
James Baldwin Go Tell It On The Mountain 1

James Baldwin Go Tell It On The
Mountain

James Baldwin Go Tell
It On The Mountain

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com
by Reynolds & Turner

INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF JAMES BALDWIN’S
FIRST MASTERPIECE

In the landscape of American literature,
few novels arrive with the quiet force of
a tidal wave. James Baldwin’s Go Tell It
on  the  Mountain  is  not  merely  a  first
novel;  it  is  a  searing,  autobiographical
confession, a theological meditation, and
a social critique wrapped in lyrical prose.
Published in 1953, the book established
Baldwin as a formidable voice on race,
sexuality, faith, and identity. Yet, more
than seven decades later, its relevance
has  not  dimmed.  Readers  continue  to
discover the raw, intimate portrait of a
young boy’s struggle for selfhood amid
the  pressures  of  a  strict  religious
household  and  a  racially  segregated
America.
This article explores the depths of James
Baldwin Go Tell It on the Mountain,
examining  its  themes,  characters,
narrative  structure,  and  the  enduring
resonance that keeps it  at the core of
American literary canon. We will unpack
the  nove l ’ s  au tob iog raph i ca l
foundations, its treatment of religion and
sexuality,  and  its  place  in  Baldwin’s
larger body of work.

THE GENESIS OF A LITERARY
ICON: JAMES BALDWIN’S

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL ROOTS

To  understand  Go  Tell  It  on  the
Mountain,  one  must  first  understand
the life of its author. James Baldwin was
born in  Harlem in  1924,  the eldest  of
nine  children.  His  stepfather,  David
Baldwin,  was  a  stern  and  deeply
religious  preacher  whose  influence
looms  large  over  the  novel .  The
character  of  Gabriel  Grimes,  the pious
yet  hypocritical  stepfather  figure,  is  a
direct  stand-in  for  Baldwin’s  own
complex relationship with his stepfather.
Baldwin himself experienced a religious
conversion  at  the  age  of  fourteen,
becoming  a  junior  minister  in  the
Pentecostal  church  for  a  brief  but
formative period. This experience gave
him  an  intimate  knowledge  of  the
rhythms  of  black  church  worship—the
sermons,  the  hymns,  the  ecstatic
spirituals—which he later poured into his
writing. The novel’s title itself  is taken
from  a  familiar  African  American
spiritual:  “Go  tell  it  on  the  mountain,
over the hills and everywhere, that Jesus
Christ is born.”
By  framing  his  story  within  a  single
day—the  fourteenth  birthday  of  John
Grimes—Baldwin is able to compress a
lifetime of pain, love, and betrayal into a
few hours and flashback sequences. This
compression gives the novel a timeless,
almost biblical quality.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A DAY, A
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NIGHT, A REVELATION

The story of James Baldwin Go Tell It
on the Mountain  unfolds on a March
Saturday  in  1935.  John  Grimes,  a
sensitive  and  intelligent  fourteen-year-
old, wakes up feeling the weight of his
father’s  disapproval.  The  narrative
follows  John  through  his  day:  his
interactions with his family, his forbidden
friendship with a boy named Elisha, and
the ever-present shadow of sin that his
family,  especially  his  mother  and
stepfather,  want  him  to  overcome.
The climax of  the novel  occurs at  the
evening’s “Tarry Service” at the Temple
of the Fire Baptized, a storefront church.
John experiences a prolonged, agonizing
conversion—a  mystical  encounter  with
God that leaves him “saved” but deeply
ambivalent. The novel does not end with
simple  redemption;  instead,  it  leaves
John  standing  at  the  threshold  of
adulthood,  both  saved  and  lost.
The  narrative  is  fractured  into  three
parts: “The Seventh Day,” “The Prayers
of  the  Saints,”  and  “The  Threshing
Floor.” The middle section is comprised
of  lengthy  flashbacks  that  reveal  the
histories  of  John’s  aunt  Florence,  his
stepfather  Gabriel,  and  his  mother
El izabeth.  These  stories  expose
secrets—illegitimate  children,  adultery,
cowardice,  and  guilt—that  complicate
the  family’s  strict  moral  facade.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS: RELIGION,
RACE, AND REPRESSION

