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The Prophetic Impulse in Cormac McCarthy
Introduction
Cormac McCarthy’s oeuvre is packed with prophets.  In his initial novel, The Orchard Keeper, Uncle Ather is described as being illuminated with “prophetic translucence” (OK 150).  The second novel, Outer Dark, begins with Culla’s dream of a prophet’s failed healing (OD 5).  This interest in prophets extends through to McCarthy’s latest work, The Road, which presents a dialogue with Ely, the prophet of no god.  Throughout his stories, characters stumble upon hermits in the wilderness who speak with prophetic assurance to impart their questionable wisdom.  Some prophetic or seemingly prophetic character appears in all of McCarthy’s novels to date, and many novels have more than one; however, these characters and the prophetic themes they suggest have received little critical attention.  Most often, these characters are dismissed as unimportant or are regarded as meaningless sidebars that detract from the main story.  Flannery O’Connor, a Southern gothic author with whom McCarthy is often compared, suggests that there is a sense in which all fiction has a prophetic role (817).  She certainly regarded her fiction as occupying that role, and her stories are populated with the rude, backcountry prophets that make her art so distinctive.  As critics have noted, Cormac McCarthy shares a great deal with O’Connor in terms of theme and style, but McCarthy’s own use of prophetic characters and themes in his work has yet to receive the intensive study it deserves.  My argument is that these characters, when properly understood in the light of the ancient Hebraic prophetic tradition, shed light on McCarthy’s work as a whole and inform our reading of his novels in new ways.  

My goal in this dissertation is to examine the religious underpinnings of McCarthy’s work by paying special attention to his use of prophets and the prophetic mode.  I am proposing that McCarthy’s work can be placed within the framework of a prophetic understanding of the world as understood in a particularly Judeo-Christian context.  The prophetic understanding of the role of land and place can also help to synthesize the growing volume of ecocritical readings of McCarthy with the more mystical and religious elements of the novels.  

In brief, the outline of this study is as follows:  first, I will clarify the term “prophet” as I am using it here by drawing on the theologies of Walter Brueggemann, Abraham Heschel, and Martin Buber; next I will undertake close readings of the many passages in McCarthy where vatic characters appear in order to examine the ways in which they do and do not fit the mold of a biblical prophet.  Along with this character study I will examine and articulate the broader prophetic themes embedded in McCarthy’s work to demonstrate the frequency with which McCarthy utilizes these patterns.  Finally, I will attempt to answer the question, “Is McCarthy’s work prophetic?”.  

Prophets Defined

By the term “prophet” I refer specifically to that office as it is portrayed in the Hebrew Bible.  Though other religious traditions have prophetic traditions, my presupposition is that, because of his Roman Catholic upbringing, McCarthy’s understanding of the office of the prophet has been primarily informed by the Judeo-Christian tradition.  Particular focus on the prophets of the Old Testament will helpfully narrow the scope of this paper.  

Defining prophets and prophesy will provide some clear guidelines for the analysis of the novels.  A prophet is not first and foremost one with surprising prescience, although foresight is certainly included in the definition (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 12).  The biblical prophet’s concern is always primarily with the present and the needs and concerns of the culture as it exists.  The ancient Israelite prophets did indeed pronounce doom upon their generations but only as a means to call the people back into a right relationship with their God in the present.  The second major error in understanding prophets is the belief that, because of their concern for the poor and marginalized and their sensitivity to injustices and the abuse of the land, the ancient prophets were basically what we would today call social activists.  To the contrary, as Brueggemann stresses, the much more radical mission of the prophets is to call people to live out the alternative vocation which the dominant culture domesticates and co-opts (13).  Their desire was not so much to reform their culture along more equitable lines as it was to “nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture around [them]” (13, italics in original).
  In short, the prophetic call is not merely to improve things by working within the dominant culture, but to remind people of their radical call to live into an alternative reality, often symbolized by the Promised Land in the prophetic literature.
Prophets who spoke into their culture of alternative possibilities had contradictory and paradoxical relationships with that culture almost by definition.  In his book on the influences of prophetic rhetoric in America, James Darsey offers an extended description of the nature of the prophets’ relationships with the dominant culture: 

the prophet is somehow alienated from his audience, possessed of a message that is somehow exclusive.  At the same time, the prophet engages those premises that are central to the culture.  The prophet is simultaneously insider and outsider; he compels the audience, but only by use of those premises to which they have assented as a culture.  The discourse is, then, both of the audience and extreme to the audience.  It might fairly be said that the prophet shares the ideals of his audience rather than the realities of its everyday life.  He reminds his audience of that transcendental side of its culture that makes it larger than our individual wants and needs and aspirations and challenges us toward the achievement of that ideal. (Darsey 2)
The prophet thus speaks to his culture out of that culture’s own values yet is often scorned for seeking to apply those values broadly and equitably.  Prophets speak both from outside the culture and from within it, and their posture toward the ills of their society is not disinterestedly critical but passionately brokenhearted.  Prophets, before and after the life of Christ, all look for the completion of God’s work on earth and the manifestation of the alternative society that Christ himself prophetically spoke of.  
Walter Brueggemann sets out some key characteristics of prophetic ministry in his The Prophetic Imagination.  First, the role of prophetic ministry is to evoke an alternative community within the dominant one.  Next, the task of those involved in prophetic ministry is to awaken the minds and hearts of society to the reality of death that traps society.  Finally, prophetic ministry tries to transcend despair and create space in which a new and better future can be imagined and believed in (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 110–1).  

To understand what the prophetic ministry is, we must first understand something of the dominant community into which it was first born and against which it must constantly raise its criticisms and present its alternatives.  For Brueggemann, the type of the prophet is most clearly demonstrated in the story of Moses.  The ruling society of Egypt, and the Pharaoh at its apex, represent the imperial culture against which the prophet speaks his word.  It is based upon an interconnected triad of affluence, oppression, and religion (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 36).  The first two may seem obvious enough, but Brueggemann also argues that religion is an essential factor of what he terms “the royal consciousness” (over against the prophetic imagination).  The religion he has in mind is not the religion of the prophets, however, but is marked by its static nature and a God or gods who are, in one way or another, tied down and made to serve the state.  A key example of this culture is the kingdom of Egypt in which Pharaoh was not merely a king, but also a god.  His great wealth and that of the ruling classes was based on a politics of oppression and slavery, itself reinforced by the state religion.  In Egypt, and later in the Israelite nation itself, these three elements maintained stability and fostered growth; however, they also tended to deny freedom, justice, and compassion.
For Brueggemann, the tasks of the prophet are both simple and impossible.  His idea is that the prophet must resist the domestication of his alternative consciousness that functions to criticize the dominant culture in order to evoke, form, and reform an alternative community.  Of course, this was often said and rarely done in the Old Testament.  For Brueggemann the dominant culture, including his own in America in 1978, will always be numbing, unimaginative, and uncritical of itself.  Prophetic ministry must oppose these tendencies and criticize society’s injustices while offering an imaginative alternative vision and energizing the people.  A key example is the alternative vision of Moses as he confronts Pharoah and journeys with the newly formed nation of Israel into the wilderness.  For Brueggemann, this story represents “a religion of God’s freedom as alternative to the static imperial religion of order and triumph and a politics of justice and compassion as alternative to the imperial politics of oppression” (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 18).  The prophet’s call is always towards justice and compassion in the name of the God of freedom, however revolutionary it may sound to the dominant culture of the age.  

In order to accomplish this task, the prophets must essentially awaken the hearts and minds of a people who have become deadened to their own experiences and forgetful of their calling.  There are three key methods consistently employed by the prophets in the Old Testament to accomplish this awakening.  In the first place, prophets must give people a way to express the “horror and massiveness of the experience which evokes numbness” (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 49).  They do this by offering symbols adequate to the task which are not merely invented but reactivated out of the past experience of the people.  For the Israelites, the exodus story was one such common symbol of the failure of Egypt to maintain control or last forever despite all its power, and a reminder of the alternative vision cast through Moses in the wilderness.


