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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

This drama revolves around Father Hugh Kennedy, a recovering alcoholic. In the beginning of the story
Kennedy has returned to his hometown (an unnamed New England seaport city that is the seat of a bishop,
rather than an archbishop; it thus most closely corresponds with O'Connor's own birthplace of Providence, RI)
to try to mend his professional career as a priest. He becomes involved again with the Carmodys, a wealthy
family whose ancestry, like his own, is Irish and whom he has known since childhood. The story that unfolds is
a tale of long hidden emotion and longing. It deals with friendship and loneliness, spirituality, and newfound
hope.

ABOUT EDWIN O’CONNOR:

Edwin Greene O’Connor (1918-1968) was an American journalist, novelist, and radio commentator best known
for exploring Irish-American life, politics, and religion in mid-20th century America. He won the 1962 Pulitzer
Prize for Fiction for The Edge of Sadness. His notable works include The Last Hurrah, adapted into a 1958 John
Ford film, and A/l in the Family, inspired by Massachusetts political life. O’Connor coined the phrase “the last
hurrah.” NB: Edwin O’Connor and Flannery O’Connor were not related.

QUOTES FROM EDGE OF SADNESS:

“I could not believe in the joyous morning bound. It was disbelief well-founded: thirty-five years between then
and now, and while I rise punctually I do so grudgingly; each morning brings its own renewal of the battle....”
Fr. Kennedy

“Ah well, I ain't a loony about it, Father. I don't go crawlin' around on my belly through the wet grass lookin' for
the golden-headed hoohoo. That's nut stuff. But the fact of the matter is that nothin' makes me feel better than
comin' down and findin' the whole place littered with birds, all kinds, singin' and chirpin' away all around me. I
tell you, Father, there's days I might be St. Francis himself!" . . . I'm a great man for the birds, none greater, but
the way I do is this: they can damn well feed themselves. And they do! I'm here to tell you they do. On my grass
seed." ... What I do, sometimes, is I sit around waitin' for them with a few little stones in my pocket." A dusty
reminiscent chuckle come over the telephone. "I pegged one at this big black devil of a starlin' the other day,"
St. Francis said gleefully, "and damn near took his head off. Well, well, we mustn't complain, Father. That's the
way life goes.” Charlie Carmody

“There are, after all, certain social duties that a priest has toward his parishioners, and if that priest is as I was--
energetic and gregarious, with an aptitude for such occasions--these duties and occasions have a way of
multiplying. There's a great attraction to this: he's doing what he likes to do, and he can tell himself that it's all
for the honor and glory of God. He believes this, quite sincerely, and he finds ample support for such belief: on
all sides he's assured that he is doing the much-needed job of "waking up the parish." Which is not a hard thing
for a young priest to hear; he may even see himself as stampeding souls to their salvation. What he may not see
is that he stands in some danger of losing himself in the strangely engrossing business of simply "being busy";
gradually he may find that he is rather uncomfortable whenever he is not "being busy." And, gradually too, he
may find fewer and fewer moments in which he can absent himself from activity, in which he can be alone, can
be silent, can be still--in which he can reflect and pray. And since these are precisely the moments that are
necessary for all of us, in which spiritually we grow, in which, so to speak, we maintain and enrich our
connection with God, then the loss of such moments is grave and perilous. Particularly so for a priest--
particularly for a priest who suddenly finds that he can talk more easily to a parish committee than he can to
God. Something within him will have atrophied from disuse; something precious, something vital. It will have
gone almost without his knowing it, but one day, in a great crisis, say, he will reach for it--and it will not be



there. And then...then he may find that the distance between the poles is not so great a distance after all....” Fr.
Kennedy (As narrator)

CHARACTERS:

Father Hugh Kennedy: The protagonist and narrator, a middle-aged priest rebuilding his life after losing his
previous parish to alcoholism.

Old Charlie Carmody: A wealthy, manipulative, and cynical patriarch who serves as a central figure in
Hugh’s past and present.

Father John Carmody: Charlie’s son and a priest who holds the prestigious parish Hugh might have had.
Helen Carmody: Charlie’s free-spirited daughter.

Mary Carmody: Charlie’s doting daughter.

Dan Carmody: Charlie’s prodigal son.

Father Danowski: Hugh’s earnest, optimistic young curate at Old Saint Paul’s, who serves as a foil to Hugh’s
detached gloom.

Roy: The formerly incarcerated church janitor.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS :
1. What did you think about Edge of Sadness? To what does the title refer?
2. What is the main theme of The Edge of Sadness?

3. What do you think about the portrayal of priests and Catholic parochial life? Does it ring true to your
perceptions and experiences?

4. What does the alcoholism of Fr. Kennedy and his recovery from it tell you about his ministry and his
spirit?

5. Compare Fathers Kennedy, Carmody, and Danowski. Do you like them? Are they effective priests?
What does it mean to be an “effective” priest?

6. In 1962, the Pulitzer Prize committee gave its award for Fiction to The Edge of Sadness, recognizing the
novel for its serious artistic achievement: “a mature, compassionate exploration of human weakness and
grace, rendered with literary skill and cultural insight.” Do you agree with their assessment?

7. Published in 1961, on the eve of major changes in the Catholic Church (e.g., the Second Vatican
Council), Edge of Sadness captures a pre-conciliar Church wrestling with modernity, authority, and
personal conscience. How does the church portrayed prior to the Council seem to differ from your
experience now?

8. Would you recommend Edge of Sadness? Why or why not?



