen Wilson argues that these 
hagiographic tales “further the interests of particular groups or institutions” (16). Both critics consider these 
stories in terms of their social purpose, a prevalent trend in the academic study of hagiography. 
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body provides the fertile ground from which a saint can develop, it venerates its saint as a 

particular embodiment of their way of life as sanctified and given holy shape.10  

 However, hagiography is still a literary genre, replete with its own generic 

conventions and formal rules, and these rules work toward clarifying the genre’s essential 

task: to promote the faith to the local faithful. As Patrick Geary explains, “a primary 

aspect of this literature is that it is, in part, consciously propaganda” (5). Because its 

essential task is the propagation of the faith, hagiography “stresses the element of 

sapientia over that of eloquentia. Although meaning is designed to upset the delicate 

balance between these two elements, it is nonetheless true that meaning must be served 

by language that is not consciously self-referential, not consciously seeking after artistic 

eloquence” (Heffernan 25). The elements of sapientia that point the audience towards 

understanding the explicitly stated moral of the story resist eloquent articulation and 

artistic shaping; the genre as a whole resists overly wrought delivery precisely because its 

intended aim is the dissemination of clear spiritual insight. 

 One of the manifestations of this attempt to propagate the faith is the frequent 

presentation of the female saint as a spiritual ecstatic. Because the genre developed in a 

medieval context in which female access to spiritual authority was limited, the 

presentation of the female saint requires a supernatural intervention that disrupts the 

social dynamics of women as primarily submissive members of the community’s 

                                                            
10 Heffernan emphasizes the relationship between the hagiographic story and the community from 

which it arose by noting how the author of this legend has to “maintain a difficult balance between the 
narrative depiction of a not quite demigod (if the expression be permitted) and a moral everyman. If this 
characterization—a characterization which perforce finds its most complex expression in what we might 
call a biographical dualism—is weighted too far toward the supernatural, we lose the man, while if the 
exemplary is underemphasized, we end up without our saint” (30). As a spiritual exemplum, the saint must 
aspire to embodying a particular form of holiness while still being accessible to the laity. That balance 
promises the possibility of the holy life being achievable, with the aid of the Holy Spirit, but with the 
participation of the local community. 
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hierarchy.11 However, the unsettling nature of this disruption often characterizes the 

female saint as hysterical, for this disruption is often extreme in its jarring nature 

(Heffernan 244-5). The supernatural entry of Christ in the life of the female saint 

unsettles her position within the community and elevates her as a type of Mary, a direct 

communicant with Christ. Her mystical relationship with Christ presents an interpretive 

difficulty for the hagiographic writer, namely depicting her ecstasy as mystically 

profound, though its external manifestations seem a cognitive disconnection from reality. 

In other words, the hagiographic writer must negotiate the primary tension between the 

religious experience of the individual and the religious expectations of the community. 

The female saint’s direct experience of Christ in her mystical experience must be 

reconciled to the faithful community’s expectations through the presentation of that 

encounter as a divinely given ecstasy.12 

 Mariette in Ecstasy develops this relationship between the saintly individual and 

the responding community by foregrounding the tension that might arise between the 

two. The literary critics who have dealt with the novel have noted how it “underlines the 

most ambiguous and terrifying elements of a woman’s experience of the supernatural: the 

                                                            
11 Heffernan sees the female saint’s hagiography as the reconciliation of “a number of seemingly 

contradictory motifs of the Virgin Mary: Mary as comely sponsa Christi, as spotless virgin, as loving 
gentle mother, as the regal queen of heaven, and as a synecdoche for the church” (260). By documenting a 
variety of faithful responses to Christ, each female saint embodies Mary’s faithful fiat while participating in 
a range of social roles, be it mother, prophetess, or virginal bride of Christ. In doing so, the range of female 
saints assume spiritual authority through their representation of the Queen of Heaven. When they do so, 
like Mary, they point toward the source of their authority, namely Christ himself. 

 
12 Cristina Mazzoni argues that academic consideration of female saints has sought to reestablish 

these women’s religious ecstasy as “previously undiagnosed hysteria” (4). In Mazzoni’s estimation, 
contemporary critics attempt to negate the shared “mode of signification” between madness and ecstasy, 
namely that “state of otherness reached by being displaced out of one’s senses” (11). Building on the 
tradition of feminist criticism that seeks to revalue female experience, Mazzoni questions the critical 
diagnosis of female mystics as undiagnosed hysterics because it uncritically accepts the premise that proper 
religious experience includes no real displacement. Instead, Mazzoni argues that these female saints 
embody the prototypical faithful response, namely the inclusion of all Christians within Mary’s fiat.  
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human suspicion and rejection occasioned by her mystical or miraculous communion 

with the divine” (Cronin 263). The potentially ambiguous and terrifying elements of the 

female saint’s experience are occasioned by the possibly alienating character of God’s 

intimate relationship with her. If, as the genre of female hagiography suggests, the 

woman’s immediate encounter with God is manifest in an ecstasy akin to hysteria, then 

else the community’s rejection of her mystical interaction with Christ can reestablish the 

harmony of a community disrupted by the experience, or the community can agree that 

the action of God in particular saints is perhaps too overwhelming. In rejecting the 

possibility that Mariette’s experience might be valid, the community resists the notion 

that God can act in surprising and overwhelming ways in the life of such an ordinary 

young woman. 

 However, this tension becomes most clear in the novel’s unusual structure, for its 

aesthetic power is achieved by the novel’s multilayered narrative techniques. Utilizing 

interspersed first person narrations drawn from Mariette’s journal and letters to Father 

Henri alongside third person accounts of Mariette’s interactions with the sisters during 

her short sojourn at the convent as well as transcriptions of Father Henri’s investigation 

of Mariette’s stigmata, the novel interweaves these narrative techniques to provide the 

reader with a fuller picture than any one character can provide. The ultimate judgment of 

what Mariette undergoes and how her community responds depends upon the reader’s 

ability to discern the truth and the error of the multiple voices within the novel. 

 One of the critics who has noted these various narrative techniques, Meoghan 

Cronin, argues that the novel’s unusual structure reorders the natural world within the 

disrupted community. She argues that Hansen  
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uses both structure and imagistic prose to create an effect of almost 
oriental spareness that is employed to elide flowingly from one 
observation to the next or to point to jarring contrasts. As the narrative 
perspective sweeps from outside to inside the convent and then back 
outside again, the seasons of the natural world and the progress of the 
liturgical year are brought into synchrony. (271) 

 
In Cronin’s argument, the shifting narrative perspectives intentionally flow from one to 

another to emphasize the shared experience of the created order between the natural 

landscape and the sisters in harmony, while those jarring elements of the narrative reveal 

the extent to which the human characters of the story are out of harmony with the rightly 

ordered natural world. The chronological relationship between the shifting seasons and 

the progression of saints’ feast-days that orders the life of the convent suggests an 

analogical coordination of these two realities into one harmonious created order. 

 Thomas Wendorf similarly notes the importance of Hansen’s narrative structure, 

but he sees this shifting narrative technique as a way of “bestow[ing] on images and 

actions greater immediacy and palpability. So while convent life might emphasize that 

sensual pleasure is distracting, unimportant, even harmful to the spiritual life, Hansen’s 

captivating point of view suggests the opposite is also true—that the physical world is 

charged with a grand and mysterious beauty” (45). Wendorf’s argument builds on the 

tension that Cronin notes by prioritizing the sensory delight of physicality itself within 

the novel. Wendorf argues that the moments in the narrative when the narrator draws the 

reader’s attention into an experiential relationship with a physical being—a beautifully 

described landscape or the direct presentation of Christ’s wounds in Mariette’s 

stigmata—suggest a “mystic poet if not an omniscient one” and a narrator who invites the 

reader to “sort through the various perspectives” based on the tangible reality of each 
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body—both human and nonhuman—that the reader confronts in the narrative (Wendorf 

46). 

 Like Wendorf, Carla Arnell notes the materiality of the multiple narrative 

techniques, but Arnell develops this material by suggesting a deeply analogous 

relationship between the jarring breaks in the narrative and the stigmata as an experience 

for the reader. Arnell writes, “Hansen’s paratactic style creates ‘gaps’ in the text, spaces 

of emptiness, which hint at the mystery surrounding each created thing. Such gaps 

function as a kind of ‘narrative stigmata’” (188-9). In Arnell’s argument, these gaps 

between narrative techniques belie the substance of the revelation in each kind of 

narrative, for the moments of blankness between perspectives more clearly correspond 

with the mysteriously unknowable experience of pain that underscores the religious 

phenomenon of the stigmata. In other words, Arnell’s argument explores how the 

experience of pain that Mariette receives as a grace from Christ sets her apart from the 

rest of her community precisely because they have no way of understanding this 

unexplainable pain. As a result, Arnell argues that Hansen’s shifting narrative perspective 

forces the reader to see simultaneously two different kinds of beauty—“the formal, 

controlled orderliness of the father’s secular and the nun’s religious milieus, in contrast to 

the ‘wild,’ more erratic aesthetic of the natural world” (190). Thereby, Hansen ultimately 

resists the hagiographic tendency to sentimentalize religious experience by diminishing 

the human suffering that is inherent to the life of faith. 

 While each of these three critics has astutely explained how the novel’s 

interweaving of narrative techniques adds to the complexity of the novel’s presentation of 

an individual living in relationship with a community of faith, none has suggested that the 
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reader becomes a vital actor in this fictive narrative. This interaction is the basis of my 

reading of the novel. In joining the three distinct types of narration—first person 

narration by Mariette, traditional third person narration of Mariette’s experience with the 

sisters, and a transcription of Father Henri’s investigation of the stigmata—Mariette in 

Ecstasy demands the reader practice a necessary discernment in order to understand the 

novel. Borrowing heavily from the hagiographic tradition but ultimately narrating a 

literary mystery, this novel requires the reader to take in the multiple perspectives 

contained within the novel and to offer a judgment of both Mariette’s experience of the 

stigmata and her community’s reaction to it. To do so is to enter into a kind of 

investigation that requires mystical knowledge, for the solution of this mystery lies 

beyond the “purely” rational, for it requires the reader to accept either that God can and 

would work through Mariette, or else to conclude that Mariette is but a hysterical woman 

capable of diabolical deception for the renown that might come with her own feigned 

holiness. 

 In doing so, Hansen radically alters the nature of a mystery novel’s detective hero 

by giving this task to the reader him or herself. Instead of following a brilliant figure 

gathering and evaluating evidence along the way, the reader now has to participate with 

the ongoing investigation and must evaluate and weigh the evidence presented by Father 

Henri’s interviews with the sisters, Mariette’s own journal, and a fairly simple third 

person narration of life within the convent, including the troubling and perhaps excessive 

devotion of Mariette’s supporters. How readers respond to this evidence depends largely 

upon how thoroughly they have entered into the world of the story, allowing the same 

ordering of days that marks the novel to reshape his or her imagination. Doing so requires 
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an appreciation for divine immanence requisite for understanding theological mystery, 

for the reader must recognize the limitation of what can be known from a distance and 

must, instead, consider whether Mariette’s wounds could be a gift from God.   

 Weighing the evidence requires that the reader attend to the variety of narrative 

techniques throughout the novel, and the first of these narrative techniques—the first 

person narration given in Mariette’s journal entries and extended confessions to Father 

Henri—provides the reader with an intimate understanding of Mariette’s own self-

understanding from early in the novel and extends through her experience of the stigmata. 

One of the earliest glimpses the reader has of this internal conversation is Mariette on the 

eve of her entrance into the convent. Alone in her room, Mariette strips in front of a 

mirror to understand the offering she is making to Christ: “And she is held inside an 

upright floor mirror, pretty and naked and seventeen. She skeins her chocolate-brown 

hair. She pouts her mouth. She esteems her full breasts as she has seen men esteem them. 

She haunts her milk-white skin with her hands. Even this I give You” (9). The erotic tone 

of this passage, in which Mariette offers her virginal body as a matrimonial gift to Christ, 

explains how Mariette understand her own mystical experience with Christ; the erotic 

intimacy of this moment is underscored by the way Mariette speaks with Christ. Rather 

than reciting a rote prayer, Mariette converses with Christ as if he is facing her, and this 

interaction with God runs throughout Mariette’s first-person narration, for she speaks 

primarily to God even as she is confessing to Father Henri or writing in her journal. 

Notably, Mariette already understands that her relationship with God requires her 

sacrifice, though she colors this sacrifice erotically, ultimately affirming the central 
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insight from mysticism: namely, that close proximity to transcendence requires that the 

most powerful urges become the means and locus for the Divine to enter. 

 After Mariette enters the convent and joins into ordered life with her sisters, her 

understanding of her sacrificedevelops in a mode similar to Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, 

namely, that human persons conform their lives most closely to Christ through radical 

suffering. In an epistolary confession to Father Henri, Mariette writes, “At this time I am 

only permitted to tell you that Our Lord has promised that I will suffer great pain in the 

course of my life. Christ has told me that soon he will put my faith to the proof and find 

out whether I truly love him” (43). Here, Mariette confesses a continued intimacy with 

Christ even as she is writing to Father Henri, as she foresees that her coming suffering 

will prove her faithfulness to Christ. In an odd pairing, Mariette joins her pain to proof of 

her love, and she continues this mode of thinking even after she experiences the stigmata. 

As she describes in another confession to Father Henri, 

An unquenchable desire to join him in his agonies took hold of me then, as 
if I could halve his afflictions by sharing them, and I beseeched Jesus to 
grant me that grace. And, in his great kindness, he gratified me at once… I 
have never felt such pain before, and I have never been so happy. I have 
no memories of the hours passing, I have only the memories of a kind of 
pleasure and contentment I haven’t ever known, a kind that made me love 
the world as he does. (129-30) 
 

Again, Mariette joins intense physical pain with proof of love, and she joins her own 

suffering to Christ’s so that she may be able to “halve his afflictions by sharing them.”13 

However, her desire to please Christ through sharing his passion extends beyond a solely 

personal experience, for her participation in Christ’s suffering conforms her to his image 

                                                            
  13 By thus understanding her experience, Mariette draws from the uniquely Catholic understanding 
of Colossians 1:24, in which the apostle Paul suggests that his own sufferings “make up what is lacking” in 
Christ’s affliction. This understanding of human suffering sees the afflicted believer entering into intimate 
relationship with Christ through the physical suffering they share. 
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and prepares her to begin “to love the world as he does.” By opening up herself to Christ 

and experiencing his passion mystically, Mariette transforms into an image of Christ’s 

love made manifest in the horrific wounds of the crucifixion. Quite literally, she bears 

him in her own flesh, and her pain is her proof that she loves him enough to share his 

suffering. 

 This shared suffering creates a deeper intimacy between Mariette and Christ, for 

Mariette begins to understand how the Trinity has worked throughout the entirety of her 

life, even before she received the stigmata as a unique grace. The narrator describes her 

realization: 

Entire years of her life are instantly there as if she could touch any hour of 
them, but she now sees Jesus present in her history as she hadn’t before, 
kindness itself and everlastingly loyal, good father and friend and husband 
to her, hurting just as she hurt at times, pleased by her tiniest pleasures, 
wholly loving her common humanness and her essential uniqueness, so 
that the treacheries and sins and affronts of her past seem hideous to her 
and whatever good she’s done seems nothing compared to the shame she 
feels for her fickleness and indifference to him. (157-8)  

 
The use of present tense throughout this passage foregrounds the immediacy of 

Mariette’s experience, for what she understands here is the ongoing work of the Trinity in 

her life in a variety of capacities—father, friend, and husband. However, the Trinity’s 

presence in her life both celebrates her essential uniqueness and sees in her common 

humanness the same possibility for intimacy with all of humanity. Indeed, Mariette’s sins 

fade when compared with the deeper failures of relationship—her fickleness and 

indifference to a deeply personal God who yearns for the intimacy that Mariette 

graciously experiences throughout the course of the novel, both through her stigmata and 

her ongoing mystical love relationship with Christ. 
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 Framing these narrative elements in which Mariette focuses the reader’s attention 

on her own mystical experiences are traditional third person techniques borrowed from 

the popular genre of hagiography. Within these sections, the narrator subtly draws the 

reader’s attention to the ways Mariette influences and affects both the people and the 

natural world around her. For example, in the novices’ spiritual formation class, Sister 

Saint-Raphaël asks Mariette to read from an essay she wrote, and Mariette explains to the 

class that “extreme bliss can only come from extreme passion” (60), foreshadowing her 

own quasi-sexual experience of the stigmata and giving the postulants a model for 

understanding the mystical life. In response to this instruction, another novice, Sister 

Philomène, asks for the essay so that she might meditate upon Mariette’s words. Here, 

the narrator points to the instructive role Mariette plays among the sisters, even when she 

is the youngest among them and the least experienced in the monastic life. However, her 

direct intimacy with God grants her wisdom to share her suffering love with her sisters. 

 This third person narration continues with various instances of Mariette’s self-

mortification. While her sisters struggle to interpret the reasons why Mariette would 

accept physical pain as a particular way of conforming to the image of Christ, the reader 

has already been given insight into Mariette’s understanding of the relationship between 

suffering and intimacy with Christ. In one particularly troubling moment, Mariette 

mortifies her own flesh while washing the kitchen floor: “Mariette prays for sorrow and 

contrition as she turns up her black sleeves and pauses. She then sinks her hands into the 

penance of hot water, pressing them down to the tin until her palms scald. She winces 

with pain as she prays… ‘Were you thinking of the souls in purgatory?’ Mariette turns 

away from [Sister Hermance]. ‘I just wanted to hurt’” (70). While this moment aligns 



159 
 

with the reader’s knowledge of Mariette’s understanding of pain, Sister Hermance only 

sees Mariette harming herself. The question she proffers attempts to understand 

Mariette’s motivation for the act, but Mariette’s answer seems almost flippant and 

perhaps even hysterical. Because Mariette “just wanted to hurt,” Sister Hermance and the 

other sisters cannot help but consider Mariette self-indulgent, for they are unaware of her 

mystical insight, and the resistance among the sisters to Mariette’s sanctity imitates the 

same tension in the hagiographic tradition. 

 However, though the sisters have understandable qualms about Mariette’s 

holiness, the third person narrative also provides clear instances of Mariette’s miraculous 

“powers.” The first of these is reminiscent of Saint Francis of Assisi, the first recorded 

stigmatic, when Mariette is able to tame a feral cat who attempts to disrupt the nuns 

studying in the scriptorium:  

Mariette simply stared at him as if that weren’t surprising at all. And when 
the horrible thing sprang up onto Mariette’s book, and arched his back and 
hissed at her, Mariette smiled at Sister Hermance and told her not to be 
frightened, and that he was just a hateful demon trying to annoy them. She 
then got up and opened the scriptorium’s door and harshly commanded 
him, and the humiliated cat skulked out. (79) 

 
To this display of spiritual authority over demons and the natural world, the frightened 

sisters simply affirm, “She has powers” (79). However, this moment in the narrative also 

clearly places Mariette in the tradition of saints who wrestle with the devil, even in 

animal form, and Mariette’s easy command of the diabolical feline is proof of her own 

sanctity.  

 Another instance of Mariette’s saintliness comes a few pages later in the novel, 

when she and the younger postulant reenact the Song of Songs in one of the monastery’s 

leisure periods. With Mariette playing the role of the Shulamite girl, the other sisters 
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respond with awe to her beauty and her clear yearning for the bridegroom to join her. 

However, what is notable about the scene is its conclusion. Praying the words of the 

Shulamite girls, Mariette asks her audience directly, “‘my dearest sisters, O daughters of 

Jerusalem, if you should ever find my Beloved, what shall you tell him…? That I am sick 

with love.’ And then she gets to her knees below Christ on the crucifix, and one by one 

the novices get to their knees, too” (84-5). Like Francis,14 Mariette’s religious experience 

becomes performative for her audience; she enacts a role that solidifies the connection 

between the Old Testament lover and its consummation in the postulant’s intense 

devotion to Christ. However, her own mystical relationship with Christ invites her sisters 

to join her, and her performance of holiness hospitably summons her sisters to a similar 

intimacy. The presence of a saint in their midst offers them a model for piety that 

ultimately orients them to the immanent existence of Christ in their midst.15 

 The manifestation of the stigmata, then, in Mariette’s own body is an extension of 

what has already been true in their experience of the young woman. Everything in 

Mariette’s life with them has been an attempt to understand that Christ is always a 

mystical lover knocking at the door of physical reality and calling them to deeper 

                                                            
14 Brother Ugolini di Monte Santa Maria records St. Francis’s reception of the stigmata within the 

spiritual classic The Little Flowers of the Glorious Saint Francis and His Friars. Vital to this entry is his 
recording of the angelic vision Saint Francis has prior to receiving the stigmata. Within this vision, a seraph 
bearing the wound of Christ tells Saint Francis, “Knowest thou that which I have unto thee? I have given 
thee the stigmata, which are the tokens of My Passion, so that thou mayest be My standard-bearer” (103). 
This final description—that the stigmata act as a standard of Christ to be bourne by the mystic—suggests a 
performative experience on behalf of others. St. Francis did not bear this standard on his own behalf but so 
that others might see his experience and enter into relationship with Christ. 

 
15  In one of the many investigative breaks in the narration, one sister notes this unique trait in the 

young woman. In response to questions about whether or not the sister finds Mariette excessive in her 
devotion, the nun states “Christ shines from her. She is Christian perfection. She is lovely in every way” 
(68). These three simple statements explain how a saint has been traditionally defined: a Christian who has 
achieved perfection. In becoming more transparent in terms of the Trinity sustaining her very life, the saint 
shines with Christ; however, this radiance from Christ also uniquely makes the saint more herself, more 
lovely because she images more clearly the source of her perfection. 
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intimacy with Him.16 However, many of the nuns remain resistant to this call, feigning a 

disapproval of the instrument of communication—Mariette herself—to disguise their 

own listlessness, their fear of opening that door and entering into conjugal intimacy with 

the bridegroom waiting there. The reader understands how Mariette images Christ on 

behalf of those around her only because the reader has seen how Mariette conceives of 

her own experience. As a result, the reader’s understanding of the hagiographic elements 

of the novel is already shaped by Hansen’s intentional multiplication of narrative voices, 

and the fairness of these third person elements accepts the potentially ambiguous nature 

of a saint’s experience. Because Hansen is so fair-minded, these moments when Mariette 

disrupts the community are presented as just that—an interruption to a well-ordered 

communal harmony. 

 As a result of this fairness, Hansen employs a final narrative technique that 

foregrounds the elements of literary mystery that bind the first person narration to the 

hagiographic tradition. In this final mode of narration—transcriptions of interviews in 

which Father Henri investigates the phenomenon of Mariette’s stigmata as a legitimate 

experience and the community’s reaction to the potential movement of God in this 

occurrence—Hansen embeds the mystical within the mysterious, forcing readers to 

discern truth with both reason and faith, propelling them into wonder. This investigation 

proceeds through a series of interviews with different sisters in the convent, and the 

differing perspectives about what place Mariette occupies in the community create 

bifurcated understandings of what lived holiness ought to look like. 

 One of the earliest investigative breaks occurs when Father Henri interviews 

Sister Philomène immediately following one of Mariette’s ecstatic experiences: 
                                                            
  16 For a clear elucidation of this idea, see Benedict XVI’s Deus Caritas Est.  
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—Was she in ecstasy? 
—She said so. 
—And what else did she tell you? 
—She said, “Where was I?” And then she seemed to be recollected and 
she said that Christ had talked to her. 
—About what? 
—She said she couldn’t tell me. She’d been told to hide His words in her 
heart. 
—And it’s your opinion that she was speaking the truth? 
—Oh yes. I think she’s a saint. (62) 

 
In this and similar investigative moments, the scrutinizing priest examines the external 

events by carefully considering what can be known; in this instance, the priest establishes 

that something mystical occurred to Mariette. The nun wisely understands that the proper 

response to the kind of question the priest proffers—was she in ecstasy?—is a tentative 

assertion that Mariette believed it so. In carefully discerning what is knowable, both the 

priest and Sister Philomène approach the limits of reason the moment they must evaluate 

the truthfulness of Mariette’s claims to ecstasy. Indeed, the investigation hinges on the 

final question the priest asks: “Is Mariette speaking the truth?” While Sister Philomène 

answers resoundingly with an assertion of faith in Mariette’s sainthood,17 the potential for 

another answer emerges in Father’s Henri’s interviews with other sisters. 

 For example, in a series of these investigative breaks, Mariette is described in a 

variety of ways ranging from saint to devil. One sister admits, “Merely seeing her in 

meditation makes me recollected and patient, and it gives me great consolation and 

strength, and I do not feel so much the heavy weight of my cares” (141), while the 

                                                            
17 A cultus devoted to Mariette emerges soon after she manifests the wounds of Christ. For 

example, Sister Hermance tells Mariette, “Ever since I first met you, I have loved you more than myself… 
You have been a sacrament to me” (121). Similarly, the narrator describes two sisters doing chores: “Sister 
Sabine is on her haunches by a Guernsey cow, drilling hot milk into a tin pail. She props her head on the 
hide and prays to the blurred stain of blood on the back of her hand” (170). Like Sister Sabine, Sister Saint-
Luc “walks out [of the sheep shed] with a great load of cornstalks, a blood cross on her forehead” (170). 
Among these sisters, Mariette is a living relic, and they respond to her experience with the same 
enthusiastic acceptance of Mariette’s sainthood that Sister Philomène articulates. 
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following paragraph details a sister who believes that Mariette “thinks she’s better than 

us you can tell. She’s always putting on airs and being so high and mighty, especially 

with us Externs” (142). These vacillating interpretations continue for a few pages, as the 

reader must negotiate between these extreme positions. The startling figure of a young 

woman bleeding from spontaneous wounds to her palms and her feet demands response, 

and the variety of these responses creates an interpretive knot for the reader to untangle. 

If the sisters who accept Mariette as a saint are to be believed, what evidence accords 

with their testimony? By contrast, if the sisters who reject Mariette are correct, how can 

the reader delineate their reaction to Mariette as a person from their distrust of bodily, 

mystical suffering as such?18  

 In answer to these very questions, the novel offers two distinct responses from 

two particular characters, and the reader can evaluate these reactions in light of the 

premises from which these characters proceed. The first of these two—Mariette’s father 

and local physician Dr. Baptiste—early warns the Mother Prioress of the Sisters of the 

Crucifixion that Mariette is “too high-strung for our convent. And he is troubled by 

gossip from friends and patients about trances, hallucinations, unnatural piety, great 

extremes of temperament, and, as he put it, ‘inner wrenchings’” (31). Because he is a 

physician, Dr. Baptiste’s consideration of Mariette’s temperament categorizes her 

religious calling as hysterical symptoms of being “high-strung”; indeed, the signs of 

mystical union that characterize Mariette’s experience prior to her entrance into the 

                                                            
18 Many of the sisters who reject Mariette’s experience do so because they doubt certain traits in 

Mariette herself. For example, Sister Marguerite believes Mariette’s ability to draw people to her is a sign 
that she is a “flirt” (70). Similarly, in the communal Conference, the general sin of which Mariette stands 
accused is being “a daily temptation to intimacies and particular attachments” (87). Those sisters who resist 
the validity of Mariette’s stigmata seem uncomfortable with Mariette’s influence on the other sisters.  
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convent are signals that Mariette is prey to an unnatural piety that is more disease than 

devotion. 

 When he returns to the convent to examine the wounds that have miraculously 

appeared in Mariette’s flesh, Dr. Baptiste examines Mariette’s wounds with skepticism 

(172) and disdain for the “preposterous things” she says about her own mystical 

experience (173). As her father begins the examination—an event that Mariette has 

warned against, saying Christ forbade her to undergo a medical examination—Mariette 

posits one striking question: “Are you trying to turn it into a disease?” (171). In her 

father’s estimation, there is no room for the miraculous intervention of God in the 

material world, and any excessive devotion to the supernatural is symptomatic of an 

unchecked ego or, worse, a hysterical tendency toward insanity. Mariette’s wounds 

cannot be legitimate, for they cannot be proven through empirically verifiable data. When 

Dr. Baptiste finds nothing on Mariette’s body, which she explains as Christ’s action in 

response to the medical examination, Dr. Baptiste snorts in derision that Mariette’s 

imagination has been indulged for too long. 