A second prophetic method is to give public expression to the fears of a culture that cannot be expressed under the royal regime or dominant culture, which are always present but which have been so long denied or ignored as to be almost forgotten.  The prophet’s task here is to evoke the real pain and fear of the people in order to articulate honestly how it is perceived by God (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 50).  


Finally, the prophets must speak poetically in order to express the deathliness that surrounds us.  This “deathliness” does not refer to the mere fact of death, but to the death introduced in the garden of Eden which comes from our desire to manage all life and knowledge for our own benefit:  “[t]hat death is manifested in alienation, loss of patrimony, and questing for new satiations that can never satisfy, and we are driven to the ultimate consumerism of consuming each other” (Brueggemann 50).  By expressing and evoking fear, pain, and deathliness, the prophet enables others to mourn properly and come to terms with the end of reality as they have known it, the managed reality of the royal consciousness, so that they can begin to recognize the alternative possibilities of the prophetic imagination.  Ultimately, though they often use the language of grief (51), prophets lead people to hope in new possibilities and engage in the promise of that newness (62).

The alternative reality of the prophetic imagination is marked by its criticism of the dominant culture and its ability to energize people to engage that vision (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 18).  Its criticism is not a lament of hopelessness but a complaint that trusts in the possibility of change, and this protest also enables prophecy to energize through hope that something new will be given, that everything is not already possessed but that more possibilities exist (22-3).  The prophetic word is energizing because it is partisan and unsubtle.  It is not systematic or irenic but of the moment and polemical (24-5).  It is not ideology, but doxology, not systems but songs, which offer a new language to challenge the imperial language of managed reality, and from such doxology emerges compassion and justice (26-7).  For Brueggemann, “[t]he possibility of passion is a primary prophetic agenda … Passion as the capacity and readiness to care, to suffer, to die, and to feel is the enemy of imperial reality” (41).  


Brueggemann does not offer a clear picture of what exactly this alternative reality might look like.  Like the prophets he characterizes, he prefers to evoke rather than depict because the alternative vision of the prophets is not of something stable as we understand the term, but for a reality predicated on the absolute freedom of God, which also maximizes the freedom of mankind.  This is, in part, why Brueggemann is so careful to point out that the prophetic alternatives he suggests cannot be merely grouped under the heading of “social justice.”  His vision of the prophetic is more profound and unsettling than this.  Instead of insisting on acts of kindness or charity that alleviate the suffering often caused by the dominant culture, the prophet urges for a complete upending of the system itself so that the society takes as its first principle the protection and care for the weak, poor, and aliens.  The prophet imagines a society wherein the strong cannot achieve more by grasping and the lazy cannot be made destitute by their failure to work, where those who have are expected to care for those who have not, to the point of taking them into their homes.  It is a vision that tends to fly in the face of everything we take for granted in a modern, Western, capitalist culture, and this is, of course, the point.  
Many of the characteristics of prophets and prophetic ministry that Brueggemann outlines draw from the work of the Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel.  Heschel identifies 16 overlapping characteristics of prophets and prophetic ministry before applying them to individual prophets in the Hebrew Scriptures.  In brief, he argues that prophets have a heightened sensitivity to evil and injustice, particularly those forms which are so commonplace as to go almost unnoticed by most people in the society (Heschel 3–6).  Prophets, for Heschel, had an annoying tendency to focus on what most others regarded as mere trivialities or on small wrongs that society tended to dismiss as simply the way of the world.  For the prophets, however, these trivialities were symptomatic of the more fundamental problems they wanted to address.  In their pronouncements they are uncompromising and tend toward radical expression (Heschel 16).  They are regarded with suspicion and hostility by those who are committed to the state or religious institutions (Heschel 19–20) because they are prone to iconoclastic criticism of the dominant society’s politics and religion.  The role of the prophet is to bear witness to the divine message and to deliver it to the people in a spirit of cooperation with the Almighty.  They cannot and do not try to prove that their message is divine (Heschel 22) because to do so would be to admit at the outset that the word of God is suspect and can and should be verified by the wisdom of man.  For Heschel, prophets align themselves with the authority of God by simply insisting that His word be accepted or rejected.  
Heschel is also a helpful source of information about the peculiar nature of the God of the prophets and the differences between Yahweh and the gods of the Egyptians or even the domesticated version of Yahweh later propagated under the Solomonic empire.  Heschel argues that the Yahweh of the prophets is transcendent, rather than immanent.  He is best depicted speaking with Moses on the mountain rather than in Solomon’s temple.  As Brueggemann also points out, by building the temple, Solomon effectively subjected God’s authority to that of the imperial state.  The God of the prophets, however, does not serve the state but stands in judgment over it.  Furthermore, Heschel emphasizes the great pathos of the God of the prophets.  This is a God who both grieves and feels joy.  He does not stand dispassionately apart from his people, but participates in their sufferings.  Heschel’s idea is that God’s pathos is not a mere anthropomorphism of God but a theomorphism of man.  In other words, we feel because we were created in the image of a feeling God.  The prophets simply remind us of this fact and return people to their native state of passion for life and grief over death.

Both Heschel and Brueggemann recognize the key role of prophets as a necessary corrective to the major failings of political rulers and religious officials.  For Brueggemann, in particular, prophets are to be thought of as one third of the structure of governance in ancient Israel, in addition to kings and priests.
  Brueggemann recognizes that other near eastern cultures and nations all had priests and kings as a fundamental part of their governance.  These two roles typically functioned to parse and manage spiritual and physical space, respectively.  Kings and priests were the usual holders of power in the ancient world, and often these roles would be conflated, as in the case of the god-kings like the Egyptian Pharaohs or the emperors of Rome.  Even without religious backing, however, kings tended to divide up and manage land in a way that was fundamentally incompatible with the way Yahweh intended the land to be held.  Thus, the role of the prophets, although without any formal or official power, was to speak directly to the king and remind him of his obligations to Yahweh.  

Land and property in particular were often points of conflict between the prophets and kings of ancient Israel.  Prophets regarded all property as divinely given by Yahweh to be stewarded and held in trust.  Not surprisingly, this understanding of the proper use of the land often meant they would criticize kings who tended to regard land as property belonging to the kingdom.  It was the difference between eminent domain and God’s domain.  Kings tended to buy and sell land as best suited their purposes for the growth of the state and the protection of the people.  Prophets insisted that land given by God could not be casually bought and sold for any reason.  It was to be held in trust and passed down to one’s descendents who would likewise be responsible for proper stewardship of the land.  
The prophetic view tended toward a much more holistic understanding of the relationship between people and the land they lived on.  Rather than viewing land as a commodity, the prophets saw it as an entity with needs of its own.  In extreme cases, the land was even said to become an agent that effected its own survival by casting out or swallowing up the wicked (Lev. 18:25).  Land was not merely a physical space to be divided up according to royal decree.  It also possessed a supernatural or spiritual element that affected and could be affected by the people who lived on it.  The purposes to which the land was put could either stain the ground with evil or make it holy.  
This way of looking at the land is far removed from our modern understanding of place, but some vestiges of this way of thinking remain.  We might, for instance, hesitate before buying a house where a murder has been committed.  Though it may seem superstitious, we sometimes have the sense that serious crimes or evils can stain the place where they were committed.  By the same token, it may seem right to us that a person would want to burn down or destroy a house where she was abused.  The prophetic literature of the Old Testament suggests that these “superstitious” feelings, which we tend to shrug off or ascribe to an overactive imagination, stem from the truth that particular places are not mere blank slates where humans can exercise their autonomous wills.  Land has more dimensions that the merely physical and is only rightly cared for when these other aspects are attended to.  Like persons, then, the land itself may have a spirit, or at least some function that makes it responsive to the spirits of the people who live on it and work with it.  Prophets have much to say, therefore, about the way we treat land and can offer important insights to our modern discussions about ecology and the environment.
As has already been suggested, the role of the prophet is not only to criticize the prevailing power structures of society, but also to suggest alternative possibilities.  One example of this alterity might be a different way of viewing land and our responsibilities toward it as suggested above.  But prophets are not practical people, as Heschel reminds us.  Their role was not political in the sense that they were called to engage in bringing about a new order.  In many ways the prophets functioned more as heralds and spokesman.  Their call was to participate with Yahweh in calling people to the possibility of a higher and better reality.  
Finally, there are some key characteristics of prophets themselves, beyond the methods they used and the messages that they bore.  First, Yahweh’s call to the prophet was typically so overwhelming that they felt unworthy.  Typical of this trait is the case of Isaiah who demurred that his lips were unclean and thus could not carry the holy word of God.  Second, prophets often refused the call, at least initially, because the message of God was too difficult or distasteful.  Jonah, for instance, tried to escape God because he did not wish to bear the offer of salvation to those he considered beyond redemption in Nineveh.  Third, in his role as a responder to the word of God, the prophet stands in for all men, and his uncleanness and weakness is a part of his substitutionary role.  Because of the prophet’s failings, it is important to remember that the role of prophet inheres in the message, not in the man.  A prophet is a prophet because of the word of God he bears to others, not because of some unique or transcendent quality in himself.  Finally, as we have already noted, prophets were especially sensitive to the plight of the poor and the disenfranchised, and this awareness meant they had a particular concern for land and place from which the poor were often evicted.  
My task in what follows will be to provide some brief descriptions of characters and themes in McCarthy’s 10 novels that reflect what I will call the prophetic impulse.  As I hope to show, in all of McCarthy’s novels there is some element of the prophetic that helps to inform or explain the motivations of characters and the interests of the narrative voice.  

