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The first classic we were assigned to read in 8th grade was Harper Lee’s Pulitzer-prize winning 
novel, To Kill A Mockingbird. I sure don’t remember what questions were on a test about it, or 
whether my teacher really addressed the vicissitudes of race and power painted within this story, 
but the book was one that I just couldn’t forget. And if you’ve read it, you probably know what I 
mean. For those who haven’t read it or seen the film starring Gregory Peck and Brock Peters, 
it’s a childhood tale of one little girl’s experience of growing up white in the Jim Crow south at 
the height of the Great Depression. Set in the fictional small town of Maycomb, Alabama, Jean 
Louise Finch, called Scout, and her brother Jem find themselves having to come of age rather 
swiftly when their attorney father, Atticus, takes on a case of alleged rape defending a poor black 
man against a poor white woman. While it’s abundantly clear early in the book that this trial will 
not go well for either attorney or defendant, in spite of clear evidence rendering the accused man 
innocent, the picture that Lee paints for the reader is more about the transformation that Scout 
goes through as she begins to understand who her father is in opposition to what kind of society 
she is growing up in. Sneaking into see the trial, Jem and Scout sit in the balcony and witness the 
reality of a white supremacist culture where there were no real winners, but so many losers – 
white and black, denied their humanity from the degradation of poverty and the hatred of racial 
division, the two elements so deeply intertwined that no one comes out of the courtroom feeling 
justified. Jem, around 12, and Scout, about 9, experience their first huge dose of the profound 
injustice and blatant hypocrisy of those in power at such a time, in such a place as this. And, they 
also learn what it is to resist such hegemony, not only even, but especially in the face of sure 
defeat, as they watch two men lose a battle that was lost before the start – Tom Robinson, the 
accused, and Atticus Finch, the lawyer.  
 The book is far from the romanticized perfection of racial commentary that so many make 
it out to be. It’s absolutely of its time, written in 1960, with every white character expressing 
some type of racism and every black character thinly drawn. But it doesn’t shy away from the 
ugliness of exactly what kind of society Jem and Scout were growing up in, and the price that is 
paid for such evils that lurk just beneath the glossy surface of southern hospitality. In fact, it 
drives the point home so directly in its denouement that it’s a surprise that Lee’s editor left it as 
is. As any great writer does, Lee sets us firmly within Scout’s world for the first half of the book, 
seeming to take us on a simple journey of a young tomboy growing up with a single father who 
seemed less than ideal to his children. Scout describes Atticus through her six-year-old eyes 
thus: “Atticus was feeble; he was nearly fifty. When Jem and I asked him why he was so old, he 
said he got started late, which we felt reflected on his abilities and manliness…our father didn’t 
do anything. He worked in an office, not in a drugstore…he did not farm, work in a garage, or 
do anything that could possible arouse the admiration of anyone. He did not do the things our 
schoolmates’ fathers did: he never went hunting, he did not play poker or fish or drink or smoke. 
He sat in the living room and read.” But Scout’s disappointment with her enigmatic father 
evolves as Atticus takes on the case that should never have gone to trial – forcing his 
relationship to the children to grow closer as they are all thrust together into confronting the 
very real evils of systemic racism and classism in America. Scout and Jem end up learning, 
whether they were ready or not, what it is to have the courage to speak truth to injustice even 
when you know that you can’t win, in a time where they had no sign of anything getting better.  



 Lee’s book was controversial in 1960; while she wrote it, her editors did request that she 
set it in a different era than current-day, which she had originally intended. Perhaps it was 
Atticus’ blunt summation to the jury, tearing into the racist nature of the trial itself and pointing 
directly to their own complicity in maintaining systems that were not just unfair, but murderous. 
Perhaps it was the coarse depiction of white poverty in the south that pitted poor whites against 
poor blacks in a system that helped keep them down. But I wonder if it was the moral message 
after the trial that Lee told through Atticus and the characters who loved him. “We’re so rarely 
called on to be Christians,” their neighbor Miss Maudie says, “but when we are, we’ve got men 
like Atticus to go for us.” When Jem scoffs at her remark, replying that he wished the rest of the 
country thought that, Miss Maudie replies, “You’d be surprised how many of us do…I thought, 
Atticus Finch won’t win, he can’t win, but he’s the only man in these parts who can keep a jury 
out so long in a case like that. And I thought to myself, well, we’re making a step - it’s just a 
baby step, but it’s a step.”  
  I thought of Atticus and the doomed Tom Robinson this week as I read our scripture 
passage from Mark, including two of Jesus’ famous parables: the parable of the seed that seems 
to grow on its own, without the sower doing anything, and the parable of the mustard seed, 
comparing the kingdom of God to a small seed of a plant that can actually take over entire fields. 
These two parables seem strange put together, as one is kind of messy and the other a bit more 
tidy. The first describes a sower who plants but then sort of ignores the seed, yet the seed proves 
not to need the sower’s help as the earth itself provides the seed the stability it needs to flourish 
– only to allow the sower to reap the benefits of the harvest. The other parable, of a mustard 
seed, that grows something like a weed and isn’t all that magnificent – is a funny way to describe 
the reign of God. The reference is believed to play upon a passage in Ezekiel where God 
promises to plant a noble cedar at the top of Israel, which will sprout and grow to host every 
winged creature in the air, becoming a symbol of God’s might and sovereignty. This image of the 
mustard seed and its bush are almost comical compared to Ezekiel’s description; rather than a 
mighty and beautiful tree representing God’s realm, perhaps it’s a little more subversive, less 
obvious, and without the majesty that we want to give it. What if God’s realm was creeping in, 
slowly infiltrating the realm of what was not at all of God, and sometimes looking scrawny? This 
would make perfect sense considering Mark’s audience – the hearers, as you’ll recall, would 
have either directly or indirectly experienced the Jewish-Roman war, where the Jerusalem 
temple was destroyed for the last time and as many as one million people perished in the conflict. 
Mark’s gospel was, in itself, subversive in its claims that Jesus made about the time to come, 
since the current time was so incredibly dark. The idea that this teacher who made such radical 
claims about the reality of imperial ethics as opposed to God’s ethics, this teacher who empire 
executed only to rise again – was wildly subversive. And the concept that God’s realm was 
imminent, but just looked totally different than what they expected, was not the only surprise. The 
idea that it was inevitable – which the first parable seems to tell us - was also odd, given the fact 
that the Jews rising against Rome had to surely have known the same thing Atticus knew when he 
spoke to his children about character: “It’s when you know you’re licked before you begin but 
you begin anyway and see it through no matter what. You rarely win, but sometimes you do.” 
Perhaps, the triumph has nothing to do with winning in the moment. Rather, it is in the continued 
efforts to plant the seeds, even when they do not sprout and grow to fruition in our lifetime. It’s 
in the flawed ways that we do what we know is right even when we expect that the outcome will 
be the same.  