 While Dr. Baptiste provides a model for deeply skeptical resistance to God’s 

movement within the world, Mother Saint-Raphaël’s sympathetic response provides a 

deeply religious counterargument to Dr. Baptiste’s physicalism, yet her response is still 

resistant to Mariette’s sainthood. Early in the novel, while she is still the Mistress of 

Novices and Mariette’s immediate overseer within the convent, Mother Saint-Raphaël 

accuses Mariette of pride even in her decision to take orders: “you thought you were 

extraordinary. You thought, quite rightly, that it was God who had made you so talented 

and smart and pretty and ever so much better than the girls who hated you…and soon it 
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seemed the religious life, with all its penances and hardships and imperfections, was 

freedom for you” (50). In this accusation, Mother Saint-Raphaël rightly sees the way that 

Mariette insists on her own uniqueness and extraordinariness, even as she identifies 

similar reasons for her own entrance into the convent. Because Mother Saint-Raphaël 

sought to quell this desire for individuality within the communal life of the monastery, 

she urges Mariette to “not become again the haughty girl you were, but the holy nun that 

God wants you to be” (51). Here, however, Mother Saint-Raphaël’s accusation goes too 

far, for Mariette has shown great humility in her first few days within the convent. 

Mother Saint-Raphaël seems troubled by the simultaneous similarities as well as the 

noticeable differences in their spiritual lives. 

 This confusion continues throughout the novel, even as Mariette intentionally 

humiliates herself for the sake of the older sister. When Mother Saint-Raphaël attempts to 

show tenderness to Mariette after a minor accident in which Mariette hurt her finger, 

Mariette’s resistance to her mentor results in Mother Saint-Raphaël admitting to Mariette, 

“There’s a great deal about you that troubles me” (65). She articulates this “great deal” 

later in the general Conference, accusing the postulant of being  

too proud. She has been a princess of vanities. She has sought our 
admiration in a hundred ways since she has joined our convent. She hopes 
we will praise her for being pretty and fetching and young. She is slack in 
her work and lax in her conscience. She has been a temptation to the 
novices and a pet to all the professed sisters. Ever since I have been her 
mistress, she has been a snare and a worldliness to me and a terrible 
impediment to the peace and interest of the Holy Spirit. (88) 

 
The litany of charges here center not on what Mariette has done, but on how others have 

viewed her. The charge of pride has its foundation in the way others are tempted to 
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particular affection for the young girl. Indeed, Mother Saint-Raphaël admits her own 

inclination to pamper the girl, though she rejects this affection and calls it a snare. 

 After Mother Celine dies, Mariette’s wounds appear, and Mother Saint-Raphaël 

becomes the new prioress, her authoritative position within the convent becomes the 

locus for interpreting Mariette’s experience. In a speech to the quickly dividing religious 

community, Mother Saint-Raphaël urges the sisters to believe that “[w]ondrous things do 

happen here, but they take place amidst great tranquility. We shall make it our duty to 

preserve that…let us remember that sainthood has little to do with the preternatural but a 

great deal to do with the simple day-to-day practice of the Christian virtues” (133-4). In 

this speech, the prioress’s choice to value tranquility over the disrupting presence of a 

possible miracle reveals what will be the determining criterion for the remainder of the 

novel: if social harmony and ordered tranquility are the particular goods of this group of 

religious women, then Mariette’s experience must be evaluated according to whether it 

disrupts their equilibrium. 

 While Mother Saint-Raphaël affirms this criterion in public, she regularly 

questions its ramifications in private conversations with Mariette. After one particularly 

violent ecstasy, Mother Saint-Raphaël tells the girl,  

“I have been troubled by God’s motives for this,” the prioress says. “I see 
no possible reasons for it. Is it so Mariette Baptiste will be praised and 
esteemed by the pious? Or is it so she will be humiliated and jeered at by 
the skeptics? ... You are awakening hollow talk and half-formed opinions 
that have no place in our priory, and I have no idea why God would be 
doing this to us. To you.” (159-60) 

 
While the rest of the sisters who resist the validity of Mariette’s experience do so because 

they distrust the girl, Mother Saint-Raphaël more troublingly questions what God intends 
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in such a disruption. Notably, she does not seem to question that God is acting; instead, 

she questions why God is doing this.  

 Mother Saint-Raphaël’s ambivalence about Mariette continues until the end of the 

novel, when she decides to banish Mariette from the convent. In a private interview after 

the medical examination reveals no physical wounds, Mother Saint-Raphaël makes a 

shocking confession to Mariette: “I personally believe that what you say happened did 

indeed happen. We could never prove it, of course. Skeptics will always prevail. God 

gives us just enough to seek Him, and never enough to fully find him. To do more would 

inhibit our freedom, and our freedom is very dear to God” (174). What is particularly 

startling in this statement is the prioress’s deep insight into the nature of human 

knowledge. She knows that God so values our freedom that He wants to preserve a 

limitation on what is knowable or, in this case, provable, so that faith might support the 

work of reason and bring the believer into closer union with God. Moreover, Mother 

Saint-Raphaël seems to have this faith, for she believes that God has been at work in 

Mariette’s experience and that her stigmata were genuine. However, her rejection of the 

young woman results from her concern about the community’s tranquility, and she rejects 

this potential saint so that her community remains united.19     

 Notably, Mother Saint-Raphaël provides an answer to the external mystery over 

whether Mariette’s experience is valid. However, her answer breaks open the deeper 

internal mystery at the foundation of Mariette’s conflict with her community. Indeed, no 

                                                            
19 Thomas Wendorf questions Mother Saint-Raphaël’s decision, noting that “charity and the 

common good become deciding factors when conflicting interpretations of religious experience threaten the 
integrity of the convent. The community’s welfare takes precedence over the individual’s, and mystical 
experience emerges at odds with the very religious life that helped nurture it into being” (55). This tension 
at the heart of the prioress’s decision—that mysticism and the common good are at odds with each other—
remains the disturbing, irreconcilable knot at the center of this novel.  
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reader can deny that Mariette’s wounds are “at once disruptive and civilizing, creating 

chaos in her conventional community, but at the same time bringing the Word that stands 

for authentic civilization and new identity” (Arnell 183). The social complacency so 

disrupted by Mariette’s stigmata is certainly a good, but is it the highest good? Has the 

community lost something in rejecting this image of the crucified Christ in their midst, 

and have they turned their back on a saint made holy through her mystical union with 

Christ’s own suffering? 

 These questions haunt the final four pages of the novel as they describe, in short 

vignettes, the next thirty years of Mariette’s life as the housekeeper for her father and the 

local eccentric, living next to the convent, maintaining their rule, but ultimately outcast 

from the community. In these four pages, the reader learns that Mariette’s mystical 

experience of Christ has not ceased, nor have her stigmata. Undeniably, her mystical 

knowledge allows her to experience the transcendent in the landscape she sees, for she 

describes her vision in a letter to Sister Philomène: “Even now I look out at a cat huddled 

down in the adder’s fern, at a fresh wind nagging the sheets on the line, at hills like a 

green sea in the east and just beyond them the priory, and the magnificent puzzle is, for a 

moment, solved, and God is there before me in the being of all that is not him” (179).20 

While Christ was regularly and immediately present to Mariette before and during her 

time with the sisters, Mariette here experiences transcendence through the notable 

absence of God’s presence in the landscape. As she notes, God is there in the being of all 

                                                            
20 Carla Arnell suggests that this final reading of the landscape “riven with holes, pained, 

‘grieving,’ and womanly—reveals Christ, just as her own wounded body has done. For, like her body, the 
landscape itself is eucharistic—a vehicle for communion with the divine” (202). Arnell’s insight is 
provocative, for the wildness of the landscape’s beauty throughout the novel suggests a revelatory potential 
in the entire created order, and Mariette’s experience of the transcendent within this fragmented landscape 
would mediate Mariette’s isolation outside the religious community.    
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that is not him, thus affirming an analogical participation of all beings—living or 

inanimate—with Being itself. Indeed, this analogical participation foregrounds the very 

immanence that has been the hallmark of Mariette’s understanding of Christ throughout 

the novel, for she has been able to see beyond the limits of each  particular being—

herself included—and has noted its relationship to its source. 

 In response to this negative understanding of God’s presence, Mariette arrives at a 

startling understanding of the life of holiness. She writes to Sister Philomène,  

Christ reminds me, as he did in my greatest distress, that he loves me 
more, now that I am despised, than when I was so richly admired in the 
past. 
And Christ still sends me roses. We try to be formed and held and kept by 
him, but instead he offers us freedom. And now when I try to know his 
will, his kindness floods me, his great love overwhelms me, and I hear him 
whisper, Surprise me. (179) 

 
This realization is startlingly similar to the words of comfort Mother Saint-Raphaël 

offered to Mariette as she was sent away from the convent. In both instances, the women 

insist that human freedom is dear to God, but Mariette’s experience of this freedom 

springs from her long isolation within the town and her rejection by the convent. Indeed, 

Mariette believes that Christ loves her more because of her outcast status, and the novel 

ends with the haunting words of Christ to Mariette after she seeks to know his will: 

Surprise me. 

 What these words ultimately signify depends upon the answer the reader has 

discerned to Mariette’s experience. If Mariette’s experience was a mere hysterical 

delusion, then these playful commands to surprise God with her actions indicate 

Mariette’s further fall into delusion. However, if Mariette’s experience was genuine and 

the reader can affirm, as Sister Philomène did in her interview with Father Henri, that 
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Mariette is actually a saint, then the deeply mystical union of Mariette with the entire life 

of the Trinity results in true freedom, for Mariette has so aligned her will, through both 

wings of reason and faith, with the divine will that whatever Mariette could do within this 

moment is truly excessive and gratuitous. Mariette’s actions might surprise God, not 

because He is unaware of what she will do, but because they are offered in the true 

freedom of a saint who performs them in gratitude and the awareness that all good comes 

from and returns to the Trinity. The surprise here is not the content of Mariette’s life but 

is instead the clarity of her wonder at being welcomed into the triune life. 

 Because the reader has been given the task of detecting the truth of Mariette’s 

experience, this final choice—to accept that her experience as genuine and that her 

community could not create space for God acting through her in unexpected ways, or to 

reject Mariette as a hysterical fraud who sought attention from the sisters because she was 

simply spoiled and recognized in their possible devotion a balm to her narcissism—the 

consequences of this choice are troubling. Both positions must take into account the same 

evidence, given in the various narrative techniques throughout the novel, but each must 

ultimately make a choice about Mariette’s experience. This choice requires that the 

reader participate with the novel’s characters and action, as well as their potential 

immanent intimacy with God as Mariette’s signified Being. To do so, however, requires 

that the reader make such a decision with full awareness of the limitations of what he or 

she knows and, instead, choose to believe and, in doing, be propelled on the twin wings 

of faith and reason to wonder at the infinity of God.        
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The Mystery of Mercy: Love and Prodigality in Atticus 
 
After the general critical acclaim of his 1991 Mariette in Ecstasy, Ron Hansen 

began work on his 1996 novel Atticus. On one level, these two books are so different that 

they seem to be written by two different authors. Mariette in Ecstasy employs a variety of 

narrative techniques and a poetic style to achieve a uniquely postmodern hagiographic 

detective novel; by contrast, Atticus is almost old-fashioned in both its literary style and 

its formal structure. The novel proceeds thoroughly chronologically with a traditional 

third person narrative; this structure is only interrupted when a character remembers 

something that has happened or when one particular event in the second section of the 

novel is retold in the third section by a different character. However, in both novels, 

Hansen investigates the limitations of human knowledge and explores what lies beyond 

stilted reason. While that investigation results in a negative model in Mariette in 

Ecstasy—when the monastic community lacks the faith to believe in Mariette’s 

experience—Hansen provides a positive model of this same tension in the novel Atticus, 

where an investigating father searches for his prodigal son, even when both reason and a 

corpse tell him there is no hope. Indeed, Atticus’s great achievement is its presentation of 

the mystery of mercy, for Hansen rewrites the parable of the prodigal son as a murder 

mystery in which the power of reason finds its motivation in the intimate knowledge of a 

father for a son. In so revising the original story, Hansen’s novel embodies the tension 

inherent to mystical theology as a lived practice, namely that intimacy with God forces 

the mystic to depend on the rich mercy of a forgiving divine father. 
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Hansen’s decision to rewrite the Biblical narrative develops from his 

understanding of how Scripture ought to be read. In an interview with Brennan 

O’Donnell, Hansen explains,  

read[ing] a passage of scripture and then open[ing] it up by drawing out 
the events in your imagination, either starting earlier or going later than 
the passage does…  becomes a way of personal communication. And that, 
I think, is what literature does. Writers try to make things as sensual as 
possible so that readers really enter into the scene and then learn 
something. (56) 
 

Drawing from his training in Ignatian spirituality,21 Hansen makes a notable connection 

between reading Scripture and writing a story. Both tasks require the imagination to 

explore the passage in detail. In this model, reading the Bible is a method of “personal 

communication” with both the Biblical narrative and with the characters within the 

narrative. Hansen picks up this theme in an essay within his collection A Stay against 

Confusion entitled “Writing as Sacrament,” noting that “[p]arables invite the hearer’s 

interest with familiar settings and situations but finally veer off into the unfamiliar, 

shattering their homey realism and insisting on further reflection and inquiry. We have 

the uneasy feeling that we are being interpreted even as we interpret them” (11). Again, 

Hansen notes that reading Scripture ought to be an imaginative task, for Christ’s parables 

invite their hearers into the story through a particular setting or character. The vivifying 

presence of grace pulls the hearer into unexpected development so that the hearer can 

                                                            
21 Hansen holds an M.A. in Ignatian spirituality from Santa Clara University. In addition, as an 

ordained deacon at his local parish, Hansen regularly leads retreats for interested parishioners in the 
Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius. As Hansen explains in his interview with O’Donnell, his method of 
reading the Bible draws from Ignatius’s mode. 
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reflect upon the demandingly gracious life in the kingdom of God. As Hansen states this, 

the parable exists to interpret the hearer, not to be interpreted by the hearer.22  

 Hansen’s focus on the parables as a unique mode of Biblical storytelling mirrors 

John Paul II’s emphasis on parables throughout his encyclical writings. In 1980, Pope 

John Paul II issued his second encyclical, entitled “Dives in Misericordia,” which 

explicates the parable of the prodigal son with the aim of understanding “the fact that 

man cannot be manifested in the full dignity of his nature without reference - not only on 

the level of concepts but also in an integrally existential way - to God. Man and man's 

lofty calling are revealed in Christ through the revelation of the mystery of the Father and 

His love” (I.1.2). Like Hansen, John Paul II argues that the parables of Christ are 

interrogations of human nature that consistently confront that person with God the Father 

as He is revealed in Christ and illuminated by the Holy Spirit; in so meeting God, the 

person find his or her own nature and vocation issued from God’s own merciful love for 

each human being. 

 Within this encyclical, John Paul II affirms that the Church understands the loving 

nature of the Father as it is revealed in the Son. He writes, “Jesus revealed that love is 

present in the world in which we live—an effective love, a love that addresses itself to 

man and embraces everything that makes up his humanity. This love makes itself 

particularly noticed in contact with suffering, injustice, and poverty” (II.3.15). While 

discussion of the love of the Father might remain somewhat abstract, John Paul II draws 

his reader’s attention to the effective love of Christ that fulfills the will of the Father by 

                                                            
22 Janet Burroway notes that Atticus draws it power from its rewriting of the parable of the 

prodigal son: “What are the limits of forgiveness? The Christian conceit is that there are none. ‘Absolute’ is 
the nature of absolution, and the parable of the prodigal son might be summarized in this way: A son 
behaves absolutely unforgivably; his father forgives him absolutely. The godliness implied in so perfect a 
pardon suffuses the intricate design of Ron Hansen’s Atticus” (par. 1-2). 
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addressing man and entering into a relationship of mutuality and solidarity with the 

whole human person, and the particularly lamentable condition of the modern person—

suffering, social structures of injustice, and global poverty—are those very aspects that 

God seeks to transform through contact with Himself.23  

 This transformation occurs through a merciful display of love that transcends the 

limiting confines of justice,24 but this love does not sentimentally ignore the injustices 

perpetrated by the prodigal son. Instead, the mercy that springs from the father’s heart 

upon seeing his returning son reveals a richness of love at the very heart of the father 

within the parable. Indeed, the father’s love for his son is utterly gracious, for the son has 

done nothing to deserve it, nor does the father have any obligation to reconcile a 

relationship that the son chose to fracture when he asked for his inheritance and 

abandoned his familial home. Instead, the father’s love for his son seems motivated by a 

gratitude for his lost son returning, and the parable hints at the anxiety the father felt 

while his son was away when it describes the father waiting and able to see his son from 

far off. The father’s mercy makes him vulnerable, and his love for the son makes clear 

that his deepest desire is simply to have his son safely under the familial roof.      

                                                            
23 For John Paul II, this contact is made possible primarily through the Incarnation. He writes, 

“Christ—the very fulfillment of the messianic prophecy—by becoming the incarnation of the love that is 
manifested with particular force with regard to the suffering, the unfortunate and sinners, makes present 
and thus more fully reveals the Father, who is God ‘rich in mercy’” (“Dives in Misericordia.” II.3.20). By 
thus emphasizing the centrality of the Incarnation for the revelation of the Father’s mercy, John Paul II 
points toward an eschatological reading of the parable of the prodigal son, in which the father’s celebratory 
feast for his returned son images the eschatological feast of the Lamb and, by extension, each Paschal 
sacrifice. 

 
24 John Paul II writes, “love is transformed into mercy when it is necessary to go beyond the 

precise norm of justice—precise and often too narrow. The prodigal son, having wasted the property he 
received from his father, deserves—after his return—to earn his living by working in his father’s house as a 
hired servant and possibly, little by little, to build up a certain provision of material goods” (IV.5.38). The 
transformation from a just response to the prodigal son—allowing him to return to his father’s house as a 
servant—to a merciful one—welcoming this son with a feast and the lavish forgiveness of sins—must find 
its motivation for going beyond the precise norm of justice in the father’s deep love for his son and his 
gratitude at having a lost child return. 
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 John Paul II argues that this vulnerability is the primary characteristic that 

establishes the analogy between the human father and the divine Father. He writes, “the 

love for the son, the love that springs from the very essence of fatherhood, in a way 

obliges the father to be concerned about his son’s dignity. This concern is the measure of 

his love” (IV. 6.41). The father’s concern for his son’s dignity before his own makes 

clear the measure of his love, for the father displaces his self-concern in an act of 

overwhelming celebration of his son. This love does not spring from an obligation from 

an external authority; instead, the father’s obligation to his son develops from the nature 

of love itself. By extension, what the son receives from his father is “his dignity as a son 

in his father’s house” (IV.5.36). This giving and receiving of dignity comes from the 

relationship existing between these two characters and from the inherently experiential 

nature of their love. This inherently relational characteristic to the analogy reveals the 

analogous link between the father of the story and the divine father who welcomes the 

estranged human person into the heavenly kingdom through the reconciling work of His 

own self-sacrifice and the consequent conferral of undeserved dignity upon his son. 

 By thus experiencing the gift of dignity that comes from his familial source, the 

estranged son experiences his father’s mercy as a gracious reception of himself as he is 

viewed by his father. In this recognition, the son comes to himself by first seeing how his 

father loves him. John Paul II argues that this understanding of mercy “is based on the 

common experience of that good which is man, on the common experience of the dignity 

which is proper to him. This common experience makes the prodigal son begin to see 

himself and his actions in their full truth” (IV.6.42). Because human dignity has its 

primary foundation in the created imago dei which all persons bear, each person can 
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begin to see him or herself in full truth only when that person understands the 

relationship of divine mercy that provides him or her with the dignity of love; in other 

words, the son can only find himself once he understands that he is, at the very center of 

his person, the son-who-has-been-loved-by-his-father. Prior to a rationalistic cogito ergo 

sum, John Paul II argues that the human person receives his or her indubitable 

significance through the relationship with a divine father rich in mercy, a fact that 

mystics recognize consciously and intentionally. 

 This understanding of the parable of the prodigal son is akin to Hansen’s 

understanding of it as disclosed in Atticus. As he explains in “Writing as Sacrament,” 

“My fourth novel, Atticus, was a retelling of what’s often called the parable of the 

prodigal son, though it’s the father who’s most truly excessive, having far more love and 

forgiveness than his son feels he deserves. Without giving away too much of the plot of 

what is, after all, a mystery” (12). Like John Paul II, Hansen here articulates the 

mysterious and undeserved love of the father. Indeed, he is truly prodigal in his mercy, 

and Hansen notes that this is a consistent image running throughout the novel. However, 

he also insists on the literary form of a mystery, for he wants the literary form to 

represent the theologically mystical heart of the novel: the best way to maintain those 

interpreting tasks of the parable’s hearer in a modern form is to link the discovery of truth 

inherent to the gospel’s parables with a modern character investigating a particular 

problem and finding startling, unexpected solutions. Like Christ’s parables, Hansen’s 

novel invites the reader into a story with familiar elements—the setting of Colorado and 

Mexico, a relatable father with a wastrel son, and a murder mystery—in order to show 
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the mystical nature of reality, namely that God is already seeking those who are 

estranged.25  

 The novel’s structure includes three separate sections. In the first two, Atticus 

dominates the story as he prepares for his son Scott’s return home for the holidays and 

endures a rather uncomfortable Christmas with his estranged son (Section One: 

Colorado) and then travels to Resurección, Mexico, to recover Scott’s body after Scott’s 

supposed suicide. While there, Atticus becomes convinced that Scott has been murdered 

and begins to investigate his son’s life of luxurious waste (Section Two: Mexico). The 

final section of the novel (Section Three: The House of He Who Invents Himself) is a 

first person narrative that Scott wrote up until his supposed suicide and thereafter, for 

Atticus discovers that his son is actually still alive and, like the prodigal son, desires to 

return to his father’s home. In the progression of these three sections, Hansen creates a 

deeply good man in this father-detective, and the critics who have written on this novel 

have named this as Hansen’s great achievement within the novel.  

Indeed, critics Catherine and David Deavel see in the figure of Atticus “an iconic 

figure in two respects: first, as a Christian everyman, the virtuous person who models the 

Christian vocation to love as God loves and, second, as an allegorical representative of 

God” (665). Accepting the pattern of characters in a parable, Deavel and Deavel argue 

that Atticus analogically represents God through his own particularity as a father. While 

Deavel and Deavel do a remarkable job of morally evaluating the portrait of a good 

father, their argument does not take into account the purpose of the final section of the 

                                                            
25 Janet Burroway describes the novel as “offer[ing] a world simultaneously mystical and 

mundane” (par. 2). Such a description suggests that Hansen’s choice to retell the parable in a contemporary 
setting both recovers the theological import of the story at the same time it manifests how these biblical 
stories are rewritten in history by each human person. 
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novel, Scott’s first person account. As a result, their analysis of the novel concludes with 

the life-affirming, iconic nature of Atticus; however, the conclusion of the novel actually 

reinforces the same intention of the parable of the son: namely, even the lost are found 

once they understand the dignity they receive simply by being loved. Atticus’s iconic 

fatherhood throughout the first two sections, while absolutely imaging the love of a 

transcendent God, actually explains the dramatic transformation of Scott in the final 

section, for Atticus’s extraordinary love for his son demands that Scott learn to accept 

that he is, after years of excessive waste, still loved. 

Early in the novel, when Scott has returned home to Colorado from his life of 

leisure in Mexico for a brief holiday visit, he stands in obvious tension with his father. 

Scott, aware of the many ways that his unstable life of excessive drinking has 

disappointed his father, tells Atticus, “Hell, I’m forty years old. You oughta be used to 

me being a failure by now” (7). Scott’s flippancy and ironic distance from his own failure 

to live up to his father’s expectations suggest his discomfort at being around his father. 

By contrast, the narrator describes Atticus’s reaction to his son’s facetiousness: 

Were Atticus to talk honestly, he thought, he’d say he was alone all the 
time and this was his son whom he loved and ached for, and heaven was 
where he was, and Atticus hated himself, as he always did, for insisting 
and teaching and holding up standards and seeming to want Scott to be 
him, when all he wanted was for Scott to be happy and to know he was 
loved and loved and loved. (8) 

 
The sincerity and simplicity of Atticus’s emotion penetrates Scott’s feigned disdain for 

his father’s love, and the reader confronts the bald love of Atticus for his son. Each of 

Atticus’s thoughts about his son—his love for Scott that causes him to ache for the man, 

his identification of Scott’s proximity as heaven itself, his frustration with himself for 

demanding that Scott live well, and his hope that Scott knows he is loved and loved and 
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loved—grant Scott a dignity that the narrative itself resists. Until this point and 

throughout the first section of the narrative, Scott seems little more than a petulant, 

immature man-child, yet Atticus’s love for him forces the reader to see Scott through his 

father’s love for him. The richness of Atticus’s loving mercy requires that the reader 

accept that Scott is worthy of this love, even when he clearly does not deserve it. 

 As this opening section proceeds, the narrator hints at a possible cause for Scott’s 

estrangement from his father. When he was still a teenager and through completely 

accidental means, Scott’s mother died in an automobile accident when Scott was driving 

them down a wintry country road. During the holiday visit, Scott drunkenly returns to the 

wrecked car that stands as a monument to his mother on Atticus’s lands. Atticus finds his 

son there in the middle of the night, and Scott slurs an explanation to his father of why he 

has run away to Mexico: “A great thing about Spanish is that there’s so little 

responsibility in it. You don’t have to take the blame. You don’t say ‘I cracked the plate.’ 

You say ‘The plate cracked itself’” (20). In response to this partial admission of guilt, 

Atticus wisely articulates his son’s grief by responding, “You don’t say you killed your 

mother. You say your mother was killed” (20). Important to this scene is Atticus’s lack of 

anger about his own wife’s death; he does not blame Scott for the accident and accepts 

Scott’s desire to distance himself from the responsibility of an active verb. Indeed, 

Atticus extends Scott’s appreciation of Spanish’s ability to resist taking responsibility for 

actions precisely because Scott need not take responsibility for his mother’s accidental 

death. In doing so, Atticus’s love for his son transcends a too narrow conception of 

justice, thus revealing the mercy at the heart of his fatherhood. 
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 However, Atticus’s merciful treatment of his son achieves little. Seven pages 

later, Atticus receives a phone call from Renata, Scott’s sometime girlfriend, telling him 

that Scott has committed suicide. This fact initiates the novel’s action, for Atticus decides 

to go to Mexico to claim Scott’s body. While there, he learns what Scott has become 

through the paintings he has left and the physical detritus of his wastrel life. More 

importantly, Atticus begins to understand the grief that has plagued Scott’s life in 

Resurección through Renata’s insight. In one significant conversation, Renata tells 

Atticus, “You two are so interesting. You’re the formidable figure he idolized and 

struggled not to become, and he’s who you’d be if you didn’t have all your good habits 

and rules and boundaries” (64). Renata here notes the intimate bond between father and 

son, for they are images of each other. While Scott has struggled to avoid becoming his 

father, in doing so, he has also failed to be himself, and his supposed act of suicide is the 

ultimate rejection of his own dignity, given by his father. However, Renata also sees that 

all of Atticus’s “good habits and rules and boundaries” are the only things preventing 

Atticus from going the way of Scott. Implicit to Renata’s insight is her subtle acceptance 

that Atticus’s simultaneous self-discipline and practice of virtue have made his life 

infinitely more substantial than Scott’s, whose inability to move beyond his own grief 

and the consequent guilt over his mother’s death have diminished him to the point of 

suicide. 

 However, Hansen’s use of the genre of literary mystery is a unique innovation on 

this parable, for Atticus does not remain content to accept that Scott killed himself. After 

a night of food poisoning from bad water, Atticus intuits that something with this 

situation is not as it ought to be: “his ache and poisoning and how he felt was not half as 



181 
 

important as his fierce certainty that his son had been murdered” (100). Notably, 

Atticus’s decision to investigate his son’s death does not originate in a stockpile of 

evidence demanding interpretation; instead, his belief that his son was murdered is 

described as a fierce certainty, a kind of intuitive understanding that Scott, though he is 

profligate, has never been suicidal. Because his love for his son motivates his actions, 

Atticus’s investigative detection mirrors the image of faith and reason working together 

in John Paul II’s Fides et Ratio precisely because Atticus’s love for Scott parallels the 

mystic’s understanding of God’s love for all humankind.  

As the novel progresses, the motivating force behind Atticus’s investigation 

continues to provide a startling contrast to the more typically ratiocinative detective 

employing coldly deductive powers. The small anomalies in the narrative surrounding 

Scott’s death never amount to more than hints and intimations of evidence, not anything 

substantial. Moreover, Atticus’s admission in the middle of his investigation—that “[i]f it 

was murder… Scott’s father would not feel so much at fault” (121)—suggests a poignant 

insight into the relationship between Atticus’s reasoning faculties and his relational 

knowledge of Scott. Like the father in the parable of the prodigal and the divine father 

who is imaged in both stories, Hansen’s Atticus resists accepting the damnation of Scott 

because he has already made himself vulnerable by loving his son. To admit that Scott 

has committed suicide would be to lose hope when even an inkling of evidence stands as 

a counterpoint to a coldly rational world. If it was suicide, then Atticus would feel like a 

failure as a father whose love was insufficient in giving Scott a sense of his own dignity. 