Prophets both criticize the prevailing power structure and gesture toward imagined alternatives, so I will divide my discussion of McCarthy’s novels roughly along this divide.  First, I will argue that many of McCarthy’s characters criticize the dominant culture, or imperial reality, that Brueggemann articulates by rejecting affluence, oppression, and the forms of religion that are subsumed to state power.  Then, I will show how McCarthy’s characters gesture toward an alternative reality through the reactivation of symbols and a concern for the proper use of land.  Along with this, I hope to demonstrate a consistent motif of characters being burdened by a message they do not understand or want to bear and yet cannot be rid of, much like the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Finally, there are times in McCarthy’s work when the prophetic impulse is not channeled through the characters but addressed more directly to the reader, so I will articulate some of the ways that McCarthy’s novels make prophetic claims or moves without, or in spite of, the characters in them.
Prophetic Criticism

Readers of McCarthy are often unable to discern exactly what motivates his characters.  We are given very little in the way of interior monologue to help us to understand why these characters behave in the often strange ways that they do.  Why, for instance, does Suttree go off and wander in the woods for weeks on end?  Why is Lester Ballard a necrophiliac?  Why does the judge single out the kid as an enemy, and what motivates the kid to ride with the Glanton Gang in the first place?  I am not suggesting that reading these characters through the lens of the prophetic will reveal the answer to all of these questions, but there are some ways in which the behavior of both primary and secondary characters can be understood as a kind of protest against the imperial reality described by Brueggemann.  Many of McCarthy’s characters seem to understand, sometimes on an unconscious level, that elements of the given reality are wrong, disordered, or harmful.  This second chapter will demonstrate how these characters sometimes protest and complain, not through jeremiads but through their actions and by resisting, in small, often futile ways, the structures that uphold injustice, oppress the poor, disrupt communities, or use the natural world carelessly and abusively.  
The Orchard Keeper

In The Orchard Keeper Arthur Ownby demonstrates his prophetic impulse in his resistance to the governmental violation of the natural world.  Early in the book, he watches an ugly water tank raised by the government in the middle of an old peach orchard that has long gone untended.  To Uncle Ather the tank seems to represent the advance of state power into a place of natural beauty.  Edwin Arnold suggests that “Ownby marks his X on the government tank as protest against its encroachment into the land and world he loves” (3).  This protest accords with a prophet’s interest in the right use of land and his defense of the land as held in trust by the people who live on it in opposition to its merely being managed, bought, and sold by the state.  

The second major character in The Orchard Keeper is the bootlegger Marion Sylder who demonstrates his prophetic criticism through his anger and act of revenge toward the local sheriff who uses his power to oppress young John Wesley Rattner and attempts to drive a wedge between the boy and the bootlegger.  Sylder becomes a father figure for John Wesley after killing John Wesley’s father, a fact that remains unknown to both of them throughout the novel.  Despite the murder, Sylder seems to be a better father to young Rattner than the boy’s biological father ever was.  His de facto adoption of John Wesley and his attempts at protecting the boy and avenging him when he is mistreated also emphasize his concern to look after the fatherless as the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures instruct.  Like the prophet who stands against injustice even in the smallest matters, Sylder avenges John Wesley by assaulting the local sheriff, who had threatened the boy in an attempt to make him turn on the bootlegger.  As it turns out, Rattner is no rat, but Sylder is still angered by the sheriff’s threats.  Sylder is not worried that the boy might turn on him but angry that the law would be used to threaten the powerless Rattner and attempt to destroy the small community the two have begun to form.  Sylder sneaks into the sheriff’s house at night and punches the sleeping lawman as a way of protesting the sheriff’s use of the law as a means of destroying communities rather than protecting them.  
Both Ownby and Sylder operate as father-figures for the young John Wesley, so it is no surprise that he displays some of the same prophetic impulses.  There are several ways in which young Rattner protests against the government abuse of nature and against the oppressiveness of the law, but perhaps the most pointed illustration of John Wesley’s prophetic impulse is in the inscription he presumably has placed on his mother’s gravestone.  At the end of the novel, an older John Wesley visits his mother’s gravesite, and the narrator tells us that the inscription on the tombstone reads, “If thou afflict them in any wise, / And they cry at all unto me / I will surely hear their cry” (OK 245).  As Georg Guillemin points out, this passage from Exodus 22 specifies that the “them” in this verse is the widows and the fatherless, which of course includes both Mildred Rattner and John Wesley himself (19).  It occurs in Exodus at a point when Moses, who is the archetypal prophet for Brueggemann, has delivered the Israelites from their oppression in Egypt and is now administering new laws to the people, which he has received from God. The divine promise on Mildred Rattner’s grave marker depicts a prophetic concern for the weak and powerless, and it also suggests John Wesley’s prophetic critique of his own culture as well as the energizing hope that salvation and protection may yet be available to people like him and his mother. 
Outer Dark
McCarthy’s second book is framed by Culla Holme’s encounters with prophets.  It begins with Culla’s dream of a prophet who proclaims his supplicants will be healed after the eclipse of the sun has passed.  In the dream, Culla is one of those seeking healing, though the implication is that his malady is not physical but spiritual or psychological.  At any rate, no healing seems to come for the multitudes, the sun does not return, and Culla is subsequently attacked by the crowd “with howls of outrage” (McCarthy, Outer Dark 6).  At the end of the novel, as James Giles points out, “Culla … receives the promise of redemption from an actual prophet” (96).  


