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Frederick Buechner is an American novelist, born in 

1926, who, since 1950, has created eight novels and five 

works of nonfiction. Although his work has been reviewed and 

admired by prestigious critics, no lengthy study has yet ap-

peared. Yet the merit of Buechner's work deserves wider 

critical attention. 

This study does not attempt to deal comprehensively with 

Buechner's twenty-five year span of creativity. Instead it 

presents a consideration of what has been Buechner's most 

consistent concern throughout his work: his attempt to 

justify the ways of God to contemporary man. This study is 

unique in that much of it is based upon a personal conver-

sation with the author rather than on secondary sources. On 

March 15, 1976, a personal interview was granted with Mr. 

Buechner in Hobe Sound, Florida. It was a rare opportunity 

to question an author about his works and his life, espe-

cially since this interview occurred simultaneously with the 

writing of this paper. In addition to the personal inter-

view, Buechner's nonfictional works were used to illuminate 

his fictional themes. 



The study is organized into three chapters, grouping 

Buechner's novels chronologically. Chronological grouping 

was used because Buechner's stylistic development follows an 

easily observable change throughout the years. His first 

novels, A Long Day's Dying (1950), The Season's Difference 

(1952), and The Return of Ansel Gibbs (1958), are composed 

in a baroque, elegant style that is often referred to as 

"Jamesian." The Final Beast (1965) and The Entrance to 

Porlock (1970) are in a more relaxed, whimsical, comic mode. 

From 1971 to 1974 Buechner produced a trilogy, Lion Country, 

Open Heart, and Love Feast, which demonstrate a new, freer 

style—colloquial, breezy, and even ribald. 

Buechner, who is an ordained Presbyterian minister, 

considers writing a ministry in that the process of telling 

a story with a conclusion can be compared to belief in life 

as a process having order and purpose leading to a goal. 

Thus storytelling to Buechner is a means of giving form to 

the events of human life. Though dealing with traditional 

religious concerns such as death and immortality, the nature 

of reality, the possibility of the miraculous, grace, sin, 

the common human condition, divine plan versus mere chance, 

and especially doubt versus faith, he employs unorthodox 

techniques to portray these concepts, techniques that 

prompted one critic to describe his method as "sanctifying 

the profane." Religious themes are presented, not didac-

tically, but in offbeat, ribald contexts accompanied by 



earthy, sometimes near-blasphemous dialogue. Like the 

theologian Paul Tillich, under whom Buechner studied at Union 

Theological Seminary, Buechner sees the need to speak to con-

temporary man in the modern cultural milieu, in language and 

imagery which are relevant to him. 

The religious dimension is present in Buechner's works 

from the beginning, even before he had formally studied 

theology. Although Buechner is still a relatively young 

novelist who will no doubt add to his present achievements, 

he is already unique among modern novelists in that he does 

not hesitate to deal with religious concepts as literal 

truths. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A Plot Leading to a Conclusion 

Frederick Buechner is an American novelist who, since 

1950, has created eight novels and five works of nonfiction. 

His works have been reviewed in prestigious journals by such 

1 7 
critics as Arthur Mizener and David Daiches and have been 

treated in chapters in book-length studies on the American 

novel by John Aldrich^ and Ihab Hassan.^ Although his tech-

nical virtuosity and extraordinary perception have been 

noted by many reviewers, his work has not been treated in 

any book-length study by a literary critic. Yet the merit 

of Buechner's work deserves wider attention. In 1952 a re-

viewer in Time magazine went so far as to declare that 

Buechner's imagination "makes such plodding documentarians 

as Norman Mailer and James Jones look lxke plow horses." 

•'•Arthur Mizener, New York Times Book Review, Septem-
ber 22, 1974, pp. 2-3. 

2 
David Daiches, New York Times Book Review, January 8, 

1950, p. 4. 

"^John Aldrich, After the Lost Generation (New York, 
McGraw Hill Book Co., Inc., 1951), pp. 194-230. 

^Ihab Hassan, Radical Innocence (Princeton, New Jersey, 
Princeton University Press, 1961), pp. 153-61. 

5Time, LIX (January 7, 1952), 90. 



This study will not attempt to deal comprehensively 

with Buechner's total achievement over a twenty-five year 

span of creativity. Instead, it will present a consider-

ation of what has been Buechner's most persistent concern 

throughout his work: his attempt to justify the ways of 

God to contemporary, secular man. Obviously, this concern 

is not a new one among American authors, but Buechner's 

unique approach to the task of illuminating religious 

mysteries is intriguing. 

This study is unique in that much of it is based upon a 

personal conversation with the author rather than on second-

ary sources, which are few. On March 15, 1976, an interview 

was granted with Buechner in Hobe Sound, Florida. It was a 

rare opportunity to question an author about his works and 

his life, especially since the interview occurred simultane-

ously with the writing of this paper. Therefore, much use 

has been made of Buechner's own comments on his work, though 

these were never considered as definitive. As a matter of 

fact, Buechner himself asked, referring to literary inter-

pretation, "Who am I to judge my own works?"^ Nevertheless, 

his observations on the process of literary creation were 

most helpful. In addition to the personal interview, Buech-

ner's nonfiction works will be used to illuminate his 

fictional themes. 

^Personal interview with Frederick Buechner, Hobe 
Sound, Florida, March 15, 1976. 



Frederick Buechner (pronounced Beekner) was born in New 

York City in 1926, one of two sons of Carl Frederick and 

Katherine Buechner. After graduation from Lawrenceville 

School in New Jersey in 1943, he attended Princeton, taking 

two years out for military service and graduating with a 

B.A. in English in 1948. While still at Princeton, he had 

begun work on A Long Day's Dying, his first novel, which was 

published in 1950. His second book, The Season's Difference, 

appeared in 1952. Both of these novels were especially noted 

for their baroque, elegant, "Jamesian" style and for their 

appeal to a highly literate audience. 

Although Buechner had no formal religious upbringing, 

he decided to attend Union Theological Seminary and was 

ordained a Presbyterian minister in 1958, just after his 

third novel, The Return of Ansel Gibbs, was published. This 

novel was well received for its timeliness and marked the 

beginning of a more straightforward literary style for 

Buechner. 

From 1958 to 1967 Buechner served as School Minister 

and Chairman of the Department of Religion at Phillips Ex-

eter Academy. During that period he wrote his fourth and 

probably most autobiographical novel, The Final Beast, as 

well as two volumes of meditations, The Magnificent Defeat 

and The Hungering Dark. In 1970 the novel The Entrance to 

Porlock was published, and in that same year appeared an 

autobiographical journal, The Alphabet of Grace. The 



trilogy of novels centering around the same cast of charac-

ters, Lion Country, Open Heart, and Love Feast, was published 

from 1971 to 1974. His latest work of nonfiction is Wishful 

Thinking: A Theological ABC. 

It was Buechner's decision to study religion and to 

enter the ministry that has most influenced his life. Al-

though his earlier novels exhibit concern for spiritual 

matters, religious questions have steadily become more per-

sistent in his works. Buechner has acknowledged his debt to 

the thinking of certain theologicans and religious writers, 

both in the preface to Wishful Thinking and in a personal 

letter to me. These individuals include Paul Tillich, Karl 

Barth, W. T. Stace, A. Nygren, and C. S. Lewis. Buechner 

considers his writing career as a kind of ministry, a def-

inite calling to which he has been drawn by grace, to use a 

favorite term of his. In an interview printed in Publisher's 

Weekly in 1971, Buechner said, 

Writing _is a kind of ministry. I do not feel I am 
doing much different in my preaching and in my writing. 
Both are designed to illuminate what life is all about, 
to get people to stop and listen a little to the mys-
tery of their own lives. The process of telling a 
story is something like religion if only in the sense 
of having a plot leading to a conclusion that makes 
some kind of sense.7 

Buechner made a similar observation in his book of medi-

tations, The Magnificent Defeat. Explaining why stories have 

great power for us, he writes, 

7 
"Authors and Editors" (author not given), Publisher's 

Weekly, CIC (March 29, 1971), 11. 



The storyteller's claim, I believe, is that life has 
meaning—that the things that happen to people happen 
not just by accident . . . but that there is order and 
purpose deep down . . . and that they are leading us 
not just anywhere but somewhere. The power of stories 
is that they are telling us that life adds up somehow, 
that life itself is like a story. And this grips us 
and fascinates us because of the feeling it gives us 
that if there is meaning in any life . . . then there 
is meaning also in our lives.® 

Thus, storytelling to Buechner is a means of giving 

form to the events of human life. There are indications, 

however, that Buechner sometimes has to reassure himself 

that writing is a calling worthy of an ordained minister1s 

time. In his autobiographical, highly poetic journal The 

Alphabet of Grace, Buechner speculates on his vocation as a 

novelist: 

In a town where there is grief and pain enough to turn 
the heart to stone, I have turned my back and climbed 
the thirteen stairs to this sheltering room. I have 
put a few labored and irrelevant words down on paper. 
. . . If there is in Heaven or on earth or under the 
earth anywhere any justification for my presence at 
this table in this room it is that I have something so 
good to say that I can be forgiven everything else if 
I will only say it. I must believe that I have such a 
thing to say. I do not always believe it. 

Buechner pictures himself in the lonely room where he 

writes, struggling to create a scene in The Entrance to Por-

lock. He wonders if his protagonist, an old man, will be 

"alive" for his readers and if someone who picks up his book 

Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York, 
1966), p. 60. 

9 
Frederick Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace (New York. 

1970), p. 99. 



- . . maybe forty-five or fifty years from now in a 
second-hand bookstore or rummage sale . . . will who-
ever reads this know what is going on inside the man 
and outside too . . . and will it make any difference 
to him to know it, whoever it turns out to be?10 

In spite of his doubts about the importance of his 

craft, however, Buechner apparently recognizes the value of 

his efforts, for, although he asks himself, "Could anything 

matter less than how I say it," he does go on to answer him-

self positively: "Could anything matter more?"H 

For a minister who thus finds a ministry in story-

telling, Buechner is quite unorthodox. For one thing, his 

recent trilogy centers around a mail-order religious diploma 

mill, a con artist who runs it, a marriage which is marred 

by adultery, and a very foul-talking Indian chief who is a 

client of the diploma mill. Buechner uses four-letter words, 

blunt sexual references, and near-blasphemy to convey what 

are basically reverential religious implications. It is as 

if he is trying to speak to contemporary man in language and 

imagery with which he is familiar so that Buechner might be 

heard. It is not unlike the methods Flannery 0'Conner uses 

to shock the secular into giving heed to her unsecular 

message. 

Furthermore, in the trilogy as well as in the earlier 

novels, there is a certain skepticism, a central ambiguity 

10Ibid., p. 92. 

1^Ibid., p. 91. 



which Buechner refuses to alleviate. In the trilogy this 

ambivalence is softened somewhat at the conclusion when its 

protagonist resolves to face the ironies of life with a 

deliberate "grace," yet Buechner has seen to it that this 

protagonist has thoroughly met and faced the terrible am-

biguities of life during the course of the three novels. 

While some of Buechner's characters are totally accepting of 

whatever faith they choose to face life with, others com-

pletely reject supernatural beliefs, clinging to the god of 

reason. Still others fall somewhere in between, perhaps 

like Buechner himself, who has referred to himself as "a 

part-time Christian because part of the time seems to be the 

TO 

most I can live out my faith." 

Although Buechner does deal with such traditional 

religious concerns as death and immortality, the nature of 

reality, the possibility of the miraculous, faith, grace, 

sin, divine plan versus mere chance, and the common human 

condition, he surprises the reader by employing unorthodox 

techniques to portray these concepts, techniques that 

prompted Cynthia Ozick to describe his method as "sanctify-
13 

ing the profane." 

Buechner also employs style and tone to portray re-

ligious themes, using now a poetic, majestic, symbolic 
12 Ibid., p. vii. 

•^Cynthia Ozick, New York Times Book Review, June 11, 
1972, p. 36. 
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language, now a racy, ribald, earthy style. One of the most 

interesting aspects of Buechner's work has been the abrupt 

change in style from the earlier novels to the later ones. 

Yet the poetic quality is there, early and late, and is used 

to convey the introspective, intensely self-conscious state 

of mind of the characters, a state of mind that is conducive 

to spiritual awareness. 

The religious dimension of Buechner's work is present 

from the beginning, even in writing produced before he had 

formally studied religion. Buechner is unique among modern 

novelists in that he does not hesitate to deal with re-

ligious concepts at a time when novelists rarely deal with 

such concepts as if they were based on literal truths. 



CHAPTER I 

WRITING FOR A TEACHER: A LONG DAY'S DYING, 

THE SEASON'S DIFFERENCE, THE RETURN 

OF ANSEL GIBBS 

Frederick Buechner1s first three novels were written 

over an eight-year period from his college days at Princeton 

to his ordination as a minister. Although these novels vary 

somewhat in thematic emphasis, they share the common ingre-

dient of exhibiting in tone and style the strong influence 

of Buechner's cultural background: upper middle class, 

articulate, and urbane. From the materials of his own expe-

rience Buechner creates in these novels a world of sophisti-

cation and elegance. To portray this world, he employs a 

labyrinthine, syntactically involved style of the type that 

is often associated with Henry James. Although some critics 

regretted this similarity to James, others admired it."*" 

Nathan Scott referred to Buechner's early prose as achieving 

a "taut fragility of poetic form: that helped to establish 

-'-Critics who admired Buechner' s style included John J. 
Mahoney, New York Herald Tribune Book Review, January 8, 
1950, p. 4; John Aldrich, A Time to Murder and a. Time to 
Create (New York, 1966), pp. 141-42; C. W. Weinberger, San 
Francisco Chronicle, January 22, 1950, p. 13. 

9 
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this form as a mode of American fiction, as seen in the work 

2 
of Saul Bellow and others. 

These three novels, A Long Day's Dying (1950), The 

Season's Difference (1952), and The Return of Ansel Gibbs 

(1958), established Buechner's reputation as an author. Even 

though A Long Day's Dying was a bestseller that brought 

Buechner national attention, and The Return of Ansel Gibbs 

was adapted for television's prestigious Playhouse 90, these 

novels are not his best work. As fine as they are in some 

respects, on the whole they serve as an apprenticeship for 

Buechner's later, more mature work. Buechner himself agrees 

with this estimation. He has said, 

I heard an interview on the radio once with Kurt 
Vonnegut and he made a distinction between writing for 
an audience and writing for a teacher, which seemed 
terribly illuminating. I think in a way I was writing 
for a teacher up through whenever I began to be funny. 
1 also had a strong feeling then that you couldn't 
name faces or establish dates—it all had to be 
timeless.^ 

In saying this Buechner is agreeing with John Aldrich, 

who, in his assessment of A Long Day's Dying, asserts that 

Buechner learned the methods of novel writing from teacher-

critics: 

He has been taught that, to be truly acceptable, a 
novel which pretends to come to grips at all with the 
contemporary world should make liberal use of the 

2 
Nathan Scott, The Broken Center (New Haven, 1966), 

p. 227. 
O 
Personal interview with Frederick Buechner, Hobe 

Sound, Florida, March 15, 1976. 
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resources of myth and symbol, and that it should be 
written in a language which will suggest, in its tone, 
imagery, and structure, the full implications of the 
theme the author intends to evoke.4 

In style and technique Buechner may have been uncon-

sciously "writing for a teacher," but in what he had to say 

Buechner was, as he has continued to be, uniquely himself. 

As if to demonstrate this uniqueness, the twenty-three-year-

old author chose, in his first novel, to create a story 

heavy with world—weariness and middle—aged estrangements; 

his second novel boldly introduces the element of the mys-

tical into a "drawing-room" world; his third novel is a 

"political" novel that has little to do with politics. 

All of these works demonstrate Buechner's continual 

interest in spiritual themes, although with the exception of 

the third, they were written before Buechner ever studied 

theology. Indeed, one has only to trace the themes chron-

ologically through the works to discover that the only 

significant change in his thinking has been one of deepening 

and enriching of ideas that have interested him from the 

beginning of his career. 

When A Long Day's Dying was published in 1950, David 

Daiches hailed it as 

. . . a remarkable piece of work. There is a quality 
of civilized perception here, a sensitive and plastic 
handling of English prose and an ability to penetrate 

4John Aldrich, After the Lost Generation (New York, 
1951), p. 220. 
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to the evanescent core of a human situation, all pro-
claiming major talent.-* 

The story concerns a group of highly articulate, sophis-

ticated characters. Elizabeth Poor is a beautiful middle-

aged widow, loved in silence by a very obese middle-aged 

gentleman named Tristram Bone. Elizabeth is also admired by 

a somewhat petty novelist, George Motley, who invites her to 

attend a lecture he is going to give at the college where 

her son, Leander, is a freshman. While on campus Elizabeth 

meets Leander's English instructor, Paul Steitler, and, 

after an evening at the beach, she spends the night with him. 

After their return home from the college, Motley peevishly 

reports Elizabeth's behavior to Tristram Bone, who confronts 

Elizabeth with his suspicions, though, in accord with his 

character, in a very indirect manner. Caught off guard and 

enraged by such prying, Elizabeth lies and insists that 

there has been no intimacy between Steitler and herself; 

that, in fact, her son is involved with Steitler in a homo-

sexual relationship. Bone decides to confront Steitler with 

this knowledge of his corruption of young Leander. During a 

meeting with Steitler, however, it becomes obvious to Bone 

that Elizabeth has lied. Meanwhile, in an emotional state, 

Elizabeth has contacted her aged mother, Maroo, who, sensing 

Elizabeth's distress, has come up from the South to help. 

5 
David Daiches, New York Times Book Review, January 8, 

1950, p. 4. 
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But it is too late; the delicate balance in which all these 

relationships have existed has been destroyed. Maroo dies 

of a cold contracted on her journey, and Tristram Bone s 

beloved pet monkey Simon cuts his throat with a shaving 

razor while mimicking his master's mock gesture of suicide. 

Of Buechner's works, A Long Day's Dying is one of the 

least obviously religious in the traditional use of the term. 

Ihab Hassan has correctly observed that Christian beliefs 

are remotely implied but never dramatized. Action is not 

criticized by Christian standards, and the Christian motif 

is concealed in Greek myth.^ Still, as Hassan points out, 

the novel does deal with spiritual concerns and does employ 

religious symbols and Christian ethical concepts. 

In A Long Day's Dying Buechner portrays a world in 

which sensibilities operate without a clearly perceived 

moral base. Tristram Bone is presented as a priest-like 

symbol, but he saves no one, least of all himself. As the 

novel begins, we see him, an obese, middle-aged man, sitting 

in a barber's chair, draped with the "white robes" of the 

barber shop and attended by an "acolyte," the barber. He 

gives priestly sounding advice to the manicurist, who is in 

love with a married man: "Let there be no unkindness if pos-

sible . . . let there be no sacrifice of the happiness of 

three for the possible ecstasy of two, let morality dictate 

6Ihab Hassan, Radical Innocence (Princeton, 1961), 
p. 154. 
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as it choose."^ But Bone is no priest; secretly he realizes 

that he is not qualified to give such advice; he himself is 

too obese to contemplate romance. For this reason he feels 

unqualified to advise others concerning it. He notices his 

reflection in the mirror where he "saw enough to reinforce 
O 

the realization of certain of his own inadequacies . . . " 

It is the first of many inadequacies that Bone will have to 

face. 

Yet Buechner persists in presenting Bone as a priest 

figure. Elizabeth Poor says he looks like a priest. To 

underscore this image, Buechner creates a strange scene 

which takes place in a seventeenth-century transplanted 

Italian monastery called the Cloisters. Bone and Elizabeth 

visit there with George Motley, who is doing research for 

his new novel. During the visit Bone wanders into the 

chapel, where he examines an interesting wooden saint. 

While running his fingers across the smooth wood, he gets 

his hand caught in a recess of the statue. Pulling out his 

hand with some difficulty, he suddenly kneels before the 

saint, but he does not know why: "He hated the figure before 

him and wanted wildly to kick and deface it when, with a 

quick flood of self-consciousness and fatigue, he sank to 

^Frederick Buechner, A Long Day's Dyinq (New York, 
1950), p. 10. 

8Ibid. 
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his knees before it."9 In this scene Bone is unconsciously 

a priest, a priest without a church, and without even a 

clear idea of what and why he worships. Later, when Eliza-

beth is alone with Tristram, before he confronts her with 

the knowledge of her intimacy with Steitler, Elizabeth 

briefly considers confessing the incident to Tristram, as 

one would to a priest. She considers that 

there she might tell him all there was to tell, confide 
in him as she imagined persons condemned confided in 
one another, all that strained within her. . . . Could 
he, could Tristram answer . . . if ever, might she be 
forgiven, loved. But no, no answer, none . . . 

Elizabeth does not confess, because she knows instinctively 

that he would not know what to do. 

Bone is a failure as a priest. As John Aldrich ob-

serves, Bone fails because he lacks personal power. Although 

he is a highly moral character himself, he is empty of spir-

itual conviction and substance. Bone lacks personal power 

because he is essentially a hopelessly Prufrockian figure. 

His life is described as one of "organized leisure."11 

Elizabeth thinks Bone is stuffy, too intellectual, with his 

pet monkey Simon providing exactly the right comic relief to 

his image. While she is in Steitler's apartment, she com-

pares Steitler's self-confident manner with that of Tristram. 

Tristram expends much effort trying to arrange exactly the 

right setting when he talks to anyone, "like a great stage 

9Ibid., p. 25. 10Ibid., pp. 175-76. 11Ibid., p. 16. 
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12 

manager deficient only in the control of his actors." 

Elizabeth thinks Bone makes everything too complicated, too 

cerebral. Bone is the first of several Buechner characters 

who talk too much and act too little. With his obesity, his 

middle age, his stuffiness, Bone is all too aware of his 

Prufrockian ineffectuality. When his pet monkey acciden-

tally kills himself, Bone speaks with quiet desperation to 

the dying Maroo: "Tell me, what is there for me now? . . . 

It's not his life I mourn—but mine, costly and fading, 

fading."13 

Aldrich objects to Buechner1s portrayal of his priest 

figure as ineffective because it destroys the possibility of 

Bone's acting as the moral center for the other characters. 

It seems clear, however, that Buechner intended for Bone to 

be impotent as a priestly symbol; he is a priest who can 

save no one and who does not know whom or why he worships. 

This is exactly the metaphor that Buechner needs to convey 

his view of the modern condition. As Hassan says, "This is 

the existential form of a quest suspended in a vacuum more 

terrifying than interstellar spaces. For all its baroque 

richness, A Long Day's Dying is a novel about the experience 
14 

of nothingness." 

The metaphor of the ineffective priest used in this 

novel has similarities to the "whiskey priest" of Graham 

12ibid., p. 126. 13Ibid., p. 263. 

"*"4Hassan, p. 161. 
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Greene's The Power and the Glory. As a matter of fact, 

Buechner has acknowledged his great admiration for this 

15 

novel and its influence upon him. Greene's priest, of 

course, continues his priestly functions in spite of his per-

sonal failures, illustrating the theme that the grace of God 

continues to operate through all the muck of the world. 

Bone, by contrast, remains an ineffective priest to the end. 

But Buechner never loses interest in the "failed priest" 

theme which may have been suggested to him by The Power and 

the Glory; in his more recent works he returns to this theme, 

creating his own unique type of "priest," through whom the 

grace of God flows in spite of himself. 

Buechner probably never intended Bone as the moral 

center of the novel, but there is another character who prob-

ably was intended as such: Maroo, Elizabeth's aged mother. 

Buechner modeled her upon his own grandmother, whom he has 

acknowledged as the principal inspiration in his work. He 

has said, 
She was Maroo, and I dedicated that book to her. Naya 
was my name for her. She was an extraordinarily 
literate, urbane, delightful person, who could also be 
quite ribald when she felt like it. She was the one 
who opened up the world of books to me. She told 
wonderful stories about people. She spoke in para-
graphs . 1 6 

In A Long Day's Dying Buechner attempts to portray 

Maroo as all-wise and strong, but he creates too few scenes 

-^Personal interview. 16. Ibid. 
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in which she is shown to possess these characteristics. Al-

though it is either stated or implied that all of these 

characters have been strongly influenced by her, we are not 

shown exactly what that influence has been; her impact as 

moral center is thus all but lost on us. It is appropriate 

that Maroo dies in the end. Her death corresponds to the 

spiritual disintegration of those who have respected her. 

The one character on whom Maroo's influence is strongly 

established is her grandson, Leander. She has always written 

long letters to him, hoping that they will help him "become 

accustomed to danger, to the sense that to be alive was 

perilous, as the quaint fiction of an old lady" rather than 

as any real threat, so that he might "come to see the acts 

17 

of fear or their possibility as a fiction too . . . She 

also wants Leander to learn the trait of invulnerability. 

As Maroo lies dying, she realizes that 
he was what he was . . . because of her . . . he was 
invulnerable not only as far as the subtle perils of 
being alive were concerned, perils of which she had 
written him with quaint indirection in her letters, but 
as far as the source of his invulnerability, as far as 
herself, was concerned too. 

Invulnerability to pain, then, is a quality that is 

highly prized by the most respected character in the novel. 

Bone, on the other hand, is often referred to as vulnerable, 

and the assumption is that this accounts for his 

•^Buechner, A Long Day's Dying, p. 92. 

18Ibid., p. 262. 
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ineffectuality. Yet invulnerability is a cold quality; the 

reader might prefer the ineffectual Bone, who is clearly 

kind and compassionate, though vulnerable. 

Maroo herself is not wholly satisfied with the results 

of her influence on Leander. She wishes that he were not so 

invulnerable to her. Especially as she is dying, she wishes 

that he would acknowledge the gift that she has given him. 

Yet she knew that he could not, for "should he say, 'Because 

of this old lady I am in some way safe now' he would be no 

19 

longer safe." 

The fact that Maroo has to come North to involve herself 

in the intrigue is depressing to Bone. When he meets her at 

the train, he weeps, because "if such diseased and perhaps 

trivial intrigue . . . could come to involve even such a 

presence as this, then what hope was there for any of the 

others?" Bone feels that this great lady's having to come 

puts the situation at its lowest level. He feels that "this 
21 

was the last gesture of despair." The fact that the entire 

matter is beneath Maroo's concern emphasizes the emptiness 

and insignificance of the moral dilemma of the characters. 

From Bone's misgivings about Maroo's involvement in 

their petty situation, it can be seen that Maroo is indeed 

intended to serve as the moral center of the novel. There-

fore, Buechner's failure to delineate her influence in vivid 

scenes in which she interacts with the other characters is a 
19Ibid., p. 263. 20Ibid., p. 226. 21Ibid., p. 227. 
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flaw in the novel. On the other hand, the portrayal of 

Tristram Bone's ineffectuality, which Aldrich objects to, 

seems deliberate, since Bone serves as a metaphor for a 

valueless society. 

Elizabeth Poor is as empty as Bone. Their surnames are 

indicative of poverty of spirit and malnourishment of char-

acter. The name "Tristram," detested by the father in 

Sterne's Tristram Shandy, means "sorrowful" (Latin, tristis). 

Elizabeth Poor displays little maternal interest, except as 

a diversion to her leisurely existence. When she sees 

Leander again after an absence of several months, she asks 

him how he is, with "an enthusiasm that betrayed some lack 

of curiosity."22 Observing the college campus that she had 

known as a young girl, she realizes that no matter what else 

had changed about the scene, "she did not change. This was 

sad, but it was also not sad."23 Although Elizabeth finds a 

certain satisfaction in the fact that she does not change, 

Buechner's portrayal of her general shallowness implies that 

she has not changed because she has not grown. 

When Bone confronts Elizabeth with Motley's suspicions, 

she is angry, not because her honor has been slandered, but 

because she had been forced to the surface "where the situ-

ation was no longer nice, no longer an easy progression, and 

24 

most important of all, no longer in her control." This, 

she feels, is unforgivable. She likes to be in cool control; 

oo 23 0d 
Ibid., p. 58. Ibid., p. 57. Ibid., p. 177. 
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she is, in fact, invulnerable. She has made an art of over-

looking anything disagreeable or difficult. Now, however, 

confronted with an indiscretion complicated by a lie, she 

feels not only out of control, but also alone. Her chief 

motivation, however, is that of revenge. She wants to de-

stroy both Steitler and Bone, but, curiously, not Motley, 

who was the bearer of the tale. She wants to cut out 

Steitler's tongue, like the tyrant in the Philomela myth, 

which Buechner parallels to the situation in this novel. 

Interestingly, he changes the sex of the characters in the 

myth and alters the relationship each character has with 

others. 

John Aldrich has provided an illuminating interpre-

tation of Buechner's use of this myth. In Aldrich's expla-

nation, Elizabeth is King Tereus made female. George Motley 

is Procne made male because it is through him that Elizabeth 

meets Steitler, who is Philomela made male. After Motley 

tells Bone his suspicions about Elizabeth, Bone becomes 

Procne because he is the one now hurt by Elizabeth's "un-

faithfulness." Motley then becomes the tapestry that 

brought the news of Philomela's violation to Procne (Eliza-

beth's affair with Steitler). Elizabeth then figuratively 

cuts out Steitler's tongue with her lie, for how can he now 

tell the truth? Procne (Bone) and Philomela (Steitler) meet 

to plan the death of Tereus' son, Itys (Leander), but they 

decide not to tell Leander of his mother's lie. Elizabeth, 
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however, fears that they will tell Leander and plots revenge 

on Steitler and Bone (Philomela and Procne). The arrival of 

Maroo, who represents the gods who intervene in human affairs, 

thwarts this plan, and the dying Maroo sees Elizabeth, Bone, 

and Steitler transformed into birds: 

Of the four who stood at her side, three now were 
gone or almost gone, flown up and off it seemed, yet 
circling still, wings spread, around, around, through 
what appeared a sky, high, high, and blue above. 

Aldrich points out the deviation from the myth at this 

point in the story. Instead of being murdered as Itys was, 

Leander is allowed to remain safe because Procne and Philo-

mela have chosen not to reveal Elizabeth's lie to him; 

unlike the mythical characters they represent, they do not 

26 
choose revenge. 

Aldrich expresses his dissatisfaction with Buechner's 

use of myth in this novel by comparing his methods with 

T. S. Eliot's successful use of the same myth in The Waste 

Land; 

Eliot achieved a connection he could not otherwise have 
achieved between the theme of spiritual sterility and 
the theme of sexual violation. . . . By projecting his 
references back through time to the earliest forms of 
religious ritual . . . to an ancient story of virginal 
sacrifice, Eliot was evoking the whole history of 
human sacrifice, transforming it with fresh insight, 
and applying it in new terms to the contemporary 
dilemma described in this poem. At no time was 

^ I b i d . , p . 266. 

26 Aldrich, After the Lost Generation, pp. 226-28. 
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antiquity merely antiquity or contemporaneity merely 
contemporaneity: all the past was contained in the ^ 
present as all the present was contained in the past. 

Aldrich then observes that 

in Buechner's novel myth remains a static story de-
tached from its ancient setting and applied merely as 
a story to a contemporary setting. It does not serve 
to enhance the meaning of the dilemma described in 
the novel but is simply a borrowed framework on which 
the characters and their problems are hung. 

Aldrich is perceptive in these observations. To sup-

port his myth framework Buechner employs much bird symbolism 

which, though consistent with the materials of the Philomela 

myth, is so obvious that it detracts from the effect of the 

story. It is significant to note that Buechner never again 

attempts to tell a story by means of elaborate myth or myth-

like parallels except once when he uses parallels to the 

Wizard of Oz stories, and this choice also proved difficult 

for him. 

In addition to the use of Greek myth to convey ethical 

ideas in A Long Day's Dying, Buechner uses traditional re-

ligious terminology to underscore theme. The word "sin" is 

used to describe Steitler's supposed involvement with 

Leander in a homosexual relationship. Bone considers such 

a relationship as an "interference" with innocence and 

speculates that, as such, it might very well be the sin that 

is beyond forgiveness, the sin against the Holy Ghost, be-

cause pride is involved in interference with other lives. 

*7 2 8 
Ibid., p. 223. Ibid. 
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In his confrontation with Steitler, Bone suggests that under 

such circumstances, even love itself can be a sin "if we 

direct it toward those who are not prepared to meet its de-

mands, or perhaps, toward those who are not prepared to 

overlook them in the manner of others who may have been 

,.29 
loved before. 

Even though Bone thinks that Steitler is the sinner, it 

is clear that he feels himself involved in universal human 

guilt, guilt that is expressed in a passage depicting Bone's 

deliberate choice of the Cloisters as the scene of his con-

frontation with Steitler: 

He had suggested the Cloisters as their meeting-place 
not only because they would be undisturbed there, but 
because the scale of those surroundings tended, in a 
sense, he thought, to justify both the immensity of 
his person and all that he had in him to say. There 
was also an unpaid debt to the monastery involving the 
earlier unpleasantness in the chapel and making it 
neat and right he do a kind of penance, find out from 
Steitler what he could, sure of being pained whatever 
his discovery, in full view of the ancient walls, per-
haps even of the particular saint, and surely of the 
unicorn whose agonies would be portrayed about him. 
They would witness just this much more of Tristram 
Bone, and then he might go away to that extent 

absolved.30 

The "sin" of Steitler turns out to be based on a lie; 

the real sin of the characters resides elsewhere: in their 

capacity to destroy each other and the delicate relationships 

which exist between them. In a later novel, The Final Beast, 

Buechner's protagonist, a minister, defines sin as the 

^^Buechner, A Long Day's Dying, p. 201. 
30Ibid., p. 187. 
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process of growing further apart from other people. In his 

nonfiction lexicon, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, 

Buechner defines sin as whatever you do or fail to do that 

pushes other people away, that widens the gap between you 

O 1 

and them. x 

It can be seen that even in his earliest work, before 

his study of theology, Buechner had formulated his idea of 

the essence of sin. In A Long Day's Dying he illustrates 

its effects on the relationships of the characters. For 

example, as soon as Elizabeth hears Bone's "accusation" of 

her, her protective feelings about him begin to change to 

those of vindictiveness: 

Quickly she lost her dim feeling for Tristram as some-
one left unprotected, to be treated always gently, and 
everything that had led her to think of him thus, his 
unarmed enormity, his taciturnity, the concern for her 
that rose in his eyes as she met them, changed into 
proofs of the new impression that he was a great, un-
assailable inquisitor hunched on the grass beside her, 
beyond the reach of all but her cruellest, sharpest 
words. 

