
Research Article                                                                                                                     ISSN 2835-6276 

American Journal of Medical and Clinical Research & Reviews 

The mockingbird and the concealment of innocence 

Julian Ungar-Sargon 

*Correspondence: Julian Ungar-Sargon 

 

Received:10 May 2026; Accepted:20 May 2026; Published:05 June 2026 

Citation: Julian Ungar-Sargon. The mockingbird and the concealment of innocence. 2026; 5(6): 1-20. 

AJMCRR, 2026                                                                                                                                                            Volume 5 | Issue 6 | 1 of 20 

Abstract 

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird is conventionally read as a moral fable about racial injustice and 

the costs of moral courage. This essay argues that beneath its juridical surface the novel articulates a 

theology of vulnerability whose deepest concerns are ontological rather than ethical. The mockingbird—

Lee’s figure for that which only sings—names a category of being whose expressive innocence cannot 

survive the social and epistemic structures that encounter it. Reading Tom Robinson as exposed 

innocence and Boo Radley as concealed innocence, and bringing the doublet into dialogue with the 

Akedah, the Levitical scapegoat, and the Book of Job, the paper proposes that the destruction of the 

mockingbird is structurally analogous to the rupture of unmediated divine presence in Lurianic theology. 

Drawing on Wolfson’s apophatic acosmism, the Lurianic and Chabad doctrines of tzimtzum, and the 

post-Holocaust theology of hester panim, the essay reframes concealment as not merely a metaphysical 

condition but an ethical imperative. Building on prior work in hermeneutic medicine and the tzimtzum 

model of therapeutic presence,1,2,3 the paper concludes that the clinical encounter—properly 

understood—constitutes a contracted space in which the fragile song of the mockingbird may be heard 

without being silenced. Implications are drawn for medical humanities, narrative ethics, and the 

phenomenology of clinical witness. 

Keywords: To Kill a Mockingbird, hermeneutic medicine, tzimtzum, Lurianic Kabbalah, apophatic 

acosmism, therapeutic presence, medical humanities, concealment, Shekhinah, narrative ethics, inno-

cent suffering. 

 



Introduction: beyond moral didacticism  

Few American novels have been more thoroughly 

absorbed into the moral curriculum of secondary 

education than To Kill a Mockingbird.4 Its recep-

tion history is dominated by readings that treat it as 

a parable of conscience: Atticus Finch as moral ex-

emplar, the trial of Tom Robinson as paradigmatic 

miscarriage of justice, and the novel itself as in-

structional in the cultivation of civic virtue. These 

readings are not wrong. They are, however, insuffi-

cient to the novel’s deepest claim, which is not eth-

ical but ontological.  

 

The injunction at the heart of the book—it is a sin 

to kill a mockingbird— does not merely prescribe 

behaviour. It identifies a category of being. The 

mockingbird is defined neither by power nor by 

usefulness, but by a distinctive mode of presence: it 

sings. It produces beauty without instrumentality, 

expression without defence. To injure such a being 

is not simply unjust; it is to violate the conditions 

of presence as such. Lee’s formulation, in other 

words, is closer to a sacramental theology than to a 

code of conduct. The mockingbird names what the-

ology has long called the innocent—not the moral-

ly blameless, which is a juridical category, but the 

ontologically exposed, which is a metaphysical 

one.  

 

This essay reads To Kill a Mockingbird along-

side three theological corpora.  

The first is the biblical literature of the innocent 

victim: the Akedah of Genesis 22, the scapegoat 

ritual of Leviticus 16, and the Book of Job.5,6,7 The 

second is the Lurianic and post-Lurianic tradition 

of tzimtzum, divine contraction or self-

concealment, especially as it has been read in 

apophatic register by Elliot R. Wolfson and as it 

has been radicalised in the Chabad tradition.8,9,10 

The third is the post-Holocaust theology of hester 

panim (the hiding of the face) and its rabbinic, Ha-

sidic, and contemporary articulations.11,12 The 

argument synthesises these into a single proposal: 

that unmediated innocence cannot survive in the 

world, and that the ethical task is therefore not only 

to defend innocence but to create structures—

linguistic, juridical, clinical—within which it can 

be held without being annihilated. The clinical en-

counter, I shall argue, is one such structure when it 

is properly understood as an act of ethical 

tzimtzum.1,2,3  

 

The essay proceeds in eight movements. After es-

tablishing the mockingbird as a figure of ontologi-

cal innocence (section 2), I trace three biblical par-

adigms of the innocent victim (section 3) and argue 

that each anticipates the structural problem drama-

tised in Lee’s novel. Section 4 develops the doc-

trine of tzimtzum in its Lurianic, Chabad, 

apophatic, and topological registers. Section 5 

reads Tom Robinson and Boo Radley as a deliber-

ate doublet in which exposure and withdrawal map 

onto two modalities of innocence. Section 6 takes 

up the intermediate problem of testimony and the 

failure of speech. Section 7 considers the limits of 

law and the inadequacy of Atticus Finch’s juridical 

heroism. Section 8 proposes the therapeutic space 

as a clinical instantiation of ethical contraction. The 

conclusion (section 9) draws out implications for 

medical humanities and narrative ethics.  

 

The mockingbird as ontological innocence  

Atticus Finch tells his children that they may shoot 

any bird they like, but that it is a sin to kill a mock-

ingbird, because mockingbirds “don’t do one thing 

but make music for us to enjoy.” The character 

Miss Maudie elaborates: they do not eat people’s 

gardens, they do not nest in corncribs, they only 
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make music.4 The grammar of the explanation is 

decisive. The mockingbird is not protected because 

it is useful, nor because it is harmless, nor because 

it possesses any morally relevant property. It is pro-

tected because of what it is: a being whose mode of 

presence is non-instrumental song.  

 

This is a phenomenological rather than an ethical 

determination. The mockingbird does not deliber-

ate. It does not choose innocence. It is innocence in 

the same way that water is wet—constitutively, not 

contingently. The category therefore stands in ten-

sion with the juridical apparatus that organises the 

novel’s plot. Law adjudicates conduct; it interro-

gates intention; it weighs testimony against testi-

mony. But the mockingbird produces no conduct to 

be judged, possesses no intention to be interrogat-

ed, and cannot testify to its own innocence. Its in-

nocence is mute and constitutive. Law, as May-

comb practises it, has no procedure for honouring 

such a being.  

 

I have argued elsewhere that the hermeneutic crisis 

of contemporary medicine has a similar structure: a 

juridical-epistemological apparatus designed to ad-

judicate evidence is confronted with a category of 

suffering whose meaning is constitutive rather than 

evidential.1,13 The patient as sacred text, like the 

mockingbird, is not asking to be proven; it is asking 

to be read.14 In both cases the rupture occurs at the 

seam where ontology meets epistemology.  