Despite this potentially hopeful ending, much of Outer Dark seems to depict a world in which the prophetic voice of resistance is noticeably silent.  The gruesome scene in which Culla and Rinthy’s nameless child is killed can be read as a corruption of the prophetic vision of God and his relationship with man.  As others have already noted, the three criminals who wander in and out of the story, dispensing meaningless violence on those they come across seem to be some dark vision of God; McCarthy describes them as a “grim triune” (OD 128).  In the climactic scene where Culla confronts these three men for the last time, as he stands “like one arraigned” (OD 235), the leader slits the throat of Culla and Rinthy’s child and offers it to his companion.  The maniac then proceeds to drink the infant’s blood.  Here, instead of the Eucharist, where guilty men consume the body and blood of God, McCarthy offers us a perversion of the sacrament in which a dark god feasts on the blood of men.  The sacrificed child is not immaculately conceived, but born of incest and, though it is innocent of wrongdoing and dies in Culla’s place, its death cannot have any power to redeem Culla or absolve him of guilt.  The traditional understanding of the Eucharist holds that, in taking the body and blood of Christ, men and women are made like Christ – sons and daughters of God.  It enacts a kind of apotheosis which will be fully realized upon Christ’s second coming.  In Outer Dark, however, McCarthy depicts a god who feasts on the body and blood of man.  This is a god who enacts an immanentizing (apohomosis?) of himself.  Instead of man partaking of the innocence of Christ, McCarthy’s dark god partakes of the sins of man as represented in the child of incest.  As Lydia Cooper points out, Culla’s guilt is not absolved by the death of the child that represented his sins.  She writes, “[t]he three wild men, then, do not punish Culla for his crime, nor do they permit him to escape the eternal haunt of his act.  Rather than acting as judges and juries, they act merely as intensifiers of evil” (46).  This is a perfect representation of the immanent God of the dominant culture as described by Brueggemann.  Rather than a God who stands in judgment over the sins of man, McCarthy depicts a god who is himself guilty.  Such a god cannot judge, but neither can he show mercy.  Rather than a world where some prophets still remain to offer resistance to the dominant culture, then, McCarthy’s second novel depicts a world in which that resistance has all but disappeared and exists now in that outer darkness where the immanent god of the dominant culture becomes a tormentor rather than a savior.  
Suttree
The titular character in Suttree displays some prophetic impulses early in the novel in his resistance to his father’s world of business, law, and government, which clearly aligns with the imperial structure that Brueggemann identifies as the antagonist of the Old Testament prophets.  Suttree’s desire to live among the poor and disenfranchised suggests a prophetic impulse in his criticism of affluence and power and in his concern for the marginalized.

On the other hand, with the possible exception of the very end of the novel, Suttree might best be characterized as a prophet without a God.  Suttree initially defines himself more by what he is against than by what he is for.  Instead, McCarthy depicts at least three other characters who act as prophetic foils for Suttree:  the ragman, Ab Jones, and the shut-in who hurls vitriol out of his window at passers-by.  Suttree’s journey through the novel can, in part, be charted by the changes in his interactions with these three men.
In Suttree the ragman who lives under a highway bridge represents a failed prophet, or perhaps a partial prophet because he lodges a critique and protest of a dominant culture but cannot imagine a constructive alternative.  Toward the end of the novel, Suttree finds the ragman dead in his cave, looking as if he had “forced himself to death” (S 421).  He seems to have an intuitive understanding that the way of the world is fundamentally wrong.  In this way, he is able to criticize the dominant culture like a prophet.  However, he is not also able to envision an energizing alternative.  Instead, he seems like one who tries to counter the management of the royal consciousness by asserting his own management.  He recognizes the meaninglessness of the world around him, but his own attempts at establishing some meaning or reference point seem to fail.  Suttree ultimately rejects the ragman’s posture toward life as vain pride:  “You have no right to represent people this way, he said.  A man is all men.  You have no right to your wretchedness.  He wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.  There’s no one to ask is there?  There’s no…  He was looking down at the ragman and he raised his hand and let it all again and he rose and went out past the old man’s painted rock into the rain” (S 422).  Suttree seems to admit there is no God, in agreement with the ragman’s own theological position, but he cannot quite bring himself to say it.  
Like the ragman, Suttree adopts a posture of utter defiance against the world:  “I spoke with bitterness about my life and I said that I would take my own part against the slander of oblivion and against the monstrous facelessness of it and that I would stand a stone in the very void where all would read my name.  Of that vanity I recant all” (S 414).  The word “vanity” is here meant in both its senses to emphasize the pridefulness and the futility of such an act.  Like the ragman, Suttree had been obsessed with the idea of making his own meaning and asserting his selfhood in defiance of an absurd world, but he finally renounces this position as both arrogant and impossible.  The ragman’s painted stone (S 11) and Suttree’s stone in the void represent a posture toward death that is uncompromising and defiant but ultimately hopeless.  It is mere criticism without an energizing alternative.  It is vanity because it is an attempt to create meaning out of one’s contingent selfhood rather than accept a meaning that comes by relation to self-existent God.  So Suttree cannot quite bring himself to claim that there is no God.  Though he cares deeply for the ragman throughout the novel, he cannot ultimately follow the old man to the logical conclusion of his nihilism.  

Blood Meridian
An understanding of the prophetic can help shed light on the central conflict in Blood Meridian between the kid and Judge Holden.  In the end Blood Meridian can be read as a story of the failure of the prophets and the rise of the imperial reality in American culture.  My contention is that, here, McCarthy is his most strident in his prophetic criticism of American politics, economics, and religion.  In my reading of this complicated novel, Holden himself represents the imperial power that the prophets so often criticized and that Brueggemann finds so perfectly expressed in King Solomon and his empire.  Holden’s outsized physical and mental prowess suggest both the violence and the immense capacity for building and learning that the dominant culture is capable of.  I argue that violence and progress are not opposites in this view but intrinsic to one another, a point already well-made by James Dorson (110).  As the ultimate practitioner of this violence, the judge’s great talent is for reducing the world and the people around him to markers of value (symbolized in the scalps collected by the Glanton Gang) that can then be traded, bought, or sold in an economic system from which nothing is allowed to escape.  With the judge, McCarthy suggests that the physical violence of Blood Meridian has been transformed over time into the economic violence of a capitalist system in which nothing is sacred and everything is for sale.  This represents the “ultimate consumerism of consuming each other” that Brueggemann argues is a hallmark of the royal consciousness (The Prophetic Imagination 50).


McCarthy’s retelling of the story of the American West not only sets the record straight, but implicates the current American culture in its past in a prophetic critique of our culture of deathliness.  Ultimately, Blood Meridian suggests that the judge was right that he would never die, that his violence and the reductive economics by which he lived have become the status quo for modern Americans and the basic rules of the game we are all forced to play.  


Over against this judge is the kid, who is perhaps only barely conscious of the role of resistance he is called to play against Holden’s dominant culture.  There are moments of prophetic calling in the kid’s life, as when he stumbles upon a burning tree in the middle of the desert, but though this sign saves him from freezing to death it does not seem to impart any meaning or purpose to the kid.  In the same way, as a grown man, the character carries a Bible around with him on his wanderings though he cannot read it.  He seems somehow compelled by signs he cannot decipher.  The kid resists, like Suttree resists his father, but he does not know why he does so or for what purpose.  

All the Pretty Horses
If Blood Meridian represents the failure of the prophetic imagination to articulate an alternative vision for America, All the Pretty Horses can be read as John Grady’s attempt to pursue that vision in Mexico.

In All the Pretty Horses the Dueña Alpohnsa represents a failed prophet, one who once enacted a resistance to the imperial reality but has since been assimilated to the state.  According to J. Douglas Canfield, Alphonsa’s apparent change in attitude toward John Grady Cole comes from “her inability to transcend class and to become a real revolutionary” (263).  She represents the modern and more cynical wisdom that acts as a counterpoint to the mysterious pronouncements of the vatic characters in the Border Trilogy.  While The Crossing has a great number of secondary characters who can be considered prophetic, All the Pretty Horses has very few.  Alphonsa appears, as Canfield notes, as one who once held lofty ideals but has grown cynical by watching those ideals fail in the Mexican revolution.  She is thus a foil to John Grady himself who also witnesses the failure of his ideals and yet retains an openness to alternative possibilities.  


