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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Father Hugh Kennedy, the central character in Edwin 

O'Connor's novel The idqe of Sadness, suggests that there 

is great disparity between how a Catholic priest lives and 

how most Americans think he lives. He says. 

Any priest in any movie is almost by defini
tion a parody. Which in a way is understand
able enough. I don't think many people know 
very much about priests--I'm not talking now 
about anything so complicated as the psychol
ogy of tha religious, or motives for vocation; 
I mean just the ordinary simple matter oF how 
priests live from day to day, how they fill 
in their idle hours . . .^ 

p'any factors may contribute to a predominately prot-

estant country's distorted conceptions of the day-by-day 

life of a Catholic priest. The movies, Father Kennedy sug

gested, may be one. But surely fiction has contributed more 

to modern conceptions and misconceptions about the priest 

than has any other single source. For centuries European 

writers have considered the priest a worthy subject for 

their stories and tales. American authors, too, have made 

extensive use of the priest in fiction. Although some of 

this literature appears not to venture beyond tha Hollywood • 

image of the priest, many writers, especially the more mod-

lEdl̂ iin O'Connor, The Edge of Sadness (Boston: Little, 
Brown and Company, 1961}, pT 105. 



ern ones, present a multi-sided and thought-provoking view 

of the priest's life, work, and relationship to God. 

Tha purpose, therefore, of this thesis is twofold: 

(1) to illustrate and discuss images of the Catholic priest 

found in contemporary American fiction, i.e., fiction that 

has baen written since the year 1930; (2) to demonstrate 

that the universal implications of the priest's struggle to 

know and do the will of God merit for much of this fiction 

a wider acceptance by the reading public than it apparently 

now has. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PRIEST I.̂  LITERARY TRADITION 

In the fourteenth century the Italian writer Giovanni 

Boccaccio includes in his Decameron numerous stories about 

monks, abbots, and priests. The thematic binding shared 

by many of these tales is lust. For example, the fourth 

story on the first day tells of a novice monk "whose hot 

and lusty disposition" is such that neither fasts nor prayers 

are a deterrent to sin,^ One day he spies a pretty country 

girl praying at the altar and coaxes her to his chamber. 

Tha Lord Abbot overhears the feminine voice and investi

gates it. The monk, in turn, hears the abbot outside his 

door and knows that his wantonness has been discovered. 

Hoping to outwit the abbot and escape punishment for his 

sin, the monk leaves his chamber, locks the door behind him, 

and leaves the key with his abbot, telling him that he is 

going out to gather wood. As he had hoped, the abbot takes 

the key and visits tha girl himself, cancelling his power to 

punish tha young monk.^ 

Geoffrey Chaucer, another fourteenth century writer, 

perpetuates a similar tradition in his The Canterbury Tales'. 

2john Boccaccio, Decameron, trans, unknown (Naw York: 
The Heritage Club, 1940), p. 29. 

3lbid., pp. 30-31. 



"Tha Shipman's Tale," for example, tells about a young monk 

who makes friends with a rich merchant of "Seint Denys," 

which is near Paris. The rich merchant has a beautiful wife, 

and early one morning the monk meets har in tha garden. They 

profess love for each other, and then the wife begs the monk 

for a loan of a hundred francs. He borrows tha money from 

her husband. The next day, after the merchant has left on 

business, the monk returns to the house, gives the wife the 

hundred francs he had borrowed from her husband, and stays 

to spend the night with her. He completes his scheme by 

meeting the merchant in Paris and telling him that he has 

repaid the loan to his wife.^ 

From France comes a collection of stories from the 

fifteenth century called The Hundred Tales, Almost a score 

of these tales depict Catholic clergymen, and most of them 

fit the description given in the opening sentence of number 

forty-four, "The Solicitous Priest," which says, "Nowadays 

many priests and cures are such gay livers that none of tha 

follies committed by laymen is impossible or impracticable 

for them."^ 

This portrayal of a debauched Catholic clergy is con-

^F. N. Robinson (ed.). The Complete Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer, Student's Cambridge" Edition (Boston; Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1933), pp. 188-192, 

^Philippe Pot, "The Solicitous Priest," The Hundred 
Tales," trans. Rossell Hope Robbins (New York: Bonanza Books, 
I960}, p. 191. 



tinued down through the centuries. Robert Browning's poem 
r 

"The Bishop Orders His Tomb at Saint Praxed's Church" begins 

and ends on the same theme; it says. 

Vanity, saith the preacher, vanity! 
Draw round my bed: is Anselm keeping back? 
\'aphews—sons mine . . .ah God, I know notl Well--
She, man would have to be your mother once, 
old Gandolf envied me, so fair she wasl 

And leave me in my church, the church for peace. 
That I may watch at leisure if he leers--
Qld Gandolf, at me, from his onion-stone. 
As still he envied me, so fair she wasl^ 

The list of such references, of course, could be made almost 

endless. 

Although European authors have written about the priest 

for centuries, about the first important American author to 

write about priests as far as this writer can determine is 

Sret Harte. In 1870 he published a volume titled Bret Harte's 

Poetical Works which contains several fanciful poems about 

Catholic missionaries.'^ "The Miracle of Padre Junipero," for 

example, is the tale 

^Robert Browning, Selected Poems of Robert Browning, 
ed. William C. DeVane (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 
Inc., 1949), pp. 17, 20. 

"̂ Sooks which are apparently about priests that date with 
or antedate Bret Harte's Poetical ';Jorks include the follow
ing: Almost a Priest: A Tale T\IE.Z Deals in Facts (1870) and' 
Priest and Nun (1869) by Julia Wright; The Pri'Fst's Turf-
Cutting Day (f841) by Thomas C. î lack. These books are not 
in the Texas Technological College library, and, since they 
are by authors who are not widely known today and since 
they could have no direct bearing on the main purpose of 
this thesis, they were not obtained for examination. 



. . . of tha wonderful miracle 
Wrought by the pious Padre Serro, 
Tha very reverend Junipero.S 

The poem tails about a priest who comes with "pallid and 

careworn face" to some desert heathens. They reject him 

and his God and knock the cup of wine to the ground that 

ha offers them in the name of Christ, but a miracle occurs 

whan 

From the dry and feverish soil leaped out 
A living fountain , . .9 

In sharp contrast to the pious Padre Junipero, Father 

Forbes in Harold Frederic's The Damnation of Theron Ware is 

a sophisticated and scholarly Irish Catholic whose strange 

naw ideas contribute substantially to the damnation of 

Theron Ware. Ware, a naive young (Ylathodist minister, first 

encounters the hypnotic charms of the priest when he watches 

him perform the last rights of the Church for a dying man. 

Concerning that ceremony, he says to Father Forbes, "'What I 

have just seen in there did make a very powerful impression 

upon me.'"^^ Father Forbes' reply concerning the origin of 

the ceremony just performed, and others, such as tha baptis

mal form, shocks Ware. The priest says, "'They all turn up 

^Sret Harte, The Poetical Works of Bret Harte (Bostont 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1881), p. 68. 

9lbid., p. 71. 

lOnarold Frederic, The Damnation of Theron Ware (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965), p. 46. 



Turanian if we probe far enough.'"'''* 

Later Ware visits Father Forbes at the rectory and finds 

himself upstairs "in the most luxuriously appointed and de

lightful little room he had ever seen, . , ."''̂  Father 

Forbes has even more surprising revelations for Ware, the " 

most startling of which is his statement that "'if we could 

go back still other scores of centuries, we should find 

whole receding series of types of this Christ-myth of ours,»"''3 

Upon reflection. Ware realizes that Father Forbes is not 

really a religious man at all. He struggles with the enigma 

of Father Forbes who "could talk coolly about tha 'Christmyth' 

without even ceasing to be a priest, and apparently a very 

active and devoted priest."'^ But Ware works out what he 

believes is the explanation for Father Forbes, an explanation 

which he finds exciting. He reasons. 

Evidently there was an intellectual world, a 
world of culture and grace, of lofty thoughts 
and the inspiring communion of real knowledge, 
where creeds were not of importance, and where 
men asked one another, not 'Is your soul saved?' 
but 'Is your mind well furnished?'^^ 

But Father Forbes has an even more upsetting statement 

to make to Reverend Ware. On another occasion he says. 

'''' Ibid. 

''^Ibid., p. 65. 

''^Ibid., p. 73. 

''^Ibid., p. 135. 

''^ibid. 
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Where religions are concerned, the human race 
are still very like savages in a dangerous 
wood in the dark, telling one another ghost 
stories around a camp-fire.''^ 

In the introduction to tha edition of The Damnation of 

Theron Ware which was used for this thesis, John Henry 

Raleigh summarizes the function of Father Forbes in the 

novel. He says. 

Father Forbes, then, is the voice of history, 
of tragedy, of loneliness, of the unfathomable, 
of the mysteries that surround and encompass 
us, of our aboriginal fear of space and time, 
of the endless repetitions in which we are in
volved, . . ,^'^ 

All this seams like a strange role for a priest to play. But 

an even more important consideration than the unsettling 

characterization of Father Forbes is tha tremendous impact 

that he has on a protestant minister. Writing on this aspect 

of tha novel's historical significance, Raleigh declares, 

"it shows Irish Catholicism conquering American Protestant

ism, a happening without parallel in an important American 

novel, . . ,"^2 As far as this writer was able to discover, 

as Raleigh says. Father Forbes is unique in American fiction. 

At least one other American novel published at the close 

of the nineteenth century has a priest in a major role. This 

work. The Gadfly, seems melodramatic in tone, and, for this 

l^ibid., p. 243. 

'''̂ John Henry Raleigh, "Introduction" to Harold Frederic's 
The Damnation of Theron Ware (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1965), p. xxv. 

18 Ibid., p. XV. 



i.riter, the novel lacks appeal because of these highly melo

dramatic passages. For example, at the climax of the story 

Cardinal lYlontanelli discovers on a visit to an Italian prison 

that tha life he holds in his hands by virtue of his high 

office in the Church is that of his son, the Gadfly, a re

ligious and political agitator. The Cardinal must decide 

whether to accede to a colonel's demand for a court-martial 

and quick execution of his son or refuse tha demand and 

risk bloodshed in the streets should tha Gadfly's followers 

attempt to rescue him. The Gadfly forces his father to 

choose between him and God; he says, 

'If you have decided that you can't, or won't, 
give up that thing'--he glanced again at the 
crucifix on the wall--'you must consent to what 
tha colonel--' . . .^^ 

In response the tortured Cardinal cries, "'Consentl lYly 

God--consent—Arthur, but I love you.l'"20 He does consent 

to the court-martial, however, proving his love for God is 

greater than his love for his own son. 

Another early reference to the priest in American lit

erature is the slightly enigmatic epitaph for Father Malloy 

in Edgar Lee Masters' Spoon River Anthology, a book of poems 

which was published in 1915. The epitaph says of the priest, 

You were so human. Father Malloy, 
Taking a friendly glass sometimes with us, 

l^E. L. Voynich, The Gadfly (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 1897), p. 33B̂ i 

20 Ibid. 
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You were part of and related to a great past. 
And yet you were so dose to many of us,5*1 

These lines are glowing and seemingly sincere in their ex

pression of affection and admiration for Father Malloy, But 

despite his apparent magnetism, the poem ends with a wry 

note on his ultimate failure: "Some of us almost came to 

you. Father Malloy,"22 

In 1927 Thornton Wilder published The Bridge of San 

Luis Rey, a novel which traces Brother Juniper's efforts 

to categorize theology with the exact sciences. Juniper 

witnesses the collapse of a bridge and tha fate of the five 

people who are on it. He asks, "'Why did this happen to 

those five?'"23 for him the answer is obvious; he says, 

"Either we live by accident and die by accident, or we live ' 

by plan and die by plan."*̂ "* Brother Juniper resolves to 

inquire into the lives of the victims even as they are fall

ing to their deaths. As he begins, he is confident of the 

outcome of his research: 

He knew the answer. He merely wanted to prove 
it, historically, mathematically, to his con
verts,—poor obstinate converts, so slow to be-

^'^Edgar Lee Masters, Spoon River Anthology (New York: 
The MacMillan Co., 1915), p. 177. 

^^Ibid. 

