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Easter – a decision to become... 
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What could I, a Christian priest, say in public before religiously and 
ethnically pluralistic groups about F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby? 

Several years ago, I participated in 
the inaugural season of Scranton Reads, 
a program the Mayor instituted as an 
imitation of one in Chicago and perhaps 
of other communities around the coun-
try. A novel was selected, various pre-
sentations and discussions about it were 
organized, a costume party devised upon 
its setting was thrown, and we hoped 
that connections within the community 
would be made and strengthened by this 
common endeavor. 

What could I, a Christian priest, say 
in public before religiously and ethnically 
pluralistic groups about F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby? And the 
other day, a receptionist at the gym, a jun-
ior in high school reading the novel for 
the first time, asked me what the novel 
meant. What was I to say? Go away, kid; 
I’m here to exercise? 

The Great Gatsby contends with 
Huckleberry Finn, The Scarlet Letter, The 
Grapes of Wrath, All the King’s Men, To 
Kill a Mockingbird, The Confessions of 
Nat Turner, and, perhaps, Look Home-
ward Angel as “the great American novel.” 
The claim Gatsby has to be in this select 
circle rests upon the resemblance of the 
central character, Gatsby, to the ideals and 
aspirations, and the obstacles confronting 
them, typical of people in America. 

Gatsby creates himself. He begins as 
James Gatz in a lower middle-class and 
uneducated family in the upper Middle 
West. He reinvents himself through quite 
disciplined self-improvement, some educa-
tion, and hard, though certainly sharp and 
perhaps criminal work, to be Jay Gatsby, 
the aloof host of large and expensive sum-
mer parties at his mansion on Long Island 
who hopes the girl whose family thought 
him beneath her will amble in with the plea-
sure-seeking crowds. Any resemblance to 
“the American dream” is purely intentional. 

Fitzgerald most descriptively sets forth 
the nature of Gatz’ transformation to Gatsby 
in chapter six: “The truth was that Jay 
Gatsby, of West Egg, Long Island, sprang 

from his Platonic conception of himself. 
He was a son of God – a phrase which, if 
it means anything, means just that – and 
he must be about His Father’s Business, 
the service of a vast, vulgar and meretri-
cious beauty. So he invented just the sort 
of Jay Gatsby that a seventeen-year-old 
boy would be likely to invent, and to this 
conception he was faithful to the end” 
(1925; New York: Scribner, 2003, page 104). 

Gatsby became a son of God, if you 
will, an idealization of what he wished 
to be. But he didn’t become a son of God 
in a way Christians would be likely to 
use the phrase. Fitzgerald excludes theo-
logical meanings by his own definition 
in the passage. Gatsby becomes what he 
thinks he wants to be in order to succeed 
(to make money) and to thrive (to attract 
the girl). He becomes his own idealized 
self. At this point a Christian may have 
something to say both about the novel and 
about how we live a Christian life. 

When Jesus appears to the disciples, 
including Thomas, on the first Low Sun-
day (Saint John 20:26-29), he shows 
them his hands and his side, the very 
wounds that Thomas had earlier insisted 
upon seeing in order to believe that the 
Lord had been raised from the dead. Tho-
mas is satisfied with what he sees, and 
he overcomes his doubt, making the ex-
clamation for which he is so famous. 

Jesus shows himself to his disciples 
to show them that he had been resur-
rected, and they believe in him. Jesus 
goes on to say, “Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have come to be-
lieve.” That would be you and me. 

When Jesus shows himself to his dis-
ciples to prove to them who he is, he is 
showing them something else, too. He 
reflects to the disciples their ideal selves; 
he is showing them what they may become. 

If they follow him, they will become 
like him: wounded, murdered, and yet 
alive for all eternity. If they (and we) fol-
low him, as Saint Paul wrote, being united 
with him in a death like his, they (and 

we) will certainly be united with him in a 
resurrection like his (Romans 6:5). 

The path we Christians are to follow is 
not a reinvention of ourselves by whatever 
means in the image of our idealized selves. 
The path we Christians are to follow is a dis-
covery of our true selves by whatever means 
in the image of the true and living God. 

On that first Low Sunday, Jesus shows 
us what we may become, and, I believe, 
he gives us a choice to follow him or not, 
to become either our idealized self, like 
Gatsby, or our ideal self, like him. 

Gatsby remains faithful to his ideal-
ized conception of himself to the end. 
And that end is worth noting. He is shot 
to death while lounging in his swimming 
pool by a new widower who mistakenly 
believes Gatsby killed his wife by hitting 
her with his car and running away. 

The man who actually killed the woman 
gets and keeps the girl, remains unsus-
pected of the homicide, and, in Fitzgerald’s 
own way, rides off into the sunset. Evi-
dently, Gatsby’s is a cautionary tale from 
Fitzgerald’s perspective as well as the 
Christian’s, though for different reasons. 

Easter may not be the best season of 
the church’s year for cautionary tales, but 
since we are given the hope of everlast-
ing life by the resurrection, we should at 
the least begin to decide what we are 
going to do with that hope. 

We certainly can begin to glimpse our 
ideal self that Jesus offers and select the 
means we are going to use to be what he 
would have us to be. We can determine 
and propose how we plan to live forever. 