In many ways, John Grady and the Dueña are very similar.  Both Cole and Alphonsa are left-handed (APH 136) and excellent chess players.  What she throws into sharpest relief is the idealism of the young man and the extent to which it is impractical and foolish.  She once was a revolutionary and perhaps possesses some prophetic impulses in herself, but she has since settled in to her son’s home and been co-opted to the dominant culture, just as Don Arulfo has converted his chapel into a pool room.  Her concern is no longer to challenge the way of the world but to preserve it for herself and her family.  Her complacency contrasts strongly with the young John Grady and his relentless pursuit of a better country.
No Country for Old Men


In No Country for Old Men, Sheriff Bell, potentially the “old man” of the title, finds himself caught between Llewelyn Moss and Anton Chigurh and is repeatedly confronted with his own inability to stop Chigurh or protect Moss or Moss’s wife, Carla Jean.  The novel opens with a chapter in italics that seems to represent Bell’s thoughts or perhaps a memoir.  He confesses his fear of Chigurh, whom he calls “a true and living prophet of destruction” (NCOM 4).  It is not that he is afraid that Chigurh will kill him, but that in confronting the assassin Bell will have to sacrifice his own soul, and this he is unwilling to do.  Sheriff Bell retains enough of the prophetic impulse to recognize that someone should stand against people like Chigurh, but he recognizes his own inability to do so.  In a way, this also marks him as a prophet, or perhaps a potential prophet.  The Hebrew prophets almost always felt insufficient to the task Yahweh called them to.  Moses stuttered; Isaiah was a man of unclean lips; Jonah was a coward.  Bell’s humility in this case is a sign of deep wisdom, and the ending of the novel leaves open the possibility that Bell will yet receive some revelation and take up the mantle to bear the unbearable message of protest against the evils of the world.  But McCarthy does not show us this.  He leaves us with a Sheriff Bell who is guilty for surviving this brush with death as he is guilty for surviving in World War II after most of his men died.  McCarthy leaves the reader to ponder the question of Bell’s soul.  Has he saved it by refusing to confront Chigurh or has he lost it in spite of himself for failing to resist evil no matter the cost?

The stereotypical image of prophets as wild-eyed, bearded men in robes declaiming to the people in a loud voice will not help us understand McCarthy’s characters.  But the underlying impulses of many of the author’s creations do reflect a prophetic sensibility.  McCarthy’s characters resist the dominant power of the imperium in many ways in the novels.  Often they resist governmental control by refusing to pay taxes on their land.  They show a concern for the poor and weak, and they maintain a sympathy with a land that is frequently in danger of being abused by government or industry.  They rarely speak out against the imperial reality that surrounds them, and when they do, their pronouncements are likely to be veiled in riddles (though this too may be a marker of the prophetic as we will discuss in chapter four).  Nonetheless, McCarthy’s characters are marked by an implicit attitude of complaint with many of the ways of the world, and their grumbling both highlights the defects and suggests the possibility of alternatives.

Alternative Realities

In small and often futile ways, McCarthy’s characters frequently register a prophetic protest against a dominant culture of oppression and wealth.  By themselves, these gestures might suggest that McCarthy’s use of prophetic themes and forms is entirely cynical, but the author also allows for moments of hope by suggesting the possibility of alternative realities.  Though the examples are more subtle, there are ways in which his novels also prophetically gesture towards a better country.  These alternatives are never depicted in detail – indeed, they are rarely more than hinted at – but the persistence with which characters cling to the idea that there is a better way for humans to live in the world and interact with each other in the novels points to the power of their prophet-like ability to imagine alternatives.  This chapter will show how McCarthy is able to depict what Brueggemann would call the prophetic imagination in the midst of his otherwise bleak novels.
The Orchard Keeper
One of the key ways in which McCarthy demonstrates a prophetic gesture towards alternative realities is by depicting the landscape and his characters’ relationship to it different ways from the mode the Western world has become used to operating in:  viewing land as a mere commodity that can be bought and sold by those with money and influence.  In The Orchard Keeper Arthur Ownby has a relationship with the land that is much more intimate and passionate.  As we have already seen, he feels compelled to defend the land from the violation represented by the ugly government water tank.  But he also imagines a different way of living with the land.  He thinks to himself that it would be good, and more neighborly, to live up in the mountains in a log house where he could raise bees.  It may seem ironic that being a better neighbor means moving farther away from people, but it is not meant to be so.  Ownby is no misanthrope, but his understanding of neighborliness is based on maximized freedom and equality.  Where he lives now, he is under threat from the government who wants to kick him off his property for his failure to pay taxes on it.  But he dreams of living in a place where he might be beholden to none and therefore is free to have commerce with others instead of being forced to.  
At other points in the novel, Uncle Ather demonstrates in more literal ways his more intimate relationship with the land.  Probably the most powerful instance of this is when he is trapped under a tree that is felled by lightning just as he walks under it.  When he regains consciousness, he has grass in his mouth and can hear “the rain mendicant-voiced, soft chanting in that dark gramarye that summons the earth to bridehood” (OK 184).  This scene shows that Ownby is himself a part of nature and is somehow privy to the earth’s most intimate moments.  Ownby does not see lots and property lines when he looks out on a landscape.  His relationship with the earth is such that he can “read the signs” and even feel it changing within himself (225).  He sees the land not as an object but as a subject with which one can cultivate an intimacy that well repays the time and effort required to do so.  
Child of God
In Child of God McCarthy expresses the deathliness of a culture while at the same time forcing his reader to confront that deathliness within herself.  As Brueggemann argues, evoking pain, fear, and deathliness is actually a means by which prophets can arouse the imagination of the people toward alternative realities.  Lester Ballard confronts the reader with an evil that cannot simply be reduced to a question of psychological disease or dismissed as “other.”  McCarthy seems intent on forcing us to reckon with Ballard and with the possibility that he is “much like [ourselves]” (CG 4).  Lester Ballard is almost an exaggerated example of evil.  He is a voyeur, an arsonist, a murderer, and a necrophile.  Yet, McCarthy not only makes Ballard into a realistic character, he also manages to find his humanity and even suggests that Lester may find grace.  As Andrew Bartlett points out, despite all of Ballard’s grotesqueness and animality, he “remains a human animal, a human figure” (14).  Ballard himself is no prophet, but he is someone about whom the prophets might speak.  He represents the “deathliness” that prophets evoked in his loss of his patrimony at the beginning of the novel and in his consistent alienation from society.  The narrator’s statement that Ballard is “a child of God much like yourself perhaps” (CG 4) is meant to suggest that the deathliness that Ballard represents cannot merely be dismissed because it inheres in our own culture and in ourselves.  Though the characters in the novel are reticent to do so, the reader sees Ballard much more closely.  The narrator’s perspective will not allow the reader to simply turn away.  The reader cannot merely attribute Lester’s behavior to psychology or environment but must reckon with the more complicated personality with whom she finds herself confronted.  Just as the Israelite prophets were called to evoke and give expression to this deathliness, McCarthy depicts this concept in the character Ballard and then forces his readers to reckon with that deathliness in their own culture and in themselves.
Suttree
Suttree’s relationship with the land is not so intimate as Arthur Ownby’s, though he is reasonably successful at maintaining a living by fishing.  But Suttree demonstrates an ability to perceive hopeful alternatives to the dominant culture through his relationship with Ab Jones.  Frank Shelton points out that, of the many deaths that surround Suttree, he seems most to care about those of the ragman and Ab Jones (80).  But Suttree ultimately rebukes the ragman and approves of Ab.  My contention is that both the ragman and Ab Jones are different versions of McCarthy’s prophetic characters and that they represent the fundamental choice that Suttree struggles with throughout the book.  