^^yhornton Wilder, The Bridge of San Luis Ray (New York: 
Albert & Charles Boni, 1928}, p. 19. 

^'^Ibid. 
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lieve that their pains were inserted into their 
lives for their own good.25 

When Brother Juniper completes his experiment years later, 

the results are disillusionment and death. Judges find his 

Dook heretical, and they sentence him to burn at the stake. 

But for Brother Juniper the thought of dying does not con

cern him as much as his own self-doubt. Tha author says, "He 

sat in his cell that last night trying to seek in his own life 

the pattern that had escaped him in five others."^6 The next 

morning his heart is cheered somewhat by a crowd of his con

verts who have come out of love and trust to witness his ex

ecution. As the flames leap up at his body, "he called twice 

upon St. Francis and leaning upon a flame he smiled and died,"2' 

Also in 1927 Willa Gather published Death Comes for the 

Archbishop. This book is especially significant for the pur

poses of this thesis, for included in this one novel is an 

archetype for each of the three distinct types of priests that 

appear again and again in contemporary American fiction. These 

types are as follows: (1) the priest as saint and hero; 

(2) the priest as sinner and misfit; (3) the priest as God's 

man, 

An archetype of the saint and hero is Father Vaillant, 

the faithful assistant to Bishop Latour, It is said of him,' 

25ibid., pp. 20-21, 

^^Ibid., p. 219. 

2'7ibid,, p. 220. 
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"everyone believed in Father \/aillant--homely, real, persis

tent, with the driving power of a dozen men in his poorly-

built Gody."2a As a missionary devoted to his God, he allows 

his life to become "a succession of mountain ranges, path

less deserts, yawning canyons and swollen rivers, . . ,"29 

Whatever the sacrifice, hardship, hazard, or challenge. 

Father Uaillant meets it, usually with success, 

Padra Martinez of Taos is the antithesis of Father 

Uaillant, Unlike Padre Gallegos of Albuquerque, whose sins_ 

of the flesh are mollified by his disarming warmth and gen

erosity, Padre Martinez's gross sins of the flesh--among 

other things he is the father of many children—appear ve

nial only when they are compared to the maliciousness of his 

spirit. It was rumored that he had encouraged the Taos In

dians to revolt against the American governor, and when some 

of them were caught, he did nothing to prevent their execu

tions. At their death, he inherited their land and became 

"quite the richest man in the parish."2*^ As an ultimate sin, 

he flouts the authority of nis Bishop and of the Church, 

When Bishop Latour removes him from his position, he forms 

a schismatic church of his own and eventually dies in his sins " 

unrepentant. 

23jilia Gather, Death Comes for the Archbishop (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1949}, p. 38. 

^^Ibid., p. 41. 

30lbid., p. 140. 
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Despite this picture of the absolute degradation of the 

padre of Taos, the key to Willa Gather's successful portray

al of priests would seem to be restraint. Even her extremes 

of saint and sinner have a ring of truth about them that fore

stalls disbelief and adds vitality to the narrative. This 

restraint is especially observable in the characterization 

of the central figure of the novel. Bishop Latour, God's man. 

Father Latour is not ordinary; he is, in fact, "a priest 

in a thousand, . . ,"^^ At tha same time, he is not a mir

acle worker. He finds progress in his diocese slow and dif

ficult. He knows frustration, disappointment, and defeat, 

Tha ultimate esteem which the people of Santa Fa hold for 

him at his death is not as a result of any superhuman heroics 

or unearthly saintliness on his part. Rather, they simply 

recognize that while he lived he was truly a servant of men 

and a man of God, 

Willa Gather's Death Comes for the Archbishop thus, in 

broad terms, includes all three characterizations of the 

priest which are most commonly found in contemporary American 

fiction. Contemporary authors have, of course, developed 

many variations on each of these characterizations in Gather's 

novel. Many writers whose stories have frontier settings 

similar to that of her work have created what seem to this 

writer to be extreme portrayals of the priest as the suffer-

31lbid., p. 19. 
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ing saint and hero. Others who have written of the priest 

as sinner or misfit have emphasized the more subtle sins of 

the spirit, such as pride and self-centeredness or a spirit

less mediocrity, rather than the coarse and lusty and re

bellious sins of Padre Martinez, 

As for the priest as God's man, seldom in contemporary 

fiction does the priest begin on the high spiritual level 

which Father Latour exhibits from the outset of Death Comes 

for the Archbishop, Instead he must first struggle with his 

own spiritual problems, and only when he conquers them does 

he become God's man. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PRIEST AS SAINT AND HERO 

In a novel titled Savages and Saints, young Father Pedro 

says to his Archbishop, "'You ask your priests to be heroes 

and saints day and night, three hundred and sixty-five days 

in the year,'"' Apparently many American readers, like Father 

Pedro's Archbishop, expect their priests to be saints and 

heroes. This is'a reasonable assumption, at least, if the 

impressive number of contemporary novels which do character-

ize the priest in this manner accurately indicates the demand 

for such literature. 

Novels of this type generally fall into one of two broad 

categories. First, some novels tell the story of a priest 

who has no moral or spiritual problems of his own. He is 

assumed to be a saint or hero from the beginning. The plot 

of the story, therefore, concerns a problem remote from the 

secure soul of the priest. Instead, he may struggle with the 

elements, with a bigoted, indifferent, or even hostile people, 

with social inequity, or ha may even struggle with nothing more 

momentous than the problems of an orphan girl. His struggle 

and inevitable victory serve only to enhance his saintly and 

heroic image. 

''Mrs. Fremont Older, Savages and Saints (New York: E. P. 
Outton & Co., Inc, 1936), p. 8. 

15 



16 

Among the many novels that fall into this category is 

Albert Idell's The Great Blizzard. In this book Father Duffy 

prefers surrendering his priesthood to submitting to Roma's 

demand that ha give up his unpopular fight for certain social 

reforms. Typical of the author's treatment of the priest's 

role is a statement concerning Father Duffy which says that 

"he looked almost as saintly as some people thought he was."^ 

Father Dowdy, in Long After Summer by Robert Nathan, 

helps a young girl to escape the police so that she may tem

porarily avoid being sent to an orphanage. His posture is 

the best clue to his saintliness; the writer says, "Father 

Dowdy was standing in front of us, with bent head; something 

in his pose reminded me of church."*^ 

Another novel in this genre is Elgin Groseclose's The 

Carmelite, Despite years of gnawing privation and temptation, . 

Father Fray Juan opens the door for Christianity in heathen 

Persia, A Monsignor says of his efforts, "'he sowed the Seed 

widely—and shrewdly,' , , ."^ And despite the rules of his 

order and his own protests against it, he is named Bishop of 

Isfahan, 

Another novel about a Catholic missionary is Helen White's' 

^Albert E, Idell, The Great Blizzard (New York: Henry Holt 
and Co,, 1948), p, 146, 

^Robert Nathan, Long After Summer (New York: Alfred A. 
Knoph, 1948), p. 145, 

^Elgin Groseclose, Tha Carmelite (New York: The MacMillan 
Company, 1955), p. 281. 
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Dust on the King's Highway, Father Francisco Garces is a mis

sionary to tha Indians in California during tha latter half of 

the eighteenth century. He suffers the hardships of thirst, 

hunger, fear, and bitter disappointment, but his faith never 

wavers. His work even seems to make some progress for a time. 

Then it becomes apparent to him that his converts among the 

Indians have reverted to their pagan ways and will soon attack 

the pueblo of white settlers. Father Garces makes a hero's 

decision when he determines to keep this information to him

self, for he knows the commander of the pueblo will send him 

away to safety if he should learn of the impending attack. 

This would mean that he would be unable to help the settlers. 

He tries, therefore, to prepare the pueblo for attack without 

letting anyone know what he is doing. His hope is that some

how he can save some lives. Finally the massacre comes, but 

because of the influence of Father Garces, the Indians spare 

many of the woman and children. The savages, however, blud

geon the heroic priest to death. He dies without a struggle 

and with the name of God on his lips. The author says of this 

scene. 

Again, the dubs swung and fell, but this time 
Carets made no effort to get up. For he did not 
hear their gleaming hiss, and the heavy crash of 
their fall. He was listening to a bell ringing 
out from a great height, ringing up and down the 
rivers, ringing the joyous words of the Magnifi-
cat, 'My soul doth magnify the Lord.'^ 

^Helen C, White, Dust on the King's Highway (New York: 
The MacMillan Co,, 1947), p, 465. 
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The description of Father Paul in The Hurricane seems to 

define with special clarity the universal qualities of saint 

and hero shared by most of the priests of this genre. The 

islands of the Eastern Pacific provide the setting for this 

novel. Paul, the priest, has served his people for over fifty 

years without once returning to his native France. Although 

he is now in his seventies, Father Paul remains very active 

among his people. The author explains. 

He had never been ill in his life; . , . His 
courage, which was as remarkable as his indus
try, came in part, no doubt, from radiant, un
failing health, but it was based upon his abso
lute trust in God.^ 

The islands which comprise Father Paul's parish spread 

out in a radius of one hundred and fifty miles, but he makes 

his rounds in a small cutter only sixteen feet long, and he 

does so, of course, in all kinds of weather. 

When the hurricane strikes. Father Paul refuses to leave 

the church which he has built with his own hands. Tha writer 

says, 

Imagine the scene: the roaring wind adding its 
tumult to that of the sea, the water rising, 
even as they spoke, until it was ankle-deep 
over the floor of the church. And imagine, if 
you can, the unshakable trust of the old priest 
in God's mercy."^ 

And God's mercy, in this case, is that Father Paul should die 

in the wreckage of his church. 

^Charles Nordhoff and James Norman Hall, The Hurricane 
(New York: Blue Ribbon Books, 1936), pp. 32-33. 

"^Ibid., p. 177. 
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Old but vigorous, lovable, brimming with faith and trust, 

courageous, obscure—these are the qualities of the saint-

hero priest, and Father Paul possesses them all. 

Another Father Paul is the priest in Russell Janney's 

The ruiracle of the Bells. His struggle over the years among 

the suspicious, ignorant people of a small Eastern mining 

town has largely been unsuccessful. He is, in fact, an appar

ent failure: 

He had not been thinking of the unpaid bills he 
held before him, except as they were a tangible 
evidence of his life's inefficiency. He was 
thinking that as a priest he was a complete 
failure.Q 

Among tha signs of his failure are his old and worn cassock, 

which is darned at the elbow, and his thin, patched shoes. 

But these appearances are deceptive, for he is indomitable, 

Tha author says. 

Father Paul was doing the thing he wanted most 
to do--helping a fellow manl . , . 

In spite of adversity, poverty, obvious frus
tration. Father Paul had not quit. He was bat
tling on I He had not become mean and sour and 
bitter.^ 

To make sure that the reader properly interprets these 

signposts to Father Paul's greatness, Janney puts it more 

plainly: "Ounnigan looked at this frail man. , . He felt that 

he was looking at a great man."'''̂  Greatness, of course. 

^Russell Janney, The niracla of the Bells (New York: 
Prantica-Hall, Inc., 1946), p. 109. 

^Ibid., p. 122. 

lOlbid,, p. 124. 
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triumphs over all obstacles. With the help of a Hollywood 

agent, a spectacular funeral, and the miracle of the bells. 

Father Paul achieves his social and medical reforms, gets a 

new church, the rank of monsignor, and a new silk cassock 

with purple buttons. 

Poverty, as in Father Paul's case, is a common milieu 

for the saintly priest. In Taylor Caldwell's The Sound of 

Thunder, Father Jahle lives in abject poverty. He wears a 

thin coat, severely worn collar, and a black scarf which his 

mother made for him. George Enreich, an athiest, meets 

Father Jahle and makes the following assessment of him: 

He saw that the priest had no warm gloves; his 
worn hands were purplisn. He was trying to 
repress shudders of cold. George noticed that 
this poverty-stricken, this starveling, priest 
was not intimidated at learning who he was. He 
stood on his dignity, tired, beset, and raveled, 
as a man of God before whom the rich and the 
powerful were only as all man, to be enlightened 
and brought to the Lord,'''' 

Enreich taunts tha priest; he says, "'Your hands look frost

bitten. No doubt--you gave your gloves away.'"'^ Father 

Jahle replies, 

'To tell you the truth . . . I did that this 
morning. My mother had knitted me gloves to 
match this scarf, but I saw a newsboy without 
gloves and he needed them more than I did.'''^ 

11 Taylor Caldwell, The Sound of Thunder (Garden City, 
New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc,, 1957), pp, 112-113, 

^^Ibid,, p. 113. 