The Burden of
Religious

Fundamentalism
At its core, Go Tell It on the Mountain
is a critique of religious fundamentalism.
Baldwin, who later described the church
as  both  a  sanctuary  and  a  prison,
portrays the Pentecostal community with
deep ambiguity. For the characters, faith
provides  solace  in  a  world  of  racial
violence  and  economic  hardship.  Yet
that same faith, as practiced by Gabriel
Grimes,  becomes  a  weapon of  control
and shame.
John’s  conversion  is  not  a  moment  of
pure joy; it is a violent psychic upheaval.
Baldwin’s prose in the “Threshing Floor”
section  is  hallucinatory,  depicting  John
wrestling  with  visions  of  filth,  darkness,
and  ultimate  submission.  The  novel
suggests that while religious ecstasy can
offer  transcendence,  it  can  also  crush
the individual spirit—especially when it
denies  the  reality  of  human sexuality,
desire, and difference.

Race and the
American
Nightmare
Baldwin never lets the reader forget that
the  characters  are  black  in  a  racist
America. The church is a refuge from the
white world outside, but it is also a space
where  internalized  oppression  festers.
Gabriel’s authority is rooted in his role as
a “man of God,” yet he is powerless to
protect  his  family  from  the  daily
humiliations of segregation. The novel’s
Harlem setting is a character in itself—a
landscape of tenements, street corners,
and  the  constant  hum  of  jazz  and
spirituals.
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Baldwin’s treatment of race is subtle. He
does not preach; instead, he shows how
the  weight  of  h istory—slavery,
migration,  exclusion—compresses  itself
into the family’s intimate conflicts. John’s
struggle  to  become his  own person is
also  a  struggle  to  find  a  black  identity
that is not defined solely by suffering or
by the church.

The
Unspeakable:
Sexuality and
Shame
Though Go Tell  It  on the Mountain
does not explicitly name homosexuality,
it  is  suffused  with  erotic  tension.  John’s
attraction  to  Elisha,  the  charismatic
young  minister,  is  palpable.  Baldwin,
who  was  himself  gay  and  deeply
affected  by  the  church’s  condemnation
of  same-sex  desire,  writes  John’s
yearning  with  a  mixture  of  innocence
and guilt.
The  novel  anticipates  Baldwin’s  later,
more forthright explorations of sexuality
in  Giovanni’s  Room  and  Another
Country. Here, the unspeakable is kept
beneath the surface, but its presence is
essential  to  understanding  John’s
isolation. He is a young man who cannot
name  what  he  feels,  and  the  church
offers  no  language  for  that  unnamed
longing.

CHARACTER STUDIES: THE
SAINTS AND SINNERS

John Grimes
John is  the novel’s  protagonist  and its
most  sympathetically  drawn  character.
Bright,  introspective,  and  hungry  for
knowledge, he sees the streets of New
York as a gateway to a world far beyond
the pews. His desire to become a writer
is  hinted  at—a  desire  that  mirrors
Baldwin’s  own  ambit ion.  John’s
conversion is less about saving his soul
a n d  m o r e  a b o u t  p l e a s i n g  h i s
mother—and  perhaps  escaping  his
father’s  wrath.

Gabriel Grimes
Gabriel  is  a  masterful  portrayal  of
hypocrisy.  He  preaches  humility  and
chastity but has fathered an illegitimate
son,  Royal,  whom  he  abandoned.  He
married  El izabeth  while  she  was
pregnant with another man’s child, but
he has never forgiven her for it. Gabriel’s
faith is a costume he wears to control
others,  especially women and children.
He  is  Baldwin’s  indictment  of  the
patriarchal  black  church.

Elizabeth Grimes
John’s  mother  is  a  quiet  sufferer.  Her
flashback  reveals  a  young  woman
betrayed by her lover (John’s biological
father, who died) and then trapped in a
loveless  marriage  with  Gabriel.  Her
strength lies in her resilience; she is the
family’s  emotional  core,  loving  John
unconditionally  even  as  she  bows  to
Gabriel’s tyranny.
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Florence Grimes
Gabriel’s sister, Florence, is the novel’s
voice of skeptical reason. She has never
been  married,  has  worked  hard,  and
sees  through  Gabriel’s  piety.  Her
flashback  exposes  Gabriel’s  past
adultery and the fate of his illegitimate
son. Florence carries a bitterness that is
both  painful  and  clar i fy ing.  She
represents the possibility of escape from
the church’s  grip—but  her  escape has
cost her joy.