Ab Jones’ prophetic character is demonstrated in his willingness to sacrifice himself to a cause greater than himself.  Like the ragman, Ab resists those who oppress the powerless, but unlike the ragman, Ab is able to imagine a better alternative to the imperial reality around him.  Shelton explains that “[w]hile the ragpicker’s death is the passive, meaningless death of the almost-suicide, Jones’s death…comes as a result of the struggle for something of value” (80).  Ab’s defiance is not for his own sake, and the suffering he takes upon himself is on behalf of all blacks.  Prophet-like, he asserts the rights of the poor and marginalized in the culture against the dominant powers.  He fights with the police because “[t]hey don’t like no nigger walkin around like a man” (S 203).  Ab does not fight to defend his personal sense of honor; he says, “I wouldnt fight em at all if I could keep from it (S 204), but he seems to feel some calling or mission from outside himself that compels him to fight (and get beaten up) time and again.  Ab’s defiance is ultimately, like that of the prophets, an act of humility to his calling.  Thus, when Suttree comes upon him just before his death he speaks with “[a] voice from the void, dead and flat and divested of every vanity” (S 440).  Far from being a condemnation, this description marks Ab as one of the few characters in the book who, like his wife Doll, may truly understand the nature of the transcendent God.  Ab’s language of negation describes the voice of a man who is completely unconcerned with himself.  Ab has renounced the arrogance and hopelessness of the ragman that Suttree disavows just a few pages earlier, and one wonders if Suttree’s affinity for Ab comes as a result of precisely this quality of humility.  In Ab’s final moments, though he has been beaten to near death by the police, he is suddenly filled with a near-miraculous strength as Suttree looks on:  “the black had begun to come erect with a strength and grace contrived out of absolute nothingness” (ibid).  This power from out of the void is an indicator of the presence of a transcendent yet passionate God in the world of Suttree.  Ab Jones does not merely offer a criticism of the dominant culture, but he also seems to have access to an energizing hope in an alternative reality, one where blacks are treated like men and the marginalized are given the respect due to the children of God.

It is worth pointing out that Abednego Jones’s name alludes to a biblical character who was associated with the prophet Daniel and whose defiance of authority lead to his capture and execution.  Rather than kneel before an idol of the king, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, like Ab Jones, refused to stoop before the authority of mere men.  Having been condemned to death by fire, Abednego and his compatriots experienced a miraculous salvation.  Instead of being burned alive, they were seen talking with a fourth man in the midst of the flames before walking out of the fire unharmed.  This story is typically understood as a portrayal of theophany.  God appears in order to bring life out of the flames that were supposed to kill.  Here too, grace and strength are given to those who stand against the authority of man in the name of something greater.  Like his namesake, and unlike the ragman, Ab’s defiance gestures away from himself, and like the original Abednego, Ab also seems to receive some strange grace out of void.  In this experience of transcendence, Ab’s life and his death make a prophetic gesture to the alternative reality of the prophetic.

Blood Meridian

 Though, on the whole, Blood Meridian is a story about the failure of the prophetic critique of westward expansion and the economic system it presaged, there are still some ways in which the novel gives us glimpses of an alternative reality.  In particular, the character of the kid represents a prophet in his being burdened by a message that he refuses to carry.  In some ways he is like Jonah without the whale in that he is never humbled to become the prophet he is called to be.  Fairly early in the novel, for instance, his life is literally saved by a burning bush that saves him from freezing to death in the cold of a desert at night.  This allusion to the burning bush of Moses suggests a prophetic calling, but we mostly see the kid ignore this vocation.  Instead of actively resisting the judge, his resistance is much more passive and is indicated in small acts of mercy or merely by his absence during the many scenes of extreme violence perpetrated by his fellows in the Glanton Gang.  Much later, as a man, he carries a Bible that he cannot read and is forced to rebuff those who ask him for guidance and seem to intuit his calling as a holy man.  

In the end, the epilogue to the novel can be read to suggest that the death of the kid does not mean the end of the possibility of a prophetic resistance.  Though the kid ultimately refused to carry the fire symbolized by the burning bush, the earth itself is shown to contain a divine spark, and there is still the chance that others may be more willing to strike “the fire out of the rock which God has put there” (BM 337).
All the Pretty Horses

 Like Suttree, John Grady Cole sometimes seems to be a prophet in search of a God, or perhaps a country.  Some of Cole’s impulses seem prophetic.  His strong affinity for horses connects him to the land and the natural world.  He is somehow grounded by a sense of justice that escapes many of the other characters in the book and to which he is fully committed.  Finally, he leaves at the beginning of the book and again at the end to go search for his country, the true country where things are as they should be.  Presumably this is a place where he can love and be loved and raise horses.  He had hoped to find it in Mexico, but failing that he strikes out again to find it at the end of the book.  He has the prophetic impulse to be critical of the world as it is and to seek an alternative reality.

The Crossing


The Crossing is, more than any of the previous novels, an attempt at sketching the outline of the alternative reality pursued by many of McCarthy’s characters.  One of the many interpretations of the title is that it refers to a metaphysical crossing or transcending in addition to Billy Parham’s physical crossing of the Mexican border.  Like John Grady Cole, Billy also seeks a better country.  Though, initially, his quest is to find a better country for the she-wolf he has trapped and not for himself, his kinship with wolves, established early in the novel, suggests that his search for a better place for the wolf is related to his impulse to find an alternative reality for humanity as well.  This is why McCarthy places a pieta in his novel just before Billy buries the wolf.  She has not been killed for any sins of her own but as a bearer of the sins of mankind.  Only Billy seems to recognize that the wolf’s death should not be and is not a good thing, even for the men who fear for themselves and their stock.  Like John Wesley Rattner, who cannot understand what profit the government gains by the death of a hawk, Parham cannot comprehend the value in killing a wolf.  These characters recognize the intrinsic value in the living things of the world and demonstrate a strong desire to protect them from the dominant forces.  The first of Billy’s prophetic impulses is demonstrated in his compassion for the weak and vulnerable.  


The Crossing is also filled with Billy’s strange encounters with recluses and hermits who give him cryptic advice.  As with all of McCarthy’s characters, these potential prophets are complex and present both truth and falsehood in their oblique and wandering way.


One such encounter for Billy is with the old trapper, Don Arnulfo, who speaks to Billy of an alternate reality that lies outside the world most men see, of a “world between” (C 353).  This reality may be in the same place where, according to Don Arnulfo, “the acts of God and those of men are of a piece,” where “God sits and conspires in the destruction of that which he has been at such pains to create” (C 354).  Don Arnulfo’s prophetic word may allude to the atomic bomb that is detonated at the end of the novel, but it also foretells the destruction of the wolf itself.  He speaks of wolves in a way that Billy seems to understand intuitively, suggesting that there is no such thing as a trapped wolf.  Wolves only exist in their proper place where they are free and wild.  At the moment a wolf is trapped, it is lost, and “not even God can bring it back” (C 353).  Billy’s brief interview with this trapper, God-forsaken as he may be, establishes key prophetic themes like the value of the natural world and the willingness of God to allow men to destroy it.  Like the God of the Israelite prophets, Don Arnulfo’s God is active, passionate, and judgmental.  Perhaps this is why the old man “thinks he knows better than the priest” (C 355).

Cities of the Plain
The last book of the Border Trilogy demonstrates the continuing harmful expansion of state and corporate power into the natural places of the world while also offering occasional glimpses of a more hopeful alternative.  John Grady Cole, for instance, seems largely unchanged by his trials and defeats of the first novel of the trilogy.  He remains, according to Edwin Arnold, 
something of an outsider, not born into the world for which he was made (cited in Sickels and Oxoby 356).  Sickels and Oxoby argue that this is because Cole clings to the pastoral vision of the American cowboy long after it has ceased being a reality or even a possibility.  My argument is that John Grady retains some prophetic impulse that enables him to hold out hope for an alternative vision against the dominant reality.  


The prophets do not triumph in Cities of the Plain.  As the title suggests, the book speaks more of judgment than of the inauguration of an alternative that maximizes human freedom and centers on stewardship of the land.  But the biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah is also a story of escape from judgment and destruction.  Despite all the seeming failure of this book, McCarthy still holds out an enigmatic hope in the final pages.  The stranger with whom Billy talks under a highway overpass tells a strange story, but it ends like this – life is made of worship, and death, while real, is borne by another in our stead (CP 1032-4).  The echoes of the life and mission of Christ resonate strongly here and this lesson may finally enable Billy to be at peace and find some small community where hope in a better reality can survive.

