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The Myth of the Fall from Paradise: 
Thomas Merton and Walker Percy

John P. Collins
Introduction 

“A starship from earth is traveling in the galaxy, its mission to 
establish communication with extraterrestrial intelligences and 
civilizations.” This is the opening line from Walker Percy’s Chapter 
19 in his book titled Lost in the Cosmos, The Last Self-Help Book. Percy 
goes on to say that: “The time is the year 2050 C.E. (Common Era, 
so called because, though the era is post-Christian, it proved useful 
to retain the year of Christ’s birth).” Eventually “excited earthlings” 
in the space ship establish communication with the inhabitants of 
the planet, Proxima Centauri or PC3, and both communicants agree 
upon a lexicon and syntax. The earth ship and PC3 work many 
weeks to develop successful communication and eventually the 
earth ship asks for permission to land. The following are excerpts 
from their two way communication:

Earthship: [We] [r]equest permission to land….
PC3: Not quite yet. You haven’t answered our question 

about C[consciousness]–type.
Earthship:What do you mean by type of consciousness?
PC3: We are C1s. We wanted to know whether you are C1s 

or C2s or C3s.
Earthship: What is a C1?….
PC3: A C1 consciousness is a first-order consciousness, or 

what you would call a preternatural consciousness—according 
to the dictionary your computer transmitted.

Earthship: It is? Say again. Preternatural?
After a description of this Edenic or unfallen state there is a dia-
logue about the C 2 and C3 state of consciousness: 

Earthship: What is a C2 consciousness?
PC3: A C2 consciousness is a consciousness which passes 

through a C1 stage and then for some reason falls into the pit 
of itself.

Earthship: The pit of itself?
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PC3: In some evolving civilizations, for reasons which we 
don’t entirely understand, the evolution of consciousness is at-
tended by a disaster of some sort…. It has to do with the discov-
ery of self and the incapacity to deal with it, the consciousness 
becoming self- conscious but not knowing what to do with the 
self, not even knowing what its self is, and so ending by being 
that which it is not, saying that which is not, doing that which 
is not, and making others what they are not. 

Earthship: What does that mean?
PC3: Playing roles, being phony, lying, cheating, stealing 

and killing. To say nothing of exotic disordering of the repro-
ductive apparatus of sexual creatures…. What concerns us is 
our experience with C2s whom we have allowed to land on PC3. 
They are usually polite at first, but always turn hostile [and] 
deceptive…. They are mainly concerned with self-esteem. 

 We are afraid of C2s. They do not know themselves or what 
to do with themselves. . . . What’s your C-type? Are you C1, 
C2, or C3? You will not be given permission to descend until 
we establish that. 

Earthship:(after a pause): What’s a C3 consciousness? 
PC3: A C3 consciousness is a C2 consciousness which has 

become aware of its predicament, sought help, and received 
it…. If a C1 meets with disaster, falls into the pit of itself, and 
becomes a C2, it must become aware of its sickness and seek a 
remedy in order to be restored to the preternaturality of C1.

The PC3 people go on to ask the Earthship inhabitants a series of 
questions about the planet Earth to determine its C status—1, 2, or 
3. One question was about wars in the last hundred earth-years. 
The earth ship responds that there have been about a hundred 
million people killed in wars. After a series of other questions and 
answers PC3 replies:

“…your species is in trouble. You don’t even know whether 
you have a civilization, and the chances are you do not.” Then 
PC3 asks the earthlings if they have sought help for their 
debased condition. The earthlings reply in the negative but 
they do have an amorphous bundle of self help programs that 
include “meditation, caring, sharing interpersonal warmth, 
creativity.” PC3 then sorrowfully states: “Permission denied 
[to land]. Please resume your mission or return.”
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Earthship (frantically): We can’t return. There is nothing 
to return to. 

PC3 recommends that they proceed to PC7, another C2 
civilization which is “curious, inquisitive, [and] murderous…
They are sentimental, easily moved to tears, and kill each other 
with equal ease…. Two superpowers, ideological combat but 
not yet a nuclear exchange. They like wars too, pretend not to, 
but get into trouble during an overly prolonged peace. Right 
now they are bored to death and spoiling for a fight….Good 
luck. You have one hour to vacate orbit. Over and out.”

Thus we have Walker Percy’s interpretation of the three states of 
created mankind played out in a satirical drama in space.1 There 
is the C1 or preternatural or unfallen state; the C2, the fallen or 
violent state and C3, the restored state. 