Bone, too, comes to realize that the accusations and 

implications that have been made about Elizabeth, Steitler, 

and Leander, and the part that Motley and Bone play in ex-

posing them will change the previously comfortable relation-

ships that have existed. Bone knew that "whatever the sin-

ner, it was something like sin that had set the damaged, 

"̂ •'-Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological 
ABC (New York, Harper and Row, 1973), p. 89. 

•^^Buechner, A Long Day' s Dying, p. 178. 
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damaging machinery of complication in action, that both the 

sinner and the innocent would suffer through the new intri— 

„33 
cacies . . -

The friendship between Bone and Elizabeth and Motley 

would never be the same again, nor would the camaraderie 

between Steitler and Leander. For one thing, Steitler real-

izes with a shock when he is confronted with Bone1s accu-

sation that the possibility of his being in love with Leander 

is not impossible. It was not so, but Steitler sees that 

"with only a few of the subtlest yet most thundering changes 

within himself it could have been s o . S t e i t l e r knows 

that this insight will affect his innocent friendship with 

Leander, and it does. At the end of the novel Buechner 

writes, "Whatever successful communication had existed pre-

viously between the two young men was destroyed, if only in 

Steitler's mind, by the deception from which their friend-

ship was forced not to proceed."35 When Steitler and Leander 

go to visit the dying Maroo, Steitler hopes that Leander will 

communicate to him the details of Maroo1s condition, but Lee 

says nothing. Steitler then observes "for the hundredth 

time, though never perhaps so vividly . . . the completeness 
n /• 

of their isolation one from another." 

33Ibid., p. 182. 34Ibid., pp. 204-5. 35Ibid., p. 250. 

36Ibid., p. 253. 
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Isolation sets in; Bone, however, takes comfort in the 

characters' growing estrangements from each other, for he 

recognizes that there is a kind of safety in aloneness. As 

Bone observes, "It was as if a disease had been successfully 

isolated into a number of distinct areas so that none of 

them could be further plagued and the germs would die in 

isolation.But the disease had already begun to take its 

toll; the relationships are broken. 

Sin has consequences other than isolation. In this and 

succeeding novels Buechner deals with the idea of the de-

struction of innocence by knowledge, the perennial theme of 

man before and after the Fall. In Buechner's novels a pre-

mium is placed on innocence and a certain sadness connected 

with knowledge. When Bone refers to his pet monkey as 

"innocent" and "pure in heart," the monkey, with his near-

human actions, thus serves as a symbol of man in his prim-

itive state, before the Fall, and as an ironic contrast to 

the worldliness of the other characters. Elizabeth remarks 

that there is "something so innocent" about George Motley, 

though one fails to see what it is. Bone, as has been noted, 

worries about Steitler's possible corruption of Leander's 

innocence, going so far as to designate interference with 

innocence as the probable unforgivable sin. When Bone and 

Steitler discover that Elizabeth has lied, they discuss 

whether it would be wise to inform Leander of his mother's 

37Ibid., p. 242. 
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actions. Steitler thinks Lee's ignorance should be en-

lightened, that he should be told "so he can know something 

of what it's like to be alive here, now."38 Bone, with his 

usual compassion, does not think Lee should be told: Inno-

cence must be somehow protected, that is all I can think 

of.1,39 

The theme of innocence is made explicit in the passages 

involving college life; the whole of chapter five is given 

to a description of the peace and innocence of a typical 

college scene. Paul Steitler most frequently refers to this 

atmosphere, which is significant because Steitler's other 

comments demonstrate that he of all the characters most 

keenly feels the loss of innocence. It is in this peaceful 

college setting that Steitler delivers a speech on how his 

teaching of English to these young innocents corrupts them, 

in the sense of awakening them to knowledge. They learn, he 

says, 

. . . that there's more to it all than this lovely 
green place out here, than the society of their kind, 
these princelings and their young ladies. What they 
learn is that they're never going to have it so good 
again; that the great ones, the ones they read, saw it 
all as pretty black. . . . What really gets me is the 
sense that I'm instructing a lot of beautiful, healthy 
children in the use of crutches, which at this point in 
their career is a morbid and rather pointless lesson. 
. . . In a few years they're going to break their legs 
and need the crutches I'm offering now, but they don't 
believe it, and . . . at moments like these, I really 
don't myself.^ 

38Ibid., p. 207. 39* Ibid. 40Ibid., p. 60. 
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Buechner portrays the college scene in delicate images 

that convey a tone of nostalgia, which is understandable, 

since he was in or near his Princeton days at the time he 

was writing. For young people, it is a time of hope, an 

idea that Buechner makes more explicit by naming one of the 

college girls Hope. 

In this novel and the one to follow, Buechner places a 

high value on innocence. The characters seem weary of their 

sophistication, of their lives of "organized leisure." A 

return to a state of not knowing that "the great ones saw it 

all as pretty black," or to a state of man before the Fall 

is preferred. 

Steitler is a type of character found frequently in 

Buechner's works. He is sophisticated, skeptical, somewhat 

cynical, but a clear-eyed realist. He sees his brief affair 

with Elizabeth for exactly what it is; he knows that she is 

"out of his price range," as he puts it. He knows how to 

conduct himself in most situations, and he is not afraid to 

face unpleasant truths about himself. He is one of Buech-

ner' s men of reason, a type that one encounters in several 

of the novels. 

One remark of Steitler's especially illustrates his 

particular brand of skepticism, a skepticism that is at the 

core of much of Buechner's work. When Bone arranges their 

meeting at the Cloisters, Steitler feels uneasy about it. 

The symbolic implications of the meeting place, with its 
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statues of saints and its unicorn tapestries, seem heavy-

handed to Steitler. He questions Bone about the expecta-

tions that may be reflected by this choice of setting 

because I tend to bridle at this sort of thing. There 
seems to me a kind of arrogance in thinking life so 
easy that you've got to stop short for a moment, keep 
your eye peeled, look sharp after years of indif-
ference, and find right around you, in these tapestries, 
for instance, the answer to most everything. I don't 
think things work that wav; we're never going to have 
things so good, Mr. Bone. 

All of Buechner's works will deal with this honest expres-

sion of an inability to accept easy answers. The basic idea 

is expressed here by Steitler as directly as it will ever be. 

The meaning of Steitler's "things" that we are never 

going to have so good is clarified in Buechner's second 

novel when even a very idealistic character asserts that 

life is "only a fairy tale that you can't trust life . . . 

that if a particular thing happens or does not happen all 

will be well."42 Buechner's characters know that the world 

is no longer innocent enough to be simple. Throughout all 

his works, Buechner steadily maintains the view that ambi-

guity is a truth about life that must be faced. 

The epigraph for A Long Day's Dying is from Book X of 

Paradise Lost: 

^Buechner, A Long Day's Dying, pp. 198-99. 

42prederick Buechner, The Season's Difference (New 
York, 1952), pp. 116-17. 
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But rise, let us no more contend, nor blame 
Each other, blamed enough elsewhere, but strive 
In offices of love how we may lighten 
Each other's burden in our share of woe; 
Since this day's death denounc'd, if aught I see, 
Will prove no sudden, but a slow-pac'd evil, 
A long day's dying to augment our pain. 
And to our seed (0 hapless seed!), deriv'd. 

In the death of their innocence, Adam and Eve learned 

to be supportive of one another, to "lighten each other s 

burdens." The characters in Buechner's novel, on the other 

hand, experience painful estrangements. It is difficult to 

feel the tragic proportions in this novel to the degree that 

one feels them for Adam and Eve. As Aldrich has commented, 

Try as he might, he could not, even with the help of 
myth and religious symbolism, make the dilemma of his 
characters either moral or significant. To do that he 
would have had to discover a system of moral value on 
which to project it; and this he could not do, for no 
such system exists.^3 

One does not get emotionally involved with the characters 

because, even though Buechner lets the reader into the con-

sciousness of each of them, there is little within them to 

engage the reader's sympathies. And yet, even in this pal-

lid world of over-refinement, a reader is once again made 

aware of man's inability to communicate, of his universal 

sense of guilt, and of the inevitability and ambiguity of 

our common human predicament. 

In his second novel, The Season's Difference (1952), 

Buechner continued the elegant, Jamesian tone and style that 

43 Aldrich, After the Lost Generation, p. 230. 
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he had used in his first novel. To George Miles it seemed 

somewhat pretentious: "At the outset, Mr. Buechner gives the 

impression that he is suffering a Jamesian or even a Proust-

ian jag."44 But Miles does admire Buechner's ability to 

c re ate image ry: 

Buechner employs effectively, among other devices, that 
trick of introducing a brief, sharp image, unrelated 
to, but close by, the major, intense action he is 
describing—a piece of newspaper blowing in the air, a 
firework exploding—which transfixes the important 
incident and brightens its outlines.4^ 

The Season's Difference is perhaps Buechner's weakest 

novel; it never really "comes alive" for the reader. Buech-

ner recognizes this weakness commenting, "I think it was a 

bit stagey. It was something I thought would be interesting 

to say rather than something I had really felt my way 

toward."4^ Nevertheless, the novel not only contains some 

fine writing, but it also further illuminates some of Buech-

ner' s ideas. Like A Long Day's Dying, this work was written 

several years before the author's decision to study theology. 

The Season's Difference is, in some respects, a diffi-

cult book, centering as it does around a possible mystical 

experience. In the sophisticated world in which it occurs, 

neither the experience nor the religious symbolism accompany-

ing it seems organically derived. In spite of this problem, 

44George Miles, Commonweal, LV (January 18, 1952), 379. 

45Ibid. 

46 
Personal interview. 
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three of Buechner's most consistent religious themes are 

treated intelligently in this novel: the contrast between 

reason and "unreason" or faith, the importance of innocence, 

and the awareness of human limitations within the context of 

the common human condition. 

story takes place in the beautiful green setting of 

the summer home of Sam and Sara Dunn and their children. To 

keep the children occupied for the summer, the Dunns have 

•j-jj_j-gd Peter Cowley to tutor them, as well as some of their 

young friends. There are seven children in this summer 

school"; the two oldest are fourteen. 

Richard Lundrigan, an editor for a publishing house, is 

a summer guest of Julie McMoon, who also lives in the col-

ony, and her children. Dr. Lavender, an elderly minister, 

is a guest of Peter Cowley. Mollie Purdue is a young woman 

who models for Sara Dunn, a sculptress. 

As the novel opens, the children and the adults are 

fascinated by an announcement by Peter Cowley that, one day 

in the woods by himself, he saw a vision. He assures them 

that he knows it was not actually God that he saw there, but 

he also knows he has seen something supernatural, and he 

believes the vision to be a sign from God. He wants to take 

all the adults, but not the children, to revisit the spot, 

hoping that together he will see the vision a second time. 

The children hear about the plan, and, with the help of 

Mollie Purdue, the model, they dress up in white sheets and 
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stage a "vision" for the adults when they come to the woods. 

The adults are deceived by the children's act only for a 

few minutes. Afterwards, the adults leave the woods re-

lieved that they still have all their solid reasons for 

disbelieving. Cowley is somewhat shaken at first, but he 

soon comes to see that it is not visions and miracles that 

the world needs after all. After the adults return to the 

familiar world of the known, the idealistic, eccentric Dr. 

Lavender performs a mock "wedding" ceremony of all the inno-

cent children, hoping thereby to preserve the world from 

future evil. Dr. Lavender believes in the innocence of the 

children and tries to join them in their world by joining 

them in their treehouse play. He falls while trying to 

climb and is killed. 

The complacency of the summer vacation is shattered by 

these unusual events. Julie McMoon decides to take her 

children and leave; Richard Lundrigan returns to the city, 

made more self-aware by his encounter with Cowley; indeed 

each of the adults and all of the children feel "the 

season's difference." 

More than any of Buechner's novels, The Season's Dif-

ference deals with the problem of making the basic tenets of 

Christianity viable to a secular world. The characters are 

especially created to illustrate varying degrees of cynicism, 

sophistication, awareness, and naivete, and the reactions of 

each when confronted with Cowley's assertions of the 
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supernatural and of faith in Christ are illustrative of the 

possible reactions of modern man everywhere. 

Sam Dunn is portrayed throughout the novel as smoothly 

sophisticated, unruffled, unfailingly civil. To cover up 

any emotions he might otherwise let slip, he wears a con-

stant smile. Once Lundrigan catches Sam in a rare moment 

when he is not smiling and wonders, "Did he ordinarily smile 

47 

so often because his face became tragic in repose?" 

Sam actually falls asleep during the "vision" that they 

go to the woods to witness. He assures the others that he 

was not faking sleep, saying that one cannot go to sleep by 

trying. One realizes that Sam is bored by the whole idea 

or, more likely, he has perfected an attitude of boredom 

which serves as his defense against being moved by anything. 

Before they go out to see the vision, Sara Dunn warns Peter 

that Sam is beyond moving: "Why, if the Lord Himself ap-

pears, Sam will be terribly, terribly polite because he is, 

you know, he always is, but that will be all."^® 

From this detached position Sam at one point gives 

Cowley advice about how one can best preach to sophisticated, 

educated people like himself and Sara: 
The first time you say anything, even the glittering 
truth itself, so that it sounds however remotely like 
a cliche, you'll lose half of us because that's an 
indelicacy we can't forgive. And as soon as you start 

47Buechner, The Season's Difference, p. 42. 

48jbid., p. 176. 
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trying to appeal to our . . . emotions, you'll find the 
other half has also gone because that's a breach of 
taste they simply won't have been able to abide. And 

. you'11 have sent them packing at most seven min-
utes after you've begun to speak of either the rewards 
of following, or the punishment of not following, your 
word, His word, if you prefer. We're too clever to 
react to threats or bribes, and don't remind us of our 
peculiar faults because we1 re fully aware of them as it 
is, and don't ignore them either because they're a 
source of considerable pride to us.49 

Sam goes on to admonish Cowley to "teach us love maybe. 

Better still, perhaps, teach us to suffer . . . but that is 

something you must first learn yourself . . . 5 0 

This speech by Sam, in which he admits that he "betrays 

his kind," is evidence that Buechner himself, before he ever 

entered the ministry, knew the problems that would be in-

volved in reaching contemporary man with any kind of message 

that smacks of traditional religion. He is aware of the 

problem when writing in the 1950's; by the 1970's we shall 

see some of the methods that Buechner will use in his fic-

tion to overcome such barriers. 

For all of Sam's smooth sophistication, however, even a 

casual visitor to the Dunn home can sense the air of pre-

tension. In spite of the beautiful elegance of their summer 

home, Mollie Purdue senses that something is not quite right, 

that "something marred the merriness . . . Sam Dunn smiled 

51 

too much. . . . Something was not right." 

Sara Dunn is an artist, a sculptress. Although she 

wishes she could elicit more emotional responses from Sam, 

49Ibid., p. 282. 50Ibid., p. 283. 51Ibid., pp. 171-72. 
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she is basically satisfied with their way of life. Trying 

to be kind to Cowley, she warns him that his efforts to make 

them see his vision will have no effect, that she and the 

others are not the kind to be converted, because "like noble 

savages, there are none of us who think we need to be con-

verted . . .we're happy enough as it is . . . we get along 

152 
is what I mean, and that's all we ask. 

Nevertheless, Sara accompanies the others to the little 

hill where Cowley has seen his vision. Kneeling there, Sara 

thinks she sees it too and, for a moment, is transfixed by 

wonder, until she realizes that what she sees is only the 

children dressed in white sheets. Aware now that the vision 

is a trick, Sara nonetheless feels that "it was impossible 

to see it as having been all deception. Surely when the 

first figure in white had appeared . . . there had been a 

53 

moment beyond a child's contriving." 

Sara's chief emotion after the incident, however, is 

relief. She feels immensely relieved that it was not, after 

all, a miracle she had witnessed and that she could go on 

believing as she had always believed. 

Sara is, in spite of her preference for complacency, 

one of the characters most affected by the events. In a 

picnic scene at the end of the novel she feels a new warmth 

and magnanimity toward all of the others, as they sit around 

52Ibid., p. 175. 53Ibid., p. 190. 
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a fire on the beach singing "Now the Day Is Over." Although 

she had, only moments before, been criticizing the others in 

her mind, she suddenly realizes that she has been "a toad." 

As the others are singing, she looks around at their faces 

54 -u • 

and breathes a prayer, "Bless them, bless them all." Thxs 

new feeling of love has been a direct result of the influence 
of the gentle Peter Cowley. 

Julie McMoon's husband committed suicide. She does not 

know what she believes about anything, and, more honest than 

the other characters, she does not want to find out. She -is 

the only one of the adults who does not accompany Cowley to 

the scene of his vision, admitting that she does not want to 

see for sure whether Cowley is wrong or right. After the 

staged vision and Dr. Lavender's death, Julie decides to 

take her children and leave the summer colony for the re-

mainder of the summer. She admits to Lundrigan that there 

is something lacking inside of her, and, although they do 

not speak of it, both she and Lundrigan fear that she might 

be tempted to fill up the emptiness with Cowley's beliefs. 

She has already come dangerously close to "seeing things," 

as Cowley does. Once, when the adults are playing hide-and-

seek, she thinks she sees her dead husband in the hiding 

place where Cowley is actually crouching, and, upon seeing 

him, she bursts into tears. This scene in which Julie "sees" 

her dead husband offers the reader and the novel's 

~^Ibid., p. 278. 
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characters a possible alternative to believing that Cowley 

has actually seen a vision. Here Buechner offers the sug-

gestion that one can actually see whatever one longs most to 

see. Each of the adults tries to explain why the usually 

controlled. Julie would suddenly burst into tears upon find-

ing that what she hoped was a vision of her husband was only 

a hallucination. Sam Dunn believes her tears were only a 

part of the children's world she had agreed to enter when 

she agreed to play hide-and-seek. Lundrigan, however, 

blames the occurrence on Peter Cowley: "You did not . . . 

set people to thinking about visions of the Almighty, or of 

anyone else for that matter, without inevitably setting a 

ii 55 

great many other fantastic conjectures in motion too." 

Julie, then, does not want to have either her fears or 

her hopes verified, while Sam and Sara Dunn feel no need for 

anything supernatural in their lives. Richard Lundrigan 

goes a step further than these characters, in that he ex-

presses frankly skeptical views. Lundrigan, who is the most 

interesting and convincing character in the novel, is a man 

of reason, similar to Paul Steitler of A Long Day's Dying; 

he is cynical, sophisticated, and, by his own admission, a 
56 

man who "remains outside the situation." To his co-

workers at the publishing house where he is an editor, he is 

known to be aggressive. Lundrigan labels as "immature" all 

people whose behavior strikes him as in any way extravagant. 
c n 5 6 
Ibid., p. 152. Ibid., p. 182. 
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Buechner writes, "He seemed so certain, so rich in rational 

and objective maturity himself. And all this was rather 

frightening to many.11 Those who were not frightened by 

Lundrigan's self-confident rationality were those who had 

5 8 
learned to make "just the right kind of fun of him." 

Lundrigan scoffs at Cowley's so—called vision. However, 

he is kind when he tells Cowley, "You saw only what you 

wanted most to see. You triumphed in a dream as you hadn't 

been able to triumph waking."59 He adds that when they all 

go with Cowley to the scene of his vision, all they will see 

there will be a "lonely man on a little hill."60 When Sara 

warns Cowley that Sam will not be affected even if they see 

the Lord Himself, she also warns him about Lundrigan's prob-

able reaction: " . . . I once heard him say that no mature 

person would ever have let himself be crucified without 

putting up a fight."61 

Lundrigan is not surprised, then, when all they see on 

the hill is a trick staged by children. But he is surprised 

by his reaction to that one moment before they realized that 

it was only the children. He was surprised that "he had, as 

he would never have believed, been for a moment or two as 

moved as any of them . . ."62 Lundrigan is also forced to 

face himself as he is in comparison to Cowley. He realizes 

57Ibid., p. 86. 58Ibid., p. 87. 59Ibid., p. 89. 

60Ibid., p. 90. 61Ibid., p. 176. 62Ibid., p. 194. 
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that whatever else Cowley did not have, "lie Triad at least his 

fanatic hope,"63 which was the best defense against solitude. 

Lundrigan himself had always practiced those rational habits 

of mind which "encouraged you to remain prudently within 

ii 64 

yourself when you tended always to be most alone . . . " 

Lundrigan comes to see that if there was indeed a lonely man 

on that hill, it was not Cowley but himself. He also has to 

admit that it is Cowley and not himself who has had the most 

influence on the others, even Julie. The others had been 

"obliged to make a choice between himself and Peter, between 

the ways of reason and unreason. And Cowley was the one, as 

Lundrigan saw it, who had succeeded."65 The others had not 

actually gone to Cowley and said, ". . .we have renounced 

maturity of mind for extravagance of blinding and ill-

considered hope . . .1,66 but Lundrigan had to admit that it 

was Cowley who had set them thinking. In Lundrigan's wist-

ful admiration of Cowley, we note again Buechner's concern 

with the theme of human isolation: by choosing the stance of 

reason, against unreason, Lundrigan, in effect, finds him-

self isolated from the others. 

It is Cowley's unreasoning faith that has set the 

others to thinking, and not Cowley himself, because he is 

not a particularly forceful person. Buechner describes him 

as not being a perceptive person, "largely because it would 

63Ibid., p. 195. 64Ibid. 

65Ibid., p. 262. 66Ibid. 
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have been unwise for him to be. . . . His sentiment and com-

passion were rather of a vast and general sort, as general 

as were the banalities with which he frequently expressed 

them."67 Cowley's most attractive feature is his compas-

sionate nature. In one scene he takes his young charges to 

a circus where they view the freaks. He instantly regrets 

exposing them to the "ugly isolation of these creatures from 

one another, from a diffident humanity; from all . . . that 

was beautiful; and thus, for Cowley, from all that was godly 

too."58 

Cowley is absolutely convinced that what he saw by the 

apple tree was a supernatural vision, that it looked some-

what like a woman, and that it was a miraculous sign from 

God verifying His existence. He assures everyone that he 

was fully awake and not dreaming. Upon seeing the vision, 

he says, he knew for the first time in his life that he was 

right in believing "that there is a God and that we matter 

to him. Very much."5^ 

When the adults return from their trip to the little 

hill, aware that the only vision they saw there was of chil-

dren dressed up in sheets, Cowley castigates them for their 

unbelief: "May God forgive the whole overeducated, ineffec-

tual, and faithless pack of you. . . . I expected too much, 

but you expected too little."70 Although he is by nature 

67Ibid., p. 128. 68Ibid., p. 63. 

69Ibid., p. 79. 70Ibid., p. 218. 
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a mild-mannered person, Cowley's words to them now are 

strong: " . . . in your tepid hearts you hoped you'd see 

nothing because life is easier that way, easier not 

71 
knowing." 

Cowley then admits to the others that he had thought 

there would have to be many such miracles "if the world was 

ever going to be salvaged from the destructions and despairs 

of unbelief . . . " b u t that he has now come to see that 

miracles are not our only hope or even our hope at all. 

What we've already got is e n o u g h . L u n d r i g a n asks what 

that might be, and Cowley answers, "The words and example of 

Christ. 1,74 

Into this genteel and secular world of summer colonies 

Buechner not only injects the name of Christ, but also sug-

gests, through Cowley, that the words and the example of 

Christ can be a viable reality after which articulate, 

urbane people can pattern their lives. One can safely as-

sume from his later religious writings that this is the 

actual position of Buechner, or at least that it will come 

to be. But Buechner never presents only one side of a 

religious question, as if it were a closed issue, and with 

the reaction of Lundrigan, Buechner presents the view of 

secular man. When Cowley suggests that what the world needs 

71Ibid., p. 218. 72Ibid., p. 219. 

73ibid., p. 221 74Ibid. 
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is the words and example of Christ, Lundrigan gives an 

exaggerated sigh of resignation and responds, 

You pose the greatest problem of all—how is the world 
to become a better and happier place—and then, so help 
me, instead of answering it, you come out with a word 
that has absolutely no meaning whatever but only a kind 
of emotional force at which the mind is supposed to 
stop working and the heart to start palpitating. 
"Christ" you say, and that is no answer at all. It 
is meaningless . . . and your problem remains because 
you have said nothing !7^ 

Lundrigan goes on to assure Cowley that "we're more 

interested in educating the world than in throwing your kind 

of happy dust in its eyes," and then he puts this question 

to Cowley: "You've been trying Christ for 2,000 years, and 

where are you?"^ Cowley answers, "No, we've never tried Him. 

To the great degree that He too was specifically and unsensa-

tionally telling us how to live a good and happy life, we 

77 

have never followed Him at all. . . . Now we must try." 

Cowley does not retract his belief in the reality of 

his vision. He only comes to see that positive proofs such 

as visions are not necessary after all and that there will 

not be any more miracles in history except "maybe once in 

awhile when there's nobody around but some poor fool like me, 

some lucky, lonely fool who's not going to convince anybody 

7 R 
anyway." 

In his autobiographical work The Alphabet of Grace 

Buechner discusses his own attitude toward having an 

75Ibid., p. 221. 76Ibid., p. 222. 

77Ibid. 78Ibid., pp. 220-21. 
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experience, such as Cowley had, that could be classified as 

"a genuine, self-authenticating religious experience." He 

asks, "Without somehow destroying me in the process, how 

could God reveal himself in a way that would leave no room 

for doubt? If there were no room for doubt, there would be 

no room for me."79 Buechner goes on to relate how he has at 

times prayed for miracles, especially for people who were 

dying, but he has never been given any unquestionable sign 

that such miracles have been granted. Yet, he writes, "I 

believe without the miracles I have prayed for. . . . Per-

haps it is my believing itself that is the miracle I believe 

, , ,80 
by. 

This is somewhat the position that is finally Cowley's. 

Whether or not Cowley has a supernatural vision is not, 

finally, the point. Buechner makes it clear that the 

"vision" could have been only the result of wishful thinking 

or of an unusual angle of light through the apple tree. In 

The Alphabet of Grace Buechner writes, "Part of what it 

means to believe in God, at least part of what it means for 

me, is to believe in the possibility of a miracle . . . "81 

It is the possibility of miracles that matters to Buechner, 

not the conclusive proof of them. It is on such possibil-

ities that Cowley chooses to stake his future action. (The 

7 9 
'^Frederick Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace (New York, 

1970), p. 47. 

80Ibid., p. 49. 81Ibid., p. 7. 
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idea of the possibility of supernatural occurrences is dealt 

with again in Buechner's later novels, in the character of 

an unlikely minister who may or may not actually perform 

miracles.) 

Two themes in this novel are continued from A Long 

Day's Dying. One, a prominent one in this novel, is that of 

innocence versus knowledge. Near the beginning of the book, 

the adults discuss whether or not the children should be more 

carefully protected from accidental glimpses of Sara's nude 

models. Lundrigan thinks children ought not to be overly 

protected: "Absolutely immoral, this artificial prolongation 

of innocence."®^ Sam Dunn disagrees with Lundrigan. He 

compares a child to a wall-less garden. Anything is free to 

come and go in it, until one day the garden is enclosed, and 

O O 

"whatever is there is there to stay.,,OJ Sam theorizes that 

this is why one1s only real friends may be the friends of 

one's childhood, "the ones who were able to enter easily 
84 

while there was still no barrier." Sam argues that chil-

dren ought to be allowed to come upon knowledge in their own 

time, and not merely stumble upon nakedness in a sculptress' 

studio. Lundrigan, always the realist, argues the point: 

"You say you want to keep your 'certain things' away from 

them only for the time being, but you mean, of course, 

^ B u e c h n e r , The Season's Difference, p. 30. 

83Ibid., p. 32. 84lbid. 
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forever, and that won't work; you'll fail."®^ This state-

ment is reminiscent of Paul Steitler's concern for the 

inevitable corruption of the innocence of his college 

students. 

The chief proponent of the value of innocence is Dr. 

Lavender, Cowley's aging minister friend. Lavender is the 

only character who considers the second "vision" a miracle. 

Just the children's appearance there was a miracle to Lav-

ender, who considers children the only innocents, because 

adults know too much. Lavender says, "When you know too 

much, you can't act anymore, because everything is too com-

plicated then." The first time Lavender sees the children, 

at the beginning of his visit, he marvels at their "endless, 
07 

ardent innocence." Lavender quotes Christ's command to 

"become as little children," but he admits that "each of us 
OO 

is a child buried alive." This concern with innocence, 

with "becoming like children," is a theme of Buechner's 

sermons also. In The Magnificent Defeat he writes, 
Jesus says that in order to enter the kingdom of Heaven 
we must become like children, and this gives rise to 
the most poignant kind of awareness of how we ourselves 
were children once but are no longer, of the dreaming 
innocence we lost without ever intending to lose it, of 
a summery, green world where everything was possible, 
where in the end the evil dragon was always slain and 
the princess rescued from her tower—all of this 

85Ibid., p. 35. 86Ibid., p. 198. 

87Ibid., p. 107. p. 110. 
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replaced now by a winter world where again and again 

we see ourselves not least among the dragons.89 

In The Season's Difference Buechner has pictured just 

such a summery, green world where the innocence of the chil-

dren, at least to Dr. Lavender's eyes, reigns supreme. 

Lavender is an idealist, but he is something of a real-

ist too. He warns Cowley that nothing will be accomplished 

even if the adults do see his vision. No one thing we do, 

he warns Cowley, ever assures a successful life. Lavender 

is sentimental and eccentric, but he does see clearly the 

ambiguities of life. He sees that "complexity is unhappi-

ness and damnation too, and the race of man is unhappy and 
90 

damned because it is complicated." It is Lavender's con-

tention that only a child knows the "one thing" that insures 

happiness, and that would be to live in a world consisting 

only of children. Lavender tells Cowley that "the world 

would be saved then, because, with only children living in 

it, it would see things simply again and in innocence."^ 

Lavender is a strange combination of incurable idealist 

and clear-eyed realist. He assures Cowley that "it's only a 

fairy tale . . . that you can't trust life . . . that if a 

particular thing happens or does not happen, all will be 
Q p 

well."^ The world is no longer innocent enough, Lavender 

8^Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York, 
1966), p. 132. 

90Buechner, The Season's Difference, p. 127. 
91 Q 9 
Ibid., p. 126. Ibid., pp. 116-17. 
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explains, to be that simple. This remark echoes that of 

Paul Steitler in A Long Day's Dying when he objects to Bone's 

trying to find answers in the symbolism of the Cloisters. 

Answers are just not that simple, he tells Bone. This idea 

is consistent in all of Buechner1s fiction, from his first 

novel to his latest. 

In his belief in the innocence of the children, Lavender 

decides to perform a marriage ceremony of all the children, 

wedding each to one another: "a marriage of innocence, a 

wedding of young and unchanged hearts which, by loving only 

go 

one another will never change." Part of Lavender's reason 

for performing the mock marriage is his recognition that 

Cowley had failed in his attempt to show forth God to the 

world, "and that it was for him . . . to succeed now for 

them both,11 by insuring the continuing innocence of the 

children as a means of preserving the world. He lines the 

children up in a row, in Sara's secret workroom, and "weds" 

them to one another. 

When Sara discovers what has happened, she is horrified 

by the idea. She confronts Lavender with her indignation, 

but he escapes her wrath and seeks the presence of the chil-

dren to confirm within himself the "blessed and divinely 

inspired significance of the marriage he had performed for 

the sake alone of a stricken w o r l d . H e finds the 

93Ibid., p. 233. 94Ibid., p. 235. 

95lbid., p. 255. 
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children in their treehouse. "I must see youi" he cries to 

them. "Please . . . it's all I ask."^6 Climbing up the 

rope to the treehouse to be nearer to them, he suddenly 

loses hold and falls. He does not see fulfilled his dream 

of the preservation of innocence in the world. 

The other theme that is continued in this novel from 

A Long Day's Dying concerns the awareness of the limitations 

of humanity. In A Long Day's Dying George Motley tells a 

long and not very tasteful story about "show-offs," his name 

for the cripples of the world or for those who cannot sur-

vive without crutches of one kind or another, which, of 

course, ultimately includes everyone. In The Season's Dif-

ference Buechner uses two fourteen-year-old boys, Harry Fogg 

and Rufus Este, to make a similar point. Harry and Rufus 

refer to themselves as Uglies, by which they mean that they 

are awkward where others seem self-assured, and they are 

prone to perform sadistic little games, such as crushing 

sick birds to death in an envelope. Harry and Rufus at 

first distinguish themselves from everyone else in the world, 

whom they call Persons. They are, they say, destined to fall 

in love with Persons, but a Person would never love an Ugly 

back. Uglies are lonely, isolated creatures that only 

another Ugly could love, but at least Uglies have each other, 

and they are intensely loyal to each other. One of "the 

season's differences" that occurs this summer is the dawning 

96Ibid., p. 256. 
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realization by Harry and Rufus that there may be more than 

two Uglies in the world, that, in fact, everyone is an Ugly, 

but that it is only those who do not know they are Uglies 

who think they are Persons. Harry articulates this idea for 

Rufus: . . 1 didn't think People knew what it was to be 

really lonely, how ugly, ugly loneliness was. . . . But look 

97 

at them." After Dr. Lavender's death the boys decide that 

he too was an Ugly and that he knew he was, and that maybe 

Cowley knows that he is an Ugly too. The visit to the circus 

freak show by Cowley and the children serves to underscore 

this theme, for there the boys see literal "uglies" and rec-

ognize their kinship to them. The boys' realization of the 

"ugliness" of all people demonstrates Buechner's continuing 

theme of man's "fallen state" and conviction of "sin." 