What emerges, as a result of this differently motivated detective figure, is an image of 
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deciphering a mystery to give and receive mercy, not the solving of a crime so that justice 

could be restored.  

The novel’s conclusion to the mystery narrative26 rightly ends with the restoration 

of the prodigal son to his father’s house. Led by an intuition to follow a beggar wearing 

one of Scott’s shirts into an overcrowded homeless shelter in the basement of the local 

church,27 Atticus quite literally stumbles upon his son, whose first words to his father are 

“Will you forgive me?” (163). Though a mystery with a father-detective, the novel’s 

reliance upon providential promptings within Atticus’s intuitive faculties indicates an 

alternative to the often sordid world of crime-based detective fiction. Rather than having 

the smoking gun explained in a clear and logical manner by a brilliantly deductive 

detective, the solution to the problem lies in the miraculous proof that the intimate 

knowledge understood by mystics in some way elevates the human person into an awed 

awareness of forgiveness and the possibility of returning to a father’s good graces. 

 While this awe-inspiring revelation is what Atticus immediately experiences, the 

final section of the novel—Scott’s first person account of how he came to be living under 

the church and how he came to ask his father for forgiveness—provides the necessary 

unsettling shift in a good parable. Deavel and Deavel note that “[t]he sudden shift to the 

‘I’ is a jarring contrast to the prior third-person form” (672). Deavel and Deavel are right 

to describe this shift as jarring, but it is absolutely necessary for the reader because the 

                                                            
26 By this, I mean solely the first two sections of the novel in which Atticus investigates his son’s 

“death.” The final section—Scott’s first person narrative—ought not to be considered a part of the detective 
thread, for it offers a kind of spiritual reading of the small hints of evidence that Atticus found throughout 
the novel.  

 
27 Deavel and Deavel note that the setting of church is particularly significant to concretize the 

analogous relationship between Atticus the human father and God the divine father: “Scott’s reconciliation 
works in reverse: only after he seeks shelter and forgiveness in the house of God the Father is Scott then 
able to ask for his father’s forgiveness and eventually reenter Atticus’s house” (670). 
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narrative has relied on the reader’s admiring Atticus up until this point. While this is itself 

a great achievement—the depiction of a truly good man who is believably loving—

Hansen’s rewriting of the parable of the prodigal son includes the redemption of the 

estranged son as well. The shift to Scott’s narration forces the reader to enter into his 

experience of the mercy that Atticus extends to him. With Scott, the reader experiences 

what being the object of the intense pursuit of the novel’s first two sections feels like. If 

the reader sees how Atticus images God’s love in the first two sections, the final section 

invites the reader to receive, without deserving it, that merciful love. 

 Notably, this final section details Scott’s descent into prodigality in an unusually 

self-aware fashion. He writes,  

Eventually it had become fairly ordinary for me to lose the handle and 
black out so far from home it might as well have been Cleveland, sitting 
there in a foul doorway in the barrio, fairly sure I’d had sex but not 
knowing with whom, blood on my shirt front, puke on my shoes, kids 
stealing the change from my pockets, and so little idea where my 
Volkswagen was that I used up an afternoon in a taxi just prowling the 
streets until I found it. And then, of course, there was a celebration and I 
fell into a wander again. (178-9) 
 

Sensitive to the meaningless pursuit of pleasure that is horrific in its extreme nature, Scott 

here details the griminess of his life. Most important in this description is the final line, 

for Scott’s despair comes from the inescapable nature of his vapid way of life. Even when 

he turns to the local folk-shaman Eduardo for some sort of alternative to the endless 

circuits of partying to the point of exhaustion but returning to the celebration the next 

day, Scott cannot escape the nihilism at the core of his way of life, and he begins to have 

spiritual insight in small moments of his life. In one particular moment, when Scott is 

swimming with Eduardo in a school of stingrays, Scott sees himself at this moment in 

“one of those Renaissance paintings of Saint Anthony being persecuted by demons” 
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(186). While the comparison to Saint Anthony is implausible, Scott’s recognition that he 

is plagued by forces opposed to his own good is astute.  

 When even Eduardo and his friends abandon Scott because “[b]ad things happen 

 around him” (187), Scott experiences a morally fraught moment of decision when he 

accidentally hits and kills a local girl, Carmen. Because he already feels incredible guilt 

for his own mother’s death, this second accident could propel Scott out of his excessive 

lifestyle and could force him to accept to consequences for his actions. However, Scott 

allows himself to be persuaded by a particularly insidious friend, Reinhardt,28 to cover up 

the accident by repairing the car at a local garage, and Scott fails to face the moral 

confrontation that could shake him out of his stupor. Instead, Reinhardt begins to 

blackmail Scott, asking for enough money to return to his native Germany and live an 

excessive lifestyle. Scott acquiesces, unable to resist Reinhardt’s demands for money 

until Carmen’s fiancée finds Reinhardt and shoots him, mistaking him for Scott, the man 

who killed his betrothed.  

 As Scott sits with the dying Reinhardt, he experiences the moment in the parable 

of the prodigal son when the estranged man “comes to himself.” However, this moment is 

dark in Hansen’s novel, for Scott envies Reinhardt’s death. He confesses, “he seemed full 

of such certainty and purpose. And it was I whose life seemed in chaos, whose innermost 

fears and longings and beliefs were a mystery to himself” (205). Looking into the mirror 

of this shadow self, Scott believes Reinhardt’s death provides him with a purpose that 

Scott does not have in his own aimless lifestyle. Moreover, rather than respond to his 

                                                            
28 Hansen employs the common gothic technique of making Reinhardt Scott’s doppelganger. The 

two men look enough alike to be mistaken for each other regularly, and a critic could see this struggle 
between Reinhardt’s influence and Scott’s better impulses as the perpetual struggle between doing what is 
right and accepting the easier choice of negating the good. 
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own nihilistic choices with the purposeful return to a life of fruitful human relationship 

with his father, Scott devises a plan to “just trade places, let Reinhardt be me… I’d find a 

new life and kill off my failures, my history of ruin, the high hum that played behind my 

blood tango with chance and mystery” (212). Though Scott does not actually commit 

suicide, his switching of identities with Reinhardt acts as a symbolic suicide, for Scott 

believes he can kill off his own history in one decisive action.  

 Nevertheless, Scott cannot become a new person precisely because his father 

loves him so much. Though Scott wanders into the hellishly overcrowded homeless 

shelter in the local church’s basement, he cannot help but remember what his father has 

been throughout his life. Guilty of a variety of sins—most currently, the accidental 

manslaughter of Carmen, the identity theft of Reinhardt, and the devastating lie to his 

father that he committed suicide—Scott first remembers what his father’s judgment looks 

like: “he only had to fleetingly meet my friends to know how I’d failed to live up to his 

standards. But there was no blame in him, no scold or pontification, he never one of those 

not-in-my-house-you-don’t fathers, there was only the calm, see-all, X-ray stare that told 

me This is not healthy and you know it” (225). It is this memory that begins the work of 

transforming Scott’s life, for he must remember Atticus as he is, not as the imagined 

monster that an angry father can be. Instead, Scott rightly remembers that his father is not 

a scold nor is he a liar; when his stare tells Scott that this is not healthy, Atticus tells the 

truth. That truth is what Scott begins to confront while living in the crowded darkness 

under the church. 

 With these memories of his father demanding that he confront the truth of his life, 

Scott begins to follow his father to see how his actions have affected the man. Scott 
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realizes the atrocity of what he has done by faking his own death and confesses, “I felt 

humiliatingly unequal to his faithfulness, his loyalty, his love, as if I were heir to some 

foreign genes that my father had no part in… all I could think of was my father, my 

pursuer, hunting down clues to my murder. Look at what you are putting him through. 

You can’t go on like this” (238-9). Interestingly, though Scott has spent much of the 

novel resisting Atticus’s direct affection, he seems unable to ignore the effect that his 

death has on his father.  

When Scott realizes that not even death can sever Atticus’s ties of faithfulness, 

loyalty, and love, he confronts the pain he is inflicting on his father by showing himself 

when Atticus arrives in the homeless shelter. Scott describes his position in this dark 

basement as being “in the belly of the whale, I was with Lazarus in the tomb,” but his 

decision to ask for forgiveness from his father is a choice to accept the vivifying power of 

forgiveness (241). When Scott asks if Atticus will forgive him, he “felt forgiven even as 

[he] said it” (241). This moment is, perhaps, a moment of mystical insight for Scott, for 

he simply accepts a truth that has always been true about Atticus, and his request for 

freedom has always been available for the taking. If, as Jean Daniélou  suggests, man 

seldom has the courage to dig down deep into his own soul and find the Trinity who 

dwells there, then Scott has plumbed the depths of his own depravity and found at the 

bottom of himself Atticus’s love. Scott’s dignity derives primarily from his father’s love 

for him, and the hope of this substantial gift gives Scott the boldness to receive 

forgiveness and his father’s mercy.29 

                                                            
29 It is this bold assertion of deeply pious truths that makes reviewer Janet Burroway describe 

Atticus as “a didactic novel. It says that simplicity, purity and intelligence are good qualities to have. It 
proposes that those who have them should deal generously with those who don’t. It names great virtues and 
then looks at them glancingly, from all directions, finding them in unexpected forms. Mr. Hansen writes 
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Concluding Thoughts on Mystery and Mysticism 
 
 In both Mariette in Ecstasy and Atticus, Ron Hansen explores the limits of human 

knowledge. In the first novel, Hansen asks the reader to consider the limitations of reason 

in discerning the movement of God within the world when that movement differs from 

the expected. By structuring the novel in such a way that only the reader can make the 

final judgment on the validity of Mariette’s experience, Mariette in Ecstasy demands that 

the reader enter into immediate relationship with mystery itself and that the reader 

respond to the situation at hand with faithful discernment. By contrast, the reader 

confronts fewer mysteries to be solved in Atticus, yet the novel’s structure asks the reader 

to accept the role of a prodigal son being sought out by a loving father. The novel’s 

father-detective analogously represents the Heavenly Father and rewrites the parable of 

the prodigal son so that the reader can accept he or she is already loved beyond measure.    

 In doing so, Hansen’s novels complicate the traditional mystery by equally 

emphasizing mystical knowledge, which derives from experiential kinship between the 

beloved and the lover, and rational deduction, which pursues the truth with a technician’s 

skill. Hansen’s adaptation of the genre is not a rejection of the ratiocinative detective as 

such but instead innovates ways to further propel that figure into the heights of mystical 

wonder so that he or she can know the truth more fully. In each novel, knowledge only 

leads so far, and the reader must face the limitations of the human mind even as a 

personal call beckons the reader into relationship. Because Hansen is able to do this 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
vigorously, and like an angel—so much so that Atticus may end up giving didacticism a good name” (par. 
12). While Burroway admits the didacticism of the novel, she seems content with the novel’s didacticism 
because Hansen has so compellingly created a great man with inherent and persuasive virtues. In doing so, 
Hansen has avoided what he calls the “trap of sentimentality [which] derives from preconceived notions 
that are at odds with reality and have as their goal the illustration of a predetermined thesis rather than the 
natural conclusions that have their roots in natural events” (Castle par. 16). 
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within his mystery novels, his work provides a particular and iconic representation of 

John Paul II’s reasoning person, in which the twin wings of reason and faith allow the 

person to exist in a state of wonder and awe at the experience of being created and living 

with other who are similarly created beings. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Truth’s Splendor and Error’s Blindness:  
Sympathy and Seduction in Alice McDermott’s Child of My Heart 

 
 
While Ron Hansen’s fictional oeuvre explores the intersection of the divine plan 

of salvation with human history, beginning perhaps with a more mythic understanding of 

story as parable and icon of God’s love, Hansen’s contemporary Alice McDermott begins 

with her experience as a woman within a large Irish Catholic family and the sometimes 

strained nature of bearing the weight of her family and her own womanhood in a modern 

context suspicious of traditional conceptions of femininity. The Catholicism pervading 

her fiction is a thoroughly domestic faith, for she explores the way that Catholic people 

actually live their lives and the frequent tensions of their faith with modern expectations. 

Unlike Hansen, McDermott is less willing to identify her work as explicitly Catholic, for 

she recognizes her relationship to the Church is perhaps too familial to make her a proud 

proselytizer. As she writes in her 2000 Commonweal essay “Confessions of a Reluctant 

Catholic,” “neither do I want to convey that my recognition of the inevitability of my 

Catholicism frees me from any of the old doubts and dissents. Still I often feel when in 

the midst of things Catholic like a teen-ager trapped in an endless gathering of extended 

family” (16). Her description of her faith includes the doubts that are rampant in a post-

Vatican II America, and her resignation to the certitude and confusion of her Catholic 

faith mirrors the mature decision of a child to accept her family, embarrassing and 

exhausting as they might be, as necessary to who she has become.  
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Because of this frequently resigned tone in McDermott’s descriptions of the faith 

and its influence in her experience, critics often label her as a kind of cultural Catholic in 

whose work “Catholicism has been portrayed with historical detachment rather than 

through the eyes of faith” (Labrie 177). Her emphasis on the beauty in the quotidian lives 

of suburban families seems to leave little room for Catholicism as a living faith; indeed, it 

is one cultural given among many others, like her characters’ Irish ancestry, their middle-

class socioeconomic status, and their extended families. One of McDermott’s regular 

critics, Patricia Schnapp, characterizes this frequent charge against McDermott as the 

accusation of “one who grew up immersed in a Catholic world and aware of its 

preoccupations and language, and who therefore mines this intimate knowledge while not 

subscribing to the faith with serious commitment” (16). Though Schnapp disagrees with 

this characterization, it is an understandable one when considering the totality of 

McDermott’s literary project. From her first novel The Bigamist’s Daughter to 1987’s 

That Night, 1992’s At Wedding and Wakes, and 1998’s National Book Award winning 

Charming Billy, McDermott’s literary creations explore the narrative landscape of Irish 

Catholic families living in and around New York City’s Irish neighborhoods. The fabric 

of their faith often fades into the background as her narrators struggle to understand the 

influence of time and family on their own self-understanding. Within these early novels, 

Catholicism plays no active role in the sense that these characters do not have grand 

conversion experiences. Instead, their Catholicism is a lived reality that is inseparable 

from the rest of their lives. 

Because McDermott does not intentionally foreground the Catholicism 

permeating her novels, she admits feeling somewhat ambivalent about her inclusion 
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within a tradition of American Catholic writers that might include authors like Flannery 

O’Connor or Walker Percy. She tells Barbara Jones in an interview, “I always feel a little 

fraudulent in claiming Irish American or Irish Catholic themes. To me, they’re just a 

means to an end… So I still have this idea of literature being not so much about its 

subject but about the great, human truths…I think on a very basic level, we all want 

redemption” (par. 2). Resisting characterizing her own work as somehow explicitly 

Catholic, McDermott suggests a different understanding of her own work that utilizes her 

Irish Catholic background for both a literary and theological end, namely each human 

person’s quest for redemption.1 For McDermott, claiming Irish Catholic themes would be 

a way of limiting her work to a specific readership who might be interested in a 

voyeuristic exploration of one national group’s experience in America. Instead, she 

insists on literature being about the great human truth of redemption. 

In her essay “Confessions of a Reluctant Catholic,” McDermott defines this 

redemption and notes its influence on her own aesthetic. She writes, “[t]he incredible 

notion of the Redemption, the incredible notion of God made flesh, of one solitary human 

being, one ordinary death out of the billions of ordinary deaths the earth has witnessed, 

changing forever the fate of mankind, cannot be sustained, cannot logically be sustained, 

if any single life forever after becomes expendable” (16). In thus stating her belief in the 

centrality of the incarnated redemption achieved through Christ, McDermott gives voice 

to her need to write fiction; namely, McDermott pursues in fiction the reclamation of 

each human life as something more than expendable in a larger culture of modern 

                                                            
1 In an essay entitled “The Regional Writer,” Flannery O’Connor famously wrote, “The writer 

operates at a peculiar crossroads where time and place and eternity somehow meet. His problem is to find 
that location” (848). This seems especially pertinent for considering McDermott because the particular 
place and time of her writing—set in the 1960s and 70s about life in New York, Irish neighborhoods—are 
so different than other notable Catholic writers. 
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malaise, where stories rely on clichéd reductions of characters to expected types but do 

offer their audience the dulling comfort of another instance of predictable patterns.2 This 

theme runs throughout McDermott’s work, and its centrality to her aesthetic vision 

explains how Catholicism functions within her works. In McDermott’s literary works, the 

world often seems “simply random and senseless,” and human life is little more than 

absurd in this seemingly meaningless chaos; however, the existence of Christ redeems 

humanity from insignificance (Schnapp 18). Because of this, McDermott’s work is 

indeed Catholic insofar as McDermott is able to maintain the analogical relationship 

between Christ’s redemption of all humanity and the author’s redemption of a character 

within the narrative. In other words, McDermott believes literature to be essential 

because Christ has already made human life signify, and her own work attempts to 

retrieve the significance of being itself from the seeming chaos of a potentially 

meaningless world.  

How McDermott achieves this in her literature is unusual and insightful, for she 

focuses her vision on the potentially inconsequential quotidian characters “in fiction and 

TV shows treated simply as clichés caught in clichéd situations” (qtd. in Schnapp 20). By 

attending to these clichéd figures, McDermott increases their significance simply through 

a subtle exploration of what reality exists behind the clichéd façade. If her work can 

redeem yet another expected iteration of a hackneyed trope running through literary 

depictions of Irish Catholic Americans, then it does so through its insistence that there is 

                                                            
2 Patricia Schnapp writes, “It is, in fact, the constant insistence on redemption, or at least the 

possibility of redemption, that radiates from McDermott’s embrace of her characters, ordinary and flawed 
as they are, and becomes a leitmotif recurring in all her works. To a rare degree, McDermott conveys a 
sense that all lives have significance; indeed, that every detail of every life has significance” (19). In this 
formulation, redemption means primarily the antonym of insignificance. If a life has been redeemed, it has 
been made to signify and to have meaning that both affirms its own existence and points beyond its 
existence to eternal verities. 
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a real human within the contours of the literary device. Patricia Schnapp argues that 

McDermott’s literary technique develops from a simple premise: “she neither condemns 

her varied protagonists for their human frailty nor scorns their trite dramas. Rather, 

through her elaboration of each detail of their appearance and actions, she invests them 

with significance and worth” (20). By sympathetically presenting the person as he or she 

might exist in a conventional situation without condemning him or her for being in that 

situation, McDermott’s works present trivial and pathetic human characters attempting to 

live meaningful lives even when they cannot escape the banality of their own choices. 

However, her sympathy for her characters—trite as their situations might be—suggests 

that the character deserves recognition precisely because their dignity demands respect 

from both the storyteller and from the reader. 

It is this sympathetic consideration of a character in a clichéd situation that 

describes McDermott’s 2002 novel Child of My Heart, a work that marked a new 

aesthetic sensibility for McDermott and which garnered some of McDermott’s most 

negative reviews. While her previous four works were complicated literary narrations by 

a central female narrator telling the story of her neighborhood or family in a non-

chronological but aesthetically exquisite manner, this new novel breaks from that 

tradition with a first person narrator remembering one specific summer and recounting 

her experience in a focused, chronological narrative. This decisive shift in McDermott’s 

style prompted her regular reviewer Michiko Kakutani to write that “Child of My Heart is 

flatfooted and unconvincing, where those previous fictions were hypnotic (“A Teenager’s 

Summer” par. 2). The basis of Kakutani’s criticism of the novel is McDermott’s 
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adaptation of a previous genre, namely her rewriting3 of eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century sentimental seduction novels, for she questions the believability of the narrator’s 

seduction as the foundation of McDermott’s novel.4 However, by considering her 

revision of this formulaic type of fiction, the reader can see how McDermott develops a 

deeply Catholic understanding of the human person when she resists the very reduction 

of character to stereotype that the earlier fiction required; indeed, McDermott’s careful 

consideration of the significance of Theresa’s moral awareness, though she is a fictional 

creation, explores the potentially blinding influence of sentiment on Theresa’s decision-

making. This realistic consideration of a sentimental structure  rewrites this older 

tradition so that the reader can recover the cultural good of the sentimental novel—

namely, its insistence that the best art presents a resolutely Catholic moral education for 

the reader—at the same time that he or she deepens his or her understanding of 

conscience itself and its relationship to an objective moral order. 

                                                            
3 McDermott’s novel can be summarized as follows: The narrator Theresa remembers one summer 

when she is 15 years old. During this summer, she is the babysitter and pet-tender for the rich families 
living on the coast of Long Island. In addition to her work as caretaker, she also tends to her young cousin 
Daisy, who is visiting for the summer. Over the course of the summer, Theresa learns that her cousin is 
very ill; in frustration over her inability to change Daisy’s fate or to help any of her charges in a substantial 
way, Theresa loss her virginity to one of her employers, a 70-year-old artist whose daughter she tends. The 
novel is contained within the four week span of this one summer, and much of the novel is the detailing of 
Theresa’s work and choices in this limited time frame. The basis of reading this as a revision to the earlier 
genre is the central act of seduction, for the sentimental novel often depicted a domestic worker being 
seduced by her boss or an older male and either resisting this sexual advance and being rewarded (Samuel 
Richardson’s Pamela) or succumbing and being punished (Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa or Susanna 
Rowson’s Charlotte Temple). McDermott’s major revision is to make the female subject the main actor in 
the seduction. 

 
4 Kakutani writes, “Ms. McDermott does nothing to make the relationship between a 15-year-old 

virgin and a 70-year-old lecher remotely plausible: she gives us no sense of Theresa’s burgeoning 
sexuality—boys her own age seem to hold no interest for her—and she gives no palpable indication that 
Theresa looks up to the man as a kind of father figure, or as an artist” (“A Teenager’s Summer” par. 6). By 
so questioning the central action of the novel, Kakutani resists the clichéd situation Theresa finds herself in, 
not the believability of the character herself. However, if McDermott focus on recovering the dignity of a 
particular person in a typically clichéd situation, then McDermott’s success or failure must depend, not on 
this central act, but in her consideration of Theresa within this event. Kakutani seems to resist the genre, not 
McDermott’s creation of a believable character. 
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To explore McDermott’s revision to the sentimental seduction narrative, this 

chapter will proceed through three basic points of consideration. First, it will define this 

older popular genre and situate it within its early Republic context, when the emerging 

middle class sought moral education in its literary entertainment. In doing so, I will show 

how the structure itself requires a sympathetic appeal to sentiment as a basis for its moral 

suasion, even though such a claim can admittedly be mistaken. Therefore, the second 

section of this chapter will consider the role of conscience in a person’s moral decision-

making processes, as this faculty is explored in John Paul II’s 1993 encyclical Veritatis 

Splendor. This encyclical argues that the conscience is the fundamental faculty 

influencing a person’s moral choice, even as John Paul II warns that each person bears 

the responsibility to form their conscience to the objective tradition of moral teaching, 

namely the Church itself, which further binds a person’s will and passions to the truth. 

From these two sections, I will finally offer a reading of McDermott’s novel and will 

explore her thoroughly sympathetic treatment of a character who must serve as a negative 

model of moral discernment. However, because McDermott’s Theresa is aware of her 

own failures as a storyteller and savior for the lost children to whom she tends, my 

reading of the novel will note how McDermott’s keen observance of the potential role 

sentimentality can play in blinding a person to the splendor of truth actually reaffirms the 

need for human persons to accept their own morally finite natures. In a story about the 

failure of storytelling, McDermott here affirms the human heart as a place a child can 

reside, even as a person makes understandable and sympathetic, yet misguided and 

ultimately immature, moral decisions.   
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To begin this exploration, the reader must first recognize that the genre 

McDermott rewrites is one of the more clichéd popular genres, hugely popular during its 

literary heyday, but one that has been virtually forgotten in contemporary literature. The 

sentimental seduction narrative describes the body of literature that reiterated what John 

Cawelti calls “the Pamela formula, in which the heroine overcomes the threat of 

meaningless passion in order to establish a complete love relationship” (41-2). While he 

does acknowledge the appeal of this genre—its “moral fantasy of romance […] of love 

triumphant and permanent, overcoming all obstacles and difficulties” (41)—Cawelti 

questions the possibility of making this genre more than pulp fiction precisely because it 

allows so little room for variation without fundamentally changing the essential structure 

and its intended effect upon the audience. Indeed, it is the lack of variance within the 

formula and its obvious sentimental appeal to its audience that have caused contemporary 

critics to quickly banish it from literary canons.5 

The essential components of this formula include a naïve young woman who is 

especially noted within her community for both her beauty and her virtue. This central 

character acts as the protagonist of the genre, and her battle with a seducing male is the 

primary conflict. The seducing male is usually older and often powerful in a particular 

way, either because he is in a higher social class, he is better educated, or he is wealthier. 

The central female character must regularly thwart his attempts to seduce her, and this 

process extends over the course of the novel. If the novel is ultimately comic, as in 

                                                            
5 Even Jane Tompkins, author of Sensational Designs, has to justify her study of the genre on the 

grounds of its cultural importance, not its aesthetic merits. She writes, “In this view, novels and stories 
should be studied not because they manage to escape the limitations of their particular time and place, but 
because they offer powerful examples of the way a culture thinks about itself, articulating and proposing 
solutions for the problems that shape a particular historical moment” (xi). Her work, the key piece of 
criticism for this genre, investigates the popularity of these novels in the early days of the American 
republic so that she can understand the role of women within this time period and how this literature helped 
shape the cult of true womanhood so prevalent within this period. 
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Richardson’s Pamela, this thwarting is so effective that the female protagonist can reform 

the rakish male and make a good husband out of him; her moral virtue finds its reward in 

her newly rehabilitated husband and his higher status. If the novel is ultimately tragic, as 

in Clarissa, the female protagonist is somehow unable to stop the advances of the male 

figure, and he seduces her. As a result, the female protagonist inevitably becomes 

pregnant, and either she or the child or both will die in childbirth. Whichever character 

survives the childbirth will live as a perpetual monument to the female’s fallen virtue.6  

While this formula is notably stricter than other formulaic fiction like the Western 

or crime noir, its appeal is perhaps clearer than those genres. Critic Kathy Davidson 

argues, “The concomitant unstated premise of sentimental fiction is that the woman must 

take greater control of her life and must make shrewd judgments of the men who come 

into her life” (189). The example of the female protagonist provides the reader an 

embodiment of certain virtues and strategies for interacting with the opposite sex, either 

through the positive models of reforming a rake or the negative threat of the seducer’s 

power. In either case, the genre provides readers with the opportunity to consider the 

ramifications of erotic decisions, especially pertaining to long-term sexual relationships 

in marriage.7 Because the genre appeals to a particular gender in its readership, its 

didactic intentions could more clearly aim at “an education in the value of playing the 

proper sexual roles available to women who were thereby seduced by the sentimental plot 

as well” (Davidson 185). As Davidson argues, the emotional catharsis of the genre’s 

                                                            
6Leslie Fiedler describes the formula as “a kind of conduct book for the daughters of the 

bourgeoisie, aimed at teaching obedience to parents and wariness of potential seducers” (Love and Death in 
the American Novel 45).  

 
7 Davidson argues that the string of both positive and negative examples allows the reader safer 

space in which to experiment with sexual relationships precisely because a female reader can cathartically 
enter into relationship with an inappropriate marital choice and vicariously experience the sham of such a 
union  with little long term consequence (Davidson 188-9).  
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formula seduces readers into learning how to embody the necessary positive female 

characteristics that its protagonists portray in their own lives. 

 Perhaps unsettlingly, the central act of this highly didactic genre is an act of 

sexual aggression, namely the seduction of the female protagonist by the male aggressor. 

Because a woman’s virtue during the period of the early American Republic was often 

synonymous with her sexual purity, depicting the defense of this virtue in such a way that 

the reader can emotionally sympathize with the heroine requires a careful tension from 

the narrator: the female protagonist must be a healthy and sexualized character for the 

story to make literary sense—there must be an obvious reason why the rake desires her—

but this character must also desire to defend her virtue at any cost.8 By linking the battle 

for sexual purity with the didactic intention of exemplifying feminine virtue, writers of 

this genre simultaneously charged their readers with a particular emotional reaction to the 

story—sympathy for the central character—and engendered a cultural acceptance of such 

emotional sympathy as a corollary feminine grace. 