 It’s well known that Harper Lee wrote To Kill A Mockingbird based upon her own 
childhood, and that Atticus Finch was very much based on her own father, an attorney who 
defended a case similar to the one depicted in the novel. And yet this story was a second effort, 
after a novel that she originally wrote but couldn’t get published, entitled Go Set A Watchman. 
When Watchman was finally published in 2015, it shocked readers as it rewrote the character of 
Atticus 20 years later as a racist, bigoted, angry aging man fighting desegregation against a now 
26-year-old daughter gung-ho for the Civil Rights Movement. When I first read reviews, I was as 
disappointed as the next person, and couldn’t imagine what Lee was thinking. How dare she 
screw up America’s favorite literary father, the aspirational figure that every white person in 
America wished they had for a dad? I haven’t read this sequel, nor do I intend to as I believe 
Mockingbird did more good for our moral compass than Watchman might, but as I thought 
further on it, I’m fascinated by the larger parable that this points to, and the conversation it’s 
inspired by fans and clever literary analysts. Of course we want Atticus to make us feel more 
comfortable about ourselves. Of course we want to minimize the paternalism in how Atticus 
speaks about his black neighbors in To Kill A Mockingbird. Let us continue to believe that 
Atticus was the perfect father, just like we would love to believe that every white person who 
joined the Civil Rights Movement was morally upstanding, and that every leader no matter what 
their color, in fighting for the rights of the oppressed, is entirely righteous. Well Atticus, like any 
other person of character, is no saint, and like any person period, is chock full of contradictions, 
a walking paradox that betrays the reality of our flawed complexity as human beings in a flawed 
and complex world. As Sarah Churchwell notes in her astute take on the rather poorly received 
Watchman, the reality of an Atticus who is personally racist but ideologically moral ought not to 
shock us – for if To Kill A Mockingbird was a parable for America in 1960, then Go Set A 
Watchman may be a parable for America now, whether we like it or not. And, since Atticus was 
inspired by her own father, who she loved dearly, it would be disingenuous to believe that his 
moral character, as a white man born and bred in the Jim Crow south, was as stainless as 
Scout’s young eyes perceive him to be. It may be sordid, but it isn’t out of the realm of reality to 
paint a deep hole in Atticus’ moral character, a darkness that is a part of the history, upbringing, 
and embedded cultural narratives that even the most righteous figures cannot avoid.  
 It’s awful to realize the deep flaws in those we idealize, whether they are our father 
figures or otherwise. The key is how we respond to such a realization. It must have been awful 
for Mark’s readers to anticipate their idealized teacher returning to lead them in their lifetime, 
to save them from a world where justice wasn’t looking too imminent in any universal form – 
only to live their whole lives and have to pass on their anticipation to the next generation, and 
the next, and then the next. But it was in the survival of the disappointment, the willingness to 
stay with it, to still love in the face of sorrow, to forgive the terrible flaws, that the holy 
triumphed. And still does. It is where we still say yes, we will do what we know is right even if we 
think it won’t make a difference in the moment. It is where we continue to climb to the 
mountaintop even if we don’t get there that little justices are realized; small victories are won; 
quiet progress is still made in the midst of a less-than-ideal world. If we can embrace the flawed 
realities of our heroes, maybe we can begin to embrace the flawed realities within ourselves – at 
which point we then welcome transformation into something more than we were. Every father 
I’ve ever known has wanted their children to become more than what they themselves are; to 
learn more, to contribute more, to transcend what they themselves could do. Perhaps this is what 
Jesus hoped for his followers as well – leaving them with parables that confounded, maybe 
infuriated, but that would also prepare them for the difficult journey ahead, to remind them that 



the realm of God in the world could only be realized if they stayed in the world, ushering in the 
new vision slowly, sometimes painstakingly, and likely without a perfect end in their lifetimes. It 
is in this realization that the generations to come will know what came before, embrace the 
flaws, and continue the work of healing and repair – better than our fathers, and mothers, and 
all of our heroes who have come before us.  
 


