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Part I

This first part mostly deals with the religious orientation of the stories collected under the title A Good Man Is Hard to Find and explains the fundamental elements of the Christian doctrine Flannery O'Connor staged in her fiction because they are probably the most difficult to perceive. Non-religious people should not "despair": in spite of their religious intent, her stories can be appreciated by everyone for her debunking of self-righteous people is always burlesque and most pleasing to read.
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Introduction

Flannery O'Connor's life and work

Flannery O'Connor (1925-1964) was born in Savannah, Georgia. She studied in Georgia and in Iowa. Her master's thesis contained some of the short stories she would publish later. In 1950 she was diagnosed with lupus, an incurable disease that had already killed her father. The disease was treated with an experimental drug, derived from cortisone, but it weakened her bones and she had to walk with a cane and then with crutches. In 1951, she moved in with her mother on her farm, Andalusia, near Milledgeville, Georgia, a small country town rather different from the sophisticated cities she had lived in before. Her father had been the mayor of that town. She raised peacocks and in the morning she wrote fiction and many essays. Her life was restricted to the farm and to visits to universities for lectures. She thus lived her adult life alone with a fairly domineering mother, as she did not want to marry and have children for fear of transmitting them her hereditary fatal disease. Her fiction, deeply grounded in "real life" displays many young children or teenagers who have to bear their unpleasant widowed mothers (Josephine Hendin analyses such relations in the chapter "The enduring conflict" of The World of Flannery O'Connor, 1970)

Her major characteristic was her overpowering Catholic faith. To her the mystery of the Christian God and of His grace was all encompassing, and as an artist she devoted her art to spreading the good news to her reticent readers. She as a person looms large over her work: when she did not write fiction, she wrote letters or essays, or gave lectures dealing with her faith, with the design of her work, and she constantly prods her audience in a specific direction. Thuswe can throw a light on her fictional texts by drawing from her other writings. Cleanth Brooks said in the memorial issue of Esprit: "In her instance I find it hard to separate the person from the artist." (in Friedman, 3)

Altogether she published two novels and twenty-six short stories. She began by publishing short stories in magazines. Her first book was a novel, Wise Blood (1952). It is the weird story of Hazel Motes who is an itinerant preacher modeled after Southern evangelists, but he is an agnostic who decides to found the "Church Without Christ". In itself this is extremely humorous, yet Motes has no sense of humor whatsoever, only a sense for the tragic, which he obviously misplaces. His journeys lead him to encounter ordinary people who disgust him. He finally blinds himself by pouring lime into his eyes because he believes in the metaphor according to which the blind are supposed to be able to see through the meaning of life.

Hazel Motes ends up beaten to death by two policemen who find him in a ditch. The mark of redemption must be seen in the pin point of light that his landlady, staring (with her eyes closed) into his blind eyes, feels he has become: "she saw him moving farther and farther away, farther and farther into the darkness until he was the pin point of light." This pin point of light had earlier been referred to as the star over Bethlehem. The central figure Hazel thinks he is escaping from, whereas he is constantly searching for it, is of course Christ. And his refusal to accept him, probably because he has grown tired of all the sermons he hears everywhere around him, is commuted in the end into an intimate fusion with Christ. In the author's note to the 1962 edition of the novel, the author called him "a Christian malgré lui".

The book was not understood immediately and was criticized because many saw it as a satire of Southern preachers and felt that Flannery O'Connor, as a Catholic, had no right to make fun of the faith of other people. It was only later that her perspective received more serious critical attention, thanks, to a great extent, to her own explanations.

The collection of short stories A Good Man is Hard to Find (GM) was published in 1955. Her second novel, The Violent Bear it Away (1960) tells the story of a young boy, Tarwater, who believes he is a prophet. He first rebels against the fanatic religion of the old uncle who raises him but he then accepts it and turns into one of its preachers. After drowning a child, to save him, or his family, hebelieves he has become a new Christ, at one point performing the miracle of the multiplication of bread loaves, and then Moses to whom the burning bush commands "GO WARN THE CHILDREN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE SPEED OF MERCY". The novel ends on his setting fire to his family farm and his resolute departure towards "the dark city, where the children of God lay sleeping."