 Indeed, Elizabeth Barnes argues in States of Sympathy: Seduction and Democracy 

in the American Novel, that the genre’s “evocation of personal feeling becomes a 

necessary precondition for participating in the feelings of others; it also acts as a moral 

corrective to the reader’s own behavior” (18). Barnes’s argument that sympathy is the 
                                                            

8 Davidson argues that the “[s]eduction, of course, served as both metaphor and metonymy in 
summing up the society’s contradictory views of women. The huge social interest vested in women’s 
sexuality, which was fetishized into a necessary moral as well as social and biological commodity, meant 
that women themselves had little voice in the matter” (185). In this argument, Davidson sees these novels 
as embodiments of a larger cultural pressure on women to maintain the culture’s moral virtue through the 
careful shaping of an idealized private sphere. The contradiction that Davidson here notes is that women 
must desire to read a story about another woman’s seduction so that she might not do the same; the 
vicarious enjoyment of seduction must teach the female reader to resist such an activity in her actual life 
because of the deadly consequences of premarital sexual activity within the novel. By contrast, Leslie 
Fiedler writes, “Behind the seduction theme lies the bourgeois redefinition of all morality in terms of sexual 
purity. If the Pure Maiden is the savior, alone capable of converting male rationality (which threatens to 
become free-thinking) to tenderness, and if marriage is the holy state itself, then seduction is truly 
blasphemy” (Love and Death in the American Novel 71). 
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primary moral good of the genre—both as it is necessary for the success of novel as a 

literary work and as it corrects the reader who might too quickly dismiss a fallen woman 

within the novel’s pages—is rather persuasive, for the prevalence of these novels during 

the early American republic coincides with an increased recognition of sympathy’s role 

in social discourse.9 According to Barnes’s argument, sympathy provides “a mediated 

experience in which selves come to be constituted in relation to—or by relating to—other 

imagined selves, while those other selves are simultaneously created through the 

projection of one’s own sentiments” (States of Sympathy 5). In this argument, the 

imaginary bond between a female audience and female characters was one of the first 

relationships binding the post-revolutionary republic together in the tumultuous history of 

early America. However, even after the nation stabilized during its early history, the 

widespread adulation for sympathy as a particularly pragmatic virtue established a 

cultural appreciation for domesticity.  

 Because of the work these imagined bonds of sympathy did in building the early 

American nation, few critics have questioned the generic conventions of the sentimental 

seduction narrative. Namely, this genre works best on middle-class women who had the 

education to read the novels themselves and the leisure time in which to do so. The genre 

never appealed to those early American women who were unable to read or who had to 

                                                            
9 Ann Douglas argues that the cult of sentimentalism that dominated early America proceeds from 

a cultural tendency to articulate “that the values a society’s activity denies are precisely the ones it 
cherishes; it attempts to deal with the phenomenon of cultural bifurcation by the manipulation of nostalgia. 
Sentimentalism provides a way to protest a power to which one has already in part capitulated. It is a form 
of dragging one’s heels” (12). In other words, as the early republic sought to establish a new nation through 
a decisive break with one national tradition—Britain’s—it sought to establish its own tradition with the 
venerable and cozy tradition of an idealized private home. Barnes similarly sees the prevalence of 
sentimentalism as a sign of an emerging national tradition, for she writes, “The conversion of the political 
into the personal, or the public into the private, is a distinctive trait of sentimentalism; its influence is made 
plain in the postrevolutionary and antebellum eras where family stands as the model for social and political 
affiliations” (States of Sympathy 2). 
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work outside of their own domestic circles. One critic who has noted the potential 

marginalization within the genre is Sarah Robbins, whose Managing Literacy, Mothering 

America: Women’s Narratives on Reading and Writing in the Nineteenth Century 

explored the implications of an entire generation of Irish immigrants fulfilling the roles of 

domestic servants within this time period. In her work, Robbins notes that Irish servants 

were frequently “a primary target of middle-class women’s efforts to safeguard America” 

(77) precisely because these immigrants introduced a wrinkle in the seduction schema; 

these domestic servants’ illiteracy gave middle class women permission to maintain 

social boundaries even as the number of Irish servants seduced by their employers rivaled 

the similarly appalling number of black women kept as sexual objects in the antebellum 

South (Robbins 84).  

 These antebellum historical incongruities and a convergence of cultural influences 

since the feminist movements throughout the twentieth century have made writing 

sentimental seduction novels less frequent; however, more than these social dynamics, 

the strictures of the formula prevent new innovations to the genre that would be necessary 

to keep it alive. As women resist the idealized womanhood inherent to the sentimental 

novel’s formula, the exemplar of a woman resisting her own seduction becomes 

increasingly abstract and less sympathetically identifiable. As Davidson argues, the 

sentimental formula “was also modified and its meaning compounded when main 

characters were rendered novelistically, not morally; when they were brought down from 

the heights of spiritual grandeur to be portrayed as flawed and, consequently, as 

believable human beings” (216). While this slight innovation increases the mimetic 

qualities of the novel’s fiction, it makes the didactic influence of the genre less 
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persuasive. When the female protagonist is no longer idealized, her seduction is less a 

tournament for the virtue of a nation and more the intense struggle of a particular woman 

to maintain her own identity against the onslaught of sexual aggression. 

 By focusing her attention on one morally confused young woman, McDermott 

recovers a woman’s preservation of her virginity as a primarily moral concern, rather 

than the nation-building ascribed to early republic seduction narratives. This is the central 

innovation McDermott makes in her contemporary revision to the seduction narrative 

with the novel Child of My Heart. Within this narrative, a young woman’s struggle to 

maintain her virginity serves as a point of exploration into the nature of feminine virtue in 

the modern world. In McDermott’s novel, the young female narrator Theresa is the 

descendant of those Irish Catholic domestic servants of the earlier novels, and she still 

works for the wealthy of Long Island’s beach communities. Moreover, McDermott’s 

revision to the tradition renders that moral struggle much more realistically, for the sexual 

dimensions of Theresa’s choice are but one factor in her whole moral life as a young 

Catholic woman. The basis for Theresa’s decisions reflects a much more nuanced 

understanding of the moral dimensions of the human person, for McDermott presents a 

personal conscience that rightly rejects the common emotionalizing of morality but that 

can still make objectively wrong moral decisions for the best-intentioned, albeit 

disordered, love for another person. Within this novel, McDermott clearly articulates the 

complexity of moral living in a world where conflicting obligations to family, self, 

economy, and human relationships create a jumble of moral confusion.  

 McDermott’s realistic treatment of the human conscience proceeds from the 

moral teachings of her faith. The Catholic tradition’s consideration of the role the 
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conscience plays in the formation of each person insists on the importance of discernment 

at all times, for the somewhat intimidating virtues—courage, chastity, or faith—remain 

abstractions without the particular person’s fulfillment of the moral law within his or her 

particular circumstance. In other words, the moral conundrum upon which Child of My 

Heart builds can best be illuminated by the Catholic Church’s teaching on the difficult 

but necessary task of moral formation. In particular, John Paul II’s Veritatis Splendor 

recognizes how the modern world has too quickly accepted a radical solipsism and argues 

for a renewal of the bond bringing the human will into relationship with truth itself.  

 Within this important encyclical, John Paul II explores what results when modern 

humankind separates the moral order from an objective understanding of truth, and 

central to his encyclical is the premise that  

man himself has been entrusted to his own care and responsibility… 
Attaining such perfection means personally building up that perfection in 
himself. Indeed, just as man in exercising his dominion over the world 
shapes it in accordance with his own intelligence and will, so too in 
performing morally good acts, man strengthens, develops and consolidates 
within himself his likeness to God. (Veritatis Splendor 2.39) 

 
With this statement, John Paul II describes the central task of human people to be the 

strengthening, developing, and consolidating of the imago Dei that each person bears, the 

source of his or her human dignity. How a person goes about this task is through moral 

action; each choice makes a person more substantially good or evil, for each moral 

decision is the enactment of that person’s will, either towards the good created for him or 

her or away from that good, negating God’s will through the person’s assertion of his or 

her own will. This central idea—that each person determines him or herself through his 
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or her moral choices—is vital for understanding the relationship connecting morality to 

reality.10  

 However, in order for moral choice to be efficacious in the determination of the 

human person’s very being, moral choice must relate to an objectively real moral order 

and must understand the truthfulness of a properly perceived reality. John Paul II is 

careful in noting that “the autonomy of reason cannot mean that reason itself creates 

values and moral norms” (Veritatis Splendor 2.40). Because a person’s reason is active in 

the process of making moral choice, a truly autonomous self—a free will—cannot have 

the efficacy to change an external moral order through choice; instead, the free will can 

change the degree to which that human person is in alignment with that external order. In 

other words, morality and ethical values remain external to the human person, but each 

mortal being determines his or her self when they construct a meaningful relationship to 

that moral order. Implicit in John Paul II’s claim here is a necessary link between truth 

and the freedom of a human will.11 

                                                            
10 In an earlier philosophical work, Man in the Field of Responsibility, John Paul II stated this idea 

as follows: “good or evil…is always a specific actualization of the spiritual potentiality of a person in act; 
that actualization comes out ‘for’ good and ‘against’ evil” (17). In this stamen, John Paul II foregrounds his 
concern for the will as an often neglected element of the human person, for the will enacts the “spiritual 
potentiality” of each person’s created nature.  He picks this theme up in another essay entitled “The 
Personal Structure of Self Determination,” writing that “[s]elf-determination, therefore, and not just the 
efficacy of the personal self, explains the reality of moral values: it explains the reality that by my actions I 
become ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ and that then I am also ‘good’ or ‘bad’ as a human being” (191). Inherent to his 
claims is the mutual relationship between a person’s will enacting a moral choice and that choice’s 
manifestation of the good or evil which that person has become through that choice. Though choice itself is 
a good, it can lead the person away from his or her ultimate good if the person utilizes his or her efficacy to 
become somehow less substantial, more enslaved to concupiscence. 
  
 11 John Paul II regularly draws his readers’ attention to this issue in other works. In Evangelium 
Vitae, he writes, “No less critical in the formation of the conscience is the recovery of the necessary link 
between freedom and truth. As I have frequently stated, when freedom is detached from objective truth it 
becomes impossible to establish personal rights on a firm rational basis” (4.96). As stated here, John Paul II 
believes that the larger culture of death, in which freedom is proclaimed as the highest good, has forgotten 
that freedom is always linked to truth itself; freedom without such a link could quickly devolve into a 
culturally solipsistic relativism.  
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 What stands in the way of this conception of the moral life of a human being is an 

alternative conception of freedom itself, for John Paul II argues that modern thought 

“exalt[s] freedom to such an extent that it becomes an absolute, which would then be the 

source of values” (Veritatis Splendor 2.32). What is problematic here, for John Paul II, is 

the elevation of freedom from an attribute of the will to an absolute, even metaphysical, 

descriptor. If, by freedom, the modern thinker means that all reality is ever in flux 

because little is fixed, then it follows logically that there is no determinatively objective 

moral order; because human experience is boundless, the human self is similarly morally 

limitless and can only be judged morally upon the efficaciousness of moral decisions to 

achieve a fixed end.12 When this understanding of freedom pervades, the human person’s 

moral self-determination is prey to an unchecked passion or a misunderstood emotion 

that does not need to ordered to an objective reality. 

 The great danger of this type of freedom is that a human being, as a feeling 

subject, has no way to reflect upon the accuracy or proportionality of his or her emotions 

and feelings. Instead, the person will often engage in what Kevin Doran calls the 

emotionalisation of consciousness, “when experience oppresses understanding” because 

of either “the intensity of the feelings and emotions involved, or because of a weakness in 

the reflexive capacity” (129). If a person allows emotions to overwhelm the reasoning 

faculty’s power to understand a situation, then that person has no way of making better 

                                                            
12 Ethicist Janet Smith argues that “to actualize himself properly the human person must have an 

authentic grasp of values or goods and must work to determine himself in accord with objective goods; 
only thus is his freedom truly exercised” (74). In analyzing the body of John Paul II’s writing, Smith thus 
argues that this is the central premise underlying his philosophical and pastoral writings, which could be 
described as revolving around the question, “How might a person be free?” In Smith’s analysis of John 
Paul II’s writing, a person becomes free when he or she understands that reality is objective and chooses to 
act in such a way that those actions are in line with the moral order’s highest goods. In doing so, the person 
is freed from the destruction of lesser goods and can seek a consummation of the -substantial human nature. 
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moral choices—such as asking for forgiveness for a wrong action, seeking to empathize 

with another human person, or even in chastising another person for his or her own moral 

failure. To be clear, John Paul II wants to retain true sentiment as an important and 

constitutive element of the human person, but he does want to emphasize the proper 

harmony of both emotion and the human will to reason’s ability to perceive an objective 

reality. 

  In addition, John Paul II also maintains that the process of ordering a person’s 

self to the objective moral realm is an arduous and difficult task, one that ought to 

consider both feeling and reason so that each person can rightly order the entire self to 

God. Central to this mediation between conflicting parts of the human person is the moral 

conscience, where “[t]he relationship between man’s freedom and God’s law is most 

deeply lived out in the ‘heart’ of the person” (Veritatis Splendor 2.2.54). The human 

conscience analogically connects the person to God through the potential each person has 

to discern the moral effects of a choice; however, too often, the conscience is “accorded 

the status of a supreme tribunal of moral judgment which hands down categorical and 

infallible decisions about good and evil” (Veritatis Splendor 2.32). Though each person 

can potentially make a good moral decision, the human conscience is as subject to 

original sin as the tempestuous passions; any moral ordering must try to bring the 

conscience into alignment with the objective system of goods and values that offer a rule 

for a person’s self-determination. Indeed, John Paul II strongly warns that “[c]onscience, 

as the judgment of an act, is not exempt from the possibility of error… Conscience is not 

an infallible judge; it can make mistakes” (Veritatis Splendor 2.2.62). Asserting the 

potential fallibility of the conscience stands in contrast to a more utilitarian understanding 
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of human freedom, for, were a person truly autonomous, then the conscience could not 

err. Instead, the fallibility of the human conscience demands an external source for 

morality and an end towards which the conscience can develop.13  

 Certainly, the universal, potential sinfulness of each human action creates a 

situation in which “mercy” would like to diminish sin as such. The starkness of an 

external moral order often seems harsh, especially because the best-intended people often 

make decisions for the good of another person that results in a morally suspect action. 

Indeed, in the popular idiom of today’s moral dialogue, a good end can often justify a bad 

means. However, John Paul II writes, “If acts are intrinsically evil, a good intention or 

particular circumstance can diminish their evil, but they cannot remove it. They remain 

‘irremediably’ evil acts; per se and in themselves they are not capable of being ordered to 

God and to the good of the person” (Veritatis Splendor 2.4.81). Upon first glance, the 

modern person would question such an unambiguous assertion that an act could be 

intrinsically evil and that the good intentions of the person who performed such an act 

cannot negate its intrinsic evil. Though he does allow that a good intention or a particular 

circumstance could diminish a person’s culpability for the evil of an act, John Paul II 

insists on the intrinsic moral content of each act and demands his reader’s recognition 

that a well-intentioned objective cannot convert an evil action into a good one.  

 However, he asserts the necessity of an objective moral reality precisely because 

he would like to see more human persons receive mercy. He writes in Veritatis Splendor, 

                                                            
13 Kevin Doran explicates John Paul II’s understanding of the conscience as follows: “it is an error 

to think of conscience as something purely cognitive. Undoubtedly the self-fulfillment of the person in 
action depends on the recognition of the truth which is a cognitive act, but it depends equally on the 
surrender of the will to the truth” (135). In this image, the conscience can be understood as the site in which 
perceiving reason works with the acting will to enact a moral choice that could make the person more fully 
free or that could also limit that person’s full humanity by enslaving him or her to further unchecked and 
erring passions.  
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“It is quite human for the sinner to acknowledge his weakness and to ask mercy for his 

failings; what is unacceptable is the attitude of one who makes his own weakness the 

criterion of truth about the good” (3.104). Notably, John Paul II here affirms that mercy 

can only be merciful if it is gratuitously and excessively given when a person 

acknowledges his or her own limitation. An external moral order that rightly condemns 

certain actions as inherently evil forces the modern person to confront his or her own 

weakness and failure; a rejection of this system is an implicit assertion of the human 

person’s potential perfection. However, John Paul II argues here that asking for mercy is 

the proper way for the human person to align him or herself with an objective moral 

order, one which acknowledges a human condition of sin and the predilection towards 

choosing lesser goods.  

 John Paul II’s successor Benedict XVI develops this pastoral concern for the 

reconciliation of sinners in his 2009 encyclical Charity in Truth by linking not only truth 

and morality, but truth and love. In this document, he writes,  

Truth needs to be sought, found, and expressed in the ‘economy’ of 
charity, but charity in its turn needs to be understood, confirmed, and 
practiced in the light of truth. In this way, not only do we do a service to 
charity enlightened by truth, but also we help give credibility to truth, 
demonstrating its persuasive and authenticating power in the practical 
setting of social living. (intro.2) 

 
Like John Paul II in his fear of severing the bonds between truth and moral objectivity, 

Benedict here elucidates his concern for an understanding of love that is not also true in 

its articulation of the human person. Because both truth and charity analogically represent 

how God reveals himself to the world, a conflict between these ideals suggests a 

perversion of one of them; if truth and love cannot align, then one probably has been 

misrepresented. 
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 Benedict names this perversion of love—when it seeks to hide the truth of what a 

human person is or the negative consequences of his or her moral choices—

sentimentality. The trappings of this kind of love are “an emotionalism that deprives it of 

relational and social content and of a fideism that deprives it of human and universal 

breathing-space” (intro.3). In other words, a love that does not also tell the truth reduces 

human interactions into mutual emotional manipulation regardless of the actual 

relationship between those emotions and reality; for example, the parent who tells her 

child that he is the smartest student in class, when in reality he is a mediocre student, asks 

her child to believe a lie as somehow more true than his understanding of reality. In 

addition, Benedict notes that a sentimental love also promotes a kind of fideism in which 

the fleeting sentiment associated with love takes the place of love’s abiding presence. In 

this form, love is little more than caprice, and the beloved must always seek out new 

ways of sparking this interest. 

 Both John Paul II and his successor Benedict XVI argue for a morality that 

understands three central truths: first, there is an objective moral order with which God 

wants all people to live in harmony; second, each human person is responsible for 

continually forming his or her conscience to be able to perceive that order and submit the 

will to an external truth; third, when this happens, the human person is capable of 

practicing real love on behalf of another person, for the truth of the external reality shapes 

how that person makes spaces for both mercy and emotion. Indeed, these three truths are 

the grounds for John Paul II’s celebrated affection for children and youth. In his Crossing 

the Threshold of Hope, he wrote, “What is youth? It is not only a period of life that 

corresponds to a certain number of years, it is also a time given by Providence to every 



209 
 

person and given to him as a responsibility. During that time, he searches, like the young 

man in the Gospel, for answers to basic questions” (120-1). Like the young man in the 

Gospel who seeks truth from God and to whom Jesus responds with a call to love God 

and his neighbor, each young person is given his or her youth as a time to ask 

fundamental questions that, when answered truly, give him or her the bounds in which 

that person can become a mature person. For John Paul II, this period of formative youth 

is important for all people as a crucial step in the maturation of that person, and this 

insight is especially important for understanding McDermott’s novel about an adolescent 

woman trying to live rightly but who is struggling to understand the relationship between 

her artistry and the objective world.   

It is this understanding of morality and its relation to sentiment that will be the 

grounds for the following reading of Child of My Heart. In this novel, McDermott 

explores this period of youth through a central female narrator, the beautiful and 

intelligent Theresa. By adapting the sentimental seduction narrative into a contemporary 

context, McDermott presents a young woman who makes a morally bad choice for very 

well-intentioned, albeit misguided, reasons. In doing so, McDermott’s novel reinforces 

John Paul II’s teaching on the necessary link between an objective moral order and a 

person’s understanding of morality, for she similarly questions the emotionalisation of 

conscience, even when those emotions truly persuade each person to seek the good of 

another human. Moreover, McDermott writes a sentimental seduction novel that is highly 

suspicious of sentimentalism’s rejection of truth, even as its main character falls prey to 

the same blind suspension of reality that plagues contemporary moral discourse.   
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The novel itself opens with an interesting frame to the story. Theresa, whose first 

person narration throughout the novel shapes the story for the reader, defines what these 

few days of the narrative will be about; the novel opens with Theresa telling the reader,  

I had in my care that summer four dogs, the Moran kids, Daisy, my eight-
year-old cousin, and Flora, the toddler child of a local artist. There was also, 
for a while, a litter of wild rabbits, three of them, that had been left under our 
back steps… Not meant to live, as my parents had told me, being wild things, 
although I tried for nearly a week to feed them a watery mixture of milk and 
torn clover. (3) 

 
With this litany of subjects, Theresa presents herself as a caretaker to various beings, both 

human and animals. The inclusion of the last three entities—three wild rabbits who were 

too young to survive away from their mother—introduces a morbid element that is 

present throughout the novel. These small, defenseless things are not meant to live 

because they are “wild things,” despite the fact that Theresa cares for them so intensely.  

 However, though the novel reads like a first person accounting of what Theresa is 

experiencing, McDermott intentionally breaks the seamless whole of this summer by 

hinting to the reader the purpose for telling this story: a presumably older Theresa tells 

the reader, upon waiting for Daisy to arrive from her family home in Queens, New York, 

“I have until now kept out of this account and even, mostly, out of my own recollection, 

the fall and winter that awaited poor Daisy, because while it may well be the end point of 

this particular story it is not, after all, the reason I tell it” (38). By foreshadowing Daisy’s 

“poor” fate that will come in the two seasons following this idyllic summer, Theresa’s 

narration creates a distance between herself as an older narrator and the fifteen-year-old 

girl who experienced these events. Moreover, Theresa’s admission that she has kept 

certain events out of her own recollection suggests an intentional unreliability, for 

Theresa shapes the narrative as a method of ignoring Daisy’s inevitable fate—that she 
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will die by the end of the year from acute leukemia—and tells this story with a different 

purpose than the memorialization of her young cousin. 

 Therefore, Theresa’s narration of her own character within the novel’s early 

pages—her rare beauty, her intelligence, her awareness of her parents’ social aspirations, 

and her grasp of the economic relationships connecting her to her employers—can be 

better understood as the thoughts pondered over the course of years by the older 

narrator.14 Admittedly, many of Theresa’s observations as a fifteen-year-old seem 

surprisingly mature, for she explicitly comments on the social dynamics at play in her 

world in a way that suggests maturity more than precociousness. However, the intrusion 

of Theresa’s older self in key moments throughout the narrative allows the reader to 

understand this story as a woman reflecting on her life and attempting to figure out why 

she did what she did at one moment in her youth. 

 One of the many influences on Theresa’s early reflections is her awareness of the 

reasons why her family moved from the Irish neighborhoods in Queens to their relatively 

tiny cottage on Long Island’s coastal shore. Theresa tells her reader, “Being who they 

were—children of immigrants, well-read but undereducated—my parents saw my future 

only in terms of how I would marry” (13). Like the generations of Irish Catholic 

                                                            
14 The use of a young Irish woman as a narrator has a long tradition in literature by Irish American 

women. Perhaps the most famous of examples is Betty Smith’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, whose 
paradigmatic female protagonist created a type for later adaptations of sentimental fiction. Of this 
character, Bonnie Kime Scott wrote, “She is involved, even victimized, by her family’s financial and 
emotional struggles, but she is also a keen, detached observer and has moments of independent concern for 
her own growth as an individual” (88). The choice of a first person, female narrator in Child of My Heart 
allows McDermott to similarly explore how Theresa is or is not a part of her family’s financial struggles. In 
addition, her beauty and her intelligence distance her classmates, thus positioning her as “an outsider in sex 
as well as ethnic group… In ‘figuring out people,’ [female narrators] detect patterns of personally and 
socially induced frustration. They represent and implicitly question self-sacrifice, bitterness, anger, and 
defiance as the coping mechanisms for various forms of failure at every economic level” (Scott 101-2). 
Theresa’s reliability as a narrator, suspect as it becomes in the early pages of the novel, allows the reader to 
investigate how this poor, thoughtful babysitter perceives the social dynamics of Long Island’s super 
wealthy, her immigrant parents’ relationship with their own ethnic group, and the relationship between the 
beautiful and young with the aging elderly. 
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immigrants before them, Theresa’s parents understand that the only ways to achieve the 

mythological American dream are through education and marriage;15 thus, they move to 

Long Island because “[p]roximity to wealth was what they were after, and to that end, 

they encouraged me to answer ads for summer babysitter or mother’s helper from the 

time I was ten or so” (13-4). Her parents’ plan seems straightforward: move to where the 

super-rich live, have their daughter employed by them, and hope that Theresa’s charm 

and beauty could convince one of the young teenaged sons to ask for her hand in 

marriage. Because their plan seems like it will work and Theresa grows more beautiful 

with each day, the parents fade into the background for much of the novel and have little 

interaction with their daughter beyond shared meals. Indeed, Theresa does not seriously 

consider her parents elsewhere than in these opening passages and accepts that, as their 

only child, she is the culmination of their desire for social advancement. 

 The majority of the novel focuses on how Theresa reconciles herself to the 

economic relationship between herself and her employers, for she negotiates her own 

position as a babysitter for the wealthy of the area and uses her employment as an 

opportunity to think about another “divide between the world of children and that of 

adults, a gap made perilous by the irresponsibility of adults” (B. Jacobson 122). Her 

regular job as the babysitter for Flora, the daughter of an elderly local artist and his much 

                                                            
15 Mary Carden argues that the central concern of this novel is Theresa’s exploration of “her 

position in the progressive immigrant narrative” (“Kingdom by the Sea” 246). While Carden is perhaps 
overstating the prominence of this motif, McDermott is aware of the long tradition of young Irish women 
working as domestic servants for the super-wealthy in and around New York. To this end, Theresa 
describes herself as “well immersed in my parents’ old-fashioned Irish Catholic manners (inherited from 
their parents, who had spent their careers in service to this very breed of American rich)” (14). However, 
Theresa seems as uncomfortable with her parents’ desire for her own economic advancement as she is with 
the perhaps clichéd unconcern of her employers for their children. If this is an exploration of her position 
within the progressive immigrant narrative, Theresa seems two generations removed from more than a 
passing awareness of this legacy. 
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younger wife, is presented in terms that suggest the same master-servant relationship of 

the earlier sentimental seduction novels. For example, when Theresa arrives for work on 

the day that Flora’s mother heads back to the city for the remainder of the novel, the 

housekeeper tells Theresa that “the lady went into the village for a few minutes with the 

baby but would be back right away” (58). The use of “lady” to describe this mother 

implies the same gentility all middle-class women share in, according to the earlier 

novels of this genre, but this image shatters when, upon leaving, Flora’s mother tells 

Theresa, “If my husband tries to fuck you while I’m gone…don’t be frightened. He’s an 

old man and he drinks. Chances are it will be brief” (64). This woman’s crude language 

and bland acceptance of her husband’s lecherous infidelity contrast sharply with the 

housekeeper’s description of her as “the lady” and further undermines for Theresa her 

parents’ desire for her to enter this social class. 

 Like her immediate reaction to this moment, Theresa’s negotiation of the 

employer-employee relationship is a quick dismissal of her employers’ vapidity and 

superficiality. With fists clenched, Theresa is “embarrassed and angry and surprised—I 

would have thought the housekeeper was too old to be included in such talk, just as, a 

few minutes ago, I might have presumed I was too young and Flora’s mother too elegant 

to speak such a word” (64-5). However, though her immediate reaction is anger and 

disgust with her employer, she eventually shakes her head at the woman and quotes 

Shakespeare to explain her behavior: “Oh what fools these mortals be” (65). Thus, 

Theresa ironically distances herself from her employers’ actions and includes Daisy, who 

has heard the woman say this, and her reader within this somewhat cynical acceptance of 

the misbehavior of the wealthy. 
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 More troubling than this passing crudity is the perpetual disregard Theresa’s 

various employers show for their children. From Flora, the only child of this odd couple, 

to the Moran children who live next door to her family and perhaps to Theresa herself, 

the parents within this novel do little more than ensure that their children’s material needs 

are met. No child starves in this novel, yet no child receives affection or is monitored 

throughout its pages. Instead, Theresa serves as an ersatz parent for the many children 

and tries to attend to these children’s emotional and spiritual needs in the only ways she 

knows how.16 Theresa’s success as a babysitter comes from her real affection for the 

children: “If there was any trick, any knack, to my success as a minder of children, it was, 

I suppose, the fact that I was as delighted with my charges as they were with me” (15). 

As in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a play Theresa regularly references, 

these young children dance around her as the fairy attendants do for Titania, and their 

mutual play with each other perpetuates this fairy tale atmosphere throughout the novel.  

