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Abstract 

Flannery O'Connor's Southern Children as Prophets 

Linda Sue Cole Carroll, MA 

Texas Woman's University, 1987 

Adviser: Dr. Joyce Thompson 

Purpose of the study: This thesis was undertaken for the 

purpose of examining how the South's religious zealousness 

commixes with O'Connor's prophetic vision of the artist to 

converge in O'Connor's portrayal of children. 

Procedure : Professional exegeses about O'Connor's short 

stories, "A Temple of the Holy Ghost," "The River," and "The 

Lame Sha l l En(.er First," and her novel, The Violent Bear it 

Away, interfused with O'Connor's own reflections in an 

effort to accurately interpret the "truth" in O'Connor's 

children. 

Findings: O'Connor's children exemplify the South's 

religious att i tude and O'Connor's prophetic intent. 

Conclusion: O'Connor's children do not function as 

"archetypal figures for a confused age" (Witham 12): 

instead, they function as prophets to lead the reader toward 

the "truth" of life as O'Connor saw it. 
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Chapter 1 

Flannery O'Connor: The Prophetic Artist 

Born in Savannah, Georgia, on March 25, 1925, Mary 

Flannery O'Connor was the only child of Regina L. Cline and 

Edward F. O'Connor. Both parents were Roman Catholic and 

thus reared their daughter in the faith. The Clines held a 

place of prominence in the state; Regina's father had for 

many years been mayor of Milledgeville. 

Mary Flannery was educated in parochial schools in 

Savannah, where the family lived until 1938 when it was 

discovered that Edwar d O'Connor had lupus , an incurable 

disease of metabolical origin. Her father's illness 

necessitated the family's move to Milledgeville where the 

young girl attended Peabody High School, beginning even then 

to write and illustrate. In 1941, during Mary Flannery's 

junior year in high school, Edward O'Connor died. Upon 

graduation the next year, the young girl attended Georgia 

State College for Women (now Woman's College of Georgia). 

In college, Mary Flannery majored in English and social 

science. Although involved in writing for the newspaper, 

literary quarterly, and yearbook, she thought of herself as 
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a cartoonist. She submitted cartoons to the New Yorker; but 

although the editors encouraged her, they never bought any. 

In 1945 when Mary Flannery graduated wi th the AB 

degree, one of her English teachers submitted some of her 

fiction to the Writer's Workshop of Iowa; and the talented 

g i rl was awarded a Rinehart Fellowship. It was about this 

time that she dropped the Mary from her name. In June, 

1947, Flannery O'Connor received her Master of Fine Arts 

degree in Literature, having written a creative thesis. She 

had by this time sol d her first story, "The Geranium," to 

Accent in 1946. Flannery stayed on at the University of 

Iowa for one year after graduation before she moved to 

Yaddo, where she began work on her first novel, Wise Blood. 

By 1950, five O'Connor stories had been published by 

various magazines; however, in December of that year the 

young writer was stricken with her first major attack of 

lupus. When Flannery was released from Emory Hospital in 

Atlanta, where she had spent nine months recuperating from 

the first bout with her life-long enemy, Regina O'Connor 

moved her daughter to "Andalusia," a farm five miles from 

Milledgeville. It was due to the illness that O'Connor 

stayed home in Georgia to live. Showing that she had not 

lost her sense of humor during the hardship with her 

disease, O'Connor wrote in a letter to Robert and Sally 

Fitzgerald in September, 1951, "Me & Ma are still at the 
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farm and are like to be, I perceive, through the winter" 

(Habit of Being 26). It was, however, fourteen winters 

before O'Connor was to leave the farm; she died August 3, 

1964, in a Milledgeville hospital. 

Despite continuing bouts with her illness, Flannery 

O'Connor led a very productive life that included writing 

thirty-one short stories, two novels, numerous essays, book 

reviews, and such an abundance of letters that one 

commentator remarked unkindly, "any crank could write to her 

and get an answer" (Habit of Being xiv). Even though 

O'Connor's total work may be small when compared to others', 

investigation proves her achievements impressive. Honors 

ref l ecting these achievements include a Kenyon Review 

Fel l owship in Fiction in 1953 and a renewal of it in 1954; a 

grant from the National Institute of Arts and Letters in 

1957; a grant from the Ford Foundation in 1959; O'Henry 

prizes for literature in 1957, 1963, and 1964; in 1962 an 

honorary D.Litt. from St. Mary's College, Notre Dame; and a 

similar degree from Smith in 1963. 

O'Connor, who believed understanding of literature to 

be a "mystery, the embodiment of which I have been carefu l 

to say is the essence of literature" (Mystery and Manners 

129), gained a substa ntial reputation as a writer of 

fiction. In his introduction to Flannery O'Connor: The 

Complete stories, Robert Giroux refers to a statement by 
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poet Elizabeth Bishop about O'Connor's work. Bishop 

remarked, 

I am sure her few books will live on and on in 

American literature. They are narrow, possibly, 

but they are clear, hard, vivid, and full of bits 

of description, phrases, and an odd insight that 

contains more real poetry than a dozen books of 

poems. (xvi) 

The critic Orvell says of O'Connor's work, 

It is deceptive prose, this; seemingly artless, it 

conceals a precise modulation of rhythms and 

periods, a concretely evocative vocabulary, a use 

of sound patterns to reinforce imagery, and a 

precise notation of speech .... Her prose is 

always alive with surprising images and innuendos, 

capable of spanning the ludicrously broken and the 

triumphantly exultant. (63-4) 

In a n attempt to represent the accomplishments of O'Connor 

honestly, long-time friend and advocate Robert Fitzgerald 

stated in his memoir of the artist, "I do not want to claim 

too much for these stories or to imply that every story 

comes off equally well. That would be unfaithful to her own 

sense of conscience and sense of fact" (Everything that 

Rises Must converge xxxiii). Marion Montgomery believes 

that O'Connor 
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exhibits an amazing and arresting sense of detail 

and a skill for weaving them into a pattern so 

that they are both a convincing mirror of the 

world most of us inhabit and an almost magic 

casement opening upon a larger, transcendent 

world. (93) 

Martha Stephens points out that she "is not likely to prove, 

in the long run, [to be] an easy writer to assess" (3). 

Mysterious, convincing, difficult, limited, poetic, and 

alive are words to describe O'Connor's work; but each reader 

surely will find truth to be the foundation of O'Connor's 

art. 

Caroline Gordon suggests in her essay, "An American 

Girl," that "the world contrived by the novelist or short 

story writer is, of cour se, an illusory world" (125). 

O'Connor, however, advocated that "the basis of art is 

truth, both in matter and in mode" (Mystery and Manne:i;: 65). 

Claiming that "in the long run, a people is known, not by 

its statements or statistics, but by the story it tells, 

"O'Connor states, 

Fiction is the most impure and the most modest and 

the most human of the arts. It is the closest to 

man in his sin and his suffering and his hope. 

It escapes any orthodoxy we might set up 

for it, because its dignity is an imitation of our 
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own, based like our free will, a will that 

operates even in the teeth of divine displeasure. 

(Mystery and Manners 192). 

Furthermore, O'Connor professed in her speech "Writing Short 

Stories," that "fiction writing is very seldom a matter of 

saying things; it is a matter of showing things" (Mystery 

and Manners 93). In a different essay, O'Connor offers the 

idea that "a writer writes about what he is able to make 

believable" (Mystery and Manners 173). Thus, O'Connor's 

work is not founded on illusion but on the belief that she 

can affect an opinion by "showing how some specific folks 

will do, will do in spite of everything" (O'Connor's 

emphases, Mystery and Manners 90). Establishing 

believability while maintaining truth is not an easy task 

for any writer of fiction, yet O'Connor was able to make her 

fiction not only believable but alive with insight into the 

human mind, heart, and soul. 

