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The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy: Morris
West’s Masterpiece of Prophecy and Faith

When readers first encounter The Clowns Of God The Vatican
Trilogy, they are stepping into a world where papal politics,
apocalyptic prophecy, and the rawest human emotions collide.
Written by the Australian master of theological fiction, Morris West,
this trilogy—comprising The Shoes of the Fisherman, The Clowns of
God, and Lazarus—remains one of the most prescient literary
achievements of the twentieth century. While each novel stands
alone, it is the middle volume, The Clowns of God, that gives the
entire series its haunting, unforgettable soul. It is a book that asks
the most uncomfortable question of all: What would happen if the
Pope actually received a divine revelation that the end of the world
was imminent?

Morris West was not a theologian in the academic sense, but he
understood the machinery of the Vatican better than almost any
writer of his generation. Having spent time in Rome and cultivated
relationships within the Church, he wrote with an insider’s knowledge
and an outsider’s critical eye. The Clowns Of God The Vatican
Trilogy is therefore not merely fiction; it is a sober meditation on
institutional power, human frailty, and the terrifying possibility that
God might actually speak—and that no one would want to listen.

The Architecture of the Trilogy: One Story in Three
Acts

To appreciate The Clowns of God fully, it is essential to understand its
place within the broader narrative arc of The Clowns Of God The
Vatican Trilogy. The first book, The Shoes of the Fisherman,
introduces us to Kiril Lakota, a Ukrainian archbishop released from a
Soviet prison camp who is unexpectedly elected Pope. Lakota is a
man of immense faith, deep humility, and political savvy. He
navigates Cold War tensions, nuclear threats, and internal Church
politics with a grace that feels almost too good to be true—and that is
precisely the point. West is setting up an ideal.

Then comes The Clowns of God. The world has changed. The Cold
War has thawed, but a new, more insidious anxiety has taken hold.
Pope Gregory XVII, a former Jesuit named from the previous novel’s
timeline, is a gentle, scholarly man. One Christmas Eve, while
celebrating Mass in the Sistine Chapel, he receives a vision: a direct,
unambiguous revelation that the world will soon end. The vision is not
vague. It is specific, terrifying, and absolute. He writes it down,
shares it with his closest advisors, and immediately the machinery of
the Church begins to grind against him.

This is the central tension of The Clowns Of God The Vatican
Trilogy. The Pope, the very vicar of Christ on earth, is told by God

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Cohen & Elle ¢ The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single page. *

Page 1



that the apocalypse is coming. But his cardinals, his theologians, and
even his closest friends cannot accept it. They do not call him a liar.
They call him mad. They diagnose him with a neurological condition.
They force his abdication. They lock him away in a secluded
monastery. The irony is razor-sharp and deeply unsettling: the one
man who has the courage to believe God is punished by those whose
entire lives are built around that same belief.

The Clowns of God: A Deeper Look at the Novel’s
Heart

The title, The Clowns of God, is drawn from a line in the novel itself.
Pope Gregory, in his enforced exile, reflects on the nature of faith and
says that all believers are, ultimately, clowns of God—foolish, joyful,
absurd figures who dance to a tune that the world cannot hear. This
metaphor runs through the entire book. The clowns are not merely
the faithful; they are also the outcasts, the mentally disabled, the
simple, and the pure of heart. West suggests that wisdom does not
reside in the Vatican palaces but in the margins, among those whom
the world dismisses as foolish.

The novel’s plot takes an unexpected turn when Gregory escapes his
confinement and wanders through Europe, eventually finding refuge
with a community of people with intellectual disabilities. Here, in a
small French village, he discovers what he lost in Rome: genuine,
unguarded faith. These disabled individuals do not question his
vision. They accept it with a simplicity that shatters his theological
complexity. They are, in the truest sense, the clowns of God—the
ones who dance while the wise men debate.

West does not shy away from the theological implications. The novel

explores themes of revelation, madness, authority, and the terrifying
silence of God. What does it mean to be chosen? Is prophecy a gift or
a curse? And how can an institution that claims to be guided by the
Holy Spirit reject a direct message from God? These questions are not
answered neatly. The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy does
not offer easy resolutions. Instead, it leaves the reader sitting
uncomfortably with the mystery.

The Prophetic Voice of Morris West

One of the most striking aspects of The Clowns Of God The
Vatican Trilogy is how prophetic it has proven to be. Written in the
early 1980s, The Clowns of God anticipates many of the crises that
would later engulf the Catholic Church. The tension between the
charismatic, visionary pope and the cautious, bureaucratic Curia
foreshadows the conflicts that would arise under Pope Francis. The
novel also touches on clericalism, the abuse of authority, and the
tendency of institutions to protect themselves rather than the truth.

West’s portrayal of the media’s role in shaping public perception of
the papacy is equally prescient. In the novel, the Vatican’'s
communications team spins the Pope’s revelation as a health crisis,
managing the narrative to protect the Church’s image. This feels
eerily familiar in an age where every papal statement is dissected,
tweeted, and often distorted. West understood that power is not just
about control of doctrine but control of the story.