 In contrast to her charming games and story-telling with the children, Theresa 

notes several moments when the children are aware of their own forgotten status within 

their families. After one particular day at the beach, Theresa overhears her young cousin 

Daisy discussing growing up in a large family with the Moran children: “I wondered if 

they were commiserating—about too many siblings and harried parents and a family in 

which you were loved, but perhaps not well enough. About houses that smelled of wet 

wool and old socks and hastily applied industrial cleaner, where parents stumbled on your 

                                                            
16 Carden writes, “In McDermott’s novel, adults tend to treat children like afterthoughts and 

burdens” (“Kingdom by the Sea” 251). Perhaps the most egregious example of this is Theresa’s next door 
neighbor, Mrs. Moran and her five children. Theresa suspects that each child has a different father, and the 
only adult who watches these five children is the mother’s most recent boyfriend. However, the Moran 
children’s perpetually messy clothing, unwashed faces and hands, and the detritus surrounding their house 
suggest a real lack of concern for their wellbeing. Indeed, Theresa watches these children for no pay, 
though she accepts wages for her work as babysitter for the rest of the children. 
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name or slapped you without meaning to” (48-9). However, the size of the family is not 

the cause of parents forgetting their children. Indeed, the old artist and his young wife 

forget their only child, the toddler Flora, as swiftly as Daisy’s parents or the Morans’ 

mother, and Theresa responds to such neglect with the same amount of anger: “Flora was 

already strapped into her stroller, and the stroller was on the front porch with the beach 

quilt folded into its basket and the lunch bag from the handle… I gathered I was to take 

the child and disappear for the day, although this was pretty much what I had always 

done, I suddenly felt a bolt of black anger cross my eyes and chest” (107). The swift 

onrush of a black anger here stems from these parents’ diminution of the children to little 

more than distractions and afterthoughts. Because Theresa cares for these children, she 

sees the actions of their parents as a denial of their dignity, just as she knows that a little 

time and attention honors each child as a person. 

 Theresa’s remedy to the neglect that is so prevalent in her employers is to care for 

these children with stories, prayers, and games that acknowledge the children as active 

members of the story itself. In one particular story that Theresa remembers from a trip to 

Daisy’s family’s home in Queens, Theresa creates a fantastic vision of a lollypop tree that 

grows in the neighborhood to memorialize a child who died young to Daisy’ incredulous 

siblings. While she and Daisy had walked around the neighborhood earlier and found a 

candy shop that sold inexpensive lollypops, the story Theresa tells elevates this simple 

excursion into a kind of romanticized fairy tale. When Daisy plays along and affirms the 

story to her siblings, Theresa immediately calls her “child of my heart” (11). This 

designation implies a unique power in these stories; though Daisy is the middle child in a 

family with eight children, her acceptance of Theresa’s fiction gives her an imagined 
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adoption into Theresa’s enchanted life by the sea. Because they share this story, Daisy 

can find meaning outside her quotidian life and a kind of escape in this magical story. As 

critic Mary Carden argues, “Theresa dedicates herself to a not entirely successful project 

aimed at showing the Moran children, Daisy, and various other neighborhood children 

that their lives have meaning and value beyond the histories narrated by adults” 

(“Kingdom by the Sea” 249). Whether this project is ultimately successful depends upon 

the efficaciousness of these stories to sustain an alternative interpretation of reality for 

their hearers; if the story allows the neglected child an enchanted but maintainable 

understanding of reality, then that story can draw out the meaning already implicit in 

each child’s life. 

 A prime example of this process comes from Theresa’s story of Saint 

Bernadette’s miraculous pool. In telling the story of the young Bernadette, whose visions 

of the Virgin Mary caused a series of chapels to be built around the pools at Lourdes, 

Theresa gives shape to the one item that young Daisy values—her cheap, pink plastic 

sandals embellished with rhinestones. Theresa narrates,  

And now when sick people go to France and drink the water from that 
stream, they get better, and when old people drink it, they get young again, 
and when crying babies drink it in their bottles, they begin to smile, and all 
their tears turn into lovely jewels that their mothers pluck from their 
cheeks and put into rings and necklaces and bracelets, some even glue 
them to their shoes, the way Daisy’s mother did. (61) 

 
While the story itself seems insignificant, Theresa has already noted the way that Daisy 

values these shoes as her first possession that wasn’t a hand-me-down as well as Daisy’s 

refusal to take these shoes off when they get to the beach, mostly to hide the telltale 

bruises that cover her feet from her still undiagnosed leukemia. Theresa’s story joins the 

pious sentimentality of the stories of Lourdes, where babies’ tears become beautiful 
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jewels, to Daisy’s own physical and emotional pain, and the transformation of that pain 

into a beautiful, albeit tacky, trinket grants a kind of dignity to Daisy’s experience as a 

child (B. Jacobson 129-30).17 

 However, these beautiful and meaningful stories are not ultimately sustainable 

simply because they cannot deal with the reality of this world. In one particularly 

poignant moment in the novel, Theresa is awoken in the middle of the night by her father, 

who takes her to the home of two of the children she babysits. The family’s cat has been 

run over, and the daughter Debbie is inconsolable. Strikingly, only Theresa can soothe 

the child, but she struggles to do so as she thinks to herself, “The Swanson kids didn’t say 

prayers at night. They didn’t, as far as I could tell, have any kind of religion at all. So I 

said nothing about Curly among the angels, or Curly as a kitten again, rolled up against 

his mother’s fur” (158). Theresa here recognizes the way that religion offers a sustainable 

narrative that can metaphorically, like her story of Bernadette, transform the pain of a tear 

into a sentimental jewel. Because Debbie Swanson’s family is not religious, Debbie 

remains inconsolable because she has no hope that there is more than this mortal coil. It 

is only Theresa’s presence that soothes this child, and this comfort is little more than a 

temporary distraction from the dead cat in her arms. Theresa’s skill as a babysitter allows 

her to take the animal corpse from her hands and get the child cleaned up, but the 

                                                            
17 Carden argues that “Theresa’s narrative artifacts withhold the future from children and 

withholds children from the future” (“Kingdom by the Sea” 253). Beyond these stories, though, Theresa 
tries everything she can to treat the wounds Daisy deals with. When she realizes that Daisy’s body has 
multiple bruises on it, she tends to her by anointing her with her most precious commodity, a bottle of 
cooling Noxzema lotion (126). In addition, she assigns her young cousin the “treatment” of having the 
waves at the beach take her bruises away by standing in the water. Theresa wisely notes how her story 
affects her cousin: “the precision of my instructions gave it a new meaning, or purpose, and although I said 
nothing about the water or the sand or the movement of the waves as a cure for whatever it was that had 
discolored her skin, Daisy obeyed with absolute seriousness” (116). 
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lingering senselessness of animal suffering remain even after Theresa leaves the Swanson 

home for the evening.  

 However, Theresa’s interaction on this night forces her to recognize a simple fact 

about her own stories. She thinks, upon seeing the two cats who survived the accident 

curling around Daisy’s legs, “For the first time, I felt a little repulsed, too, as I petted 

them, remembering the snarl on that horrible skull. It was not Curly anymore, that lifeless 

thing Debbie had cradled, not in my recollection of it. It was the worst thing. It was what 

I was up against” (168-9). The sight of Curly’s skull snarling in death intrudes upon the 

naïve paradise Theresa has tried to offer the children she watches. The worst thing—

death itself—is the incontrovertible counterargument to the thesis she offers the children, 

especially without the undergirding belief in a religious narrative, for the death of each 

living thing shows how her stories have little power to sustain life perpetually. In her 

insightful review of the novel, author Margaret Atwood notes that “imagination is not 

only Theresa’s solace, it is her weapon. There are no villains in Child of My Heart; 

instead there is mortality” (par. 9). However, what Theresa realizes with this image of 

Curly’s death snarl is that her weapon is useless, for the sentimentalism of the stories she 

has told bears little relationship to the stark truth that death comes even to this beachside 

fairyland.  

 Therefore, much of the novel’s power comes from Theresa’s struggle to reject the 

sentimentalism of her early stories so that she might find a more efficacious power to 

combat her foe.18 Theresa begins to think about the implications of a sentimental story 

divorced from the truth:  

                                                            
18 Early in the novel, as she and Daisy are singing a sea shanty together about a young widow who 

has lost her husband at sea, Theresa reacts to Daisy singing this song with disgust: “Hearing the words in 
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Poor Daisy. Poor Daisy, we all said. Poor Daisy, the jolly family story 
went, poor Daisy doesn’t get much attention, what with her noisy brothers 
and fat, fragile Bernadette, and the house to keep orderly, the rules to 
enforce, the long, dangerous nights her father has to work (not to mention 
all the busy, closed-door nights he was at home). Poor Daisy’s a good 
little thing, the family story went: obedient, polite, wonderfully 
independent—getting herself her own bath, putting on her own pajamas, 
coming down for school in the morning all ready to go. She’s a quiet little 
thing, poor Daisy, but around here she doesn’t have much chance to be 
anything else, does she? (92) 

 
By describing Daisy in this manner—the refrain of “poor Daisy,” her essential goodness, 

and the various forces that prevent her from moving beyond the category of poor Daisy—

Theresa recognizes the flaw of these jolly family stories: they accept that Daisy is better 

as a story than she is as a girl. The flesh and blood girl, with her needs and her illness, 

demands consideration, but the sentimental story recasts her as yet another dying child 

whose memory will allow those who tell the story to bemoan “poor Daisy.” 

 Disgusted with what these stories ask her to do—namely, accept that death is a 

reality that can only be sentimentalized with a sweet story, not prevented by any precise 

counteraction—Theresa begins to doubt the God who operates in the background of these 

stories of child saints and miraculous transformations of tears into jewels. As she and 

Daisy pray for the blessing of each of their family members and after Daisy has fallen 

asleep, Theresa thinks, “And me, I might have added—God bless me—but I didn’t. No 

doubt it was because I had begun to suspect that God and I, as Uncle Tommy would have 

put it, weren’t seeing eye to eye” (129). This small moment rings with profound 

significance, for Theresa has moved away from being a good Catholic girl who says her 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
her thin little voice, as opposed to my father’s baritone, it suddenly struck me that they weren’t delightfully 
melancholy or noble, as I had always thought, but wrenchingly, even cruelly sentimental” (55). This, and 
many other examples, foreshadows the struggle that Theresa will have with the basic elements of a 
sentimental story—the death of child—for Curly’s death has shown her what death actually looks like, and 
Daisy’s bruises have shown her that children can die.  
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prayers nightly to a kind of apostate, like her beloved Uncle Tommy, who stopped 

believing in God because he could not account for senseless suffering. 

She continues to doubt after Daisy tells her that she knows she will never return to 

Theresa’s house after this summer. Theresa rages, 

‘You can come back anytime, all the way until you’re grown up.’ I said it 
fondly, assuredly, with all the authority I knew she gave me, all the 
authority I knew I had, here in my own kingdom, but I also said it against 
a flash of black anger that suddenly made me want to kick those damn cats 
off the bed and banish every parable, every song, every story ever told, 
even by me, about children who never returned…I wanted them banished, 
the stories, the songs, the foolish tales of children’s tragic premonitions. I 
wanted them scribbled up, torn up. Start over again. Draw a world where it 
simply doesn’t happen, a world of only color, no form. Out of my head 
and more to my liking: a kingdom by the sea, eternal summer, a brush of 
fairy wings and all dark things banished, age, cruelty, pain, poor dogs, 
dead cats, harried parents, lonely children, all the coming griefs, all the 
sentimental, maudlin tales fashioned out of the death of children. (179-80) 

 
The significance of this passage is its convergence of a series of descriptive threads that 

have run throughout the novel until this point. Her rage boils against God with the same 

black anger she felt when she saw Flora left by her parents to Theresa on the back porch; 

as a result, Theresa perceives God as yet another neglectful parent. Similarly, she 

recognizes the limitation of her power within this kingdom by the sea, for her authority 

has come from her stories and she now recognizes that these stories cannot do exactly 

what she wants—banish pain and suffering and death. Her disgust with these sentimental, 

maudlin tales fashioned out of the death of children is an insightful rejection of that type 

of sentiment that would separate truth from love; the death of a child is a deeply painful 

reality that ought not to be minimized by a reduction of that pain through uncritical and 

overconfident piety. However, Theresa’s rejection of this kind of sentimentalism coupled 
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with an almost devilish desire to reject all authority and ultimate meaning constructs an 

alternative reality, a separate sphere in which her power is the only one. 

 This rage at Daisy’s approaching death is what compels Theresa to seek out 

power from the elderly artist. Upon looking at his paintings, Theresa asks herself “if it 

took an act of will or just a long, long life to achieve this—to exceed or to outlive or 

simply to escape the limits of time and age, of what could or couldn’t be done, what 

should or shouldn’t be done” (66). In studying his works, Theresa recognizes a fellow 

artist and sees that his advanced skill has been able to capture time on the canvas, 

freezing the clock in that one frame (B. Jacobson 133). Though she might have a more 

natural ability to tell a story, his medium of choice does not require time as a constituent 

element, and his ongoing flirtation with her revolves around his desire to capture her 

youth. This elderly man seems to hold the secret to controlling time in his artistry. 

 However, Theresa does not become convinced of the appeal of his power until she 

sees his work in the process of making. As she and Daisy approach the house, she sees a 

pile of canvases leaning against his studio. She perceives in the image what the artist has 

been able to do: “I turned to look at the other painting, which had no images at all, a blur 

of paint. Scribble out the world since it was not to your liking and make up a new one, 

something better” (134). In the series of images depicted on the thrown away canvases, 

Theresa sees the artist’s power to control and destroy the world he has created, simply by 

scribbling out each world that was not to his liking and making up a new one, something 

better and more pleasing to his sensibility. Seeing what this man can do excites Theresa, 

and his lecherous flirtations with her throughout the novel quickly slide into an invitation 

to share his power with her. 
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 This proffering of his power comes with a price, and Theresa learns of the artist’s 

demands from a reporter visiting the elderly man to do a story on his work. While talking 

with Theresa, the young reporter amusedly admits his shock that the old man has not 

made sexual advances toward her, saying, “There’s always got to be something young 

and lively…child-bearing, for dessert… It’s a blood-of-a-virgin kind of thing, I guess” 

(188). Though in jest, this description deifies the old man and paints him as a kind of 

pagan god demanding blood sacrifice to perpetuate his power. Theresa, in a somewhat 

ironic manner, begins to believe that a kind of exchange with this man could enact the 

very transaction that occurred in a pagan sacrifice—the offering of a virgin’s blood 

would appease a thirsty god who would bless the village with his particular power.19 

With this fiction in mind, Theresa daydreams about the old man and what he might be 

able to provide for Daisy: “His artist’s fingers on the buttons of my shirt. How many 

more years will this earn me, he would ask, and Daisy would say, I don’t know. How 

many more do you want, and he and Daisy, in collusion, would simply say, More, 

breaking aspirin between their teeth. More, more years, years thick as paint laid on with a 

putty knife” (192-3). Though this fantasy begins with sexual import, Theresa links the old 

man to Daisy, for both are seeking to obtain more years from her, so the sexual 

dimensions of her fantasy lose their erotic charge and become somewhat beneficent when 

Theresa sees her actions as capable of effecting real change for her cousin. 

                                                            
19 Beatrice Jacobson argues that Theresa’s decision to interact with the man is similar to those 

previous seduction narratives in which a disempowered woman chooses the point at which she will accept 
her own sexualization, similar to Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Jacobson writes, “If 
Theresa’s developing sense of art is to mature, she needs access to the power he enjoys without becoming 
his victim, and she has seen women more experienced than she diminished by their relationship with him” 
(133). For Jacobson, this act empowers Theresa because she has made the decision herself, subverting the 
god-victim relationship for one of mutual benefit. 



223 
 

 However, what moves Theresa beyond these coldly philanthropic fantasies is yet 

another moment when she recognizes the unalterable reality of flesh that her own stories 

cannot change. While she is watching Daisy and Flora at the beach, she begins to think 

about the artist’s process of starting over with each new painting, but she realizes, “Erase 

it and start over again… It was skin, of course, that resisted, refused to relent: Daisy’s 

bruise, Flora’s growing, her father’s arms turning to dust. You could reimagine, rename, 

things all you wanted, but it was flesh, somehow that would not relent” (212). Again 

faced with the failure of a story to maintain an illusion, Theresa confronts the limitation 

of human flesh and its resistance to change. This final acceptance that her stories cannot 

take away Daisy’s bruises prods her to action, for she believes that the only thing that 

might alter the situation is a bold move. Therefore, rather than be seduced by the deified 

artist, Theresa seeks him out in his studio while the children take an afternoon nap and 

sleeps with the man.20  

 McDermott’s depiction of this scene is brilliantly subtle. She denies any erotic 

significance to the scene and makes it coldly distant. Even as Theresa narrates her own 

experience, McDermott emphasizes her understanding of this action as resignation: “all 

his movements were sure, and I trusted whatever design he followed, out of his own 

head, relieved, for just a few minutes, of the need to follow any design of my own… 

When it was gone, I got up and slipped back into my clothes” (226). The cool detachment 

                                                            
20 The critics who have attempted to make sense of this seduction of the older by the younger 

recognize that this decision is not an erotically charged moment of passion. Instead, Beatrice Jacobson 
describes Theresa as “[a]lmost devoid of desire” but who believes that sexual “agency—not seduction or 
submission—will enable her to survive emotionally and artistically” (134). Similarly, Margaret Atwood 
notes the ritualistic connotation of the moment: “This act is not much like a joyous roll in the hay: no 
dalliance and delight… What she wants is a trade: innocence for knowledge, blood for artistic power; for 
concealed deep within this seemingly artless book is a Bildungsroman, the title of which might well be 
How the Artist Got Her Art” (par. 16). Both critics rightly insist that accepting a sexual motivation for this 
act disregards how Theresa understands her own actions; instead, both critics try to understand this 
ultimately misguided action through Theresa’s motivation for the act. 
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with which Theresa describes her first sexual experience21 confirms her understanding of 

this act as submission to another’s designs for the gaining of a kind of power; for the first 

time, Theresa accepts another’s design, trusting that he knows what he is doing.  

Even as she returns to the children in the bedroom, she describes her reaction in 

the same language that she has used throughout her stories with the children: “I realized 

that every bit of my body, every inch of my skin, felt windblown, weather-worn, 

pleasantly weary, except for some pain at my center, a dark, sharp jewel of it” (227). 

McDermott draws the reader’s attention to the similarity between Theresa’s earlier story 

of a baby’s tears sentimentally transforming into jewels and the sentimental belief that 

she can sacrifice her virginity in order to heal Daisy. By describing the physical pain of 

her experience as a dark, sharp jewel, Theresa foregrounds the willing separation she has 

made between truth and morality, for her choice to have sex with her employer—though 

motivated by the good intention of saving her dying cousin—is ultimately as false as the 

many stories she has told the children about real loss being made beautiful through the 

caprice of the storyteller.  

What Theresa finally recognizes, much too late, is the exact thing that motivated 

her action: flesh does not yield to a beautiful description, and her choice to lose her 

                                                            
21 It is, perhaps, the utilitarian approach to sex that so unsettles the critics who reviewed this novel 

negatively. However, Theresa’s act is intentionally distant, and she denies the erotic quality of this sexual 
act. In doing so, Theresa engages in the dehumanization of herself and of this man, as described in John 
Paul II’s Love and Responsibility: “It is impossible to put your trust in another human being, knowing or 
feeling that his or her sole aim is utility or pleasure. It is equally impossible to put your trust in a person if 
you yourself have the same thing as your main object” (87). Both the older man and the teenage girl seek 
something else than the mutual self-giving that is inherent to a personalistic understanding of sex. Instead, 
both the older man and the younger woman use the other to achieve some specific end, namely pleasure 
and power respectively. When this happens, John Paul II argues that “[l]ove divorced from a feeling of 
responsibility for the person is a negation of itself, is always and necessarily egoism. The greater the feeling 
of responsibility for the person the more true love there is” (Love and Responsibility 131). Therefore, the 
critics are right to be uncomfortable with this moment of the novel, yet they too easily assume that 
McDermott is presenting this choice as a mature or even proper way of dealing with the situation. 
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virginity in this manner has changed her in a permanent way. Theresa hints at her regret 

when she considers the significance of what she has done: 

What had happened this afternoon, in that pale, enchanted light of the 
studio where he painted, suddenly struck me as imaginary, a place and 
time and series of events that were only conjured, recited, wished for, 
dreamt about, a fanciful antidote to what was real and solid and 
inevitable… For a moment I found myself trying to recall that little bit of 
pain, somewhere at my center, fearful, for a moment, that I had lost it. 
(231) 

 
In this moment of realization, Theresa recognizes that her actions were the dramatic 

performance of a child choosing to believe a fiction over reality. She imagined that her 

sacrifice would be efficacious, even as she fancied herself some noble heroine whose 

sacrifice could save her cousin. Instead, when the illusion of the conjuring wears away 

when confronting what is real and solid, Theresa struggles to regain the pain at her 

center, which would affirm her sacrifice and transform it to a dark, sharp jewel.  

 However, try as she might, Theresa’s sacrifice must fail because it proceeds along 

lines as sentimental as the stories she rejects.22 Though she has offered her virginity to the 

elderly artist as a blood sacrifice for her cousin, Daisy has an accident with a dog and is 

rushed to the hospital, where the family discovers her illness. Sadly, too much time has 

passed, and “[i]n March she left us—as all the family took to saying, harking back to 

some ancient, ancestral turn of phrase none of us could have claimed as our own… she 

had left us in the season of Resurrection, the beginning of spring” (241). If Theresa has 

found a countermeasure to the sentimentalism of the saccharine stories about dead 

children, it is in the final description of Daisy’s death. Her death in the season of 

                                                            
22 Patricia Schnapp notes that the novel consistently asks the reader to hope that Theresa’s 

storytelling ability will somehow save poor Daisy; however, “Theresa, who has often spun stories with her 
magical imagination to entertain and comfort her charges, does not have sufficient magic, ultimately, to 
protect Daisy” (23). Though the love she has felt for her cousin and the care she has given to the child are 
ultimately good things, this love is not enough to stave off Daisy’s death. 
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Resurrection suggests a subtle hope within the narrative, as if Daisy’s death is a 

temporary return to the ground that will be transformed on some Last Day, when all dead 

things are brought to life. Though Theresa’s sacrifice has failed, this small hint of an 

alternative story suggests a deeper “magic” that will ultimately prove efficacious against 

the dark enemy, Death. 

 Because of this small hint of hope with the reference to the Resurrection, the 

novel’s conclusion seems to suggest a small moment of redemption for Theresa’s failed 

moral decision. The novel ends where it began, with Theresa tending to the three wild 

rabbits that one of the Moran children left for Daisy to please her. Theresa sees Petey’s 

gift of rabbits, like her own sacrifice for Daisy, as “indistinguishable…from a burden” 

and as an “inevitable, insufferable loss buried like a dark jewel at the heart of every act of 

love” (242). Theresa’s description of these gifts begins to redeem the human urge 

towards sentimentalizing the substantial pain that comes with inevitable loss, for the 

maudlin transformation of a horrific death into a beautiful jewel can diminish the pain of 

that loss. However, Theresa also accepts that these saccharine gifts are ultimately 

indistinguishable from burdens, for those suffering must recognize the fictitious nature of 

these stories even as they hope the stories might be true.23 Nevertheless, Theresa moves 

                                                            
23 Critics struggle to make sense of the novel’s circular structure. Beatrice Jacobson argues that 

“the circularity McDermott employs in several of her novels encourages readers to look again, to re-see and 
to revise, along with the narrator, the sense to be made of the hand dealt the characters” (124) and sees in 
the novel’s circular structure a possible hopefulness that we as readers can remake a world once we re-see 
it in a better light. By contrast, Mary Carden argues that, by “[b]ringing her story to circular rather than a 
linear close, Theresa offers no hopeful movement forward, no rewarding resolution, no edifying message or 
moral lesson” (“Kingdom by the Sea” 258). In Carden’s argument, the novel’s return to the beginning 
makes a perpetual and closed loop of Theresa knowing that her stories are not efficacious but having little 
more to do than tell the story about Daisy, a story that offers no moral lesson for the reader. However, 
Margaret Atwood offers perhaps the most reasonable negotiation between these two extremes, and one that 
is particularly helpful for interpreting this conclusion: “The kingdom by the sea, enchanted though it is, 
contains a tomb. However hard you try, you can’t get the ego out of Arcadia. But you can do the next best 
thing: you can take out your sharp, dark jewel of art, the one with pain and loss at the center, and you can 



227 
 

beyond this recognition to a simple action on behalf of the rabbits—“I gently lifted the 

hopeless little things, still breathing, into the nest of torn grass” (242)—and reclaims the 

morally good, although ultimately ineffective, care for all the forgotten things that 

populated her summer. Though they are hopeless, Theresa can still lift them gently into a 

soft bed and be with them, even as they die, and this conclusion seems a subtle 

acceptance of an external reality that Theresa realizes she cannot change, although she 

can align her actions with what can be good within that objective moral order. 

 
 

Concluding Thoughts on Morality and Sentimentalism 
 
 The great achievement of McDermott’s quiet novel Child of My Heart is its 

serious treatment of a clichéd theme. Indeed, McDermott has done the impossible—she 

has written a sentimental novel stripped of excessive sentimentality. By pulling back the 

layers of cultural significance surrounding the literary seduction of a young, virtuous girl, 

McDermott has focused the reader’s attention on the heart of morality as a lived 

experience. As John Paul II wrote throughout his Veritatis Splendor, the nature of 

morality demands that each person take seriously his or her own conscience, even if that 

conscience is in error. McDermott’s novel does just that. 

 Theresa’s confrontation with her own limitation as an artist—that her stories can 

soothe the pain of her charges and enchant the world for these hopeless little things but 

cannot, ultimately, make flesh bend to illusion—suggests a moral battle within each 

human conscience between a deluding sentimentalism that would accept a beautiful lie 

before a stark truth and the unrelenting reality of Death as a component of mortal life. 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
write a story about a dead child who is not yet dead, and thus have Daisy live again in an eternal summer of 
your own concoction, and hope things don’t get too maudlin, and that the spell will hold” (par. 20-21). 
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Indeed, even as Theresa makes a bad moral choice by seducing her employer, 

McDermott’s novel does not promulgate this emotivism as a proper mode for the self-

determining activity of making moral choices; instead, McDermott’s novel grapples with 

a startling fact through this young girl who analogically struggles to realize her own 

limitations as a storyteller and as a person. In confronting these limitations and 

understanding them as such, Theresa and her readers can learn to accept the mercy that 

comes after a true admission of sin.  

 However, what McDermott’s novel ultimately points to, through its negative 

model of one character making a bad choice for well-intentioned reason, is the necessity 

of an external moral order for the development of each human being as a person. While 

Theresa is aware of what she is doing but deludes herself from acknowledging the more 

vicious elements of her rage against God and the pain that comes from death, an external 

moral order could provide the grounding point for her experience; in other words, where 

Theresa ultimately goes wrong as a character is her rejection of this objective moral order 

in lieu of her own power to beautify human experience through shared sympathy. 

However, reorienting her experience within that objective moral order could provide 

Theresa with the very long-term narrative that she herself cannot construct, precisely 

because the Catholic faith maintains that story through the development of the tradition. 

While that story might not offer the consolation that Theresa seeks for the immediate 

erasure of her pain, it can point her towards the season of the Resurrection, when she can 

await with bated breath all dead things coming back to life. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 
The Holiness of Family and the Beauty of Brokenness:  

The Marian Shape of the Domestic Church in Alice McDermott’s After This 
 
 
 In her review of Alice McDermott’s 2006 novel After This, critic Michiko 

Kakutani wrote, “Ms. McDermott has returned to the territory she knows best: the 

family… And her easy authority with this material, combined with her clear-eyed 

sympathy for her characters, results in a moving, old-fashioned story about longing and 

loss and sorrow” (“One Son” par. 10). Within this review, Kakutani lauds McDermott’s 

return to domestic concerns, for she views the best of her work as a sympathetic portrayal 

of the difficulties and blessings of family. In calling her work “old-fashioned,” Kakutani 

approves of McDermott’s traditional portrayal of characters and family precisely because 

her authority with such subject matter elevates these potentially hackneyed story 

elements into an exquisitely detailed and precise portrait of one family over the course of 

two generations. Indeed, Kakutani’s review points toward the proper way of 

understanding McDermott’s novel, for McDermott translates the popular nineteenth 

century domestic novels by women into a contemporary idiom; in doing so, McDermott 

unsettles the simplistic understanding of virtue rewarded and vice punished that was a 

hallmark of that earlier genre and insists on the beauty of families, even when human 

achievement cannot stop the brokenness caused by history and human failure, by closely 

identifying the work of the family with the work of the Church in a single, iconic Marian 

pattern. 
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 McDermott has described her own faith in domestic terms. In her essay 

“Confessions of a Reluctant Catholic,” she writes, “my return to the church also 

coincided with the birth of my own children and the inevitable questions the birth of 

children raises: as in, how will they be educated, how will they learn to be good people, 

how is it I took so long to realize my parents did a pretty decent job after all?” (16). 