''^Ibid. 
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Despite Enreich's rudeness. Father Jahle maintains his 

saintly poise and attitude. The author says. 

The priest's kind young eyes, so brown, so seri
ous, so ingenuous, became humble. He must re
member again that one never judged another by 
rumor or malice,'^ 

Eventually Father Jahle's selfless habits make him ill. 

A friend speaks to him about his need for medical attention, 

but he protests that his church could not get along without 

him and that there is really nothing wrong with him anyway. 

To this his friend replies, "'Nothing except starvation and 

overwork and worry, . . ,'"''5 

A second category of novels in this chapter features 

priests that must struggle with personal weaknesses which 

threaten the sanctity of their lives. Their struggle may be 

with pride, love of a woman, or nothing more worldly than a 

passion for fishing. Whatever the problem and regardless of 

how desperate their spiritual condition may become, tha tone 

of each of these novels generally indicates the inevitability 

of the priests' victory over their besetting sins and the 

attainment of lofty spiritual goals. 

This chapter begins with a quotation from Savages and 

Saints in which a young priest complains about his Arch

bishop's stern discipline. The young priest. Father Pedro, • 

is fleeing from an illicit love affair with Ava Blair. To 

^^Ibid., pp.113-114. 

''^Ibid., p. 298. 
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teach him a lesson in self-denial, the Archbishop assigns him 

to the remote and desolate mission of Santa Lucia, or, as 

Father Pedro calls it, "'the home of rattlesnakes and coy

otes. »"^S The inspirational shadow of the founder of the 

mission, the venerated Padre Junipero, seems to breathe new 

spirit and vitality into Father Pedro, and he works tireless

ly for the restoration of Santa Lucia. 

Then Ava appears and tempts Padre Pedro to forget his 

holy vows and come away with her. Although he wears about 

his waist a punishing girdle that cuts into his body, it is 

no defense against the desire for Ava that rules him now. 

The author says. 

She filled him with ardor . . . annulled all 
vows. To be with her ha would bear the inev
itable pain and ignomy. He fall forward and 
kissed her on the mouth, . , , He rejoiced in 
being blind, without will,''' 

In their embrace Ava discovers the girdle under his cassock 

and is repulsed by it: 

Now for the first time she drew away from him, 
'I felt it, I knew something was different, as 
if you were coated with ica, , , , That girdle 
has power, , . , All the power in Padre Junipero's 
life is going on in that girdle—a reproach, a 
divine rebuke. You don't belong to me any 
mora.''• ̂  

''^oidar, p. 10. 

^"^Ibid., p. 340. 

^Qlbid., p. 341, 
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Thus, the mystical powers of a saint's girdle save Padre 

Pedro from sin and free him from all earthly desires: 

For a long time he knelt in silence, and peace 
came to him. No longer had he desire for human 
embrace. Padre Pedro had found his eternal heart. 
Ha pressed his lips to the altar. 

When the Padre rose to return to his couch, all 
the saints seemed to smile in benediction,'^ 9 

In contrast to Padre Pedro's desperate struggle with con

cupiscence, in Winfield Brooks' novel The Shining Tides, Fa

ther O'Meara's one remaining vestige of worldly attachment is 

his love for bass fishing. When a fishing trip keeps him from 

knowing of a friend's desperate attempt to seek his help, he 

vows never to fish again: 

Suddenly this giant bass caught his line. He 
fought it a moment and then took a knife and cut 
his line, and asked his friend to head their 
boat in, 

'Are you all right?' 
Father O'Meara smiled, 'All right,' he said. 

'A Penance only. This is mine, self-imposed, I 
shall not fish again,'20 

Perhaps the most important novel in the study of the 

priest as saint and hero to be found in contemporary American 

fiction is Henry Morton Robinson's The Cardinal. In Father 

Fermoyle, Robinson has created a hero of almost epic propor

tions. In the opening chapter the author establishes this 

young priest's great consecration and brilliance. He writes, 

Stephen was one of those fortunate souls . . . on 

''^Ibid., p. 343. 

20uiinfield Brooks, The Shining Tides (New York: William 
Morrow and Co., 1952), p. 279. 
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whom the Holy Ghost had descended surely and 
soon. All through high school and college, 
the sacerdotal imprint had been clear. In
wardly consecrated, yat without excessive pi
ety, he had been at twenty-two an outstanding 
candidate for special training at the North 
American College in Rome,^'' 

As a young priest. Father Fermoyle's career moves rap

idly from one success to another. Acts of heroism become a 

part of his normal day. For example, when Hercule Menton lies 

bleeding to death from a deep gash in his foot. Father Fermoyle 

uses a braid of Harcula's daughter's hair as a tourniquet to 

stop the bleeding, A veterinarian arrives on the scene and 

says, "'Nice emergency work, Father, , , .'"^^ On another 

occasion Father Fermoyle risks his life to haar the confession 

of a dying man. While Joe Salvucci was cleaning out a water 

main, a truck slipped into the excavation and crushed the pipe 

Joe was working in. Father Fermoyle comes by and learns that 

the trapped man is still alive. He strips to his shorts and 

undershirt and squeezes into the pipe: 

It seemed to Stephen that he had crawled an 
oozy mile before he heard a man's low groaning. 
In tha darkness Stephen reached out to touch 
Joe Salvucci's face. The man was lying on his 
back, his lips moving piteously,23 

The courageous priest identifies himself and tails Joe that 

he has come to hear his confession. The author says, "A note 

2lHenry Morton Robinson, The Cardinal (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1950), pp. 9-10. 

22 Ibid., p. 166. 

23ibid., p. 233. 
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of wild beatitude entered Joe Salvucci's voice: 'I thanka God 

you coma. Father.'"^^ After hearing the man's confession, the 

priest backs out of tha pipe; the author writes: 

Covered with filth, Stephen crawled out of the 
pipe. Half naked, dazed, and heart-stricken, he 
lay in mud, the words of Joe Salvucci's confes
sion ringing pitifully in his ears,25 

A friend says to him, "'You were magnificent, Stefano, , . ,»"26 

The one threat to Father Fermoyle's perfection is a 

beautiful woman, Ghislana Falerni, who sets his flesh aflame. 

The author says of him: 

Stephen now suffered the agonizing consequences 
of giving one's love disproportionately to any
one but God, It shamed him to realize that 
Ghislana Falerni had gained entrance to the sanc
tuary reserved for his priesthood, and that she 
had advanced, during a single interview, to the 
very doors of the tabernacle,27 

Even a period of rigid self-discipline is ineffective in 

suppressing from his mind the image of Ghislana Falerni. In 

desperation he goes for guidance to a learned and wise Bene

dictine, Dom Arcibal Tedesco, From age fourteen, ha confesses, 

•My mind throbbed with fantasies circling about 
the female secrets, I felt the need to enter 
upon and explore these mysteries. Between the 
ages of fifteen and eighteen I was strongly 
tempted to do so,'28 

24ibid, 

25ibid., p. 234. 

26ibid. 

27 

28 

Ibid., p. 339. 

Ibid., p. 363. 
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Tedesco explains to Fermoyle, who is now a Monsignor, 

that his lust for this woman is really a plot "against himself 

which is the result of the sin of pride; he says, 

'What we are dealing with here, Monsignor, is the 
case of the half offender who carefully selects a 
sin that can never materialize. A would-be Lucifer 
who dares not take the consequences of open revolt 
against either the earthly or the Heavenly Father. 
Can you deny the pitiful mechanics of this plot 
against yourself?'29 

Now that he understands himself--that the root of his 

problem is actually not concupiscence but pride—Monsignor 

Fermoyle dispels this last threat to his priesthood, and his 

devotion to God is never again in question. From this point 

his rise in the Catholic hierarchy to tha rank of Cardinal 

becomes inevitable. He has proven himself to be both saint 

and hero. 

29 Ibid., p. 367. 



CHAPTER l\I 

THE PRIEST A3 SINNER AND MISFIT 

Chapter two of this thesis notes the emphasis of medieval 

writers on tha sins of the flesh in the ranks of the Catholic 

clergy. Modern authors, however, have shifted their emphasis 

away from the sins of the flesh to the more subtle sins of 

the spirit. In his book A Mirror of the Ministry in Modern 

Novels, Horton Davies observes: 

There is also a remarkable difference of empha
sis to be observed in the Catholic and Protestant 
novelists . . . It is that Protestants seem to 
rank tha sins of the flesh as more heinous than 
tha subtle and venomous sins of the spirit. For 
the Catholic novelists, as for the Catholic 
Church, the converse is true.'' 

The two sins which seem to dominate the lives of priests 

in contemporary American fiction are pride and mediocrity. 

The priest's excessive pride results from his exaggerated 

sense of importance, and it expresses itself in arrogance and 

in an austere professionalism. Mediocrity frequently results 

from the priest's inaptitude for the social and spiritual de

mands of his calling, and it expresses itself in the priest's 

preoccupation with trivial and selfish interests. In either 

case, the image the priest projects is an unattractive one, • 

''norton Davies, A Mirror of the Ministry in Modern Novels 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1959), p, TŜ i 

27 
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In James Agee's A Death in the Family, Father Jackson 

provides a memorable example of the priest who has succumbed 

to the sin of pride. When the father of little Rufus and 

Katharine dies. Father Jackson comes to discuss the funeral 

arrangements with their mother. Since tha dead man was not 

a Catholic, the priest must clarify what ceremony the Church 

will permit. He enters the house with professional aplomb: 

"Father Jackson strode efficiently across the room, sat in 

their father's chair, crossed his knees narrowly, and looked, 

frowning, at the carefully polished toe of his right shoe."2 

The children are hypnotized by this strange man in their 

house, and Father Jackson rebukes them for staring at him. 

'" "Children must not stare at their elders," he said, "That 

is ill-brad. . . . Say, 'Sir,' or 'I beg your pardon. Fa

ther. ' " '"2 

After the priest is shown into their mother's bedroom, 

the children creep to the door to listen. Although they do 

not understand the conversation, they sense that the priest 

is being cruel to their mother, and they hate him for it. The 

author writes, 

Rufus repeatedly saw himself flinging open tha 
door and striding in, a big stone in his hand, 
and saying, 'You stop hurting my mother.• 
Katharine knew only that a tall stranger in 
black, with a frightening jaw and a queer hat. 

2james Agee, A Death in the Family (Obolensky, New York: 
McDowell, 1957), p. 291, 

3lbid., p. 293. 
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a man whom she hated and feared, had broken into 
their house, . , ,̂  

And when Father Jackson has won the final argument with their 

mother, tha children sense the arrogance in his prayer: 

Clearly , , , the voice loved its own sound, 
inseparable from its love of the sound and con
tour of the words it spoke, as naturally as a 
fine singer delights inseparably in his voice 
and in the melody he is singing. And clearly, 
although no one word was audible to the chil
dren, the voice was not mistaken in this love,^ 

One does not question the dedication of Father Jackson 

or his ability to perform tha duties of a priest, but ex

cessive pride is an unlovely aspect of his nature which dims 

the image he projects to the reader, 

Tha perfect antithesis of Father Jackson is Father Degnan 

in Brendon Gill's novel The Trouble of One House, Father 

Degnan is a misfit and a failure, for he is still a child 

emotionally. The harsh realities of life and death over

whelm him and strip him of the effectiveness which his devo

tion to God should inspire, 

A member of the parish, Mrs. Rowan, dies after a long 

illness. Father Degnan attends her at death, but he suffers 

the terrible ignominy of fainting and bumping his head. All 

further thoughts of service vanish in a cloud of embarrass

ment and frustration; Agee writes, 

The bump felt hollow and enormous under his fin-

^Ibid., p. 296. 

Sibid., p. 297. 
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gertips, . , , He wanted only to lie down again. 
He wanted only to be back at tha rectory, lying 
on his own bed, in the safe darkness of his own 
room,° 

Like a child he seeks the security of his room, "with his 

clutter of books and files, the stained, sea-green walls com

fortably folding him in,"*̂  He accepts a ride home with Norah, 

a member of the dead woman's family. The author writes. 