It can be seen, perhaps, that The Season's Difference 

is heavily philosophical and "talky," with a tendency for 

indirect rather than direct characterization. This flaw is 

best illustrated in scenes such as the one in which the 

adults all discuss the problem of maintaining children's 

innocence. The characters tend to be overly analytical, and 

the children, especially Rufus and Harry, are unbelievably 

precocious. In spite of some beautiful imagery, especially 

that dealing with the peace and delicacy of the green summer, 

the mannered style creates a "precious" tone that is not 

compatible with the simplicity of some of Cowley's religious 
97Ibid., p. 297. 
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statements. Nevertheless, Buechner's insights are, as usual, 

thoughtful, and his sensitivity, illustrated in part by his 

treatment of the Uglies theme, is unfailing. The evocations 

of atmosphere are often perfectly matched with idea. An 

example of this technique may be found in the scene in which 

Dr. Lavender seeks the children in their playhouse in the 

woods, just before he falls to his death. As he makes his 

way through the woods, 

All of summer seemed to enclose him there with the 
fragrance of decaying wood and wet sod, and the trees 
leaned low with their abundance of dark and foliate 
branch to imperil his way, but he came at last, his 
glasses clouded and the wisps of his hair flat with 
moisture upon his scalp, to the clearing where, high 
in the limbs of a tall oak, the children's tree-house 
rose before him.^8 

In The Season's Difference Buechner very tentatively 

offers the ways of God to secular man, but he does so unmis-

takably; in succeeding novels he will continue to urge modern 

man to see beyond the material. First, however, his next 

novel will stage a battle between self and ethical concepts 

in the conscience of a highly civilized egghead, a sophisti-

cated modern statesman. 

The Return of Ansel Gibbs (1958) is a transitional work 

in Buechner's fiction. Whereas A Long Day's Dying and The 

Season's Difference had dealt with rather rarefied situ-

ations, The Return of Ansel Gibbs was Buechner's first 

attempt to present social issues and political life. The 

98 Ibid., p. 256. 
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style is also different. Although the characters still 

speak articulately and analytically, the syntax is less or-

nate and the narrative is more straightforward. Critics of 

the novel still admired Buechner's prose style. A. C. Spec-

torsky noted the "quality of distinction about Frederick 

Buechner1s writing which might best be compared to the gleam 

of hand-polished old silver—as opposed to the chromium gloss 

99 

of much of the 'sophisticated' writing being done today." 

Other critics praised the timeliness of its theme. The 

Chicago Sunday Tribune called it not only a richly readable 

novel" but also "an important contribution to our understand-

ing of men in places of power. 

Ansel Gibbs, a respected statesman, has been summoned 

from retirement to a post in the President's Cabinet. En 

route to Washington he stops in New York to see his daughter 

Anne and learns that she may be in love with Robin Tripp, a 

television personality who also happens to be the son of an 

old friend, Rudy Tripp. Gibbs has always felt some guilt in 

connection with Rudy Tripp's suicide years earlier when it 

had been Gibbs' lot to fire Rudy. 

In New York Gibbs agrees to appear on Tripp's television 

program with Senator Farwell, whose political philosophy dif-

fers from Gibbs'. Farwell is in fact opposed to the Senate's 

99 
A. C. Spectorsky, Saturday Review of Literature, XLI 

(February 15, 1958), 21. 

100 Chicago Sunday Tribune, February 16, 1958, p. 3 
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confirming Gibbs1 appointment to the Cabinet. During the 

interview, which is the central scene in the novel, Gibbs 

makes some unorthodox and rather damaging statements. After-

wards, Gibbs begins to question his qualifications for a 

government post. Other characters in the novel—Anne; Robin 

Tripp; Porter Hoye, who is Gibbs' longtime assistant; Louise 

von Louwe, his wife's aunt and his social hostess; and Dr. 

Kuykendall, his former professor of religion at Harvard— 

influence Gibbs in the end to accept the post, but only after 

Gibbs becomes assured in his own mind of his integrity. 

In spite of reviewers1 pleasure in Buechner's more 

timely and more worldly subject matter in this novel compared 

to previous ones, The Return of Ansel Gibbs is not basically 

a political novel. Buechner recognizes that this is so; 

when recalling his writing of this book he commented, "Of 

course, I knew nothing about politics."-1-0^ Instead, the 

novel concerns itself with the ethical and spiritual de-

cisions of a highly articulate, intelligent public figure. 

Because Buechner is primarily interested in Gibbs1 thought 

life, this is a character novel with a clearly delineated 

protagonist. However, the novel is not limited solely to a 

concern with Gibbs' inner life. Buechner also explores the 

motivations of each of the other characters. As Spectorsky 

has observed, each of the major characters is "beset by the 

crucial need to discover—and to face—the real, the inner 

"'"̂ "'"Personal interview. 
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self. Each, in his way, achieves that goal." For 

example, Robin Tripp is made to face the consequences upon 

his own psyche of his father's suicide; Anne Gibbs must de-

termine the quality of her love for Robin; Louise von Louwe 

and Porter Hoye come to realize how much their self-interests 

are entangled with Gibbs' career; and Kuykendall faces some 

realistic conclusions about human limitations. 

But Ansel Gibbs is the center of the novel, and it is 

his character that Buechner delineates most clearly. Gibbs 

is fifty-two years old and has been a widower for several 

years. Like Tristram Bone of A Long Day's Dying, Gibbs is 

an intellectual who characterizes himself as a man of words 

rather than as a man of action. To Senator Farwell on tele-

vision Gibbs admits that "there have been times when I've 

wished I had chosen the kind of life that more clearly speaks 

for itself. A soldier's life. Or a priest's. Even a prod-

igal. The kind of life that doesn't have to depend so 

heavily on words to define it."^0^ When Gibbs temporarily 

decides not to take the Cabinet post, he writes a very well-

phrased letter to Anne explaining his decision. Then he 

writes in his journal, "The man of words, as distinct from 

the man of action, decides to do that which he is best able 

102Spectorsky, p. 21. 

103Frederick Buechner, The Return of Ansel Gibbs (New 
York, 1958), p. 117. 
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to phrase."104 Not only is Gibbs a man of words, but like 

many verbally minded people, he tends to speak in abstrac-

tions. Hoye becomes frustrated with this tendency at times 

and once requests that Gibbs recite the multiplication 

tables so that he can hear Gibbs say something specific for 

a change. 

Buechner has created other characters who tend to be 

overly verbal. It is not a quality that one admires in 

these works. Elizabeth Poor finds Tristram Bone's verbosity 

"stuffy." In Buechner's next novel, a character named Will 

Poteat is socially paralyzed and unable to communicate with 

others because of this trait. 

Gibbs' crucial character trait, however, is not his 

tendency to be overly verbal, but his ambivalent view of 

life. This is the outlook that causes him difficulty in the 

television interview. Senator Farwell takes issue with a 

statement that for years has been falsely attributed to 

Gibbs. On one occasion Gibbs was supposed to have been ap-

proached by an irate soldier who, noticing that Gibbs wore 

no uniform, asked, "Well, my friend, and what are you doing 

to save civilization?" Gibbs was said to have replied, "I 

am civilization." Although Gibbs had in fact never uttered 

this sweeping statement, in the television discussion he 

admits that, to a degree, the statement could be applied to 

him, since he believes that his is a civilized outlook on 

104Ibid., p. 265. 
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life. He says, 

. . . to be civilized is to be aware of so many-
possible courses of action at any given time that no 
one of them ever seems to be without qualification 
right. Everything is qualified. Legal and ethical 
principles are good for today, but can't be rigidly 
fixed for tomorrow. 

The conservative Senator Farwell is horrified by this 

position of relativity. Yet Gibbs goes on to reinforce his 

statement by remarking that the one word that should be used 

at an important meeting such as a congress of planets would 

be the word "ambivalence." 

Farwell accuses Gibbs of not possessing any positive 

values, but Gibbs persists in his views: 

For the civilized man there aren't apt to be any abso-
lute principles or holy causes. That's what makes 
civilized life possible. We may not be heroes, but by 
and large we're also not villains . . . . 

In his article "The New Nihilism and the Novel," Norman 

Podhoretz discusses The Return of Ansel Gibbs as an example 

of several American novels which have as their themes the 

loss of values in contemporary society. Podhoretz writes, 

Civilization . . . means for Buechner a consciousness 
of the tragic ambivalence of life, and being civilized 
exerts a severe toll: Gibbs suffers from a certain 
deficiency of feeling. . . . He is almost incapable of 
passion (sobriety, judiciousness, detachment, modera-
tion, tolerance being the civilized virtues) . . . 

105Ibid., p. 114. 

106Ibid., p. 120. 

107Norman Podheretz, "The New Nihilism and the New 
Novel," Partisan Review, XXV (Fall, 1958), 576-90. 
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Podhoretz focuses particularly on Gibbs1 lack of 

passion, a lack that does not preclude him from ultimately 

making a commitment to society. Podhoretz concludes that, 

to Buechner, lack of passion is not necessarily a detriment 

to positive commitment. Nevertheless, Podhoretz regrets the 

weak and defensive tone of this position. He writes, 

"'Civilization' in Buechner's sense has clearly lost the 

power to generate even a surface enthusiasm by now. It seems 

to be all played out."^® 

Closely allied to his ambivalent view toward absolutes 

is Gibbs' characteristic detachment. In this he resembles 

Richard Lundrigan in The Season's Difference, who always re-

mained "outside the situation." When Gibbs thinks he has 

decided not to take the Cabinet post, he explains his reasons 

to Anne. He feels that he is unqualified for a position of 

leadership because he has fallen short of common humanity. 

Referring to some of the failures in his life he writes, 

What else can it mean to have a friend and not to save 
him, to have a daughter and not to know her, to meet 
a friend1s son and not to trust him, to have had a 
wife and hardly to remember her? In what other way do 
you explain a man who has lived his whole life on the 
blurred edge of t h i n g s ? 

Gibbs sees that he, like Lundrigan, has all his life 

remained outside of things, even with those closest to him, 

and it is this failing, not his ambivalence, that causes 

1 0 8 I b i d . , p . 5 8 1 . 

l ^ B u e c h n e r , A n s e l G i b b s , p . 2 4 5 . 
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Gibbs to feel unqualified for a position of leadership. 

When his friends come to his hotel room to attempt to change 

his mind, he is made more keenly aware of his habitual de-

tachment and is regretful about it. He tells them that his 

self "doesn't love or hate, accept or reject. It sits on 

the sidelines. It looks at you—even you—and remains 

appallingly unmoved."110 Gibbs is afraid that as a public 

servant he will be less than humanly warm in his relation-

ships with people. 

Gibbs possesses the quality of detachment to an extreme 

degree, but in The Hungering Dark Buechner writes about 

emotional detachment as a quality common to all. Speaking 

of himself in particular, he says, 

I fend off the world, I avoid getting involved with 
other people's needs, so that I can get ahead in the 
world myself. But . . . the truth of it is that I 
need the world. I need the very ones that I keep at 
a distance. I need to love and be loved by the very 
ones from whom I hide myself behind this f a c e . m 

Robin Tripp disagrees with Gibbs' fears that he may be 

too detached. He tells Anne, 

Maybe what the world needs most is somebody who knows 
there's no such thing as a holy cause—somebody who 
knows it not just cynically and hard-boiled but sweat-
ing blood and wishing to God it wasn't so but making 
the best of it because it is.H2 

11(^Ibid., p. 277. 

111Frederick Buechner, The Hungering Dark (New York, 
1969), p. 22. 

H^Buechner, Ansel Gibbs, p. 257. 
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This statement reflects the pervading philosophical 

stance of this novel as well as other of Buechner's works. 

In all his earlier fiction Buechner takes a view of clear-

eyed realism, resignation, and acceptance. There may be no 

such thing as a holy cause, yet Ansel Gibbs accepts this pos-

sibility without cynicism and with honesty and courage. The 

difference between the statement made here by Robin Tripp 

and Buechner's usual stance lies in the certainty with which 

Tripp states the doubt. He speaks in positive tones: there 

is no such thing as a holy cause. Buechner, however, usually 

chooses the word "maybe," which is in fact one of his most 

often-used words. He would say, "Maybe there is a holy 

cause." Of course this point is made undeniably clear in 

The Alphabet of Grace, where Buechner writes concerning his 

religious beliefs, "Just maybe it is true. . . . If only 

maybe it is true—may be—the maybe alone is maybe of all 

113 
things worth telling." 

By the end of the novel and after an almost violent 

confrontation with Robin Tripp, Gibbs comes to realize that 

he does care about people, that "you can go it alone just so 

far" and that "perhaps nobody has a life of his omi."^^ He 

chooses finally to become involved, telling Anne, "You can 

cross your fingers and hold your tongue and do what you can 

"̂ ••'-̂ Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace, p. 101. 

H^Buechner, Ansel Gibbs, p. 284. 
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in the time that's left. That is the only holy cause, my 

dear, ambivalence be damned."115 Gibbs' final position af-

firms the idea that it is the courage to become involved in 

a world that promises nothing that is important. 

In 1954-55 Buechner held a Rockefeller Brothers Theolog-

ical Fellowship at Union Theological Seminary. The Return of 

Ansel Gibbs was published the same year that Buechner was 

ordained a Presbyterian minister. Therefore, it is not sur-

prising that this novel is concerned with various religious 

themes. Some of these themes center around the character of 

Gibbs; others involve only the other characters. The inter-

ests of Dr. Kuykendall sometimes involve Gibbs' problems and 

sometimes concern issues quite apart from Gibbs. Kuykendall, 

who was Gibbs' professor of Old Testament at Harvard, is 

brought into the plot because Gibbs' daughter Anne works for 

him in one of the poor sections of the city which Kuykendall 

serves as pastor. Through Kuykendall's work, Buechner makes 

some of the social comment in the novel; the background for 

this section of Ansel Gibbs is based on Buechner's own work 

in an inner city employment clinic while a student at Union 

Theological Seminary. The emphasis on the social gospel 

during the 1950's was an influence on this novel. 

Kuykendall is also used to make direct statements such 

as those to a group of seminary students on the subject of 

115Ibid., p. 308. 
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faith, Kuykendall says, 

If you tell me Christian commitment is a thing that 
has happened once and for all like some kind of spir-
itual plastic surgery . . . you'sre either pulling the 
wool over your own eyes or trying to pull it over mine. 
Every morning you should wake up in your beds and ask 
yourself: "Can I believe it all again today?"116 

Kuykendall's admonition echoes Buechner1s own definition of 

faith in Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC: 

It is on-again-off-again rather than once and for 
all. . . . Tillich said that doubt isn't the opposite 
of faith; it is an element of faith.11' 

Because Kuykendall is a professor of Old Testament, he 

knows much about the Jewish prophets. When Gibbs vacillates 

about accepting the Cabinet post, Kuykendall expresses his 

belief that Gibbs was called to be a prophet and that "from 

Moses on down the tendency for everyone so called has been 

to squirm out of the assignment somehow."11® Kuykendall 

goes on to explain that the function of the prophet is "to 

ask the painful question . . . to know . . . the times he 

lives in and to speak what seems to him the truth about them 

in the most compelling way, no holds barred."11^ When, at 

college, Gibbs tells Kuykendall that he is thinking of going 

into the ministry, Kuykendall tells him to go out into the 

world instead. Now Kuykendall urges Gibbs to "be the voice 

116Ibid., p. 308. 

117 

Buechner, Wishful Thinking, p. 25. 

"'""'"̂ Buechner, Ansel Gibbs, p. 88. 

119Ibid. 
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that cries out against the prejudice, the self-interest, the 

h 120 
narrowness, and complacency of the Farwells. 

Kuykendall is ultimately disappointed in Gibbs' function 

as a prophet. He does not turn out to be a Jeremiah or an 

Isaiah but "only Ansel Gibbs." However, Kuykendall is a 

realist, mature in his acceptance of human limitation. He 

admits, "But after all, there was a time when I thought I 

might have amounted to something myself . . . and all I've 

ever been is Kuykendall."121 The mood of resignation is per-

vasive in this novel, and the theme of acceptance of human 

limitation is consistent in Buechner's work. 

Less related to Gibbs1 problems is the struggle of 

Robin Tripp to accept the fact and the implications of his 

father's suicide and the attendant spiritual awakening of 

Tripp. Much of Robin's life, including his rise to fame as 

a television performer, has been an attempt to reconcile him-

self to this early trauma. Robin explains to Anne why his 

father's suicide has been a problem for him. All of his 

unresolved feelings for his father have been frozen in time 

since the moment that his father shot himself. The unre-

solved feelings that a boy has for a father—love, fear, 

respect, humiliation—never had time to be sorted out, as 

they might naturally have been with time. Robin tells Anne, 

"It's like having three fathers at once, all very different 

and all very dead, and very apt to haunt him in his dreams 

12(^Ibid., p. 91. 121Ibid., p. 121. 
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and in between times too."122 This frustration has caused 

Robin to assume various roles in an attempt to please each 

of his various fathers. Consequently, Robin's life has 

largely been one of mask wearing and role playing. 

However, in revealing his love for Anne Gibbs, Robin is 

also freed to reveal himself to her. Speaking of his pre-

vious rootless existence in the third person, he tells Anne, 

"After awhile it gets to be where sex seems to be the only 

place where he doesn't have to play a part at all where he 

can forget all his lines and his fathers and the chords and 

123 
words of his damn songs." 

Since Buechner's own father committed suicide when 

Buechner was ten, one might speculate concerning the auto-

biographical implications of Robin's problems. Speaking of 

his father's suicide and its relation to Robin Tripp, 

Buechner said, 

As I was writing that, I thought to myself, that is 
the way a man might feel, but it wasn't the way^I 
felt myself. I am almost fifty and I still don't 
know what I feel about my father's death. I grieve 
for him. I chide him. So many things. I'm sure one 
of the reasons I was drawn to Christianity was that 
it gave me a father to replace the one I'd lost. The 
village atheist might try to demolish my faith that 
way, but it wouldn't work. God uses all sorts of 
strange ways for drawing people to him. 

Tripp's habit of role playing and his habit of casual 

sex implies his inability to find direction and meaning in 

122!bid., p. 206. 123Ibid., p. 209. 

124personal interview. 
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his life. The search for meaning is a consistent theme in 

Buechner, as it is in the apologetic theology of Paul Til-

lich. Tillich taught at Union Theological Seminary while 

Buechner was a student there. Tillich was a decisive influ-

ence in Buechner's life; Buechner attended his classes and 

found him "fascinating.1,125 As is true of many modern 

thinkers, Tillich believed that the characteristic experience 

of contemporary man is one of disruption and meaninglessness. 

As Kenneth Hamilton has pointed out, Tillich has been respon-

sible perhaps more than any other theologian for forcing 

Christian believers to "realize the necessity for rethinking 

their faith in the face of the challenge of contemporary 

thought-forms."126 Buechner has tried to meet this challenge 

by using the fictional mode to rethink issues. He partic-

ularly follows Tillich in his attempts to speak to the 

intellectual in his own cultural milieu. Hamilton notes 

that Tillich has "felt the tension between the tenets of 

religious faith and the demands of the intellect.1,127 The 

characters in The Return of Ansel Gibbs are intellectuals 

and their problems are both contemporary and timeless. Their 

introspective spiritual speculations, especially those of 

125Ibid. 

12^Kenneth Hamilton, "Paul Tillich," Creative Minds in 
Contemporary Theology, edited by Philip E. Hughes (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, 1969), p. 466. 

127Ibid., p. 449. 



66 

Gibbs and Robin Tripp, illustrate Buechner's affinity with 

Tillich's purposes. 

Tillich's influence, which Buechner has freely acknowl-

edged, can be seen even in the ideas voiced by characters. 

For example, in Tillich's book of sermons, The Shaking of 

the Foundations (1948), he writes, "We possess the past by 

memory and the future by anticipation."128 In Buechner's 

novel Ansel Gibbs says, "We live in memory and anticipation. 

129 

The present is a kind of no man's land."-1-* 

In his depiction of the struggles of Robin Tripp, 

Buechner details a search for religious meaning. Robin tells 

Anne about his experiences with Kitten Dory, a combination 

faith healer and Christian Scientist. Kitten Dory is a fat, 

middle-aged woman who always dresses in white, like a nurse. 

Robin tells Anne that to make one know "what a good Joe" she 

was, she "kept referring to 'that guy,1 pointing at a big 

pencil sketch of Jesus . . . that made him look like a sick 

f a i r y . K i t t e n ' s message was that unhappiness and pain 

do not exist because they are a part of the mind of God. 

She said, "Baby, I'm here to tell you God is all in all and 

we're part of that all, so how is God in us ever going to get 

sick and die? It's just a bad dream whether you know it or 

128paui Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations (New 
York, 1948), p. 35. 

1 
Buechner, Ansel Gibbs, p. 53. 

130 Ibid., p. 213. 
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not and it's time you woke up, don't you think? ^ Robin 

is angered by her insistence that even Jesus never really 

did die. He tells Anne that he could not let her get by 

with saying that lusts, sufferings, and death were not real, 

and he told Kitten that "if this Jesus of hers didn't suffer 

like everybody else, then He was never really one of us, and 

-JO 2 

Christianity's based on a masquerade."^ 

Buechner here uses the character of Robin Tripp to 

underscore again his belief in facing life realistically. 

To him, there is no necessity for a believer to have to 

sugarcoat the tragic facts of history or the unpleasant as-

pects of life. Robin decides that "in a way Kitten was wrong 

and in a way she was right. There's no point dwelling on the 

unpleasant and ugly things of the world . . . but before you 

can beat them you've got to know how real they are. Then 

maybe they get less real."^-33 

In The Return of Ansel Gibbs, through such statements 

as this by Robin Tripp, Buechner illustrates his willingness 

to admit that there is evil in the world that cannot be ex-

plained. In this willingness he again resembles Tillich, 

who, in The Shaking of the Foundations, speaks of the human 

desire to teach God the path of justice: 
We tell Him that He must punish the bad and reward 
the good, especially in relation to ourselves. But 
He accepts no counsel concerning the structure of 

131ibid., p. 213. -*-32Ibid., p. 216. ^33Ibid., p. 217. 
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the world, with all its natural destruction, cruelty, 
and transitoriness.134 

Buechner, like Tillich, accepts God's answer to the 

problem of the suffering of Job, a classic case illustrating 

the problem of evil. Buechner writes, 

Maybe the reason God doesn1t explain to Job why ter-
rible things happen is that he knows what Job needs 
isn't an explanation. Suppose that God did explain. 
. . . Understanding . . . why his children had to die, 
Job would still have to face their empty chairs at 
breakfast every morning. . . . God doesn't reveal his 
grand design. He reveals himself.135 

In spite of his disagreements with Kitten Dory, Robin 

Tripp is affected by his conversations with her. He admits 

to Anne, 

Maybe it was not having any religion in their lives 
that had something to do with all my fathers being 
dead, with my running around like a stud bull. If 
either one of us had ever believed that there could 
be a God who had somehow, ahead of us and for us, 
been through everything we were going through, it 
might have made a difference, and I even started to 
pray sometimes.^3^ 

But prayer had proved difficult. Robin tells Anne that 

even as he tried to pray, evil pictures would come into his 

mind. "But then I decided if He was going to take a look at 

me at all, He might as well know the worst and probably knew 

it already.1,137 

134Tinich, p. 21. 

13-^Buechner, Wishful Thinking, p. 29. 

13^Buechner, Ansel Gibbs, p. 216. 

1 37 Ibid. 
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Robin Tripp has not been reared with any religious 

training, and it is in the character of his mother, Sylvia 

Tripp, that Buechner presents the agnostic point of view in 

this novel. Sylvia admits that she has never been a reli-

gious woman and then comments, "I think a lot of the awful 

things that happen in this world are harder to explain if 

you believe in God than if you don't."138 Referring to her 

husband's suicide, Sylvia then observes, And I gather the 

church says that suicide is a sin while in my opinion—I know 

this j_s terrible to say—1 think if sin's mixed up in it at 

all, it's a sin of God's to let life do such things to 

people."139 

Buechner does not hesitate in his fiction to present 

the agnostic point of view, as expressed by Sylvia Tripp. 

He realizes that it is not only a prevalent outlook, but that 

it is also in many ways the most reasonable. He knows that 

the strongest argument against the existence of God is the 

existence of evil and suffering, which are indisputable. In 

The Magnificent Defeat he writes, 

The common view is that life itself, whatever life is, 
does not care one way or another any more than the 
ocean cares whether we swim in it or die in it. In 
honesty one has to admit that a great deal of evidence 
supports such a view. But rightly or wrongly, the 
Christian faith flatly contradicts it.i4U 

138Ibid., pp. 168-69. 139Ibid., p. 169. 

140Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat, p. 115. 
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Much of Buechner1s religious writing is specifically 

designed for just such people as Sylvia Tripp of The Return 

of Ansel Gibbs and Richard Lundrigan of The Season's Differ-

ence? in The Hungering Dark he refers to the "unbelieving 

believers," a class which he considers large and which he 

particularly wishes to reach. In the Author's Note to 

Wishful Thinking he calls this work "a Doubtful Dictionary— 

dubious, full of doubts, and aimed especially at doubters.1,141 

His various definitions of religious terms in this vol-

ume verify this fact. For example, he defines Christianity 

itself as "wishful thinking," saying that "sometimes the 

truth is what sets us wishing for it."142 He defines an ag-

nostic as "someone who doesn't know for sure whether there 

really is a God. That is some people all the time and all 

people some of the time."143 To define "doubt" he writes, 

"Whether your faith is that there is a God or that there is 

not a God, if you don't have any doubts you are either kid-

ding yourself or asleep."144 

Perhaps the reason Buechner can sympathize with the 

agnostic point of view is that he himself is acquainted with 

the attitude of doubt. In The Alphabet of Grace he even 

concedes the possibility that he may have made up his reli-

gion out of wishful thinking: 

141Ibid., p. xi. 142Ibid., p. 96. 

143Ibid., p. 1. 144Ibid., p. 20. 
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I am willing to believe that the whole business of God 
in my life may be something X have fabricated out of 
my need for solace and adventure if not for escape 
because religion has never seemed escape to me. Escape 
would be for me to get out of religion—with all its 
demands and promises—rather than to get into 

i. . 14^ 
religion. 3 

Through such characters as Sylvia Tripp, Buechner 

brings into his fiction the questions posed by agnosticism, 

yet his fiction manages to escape the degeneration into po-

lemics that might occur in the hands of a lesser artist; the 

work is also unmarred by didactic moralizing. 

Elizabeth Janeway has observed that in The Return of 

Ansel Gibbs Buechner has a work that is primarily concerned 

with the spiritual rather than the political. In a way, 

this concern results in a flaw in the novel. As Miss Jane-

way writes, "One gets the impression that the political 

question is used only as a device to compel us to judge 

Gibbs. Since we are not asked to judge him in political 

terms, the device is confusing."146 

In addition, a reader will notice that there is in fact 

not one political issue discussed, although ideologies are. 

We are never told what feat Gibbs has accomplished in his 

life to attract the President's attention. As far as we 

know, Gibbs has never held an elective office, a diplomatic 

post, or a university or corporation presidency. However, 

^Buechner, Alphabet of Grace, p. 42. 

146Elizabeth Janeway, The New York Times Review of 
Books, January 6, 1952, p. 4. 
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this apparent neglect to supply us with what would be neces 

sary information in a political novel is not in fact the 

result of careless writing. Buechner is simply not inter-

ested in developing the possibilities of the political theme 

because his main concern, as usual is the emotional and 

spiritual sterility of contemporary man, particularly sophis-

ticated, educated man. In his concern to develop this theme, 

Buechner neglects details of plot and again emphasizes phil-

osophical introspection. This novel, like its two prede-

cessors, is "talky," and as Podhoretz notes, "terribly 

solemn."147 However, The Return of Ansel Gibbs is the last 

novel that Buechner has written which might be classified 

"writing for a teacher." As he has explained, the inter-

vening years brought events into his life that softened his 

earlier, more austere view of life.14® His succeeding works 

will be permeated by a comic sense which is often quite 

earthy. In addition, the elegant style, though often still 

rising to the poetic, will become colloquial and even breezy. 

The religious themes will remain, but in all his more recent 

works, Buechner presents these as if he were "writing for an 

audience." It will be a radical change. 

147podhoretz, p. 580. 

148personal interview. 



CHAPTER II 

LOOSENING UP THE TONGUE: THE FINAL BEAST, 

THE ENTRANCE TO PORLOCK 

The Final Beast, published in 1965, and The Entrance _to 

Porlock, published in 1970, represent an abrupt change in 

Buechner's style and approach. Although religious themes 

are consistently present, the articulate, urbane dialogue of 

the characters in the early novels is replaced by colloquial, 

witty, often whimsical dialogue. In The Entrance to Porlock 

the speech of the characters is often cryptic and heavily 

laced with symbolism. Moreover, the elaborate description 

of settings, which abounds in the early novels, gives way 

either to almost negligible description of place or highly 

symbolic, lyrical representation of scene. 

Perhaps the first difference noted in The Final Beast 

is the pervasive sense of humor, a characteristic almost 

absent from earlier works. When asked why this sense of 

the comic did not emerge until his fourth novel, Buechner 

spoke of his rather austere view in his early career, when 

humor in serious literary works seemed "out of place." He 

added, 

Then, partly as a result of being a preacher, where I 
was literally now speaking to an audience, I loosened 
up my tongue—had to loosen up. My sentences simply 

73 
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couldn't be that long. And air got in, and I suppose 
humor got in too.1 

The most notable new feature of The Entrance to Porlock 

is a greater emphasis upon symbolism and upon the conscious 

and unconscious dreams and desires of the characters. This 

novel patently employs the device of allegory, with explicit 

parallels to The Wizard of Oz. Both The Final Beast and The 

Entrance to Porlock are whimsical and parabolic in nature. 

The Final Beast expresses some of the same religious 

concerns as the early novels, but new themes are added. The 

most prominent of these are the joy that should be implicit 

in the religious experience and the forgiveness that should 

characterize the Christian attitude. The Entrance to Por-

lock uses less traditional religious terminology than any 

previous novel with the exception of A Long Day's Dying. It 

is Buechner's most psychologically oriented novel, dealing 

as it does with the conscious and unconscious dreams and 

desires of its characters. Preoccupations with such prob-

lems as personal identity, failure, age, and death are 

expressed in symbolic or psychological terminology. 

The Final Beast is a most unusual novel. It is frankly 

autobiographical and boldly religious. From many points of 

view, including its place in chronology, it is the central 

work in the Buechner canon. It represents the final 

^Personal interview with Frederick Buechner, Hobe 
Sound, Florida, March 15, 1976. 
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departure from the elegant, mannered style of the early 

novels. Its protagonist is a minister, whose experiences 

provide Buechner with an unprecedented opportunity to express 

his own ideas, ideas which find parallel expression in Buech-

ner' s nonfiction. Although this work does not have the 

popular appeal that his later novels will have, it is, for 

many reasons, the most fascinating of Buechner's works. As 

Katherine Jackson noted, "This is a story that skates with 

daring skill and exuberant speed over the thin ice of po-

tential blasphemy, sentimentality, and violence to emerge 

finally on the firm, smooth surface of honest faith and 

uproarious laughter." 

The central character in The Final Beast is Theodore 

Nicolet, a young minister whose wife has recently died in an 

accident. As the novel opens, Nicolet has left town to find 

a young matron of his congregation, Rooney Vail, who has run 

away from home. Depressed because she has been unable to 

bear a child, Rooney has fled to the nearby town of Musca-

dine, where, she has heard, a faith healer resides who can 

cure her of her barrenness. Nicolet goes to find her, not 

only because of his genuine concern for Rooney, but also 

because of his own need for a temporary escape. Will Poteat, 

the local newspaper editor, notes the departure of both and, 

from motives of jealousy, writes insinuating columns sug-

gesting a tryst between the two. 

Catherine Jackson, Harper' s, CCXXX (March, 1965), 159. 
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Nicolet finds Rooney at the home of Lillian Flagg, the 

faith healer, who tells Nicolet that the only healing Rooney 

needs is the healing of a memory of guilt that she has re-

pressed. The guilt involves a brief sexual encounter with 

Will Poteat. Nicolet helps Rooney to face her past and to 

accept herself. The affection and attraction between 

Nicolet and Rooney is apparent but is held in check by the 

responsibilities each feels to other people. 

A secondary plot concerns the nurse to Nicolet s two 

motherless daughters, Irma Reinwasser, a native German who 

has experienced great torture in a Nazi prison camp. Irma 

sacrifices her own reputation to save Nicolet's from the 

effects of Poteat's vicious rumors, thereby saving Poteat 

himself from a life of unbridled hate. In a church service 

Irma confesses publicly, though falsely, that she herself 

caused the rumors about Rooney and Nicolet. A teenage boy, 

an admirer of Nicolet, hears this confession, and, with the 

aid of several friends, plans a revengeful prank to play on 

Irma which accidentally results in Irma's death by fire. 

Of the several religious themes that his use of a min-

ister protagonist allows Buechner to develop in this novel, 

the one not previously encountered in his earlier works is 

the theme of joy in the confidence of God's personal care 

and love for man. Arthur Mizener noted Buechner's emphasis 

on this theme and commented on his efforts to awaken readers 

to "the beauty and laughter underlying the filth and boredom 
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of this w o r l d . T o express this theme, Buechner creates a 

protagonist who is light—hearted, gay, and fanciful. Early 

in the novel Nicolet's smile is characterized as being "a 

gay, foolish smile, like a drunk's or a lover s. Even his 

eyebrows are described as being clownish, and his giddy, 

sudden smile is emphasized. Will Poteat is contemptuous of 

Nicolet's lightness of heart in the pulpit and refers to the 

minister as "jolly Saint Nick." 

This gaiety leads Nicolet to whimsicalities that some 

readers might find blasphemous. One of Nicolet s daughters 

has recurring dreams about angels dancing. She also thinks 

that when people use the phrase "Hallowed be thy name" in 

the Lord's Prayer, they are actually saying, 'Harold be thy 

name." Consequently, Nicolet, in his private conversations 

with God, sometimes calls him "Harold." On one occasion 

when Nicolet is questioned about the meaning of death he 

replies lightly, "Harold's the only one who really knows." 

Asked who Harold is, Nicolet replies, "He runs a dancing 

5 
school. . . . For angels." 

It is in conjunction with the whimsical character of 

Nicolet that Buechner first demonstrates his comic sense 

that had been absent from previous novels. Another example 

3Arthur Mizener, New York Times Book Review, January 24, 
1965, p. 5. 

^Frederick Buechner, The Final Beast (New York, 1965), 
p. 6. 