In order to appreciate even a small portion of the 

talent which Flannery O'Connor possessed, it is necessary to 

look at her art through glasses that are tinted by her 

Southern background and Catholic religion. In her essay "In 

the Protestant South," O'Connor states, "The two 

circumstances that have given character to my own writing 

have been those of being Southern and being Catholic" 

(Mystery and Manners 196); and in her essay, "The Regional 
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Writer," O'Connor states, "The best American fiction has 

always been regional" (Mystery and Manners 58). To support 

this idea, Montgomery points out two other O'Connor remarks: 

"The Southern writer can outwrite anybody in the country 

because he has a Bible and a little history" (82); and the 

Southern writer "is forced from all sides to make his gaze 

extend beyond the surface, beyond mere problems, until it 

touches that realm which is the concern of prophets and 

poets" (80). At yet another point, O'Connor defends her use 

of and the influence of the South in her work; she 

maintains, "As a fiction writer who is a Southerner, I use 

the idiom and the manners of the country I know, but I don't 

consider that I write about the South" (Mystery and Manners 

33-34). Quinn agrees with this point; she thinks that 

O'Connor seems to believe along the same lines as Emerson 

that "the soul is no traveller," and she agrees that 

O'Connor is much more than a regional writer. She proposes 

that "analogically, [O'Connor's South] is as wide as the 

universe: it ultimately includes the realm envisioned by 

Teilard de Chardin" (167). Robert Coles also clearly agrees 

with O'Connor and Quinn's assessments: 

To see Georgia or any other part of the South 

through Flannery O'Connor's eyes is to be reminded 

that any segment of human experience--described by 

words such as race, sex, class, or regional 
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affiliation--ought in some way to be given its 

place in a larger scheme of things. (xiii) 

In the larger scheme of things, region and religion seem to 

merge and creat e a tool , which is used to extract the truth 

from her work. 

However, consideration must be given to O'Connor's 

South, which was composed of "impoverished, hard-praying, 

stubbornly enduring rural folk, of both races" [black and 

white] (Coles xxxvii). This was a South that remained 

"traditionally hostile to outsiders, except on her own 

terms. She [was] traditionally against intruders, 

foreigners .. " (Coles xxxviii). It is not surprising 

that the South resented the influence of outsiders with the 

sting of the Civil War still in the hearts of her people. 

In an unpublished essay, "The South as a Redemptive Place," 

Ralph Wood questions why the South, which ranked so low in 

literacy and other standards of American life, was able to 

produce literary giants . To answer his own question, Wood 

recalls Walker Percy's winning the National Book award in 

1962 for The Moviegoer. Percy remarked, in jest, that it 

was because the South had lost the war. O'Connor agrees 

with Percy's statement because it implies that the South has 

had her Fall. Defending Percy's comment, O'Connor states, 

we have gone into the modern world with an inburnt 

knowledge of human limitations and with a sense of 
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mystery which could not have developed in our 

first state of innocence--as it has not 

sufficiently developed in the rest of the country. 

(Mystery and Manners 59) 

Wood emphasized the point that Southerners suffered the 

humiliation of defeat, and that experience afforded 

Southerners insight into human frailty. 

Refering to the influence which the South had on her 

own work, O'Connor suggested that "the image of the South, 

in all its complexity, is so powerful in us that it is a 

force which has to be encountered and engaged" (Mystery and 

Manners 198). O'Connor affirms her belief in this "power" 

when she states, "When one Southern character speaks, 

regardless of his station in life, an echo of all Southern 

life is heard." She goes on to say that this is good 

because "it helps to keep Southern fiction from being a 

fiction of purely private experience" (Mystery and Manners 

199). She later contends in an interview, which appeared in 

Jubilee in June, 1963, that "the Southerner has enough sense 

not to ask for the ideal but only for the possible, the 

workable" (Mystery and Manners 234). 

What becomes "possible" or "workable" then in the 

South? O'Connor addressed that issue: 

The anguish that most of us have observed for some 

time now has been caused not by the fact that the 
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South is alienated from the rest of the country, 

but by the fact that it is not alienated enough, 

that every day we are getting more and more like 

the rest of the country, that we are being forced 

not only out of our many sins, but of our few 

virtues. (Mystery and Manners 28-29) 

The virtue that O'Connor refers to is the South's attitude 

toward religion, or as Coles calls it, "hard, hard religion" 

(60). Coles also indicates that the attitude among all 

Southerners was that the "South is not only a region of a 

nation, but ..• 'God's Kingdom'" (xxii). In the essay 

"Novelist and Believer," O'Connor states, "Whatever it means 

for the future, I don't believe that our present society is 

one whose basic beliefs are religious, except in the South" 

(Mystery and Manners 166). Compounding this idea in a 

speech given at East Texas State University in the fall of 

1962, and responding to the suggestion that her fiction, as 

reflective of the South, is "Christ centered," O'Connor 

reiterated a point that she had made in "The Grotesque in 

Southern Fiction": the South, "hardly Christ-centered, is 

most certainly Christ-haunted" (Dowell 236). This often 

quoted remark should not be misconstrued that O'Connor had 

disdain for her fellow Southerners. It simply points out a 

clear understanding of them. Coles believes that O'Connor 
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"manifestly cared for her neighbors, was even awed by their 

fervent, searching journey toward Him" (65). 

Grimshaw points out that of all "the various approaches 

employed to explain O'Connor's fiction, the one which has 

drawn the most attention and offered the most convenient 

'answers' has been her religious system" (4). And, 

McFarland writes, "A major premise of O'Connor's thinking is 

that the realm of the Holy interpenetrates this world and 

affects it" (1). In a letter to "A" dated July 20, 1955, 

O'Connor writes, 

I think that the Church is the only thing that is 

going to make the terrible world we are coming to 

endurable; the only thing that makes the Church 

endurable is that it is somehow the body of Christ 

and that on this we are fed. It seems a fact that 

you have to suffer as much from the Church as for 

it but if you believe in the divinity of Christ, 

you have to cherish the world at the same time 

that you struggle to endure it. 

90) 

(Habit of Being 

Four years later in September, 1959, O'Connor elaborates on 

Southern fundamentalism in a letter to her friend John 

Hawkes: 

The religion of the South is a do-it-yourself 

religion, something which I as a Catholic find 
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painful and touching and grimly comic. It's ful l 

of unconscious pride that lands them [the people 

of the region] in all sorts of ridiculous 

predicaments. They have nothing to correct their 

practical heresies and so they work them out 

dramatically. If this were merely comic to me, it 

would be good, but I accept the same fundamental 

doctrines of sin and redemption and judgement that 

they do. (Habit of Being 350) 

Feeley comments that "Only the faith of Abraham--who 

believed the word of God when all human reality seemed to 

negate it--would be strong enough to form the spiritual 

basis on which (O'Connor's] stories rest'' (84). However, it 

was in this faith of "fundamental doctrine" that O'Connor 

built her stories. It is also in this area where her 

characters, after finding their world unbearable, seek to 

make it bearable through fundamentalist religion. 

Consequently, their journeys toward truth often find 

O'Connor's characters in "conflict between grace and evil" 

(Dowell 239). 

In southern "man's life-and-death spiritual struggle" 

(Dowell 236), he often looks for a leader to help focus 

attention on his goal of heaven. As a writer, O'Connor 

accepted the role of leader, thus the role of prophet. 

Brinkmeyer points out that 
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O'Connor's efforts to communicate a vision of 

Christ's intervention in the world--and the 

consequences for humanity--led her to develop a 

conception of the novelist as prophet. This 

conception was based on both her Catholic faith 

and her fundamentalist sympathies. (8) 

Brinkmeyer goes on to say that O'Connor's view of the writer 

as prophet was Catholic. He points out that her vision of 

this prophetic role was influenced by the works of St. 