Father Degnan crouched uneasily on the edge of 
the back seat , , , Father Degnan and Norah had 
run away, but they could not admit to each other 
that they had run away, , , .3 

Back in his own room with the humiliation and responsi

bility of the afternoon safely shut out. Father Degnan lies 

on his bed "as if dead or unborn,"^ Eventually the old Mon

signor returns home from his routine game of golf, and the 

young priest is seized by a sudden and inexplicable hatred 

for his superior. But when the Monsignor enters his room and 

they talk, like a child's, Father Degnan's hate subsides as 

quickly as it rose. The Monsignor asks about Mrs, Rowan, and 

again Father Degnan fails to act with maturity. The author 

says. 

There were surely a hundred ways to say it. 
Father Degnan thought, a hundred wise and 
soothing and gentle ways; and not knowing 

^Brendan Gill, The Trouble of One House (Garden City, 
New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1950), p, 141, 

'^Ibid,, p. 143. 

Qlbid., p. 145. 

^Ibid., p. 158. 
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them, he blurted harshly, like a child, 'She's 
dead.'10 

For Father Degnan the day becomes a succession of fail

ures. Tha Monsignor asks him to write a tribute to Mrs. 

Rowan for the Caller, but ho hedges, saying, "'I'm afraid of 

failing.'"11 And he does fail. The old priest calls his ar

ticle "'the worst thing I ever read in my life.'"12 

Instead of the admiration and respect a priest should 
r 

command as a servant of God, the figure of Father Degnan 

evokes only pity. He is a misfit. He wants to do well, but 

his best efforts are inept, even comical at times. With each 

new setback he reverts to the emotions and actions that shel

tered him as a child. He fleas from humiliation and dread to 

tha security of his own room and narrow bed. Then he lashes 

out with a shameful hatred at the only one who can help him. 

The novel concludes, however, with a hint that Father 

Degnan might mature. After the Monsignor finishes' his verbal 

attack on his tribute to Mrs. Rowan, Father Degnan 

waited to be angry at the Monsignor, but he was 
not angry. The anger he might have felt and had 
expected to feel was like that blue smoke [from 
the Monsignor's cigarj above the table; something 
had happened to its power to shake him and make 
him sick as it would have been only a child's 
anger.'' ̂  

IQibid., p. 165. 

lllbid., p. 167. 

l^ibid., p. 252. 

l^ibid., p. 253. 
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For the first time he overcomes a childish impulse, and ha 

and the Monsignor sit down together to rewrite the tribute. . 

Other dimensions to the image of the priest as sinner 

and misfit than these seen in the novels of Agee and Gill are 

found in the short stories of J. F. Powers. Although many of 

the priests in Powers' stories may drink too much beer or 

swear too freely for most Protestant scruples, their sins are, 

generally speaking, sins of the spirit. More often than not 

mediocrity lies at the roots of their spiritless lives. They 

fritter away their time on incredibly small, meaningless de

tails that contribute nothing to the Kingdom of God. Their 

interests and infrequent enthusiasms are decidedly mundane. 

Powers' first book of stories. Prince of Darkness and 

Other Stories, begins with a story satirically titled "The 

Lord's Day." After mass the unnamed priest sets out to chop 

down three mulberry trees in the schoolyard that are attract

ing bees. The bees have coma onto the porch and stung him on 

occasion. Despite the protests of the children and tha nuns. 

Father, as he is called in tha story, grabs the axe away from 

the janitor and strikes the first blow. For the sake of his 

critics he permits a small tree to live until such a time that' 

it too becomes a menace,'^ 

In the afternoon Father's young curate leaves the rec

tory to play golf; Powers writes. 

14j. F. Powers, "The Lord's Day," Prince of Darkness and 
Other Stories (Garden City, New York: Image Books, 1958}, p. 11. 
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young Father came clattering down the front 
stairs, dragging his golf clubs behind him. 
He spoke to Father on the porch. 

'Want me home for Devotions, Father?' 
'Oh hell. Bill, have a good time. Won't 

anybody come in weather like this but the 
nuns. I'll handle It.'15 

While the nuns gleefully count the contribution. Father 

sits on the porch listening to the radio. Presently he saun

ters into the kitchen for a beer. Now more content, he finds 

a baseball game on the radio and plays checkers with himself. 

The afternoon drags slowly on. One of the sisters turns her 

attention to a map of tha United States she is constructing 

by piecing together individual state maps furnished free by 

oil companies. The ridiculous project is necessitated by 

Father's refusal to purchase a map for the school. His phi

losophy of education is quite simple: "Give the kids an idea 

--that's all you can do in the grades,"1^ 

Father opens another beer and settles down again on the 

porch. Than, "The radio want on again. He had the Catholic 

Hour for about a minute, 'Bum speaker,' he explained while 

dialing, 'Else I'd keep it on,'"1*7 

The monotony of the afternoon is finally broken by a 

sister's request that Father look at the nuns' stove. Re

luctantly ha agrees, and, although the janitor has declared 

ISibid., p. 14. 

l^ibid,, p. 15. 

I'^Ibid., p. 16. 
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that the stove is beyond repair. Father finds nothing wrong 

with it: 

He slapped the pipe going up and through the side 
of the wall. He gave the draft regulator a twist. 

He went to the window and peered out. . . . 
'Stove's all right, Sister. It won't draw prop

erly, is all,•19 

Then he offers his solution to the problem: 

•That tree,' he said, pointing through the wall 
at the small tree which had been spared, 'is 
blocking the draft. If you want your stove to 
work properly, it'll have to coma down. That's 
all I got to say.'1^ 

Although it is tha Lord's day. Father is void of spir

itual impulses. His natural response to anything religious 

is negative. Whether it is the prospective evening service, 

a Catholic sponsored radio program, or some problem or need 

relating to the materials and equipment required to have an 

effective parish. Father shows no interest or concern. Cer

tainly Father's sins are not those of his fictional medieval 

counterpart; he is not plotting against the virtue of one of 

the nuns. In fact, ha is not plotting anything, either good 

or evil. Father is typical of many of Powers' priests, for 

he epitomizes mediocrity. 

Perhaps the principal character of the long story "Prince 

of Darkness," Father Burner, is Powers' most poignant example 

of the sin-riddled priest. Twenty years before as a seminar-

18lbid., p. 18. 

19ibid. 
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ian Father Burner had clearly envisioned his future; now he 

could hardly remember it. The author writes of tha priest's 

early dreams and present realities: 
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Like Father in "The Lord's Day," Father Burner's in

terest in spiritual things appears negligible. During the 

breakfast grace led by a visiting priest "Father Burner 

stopped chawing and did not reach for anything."21 He views 

with suspicion the two young curates who do not smoke, and 

he replies flippantly to a serious attempt by young Father 

Quinlan to discuss spiritual problems. 

But a significant difference exists between the unnamed 

priest of "The Lord's Day" and Father Burner. Father com

placently sits on the rectory porch, drinks cold beer, and 

listens to the radio. The reader may be momentarily amused 

or angered by such a priest, but he can soon dismiss Father 

from his mind. The reader cannot, however, forget Father 

Burner so easily, for he is restless and unhappy. He broods 

20pow8rs, "Prince of Darkness," Prince of Darkness and 
Other Stories, p. 155. 

21lbid., p. 159. 
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over his failure as a priest: 

He wanted to know one thing: when would he get 
a parish?' He was forty-three, four times trans
ferred, seventeen years an ordained priest, a 
curate yet and only. He was the only one of his 
class still without a parish,22 

Reflecting on himself and his priesthood Father Burner 

is painfully aware that he does not bear the mark of a priest 

like other priests do; he thinks. 

They, tha others, were stained with it beyond 
all disguise or disfigurement—indelibly, as 
indeed Holy Orders by its sacramental nature 
must stain, for keeps in this world and the one 
to coma, 'Thou art a priest forever,' With 
him, however, it was something else and less, 
a mask or badge which he could and did remove 
at will, a temporal part to be played, almost 
only a doctor's or lawyer's,23 

This absence of the "mark" expresses itself in Father 

Burner's actions in multifarious ways, but perhaps the most 

symptomatic one is the way in which he discharges one of his 

most sacred duties—the confessional. Confessional has long 

been a matter of boring routine for him, and now he performs 

tha functions of a confessor with marked indifference. When 

a young boy finishes his prayer of contrition. 

Father Burner anointed the air and shot a 
whisper, 'God bless you,' kicking the window 
shut with the heel of his hand, ejecting the 
boy, an ear of corn shucked clean, into the 
world again.24 

22ibid., p. 175. 

23ibid., pp. 177-178. 

2^Ibid., p. 181. 
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Now with the confessional empty, he looks at his watch and 

decides he will close up at 9:30 and have a cigarettei the 

auttior says. 

It was the last minutes in the confessional 
that got him . . . In the last minutes how 
many priests, would-be surgeons of tha soul, 
ended as blacksmiths, hammering out absolu
tion anyway725 

Just at 9:30, as he backs out of the confessional, a 

woman enters from the other side, and Father Burner expresses 

his irritation: "He turned off the light, saying 'Damnl' to 

himself, and sat down again inside. He threw back the parti

tion and led off, 'Yes?'"26 The woman's anxiety runs deep. 

She has forsaken the Church and has practiced birth control 

since her marriage to a man with no religion. Father Burner's 

peremptory rebuke of the woman for these sins apparently pre

cludes her efforts to get to the real reason for her coming 

to confessional; he asks, 

'And you've been away from the Church ever 
since your marriage?' 

' Yes. ' 
•Now you see why the Church is against mixed 

marriages. All right, go on. What else?' 
'I don't know . . ,' 
'Is that what you came to confess?' 
'No. Yes. I'm sorry, I'm afraid that's 

all,' 
•Do you have a problem?' 
'I think that's all. Father,' 
•Remember, it is your obligation, and not 

mine, to examine your conscience. . . .'27 

25ibid., p. 182. 

26ibid., p. 185. 

27ibid., pp. 186-187. 
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Tha priest continues in tha same vein for a few moments, re

minding the woman of "'a grave obligation imposed by God,'" 

that "'God never commands what is impossible,'" and that "'it 

is tha law of the Church'" which requires one to attend mass 

and receive the sacraments. As for the practice of birth 

control, he advises her to either see her pastor or "'read 

a Catholic book on the subject.'"28 

Obligations, commands, laws--Father Burner dispenses 

them like tablets, and it seems certain that the woman de

parts with a heavier burden than when she came. More impor

tantly, Father Burner is oblivious to what has transpired. 

He has fulfilled his obligation, and now the woman is turned 

out to fulfill hers without the help that she sought. Father 

Burner's preoccupation with his own problems and failures 

has robbed him of insight into or even genuine concern for 

the spiritual needs of others. 

Before the woman entered the confessional. Father 

Burner had been thinking of his pending appearance before 

the Archbishop, which, he hopes, might mean an appointment 

to his own parish. But he feels the interview must be han

dled properly. He carefully constructs the facade he will 

wear on that occasion. He will show no nervousness; an atti-

tude of 'feasy confidence" with a "touch of humility" would be 

tha most effective approach.29 

28ibid., p. 187. 

29ibid. 
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The anticipated meeting with the Archbishop results in 

his new assignment. It reads as follows: 

'You will report on August 8 to the Reverend 
Michael Furlong, to begin your duties on that 
day as his assistant, I trust that in your 
new appointment you will find not peace but 
a sword,»^Q 

Certainly no peace is in prospect for Father Burner. 

The sword that shall war against him is buried deep in the 

recesses of his own spirit. His future promises to be only 

a darker shade of the past,31 

J. F. Powers' second book of short stories, The Presence 

of Grace, includes "Dawn," a story which features Father 

Udovic. Father Udovic's sin is also mediocrity, but unlike 

Father of "The Lord's Day" or Father Burner, the trivia with 

which ha is so preoccupied bear the guise of significance. 

An envelope addressed to the Pope and marked "Personal" 

is found in the special Pater's Pence collection which was 

taken at the Cathedral. No one knows what it contains: "Even 

Father Udovic, who had held it up to a strong light, didn't 

know. That was the hell of it,"*̂ 2 g^t all agree that it 

has ominous implications, and Father Udovic feels responsible. 