Though she spent many of her teen and twenty-year-old years actively resisting her 

Catholic childhood, the arrival of her own children signaled a renewed interest in their 

religious education as well as gratitude for her own upbringing. The maternal love she 

feels for her children initiated her reversion to the Catholic faith, even as her awareness 

of the many ways her parents had succeeded increased. In this essay, McDermott’s 

extended metaphor for her Catholic faith is a living family, replete with cantankerous 

uncles and embarrassing aunts, a family of which she is firmly a member, even when 

those relationships are reluctant.1  

 This maternal understanding of faith is consistent with McDermott’s revision to 

nineteenth century domestic fiction, for those earlier works similarly saw faith through 

the lens of their domestic experience. The development of earlier seduction narratives 

into domestic fiction traced the relationship between the “fall of the ingénue to the verbal 

manipulations of the persistent, charming, and better educated male” and her later 

counterpart in a virtuous “young woman’s triumph over physical hardship and rebellious 

pride to gain the security of a newfound family” (Barnes States of Sympathy 12). Just as 

                                                            
1 In an interesting essay entitled “Books and Babies,” McDermott talks about the clear division she 

makes between her work as a mother and her work as a fiction writer. In response to a women’s writing 
group of which she was a part, McDermott admitted that what women “feel for our children is perhaps too 
satisfying, too marvelous to be carried fully into fiction. Fiction requires the attendant threat, the dramatic 
reversal, not only because these are the things that make for plot and tension and a sense of story, but 
because without them any depiction of our joy would be overstated” (198). As a result, reviewers like 
Tamara Jones, who take a largely biographical approach to McDermott’s work, fail to consider the line of 
division she wants to make between her literary work and her own family. 
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the earlier sentimental seduction novels warned against a failure in vigilance, domestic 

fiction rewarded a young woman’s upright behavior in the face of an onslaught of social 

pressures.2  Her reward, like Richardson’s prototype Pamela, includes a husband and 

family, but the preservation of that community requires her ongoing fortitude as the new 

moral center of the family. Indeed, the bond between mother and child especially 

embodies the “exalted example of selfless love and sacrifice” required to sustain the 

emerging culture of sentimentality, which saw as the highest good those “reliable and 

nourishing social ties that result when people extend their sympathy to others around 

them” (Cassuto 7). The extreme popularity of examples3 of this genre suggests the 

widespread appeal of the sentimentalism that they present, for the wide readership 

suggests a similarly common need for celebrating these familial bonds in this particular 

way.  

 However, despite the widespread popularity of these novels, the intense criticism 

leveled against them has minimized their continued presence in the contemporary canon. 

Jane Tompkins explains the summarily agreed-upon defects of the genre—“an absence of 

finely delineated characters, a lack of verisimilitude in the story line, an excessive 

reliance on plot, and a certain sensationalism in the events portrayed” (Sensational 

                                                            
 2 To be clear, these two genres are thoroughly related, for both were thriving at the height of their 
popularity during the mid-1800s by aiming the stories toward a reading, middle-class female audience. 
However, critics like Jane Tompkins or Sarah Robbins have distinguished between the two kinds of stories 
prevalent in the larger category of sentimental fiction. The first, seduction narratives, follow the story of 
young women tempted by a rake to lose their virginity. Classic American examples of this genre include 
Charlotte Temple by Susannah Rowson or The Coquette by Hannah Webster Foster. The second, domestic 
fiction, details the story of a family, often focused on the mother at its center, enduring in the midst of some 
external threat or pressure, often financial in nature. Standard examples are Susan Warner’s The Wide, 
Wide World, Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, or Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.       

 
3 Notable early examples of this genre include Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850), 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), Maria Cummins’s The Lamplighter (1854), Fanny 
Fern’s Ruth Hall (1854), or Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women trilogy (1868-1870s). In particular, 
Cummins’s and Stowe’s novels are regularly described as the first American “bestsellers.”   
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Designs xii)—and her characterization of these novels is accurate even as she defends the 

genre on different grounds. Like their  contemporaries—popular boys’ dime novels—

these works of domestic fiction often included a simplistic and melodramatic ethical 

structure in which a clearly defined villain could be resisted through the piety of an 

angelic mother or saintly young woman on the way to motherhood. In addition, the 

interchangeability of the female heroines manifested the lack of clear artistic precision in 

the creation of characters, though Tompkins suggests that these somewhat vague 

“everywoman” characters codified a “tradition of evangelical piety and moral 

commitment” particularly important to women of the time (Sensational Designs 123). 

 However, despite the genre’s many artistic defects, its centrality to the average 

person’s reading life in the mid to late-nineteenth century substantiates a set of cultural 

assumptions emerging in American culture. Tompkins describes this set of assumptions 

as certain “attitudes toward the family and toward social institutions; a definition of 

power and its relations to individual human feeling; notions of political and social 

equality; and above all, a set of religious beliefs that organizes and sustains the rest” 

(Sensational Designs 126-7). Drawing from an ever-increasing body of literature about 

the emergence of evangelical religious traditions during this historic period, Tompkins 

links the work of these writers with the work of their contemporaneous female religious 

crusaders, for both groups of women saw the reform of the national body as synonymous 

with the “maternal” task of tending to particular families.4 Indeed, the radical changes 

                                                            
4 Sarah Robbins’ details this developing understanding of evangelical feminism in her work 

Managing Literacy, Mothering America. Within this sensitive and invaluable work, Robbins explores the 
influence of a separate spheres ideology that would, on a superficial level, prevent female intervention on 
the national scale; however, throughout her study, she notes how reading becomes a particularly vital 
project for the formation of individual virtue in the private sphere before children can then enter the public 
sphere. When a female reformer sought to prove her validity as a public figure, according to Robbins, she 
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within this period of American history demanded a unifying force for the new nation that 

could maintain its stability despite an ever-changing social context, and the writers of 

domestic fiction argue with their novels that the home and the family could provide that 

constancy (K. Jacobson 27). 

 Because of the widespread influence of domestic fiction, along with a number of 

other influences, critic Ann Douglas notes how nineteenth century America accepted a 

necessary “feminization of culture” that stood in sharp contrast to the culture of the early 

republic. As she argues, “[b]y 1875, American Protestants were much more likely to 

define their faith in relation to family morals, civic responsibility, and above all, in terms 

of the social function of churchgoing. Their actual creed was usually a liberal, even a 

sentimental one” (7). This shift to family morals and civic responsibility accepted a 

diminution of religion as a public reality, for nineteenth century writers accepted that the 

appropriate site for religious dialogue was the private home. Because of this idealized 

image of the family and the mother who resided at its center, the pervasive promulgation 

of the family as a stable unit in an largely volatile society presented a model for 

maintaining a “last bastion against the erosion of values” in the family itself; in other 

words, the idealized image of the mother with her children presented a model for 

maintaining virtue within a morally fraught social order insofar as she offered a kind 

sympathy to each child that seemed to cure more most ills (Cassuto 73). 

 The criticisms leveled against this genre, however, reject this too-easy solution of 

a myriad of problems with sympathy itself. Indeed, many critics who defend this genre do 

so on the grounds that the critical standards for literary achievement diminish the 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
needed only to show how her work extended the moral formation of the private sphere onto a national 
scale.  
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importance of emotive sympathy in the solution of both literary and cultural problems. 

One such critic, Glenn Hendler, argues that this would have been the highest good of the 

“‘culture of sentiment’ that reached its American apotheosis in Stowe’s novel [,] the most 

highly valorized emotional form was compassion, or what eighteenth-and nineteenth-

century writers called ‘sympathy’” (3). Where literary critics now see emotional 

manipulation, writers of the period would have seen efficacious achievement of a social 

good, namely the identification of the reader with the pathetic figure within the novel. 

These acts of emotional identification would teach the reader “[t]o feel compassion, as 

opposed to mere pity” after the reader has been “able to imagine [him or her]self, at least 

to some extent, in another’s position” (Hendler 3). For writers within the genre of 

domestic fiction, a work is good if it has taught the reader how to identify emotionally 

with the characters enduring a circumstance; because of this aim, writers within this 

genre often increased the pathos beyond the strain of believability so that the sensitive 

reader might sympathize more quickly. 

 While the more excessive displays of mawkish pathos seem laughable now, these 

novels did demand a particular reaction from their audience, one that ought not to be so 

easily dismissed. Hendler describes the essential experience of novels within this genre as 

“[s]entimental sympathy [that], even in its most conventional manifestations, is 

predicated on a loss of self; it is in some sense depersonalizing” (123). While Hendler 

links this experience of depersonalization with the female heroines within the novels, his 

point suggests a reason why these novels should appeal to readers: the sentimental 

sympathy a reader can have for a suffering character is a faint hint of art’s ability to form 

a reader’s moral sensibilities. While writers like Stowe sought to teach readers how “to 



235 
 

have proper sentiments, an appropriate response to the scenes of suffering and 

redemption that the reader has witnessed in the course of the novel,” a thoroughly 

developed moral sensibility should include the proper emotional response to a pathetic 

situation (Hendler 3). The grounds for criticizing this genre are not its reliance on 

sentiment itself, but its manipulation of the source material into a cartoonish and 

incongruous representation of reality. In other words, the failure of these writers is not 

presenting the domestic realm nor appealing to a reader’s emotions; indeed, these could 

serve as particularly great literary aims. Instead, where writers of domestic fiction failed 

was in bending the boundaries of reality to achieve an emotional end.   

 With this note of caution in mind, the essential tropes of this genre—its noble 

mothers and its dying children—could be used to create great literature if an artist were to 

temper the emotional import of the images with a thoroughly realistic understanding of 

character and plot. For example, nineteenth century depictions of the mother at the center 

of domestic fiction often relied on the often-repeated characteristics of an idealized angel 

of the house,5 yet many of the virtues of this figure—her willingness to serve those 

around her, her moral purity, and her keen insight into spiritual matters—are noble 

qualities. Indeed, the use of an idealized mother allowed these writers to envision a 

healthier society in which the family could thrive and the public issues of poverty and  

                                                            
5 Gillian Brown comments on the recurrence of this trope within domestic fiction of the nineteenth 

century. She writes, “In the feminist exegesis of American cultural archetypes, the housewife, whom the 
prototypical canonical literature (and criticism) would evade, signifies a reformist rather than a conformist 
ethos. As the Angel in the House, the woman at home exemplified ideal values and presided over superior, 
moral economy” (6). This angel’s ability to exemplify ideal values—many of which are congruous with 
religious belief—can theoretically reform the public space through the formation of those who come home 
but return to society. 
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violence could be reshaped by domestic concerns.6 A necessary criticism of this genre 

should not reject the potential of this mother figure to shape the virtue within a family, 

for these virtues can be relevant to both public and private life; instead, as McDermott 

does in After This, this mother figure will more realistically be involved in the religious 

and moral education of her family as one member of the family who is herself seeking to 

discern how to live well in a chaotic world. 

 While the mother figure is the most common trope of the genre, another recurring 

figure has dominated the critical discussion of these works. The genre’s frequent 

inclusion of the prolonged, pathetic, and sentimental death of a beautiful child7 has 

resulted in critics rejecting this excessive appeal to the reader’s tenderness. In describing 

the obviously manipulative elements of these angelic figures’ deaths, Ann Douglas 

argues that this kind of literature becomes so excessive that it turns its evangelical 

Christianity into camp, asking the readers to indulge in an exaggeration of sympathy (4). 

Indeed, by maintaining the angelic purity of each child and the grimy situation in which 

she dies, these writers are directly appealing to the readers’ emotions; the logic of the 

genre demands that, because we mourn the loss of this perfect child and question the 

                                                            
6 In Sensational Designs, Jane Tompkins argues that these works of domestic fiction sought to 

conceive of the kitchen as “a dynamic center of activity, physical and spiritual, economic and moral, whose 
influence spreads out in ever-widening circles” (145). The efficacy of such a domestic conception of public 
action depends upon those who are shaped by their time in the kitchen—namely, those men who occupied a 
public position—to bring those domestic virtues into the public world. However, the failure of many of 
these men to do so, not because they did not see the good of these domestic ideals, but because they 
insisted on a different set of rules governing these two theoretical realms, forced writers like Stowe to turn 
to prophetic writing in which “the new society will not be controlled by men, but by women” (Tompkins 
Sensational Designs 145). Indeed, this is one of the reasons why many female writers who begin with 
domestic fiction turn to dystopian/utopian fiction by the end of their novels. 

 
7 Leonard Cassuto notes this occurrence as “one of the mainstays of the sentimental plot” and 

considers the importance of this event for rendering the “maximum emotional effect” of the plot (71). The 
inclusion of these deaths often signals a great social sin that demands recognition by the reader: Little Eva 
dies because slavery is bad; Little Nell dies because maintaining virtue within a poverty-stricken society is 
difficult; Beth March dies because no one else will go and serve the poor suffering from scarlet fever.   
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justice of her untimely death, we as readers will even more closely identify with the 

surviving hero or heroine of the novel.  

 Clearly, this child’s death is critically problematic, for the reader’s emotional 

response to her death is little more than a reaction to the rhetorical manipulation 

evidenced within the narrative. Moreover, the response that these novels intend the reader 

to have—to want to solve the social issue that caused this death—simplifies the complex 

array of social factors resulting in this death.8 Elizabeth Barnes especially notes the 

problem of the reader’s sympathetic reaction to this child’s death. She writes, “far from 

being opposing strategies, sympathy—or what we today call empathy—and violence 

operate in tandem to produce, problematically, a sentimental culture in which the 

potential dangers of aggression are marshaled in support of the salvific effects of 

Christian love” (Love’s Whipping Boy 3). Barnes here clearly identifies the problem with 

these sentimental deaths: because these writers portray the death of children so 

pathetically and so efficaciously, these deaths systematize a submissive acceptance of 

social sins by glorifying the death as a response to the problem. In other words, though 

these writers sought to use these deaths as tools to goad their readers into action, the 

audience’s sympathetic identification with these children actually allows for the 

continued unjust violence permeating the wider culture precisely because their deaths are 

so beautiful. If the audience can feel bad for their deaths, then that response is enough, 

                                                            
8 Ann Douglas warns about the reader’s response to this death by noting the confusion which 

results from identifying the child’s “religious significance [that] comes not only from her own extreme 
religiosity but also from the protective veneration it arouses in the other characters in the book, and 
presumably in her readers. Her religious identity, like her death, is confused with the response it evokes” 
(4). In Douglas’s argument, this child’s death forces the reader to simultaneously understand the child as 
martyr and victim, for her death is the clear problem of an unjust society, but her willingness to die so that 
others—including the reader—might fix society gives her death a kind of ersatz transcendence. 
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for they can be as powerless as these characters in response to such a widespread evil and 

still maintain an essential goodness. 

 However, there is a substantial good that can be recovered in these death scenes 

and in the novels as a whole, for these works present a subtle truth that must be 

considered before it can be easily discarded. Leonard Cassuto describes this as follows: 

“Sentimental novels draw heavily on the paradox of strength through weakness” (72). As 

opposed to the more typically aggressive forms of popular literature—the Western or the 

crime noir—sentimental domestic fictions articulates a mode of living that is actively 

humble, for these novels accept that real strength is strength of character in the face of 

overwhelming situations, not the strength of force.9 Implicit to this paradoxical strength 

through weakness is a “theory of power that stipulates that all true action is not material, 

but spiritual; that one obtains spiritual power through prayer; and that those who know 

how, in the privacy of their closets, to struggle for possession of their souls will one day 

possess the world through the power given to them by God” (Tompkins Sensational 

Designs 151). This theory of power recognizes and celebrates the contribution of all the 

faithful, even when they do not overtly manifest their faith through decisive public 

action; in addition, those who do struggle for the possession of their own souls are 

already engaged in action, though their external lives achieve little that is notable. While 

this genre might too frequently sentimentalize this struggle—and thus too easily separate 

the spiritual life from the physical—its depiction of each human’s ability to engage 

                                                            
9 Elizabeth Barnes argues that the model for character formation given in this works is through 

“encounters with pain, encounters to which the ‘strong’ have access via their empathy with the ‘weak’: 
through their identification with the suffering victim, even the empowered gain ‘authentic,’ ‘Christ-like’ 
subjectivity” (Love’s Whipping Boy 1). This subversion of a typical hero attempts to live in a cruciform 
pattern, for the weak character is “Christ-like” insofar as she is able to accept her own suffering as willed 
by God. In addition, her acceptance of this suffering on behalf of another mirrors Christ’s acceptance of his 
death on behalf of humanity. 
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actively in the formation of his or her own soul celebrates the significance and 

particularity of each human life, a task that must be appreciated by those committed to 

the theological truth that all humans bear the image of God within their very beings. 

 However, in order to take this central truth seriously, contemporary writers must 

begin to update the genre of domestic fiction to correct its many flaws. Kristin Jacobson 

has begun to note how contemporary women writers are recycling and revising this older 

tradition in a new genre of neodomestic fiction that portrays “an intensification and 

rearrangement of tensions and characteristics present at the time of domestic fiction’s 

inception in the nineteenth century” (7). This revision includes within it many changes to 

the earlier formula, notably in the figures of the mother and in the dying child. Most 

importantly, according to Jacobson, neodomestic fiction questions the earlier genre’s 

insistence on the stabilizing influence of feminine virtue in favor of “domestic instability, 

particularly emphasized through its distinctive domestic spaces and conclusions” (3). 

After generations of feminism and a drastic restructuring of both the public face of 

American life and the private world of American families,10 domestic fiction must take 

into account the drastically new context in which they are writing. Jacobson argues that 

those writers who are attempting to recover this older genre11 are doing so through 

destabilizing the home itself and making it more vulnerable to external threats, whether 

ideological or historical.  

                                                            
 10 Catholic sociologist Andrew Greeley argues that the most important change to the domestic 
world has been the advent of the suburbs. In his work The Church and the Suburbs, Greely argues that 
“[t]he suburb represents certain values to which most Americas feel they have some sort of right. It 
represents the culmination of the Good Life for which we all have the privilege of striving” (9-10). This 
radical change to the American family must be considered by writers revising the genre of domestic fiction. 
  
 11 Jacobson includes within her investigation such contemporary writers as Toni Morrison, 
Barbara Kingsolver, and Marilynne Robinson. 
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 Most forcefully, Jacobson argues that whatever stability that might exist in these 

contemporary works cannot come from a stable, ideal mother. She writes, “[w]hile the 

domestic heroine generally stabilizes her identity and environment, the neodomestic 

protagonist learns to cope with her volatile domestic setting” (55). At the core of 

Jacobson’s insightful thesis is a presentation of mothers and wives that deals more 

concretely with the reality of women as they are rather than an idealized understanding of 

whom they ought to be. If former domestic fiction sought to articulate idealized images 

of angels in the house protecting those who entered public space through care and 

service, the neodomestic heroine must accept her own potential inefficacy against violent 

intrusions upon her family’s domestic bliss. Indeed, neodomestic fiction foregrounds its 

heroine’s weakness as a way of interrogating which virtues can and cannot withstand 

external threat. 

 Concurrently, if the idealized mother must become more realistic, then those 

deaths of angelic children which were the hallmark of nineteenth century novels must 

similarly become more realistic. While some of these writers do explore death as such, 

more often they investigate the “death” of a stable home and its inhabitants’ feelings of 

nostalgia, which critic Roberta Rubenstein describes as “a painful awareness, the 

expression of grief for something lost, the absence of which continues to produce 

significant emotional distress” (5). For contemporary writers attempting to recover a 

sense of home, their characters must grapple with a “longing for home [that] may be 

understood as a yearning for recovery or return to the idea of nurturing, unconditionally 

accepting place/space” (Rubenstein 4). The elusiveness of such a goal pervades the pages 

of neodomestic pages precisely because contemporary women rightly recognize the 
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failure of the idealized nineteenth century models of home and family although they 

struggle to find a viable alternative model for their own context. Women who pick up and 

revise this older tradition must find a realistic way of recovering the positive good of 

domesticity and motherhood even as they avoid the pitfalls of the insubstantial angel in 

the house. 

     One method of doing so—and the method Alice McDermott employs in her 

novel After This—is to recover a theological understanding of the home as the most local 

level of the Church itself, what John Paul II calls “the meaningful term ‘domestic church’ 

[as] applied to the family” (“Letter to Families” sec. 3). By so focusing on the family as a 

theological unit, John Paul II here links the work of the family, especially the mother 

within the family, with the work of the Church, and the domestic church precedes the 

more communal Church because it prepares the members of the family to receive the 

efficacious sacraments of the Church. Indeed, what McDermott shows in her novel After 

This is a careful consideration of the work of the family as a spiritual community within 

the work of the American Catholic Church during one of its most tempestuous periods of 

radical change, the 1960s and 70s.  

 At the core of this theological understanding of the family is the reciprocity that 

makes the marital bond the foundation of the family. John Paul II describes this 

reciprocity as “the proof that love has matured, that it has become something ‘between’ 

persons, has created a community of feeling and that its full nature has thereby been 

realized” (Love and Responsibility 85). This insight comes from John Paul II’s Love and 

Responsibility, the opus to his otherwise remarkable body of writing. Building on his 

earlier premises about human nature’s need for relationship as a way of building persons, 
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here he explores marriage and family as the culmination of these person-forming 

relationships. Committing oneself to another person in the sacrament of marriage 

suggests a mature love that moves beyond mutual self-satisfaction, for the marriage bond 

creates a reality that transcends each particular member of the relationship. By so 

embedding sexuality within the sacramental life of the Church, the married couple creates 

a virtuous community of self-giving that images the relationship the Church has with 

Christ and realizes love’s potential in the fullness of “a perfect whole, an act of mutual 

self-surrender” (Love and Responsibility 99).  

 Indeed, when the married couple creates this substantial marital bond through 

regular and mutual self-surrender, they create such a vital bond that this transformation is 

the “inner and essential raison d’etre of marriage…not simply eventual transformation 

into a family but above all the creation of a lasting personal union between a man and a 

woman based on love” (Love and Responsibility 218). However, the lasting personal 

union between a man and a woman requires the ongoing transformation of the persons 

involved in such a relationship, for when a husband and wife celebrate their love through 

sexual intercourse, they “choose to participate in creation” in such a way that who they 

are on a fundamental level changes (Love and Responsibility 227). Being in sexual 

relationship with another person changes both the husband and wife at the very core of 

their identities, for each will forever after be the sacramentally sealed lover of his or her 

spouse, and the potential for sex’s creative act similarly calls into being another aspect of 

identity, namely the personal task of parenthood. 

 This necessary personal transformation is the family’s spiritual task. As John Paul 

II writes, “The family is the primary institution at the base of our existence as human 
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beings. It forms part of the larger society which it constantly helps to create, but it also 

has its own distinct existence, its own character and ends” (Love and Responsibility 217). 

As the first community into which each particular person is born, those relationships 

between the spouses and between the parents and children are the fundamental influences 

on who a person will become. As such, the family can rightly be called the most basic 

cell of society,12 for it is relational in its very nature and demands—like all societies—a 

series of expectations about behavior and a set of values and vices to govern its actions. 

However, where the family deviates from other social networks is in its ability to allow 

“each human being [to appear] in his or her own uniqueness and unrepeatability. It is—

and should be—the kind of special system of forces in which each person is important 

and needed because that person exists and because of who that person is” (“Family as a 

Community” 316). Unlike other social networks, the family is only made when particular 

people come into being and into relationship through the union of two people in marriage 

and in the birth or adoption of a child. Governments, economies, religious bodies, and 

any other social body can replace those who fulfill a specific role within its society 

because those roles include a certain interchangeability between the persons fulfilling it. 

By contrast, families cannot replace a missing child with a new one, for the loss was not 

of “a daughter” or “a son” but of that son or this daughter. Families exist because these 

particular people have been given each other through the commitment of marriage and 

the accident of birth. 

                                                            
12 Personalist philosopher Emmanuel Mounier called the family “the place of contact between 

public and private affairs, combining a certain range of social relations with a certain intimacy. It socializes 
[sic] the private life while it interiorizes [sic] the life of manners and customs” (107). While this is similar 
to John Paul II’s claim, Mounier here emphasizes the way in which families work with other societies to 
make people into social beings. In John Paul II’s writing, this process is reversed, for the larger social 
context ought to sustain and protect the work of the family. 
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 However, though this fact makes the family immensely important, it does not 

make this community a necessarily theological reality. Instead, the family bears 

theological significance when it exercises a decisive responsibility that “flows from its 

very nature as a community of life and love, founded upon marriage, and from its mission 

to ‘guard, reveal, and communicate love’… As the domestic church, the family is 

summoned to proclaim, celebrate and serve the Gospel of life” (Evangelium Vitae 4.92).  

A family signifies theologically when the relationships that constitute its very being are 

communications of love; in doing so, a family asserts an analogical representation of 

God’s relationship to all of humanity, a relationship that adopts prodigal humankind into 

the familial love-exchange of the Triune God.  

 Therefore, each aspect of the family can have theological resonance precisely 

because of the series of transformations that occur for each person. The first of these 

transformations—when “[t]he birth of a child turns the union of a man and a woman 

based on the sexual relationship into a family” (Love and Responsibility 217)—radically 

changes these three people, two of whom are bound in a sacramental union, into a 

miniature society. However, more important than the transformation of this group into a 

cohesive unit is the way in which children substantiate the love in which the husband and 

wife share. As John Paul II describes this, “in children they see the crowning of their own 

love for each other. They want children for the family, as a priceless gift” (“Letter to 

Families” sec. 9). With the advent of the child, this couple’s marital relationship finds its 

consummation in the transformation of their mutual, self-giving love for each other into a 

radical new love for this created being, the child they share. 
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 In addition to the substantiation of their love, parents find in their children the 

very work they have been called to do in the vocation of family life. As John Paul II 

argues in Evangelium Vitae,  

It is above all in the raising children that the family fulfills its mission to 
proclaim the Gospel of life. By word and example, in the daily round of 
relations and choices, and through concrete actions and signs, parents lead 
their children to authentic freedom, actualized in the sincere gift of self, 
and they cultivate in them respect for others, a sense of justice, cordial 
openness, dialogue, generous service, solidarity and all the other values 
which help people to live life as a gift. (4.92) 

 
The task of parenthood is an incredibly difficult kind of work, for parents work with each 

other to make a person on the most fundamental level. Insofar as that work itself is given 

to the service of God, the parents can teach their children the full truth about what it 

means to be a human person, namely that each person fully becomes him or herself in 

relationship with others. This daily interaction with children provides mothers and fathers 

with the arena wherein practice the vocation of parenthood.13 

 Moreover, by engaging in that vocational task, parents receive the gift of being 

back from their children. John Paul II argues, “the tiny new member of the family makes 

a gift of humanity to its parents, and also, if it is not the first child, to its siblings as well. 

It extends the circle of giving that existed before its birth and brings to this circle a new 

and wholly unique content” (“Parenthood” 333). The birth of a child calls both father and 

a mother into being, for those essential aspects of their identity prior to this child simply 

did not exist. Therefore, as parents perform their new identities with their children, they 

receive part of who they are—the very identity of mother and father—back from these 

people they are making. Furthermore, John Paul II describes this achievement of skilled 

                                                            
13 John Paul II defines the work of parenting as “reducible simply to the exigency of making a gift 

of mature humanity to this little person, this gradually developing human being” (“Parenthood” 334). 
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parenthood as “the mark of a certain spiritual perfection, the capacity for ‘procreation’ in 

the spiritual sense, the forming of souls” (Love and Responsibility 260). Because a parent 

is called into being by their child, their attention to the particular demands of this 

developing person teaches the parent to adapt their work to the child at hand and become 

increasingly skilled at the work of forming souls through daily care. Doing so, a parent 

fulfills his or her own end, thus growing in the particular paradigm of sanctity to which 

that person has been called. 