No Country for Old Men
Sheriff Bell is somewhat unique among McCarthy’s creations in that he represents the law but is still a sympathetic character who even seems to retain the prophetic impulse to imagine a better world, though he cannot yet understand how it might come to be.  It is not merely that he is from an older generation that took questions of morality more seriously.  Bell’s concerns run deeper.  As he confesses in the final chapter of the book, Bell yearns for a faith in something that he can cling to in spite of all he has seen.  And perhaps he is given some hope in his dream of his father, who goes before him into a cold night to make a fire and wait for his son (NCOM 309).  Bell has enough of a prophetic impulse to recognize what is missing in the world.  He sees souls missing from people like Chigurh, and he sees no power capable of stopping the evil that walks freely.  Yet, he can also picture people like the man who built the stone trough behind the house, who could only have been enabled to do so by “a promise in his heart” (NCOM 308), and he lives with a wife whom he respects deeply and whose spirituality seems to allow her some peace.  McCarthy gives a bleak picture of the world in No Country for Old Men, as he has in all of his novels, and this may be a means of giving voice to the reality of deathliness and horror that the dominant culture attempts to repress.  Yet, characters like Sheriff Bell enable readers to hold on to a glimmer of hope that an alternative is possible.


The title of the novel itself, referring to Yeats’ “Sailing to Byzantium,” suggests that Sheriff Bell is on a similar journey toward eternal paradise as the speaker of the poem.  Yeats’ speaker calls for “sages standing in God’s holy fire” (line 17) to “be the singing masters of my soul” (line 20), which seems to echo Bell’s desire for some guidance or faith.  The prophets in Yeats’ poem are those who have experienced the presence of God and can therefore point the way to the alternative vision of reality that He reveals.  The title may also refer to the passage from the prophet Joel, “[a]nd it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions” (2:28).  The dreams that close the novel, then, suggest Bell’s prophetic impulse to imagine another country and hold out hope against the day when he will see it more clearly.  
The Road

The most obvious example of a prophet in The Road would seem to be the old man Ely that the father and son meet on the road and whose name may link him with the Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha.  Ely, however, is a failed prophet whose presence serves only to highlight the true prophetic impulses of the father.  Ely calls himself the “prophet of no god” and admits that he saw the apocalypse coming.  He seems to have had some gift of foresight that we typically associate with prophecy.  But his foresight is only for what will be and not for what could or should be.  The true prophets see the alternate reality that is possible despite all appearances to the contrary.  Ely does not have this vision and, like the ragman in Suttree, can only see the desolation and hopelessness of the world around him.  He believes that mankind will soon die out and that the gods will follow them.  The implication is that the gods are merely creations of men who give faces to our best or highest aspirations.  In his mind, such noble ideas cannot survive in the world of The Road and so the gods will soon cease to exist.  This is Ely’s message to the father and the son.  


Ely’s name probably does not refer to the ancient Israelite prophets but to Eli, the high priest of the book of Samuel.  According to the story, Eli was a decent priest but a bad father.  The evidence of this is the fact that his sons run riot and prostitute themselves to pagan gods in the pursuit of money and women.  The story of Samuel holds that his mother was barren and pleaded with God to give her a son.  In exchange she vowed to give her son to God when he came of age.  He did and she did.  When he was old enough, the boy came into the care of Eli and was trained into the priesthood.  One night, the boy, Samuel, heard a voice calling him.  Thinking it was Eli, he went to the old man’s room and woke him up.  Eli told him he was dreaming and to go back to sleep.  This happened twice more until Eli finally realized what was happening.  Finally, the priest told the boy, “Go, lie down: and it shall be, if he call thee, that thou shalt say, Speak, Lord; for thy servant heareth” (I Sam. 3:9).  This became Samuel’s inauguration into a prophetic ministry.  He was one who heard from God and spoke to the people on God’s behalf.  In The Road, then, Ely is associated with one who did not hear the voice of God, but recognized it in another.  
In the end, it is the father who suggests an alternative vision.  What if, he asks Ely, the son is himself a god?  He wrestles with God and argues with him as the ancient prophets did, contending with God on behalf of himself and his son.  When Ely suggests that the gods are gone, the father’s latent prophetic impulses are awakened.  He voices for the first time in the novel the fact that there is something unaccountable in the boy, a compassion and ability to love that should not exist in such a world and yet does.  He may not himself be a prophet, but he certainly comes to recognize and appreciate the prophetic impulse.  In his dying moments, he sees a light coming from his son that suggests the “fire” that the man and boy have been carrying through the novel.  He says to his son, “Look around you … There is no prophet in the earth’s long chronicle who’s not honored here today.  Whatever form you spoke of you were right” (R 277).  The father himself must be counted among the prophets, for he had recognized the fire within his son, believing it was there long before he could see it.
The Road is paradoxically one of McCarthy’s darkest and most hopeful novels, and it can be so without contradiction because it operates according to a prophetic vision in which revealing the deathliness in the world is a means of potential escape from it and imagining a hopeful alternative requires giving honest expression to the horrors implicit in the dominant reality.  For all of his gothic grimness, McCarthy is also able to use his considerable talents to gesture towards an alternative reality in his novels.  Like the prophets of the Old Testament, McCarthy does not depict or define what the alternatives to the imperial reality might be.  Instead, he offers evocative hints and creates space for his reader’s imaginations to participate in the foretelling of better visions of the world.  This does not only occur within McCarthy’s stories and between his characters.  In the next chapter, we will examine some of the ways in which McCarthy’s use of plot, description, and symbolism are themselves indicative of a prophetic impulse in the author himself.
Is McCarthy a Prophetic Author?

My working thesis to this point, is that McCarthy either uses the prophetic mode intentionally in his work or is subconsciously channeling a way of interacting with the world inherited through his Roman Catholic upbringing.  The Roman Catholic church understands the world not only through its sacraments, but also through prophecy.  Recent scholarship has begun to focus on the ways in which McCarthy’s novels demonstrate a sacramental worldview; what I am arguing here is that they also demonstrate a prophetic worldview as demonstrated through their criticism and divergence from the dominant reality.  There are several ways in which McCarthy’s novels criticize and energize as the Israelite prophets did.  I argue that McCarthy often uses his talents to give expression to the fear and pain created by the royal consciousness of the dominant culture.  Like the prophets, he often writes as though he “knows that only those who mourn can be comforted and so [he] first asks about how to mourn seriously and faithfully for the world passing away” (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 95).  The difficult subject matter and fascination with violence and evil that McCarthy displays throughout his ouvre can be seen as his coming to grips with a dominant culture built on bloodshed and oppression in order to allow readers to experience and feel what they have been used to ignoring and dismissing.  McCarthy powerfully speaks to loss and grief in American culture in the same way that prophets gave a voice to those experiences among the culture of the ancient Israelites.  

But McCarthy does not merely criticize, he criticizes creatively by being “ethically pertinent and … embrac[ing] … negativity” (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 95).  McCarthy’s concern to represent the poor and marginalized peoples of the South and Southwest suggests a prophetic concern for the weak and alienated persons who often find themselves without a voice or means of complaint in the system that oppresses them.  McCarthy can hardly be accused of valorizing the struggles of the rednecks and hillbillies that populate his southern novels or the cowboys and poor Mexicans of his western works, but he does give an honest representation that is relevant in its criticism of a dominant culture that oppresses these characters.