It was his idea to personalize Pater's Pence by having the 

30lbid,, p, 193. 

31in Tha Presence of Grace Powers includes Father Burner 
in two stories, and in one, ^^efaction of a Favorite," he seems 
to mature spiritually. 

^ J. F. Powers, "Dawn," The Presence of Grace (New Yorki 
Atheneum, 1962), p. 12, 
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contribution early so that the Bishop could take the collec

tion with him on his trip to Rome. Father Udovic presents 

tha mysterious envelope to tha Bishop, and a few days later 

tha Bishop asks him to find tha donor. 

It is several weeks before a woman, Mrs. Anton, admits 

that the mysterious envelope is hers. Father Udovic ques

tions har as the Bishop looks on. Mrs, Anton says it con

tains a dollar. Whan he asks for an explanation of the "Per

sonal" written on it, she says, "'I mean I don't want some

body else takin' all the credit with the Holy Father.'"'^^ 

It is as simple and humiliating as that, and the Bishop 

quietly leaves the room. 

Out of the littleness of his own mind. Father Udovic mag

nifies to ridiculous proportions the supposed insidious nature 

of the letter, and when the paltry truth of the woman's scheme 

is known, it exposes not only the littleness that is in her, 

but the littleness that is in him as well. Powers concludes 

the story: 

Ha realized that they had needed each other to 
arrive at their sorry state. It seamed to him, 
sitting there saying nothing, that they saw 
each other as two people who'd sinned together 
on earth might see each other in hell, unchas-
tened even then, only blaming each other for 
what had happened.^^ 

Another Powers story, "Tha Forks," features Monsignor 

33ibid., p. 22. 

3^Ibid., p. 23. 



41 

who "dearly wanted to be, and was not, a bishop,"35 (vion-

signor might be compared to Agee's Father Jackson, Ha takes 

great pride in himself and his calling, and this pride is 

expressed by a rigid professional mien, Monsignor has lived 

a life of dedication and service to the Church. Long ago he 

formulated a prudent answer for every question and a pious 

gesture for every social occasion, 

Monsignor's great pride is eloquently expressed by his 

prestigious automobile, which is "long and black and new 

like a politicians, , . ,"36 HQ stands in awe of it. Each 

day he takes his car "for a little spin," and the corner 

policeman stops all traffic for his "one-car parade." The 

policeman, a parishioner, tips his hat, but 

Monsignor, in the circumstances, could not ac
knowledge him, . , , He was occupied with keep
ing his countenance kindly, grim, and exalted, 
that the cop's faith remain whole, , . ,37 

As a foil for Monsignor's excessive pride and subse

quent vanity and professionalism. Powers includes in this 

story a naive and unspoiled curate. Father Eudex, This young 

priest's unspectacular but attractive qualities of humility 

and personal integrity vividly point up by contrast the 

supercilious image of his superior. 

SSpowars, "The Forks," Prince of Darkness and Other 
Stories, p. 91. 

36ibid,, p, 89. 

37ibid., p. 93. 
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From Monsignor's point of view, the training of Father 

Eudex constitutes considerable burden, for he is naive, pain

fully unprofessional, and possibly even stupid. The list of 

his youthful improprieties extends beyond Monsignor's pa

tience. He must be deterred from buying a Model A, for as 

Monsignor explains, 

'It wouldn't be prudent, Father, After all, 
this isn't a country parish. You know the 
class of people we get here, , , , People 
watch a priest. Father, . . , It would never 
do,'38 

Or as he later puts it more bluntly, "'It's just that I don't 

like to sea you mortifying yourself with a Model A—and dis

gracing the Church.'"39 

Monsignor must also caution his curate against doing 

menial tasks not becoming to a priest. After his morning 

drive, ha returns to the rectory to discover "to his amaze

ment that Father Eudex is stripped to his undershirt and 

helping the janitor in tha garden. He calls Father Eudex 

to the car and says, 

•Father , . , I wouldn't do any mora of that 
—if I ware you. Rather, in any event, I 
wouldn't,' 

'All right, Monsignor,' 
•To say the least, it's not prudent,'^^ 

In fact. Father Eudex is ignorant of so many fundamen-

33lbid., p. 90. 

39ibid,, p. 99. 

^Olbid., p. 95. 
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tals every priest must know—the evils of shaking hands, the 

proper use of forks, the purpose of the dressing gown, the 

need to "barber his armpits," the value of a cologne made 

"special for clergymen" and of shaving his face more often, 

and the need to improve on his conversation,^! 

Another problem with Father Eudex is his reckless 

fraternization with labor in labor-management disputes. The 

Rival Tractor Company in the city is notorious for low wages 

and strikes. On one occasion the curate had given his over

shoes to a freezing picket, and Monsignor has not forgotten 

it. In times of irritation he comes back to it; the gist of 

his argument is always the same: "a man could have his sym

pathies, but he had no right clad in the cloth to endanger 

the prestige of the Church by siding in these wretched 

squabbles."^2 

In order to prevent any religiously inspired opposition 

to its practices, tha company annually mails sizable checks 

to all clergymen in the city. Father Eudex sees the maneu

ver for what it is and considers giving his check to the 

strikers' relief fund. Moreover, he candidly labels the 

checks "hush money," a label Monsignor piously objects to 

while skillfully begging the question. He says, "'You'd find 

it pretty hard to prove. Father, that any money in sa is 

. . , what you say it is, . , , You would seem to challenge 

A1Ibid,, pp. 97-98, 

^2ibid., p. 99. 
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the whole concept of good works , . ,»"43 Then, with a 

laugh, he leaves, remaining as impervious to Father Eudex*s 

point as he is blind to his own sin. 

Line by line the "prudent" maneuvers of the haughty, 

officious, and humorless Monsignor evoke from the reader 

continuous amusement, but tha total effect is sobering. As 

tha self-serving, self-appointed "Mind of the Church and 

Taste,"^^ Monsignor is a most unattractive priest. 

^3ibid., p. 100. 

^^Ibid,, p, 98. 



CHAPTER \J 

THE PRIEST AS GOD'S MAN 

The Bible exposes the sins of King David, but it also 

says of him, "Jehovah hath sought him a man after his own 

heart, and Jehovah hath appointed him to be prince over his 

people, . . ."1 David was not a saint, but he was God's man 

in Israel. 

Contemporary American fiction also includes stories 

about the priest who, like David, is God's man even though 

ha is not saintly. This category includes a wide variety of 

personalities who are struggling to live up to their Holy Or

ders, They may be struggling with humiliating weaknesses and 

appear at times on the verge of moral and spiritual disaster; 

they may not be considered entirely orthodox by their fellow 

clergymen; or they may find themselves channeling their ener

gies in the wrong direction. But regardless of the human 

element that may be threatening their desired relationship 

with God, in such men there is a deep reservoir of spiritual 

vitality that they may draw on to preserve their status as 

God's men. The end result, one feels, is a genuine insight 

into tha essence and reality of what it means to be a priest 

and a realization that his struggle with spiritual problems 

ll Sam. 13:14. 
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largely mirrors the struggle that every man has to a greater 

or lesser degree. 

Doran Hurley's novel, Monsignor, for example, is a 

searching study into the heart of Monsignor Flanagan, a man 

dedicated to God and the Church, but a man deeply troubled 

by sin. It is his custom to kneel privately in prayer in his 

sanctuary after mass, not merely as an act of piety, but 

rather. 

It was while so kneeling in the sanctuary 
that he felt he saw himself most clearly. He 
had then no feeling of esnecial righteous
ness. His faults, indeed, came home to him 
with more than usual poignancy . , ,2 

Pride is his besetting sin. It lies in the depths of 

his being, corrupts his spirit, and dominates his life: 

Why was it that ha seemed to make the same ' 
mistakes over and over again? Pride, ha knew, 
was at the bottom of most of the errors he 
made; pride, ambition and craving for power 

3 . . . 

Frequently his pride leads to a display of histrionics, 

such as the marching of two thousand school children to city 

hall to protest the opening of a movie house in the city. A 

weak after this incident he is jarred to hear the label "play, 

boy" attached to his name. In tha solitude of his study Mon

signor Flanagan accuses himself and brings the issue to a 

head: 

2Doran Hurley, Monsignor (New York: Longmans, Green and 
Co., 1936), p. 5. 

3lbid., p. 6. 
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His mind was a whirlpool of tortured unrest. 
Falsa pride, he assailed himself, the pride 
that goeth before a fall. . . . His pride! 
Why should he wince when his pride was hurt? 
Why did he not hug the hurt to him? Had not 
his pride been his most vicious enemy all 
his life?^ 

The right solution does not come easily for a man of 

such pride, but in the agony of his soul the Monsignor knows 

he must act against his pride; ha must abase himself. The 

author writes: 

Finally, toward evening, he found that all 
his thoughts had been crystallizing toward 
one single idea, the abandonment of all 
thought of personal gain, of all outward am
bition, of anything and everything that 
might in the slightest way be interpreted 
as personal self-satisfaction,5 

The Monsignor asks the Bishop to transfer him away from 

his important position as rector of the Cathedral to the pas

torate of a small country church. His new and more humble 

duties as pastor of St. Leo's rejuvenate his spirit, and he 

determines to build a new church for his parish. Its com

pletion and consecration become his driving passion. Al

though he has not yet vanquished his pride, he has rechan-

nelled it toward a pride in God: 

His pride in what he was accomplishing showed 
superficially only as a greater humility. It 
was as if he had consigned his personal pride 
to soma secret laboratory where it was being 

^Ibid., p. 99. 

Sibid., p. 118. 
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alchemized into pride of God, It never show
ed itself outwardly, save in a greater gen
tleness ,5 

Before the church is finished, the old Bishop retires 

and Monsignor Flanagan becomes Bishop-elect Flanagan. He 

takes his new duties seriously, but two problems vex him, 

Tha consecration of the naw church has taken on deep sym

bolic implications for him; it is to be "a day of mystic re

lease . . . he would feel that he had escaped from himself 

into himself,"*^ But before the church can be consecrated, 

all church property in St. Leo's parish must be debt free, 

and a debt of six thousand dollars remains on the new build

ing. The Bishop-elect decides to assume the debt himself 

and free the new church for consecration. 

The second problem runs deeper into the stream of his 

spirit and counter to its godly flow. Two vacancies now 

exist in tha diocese—St, Leo's, with its fine facilities 

and new church, all debt free, and St, Malachy's, with its 

old, ugly, dilapidated buildings. The man Bishop Flanagan 

dislikes tha most. Father Flynn, is in line for the better 

appointment. But because of his dream of consecrating the 

church at St. Leo's, he sends Father Flynn to the pastorate 

at St. Malachy's and leaves St. Leo's open. 8 

6lbid,, pp. 147-148. 

^Ibid., p. 185. 

^Ibid., p. 288. 
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With the preparation for the consecration almost com

plete, the parish convent at St. Lao's burns, which means new 

debts and the end of Bishop Flanagan's dream: "The blow to 

his aspiration was so cruel that he could only stare with 

haggard ayes at the burning convent."9 

Instead of a joyous consecration, the first mass held in 

the new church is a funeral mass for a nun killed in the 

fire. Bishop Flanagan collapses after the mass, but the 

quick reflexes of Father Flynn save him from a serious fall. 

Whan tha Bishop regains consciousness, ha is not the same 

man. Ha immediately appoints Father Flynn to St. Leo's and 

rids himself at last of his pride and pettiness.1^ 

Frank O'Connor's short story, "News of the Church," pre

sents a different view of the priest as God's man. Father 

Cassidy has a reputation for being 

notoriously an easy going confessor. The other 
priests said that one of these days he'd give 
up hearing confessions altogether on tha ground 
that there was no such thing as sin, and if 
there was, it didn't matter,H 

Although Father Cassidy appears unorthodox, he is an 

experienced student of human nature, and as a priest he 

knows how it may be directed toward a closer relationship 

with God, His astute insight is revealed when a young wom-

9ibid,, p. 191. 

lOlbid,, p. 304. 

l l F r a n k O'Connor, "News of the Church," The Common Cord: 
S t o r i e s a n d T a l e s (New York: A l f r e d A, Knopf, 1948) , p. 3. 
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an comas to him at confessional. She confesses to a banal 

list of offenses and receives the priest's mild chastisement. 

