A Prayer For Owen Meany By John Irving

A Prayer for Owen Meany is a novel by John Irving that delves into themes of
faith, destiny, and the complexities of friendship. Published in 1989, this
expansive narrative combines elements of tragedy and comedy, all while
exploring the profound questions of existence through the eyes of its
protagonist, John Wheelwright, and his best friend, Owen Meany. Set against
the backdrop of the turbulent 1960s and 1970s in America, Irving masterfully
weaves a tale that resonates with readers on multiple levels.



Overview of the Novel

A Prayer for Owen Meany is a story about two boys growing up in a small New
England town, where Owen is a diminutive yet extraordinary figure with an
unwavering belief that he is an instrument of God. The novel is narrated by
John Wheelwright, who reflects on his childhood and the pivotal role Owen
played in shaping his beliefs and life choices.

Plot Synopsis

The narrative begins in the 1950s and spans several decades, encapsulating
the lives of Owen and John as they navigate the complexities of adolescence
and adulthood. Key events and elements include:

1. Owen's Unique Physicality: Owen is portrayed as a boy with a distinctive,
almost otherworldly quality. He has a small stature and an unusual voice,
which leads to his belief that he is destined for greatness.

2. The Incident: A pivotal moment occurs during a school play where Owen
accidentally kills John’s mother with a thrown baseball, leading to a series
of events that shape their lives and beliefs.

3. Owen's Faith: Throughout the novel, Owen’s unwavering faith in his purpose
is juxtaposed with John's skepticism. Owen believes he is chosen by God to
fulfill a significant role, leading him to make decisions that have profound
implications for both of them.

4. The Vietnam War: The backdrop of the Vietnam War plays a crucial role in
the narrative, influencing the characters' views on life, death, and
morality.

5. Climactic Events: As the story unfolds, Owen's belief in his destiny
culminates in a tragic yet heroic act that ultimately defines his life and
legacy.

Thematic Exploration

A Prayer for Owen Meany is rich in themes that provoke thought and
discussion. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Faith and Doubt

One of the central themes of the novel is the exploration of faith. Owen's
unshakeable belief in his purpose contrasts with John's more skeptical view
of the world. This dichotomy serves as a vehicle for discussing larger
questions about the existence of God, the nature of faith, and the role of
destiny in human life.



Friendship and Loyalty

The bond between Owen and John is at the heart of the novel. Their friendship
is characterized by loyalty, love, and a deep understanding of each other's
struggles. Despite their differences, they support one another through
personal and existential crises, showcasing the importance of friendship in
navigating life's challenges.

The Nature of Fate

Irving intricately weaves the theme of fate throughout the story. Owen's
belief that he is an instrument of God raises questions about predestination
versus free will. The characters often find themselves in situations that
seem to be orchestrated by a higher power, prompting readers to ponder the
extent to which individuals control their own destinies.

Tragedy and Loss

The novel is imbued with a sense of tragedy, particularly regarding the loss
of loved ones and the impact of death on the living. John's mother's death
serves as a catalyst for the boys' lives, while other losses throughout the
narrative highlight the fragility of life and the enduring nature of grief.

Character Analysis

The characters in A Prayer for Owen Meany are richly developed, each
contributing to the overarching themes of the novel.

Owen Meany

Owen is the heart and soul of the novel. His conviction in his purpose and
his unique perspective on life make him a compelling figure. Despite his
physical limitations, Owen's strength of character and unwavering faith leave
a lasting impact on those around him. He embodies the struggle of belief and
the search for meaning in a chaotic world.

John Wheelwright

As the narrator, John provides a lens through which the story unfolds. His
journey from skepticism to a nuanced understanding of faith mirrors the



reader's journey through the narrative. John’s internal conflicts and
reflections on his friendship with Owen add depth to the story, making him a
relatable and complex character.

Supporting Characters

The supporting cast, including John's family, Owen's family, and their
teachers, adds richness to the narrative. Characters such as Dan Needham and
the Meany family play significant roles in shaping the boys' lives and
beliefs, providing a broader context for the exploration of faith and
morality.

Literary Style and Structure

John Irving's writing style in A Prayer for Owen Meany is characterized by
its humor, poignancy, and intricate storytelling. The narrative is nonlinear,
with frequent flashbacks that allow readers to piece together the boys' lives
and experiences.

Symbolism

The novel is replete with symbolism, with Owen's voice and stature serving as
metaphors for his larger-than-life persona and unique perspective on faith.
The recurring motif of the "hand of God" throughout the story emphasizes the
theme of divine intervention and the search for meaning.

Dialogue and Humor

Irving’s use of dialogue is both witty and insightful, often revealing the
characters' inner thoughts and conflicts. The humor interspersed throughout
the narrative provides a counterbalance to the heavier themes, allowing
readers to engage with the story on multiple levels.

Impact and Reception

Upon its publication, A Prayer for Owen Meany received widespread acclaim and
has since become a classic of contemporary American literature. The novel's
exploration of profound themes, combined with its engaging narrative and
memorable characters, has resonated with readers across generations.



Award and Recognition

The book was nominated for several literary awards and has been included in
various "best of" lists. Its enduring relevance can be attributed to its
exploration of themes that continue to resonate in contemporary society.

Cultural Significance

Beyond its literary acclaim, A Prayer for Owen Meany has had a cultural
impact, prompting discussions about faith, morality, and the human
experience. Its exploration of the complexities of belief and friendship has
made it a staple in academic discussions and literary circles.

Conclusion

In conclusion, A Prayer for Owen Meany is a poignant exploration of faith,
friendship, and the search for meaning in a chaotic world. Through the eyes
of John Wheelwright and the indomitable spirit of Owen Meany, John Irving
crafts a narrative that challenges readers to contemplate their beliefs and
the nature of destiny. The novel's rich themes, memorable characters, and
unique storytelling style make it a timeless work that continues to resonate
with readers today. As readers journey through the life of Owen Meany, they
are invited to reflect on their own beliefs and the profound connections that
shape their lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'A Prayer
for Owen Meany'?

The central themes include faith, the nature of destiny, the impact of
trauma, and the search for identity.

How does Owen Meany's belief in his divine purpose
shape the narrative?

Owen's belief in his divine purpose drives the plot and influences the lives
of those around him, as he sees himself as an instrument of God.

What role does the Vietnam War play in 'A Prayer for



Owen Meany'?

The Vietnam War serves as a backdrop that affects the characters' lives and
beliefs, highlighting themes of sacrifice and the moral complexities of war.

How does John Irving use the character of Johnny
Wheelwright to explore the concept of faith?

Johnny's journey reflects a struggle with faith and doubt, contrasting his
views with Owen's unwavering belief, ultimately leading to personal growth.

What is the significance of Owen Meany's physical
characteristics?

Owen’s small stature and distinctive voice symbolize his uniqueness and the
idea that one's physical form does not determine their impact or
significance.

How does the narrative structure of the novel
enhance its themes?

The non-linear narrative allows for a deeper exploration of memory and the
intertwining of past and present, emphasizing how events shape characters'
beliefs.

In what ways does 'A Prayer for Owen Meany' address
the concept of predestination?

The novel examines predestination through Owen's belief that his life is
preordained by God, raising questions about free will and the nature of fate.

What impact does Owen Meany have on the people
around him?

Owen profoundly influences his friends and family, prompting them to confront
their beliefs, moral dilemmas, and ultimately their understanding of faith
and sacrifice.
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