Thomas Aquinas: O'Connor "defined prophecy as seeing things 

not in crystal clarity but in all their mysterious levels of 

existence" (8). To support this idea further, Brinkmeyer 

points to O'Connor's "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," 

which states, 

In the novelist's case, prophecy is a matter of 

seeing near things with their extensions of 

meaning and thus of seeing things close up. The 

prophet is a realist of distances. 

(Mystery and Manners 44) 

Nance declares that O'Connor "has not hestitated to claim 

for herself and writers of her kind a prophetic vision" 

(103). Although the message O'Connor hoped to convey as a 

prophetic writer "was based on her staunch Catholicism," 

Brinkmeyer contends that her method "had its origin in 

fundamentalist fanaticism" (8) which the critic Rubin 



14 

declares is often violent and where "its prophets agitate 

and exhort, shout and shriek as they seek to stir up the 

lagging faithful" (70). Obviously viewing the South's 

prophets in a different light, O'Connor commented in "In the 

Protestant South , " 

When you write about the backwoods prophets, it is 

very difficult to get across to the modern reader 

that you take these people seriously, that you are 

not making fun of them, but that their concerns 

are your own and, in your judgement, central to 

human life. (Mystery and Manners 204) 

Moreover, O'Connor defended the role of prophet to a 

journalist: "There is the prophetic sense of 'seeing 

through' reality and there is also the prophetic function of 

recalling people to known but ignored truths" (Wells 72 ) . 

Defining prophet from the Greek prophetes ("to speak 

before"), Quinn offers the idea that "prophets are first of 

all forthtellers, not foretellers." She goes on to say that 

prophets understand the present and put forth this 

understanding for the edification of ordinary man. Quinn 

affirms, "They are men who deliver divine messages or 

interpret the divine will" (157). Thus, in the belief that 

her role as a writer encompassed a prophetic responsiblity, 

O'Connor set about delivering a message to her readers. 

Obviously, as a messanger, O'Connor was also looking for her 
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own trut h; this point should not be overlooked. It seems 

a pparent that O'Connor would have understood the Southern 

evangelist whom Coles quoted: "Anyone that preaches the 

Gospel is in the same boat as the people who come to hear. 

We're all sinners; and only He can save us, and I hope and 

pray He can save me, and you, and ever yone--but it won't be 

easy" (Coles 71). 

Probably no critic will disagree with the idea that 

O'Connor used her fiction to present her 0 trath 0 o f l i f e. 

Possibly the point of contention might arise a r o u nd the 

components used for her message. Nonetheless, one aspect of 

her work, when combined with her heritage and religion, 

reveals even more about O'Connor a s a p e rson and a writer 

than all other components do. This single element which 

reflects so much is the development of her child

protagonists. Close examination of O'Connor's young 

protagonists might well prove why she believed that "anyone 

who has survived his childhood has enough information about 

life to last him the rest of his days" (Fitzgerald 84). 

Muller contends that O'Connor's children "possess the 

curiously developed, if not refined, intelligences which we 

immediately associate with such child-heroes in American 

fiction as Huck Finn and Holden Caulfield." He goes on to 

say, 
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What is astonishing about Flannery O'Connor's 

children is that they usually manage to interpret 

moral and spiritual phenomena correctly, whereas 

their adult superiors continually distort the 

significance of events. (56) 

Feeley reflects, 

The children in her stories undergo an ini tiation 

bound up with the sacredness of matter. In some, 

an older person is part of the initiation scene, 

obstensibly as teacher, but actually as one whose 

eyes are opened to reality through the child. 

( 1 2 0) 

Feeley continues, ,1rrhese stories show a child in a world of 

both sacred and secular d i mensions" (120). O'Connor's 

children certain ly serv e a role in the understanding of her 

work. 

Besides portraying the child as a type of holiness, 

O'Connor appears to select the child to fulfill her 

prophetic role. The use of these children-protagonists 

p r ovides O'Connor a believable vehicle for proselytizing; 

thus, she fulfills her own responsibility as prophet. The 

selections which best demonstrate this quality are the short 

stories--"The River," "A Temple of the Holy Ghost," and "The 

Lame Shall Enter First"--as well as the novel, The Violent 

Bear it Away. In "Introduction to A Memoir of Mary Ann," 
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O'Connor states, "Stories of pious children tend to be 

false" (Mystery and Manner 213). Naturally desiring her 

spokespersons to be viewed as true, O'Connor did not develop 

her prophetic children to be pious, angelic characters. 

Instead, she portrays them in a very human light with 

positive and negative qualities. The major distinction in 

these prophetic children appears to be the way each child

protagonist accepts the role of prophet; some struggle 

against their calling while others unknowingly fulfill the 

role. This study will attempt to distinguish between these 

two types of child-prophets and identify the messages that 

O'Connor is sending, "not in [their] crystal clarity, but in 

all their mysterious levels of existence.'' 
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Chapter 2 

O'Connor's Unknowing Prophets 

O'Connor's two works which develop unknowing child

prophets are "The Temple of the Holy Ghost" and "The River." 

In these short stories, the young protagonists are not 

developed to prophesy to the reader indirectly; instead, 

their messages are meant to be direct and forceful. The 

first story involves a twelve-year-old girl; and the latter, 

a four-or five-year-old boy. One significant difference is 

that the girl has been reared in a religious environment , 

and the boy has not. O'Connor does not appear to 

discriminate among her children protagonists: all send 

O'Connor's messages. 

Martha Stephens points out in The Question of Flannery 

O'Connor that the short story, "A Temple of the Holy Ghost," 

might well prove to be the one work where O'Connor allows 

her own childhood personality to come through. Stephens 

speculates that O'Connor made a public disclosure of "the 

negative, grotesque, comical features of her character, her 

domestic situation, and her relationship with her mother"; 
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but she contends O'Connor never disclosed the full O'Connor 

persona (155). This may be a fairly accurate evaluation, 

not because O'Connor consciously chose to disclose only 

selective personality traits, but more likely because most 

authors, as humans, are only capable of this limited 

understanding of themselves. Therefore, if O'Connor does 

show her full personality in this selection, she is more 

successful in objectively understanding herself than are 

most people. Nance thinks that if O'Connor "is 

uncompromising in her treatment of others[,] she does not 

spare herself" either (103). Whatever the case may be, 

O'Connor does present a truly intriguing personality in her 

unnamed twelve-year-old heroine. 

Quinn calls this particular story O'Connor's "best 

example of grace in action, of prophecy falling like good 

seed on good ground" (162-3). The events of this story are 

seen through the eyes of this capricious child. It is 

immediately evident that she possesses a cunning sense of 

humor and above average intelligence. She is also a bit 

judgmental, but that quality is part of her childishness 

which blends curiously with her maturity; moreover, she sees 

her own faults as clearly as she sees others'. However, the 

most striking attribute that she possesses is her clear and 

honest vision o f virtue. O'Connor wrote her friend "A" in 

November, 1955, "Purity strikes me as the most mysterious of 
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the virtues and the more I think about it the less I know 

about it. 'A Temple of the Holy Ghost' all revolves around 

what is purity" (Habit of Being 117). However, Coulthard 

contends that the young protagonist is too shallow to bear 

such a heavy theme (57), a contention which the story 

negates. 

The entire story revolves around one weekend when the 

girl's second cousins come for a visit. These two fourteen

year-old g irls, typical for their ages in that they are more 

concerned with their looks and with boys than with anything 

else, become the catalyst for the child's full recognition 

of grace. 