Furthermore, the novel's treatment of mental health and
neurodiversity is surprisingly modern. Gregory is not simply a victim
of institutional politics; he is genuinely destabilized by his vision.
West does not romanticize his condition. He shows the pain, the
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rational world cannot explain away. In this sense, The Clowns Of
God The Vatican Trilogy is a profound meditation on the limits of
reason and the necessity of mystery.

Literary Style and Narrative Craft

Morris West writes with a clarity that belies the depth of his ideas. His
prose is lean, elegant, and emotionally restrained—a style that allows
the weight of his themes to land without melodrama. The dialogue is
crisp, and the characters are drawn with a psychological realism that
makes them feel like people you might meet, even in the most
extraordinary circumstances.

The structure of The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy is also
worth noting. West interweaves multiple perspectives—the Pope, his
doctors, his cardinals, the simple villagers, and even a skeptical
journalist—to create a mosaic of viewpoints. This polyphonic
approach allows the reader to hold different interpretations
simultaneously. Is Gregory a true prophet? A madman? A victim of his
own imagination? West refuses to tell us. He trusts the reader to sit
with the ambiguity.

Allegory plays a significant role in the novel as well. The community
of disabled individuals, led by a former priest named Jean-Marie, is a
clear echo of the early Christian communities described in the Acts of
the Apostles. They share everything, they care for the weakest
among them, and they worship with a joy that the institutional
Church has lost. West suggests that the future of faith lies not in
cathedrals but in small, fragile, loving communities. This is a radical

Why The Clowns of God Remains Relevant Today

In an age of climate anxiety, political polarization, and institutional
distrust, The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy speaks directly
to our moment. The central question of the novel—what do we do
when the truth is too terrible to bear?—is as urgent now as it was in
1983. We are surrounded by prophecies of doom, from environmental
collapse to nuclear threats to pandemics. And like the cardinals in the
book, we often respond by denying, rationalizing, or medicating our
anxiety.

West offers an alternative: to embrace the foolishness of faith. Not a
naive faith that denies reality, but a radical faith that accepts the end
and chooses to dance anyway. The clowns of God are not deluded
optimists. They are people who have looked into the abyss and
decided to laugh. This is not escapism; it is the deepest kind of
courage.

The novel also resonates with those who have felt marginalized by
religious institutions. Gregory’s journey from the center of power to
the periphery mirrors the experience of many who have been
wounded by the Church yet still hunger for the divine. West does not
condemn the institution outright, but he holds it accountable. He
reminds us that the Church is not the kingdom of God; it is a human
organization, fallible and often cowardly. The kingdom, he suggests,
is found elsewhere—among the poor, the simple, and the fools for
Christ.
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Key Themes in The Clowns Of God The Vatican
Trilogy

* Revelation versus Reason: The novel explores the tension
between direct divine experience and the rational structures of
theology and governance.

¢ Institutional Self-Preservation: West critiques the tendency
of institutions to prioritize their own survival over the truth they
are meant to serve.

e The Wisdom of the Marginalized: True insight comes not
from the powerful but from the weak, the simple, and the
outcast.

e Apocalyptic Hope: The end of the world is not merely a
catastrophe but an invitation to live fully and authentically in
the present.

e Community and Kinship: The novel celebrates small,
intentional communities built on love, service, and mutual care.

* Madness and Prophecy: West blurs the line between mental
illness and divine calling, refusing to settle for easy
explanations.

The Legacy of the Trilogy

The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy has left an indelible mark
on both literature and theological discourse. Morris West’s work is
frequently cited by commentators on the modern papacy, and his
influence can be seen in later writers like Ron Hansen, Mary Gordon,
and even in films like The Two Popes. The character of Pope Gregory

XVII has become a archetype of the visionary pope—a figure of tragic
wisdom who speaks truth to power and is silenced for it.

The trilogy also anticipated the rise of the “culture of encounter” that
Pope Francis has championed. Gregory’'s embrace of the poor and
disabled, his rejection of clerical privilege, and his insistence on
mercy over doctrine all echo in Francis’s own teaching. West seems
to have seen, decades in advance, the direction the Church would
need to take to remain faithful to the Gospel.

Yet the novels are not polemics. They are works of art. West's
Catholicism is deep but not dogmatic. He critiques the Church not as
an enemy but as a loving son who wishes his mother were better
than she is. This nuance gives The Clowns Of God The Vatican
Trilogy a lasting power. It does not preach. It explores. It does not
judge. It understands.

Conclusion

Reading The Clowns Of God The Vatican Trilogy is an experience
that lingers long after the last page is turned. Morris West achieved
something rare: he wrote a novel about the end of the world that is
not about fear but about hope; not about power but about love; not
about certainty but about faith. The clowns of God—the foolish, the
broken, the joyful—dance on in the pages of this trilogy, inviting us to
join them in their absurd, beautiful, and defiant celebration. In an era
that so often feels apocalyptic, West's message is more necessary
than ever: do not be afraid to be a fool for God. The joke, after all,
may be on death itself.