 

Lee’s genius is to embody this rupture in a doublet 

rather than a single figure. The mockingbird ap-

pears in two human instantiations whose relation is 

dialectical: Tom Robinson, whose innocence is ex-

posed, and Arthur (Boo) Radley, whose innocence 

is concealed. The exposed mockingbird is de-

stroyed; the concealed one survives. This is not co-

incidence; it is the novel’s deepest claim. I shall 

return to it in section 5.  

 

Biblical paradigms of the innocent victim  

The Akedah: silence and transcendent demand  

Genesis 22 narrates Abraham’s near-sacrifice of 

Isaac on Mount Moriah. The story has been read in 

almost every theological register imaginable—as 

prototypology, as ethical scandal, as paradigm of 

faith, as critique of child sacrifice—but its most 

striking feature, for our purposes, is the silence of 

Isaac.5 The boy speaks once, asking where the 

lamb for the offering is, and accepts his father’s 

evasive answer. Thereafter he is bound and laid on 

the altar, and the text records nothing of his interior 

life. He is present without being heard.  

 

Søren Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling famously 

stages the Akedah as the suspension of the ethi-

cal—the moment when transcendent demand over-

rides the universal law against killing one’s son.15 

What Kierkegaard does not fully foreground, how-

ever, is that Isaac’s consent is structurally irrelevant 

to the drama. The Akedah does not require Isaac to 

choose; it requires him to be available. His inno-

cence is a precondition rather than an achievement, 

and his agency is overwritten by a structure that 

operates above him. 

 

Rabbinic tradition has been remarkably attentive to 

Isaac’s silence. The midrashic and targumic litera-

ture variously imagines him as an active participant 

who consents at age thirty-seven, as a passive boy 

whose consent is presumed, and as a figure whose 

blood was actually shed and who was then restored. 

These reconstructions are not idle. They register the 

unease the canonical text produces: that the narra-

tive requires Isaac to be available without requiring 

him to be heard. The Akedah works as theology 
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only by leaving this gap, and the rabbinic tradition 

has refused to seal it shut. The gap is what the story 

is about.  

 

The parallel with Tom Robinson is exact in its for-

mal structure if scandalously different in its theo-

logical valence. Tom too is available rather than 

agentic. His testimony is given but not heard; his 

innocence is real but irrelevant to the system that 

processes him. Maycomb does not require his guilt 

to be demonstrated; it requires only that he be 

available for projection. As I have argued in con-

nection with the parabolic encounter,16,17 innocence 

in such a structure becomes a substrate upon which 

the community writes its anxieties. It is, in the strict 

sense, a text without an author—or rather, a text 

whose author has been overwritten by a louder 

hand.  

 

There is a further turn. The Akedah is the paradigm 

case of the innocent who is spared at the last mo-

ment by a transcendent intervention—the angel’s 

call, the ram in the thicket. The structure permits a 

deferred mercy. Tom Robinson’s narrative refuses 

this consolation. There is no ram in the thicket; the 

trial is not interrupted; no transcendent voice arrests 

the verdict. The novel marks the limit of the 

Akedah paradigm: the story we tell about Isaac, in 

which the binding does not become the killing, is 

theologically constitutive for Jewish and Christian 

tradition, but it is not the story the actual world 

tells. Maycomb is the world without the ram. The 

substitution does not occur. The recognition of this 

absence is, I think, part of what makes Lee’s novel 

so theologically devastating—not because it denies 

the Akedah’s consolation, but because it shows us 

what the world looks like when that consolation is 

withheld.  

 

The Levitical scapegoat: cohesion through ex-

pulsion  

Leviticus 16 prescribes the Yom Kippur ritual in 

which two goats are presented before the high 

priest. By lot one is designated la-YHWH and of-

fered as a hatat (purification offering); the other, la-

azazel, is loaded with the iniquities of the people 

and driven into the wilderness.6 The mechanism is 

structural: the cohesion of the community is pur-

chased by the expulsion of a victim whose actual 

moral status is irrelevant. The scapegoat is not 

guilty. It is available.  

 

René Girard developed this insight into a general 

anthropology, arguing that human societies main-

tain themselves through scapegoating, and that the 

innocence of the victim is at once required and de-

nied.18 Girard’s reading has been criticised for over

-generalisation, but its diagnostic value in the May-

comb context is undeniable. The jury that convicts 

Tom Robinson does not need to believe he is 

guilty; it needs him to be available. His blackness 

in 1930s Alabama functions as Girard’s signs of 

victimage—markers that designate a being whose 

destruction will not provoke retributive cycles, be-

cause no advocate of equal social standing will 

come to defend his blood.  

 

The theological implication is dark and important. 

The scapegoat ritual works because the goat cannot 

testify. Tom Robinson’s ritual works—in the eyes 

of the system—because his testimony, though spo-

ken, is not received as testimony. The juridical ap-

paratus simulates due process while functionally 

enacting expulsion. I have argued elsewhere that 

race-based medicine performs an analogous simula-

tion: it preserves the form of evidence-based prac-

tice while functionally executing categorical expul-

sion.19 The grammar is the same; only the wilder-
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ness changes.  

Job and the collapse of moral causality  

The Book of Job stages the most rigorous theologi-

cal critique of retributive moral causality available 

in the Hebrew Bible.7 Job’s friends arrive in good 

faith and offer the comfort that the system permits: 

if you are suffering, you must have sinned; locate 

the sin, repent, and the suffering will resolve. Job 

refuses the syllogism, not because he claims meta-

physical perfection but because the evidence of his 

own innocence is irreducible to the categories his 

friends bring. The book ends not with a theodicy 

but with a disclosure—the whirlwind speeches—

which dignify Job’s protest while refusing to trans-

late it into an argument.  

 

Maycomb’s collective theology, like the comfort-

ers’, requires that Tom Robinson’s suffering be evi-

dence of his guilt. The structure cannot tolerate suf-

fering without cause. As I have developed in essays 

on theodicy and therapeutic presence,20,21 the clini-

cal encounter often reproduces this dynamic: prac-

titioners, confronted with suffering that exceeds 

diagnostic categories, recruit the categories of guilt, 

non-compliance, or somatisation to restore the 

causal grammar. The patient, like Job, is asked to 

accept a moral genealogy of their pain in order to 

remain intelligible to the system. The failure of 

moral causality is, in this sense, what the mocking-

bird names: a being whose suffering has no causal 

antecedent the system can name.  

