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A couple of weeks ago, I was paging through my 
copy of TIME and happened upon a prof ile of a writer 
I had heard about, but never read? Marilynne 
Robinson. The prof ile was occasioned by the 
publication of a new book of essays, What Are We 
Doing Here? In the middle of the article, I read a 
quote from her editor, Jonathan Galassi, claiming 
that Robinson?s Gilead novels are ?one of the 
greatest contributions to American f iction in my 
lifetime, at least.? When I hear such bold assertions, I 
tend to have a ref lexively skeptical response, but 
something in the prof ile appealed to me, so I decided 
to check out the Gilead novels. And that sent me 
down a kind of Lenten rabbit hole; once I had started 
reading, I couldn?t stop until I had f inished all three 
of the trilogy: Gilead, Home, and Lila. I will focus on 
Gilead in this review, but I highly recommend reading 
all three, which focus on the same events, but from 
the perspectives of radically dif ferent characters. 

Gilead is usually categorized as an epistolary novel, 
and that is technically accurate. The central 
character, Congregationalist minister John Ames, is 
writ ing a letter for the young son of his old age, 
expressing the hope that what he writes will in some 
way compensate for his anticipated absence and will 
help his adult son to understand and get to know 
him. But the novel reads more like a memoir, and at 
t imes it seems as if  Ames has forgotten his audience 
as he struggles to understand his own life and family 
and the implications of his faith. 

Ames has some wonderful stories to tell. My 
favorite is the saga of his abolit ionist grandfather, 

also a pastor and a supporter of John Brown. An 
uncompromising Christian (Ames?s mother has to 
hide money for the family?s food in the sugar bowl so 
the old man won?t give everything away.), he stands 
as a reminder of sacrif ices we are called to make and 
how far we fall short. Robinson is reputed to be a fan 
of Herman Melvil le, and the grandfather would seem 
at home in a novel l ike Moby Dick. 

Personal tragedies, struggles with Calvinist 
doctrines, dif f icult ies between fathers and sons? the 
book is complex and challenging, but one of the most 
thought-provoking contemporary novels that I?ve 
read. I hope you will check it out. 

Other l ibrary news: Thanks to those of you who have 
made use of the Library and the Library Table. We 
will have one more Library Table before a summer 
break: Sunday, May 6. 