All weekend the cousins giggle uncontrollably when they 

call each other Temple One and Temple Two. When pressed for 

the reason they use these unusual names, they explain that 

one of the nuns at the convent school they attend gave a 

lecture on the behavior they should exhibit in case a young 

man should "behave in an ungentlemanly manner with them in 

the back seat of an automobile" (238). The nun advised the 

girls to declare, "Stop, Sir! I am a Temple of the Holy 

Gh ost!" (238). Although this advice convulses the 

teenagers into hysterical laughter, the child fails to see 

a ny humor in it. In fact, she rather likes the idea: "It 

made her feel as if somebody had given her a present" (238). 

Kessler believes that the child "has not yet reached the 
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stage at which one thinks it wise to disparage metaphoric 

thinking and maintain a clear distinction between an 

empirical fact (the body) and an imaginative fiction (a 

temple)'' {102). Although the two cousins are "shallow in 

all thing[s] spiritual and nervously silly in most things 

sexual," Eggenschwiler suggests that even these children of 

O'Connor's "are wiser in their generation than dear naive 

Sister Perpetual" {21). 

Not only is the child able to appreciate the 

significance of her body as a divine vessel, but she can 

recognize the possibility of this quality in others; she 

later affirms to herself with awe that the spinster teacher 

who lives with her and her mother is also a Temple of the 

Holy Ghost. This immediate recognition of grace indicates 

the vision of this child. It amazes her that the cous i ns 

are incapable of identifying the grace of which the old nun 

spoke. However, the true wisdom of the child is not lucid 

until she comes to see that even a freak can be a Temple of 

the Holy Ghost. 

The story progresses as the mother arranges some social 

activities for the teenagers. At the child's suggestion, 

she invites the Wilkens brothers for dinner with the 

cousins. If, indeed, this story is indicative of O'Connor's 

childhood ideas, the child's remark about the future plans 

of these boys reflects her negativism towards the 
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fundamental Church of God religion. The child states, 

"Somebody said they were going to be Church of God preachers 

because you don't have to know nothing to be one" (239). 

When the boys arrive that evening, they sit on the 

front porch and entertain the girls by singing "a hillbilly 

song that sounded half like a love song and half like a 

hymn" (24 0 ). This odd combination of mus ic is a good 

indication of the extent of the influence o f religion in 

every aspect of the Southern child's lifee Religion 

permeates every facet of life in the South. 

After the boys' final song, the cousins decide to sing 

for them. They mock the intentions of the boys by chanting 

the Latin version o:f the Sacrament of Grace. The insult is 

compounded by the girls, who chant the prayer in a nun-like 

ritual. The humor of this selection is not simply the 

willful mocking of the boys but the irony that these girls 

select this particular prayer. The prayer, 

Tantum ergo Sacramentum 

Veneremur Cernui: 

Et antiquum documentuum 

Novo cedat ritui: 

Praestet fides supplementum 

Sensuum defectui 

Genitori. Genitoque 



translates 

Laus it jubilatio 

Salus, honor, virtus quoque 

Sit et benedictio; 

Procedenti ab utroque 

Compar sit laudatio. 

Amen. 

Now in Adoration falling 

This great Sacrament we hail: 

Older forms of worship failing 

Newer r ites of Grace prevail. 

Let our faith supplement 

When the senses fail. 

Created by the father 

Joy to the father and his son 

Praise, honor, virtue also. 

May a blessing be to you; 

Equal to the praise coming down. 

Amen 
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One of the boys suggests, "That must be Jew singing" (241). 

The child, who has been observing all this activity from a 

hidden spot, becomes angry and shouts, "You big dumb Church 

of God ox!" (241). This indignant response by the child 

indicates that she has no tolerance for ignorance; 

futhermore, it compounds the idea that the fundamentalist 

religions perpetrate ignorance. It is interesting to note 

that the child is not angry with her cousins. Even though 

they are chanting a prayer they hear daily, they do not 

understand it anymore than the boys do; however, the child 

does not recognize the level of ignorance. Although no 

critic has addressed this prayer as a pivotal point in the 

d e v e lopment of the story, it is obviously very significant 

that O'Connor chose this particular prayer for the girls to 

chant. As a prayer for grace, it does set the stage for the 

child's sanctification. 

After supper, the cousins go to the fair with the boys. 

While they are gone, the young girl daydreams about her 

future. She decides that she wants to be a saint because 

"that was the occupation that included everything you could 

know" (243). She realizes that her chances for sainthood 

are very slim because "she was a born liar and slothful and 

she sassed her mother and was deliberately ugly to almost 

everybody. She was eaten up with the sin of Pride, the 

worst one" (243). Coles points out that O'Connor's major 
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goal was to disclose the sin of pride: "the sin of sins" 

(Coles 63). He continues by explaining that in O'Connor's 

work "zealotry is pride; aberrancy is pride; robbery and 

murder and just about any mischief possibly boil down to 

pride" (Coles 63). Therefore, the girl, who is consumed 

with pride, must face a point of reckoning, a moment of 

truth. No, she realizes, she can never be a saint; "bu t she 

thought she could be a martyr if they killed her quick" 

(243). This remark indicates that O'Connor must have 

believed that the young go to heaven when they die; she a l s o 

presents this idea in "The River" and "The Lame Shall Enter 

First." Furthermore, the humor in this innocent self 

evaluation of a child delineates O'Connor's keen perception 

of the level of influence religion has had on the child. 

Moreover, "the young girl exhibits an acute metaphoric 

reality" (Kessler 102), which is constant even when her 

religious conv ictions waver. 

The child goes to bed without saying her prayers; after 

a while, she remembers them. Although usually indifferent 

about her prayers, unless she has to confess, on this 

occasion she remembers to be thankful for a blessing. On 

this particular night, gratitude overpowers her: "Tonight 

• she was filled with thanksgiving and almost weeping 

with delight, she said 'Lord, Lord, thank You that I'm not 

in the Church of God, thank You Lord, thank You'" (244). 
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This prayer smacks of black humor in its absurdity. Once 

again, O'Connor presents her childhood rejection of the 

fundamentalist religion. 

When the cousins return from the fair, the child awakes 

and urges them to tell her about it. She exhibits her "born 

liar" attributes as she promises them that she'll tell them 

how rabbits are born if they will tell about what they saw 

at the fair. The fact that she has never seen rabbits born 

does not penetrate her conscience even after her fervent 

prayers. This behavior is yet another example of the 

child's religious and sexual innocence. (Much criticism 

addresses the child's sexual development and parallels it 

with her religious development, but that is not a focal 

point for this study.) 

The girls tell the child about a Negro hermaphrodite 

they saw presented in a tent where the men and women were 

separated by a black curtain. The innocent child does not 

understand "how it could be a man and a woman both without 

two heads" (245). She becomes enthralled with what the 

girls tell her about the freak's message to its audience. 

After going back to her bed, she puzzles over the 

announcement: 

I'm going to show you this and if you laugh, God 

may strike you the same way. This is the way He 

wanted me to be and I ain't disputing His way. 
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separated by a black curtain. The innocent child does not 

understand "how it could be a man and a woman both without 

two heads" (245). She becomes enthralled with what the 

girls tell her about the freak's message to its audience. 

After going back to her bed, she puzzles over the 

announcement: 

I'm going to show you this and if you laugh, God 

may strike you the same way. This is the way He 

wanted me to be and I ain't disputing His way. 

