
The Chesterton Review 

The Novelist and the Believer 
— This comment on the difficulty of writing fiction in which the interior 

life is a factor is taken from Flannery O'Connor's book Mystery and 
Manners (Faber and Faber, 1969). 

The novehst doesn't write to express himself, he doesn't write simply 
to render a vision he believes true, rather he renders his vision so that it 
can be transferred, as nearly whole as possible, to his reader. You can 
safely ignore the reader's taste, but you can't ignore his nature, you can't 
ignore his limited padence. Your problem is going to be difficult in direct 
proportion as your behefs depart from his. When I write a novel in which 
the central action is a baptism, I am very well aware that for a majority of 
my readers, baptism is a meaningless rite, and so in my novel I have to see 
that this baptism carries enough awe and mystery to jar the reader into 
some kind of emotional recognition of its significance. To this end I have 
to bend the whole novel—its language, its structure, its action. I have to 
make the reader feel, in his bones i f nowhere else, that something is going 
on here that counts. Distortion in this case is an instrument; exaggeration 
has a purpose, and the whole structure of the story or novel has been made 
what it is because of belief. This is not the kind of distortion that destroys; 
it is the kind that reveals, or should reveal. 

Students often have the idea that the process at work here is one 
which hinders honesty. They think that inevitably the writer, instead of 
seeing what is, will see only what he beheves. It is perfectly possible, of 
course, that this will happen. Ever since there have been such things as 
novels, the world has been flooded with bad fiction for which the religious 
impulse has been responsible. The sorry religious novel comes about when 
the writer supposes that because of his belief, he is somehow dispensed 
from the obligation to penetrate concrete reality. He will think that the 
eyes of the Church or of the Bible or of his particular theology have al
ready done the seeing for him, and that his business is to rearrange this 
essential vision into satisfying patterns, getting himself as littie dirty in the 
process as possible. His feeling about this may have been made more defi
nite by one of those Manichean-type theologies which sees the natural 
world as unworthy of penetration. But the real novelist, the one with an 
instinct for what he is about, knows that he cannot approach the infinite 
direcdy, that he must penetrate the natural human world as it is. The more 
sacramental his theology, the more encouragement he will get from it to do 
just that. 

The supernatural is an embarrassment today even to many of the 
churches. The naturalistic bias has so well saturated our society that the 
reader doesn't realize that he has to shift his sights to read fiction which 

254 



News and Comments 

treats of an encounter with God. Let me leave the novelist and talk for a 
moment about his reader. This reader has first to get rid of a purely socio
logical point of view. In the thirties we passed through a period in Ameri
can letters when social criticism and social realism were considered by 
many to be the most important aspects of fiction. We still suffer with a 
hangover from that period. I launched a character, Hazel Motes, whose 
presiding passion was to rid himself of a conviction that Jesus had re
deemed him. Southern degeneracy never entered my head, but Hazel said 
" I seen" and " I taken" and he was from East Tennessee, and so the general 
reader's explanation for him was that he must represent some social prob
lem peculiar to that part of the benighted South. 

Ten years, however, have made some difference in our attitude toward 
fiction. The sociological tendency has abated in that particular form and 
survived in another just as bad. This is the notion that the fiction writer is 
after the typical. I don't know how many letters I have received telling me 
that the South is not at all the way I depict it; some tell me that Protes
tantism in the South is not at all the way I portray it, that a Southern 
Protestant would never be concerned, as Hazel Motes is, with penitential 
practices. Of course, as a novelist I've never wanted to characterize the 
typical South or typical Protestantism. The South and the religion found 
there are extremely fluid and offer enough variety to give the novelist the 
widest range of possibilities imaginable, for the novelist is bound by the 
reasonable possibilities, not the probabilities, of his culture. 

There is an even worse bias than these two, and that is the clinical 
bias, the prejudice that sees everything strange as a case study in the ab
normal. Freud brought to light many truths, but his psychology is not an 
adequate instrument for understanding the religious encounter or the fic
tion that describes it. Any psychological or cultural or economic determi
nation may be useful up to a point; indeed, such facts can't be ignored, but 
the novelist will be interested in them only as he is able to go through them 
to give us a sense of something beyond them. The more we learn about 
ourselves, the deeper into the unknown we push the frontiers of fiction. I 
have observed that most of the best religious fiction of our time is most 
shocking precisely to those readers who claim to have an intense interest in 
finding more "spiritual purpose"—as they like to put it—in modern novels 
than they can at present detect in them. Today's reader, i f he 
believes in grace at all, sees it as something which can be separated from 
nature and served to him raw as Instant Uplift. This reader's favorite word 
is compassion. I don't wish to defame the word. There is a better sense in 
which it can be used but seldom is—the sense of being in travail with and 
for creation in its subjection to vanity. This is a sense which implies a 
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recognition of sin; this is a suffering-with, but one which bkmts no edges 
and makes no excuses. When infused into novels, it is often forbidding. 
Our age doesn't go for it. 