 

Tzimtzum and the concealment of presence  

The Lurianic doctrine  

Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534–1572) developed in his 

Safed circle a cosmological doctrine that has had 

unparalleled consequences for subsequent Jewish 

theology. The doctrine of tzimtzum holds that prior 

to creation, the divine plenum—Ein Sof—filled all 

that was. For finite reality to come into being, the 

Infinite had first to contract, withdrawing from a 

region of itself in order to make space for the not-

itself.8,22 Within the void left by this withdrawal, 

divine light could then re-enter in modulated form, 

condensing into the vessels (kelim) that were in-

tended to house it. The vessels, however, proved 

inadequate to their contents and shattered: the 

shevirat ha-kelim. The repair of the world—tikkun 

olam—is the gathering of the dispersed sparks of 

light from the shattered vessels.  

 

The question of whether the contraction is to be 

taken literally (tzimtzum ki-peshuto) or non-

literally (tzimtzum lo ki-peshuto) became a sus-

tained controversy in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, with the Vilna Gaon and Mitnagdic tradi-

tion tending toward the literal reading and the Ha-

sidic tradition, especially Chabad, toward the non-

literal.23,24 In the non-literal reading, divine pres-

ence is never actually withdrawn; only the percep-

tion of its full intensity is veiled. Creation appears 

as the world because divine light has been hidden 

from its own creatures, not because it has departed.  

 

This distinction matters for our purposes. If 

tzimtzum is read literally, concealment is priva-

tive—an absence to be overcome. If it is read non-

literally, concealment is constitutive—the very con-
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dition under which finite beings can exist without 

being annihilated by divine plenitude. The non-

literal reading is, in this sense, an ethical doctrine: 

it claims that presence in its fullness is unsurviva-

ble, and that the contraction is therefore an act of 

love.  

 

Wolfson and apophatic acosmism  

Elliot R. Wolfson has developed across three dec-

ades a reading of Jewish mysticism that synthesises 

the kabbalistic tradition with the apophatic strand 

of philosophical theology.9,10,25 In Wolfson’s for-

mulation, the deepest gesture of Lurianic theology 

is apophatic acosmism: the recognition that what is 

most truly real is no-thing, and that the cosmos it-

self is a veiled mode of presence that depends, for 

its very appearance, on the prior self-effacement of 

the Infinite. The tzimtzum, on Wolfson’s reading, 

is not merely a cosmological event but the structure 

of divine self-disclosure as such. Every appearance 

is also a concealment; every utterance is also a 

withdrawal; every revealing is, simultaneously, a 

hiding.  

 

Wolfson’s apophatic acosmism is, importantly, not 

a denial of presence but a transformation of what 

presence can mean. Presence becomes thinkable 

only as that which is withheld in being given, ab-

sented in being made manifest. The Shekhinah, the 

indwelling divine, is paradigmatic: she is present 

precisely in her exile, manifest precisely as the di-

mension of divinity that has been hidden.26 Con-

cealment is not the failure of revelation; it is revela-

tion’s grammar.  

 

The implications for our reading of To Kill a 

Mockingbird are direct. If presence is structured as 

withheld disclosure, then the mockingbird—which 

gives itself fully, without contraction—is, theologi-

cally speaking, an anomaly of unmodulated pres-

ence. It does not contract. It sings. Its destruction is 

not the failure of the world to recognise it but the 

world’s structural inability to receive a presence 

that has not first contracted itself. In a universe 

whose grammar is tzimtzum, the un-contracted is 

the unsurvivable.  

 

It is worth marking the precision of this claim. The 

mockingbird is not destroyed because the world is 

wicked, although wickedness operates in the world 

that destroys it. It is destroyed because the structure 

of finite existence, on the Lurianic view, is consti-

tuted by modulated presence; and a being that ap-

pears in unmodulated form is, by definition, a being 

for whom the structure has not made room. This is 

not a fatalism—it does not absolve the world of its 

destructions—but it is a diagnosis. The ethical task 

is therefore not to abolish concealment, which 

would be incoherent, but to construct the kinds of 

contracted spaces within which beings whose pres-

ence-mode is closer to song than to speech can be 

received without annihilation. Wolfson’s apophatic 

acosmism, in this register, is not abstract metaphys-

ics but a concrete instruction in the construction of 

receiving spaces. The clinical, juridical, and pasto-

ral structures that aspire to receive fragile being are 

tested by the modulations they perform; and the 

modulations are, in the end, what Lurianic theology 

has been teaching us to perform all along.  

 

Hester panim and the post-Holocaust horizon  

The doctrine of hester panim—the hiding of the 

divine face—has been radicalised in twentieth-

century Jewish theology under the pressure of the 

Shoah.11,12 For Eliezer Berkovits, the hiding of the 

face is the condition for human moral freedom: 

God withdraws so that human history may be 

ours.27 For Emil Fackenheim, the 614th command-
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ment—not to grant Hitler posthumous victory—is 

given precisely in the moment of divine silence.28 

For Elie Wiesel, the silence is itself a wound that 

cannot be theologised away.29 

 

This horizon transforms the doctrine of tzimtzum 

from cosmological theory into existential testimo-

ny. Concealment is no longer only a feature of crea-

tion; it is the structural condition under which post-

catastrophic faith becomes possible at all. The Lub-

avitcher Rebbe’s theology of divine concealment 

within divine presence,30 the Piaseczner Rebbe’s 

wartime teachings on the broken vessel,31 and the 

apophatic strand within Eybeschütz’s Va-avo ha-

Yom el haAyin32 all converge on a single proposi-

tion: in the wake of catastrophe, the only intelligi-

ble mode of divine presence is presence-as-

withdrawal.  

 

Maycomb is, of course, not Auschwitz; the analogy 

must be drawn with care. But the structural insight 

is portable. The American post-Reconstruction 

South, with its juridical apparatus of segregation 

and its ritualised practice of lynching, instantiated a 

public theology in which certain beings could ap-

pear only as the concealed—visible to the system 

only insofar as they remained available for symbol-

ic expulsion. Tom Robinson is destroyed because 

he attempts to appear as he is: not as the script re-

quires, but as a human being giving testimony. He 

fails to contract. He sings. The system cannot toler-

ate it.  

 

The Midrash on Makom and the topology of 

concealment  

A rabbinic gloss in Bereishit Rabbah 68:9 sharpens 

these issues with unusual force. The midrash asks 

why the Holy One is called Makom (literally, 

“Place”). It answers: because He is the place of the 

world, but the world is not His place. The asym-

metry is the point. The world is contained without 

being constitutive; divinity is named through a top-

ological function rather than a substantive predi-

cate.47 Wolfson’s reading of this passage in con-

junction with the apophatic strand of medieval and 

early modern Kabbalah develops it as a thesis about 

the very grammar of presence: the divine Makom is 

the place that gives place, the locus that is not itself 

located, the presence that constitutes location only 

by withdrawing from it.10,25  

 

Read alongside the doctrine of tzimtzum, the mid-

rash on Makom articulates what the Chabad tradi-

tion would later formalise as non-literal contrac-

tion. The divine is never absent; it is the very con-

dition of the place within which presence and ab-

sence can be distinguished. The vocabulary of with-

drawal is misleading if it suggests departure. What 

is withdrawn is not the divine but the unmediated 

intensity of divine self-disclosure; what remains is 

the topology, the place within which finite beings 

can come to be.  