 Although the Fall is the main focus of my paper, the pre-
ternatural and restored states will also be presented to provide the 
necessary context. The purpose of this paper will be to demonstrate 
a parallel development of the vision of the “Fall” by Thomas Mer-
ton and Walker Percy. In a previous publication, I established the 
foundation for similar concerns articulated by both writers about 
the “malaise” and “alienation” of our contemporary society. This 
paper will focus on the “Fall” primarily through Merton’s book, The 
New Man, although other Merton texts will be referenced as neces-
sary. I will attempt to demonstrate in parallel fashion the works 
of Walker Percy including his two novels, The Last Gentleman and 
The Second Coming. Percy’s essays and interviews will be cited to 
provide background for the selections from the above mentioned 
works. In a word, the protagonist, Will Barrett of both novels by 
Percy symbolizes the first or fallen Adam, a parallel to the fallen 
Adam, as articulated in the first part of Merton’s book, The New 
Man. Will emerges, however, as the redeemed or recovered Adam in 
The Second Coming and can be seen as the counterpart for Merton’s 
second Adam or Christ, the redeemer for mankind in The New Man. 
The Redemption would restore the unity that was ruptured through 
the fall. This loss of unity interrupted man’s contemplative vision 
because he “was created as a contemplative” according to Merton.2 
The conclusion of the paper will point to the final optimism of both 
writers as the new Adam, or the second Adam, heralds the way 
to an inner transformation and union with God, hopefully lead-
ing to the eventual renewal of a broader human society. All of us 
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need this kind of optimism and hope in our contemporary world 
marked by violence, terror, and the casual indifference of Western 
man in regards to his eternal salvation. 

As proper context for the development of the paper it would be 
well to review the brief relationship between Thomas Merton and 
Walker Percy. Why was Merton so interested in Percy’s work? He 
had demonstrated his admiration for Percy’s novel, The Moviegoer, 
in correspondence to Walker Percy dated January, 1964.3 In fact, the 
two men exchanged letters between the years, 1964-1967.4 More-
over, Percy admired Merton, as evidenced in his 1984 interview 
with Victor and Dewey Kramer.5 Percy and Merton met for a brief 
meeting at Merton’s hermitage, albeit the meeting was disappoint-
ing and not productive other than small talk.6 Merton’s interest in 
Percy’s novels is underscored by George Kilcourse when he states: 
“The evidence of [Merton’s] personal reading habits suggests that 
he nurtured his mature contemplative life by reading a diverse 
spectrum of novelists” which included Walker Percy.7 As Merton 
integrated his spirituality with his reading of imaginative writing, 
he realized that the contemplative and the novelist are, at times, 
on the same wave length in their ability to diagnose the spiritual 
malaise in our society.8 In a letter to his publisher, James Laughlin, 
Merton declared that, “perhaps the most living way to approach 
theological and philosophical problems . . . would be in the form 
of creative writing and lit. criticism.”9 Kilcourse states that Merton 
volunteered the term “‘sapiential’, the highest level of cognition,” 
which explains how the novelist or any artist, for that matter, has a 
commonality with the contemplative. Merton describes the mission 
of the contemplative is “‘to keep alive a sense of sin’ as ontological 
lapse” resulting from the fall from paradise and the subsequent 
alienation of man. The ontological lapse, of course, is a violation 
a “person’s very being.”It is through “imaginative literature that 
Merton finds sapientially dramatized the deepest levels of human 
freedom and the discovery of . . . human authenticity.”10 One of 
Walker Percy’s essays is titled, “Diagnosing the Modern Malaise,” 
in which he compares the role of novelist to a medical doctor, 
that is; “Something is wrong. What is it? What is the nature of 
the illness? Where is the lesion? Is it acute or chronic, treatable or 
fatal? Can we understand it? Does the disease have a name or is 
it something new?”11

On May 22, 1966, Thomas Merton wrote Robert Giroux, his 
editor:
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Walker Percy is one of the few novelists whose books I am able 
to finish. This is in fact a haunting, disturbing, funny and fan-
tastic anti-novel structured like a long dream and relentlessly 
insisting that most of reality is unconscious. It ends up being 
one of the most intelligent and sophisticated statements about 
the South and about America, but one which too many people 
will probably find so baffling that they will not know what to 
make of it. Even then, if they persist in reading it, they cannot 
help being affected by this profoundly wacky wisdom of the 
book. Precisely because of the wackiness I would call it one of 
the sanest books I have read in a long time.12

I would conjecture that Merton’s characterization of the novel, The 
Last Gentleman, as “wacky,” could be linked to Percy’s view of man 
as a looney denizen of the world where looniness is the norm. In 
an interview with Zoltan Abadi-Nagy in 1986, Percy declared, “I 
think it is fair to say that [man] doesn’t know who he is, what he 
believes, or what he is doing. This unprecedented state of affairs, 
is, I suggest, the domain of the ‘diagnostic novel.’”13On another 
occasion, Percy states that Will Barrett “was really sick” and he 
was lost while being in a fugue state of amnesia—he would come 
and go with these fugue states.14 In the context of interpreting 
Percy’s writings, Robert Rudnicki writes that the fugue state in 
the broadest sense is the “cultural transmission of the doctrine 
of Judeo-Christianity—the story of the Fall, or exile of man from 
God—which accounts for the alienated condition of man.”15

Merton evidently detected in Percy’s novels a sense of the 
general malaise prevalent in contemporary American society 
which in turn was closely aligned to one of his own main themes 
throughout his writings, that is, man’s alienation from himself and 
from others.16 Malaise and alienation are a result of the fall and I 
became interested in both writers as Percy’s indirect communica-
tion17 through his novels seem to be a gloss for Merton’s more 
direct communication. 