I'm showing you because I got to make the best of 

it. I expect you to act like ladies and 

gentlemen. I never done it myself nor had a thing 

to do with it but I'm making the best of it. I 

don't dispute hit. (245) 

Its words continue to run through her head like a hymn, and 

their value sinks into the child's subconsciousness. The 

freak, who, O'Connor confesses, is the writer's "image of 

himself," accepts completely his condition in life (Mystery 

and Manners 157). Eggenschwiler offers the theory that the 

freak's acceptance is indicative of fallen man who "shifts 

the responsibilty for his nature to God and then exploits 

his fallen condition without feeling guilt'' (22). The freak 

undeniably believes that it is God's intention for him to be 

different, and it is his responsibility not to "dispute His 

way." Muller points out that "by confronting these dark 
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I'm showing you because I got to make the best of 

it. I expect you to act like ladies and 

gentlemen. I never done it myself nor had a thing 

to do with it but I'm making the best of it. I 

don't dispute hit. (245) 

Its words continue to run through her head like a hymn, and 

their value sinks into the child's subconsciousness. The 

freak, who, O'Connor confesses, is the writer's "image of 

himself," accepts completely his condition in life (Mystery 

and Manners 157). Eggenschwiler offers the theory that the 

freak's acceptance is indicative of fallen man who "shifts 

the responsibilty for his nature to God and then exploits 

h i s fallen condition without feeling guilt" (22). The freak 

undeniably believes that it is God's intention for him to be 

different, and it is his responsibility not to "dispute His 

way." Muller points out that "by confronting these dark 

apocalyptic images of pain in Miss O'Connor's fiction, we 

are forced to acknowledge both the satanic nature of the 

world and the necessity of radically transforming it" (111). 

It is interesting to note that the child doesn't place 

her image of the freak at the fair, but rather in a church 

setting, a natural phenomenon for a child of the South. 

Quite possibly, she sees the hermaphrodite as a Christian 

martyr, and since we know that she aspires to martyrdom 

herself, she certainly must feel an empathy with him. None-
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the-less, O'Connor sets up "a double mystery: the mystery of 

God's unfathomable will for men . . . and the almost greater 

mystery of the power of the afflicted believer to accept 

God's will on simple faith" (Stephens 162-63). The greater 

mystery lies, however, in the fact that the child 

comprehends both mysteries. Kessler points out that "the 

hermaphrodite embodies metaphor itself, bringing together 

the opposites that, since Plato, have been h ungering to be 

joined." He goes on to say that metaphor "includes the 

pride of the child and the humility of the hermaphrodite " 

(103). 

The next day the young girl and her mother take the 

cousins back to the convent school. The child physically 

rejects an embrace by the nun who greets them at the door. 

This act might symbolize O'Connor's early rejection of the 

Church's embrace. This rejection seems plausible because 

the child resents the invitation to partake of benediction 

which is beginning: "You put your foot in the door and they 

got you praying, the child thought" (247). "Ugly thoughts" 

continue running through the child's mind until the opening 

prayer begins; she then becomes repentant because she 

realizes that she is in God's presence. As the priest lifts 

the Eucharist, the child's thoughts revert to the freak's 

message: "I don't dispute hit. This is the way he wanted 

me to be" (248). The coupling of this image of the freak 
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with the Holy Eucharist completes the picture. McFarland 

explains that the Host is exposed for the adoration of the 

faithful; thus, "juxtaposing the grotesque condition of the 

freak with the image of Christ [emphasizes) ... union of 

the human and divine in the person of Jesus" just as the 

body becomes a Temple of the Holy Ghost by association with 

the freak (27-8). Muller points out that 

it is the interrelation of the grotesque and the 

holy that Miss O'Connor was primarily concerned 

with in working out the lineaments of her fictive 

universe, and the illumination of this 

relationship came more often than not at 

unexpected moments. (111) 

The act is indeed one of those unexpected moments; but, 

amazingly, it is once again a child who understands: the 

freak is a Temple of the Holy Ghost. The awareness by the 

child indicates "true religious epiphanies in her symbolic 

confirmation" (Eggenschwiler, Christian Humanism 23). 

Feeley develops the idea that the juxtaposing of the 

carnival and freak with chapel and Blessed Sacrament allows 

O'Connor to fuse "most disparate elements into a singular 

unity" (135). He goes on to say that the "matrix of the 

unity" is the child's mind. He further develops the idea by 

quoting O'Connor's comment on the Eucharistic Symbol: "If it 

were only a symbol, I'd say to hell with it." He contends 
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that O'Connor's convictions parallel the child's respect for 

the spiritual reality of the Host (Feeley 135). 

On her way out of the convent, the child is unable to 

avoid an embrace as the nun "swooped down on her 

mischievously and nearly smothered her in the black habit, 

smashing the side of her face into the crucifix hitched onto 

her belt" (248). This act symbolizes the impressions that 

the Church has on her: the physical mark of her cheek 

symbolizes the moral mark on her soul. The impact of this 

act is significant because it follows the child's 

recognition of the rites of grace, so she accepts the 

blessing. Eggenschwiler offers the idea that the child's 

experiences with the freak are "true religious epiphanies in 

her s ymbolic confirmation" (Christian Humanism 2 3 ) • 

On the way home, the cab driver discusses the closing 

o f the fair: "Some of the preachers from town gone out and 

inspected it and got the police to shut it on down" (248). 

Thus, the cab driver gives O'Connor's ultimate message: the 

townspeople reject the freak because they see him as sordid; 

the child sees him as a Temple of the Holy Ghost and a true 

prophet. Eggenschwiler suggests that the preachers who shut 

down the fair are shocked at "seeing unaccommodated man" 

(Christian Humanism 23). It is a double irony that the 

clergy forces the closing of the fair. 
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In a frequently quoted passage, O'Connor remarked that 

"to be able to recognize a freak, you have to have some 

conception of the whole man"; and she further identifies the 

whole man as the image of God and the freak in literature as 

"a figure for our essential displacements" (Mystery and 

Manners 44-45). Eggenschwiler comments that O'Connor 

based her conception of the man who is not whole, 

even though he may be a man of many parts, upon 

the commonly modern conception of estrangement, 

estrangement from God, and from man's essential 

self, which is the image of God. 

Humanism 17) 

(Christian 

During her ride home, the girl looks at the neck of the 

cab driver and views him as fat and repulsive. This 

reaction indicates that the child is not so changed as to be 

an automatic saint but that she is changed enough to view 

the action of the townspeople as a sacrilege. This closing 

sce ne of the story shows the child staring out the car 

window. She sees a vision of the sun that is reminiscemt of 

Stephen crane's sun in The Red Badge of Courage: "a huge red 

ball like an elevated Host drenched in blood" (248). 

O'Connor hammers home the image of Christ's sacrifice. 

Quinn points out O'Connor's response when she was asked why 

the sun was a common image in her stories. O'Connor 

answered, "It's there. It's so obvious. And from time 
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immemorial it's been a god" (163). The striking point 

remains that the child is the only one who sees this 

sacramental view because she blends the innocence of 

childhood with an understanding of the presence of God; she 

has reached her spiritual maturity. 

Coulthard attacks O'Connor's ending by quoting from a 

letter O'Connor wrote to a friend about the friend's short 

story: "This ending is too obvious. You can suggest 

something obvious is going to happen[,] but you cannot have 

it happen in a story. You can't clobber any reader while he 

is looking" (Habit of Being 202). Coulthard argues that 

O'Connor clobbered her readers with such a dramatic ending. 

He goes on to say that the concl usion "expresses the 

spiritual perception of the author [more] than that of her 

immature protagonist" (58). Obviously, Coulthard missed the 

point completely; O'Connor is deliberately expressing her 

views through her protagonist. 