5Ibid., p. 35. 
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of this device occurs when Rooney's husband Clem Vail is 

discussing with Nicolet the possibility of his joining the 

church. When Clem admits, "I've never gone in much for the 

Holy Ghost," Nicolet replies, "Well, I'm sure the feeling is 

mutual."^ Of this exchange Arthur Mizener has written, 

"This is not merely funny; it is a precise expression of 

Nicolet's persistent sense of the holiness, the awfulness, 

and the gaiety of God."7 

Buechner's conviction that joy should be an integral 

part of religion grew out of a personal experience that he 

first fictionalizes in The Final Beast and later relates in 

his autobiographical work, The Alphabet of Grace. In this 

particular experience, Nicolet (and Buechner) dears a ser-

mon about Christ's temptation in the wilderness. When the 

devil offered Christ the crown of all the kingdoms of the 

world, Christ refused it. Yet, the preacher goes on to 

point out, Christ does receive a crown in the hearts of 

believers, "crowned amidst confession and tears . . . crowned 

amidst great laughter."8 

Of Nicolet's experience in The Final Beast Buechner 

writes, "The preacher had barely paused at the phrase, but 

it was the end of the beginning of Nicolet: the great laugh-

ter at the heart of silence, the incredulous laughter and 

^Ibid., p. 27. 

^Mizener, p. 5. 

®Buechner, Final Beast, p. 87. 
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rain dance of faith."9 Writing of his own experience in The 

Alphabet of Grace Buechner says, 

At the phrase great laughter, for reasons that I have 
never satisfactorily understood, the great wall of 
China crumbled and Atlantis rose up out of the sea, 
and on Madison Avenue, at Seventy-third Street, tears 
leapt from my eyes as though I had been struck across 
the face.I® 

From that time on, the element of joy, which to Buech-

ner is inseparably linked with the element of grace, must be 

an integral part of religious experience. When Lillian 

Flagg, the faith healer, tells Nicolet about her experience 

in receiving the Holy Spirit, she describes it as Joy, 

Nicolet, joy, joy. . . . And nothing, nothing is ever the 

same again."11 Nicolet, skeptical, questions Lillian about 

the permanency of such a nebulous experience: Never a doubt 

again? Never the impulse to run?" Lillian replies, "Oh, 

there are still ups and downs. And the downs can be deep 

12 
and dark. But underneath, always, the joy." 

The joy stems from the ever-present confidence in the 

reality of God's grace. This is made clear in a pivotal 

sermon that Nicolet himself delivers. First, he admits his 

knowledge of his own limitations, which is a consistent 

trait in Buechner's protagonists. The he goes on to 

9Ibid., p. 87. 

1°Frederick Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace (New York, 
1970), p. 44. 

11Buechner, Final Beast, p. 113. 

Ibid. 
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delineate the faith that is at the heart of joy. He says, 

Beloved, don't believe I preach the best without know-
ing the worst . . . a flop of a son, comedian of a 
priest . . . but the last, best thing is the laughing 
deep in the heart of saints. . . . You are terribly 
loved and forgiven. Yes. You are healed. All is 
well.13 

Buechner uses this idea of a joyous relationship with 

God in his own sermons. He credits his belief in this 

quality to one person more than any other. At the time of 

the writing of The Final Beast he was especially influenced 

by Agnes Sanford, whom he described as a faith healer, "but 

in the good sense, not in the creepy sense."14 Buechner met 

her at a conference called the School of Pastoral Care, 

which is conducted under the oversight of the Episcopal 

church. He described his acquaintance with her as "really a 

turning point for me," explaining that the idea of joy was a 

keynote of hers. Agnes Sanford is the model for the charac-

ter of Lillian Flagg. Her special emphasis is on the healing 

of one's unhappy memories, as well as the healing of the 

physical body. 

The idea that joy is or should be at the center of 

everything is made explicit by the novel's ending. Even in 

the midst of the tragedy of Irma's death, at her funeral, 

there is laughter introduced when Nicolet's irrepressible 

daughters pelt Poteat with flowers at the graveside. Po-

teat's hardboiled cynicism has been modified somewhat by 

13Ibid., p. 175. 14Personal interview. 
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his awareness of Irma's sacrifice for Nicolet. In fact, in 

the last sentence of the novel Poteat is seen as "more or 

1 R 
less laughing himself."-1-3 

Understandably there have been some critical objections 

to this scene. Thomas Curley was disturbed by the simplicity 

of it. He calls The Final Beast a fable without which 

Buechner1s theme 

would have been mere preaching, and he was absolutely 
right to risk charges of implausibility. I am, how-
ever, not completely persuaded that the vicarious suf-
fering of Irma justifies the resolution in laughter 
with which the book ends. Vicarious suffering may be 
good theology; in art, however, should not the doer 
suffer and thus redeem himself?16 

Nevertheless, the final scene does accomplish Buechner's 

main purpose in this novel: to underscore the theme of joy 

that should be present in one's religious experience, which 

in turn should permeate one's existence. 

Theodore Nicolet is, however, the only character in 

Buechner's works to attain this completely accepting atti-

tude which emanates from a serene confidence in grace. His 

attitude stands in contrast to that of Ansel Gibbs, whose 

view is to make the best of a dubious situation, and also to 

that of Peter Cowley, who sees a kind of sadness in his 

mission. Although Nicolet is not by any means unaware of 

life's tragedies and ambiguities, especially in view of the 

tragic death of his wife, he is unique in Buechner's fiction. 

15Buechner, Final Beast, p. 276. 

l^Thomas Curley, Commonweal, LXXXII (April 2, 1965), 58. 
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His uniqueness may be due to the freedom which Buechner felt 

in dealing with a minister protagonist, a freedom allowing 

him to express his own ideas without indirection. More 

likely the phenomenon is due to Buechner's desire to justify 

in his fiction his own reasons for entering the ministry. 

It is not that he is defensive about his calling; it is 

rather that he seeks to explain its hold on him to those who 

simply cannot comprehend such a hold. There are many people 

like the woman about whom Buechner writes in The Alphabet of 

Grace who reacted to Buechner*s decision to enter the min-

istry with the question: "Is this your own idea, or have you 

1 7 
been poorly advised?" 

Closely related to the theme of joy in this novel is 

the continuing concern with the issues of both faith and 

doubt. There is a scene in the novel which clarifies 

Nicolet's own struggles with his beliefs, a scene which is 

not only central to the novel, but also in Buechner's life, 

for it is a scene from his own experience, related in The 

Alphabet of Grace. 

In the fictionalized scene Nicolet is visiting his 

father with whom he has a strained relationship. He 

stretches out on the grass near his father's barn one after-

noon, trying to compose his Sunday sermon. Suddenly he 

strikes out what he has written and writes in big block let-

ters instead, "IS IT TRUE?" He asks himself, "Was that, 

-^Buechner, Alphabet of Grace, p. 41. 
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secretly, what they came to find out Sunday after Sunday, 

just that, yes or no?"^ At that moment Nicolet has the 

strange feeling that something is about to happen. He hopes 

it will be some indisputable answer to the question Is it 

true?" He is Peter Cowley waiting for an unquestionable 

vision to verify God's presence: 

"Please," he whispered. Still flat on his back, he 
stretched out his fists as far as they would reach— 
"Please . . ." then opened them, palms up, and held 
them there as he watched for something, for the air 
to leave, fold back like a tent flap, to let a 
splendor through. 

Nothing really happens. Yet something takes place that 

so affects Nicolet that his outlook changes, something that 

so affected Frederick Buechner that he included this expe-

rience in this novel: 

Two apple branches struck against each other with the 
limber clack of wood on wood. That was all a tick— 
tock rattle of branches—but then a fierce lurch of 
excitement at what was only daybreak, only the smell 
of summer coming, only starting back again for home, 
but oh Jesus, he thought with a great lump in his 
throat and a crazy grin, it was the agony of gladness 
and beauty falling wild and soft like rain. Just^ 
click-clack, but praise him he thought. Praise him. 
Maybe all his journeying, he thought, had been only to 
bring him here to hear two branches hit each other 
twice like that, to see nothing cross the threshold, 
to hear the dry click-clack of the world's tongue at 
the approach perhaps of splendor. 

In The Alphabet of Grace Buechner explains that the 

experience is "the occasional, obscure glimmering through of 

grace. The muffled presence of the holy. The images, 

•^Buechner, Final Beast, p. 173. 

19Ibid., p. 176. 2°Ibid., pp. 177-78. 
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21 

always broken, partial, ambiguous of Christ." It xs rare 

to find in fiction a more direct expression of the hunger to 

know a reality beyond what the physical eye can discern and 

of the experience of being "almost there." It is the reality 

beyond reality which is sought by saints, mystics, and mind 

expansionists alike. 

In the novel the stillness of this scene is broken by 

the arrival of Ralph Denbigh, who is Nicolet's literal-minded 

fellow minister in the town of Myron. In his excitement 

Nicolet attempts to convey to Denbigh something of his recent 

experience. He taps twice on the rung of a broken ladder 

that lies nearby and asks, "Could you dance to that?" Den-

bigh is clearly puzzled. Nicolet continues, "If the life of 

faith was a dance, Denbigh, and this was the only music—all 

you could hear anyway . . . do you think a man could dance 

to it, D e n b i g h ? " 2 2 Denbigh continues to be puzzled and so 

Nicolet explains, 
I think that the dance must go on back there . . . way 
down deep at the heart of space, where being comes 
from. . . . There's dancing there, Denbigh. My kids 
have dreamed it. Emptiness is dancing there. The 
angels are dancing. . . . If we saw any more of that 
dance than we do, it would kill us sure. . . . The 
glory of it. Click-clack is all a man can b e a r . 2 3 

This poetic expression of faith in the joy at the cen-

ter of being is central to Nicolet's characterization and is 

2^-Buechner, Alphabet of Grace, p. 8. 

22jBuechner, Final Beast, p. 181. 

23ibid., p. 182. 
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an expression of Buechner's own beliefs. This scene from 

The Final Beast is quoted in The Alphabet of Grace. In such 

fictionalized autobiographical scenes Buechner is expressing 

his own understanding of the life of faith: that it must be 

lived in the absence of empirical evidence, that it is a 

dance to music which is certain but which is also unheard. 

Nicolet also possesses a faith in the immortality of 

the soul, though it is clear that this belief has not been 

easily achieved. When his children ask him if they will 

ever see their dead grandfather again, Nicolet tells them 

they will: 

Whatever it meant, the resurrection of the body must 
involve something like seeing, something like meeting. 
As a child you took the language of faith literally; 
then you learned to take it symbolically before you 
could see that you had been more right in the first 
place. 

Buechner never assumes, however, that such beliefs are easy 

for everyone. He never presents the case for belief without 

also presenting the point of view of the unbeliever. Irma 

Reinwasser is one who has a. great deal of difficulty believ-

ing in God. In fact, the torture she has endured in the 

Nazi prison camp has destroyed her ability to believe in any-

thing. In the prison camp the Nazi guard who was both lover 

and torturer to her had pulled out some of her toes with a 

pair of pliers in order to make her feet correspond to the 

appearance of her chicken—like body. Such experiences, 

24 Ibid., p. 207. 
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together with the unjust criticism Nicolet receives, anger 

Irma. Buechner writes, "God made Irma Reinwasser very angry. 

He asked so much of his servants and rendered so little. 

. 'If you got God for a friend you don't need any 

enemies.'"25 Irma does not think too highly of man either. 

She views the world as shapeless and random, and one of her 

favorite expressions is "Wie man's macht, ist s falsch. 

In spite of Irma's dark views and apparent unbelief, it 

is she who fulfills the redemptive role in the novel. She 

is willing to undergo public humiliation by declaring that 

she jealously invented scandalous rumors about Nicolet and 

Rooney Vail. In spite of Irma's agnosticism she is por-

trayed as one of Buechner's "unbelieving believers." Irma 

occasionally confuses Nicolet in her mind with Hans Taffel, 

her "savior betrayer, gentle torturer" in the prison camp. 

When Poteat suggests to Irma that perhaps she wants to hurt 

Nicolet because she is jealous, Irma ponders the matter 

honestly, but decides that the accusation is not true: "She 

had no wish to hurt Nicolet, her man, not even, through him, 

somehow to hurt Hans Taffel, hurt back God, the world, for 

hurting her. Verzeihunq, Verzeihung, Taffelshuhn. There 

was hurt enough."26 Verzeihunq, forgiveness, a trait re-

quired of Christians, is an important theme in this novel. 

Almost every character has to attempt to develop the trait 

25Ibid., p. 13. 26Ibid., p. 135. 
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in one relationship or another. But it is Irma, the un-

believer," who best demonstrates its essence. 

A better example of Buechner1s consistent inclusion of 

the skeptical point of view is the character of Will Poteat. 

Even after Poteat's character is softened somewhat by the 

end of the novel, he remains the unbeliever. Nicolet 

preaches Irma's funeral sermon, quoting from the book of 

Revelation in the Bible: "And God shall wipe away all tears, 

and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor cry-

27 

ing, neither shall there be any more pain." After the 

service Poteat refers to this Scripture and challenges Nico-

let toughly, "This supper of the great God . . . no more 

death, no more pain. Ask her." He then points to Irma s 

grave. "The Hell you say, pal. The Hell you say."28 

In many respects Poteat is similar to Ansel Gibbs. He 

is, for example, a man of words, who admits that words are 

my undoing."29 He is cynical and world-weary. He says of 

himself, "From the time of his boyhood, he had yearned to be 

quickly old."30 His brief sexual encounter with Rooney Vail 

meant nothing to her and everything to him. Because this 

brief affair with Rooney had drawn him back into a youth he 

had never known, it becomes an obsession with Poteat. He 

becomes jealous of the genuine affection between Rooney and 

Nicolet. Like Ansel Gibbs, Poteat has viewed most of life 

27Ibid., p. 295. 28Ibid., p. 276. 

29Ibid., p. 185. 30Ibid., p. 186. 
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from a detached position. Like Richard Lundrigan, he has 

"remained outside the situation." Like Tristram Bone, he is 

an intellectual. 

Yet Poteat possesses an attitude of despair that these 

other men only glimpse. In his newspaper, for example, he 

writes about Nicolet in this vein: 

Although with his lips he proclaims that underneath 
are the everlasting arms, with his life and his vanish-
ing he confesses unintentionally what only the pagans 
have courage enough to declare openly: that the only 
arms to save are the soft, young arms of mortality 
which cannot long deliver him or the world from the 
everlasting stench of emptiness that lies beneath. * 

In spite of Poteat's despair and bitterness, the villainy of 

his character is softened by the end of the novel. Buechner 

commented on the characterization of Poteat in a discussion 

about the quality of compassion. Since this quality is an 

outstanding trait of Buechner's character, he was asked if 

he thought of himself as a compassionate person. He said, 

I think I'm compassionate partly because I'm 
imaginative, and to be imaginative is to be unable to 
look at somebody without imagining what it's like to 
be him. As soon as you've done that, you are talking 
in the area that compassion is the word for. I have 
found this to be true in my writing. I've tried to 
have villains, and I have never been able to do it, 
because they always turn into friends. Will Poteat 
in The Final Beast started out to be a villain, 
really sort of inscrutable—the beast himself—but by 
the time I finished dealing with him, he becomes 
lonely, he has a bad cold, I feel sorry for him.-3'' 

Nevertheless, with such characters as Poteat, Buechner 

always includes the darker view of life in his novels. He 

3libid., p. 195. 32Personal interview. 
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knows that Nicolet's more hopeful outlook is the minority 

one. Most of his characters, if not quite the despairing 

cynic that Poteat is, are at least unflinching realists who 

accept life as they find it. As Robin Tripp says about 

Ansel Gibbs, "I think in his own way he's seen what Hell 

looks like and he's survived to tell the tale."33 In the 

fiction of Buechner, Will Poteat is not the first of his 

kind. 

Buechner deliberately includes the darker side of life 

in his novels, even in this the most joyful one. This fact 

became clear in an interview as he discussed the critical 

reaction to The Final Beast. He recalled the review in Time 

which, he said, could be summarized as reporting that "Mr. 

Buechner has been ordained. You can imagine the kind of 

book a minister would write. Well, that's exactly what he 

has written." Buechner went on to comment, 

I wanted so strongly to give the other side of the 
picture, the darkness, the ambiguity, the darkness in 
which one has to have the light of faith. I wanted to 
be as honest as I could about that. And there was 
that whole Nazi concentration camp thing, and that 
stupid death of Nicolet's wife backing out of a park-
ing lot, and yet some reviewer said, 'it's Disney-
land. ' "34 

The problem of trying to present honestly both the reality 

of evil and the reality of goodness in fiction is one with 

which Buechner is still struggling. He believes that evil 

33Frederick Buechner, The Return of Ansel Gibbs (New 
York, 1958), p. 257. 

34personal interview. 
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is readily accepted tout that few are willing to admit the 

possibility of an equally strong presence of light and joy. 

The Final Beast deals unhesitatingly with other concepts 

also. In this novel Buechner calls psychological concepts by 

their theological names. For example, he not only refers to 

such concepts as "guilt" and "evil," but he also uses the 

word "sin" to describe such conditions. Hie idea of sin 

plays a large part in this novel. It is the awareness of 

sin in her life that causes Rooney Vail unhappiness and also 

barrenness. Rooney's barrenness becomes a metaphor for the 

results of sin. Her guilt has literally closed the doors of 

her womb. Rooney refers to her encounter with Poteat as 

"the past with the closed doors." Nicolet tries to tell 

Rooney to forget the past, but "even as he spoke, he saw the 

hopelessness of what he had told her—forgetting was a state 

ii 3 5 
of grace, after all, not an act of the will." 

It is Lillian Flagg who makes Nicolet realize that 

Rooney will not be able to forget until she feels forgiven. 

Lillian tells Nicolet, "She doesn't know God forgives her. 

Tell her he forgives her for being lonely and bored, 

for not being full of joy."36 Lillian goes on to give one 

of three definitions of sin that appear in Buechner's fic-

tion. She says, "That's what sin really is . . . not being 

full of joy."37 Earlier in the novel Rooney recalls 

3^Buechner, Final Beast, p. 101. 

36Ibid., p. 115. 37Ibid. 
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Nicolet's definition of sin: "Nicko said that sin meant 

moving further and further apart . . . . N i c o l e t s defi-

nition of sin here matches that given by Buechner in his 

lexicon Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC and illustrated 

in A Long Day's Dying by the estrangement of the major char-

acters as a result of Elizabeth Poor's lie. 

Nicolet himself knows something about sin, especially 

in his uneasy relationship with his hypochondriac father. 

He is also a very human minister. As a widower he feels an 

attraction to Rooney, who is, of course, married. When 

Rooney tells Nicolet about her guilt with the stranger (who 

later is revealed to be Poteat), Nicolet prays to "Harold" 

to "have mercy on me for hating the stranger. . . . For 

O Q 

envying the stranger." 

The beast in the novel's title refers to the evil in 

the world, with an apparent allusion to the "mark of the 

beast" in the book of Revelation. The final beast is the 

evil of death itself. Ralph Denbigh refers to the rumors 

about Rooney and Nicolet as "the beast."40 Buechner himself 

referred to Poteat as the beast. Poteat refers to beasts 

also. In his attack on Nicolet, Poteat writes a parody of a 

Pauline letter to the church at Myron: "Beneath the spotless 

napery of your sacred table lurk all the ancient beasts— 

darkness and deceitful l u s t s . T h e beast symbolism 

~*®Ibid., p. 59. ^^Ibid., p. 102. 

40Ibid., p. 127 41Ibid., p. 124. 
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culminates in Irma's funeral sermon. Nicolet reads from the 

book of Revelation: "And the beast was taken and with him 

them that had received the mark of the beast, and these both 

A 2 
they cast alive into a lake of fire." 

Another religious concept that Buechner deals with 

boldly in this novel is that of healing, both physical heal-

ing and psychological healing. Lillian Flagg is an early 

version of Leo Bebb, the central character of Buechner's 

trilogy. The following summarizes Lillian's philosophy on 

the possibilities of miraculous healing: 

believe in whatever you think has the power to heal 
and give it any name you want. If it's just your body 
that's out of whack, anything will do that you have 
enough faith in. Christianity doesn't have any corner 
on the market, you know. Witch doctors with rings in 
their noses can do it. Television quacks. Medicine 
men. I've seen these miracles worked by people you 
wouldn't touch with a ten foot pole. It's faith that 
heals—any faith.43 

When Nicolet meets Lillian he is taken aback by such 

assertions and by her earthy forthrightness. At one point 

she surprises him by asking him if he has ever received the 

gift of the Holy Spirit. Nicolet murmurs something about 

there being many gifts. Lillian replies, "I don't mean the 

frills. I mean the real business . . . the life."44 When 

Nicolet shakes his head in the negative, Lillian says, "I 

didn't think so . . . you get so you can tell. Pray for it, 

Nicolet. Nothing else really matters."45 It seems clear 

42Ibid., p. 275. 43Ibid., p. 54. 

44Ibid., p. 111. 45Ibid. 
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that Nicolet's later experience beside his father's barn is 

his version of receiving the Holy Spirit in a purely subjec-

tive way. Buechner takes seriously the concept of the Holy 

Spirit. He has said that it is the most important religious 

truth he has realized in the past fifteen years, and that 

the reality of the Spirit was taught to him by Agnes Sanford 

(Lillian Flagg), who taught him about the "magic of prayer, 

the Holy Spirit of it."46 

Lillian also advises the use of the name "Jesus" when 

praying, instead of "Christ," because "Jesus is the part of 

the name that embarrasses people to death when they use it 

alone . . .1,47 This is true for Nicolet when he tries to 

pray, following Lillian's advice, using just the name "Jesus" 

when out beside his father's barn. He admits to himself that 

the name makes him think of "corn belt parsons with china 

teeth and ghastly old Jesus hymns. Beulah land. Melo-

deons."48 In the vision that is no vision that Nicolet then 

experiences, however, he is able to use the name in a 

natural way, with no self-consciousness. 

Buechner returns to the idea of the clumsiness, embar-

rassment, or fakery in the use of the name "Jesus" in later 

works. It indicates his awareness of the manner in which 

worn-out phrases and religious cliches alienate not only the 

46Personal interview. 

47Buechner, Final Beast, p. 97. 

4®Ibid., p. 193. 



94 

skeptic but tine religious as well. The problem of cliche-

ridden religious pieties has extended even to the one wor-

shipped in the Christian religion. The abuse of the name 

"Jesus" by those whose avowed purposes are actually to exalt 

it has been a stumbling block to secular man. Buechner 

touches on this problem in The Season's Difference by show-

ing Lundrigan's adverse reaction to Cowley's use of the name. 

He will deal with the problem again in his trilogy. In his 

book of meditations, The Hungering Dark, Buechner writes an 

essay on the subject. He tells how the average person is 

embarrassed when seeing the sign "Jesus Saves" by the side 

of the road. He writes, 

It seems to me that the words, "Christ saves" would not 
bother us half so much because they have a kind of 
objective, theological ring to them, whereas "Jesus 
saves" seems cringingly, painfully personal—somebody 
named Jesus, of all names, saving somebody named what-
ever your name happens to be. 49 

Joy, sin, forgiveness, healing, the Holy Spirit, the 

use of Jesus' name—these are the major religious themes in 

The Final Beast. There is also the change in style mentioned 

earlier, found chiefly in the new use of the comic sense. 

Another demonstration of the emergence of Buechner's comic 

sense is his fondness for parody demonstrated in this novel. 

For example, Will Poteat has only one friend, a middle-aged 

bachelor English teacher named Metzger. Thinking of the 

emptiness of their probable futures, Poteat imagines Metzger 

49Frederick Buechner, The Hungering Dark (New York, 
1969), p. 61. 
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saying, in a parody of Robert Browning, "Grow old along with 

me, the best can never be."50 Although Buechner sometimes 

uses parody for humorous effect, sometimes he uses it to 

create pathos. When Irma Reinwasser rises in church to make 

her confession in Nicolet's behalf, Buechner parodies the 

prophet Isaiah's description of the coming Messiah: "She had 

no form or comeliness that they should look at her, Nicolet 

thought, no beauty that they should desire her, hunched up 

there in her soldier's raincoat, a gnome of sorrows, ac-

quainted with God only knew what."5-'- Irma's role of savior-

victim is here made clear by the use of parody, one of 

Buechner1s most consistent stylistic methods of underscoring 

theme. 

The Final Beast is also the first novel to demonstrate 

Buechner1s use of bold, earthy language to make what is 

actually, to him, a reverential statement. When explaining 

to a teenage boy why he had decided to enter the ministry, 

Nicolet recalls a young man whom he knew in college. This 

young man was in the habit of using vulgar language and was 

especially addicted to the saying that everyone "eats it." 

Nicolet describes this expression as "The great fecal 

indictment.1,52 Then one night during a beer-drinking session 

the young man put two phrases together that really shocked 

Nicolet. The young man said, "Jesus Christ eats it too." 

50Buechner, Final Beast, p. 187. 

51ibid., p. 230. 52ibid., p. 82. 
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ĵ f-ter his initial shock. Nicolet realizes that the statement 

is true in a sense. As Nicolet explains to the teenage boy, 

"Because it's all this world has ever given him to eat. And 

C O 

yet he keeps coming back for more." 

Buechner says that this experience was completely auto-

biographical: 

Even though 1 wasn't religious at that time, when that 
young man said that (we were sitting in a Nassau tavern 
when I was an undergraduate at Princeton) it just horri-
fied me, and I went out on my bicycle. I felt I had to 
get to a church, just to cleanse myself. All of the 
churches were locked, which is a symbol, I guess, that 
X make use of. All I could do was to climb up the 
balustrade of the concrete steps of the Catholic Church 
where at least I could see the altar.54 

Yet Buechner admits that the truth behind the blasphemy of 

the boy's statement is one of the factors that led to his 

interest in studying theology. 

Buechner often uses similar shock phrases, especially 

in his later works, in an attempt to make traditional beliefs 

more relevant to the everyday world of contemporary man. In 

an interview Buechner admitted that the use of these phrases 

offends some of his readers, especially those of the older 

generation. However, he said he would continue to use such 

language as long as it was the experience of contemporary 

man. As a follower of Paul Tillich, Buechner hopes to reach 

contemporary man in his own cultural milieu. 

S^jbid., p. 83. 

54Personal interview. 
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Despite the moire blunt and colloquial style of this 

novel, Buechner never abandons his propensity for imagistic, 

metaphorical language. He also retains his introspective 

method of characterization. For example, once when Nicolet 

is trying to achieve a better understanding of his father, 

he recalls an occasion when his daughter Lizzie had run to 

him for comfort when suddenly frightened. As he had taken 

Lizzie in his arms to comfort her, he had thought to himself 

that "this must be what it was like to be Harold."55 From 

that time on, he tries to view his rather pathetic father 

"through Harold's eyes." 

The Final Beast is a daring novel in its intentions. 

Arthur Mizener, who admired its workmanship, nevertheless 

concluded that the novel had inherent problems. If it does 

not succeed, writes Mizener, it fails "for an honorable 

reason." Mizener points out that Buechner desired to write 

a novel that is not only convincing but which at the same 

time justifies the ways of God to contemporary man. Mizener 

writes, 

It is no use arguing that this is no part of his job 
as novelist; a concern with it has been an important 
part of the twentieth century consciousness at least 
since Yeats' rough beast slouched toward Bethlehem 
and the gods were set afloat in the azure air of 
Pound's cantos. The problem is simply a literary 
one—how to construct a fiction in which a familiar 
image of our ordinary experience can also be a 
transcendental one.5° 

55Buechner, Final Beast, p. 168. 

56Arthur Mizener, New York Times Book Review, 
January 2, 1965, p. 5. 
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Buechner commented on Mizener's review: 

I don't quite know what he means. I think of The 
Divine Comedy, or Milton, or King Lear, and all of 
these are to me vehicles through which religious 
thoughts become more meaningful than they would in 
twenty times the number of pages in some systematic 
theology. I think maybe he may be saying, "This is 
unreal to begin with, so how can fiction hope to make 
it any realer?"^7 

Buechner goes on to say that he thinks the reason his 

books are not more popularly successful is that they are not 

religious enough for the religious people and too religious 

for the unchurched people. "But," he added, "one does it 

anyway." 

The Final Beast is a book that would fit Buechner's 

description above. Its theme of uproarious joy is a bit 

unreal for those who do not see any joy in religion; on the 

other hand, his use of four-letter words in reference to 

Christ offends religious readers. For this reason and for 

others, The Final Beast is a daring novel for a minister-

author to attempt. Its very boldness of intention makes the 

novel one of his most fascinating. No wonder it was decried 

by some of its reviewers, in criticism that has been more 

personally hurtful to Buechner than that leveled at any of 

his other books. Much of its message was personally meaning-

ful to him; many of its events were autobiographical. 

Arthur Mizener's observations are perceptive. Fiction 

and theology do not easily mix. But fiction and personal 

•^Personal interview. 
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experience do, even if that personal experience is of 9. 

religious nature. The work of Dante, Milton, Bunyan, Hop-

kins, and a host of others attests to this fact. 

The Final Beast has about it an indefinable essence 

that is difficult to capture in critical analysis. Whether 

or not it succeeds as fiction, it remains an extraordinary 

statement from an incredibly honest contemporary American 

author. 

Buechner's next novel, The Entrance to Porlock, pub-

lished in 1970, is similar to The Final Beast in its whimsi-

cal approach to serious themes. Nicolet's version of God 

and his dancing school for angels is in the same spirit as 

Buechner's use of the fanciful Oz stories in The Entrance to 

Porlock. Writing Porlock was a difficult experience for 

Buechner. He was at this time personally upset by the 

assassinations of national figures in the United States and 

felt that "if there was anything the world didn't need, it 

was another book."58 In addition to these feelings, he had 

made some changes in his personal life that included giving 

up his position at Exeter Academy to become a full-time 

writer, and then, he said, "The writing didn't come." He 

referred to this novel as a "strangled book," because he had 

so much to say that he did not feel he ultimately succeeded 

in saying.59 

5 8 p e r s o n a l interview. 5^Ibid. 
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The central character in The Entrance to Porloek is 

Peter Ringkoping, an eighty—year—old. New Englander. He had 

accumulated a sizeable tract of land on Tinmouth Mountain, 

which he decided to leave in his will to a man he has known 

from youth, Hans Strasser, a kind of holy-man magician who 

runs a community for retarded adults. Before making the 

transaction final, he decides to journey to visit Strasser, 

taking with him his two middle-aged sons, Nels and Tommy, 

and his nineteen-year-old grandson, Tip. Nels, a bachelor 

in his fifties, is headmaster of a boys' school and is a 

rather stuffy individual, who has little patience with his 

younger brother Tommy. Tommy is addicted to practical jok-

ing at the most inappropriate times and, for that reason, is 

respected by nobody. Tip, the grandson, is struggling with 

problems of self-identity. There are two women in the novel, 

Peter's nearly blind wife Sarah, who dreams often of dying, 

and Tommy's unhappy wife Alice. The proximity of all these 

family members to one another and to the retarded charges of 

Hans Strasser results in the very loose plot and resolution 

of the novel. 

The Entrance to Porloek focuses on the personality 

development of the Ringkoping family. Each of the charac-

ters is in a sense the prisoner of his own dreams and must 

find viable ways to make his dreams fit the cold realities 

of everyday life. However, the search for self-identity, 

the acceptance of one's personality flaws, the facing of 



101 

old age and death and failure are, of course, religious 

quests in a sense. The quest motif is strengthened by the 

parallels that Buechner draws in this novel to The Wizard of 

Oz: Peter is the Tin Man who is looking for a heart, which 

he finds when he discovers that he loves the land he is 

about to give away; Nels is the cowardly lion seeking cour-

age, which he discovers when he must face a difficult case 

involving a student; Tommy is the scarecrow seeking a brain, 

which he discovers by facing himself as he is; and the boy 

Tip is Dorothy seeking a home (self-identity), which, at the 

end of the novel, he just begins to find. The wizard in the 

novel is Hans Strasser, whose function is to inspire the 

characters to find their solutions within themselves. 

Peter Ringkoping is a dreamer, a man who claims to have 

seen the ghost of Shakespeare in the renovated horse barn 

that now serves as his bookstore. At the beginning of the 

novel, during his eightieth birthday party, Peter tells the 

family that sometimes when he wakes from sleep, "I cry to 

dream again, 1,60 a phrase that aptly describes Peter's char-

acter. One of the reasons Peter wishes to give his mountain 

land to Hans Strasser is that Strasser had once depicted the 

mountain as gold in a painting, and "Peter Ringkoping liked 

the idea of giving mountain land to a man who had seen it as 

gold. Like Alice, Nels saw it as building sites. It was 

60Frederick Buechner, The Entrance to Porlock (New 
York, 1970), p. 5. 
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doubtful that Tommy saw it at all."61 Peter also has a 

theory that, if a man were lucky, he could find the secret 

to reality, that reality was like a gum label that has waxy 

brown paper on the back so that the label will not stick 

until you peel the paper off. He tells his grandson Tip, 

"That's the great untapped resource, the last frontier. And 

I've always thought that with time and patience and many 

journeys, a man might contrive to find a place to slip his 

nail under."62 Under this backing, Peter tells Tip, would 

be "the whole truth and nothing but the truth . . . " This 

theory of Peter's is similar to the hope expressed by Theo-

dore Nicolet in The Final Beast: that the central reality of 

existence might lie just under a surface that can be peeled 

back like a gum label. 

A further illustration of Peter's mystical nature is 

the book he has written in which he states that objects are 

troublesome because "they distracted you from seeing space, 

which was what mattered most; they give the illusion of 

boundaries of space."64 In this book, titled Doorways in 

the Air, Peter describes seeing panels of air open, behind 

which is a "shimmering stillness." Of this book Nels com-

ments, "Some called it religious, but it was no religion a 

man could get hold of; it showed no way, pointed to no truth, 

urged no life."6^ Peter is also fond of making sage-like 

61Ibid., p. 24. 62Ibid., p. 28. 63Ibid., p. 29. 

64Ibid., p. 31. 65!bid., p. 197. 
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philosophical generalizations, such as, "All journeys were 

one journey"^ and, commenting upon Strasser's Pilgrim Vil-

6 V 

lage for retarded people, "We are all of us pilgrims." 

The title Entrance to Porlock is derived from the fact 

that all the books in Peter's shop are shelved in empty 

horse stalls because the building was originally a barn. 