 The clearest image of this holy parenting, and the one to which John Paul II 

regularly refers, is the Virgin Mary, Mother of Christ and mother of all mankind. In an 

encyclical entitled Redemptoris Mater, he meditates upon the implications of Mary’s 

motherhood:  

The Mother of Christ, who stands at the very center of this mystery—a 
mystery which embraces each individual and all humanity—is given as a 
mother to every single individual and all mankind. The man at the foot of 
the Cross is John, ‘the disciple whom he loved.’ But it is not he alone. 
Following tradition, the Council does not hesitate to call Mary ‘the Mother 
of Christ and mother of mankind.’ (sec. 23) 

 
Based on the Gospel’s depiction of Christ giving Mary to John from the Cross, John Paul 

II extends Mary’s motherhood of Christ to her motherhood of the entire church. The 

efficacy of Mary’s universal motherhood comes from her openness to life at the moment 

of her fiat, when she established new life through bearing Christ.14 In doing so, Mary’s 

act creates the Church itself, for she offers her flesh for the infant Christ, whose Body 

will be remade in the Church thereafter.  

                                                            
14 Leonie Caldecott similarly argues that Mary’s motherhood comes from her participation in the 

institution of “the New Covenant is established between God and man. Though imperfect in comparison, 
each fresh instance of motherhood in human history is nonetheless related to this central act on the part of 
Mary” (225). Important to both Caldecott’s and John Paul II’s argument is that Mary participates in the 
creation of new life at this moment, for Mary’s motherhood must vivify human weakness through her 
obedient submission to God’s will. 
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 Moreover, Mary’s continued intercession on behalf of the whole church derives 

from her willingness to bear the Christ child. John Paul II notes that her intercession 

“possesses a specifically maternal character, which distinguishes it from the mediation of 

the other creatures who in various and always subordinate ways share in the one true 

mediation of Christ, although her own mediation is also a shared mediation” 

(Redemptoris Mater sec. 38). The maternal nature of her mediation accepts the unique 

way God has worked with humanity to achieve redemption. By granting Mary the 

Immaculate Conception, God prepared Mary to remake humanity through her fiat; in 

doing so and in becoming a new Eve, Mary responds to this initial work of God within 

her with a continued effort to bring about new life in particular situations. Though her 

intercession is contingent upon Christ’s reconciliation of man to God, her mediation is 

particularly efficacious because of the way that Mary has shaped who Christ is on a 

fundamental level. When Mary extends her intercession to the entire Church, she 

welcomes all members of Christ’s body to share in the same formation of character that 

she undertook in her vocation as Christ’s mother. 

 From Mary’s vocation as interceding mother, the Church receives her identity and 

her vocation from Mary herself, who prefigures the unique 

  maternal dimension of her [the Church’s] vocation, which is essentially  
  bound to her sacramental nature, in ‘contemplating Mary’s mysterious  
  sanctity, imitating her charity and faithfully fulfilling the Father’s will.’ If  
  the Church is the sign and instrument of the intimate union with God, she  
  is so by reason of her motherhood, because, receiving life from the Spirit,  
  she ‘generates’ sons and daughters of the human race to a new life in  
  Christ. For, just as Mary is at the service of the mystery of the Incarnation, 
  so the Church is always at the service of the mystery of adoption to  
  sonship through grace. (Redemptoris Mater sec. 43) 
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Insofar as the Church follows Mary’s model in her fiat, she receives the same vocation 

that Mary fulfilled throughout her earthly life, namely generating sons and daughters of 

God through adopting prodigal children back onto their heavenly Father’s family through 

participation in the sacraments. With this observation, John Paul II concretely links the 

historical, pilgrim church with one particular woman, thus developing the tradition that 

would see Mary as a type for the Church, but he also recognizes that Mary’s particularity 

actually gives the Church itself a unique identity to perform and a unique relationship to 

maintain with those who are members of Christ’s body.15 

 The relationship between the Church and the women within it becomes 

particularly enlivening in light of Mary’s unique role within the economy of salvation. 

Rather than generations of patriarchal suppression of women, the Church instead looks to 

women as playing a key role in a culture of life that will stand as witness against a 

dominating culture of death. In Evangelium Vitae, John Paul II writes,  

  [w]omen first learn and then teach others that human relations are   
  authentic if they are open to accepting the other person: a person who is  
  recognized and loved because of the dignity which comes from being a  
  person and not from other considerations, such as usefulness, strength,  
  intelligence, beauty or health. This is the fundamental contribution which  
  the Church and humanity expect from women. (4.99) 
 
Drawing on his own argument about the fundamental role that parents, especially 

mothers, play in the formation of persons, John Paul II here recognizes that women can 

be the primary agent by which a person learns what human dignity actually means: 

                                                            
 15 Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger similarly celebrated the unique relationship between Mary’s role in 
the economy of salvation and the Church’s continued role in that same economy. In The Ratzinger Report, 
Ratzinger argued, “it is no accident if the word ‘Church’ is of feminine gender. In her, in fact, lives the 
mystery of motherhood, of gratitude, of contemplation, of beauty, of values in short that appear useless in 
the eyes of the profane world.” (103). In thus arguing, Ratzinger, in the tradition of John Paul II, actually 
questions any system that would minimize the unique and particular value of traditionally feminine values, 
for those values are greatly valued within the life of Church. Indeed, both Ratzinger and John Paul II go so 
far as to say that the primary religious response to Christ is always “feminine,” insofar as every single 
person must receive grace from Christ in gratitude, rather than in activity. 
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neither a recognized merit nor a quality earned from a long negotiation of power, dignity 

comes from a person being a person. According to John Paul II, women especially 

recognize this fact and respond in the appropriate way, namely to love the person as a 

person. This essential task is what John Paul II calls women to do in the world, for he 

recognizes that they are prepared to do so in many ways and, in doing so, they create safe 

spaces in which the life of a person can develop and grow.16  

 It is this particular understanding of the Church, women, and families that 

illuminates Alice McDermott’s neodomestic novel After This. Exhibiting many of the 

tensions that Jacobson described in neodomestic fiction, After This details two 

generations of the middle class Irish Catholic family—the Keanes—beginning in the late 

1940s and extending through the 1970s. Regular McDermott reviewer Michiko Kakutani 

describes the book as “an affecting meditation on the consolations and discontents of 

family life—the centripetal and centrifugal forces that bind husbands and wives, parents 

and children together and fling them ineluctably apart” (“One Son” par. 2). Kakutani’s 

description is rich, for she insightfully notes that this novel resists stability in a 

poignantly realistic fashion. Because the novel deals with those forces that pull families 

                                                            
 16 Leonie Caldecott reflects upon the implications of John Paul II’s statements, and describes what 
she believes to be its essential contention: “woman can be said to have a womb-shaped vocation. She is a 
space-maker, a protector of growth, an enabler of life, a place of safety where others can encounter Christ 
and know themselves to be loved. Hers is the mission to behold the world and all its confusing travail in a 
very particular way: to make use of her very weakness to obtain the privileged place of the lamb which is 
carried upon the shoulders of the Shepherd, and thus see things from the perspective of His gaze” (228). 
This language, and the language like it in the papal encyclicals, mirrors the traditional language of the angel 
in the house, but differs in one remarkable way. While the nineteenth century idealized woman did make 
the home a place of private refuge, she was limited to one sphere of action and had no place in the larger 
public arena; by contrast, John Paul II here wants to domesticate the entire world, extending that private 
insistence on tenderness and love to everyone and every social interaction. John Paul II’s idealized 
woman—Mary herself—is no passive, docile woman making great meals; rather, she is an active 
intercessor, a vital force in the parenting of all God’s children, and is finally enthroned in heaven because 
of her overwhelming love for all of mankind and the God who accepts them into his family. 
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apart, the guiding question throughout the novel will be, not what forces oppose this 

family, but how will they weather each storm? 

 The novel’s structure similarly resists stability, for McDermott sketches a series 

of vignettes that provide brief insight into the characters who comprise this family. 

Though the novel can be roughly divided into four sections—how the parents meet and 

begin their family; life in the Keane family with children still at home; encountering 

substantial threats to the family; and a final section detailing how the family will deal 

with its grief—the narrative perspective shifts from character to character, often 

providing illuminating insight into a character who was unbearable just one section 

before. However, there is one external reality that ties these sketches together, for the 

novel opens with Mary Keane—the matriarch of this family—leaving a church in which 

she prayed during her lunch hour and closes with her entering a church for the wedding 

of one of her children. Throughout the entirety of the novel, she and her family will meet 

in churches and parochial schools, where they will discuss their shared Catholic faith in 

oblique yet concrete ways as the physical shape of the Church itself changes during the 

turbulent period of the American 1960s and 1970s and the period of the Second Vatican 

Council. Indeed, the changing church mirrors the changing family in profound ways, and 

this family’s faithfulness undulates in response to the trauma and the blessing of their 

experiences. 

 McDermott early insists on maintaining a decidedly non-sentimental setting for 

her novel. As Mary leaves the Church in the first sentence of the novel, McDermott drops 

her into a physically chaotic world where “she felt the wind rise, felt the pinprick of 

pebble and grit against her stockings and her cheeks—the slivered shards of mad sunlight 
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in her eyes” (1). The wind’s physical assault on Mary, the unmarried young woman, 

echoes her internal torment and the reason she went to pray during her lunch hour: “In 

church she had prayed for contentment. She was thirty, with no husband in sight. A good 

job, an aging father, a bachelor brother, a few nice friends. At least, she had asked—so 

humbly, so earnestly, so seriously—let me be content” (2). Though she prays so humbly, 

earnestly, and seriously for contentment with her lack of a husband, this first section of 

the novel clearly portrays Mary dealing with unanswered prayers; she has no husband, no 

real prospects, and one good friend whom she does not particularly like, her gossipy co-

worker Pauline. However, Mary’s faithfulness within this discontent provides an image 

of faith withstanding minor obstacles, and she is duly rewarded—as any good domestic 

fiction should do—with a husband, John, by the end of the first section. 

 However, this blessed union is not without flaws and failures. Mary, upon 

contemplating her first few weeks of married life, thinks, “This is something she had 

never anticipated before she was married, the painful, physical struggle he seemed to 

wage with himself in the course of their joining. She had thought it would all be 

whispered endearments, only pleasantly breathless. She was surprised to learn that there 

was labor in it, pain and struggle as well as sweetness” (25). Her experience of physical 

intimacy with her husband comes as a surprise, for the work of sex includes pain and 

struggle as much as pleasure. Indeed, what Mary observes here is that domestic life is not 

one placid Elysium; instead, their marriage is a vocation that demands all of who they 

are, and that work includes a kind of suffering. However, McDermott comically includes 

a neighbor practicing scales on a baby grand piano, and Mary observes how this bizarrely 
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inappropriate diversion from their sexual union helps her understand the spiritual nature 

of her work with John:  

  And there was comedy in this, too, in the musical accompaniment—the  
  scales that drew them to their first, stale-mouthed kiss followed by the  
  inept and repetitious beginnings of some vaguely familiar but as yet  
  unrecognizable piece as they shyly (still) got out of their pajamas. And  
  then ineptitude giving way, on all their parts, to a certain confidence, even  
  grace. (24).  
 
This becomes the recurring aesthetic and spiritual tension throughout the course of the 

novel; with both the novice piano players and the novice lovers, there is a kind of 

fumbling motion that reveals their amateur status. However, in both cases, their 

dedication to the work trains their bodies to respond with confidence, and human 

ineptitude gives way to a certain confidence that is graceful in its fluidity and gracious in 

its efficacy. These early days of marriage, when Mary and John learn what a shared life 

will mean for the entirety of their marriage, balance the human incompetence with the 

spiritual consummation that exalts their actions.17 

 This tension further develops when the Keanes begin to raise their small family of 

four children—Jacob, Michael, Annie, and Clare. On one early Sunday morning, the 

family of five (Clare is not yet born) travels to the beach because John, a somewhat older 

father, wants to spend a quiet morning with his family. While the two boys play soldiers 

on the shoreline and Annie helps her pregnant mother prepare a picnic lunch, John 
                                                            
 17 This tension recurs throughout the novel in many places, but one of the more troubling moments 
occurs when the Keanes’ teenaged daughter Annie accompanies her friend Susan to procure an abortion. 
There, while she waits, Annie reads A Farewell to Arms and has a breakdown as her friend undergoes the 
abortion. She admits to her friend later that same day, “it was intolerable: Catherine dead and their baby 
dead. Intolerable and terrible and made even more so by the fact that within the same hour of her reading, 
the book had convinced her (there in the softly lit waiting room of the abortion clinic) that despite war and 
death and pain… life was lovely, rich with small gifts: a nice hotel, a warm fire, a fine meal, love” (161). 
As Annie experiences this tension, the reader similarly responds to the novel’s vacillation between the 
moments of clarity and grace in the Keane family’s life—when life is lovely—and these horrific moments 
when they make horrific choices. Indeed, Annie’s small breakdown seems to stem from her inability to 
accept that in such a world where grace has been received, human ineptitude can return with furious power.  
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confronts his own gracious ineptitude as a father: “His love for his children bore down on 

his heart with the weight of three heavy stones. There were all his unnamed fears for 

them, and hopes for them. There was all he was powerless to change” (33). John, 

recognizing the people that his children will become, crumples under the weight of his 

love, for his children burden him with love and responsibility. His love for them is so 

overwhelming because he knows he will not be able to prevent their future failures nor 

will he be able to share in their achievements after he has died. All he can do as a father 

is bear that relationship and its responsibility out of love for them.  

 When this trip to the beach ends after the rambunctious Michael attacks his 

brother in the sand and disrupts the family’s peace, John realizes the truth of his role as a 

father when he and his family finish their lunch in the car:  

  He exchanged a cup for one of the sandwiches. The whole thing was a  
  balancing act: cup and sandwich, napkin and wax paper—careful now— 
  the three children in the back (the fourth would have to be up here, in the  
  front seat between them, the hamper on his wife’s lap, or at her feet), his  
  wife and her belly perched beside him, the wind shut out and their voices  
  suddenly gentle and clear. (42) 
 
John’s recognition of family as a balancing act allows him to focus on precariously 

maintaining the tension of his own ineptitude and the various aggravations that his 

children, as well as his wife, provide in these small moments of peace, when the wind can 

whip against the car’s windows but cannot disrupt the gentleness and clarity of their 

familial conversation. John articulates his understanding of his own role as husband for 

Mary and father to Jacob, Michael, Annie, and the unborn Clare in two simple words: 

careful now. These words provide an operating parameter for his anxiety about his age 

and inadequacy as his father, for his own caution can help him deal with the inevitable 
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intrusions upon his family’s security yet cannot fully prevent these crises from 

happening. 

 One such crisis emerges after the family’s return from the beach, when a 

hurricane forces them to take shelter in the basement of their suburban home. Within this 

scene, McDermott provides an image of a holy family: 

  They sat together on the couch that was just the other side of the toy-train  
  table. Their mother between the two boys to avoid trouble, Annie on her  
  father’s lap. The washing machine and the sink and the long string of  
  clothesline where she  hung clothes in bad weather were just behind them,  
  each illuminated, however dimly, by the blue light of the storm at the  
  narrow windows. Around their own circle of light, their mother said,  
  “Let’s say an Angel of God,” the bodies of her two boys pressed against  
  her. ‘Angel of God,’ they said, following her voice. “My guardian dear, to  
  whom God’s love, commits me here, ever this night, be at my side, to light 
  and guard, to rule and guide. Amen.” (50) 
 
The image here is nearly saccharine; when faced with a hurricane raging around them, 

this holy family huddles together around a handful of flashlights and prays while 

illuminated by the beams of light. However, McDermott subtly balances the sanctity of 

the image with a realistic approach to the family. Even as they pray, Mary must sit 

between her two sons to prevent them from fighting; the room is crowded with quotidian 

objects like toy trains and clotheslines. However, she is similarly able to link the unity of 

this family with their shared faith, for what unites them this one night is a prayer they say 

together, even as trees crash outside the basement windows and rain pelts the glass. As 

long as this family can pray together, they can suspend the daily quarrels that might 

distract them at other times. In this early scene, when the threat of intrusion is relatively 

minor and the children are young enough to follow the example of their parents easily, 

the family remains cohesive through prayer. 
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 However, as the children grow up, the family encounters more serious hazards in 

a tumultuous historical context. One such potentially menacing change is the subtle 

influence of the Second Vatican Council on their shared faith. Throughout much of the 

second section of the novel’s four parts, John works with his local parish to raise funds 

for a new building, one that would be “‘in the round’ to suit the new liturgy” (81). This 

subtle inclusion of the Second Vatican Council hints at the radical changes to the 

Catholic faith already happening within the historic setting of this novel; this new 

structure reflects that change by shifting the altar from the front of the sanctuary to the 

center of the congregation. At its best, this shift asks the congregation to reconsider the 

Eucharistic sacrifice as a heavenly banquet at whose table they sit; at the worst, this shift 

allows the congregation to think of the sacrament as a form of entertainment.18   

 When the Keanes join their congregation for the first Mass in the new building, 

the family has mixed reactions. Like the rest of the congregation, who “seemed both 

reluctant and awed” (107), Mary and John try to understand this radical change to their 

experience of Catholicism. John reflects that “the new church had turned the stuff of his 

own past, his own memories, into something quaint, at best. At worst, obsolete” (108). 

However, both John and Mary are able to deal with their potential obsolescence because 

they recognize “the smell of the incense from the censor was the smell of the incense of 

old, and stately movement of the priests… was as it had always been” (108). Though the 

external details of their faith have changed in light of the radical redesign of their 

sanctuary, the Keane parents see the continuity connecting their own childhood 
                                                            
 18 Colleen McDannell insightfully explores the connection between church architecture and the 
experience of faith in a post-Vatican II American Catholicism within her work The Spirit of Vatican II. 
Within that work, she notes how architecture itself was a way for the laity to assume the responsibility for 
their own faith, and the proliferation of more modern styles of architecture—reliant on geometric 
abstraction and clean lines—was a direct reflection of the laity’s desire to update the faith (122; 154).  
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experiences to their encounter with the new architecture. By contrast, their youngest son 

Michael rejects the new building, insisting that “[t]hey could have fixed it… instead of 

spending all that money” (113), though his protests over the cost of the building hides his 

real attitude toward the church—“Why do you have to have a church? ... It’s bullshit” 

(113). This evaluation of the church’s importance reveals the subtle change that is already 

affecting the Keane family, for the children do not view the Church or its building with 

the same stable understanding of their parents. By reacting in this manner, Michael leads 

the way for all the children to distance themselves from their parents’ faith and from their 

own childhood’s tradition. The stability of the Keane family—while it can survive the 

direct onslaught of a hurricane with grace and tenderness—cannot seem to sustain the 

same kind of faith when the world around them changes in less violent ways. 

 However, the greatest threat to the Keane family is the sudden draft lottery that 

would elect which soldiers to send to Vietnam. The narrator notes that the “lottery was 

held three weeks before Christmas, which made something biblical about the whole 

ordeal, or at least, Mary Keane said, medieval” (134). Here, Mary Keane attempts to find 

meaning in the seemingly causeless chance that elected Jacob, her oldest son, to go to 

Vietnam based simply on his birth date. Mary and the entire Keane family remain 

powerless to prevent Jacob from going, and this intrusion of the violent public event—a 

war in which the Keanes had no real stake—unsettles their already tenuous domestic 

stability. 
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 Indeed, every character realizes that Jacob is a marked man.19 When Jacob goes to 

pick up his little sister Clare for an afternoon free from school before he leaves, the 

attending nun at the school recognizes  

  there was something unlucky about the boy. She would not have said  
  tragic, just unlucky… There were kids who were born with luck on their  
  side and others who simply weren’t. It wasn’t about intelligence or good  
  grades, not even necessarily about good looks (although there was luck in  
  that, too). It was chance, plain and simple. Kids born lucky and kids who  
  never got a break. It was fate, perhaps, although she supposed God came  
  into it somewhere (she couldn’t say how, except, perhaps, that God had  
  his favorites, too). (139)   
 
Here, McDermott introduces her domestic fiction’s dying child, but Jacob will not die 

because of some noble cause; instead, the nun’s ruminations on the fickle nature of luck 

and his own mother’s attempt to extract meaning from the lottery’s random choice 

underscore the senselessness of Jacob’s coming death. If earlier instances of this genre 

allowed the death of an angelic child for some great sacrifice—like Eva in Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, who dies so that her father would realize the wickedness of slavery—

McDermott’s neodomestic novel unsettles that certainty and forces the reader to ask what 

potential benefit could warrant such a sacrifice; indeed, the randomness of Jacob’s luck 

suggests that those small monuments to the fallen, angelic dead are futile attempts to 

impose meaning on an ultimately meaningless situation. 

                                                            
 19 Throughout the novel, John retells a story about his own time in World War II and a young 
soldier he met—another dark-haired Jacob—whom he could not save from dying. When John asks Mary to 
name their first child after this fallen boy soldier, the choice comes back to haunt Mary and John as they 
await news of Jacob throughout the war. In one particularly poignant moment, Mary questions their choice: 
“Had they wrested from that stranger, the other Jacob, a blessing for their son, or was it all sentimentality 
and superstition on her husband’s part—that blood-borne fascination with the dead—that had made him tell 
her on that first day of her life as a mother, It’s just something I’d like to do? Did the fates howl with 
laughter at the irony of it all or had some good fortune been secured?” (187-8). 
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 Whatever consolation might be drawn from Jacob’s death in Vietnam comes from 

the final moment within the novel when the reader sees him alive. As he is on his first 

flight, traveling to basic training, the teenaged Jacob  

  closed his eyes and thought to pray but all petition was undermined by  
  Jesus’ superior prayer, on the night before his death: Your will, not mine.  
  Jacob wanted only to say, Take care of me. Give me a break. The change  
  of light in the cabin made him open his eyes again. The plane had cleared  
  the clouds—they now ran like a great white field just below the wing, they 
  were touched with gold—and the sky was a solid blue. ‘Incredible,’ Jacob  
  said… small starbursts of blood on his palms. (148)  
 
This passage echoes with the potential similarities between Jacob and Christ. Just as 

Christ prayed on the night before his crucifixion, Jacob asks that, if it is God’s will, he 

might be spared from his coming fate, although, like Christ, Jacob is willing to accept 

God’s will regardless of the answer. Indeed, once Jacob prays, he is granted a hint of the 

beatific vision, for the colors he espies out the plane’s window—white, gold, and blue—

are associated with paradise and Mary herself. Moreover, the narrators grants a unique 

gift to Jacob as he stands in wonder of his vision—those small starbursts of blood on his 

palms stigmatically mimic Christ’s own wounds, and Jacob becomes fully identified as a 

sacrifice like Christ—a truly scandalous, unjust death.  

 The loss of Jacob creates a domestic fiction in which the stabilizing mother—

Mary Keane—must differ from her generic predecessors, and McDermott presents an 

alternative to the sentimental models of the genre early in the novel. In a section of the 

novel that serves as an aesthetic and domestic focal point for the entire work, Mary 

Keane and her young daughter wait in line at the World Fair in the hope of catching a 

glimpse of Michelangelo’s La Pietà, on tour from Italy. This brief scene is perhaps the 

most “religious” scene within the novel, for the narrator carefully establishes the mood by 
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describing the “[c]old air and a low Gregorian chant, eyes struggling to adjust to the 

change… Golden arcs of light. Red carpet at their feet…The air grew colder and the holy 

chants nearer… There were only whispers and stirrings, a child’s voice, and then not 

even that” (97-8). The scene begins with the crowd standing in line, overheated from the 

summer’s sun and grumbling about the wait; however, their entrance into the building 

where the statue stands greets a welcoming coolness, scented with incense and scored 

with Gregorian chants. Everything in the scene leads Mary and Annie to have a 

significant response to the famous statue. 

 What they see when they find the statue is startling both in its beauty and in its 

simplicity: 

  In the absence of all color and all other light, the white marble held every  
  nuance and hue a human eye could manage. Here was the lifeless flesh of  
  the beloved child, the young man’s muscle and sinew impossibly— 
  impossible for the mother who cradled him—still. Here were her knees  
  against the folds of her draped robes, her lap, as wide as it might have  
  been in childbirth, accommodating his weight once more. Here were her  
  fingers pressed into his side, her shoulder raised to bear him on her arm  
  once more. Here was her left hand, open, empty. Here were the mother’s  
  eyes cast down upon the body of her child once more, only once more,  
  and in another moment (they were moving back into the darkness) no  
  more. (98-9)  
 
Significantly, the narrator notes the statue’s simplicity to be somewhat universal, for the 

viewing audience can see every nuance and hue within the statue’s material, even as they 

discern the import of the statue’s form. The description of the statue focuses on Mary’s 

maternity as she holds her dead son, comparing the way she cradles his adult corpse with 

the way she held his infant body; the width of her lap as she prepares her son’s body for 

its departure from the world is similar to when she welcomed him in childbirth. Mary’s 

gaze is potentially her last glimpse of her son, and the pity she feels for her son is heavy 
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with grief.20 The implications of this scene are immediately obvious—Mary and her 

daughter Annie are here looking at an icon of holy motherhood, and the solemnity of that 

relationship includes a deep grief that must accept death as potential proof of submission 

to God’s will. Mary Keane sees in Mary the mother of God what she must become, for 

her own powerlessness to prevent reality and history from ravaging her family mirrors 

Mary’s grief over her son’s crucifixion. 

 This image of Mary Keane as the Mary of Michelangelo’s La Pietà runs as a 

thread throughout the remainder of the story, for much of the novel’s second half depicts 

the family’s struggle to grapple with Jacob’s death. As she awaits the news of her son, 

without knowing he has died, Mary meditates upon “the small replica of the Pietà in its 

clear plastic dome—Annie’s Christmas gift to her the year they had seen it” as she 

washes dishes (188). While the image of Mary with Christ’s body is beautiful as an 

image, the implications of this image as a model for holy families destabilizes the more 

simplistic images of the family praying together during a storm from earlier in the novel. 

In that image, their faith could help them endure the tempest; in the later image, the 

family must accept failure and death as somehow a part of God’s plan yet still hope that 

the significance of those relationships—mother and child, brother and sister, the family as 

                                                            
 20 John Paul II focuses on Mary’s presence at the foot of Christ’s cross and, with the entire 
Catholic tradition, asks the reader to understand Mary’s unique passion at this moment. He writes, “Blessed 
is she who believed… standing at the foot of the Cross, Mary is the witness, humanly speaking, of the 
complete negation of these words. On that wood of the Cross her Son hangs in agony as one condemned” 
(Redemptoris Mater sec. 18). While she received the promise of her son’s role in the salvation of the world 
at the Annunciation, the Crucifixion presents the precise moment through which she could doubt God’ 
promise; that she doesn’t do so allows Mary to “share through faith in the shocking mystery of this self-
emptying. This is perhaps the deepest ‘kenosis’ of faith in human history” (Redemptoris Mater sec. 18). 
Mary’s passion at her son’s crucifixion suggests that debilitating pain and suffering might be required in 
the believer in that mysterious self-kenosis that Christ performs on the cross, which every believer 
thereafter must imitate. However, beyond the typology of Mary at the moment, John Paul II also focuses on 
the very human fact that Mary, a mother, is here watching her son die, and her religious response includes 
her human grief. 
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a society—was not just an illusion; indeed, the surviving Keane children especially 

struggle to understand how this image of Mary and Christ can help them understand their 

lost brother and their radically affected mother. 

 Michael’s reaction to his brother’s death is perhaps the most conflicted, for 

throughout the majority of the novel, Michael has irritated his brother and resisted his 

mother and her faith. Therefore, when he finds himself at college, resentful of his status 

as “middle [child] born at mid-century to middle-class parents and sent from middling, 

mid-island high schools to mediocre colleges,” his life of dissipation spent in Damien’s 

crude dive bar stands in sharp contrast to his new role as only son and oldest child (164). 