McFarland believes that this image of the Host dripping 

in blood emphasizes "the continual, if hidden, presence of 

the suffering Christ on earth." She goes on to say that 

O'Connor believed that Christ, by this presence, "entered 

into the suffering of the world in order to bring about its 

redemption, and that man is asked to accept and participate 

in that suffering" (28-9). This O'Connor child is a 

believer now because she is aware of Christ's presence, and 



she accepts "the interrelation of the temporal and the 

spiritual" about which Muller writes (60). 
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O'Connor presents her own interpretation of the story 

in a letter to "A" in December, 1955: 

Remember that when the nun hugged the child, the 

crucifix on her belt was mashed into the side of 

the child's face, so that one accepted embrace was 

marked with the ultimate all-inclusive symbol of 

love, and when the child saw the sun again, it was 

a red ball, like an elevated Host drenched in 

blood and it left a line like a red clay road in 

the sky. Now here the martyrdom that she had 

thought about in a childish way is shown in the 

final way that it has to be for us all--an 

acceptance of the Crucifixtion [sic], Christ's and 

our own. As near as I get to saying that purity 

is in this story is saying that it is an 

acceptance of what God wills for us, an acceptance 

of our individual circumstances. (The Habit of 

Being 124) 

O'Connor goes on to say that "like the child, I believe the 

Host is actually the body and blood of Christ, not a symbol. 

If the story grows for you it is because of the mystery of 

the Eucharist in it" (124). 
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Like a child, I too believe. I believe that O'Connor 

was indeed presenting her religious views through the 

character of this child protagonist, who serves as an 

unknowing prophet. I believe that this child is typical of 

Southern children who see God in every aspect of their 

lives. I believe that the child does have enough substance 

to support O'Connor's thesis of purity. I believe that it 

does not matter that O'Connor might allow her "dramatic and 

her moral senses [to] collide" (Coulthard 58). And, 

finally, I, too, believe in the mystery of O'Connor's talent 

to achieve what Leo Tolstoi called the highest order of art: 

"to make people good by choice." 

The second story which develops around an unknowing 

child-prophet is "The River." Asals contends that O'Connor 

seizes "on biblical metaphors or familiar pious texts" and 

incorporates them into her fiction, thus producing "a 

literalizing process in which metaphor becomes actualized" 

(Imagination of Extremities 77). Close examination of 

O'Connor's work makes this assertion plausible. It seems 

apparent that as O'Connor wrote the short story "The River," 

she had in mind the promise that Christ gives in Mark 10:14: 

"Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them 

not; for of such is the kingdom of God." Perhaps no work of 



O'Connor's depicts such an innocent but clear view of the 

effects of religion on the young as does this short story 

because O'Connor reflects this basic Christian idea toward 

children through her four-year-old protagonist Harry; 

furthermore, she endows this child with the sacramental 

nature of a prophet. 

The story unfolds as young Harry, the only child of a 

young hedonistic couple, leaves his apartme n t with Mrs. 

Connin, who has been hired to baby-sit him whi l e his parents 

sleep off yet another of their drunken stupors . Harry's 

life has been limited to a continual round of parties and 

baby sitters, and he has already learned that he must fend 

for himself if he is to survive. Walters poi nts out that 

the parent's physical neglect of the child parallels thei r 

spiritual neglect (75 ) . As Mrs. Connin leaves with Harry, 

she notifies the father that it will be late when they 

return because they will be attending a healing held by the 

Reverend Bevel Summers. 

While waiting for their bus, Mrs. Connin asks Harry 

what his name is; his immediate response is Bevel. The 

adoption of this new name is O'Connor's first clue, Harry's 

initial step toward religion. Mrs. Connin expresses her 

approval of this name as she explains to young Bevel that 

the preacher Bevel is a healer. The child then asks whether 

the preacher can heal his hunger. Mrs. Connin responds on 
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the literal level with a question as to whether or not the 

child has had breakfast. Harry-Bevel's response is both 

literal and symbolic: "I didn't have time to be hungry yet 

then" (159). The child is expressing the idea that until 

now in his young life he has not experienced hunger for 

salvation; but, he is now old enough to know this hunger# 

and it is gnawing at h i m. 

Upon arriving at the Connin home, Harry-Bevel sees his 

first picture of Christ; this particular picture depicts 

Christ as a c a rpenter in a long white robe. The child 

curtails his examination of the picture in order to follow 

Mrs. Connin's four children down to the pig pen. Although 

he is cautious of these chi ldre n, he is anxious to see a 

real pig because his only experience with pigs has been 

limited to pictures of them in his story books. What he 

sees is n o t his story-book ideal but the ugly reality. 

Frightened, the child runs back to the security of Mrs. 

Connin, who soothes him with a rather humorous comparison 

between the ugliest pig and Mr. Paradise, the owner of the 

local gas station. She assures Bevel that he'll get a 

chance to see Mr. Paradise at the healing because Paradise 

likes to come and mock the believers. Bevel responds, "I 

don't want to see him" (162). Even though he is a new 

p a r ticipant in the religious life, the child is already 

rejecting the non-believers. 
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Later, Mrs. Connin explains Christ to Harry-Bevel who, 

until now, thinks that "Jesus Christ" and "God" are just 

words without any religious connotations. She reads to him 

stories from a book titled The Life of Christ for Young 

Readers. This book is very special to Mrs. Connin for two 

reasons: one, it had belonged to her great grandmother; two, 

it is fundamental to her religious belief. One of the 

p i ctures in the book shows Christ driving pigs out of a man. 

These pigs are the sour, ugly animals the child has just 

encountered, not the fat, pink storybook pigs; 

consequently, an irrevocable image of evil is embossed 

permanently in the child's mind. Muller contends that "it 

is evident that the swine imagery--connecting the live 

shoat, the illustration of Jesus harrowing pigs from a man, 

and the demonic figure of Mr. Paradise--is designed t o 

establ ish the forces of evil and disbelief which Harry-Bevel 

encounters" (59). In Brinkmeyer's essay, "A Closer Walk with 

Thee: Flannery O'Connor and Southern Fundamentalists," 

Brinkmeyer suggests that Southerners are reared in such a 

"tradition" that they see "the presence of Christ and the 

Devil in their lives as real and literal" (8). Therefore, 

it is not difficult to understand why Harry-Bevel as a 

Southern child should react so strongly towards the idea of 

the evil Paradise. 
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Afterward, when Mrs. Connin isn't looking, Bevel sneaks 

her book into the zippered lining of his coat. This theft 

is certainly enigmatic: an innocent child uses wrong to 

possess a guide for goodness. The theft also parallels the 

incident in "The Lame Shall Enter First" when Rufus and 

Norton steal a Bible so that Rufus can teach Norton 

religion. 

Mrs. Connin and her brood's trip to the river for the 

healing likens to a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. As the 

entourage winds down the road and through the woods, Harry

Bevel contemplates the information he has learned today. He 

muses over the fact that he was made by a carpenter named 

Jesus and not by the doctor whom· his parents have always 

credited. His virginal mental wonderings reflect the 

unsullied innocence of the child prophet. Finally, they 

reach the site of the healing services; and, with the 

others, they place on the table their contribution of food 

for the participants to eat after the services are over. 

The religious significance of the communal food is subtle, 

but obvious. Southern Christians perceive themselves to be 

part of a family in Christ; therefore, sharing a family meal 

on the literal sense is a natural event, symbolically 

signifying unity. 

