EXONIANS IN REV]EV\N

IS THERE GOLF AFTER DEATH? ‘ByGeorgeMangan

Most golfers, if not all, are existentialists. Like
Camus, they believe that life is absurd, especial-
ly on the golf course; the mind often aspires,
and the world often disappoints. Just ask any
golfer standing on the tee facing a force carry
over water; he imagines his ball soaring
towards the green, only to hear it plopping
unceremoniously into the briny deep. What
golfer does not agree with Sartre that hell is
other people, certainly during a

five-hour round paired

. ., with a plaid smiling
gave, stranger who entertains
GOLFING your foursome with jokes
8 about God, Moses and
o ’m-,., esus playing golf?
rom playing g
For golf pro Herman
Wlm Fins-Winston, in Roland
Merullo’s Golfing With God:
'af'ﬁ"'"l" A Novel of Heaven and Earth

In Golfing With God, the latest
novel by Roland Merullo *71, golf

pro Herman Fins-Winston sur-
renders to a higher pupil when he

is asked to give God a lesson.
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(Algonquin Books of
Chapel Hill, 2005), this is not
the case. He has died and
gone to heaven, and heaven
for Fins-Winston is where the
fairways are lush, the tee is

I always open and even God
replaces His divots. Heaven, Merullo also tells
us, is not a static place; people grow.“We carry
our talents beyond the thin curtain of death.
If we enjoyed the work we did, God gives us
some of that work to do in paradise.” In other
words, people, even in heaven, are in the
process of becoming.

And Fins-Winston, as a teaching pro, is
asked to give God a lesson. God, we learn, takes
on many incarnations. He can be an Einstein
look-alike who is “ragged around the edges, a
sort of stevedore with flashing eyes,” or a drop-
dead gorgeous wife for Hank when he and
God visit earth.

Fins-Winston and God play a round at
Eden Hills. God’s drives are pure as the virgin
snow, and his game is most impressive, but as
we all know even in paradise there is always a
serpent—and for God the serpent is the yips,
that nervous tic that causes so many golfers to
yank the three-foot putt three feet by and then
jam it by again. How can Fins-Winston cure
God’s yips when even a group of doctors at the
Mayo Clinic have concluded there is no cure,
only an explanation concerning blood flow

and synapses? We all, however, know that God,
being God, doesn’t need any help. And so
starts the journey, or the beginning, where the
teacher is the one who learns the lesson, and it
has nothing to do with the yips.

Merullo, whose previous books include
Revere Beach Elegy and A Little Love Story,
invites us to join the lesson. In someone else’s
hands I would have politely refused the invi-
tation. I am glad, however, I accepted. Merul-
lo has taken what has become a common
theme in too many books—golf as
metaphor—and given us a fresh view. He has
made the ordinary seem new, and therefore
weaves a narrative that both informs and
delights. Take, for example, a scene at Augusta
where Fins-Winston plays with a central cast-
ing yahoo by the name of Larry Five Iron. At
the end of the round, Five Iron does what any
golfer who has been snubbed by the simper-
ing superiority of some club members imag-
ines himself doing: he moons the club house.
Thanks to Merullo, I learned that Moses is a
bit of a grump, largely because he feels under-
rated and overlooked. Granted, some stabs at
humor elicit groans rather than laughter—
there is no need to have Moses part the waters
on a force carry—but these are minor flaws in
an otherwise wonderful novel.

More often than not, I found myself joining
in on the conversations with God, Jesus and
Moses. Merullo makes it easy to suspend your
disbelief, to ask whether life parallels golf, to
wonder, when souls flounder, do their troubles
move them towards grace? Maybe those ques-
tions are too heavy for a sunny day on the fair-
way, or maybe, like Jesus, we want to tell
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Fins-Winston, “...you shouldn’t really think
about it too much. Just do your best. Go for-
ward with courage and goodwill.”

Merullo makes it clear that Fins-Winston,
like Camus’ Sisyphus, will nevertheless con-
tinue to hone his craft; like Sisyphus, he is, we
realize, happy. In his process of becoming,
Fins-Winston realizes that life is not a mys-
tery to be solved, but a drama to be lived, and
thus ascends to another spiritual and existen-
tial level. @

George Mangan, a member of the English department

since 1976, is the longtime coach of the Exeter golf team.
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Alumni/ae are urged to advise the Exonians in Review editor of their own publications, recordings,
films, etc., in any field, and those of classmates. Whenever possible, authors and composers are encour-
aged to send one copy of their books and original copies of articles to Edouard Desrochers *45 (Hon.),
the editor of Exonians in Review, Phillips Exeter Academy, 20 Main Street, Exeter, NH 03833.
Alumni/ae interested in reviewing works by fellow Exonians are also encouraged to contact the editor
at the same address, or by email at edesrochers@exeter.edu.
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