The Merton interface for the three states of consciouness de-
scribed by Percy, is taken from the book, The New Man, which is 
described as a series of meditations based St. Paul’s letter to 1 Cor-
thinians 6:17—“But he who cleaves to the Lord is one spirit with 
him.”18 William Shannon states that, “these meditations, cover three 
main topics: (1) the primal state of humankind before the fall ;(2) the 
fall and its consequences, and (3) the new creation in Jesus Christ 
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which reestablishes communion between God and humankind. …
[an] ‘existential communion’ given, lost, restored.”19 

Although the focus of my paper is the Fall, I will first present 
Merton’s interpretation of the Unfallen State as well as insights 
from Walker Percy. Following the section on The Fall, I will con-
clude the paper with a discussion on the Restored or Recovery 
State. 

The Unfallen State of Man
In his book, The New Man, Thomas Merton has two chapters de-
voted to the unfallen or primal state of man, “Image and Likeness,” 
and “Free Speech: Parrhesia.”

Adam received the gift of love and wisdom from God who 
intended to preserve his bodily life while increasing Adam’s spiri-
tual life which was the main reason for his existence. In Paradise, 
therefore, there “could be no violence [nor] alienation.”20 William 
Shannon declares that Merton writings about contemplation often 
reference the theme of paradise which represents “a place of unity, 
harmony, and contemplative joy…. There was perfect communica-
tion between [human creatures] and God.”21 Perhaps it would be 
helpful to spend a brief moment to understand Merton’s interpre-
tation of Paradise. He has this to say about Paradise in his book, 
Zen and the Birds of Appetite:

Now this concept [of Paradise] must be properly and accurately 
understood. Paradise is not ‘heaven.’ Paradise is a state, or in-
deed a place, on earth. Paradise belongs more properly to the 
present than to the future life. In some sense it belongs to both. 
It is the state in which man was originally created to live on 
earth. It is also conceived as a kind of antechamber to heaven 
after death—as for instance at the end of Dante’s Purgatorio.
Christ, dying on the cross, said to the good thief at His side: 
‘This day thou shalt be with me in Paradise,’ and it was clear 
that this did not mean, and could not have meant, heaven.22

Thomas Merton found paradise, the fall and return, a very powerful 
myth within the Christian message. Patrick O’Connell describes 
myths in this context as “imaginative patterns that convey a truth 
transcending literal facts.”23 Merton further explains that a myth 
is not a lie but “an imaginative synthesis of facts and intuitions 
about them, forming an interpretative complex of ideas and 
images.”Therefore these ideas and images becomes a “complex of 



156 The Merton Annual 21 (2008)

values’’which is “central in a meaning-system.”24 Understanding 
the myth of the fall and return to paradise in this context, hope-
fully, will inform the following discussion. 

In his unalienated condition Adam was placed in paradise 
subordinated to the angels and superordinate to the beasts and 
“inanimate beings.” Adam was, in fact, a “mediator between God 
and His world,” without malice or any destructive inclinations. 
It was only after the fall through division, and a loss of unity that 
destruction and violence befell our planet and a general malaise set 
in.25 As a mediator or interpreter, and a contemplative, Adam was 
appointed as the overseer of the garden of Paradise or Eden. But 
Adam was also an activist in this role as he praised God through 
“the work of his hands and of his intelligence”26 and therefore the 
traditional antithesis between action and contemplation was not 
present in Paradise. Merton cites St. Augustine in the interpreta-
tion “that if Adam worked even in Paradise, work is by no means 
to be regarded by us as an evil.” Work was part of “the existential 
communion with the reality of nature and of the supernatural by 
which he was surrounded.” In fact, work was a “conversation with 
God”—a form of worship.27 

As a contemplative in Paradise, Adam constantly met with God 
in “flashes of mystical intuition” which obviated any form of rebel-
lion, but rather, enabled him to have a perfect self-knowledge.28 
Merton uses the Greek word “parrhesia” to mean free speech sym-
bolizing the “perfect communication” of man’s “intelligence with 
God by knowledge and contemplation.” Through this condition, 
“being with Being” Adam experienced the freedom of “spiritual 
communion.” This internal contemplative moment, “being with 
Being”, is the “existential communion” of Adam’s “reality around 
him” and the internal awareness of the “Reality of God.”29 