Then she confesses, "'I was tight, father,'"12 The wily old 

priest handles this problem with such insight and dexterity 

that the girl appears ready to •̂̂ eform. The author writes, 

"'Thanks, father,' she said, and he saw at once that his 

gruff appeal had touched some deep and genuine spring in 

her, 'I'll cut it out altogether.'"13 

Then her confession progresses to her real reason for 

coming to tha priest: "'I had carnal intercourse with a 

man, father,' she said quietly and deliberately."1^ During 

the ensuing conversation Father Cassidy senses that he has 

been duped. It appears that the girl has found her experi

ence too exciting to keep to herself, and not knowing anyone 

in a strange city, she has come to him, not to confess, but 

to share. The author says, 

ha saw now how he had been taken in. This lit
tle trollop, wandering about town in a daze of 
bliss, had to tell someone her secret, and he, 
a good-natured old fool of sixty, had allowed 
her to use him as a confidant, A philosopher 
of sixty letting Eve, aged nineteen, tell him 
all about the apple,1^ 

But she has underestimated Father Cassidy. Ha determines to 

12ibid., p. 5. 

13lbid., p. 6. 

l^Ibid., p. 7. 

ISibid., p. 13. 
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lift the aura of sweat mystery with which she has surrounded 

her experience that she might see the real sordidness of it. 

Tha author says. 

Then the fighting blood of tha Cassidys be
gan to warm in him, , . . In a casual tone he 
began to ask her questions. They were rather 
intimate questions . . . and, feeling broad-
minded and worldly-wise in her new experience, 
she answered courageously and straightforward-
Iv 16 J. y, . • . 

Soon har defenses begin to crumble, however, and she grows in

creasingly uncomfortable under his insistent interrogation: 

He grew graver and more personal. She didn't 
sea his purpose; she only saw that he was 
stripping off veil after veil of romance, 
leaving har with nothing but a cold, sordid, 
cynical adventure like a bit of greasy meat 
on a plate,1*7 

When all of her resistance has collapsed. Father 

Cassidy gives her a child's penance and leaves the church. 

In a few moments ha sees her come out, "a tiny, limp, de

jected figure."18 

Father Cassidy is not spectacular, but he is pleasingly 

and balievably effective. He possesses the kind of spiritual 

acumen that one might reasonably expect a priest to possess. 

One suspects that in Father Cassidy O'Connor has created an 

image that is representative of a host of Catholic clergy

men. As a man he is subject to criticism, but as God's man • 

16ibid. 

l^ibid., pp. 13-14. 

I8lbid., p. 15. 
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he knows the hearts of people and how to impress them with 

the enormity of sin. 

The novels of Edwin O'Connor and William E, Barrett prof

fer another view of the priest as God's man. Their priests 

become entangled in deep moral and spiritual problems which 

block their effectiveness. But unlike those discussed in 

chapter three, these priests have a genuine love for God and 

a will to serve him which eventually lifts them out of their 

sins and back to God. 

In O'Connor's The Edge of Sadness, Father Hugh Kennedy 

watches his father die a slow, painful death. Afterward he 

wrestles unsuccessfully with the problem of "reconciling 

pain and suffering with an omnipotent and merciful God,"19 

He begins to drink heavily and to withdraw from his parish

ioners. Finally he deteriorates spiritually to the point 

that, as Father Kennedy says, "I found that, just when I 

needed to most, I could no longer pray,"20 He is committed 

to a retreat called The Cenacle, "a way station . . . for 

errant priests,"21 

Four long years pass before Father Kennedy is.thought 

ready to assume the duties of another parish, St, Paul's, an 

old and crumbling parish in his home town. But his axperi-

19E:dwin O'Connor, p. 128. 

2Qlbid., p. 133. 

21lbid., p. 144. 
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ence at The Cenacle has left him "not a sad man, certainly, 

but a silent and solitary one,"22 st. Paul's is not demand

ing, however, and he leaves most of the work to his curate. 

Father Kennedy's spiritual problems continue to plague 

him, and even a satisfying experience in prayer is an impos

sibility for him. He says, "isn't it absurd , , , when a 

man who's been a priest for more than thirty years still 

can't kneel down at the end of a day and simply say his 

prayers?"23 ^e is simply incapable of focusing his atten

tion on God and spiritual matters long enough to pray. As 

he prays, he says, 

a hundred little items of no significance at all 
rise up from God knows where, and softly and 
painlessly begin to poke and prick away until 
suddenly . , . all attention is leaking down a 
hundred little drains,24 

Despite his inability to focus his thoughts in prayer. 

Father Kennedy is a thoughtful man. One Christmas night he 

takes a walk through his run-down church and rectory. Ha 

has bean comforting himself with the idea that St, Paul's is 

"just right" for him, but "by every single action I revealed 

my own awareness of the farce,"25 Father Kennedy seems to 

interpret his tour as symbolic of the trivial and hollow na-

22ibid., p. 165. 

23ibid., p. 281. 

2^Ibid., p. 282. 

25ibid., p. 310. 
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ture of his service at St, Paul's; he sees the absurdity of 

it: 

an aging priest walking by himself at night 
through long deserted rooms--was this tha ac
tion of a pastor of a living church? Or the 
routine stumbling of a caretaker, the custo
dian of a ruin , . , ?26 

Although this deeply humiliating insight exposes the reality 

of his failure. Father Kennedy remains unable to elevate him

self above it. He struggles but, as if caught in quicksand, 

he seems to sink deeper into a bog of.futility. 

Then several events occur which bring this seemingly 

hapless priest new and uplifting insights. Another priest 

and life-long friend, Father Carmody, accuses him of the 

truth ha has already recognized himself about his pastorate. 

Father Carmody says, 

'But as far as actually going out on your own 
into those salami-cured tenements, as far as 
actually bringing anything to them, as far as 
actually working to make your parish any kind 
of living, breathing spiritual community--wBll, 
how about that, Hugh?»27 

In his own defense all Father Kennedy can say is that he has 

done nothing to harm his people; to himself ha says, 

In my own favor, I could at least say this: > 
that towards the people of Saint Paul's I'd 
always behaved well, I'd never hurt them or 
scandalized them, I'd always treated them 
with decency and kindness. So then, this 
was something--although not much,28 

26ibid. 

27ibid., p. 417. 

28ibid., p. 427. 
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Shortly after his talk with Father Kennedy, Father 

Carmody dies, but his remarks and death have an effect. Fa

ther Kennedy says of the change that takes place in him. 

For tha first time I began to move about in my 
parish, to call on people, to extend a few of 
the parish services—in short, to take charge, 
to do my job,29 

Then tha Bishop offers him Father Carmody's parish. He 

declines but with a "touch of regret," for he knows that, as 

ha says, "as long as I lived in Old Saint Paul's it would 

never mean to me what Saint Stephen's and Saint Raymond's 

had meant . , ."30 Cven as he thinks on this, he says, 

out of nowhere a single question came before 
me: Was it ever intended to? . , , I had no 
direct answer, but possibly the question it
self was enough, for slowly another feeling 
came in, rising over regret, a feeling which 
swelled until it was almost , , . what? Joy? 
Maybe that's too strong a word at this 
point . . .31 

An entirely new and exciting feeling envelopes him--a hope: 

I stood aching with excitement . . . I might, 
through the parish and its people, find my 
way not again to the simple engagement of the 
heart and affections, but to the Richness, 
tha Mercy, the immeasurable love of God,32 

Father Kennedy's story is not an attractive one. For 

almost the entirety of the book ha is a man estranged from 

29ibid., p. 445, 

3Qlbid,, p. 457. 

31lbid., pp. 257-258. 

32ibid., p. 458. 
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God. Four years at The Cenacle wean him from alcohol, but 

they do not reconcile him to God; they do not dissolve the 

complex spiritual problems that have clogged the springs of 

his spirit. Neither does his recluse life at St. Paul's lead 

him nearer to reconciliation. Intellectually he recognizes 

tha shallowness of his service and the incongruity of his 

position as a priest of God when he himself feels no access 

to tha love and mercy of God. He is unable, however, to 

translate his intellectual awareness into creative hope un

til he lays aside his cherished desire for a return to a com

fortable and personally rewarding parish like Father 

Carmody's. But having dona so and having committed him

self for life to tha service of tha people of St. Paul's, 

ha discovers for the first time the meaning of the paradox 

of finding oneself through the loss of oneself. And with 

this discovery, ha becomes, also for tha first time, God's 

man. 

Like Father Kennedy, Father John J, Brennan, in William 

E, Barrett's novel The Shadows of the Images, is a thought

ful man who must face and resolve his own frustrating spir

itual problems before he can truly become God's man. His 

life and priesthood are shrouded by mediocrity. At fifty-

one ha lives in a poverty he neither sought nor claims vir

tue in. Speaking of his poverty, the author says, 

it was merely tha circumstances of his life. 
He had aspired to heights once and he had 
fallen. If he walked with limping gait now 
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on the path of mediocrity, the stones that 
lamed him were of his own dislodging, peb
bles and rocks, small failures and large.33 

In addition. Father Brennan's spirit is severely pocked 

by envy and a lack of compassion. Ha envies his idealistic 

but brilliant young curate, and his own personal disaster and 

suffering have largely drained him of any human compassion 

and warmth. 

These ugly scars on Father Brennan's spirit are exposed 

by his willful indulgence in deceit and bitterness. Father 

Ford, his curate, asks permission to attend a lecture for 

which he already has tickets. Although tha pastor actually 

has planned nothing in advance, he replies, "'I have an ap

pointment this afternoon. Since one of us has to be hare, I 

am afraid that the tickets will have to be wasted.'"34 jhe 

author says of him, "He felt no compassion for the curate."35 

Shortly thereafter a parishioner, Mrs. Acero, comes to 

Father Brennan for help; her troublesome son has been arrest

ed again. Tha priest repels her with a curt angry reply: 

"•Nol I am not going to help him.'"36 jhe woman leaves in 

a rage and Father Brennan regrets his abruptness: "He did not 

like the taste in his own mouth, the echoes of bitterness that ̂  

33;;jilliam E. Barrett, The Shadows of the Images (Garden 
City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1953), p. 64. 

3^Ibid., p. 62. 

35ibid. 

36lbid,, p. 65. 
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still whispered in the room,"37 Despite his statement that 

he would not help young Acero, Father Brennan contacts Tom 

Logan, a police lieutenant, and asks him to help keep Mrs, 

Acero's son out of reform school, Logan promises to do what 

ha can." 

Lieutenant Logan is himself a nominal member of Father 

Brennan's parish, and Father Brennan mildly rebukes his in

difference by saying, "'I haven't seen you for soma time.'"38 

Ha invites the policeman to drop by the rectory for a talk. 

Thus, three times in one day. Father Brennan fails to 

render acceptable service to God. The incident which forces 

him to face the reality of his failure occurs on his im

promptu visit to his friend, Julius Weinstein. Wainstain 

owns an antique shop, and there Father Brennan unexpectedly 

encounters a remarkable wood carving of Satan which seems to 

him to be "a phantom thrusting itself upon his unguarded mind, 

a vision of malevolence."39 jba image has a surprising ef

fect on his thinking: 

Tha priest was disturbed, conscious of his 
priesthood as he was not normally conscious 
of it on this neutral ground, moved by tha 
urge to get away, , . .^^ 

37ibid. 

36 Ibid., p. 109. 

39ibid., p. 67. 

LOlbid., p. 69. 
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That night, back in tha rectory, goaded by thoughts of 

the carving of Satan, Father Brennan reflects on his misshapen 

day and confronts the shabbinass of his service to God: "Cer

tainly his day had offered poor service to Almighty God and 

the matter called for a facing of self."^l As he walks up 

tha rectory stairs to his room, 

a mocking voice seemed to follow him. 'How are 
you going to be a better priest? At your best 
you have been hopelessly mediocre and at your 
worst you ware not a priest at all.'"^2 

Ha sits in the dark and resumes the struggle that has 

long raged in his soul. The author says, "The quiet pressed 

down upon him, the quiet of the room that had witnessed tha 

secret struggles of his soul through seventeen years."^3 

Only partially has he been able over the years to recover 

his faith and the meaning of his priesthood that ha had lost 

to drink and self-pity as a young, ambitious priest so many 

years before. Now, the pastor of a crumbling, depressing 

parish, ha certainly is not tha priest he might have been: 

"John Brennan was a marred priest, a priest with a flaw."^^ 

Recognizing now, as he has for a long time, the mediocrity of 

his service, ha wishes for assurance of his own worth and seeks 

the path to something better. The writer says. 