LITERARY STYLE AND STRUCTURE

Baldwin’s  prose in  Go Tell  It  on the
Mountain is a blend of King James Bible
rhythms,  urban  vernacular,  and
modernist  stream  of  consciousness.
Sentences  are  often  long,  rolling,  and
incantatory,  especially  during  church
scenes.  The  structure—the  single-day
present  tense  broken  by  expansive
flashbacks—borrows  from  William
Faulkner and James Joyce, but Baldwin
makes it his own.
The novel is divided into three parts that
correspond  roughly  to  the  biblical
pattern  of  creation,  confession,  and
revelation.  “The  Seventh  Day”  echoes
God’s rest after creation; “The Prayers of
the Saints”  is  a  communal  confession;
and “The Threshing Floor” is a place of
judgment  and  separat ion.  Th is
architecture gives the novel a liturgical
gravity.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

Written in the early 1950s, Go Tell It on
the Mountain arrived during a period of
immense social change. The civil rights
movement  was  gestating;  the  Great
Migration had reshaped northern cities;

and black artists and intellectuals were
searching for new forms of expression.
Baldwin,  who  had  moved  to  Paris  in
1948, wrote the novel from a distance
that  allowed  him  to  see  Harlem  with
both love and critical clarity.
The novel was published just four years
before the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and
its  quiet,  internal  focus  contrasts  with
the more overtly political black literature
that  would  follow  (such  as  Richard
Wright’s  Native  Son  or  Ralph  Ellison’s
Invisible Man).  Yet Baldwin’s insistence
on the interior life of a black adolescent
was itself a political act—a demand that
black suffering and black desire be taken
as seriously as any white narrative.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon  publication,  Go  Tell  It  on  the
Mountain was greeted with widespread
praise. The New York Times called it “a
very  fine  first  novel”;  influential  critic
Harold  Bloom  later  placed  it  in  the
Western canon. It has never been out of
print  and  is  frequently  taught  in  high
schools and universities.
The  novel’s  influence  extends  beyond
literature.  It  has  inspired  musicians,
filmmakers,  and  artists.  The  phrase  “Go
Tell  It  on  the  Mountain”  itself  has
become  a  shorthand  for  prophetic
witness. Baldwin’s nuanced portrayal of
religious experience has also made the
novel  a  touchstone  for  scholars  of
theology  and  African  American  studies.
In 2017, novelist Jesmyn Ward edited an
anthology  of  responses  to  Baldwin’s
work, underscoring his lasting relevance.
James  Baldwin  Go  Tell  It  on  the
Mountain  remains  a  book that  young
readers turn to when they are wrestling
with  questions  of  identity,  faith,  and
belonging.
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WHY READ THIS BOOK TODAY?

In  an  age  of  political  polarization  and
renewed  debates  about  race  and
religion, Go Tell It on the Mountain
offers  a  timeless  lesson:  that  the
personal  is  political,  and  that  the
deepest conflicts are often fought in the
quiet  chambers  of  the  human  heart.
Baldwin’s willingness to depict the black
church as both a place of survival and a
site of repression remains controversial,
but  it  is  precisely  that  honesty  that
makes the novel invaluable.
Moreover,  the  novel’s  exploration  of
toxic masculinity, father-son conflict, and
the  search  for  authentic  selfhood
resonates  across  generations.  John
Grimes is every adolescent who has ever
felt  trapped  by  family  expectations,
every young person trying to reconcile
desire with duty, every soul standing on
the  threshing  floor,  waiting  for  a  word

from  the  divine—or  from  within.

CONCLUSION: A MOUNTAIN
WORTH CLIMBING

James  Baldwin’s  Go  Tell  It  on  the
Mountain  is  not  an  easy  read in  the
sense  of  being  simple;  its  emotional
demands are heavy. But its rewards are
immense. The novel is a masterclass in
empathy, a novel that forces readers to
sit with characters whose pain is raw and
whose faith is frayed. It is a book that
does not offer easy answers, but instead
suggests that the act of telling—of going
and telling it on the mountain—is itself a
form of liberation.
For anyone seeking to understand James
Baldwin’s  genius,  or  the  complex
intersections  of  race,  religion,  and
sexuality in America, Go Tell It on the
Mountain remains essential reading. It
is  a  mountain  that,  once  climbed,
changes  the  view  forever.