Another level of mystery and contemplation was realized with 
the creation of Eve as Adam progressed in a level of “existential 
communion” from his first moment of creation in the image and 
likeness of God to realizing he had a partner who enriched his ex-
istence through the form of human love.30 This human love allows 
man not only to love but to be loved—a vocation to charity. This 
companionship of love or life of the “other” is a means of giving 
further “glory to God.” “His one Nature and Three Persons” is a 
refraction and multiplication of the many natures of men united 
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“with one another in society” emanating from the first union or 
society of Adam and Eve.31Merton states:

Already, in the woman he saw before him, and in the love that 
united him to her, Adam also saw the charity and the self-
sacrifice that would enable human beings to love one another 
spiritually and to live as one body in Christ.32

In an interview with Linda Whitney Hobson Walker Percy renders 
his construct of the unfallen state or the C1 Consciousness: 

Arnold Gesell describes the difference between a four- year 
old and a seven-year-old this way: the four- year old is a C1 
consciousness…. He is in an Edenic state; he’s celebrating the 
world. By the time he’s seven, something has happened. He is 
‘fallen.’He is worried to death about his sexuality, about being 
naked; it’s like Adam and Eve discovering their nakedness.33

Later in the interview, Percy refers to Sigmund Freud “who would 
never have talked of God or a fallen state.” Percy claims that 
through his analysis with a patient, Freud is attempting to create 
an “Edenic community.”34

In his novel, The Last Gentleman, Percy gives us a view of the 
unfallen state through the character Valentine Vaught, Jamie’s 
sister. She is a nun in a remote area of southern Alabama who is 
working with children deprived of communication and her work 
is satisfying because “when they finally do speak, they come into 
the world, see it for what it is and themselves as part of it, just as 
fully as Adam and Eve in the Garden.35 Valentine asserts:

They are like Adam on the first day. What’s that? They ask 
me.That’s a hawk, I tell them, and they believe me. I think I 
recognized myself in them. They were not alive and then they 
are and so they’ll believe you. Their eyes pop out at the Bal-
timore catechism (imagine). I tell them that God made them 
to be happy and that if they love one another and keep the 
commandments and receive the Sacrament, they’ll be happy 
now and forever. They believe me. I’m not sure anybody else 
does now.36

Another paradisiacal image described by Linda Whitney Hobson 
is the three month stint spent by Will in a florist’s shop in Memphis 
“just to be near green, growing things and perhaps recover part 
of Eden”.37
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The above passages by both Thomas Merton and Walker Percy 
foreshadow the fallen state of man. Merton, however, is explicit in 
his description of man destined to be a contemplative and after the 
fall man is attempting to be restored to his former state. Percy, on 
the other hand, describes the unfallen state through C1 conscious-
ness in his book, Lost in the Cosmos. A further example of the Edenic 
community is the innocence of Valentine’s children in the scene 
from The Last Gentleman cited above.

The Fall
Walker Percy’s novel, The Last Gentleman, describes Will Barrett, 
a modern day Adam, in his search for redemption. The novel, ac-
cording to Bernadette Prochaska, is about Will Barrett, the journey 
of a soul, “Adam encountering the unbearable punishment for sin, 
yet hoping for redemption.”38 When asked by interviewer, Zoltan 
Abadi-Nagy, how he got started with his novel, The Last Gentle-
man, Percy stated: “I wanted to create someone not quite as flat as 
Binx in The Moviegoer, more disturbed, more passionate, more in 
love and, above all, on the move. He is in pilgrimage without quite 
knowing it.”39

Martin Luschei characterizes Will as “an incapacitated pilgrim” 
on a pilgrimage.40 He travels from ground zero, in Central Park to 
Santa Fe. Early in the novel Will befriends the Vaught family and 
he agrees to accompany them on the journey to Santa Fe and to 
be a companion for the youngest son, Jamie, who is dying. As he 
travels, Will recognizes in the landscapes, the “Fallen world of suf-
fering and death, the home that he shares with others.”41 In route 
he is convinced by Jamie’s sister, Valentine Vaught, to have Jamie 
baptized to fulfill God’s promise of salvation. The baptismal scene 
represents, on one hand, the effects of the fall through the stench of 
death and on the other hand, the “hope of resurrection when Father 
Boomer, reading the ritual for the dying, says to Jamie:‘Today you 
shall see God’.”42 Michael Kobre in his book titled Walker Percy’s 
Voices claims that: “As a trained physician, Percy is mercilessly 
accurate in describing the rigors of Jamie’s illness. His prose has 
never been more exact and powerful than in those scenes in which 
we see the final decay of Jamie’s body”.43 Martin Luschei asserts 
that, in fact, The Last Gentleman, “is structured on the impending 
death of Jamie Vaught,” a powerful scene, indeed.44 Search as he 
may, however, Will Barrett still does not get it. In an interview 
with John C. Carr in 1971, Walker Percy gives us some insight 
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into the memorable scene when Will is trying to understand what 
happened as he confronts Sutter, Jamie’s irascible older brother. 
Percy states:

[Will] knows that Sutter’s on to something. Sutter’s got some-
thing he wants to know, and Barrett has this radar…. [He] 
fastens on Sutter, because he has to find out what it is. Sutter 
leaves him this diary which has all kinds of clues and such, 
but he still doesn’t know exactly what Sutter’s getting at. So he 
finally catches up with Sutter, and in the death scene a baptism 
takes place, with a very ordinary sort of priest, a mediocre 
priest. And here again, Barrett has eliminated Christianity. That 
is gone. That is no longer even to be considered. It’s not even 
to be spoken of, taken seriously, or anything else…. And he is 
aware of something going on between the dying boy Jamie and 
Sutter there across the room and the priest. And he is aware that 
Sutter is taking this seriously. So after the boy dies, they leave 
and Barrett catches up with Sutter and…he asks Sutter, ‘What 
happened there? Something happened. What happened?’ And 
Sutter brushes him off as usual. ‘What do you think happened? 
You were there.’… [Percy explains:] He misses it!45

Martin Luschei underscores the fact that Will has missed it and 
that the “derisive Sutter” knows what is going on. Further Will 
has missed it because he is a good postmodern Christian and as 
Percy stated above Will has eliminated Christianity and, in fact, it 
is gone and not “even to be considered.”46 Hence the meaning of 
the epigraph at the beginning of the novel which is prescient of 
the post Christian Age as articulated by Romano Guardini in his 
book, The End of the Modern World:

The epigraph reads:
We know now that the modern world is coming to an end…
at the same time, the unbeliever will emerge from the fogs of 
secularism. He will cease to reap benefits from the values and 
forces developed by the very Revelation he denies…. Loneli-
ness in faith will be terrible. Love will disappear from the face 
of the public world, but the more precious will be that love 
which flows from one lonely person to another…the world to 
come will be filled with animosity and danger, but it will be a 
world open and clean.47
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Percy echoes Guardini’s statement that the modern world known 
as Christendom has ended. This is a world fueled by the optimism 
of the Western culture including the breakthroughs in science and 
“rational humanism.” With two World Wars and other tradegies of 
the past century, this optimism waned. Percy goes on to say that 
literary traditions that attempt to revive the symbols of Christen-
dom have all but disappeared and “contemporary novelists have 
moved into a world of rootless and isolated consciousness for 
whom not even the memory and nostalgia exist” but rather the 
focus is on “existential self.”48

John Desmond in his book, Walker Percy’s Search for Community, 
states that Percy diagnosed “the debilitated state of modern Ameri-
can culture, trapped in its self-absorbed individualism, consumer-
ism, violence, racism.” This has signaled “the death throes of the 
collapse of Western culture [and]…the end of the modern world” 
according to Percy.49 The epigraph in The Last Gentleman is a link 
to Percy’s novel, The Second Coming, but actually it “ expresses the 
prevailing view in Percy’s fiction regarding contemporary post-
Christian society,” according to Ross Labrie.50 We will meet Will 
Barrett again in this novel which is a sequel to The Last Gentleman. 
But more about that later. 

Thomas Merton, too, realized that we were living in a post-
Christian society when he stated:

Whether we like it or not, we have to admit we are already liv-
ing in a post-Christian world, that is to say a world in which 
Christian ideals and attitudes are relegated more and more 
to the minority. It is frightening to realize that the façade of 
Christianity which still generally survives has perhaps little 
or nothing behind it, and that what was once called ‘Christian 
society’ is more purely and simply a materialistic neopagan-
ism with a Christian veneer…. Not only non-Christians but 
even Christians themselves tend to dismiss the Gospel ethic 
on nonviolence and love as ‘sentimental.’51

The propensity of man for violence which resulted from the fall 
severed the existential flow of communication between Adam and 
God in the Garden of Eden. Adam, now false and subject to illusion 
was, therefore, “stripped of his sincerity” and he could “no longer 
face [God] without a disguise.”52 What does Merton say about the 
causes of the Fall? In his book, The New Man, Merton declares that 
a rupture of exisistential communion caused Adam’s fractured 
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relationship with God, with himself, and with other men. Cain 
became the symbol of violence and disunity. The sin according to 
Merton was “an attitude of mind,” a condition leading to the eat-
ing of the fruit from “the forbidden tree.” According to Merton, 
the sin was really a change of attitude on the part of Adam who 
had been, heretofore, mystically united with God. Adam wished 
to expand his “experiential knowledge of all that was good” to an 
“experiential knowledge of evil” which was unknown even by 
God.53 Merton cites St. Augustine explanation of the fall as Adam’s 
withdrawal from “God into himself…[causing] multiplicity and 
confusion of exterior things.”54 