Her second collection of short stories, Everything That Rises Must Converge was published after her death, in 1965. Her numerous essays, reviews and letters were published posthumously as well.
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The religious essence of her works

Flannery O'Connor read intensively: the Bible, the writings of the Fathers of the Church and of various saints, mystics and theologians – Catholic and Protestant alike. Not unlike her fanatic Protestant preachers, she was fascinated by the prophets of the Old Testament and also, but unlike Protestants, by the many saints of the Catholic pantheon. She cannot be said to be very tolerant, and indeed she often borrowed the chastening rods of the Old Testament prophets revered by the Evangelists.

She wrought her stories very tightly, so as to put centuries of theological thought in a nutshell. In some circles now, she is even considered as a theologian herself. This chapter summarizes some of the Christian tenets that structure her fiction.

Christianity differs from other Biblical religions in its emphasis on the person of Christ and His function in our life.

The point of departure of the Christian epic that reverberates in O'Connor's fiction is the interpretation of Evil. Most cultures and spiritual systems address this basic problem since evil, suffering and violent death, are omnipresent in the world. To the Christians, evil is the consequence of sins, man's wrong actions understood as an offense to God. The first portentous sin is that of Adam and Eve who disobeyed God in their desire to reach knowledge. This Original Sin is transmitted from generation to generation, each individual carrying it in his/her "genes". lt can only be washed away through the sacrament of Baptism, the cleansing of the soul, and through Redemption. The soul becomes at this point ready to meet God.

Catholicism teaches the freedom of each soul to choose between good and evil. The theory of free will has evolved over the centuries and is not shared by all Christians, though. If one is punished for choosing the wrong side, free will maybe an empty concept and theologians have argued intensely about this point. Flannery O'Connor's characters are free to choose, and they are not so much punished in the end as placed in front of the Truth: God's mystery.

The Old Testament centers on the Covenant between God and His people, the need for the people to obey the Commandments and the promise of a Messiah who would come and reverse the order of things. The New Testament, or New Covenant, reveals that, seeing the weakness of His children, God sent His true Son, the Messiah, to show them the right path, and to offer Himself as the ultimate sacrifice through which evil would be vanquished. This is the Incarnation. God becomes actually present in His Creation (what is enumerated in the Book of Genesis), transcendence (what is beyond our senses) is made immanent (present in the world): the transcendent God manifests Himself. For the Catholics such an act proves the essential goodness of Creation.

For groups such as the Manicheans (the followers of Mani who lived in Persia around 210-275), so famous now because of a wrong use of their name, God was so perfect that He could not have created a world of suffering and death, and therefore the creation was the work of the Devil, and the world of God was only in the Heavens. The created world (the earth, animais, men...) was to be abandoned and only the spiritual world to be sought for and contemplated. It is from such a radical separation between the two planes, that of the good (celestial world) and that of the bad (terrestrial world), that their name was taken to mean "dualism", which is however not quite adequate since dualism implies the double nature of things, each being both evil and good.

For several Protestant groups, Incarnation does not have the same force as in Catholicism and for them Creation is not necessarily good. Flannery O'Connor often declared that the phenomenon of Incarnation, totally mysterious but not to be questioned, was the revolutionary event that had transformed human fate.

Now, through His Incarnation as a man, Christ had to experience physical death, all men being doomed to die. Yet, since He is God, He is by essence immortal, and since human beings share in His essence (for He became one of them), they too are meant to be immortal. However, in order to reach this stage, they must be rid oftheir evil proclivity, and they cannot do so on their own. This was performed through the sacrifice of Christ, the Crucifixion, for it redeemed all sins, past, present and future. This is the mystery of redemption. It is a symbolical transfer.

The term Redemption comes from the Latin redemptio, to buy back. It is an act of redeeming, of deliverance from evil, sin and death. "It is the purchase of God's favor by the death and suffering of Christ; the ransom of deliverance of sinners from the bondage of sin and the penalties of God's violated law." (Webster Dictionary). It is also called the Atonement.