I have said a great deal about the religious sense that the modern audi
ence lacks, and by way of objection to this, you may point out to me that 
there is a real return of intellectuals in our time to an interest in and a re
spect for religion. I believe that this is true. What this interest in religion 
will result in for the future remains to be seen. It may, together with the 
new spirit of ecumenism that we see everywhere around us, herald a new 
religious age, or it may simply be that religion will suffer the ultimate 
degradation and become, for a little time, fashionable. Whatever it means 
for the future, I don't believe that our present society is one whose basic 
beliefs are religious, except in the South. In any case, you can't have effec
tive allegory in times when people are swept this way and that by momen
tary convictions, because everyone will read it differently. You can't indi
cate moral values when morality changes with what is being done, because 
there is no accepted basis of judgment. And you cannot show the operation 
of grace when grace is cut off from nature or when the very possibility of 
grace is denied, because no one will have the least idea of what you are 
about. 

The serious writer has always taken the flaw in human nature for his 
starting point, usually the flaw in an otherwise admirable character. Drama 
usually bases itself on the bedrock of original sin, whether the writer 
thinks in theological terms or not. Then, too, any character in a serious 
novel is supposed to carry a burden of meaning larger than himself. The 
novelist doesn't write about people in a vacuum; he writes about people in 
a world where something is obviously lacking, where there is the general 
mystery of incompleteness and the particular tragedy of our own times to 
be demonstrated, and the novelist tries to give you, within the form of the 
book, a total experience of human nature at any time. For this reason the 
greatest dramas naturally involve the salvation or loss of the soul. Where 
there is no belief in the soul, there is very little drama. The Christian nov
elist is distinguished from his pagan colleagues by recognizing sin as sin. 
According to his heritage he sees it not as sickness or an accident of envi
ronment, but as a responsible choice of offense against God which in
volves his eternal future. Either one is serious about salvadon or one is not. 
And it is well to realize that the maximum amount of seriousness admits 
the maximum amount of comedy. Only i f we are secure in our beliefs can 
we see the comical side of the universe. One reason a great deal of our 
contemporary fiction is humorless is because so many of these writers are 
relativists and have to be continually justifying the actions of their charac
ters on a sliding scale of values. 
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Our salvation is a drama played out with the devil, a devil who is not 
simply generalized evil, but an evil intelligence determined on its own 
supremacy. I think that if writers with a religious view of the world excel 
these days in the depiction of evil, it is because they have to make its 
nature unmistakable to their particular audience. The novelist and the be
liever, when they are not the same man, yet have many traits in common— 
a distrust of the abstract, a respect for boundaries, a desire to penetrate the 
surface of reality and to find in each thing the spirit which makes itself and 
holds the world together. But I don't believe that we shall have great reh
gions ficdon undl we have again that happy combinadon of believing ardst 
and beheving society. Undl that dme, the novelist will have to do the best 
he can in travail with the world he has. He may find in the end that instead 
of reflecdng the image at the heart of things, he has only reflected our bro
ken condition and, through it, the face of the devil we are possessed by. 
This is a modest achievement, but perhaps a necessary one. 

Contemporary Paganism and the Search for Truth 

— Stratford Caldecott, the European Director of the Chesterton Institute, 
read a paper at the Houston conference. At one of the panel discus
sions, Mr. Caldecott also spoke about his own spiritual journey from 
Eastern mysticism to Christian orthodoxy. What follows is the text of 
that talk: 

I was not baptized as a child, my then-agnostic father having pre
vailed upon my mother to let the children decide their own rehgions fate 
when old enough to do so. My parents were South African intellectuals, 
who left their country in 1951 after years of working against apartheid. 
It was in London that I was born and brought up, in a comfortable, loving 
home flooded with all the cultural influences of the 1960s. The house was 
full of books, my father being a pubhsher (joint chief editor at Penguin, 
and later founder of Wildwood House), and I devoured them. My favourites 
were fantasy novels, then popular science, and eventually mysticism. 

As long as I can remember I have had a sense that there is a God. I as
sociate my rehgions instinct largely with dreams, of which I remember 
many from my childhood: dreams that seemed to be more than dreams, 
hke other lives and other worlds within this one, bearing revelations that 
can never fully be expressed in words. And then, when I was fourteen, I 
discovered the "secret of the universe": or so I put it to myselL This was a 
philosophical insight. I had been pondering (as one does) whether the 
world is, as the materialists claim, mere matter and energy. Suddenly I 
realized that the very consciousness of the question, my very awareness 
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