Consequently, we see the effects of the original sin from the 
smell of death in Jamie’s hospital room in Percy’s novel to the cru-
cifixion of Christ as described by Merton. In his book, New Seeds of 
Contemplation, Merton delineates the effects of the fall in a chapter 
titled, “A Body of Broken Bones.” He describes how the mystical 
Body of Christ “is drawn and quartered from age to age by the 
devils in the agony of that disunion which is bred and vegetates in 
our souls, prone to selfishness and to sin.” He goes on to detail the 
“unceasing divisions” among men causing “huge wars…[m]urder, 
massacres, revolution, hatred…slaughter…the destruction of cities 
by fire, the starvation of millions, the annihilation of populations 
and finally the cosmic inhumanity of atomic war.”55

Redemption: The Restored State
Walker Percy’s pessimism about the post-Christian society is re-
deemed, however, when he states:

I have referred to the age as ‘post-Christian’ but it does not 
follow from this that there are not Christians or that they are 
wrong. Possibly the age is wrong. Catholics—who are the only 
Christians I can speak for—still believe that God entered his-
tory as man, founded a Church, and will come again. This is 
not the best of times for the Catholic Church, but it has seen 
and survived worse.56

Percy further speaks of the characters in his novels moving “toward 
God” through “religious ‘transcendence,” although the movement 
is blurred, incomplete, and the reader is puzzled when Will Bar-
rett’s destiny in unclear at the end of The Last Gentleman.57

However, in his fifth novel, titled, The Second Coming, Walker 
Percy expresses a more optimistic view when he describes his 
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new novel as having an unambiguous ending unlike his other 
novels. He claims that it may be the first unalienated novel since 
Tolstoy. However, Marc Kirkeby states that: “[a]lienation, and 
Percy’s longstanding concern with the hazy line between sanity 
and insanity, haven’t disappeared in The Second Coming, but the 
violence and sense of foreboding that pervaded his last two nov-
els, Lancelot and Love in the Ruins, are gone.” Will Barrett, “callow 
protagonist,” returns in The Second Coming as a “prosperous but 
confused” middle aged man who meets a much younger Allison 
Huger who has recently escaped from a mental institution.58 I will 
return to this novel after I present Thomas Merton’s new Adam as 
explicated in his book, the New Man.

For Merton, alienation was the result of the fall from Paradise 
and therefore the Redemption represents “a return to the paradisal 
state, a recovery of lost unity,” according to George Kilcourse.59 The 
Resurrection of Christ after His death on the cross is the “central 
mystery of our Redemption” and, in fact, the “center of all spiritual 
freedom.”60 The natural head of humankind was the first Adam, 
and Christ is the new Adam, or the second Adam, through the 
Redemption.61 Merton asserts, “All men were united in Adam. 
All were ‘one image’ of God in Adam. ‘Adam is in us all.’ We all 
sinned in Adam. Adam is saved and redeemed in us all.”62 Merton 
strikes the theme of unity as he calls upon John Ruysbroeck and 
his mystical doctrine concerning a “unity of spirit” within man’s 
interior self, “with God and with other men.”63

Our life was given to us from the first Adam as an outgrowth 
of the “natural union with God as our Creator.” The life given to 
us by Christ, or the second Adam, is “totally spiritual.” We might 
say that Adam presided over “the first creation” and Christ was 
sent by God to preside over “an entirely new spiritual Creation.”64 
Because of the fall of Adam, Christ, the second Adam, found 
confusion and chaos imbedded in the hearts and minds of man 
causing an alienation of man from himself, from other men, and 
from God.65 The irresponsible first Adam “brought death, illusion, 
error, destruction into the life of man.”66

 The mission of Christ, therefore, was to clear the way for God 
to reunite all of creation including mankind and the quest for sal-
vation. Through Christ “the original existential communion with 
God” was restored. The gates of Paradise have been once again 
opened by the second Adam who “restored peace to the soul of 
man.”67 The sufferings of Christ through the crucifixion was a 
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unifying force allowing each individual the potential of being part 
of His Mystical Body.68 There will come a day when through “a 
mystical transformation” we will be “perfectly conformed to the 
likeness of Christ.” He “will live entirely in us [and]…[w]e will be 
‘the New Man.’”69 Merton concludes the chapter, titled “The Second 
Adam” with the theme of unity when he states: “We see that we 
ourselves are Adam, we ourselves are Christ, and that we are all 
dwelling in one another, by virtue of the unity of the divine image 
reformed by grace…. We are His new Paradise.” 70

In his novel, The Second Coming, a sequel to The Last Gentle-
man,71 Walker Percy presents his readers with a theme of restora-
tion. Linda Whitney Hobson strikes an optimistic note about this 
novel. She claims:

That Eros appears to win at the close of The Second Coming is 
an emblem for how one may yet turn back the tide of violence, 
apathy, and boredom; seize once again the sovereignty for his 
own life away from ‘experts’; and turn the massive potential 
for an apocalypse—personal, national, and global –toward the 
equal potential for love. 72