 

This is, I want to suggest, the deepest theological 

framework for understanding what Lee’s novel di-

agnoses. Maycomb has no Makom for Tom Robin-

son. The town offers him no place that contains 

without consuming him; no topology within which 

his testimony can be received without being imme-

diately reabsorbed into a script the system has al-

ready written. He is not contained by the system; he 

is processed by it. The destruction of the mocking-

bird is, in this register, a topological failure—the 

failure of the world to constitute itself as a place 

that can hold what it has been given.  

 

By contrast, the Finch household at the end of the 

novel becomes, briefly, a Makom—a place in 
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which Boo Radley can be received without being 

interrogated, given coffee, allowed to depart. 

Scout’s walking him home, then looking out from 

his porch and seeing the world from his perspective 

for the first time, is the novel’s most explicit topo-

logical gesture: she enters his place in order to see 

her own. The encounter is held within a contracted 

space that the larger town cannot provide. This is 

the structural logic that the therapeutic space, I 

shall argue, attempts to extend. 

The Tom/Boo doublet: exposure and withdrawal  

Lee’s deepest theological intuition is structural. She 

does not give us one mockingbird but two, and the 

relation between them carries the novel’s meta-

physical weight. Tom Robinson is exposed: he 

stands in the courtroom, gives testimony, is seen. 

Boo Radley is concealed: he remains within the 

house, observed only obliquely through children’s 

imaginations and through the artefacts he leaves in 

the knot-hole of the tree. The novel is structured by 

this doublet from beginning to end.  

 

Tom’s exposure is not voluntary. He is brought into 

the open by an accusation he did not invite. His at-

tempt to give an account of himself—to appear as 

he is, to testify truthfully under oath—is precisely 

what makes him destructible. The famous moment 

when, on the witness stand, he says that he felt sor-

ry for Mayella Ewell condemns him not because it 

is false but because it is uncontracted: a black man 

in 1930s Alabama is not permitted to pity a white 

woman. The grammar of presence available to him 

does not include compassion across the racial line. 

To exercise such compassion is to violate the mod-

ulation the system requires. The system cannot bear 

the uncontracted self-disclosure, and so it destroys 

him.  

 

Boo Radley, by contrast, exists almost entirely in 

the mode of concealment. The novel’s long ap-

proach to him—through legend, rumour, gift, 

glimpse—is structurally homologous to the 

apophatic approach to the divine. He is named only 

obliquely; he is approached by negation; he leaves 

traces but does not appear. When he finally emerg-

es, late in the novel, it is in an act of decisive inter-

vention: he kills Bob Ewell to save Jem and Scout. 

His presence is finally felt, but only in the modality 

of withdrawal. Heck Tate’s decision to record 

Ewell’s death as a fall on his own knife is a deliber-

ate act of preserving Boo’s concealment. Scout’s 

recognition—“it’d be sort of like shooting a mock-

ingbird, wouldn’t it?”—is the novel’s most precise 

theological utterance. Boo is a mockingbird who 

survives because he never came fully into the open. 

He is contracted being, and his contraction is what 

permits his preservation.  

 

The doublet is therefore not a redundancy. It is the 

novel’s argument. Innocence in the open is de-

stroyed; innocence in concealment is preserved. 

The ethical task is not to choose between exposure 

and withdrawal but to recognise that the conditions 

of the world require modulation, and that the struc-

tures we build—legal, social, clinical—are tested 

by their capacity to host both modalities.  

 

This is, I think, the novel’s most uncomfortable les-

son, and the reason its readings as moral didacti-
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cism are inadequate. It does not promise that telling 

the truth in court is enough. It does not promise that 

moral courage will save the innocent. It tells us, 

rather, that there is a kind of innocence that the 

world cannot bear, and that the only structures 

within which such innocence survives are structures 

that have made room for concealment. This is the 

meaning of Heck Tate’s legal lie at the end of the 

novel: it is not a corruption of justice but a higher 

form of it, a juridical tzimtzum in which the system 

contracts to make space for a being it would other-

wise destroy.  

 

Two further textual moments deserve close atten-

tion. The first is the verdict itself. Lee narrates it 

through the slow, almost ritualised entrance of the 

jury, and Scout—reading her father’s body—knows 

the verdict before the foreman speaks. The narra-

tion is not procedural but liturgical. The juror who 

cannot meet the defendant’s eye, the silence that 

descends as the verdict is read, the long beat in 

which the courtroom waits for Atticus to gather his 

papers and leave: these are formal elements of an 

event that the novel refuses to treat as a mere ad-

ministrative outcome. The verdict is a ritual de-

struction, and the ritual character of the event is 

part of what makes it so theologically resonant. 

Tom is not merely convicted; he is expelled, in the 

Girardian sense, and the form of the expulsion is 

precisely the form of the Levitical scapegoat: the 

community’s cohesion is restored through the ritu-

alised removal of the available victim, and the ritu-

alised character of the removal is what permits the 

community to absorb the violence as a routine 

event.  

 

The second moment is the African American com-

munity’s response. The Reverend Sykes, sitting 

with Scout in the coloured balcony, says, “Miss 

Jean Louise, stand up. Your father’s passin’.” The 

entire balcony rises in silent witness as Atticus 

leaves the courtroom. The scene is brief; it is of-

fered almost without commentary; and it carries 

one of the novel’s most theologically dense ges-

tures. The community whose member has just been 

destroyed performs an act of recognition for the 

man whose attempt to defend him has failed. The 

gesture is neither triumphal nor merely pathetic. It 

is the constitution, for a single moment, of a con-

tracted space within the courtroom that has just en-

acted the destruction: a small Makom in which the 

destroyed mockingbird’s defender can be received 

with dignity even as the verdict is being absorbed. 

This too is tzimtzum—the willed creation, within 

an annihilating structure, of a contracted space in 

which presence becomes briefly possible. The 

novel’s deepest theological gesture is, perhaps, this 

rising of the balcony.  

 

Boo Radley’s late emergence is the inverse of 

Tom’s ritual destruction. He appears not in the 

open structure of the courtroom but in the contract-

ed structure of the Finch household. He is offered 

coffee; he is allowed to look at the children; he is 

permitted to leave when he wishes; and Scout 

walks him home. The encounter is unscripted. It 

has no audience, no jury, no procedural form. It is, 

structurally, the opposite of the trial: a contracted 

space in which a being whose ontological exposure 
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could not survive the open structure is permitted to 

be present in his own mode. The novel’s long-

prepared dialectic resolves not in the destruction of 

one mockingbird and the protection of another, but 

in the demonstration that the two modalities of in-

nocence require different structures—and that the 

construction of the second structure, the contracted 

one, is the ethical task the first has failed to per-

form. 

