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Was Holden Caulfield a Person of Faith?


In J.D. Salinger’s “Catcher in the Rye”, Holden Caulfield is portrayed as lacking in faith in others, but having faith in himself.  He has neither of the two elements of faith, which are trust and belief, in anyone in the world, except possibly himself.


The impression that Holden gets from most of the people he meets is that they are mainly just a bunch of “phonies.”  Holden’s experience and interaction in general with people is reason enough to see why he has lost faith in many things.  He has no faith in his roommate Stradlater back at Pencey Prep because he knows that all Stradlater wants to do with Holden’s childhood friend Jane is “give her the time.”  He gives an alumnus no credit at all when he comes back to speak at their school.  Holden feels that this guy really doesn’t care at all about the school, just as long as he has his nice Cadillac to drive up in.


Of the few people Holden has built up trust and belief in, certain events happen that shatter that faith.  Mr. Antolini, a long time teacher and mentor to Holden, scares him out of his apartment by sitting at Holden’s bedside and stroking his hair while he’s sleeping.  Of course, Holden has no idea what to think about this and rushes out of the house.  Certainly Holden must think that if people close to him like Mr. Antolini cannot be trusted, then how can complete strangers expect to receive any trust.


The three times when Holden sees the words “F – you” etched into walls at his sister’s school and the museum makes him so angry he wishes he would meet the guy who did this and imagines beating him up to teach him a lesson.  Again, another depressing experience that furthers Holden’s cynical views of the people in the world.


Though Holden has no faith in other people, this causes him to trust himself and believe in himself even more.  This is most evident through the “catcher in the rye” theme towards the end of the book.  Holden knows that there are lots of people in the world ready to take away innocence from the children, and from these thoughts, his ideal job becomes one of being a “catcher in the rye”, popping out of nowhere, saving the playing children from running off of a cliff.  They don’t know they’re in danger and they won’t notice Holden, and Holden wants to keep it that way.  Though this is obviously an unrealistic career, it shows that Holden has enough faith left in himself to believe that he can maybe make a difference in other children’s lives by keeping them away from the society and the people in which he has already lost faith.


Finally, towards the end of the book, it appears that Holden realizes that he cannot stop children from growing up and that they will eventually experience, in one way or another, the slow destruction of their innocence by society.  This seems to fit with an ongoing theme of Holden’s faith in things being affirmed, then shattered, leaving him lost and confused.  Throughout the book, Holden is desperately trying to look for a figure in which he can put his absolute faith and trust.  He knows he can’t trust strangers, and now that his faith in himself is lost, to him all his options have vanished.