Caroline Gordon, the novelist, had read drafts of Percy’s early 
unpublished novels and at one point admonished Percy according 
to Patrick Samway. He states:

For the record, Gordon made her credo very clear: all novels 
must be about love; and love between a man and a woman is 
an analogue of divine love. She stated explicitly that this love 
is rooted in the incarnation of Jesus, the Christ. ‘Your business 
as a novelist is to imitate Christ. He was about His Father’s 
business every moment of His life. As a good novelist you 
must be about yours: Incarnation. Making your word flesh 
and making it dwell among men.’73

Bernadette Prochaska interprets Walker Percy’s book, The Second 
Coming, as an intergration of the characters into communitas, a 
road to salvation.74 The communitas is Barrett’s intention to marry 
Allison and have a child. Barrett will also garner several unhappy 
older residents of a convalescent home and build houses on large 
plots of land. In addition the building of the village, forming a 
corporation, and sharing the profits with the older residents who 
are participants “is essentially the integration of the person in the 
communitas.”Hence, “Will has moved from alienation to participa-
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tion…[and a] [c]ommunitas…[has become] his most valued vehicle 
of salvation.”75 Prochaska recounts the event in Genesis before the 
fall when God was conversing with Adam and Eve, in the evening, 
while walking in the Garden of Paradise—this is Communitas. Will 
Barrett had encountered the effects of the fall with Jamie’s death in 
The Last Gentleman and now Will, as the new Adam, “is consoled 
by resurrection” or rebirth. Examples of the rebirth are found in 
the character of Allison who experienced a rebirth through her 
escape from Valleyhead Sanatorium. Will is, also, reborn with his 
fall into the greenhouse from the cave. Throwing his guns into 
the gorge and his resolve not to commit suicide like his father is 
another sign of rebirth.76 

John Desmond in his book, Walker Percy’s Search for Commu-
nity, presents a poem by Percy written when he was “celebrating 
his companionship with a small group of friends” in Covington, 
Louisiana. The title of the poem is “Community.” The last five 
lines are:

Twenty years of solitariness and success at solitariness, 
Solitary with his family like the Swiss family  
 on their island, 
Then all at once community. 
Community? What, friends out there in the world? 
Yes.77

According to Desmond the poem expresses Percy’s joy and af-
firmation of finding community amidst his natural proneness to 
the solitary life. The search for community is a theme found in 
Percy’s novels, as Desmond notes “alienation and separateness, 
hope and the possibility for communion reflect the spirit of Percy’s 
obsession with community throughout his career as a writer.”78 
Redemption from their fallen state was the condition of Percy’s 
characters according to Desmond. Driving Percy’s theological be-
lief was the Eucharist, “the real presence of God-in-Christ,” which 
was a manifestation of the “mystical community.” Therefore “the 
central truth of community” is “[b]elief in the divine Word made 
flesh.”79 Like Guardini, Percy saw the collapse of the modern world 
as “hope for the renewal of genuine community, of true relations 
between human beings based on love and truth and honesty.”80 
Gary Ciuba asserts that Will Barrett’s love for Allison in The Second 
Coming is an “apocalyptic comedy…a romance for the end of the 
world in which human love serves as a sign of the divine love at 



  165 Collins The Myth of the Fall from Paradise 

its source.”81 Further, Cuiba states: “Having looked for signs of 
God throughout the novel, in the last pages Will keeps glimpsing 
the divine image through its human embodiments: Allie, Father 
Weatherbee, and a puzzling pair of orderlies at St. Mark’s.”82 Cuiba 
states that: “Will’s final revelation is that although the Second 
Coming has not yet reached its conclusion, it has already begun 
in the daily arrival of the divine presence.”83 Ciuba suggests that 
Percy’s title to the novel, The Second Coming, is an ever occurring 
event –“God is always coming” and an echo of the “Karl Rahner’s 
meditation on the Parousia in affirming that the divine approach 
is neither ‘past nor future, but the present, which has only to reach 
its fulfillment.”84

Thomas Merton also echoes Rahner when he asserts that 
man “cannot rest unless he rests in God” and this resting and 
departure from “anguish” is through the mystical experience85 
or contemplation—man’s original destiny. In the last chapter of 
The New Man, titled “Called Out of Darkness,” Merton describes 
the Exsultet, the traditional Catholic hymn of praise sung by the 
deacon during the Easter Vigil, as a summoning of “Heaven and 
earth” to join the triumph of Christ. Merton claims that the Exsultet 
is the zenith of Catholic liturgy in its expression of spirituality. In 
my opinion, Merton’s description of this beautiful liturgical hymn 
as a unifying theme around the positive and negative in God’s 
creation is one of his best rhetorical writings. Couched within 
the context of the Resurrection, Merton states: “The Exsultet…
becomes…a hymn in praise not only of light but also of darkness. 
So profound is the meaning of the Resurrection that everything, 
even the purest negation, that is touched by its light, acquires 
something of a positive orientation.” Merton goes to say that evil 
and sin “seen by the light of the sacramental fire, becomes capable 
of helping the work of God.” The sin of Adam becomes a “happy 
fault,”perhaps, a “necessary” fault to fulfill God’s plan of prov-
ing His love through “Christ’s death on the Cross.”86 This love is 
a unifying love, bereft of division, strife, violence and the general 
malovence of mankind. 