^llbid., p. 126. 

^2ibid. 

^^ibid. 

^^Ibid., p. 133. 
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Father Brennan's soul-searching is quiet and sincere. 

The fruits of it are not spectacular, but somehow an immedi

ate change begins in him, Tha evidence of it is seen in his 

response to Lieutenant Logan's telephone call which informs 

him that young Acero would be released the next morning. 

Knowing the comfort the news would be to Mrs, Acero, he wades 

through a snow storm to har home a few blocks away. It is an 

act of compassion that would have bean impossible for him 

only a few hours before. 

By tha time the priest returns to tha rectory it is very 

lata, but his young curate has not yat returned. Again his 

reaction indicates change, for 

Mingled with his irritation was a sense of worry. 
It was a bad night for driving, , , . He said a 
prayer for the absent curate as he paced back and 
forth in his own room.'̂ ^ 

Whan Father Ford finally returns, tha pastor's impatience 

flares again. But this time it is snuffed out by a new in-* 

sight: "'This is youth,' ha said. 'God has given me a 

^Sibid. 

^6ibid., p. 137. 
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sonl'"^' Tha idea of having a son overwhelms him, and he 

seas his relationship with his curate in a way ha has never 

thought of before. Tha author says. 

This was a fresh life in Christ, another life 
to live in the sharing of work and responsi
bility and opportunity. This was his son to 
guide, to instruct, subject to the authority 
of Big John, 

'Lord, forgive my blindness,' he said, , , . 
The pastor of St. Edmund's sank slowly to 

his knees and prayed.^8 

The growth that Father Brennan experiences is not 

merely temporary, for humble though his status may be, he 

now sees with clarity tha purpose and value of his priest

hood.. He realizes that there are many doors to God's ser

vice and room for all who will serve: 
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Now that his own desperate struggle has ended. Father 

Brennan is able to accept with confidence the greater chal-

^'^ibid., p. 138. 

^8ibid. 

^9ibid., p. 211. 
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lengas his new spirit makes possible. Lieutenant Logan comas 

to. him with two vexing problems, and, although ha cannot solve 

his problems for him, Father Brennan helps him to sea tham 

with a greater clarity so that whan their talk is over, "He 

descended the rectory steps and there was a strange peace in 

him under the bewilderment,"^0 

Mrs, Acero provides Father Brennan with a final test of 

his new spirit. She comas to tha rectory lata at night and 

rings tha ball impatiently. He recognizes her silhouette 

through the glass rectangle of the front door. He is anger

ed at first, but then he asks himself, "'Who am I, , , , a 

parish priest, to be impatient with a fellow creature when 

Almighty God is called upon for so much patience with us 

all,'"51 He opens the door: 

'The police,' she said, 'have arrest my son,' 
Father Brennan held tha door for her. 'Come 

in, Mrs, Acero,' he said gently. 'We'll see 

what wa can do,'^2 

In contrast to tha introspective Father Kennedy and Fa

ther Brennan, Father Urban in J, F, Powers' novel Morta 

D'Urban is a man of action. This fundamental distinction 

leads to an entirely different characterization from those 

previously noted. 
Father Urban is an aggressive, worldly, and, when tha • 

SOlbid., p. 525. 

Slibid., p. 537. 

52ibid. 
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occasion demands it, reckless businessman wearing a priest's 

collar. But since his methods seem to be effective, ha has 

duped himself into believing that he is a great man of God, 

It is not until some of his schemes fall through and failing 

health slows him down that ha is forced to think—and to 

think is to change. 

Father Urban is "fifty-four, tall and handsome but a 

trifle loose in tha jowls and red of eye, , , ."53 j^ typ

ical businessman fashion, ha works hard for his Order trav

eling over the country. The author says, "Father Urban 

stumped tha country, preaching retreats and parish missions, 

and did tha work of a dozen men,"^^ But his priestly activ

ities do not preclude a knowledge of and appreciation for tha 

things of the world, for "he found the time and energy to 

make friends, as enjoined by Scripture, with tha mammon of 

iniquity,"^^ 

Father Urban takes great pride in himself, but ha re

gretfully serves an Order in which he can take no pride, since 

"Tha Clementines ware unique in that they ware noted for noth

ing at all,"56 And he is certain that conditions will not 

improve under tha present leadership of the Provincial of the ' '' 

53j, F. Powers, Morte D'Urban (New York: Popular Library, 
1963), p. 17, 

54ibid., p, 16. 

55ibid, 

56ibid,, p. 15. 
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Order, Father Boniface, Ha thinks, "the Order wasn't up to 

tha job of being an effective influence for good , . , with 

men of Father Boniface's stamp calling the shots."57 Father 

Urban flatters himself with the belief that ha might have 

won tha last Order election from Father Boniface had the mem

bers "only known that by electing him Provincial they would 

not be losing him in tha field."58 

But even as ha is congratulating himself on his value 

to tha Order as a traveling ambassador. Father Urban learns 

that he has bean reassigned: "Here was a letter ordering 

him to report to the newest white elephant, the new founda

tion, as it was called in the letter, . . ."59 As one might 

expect. Father Urban's response shows both the depth of his 

hostility toward the Order's leadership and the extent of his 

own personal arrogance. He thinks, 

3ut Father Boniface would regret this. When 
the word got around that Father Urban was un
available, and his long-standing engagements 
were assigned to another, to Jack, say, and the 
cancellations rolled in, then Father Boniface 
would know what he'd done when ha gave his best 
man tha green banana.60 

The transfer constitutes a sizable blow to Father Urban's 

pride, and ha finds that his sense of pride will not allow him 

to admit to his friend Jack that ha has a new assignment. He 

57ibid., p. 16. 

58ibid., p. 21. 

59ibid., pp, 23-24. 

60lbid., p. 24. 
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has enjoyed his years of traveling about tha country, of eat

ing in the bast places in the best of company, and of bask

ing in the attention and luxury afforded by a successful 

mission. Now he must report to a humble, isolated retreat 

near Duesterhaus, Minnesota, 

Upon his arrival at the retreat, Father Urban discovers 

that it even surpasses all of his cynical expectations. On 

an inspection tour lad by the dull and unimaginative rector. 

Father Wilfred, Father Urban finds himself in the "REG ROOM," 

Tha rector explains, "'Formerly two rooms. Quite a job tak

ing that wall out,'"^l Tha author says of Urban's reaction: 

Father Urban looked up at the ceiling. The 
wall had been yanked out like a tooth, tha 
gap crudely plastered over, and now. presum
ably, was expected to heal itself,62 

Later, at the first meeting of the retreat's staff since 

his arrival. Father Urban learns that the old run-down build

ings were first the residence of a rich man and than a sani

tarium before being given to the Order by the rich and eccen

tric widow of tha original owner's son, a Mrs, Thwaites, The 

widow, ha learns, lives in a large house near Lake Lucille, 

which is near Great Plains,63 

Despite his unhappiness with the whole project at St, 

Clement's Hill, as the retreat is called. Father Urban swallows 

• ̂ ^Ibid,, p, 41, 

62ibid. 

63ibid., pp. 50-51. 
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his pride and helps with tha various menial tasks that Father 

Wilf assigns him. But finally one of the rector's projects, 

tha conversion of a corridor into a temporary sacristy, raises 

his ire. Powers writes, "Father Urban worked, whan ha worked, 

in a quiet rage,"54 

Father Urban made a speech before the Great Plains Com

mercial Club, and ha was such a success that many requests 

begin to come to tha Hill for a speaker. Father Wilf decides 

that they should form a speakers' bureau. Father Urban's pri

vate response to this idea indicates that, despite the per

sonal humiliation ha has felt for tha past few months, ha has 

not lost his pride. The author says. 

Father Urban was annoyed with Wilf for present
ing the idea as ha had--as if more than one man 
were in demand at the Hill., , . who, with Fa
ther Urban on tha menu, would want Wilf, Jack, 
or Brother Harold?55 

At last things begin to go Father Urban's way. At his 

rector's request he fills in for a few weeks at a parish in 

Great Plains. He completes his brief tenure there with the 

most successful mission in the history of tha parish. Ha 

remembers his experience with satisfaction: "He had dona well 

there in the last five weeks. Could he have dona better? He'" 

did not think so."56 

64ibid., p. 101. 

65ibid., p. 104. 

66ibid., p. 140. 
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Soon tha Bishop hears of his personal triumph and asks 

him what he thinks of parish work. His reply indicates both 

his pride and a longing for his old job. He says, 

'As you know. Your Excellency, we're primar
ily a teaching and preaching order. Me, I've 
always been in the preaching end--for many years 
traveling out of Chicago, which I guess I still 
think of as home,'67 

In a sense Father Urban does gat his old job back. With 

Father Wilf's permission, "Father Urban became the Hill's 

roving ambassador of good will,"68 He makes calls in all 

tha cities in the area, dropping in on executives and attend

ing "important funerals," At this point Father Urban seams to 

reach his peak, for "Whereever he went, people always seemed 

glad to sea him—and, of course, it was all for the Order,"69 

Then Father Urban suffers a strange accident which re

sults in a series of events that culminate in his becoming a 

real priest of God rather than a salesman for the Order and 

a servant of his own pride. 

With Father Urban's influence behind the project, a golf 

course is built at the Hill, During a game with the Bishop, 

Father Urban is struck on tha head by the Bishop's ball. After 

spending a few days in tha hospital, ha accepts Mrs, Thwaites' •' 

invitation to convalesce at har large house by Lake Lucille, 

67ibid,, p. 150. 

68ibid., p. 171. 

69ibid., p. 172. 
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Although it seams like an excellent opportunity to cul

tivate the Order's rich benefactor, things do not go well 

for Father Urban, Mrs, Thwaites apparently resents what she 

considers his interference in a private matter. He thinks 

that it is best for him to leave. If there ware doubts about 

Mrs, Thwaites' feelings, they are banished when Father Urban 

is told that the keys to the car have been lost and he will 

have to call a taxi,'''̂  

Father Urban has scarcely lost the good will and money 

of Mrs. Thwaites before ha alienates another rich contact, 

Billy Cosgrove. When he first met Billy, Father Urban learn

ed that he was having trouble with the wood he was using in 

his fireplace. Father Urban alertly sent him soma wood from 

tha grounds of a Clementine Noviatiate. The grateful Billy 

had subsequently ranted a "prestige address" to the Order 

to use for its offices for an annual rent of three cords of 

firewood."71 From that time Father Urban and Billy ware 

great friends, principally because of Billy's money. 

About a month after leaving Mrs. Thwaites' house. Fa

ther Urban receives an invitation from Billy to go fishing 

up near tha Canadian border. A transportation problem aris

es, however, when Father Urban cannot borrow a car. Billy 

solves the problem by simply buying a naw station wagon. He 

indicates that whan they are through with it ha will give it 

70lbiri., p. 211, 

71ibid., p. 13. 
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to tha Hill, 

Tha trip is a disaster, Billy misbehaves with tha re

sort owner's wife, and Father Urban must decide whether to 

indulge a generous friends of the Order or to speak to him 

about his behavior. He is not unaware of the risks; tha 

author says, "Ha was up against a situation that had often 

confronted tha Church, and one that had cost her heavily in 

lives and property, "'''2 

Evan as Father Urban considers his problem a more im

mediate situation forces him to make a quick decision, A 

deer begins to swim across the lake while Urban is guiding 

tha boat, and Billy orders him to pull tha boat to tha side 

of the deer. Father Urban realizes that Billy wants to 

drown tha animal. Ha throws tha motor in high, and, as tha 

boat rises suddenly in the water, Billy is thrown overboard. 

When he is back in the boat, Billy pushes tha priest into 

the lake and speeds away. As a benefactor of tha Order, 

Billy is lost,73 

But other strange events lie ahead of Father Urban, and 

each one adds to his humiliation, Billy leaves the resort in 

tha station wagon, and Father Urban is stranded. While he 

is trying to get back to the Hill, he is picked up by Mrs, . 