Reverend Bevel summers stands knee deep in the river 

preaching to the congregation. He warns the spectators that 
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Christ cannot heal them unless they believe first. He 

repeats this admonition several times. The most crucial 

section of the story lies in the message which young Harry

Bevel hears as he listens intently to the preacher's sing

song voice. The preacher tells his listeners, 

There ain't but one river and that's the River of 

Life, made out of Jesus' Blood. That's the river 

you have to lay your pain in, in the River of 

Faith, in the River of Life, in the River of Love, 

in the rich red river of Jesus' Blood. (165) 

With a softer more melodious tone, the preacher continues 

his persuasion: 

All the rivers come from that one River and go 

back to it like it was the ocean sea and if you 

believe, you can lay your pain in that River ... 

that was made to carry sin. (165) 

The message as a metaphoric one is clear, but to young 

Harry-Bevel it is a literal message. Echoing the 

invitation, the preacher cries out, "Lay it in the River of 

Blood, lay it in that River of pain, and watch it move away 

toward the Kingdom of Christ" (165) · 

As the sermon goes forward, rewinds and repeats, 

various members of the congregation quietly slip into the 

water. Mr. Paradise heckles the preacher by urging everyone 

to "Pass the hat and give this kid his money'' (167). The 
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innocent Harry-Bevel reacts with fear to Paradise who has 

"clearly consummated the devil's pact" {105). Recognizing 

the similarities between Paradise and the evil pigs, the 

child can only stare at the nefarious man before hiding 

himself behind Mrs. Connin. The images of evil (Paradise 

and the pigs) are indelibly stamped when the preacher warns 

the congregation to "Believe Jesus or the Devil" (166). 

Muller contends that O'Connor depicts Paradise with 

"protrusions on his head" in order to indicate "his origins 

and his mission." He is obviously an "incarnation of the 

devil" (Muller 31). 

Eventually , Mrs. Connin realizes that the child has 

never been baptized; and she urges the preacher to perform 

the ritual. The baptism ceremony, a physical sign of 

crossing into the Christian faith, is necessary so that 

young Harry-Bevel will "count" (168). O'Connor states in 

"Novelist and Believer," 

When I write a novel in which the central action 

is a baptism, I am very aware that for a majority 

of my readers, baptism is a meaningless rite, and 

so .•• I have to jar the reader into some kind 

of emotional recognition of its significance ... 

• I have to make the reader feel, in his bones if 

nowhere else, that something is going on here that 

counts. (Mystery and Manners 162) 
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The "something" that is going on for Bevel is difficult for 

the child to comprehend; but as the preacher is about to 

submerge the boy, Bevel begins to realize that "this is not 

a j oke. Where he lived everything was a joke" (167). The 

preacher tells the child that after baptism, " • you'll 

be able to go to the kingdom of Christ. You'll be washed in 

the river of suffering, son, and you'll go by the deep river 

of life" (168). The child responds to this idea because it 

means that he will not have to go back to the apartment; 

instead, he can go to God's kingdom. The preacher tells 

Harry-Bevel after he baptizes him that he counts now: "You 

won't be the same again" (168). This act made the 

"evocation of Christ .•. vivid" to the child (Grimshaw 

3 7) • 

Later that evening when Mrs. Connin returns Harry-Bevel 

to his home, she discovers that his name is really Harry. 

When Mrs. Connin insists upon calling him Bevel , the child's 

mother exclaims, "My God! What a name'' (168), a sarcastic 

but significant statement. Bevel is the child's name in the 

eyes of believers, but his mother will never be able to 

comprehend this. 

The parents ridicule Mrs. Connin and her faith. 

Walters suggests that in O'Connor's work "callous parents 

drive their offspring to seek in death an alleviation of the 

vacuity of existence" (37). The father remarks to Mrs. 
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Connin, "Healing by prayer is mighty inexpensive" {170). 

This remark is indeed ironic because the father faces an 

expense greater than any he has ever known. Mrs. Connin, 

disgusted by the malevolent behavior of Harry-Bevel's 

parents, leaves without her much needed pay. 

The mother then discovers the book about Christ which 

the child still has hidden in his coat lining. She 

playfully teases the boy by holding the book out of his 

immediate reach much as she has withheld all information 

about religion during the child's life. Realizing that the 

book has a publication date of 1832, one of the guests 

exclaims, "My God ... that's a collector's item'' {170). 

The irony of this statement lies in the idea that the adults 

present do not understand the value of the book except in a 

monetary sense while the child wants the book for the 

religion. 

Shortly, as the child is drifting off to sleep, the 

mother goes into his room. She questions him about his 

activities of the day. Harry-Bevel "heard her voice from a 

long way away, as if he were under the river and she (were] 

on top of it" {170). The separation between child and 

mother--believer and non-believer--is already complete. 

The next morning the child wakes and begins to seek his 

book. The desire for physical contact with his religion 

motivates Harry-Bevel in this pursuit; however, the book is 
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not there. Restlessly, the boy wanders around the silent 

apartment, pursuing the elusive phantom of religion. Then, 

as if by a miracle, he realizes what he must do if he is to 

reach his apotheosis. Mul l er appears critical of Harry

Bevel's faith: "Faith to a rational individual is a matter 

of intelligence and will, but the crisis of faith which 

Harry Ashfield experiences is obsessional and represents a 

passage through the dark night of the soul" (58). O'Connor 

believed that "free will does not mean one will, but many 

wills in one man;" futhermore, she contends that "my view of 

free will follows the traditional Catholic teaching. 

It is the free act, the acceptance of grace" (Mystery and 

Manners 115). O'Connor develops this child to be at a level 

of belief where he can accept grace of his own free will. 

She comments on this idea in her speech "On Her Own Work": 

"In 'The River,' it is the child's peculiar desire to find 

the kingdom of Christ" that is his acceptance of grace" 

(Mystery and Manners 116). 

Harry-Bevel begins his vocation by taking a bus token 

and a package of lifesavers from his mother's purse. The 

added point of the lifesavers is well-devised because he is 

beginning a mission to save his spiritual life. With the 

belief that "the greatest dramas naturally involve the 

salvation or loss of the soul" (Mystery and Manners 167), 

O'Connor unfolds this drama as the child catches the bus for 
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the river. At the end of the line the child begins his 

march to his Calvary; tired and hungry, he presses on with 

determination toward his goal. As he passes Paradise's gas 

station, the old man sees him and grabs a large peppermint 

stick to use as a temptation for the child. Paradise's 

intent is not clear; but, possibly, he was preparing for a 

sexual assault on the boy. One point is definitely clear 

about Paradise: he exemplifies the critical interpretation 

of fundamental religion. Whether his intent with the candy 

were dishonorable in a secular sense or a religious sense 

remains the only ambiguity. Walters points out that we have 

already observed Paradise reject the divine principle, an 

action which "reduces him to the level of the beast" (75). 

Oblivious to the man's activities, Harry-Bevel reaches 

the river. He tries to baptize himself and "to keep on 

going this time until he found the Kingdom of Christ in the 

river" (173). Twice the river rejects the small boy. 

Angered and frustrated, the child slaps at the water because 

he thinks that religion, and thus God and Jesus and the 

Kingdom of Jesus Christ are just parts of another joke on 

him. Hurt and maddened, he cries out in pain. He then 

catches a glimpse of the pig-like Paradise, waving the 

peppermint stick, running toward him. In desperation to 

escape Paradise and other earthly evils, the child plunges 

under the water for the third time. The river current 
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captures the small body and transports the soul to the 

Kingdom of Jesus Christ. 

This last episode completes the trinity of act ion for 

the child: his introduction to religion; his reentry into 

the secular world; and his final triumph, his escape of the 

heinous Paradise as he innocently, and without fear, rushes 

into the realm of eternity. O'Connor slips one further bit 

of irony into Harry-Bevel's act: Harry-Bevel must die a 

physical death so that he may live spiritually, a "dying 

into life" (Walters 39). Eggenschwiler suggests, 

The distinction between superstition and faith 

helps to clarify the ending of the story in which 

the four or five year old child, who is 

practically ignored by his parents, drowns himse l f 

trying to find the Kingdom of Christ in the river. 