Walker Percy, of course, is not as direct as Thomas Merton in 
his articulation of the fall and the subsequent Redemption through 
Christ as a harmonizing force. Through his many interviews, we 
learn that Percy was wary of using religious words such as God, 
sin, salvation , baptism, and the fall.87 However, Percy gifted us 
with the three stages of mankind in his book, Lost in the Cosmos, 
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and we followed the journey of Will Barrett as the pilgrim, lost 
and found again through the redemptive effects of communitas and 
community in The Second Coming. Ted R. Spivey cites the influence 
of Soren Kierkegaard on Percy’s thinking and underscores, in par-
ticular, his remarkable essay, “On the Difference Between a Genius 
and an Apostle.” Although a discussion of the essay is beyond the 
purview of this paper, Spivey conjectures that, “[t]he emergence of 
the apostle is necessary for both true religious renewal as well as 
cultural renewal.” Percy claimed he had very little knowledge of 
a real apostle, however, he knew something about the cultural re-
newal represented by both science and art. Percy believed “that the 
role of the scientist—philosopher—artist in our time is to prepare 
for the coming of the apostle.”88 Science and art representing the 
analytical and the imaginative can be the elements of a communi-
cation modality creating a renewal of unity and harmony in our 
cosmos.89 Spivey illustrates the “withdrawal from cosmic unity” 
and the “restoration with Being” in Percy’s novel, The Second Com-
ing.90 Will had been living a rather superficial life when he discovers 
the pain of his father’s attempt to kill him and then subsequently 
commits suicide. Upon recovery and through the help of grace, Will 
assists Allison who has also suffered pain and has “withdrawn into 
a mental cocoon.” Through the restoration of this communication 
process, aided by the analytical and imaginative powers, “Percy 
sees hope for the eventual restoration of harmony within men.”91 
Spivey concludes that although Percy chronicles the “decline and 
fall of the American dream…he presents us with a vision of the 
possibility of that dream’s renewal.”92

Conclusion 
My paper is a modest attempt to interpret the fall from paradise 
through the works of Thomas Merton and Walker Percy. As a pre-
lude to the fall, Paradise or the unfallen state was primarily exem-
plified through Percy’s book, Lost in the Cosmos, as the inhabitants 
of the planet, Proxima Centauri explained the C1 consciousness 
stage to the crew of the Earthship. Paradise, the primal state of 
man, was explicated by Thomas Merton in his book, The New Man. 
Merton’s two chapters titled, “Image and Likeness”, and “Free 
Speech:Parrhesia” describe Adam as a contemplative experiencing 
“flashes of mystical intuition” with God. Through the fall, however, 
the mirror of “existential communion” was shattered and we find 
Will Barrett, the protagonist, in Walker Percy’s Last Gentleman, try-
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ing to fathom the Christian message in the memorable deathbed 
scene with Jamie. Since Will has eliminated Christianity and he is 
in a fallen state, “he misses it.” In his book, The New Man, Thomas 
Merton interprets the shattered mirror as “a rupture of existential 
communion” between Adam and God which led to division and 
disunion among mankind. 

Finally however, we experience Walker Percy’s optimism 
through his novel, The Second Coming, a sequel to The Last Gentle-
man. Linda Whitney Hobson describes the success of Eros in The 
Second Coming in overcoming the violence of our society. Percy 
evidently heeded Caroline Gordon’s admonition that novels should 
be about human love, an “analogue of divine love.” Thomas Merton 
calls us out of darkness in his explanation of the Exsultet and it is, 
perhaps, a symbol of the restored or redemptive state whereby we 
experience God’s love as a unifying love for mankind.

And so we have it, with Will Barrett, a fallen Adam restored 
as the second Adam, a hopeful Adam, an Adam with a vision of 
love and harmony. We have learned through Gary Ciuba’s inter-
pretation of The Second Coming that Will Barrett’s human love for 
Allison mirrors a divine love for God who is not past or future but 
a God who resides in all of us waiting for fulfillment—an echo 
of the love espoused by Romano Guardini; that is; the precious 
love which will flow “from one lonely person to another.” So too, 
Thomas Merton’s second Adam, Christ, provides by grace and 
a transformation, the unity of all of us dwelling in one another 
through the Mystical Body of Christ, a return to Paradise—“We 
are His new Paradise.” 
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