Drama is shelved behind the stall of a horse named Porlock. 

This is the place where Peter thought he had seen the spirit 

of Shakespeare. The name of the horse, Porlock, undoubtedly 

comes from Coleridge, who noted when interrupted in his 

writing of "Kubla Khan," "At this moment he was unfortunately 

called out by a person from Porlock." There is an indica-

tion, however, that Peter knows that most of his visions are 

products of his wishful thinking. At one point Peter spec— 

ulates on whether or not his wife Sarah and Hans Strasser 

had ever been lovers. He decides that they had not: He had 

invented it all as he had invented everything the ghost, 

the doorway— 

Peter does achieve some measure of success by the end 

of the novel, because he learns to love the mountain land 

that he was so freely giving away to Strasser. Earlier he 

had remarked that he had never found the land of his heart's 

desire because "I had no heart to find it with." He later 

realizes that the land had been his life and that he had 

66Ibid., p. 31. 67Ibid., p. 49 

68ibid., p. 132. 69Ibia., p. 249. 
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been hoping all along that his sons would dissuade him from 

willing it to Strasser. In the end, Strasser gives the land 

back to Peter; Peter had learned its value. 

However, Peter fails to find the secret of reality be-

cause, as he admits, he did not have the courage to go 

through the door in the sky: "I could not let go of myself. 

7 0 

Not even in order to live could I let go my death." 

Ultimately Peter decides that the key to reality lies in an 

identification with other human beings. At the conclusion 

of the novel he identifies himself with the mind of one of 

the retarded boys, finding to his surprise that "just as he 

least expected it, his thumbnail had slipped it under and 

pulled back the air."71 Nevertheless, he discovers that 

this kind of complete identification can be achieved at best 

only momentarily. He concludes, "For a few moments he had 

worn the boy's skin, they had come alive to him. . . . But 

now they were ghosts again, wind. All in all, he thought, 

it was better that way."72 

This statement of an ultimate inevitable failure in the 

end to achieve complete identification with others is not a 

new theme in Buechner's work. In his first novel, A Long 

Day's Dying, Paul Steitler mourned the fact that he and 

Leander Poor were, like all human beings, always to be iso-

lated from one another in some sense. Lack of communication 

between human beings and especially between members of a 
70Ibid., p. 146. 71xbid., p. 256. 72Ibid., p. 260. 
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family is one of the major themes of The Entrance to Porlock. 

Peter and his sons and his grandson never have really under-

stood one another; the generation gap in this novel is 

graphically portrayed. At one point Peter even admits that 

"it had never been the boys themselves who had interested 

him particularly except as they were clues to the mystery of 

himself."73 At another point Peter tells his son Tommy, 

"There is nothing about you that I understand. When I look 

into your eyes, X see a stranger."7^ One reason for the 

lack of communication between these fathers and sons is the 

great differences in their personalities. Nels, for example, 

who is referred to as the "lion of Putnam," the boys' school 

where he serves as dean, sees no use in his father's mysti-

cal brand of religion and is totally disgusted by the inane 

practical joking of his brother Tommy. 

Nels is obsessed with the fear that he may die of a 

heart attack at any moment. He spends much time speculating 

on how and when this death will occur. There is also a 

great deal of hostility between Nels and Tommy, hostility 

that erupts in many sarcastic exchanges between the two on 

the long journey to Strasser's. But the incident of central 

interest in revealing Nels" character concerns his relation-

ship with one of his students and one of the teachers at 

Putnam School. 

73Ibid., p. 130. 74Ibid., p. 94. 
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In his position as dean, Nels had always maintained a 

very formal relationship with the boys at Putnam. This type 

of relationship contrasted with the philosophy of one of the 

teachers, Walter Penrose, who, Nels says, encourages them 

"over coffee and doughnuts to tell you their troubles and 

thus to stir up troubles that didn't exist. You drew a line 

and held them to it; they needed that."75 Penrose, however, 

disagrees with this philosophy, telling Nels, "It's you who 

need the line—to hide behind. You're scared to death of 

them, Mr. Dean."76 An incident arises involving a student 

named Davey Mullavey, who had taken an asthmatic compound 

called Dr. Solomon's and achieved a hallucinatory drug expe-

rience. Nels recommends that Mullavey not be allowed to 

return to Putnam after this incident, but Penrose, while not 

approving the use of drugs, defends the boy: at least this 

experience had awakened within the boy a sense of the mys-

tery of the universe, and 

had Putnam in all its wisdom ever hinted to its con-
stituency at any mystery greater than what went on 
behind the closed doors of a faculty meeting or at 
anything holier than compulsory church on Sunday? 
Did the Dean think it was justice to starve a boy 
half to death and then throw him to the lions for 
filching a moldy crust out of Dr. Solomon's bag of 
tricks? 

Nels, in his formidable manner answers, "The Dean thinks, 

Mr. Penrose . . ., that we can't have four hundred boys 

hallucinating in the latrines."77 

75Ibid., p. 108. ^(3Ibid. 77Ibid., p. 112. 
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On his trip with the other Ringkopings, Nels makes the 

decision to expel Mullavey, but before he can mail a letter 

to that effect back to the school, a drunk Penrose informs 

him over the telephone that Mullavey had gotten dressed one 

morning and hanged himself. Then comes the test which, by 

passing, Nels finds the courage that he has been seeking. 

Penrose asks Nels out of curiosity if he had made a decision 

about the boy, if he had decided to be merciful and let 

Mullavey come back. Nels considers lying to Penrose and 

telling him that he had, because 

to say that to Penrose would be to say not just that 
Mullavey should have lived but that somehow he did 
live, would come back even from his grave in the 
fall. . . . But it was Mullavey who gave him his 
courage, Mullavey pulling on his clothes that morning 
and facing what had to be faced.78 

Instead of lying, then, Nels tells Penrose the truth: that 

he had decided not to let Mullavey return to school. 

Nels is deeply affected by Mullavey's death. Later he 

decides to burn the folder containing information on the 

entire incident. He tells himself, 

You could get drunk over it like Penrose, Penrose 
grieving there with his bottle in his arty, bachelor 
rooms, but Mullavey had had the courage to face his 
own life and his own death. Like Mullavey, he must 
himself now, the Dean, have the courage to stand by 
a judgment that needed no defense, no documentation. 
He must burn the folder, burn with it the fear of his 
own death, which Penrose, he supposed would tell him 
was the fear of his own life . . .79 

This incident involving Nels, Penrose, and Mullavey 

illustrates some of Buechner's finest writing, demonstrating, 

78ibid., p. 206. 79Ibid., p. 227. 
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among other things, his ability to weave recurring images, 

notably Nels' memories of Mullavey, in and out of an interior 

monologue. Penrose, though only a minor character, is 

vividly drawn, and Nels' particular quest—finding the cour-

age to face his own life and death—is the one most success-

fully portrayed in the novel. The writing here is more 

lucid, the symbols are more clearly worked out, and the 

author's sensitivity is more clearly perceived. The higher 

quality of the writing in this sequence is due, perhaps, to 

the fact that Buechner's background includes serving as chap-

lain in a boys' school: perhaps the Nels incident was more 

real to him than were the experiences of the other charac-

ters. Grounding episodes in real experiences often works 

best for Buechner. 

A third member of the family whose character grows is 

Tommy, the younger of the Ringkoping sons. His first name, 

Tommy, sounds more like a child's name than a man's, and for 

much of his life Tommy's childish pranks have been a mask to 

cover his feelings of inferiority. For this reason most of 

his family does not take him seriously. As Nels explains 

the situation to Tommy, "You lack self-confidence. You're 

afraid nobody's going to take you seriously, and then the 

way you clown it up, nobody does take you seriously. It s a 

vicious circle."80 Buechner makes Tommy's identification 

with the scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz quite explicit. In 

80ibid., p. 104. 
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one scene, which Buechner in The Alphabet of Grace says he 

wrots before he wrote a book in which to put 3-t, Tomniy 

shoots a black crow in the woods. But even after the crow 

is hit, it keeps coming at him through the underbrush. In 

Tommy's mind the crow represents darkness, the inexorable, 

whether it be the certainty of death or the inevitability of 

the vicious circle of his future: it keeps coming, and it is 

dark. 

In another scene Tommy, who has ripped his clothes 

while walking through the woods, is "stitched up" by the re-

tarded inmates while he is still in his clothes, lying on a 

table in their workroom. When Peter and Nels arrive on the 

scene, Tommy explains that the "pilgrims" have made him 

their rag doll, but in the process they have taken out the 

old "stuffing" and given him a new self. And Tommy is 

changed after this symbolic scene. Nels notices that Tommy 

now greets him without any of his usual clown tricks. 

Tommy's acquisition of a brain in this manner includes 

his gaining a new awareness of the ambiguities of life and 

the inexorability of death. As part of Tommy's growth, he 

begins to relive the drowning death of a youthful companion, 

Bill Barnum. Bill had with youthful bravado one night 

leaped into the swimming hole, but had unfortunately landed 

on some submerged machinery and was instantly killed. Think-

ing of this incident Tommy observes, "The dark crow that 

rowed back through the air to fall at his feet had marked 
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him for its own and darkness'. There was no winning against 

the dark except as for a moment Bill Barnum had won by leap-

"81 

ing into it before it had a chance to leap at him. The 

only way to face the inexorable, then, is to face it un-

afraid. Receiving new insight from this memory, Tommy then 

looks at his family and decides that he could tell them 

nothing about the darkness that they did not already know. 

. . . His last joke was that there was no joke."®2 By the 

end of the novel Tommy is able to make his peace with the 

darkness. When Strasser asks the Ringkopings to spend the 

night rather than make the long drive home in the darkness, 

Tommy declines, saying, "But darkness gives us back the day 

again. . . . We have nothing to fear from the darkness."83 

Peter's grandson Tip displays all the yearnings of 

adolescence. Several references are made in the narrative 

to the effect that Tip is going on the journey to find 

"home." Tip is in love with a village girl, Libba Vann, but 

he lacks courage to tell her his feelings, so he is writing 

her a long letter, which he has never gotten around to mail-

ing, in which he expresses his innermost thoughts. His 

sexual yearnings toward Libba are disturbing to him. At one 

point in the journey, when the travelers decide to stop for 

a meal, Peter says to Tip, "You must be awful hungry," and 

81Ibid., p. 242. 82Ibid., p. 243. 

83Ibid., p. 262-63. 



Ill 

Tip, thinking of Libba, answers, "You don't know the half 

, „84 of it-

Tip has some of his grandfather Peter's propensities 

for the mystical. He is an introspective youth, seeking the 

answers to the mysteries of existence. He writes in his 

diary-letter to Libba Vann, 

I am at the entrance to Porlock. . . . Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for they shall see Porlock. Porlock, 
you may remember, is where the poetry and drama are. 
. . . Porlock is where the shadows are thickest. Por-
lock is where Grandfather saw Shakespeare. Porlock 
is where the secret is both known and told, and it is 
the place I often visit in my dreams. . . . Do I exist? 
. . . is the secret of Porlock that there is no 
secret? 

It is as if Tip is asking Libba if the secret to life is 

that there is nothing greater to understand than oneself. 

Although Peter's interest is mainly in the secrets at 

the center of reality, Tip's interest is more earthbound, 

precisely because he is still very young. Of his grand-

father's search for doorways in the air, Tip writes to Libba 

that they are Peter's escape from the world, but "as for me, 

86 

I am looking for an escape into the world." Tip is seek-

ing above all a self-knowledge and a sense of identity. 

When the Ringkoping family is leaving Pilgrim Village, Hans 

Strasser says to Tip, "You're the one I know least," and Tip 
07 

answers, "Same here. . . . I'm the one I know least."0' When 

Tip's father, Tommy, comments that Tip has a way with words, 

84Ibid., p. 118. 85Ibid., pp. 183-84. 
86Ibid., p. 186. 87Ibid., p. 266. 
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Tip answers, "Words are a way out. . . . What I'm looking 

for is a way in. . . . Where the drama is . . . Porlock, 

- u i i 8 8 

maybe. 

Tip is an important character to Buechner. He said 

that he first tried to write The Entrance to Porlock from 

the first-person point of view of Tip, but this attempt was 

not successful. (It was not until his next novel that Buech-

ner was to use first-person point of view successfully.) 

Instead, he uses in this novel the omniscient point of view, 

but he shifts the vantage point from character to character 

so that the reader does "get inside the head" of all of the 

characters, with the exception of Hans Strasser. 

Hans Strasser is the magician-doctor that all of the 

characters look to as the prototype of the Wizard who will 

show them how to acquire the qualities that they need. Peter 

makes the idea explicit when he says, "Maybe Strasser's the 

one who will help."89 When they arrive at Strassner's vil-

lage, however, Strasser assures Peter that he is no wizard 

and implies that each of the characters will find help by 

looking honestly within themselves. 

Strasser takes a marked philosophical view toward his 

work with the retarded. He sees them as only a less devel-

oped version of an undeveloped human being. Strasser tells 

Alice, 

88Ibid., pp. 266-67. 89Ibid., p. 96. 
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Sometimes I make a little joke about mankind. Man, I 
say, is the missing link between the ape and the human 
being. Here, our work is to help the ones who are a 
little more like apes to become a little more like 
humans, and ourselves too. . . . I see by your face I 
do not have to tell you that being human can be very 
painful.90 

The idea that one of the highest goals man can attain is to 

become fully human is a major premise of Paul Tillich's the-

ology and one that Buechner has adopted as his own. In his 

book of meditations, The Magnificent Defeat, Buechner has a 

piece called "The Two Battles," in which he identifies the 

greater battle of the two that we have to fight as the war 

to become a human being,"91 and "to become fully human, which 

92 

means to become compassionate, honest, brave. This idea 

is reiterated often in The Hungering Dark. Buechner writes, 

"I believe that by God's grace it is our destiny, in this 

life or in whatever life awaits us, to discover the face of 

our inmost being, to become at last and at great cost who we 

93 
truly are." 

Strasser's methods for treating the retarded are de-

cidedly humanistic. One way is to provide a blackboard 

where they may leave written messages addressed to the staff. 

Strasser explains to Nels that sometimes these messages are 

90 Ibid., pp. 175-76. 

9lFrederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York, 
1966), p. 40. 

92jbid., p. 43. 

9-*Buechner, The Hungering Dark, p. 68. 
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very nice and sometimes they are not. Nels disapproves of 

this method, saying that at a school like Putnam, the use of 

such a device would be like asking for trouble. Strasser 

replies, "Yes, yes, exactly! . . . Their troubles are just 

•what we are asking for.1,94 Another of Strasser's methods 

for treating his charges is to crawl in bed with them and 

hold them in his arms during moments of fear until the fear 

is past. Nels, even with a new softening to his character, 

is shocked at this revelation; it reminds him of the cod-

dling he believes Penrose gives to students. Upon hearing 

Strasser describe this treatment, Nels, in an allusion to 

Wordsworth's sonnet to Milton, murmurs, "Penrose, thou 

shouldst be living at this hour."95 

Through Strasser's philosophy toward the retarded, 

Buechner introduces into this novel one of his continuing 

themes: innocense is a preferred but lost state for the race 

of man. Hans Strasser takes the Ringkopings on a tour of 

Pilgrim Village, which includes the cottage where the Mongo-

loids live. When Strasser explains to the family that 

Mongoloids have no sexual awareness, no fear of death, and 

no anger within them, Peter observes, "He lives in Paradise 

. . . " and Tommy quips, "Where do I sign up?" Strasser in-

forms them that 

94Buechner, Entrance to Porlock, p. 197. 

95ibid., p. 263. 
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for us, unfortunately, it is too late. . . . We have 
come along too far. The mongol is the raw clay we 
are all of us molded out of, but we have been molded 
now and glazed and baked in the oven. He alone comes 
to remind us of our original being. It is why mongols 
have started being born, I think. They are messages 
to us from a world we've lost. 

The Entrance to Porlock is Buechner s least religious 

novel in the sense that there is no mention of God, Christ, 

sin, grace, or redemption, all of which are usually at least 

touched upon in the other novels. However, in spite of this 

absence of orthodox terminology, the search for the meaning 

of reality and the acceptance of self are religious themes, 

handled in this novel in a new approach for Buechner illus-

trating his interest in magic, the whimsical, and the darkly 

symbolic. Images and symbols are delicately interwoven, 

sometimes with remarkable success and sometimes resulting 

only in the obvious. Characters are sensitively drawn, and 

yet one of the major problems in the novel is that there is 

not enough time to develop six or seven characters in the 

depth that Buechner likes to develop them. The result is a 

gallery of vivid yet unfinished characterizations. 

And yet Buechner had high hopes for the impact that 

this novel might have upon the reader. In The Alphabet jof 

Grace he describes spending hours writing one passage that 

depicts Peter sitting on the ground in the woods with his 

legs looking as if they had been broken. He writes, 

96 Ibid., pp. 217-18. 
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If I could manage to translate the look of those legs 
alphabetically, I would have translated much. I would 
have given the reader (who will read this and will his 
reading make any difference to him? I doubt it) some-
thing from which to translate back to the reality of 
the old man himself who is not quite real and to what 
is or is not going on inside him, inside me—his only 
begetter. I try five or six different translations, 
each time saying either too much or too little. Could 
anything matter less how I say it? Could anything 
matter more?"97 

After he finishes writing the scene, Buechner specu-

lates, 

Now will he know, I wonder, whoever reads this, if 
anybody does, picking it up maybe forty-five or fifty 
years from now in a secondhand bookstore or rummage 
sale—now will whoever reads this know what is going 
on inside the old man and outside too . . . and will 
it make any difference to him to know it, whoever he 
turns out to be?"98 

The answers to Buechner's questions can only be known 

by each individual reader. But the expression of these 

questions reveals the longing of the creative artist to know 

something of the impact of the creation. The passage is 

typical of Buechner's honesty and vulnerability. 

As for the critic who is attempting to evaluate the 

novel, Diane Loercher has well expressed the problems 

involved: 

There appears every now and again a lyrical, dreamlike 
novel that is more poem than prose, more parable than 
story. Such novels incapacitate conventional critical 
facilities; we do not understand and evaluate them 
rationally, but rather are immersed, lulled, and 
transported, as in listening to music, into an obscure, 

^^Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace, pp. 90-91. 

^Ibid., p. 92. 
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shadowy world where feelings are evoked and nothing is 
explained.9^ 

Such a novel is The Entrance to Porlock. 

Just as the three early novels are of kind, these two 

works exhibit a whimsical, fanciful style that sets them 

apart. The lightheadedness and the colloquial style carry 

over into Buechner's later work, but the joyful confidence 

of Nicolet and the symbolism of The Entrance to Porlock, 

with its emphasis on human personality, will not be encoun-

tered again in just the same ways. The Final Beast and The 

Entrance to Porlock provided the "loosening up the tongue" 

that Buechner would use to combine style and theme in the 

novels he would write next, the trilogy, the author's 

favorites among his work. 

"Diane Loercher, Christian Science Monitor, February 5, 
1970, p. 11. 



CHAPTER III 

SANCTIFYING THE PROFANE: LION COUNTRY, 

OPEN HEART, LOVE FEAST 

In 1971 Buechner surprised his readers with a novel 

that was radically different in style and approach from any-

thing he had done before. Lion Country, with its breezy 

bawdiness, its vivid characterizations of offbeat types, and 

its highly readable style, was a departure from the baroque 

style of his early work and a further step in the "loosening 

of the tongue" that had begun in the two novels preceding it. 

While retaining the tendency to introspection, the philo-

sophical speculation, and the religious themes, Buechner now 

employed a freedom and gusto that was new for him. The re-

sult won him a nomination for the National Book Award and 

almost universally pleased the reviewers."*" In addition, 

Lion Country is Buechner1s personal favorite of all his 

novels, because it was such a joy to write. He wrote it in 

six weeks, as opposed to the two years or more that each of 

his other books had taken. The characters and the events, 

he said, came to him from "out of nowhere," from "the same 

place dreams come." He described the experience of writing 

^-Favorable reviews included those in Best Sellers, XXX 
(March 1, 1971); Commonweal, XCIV (July 23, 1971)? Newsweek, 
XCVII (February 22, 1971); New York Times Book Review, 
February 14, 1971. 
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the novel as "euphoric"; he was "like a man in love."^ Be-

cause of the sheer pleasure he derived from the creation of 

Lion Country, Buechner subsequently wrote two sequels, Open 

Heart (1972) and Love Feast (1974), and he is presently 

working on a third. 

For the first time in Lion Country Buechner uses a 

first-person narrator, Antonio Parr, a thirty-four year old 

ex-English teacher, a dabbler in novel writing and scrap-

iron sculpture. As the novel opens, Parr is disturbed by 

the fact that his twin sister Miriam is dying of a rare and 

wasting bone disease. His romantic relationship with the 

socially conscious Ellie is unsatisfying. Moreover, he can-

not seem to settle on a career interest. Hoping to develop 

a journalistic career, Parr decides to write an expose of 

Leo Bebb, a highly unorthodox minister who runs a diploma 

mill called Gospel Faith College and who serves as president 

of an offbeat denomination called Holy Love, Inc. Bebb or-

dains ministers in his church by mail, for the price of a 

love offering. Parr first orders his own ordination by mail; 

then, with proof in hand, he makes a trip to Armadillo, 

Florida, to gather first-hand knowledge about Bebb's ques-

tionable organization. 

In Florida Parr collides with a colorful assembly of 

characters, including Brownie, Bebb's assistant, whom Bebb 

^Personal interview with Frederick Buechner, Hobe 
Sound, Florida, March 15, 1976. 
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once raised from the dead; Sharon, Bebb's irreverent daugh-

ter, who cures Parr of his celibate state; Lucille, Bebb's 

pathetic alcoholic wife; and Herman Redpath, a foul-mouthed, 

aged Indian millionaire, whom Bebb restores to sexual potency 

and ordains as a minister in Holy Love, Inc. 

What Parr learns from his association with these people 

about himself and about the ambiguities of life make up the 

novel. Lion Country is essentially a religious novel; in 

fact, it is insistently so. What is surprising is the way 

in which Buechner chooses to tell a story rich with religious 

implications in an earthy, racy style, and the way in which 

he chooses to leave all religious questions open-ended. 

Although answers to religious mysteries are not insisted 

upon, Buechner raises more difficult religious questions in 

this novel than he dared in three previous works. In the 

course of the narrative Parr speculates about immortality, 

the concept of God as omnipotent and all-loving, the problem 

of divine plan versus mere chance, and the possibility of 

miracles arising from bizarre sources. Parr is seeking cer-

tainties that can be believed, in spite of his air of sophis-

ticated cynicism. The suffering and untimely death of his 

sister is never far from his mind. He feels helpless in 

this situation, having no answers for his sister and none 

for himself. As ridiculous as it seems even to him, it dawns 

upon Parr that his interest in Leo Bebb is based upon his 

hope that Bebb may actually be genuine, and that by being 
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associated with Bebb he might even become more genuine him-

self. When Parr discovers that Bebb has once been arrested 

on a charge of indecent exposure, he speculates on both his 

disappointed hopes in Bebb and also in himself. Thinking of 

Miriam, Parr says, "If Bebb had been a real priest instead 

of a phony, he might have been able to help. . . . Help how? 

I don't know how, but if Bebb had been real instead of phony, 

he would have known."^ Expressing his skepticism at this 

point in the novel, Parr adds, 

If there had been any priests anywhere who were real, 
they might have been able to help. I think my un-
reasonable reasoning may have gone even so far as that, 
making Bebb personally responsible for the failure of 
the priesthood in general, blaming Bebb personally for 
the bankruptcy of God.4 

Recalling his Italian Catholic background, Parr notes with 

surprise that he still believes that priests should be 

priests, even Bebb, and that "he should have been able to 

help."5 At this point Buechner, typically, leads his nar-

rator to face the problem at a deeper level: "And if he had 

been real—the more I think about it, the more I believe 

this may have been the real nub of it—then I would also 

have been real."6 Feeling his own inadequacy to help his 

sister face suffering and death, he then decides to expose 

Bebb unmercifully, and by extension, himself and also God. 

Speaking of Bebb he says, 

Frederick Buechner, Lion Country (New York, 1971), 
p. 33. 

4Ibid., p. 32. 5Ibid. 6Ibid. 
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X would pump his enemies, X would bribe his associates. 
I would destroy him utterly—and with him every priest 
everywhere and God, and, in some sense, I suppose, my-
s e l f — f o r helplessly abandoning my twin sister to her 
ungodly labor.^ 

This need to believe in an effective priesthood is some-

thing which has appeared before in Buechner. Tristram Bone 

of A Long Day's Dying is an ineffective priest figure; Bebb, 

at least to Parr at this point, is another. Perhaps this 

theme reflects Buechner1s concern with the need for and ap-

parent lack of strong examples among the clergy, a lack that 

is all the more acutely felt in an increasingly secular age, 

when man has largely lost faith in established institutions 

of any type. Graham Greene's The Power and the Glory may 

have influenced Buechner in his use of the "failed priest" 

theme. 

After spending a few days in Armadillo, however, Parr 

comes to have the view that Bebb, if not possessed with 

divine gifts, is at least harmless. He says, 

And when you come right down to it, was there any real 
harm in what he was doing, or was the disapproval of 
people like Ellie and me mainly just aesthetic? If he 
played on the weakness of men, it was at least only on 
their weakness for . . . what? For the prestige that 
went with diplomas and ecclesiastical titles; for the 
easy success and quick approval that are among men's 
more innocent dreams; in the long run maybe only on 
their weakness, however slapstick and obscure, for God. 
Why not? It was hard, suddenly, to blame him for what 
he was. 

For another thing, the longer Parr stays in Armadillo 

and the more he gets td know Bebb's family, the less 

7ibid., p. 35. ^Ibid., pp. 53-54. 
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inclination he finally has to ruin Bebb. The simple fact is 

that Parr lets himself become involved with these people. 

He says, 

And was it possible for me any longer to expose Bebb 
without at the same time exposing myself, I who had 
drunk Tropicanas with his wife, who had let him risk 
his life to get a photograph for me of lions copu-
lating, who had accepted money from him to take his 
only child out for supper and had taken her back to 
my unmade bed at the Salamander Motel instead? 

Is Bebb authentic or is he a fake? Could he have raised 

Brownie from the dead? Was he not guilty, not once, but 

twice, of indecent exposure? How then can Parr ever believe 

in him as a "real priest," as he needs to believe in a 

priest, and by extension then, believe in God and himself? 

Guy Davenport suggests that Lion Country is a parable, and 

that, on one level, 

We are being reminded that the spirit of Christianity 
is more a matter of energy and awareness than of forms 
and rites. That Saint Paul said that the day of the 
Lord would come like a thief in the night has become 
a comfortable, poetic thought that Christianity has to 
keep translating into such outrageous terms as Mr. 
Buechner contemplates: that Christ will come as a 
Florida real estate booster in a loud shirt. 0 

The reviewer in Commonweal points out, 

If the book asks where we see the love of God, it does 
not promise that all the possibilities will be edify-
ing. A secularist might want to see it shut up in a 
special place: an established church, a respectable 
minister, a solemn ritual, an accepted canon. Anyone 
who won't acknowledge the opaqueness of the world to 

^Ibid., p. 157. 

"^Guy Davenport, New York Times Book Review, Feb-
ruary 14, 1971, p. 7. 
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the spirit may see it in a concrete church in Arma-
dillo, Florida, in apocryphal acts and humor, and in 
an ambiguous minister.H 

Bebb believes that there is "a priest in all of us/'^ 

which is why he ordains all males over eighteen. Further, 

he believes that "all you have to do is lay your hands on 

it, and the Lord will do the rest."-'--* Buechner, through 

Parr, chooses to leave with the reader the right to contem-

plate the fascinating possibility that there is "a priest in 

all of us," even in Leo Bebb. 

Parr's religious needs go deeper than the need to be-

lieve in priests, however. He needs to believe, not only in 

the power of God, but also in His care for man. After 

Brownie tells Parr the incredible story of how Bebb raised 

him from the dead in Knoxville, Tennessee, when Brownie had 

been electrocuted by a hot wire, Parr expresses skepticism: 

"So how come there's no shrine and piles of crutches? How 

come Bebb's still driving a Dodge with fifty thousand miles 

on it that doesn't even have air-conditioning?"^ Brownie 

tells Parr that the answer is simple; people do not want 

miracles. He explains, 

Little miracles, yes. People will flock to see any-
thing that seems to mean there is still some magic left 
in the world, some leftover piece of holiness. But a 
real miracle—something that makes everything you ever 

l-'-R. F. Deen, Commonweal, XCIV (July 23, 1971), p. 38. 

•^Buechner, Lion Country, p. 86. 

Ibid., p. 87. l4Ibid., p. 89. 
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thought about the world look kind of sick and that 
doesn't leave you much choice except to believe in 
something—nobody wants one of those kind, dear."1-* 

Brownie's opinion here is an echo of the opinion expressed 

by Peter Cowley in The Season's Difference, when the sophis-

ticated characters were actually relieved to discover that 

there had been no vision after all, that it was only the 

children playing tricks on them. 

Parr, however, assures Brownie that other people may 

not want to give in to the idea of irrefutable proof, but 

that he needs just such belief: "That's just the kind I do 

want, the only kind."16 In the face of his sister's death, 

Parr asks for certainty, not mystery. However, he learns to 

accept hope in the place of total certainty. Parr's accept-

ance at this point resembles the philosophy expressed by 

Buechner himself in The Alphabet of Grace; "Without somehow 

destroying me in the process, how could God reveal himself 

in a way that would leave no room for doubt? If there were 

no room for doubt, there would be no room for me."1^ In 

spite of this remark and Parr's, certainty nevertheless 

seems to be a goal constantly hoped for by many of Buechner's 

characters. 

Uncertainty about life after death becomes a theme 

which Buechner weaves in and out of a tapestry of bawdiness 

15Ibid., p. 190. 16Ibid. 

•^Frederick Buechner, The Alphabet of Grace (New York, 
1970), p. 47. 
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and comedy. Once Parr dreams about his deceased father. In 

the dream his father explains that he is not dead at all, 

that it was just a complicated misunderstanding. Thinking, 

as usual, of Miriam, Parr expresses the hope that maybe 

death itself is "just a complicated misunderstanding."-*-8 

Once Miriam, with typical skeptical toughness, asks Parr if 

he thinks anything happens "after you're dead, I mean. I'm 

19 

not being morbid; I'm just damned curious." Parr answers 

by telling her about a fantasy he has had, a scene which is 

central to the novel. He has read a book, The Apocryphal 

New Testament, by the medieval scholar Montague Rhodes 

James. The book contains an account of Christ's Harrowing 

of Hell. Parr fantasizes the story into an Italian opera, a 

version of Don Giovanni, in which an Errol Flynn Christ ap-

pears in an all-white, eighteenth-century costume and drives 

a rapier through Satan's shoulder. He then banishes Satan 

and Hell, taking all his own children home to himself. 

Miriam listens attentively to the story, and Parr remarks, 

"Three or four times in my life it has been given to me . . . 

to say the right thing, and this was one of them."^® 

The question of immortality is left open in this novel 

in a way that it is not in The Final Beast. Toward the end 

of the book Parr dreams about Miriam: 

"^•^Buechner, Lion Country, p. 61. 

l^Ibid., p. 168. 2C*Ibid. 
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I cannot remember how she looked or where we were, but 
I remember the sound of her voice and the sense of 
calm after storm, the sense of walking out into fresh 
air again after a bad movie, as she said, "My God, 
it's good to get that cast off, Tono." That's all 
there was to it, but it was worth going to Texas to 
hear.21 

Recalling the full-length cast that Miriam had had to 

wear, which had resembled the capital letter "A," Parr goes 

on to state with relief: 

But of course what I was gladdest to take back with me 
out of that dream was the idea that wherever my sister 
was, if only in the Brooklyn grave, she at least 
didn't have that A to contend with anymore. . . . If I 
could not think of it yet as A for alleluiah or amen, 
I could at least hear it as a long-drawn ah-h-h of 
relief and astonishment as somebody's scissors, or 
possibly even a rapier, cut the damned thing away. 2 

The only certainty Parr has is that his sister is out 

of her misery. But Buechner's use of the word "yet" in the 

quotation cited implies that the possibility exists for Parr's 

gaining a more certain belief that Miriam's life will con-

tinue in some better form. In addition, the reference to 

cutting away the cast with "possibly even a rapier" alludes 

to Parr's operatic fantasy about Christ's Harrowing of Hell, 

wherein he conquers Satan, who, in Christian tradition, 

brought death into the world. 

The theme of death and immortality is interwoven in the 

novel with the theme of man's feeling of lostness. Early in 

the novel Parr points out that his Italian mother named him 

for St. Anthony, who is the "saint who watches over lost 

2"*"Ibid., p. 237. 22Ibid., p. 238. 
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things."23 In addition, Buechner makes repeated allusions 

to Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, a character on a popu-

lar radio show that Parr and Miriam listened to as children. 

When thinking of Miriam and himself in the innocence of 

their childhood, Parr refers to them as "those lost persons 

that it would take Mr. Keen himself to trace."^ The theme 

of lost innocence sometimes evolves to a theme of lost pur-

pose, and, as such, it is an important concept in the novel. 

The importance of this theme may be seen in the way Buechner 

ends the novel with an allusion to Mr. Keen. Speaking of 

his reluctant acceptance of his own mortality, Parr says: 

At my best and bravest I do not want to escape the 
future either, even though I know it contains what 
will someday be my own great and final pain.2^ 

Yet he goes on to say that this resigned attitude can 

come only when he is at his "best and bravest. The rest of 

the time I am a fool and a coward just like most of the 

other persons that in the end it will take no less than Mr. 

Keen himself to trace."26 In this reference Mr. Keen be-

comes a metaphor for Christ, who is by implication the only 

one who knows where to find all the lost people. (The iden-

tification of this metaphor as Christ first becomes clear in 

Parr's fantasy-opera about the Harrowing of Hell.) 

Modern man has lost his certain belief in a divine plan 

that gives order to his life. This loss of belief also 

23lbid., p. 33. 2^Ibid., p. 31. 