Thwaites" daughter, Sally, who takes him to her castle off 

the shore of Lake Lucille, Ha tells Sally of his recent 

72ibid,, p. 230. 

"^^Ibid., pp. 228-232. 



70 

experience with Billy. Sally's response leads Father Urban 

into some unpleasant insights into himself. She asks, 

•"Then tha big one did get away?'"^^ jhe priest admits that 

the alienation of Billy was probably inevitable because of 

tha type of person he is. Then Sally asks, "'And Mother—do 

you think she'll come around?'"'''5 father Urban says, "'She 

wasn't ready. That was partly my fault.'"76 During tha 

conversation that ensues, Sally forces Father Urban to sea 

the spaciousness of what he has been doing in the name of 

religion, Sally speaks first: 
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currad to you that people might 
ted by you and your reasons, and 
you?' 
ure I know what you mean,' said 
• 

u're an operator--a trained op-
Mrs, Laeson [a beautician^t and 
in your haart--and I don't think 
riend in the world,' 
an smiled, 'Now you've gone too 

an was silent, thinking was there 
uld call his friend? . , , 'You 
,' he said, 'The truth is I've 
much, and been too busy, to 
kind of friendship you're talk-
Billy, busy with Mother—and 
- »77 

This conversation, with its brutal frankness, coupled 

74 Ibid,, p. 241. 

75ibid, 

76ibid, 

77ibid,, p. 242. 
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with tha series of physical and emotional stresses already 

recounted, radically alters Father Urban's priesthood. He 

is not the same man. The author says. 

Father Urban went around with a numb feeling, 
nursing a cold. He preached when asked, but 
not too well. He passed up an important funer
al in Great Plains, In general, he neglected 
his contacts. Had there been any occasion to 
do so, he could not have said 'Hello—hello I' 
with gusto. He wasn't himself,78 

Ironically, it is only shortly after this change takes 

place in Father Urban that he learns that he has baen elected 

Provincial of tha Order of the Province of Chicago, As Fa

ther Wilf puts it, "'The honor goes to one of our best man, 

, . ,'"79 Possibly ha is correct, but the Father Urban that 

was elected and the Father Urban who becomes Provincial are 

not tha same man. Soon the members of the Order discover 

this, and their comments go from "'Wait'11 h_e gets here,'" 

to "•What's he doing?'" to "'What's ha done,'" and finally 

to "'He's not well,'"50 

His critics are right; Father Urban is not well. He 

suffers from headaches which include sharp pains of short du

rations. He tries hiding his illness by opening his breviary, 

and turning away from visitors until tha pains subside. The -^ 

action has an unexpected result; the author says, "and thus. 

78ibid,, p. 251, 

79ibid,, p, 262, 

50lbid,, pp. 266-268, 
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without wishing to, ha gained a reputation for piety he 

hadn't had before, which, however, was not entirely un

warranted now,"81 

As tha title of the book, Morte D'Urban, and the title 

of the last chapter, "Dirge," indicate, the old Father Urban 

is dead. The proud priest-businessman who travelled out of 

Chicago and waited impatiently and cynically to be elected 

Provincial has died. Tha resurrected Father Urban is an 

enigmatic, somewhat pious Provincial who passively watches 

as the Order loses its lease on its "prestige address" and 

as a local radio station drops tha Order's weekly radio 

program of long standing, Tha new Provincial worries, but 

not about these things. The last two sentences of the novel 

reveal his present worry: "But tha naw Provincial was wor

ried. Oddly enough, although for many years he'd traveled 

out of Chicago, he seamed to think of tha Hill as home,"82 

No conclusion could more aptly express the fact that 

Father Urban has emptied himself of his pride and personal 

ambition. Now ha is God's man. 

81lbid,, p. 268. 

82ibid., p. 270. 



CHAPTER \}1 

CONCLUSION 

One purpose of this thesis is to illustrate and discuss 

the images of the Catholic priest that are found in contempo

rary American fiction. To accomplish this purpose, chapters 

three, four, and five include characterizations of priests 

found in twenty novels and short stories by contemporary au

thors. These works suggest the three broad categories which 

are discussed in these three chapters: (1) tha priest as 

saint and hero; (2) the priest as sinner and misfit; and, 

(3) tha priest as God's man. 

A second purpose of this thesis is to demonstrate that 

much of this fiction deserves wider acceptance. In tha 

priest's struggle to control the desires of his flesh, to 

shun appeals to his pride, and to subjugate his will to God's 

will, we find the universal implications that form tha basis 

for this conclusion. 

Through tha centuries fiction has attempted to clarify 

the meaning and purpose of religion in the life of man and to 

explore what is good and what is bad in man's relationship to 

God. Any literature, it would seem, that contributes insights 

into these considerations merits readers. To be more specif

ic. Catholic literature, if it wrestles with universal reli

gious concepts, deserves nonCatholic as wall as Catholic 

73 
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readers, 

Not all the fiction discussed in this thesis, however, 

supports this contention. Certainly most of the novels men

tioned in chapter three would have meaning only for readers 

who consider saintly and heroic priests probable, NonCath--

die readers generally consider such priests as improbable 

and, therefore, tha account of their lives irrelevant. In 

their anthology. The Short Story, Willoughby Johnson and 

William C, Hamlin point out that 

Except on the most elementary and unsophis
ticated fictional level, the 'good guy' and the 
'bad guy' do not exist. Anyone with any expe
rience at all knows better than to believe that 
one man is all good and another all bad. Such 
characters have no life of their own, no indi
viduality, no universality—in fact, no rele
vance. They are merely stick figures or pup
pets manipulated at will by the author,83 

Most of the novels discussed in chapter three, such as The 

Shining Tides and The Hurricane, include characterizations of 

tha priest that are of the "elementary and unsophisticated" 

type. By definition tha life of tha saint and hero is ste

reotyped and limited to certain pious gestures and thoughts 

and heroic public acts that cannot yield much insight into 

man's relationship to God, 

As chapters four and five show, however, much Catholic 

fiction ventures beyond the purely sentimental level. These 

stories and novels present difficult problems for many 

83ujiiioughby Johnson and William C. Hamlin (ads,). The 
Short Story (New York: American Book Company, 1966), p."17. 
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readers who prefer to perpetuate their sentimental notions 

about priests and tha kind of lives they lead. In an article 

titled "Tha Complex Moral \/ision of J, F, Powers," John P, 

Sisk writes, 

It is tha function of realism at its best to 
protect the artist from such extremes: to keep 
him from tha abstraction of satire and tha in-
discriminateness of sentimentality, so that 
the objact-in-the-round can be held in sympa
thetic and critical control. The devotees of 
popular religious fiction find the view from 
this realistic position strange and unreal.84 

Quite naturally these stories that seem "unreal" to 

many readers are tha very ones that offer the kind of seri

ous implications that make tham meaningful to those concerned 

with man's religious experience. Basically, these stories 

stress human weaknesses, but they do not discount man's 

capacity for goodness and growth. 

Father Degnan, for example, in The Trouble of One House, 

is emotionally immature, but ha is not without redeeming qual

ities that make him both probable and significant as a parson. 

When his emotional maturity matches his religious zeal, he 

will be a good priest. Tha novel ends with a hint that he 

is making positive progress toward maturity. 

Another example is Father Burner in Powers' short story, 

"Prince of Darkness." No one would question that he is a 

poor priest, for his mind is not on spiritual things. But ha 

84john P. Sisk, "The Complex Moral Vision of J. F. 
Powers," Critique. II (1958-1959), 32-33. 
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is real and relevant. Although his consuming passion is a 

parish of his own, his desire is not entirely selfish. Ha 

broods over his failure because of his regret at disappoint

ing his mother again. He is now the only one of his class 

without a parish: 

The only one . , , and in his pocket, three 
days unopened, was another letter from his 
mother, kept waiting all these years, who was 
to have been his housekeeper. He could not 
bear to warm up her expectations again,85 

Interjected into this story of a priest who fails completely 

is this note of compassion. He is not altogether evil, 

Sisk comments on tha delicate balance between compassion 

and sentimentality which Powers is able to maintain at this 

point--a balance which saves the story from extremes and gives 

it a tone of realism that, in turn, gives it relevance; Sisk 

says. 

Father Burner is treated with a co 
that never becomes sentimentality, 
is evidence of Powers' ability to 
distance from his subject that is 
for his realist's purpose, , , . 
priest's yearning for a parish of 
where his disappointed mother can 
keeper (a touch that helps to comp 
portrait by revealing tha priest a 
ing, not simply comically erring, 
might at one extreme be a sentimen 
observed and at tha other a sentim 
takes in both author and reader.56 
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Thus, because Father Burner is skillfully and realistically 

85powers, "Prince of Darkness," Prince of Darkness and 
Other Stories, p. 175. ^ 

86sisk, p. 32. 
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portrayed as neither all good nor all bad, his story has 

meaning, A reader need not be a devotee of the religion of 

the priest to identify with him and benefit from his story. 

Sisk writes. 

Father Burner is both a very individualized 
parson and Everyman: a lukewarm, slothful 
timeservar, measured and found wanting by his 
own values. His concrete universality is es
tablished with wit and great clarity; the 
achievement of him as a character in a work of 
art lies to a great extent in his ordinari
ness. 87 

Monsignor and Father Eudex in "The Forks" provide ad

ditional examples of the universality of Catholic fiction. 

Monsignor's self-seeking, proud, and petty ways are unattrac

tive and vary disturbing to Father Eudex, But even Monsignor 

is not without soma virtue. Johnson and Hamlin point out 
/ 

I 

that 

. . . it should be said that the materialist 
Monsignor as a successful administrator is as 
necessary to the effectiveness of the Church 
(and of Father Eudex) as is Eudex himself, 
^ 88 
. . . 

Father Eudex, although probably too idealistic for his own 

good, is tha better man. But the important consideration is 

that neither man is all good nor all bad. Johnson and Hamlin 

again declare, "We do not see Father Eudex and Monsignor as 

'good' and' bad.' We find tham to be neither; they are hu-• 

87ibid. 

88 Johnson and Hamlin, p. 57. 
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man beings."89 ^̂ jj ̂ y|̂ Q̂  ̂  skillful author portrays the priest 

as a human being rather than as a saint, the priest's story 

has universal implications deserving universal attention. 

What has been shown by the examples cited from chapter 

four of this thesis with reference to universal implications 

in much Catholic fiction is clearly applicable to the novels 

and short story discussed in chapter five, "Tha Priest as 

God's Man." This fiction emphasizes the humanity of tha 

priest. Moreover, it emphasizes that for a priest to find a 

satisfying relationship with God, he must struggle with his 

flash, and ha must evaluate and reevaluate his status with 

God. 

Tha humanity of a priest, of course, is no different 

from tha humanity of any other man. Monsignor Flanagan in 

Hurley's Monsignor struggles with "pride, ambition and crav

ing for power." These are not sins peculiar to a priest nor 

are they sins only for a priest. Father Kennedy in The Edge 

of Sadness wrestles with the problem of "reconciling pain and 

suffering with an omnipotent and merciful God." Eventually 

he discovers that alcohol is not tha solution. He fights his • 

way back to usefulness, and, like Father Brennan in The Shadows 

of tha Images, he discovers that what counts is not where one 

serves God but that one does indeed serve God somewhere. And 

in J. F. Powers' Morte D'Urban Father Urban's businessman's 

89 Ibid., p. 58. 
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approach to his priesthood raises a question that has occu

pied tha minds of men of every age: "Does tha and justify 

tha means?" 

Thus, it may rightfully be said that Catholic fiction 

can and does confront the essential issues of life common to 

all men. It seems conclusive, therefore, that this fiction 

merits popular acceptance. 

To recapitulate, chapter one briefly introduces the 

subject and states the two purposes of this thesis. Chapter 

two traces the long and colorful tradition of tha priest in 

literature, first in Europe through the Renaissance writings 

of Boccaccio, Chaucer, and others, and then in the United 

States through tha works of Harte, Frederic, Gather, and 

others. Chapters three, four, and five illustrate and dis

cuss the great variety of images of the Catholic priest in 

contemporary American fiction. In addition, chapters four 

and five demonstrate the merit and universality of this 

fiction. 

^ • 
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