Witness, testimony, and the failure of speech  

Between the recognition of innocence (sections 2–

5) and the critique of law (section 7) there is an in-

termediate problem that the novel develops with 

extraordinary care, and that I want to mark explicit-

ly here: the problem of speech itself. The mocking-

bird sings, but song is not yet speech. Speech, in 

the human register, requires both that the speaker 

have language adequate to their experience and that 

the listener possess receptive structures capable of 

receiving the speech as testimony rather than as da-

ta. Both conditions fail repeatedly in To Kill a 

Mockingbird, and their failure deserves separate 

analysis.  

 

Consider the scene of Tom’s cross-examination. He 

has just given his account: he had been helping 

Mayella with chores, she made advances toward 

him, he fled. The prosecutor’s question—why he 

had been helping her—elicits the famous reply: “I 

felt right sorry for her.” The courtroom audibly re-

acts. The damage is not in the content of the state-

ment, which is morally honourable, but in the act of 

saying it. A black man in 1930s Alabama is not 

permitted the social position from which pity for a 

white woman could be uttered. The pity violates the 

linguistic economy. As I have argued in essays on 

the crisis of language in therapeutic practice,40 lan-

guages are not neutral instruments; they are struc-

tured fields in which only certain utterances are re-

ceivable, and an utterance that violates the structure 

is not merely controversial but unbearable. Tom’s 

testimony exposes the limits of what Maycomb’s 

linguistic economy permits to be said.  

 

There is a second register of speech-failure in the 

novel: the inability of language to express what is 

most needed. Mayella Ewell, on the witness stand, 

lies systematically, but the lies are themselves a 

desperate attempt to make her social position beara-

ble. Her real testimony—the testimony of poverty, 

of paternal violence, of catastrophic loneliness—

cannot be given, because no linguistic frame exists 

within which she could be received as having 

something to say. Her perjury is, in this sense, a 

symptom of the failure of available speech. She lies 

because the truth has no audience. Atticus’s 

crossexamination of her is excruciating precisely 

because he begins to glimpse this, and the reader 

watches him decide whether to press toward the 

truth or to withhold.  

 

These failures of speech are not incidental. They 

are constitutive of the structure that destroys the 

mockingbird. A community in which certain forms 

of testimony are unspeakable is a community 

whose juridical processes will produce systemati-

cally unjust outcomes, however procedurally rigor-

ous they may be. The witness who cannot be heard 

is the witness who can be sacrificed, because the 

sacrifice does not register in the linguistic economy 

that organises moral attention. As I have argued in 

the theological vocabulary of insubstantial lan-

guage,41 the space between healer and patient—or, 

by extension, between witness and listener—is con-

stituted by what language fails to carry as much as 

by what it succeeds in saying. The therapeutic rele-

vance of this insight is direct: the patient whose 

suffering cannot be translated into the diagnostic 

AJMCRR, 2026                                                                                                                                                            Volume 5 | Issue 6 | 10 of 20 



idiom of medicine is the patient most at risk of iat-

rogenic dismissal.  

 

The novel’s most haunting linguistic moment is 

Tom’s death. The news arrives obliquely; he is shot 

trying to escape; the death is reported in newspaper 

paragraphs that do not name him as a person. The 

community absorbs the report, finds it unremarka-

ble, and moves on. Mr. Underwood, the newspaper 

editor, writes an editorial likening Tom’s killing to 

“the senseless slaughter of songbirds by hunters 

and children,” and the simile is the only place in the 

novel’s public language where Tom’s mockingbird-

status is acknowledged. The editorial is read by 

Scout, who does not yet have the vocabulary to un-

derstand what it means, and is then absorbed back 

into the town’s silence. Mr. Underwood has briefly 

opened a different linguistic register—theological 

rather than juridical—and the register closes again 

as soon as the editorial’s ink dries. The mocking-

bird has been named, once, in the language ade-

quate to him, and the naming does not survive.  

 

This is, I want to suggest, the deepest theological 

point at which Lee’s narrative converges with the 

post-Holocaust theology I sketched in section 4. 

The Shoah produced a sustained crisis of theologi-

cal language: the available idioms of providence 

and justice could not metabolise what had occurred, 

and the long, hard-won work of post-Holocaust the-

ology has been the development of registers within 

which the unsayable could be partially said. The 

Piaseczner Rebbe’s wartime sermons,31 Wiesel’s 

Night,29 Berkovits’s Faith After the Holocaust11—

each of these is an act of linguistic construction de-

signed to make speakable what the inherited lan-

guage could not bear. Mr. Underwood’s editorial is, 

on a vastly smaller scale, the same kind of act: an 

attempt to construct, briefly, a register adequate to a 

destruction the existing language could not name. 

That the register does not persist is itself part of the 

diagnosis. 

Law, justice and their limits 

Atticus Finch is the moral centre of To Kill a 

Mockingbird in its canonical reading, and not with-

out reason. He embodies the ethical ideal of the 

law: equal treatment under procedure, the integrity 

of the advocate, the dignity of even an unwinnable 

defence. His closing argument to the jury is one of 

the most carefully crafted moral statements in 

American fiction. And yet the novel is at pains to 

record that he fails. Tom Robinson is convicted; he 

is killed attempting to escape; his death barely reg-

isters in the white community’s consciousness. The 

moral exemplar of legal practice cannot, in the end, 

save the man he defends.  

 

Hannah Arendt’s observation that the gravest moral 

failures of modernity arise not from malice but 

from the banality of administrative process is rele-

vant here.33 Maycomb’s evil is not located in any 

single villain. Bob Ewell is contemptible, but he is 

not the structure. The structure is the jury, the 

courthouse, the segregated waiting rooms, the un-

spoken protocols by which white juries deliberate 

and reach pre-determined conclusions. Atticus op-

erates within this structure with full integrity, and 

his integrity is precisely what reveals the structure’s 

indifference to it. As I have argued in the context of 

healthcare and racial justice,19 a system whose pro-

cedural form is exemplary can nevertheless produce 

outcomes that are uniformly unjust, because the 
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procedural form has been recruited into structural 

reproduction.  

 

Emmanuel Levinas’s ethics of the face provides a 

different vocabulary for the same insight.34 For 

Levinas, ethical responsibility precedes and ex-

ceeds the law; it emerges in the face-to-face en-

counter with the Other before any procedure of ad-

judication. Atticus encounters Tom face-to-face, 

and his ethical responsibility is faithfully dis-

charged. But the jury does not encounter Tom face-

to-face. They encounter a representation, a catego-

ry, a script. The face has been mediated into invisi-

bility by the very structure that Atticus serves with 

such integrity.  