25Ibid., p. 247 26Ibid. 
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plagues Antonio Parr. Buechner, through Parr, makes repeated 

references to Hindu iconography, 

in which the mind of man is portrayed as a monkey 
swinging from tree to tree, witless, purposeless, grab-
bing out at whatever new branch happens to come to hand, 
which I take to mean that it is not we who control our 
thoughts but circumstances which control them. 

After Parr and Sharon Bebb make love for the first time, he 

recalls the seemingly isolated chain of circumstances which 

led up to the event: "There can be no doubt about it. One 

thing does lead to another very much as the Hindu monkey 

swings from branch to branch and sometimes, I am tempted to 

o p 

think, without much more in the way of rhyme or reason."^0 

The theme of life as a series of chance events is played 

with variation by Parr's frequent pausing in the narrative 

to speculate on related philosophical questions, such as the 
question "What if?" 

What if Eisenhower had taken a black child in each 
hand and personally led them up the steps of Little 
Rock Central High School? . . . But the point is, I 
suppose, that, given the people we are and the nature 
of our times, we can't do or be anything other than 
what we are, at least not anything much. It's as if 
something in the very nature of chronos almost phys-
ically prevents our occasional little stabs at 
anachronism.^9 

The certainty that there is a definite plan that under-

lies man's life is another that is not given to Parr. It is 

another of the questions which is left open, just as the 

certainty of immortality and Bebb's authenticity are left 

open. The question is much less ambiguous in Buechner's 

27Ibid., p. 32. 28Ibid., pp. 143-44. 29Ibid., p. 29. 
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nonfiction, however. There, Buechner writes that the design 

of fiction is very much like life itself: it is a story with 

a planned plot and an inevitable ending.30 

Buechner, through his narrator, sometimes makes direct 

religious references in his work. Speaking of his last days 

by Miriam's beside, Parr notes that he often talked to his 

sister, even though there was no indication that she could 

hear what he was saying. Then he observes, 

In that sense it was a little like praying, and like 
it also because it was more for my own sake, I think, 
than for hers, just as I have always suspected prayer 
is more for man's sake than for God's—it is not God 
who needs to be praised but we who need to praise 
him, whether we believe in him or not. 

In passages such as the above, Buechner tends to take 

his religious speculations further than his characterization 

of Parr believably allows. Here Buechner, the author, sounds 

more like Buechner, the minister in the pulpit, and less like 

Parr. Nevertheless, the tentative nature of the observ-

ation—what is prayer anyway?—is consistent with Parr's 

persistently questioning mind. 

To reinforce the religious themes, Buechner uses reli-

gious symbolism, imagery, and allusions to religious liter-

ature. Central to the book is Parr's reading of The 

Apocryphal New Testament and his fantasy about Christ 

30Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York, 
1966), p. 60. 

31Buechner, Lion Country, p. 225. 
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chivalrously rescuing the good pagans from hell. The Harrow-

ing of Hell fantasy illustrates Buechner's skill in tying 

together his various images and symbols. In his opera-

fantasy Don Giovanni turns into Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost 

Persons, so that in one symbol Buechner recalls several 

themes: St. Anthony, the saint who watches over lost things; 

Mr. Keen, the Tracer of Lost Persons; and Christ as Don 

Giovanni, who becomes Mr. Keen and rescues lost persons. 

Buechner's familiarity with Scripture blends easily in-

to the narrative in several passages. When Parr sees Miriam 

in her hospital bed, he thinks of her as a young Jewess, as 

Rachel weeping for her children in Rama. The pain and suf-

fering Miriam endures makes the Jewess image appropriate. 

Also, when Parr looks at Sharon Bebb after realizing that he 

loves her, he can find no words to describe her beauty. In 

such situations, he says, "It is possible for any one of us 

to be like whichever prophet it was who, when he beheld the 

Lord himself sitting high and lifted up among the angels, 

3 2 

could only cry out, 'Woe is me, for I am undone1 . . . 

As a matter of fact, Scripture reference occurs in the first 

paragraph of the book, helping to establish Bebb's character: 

"All things are lawful for me, but all things edify not," 

Bebb quotes. 

One of the chief symbols of the novel is the lions of 

Lion Country. Lion Country is an area of Florida through 

^Ibid., p. 241. 
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which visitors can drive on a. sinvu.la.ted. safari. Leo Bebb 

(Leo the Lion) likes to take his guests through Lion Country 

and has no qualms about jumping out of the car to take close-

up pictures of the lions. One thinks of the Christians being 

thrown to the lions, or one may think, as the reviewer for 

Commonweal puts it, of Bebb as a kind of "tarnished Daniel 

among the lions of Florida."33 Parr sometimes describes Bebb 

as appearing vulnerable; certainly his brand of untraditional 

Christianity would upset the "lions" of Phariseeism. The 

lion symbol carries other implications than those related to 

Christianity, however. The lions are compared by implication 

to Parr's cat which he keeps caged at the veterinarian's in 

New York while he is in Florida. The lions, of course, by 

contrast roam free in a simulated African setting. When Parr 

mentions on the way to visit Lion Country that his cat is 

caged up, Bebb philosophizes that "a cage gives a cat time 

for reflection. . . . But a lion feels a cage just like a 

man would—more . . . because he is king of the jungle . . . 

34 

a king in a cage all the time, just wearing his claws off." 

These ideas—men, and cages, time for reflection—have been 

alluded to earlier in the novel in a conversation that Parr 

has with Brownie about Arthur Krebs, a prisoner at San Quen-

tin whom Bebb has ordained. Brownie here foreshadows Bebb's 

statement about the cat: "When a man is behind bars, he has 

33Deen, p. 387. 

34Buechner, Lion Country, p. 123. 
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time for reflection.1,35 Parr later compares his room at the 

Salamander Motel to a solitary confinement cell. When Parr 

discovers that Bebb has spent five years in jail for indecent 

exposure, the cage-man-lion-king-cat-reflection symbolism is 

brought together, as Parr thinks of Bebb pacing back and 

forth in his cell "wearing his claws off."3^ This image of 

Bebb, who loves the freedom of the lions in Lion Country and 

who is king in the sense of ruling his own unusual world, 

saddens Parr and is one of the factors that dissuades him 

from his plan to expose Bebb. 

Themes, symbols, imagery, and allusions indicate then 

that Lion Country is essentially a religious novel. The 

uniqueness of this novel, however, is that it is both pro-

foundly religious and profanely secular. It is unusual for 

a minister to write in the style that Buechner has chosen 

for this book. Nevertheless, he does consider his writing a 

ministry, a way of reaching the "unchurched." He has noted 

that he does reach a few of these people every year, people 

who come to him because he is a minister, but who come pre-

cisely because he tries to minister to secular man.^ 

A few examples of the comic bawdiness of the novel will 

illustrate Buechner1s double purpose. Herman Redpath is an 

aging Indian millionaire who comes to Bebb to be ordained in 

his church, but more importantly, to have Bebb restore his 

3^Ibid., p. 86. 3^Ibid., p# 141. 
37 
Personal interview. 



134 

sexual potency, which has evidently been extraordinary. Bebb 

offers the following prayer for Redpath: "He is here that he 

may mount up in thy service like an eagle, so grant him the 

strength of a young man to mount with."38 Redpath1s speech 

is characterized by four-letter words of the earthiest vari-

ety. Moreover, Buechner does not hesitate to use racy 

similes such as the following to describe a smile that 

Brownie gives Parr when he sees through Parr's motives for 

coming to Armadillo: ". . .he must have smiled at me like 

an old whore at a sister who, for all her virginal airs, has 

obviously been screwed but royally, and by the same man, no 

less."39 

Buechner is adept at the use of double entendre puns• 

In speaking of his frustratingly chaste relationship with his 

girlfriend Ellie, Parr says, "We talked often of starting a 

school for orphans . . . and many an evening during those 

many years we met in her Manhattan House apartment to lay, if 

nothing else, our plans."40 Buechner is also given to a use 

of plays on words. After Parr has made love to Sharon Bebb, 

he is watching Leo Bebb cleaning up the building at Holy Love, 

Parr wonders guiltily, "Did he know as he stood there under 

the cross, mopping the sweat off his head, that we had made 

holy love together, the warmth of his heart and i?"4l This 

quotation is particularly typical of Buechner1s writing 

38Buechner, Lion Country, p. 215. 

39Ibid., p. 71. 40Ibid., p. 9. 41jbid., p. 195. 
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style. Throughout Lion Country Buechner consistently com-

bines religious imagery, earthy realism, clever turns of 

phrases, and romanticism. In this quotation we can find all 

four elements: religious imagery ("stood there under the 

cross"); earthy realism ("mopping the sweat off his head"); 

turns of phrases and puns ("that we had made holy love to-

gether"); and romanticism ("the warmth of his heart and I"). 

Topical allusions are used frequently in this novel as 

a device to give Buechner's religious points a more contempo-

rary flavor. These also give a definite sense ot time and 

place, something that Buechner has said he hesitated to do 

in his early works because he felt that it was somehow a vio-

A 0 
lation of literary decorum. Mentioned are the Beatles, 

Oral Roberts, Mr. Klean, Charles Addams, Dewar's Scotch, the 

Rockettes, Charlton Heston, and Jack Oakie, to name only a 

few. 

In discussing Buechner's use of religious themes in this 

novel, it is necessary to examine his methods of character-

ization, for it is in this way that many of his religious 

themes are integrated into the whole. Vivid characterization 

is one of Buechner's major accomplishments in this novel. As 

Paul Doyle has observed, "Buechner has always been an impor-

tant novelist, but his characters previously seemed rather 

vague and remote. . . . In this book he grasps each figure 

^Personal interview. 
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firmly and forces it to concrete life. A type of Flannery 

0'Conner vibrant vividness pervades Bebb, Sharon, Redpath, 

and the other characters."43 

This vibrant description extends to the minor characters 

as well as the major ones. Parr's old girlfriend Ellie is 

characterized mostly by references to her various good 

"causes." When Ellie gives blood, Parr says, it comes forth 

in a "steady, blue stream."44 Parr is frustrated by his 

seven-year Platonic relationship with Ellie. When she plays 

the piano for Parr, she uses only the soft pedal? Parr sums 

up their relationship by noting that "in answering Bebb's ad, 

I am sure that I was, among other things, hungry for 

fortissimo."4^ 

Although she is dying, Miriam, Parr's twin sister, is 

characterized with a minimum of sentimentality. Buechner 

portrays her skeptical toughness in combination with pa-

thetic wistfulness. For example, he applies to her such 

phrases as "that Mater Dolorosa with the cigarette between 

her fingers."4^ Miriam, like Parr, sees things in dreams. 

And, as would be natural for one who knows she is dying, she 

wonders about life after death. She tells Parr, "The queer-

est thing is this feeling I have I'm going some place instead 

of just out, like a match. I should have been a better 

43Paul Doyle, Best Sellers, XXX(March 1, 1971), 524-25. 

44Buechner, Lion Country, p. 9. 

45Ibid., p. 10. 46Ibid., p. 13. 
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Catholic. Maybe I'd understand more. All last night I kept 

dreaming about doors o p e n i n g . M i r i a m is concerned above 

all that her ineffectual ex-husband does not pass on his 

ineffectuality to her sons. Her last words to one of them, 

fat little Tony who spends much of his time watching tele-

vision, convey her own zest for living: "Now you just stay 
AQ 

awake, Tony. You just keep your eyes open and stay awake" 

Charlie Blaine, Miriam's ex-husband, is described as a 

man who sleeps his life away. He is mild, meek man who 

uses sleep, as Miriam notes, to escape from life. It is 

Charlie who plans Miriam's funeral and decides to have only 

a graveside service. Parr says, 

The reason he gave was that Miriam wouldn1t have wanted 
any fuss, by which I understood him to mean that he 
himself didn't want any. Miriam, I suspect, would have 
enjoyed a real Wop affair with everybody sobbing 
noisily and a lot to drink afterwards, but Charlie 
Blaine didn't want to make a fuss about death any more 
than he wanted to make a fuss about life. His idea was 
to get through both as quietly and painlessly as pos-
sible, with plenty of long naps along the way.4y 

Lucille Bebb, Leo's wife, is addicted to drinking Trop-

icanas, which Parr describes as two parts orange juice to 

one part gin. According to Parr, her face, like the tele-

vision screen she watches, "looked as if the color had been 

tuned wrong. The lips I can only describe as liverish, by 

which I mean not only the maroon color of raw calves' liver 

47Ibid. 48Ibid., p. 170. 49Ibid., p. 227. 
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but the wet sheen as well."50 Lucille constantly wears dark 

glasses and this habit annoys Parr, who notes, "Little as we 

actually make use of it, we ought to at least have the option 

of looking each other straight in the eye."51 The glasses 

are a symbol of Lucille's guilt feelings: she is an alcoholic 

because she is tormented by the memory of accidentally beat-

ing her baby to death while she was drunk, one night when 

Bebb was away on a trip. When Parr sees a picture of the 

Bebbs with their infant, he describes the baby as "small and 

white and faceless in Bebb's lap."5^ Since face description 

j_g found in most of Buechner's characterizations, this ob-

servation by Parr about Bebb's dead and faceless baby indi-

cates that Buechner sees people's faces as being necessary 

to their identities as unique and "alive" human beings. 

In his description of Sharon Bebb, as with the other 

characters, Buechner uses physical description, especially 

of the face. Parr describes Sharon's face as being like his, 

"an essentially Italian face—a little sullen, a little self-

indulgent, a little untrustworthy. . . . Some daughter of 

the lesser Medici given to lurking around the Colosseum by 

midnight."53 But it is Sharon's speech which really charac-

terizes her. She is given to bold, daring crudities and to 

saying what she thinks. For example, on the ride to Lion 

50lbid., p. 76. 51Ibid., p. 77. 5^Ibid., p. 85. 

53ibid., p. 119. 
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Country with Bebb and Parr, and after having known Parr for 

only a few minutes, she observes, "The last time we were 

here, one of them took a leak in the car. It was the high 

point of the day."54 But Parr loves Sharon romantically, 

which is his nature, and he marries her at the end of the 

novel. Sharon is a complex character who covers her feelings 

of insecurity with her bravado speech and manner. For ex-

ample, she is always slightly fearful that Parr is interested 

in her because Bebb "put him up to it." Yet Sharon provides 

much more of the humor of the novel with her flippant manner. 

Her character is more fully developed in the sequels to fol-

low Lion Country. 

Herman Redpath is very colorfully described; in fact, 

when Parr first sees him, he comments simply, "He was made 

entirely of chocolate,1,55 That is, Redpath is wearing a 

brown suit, a brown shirt, a brown broad-brimmed felt hat, 

and has the brown face of an ancient Pharaoh. Redpath takes 

an immediate liking to Parr, much to Parr's dismay. But he 

observes, 

As soon as I saw him, I could have predicted that he 
would. All my life it had been that way. The boy 
with the worst breath in school, the aunt who had made 
ouija-board contact with Lillian Russell . . . I have 
inevitably been the one they felt especially drawn to.5" 

Parr clearly places Redpath in a class with other "weirdos" 

he has known. 

54!bid., p. 122. 55Ibid., p. 203. 56Ibid., p. 204. 
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Redpath is surrounded by an entire entourage of Indians, 

most of whom he seems to have fathered, and he makes it clear 

to Parr that his main interest in having Bebb "lay his hands 

on him" is to have his sexual potency restored to him. 

As with the other characters, Buechner describes Red-

path's face in detail, but as with the other characters, it 

is actually his speech which distinguishes him. Parr de-

scribes their first conversation: 

He cleared several Indians off the sofa and made me 
sit down beside him and then talked to me a long time 
without interruption, by which I mean not just that he 
did not pause long enough between sentences for me to 
interrupt with some comment of my own but that he did 
not pause long enough between sentences for me to know 
where one sentence ended and another began, so that 
listening to him was like trying to translate from an 
ancient scroll where all the words have been run to-
gether and the vowels left out.5' 

Redpath's first speech to Parr runs two and one-half 

pages in the novel without any punctuation and is filled 

with obscenities which seem all the more shocking because he 

is talking with God. 

There is much humor in Lion Country that is related to 

the Indian customs and lifestyle, although there is an ab-

sence of ridicule. When asked if he had first-hand knowl-

edge of Indian culture which provided background for the 

rich humor of the Redpath sequences, Buechner replied, "No. 

. . . it's just totally out of nowhere. I know nothing 

about it."5® 

57ibid., pp. 204-5. 58Personal interview. 
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One of the most interesting characters in Lion Country 

is Brownie, Bebb's Scripture-quoting assistant. The name 

"Brownie" is very appropriate, considering his rather effem-

inate mannerisms and especially his obsequious devotion to 

Bebb. Brownie calls everyone "dear," and although it un-

settles Parr initially, he soon accepts it as perfectly in 

accord with Brownie's character. Upon meeting Brownie, Parr 

is struck by his smile. He tries to decipher its quality: 

The smile of a man at a joke he has not quite heard 
the punch line of? The smile of a man caught cheating 
at a pay toilet? The smile of a little man who has 
just been kicked in the teeth by a big man? It was 
all of these and none of them. 

Later Bebb would ask Parr if he had ever noticed 

Brownie1s smile and would settle for Parr the mystery of its 

quality in colorful language: "It is a smile says Who, me? 

It's a smile says Kick my ass, and I'11 still kiss yours. 

Parr, however, forms his own opinion about Brownie's 

smile, an opinion considerably more sympathetic than Bebb's. 

After observing Brownie in his subservient role to all the 

Bebb family, Parr notes, "His smile took on a new dimension 

for me—the smile not so much of a man who hasn't quite 

gotten the joke but of a man who after years has finally 

gotten it."^ 

Considering that Brownie believes that Bebb has raised 

him from the dead, Brownie's obsequious manner toward Bebb, 

S9 
Buechner, Lion Country, p. 59. 

60Ibid., p. 181. 61Ibid., p. 90. 
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which is defined in his smile, can be understood. It is 

clear that Bebb does not feel that Brownie has done much with 

the life that was restored to him. As Brownie himself ex-

plains it, meekly accepting the thoughtless way Bebb some-

times treats him, "Sometimes I think Leo Bebb thinks he 

didn't quite get the job done the first time. I think that 

sometimes with his cruellest words he's just trying to bring 

me back from the dead again, only this time all the way 

back.1,62 

One of Brownie's talents is that of "sweetening up" 

Scripture. He often takes difficult passages and tries to 

make them more palatable by showing how the English trans-

lations have perverted the "original tongue." One humorous 

exchange between Brownie and Parr occurs when Brownie ex-

plains Jesus' telling the Syrophenecian woman that he could 

not heal her daughter because "it is not meet to take the 

children's bread and cast it to the dogs." Parr injects, 

"Maybe he had a headache." Brownie assures Parr that Jesus 

was divine and did not have headaches, and that the real 

explanation is that in the "original tongue" the word "dog" 

means "poochie." Parr answers, "That would certainly take a 

lot of the sting out." 

Brownie is a pathetic character in some ways, and yet 

in some respects he emerges as the most admirable character 

in the book. Quietly going about his duties of serving the 

62Ibid., p. 192. 63Ibid., pp. 67-68. 
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man to whom he believes he owes his life, calling everyone 

"dear" and treating them dearly, steadily believing in the 

Jesus of the Scriptures the way he interprets them, personi-

fying the Christian principle of "turning the other cheek." 

Brownie seems especially "dear" to the author. When asked 

if this was so, Buechner said it was, adding, But X must 

ii 64* 
say, I like all the characters."" 

All of these characters, then, are presented in vivid 

ways, but the character who commands attention in the novel 

is, of course, Leo Bebb. Buechner got the idea for the char-

acter from a magazine he once randomly picked up in a barber 

shop. From only a picture and a very short article about a 

preacher who ran a diploma mill, Buechner created the focal 

character of three novels. From the first paragraph of Lion 

Country we are conditioned to view Bebb as a paradox. He is 

introduced quoting Scripture, which is supposed to establish 

his authority—"All things are lawful to me"—yet as he 

quotes, he stands amid a "smell of stale urine" on the sub-

way stairs. He has the "face of a fat and very clean nun 

who had nearly decided to break her vows."65 He has a trick 

eyelid that flutters part way down like a wink at moments 

when one thinks Bebb may be being, at best, evasive. Buech-

ner makes Bebb come alive through his idiomatic, individual-

ized speech. Bebb typically mixes minister's rhetoric, King 

64Personal interview. 

65 Buechner, Lion Country, p. 6. 
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James Scripture, worn cliches, slang, crude references to 

the body, and poetic phrasing. This combination can be con-

veyed only by illustration. In the following passage Bebb 

tells Parr about his adoption of Sharon as a child and what 

she means to him: 

When King David was an old man, Antonio, they brought 
him a maiden named Abishag to warm his heart and give 
him strength again. I am no King David, and I am not 
what you would call exactly an old man either, but 
from the moment she first entered our house at the age 
of two years—a poor, wizened little thing didn't any-
body want, with no daddy to give his name . . . from 
that moment I began to see what the love of God was 
all about. The love of God is a wizened little thing 
doesn't anybody want, Antonio, but once you receive 
it into your heart, it gives you strength again. . . . 
She is the warmth of my heart and my strength.66 

And speaking of Brownie Bebb says, 

Now you take a man like Brownie, Antonio, and you ask 
yourself where the Almighty went wrong. Well, I'll 
tell you it's not the Almighty went wrong, it's 
Brownie went wrong. The Almighty gave Brownie life, 
and Brownie never lived it. He just shoved it up 
his ass.67 

Bebb's ad for his ordination-by-mail business is as re-

vealing of his character as anything else: "Put yourself on 

God's payroll—go to work for Jesus now." Parr refers to 

the ad as "this burning bush tucked in among the hemorrhoid 

cures and dashboard Virgins and neckties that glowed in the 

dark."6^ Clearly Bebb is meant to be seen by the reader as 

gaudy, cheap, crude, crooked and sleazy. And yet, as the 

novel unfolds, Buechner, always steadily through Parr's view-

point, reveals the other elements of Bebb's character: his 

66Ibid., pp. 177-78. 67Ibid., p. 180. Ibid., p. 8. 
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almost childlike belief in himself and his cause, his fear-

lessness among the lions, his saintly response to his wife's 

murder of their baby, his love of children, his vulnerability, 

his childlike awe when contemplating Redpath's great wealth. 

Buechner takes the original view he had given the reader of 

Bebb and transforms it into one of compassion and understand-

ing, simultaneously as Parr's view is transformed. He accom-

plishes this by deft description that makes Bebb seem de-

fenseless? "X watched him go . . . that foolish hat on top 

of his head and the tight-fitting black coat that couldn't 

give him much protection, X thought, against that chill 

69 
November." 

Bebb is the most colorful character that Buechner has 

created, yet one becomes increasingly aware as one reads 

this novel and its sequels that the most important character 

in these books is the narrator, Antonio Parr. The point of 

view in Lion Country is limited entirely to Parr. Parr is the 

one whose life is most affected by the events in all three 

books. Buechner furnishes us with a clear physical descrip-

tion of Parr, with his "El Greco face," and emphasizes 

Parr's compassionate nature. 

Parr's compassion may be illustrated by a brief, yet 

recurring image of a fat lady wearing an orchid corsage whom 

Parr sees sitting under the clock at the Biltmore Hotel, 

where he has a meeting with Miriam's ex-husband. He notes 

69Ibid., p. 19. 
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that the romantic nostalgia surrounding the meeting place at 

the Biltmore has degenerated from the days when the people 

who met there were "juniors up from Princeton and sophomores 

down from Smith, young ensigns on leave from the Pacific and 

girls who wept at 'Mrs. Miniver' and did their turn at the 

USO, attractive young people all the way back from himself 

and Miriam, I suppose, to Zelda and S c o t t . B u t the only 

people who wait under the clock now are "an elevator man 

picking his nose and a fat woman with an orchid corsage 

7 1 

pinned to her coat who was reading the Daily News.' The 

fat woman impresses Parr so much as an object of compassion 

that he remembers her when he is discussing the possibility 

of miracles with Brownie. Expressing the hope that real 

miracles do exist, Parr adds, "I suppose I was thinking about 

Miriam at the time, but also about Charlie Blaine sleeping 

his life away, and even that fat woman with the corsage sit-

ting all by herself under the clock at the Biltmore. 

The allusion to Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald in the Bilt-

more scene is interesting, in that the tone of Lion Country 

invites parallels to the tone of The Great Gatsby. The use 

of the first person narrator is similar, with Parr's elegiac 

tone of recalling past events evoking Fitzgerald's use of 

the Nick Carraway narrator in much the same way. Buechner 

also uses his narrator, as Fitzgerald does, to put distance 

between the reader and the improbable characters and events, 

70 71 79 
Ibid., p. 158. Ibid., p. 159. Ibid., p. 190. 
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thus adding credibility and perspective to the narration. 

When questioned about the similarity of tone between his work 

and Fitzgerald's, Buechner commented, "I recognize . . . an 

elegiac tone in me and it is in Fitzgerald, and also, to me, 

it is the secret oi Graham Greene's style. There is a dying 

fall—the sentences almost end that way with three nouns at 

ii 73 

the end . . . sort of bump, bump, bump, like that . . . " 

Parr is not only a compassionate man, he is conscien-

tious, never fully able to escape his Catholic upbringing. 

He feels guilty about his intentions to ruin Bebb and com-

pares himself to Judas. Given Parr's nature, the journal-

istic expose he had planned could never have been written. 

Parr is a seeker, a drifter, and, as the novel opens, in a 

state of impermanence. He describes himself as going through 

various "periods"—his writing period, his scrap iron period. 

He also has an unclear sense of identity. In a typically 

introspective passage he describes himself: "I thought of how 

I myself belonged neither to their world nor to Ellie's nor 

to Sharon's either but how, like my scrap-iron sculpture, I 

could be arranged in different ways to suit different 

worlds.74 The many similar introspective passages illus-

trating Parr's attempts to understand himself make the novel 

Parr's story. This point may be further illustrated by the 

passage on the final page in which Parr sums up what he has 

^personal interview. 

74Buechner, Lion Country, p. 199. 
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learned in Armadillo and from Miriam's death. 

All the sad and hurtful things of the past I would pre-
vent having happened if I could, but failing that, I 
would not wish the hurt of them away even if that were 
possible . . . to have wished my pain away even if that 
were possible. . . . To have wished my pain awav would 
have been somehow to wish my love away as well. 

Parr1s sympathetic viewpoint and dry wit add much to the 

narrative power of Lion Country and its sequels. Buechner 

had never before employed the first-person point of view; his 

choice of this technique for this novel was fortunate. 

Lion Country is startlingly different from Buechner's 

previous work. Of course, religious themes have always been 

prominent in Buechner's novels; the innovation lies in the 

vivid, racy, highly contemporary style in which the religious 

themes are presented. Buechner has always been noted as a 

superb craftsman. In this novel he employs the effective use 

of the first-person narrator, colorful imagery, an abundant 

variety of allusions, consistent symbolism, aptly chosen 

phrases and figures of speech, and vivid characterization. 

This combination of a readable, comic style and seriousness 

of purpose was a happy addition to Buechner's previous 

achievement. 

In 1971, just one year after the publication of Lion 

Country, the first sequel appeared, Open Heart. It was 

greeted by warm reviews. Time, for example, devoted its ma-

jor book review section to Open Heart and called the novel a 

75Ibid., p. 247. 
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"live, warm, wise comic novel" and Buechner "a talented 

writer clearly bound somewhere, and an interesting man to 

watch. 

The major characters from Lion Country reappear in the 

sequel, as do the religious themes and the comic techniques. 

The novel begins with Herman Redpath's death and funeral. 

Afterwards, Leo Bebb decides to take his generous bequest 

from Redpath's will and open a new church in Connecticut, 

where Sharon and Antonio Parr have settled. Parr teaches 

high school English and boards his two nephews, Chris and 

Tony. The major new character in the novel is the mysterious 

Mr. Golden, who turns out to be a former prison cellmate of 

Bebb's. In the course of the rather episodic plot, Parr 

learns of Sharon's unfaithfulness to him with his nephew 

Tony, after which Parr considers and rejects the idea of com-

mitting adultery himself. Lucille Bebb disappears and then 

commits suicide in the company of Brownie. Considerably less 

attention is given to the character of Bebb in this novel 

than in Lion Country. His new church, Open Heart, is not 

really successful; he blames it on the coldness of the people 

in the North. At the end of the novel, Bebb takes Sharon and 

Antonio to Europe, where Bebb meets an elderly lady Theoso-

phist with whom he has a platonic love relationship. 

Religious questions are again of major concern in Open 

Heart, although the theme of human communication also figures 

^6John Skow, Time. C (July 3, 1972), 63. 
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prominently in this novel. Buechner is also still preoccu-

pied with the theme of death and immortality. The novel 

begins with the death of the lecherous old Indian millionaire, 

Herman Redpath; therefore, the questions of death and its 

meaning arise naturally from the situation, permitting Parr 

to make such comments as "maybe a lot more began for Herman 

Redpath with his death than ended for him. And for the rest 

of us too.,,77 

Central to the novel is the relating of Herman's journey 

after death to the Happy Hunting Ground. The story covers 

twelve pages in the novel and makes an important statement 

about immortality, giving the traditional Christian idea a 

distinctly Indian flavor. After a colorful journey in which 

Herman overcomes many obstacles, he enters heaven in a state 

of sexual erection, a state which Herman had desired in his 

old age when he had consulted Bebb's healing powers. The 

implication is that, at the end of a perilous journey, heaven 

will be exactly whatever one has hoped it would be, and that 

heaven definitely will be. 

Other references to death in the novel are more person-

ally related to Parr. After Sharon sleeps with Tony, Parr 

feels a sense of his own aging and mortality more strongly 

than ever before. Standing by the grave of his sister Miriam, 

the reality of his own inevitable death comes home to him: 

"The body I was was going to be dead. . . . You might say 

77 r 

Frederick Buechner, Open Heart (New York, 1972), p. 4. 
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that there at my sister's grave I finally lost my virtue, 

saw the unveiling of middle—age1s last and most intimate 

ii 7 8 

secret. There in Brooklyn I was screwed by my own death." 

It seems that Parr's mind is often on the subject of 

death. He even brings it up to Charlie, his ex-brother-in-

law, who seldom seems to have an introspective thought. 

After telling Charlie that he likes to think about how Miriam 

is now that she is dead, he asks Charlie if he ever thinks 

about himself being dead. Charlie is uncomfortable with the 

subject and recommends that Parr read a popular book called 

The Middle Age Crisis, as if Parr can find all the answers 

there. 

In another passage Parr talks about praying for the 

dead, and says he even prays to the dead, which must truly 

be a heresy. He tries to talk to the dead Miriam in a dream, 
but he decides that 

conversations with the dead are never very satisfac-
tory. . . . Death is apparently as much a rat race as 
life is, and they've other things on their minds. I 
don't picture them sitting around in chairs like the 
cemetery scene in Our Town or cooling their heels in 
God's outer office singing Bach. As much as I can 
picture them at all, I picture them hurrying off some-
place like the white rabbit in Alice.79 

Another discussion of life and death occurs after Red-

path's funeral when one of the colorful Indian women idly 

puts the question of "what it's all about" to Bebb and Parr. 

Bebb encourages Parr to answer, but the only answer that 

78ibid., p. 136. 79Ibid., p. 119. 
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Parr can give is to describe his raw pine sculpture that he 

has at home in his shed: "It's made of wood, and it's got a 

woody smell. It holds together. The air moves around in-

side it. But if you asked me what it is all about I couldn't 

tell you. I don't know what it's all about."80 

The Indian woman, Mrs. Trionka, takes a matter-of-fact 

attitude toward that statement, her attitude representing 

that of the masses of men, perhaps: "When it comes time for 

us to go, we all of us got to go, and it don't make a bit of 

difference if we know what it's all about or not."81 

When Mrs. Trionka leaves them, Bebb then offers his own 

explanation: 

I didn't want to talk about it in front of Beatrice 
Trionka, but I'll tell you one thing about what it is 
all about, and that is that it's hard, Antonio. It's 
all of it hard. . . . You take what Herman Redpath's 
up against right now. "In the twinkling of an eye we 
shall all be changed," the Scripture says . . . like 
it was the easiest thing in the world. It is not easy. 
Out there somewhere now Herman Redpath and his maker 
are sweating like niggers. You ever seen anything 
getting born looked easy, Antonio, let alone anything 
getting born again?8^ 

In this conversation Buechner has depicted at least 

three levels of religious faith: Parr's skepticism, a recog-

nition that it "hangs together," though he does not under-

stand how; Mrs. Trionka's matter-of-fact acceptance of what 

seems inexplicable and what is, at any rate, inevitable; and 

Bebb's faith in being "born again" into immortality, even 

though such rebirth and all that attends it is "hard." This 

80Ibid., p. 28. 81Ibid. 29. 
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passage shows that Bebb's faith has been hard-won. In this 

same passage he goes on to make the sweeping statement "I 

believe everything." When Parr counters, "You make it sound 

almost easy," Bebb answers, looking straight into Parr's 

eyes, "Don't kid yourself. It's hard as hell."®3 

In addition to the theme of death and immortality, an-

other theme continued in Open Heart from Lion Country is that 

of the question of a divine plan or a pattern in the universe 

that man can decipher. Noticing the Indian custom of rat-

tling a gourd at the time of a death, Parr wonders if there 

is a pattern to the rattling. He decides that "it was like 

the stars at night. Either there is no pattern at all or a 

pattern so vast and simple nobody can figure it out."84 

After Bebb meets his Theosophist lady friend, Gertrude Con-

over, she makes several comments which verify the meaningful— 

ness of existence, though not in traditional Christian terms. 