However, the bulk of this section—in which the reader sees Michael drink heavily and 

sleep with various young women—builds to a single Halloween party when Michael, 

confronted with a toy coffin that makes him think of his brother, goes home for another 

one-night stand with a nameless girl. However, the girl begins to sketch a haunting image 

on Michael’s chalkboard walls of  

  a kind of Eden, tall stalks of grass and leafy flowers and, scattered among  
  them, the figures of men and women—long thighs and bellies, penises,  
  breasts, arms—all entangled, or pressed together, faces indicated only by a 
  nose or an eye or a lock of hair. Some of it had rubbed off already, or had  
  already faded, but there was enough to see what she had aimed for:  
  something, he thought, between pretty and crude, between a cartoon and a  
  vision. Something you could dismiss as a joke as readily and you could  
  claim it as the precise illustration of everything you wanted. (183)   
 
The image is an interesting union of innocence and disillusionment. Though it is a kind of 

Eden, its inhabits seems to be involved in the kind of raucous indulgence in which 

Michael and this nameless girl are similarly engaged. However, Michael notes that, 

despite its cartoonish presentation of human life, it does serve as the precise illustration 

of everything he wanted—namely, a kind of innocence that he cannot claim. 
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 However, Michael’s reaction to the image becomes especially compelling, for he 

recognizes in this clear articulation of his desire his own failure as a young adult. As he 

and this girl go to sleep, Michael continues to think about how  

  the drawings made him think of … that motley crew of cherubim and  
  seraphim all around her. Hail, Holy Queen. Mother of Mercy. Our life, our 
  sweetness and our hope. 
   He thought how even after you’d disentangled yourself from  
  everything else, the words stayed with you: 
   To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve, to thee do we  
  send up our sighs, mourning weeping in this valley of tears. Turn then,  
  most gracious advocate, thine eyes of mercy toward us, and after this21  
  our exile show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb… 
   Words you could dismiss as a joke as readily as you could claim  
  them as the precise definition of everything you wanted. (183-4)  
 
The tone of this prayer—the Salve Regina—notably reveals how Michael responds to his 

own indulgence prior to this point in the novel. While the chalkboard Eden helped him 

understand how he wanted to return to a paradise of innocence, this prayer returns to him 

as an articulation of his own feeling of exile from his family’s faith—it is Michael who 

asked earlier why people need a church—as well as forcing him to recognize the 

significance of Mary as the new Eve, a mother to her banished children. Indeed, this 

section ends with those final words, in which Michael asks if this prayer can be dismissed 

as a joke or if it is the precise definition of everything he ever wanted, just as the crude 

Eden of one page prior presents the same choice. The novel leaves Michael with these 

two options—a paradise of sexual excessiveness or a return home to a forgiving mother 

and her blessed son—even as it prepares the reader to understand either choice: should 

Michael repent of his turn away from his family, he will be welcomed back, yet Mary 

                                                            
 21 Notably, it is these words from the Salve Regina prayer that provide McDermott with the title of 
her novel. The work seems named after this somewhat melancholy turn in the prayer, in which the person 
praying accepts that life is an experience of exile in which he or she waits for a fuller vision of Christ in the 
heavenly beatific vision. 
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Keane cannot make her wayward son make better choices. His own participation in this 

prayer will be the decisive factor in its answer. 

 Like Michael, the Keanes’ daughter Annie accepts exile from her family because 

Jacob’s death has affected her so deeply. In the novel’s final section about Annie, the 

narrator depicts her as a college student studying abroad in England and spending the 

evening with fellow American students at the home of her tutor, Professor Wallace, and 

her husband. Within this vignette, the narrator regularly notes Annie’s jealousy of 

Professor Wallace and her handsome husband, as well as the way Annie has adopted an 

unlikable friend in Grace, as her mother does with Pauline. However, the evening reaches 

a turning point when Professor Wallace recounts an evening during World War II when 

she and her family hid in different corners of the cellar during an air raid. The professor 

tells Annie, “Each adult with a child under each arm, scattered to different corners of the 

cellar, in case… In case, I suppose, some part of the ceiling came down, not, one would 

hope, on us all” (237).  

 This thought troubles Annie as she goes home alone on the bus—Grace has had 

enough to drink that she must sleep off her drunkenness—until she meets a young 

graduate student who seduces her by literally sharing her with paperback copies of her 

favorite novels. The next morning, after Annie has spent the night with him, she decides 

that  

  she was thousands of miles from home with an utter stranger at her side  
  and yet she was falling into a pleasant, comfortable sleep, she was   
  anticipating with pleasure, perhaps, what the new day would bring. There  
  was, there would always be, the snag of disappointment—it would not be  
  the life she had wanted—but there was, at last, as well, something it would 
  take her until the end of the year to understand… the wisdom of scattering, 
  each to a different corner of whatever shelter they had found, so that  
  should the worst happen, happen again, it would not take them all. (249)  
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Within this moment, Annie realizes the wisdom of Professor Wallace and prepares 

herself to spend her entire life away from her family, in England with this boy. By the 

novel’s end, the reader learns that this one night stand has become Annie’s marriage, but 

this passage suggests that Annie decides to do this as a way of preparing for the imminent 

and unavoidable tragedy of the worst thing happening again—losing another member of 

her family.  

 However, before Annie accepts this exile from her family, she has a moment 

while her lover is sleeping that helps the reader to understand why she does what she 

does. As she looks at the young man with whom she has spent the night, she sees that  

  [h]is body was white and thin and boyish, it might indeed have been  
  carved out of marble. As if it were carved out of marble, she thought there  
  was beauty in it as well as tremendous sorrow. Because of Jacob, she  
  knew, she would for the rest of her life see the bodies of young men in this 
  way—lovers, husband, her own children, if she were to have them. It was  
  not what she wanted to do, but she had no choice in the matter, it was no  
  longer the life she had wanted, after all. (248) 
 
In this moment, Annie identifies her young lover with two people: first, she sees in his 

frail young body an image of Jacob, who has already died, and the potential bodies of 

young men that will come after this boy; secondly, her recognition of him looking as if he 

were carved out of marble—and his positioning cradled in her arms—harkens back to the 

experience she shared with her mother when they saw La Pietà. Here, Annie accepts her 

mother’s own position, making the choice to exile herself from her family as a way of 

assenting to the pain of separation from her family. Though this life of exile is not what 

she wants, she accepts that, in growing up, she must follow her mother’s example and 

begin her own life with its own beauty and tremendous sorrow. 
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 The final surviving child, the young Clare, perhaps most clearly understands how 

her mother has radically changed, for Clare still lives at home while her siblings go to 

their separate corners of the globe. In response to her mother’s grief, Clare “thought that 

her mother had been like iron, in the cold pew at Saint Gabriel’s on the morning her 

brother was buried. Clare knew she had been grateful for it, the cool stone of her 

mother’s face and hands” (216). Clare’s recognition that her mother has so closely 

identified with Mary, the Mother of God, allows her to receive strength from her mother, 

though the family itself has been devastated by the loss of Jacob. While Clare draws 

strength from her mother’s passion, she is perhaps too young when Jacob dies to feel that 

devastation in its totality. 

 By the novel’s conclusion, a final crisis hits the Keane family in the form of 

Clare’s high school pregnancy. Though McDermott takes pains to present this pregnancy 

as the result of simple naiveté—Clare decides to go to bed with her first boyfriend on a 

whim: “the reality was that this was the first time she had been held in anyone’s arms and 

there was no certainty whatsoever that it would happen again… she found herself simply 

giving in” (260)—the pregnancy is her parents’ worst nightmare, simply because this 

final child is their last hope that their faith would continue into the next generation. 

Indeed, when Clare tells her parents, they erupt with rage and arrange Clare’s shotgun 

wedding to her boyfriend. However, Clare rather insightfully sees what lies at the heart of 

her parents’ reaction: “There was nothing to be done, she knew, because the future was 

already here, inside her—she had already begun to feel the baby stir—and the thought 

seemed to trump everything else, her mother’s now steady voice, her father’s muffled 

tears, which were not for her, she knew even then, but for Jacob, at last” (267-8). What 
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her pregnancy and coming child force her parents to do is accept that life is a beautiful 

gift even in the midst of death, even after grief devastates the family. Indeed, though 

Mary Keane has settled into the experience of La Pietà as a way of offering her pain as a 

sacrifice, her coming grandchild forces her to create space for life in the midst of death. 

 Therefore, when the novel concludes with Clare’s wedding to her boyfriend, 

McDermott brings in another musician to accompany this significant life event. A local 

boy “who played in a trance, eyes closed, transformed, transported, inspired (that was the 

word)—not the engine for the instrument but a conduit for some music, some pattern, 

sacred, profound, barely apprehensible, inscrutable, really, something just beyond the 

shell of earth and sky” stands in contrast to the amateur piano player who accompanied 

Jacob’s conception from earlier in the book (276). While Mary saw that moment as a 

kind of grace coming through human ineptitude, this minute similarly experiences grace 

through Clare’s moral clumsiness. When the priest, Monsignor McShane, concludes the 

novel with an observation about the boy’s skill at the piano—“It’s a gift, then” (277)—he 

also provides the final challenge to the reader: can the reader believe that family is a gift, 

even when children die or make choices contrary to their parents’ advice? Can the reader 

believe that life is beautiful even though people stumble to receive that grace? 

 
 

Concluding Thoughts on Family and Suffering 
 
 The great achievement of McDermott’s After This is its unstinting insistence that 

families are a gift received from God. This is, perhaps, a truism vulnerable to 

sentimentalism; however, McDermott’s careful delineation of both human ineptitude and 

the grace that unexpectedly breaks into human life helps the reader recover this truth 



267 
 

without relying on clichés. Indeed, when the principal of Clare’s high school tells the 

Keanes that “life…is always a cause for celebration,” she immediately regrets her words 

because “these were the Keanes she was talking to—she recalled Annie on that terrible 

morning [when she learned Jacob was dead]… These were the Keanes she was spouting 

clichés at, the Keanes who had lost a son in that useless war” (272-3). However, it is also 

the Keanes, and their readers, who are able to believe what the nun has said.  

 The chief way that McDermott has accomplished this feat is her presentation of 

Mary in Michelangelo’s La Pietà as a sanctified image of familial suffering. Because 

Mary Keane finds scope and limitation for her suffering in this iconic statue, she both 

grieves appropriately for her lost son and is able to offer that grief as an offering for the 

stability of her family. Indeed, from the novel’s opening with Mary leaving the church 

she has been praying in and its conclusion with Clare’s wedding in a changed but stable 

church, McDermott’s novel insists on the intimate relationship between the Church and 

the family. In doing so, McDermott recovers beauty in brokenness and gives a saintly, 

Marian shape to families; this shape preserves the good of clichéd domestic fiction even 

as it creates space for those members of a family who might still be in exile, awaiting a 

glimpse of those words that could be the precise definition of everything a person 

wanted. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN  
 

Epilogue: Discovering Enclaves of Excellence in Contemporary American Fiction 
 
 
 On December 19, 2012, critic and novelist Paul Elie asked the question “Has 

fiction lost its faith?” in an article of the same name for The New York Times. 

Understandably, hearing such a question from one of the more prolific members of the 

religious academy caused uproar in the comments section of the news site’s online forum, 

as well as in the flurry of editorial responses that popped up in a variety of journals, both 

online and in traditional formats. However, Elie’s question remains a particularly 

poignant one for both critics and laypersons attempting to discover compelling fiction 

writers who speak the truth of religious experience in a world skeptical of totalizing truth 

claims or the moral obligations that such religious assertions might entail. When Elie 

looks at the literary landscape and finds no contemporary literary prophet in the vein of 

Flannery O’Connor or Walker Percy, he must ask the question, “Where has the novel of 

belief gone? The obvious answer is that it has gone where belief itself has gone. In 

America today Christianity is highly visible in public life but marginal or of no 

consequence in a great many individual lives” (par. 8-9). In Elie’s estimation, 

Christianity has become little more than one outlet for politicized vitriol in public life, 

and the intensely believed faith of millions of personal lives is simply nonexistent in 

noticeable public manifestations. In other words, the novel of belief seems unecessary for 

a world no longer interested in the radical demands of such a public tradition or its 
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stories. As Elie perceives the situation, Christian belief’s role in contemporary literature 

is “something between a dead language and a hangover” (par. 4). 

 To make such a claim is bold, and Elie does so at first to give voice to his own 

shock and dissatisfaction over the situation. However, he moves from this startling claim 

into a more nuanced consideration of what he means by a novel of belief, considering the 

place of such writers as Alice McDermott, whose characters he recognizes as his 

contemporaries: “I have been to church with these characters, have stood at font and 

graveside with them. But when I close the books their beliefs remain a mystery. Not in 

the theological sense—a line going off the grid of cause and effect, a portal to the puzzle 

of existence. I just don’t know what they believe or how they came to believe it” (par. 

21). Elie is able to recognize the realness of McDermott’s literary creations and that they 

are religious in the traditional sense, marking the hallmarks of their life—the birth of 

babies and their baptism at the font, the rubbing of elbows at the Eucharistic feast, or the 

death of a fellow human and its commemoration at the graveside—yet he seems puzzled 

by these characters. That they believe is not in question; however, what they believe or 

even how they believe remains a mystery. 

 This ambiguity is, perhaps, why Elie remains skeptical of the place of faith in 

contemporary literature. He writes, “you hope to find the writer who can dramatize belief 

the way it feels in your experience, at once a fact on the ground and a sponsor of the 

uncanny, an account of our predicament that still and all has the old power to persuade” 

(par. 28). Using as his referent Flannery O’Connor, Elie seeks contemporary authors 

who, like her, can articulate the powerful and mysterious movements of God through the 

particular manners of the local landscape, bringing a recalcitrant modern man or woman 
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to the point of humiliation and reliance on God as the source of life. For Elie, this 

compelling dramatization of belief proves the unlikely uncanny as a given fact and 

proceeds to compel readers of the truth of that fact based on the integrity of the fictional 

world. To seek such a master in contemporary fiction is an earnest plea, for a writer of 

O’Connor’s force is rare and powerful. However, to demand that contemporary fiction 

echo the same large and startling figures at which O’Connor excelled is to reduce the 

variegated ways in which Christ can play in ten thousand places. 

 Indeed, one respondent to Elie’s article, Randy Boyagada in First Things, 

acknowledges the truth of what Elie has perceived while pursuing what this might mean 

for the reading public. He writes,  

  Elie’s main point holds. Despite various idiosyncratic and veiled   
  representations of religious experience in recent American fiction—in the  
  works of Robinson, and also, with more qualifications, in the works of  
  Toni Morrison, Don DeLillo, Cormac McCarthy, David Foster Wallace  
  and others—most great contemporary writers don’t bother to engage the  
  wholeness of experience for the great majority of readers. (par. 8) 
 
When faith appears in contemporary fiction, it remains idiosyncratic and veiled, even 

tangential to the more troubling work of maintaining the cohesion of identity in an 

increasingly fragmented world, never as direct or demanding as O’Connor or Percy. 

However, Boyagada insists on the possibility that “[i]nsofar as it can reveal the fullness 

and wholeness of human experience, insofar as it can reveal ourselves in our inner lives 

and experiences of time and event as being created by and for love, literature doesn’t lie. 

It testifies to the ultimate truth of human existence: We are not, in the end, alone” (par. 

22). Literature’s revelatory capability, while it comes through its mimetic representation 

of a world or character outside of the real world, holds up a mirror to the reader so that he 

or she might see the reflected wholeness of a rich inner life. The shared life between the 
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subject of the story and the reader of the story creates the very truth of literature: we are 

not, in the end, alone precisely because we participate in the redemption of human life by 

considering the significance of each story. 

 In Boyagada’s estimation, though this literary miracle remains, readers today have 

increasingly lost interest in faith-centered fiction because “[f]iction is too cohesive and 

ordered to reflect or reckon with who we are and how we experience reality today” (par. 

14). Following the much celebrated postmodern critic David Shields, Boyagada accepts 

the Nietzschean thesis that each person’s identity is a collection of fragments and shards, 

bound together by a particular body that fluctuates across time and space. Because of this, 

fiction writers who want to reflect the real world must consider what Boyagada, 

referencing Shields, calls the “troubling evidence of a malingering crypto-faith in God, 

insofar as we depend upon the novelist’s capacities to conjure a whole world, complete 

with morally legible figures and recurring norms of right and wrong, good and evil, all of 

which is governed by an omniscient intelligence” (par. 16). While Boyagada questions 

this skepticism about the cohesive unity of the world and its creator, he acknowledges the 

preeminence of this view in the contemporary literary landscape. Publishers, and readers 

seemingly, seek out and celebrate the tentative faiths of literary authors comfortable with 

ambiguity as an essential good because believing in something more than this articulates 

a metanarrative that remains uncomfortable to the postmodern person. 

 Therefore, this pervasive belief in ambiguous truths is the most notable 

characteristic of contemporary fiction, and Elie’s confusion over where the novel of faith 

has gone is understandable. Indeed, among the most important critical works on religion 

in contemporary American fiction published in recent years have been Amy 
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Hungerford’s Postmodern Belief: American Literature and Religion since 1960 (2010) 

and John McClure’s Partial Faiths: Postsecular Fiction in the Age of Pynchon and 

Morrison (2007). Both works accept that fiction since the 1960s articulates a postmodern 

understanding of faith as belief in meaninglessness itself or a partial faith awakening 

characters to the possibility of the transcendent without the substantial commitments or 

radical changes articulated in earlier works. The role these two critics have played in 

shaping the academic discourse on this subject is inestimable, and their works have 

changed how we envision what postmodern Christianity might look like. 

 Hungerford’s book particularly articulates the role meaning and meaninglessness 

play in contemporary Christianity. As she writes, one of the more prevalent 

characteristics of this new mode of faith is the widespread “belief in the religious 

qualities and powers of meaninglessness” (xiv). By this, Hungerford means that, though 

people continue to value faith as an experiential reality that can serve as the grounding 

reality of an individual person’s life, the content of the faith is less important than the 

experience of it. In other words, belief no longer needs to mean anything in particular to 

be valid or important; instead, belief’s importance originates in its influence upon those 

who profess it. Indeed, belief is important because it provides the propelling force for a 

life, even if that puff of wind is little more than an illusion.  

 According to Hungerford, literary writers like the aforementioned idiosyncratic 

Toni Morrison, Don DeLillo, or Cormac McCarthy make use of veiled representations of 

religion and religious experience as a way of garnering literary authority (xix). The 

frequent appearances of traditional forms—the convent of women in Morrison’s 

Paradise, the ecstatic experiences of transcendent language in DeLillo’s Underworld, or 
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the Eucharistic images and acts of mercy throughout McCarthy’s works—do not boldly 

assert the reality of Christ and the importance of the Church. Instead, these forms seem 

stripped of their traditional content and appear as a way of giving some semblance of 

cohesion or significance to ambiguous truths. The resulting severance of form from 

content results in a popular acceptance of that division, and emphasis on the former over 

the latter creates a culture in which faith, regardless of its object, is a substantial good 

because it gives meaning to each private individual. 

 Like Hungerford’s astute analysis of postmodern belief in meaninglessness, John 

McClure notes the “postsecular” nature of contemporary belief, defining this term with 

the following descriptors: “because the stories it tells trace the turn of secular-minded 

characters back toward the religious; because its ontological signature is a religiously 

inflected disruption of secular constructions of the real; and because its ideological 

signature is the rearticulation of a dramatically ‘weakened’ religiosity with secular, 

progressive values and projects” (3). According to McClure, contemporary articulations 

of religious faith include traditional markers of orthodox Christianity—we see the 

opening of nonbelieving characters toward the possibility of religious truth; we see these 

characters question wholly secular constructions of reality; we see these characters make 

the move toward a religious life lived in religious community. By these standards, faith 

seems a prevalent reality in contemporary fiction. However, what McClure means by the 

term postsecular is the partiality of each of these movements: while O’Connor’s fiction 

included often violent, dramatic conversions that clearly opened her characters to God 

and a life of startling but orthodox faith by disrupting their nihilistic understandings of 

the world, contemporary writers offer partial conversions, in which their characters are 
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stranded in “the ideologically mixed and confusing middle zones of the conventional 

conversion narratives” (4). Conversions in contemporary fiction can include a rejection of 

false and ultimately meaningless articulations of reality—such as the kid’s rejection of 

the narrative of exploitative violence in Blood Meridian—yet these conversions do not 

result in the positive assertion of a new truth—though the kid carries a Bible by the end 

of the novel, he cannot read it. 

 Therefore, postsecular fiction stops short of positive assertions, finding a limited 

solace in its emphasis on communal life. Indeed, McClure insists on the role community 

plays in contemporary fiction even as he acknowledges that “the communities founded or 

discovered by postsecular pilgrims are dramatically small, fragile, and transitory” (4). 

The group of women in Toni Morrison’s Paradise can form a community together, 

sharing life with each other and finding a certain amount of healing from their traumatic 

pasts; however, that community is destroyed within the first few pages of the novel. This 

is the marker of the fiction that both Elie and Boyagada decry: “”they fall short of the 

gifts of absolute conviction and secure dwelling identified with traditional experiences of 

conversion” (McClure 6).  

 Interestingly, McClure ends his book with an extended quotation from Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s After Virtue, offering a compelling and ultimately hopeful interpretation of 

the contemporary situation: 

 It is always dangerous to draw too precise parallels between one historical 
period and another; and among the most misleading of such parallels are 
those which have been drawn between our age in Europe and North 
America and the epoch in which the Roman empire declined into the Dark 
Ages. Nonetheless certain parallels there are. A crucial turning point in 
that earlier history occurred when men and women of good will turned 
aside from the task of shoring up the Roman imperium and ceased to 
identify the continuation of civility and moral community with the 
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maintenance of that imperium. What they set themselves to achieve 
instead—often not recognizing fully what they were doing—was the 
construction of new forms of community within which the moral life 
could be sustained so that both morality and civility might survive the 
coming ages of barbarism and darkness. If my account of our moral 
condition is correct, we ought also to conclude that for some time now we 
too have reached that turning point. What matters at this stage is the 
construction of local forms of community within which civility and the 
intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages 
which are already upon us. And if the tradition of the virtues was able to 
survive the horrors of the last dark ages, we are not entirely without 
grounds for hope. This time however the barbarians are not waiting 
beyond the frontiers; they have already been governing us for quite some 
time. And it is our lack of consciousness of this that constitutes part of our 
predicament. We are waiting not for a Godot, but for another—doubtless 
very different—St. Benedict. (McIntyre 263; qtd. in McClure 196) 

 
While it is well beyond the scope of this project to consider the reliability of the 

comparison between Christianity’s relationship to the fall of Rome and the postmodern 

situation in the Western world, certain truths resonate within this passage that seem 

especially pertinent for this project. First, the experience of the Second Vatican Council 

in American Catholicism introduced a great deal of divide and disunity. While this was 

not the intention of the Council, too many men and women of good will have turned 

aside from the shared life of the Church and have aligned the good of that body with 

either progressive politics or the mummified status quo. The political divides within 

contemporary Catholicism mirror the Church’s close alliance with Constantine’s empire, 

and the fall of that empire then demanded a radical reconsideration of what the faith 

ought to look like.  

 When MacIntyre notes that small, monastic communities preserved the tradition 

of the faith through the fall of the Empire and into the Middle Ages, he echoes what 

former Pope Benedict XVI saw as the place of the Church in the coming days. In a 1996 
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interview with Peter Seewald, then Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith Joseph Ratzinger said,  

  Perhaps the time has come to say farewell to the idea of traditionally  
  Catholic cultures. Maybe we are facing a new and different kind of epoch  
  in the Church’s history, where Christianity will again be characterized  
  more by the mustard seed, where it will exist in small, seemingly   
  insignificant groups that nonetheless live in an intensive struggle against  
  evil and bring the good into the world. (Salt of the Earth 16) 
 
To admit that the age of the Church as a dominant social authority has passed seems odd 

for the soon-to-be pope; however, Ratzinger here does not mean that Christianity itself is 

no longer relevant. Instead, the social context of the Western world has so changed that, 

like those who weathered the fall of the Roman Imperium, the contemporary Church 

must “be less identified with the great societies, more a minority Church; she will live in 

small, vital circles of really convinced believers who live their faith” (Salt of the Earth 

222). When MacIntyre says we await another Benedict, Ratzinger seconds his 

proposition by calling for the Church to form living but small communities of the 

convinced few. Doing so, however, might reflect what Ratzinger calls a “theology of 

littleness,” in which the Church reconsiders the social implications of the Incarnation as a 

model for exercising power. In other words, if “the tenor of [the] faith is that God’s 

distinctive greatness is revealed precisely in powerlessness,” then creating and sustaining 

these enclaves of committed excellence is the task of a Church committed to preserving 

the tradition through the dissolution of the modern world (Salt of the Earth 20). 

 Therefore, when considering the place of faith within contemporary fiction, critics 

can better address the situation at hand by linking the incomparable greatness of Flannery 

O’Connor with another prophetic genius, St. Augustine of Hippo. Both figures arose to 

perceive and explain the fall of an empire, and both often used large and startling figures 
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to speak the truth of God to the City of Man. However, each must also give way to new 

forms of the faith that are more immediately relevant to the place of the Church in 

contemporary contexts, and critical consideration of the new figures must take into 

account the particular demands of that person’s context. To be clear, this does not 

invalidate the truth of either Augustine’s or O’Connor’s work; instead, in these enclaves 

of excellence, the members extol the truth from the tradition through shared practices of 

communal remembering and careful reading. However, these communities await figures 

to show them how to live well in light of that tradition. Benedict was that figure who 

helped the Church weather the fall of the Imperium. However, Benedict was not the 

theologian Augustine was, nor should he have been. The particular task to which he was 

called demanded a pastoral understanding of how to live the faith within small 

communities of committed believers, and this is the particular task to which 

contemporary Catholics must turn. Like Benedict, contemporary Catholic authors must 

begin to discern faithful ways of living in small enclaves of excellence.  

 In reply to Elie’s argument, editor of Image Gregory Wolfe asserted, “the myth of 

secularism triumphant in the literary arts is just that—a myth. Yet making lists of 

counterexamples does not get at a deeper matter. It has to do with the way that faith takes 

on different tones and dimensions depending on the culture surrounding it” (par. 6). 

Within his counterargument, Wolfe demands that those who want to lament the loss of 

bold and powerful claims about faith in the modern world remember that the faith of any 

given age has taken on the tones and dimensions of the culture surrounding it; indeed, 

such a fact seems a natural consequence of the tradition’s insistence on the incarnational 

nature of the Church. As members of that faith, Catholic writers today cannot separate 
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themselves from the culture surrounding them, both within a politically divided Church 

and within a larger postmodern context. 

 Indeed, Wolfe continues his argument by noting how the contemporary world is a 

time and place “where any grand narrative is suspect, where institutions are seen as 

oppressive. So the late Doris Betts could say that for all her admiration of Flannery 

O’Connor, her own fiction had to convey faith in whispers rather than shouts. Indeed, one 

of the most ancient religious ideas is that grace works in obscure, mysterious ways. But 

obscure is not invisible” (par. 8). If critics bemoan the lack of another rousing shouter of 

large and startling truths, they perhaps ignore the whispered stories of those living within 

the tradition, accepting a theology of smallness as a particular way of honoring Christ 

through their lived experience.  

 This turn is what this dissertation has sought to describe. Because the experience 

of being Catholic has changed so radically in the American Church since Vatican II and 

throughout the contemporary period, how we think of Catholic fiction must reflect where 

and when these authors are and what they are doing, and doing well. Frankly, the 

insightful works of both Hungerford and McClure about the prevalent, postsecular belief 

in meaninglessness are as helpful as they are erudite. However, they are not the final 

word on the place of Christianity in contemporary fiction. Faithful Catholic writers have 

turned to popular genres as a way of retelling essential truths about the human person: 

each person bears the image of God as a created being and thus has an irreducible 

dignity; the human mind can seek the truth even as it confronts the limitations of what 

can be known and what must be believed; moral choices fundamentally make a person 
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who he or she is; and relationships are the primary site for the formation of persons 

because they provide opportunities for the formative choices. 

 Admittedly, these smaller truths do not confront the reader with the same startling 

and scandalous claims as previous Catholic writers. The starkness of those earlier 

narratives demanded the reader’s engagement and insisted that they make choices in light 

of the clear truth about reality as presented in the scandal of God becoming man that 

humanity might become partakers of the divine nature. However, in the postmodern 

tournament of narratives, contemporary Catholic writers make less audacious claims and, 

instead, attempt to clearly define foundational premises with which to have a 

conversation. By affirming central truths and insisting on the quieter graces of faith lived 

in new communities of commitment and excellence, these writers invite their readers to 

become members of that same community through the subtle, gracious, and ultimately 

faithful suasion of their narratives. 

 While Ron Hansen and Alice McDermott are not the final exemplars of 

postconciliar Catholic fiction, their work does embody this quiet faithfulness to the 

Catholic tradition in the midst of a postmodern world skeptical of loud declaration of the 

Gospels. However, what both are able to achieve is phenomenal, for they insist on vital 

and necessary truths that affirm the created dignity of all people. Such necessary premises 

are vital to the Gospel and could lead to more elaborate defenses of the Christian gospel 

by other writers. To be clear, these premises are not a priori truths upon which the 

Gospel builds. Instead, they are essential truths that can be affirmed only in light of the 

Cross. Therefore, Hansen’s and McDermott’s reference to these relational truths 

presumes that their readers will, at the least for the duration of the novel, accept these 
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statements about the human person in order to enter the world of the narrative. That they 

do so in such popular genres implies a universal appeal for these foundational truths, for 

the refashioning of pulp genres for radically different ends affirms the audience’s need 

for satisfying stories that can also tell the truth.  
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