 

This is a structural critique, not a personal one. At-

ticus is not at fault. But the novel insists that his 

form of moral excellence is insufficient. He cannot 

save the mockingbird through procedure alone. The 

deeper recognition—that some forms of innocence 

require concealment to survive—is held not by At-

ticus but by Heck Tate, who is willing to violate 

procedural truth in order to honour ontological 

truth. Tate’s decision to record Bob Ewell’s death 

as accidental is what Atticus, at the novel’s open-

ing, would have been incapable of. The novel’s 

long arc is, among other things, Atticus’s education 

into the recognition that justice has a depth that law 

alone cannot reach.  

 

I have argued in earlier work that medicine faces an 

analogous limit.35,36 Evidence-based practice, with 

its procedural rigour and its commitment to stand-

ardisation, is essential and yet insufficient. There 

are dimensions of suffering that procedure cannot 

reach, and there are patients whose innocence—

whose ontological exposure—the procedure cannot 

honour without contracting itself. Heretical ethics, 

in this sense,36 is not a rejection of the procedure 

but a recognition of its limit. The procedure must 

learn, in certain moments, to withhold itself.  

 

It is worth pausing on the figure of Heck Tate, who 

carries the novel’s final, difficult moral burden. 

Tate is no advocate. He is a sheriff, a practical man, 

formed by the same Maycomb that produced the 

jury that convicted Tom Robinson. His decision at 

the novel’s end—to record Bob Ewell’s death as a 

fall on his own knife rather than as a killing by Boo 

Radley—is, on its surface, a violation of legal duty. 

The deeper question the novel poses is whether his 

violation is a corruption of justice or its higher 

form. Atticus, characteristically, resists: he does not 

want his son to be the beneficiary of a legal eva-

sion, and he is prepared to insist on the truth even 

at the cost of exposing Boo to the courtroom’s ma-

chinery. Tate prevails by refusing the conversation. 

“Let the dead bury the dead,” he says; “Mr. Finch, 

taking the one man who’s done you and this town a 

great service an’ draggin’ him with his shy ways 

into the limelight—to me, that’s a sin.” The word 

sin is decisive. Tate has invoked the same theologi-

cal category that frames the novel: it is a sin to kill 

a mockingbird. The juridical lie is, in his vocabu-

lary, the only way to avoid the structural sin.  

 

This is the moment at which the novel’s argument 

about law becomes its argument about theology. 

Law, in its procedural form, would have required 

Boo to be brought into the open—to testify, to be 

examined, to be subjected to the apparatus that de-

stroyed Tom. Tate sees that this apparatus, however 

well-intentioned, would constitute a second sin, and 

that the integrity of the law in this case requires the 

law to contract itself. The legal lie is the law’s 

tzimtzum. It is not a corruption but a disciplined 

withholding, undertaken in service of an ontologi-
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cal truth that procedural truth cannot carry. Atticus, 

who has spent the novel embodying the procedural 

form of justice, finally accepts Tate’s reading—he 

understands that what is at stake is not whether jus-

tice will be done but whether the form of doing it 

will preserve or destroy the mockingbird. The ac-

ceptance is, I think, his most profound moral act in 

the novel, and it is an act of receiving an education 

that his procedural integrity had not previously 

permitted him to receive.  

 

There is a further dimension to this scene that 

bears on clinical ethics. The version of moral in-

tegrity that insists on procedural transparency at 

every cost—on the relentless making-public of 

every truth—can itself become a structural sin 

when it operates within a system that lacks the ca-

pacity to receive certain truths without harming the 

beings who bear them. The discipline of confiden-

tiality in medicine, the practitioner’s judgement 

about what to disclose and what to withhold, the 

protection of certain patients from certain adminis-

trative gazes—these are not corruptions of integri-

ty but its higher form. The clinician who insists on 

full disclosure to a system incapable of receiving 

the disclosure without harming the patient has con-

fused procedural integrity with ethical integrity. 

Tate’s lie is, in this sense, a paradigm case for clin-

ical ethics: the protection of the patient from the 

apparatus that would otherwise destroy them, un-

dertaken not in defiance of integrity but as its 

deepest form. 

The therapeutic space as ethical tzimtzum  

If the world as the novel depicts it cannot sustain 

unmodulated innocence, the question becomes 

whether there are any structures within which such 

innocence can be received. I want to propose, 

building on a series of essays developed over the 

past three years,1,2,3,16,17,21,37,38 that the therapeutic 

space, properly understood, constitutes one such 

structure. The clinical encounter, when it is genu-

inely therapeutic, performs a form of ethical 

tzimtzum: the practitioner contracts the fullness of 

their epistemic, juridical and instrumental authority 

in order to make space for the patient to appear as 

they are.  

 

This is not a metaphor. It is a precise structural 

claim. In the courtroom, the patient—analogically 

speaking—is required to give an account of them-

selves within categories the institution provides. In 

the unmodulated clinical encounter, the same dy-

namic operates: the patient is required to translate 

their suffering into ICD codes, billable categories, 

and protocolmandated narratives. The system asks 

them to be available for processing. The therapeu-

tic space, by contrast, is constituted by a series of 

deliberate contractions: the practitioner withholds 

premature judgement, suspends interpretive clo-

sure, refrains from instrumental redirection. The 

space that opens in these withholdings is not emp-

ty. It is, in Wolfson’s sense, apophatically full: a 

presence constituted by what has been deliberately 

not done.  

 

Donald Winnicott’s concept of the holding envi-

ronment provides a clinical idiom for what I am 

calling ethical tzimtzum.39 For Winnicott, the in-

fant develops a viable self only within an environ-

ment that is reliable without being intrusive—
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present without being demanding. The maternal 

capacity to not impose is the condition under which 

the infant’s spontaneous gesture can emerge. 

Translated into the adult therapeutic context, this 

becomes the practitioner’s capacity to be reliably 

present without colonising the patient’s emerging 

self-articulation. The mockingbird, in such a space, 

can sing.  

 

Several features of the therapeutic encounter realise 

this structure. The first is the practitioner’s man-

agement of speech. As I have argued in essays on 

the crisis of language in therapeutic practice and on 

insubstantial language and the space between heal-

er and patient,40,41 the practitioner who speaks too 

quickly, or too definitively, forecloses the space 

within which the patient’s own meaning can 

emerge. Silence is not the absence of presence; it is 

its modulated form.  

