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Theo of Golden 
looks at the 
power of being 
truly seen
Faces — each one tells a story 

too complex to understand 
completely. 

Each one has a physical 
reality made of flesh and bone, 
but also a symbolic reality that 
represents an entire person 
with a unique intellect, spirit 
and soul. 

An insightful artist can 
capture both of these realities in 

his or her renderings, just as we 
can preserve even the smallest 
facial details in our memories. 

The need to see people’s 
truths in their faces — and the 
painful cost of not doing so — 
underlies every aspect of Allen 
Levi’s Theo of Golden.

One random day, Theo, an 
elderly gentleman of refined 
demeanor, arrives in a small 
Georgia town. He seems to 
have no connections, deflects 
questions about his plans and 
background, yet begins to make 
friends easily. 

He establishes a daily routine 
that includes at least one stop 
at a café (called the Chalice), 
where he becomes fascinated 
with a collection of portraits 
hanging against one wall. While 
studying the faces carefully, 
Theo hatches a plan — to 
purchase each of the portraits 
and to “bestow” it on its 
subject, most of whom are local 
patrons and residents. 

Through this ongoing 
project, Theo’s connections 
to the community deepen, 
and the stories of the myriad 
characters in the small Georgia 
community of Golden unfold.

Seeing leads to 
unburdening

Theo begins each of his 
meetings with the people in the 
portraits by telling them he has 
seen something in their faces 

that others might not have 
observed — such as sadness, 
pain, strength or sainthood. 

Reactions to Theo’s 
observations begin with 
expressions of surprise, 
embarrassment and shame, as 
if, by “seeing” them, Theo has 
exposed what they most want 
to hide or forget.

Through the ensuing 
conversations, however, 
characters realize that Theo’s 
“seeing” them actually makes 
them feel understood, cared for 
and loved. They tell Theo their 
stories, they bring their own 
hidden demons to light and 
they, in turn, feel lightened in 
the process.

For example, Tony, the 
witty, good-natured bookstore 
proprietor, reveals that he 
is haunted by memories of 
Vietnam. Ellen, a waiflike G
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homeless woman, explains 
how she has been robbed of her 
child. Minnette, a young CPA 
with a promising career, talks 
about her desire to forgo that 
career to have children. 

There is something of 
the confessional in these 
conversations, an unburdening 
to which Theo listens with a 
sensitivity and respect that 
make the moments almost 
sacramental. 

Invoking Catholic 
imagery

Theo becomes a priest-
like figure. He stops short of 
granting absolution, but in 
talking to him, the characters 
do find a kind of liberation that 
brings healing.

The theme of lost children 
unites many of the stories told 
by the figures in Theo of Golden. 
Characters have perpetrated 
violence against children, 
have lost children to illness or 
through neglect or are longing 
for children yet to come. 

Their sense of themselves 
as parents, either biological 
or otherwise, is painful and 
broken, so they seek their own 
parent figure for soothing and 
comfort. Thus, Theo serves as a 
“father figure” in a parental as 
well as a sacramental sense.

Finally, Theo’s name itself 
invokes the presence of our 

heavenly Father. Throughout 
the novel, Theo is associated 
with imagery of light and 
water — sunshine, starlight, 
rivers and a fountain — all of 
these surround Theo literally, 
and they figure prominently in 
the way Theo marks time and 
orchestrates setting.

He makes sure, for example, 
to arrange his meetings by 
Golden’s fountain, “The 
Fedder,” so that a symbol of 
life and renewal forms the 
backdrop for the bestowals of 
portraits that bring renewal to 
their recipients.

Theo’s constant talk of 
Heaven, angels and saints 
reveals that he understands 
the divine and the eternal as 
extensions of our earthly selves 
and experiences. 

We are all lost children 
searching for comfort. We all 
carry sadness — some merely 
wistful, some profound. We are 
all capable of sainthood, if only 
through our ability to endure 
and to seek the good. We all 
wish to be truly and fully seen, 
the way our parents might take 
our faces in their hands and 
look at us with tenderness and 
understanding.

Whatever the grief or pain 
of our human experience, 
our faith teaches us that our 
heavenly Father sees us — and 
loves us — perfectly. 

FOR NEXT TIME 
My Grandmother Asked Me 
to Tell You She’s Sorry 
By Fredrik Backman

This charming novel follows 
a little girl named Elsa as she 
delivers a series of letters from 
her grandmother.
In the process, Elsa learns — and teaches others — 
fundamental lessons in forgiveness.
Please read along for a wonderful adventure!
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