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Joseph Heller’s novel, Catch-22, quickly became popular on its 
publication in 1961, and it remains one of the most significant 
works of American fiction. The book follows the stories of American 
bomber crews in Italy during World War II, but it is difficult to 
categorize. It portrays the same trauma portrayed by works coming 
out of World War I, such as Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on 
the Western Front and Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. 
Yet is also has the post-modern, jaded, asynchronistic satire of 
Kurt Vonnegut and Quentin Tarantino. 

The novel’s success comes largely from the engaging way 
Joseph Heller captures the human condition. He reveals his 
approach early in the novel through a dialogue between Captain 
Yossarian, the bomber pilot, and the base doctor: 

There was only one catch and that was Catch-22, which specified that a concern 
for one's own safety in the face of dangers that were real and immediate was the 
process of a rational mind. Orr was crazy and could be grounded. All he had to do 
was ask; and as soon as he did, he would no longer be crazy and would have to 
fly more missions. Or would be crazy to fly more missions and sane if he didn't, 
but if he was sane he had to fly them. If he flew them he was crazy and didn't have 
to, but if he didn't want to he was sane and had to. Yossarian was moved very 
deeply by the absolute simplicity of this clause of Catch-22 and let out a respectful 
whistle. “That's some catch, that catch-22,” he observed. “It's the best there is,” 
Doc Daneeka agreed. 

Catch-22 has become a byword in American English, as the Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary explains:  

Catch-22 appears several times in the novel, always invoked to explain a 
contradiction or an inescapable paradox caused by the rule itself. It was adopted 
into general English to refer to an illogical situation, or a problem in which the 
solution is denied by the problem itself. * 

Everyone experiences Catch-22. Young people entering the job market are told they 
can’t get a job without experience, but to get experience they need a job. A new mother 
thinking about going back to work faces expensive childcare costs, but if she stays home 
with her baby she won’t have income to cover other expenses. Then there’s the question 

 
* Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “catch-22,” accessed January 1, 2021 (https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/catch-22#synonyms). 
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of computer privacy: researchers who want to know whether internet users want a higher 
degree of privacy must collect data about the users, thus infringing on their privacy.† 

We have experienced this phenomenon since the dawn of creation – ever since our 
earliest ancestors decided their definitions of right and wrong were more suitable than our 
Creator’s definitions. God told Adam and Eve what was good. That was all they needed 
to discern how to live. Anything other than God’s explanation was an alteration of the 
Creator’s intent. That was why God devised a test to see whether they would be content 
with His created order of things, or try to create their own reality: 

15Then ADONAI Elohim took the man and gave him rest in the Garden of Eden in 
order to cultivate and watch over it. 16Then ADONAI Elohim commanded the man 
saying, “From all the trees of the garden you are most welcome to eat. 17But of the 
Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil you must not eat. For when you eat from 
it, you most assuredly will die!” (Genesis 2:15-17 TLV) 

That was the simple test. If mankind relied on God’s order of creation, then all was 
well, but altering that order would be evil and bring deadly consequences. It was the 
original Catch-22: if humanity was unhappy with life as defined by God’s created order, 
they could try to amend it with their own definition of good and evil, but that in itself would 
be evil and bring death.  

God knew why, of course. The truth manifested itself in the first argument, as the man 
and woman revealed their own different definitions of good and evil. To Adam, Eve’s act 
of eating the forbidden fruit was evil, but his was not so evil because she enticed him. Eve 
might have interpreted this as a betrayal by her husband, but how could she confront him 
when he held power over her? Therefore her definition of good involved protecting herself 
from further harm, which she did by deflecting blame to the serpent. 

We don’t know what would have happened had Adam and Eve done differently, but 
one of their descendants did. Scripture tells us this about the young King Solomon: 

5At Gibeon ADONAI appeared to Solomon in a dream by night, and God said: “Ask 
for what should I give you?”  

6Solomon said: “You have shown my father Your servant David great 
lovingkindness, as he walked before You in truth, righteousness and uprightness 
of heart toward You. Indeed, You have kept this great lovingkindness for him by 
giving him a son to sit on his throne, as it is today. 7So now, ADONAI my God, You 
have made Your servant king in my father David’s place. I am but a youth. I don’t 
know how to go out or come in. 8Your servant is amid Your people, whom You 
have chosen—a great people, too numerous to be numbered or counted. 9So give 
Your servant a mind of understanding to judge Your people, to discern between 
good and evil—for who is able to judge this great people of Yours?” 

10Now it was pleasing in the eyes of ADONAI that Solomon requested this thing. 
11So God said to him: “Because you asked for this thing—and have not asked for 
yourself long life, nor asked for yourself riches, nor asked for the life of your 

 
† Michael Kwan, “Simple Catch-22 Examples,” Your Dictionary, accessed January 1, 2021 
(https://examples.yourdictionary.com/simple-catch-22-examples.html). 
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enemies, but asked for yourself understanding to discern justice—12behold, I have 
done according to your words. I have given you a wise and discerning mind, so 
that there has been none like you before you, nor shall anyone like you arise after 
you. 13Moreover I have also given you what you did not request—both riches and 
honor—so that no one among the kings will be like you all your days. 
14Furthermore, if you walk in My ways, keeping My statutes and My 
commandments, as your father David walked, then I will lengthen your days.” (1 
Kings 3:5-14 TLV) 

Why was God happy when Solomon asked to know good and evil, but cursed Adam 
and Eve when they sought to know good and evil? For one thing, Adam and Eve grasped 
at what they had not been given, seeking this knowledge so they could be wise and 
powerful for themselves. They wanted to determine for themselves what was good and 
evil – which all too often results in calling good evil and evil good. In effect, they set 
themselves up as rivals to God. In contrast, Solomon did not initiate, but responded when 
the Lord asked what he wanted. His request was on behalf of his people because he had 
been placed in the position of governing them. He wanted the tools to do the job God had 
given him, not the means to become a god. Solomon wanted to discern between what 
God said was good and evil, and judge wisely on that basis. Yes, Solomon turned aside 
from such righteous motives in his later years, but in that moment, he did the right thing.  

Would we have done as well? Do we do even half as well every day? As we ponder 
that, let us remember that our Creator Himself demonstrated by example that He was not 
above His own Law. That is why He became one of us to take on the consequences of 
our own short-sighted rebellion. It is the ultimate Catch-22: the Source of all Life could not 
redeem the world unless He passed through death. Only He could do so, for only He 
could return from the grave. We live by His death, and we enter eternity by His life. 

 