She asserts that "everything fits in somewhere, and there's 

no power in heaven or earth that can upset the balance."85 

On their trip to England Bebb observes the timelessness of 

Stonehenge and remarks, "Makes a man feel about as important 

as spit." This is a fairly fatalistic statement for Bebb, 

and Gertrude counters, "I am happy because I believe spit is 

important. I believe the universe is important. I believe 

you and I are important. Everything is important because 

83Ibid. 84Ibid., p. 9. 85Ibid., p. 272. 
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everything is needed to maintain cosmic balance."86 These 

are depths that Bebb's simplistic faith has not plumbed, and 

he replies, "Sometimes things get out of balance," to which 

Gertrude utters a flat "No."87 

Another theme continued from Lion Country is that of 

man as a prisoner of some kind, portrayed by the symbols of 

lions and men in cages. Bebb uses the prison theme as the 

topic of his first sermon in his new church. He tells the 

mostly black audience that Jesus calls us "to be a prisoner 

right inside our own skin. . . . There's a royal Bengal tiger 

in every single son of Adam and daughter of Eve and except 

you keep the cage door clapped tight on him, he's going to 

get out and tear things to pieces."88 The sermon goes on to 

extend the prisoner label to Jesus himself, saying that hav-

ing to come to this miserable planet was a prison sentence 

for the Son of God. Then Bebb extends this idea and applies 

it to a second theme, the lack of human love in the world: 

Friends, Jesus came down to a place where every last 
man, woman and child is living on death row. You'd 
think that the least thing we could do was draw close 
and comfort each other, but no. Except for a few loved 
ones, we close the door of our hearts and bolt them 
tight on each other.89 

Bebb closes this sermon with the idea that, with St. Paul, 

we are all prisoners for Christ because we don't belong to 

86Ibid., pp. 273-74. 87Ibid., p. 274. 

88Ibid., pp. 87-88. 89Ibid., p. 90. 
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this planet: "I belong to someplace far, far away. Some-

times I get homesick for it something wicked."90 

References to Jesus are consistent in both Bebb's ser-

mons and his everyday conversations in all three novels of 

the series. Buechner is concerned in all these novels with 

the Spirit of Christ in the world and in men. Cynthia Ozick 

suggests that Buechner writes "the Christian counterpart of 

Malamud's 'All men are Jews': Buechner hints that all men 

reflect Jesus."91 In Open Heart Buechner becomes quite spe-

cific about Christ as a reality. For example, Brownie tries 

to give Parr a veiled message about the presence of Lucille 

Bebb on the Redpath ranch after her disappearance from Con-

necticut. He uses the code from the last chapter of the 

book of Revelation, "Come, Lord Jesus," to let Parr know 

that he should come to Texas immediately. In thinking about 

this code message Parr observes: 

Come Lord Jesus. Maybe that was Brownie's message 
too, I thought: that the only one whose coming would 
make any difference in the long run was Je'sus. 
Je'sus hopping the plane to Houston. . . . Lucille 
and JS' sus would sit down over a couple of Tropicanas, 
her lifeblood. Drink up. She would tell Je sus she 
never cared for his name. Je sus would tell her to 
take off her dark glasses.9^ 

Lucille's black glasses have been a symbol in both 

novels of her need to hide her guilt. Jesus would tell her 

90Ibid. 

9 J - C y n t h i a Ozick, New York Times Review of Books, 
June 11, 1972, p. 78. 

92]3uechner, Open Heart, p. 92. 
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to take off the black glasses; he would accept her guilt. 

The use of diacritical markings over Jesus1 name in this pas-

sage, just as it appears in Parr's old Gideon Bible, repre-

sents the unreal character that the person of Jesus has to 

the modern secular mind: Jesus consists of a Jewish name in 

an old book with scholarly apparatus provided for the pro-

nunciation of that name. Buechner's juxtaposition of the 

/ v > , 

"academic" printing of Je sus' name with the picture of his 

drinking Tropicanas with Lucille on a Texas ranch is typical 

of the "shock" techniques which force the reader to re-

examine previously held concepts. The idea of the unreality 

of Jesus and even of his name is one that Buechner has pre-

viously explored. In The Final Beast Lillian Flagg chal-

lenges the minister Nicolet to use the name "Jesus" when 

praying, instead of the more liturgical-sounding "Christ." 

The problem of religious cliches is stressed again in The 

Hungering Dark. 

Buechner also deals with the concept of sin in this 

novel. It is Parr who raises the question to Bebb about 

Bebb's first contact with sin. Bebb explains that around 

the Southern town where he grew up they often dumped peaches 

beside the road to keep the price of peaches up: " . . . there 

they were, going brown and rotten in the sun. It made you 

sick. . . . Sin is waste, Antonio. Sin is life wasted."93 

The peaches become a symbol for waste throughout the novel. 

9^Ibid., p. 38. 
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Laura Fleishman, one of Parr's attractive young students, is 

compared to Bebb's South Carolina peaches, except that she 

is "still attached to the tree untouched, untasted, and to 

all appearances totally unaware that there was any danger of 

ending up by the roadside someday to go spoiled in the 

sun."94 

Bebb also uses this symbol in his first sermon at Open 

Heart Church. Bebb describes the world thus: "Where babies 

are born with little shriveled-up arms and young men with 

their whole lives ahead of them get cancers . . . and peaches 

are piled up along the road going rotten to keep the price up 

when there's people don't have the price of a peach."95 And 

this is the kind of world, Bebb says, that Jesus voluntarily 

came into in order to save man. This definition of sin as 

waste differs from Nicolet's definition in The Final Beast 

in which sin is defined as people's moving further apart. 

Buechner's own definition of sin, in Wishful Thinking, is 

the same as Nicolet's. 

Buechner does not hesitate to deal with theological con-

cepts as literal truths, as we have seen. There is one 

religious theme that dominates all his novels, according to 

Margaret Wimsatt. She writes, "His moral is Bunyanesque. 

Grace turns up in the most unlikely places, not by any means 

94lbid., p. 56. 

95Ibid., p. 90. 
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in the channels you might expect."96 The channels you do 

not expect include, above all, Leo Bebb. Cynthia Ozick 

echoes this idea. She quotes from Buechner's The Hungering 

Dark: 

There is no place or time so lowly and earthbound but 
that holiness can be there too. And this means that 
we are never safe, that there is no place where we can 
hide from God, no place where we are safe from his 
power . . . just where we least expect him where he 
comes most fully.97 

Ms. Ozick calls Lion Country and Open Heart "God-hungry 

comic novels" and asserts that Buechner, as a Christian 

writer, chooses to believe the world is already sanctified, 

"already redeemed, we do God's work unawares. . . . It is 

. . . the difference between works and grace . . . the dif-

ference between man searching for God and God searching for 

man."98 She goes on to state that Buechner is, in some of 

the most masterly comic prose being written in America, 

"sanctifying the profane." "Fraud is only a seeming; suffer-

ing and frailty are the means of our purification, and death 

is not death but eternal life.99 

In Lion Country Buechner makes no direct statements 

about grace, but in Open Heart he does so when he visits his 

sister's grave for the first time. He is deeply affected. 

96Margaret Wimsatt, America, CXXVII (September 9, 
1972), 260-62. 

9^Quoted in Ozick, pp. 4-5. 

9R 
Ozick, p. 4. 

"ibid., p. 36. 
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Suddenly he finds himself thinking about nothing. He 

observes, 

It's not an easy business to stop thinking. . . . It 
seems to me that to work at not thinking must be to 
think about not thinking. As I stood there at my 
sister's grave, my mind was empty not because I'd 
worked at emptying it but because it had just happened 
that way, which seems to be how it is with most good 
things. Despite my mother's efforts to make me a 
Catholic, I'm afraid that in this regard anyway I 
turned out to be a Protestant. If there's any such 
thing as salvation, I suspect it's not through works 
that we come by it but through grace.100 

It would be difficult to find a more direct statement 

of religious philosophy in a fictional work. 

The idea of a good thing "just happening"—by grace— 

can be found in other passages. One day Parr and Sharon de-

cide to spend an entire afternoon on a wild shopping spree. 

Parr says about this trip, "The happiest times are always, I 

suppose, by accident. And maybe the saddest times too."101 

Speaking of this trip again, Parr observes, "I have a feeling 

it's the in-between times, the times that narratives like 

this leave out and that memory in general loses track of, 

102 

which are the times when souls are saved or lost.',J-^ 

Another religious theme that appears in all three novels 

is the concept of angels, or of beings from "outer space," 

as they are called in these novels. The possibility of the 

existence of guardian angels is suggested, although this 

idea is treated ambiguously. Lucille Bebb thinks her husband 

"^^Buechner, Open Heart, p. 135. 

lOllbid. , p. 97. , pp. 104-5. 
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is from "outer space" and that he arrives in elevators at 

subterranean meetings with other angels. Lucille observes, 

"They come from way up, but they have their meetings way 

down."103 All through Open Heart there are hints that Harry 

Golden is an angel, although Bebb pretends to think he is an 

internal revenue agent. Actually, he turns out to be Bebb's 

former prison cellmate, but Parr still remarks that "angels 

have been known to turn up in queerer places than jail, 

after all."104 

Although the thematic emphasis of the novel is reli-

gious, as we have seen, there are at least two other major 

themes in Open Heart that are not especially considered as 

exclusively religious. One is the theme of human communi-

cation, a theme that is reinforced by the heart symbolism 

throughout the novel. Bebb names his new church Open Heart, 

of course, and in his opening sermon, laments the fact that 

"except for a few loved ones, we close the doors of our 

hearts and bolt them tight on each other.m1°5 

At the same service Parr observes Lucille leaving the 

church in the middle of the sermon and says, "Lucille's 

heart. She did not open her heart to me when I caught her 

hurrying home across the lawn. She gave it to me instead 

and told me to open it for myself later."106 Lucille1s 

"heart" is the letter containing her secret thoughts that 

103Ibid., p. 69. 104Ibid., p. 239. 

105Ibid., p. 90. 106Ibid., p. 91. 
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she gives to Parr for safekeeping. Later Lucille remarks to 

Tony, "You hear him [Bebb] say open your heart? If I opened 

my heart, you'd tell me, Lucille, shut it up again. Bebb, if 

107 

he was to open his heart, you'd think you was dreaming." 

The symbolism continues when Parr meets his ex-girl-

friend Ellie after not seeing her for several years. Ellie 

says, "Now tell me what you've been up to, Tono, . . . I want 

to hear everything."108 At this Parr thinks, 
"Open your heart to Jesus," Bebb's ad said. "Open your 
heart TODAY," and I wanted to open my heart there to 
Ellie Pierce not so much so she could see what was in-
side but so I could. I used to think that to talk 
about the things that go on in your heart is to take a 
lot of the bloom off them, and it's true that it does. 
But it's true too that unless you talk about them, you 
can't be sure anything's going on there at all.l°9 

Later, after their superficial conversation, Parr ob-

serves, "Ellie never found out what was in my heart, and I 

never found out what was in hers, and maybe it was for the 

best. Just our failure to was a familiar failure, and it 

was the familiar I needed that day, not open heart 

surgery. "HO 

On another occasion Parr considers whether or not to 

tell Charlie Blaine that his son Tony had slept with Sharon. 

He describes himself as standing "once again on the threshold 

of the door that Bebb urged the faithful to open. " H I But 

107jbid., p. 95. 10®Ibid., p. 130. 10^Ibid. 

HOlbid., p. 133. li;LIbid., p. 165. 
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he decides not to open his heart to Charlie, feeling that it 

would serve no good purpose. 

Paul Doyle suggests that the title of this novel "sig-

nifies God's always open heart and the desirableness of 

human hearts to be open to him."-^2 But, based on the pas-

sages cited, Buechner is saying at least as much about the 

fact that completely open communication between human beings 

is not possible, nor, because of the hurt that genuine frank-

ness might engender, is it even always desirable. 

Another theme in the novel is that of suffering as an 

inevitable part of the common human condition. This theme 

is made specific in some masterfully written passages de-

picting Parr teaching King Lear to his high school class. 

When Parr asks the class for evidence that Lear's character 

changes by the last act, Laura Fleishman cites Lear's prayer: 

"Poor naked wretches, wheresoe'er you are . . . " Parr asks 

the class who these poor naked wretches are. The passage 

follows: 

Greg Dixon said, "We are!" 

He said it to be funny—they were the poor wretches, 
presumably, to have to sit and listen to Laura Fleish-
man read blank verse when they could be off somewhere 
having whatever Greg Dixon thought of as fun—but no-
body laughed. Maybe I just ascribed my own thoughts 
to them, but it seemed to me that for a moment or two 
in that sleepy classroom they all felt some unintended 
truth in Greg Dixon's words. 

112Paul Doyle, Best Sellers, XXXII (July 15, 1972), 191. 
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Laura Fleishman in the fullness of her time. William 
Urguhart in his fatness. Greg Dixon with his pimples. 
Carl West handsome and bored with the knowledge that he 
could get into anybody's pants in the room that he felt 
like getting into. They were the poor naked wretches 
and at least for a moment they knew they were. The 

pitiless s t o r m . 1 1 3 

Later, when Parr finds out about Sharon's affair with 

Tony, he is comforted somewhat by the suffering that is de-

picted in Lear. His teaching of Lear is referred to often, 

as Parr has to learn about suffering and forgiveness first-

hand. 

Buechner's literary technique in this novel is as im-

pressive as that used in Lion Country. John Skow compared 

Buechner's style to that of Peter DeVries, writing that "the 

humor of Open Heart runs less to slapstick . . . and more to 

DeVriesian one-liners: 'I knew that I had to get away that 

day—their fresh-faced guilt was too great a reproach to my 

shifty-eyed i n n o c e n c e . ' ( B u e c h n e r has never read Peter 

DeVries.) Buechner uses the character of Sharon to deliver 

earthy one-liners that provide comic relief to the serious-

ness of the themes. For example, Parr tells Sharon that he 

believes Death himself is in the room with the Indians who 

wait for Redpath's passing: "I've got a strong hunch every 

Indian in there knows something I ought to know only I don't. 

When they think nobody's watching, they've all got their 

eyes on something I can't see." 

Buechner, Open Heart, pp. 100-101. 

H^Skow, p. 63. 
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"Have you checked your zipper lately?" Sharon quips. 

Buechner is adept at the technique of juxtaposition. 

Sometimes he uses the technique for its comic effect and 

sometimes to convey more forcefully his religious themes. 

For example, in Lion Country Parr describes making love to 

Sharon in her room with a poster of Ringo Starr and one of 

Oral Roberts looking down on them. He mentions this again 

in Open Heart. An example of Buechner's more sober use of 

this device is a scene in Open Heart when Lucille lies drunk-

enly on her bed dressed in a flowing gown like those worn by 

Aimee Semple McPherson, rambling drunkenly in her speech 

through blurred syllables which get all mixed up with frag-

ments from a Catholic mass playing on the television set. 

Thus in one brief image Buechner gives a composite picture 

of religious tradition (the mass), of the gaudy trappings 

that accompany the "sawdust" evangelists (the dress), and 

the emptiness of Lucille's life (the drunkenness). 

In addition to the tradition of juxtaposition, Buechner 

still employs symbolism to reinforce his religious themes. 

The use of peaches and of prisons has been mentioned. The 

symbolic use of Indian totems and customs in the long account 

of Redpath's journey to immortality is obvious. Perhaps the 

chief symbol in the novel, however, is Parr's raw pine sculp-

ture. To Ellie he describes it as a big "A". Later, after 

his discovery of Sharon's unfaithfulness to him he calls it 

•'••'•̂ Buechner, Open Heart, p. 16. 
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the scarlet letter. Earlier, he had described it to Bebb 

and Mrs. Trionka as "holding together." In another place he 

describes it as "an iceberg, a theology."116 The sculpture 

is seen to represent Parr's need for creative expression, 

his need for something that "holds together," and his very 

life. 

Parr is, in fact, even more the central character in 

this novel than he had been in Lion Country. Some reviewers, 

however, do not agree with this observation. Paul Thereoux 

has written that Parr is not necessary to the plot, an as-

sertion which seems incredible in view of the fact that the 

Sharon-Tony-Antonio triangle and Parr's reactions to it are 

central to the novel. Thereoux writes, "One accepts him as 

a choric figure, pretty mournful at times, and with a feck-

117 

less intelligence that informs without adding much insight. •LX/ 

John Skow sees Parr as "essentially an equivocal but clever 
lift 

device to help the author work things out in his own head." 

Margaret Wimsatt, however, writes that Parr is Buechner's 

"best invention" and that "Tono is the ideal spokesman, stu-

pid enough not to know what is going on, but sensitive enough 

to recognize the importance of what has happened."11^ Later 

Ms. Wimsatt observes that Parr possesses the "sharp eye for 
116Ibid., p. 158. 

!l7Paul Thereoux, Book World, May 28, 1972, p. 4. 

11^Skow, p. 63. 11^Wimsatt, p. 260. 
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a glance of light, the sympathy for the small hurt that 

represents a deeper ache, the gift of expressing dryly, what 

he painfully feels."120 

It is Parr's uncommitted stance that gives these novels 

a tone of indeterminacy that bothers some readers. T. R. 

Edwards writes that "indeterminacy like this is a dangerous 

game for a novelist, if not for a Christian, and Buechner's 

fondness for it risks seeming coy and evasive. . . . At its 

121 

center there's a blur a great novel couldn't tolerate." 

Skow observes that "the reader is left with the lightest and 

least insistent of uncertainties. Another question is left, 

too: whether this indefiniteness is merely tact, or a measure 

of the author's own uncertainty."122 Replying to Edwards' 

remarks about his uncommitted stance, Buechner has said, 

"He wants me to come out and say, 'Look, it's true.' And, 

of course, I do believe that it's true with ninety-eight per 

cent of myself, but I want to be true to the experience of 

truth.12^ 

Parr's characteristics are consistent throughout the 

trilogy. He is compassionate, honest, and ironic in his 

vision of life. The honesty of his character is illustrated 

in one passage where he is supposed to be lecturing Tony on 

120Ibid. 

1 2 1T. R. Edwards, New York Times Review of Books, 
July 20, 1972, p. 20. 

19 9 19^ 
Skow, p. 63. Personal interview. 
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irresponsibility and realizes that the things he is saying 

to Tony could as easily be said about Sharon and himself. 

Parr's typically ironic tone may be illustrated in the pas-

sage where he debates with himself as to what his reaction 

should be to the fact of Sharon's unfaithfulness: 

Do I tell her I know or do I pretend I don't? Do I 
send him back to Charlie? Do I ask for a divorce? Do 
I wait till I catch them in the act and take care of 
them both with one bullet? Do I play it like wop 
opera or like Noel Coward or don't I play at all?"±24 

Parr's basically compassionate nature causes him to 

take the blame for Sharon's unfaithfulness upon himself. 

Observing Tony and Sharon together Parr notes, "Whatever they 

had been once . . . they were not lovers then. Any fool 

could see it. The furtiveness and guilt were all mine."125 

And "I knew that I had to get away that day—their fresh-

faced guilt was too great a reproach to my shifty-eyed inno-

cence."126 His sympathetic understanding also comes through 

in his attempts to comfort Tony in his guilt. He tells Tony, 

"I can't change it for you, but maybe I can change it for 

me . . . at least I can make other things happen around it 

so it won't louse things up."12^ In spite of the fact that 

it is Tony and Sharon who have "wronged" him, Parr instinc-

tively wants to comfort his nephew: 

I wanted to say something something useful and wise to 
the roly-poly child my sister Miriam had left me. He 

12^Buechner, Open Heart, p. 119. 

1 O IT . _ 125Ibid., pp. 122-23. 126Ibid., p. 124. 

127jbid., p. 256. 
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stood there with the muscles in his jaw working as he 
stared ahead at my monument majestic in the spring sun, 
and I wanted to tell him something that might save him 
years of confusion if not his soul, but all that came 
out was, "In one way it doesn't matter half as much as 
you think. In another way it matters a hell of a lot 
more."128 

The character of Leo Bebb is dropped for long sections 

in this novel while Buechner deals with Parr's problems, yet 

Bebb is still an important character. Edwards cites Bebb's 

assertion to Parr: "I believe everything" and notes that 

"this total acceptance of things seen and unseen, without 

any irritable reaching after fact and reason, is the obverse 

of his arrogant fakery." Edwards adds that Bebb "rebukes 

our secular rationality rather as Keats rebuked Dilke, who, 

'will never come at a truth so long as he lives, because he 

is always trying at it.'"129 Ms. Wimsatt notes that Bebb's 

"classical utterances: 'All things are lawful for me' and 

'I believe everything' are balanced by his sorrow and fear. 

'We're Southerners, officer, (Bebb says). We're a long ways 

from home. " , 1 3° In Open Heart there is a sadness about Bebb 

that is not found in Lion Country, mostly because his new 

church, Open Heart, never really succeeds. He tells John 

Turtle, "There's a woman comes to worship with a sorrow-ful 

looking kind of possum in a cage. There's a wheel in the 

cage to do its exercise on. That's how I feel up North."131 

^2®Ibid. l29Edwards, p. 20. 

130Buechner, Open Heart, p. 262. l^libid., p. 204. 
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Bebb's feeling like a gerbil in a cage is another example of 

the cage symbolism in these novels; it is also a stark con-

trast to the image of Bebb standing free and unafraid among 

the lions in Lion Country. 

In Open Heart Bebb even has moments of despair and un-

belief, which is not remarkable in view of Lucille's suicide. 

When Brownie confidently asks Bebb to reassure everyone about 

the immortality of Lucille's soul, Bebb responds unexpectedly, 

I'll tell them where she is. . . . She's in that box 
with her mouth on crooked and that miserable dress. 
She1s there with her insides pumped out and something 
else pumped in. All is left of Lucille Yancey's that 
poor shell that used to hold a life in it. 

She's in that box if you want to know where she is. 

She's a empty box inside that box.13 2 

This statement of despair is immediately followed, however, 

by one that illustrates Bebb's resurging assurance in him-

self: "Brownie, . . . why didn't you wait till I come before 

you let the undertaker have her? . . . I might have raised 

her."133 Then Bebb actually does try to raise her, but gives 

up, saying, "Now there's not enough left of her to raise 

spit."13^ Despite this failure, Buechner still hints that 

Bebb may possess genuine spiritual gifts. Parr, for example, 

states that Bebb seemed to be able to read his mind.135 

In spite of his repeated suggestions that Bebb may pos-

sess miraculous gifts, he also consistently portrays Bebb's 

132Ibid., p. 209 133lbid. 

134ibid., p. 210. 135Ibid., p. 245. 
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humanity. In this novel, for example, Buechner more than 

hints that Bebb has homosexual tendencies. One of Parr's 

nephews, Chris, is effeminate and Bebb takes a special inter-

est in him. Once he gets up in the middle of the night and 

goes to Chris1s room. He explains that he only came there 

to pray over him while Chris slept, but Bebb's sudden pres-

ence in the room causes Chris to think the house is on fire. 

lO (Z 

Parr says wryly, "It wasn't the house that was on fire. 

Nevertheless, the admiration for Bebb which Parr develops in 

Lion Country almost against his will is explicitly expressed 

in Open Heart. He speaks of wanting his nephews to get to 

know Bebb: "I wanted to teach Bebb to them like school." He 

adds, ". . .it didn't seem fair for them not to know the 

full richness and roundness of the man. X wanted to say 

'This is Leo Bebb. He is full of beans and bounce. He is 

afraid of nothing but heights.'"137 

Sharon Parr is more fully developed in Open Heart than 

i n Lion Country. In this novel Sharon seems lost "up North" 

and seeks to find herself through a series of self-improvement 

courses—yoga, guitar, and Evelyn Wood speed reading. She 

tries to explain to Parr: "Everybody in this whole damn house 

can do something besides me." 1 3 8 Sharon explains her un-

faithfulness with Tony as being her fault and not Tony's. 
13 9 

Parr speaks of Sharon as "the alivest thing I knew." 

l^^Ibid., p. 228. l^^Ibid., p. 72. 

138Ibid., p. 32. 139Ibid., p. 14. 
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And Sharon speaks of Parr as "home."140 In Lion Country 

Buechner depicts Sharon's basic insecurities only sketchily, 

but in Open Heart they become more apparent. 

Other characters are also more fully developed in this 

novel than in Lion Country. Most notably, Buechner allows 

us to see Lucille Bebb from the inside, through the device 

of the diary-letter she leaves for Parr to read. In this 

diary Buechner reinforces several of his themes. In one let-

ter Lucille speaks of watching a distressing scene on tele-

vision with the sound turned off. But she seems to think the 

sound's being off does not make any appreciable difference in 

the usual quality of human communication. She writes, "Some-

times it's hard to know what people are talking about even if 

you can hear every damn word they say."141 

One of Lucille's letters is addressed to Jesus. In it 

she confesses the murder of her baby. To punish herself she 

once deliberately slammed the door on her finger. It turned 

black and her fingernail fell off. Lucille writes that Bebb 

"says we are all washed clean in the Blood of the Lamb . . . ' 

but Lucille had told Bebb that "the only thing that I have 

been washed in is the shit of a horse."142 When Bebb had 

heard this, he had kissed Lucille's finger where the nail had 

fallen off. "That was when I first thought maybe he was 

from outer space."143 

140Ibid., p. 267. 141Ibid., p. 171. 

142Ibid., p. 175. 143Ibid. 
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Once Lucille asks one of the Indian women what they 

believe about death. She records the answer: "She said we 

don't have to believe anything because what you folks have 

to believe, we know."144 Lucille is not fond of the Indians, 

and her reaction to this remark is, "She's like all the rest 

of them."145 The mystical faith of the Indians and the sim-

plistic faith of Bebb both elude Lucille, leaving her nowhere 

to turn in her guilt but suicide. 

All of the letters, including the long one detailing 

Bebb's vision of Redpath's journey are told in Lucille's 

idiom, and they graphically depict her loneliness, alienation, 

and guilt. At the bottom of the last letter Lucille wrote, 

"My only friend is Brownie."146 She is with Brownie when 

she cuts her wrist, rocking on the porch in a rocker, re-

questing Brownie to "read me about Jesus."14^ Lucille is 

always a pathetically presented character, yet Buechner's 

treatment of her, even in her unattractiveness, is totally 

compassionate, implying quite clearly that grace reaches 

even—and especially—such as she. This fact is not recog-

nized enough by Lucille herself to save her from suicide, yet 

Buechner implies that she has a pathetic hope, addressing her 

diary as she does to "Mr. Jesus." 

Buechner must have known he would write another book 

about these characters, as indeed he did, because he leaves 

144Ibid., p. 176. 145Ibid. 

146Ibid., p. 189. 147Ibid., p. 216. 
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the novel open-ended. Buechner has admitted that he wrote 

Open Heart in an effort to recapture the euphoric feeling 

that he had while writing Lion Country, a feeling that he 

suspected all along he could never recapture. Open Heart 

was very difficult to write, and yet Buechner feels that it 

is a better literary work than Lion Country.148 Open Heart 

reveals a greater depth of perception and maturity of vision 

than any of Buechner1s previous works. In addition, the 

literary techniques are almost perfectly matched to theme and 

form, creating the same impression of wholeness and harmony 

one finds in a perfectly orchestrated musical composition. 

Open Heart is Buechner's highest achievement thus far. 

Love Feast, the third novel of the series centered on 

Leo Bebb and Antonio Parr, is a paradox. In many ways it is 

Buechner1s liveliest and most entertaining work, yet for all 

its comic wit there is a tone of despair that exceeds that 

of Buechner1s previous works. The tone is due to the in-

creasing marital difficulties of Antonio Parr, who is of 

course the narrating voice. Buechner is aware of this para-

dox, commenting that his publisher Harry Ford had described 

this novel as "a depressing book," despite its hilarious 

moments. 

Reviews of the book were generally favorable. The 

critic in the New York Times Book Review wrote that Buechner 

"brings the reader to his knees, sometimes in laughter, 

^48personal interview. ^^Ibid. 
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sometimes in an astonishment very close to prayer, and at 

the best of times in a combination of b o t h . " 1 ^ 0 In an eval-

uation that illustrates the success of Buechner's change in 

style in these later novels, this reviewer goes on to comment 

glowingly: 

Because he writes easily and idiomatically, one is 
tempted to call his style conversational. But it has 
remarkable range, and if you find yourself in the com-
pany of anyone who speaks with a fraction of Buechner1s 
accuracy, inventiveness, and wit, stay with h i m . 1 5 1 

In addition, the Saturday Review/World noted that, even 

with the novel's religious theme, there is "no propagandizing 

or exhorting in his books; they are well made and inter-

esting. "152 

As Love Feast opens, we are reminded that Bebb's New 

England church, Open Heart, has been burned to the ground. 

Bebb, at loose ends, has been traveling around the world with 

Gertrude Conover, a lady in her seventies who belongs to 

Princeton, New Jersey, society and subscribes to the beliefs 

of Theosophy. With her help and almost by accident, Bebb 

establishes the Love Feasts, a kind of evangelical group 

therapy session complete with Bebb's sermons, that is popu-

larly attended by Princeton students from every spectrum of 

campus society. Working with Bebb to make these feasts 

1 ̂Michael Meshaw, New York Times Book Review, Septem-
ber 22, 1974, p. 2. 

l^lxbid. 

cole, Saturday Review/World, II (October 5, 
1974), 31. 
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successful is Nancy Oglethorpe, a former free-lance Princeton 

secretary with a questionable past. All goes well until Bebb 

meets two obstacles: campus authorities' opposition to his 

use of the Princeton facilities and trouble with the Internal 

Revenue Service, which has long been suspicious of Bebb's 

activities. In an effort to escape the IRS, Bebb and his 

former cellmate, Clarence Golden, take a last flamboyant 

plane ride over the scene of a Princeton reunion, a ride 

which may or may not result in the fiery death of the two. 

Before Bebb's departure a final love feast takes place in 

Princeton's Alexander Hall, a wildly hilarious affair delin-

eated by Buechner in the most energetic comic writing he has 

done. 

Along with Bebb1s story are the continuing problems in 

the marriage of Antonio Parr and Bebb's daughter Sharon, 

problems which result in a temporary separation. During the 

separation both Antonio and Sharon engage in a brief rela-

tionship with other partners, Sharon with Parr's nephew Tony 

and Parr with a former student, Laura Fleichman. Neither is 

happy with the separation and they are eventually reconciled. 

In Love Feast theme is again closely identified with 

character portrayal; therefore, the best approach to Buech-

ner 's use of religious themes in this novel is through a 

discussion of his use of characterization. In Open Heart 

Buechner had almost dropped Leo Bebb from prominence, concen-

trating more fully on the problems of other characters. In 
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Love Feast he revives Bebb's character with all Bebb's "beans 

and bounce" and in the process achieves the most rounded 

characterization in his fiction. Buechner first depicts Bebb 

in a rather depressed state after the failure of his Open 

Heart Church and his years of aimless wanderings. For one 

thing, Bebb simply does not fit into Gertrude Conover's 

world. She lives on an estate called Revonoc in Princeton, 

in a large brick house with stone lions at the entrance to 

the drive. Buechner describes Bebb's situation at this 

point: 

He moved independently enough through the landscape 
Gertrude Conover provided him, but it wasn't his land-
scape any more than the snow was his snow. Bebb 
belonged closer to the sweaty heart of things. He 
belonged where the lions were not stone like the ones 
at Revonoc but hairy, horny, cantankerous like the 
ones I had seen him stand unafraid among on the 
scrubby plains of Lion Country near Armadillo.15J 

Because he is out of his element, Bebb is melancholy 

and homesick for his old self, and for something else that 

he does not understand. Parr tries to help him by quoting 

Wordsworth to him "about how the soul that travels with us, 

our life's star, hath had elsewhere its something and cometh 

from afar."154 Parr explains, "He's always quoting Holy Writ 

to me, and I like quoting the Oxford Book of English Verse 

back at him, but you could see he wasn't listening."155 

153j?rederick Buechner, Love Feast (New York, 1974) , 
p. 23. 

154Ibid., p. 42. 155Ibid. 
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After the love feasts really get under way, however, 

Bebb is once again his old self. As Parr describes the 

change, "The elation of Bebb was contagious as he moved 

around like the bouncing ball in the movie house sing-alongs 

of my youth. He was pulling something off and he knew he 

w a s . " 1 ^ 6 Everyone was astonished by the reception Bebb re-

ceived from the Princeton students. Parr reports that 

right from the start Bebb was taken up like Tiffany 
glass or Art Nouveau, not as something to laugh at 
but as a base from which to laugh instead at the kind 
of people who would find him laughable. If Bebb had 
appeared in beard and beads playing Jesus rock on an 
electric guitar, the chances are Princeton wouldn't 
have given him the time of day, but he came in his 
gents' furnishing suit and Happy Hooligan hat talking 
about the blood of the Lamb as if it were delivered 
up to his door by the quart every morning, and Prince-
ton lapped it up with an enthusiasm that I think caught 
even Bebb by surprise.157 

Bebb's old confidence in himself thus returns. When 

Parr comments that it is too bad Bebb no longer has a church, 

Bebb responds with one of his classic utterances: "Antonio, 

I am a church."158 parr is reminded of Bebb's sweeping 

statements on other occasions, such as the day he first met 

Bebb when he declared, "All things are lawful to me," and the 

occasion of Herman Redpath's funeral when Bebb said, "I be-

lieve everything," (though he did add, "It's hard as hell"). 

It may seem odd to hear Bebb speak in such self-confident 

extremes when he has had so many failures in his life. The 

statements are indicative, however, of his singular 

^xbid., p. 59. 157Ibid., p. 90. 158Ibid., p. 146. 
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character, a fascinating combination of childlike simplicity 

and supreme ego. There is much about Bebb that Parr has 

always found incredible, even dismaying. Yet it is clear in 

this third novel of the series, and even before that, that 

Parr's admiration of Bebb has overcome his more negative 

reactions. This is basically because Parr comes to realize 

that, above all, Bebb is always who he is, sometimes a bit 

phony, yet never really false to himself. This overriding 

characteristic of the man is best illustrated in the scene 

in which Bebb is called in for a conference with the assis-

tant dean and the chaplain of Princeton, in an effort to 

dissuade him from using Alexander Hall for his love feasts. 

Parr speculates on what this meeting must have been like: 

I wondered as Bebb described it if he recognized in 
that office the terrible advantage he had—the advan-
tage of Armadillo over academe, the bush leagues over 
the Ivy league. I could see them so clearly, the dean 
and the chaplain—not crewcut and gray flanneled as in 
my day but the dean with the beard, the chaplain with 
the turtleneck, trying no less to be all things to all 
men as with Bebb they undoubtedly fell all over them-
selves trying to be Bebbs. I could see them searching 
for prepositions to end their sentences with . . . 
wishing they'd boned up on the language of the sawdust 
trail. Bebb being Bebb wouldn't try to be anything 
else because he couldn't be if he wanted to, just sat 
there in Nassau Hall as he would have sat on the can 
while they dithered around him.159 

The remainder of this scene, which contrasts Bebb's unsophis-
/ 

ticated naivete with the pseudo-sophistication of the dean 

and the chaplain, and which satirizes their condescending 

159Ibid., p. 148. 
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treatment of Bebb, constitutes one of the high points in 

Buechner's fiction. 

