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The Sweet Sound of Speculation
By Jeni Falkman
M.Div. middler

Sufjan (pronounced SOOF-yan) Stevens has chosen to accept 
an impossible mission: to write an album for each of  the 50 
states. Even with his most recent contribution, he still has a 
long way to go, Stevens’ 2005 album Come on, Feel the Illinoise, 
is only number two.

Stevens, a writer of  literary fiction, uses the banjo, oboe and 
a sweeping falsetto to paint dense references into songs. Many 
of  the songs are historical (see: “The Black Hawk War, or, How 
to Demolish an Entire Civilization and Still Feel Good About 
Yourself  in the Morning…”), and many of  the songs use history 
as a jumping point to speak about more universal topics (see: 
“Casimir Pulaski Day”). Stevens manages to allude to Frank 
Lloyd Wright, Helen Keller, Mary Todd Lincoln, Stephen A. 
Douglas, The Pullman Strike of  1894, Superman, 
the Cubs, the Trail of  Tears and even the infamous 
serial killer John Wayne Gacy Jr. It is the track 
“John Wayne Gacy, Jr.” that I wish to discuss here.

John Wayne Gacy was born and raised in Chicago. 
As the song tells it, Gacy’s father was a drinker, an 
abusive alcoholic who was relentlessly cruel to his 
son. Gacy related more to his mother, who, as the 
song suggests, tended closely to his needs. Hitting 
his head on a swing set in his youth, Gacy would 
later suffer from blackouts that would be blamed 
but never confirmed for Gacy’s unconventional 
behavior; a posthumous examination of  Gacy’s 
brain revealed no abnormalities.

A seemingly upright citizen, Gacy was a business 
man, a hard worker and a member of  the Democratic 
Party. Gacy even hosted block parties for which 
he would entertain the neighborhood youth and 
perform shows as Pogo the clown. It was as Pogo 
that Gacy lured young men and boys into his house 
where he used chloroform (CHCl3) to render his 
victims unconscious so that he could freely torture, 
molest and murder them. When the ink dried on his 
rap sheet, he had killed 33 people, 29 of  whom were 
buried underneath the floorboards of  his house. 

What compels Stevens to write such a song? The 
subject matter is dark and repulsive; Gacy is not cast 
in a new light. The only beauty of  the song comes in 
its music, which is chilling. A haunting departure 
from the upbeat music that surrounds this song, 
its piano and finger-picked melodies are subdued 
by the ever-grounding bass line that will not let its 
listener escape the darkness that is sin. In the song, 
Gacy is neither pitied nor is he absolved but rather understood 
to be similar to you and me.

Perhaps there is something to be said about a sense of  unity 
in our identity as sinners. This past Sunday’s Epistle lesson 
(Romans 3:19-28) puts us all on the same level. Stevens bows to 
the universality of  sin. In an article in Spin magazine, Stevens 
said, “People are always asking what made Gacy what he was, 
but we’re all monsters. By nature, humans are deceptive and 
selfish and manipulative. I don’t see that as any better [or 

worse] than killing someone. I don’t have a prioritation [sic] of  
sin in my mind.”

Coupled with last week’s lectionary was the celebration 
of  the Reformation and its famed leader, Martin Luther — 
perhaps you’ve heard of  him. Luther, of  course, would agree 
with Stevens. We are all sinners, we are all unable to justify 
ourselves. Justification comes by faith alone and is imparted as 
a gift. What then are we to do? What then are we to say? 

“If  you are a preacher of  mercy, do not preach an imaginary 
but the true mercy. If  the mercy is true, you must therefore bear 
the imaginary sinners. Be a sinner, and let your sins be strong, 
but let your trust in Christ be stronger, and rejoice in Christ 
who is the victor over sin, death and the world. We will commit 
sins while we are here, for this life is not a place where justice 
resides.” [1]

So, are we to sin boldly and do what we wish? By no means! All 
baptized are to be preachers of  mercy and therefore 
confessors of  real sin. This, of  course, is not a call 
to sin, but a call to confession. We know that neither 
a jot nor a tittle of  the law will pass away until the 
law is accomplished (Matthew 5:18). We prosecute, 
incarcerate, and in the case of  The People vs. Gacy, 
condemn. What is the final word for Gacy? I don’t 
know; I can offer speculation at best. Thanks be to 
God it is not for me to decide, for it is only Christ 
who can preach to the dead.

In John Steinbeck’s gripping retelling of  
Genesis, he inserts a tangential, existential poem: 
“…Virtue and vice were warp and woof  of  our first 
consciousness, and they will be the fabric of  our 
last, and this despite any changes we may impose 
on river and mountain, on economy and manners. 
There is no other story. A man, after he has brushed 
off  the dust and chips of  his life, will have only the 
hard, clean questions: Was it good or was it evil? 
Have I done well — or ill?...” 

Of  course, Steinbeck is also retelling the human 
condition using Solon the Athenians’ admonition 
that we must judge our life by our death. Steinbeck 
employs the Hebrew ‘timshel meaning “you will 
rule” to sweeten the bitterness of  the questions that 
we inevitably ask at our end: Have I done good or 
evil? Does it make a difference?

Nevertheless, our best works merit nothing. And 
even more so: “Although the works of  man always 
seem attractive and good, they are nevertheless 
likely to be mortal sins.”  [2] All have sinned and 
fallen short. Along with Stevens we can confess 
this: “in my best behavior, I am really just like him/
look beneath the floorboards for the secrets I have 

hid.” It is Jesus Christ alone who forgives sinners and merits 
righteousness:

“Do you think such an exalted Lamb paid merely a small 
price with a meager sacrifice for our sins? Pray hard for you 
are quite a sinner.”[3] 

[1] Luther’s Works 48: 281-282.
[2] Heidelberg Disputation III, LW 31:43.
[3] LW 48:282.

‘John Wayne Gacy, Jr.’

His father was a drinker
And his mother cried in bed

Folding John Wayne’s t-shirts
When the swing set hit his head
The neighbors they adored him

For his humor and his conversation
Look beneath the house there

Find the few living things
Rotting fast in their sleep 

Oh the dead

27 people
Even more, they were boys

With their cars, summer jobs
Oh my God

Are you one of them?

He dressed up like a clown for them
With his face paint white and red

And on his best behavior
In a dark room on the bed 

He kissed them all

He’d kill 10,000 people
With a slight of his hand,

Running for, running fast to the dead.
He took o! all their clothes for them.

He put a cloth on their lips, 
Quiet hands, quiet kiss on the mouth.

And in my best behavior
I am really just like him

Look beneath the "oorboards
For the secrets I have hid.