 

The second is the practitioner’s management of 

judgement. The courtroom processes the witness 

by adjudicating their testimony against external 

criteria; the therapeutic space receives the patient’s 

account without first subjecting it to evidential tri-

age. This is not credulity. It is the recognition that 

the meaning of a patient’s narrative cannot be as-

sessed by the categories that prompted the encoun-

ter; the narrative must first be allowed to disclose 

its own grammar. As I have developed in work on 

hermeneutic medicine and the patient as sacred 

text,1,13 the act of reading must precede the act of 

evaluation, and the act of reading is itself an act of 

contracted attention.  

 

The third is the practitioner’s management of pres-

ence. The doctor and the chaplain, as I have ar-

gued,42 share a vocation of embodied witness, 

though the modulations they perform are distinct. 

The physician integrates clinical reasoning with 

bodily attention; the chaplain integrates spiritual 

presence with narrative companionship. Both prac-

tise what we might call the discipline of not filling 

the room. A practitioner who arrives in the encoun-

ter with all of their authority deployed at full 

strength annihilates the very space the patient re-

quires in order to appear. The contraction of au-

thority is not its abdication; it is its disciplined 

modulation. As Chesed must be balanced by Gevu-

rah,43 so therapeutic presence must be balanced by 

therapeutic withholding.  

 

The fourth is the practitioner’s management of 

tragic consciousness—the recognition, which the 

courtroom cannot afford to make, that some forms 

of suffering will not yield to remediation.44 The 

mockingbird, in the unmodulated world, is de-

stroyed. Therapeutic presence must be capable of 

receiving the patient whose suffering has no reme-

dy, whose innocence will not be vindicated, whose 

narrative does not resolve. This is the deepest disci-

pline of clinical contraction: to remain present to a 

suffering one cannot relieve, and to refrain from 

the false consolation of premature meaning. The 

therapist or physician who has not learned this dis-

cipline will, like Job’s comforters, recruit the pa-

tient’s suffering into a moral genealogy in order to 

make it intelligible. The discipline of withholding 

is also a discipline of not-explaining.  

 

What emerges, when these four contractions are 

practised together, is a space that has been deliber-

ately prepared for the kind of presence the unmod-

ulated world cannot host. The patient who has been 

silenced everywhere else can speak here. The pa-

tient whose innocence has been required to trans-

late itself into another idiom can, in this space, sing 

in its own voice. This is not a sentimental claim. It 

AJMCRR, 2026                                                                                                                                                            Volume 5 | Issue 6 | 14 of 20 



is, I believe, the structural core of what makes clin-

ical work clinical rather than administrative. The 

therapeutic space is the contracted space, and the 

contraction is what allows the song.  

 

Recent work in the neurobiology of contemplative 

presence and the phenomenology of sacred listen-

ing offers partial empirical traction for these 

claims.45,46 The clinician who has cultivated capaci-

ties for sustained attention, for tolerating ambigui-

ty, and for modulating their own affective reactivi-

ty creates measurable differences in the encoun-

ter—patients report being heard, narratives unfold 

with greater depth, and the iatrogenic damage of 

premature closure is reduced. The bridge between 

neural circuit and sacred space is, I have argued, 

precisely the practice of therapeutic contraction—

the practitioner’s disciplined not-doing that opens 

the space within which therapeutic doing becomes 

possible.45  

 

A clinical illustration 

Consider a clinical situation I have written about in 

another idiom: the encounter with the patient who 

carries dementia.48 Conventional clinical reasoning 

treats dementia as a degenerative disease, narrates 

it as a series of losses, and structures the encounter 

around the management of decline. This is not 

wrong, but it is structurally analogous to the court-

room’s processing of Tom Robinson: it requires the 

patient to be available within categories the system 

has already assembled. The patient as person—the 

patient as someone whose interiority continues to 

unfold even as the cognitive scaffolding fails—is 

not necessarily received by this structure.  

 

An ethical tzimtzum in this context begins with the 

practitioner’s recognition that the diagnostic frame 

is one register among many, and that the patient’s 

presence exceeds it. The clinician contracts the di-

agnostic apparatus—does not abandon it but with-

holds it as the totalising frame—and a different 

presence becomes possible. The patient with severe 

dementia who cannot construct sentences may still 

be received as a being whose mode of presence is 

constitutively non-linguistic; their gestures, their 

tonal modulations, their flickers of recognition are 

not residue of a former self but a current mode of 

being. The mockingbird that cannot speak in the 

courtroom’s grammar can still sing in the grammar 

that the practitioner has prepared to receive. The 

clinical implication is not that all is well, nor that 

the disease has been transformed into a blessing in 

some sentimentalised way. It is that the structure 

within which the patient is received determines 

what aspects of their presence can be felt as present 

at all.  

 

The same principle applies to the patient with 

PTSD whose intrusive memories will not yield to 

standard cognitive interventions, to the patient with 

somatic symptoms whose distress exceeds the diag-

nostic codes available to the patient at the end of 

life whose suffering is not amenable to remedy. In 

each case the practitioner’s capacity to contract the 

instrumental apparatus is what determines whether 

the patient appears as a being to be received or as a 

problem to be processed. The juridical-

administrative form of medicine— evidence, code, 

protocol, throughput—is essential and yet insuffi-

cient. The contracted form—presence, witness, nar-

rative, modulated speech—is what allows the pa-

tient to appear as a mockingbird rather than as a 

defendant.  

 

Implications for medical humanities pedagogy  

If the analysis offered here is correct, then medical 

humanities curricula have a more specific task than 
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is sometimes acknowledged. The cultivation of lit-

erary attention is not an ornamental supplement to 

clinical training; it is a discipline of contracted re-

ceptivity. Trainees who learn to read To Kill a 

Mockingbird with attention to the structural failure 

of testimony—rather than with attention only to 

Atticus’s moral exemplarity—will have learned 

something directly transferable to clinical work: 

that there are forms of suffering that the available 

grammars cannot host, and that the practitioner’s 

task is to construct, in the moment of encounter, 

grammars adequate to the suffering at hand. The 

parabolic encounter,16,17,49 the hermeneutic appren-

ticeship,1,13,14 and the discipline of sacred listen-

ing46 converge here. The literary text becomes a 

training ground for the contraction of attention, and 

the contraction of attention becomes the precondi-

tion for the kind of clinical presence the patient re-

quires.  

 

This is not the same as recommending more litera-

ture in the medical curriculum, although that rec-

ommendation may follow. It is a structural claim 

about what literary attention is for in clinical for-

mation: not the cultivation of cultural literacy, not 

the humanisation of the physician in some general 

sense, but the disciplined practice of contracted re-

ceiving, in which the reader learns to host mean-

ings the available frames cannot yet name. The 

mockingbird in the text trains us to receive the 

mockingbird in the clinic. Lee’s novel, read in this 

register, is not a moral fable but a clinical peda-

gogy. 