Underneath Bebb's bluster is always the vulnerability. 

For all his self-confidence, Bebb knows himself and the weak-

ness that is there. He tells Parr that it is the darkness 

inside himself of which he is most frightened. And yet he 

has a resilience that has seen him through many crises. With 

the IRS after Bebb and the love feasts finished, Parr sug-

gests to Bebb, "Why not just get the hell out?" Bebb 

responds, "Because getting the hell out, that's what hell 

is."160 

The character of Leo Bebb, which could have been made 

revolting, in fact emerges as finally touching. Throughout 

the trilogy Buechner has portrayed him as genuine in spite 

of his con games, as naive in spite of his arrests, and as 

defenseless in spit of his audacity. Buechner has chosen a 

most unlikely "hero" for his novels, in order to demonstrate 

that "the power and the glory of God" can work through the 

most unlikely sources. Accordingly, Buechner demonstrates 

Parr's reluctant yet growing admiration for the man he first 

wanted to expose as a fake, a man who is both holy and 

phony," in Buechner's words. Through Buechner's consistent 

use of Antonio Parr's first-person point of view, the reader 

comes to see Bebb as Parr comes to see him: as a man who is 

160ibid., p. 211. 
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subject to various frailties but who is always truly himself. 

The fakery is not fakery; it is the essence of Leo Bebb. 

The climactic point in the characterization of Bebb 

occurs in the scene where Bebb confronts Virgil Roebuck, an 

atheistic history professor who has sampled the love feasts 

for himself and viewed them with distaste. Bebb believes 

that Roebuck has convinced the Princeton authorities to deny 

him the continued use of Alexander Hall for his love feasts. 

In the fashion of a man who stood unprotected among the lions 

of Lion Country, Bebb confronts Roebuck in the latter's 

office. 

It becomes clear that Roebuck is disturbed by the pres-

ence of evil and disease in a world that is said by 

Christians to be ruled by a loving and all-powerful God. In 

dealing with Roebuck's objections to Christian belief in 

this scene, Buechner is again attempting to present the un-

believer's case as reasonably as possible, much as he did 

with the objections raised by Richard Lundrigan in The 

Season's Difference, by Robin and Sylvia Tripp and in The 

Return of Ansel Gibbs, and by Will Poteat in The Final Beast. 

Roebuck has experienced the agony of suffering first-hand 

and the problems involved in the Christian world view: his 

son is crippled to such a degree that he can use neither his 

hands nor his feet. Roebuck detests Bebb for being repre-

sentative of the type of person who has closed his eyes to 

the sufferings throughout the history of mankind by telling 



181 

people reassuring fairy tales about heaven. He tells Bebb 

that his trick eyelid is 

a dead giveaway how the only way a man like me can go 
on believing in Almighty God is by pulling that eye-
lid down like a window blind between all the shit in 
the world that proves there isn't any Almighty God 
and never was or will be.161 

Roebuck's use of the word "shit" triggers a different 

reaction in Bebb from what the former might have expected. 

Bebb describes the conversation to Parr, telling him that 

Roebuck apparently thought that preachers did not know such 

words. But Bebb informs Roebuck that he knows all about the 

"shit" in the world, both the religious and the secular 

varieties. He tells Roebuck, 

You take anything people have ever done in the world, 
and the best you can say about any of it is that it's 
maybe one part honest and well meant and the other 
nine parts shit. If I could close my eyelid down on 
all the shit there is in the world, I've still got to 
face up to all the shit there is in me, because I'm 
full of it too, Roebuck. . . . It's the shit in us is 
part of what makes us brothers, you and me.162 

As Bebb reports the scene to Parr he notes that Roebuck 

was surprised at a preacher talking like that, but, "Antonio, 

shit is what preachers have been talking about since Moses 

except the word they're more likely to use is sin."163 Roe-

buck's next question to Bebb is a logical one: if the world 

is mostly "shit," then where is God? Bebb's answer is to 

remind Roebuck that "shit" after all has a useful function: 

" . . . if you don't pile it up too thick in any one place, 

l6iIbid., p. 153. 162Ibid., p. 154. 163Ibid. 
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it makes the seeds grow,"164 and then he continues, "Roebuck, 

God so loved the world that he sent his only begotten son 

down here into the shit with the rest of us so something 

green could happen, something small and green and hopeful."165 

Bebb perceives that when Roebuck personally speaks about 

the "shit" in the world, he is talking about his own crippled 

son. But Bebb admits later to Parr that he did not "have the 

heart" to quote Scripture to Roebuck at that point about how 

the Lord's ways are not man's ways. Instead, he suddenly has 

an insight that illustrates Bebb's compassionate nature, 

which is one of the saving qualities of the man. He notices 

the sign on Roebuck's desk bearing his name: Virgil N. Roe-

buck. Seeing this sign causes Bebb to think of Roebuck in a 

different light, as an individual, with individual hopes and 

frustrations. He tells Parr, 

I thought to myself how this wasn't any old Roebuck. 
. . . This was the special Roebuck they'd pinned that 
special name Virgil onto and raised up to amount to 
something special, and here he was, not one of your 
big-time professors that get their pictures in the 
papers but just Virgil Roebuck that smokes two, three 
packs a day if he smokes one. . . .166 

Bebb admits that once a man is viewed within the context of 

the common human situation, one cannot remain angry with him. 

"Once you commence noticing the lines a man's got round his 

eyes and mouth and think about the hopeful way his folks gave 

164Ibid. 165Ibid., p. 155. 166Ibid., p. 156. 
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a special name to him when he was first born into this world, 

you might as well give up."167 

The idea for this scene in which Bebb empathizes with 

Roebuck was undoubtedly influenced by a scene in Greene's 

The Power and the Glory in which the priest observes, 

When you visualized a man or woman carefully, you could 
always begin to feel pity. . . . When you saw the lines 
at the corners of the eyes, the shape of the mouth, how 
the hair grew, it was impossible to hate. Hate was 
just a failure of imagination.168 

The similarity is striking. But Buechner himself has 

written much in his nonfiction about the quality of compas-

sion, such as that illustrated in this scene. In The Hunger-

ing Dark he said, 

Selfhood in the sense that you are one self and I am 
another self begins to fade. You begin to understand 
that in some way your deepest self is the self of all 
men—that you are in them and they are in you. You 
begin to understand not as an ideal but as a reality, 
an experience, that their pain is your pain, their 
need your need; that there can really be no getting 
ahead at their expense, there can be no joy for you 
until there is joy for them.-*-69 

Bebb believes that he and Roebuck reach a mutual under-

standing of each other before he leaves. He thinks that 

Roebuck realizes, as he does, that "when you come right down 

to it, the war we're in is the same war. Antonio, we're far 

from home, all of us are. Who's going to judge which of us 

l^Ibid., p. 156. 

168Graham Greene, The Power and the Glory (New York, 
1968), p. 123. 

169Frederick Buechner, The Hungering Dark (New York, 
1969), p. 23. 
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has got the farthest way to go through all the shit and the 

dark?"170 

Roebuck is the culmination of all of Buechner s skeptics 

in previous novels. He is more articulate in his views than 

some, more blunt, and certainly more bitter, because, in a 

sense, he has a right to be. Through the use of Bebb's point 

of view, Buechner portrays Roebuck as above all a human being 

who has his own dark journey to make. Buechner does not make 

Roebuck a villain, even if he is responsible for ending the 

love feasts; Buechner has stated that he is almost incapable 

of creating villains.171 In this scene Bebb's voice is 

Buechner's voice. The words are unsophisticated and blunt, 

but the philosophy is the same: there is much that nobody 

understands, whatever their religious views, and since all 

men share the common human condition, they had best treat 

one another with compassion and understanding. 

Bebb, then, is portrayed as a compassionate man, and 

also as one who is honest in his willingness to admit both 

his own weaknesses and the problems involved in religious 

faith. To his daughter Sharon, who has never made any secret 

of her own doubt and confusion, Bebb admits, "Now if the only 

evidence a man's got is something he can't see, you can't 

blame him if sometimes he—when a thing's not out where you 

170Buechner, Love Feast, p. 157. 

171personal interview. 
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can see it, sometimes you have a hard time believing it." 

Since this conversation takes place when Sharon knows she 

might never see Bebb again, she asks him plaintively, For-

get all the preacher talk. . . . If you had to bet everything 

you've got there's something there, would you do it? When 

it comes right down to it, would you bet your tail, Bip?"173 

Bebb answers, "When the time of testing comes, I'll just 

have to say, Savior, let thy grace be sufficient. Jesus, 

take pity on this wore-out old tail of mine that's all I've 
got left to bet with."174 

Although Buechner does concentrate more on Bebb's char-

acter in this novel than he did in Open Heart, he also gives 

equal attention to the further development of Antonio Parr's 

character. Parr has always been introspective and melan-

choly, but these qualities are intensified in Love Feast, as 

Buechner expands on two particular themes as they relate to 

the character of Parr. These two themes are irony and deca-

thexis, which Parr defines as "an emotional detachment from 

life." 

The subject of irony first arises when Parr is teaching 

his high school English class. To his ninth graders Parr 

defines verbal irony as "a statement where you said one thing 

but to people who had their ears open said another."175 He 

goes on to define situational irony as "two things happening 

•^^Buechner, Love Feast, p. 223. 

173Ibid. 174Ibid. 175Ibid., p. 73. 
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that seem contradictory." One student/ Stephen Kulak, is 

especially interested in the subject and comments, "I get it 

now. It's a kind of joke."176 Whenever anything ironic 

happens to Parr thereafter, he is reminded of Stephen Kulak. 

For example, when he is recalling his nephew Tony's apologiz-

ing to him for making love to Sharon, Parr thinks, 

When a child says I'm sorry, the sorrow becomes yours 
to hear the child have to say it. It was Stephen 
Kulak all over again—the sorrow mine for having ex-
posed inner meaning to a child for whom outer meaning 
was puzzle enough. Irony is a game primarily for 
grownups.I77 

Irony is an element of life of which Parr is acutely 

conscious and one with which he eventually comes to terms. 

At the end of the novel he knows that he has achieved "a 

capacity if not for rising above irony like saints, at least 

for living it out with something like grace, with the suspi-

cion if not the certainty that maybe the dark and hurtful 

shadows all things cast are only shadows."17® Parr has 

achieved an ironic vision, an ability to see the ambiguities 

of life and yet not be defeated by them. Parr's final posi-

tion is not unlike the conclusion reached by Ansel Gibbs in 

Buechner's 1958 novel. It is the Hawthornesque vision of 

the moral ambiguities of human existence which sets Buechner*s 

work apart from that of more popular modern writers and gives 

it the quality of universality. 

176Ibid., p. 74. 177ibid., p. 79. 

178Ibid., p. 248. 
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Closely related to this ironic vision is Parr's aware-

ness of his emotional detachment from his own life. Parr 

first brings up the subject of decathexis after the night he 

spends with Laura Fleishman. Even though the experience is 

pleasurable for Parr, it is also painful because of his con-

stant awareness of his separation from his wife and son. 

Parr discovers the term "decathexis" in an article in the 

Times which described the stages that the old go through as 

they approach death: a gradual letting go of life. As Parr 

stands at the door of Laura's house watching her drive off 

to work, he observes, "There was nothing I had to let go 

that I had not let go already. . . . With hardly a pang I 

watched her swing out of the driveway and drive off in the 

179 

direction of town. Decathexis."' 

At this point Parr makes what is one of the most melan-

choly comments he ever makes: "Having entered such a place 

as Gideon as the others only dreamed of, I discovered that 

even there I was a stranger and a pilgrim with years to go 

ahead of me still and my heart no longer in it."-'-8^ Parr 

later comments that he has learned that "keeping too sharp 

an eye on your own life can precipitate you prematurely into 

that geriatric state where life itself becomes a kind of 

spectator sport in which there is nothing much left either 

to win or lose that greatly matters. " 

-*-^Ibid., p. 176. l̂ '-'lbid. ^^-Ibid. , pp. 201-2. 
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This state of emotional detachment has been intensified 

by Parr's unhappy relationship with Sharon, but it has not 

come upon Parr as suddenly as he might think. In the pre-

vious novels of the trilogy, Parr has been concerned about 

middle-age, which reminds him all too well of his own mor-

tality. He has consequently increasingly held himself aloof 

from life. His decathexis has also been aided by his natu-

rally introspective nature. Excessive introspection, it is 

suggested, can bring on a state of ennui that is close to 

the state of decathexis. At one point in the novel Parr 

advises Sharon not to think about her life too much, to 

"just live it the best way you can."182 Sharon agrees. 

"It's like Mickey Mouse," she says, "the way he can walk off 

the edge of a cliff and go walking right on in thin air with-

out thinking a thing about it. Soon as he looks down and 

starts thinking about it, that's when he starts falling."I83 

Buechner comments about the problems of excessive introspec-

tion in The Alphabet of Grace and suggests that writing is 

an introspective and lonely activity. As he writes he thinks 

of his wife at home doing housework and his children at their 

schoolwork and says, "I envy all those whose labors lie out-

side their skins."184 

Death and his own mortality are frequent subjects of 

Parr's introspections in Love Feast, especially when he 

182Ibid., p. 112. 183Ibid. 

IS^Buechner, Alphabet of Grace, p. 68. 



189 

moves to Mrs. Gunther1 s boarding house after his sspsra-tion 

from Sharon. His two companions at the boarding house are 

his young nephew Tony and old man Metzger, who seems only to 

be waiting for death. At the boarding house Parr notes that 

he has never felt more alone: "I was a middle-aged man sur-

rounded by children and death."18*' It does not help Parr s 

state of mind to know that Mrs. Gunther1s deceased husband 

was an undertaker and that all the relics she keeps in the 

living room are keepsakes from his profession. When Bebb's 

love feasts are at their height, Parr feels the contrast be-

tween the bleakness of his own situation and Bebb's elation. 

He says, 

Life was Bebb, it seemed to me then—Bebb launched on a 
brilliant new career. . . . And death was me returning 
to Mrs. Gunther's boarding house in Sutton, Connecti-
cut, was me driving to school past the house where my 
wife and son lived as if I had died there.186 

By the end of the novel Parr learns to deal with deca-

thexis much as he has learned to deal with irony. He admits 

that his "first" life ended for him when he and Sharon were 

separated. "Call it my youth that ended, a capacity for 

ignoring irony like Stephen Kulak, a taste for certain fla-

vors of hope."187 Consequently, he "lets go" of his original 

life and makes a second, as has been noted, by developing a 

capacity for living with irony with "something like grace." 

He concludes by saying that "this second life is the one I 

185Buecjinerf Love Feast, p. 72. 

186Ibid., p. 69. 187Ibid., p. 248. 
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chose for myself and. this time there will be no decathexis 

if I can help it. Because I have made this bed, I will 

sleep in it, and this time I will not let go. 188 with that 

statement which reflects a combination of resignation and 

determination, Buechner closes the novel. The attitude of 

Antonio Parr seems upon reflection to be quite similar to 

that of Ansel Gibbs, who said, "You can cross your fingers 

and hold your tongue and do what you can in the time that's 

TQQ 

left. That is the only holy cause."10-' 

Sharon Parr's characterization is consistent through-

out the trilogy. But it is not until Love Feast, after the 

agony of their separation, that Parr finally comes to under-

stand her. While visiting Brownie in Texas, Parr asks Brownie 

if he believes in reincarnation. Brownie replies, "That's 

not a Christian belief, dear," but Parr insists that if it 

were true, it would explain many mysteries, such as "why some 

people are born young and some people are born old. I think 

Sharon was born old. I think she's lived more lives than 

most people. . . . She's been around too many times to just 

settle. . . . She gets restless."190 When Brownie reminds 

Parr of the prayer of the saint, "Keep me ever restless until 

I find my rest in thee," Parr replies, "She isn't restless 

ISSikid. 

189pre(jerick Buechner, The Return of Ansel Gibbs (New 
York, 1958), p. 308. 

19°Buechner, Love Feast, pp. 122-23. 
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for rest."191 Sharon, like Bebb, feels "a long way from 

home" up North, and she takes her young son back to Florida 

during her separation from Parr. 

Thus, in Love Feast Buechner further develops the char-

acter of Sharon in addition to deepening the characteriza-

tions of Bebb and Parr. In addition to the enriching of 

these continuing characters, Buechner adds a vivid new char-

acter in Love Feast who plays an important role in the 

thematic development. She is Nancy Oglethorpe, a superb 

comic creation, who initiates the openness of the love feasts 

by the public confession of her rather seamy past. Her im-

pulsive confession takes place at the Thanksgiving dinner 

which Gertrude Conover and Bebb host for Princeton students 

who have nowhere else to go for Thanksgiving. Parr discovers 

Nancy when he and the students go out to recruit more guests 

for the dinner. Their doing this was Bebb's idea. He quoted 

to them the parable of the great feast given by the Pharisee 

to which nobody came. Consequently, the Pharisee sent his 

servants out to invite all the people they found in the 

streets. Bebb sends Parr and the Princeton students out to 

invite the down-and-out to Gertrude's estate for Thanksgiving 

dinner. 

Parr describes how he found himself by the Palmer Square 

tiger full of Gertrude Conover's claret punch and "half con-

vinced that I was either dreaming the whole thing or having 

191Ibid., p. 123. 
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a nervous breakdown.1,192 Then he asks himself, "How did you 

invite people to a parable?" However, he does meet Nancy, 

who is looking for somewhere to have lunch after having been 

stood up by a gentleman. She not only comes to the feast, 

but she also helps Parr recruit other displaced persons to 

invite. It is Nancy Oglethorpe's "testimony" at the Thanks-

giving dinner that sets a precedent for the ensuing format of 

the love feasts. 

As is the case with all of Buechner's most successful 

characterizations, Nancy is made to come alive through her 

speech patterns. An excerpt from her speech at the first 

dinner illustrates the idiom that individualizes her. Speak-

ing of her shady past, Nancy says, 

I wanted to sever connections with the past and make a 
fresh start, but psychological factors having to do 
with long-term patterns of behavior and the unfor-
tunate reputation I have acquired in certain circles 
plus the fact that my professional work is constantly 
exposing me to situations that are too much for me to 
handle, these have all contributed to making it prob-
lematical at best that I could ever change. . . . I've 
never been a religious person vis-a-vis church and 
Jesus et cetera, but right here in this room it hit me 
like a bolt out of the blue.19^ 

Nancy then makes the proposal that gives Bebb's min-

istry a new impetus: "I think we should try to make Prince-

194. 

ton, New Jersey one big love feast for Jesus." ^ Nancy is 

instrumental in choosing the elements that become part of 

the regular feasts. 

, p. 54. 19^Ibid., p. 67. 19^Ibid., p. 68. 
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After the love feasts are well established, Parr and 

Nancy on one occasion become partners in a confession ritual 

which was one of Nancy's contributions to the format of the 

feasts. In this ritual each couple would hold up their hands 

to each other, palms up. Each partner would then pretend 

that the other's palms were a mirror in which he could view 

his own face and thus his soul and tell his partner what 

bothered him. For absolution the partners would then feed 

each other Tropicanas and Ritz crackers in a parody of com-

munion. As Parr explains it, "If crumbs got into your beard 

or Tropicanas slopped down over your love beads, Nancy Ogle-

thorpe said so much the better. It helped break the ice. 

An ice-type breaker."195 The confession ritual between Parr 

and Nancy centers around Parr's admission of the "deadness" 

he feels over the separation from his wife and son and 

Nancy's revelation that her real name is not Oglethorpe but 

Obenzinger. Upon hearing this fact Parr confides to the 

reader, "I thought of saying I'd never guessed her secret— 

had taken her for a classmate of Jackie Kennedy's, a member 

of Piping Rock, a Daughter of the American Revolution.1,196 

But before Parr has a chance to say anything, Nancy plants a 

moist kiss on Parr's wrist. Parr reacts by thinking that 

"maybe her kiss was as close to the kiss of peace as any I 

was likely to find anywhere else just then. Things being 

195Ibid., p. 102. 196Ibid., p. 105. 
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what they were."197 This scene and the related description 

of the "confessions" by such incongruous partners as "townie 

dropouts and varsity jocks, Aquarian potheads, coed madonnas 

with ironed hair, butterfly-crotched peace freaks who put 

flowers in the barrels of ROTC rifles,1,198 reveal Buechner' s 

comic flair as well as his compassionate view of the loneli-

ness inherent in the common human condition. 

The common human condition is one of the themes of Love 

Feast, but the two most obvious religious themes of the novel 

are the continuation of the theme of grace and a bolder use 

of the theme of Jesus as Savior of mankind. Although Bebb's 

sermons have always been about Jesus (Bebb never refers to 

him as Christ), the love feast sermons center on the subject 

more fully. For example, the theme of the Thanksgiving day 

sermon is human isolation which is assuaged by Christ's ac-

ceptance of human beings through grace, an act which makes 

all men brothers. As Bebb puts it, 

It1s like everyone of us has lost his way so bad we 
don't even know which way is home anymore only we1 re 
ashamed to ask. You know what would happen if we 
would own up we're lost and ask? Why, what would 
happen is we'd find out home is each other. We'd 
find out home is Jesus loves us lost or found or any 
whichway.1^9 

Bebb always speaks of the love feasts being held for 

Jesus with Jesus there as a sympathetic guest. According 

to him, everything at the feasts must be done with this fact 

197Ibid., p. 106. 198Ibid., p. 102. 
199Ibid., p. 61. 
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in mind. When Nancy Oglethorpe objects to the plan to serve 

spiked punch at the feasts because it would attract the 

wrong kind of people, Bebb's reaction is "it's the wrong 

kind of people Jesus w a n t s . B e b b s colloquial manner of 

speaking and his offhand familiarity when using Jesus' name 

result in a near-blasphemous effect that Buechner admits 

offends some readers. Although one is somewhat taken aback 

by the use of this technique in Lion Country, by the time 

one reaches Love Feast he becomes aware that Buechner uses 

this method to portray Bebb's almost naive sincerity in the 

statements that he makes. Only one who believes totally in 

what he says could utter the audacious statements that Bebb 

does in such an offhand manner, as if the statements were 

only common knowledge. Bebb's use of slang and colloquial-

isms to refer to the work of Jesus carries over into Parr's 

narration. For example, at the confession sessions Bebb 

would assure the participating partners that Jesus had for-

given them; then the partners would raise their paper cups 

to each other in a Tropicana toast. Of this scene Parr ob-

serves wryly, "I suppose that meant that even if Jesus was 

still dragging his feet, at least they could look at each 

other. It was a step in the right direction."201 Although 

at times the simplicity of Bebb's beliefs is made to be 

appealing, at other times Bebb carries his flamboyance to an 

extreme. Bebb brings cataclysm upon himself, for instance, 

20C>ibid. , p. 93. Ô-̂ -Ibid. , p. 102. 
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by filling out his income tax as though he were Jesus. As 

Sharon explains the matter, "He says all his income, it s 

going out for Jesus, so why not send it in like it was Jesus' 

income. He was pleased as punch when he read it over the 

phone."202 

The theme of grace, which appears throughout the tril-

ogy, is made explicit in Love Feast in several passages. 

Sometimes the word is used in its strictly religious sense— 

God saves man through grace—and sometimes the word is used 

in its connotations of "graciousness." An example of the 

former occurs when Sharon presses Bebb at the end of the 

novel for a statement of an assurance of his faith. Bebb 

answers, "When the time of testing comes, I'll just have to 

say, Savior, let thy grace be sufficient."203 An example of 

the use of the word in its connotations of "graciousness" is 

Parr's final statement that even if he has been unable to 

rise above irony like the saints, he has achieved a capacity 

for living out his life "with something like grace." These 

varying connotations can be seen in Buechner's definition of 

the word in Wishful Thinking; A Theological ABC, where grace 

is "the smell of rain," and "somebody loving you" as well as 

the orthodox meaning of complete acceptance by God because 

of his love.2°4 

202Ibid., p. 111. 203Ibid., p. 223. 

204Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological 
ABC (New York, 1973), pp. 33-34. 
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In Love Feast Buechner continues the literary tech-

niques he used in the previous novels to make his points. 

These usually reflect his interest in religious and spiritual 

matters. Juxtaposition of poetic phrasing and colloquialism 

is one of his most consistent devices, the poetic phrases 

sometimes consisting of Biblical allusions, as in the fol-

lowing passage where Parr speculates on Nancy Oglethorpe's 

promiscuous past: 

Affairs with Nancy Oglethorpe. It would have needed 
Solomon himself to sing of them, I thought. Her navel 
like a round goblet which wanteth not liquor, her 
belly like a heap of wheat set about with lilies, the 
smell of her nose like apples. I pictured her on that 
unmade scholar's bed like a great mound of yoghurt, 
her electric typewriter forgotten on the littered 
desk.205 

The use of symbolism also continues; in fact, many of 

the same symbols are used, particularly the letter "A," which 

to Parr stands for his first name, the shape of the cast in 

which his sister died, the Eiffel Tower, adultery, andiamo, 

amen, â  rivederci, delayed adolescence, and "that deep-drawn 

ah-h-h of mingled regret and relief with which we tend to 

greet the death of even the people we love most; maybe even, 

in the last analysis, the death of ourselves.1,206 Four-

letter words are also used as a literary device, especially 

the use of the word "shit" to convey the idea of life's 

darkness, horror, and meaninglessness. In The Final Beast 

20^Buechner, Love Feast, p. 66. 

206ibid., p. 37. 
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Nicolet related his sense of shock when first hearing the 

word used in connection with Christ; in Love Feast Bebb 

tells Roebuck that God sent his son down here in the "shit" 

with the rest of mankind. 

Although Love Feast is in some respects a depressing 

novel, Buechner has expressed his feeling that the ending of 

the novel is affirmative. He was, he said, "enormously 

pleased" with the scene in which Bebb and Clarence Golden 

take their final plane ride over the Princeton reunion, re-

leasing colored balloons and two streamers reading Here s 

to Jesus" and "Here's to you." Buechner said, ". . . to me 

there had been a real ascension—a real resurrection . . . 

somehow it was something I felt was being affirmed."207 

Parr, who was not present at this scene, says he wants to 

picture the two men bailing out before the plane crashed and 

hurrying off to the horizon. Parr admits that no hard evi-

dence exists for such an escape, except the negative evidence 

that no trace of them, not even a button, was found in the 

wreckage of the plane, which did burn. 

Buechner apparently left the death of Bebb open-ended 

in this novel for the same reason that he leaves much else 

ambiguous: because this is his way. But also he must have 

desired, even at that time, to leave the possibility of 

Bebb's survival viable. He is, in fact, presently writing a 

fourth novel in which, he said, "Bebb may or may not appear 

207personal interview. 



199 

alive." Buechner said that he is writing the novel because 

"these characters were still so alive in me, so vital."208 

If Buechner decides to end the series with Love Feast 

after all, it will be an effective ending. Love Feast con-

tains within its covers all of Buechner's best qualities as 

an author: the ability to create colorful characterization, 

skill with language, effective use of literary technique, 

successful first-person narration, energetic comic descrip-

tion, and perceptive treatment of universal themes. To the 

reader who approaches Buechner's eight novels in chronolog-

ical sequence, his growth as a creative artist is readily 

apparent. Although themes essentially do not change, 

Buechner increasingly finds his own unique methods of 

expressing them. 



CONCLUSION 

I Don't Wear the Bottoms of My Trousers Rolled 

Two conclusions emerge from a chronological examination 

of Frederick Buechner's work: his creative ability has in-

creased as his approach has changed, and yet his themes have 

remained basically the same. Even before Buechner became 

aware of his interest in the religious and spiritual nature 

of man, he was writing, in his first novel, about human iso-

lation resulting from sin; the regrettable yet inevitable 

destruction of innocence by knowledge; the ineffective 

"priesthood" which fails to meet the needs of secular man; 

and the ambiguities of human existence. In the two novels 

which followed, still employing the elegant "Jamesian" style, 

Buechner continued his concern with these themes while 

adding others: the seeming conflict between reason and faith, 

the problems inherent in emotional detachment, the contempo-

rary man1s search for meaning. 

After Buechner's ordination, with his fourth novel The 

Final Beast, his style changed. With the necessity to relax 

his oral expression in preaching, he experienced a relax-

ation of his written expression also. In this novel he 

first employed a new comic sense, which nevertheless con-

tinued to examine universal religious ideas, stressing 

200 
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particularly the joyousness of belief, the beauty of for-

giveness, and the possibility of the miraculous. In The 

Entrance to Porlock Buechner abandoned orthodox religious 

terminology and adopted mystical-symbolic methods to pursue 

psychological themes of self-realization. Because the struc-

ture of this novel is a journey, however, it becomes clear 

that even these themes are but new expressions of the same 

metaphysical questions that have always concerned Buechner: 

what is life, where are we going, and how do we get there? 

In his most recent novels, the trilogy, Buechner takes 

even bolder steps in changing his approach by employing 

earthy, ribald dialogue and offbeat characterizations. Yet 

in the trilogy he employs many of the same themes first 

encountered in the earlier novels: the "failed priest" theme, 

the possibility of supernatural occurrences, the failure of 

human communication, and the problem of emotional detachment. 

To these he adds a pervasive theme of grace and the redemp-

tive work of Christ. It becomes clear also that the reality 

of reconciling evil with the Christian concept of a loving 

God is a theme in almost every novel because his consider-

ation for the views of "unbelieving believers" demands 

honest evaluation. 

It can be seen, then, that Buechner's religious themes 

are consistent. Certain ideas, however, dominate his fiction. 

Perhaps the most pervasive one is his evaluation of the uni-

versal problem of doubt versus faith. Since all questions 
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in Judaeo-Christian religion must ultimately be decided on 

this basis, it is not surprising that this theme undergirds 

Buechner's work. 

On the side of doubt, Buechner presents a character in 

almost every novel whose searching questions define the 

problems of the unbeliever: Paul Steitler, the English in-

structor in A Long Day's Dying, notes that "the great ones 

saw it all as pretty black"; Richard Lundrigan in The 

Season's Difference tells Cowley that the name "Christ" has 

become meaningless in today1s world; in The Return of Ansel 

Gibbs Sylvia Tripp observes that "things . . . are harder to 

explain if you believe in God than if you don't"; Irma Rein-

wasser in The Final Beast thinks that "if you've got God for 

a friend you don't need any enemies"; and in the trilogy 

Sharon Bebb, among others, serves as a distaff to her 

father's simple faith. Once when Bebb tells Sharon that 

they must "hold tight to Jesus," Sharon asks, "Jesus who?" 

In each novel, however, Buechner also creates charac-

ters and situations which confirm religious faith. Tristram 

Bone knows that sin is a reality for which he must seek ab-

solution; Peter Cowley suggests that the world never really 

"tried" the "words and example of Christ"; Robin Tripp 

learns to pray without pretense; Theodore Nicolet possesses 

a joyful confidence in God's love; Leo Bebb is believable in 

spite of himself; and Antonio Parr learns to live his life 

with "a kind of grace." Yet these conclusions are not 
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easily achieved by these characters. Buechner maintains a 

steady vision of the ambiguities of both religious belief 

and life itself; one of his favorite words is "maybe." To 

the believer, this quality in his work may be frustrating; 

one might wish that he would assume a more positive stance. 

However, Buechner refuses all simple answers, saying, "I want 

to be true to the experience of truth, which always includes 

the possibility that maybe you're just kidding yourself."1 

It is evident, this statement notwithstanding, that 

Buechner's personal conviction is that man cannot help seek-

ing God or some force higher than himself. The reason for 

this, he believes, is the emptiness with which all men are 

inevitably acquainted. He writes, 

Each of us . . . carries around inside himself, I 
believe, a certain emptiness—a sense that something 
is missing, a restlessness, the deep feeling that 
somehow all is not right inside his skin. Psychol-
ogists sometimes call it anxiety, theologians some-
times call it estrangement, but whatever you call it, 
I doubt that there are many who do not recognize the 
experience itself, especially no one of our age, 
which has been variously termed the age of anxiety, 
the lost generation, the beat generation, the lonely 
crowd. . . . In such a world, I suspect that maybe 
God speaks to us most clearly through his silence, 
his absence, so that we know him best through our 
missing him.2 

But faith, as Buechner knows, is not easy; as Leo Bebb 

says, "It's hard as hell." Peter Cowley, Theodore Nicolet 

and Peter Ringkoping all hope for verifiable visions to 

-̂Personal interview with Frederick Buechner, Hobe Sound, 
Florida, March 15, 1976. 

^Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York, 
1966), p. 48. 
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confirm God's existence. What they accept, instead, is 

faith without empirical proof. In The Magnificent Defeat 

Buechner writes, 

If we are to believe he is really alive . . . then we 
have to believe without proof. And of course that is 
the only way it could be. If it could be somehow 
proved, then we would have no choice but to believe. 
And in the very moment that we lost that freedom, we 
would cease to be human beings. Our love of God 
would have been forced on us, and love that is forced 
is of course not love at all.^ 

Nevertheless, Buechner would urge all men to seek. In 

The Hungering Dark he writes, speaking of Christ, 

He says to follow him, to walk as he did into the 
world's darkness, to throw yourself away as he threw 
himself away for love of the dark world. And he 
says that if you follow him, you will end up on some 
kind of cross but that . . . you will also find your 
heart's desire, the peace that passes all under-
standing. . . . as far as I know there is only one 
way to find out whether that is true, and that is to 
try it. Follow him and see. And if the going gets 
too tough, you can always back out. Maybe you can 
always back out.4 

At this writing Frederick Buechner is yet a young man, 

who will no doubt add to his creative accomplishments and 

may even experiment with still different styles and ap-

proaches. Certainly he himself envisions new horizons in 

his career. When asked how he felt about his approaching 

fiftieth birthday, he indicated that he was far from 

3ibid. 

"^Frederick Buechner, The Hungering Dark (New York, 
1969), p. 55. 



205 

finished with his woirlc, adding, in an allusion to J. Alfired 

prufrock, "I don't wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled."5 

5Personal interview. 
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