Much of McCarthy’s criticism falls not only on the various extensions of state power but also on the dominant religious institutions that perpetuate the royal consciousness and operate as a further means of oppressing and numbing the people.  In books like Suttree and Outer Dark especially, religion is often shown to be yet another means by which the dominant culture asserts its authority and reinforces its stability at the expense of freedom and compassion.
Another aspect of the prophetic impulse that McCarthy sometimes displays is his willingness to revitalize old symbols of resistance to allow for the expression of the grief of death and help create a language of hope (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 66).  As Brueggemann explains, prophets do not create new symbols but find ways to resurrect the old representations of resistance in a way that draws on the history of a people in refreshing ways.  Something along these lines may happen in The Road just after the father has finished washing the blood and brains of the cannibal from his son’s hair:  “All of this like some ancient anointing.  So be it.  Evoke the forms.  Where you’ve nothing else construct ceremonies out of the air and breathe upon them” (R 74).   Some may read this as a futile gesture of a desperate and dying man, and it may be, but it is a profoundly prophetic gesture to draw upon the ancient forms in an attempt to reactivate them and provide a meaningful language for expressing both grief and hope.
To this end, McCarthy uses several symbols frequently which can perhaps be better understood by examining their significance from a prophetic standpoint.  Fire is one such symbol, which appears frequently throughout the novels in McCarthy’s current corpus.  Fire, of course, is a prophetic element and often serves to inaugurate a prophetic mission (as with Moses) or purify a prophet to receive the holy word of God (as with Isaiah).  


There are frequent references to doubles or doppelgangers in McCarthy as well, most particularly in Suttree but also more subtly in other works.  These doubles serve as symbols of a resistance to prophetic calling in some of McCarthy’s characters.  The twin represents another option, another way to spend a life, an alternate vision of the world.  


Finally, as more scholars are beginning to note, McCarthy’s use of the symbols of the church, particularly those of baptism and the Eucharist, is much more complicated than had originally been thought.  Though he often mocks the institutional church, he also has a deep respect for its symbolic language and does not necessarily draw upon that imagery solely for the purpose of pointing out its hollowness.  Brueggemann insists that poetry, however impotent it may seem to be, can be a powerful prophetic tool that gives voice to the voiceless and imagines the unimaginable.  Where propositional statements are limited by what can be observed, poetry can gesture towards the transcendent.  Poetry’s metaphorical nature calls attention to the inadequacy of words while at the same time suggesting an extra-linguistic reality.  I will argue that McCarthy frequently makes use of poetry’s ability to strain language to its breaking point to gesture toward an alternative reality.  Furthermore, his occasional references to inscrutable or undecipherable codes (as, for instance, are written on the backs of trout at the end of The Road) is another way in which McCarthy accomplishes the same goal of destabilizing language while suggesting extra-linguistic possibilties.  
A final major prophetic element in McCarthy’s fiction is the frequency with which his characters take to the road in exile or merely to wander.  Exile, pilgrimage, and wandering are prophetic movements and activities about which the ancient Israelite prophets had much to say.  The flip-side of this tendency to wander, as many have noted, is an emphasis on place, land, and country as both important and difficult to find or keep.  Suttree spends weeks wandering through the Smoky Mountains on what has been called a vision quest or pilgrimage.  John Grady Cole begins and ends his journey through All the Pretty Horses by searching for a country that will be his and fulfill his expectations of what a country should be.  He has not found it in Mexico or on his father’s ranch, and it seems doubtful that he ever finds it even by the end of Cities of the Plain.  Billy Parham makes many crossings as a result of the loss of his family farm, and he is often motivated by an attempt to keep what little remains of his family and its holdings as he struggles to keep Boyd alive and, later, to collect his remains or as he tries to recapture the family’s horses.  That Billy seems to come to a good resting place at the end of the trilogy may suggest that he has realized something John Grady never does about the dimensions of the good country and where to find it.  
Though all of McCarthy’s novels present characters with only a tenuous connection to place, perhaps the one that deals with the theme of displacement most directly is, of course, The Road.  This latest of McCarthy’s novels takes place in a post-apocalyptic world and centers around loss and absence.  As the title suggests, one of the most profound things that has been lost is any sense of place, where all that is left is the road, or a no-place between places which may not lead anywhere at all.  This is highlighted within the first few pages when the father in the story stops to look through his boyhood home on his trek south with his adolescent son.  Though the house, like all the others in the ashen wasteland that remains of North America, is slowly crumbling, he walks through it and allows his memories to rush over him (R 26–7).  But the father and son leave abruptly, either because they see something to frighten them or because they both realize at the same time how dangerous it is to dwell in the memories of a world that no longer exists.  Their survival now depends on the maximum possible mobility, and they must be willing to leave even the few meager possessions they push around in a shopping cart at a moment’s notice in order to survive (R 5–6).  There is literally no land that will take a root anymore, as is evidenced in one scene when a stand of cedars simply falls over because the snow collects too heavily on them (R 96–7).  Even if the father and son could find a good place, staying there would mean vulnerability to tribes of cannibals that rove the land.  

In many ways, the father’s and son’s journey resemble Abraham’s passage to the promised land, as described by Brueggemann.  He writes, “The sojourn is freely chosen, not imposed.  It is a choice made by those who could have chosen not to leave.  The choice means to throw one’s self totally on Yahweh, not in order to live in some nonhistorical relation with God but to be led to a better place, one characterized by promises not known either in Ur or in one’s father’s house” (The Land 6).  The father’s decision to move south is freely chosen.  His alternatives were few and grim, but they did exist.  One alternative chosen by his wife was suicide, which, with its promise of an end to fear, hunger, and cold, might very well be the most logical choice in such a world.  Though he does not often acknowledge it, the father has thrown himself and his son completely on the mercy of God.  He feels called by God to protect his son’s life and they take to the road for this reason (R 77).  Their hope is to go south to escape the cold and perhaps to find food.  They apparently have no more plan than this.  Their hope is so vanishingly small as to seem idiotic, and so it offers a true vision of what faith looks like.  Like Abraham, and like many other McCarthy characters, they persist in the seemingly foolish belief that there is a better land despite never having seen it and against all the evidence.  


Many have noted McCarthy’s interest in ecology and place in his novels, and I suggest that an even more profound understanding of these themes in the novels can be reached through a better appreciation of the prophetic teaching on the subject.  Prophets were, after all, well nigh obsessed with the issue of land from the time of Abraham onwards.  They spoke and argued either for reaching the Promised Land, or for living in it rightly, or for living rightly in exile after the land had been lost.  Their warnings often referred to issues of social justice which revolved around treating the land as inheritance rather than property to be owned, traded, or bartered.  As David Holloway points out, John Grady seems obsessed with escaping from a world in which everything he values – land, horses, people – has been “irredeemably commodified” (40).  This desire to escape into a better world is a prophetic impulse in the young cowboy that rejects mere commodification as the final end of persons and property.  

 It may well be argued that a prophetic author might be expected to be more straightforward and direct about his purposes and that McCarthy is simply too ambiguous.  His criticisms and his hope are veiled and cryptic at best, and if he is a prophetic author, there is every chance he is not a very good one.  I must remain open to the possibility that McCarthy evokes the forms of the prophets in order to undermine them as he seems to do with so many things, or that he maintains a kind of prophetic remnant in his work that never reaches a full expression.  Nonetheless, the difficulty that scholars have had with pinning McCarthy’s actual perspective down may be one of the ways in which he shows himself to be a truly prophetic author.  After all, the language of hope “cannot be explanatory and scientifically argumentative; rather, it must be lyrical in the sense that it touches the hopeless person at many different points” (Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination 67).  
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� This argument is Brueggemann’s working hypothesis in the book.





� The titles, prophet, priest, and king, are traditionally ascribed to Christ who is supposed to have fulfilled each of those roles perfectly in accordance with the spirit as well as the letter of the law of Yahweh.  As a king, Christ gives out of his abundance rather than taking for himself.  As a priest, Christ sacrifices himself rather than the substance of the people.  As a prophet, Christ subverts the dominant power structures and points towards an alternative reality.