Conclusion: the ethics of concealment  

The enduring power of To Kill a Mockingbird lies, 

I have argued, in its refusal to resolve the tension it 

discloses. Innocence is real, and innocence is de-

stroyed. Justice is pursued, and justice fails. Pres-

ence is beautiful, and presence is unbearable. The 

novel will not allow us to retreat into the comforts 

of moral didacticism, because it has shown us that 

moral didacticism is insufficient to the structural 

problem it names.  

 

The mockingbird is the novel’s figure for that 

which the world cannot hold. To name it is already 

to undertake a theological task. To respond to it 

ethically is to ask the questions the novel leaves 

unresolved. How must we transform our struc-

tures—juridical, social, clinical—so that the kinds 

of being the mockingbird names may survive? 

Where, when transformation is impossible, must 

we conceal, buffer, or protect such beings to ensure 

their survival? When is the lie of Heck Tate a fail-

ure of integrity, and when is it integrity’s deepest 

form?  

 

The Lurianic doctrine of tzimtzum gives us, I have 

suggested, the conceptual vocabulary within which 

these questions can be posed without being trivial-

ised. Concealment, in this tradition, is not the fail-

ure of revelation but its grammar. The world exists 

because the Infinite contracted; presence is beara-

ble because it has first been modulated; the song of 

the mockingbird can be received only within a 

space that has been prepared for it through deliber-

ate withholding.  

 

Wolfson’s apophatic acosmism radicalises this in-
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sight: every appearance is also a concealment, eve-

ry revelation is also a withdrawal, and the struc-

tures that honour this dual grammar are the struc-

tures within which fragile beings can be sustained. 

The therapeutic space, when it is properly under-

stood, is one such structure. The practitioner who 

contracts—who withholds judgement, modulates 

speech, disciplines presence, and bears tragic con-

sciousness without flight into false consolation—

creates the conditions under which the mockingbird 

can sing. This is not a peripheral feature of clinical 

work. It is, I have argued, its constitutive structure.  

 

There remains a final, difficult, and perhaps incom-

pletable question. The novel preserves Boo Radley 

by preserving his concealment, and there is a real 

ethical cost to this preservation: a community that 

requires its mockingbirds to remain hidden is a 

community whose moral structures have failed. 

Heck Tate’s lie is honoured because the alternative 

is worse, but the necessity of the lie is also a judge-

ment upon the world that has made it necessary. 

The therapeutic space is, in this respect, both a tri-

umph and an indictment: it is a triumph because it 

preserves what other spaces would destroy, and an 

indictment because the destruction in those other 

spaces continues. The ethical task does not end 

with the construction of the therapeutic space. It 

extends to the transformation of the world that 

makes such a space necessary.  

 

In this light, tzimtzum is no longer only a doctrine 

of divine creation, nor only a model of clinical 

practice. It becomes an ethical imperative ad-

dressed to every structure that encounters fragile 

being: to make space rather than to fill it, to receive 

rather than to process, to honour the song before 

adjudicating the singer. The mockingbird, in this 

register, is the recurring test of our structures. We 

will continue to fail it. The question is whether our 

failure can be educated by what it has destroyed, so 

that the next mockingbird may be received rather 

than killed.  

 

The novel ends not with vindication but with Scout 

falling asleep beside her father after Boo has been 

preserved and Tom has been destroyed. There is no 

consolation. There is only the recognition that, 

within the household, within the contracted space, 

a small portion of the world has been made hospi-

table to what the larger world cannot bear. That 

recognition is, I have argued, the beginning of the 

theological and clinical work that the novel asks of 

its readers. The mockingbird sings; we are asked to 

listen; and the structure of our listening, the con-

traction of our attention, is the measure of our hu-

manity.  

 

A final reflection offered tentatively. The essay has 

moved between literature and clinic, between Luri-

anic theology and contemporary medical humani-

ties, between the world of Maycomb and the world 

of the examination room. The movement is not ec-

lectic but structural: each domain instantiates, in its 

own register, the same problem—how to construct 

spaces capable of receiving forms of being that the 

unmodulated world destroys. The Lurianic tradition 

gives us the most rigorous theological vocabulary 

for thinking this problem, but the problem itself is 

not parochial. It belongs to any tradition serious 

about the conditions under which fragile beings can 

come to be and continue to be. Christian apophatic 

theology, certain strands of Buddhist phenomenol-

ogy, the post-Kantian European critique of unmedi-

ated presence, the post-Holocaust theologies of 

hester panim: these are not interchangeable but 

they are convergent. Each, in its own register, rec-

ognises that presence is bearable only in modula-
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tion, and that the structures we build are evaluated 

by the modulations they perform.  

 

The implication for the medical humanities is, I 

think, considerable. The most rigorous reading of 

To Kill a Mockingbird is not the reading that pro-

duces the strongest ethical exhortation but the read-

ing that produces the strongest structural diagnosis. 

A student of medicine who has been trained to read 

for moral exemplars will encounter the mocking-

bird in clinic and not recognise it as a mockingbird; 

they will attempt to apply procedural rectitude to a 

being whose presence cannot survive procedural 

rectitude. A student who has been trained to read 

for structural failure—for the spaces in which testi-

mony cannot be received, in which language cannot 

host certain suffering, in which the procedural form 

of justice produces structurally unjust outcomes—

will be capable of constructing, in their clinical 

work, the contracted spaces within which their pa-

tients can appear. This is not a peripheral pedagogi-

cal claim. It is, I believe, the deepest justification 

for the inclusion of serious literary reading in medi-

cal formation.  

 

To Kill a Mockingbird is, in this register, a ma-

shal—a parable in the rabbinic sense, in which the 

surface narrative carries a structural argument that 

cannot be made discursively without loss.16,17,49 

The argument is that innocence in the open is de-

stroyed; that the structures of the unmodulated 

world cannot host certain forms of being; that the 

ethical task is therefore to construct, deliberately 

and at cost, the contracted spaces within which such 

beings can be sustained. The mockingbird sings; 

the world cannot bear the song; the discipline of the 

contracted space is what allows the song to be 

heard. This is, finally, a theology of the therapeu-

tic—and, by extension, of every human structure 

that aspires to host fragile being. The mockingbird 

is the test. We will continue to fail it. The question 

is whether our failure can be educated by what it 

has destroyed, so that the next mockingbird—the 

next patient, the next witness, the next exposed in-

nocent—may be received rather than killed.  

 

The work, in this register, is never finished. It is the 

long, slow, structural labour of constructing—

within institutions that resist it—the contracted 

spaces within which the unbearable can be borne. 

The novel does not promise that this labour will 

succeed. It promises only that the labour is the only 

response to the mockingbird that the mockingbird’s 

presence merits. The rest is the discipline of listen-

ing.  
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