Redemption is an act stemming from the generosity of God, Grace. Within Christianity there are several interpretations as to the generality of this redemption and to the availability of Grace. Some groups do not consider that everyone can be redeemed by the sacrifice of Christ, and that one must deserve such generosity, either through faith, or good works, etc. Some say good works are of no avail, since one cannot decide how God will dispense His Grace. Only if God wants you to be saved, will you be saved (predestination). Some say it is enough to have Faith in the Grace of God. For the Catholics, Redemption is universal. Anybody can be therefore saved for all eternity. The only condition is to be conscious of one's failure, or one's mortal nature, and one must accept such a gift, the gift of the all-encompassing Grace of God. The stories of Flannery O'Connor hinge on this.

How does the actual act of Redemption operate? For a Catholic, this action can be immediate, with sins immediately forgiven, in confession with a priest or directly with God. Flannery O'Connor does not explain exactly what takes place at that point, but she shows that at the end of each story something positive has happened, through a specific description of the sun for example, or of light, or fire... These elements symbolize the power and love of God. In the end then the protagonists come to accept such power and they understand that their pride was misplaced and ridiculous.

Redemption accomplishes the Justification of the sinners, that is to say their salvation from evil through Grace, and not simply thanks to their own merit through good works or simple obedience to the Commandments. It is a term often heard in the mouths of American Evangelist preachers and in O'Connor as well.

The term comes from justice, originally from the Greek dikaiosunè, then translated into Latin justificatio. For the Greeks, the "justman" was the one who accomplished the virtuous acts necessary to the community. Yet in the Old Testament, the notion of justice is different: justice is not the appreciation of one self, or of the self of others, but the relation between man and the one who judges him, and that can only be God. The Just is no longer a virtuous man, nor a man transformed through a ritual of initiation, but man confronted with an accuser (the devil) and with his judge (God). Jesus manifests the sentence of God over mankind: nobody can justify him/herself, and one can only be justified through Faith, and the operation of Grace that cannot be ordered of course by men. (André Dumas, in Dictionnaire de la Théologie chrétienne).

The Eucharist is the specific ritual through which Faith and Grace are subsumed. The word cornes from the Greek for thankfulness, gratitude, from charis, favor, grace. It is a paramount sacrament that reenacts the Last Supper of Christ through the consecration of the bread and wine that transmutes them into the actual body of Christ. This is called Transubstantiation. Once the priest has performed this, the Elevation takes place: the priest elevates the holy Host, which has thus become the Body of Christ, in a repetition of Christ's sacrifice offered to God, for the redemption of the worshippers and of the multitude of men. The believers are then called to share in the sacrifice, through Holy Communion, the eating of the Body of Christ. "A Temple of the Holy Ghost" ends on the powerful ritual of the Elevation: first the priest performs it in the chapel of the convent, and then God performs it at large in His Creation, through the red sun over the trees.



Catholicism centers its ritual, the mass, around the Eucharist. It offers the communion everyday and believers must take it at least once a year, during the Easter period, but preferably very regularly. They used to be obliged to have confessed their sins during Confession and to have fasted for a certain period of time (twelve hours at least) before partaking of the communion. The requirements have considerably been lowered, and one hour of fasting is now enough.

The Eucharist is not such a sacrament for the Protestants and the Churches that derive from Calvinism only offer Communion once or twice a year to their members. Furthermore only Catholicism teaches Transubstantiation, the other groups seeing the Eucharist as purely symbolical, which is less forceful. The Eucharist is performed notably at the end of "The Displaced Person", in a very subtle way as if to prove to the critics of the Church that Catholic rituals are not justpomp and circumstance, but very simple acts of interaction between man and his Maker.

Flannery O'Connor's stories are therefore models her readers must decipher so as to accept the sacrifice of Christ, to have faith, which then will change their lives radically. In fact this is all she really wanted to say: "It seems to me that all good stories are about conversion, about a character's changing [...]. The action of grace changes a character." (Letter, 1958, printed in The Habit of Being, ed. S. Fitzgerald. New York: Farrar and Strauss, 1979) She often refers to this act of conversion as a vision, a mysterious operation that transforms reality.
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