English 105

Prof. Howe

Cormac McCarthy’s Child of God: Some Intertexts

In the first pages of the novel, McCarthy declares Lester Ballard “a child of God, much like yourself perhaps.” How do these two songs imagine the “child of God”? In what ways might McCarthy be adapting this idea to Lester Ballard? Why? 
The first song below, a hymn, is widely accepted to have been written by Charles Wesley, the founder of Methodism, on the night of his conversion, May 23, 1738. Methodism, as a religious sect, is grounded in the idea of conversion—moving from darkness to light; Methodists often record their conversions in prose and poetry, and they use it to teach others of “the light”—both God and Knowledge—in their ministries. In the first two stanzas, he “testifies of his transformation from a ‘child of wrath and hell’ into a ‘child of God.’ Stanzas three and four illustrate his new commitment to tell others of God’s power. In the remaining stanzas he preaches the ‘Good News’ to the unloved of society, just as he will to the crowds that come to hear his field preaching” (NYISE).
“Christ the Friend of Sinners”

18th century Methodist conversion hymn by Charles Wesley, founder of Methodism
Where shall my wondering soul begin?
1
How shall I all to heaven aspire?
A slave redeem’d from death and sin,
A brand pluck’d from eternal fire,
How shall I equal triumphs raise,

5
Or sing my great Deliverer's praise? 

O, how shall I the goodness tell,
Father, which Thou to me hast show’d?
That I, a child of wrath and hell,
I should be call’d a child of God!

10
Should know, should feel my sins forgiven,
Blessed with this antepast of heaven! 

And shall I slight my Father's love,
Or basely fear His gifts to own?
Unmindful of His favors prove?

15
Shall I, the hallow’d cross to shun,
Refuse His righteousness t’ impart,
By hiding it within my heart? 

No--though the ancient dragon rage,
And call forth all his host to war;

20
Though earth's self-righteous sons engage
Them, and their god, alike I dare:
Jesus, the sinner's Friend, proclaim;
Jesus, to sinners still the same.

Outcasts of men, to you I call,

25
Harlots, and publicans, and thieves!
He spreads His arms t’ embrace you all;
Sinners alone His grace receives;
No need of Him the righteous have;


He came the lost to seek and save.

30

Come, all ye Magdalens, in lust,
Ye ruffians fell in murders old;
Repent, and live: despair and trust!
Jesus for you to death was sold;
Though hell protest, and earth repine,
35
He died for crimes like yours—and mine.

Come, O my guilty brethren, come,
Groaning beneath your load of sin!
His bleeding heart shall make you room,
His open side shall take you in.

40
He calls you now, invites you home:
Come, O my guilty brethren, come! 

For you the purple current flow’d
In pardons from His wounded side,
Languish’d for you the eternal God,

45
For you the Prince of Glory died.
Believe, and all your guilt’s forgiven;
Only believe--and yours is heaven.
<http://www.nyise.org/fanny/conversion.htm>
The following lyrics are from a Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young song called “Woodstock,” written by the singer-songwriter Joni Mitchell. It, too, employs the image of a “child of God.” Whether or not McCarthy “intended” us to think of any of these lyrics when he wrote the novel, he is tapping in to a long-standing image that many others have interpreted. We must interpret Lester Ballard as a “child of God”; perhaps we can find patterns among these other uses that will give us some insight on McCarthy’s use of the image. Perhaps significantly—at least for our interpretive purposes—the group was known for folk rock and their participation in the hippie subculture leading up to Woodstock, the famous1969 arts and music festival that this song commemorates. In an interview, David Crosby said that “Mitchell had captured the feeling and importance of the Woodstock festival better than anyone who had been there” (Wikipedia).
“Woodstock” 
lyrics by Joni Mitchell (1969)
music by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young
I came upon a child of God






1
He was walking along the road and I asked him "Where are you going"

This he told me I'm going on down to Yasgurs farm

Gonna join in a rock and roll band

I'm gonna camp out on the land and try 'n' get my soul free



5
We are stardust, we are golden

And we got to get ourselves back to the garden

Caught in the devil's bargain

And we got to get ourselves back to the garden.

Then can I walk beside







10
I have come here to lose the smog

And feel to be a cog in something twining

Maybe it is just the time of year

Or maybe it's the time of man

I don't know who I am







15
But life is for learning,

By the time we got to Woodstock

We were half a million strong

And everywhere was song and celebration

And I dreamed I saw the farmers riding shotgun in the sky



16
Turning into butterflies above our nation.

<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodstock_%28song%29>