Insofar as he has been baptized and has finally 

found a home and his Father, his drowning is a 

real spiritual passage. (67) 

Eggenschwiler goes on to say that "the child drowns himself 

because in his loneliness and longing, he cannot 
I 

differentiate between the River of Life and the literal 

river" (Christian Humanism 67). The critic Asals says that 

O'Connor's use of death through baptism actualizes the 

scriptures. He refers to Romans 6 where Paul explains that 

in baptism we all die with Christ so that we may live with 
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Him. Thus, Asals contends that the literal death continues 

to "carry distinct overtones of redemption" (77). 

Secular man will question whether Harry-Bevel is "saved 

by truth or destroyed through a pitiable commitment to 

illusion" (Walters 41); but, religious man will agree that 

"the child's death, though shocking, is preferable to the 

meaningless, corrupt existences of those who surround him" 

(Walters 76). Although salvation proves expensive, "in the 

author's eyes at least, redemption is well worth the cost" 

(Walters 76). Furthermore, Harry-Bevel's death gives hope 

that Paradise will "see" down the river of life and 

ultimately believe. O'Connor tells us that "all his 

[Paradise's] fury and fear left him.n She closes out the 

story with the passage, "the old man rose like some ancient 

water monster and stood empty-handed, staring with his dull 

eyes as far down the river line as he could see" (174). An 

optimistic view compels belief that the old man will 

continue looking down the River of Life until he too sees 

the Kingdom of God. 

The Biblical verse from the book of Mark is like the 

undercurrent of the river in this story. This child Harry

Bevel has been forbidden by non-believers to "come unto" 

Christ; consequently, he must struggle against them to reach 

his apocalypse. Many modern thinking people might be 

dismayed by Harry-Bevel's death. O'Connor points out in her 
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essay "A Memoir of Mary Ann," that ''one of the tendencies of 

our age is to use the suffering of children to discredit the 

goodness of God, and once you have discredited his goodness, 

you are done with him" (Mystery and Manners 227 ) . However, 

it is apparent to believers that the suffering that Bevel 

experiences i s brought about by his parents; his hunger for 

salvation is sati sfied by his baptism; and he becomes a 

true, although unknowing, prophet of religion due to his 

innocence and trust. Muller states, 

the child protagonist[s] ... do not always 

understand the workings of grace, but somehow they 

manage to penetrate it at the end of their 

journey , perhaps because they learn to accept the 

interrelation of the temporal and the spiritual. 

(60) 

The end of young Harry-Bevel's journey may be the end of his 

physica l life, but O'Connor's message to the reader appears 

to be that this child has learned "to accept the 

interrelation of the temporal and the spiritual," and that 

perhaps the reader can too. 



Chapter 3 

O'Connor's Unwilling Prophets 
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Although O'Connor's unknowing prophets tend to be 

difficult to envision as prophets, her unwilling prophets 

appear to be so remote from the role of prophet that they 

border on evil. The two works which embody unwilling child

prophets are "The Lame Shall Enter First" and The Violent 

Bear it Away. Both child-protagonists have been reared in 

strict fundamental religious environments where "the 

Scriptures fill[ed] a role" in their lives (Mystery and 

Manners 202 ) . The protagonists in both stories are boys of 

about f ourteen years of age. Both boys suffer internal 

conflicts over their faith as well as external battles over 

humanism with adult male characters who personify the evils 

of science. O'Connor allows personal resolutions for each 

character , although the resolutions differ. These young 

protagonists send O'Connor's message so directly to the 

r eader that they fulfill what she considered an important 

effectuation for the reader: the reader "wants either his 

senses tormented or his spirits raised (Mystery and Manners 

48) • 
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In a letter to "A" dated September 15, 1955, O'Connor 

wrote, "I didn't mean to suggest that science is unreliable, 

but only that we can't judge God by the limits of our 

knowledge of natural things" (Habit .Q.t Being 102). Coles 

states, "Miss O'Connor had no great love for social science, 

and she knew precisely--the prideful excess of 

generalization ••• " (xxviii). Thus, close examination of 

O'Connor's work suggests she surely must have held the 

opinion that scientific knowledge and religion are 

dichotomous. Her educated intelligent adult characters 

often not only espouse belief in the scientific approach to 

life but also are openly insolent about any religion in 

life. In reference to a letter O'Connor wrote on January 

30 , 1956, Brinkmeyer contends that one of O'Connor's 

greatest fears was the unchecked intellect--"that is the 

intellect that exists only for itself and not in some 

greater context" (12). O'Connor wrote, "Anyway, the mind 

serves best when it's anchored in the word of God. There is 

no danger then of becoming an intellectual without 

integrity" (The Habit of Being 134). Asals suggests that 

"O'Connor's intellectuals come very close to enacting a 

modern version of the duality Hawthorne called head and 

heart." He also thinks that for O'Connor the intellect is 

"a stumbling block to genuine vision" (Imagination of 

Extremity 139). consequently, her characters with the 



strongest religious convictions--vision--seem to be the 

completely ignorant and innocent. Of course, her prophetic 

children fall into this category. 

In the short story, "The Lame Shall Enter First," both 

of the children in the story fit O'Connor's image of 

prophet. The dominant character is Rufus Johnson, a club

footed fourteen-year-old juvenile delinquent, who has been 

in trouble with the law repeatedly. This boy whose name 

even suggests a descendant of John the Baptist, has been 

"raised by his fundamentalist grandfather and nurtured on 

the Bible" (Feeley 80). When placed in the r e f ormatory, 

Rufus meets his counselor, Sheppard, the father of Norton, 

the other child prophet in the story. In contrast to Rufus, 

Norton has been reared without any religious training by a 

father who, as provider , has been unable to give the boy any 

foundation for life. Feeley points out that Sheppard's 

alienation from Norton is symbolic of his alienation from 

God. (83) As the story progresses, Rufus is revealed as a 

most unwilling prophet; and Norton becomes an unknowing 

prophet. 

Mu ller calls this s t or y 11 a ruthless study of the 

vulgarity of t he secular spirit" (26). This criticism 

appears to be valid because Sheppard, O'Connor's humanistic 
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protagonist, combines his secular view on life with his 

egotism to create an illusion for him that he alone can save 

Rufus. McFarland points out that O'Connor evidently felt 

that "the man who is good by secular humanitarian or ethical 

standards tends to disbelieve in any inherent evil in 

himself" (56). Asals, however, believes that Sheppard's 

efforts to do good are conscious attempts to come to terms 

with his unconscious "Christ haunted" beliefs (Imagination 

of Extremity 220). Grimshaw points out that O'Connor read 

and rejected the philosophies of Sartre, the French 

existential philosopher. Sartre rejected belief in God as 

"irreconcilable with belief in human freedom" (Grimshaw 98). 

Considering these ide as, i t i s easy to understand why 

Sheppard, whom O'Connor developed to personify the 

existentialist, disbelieves in the reality of God and evil 

yet believes strong l y in his own intellectual ability to 

al ter Ru f us' s life. 

The child Rufus, who has a strong belief in the reality 

of evil has no desire to be saved, particularly by 
' 

Sheppard. When Sheppard quizzes him during their initial 

conference about his vandalism, Rufus responds, "Satan 

He has me. in his power." Sheppard retorts, "Rubbish! We' re 

living in the space age! You're too smart to give me an 

answer like that" (450-51). This exchange of ideas focuses 

on the importance of religious doctrine in Rufus's life as 
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well as the lack of significance it has in Sheppard's life; 

furthermore, it defines O'Connor's view of the conflict 

between religion and science. 

Their Saturday counseling sessions last for one year , 

and during this time Sheppard sets a goal to explain away 

Rufus's devil. O'Connor writes, 

He talked at random, the kind of talk the boy 

would never have heard before. He talked a little 

above him to give him something to reach for. He 

roamed from simple psychology and the dodges of 

the human mind to astronomy and the space capsules 

that were whirling around the earth faster than 

the speed of sound and would soon encircle the 

stars. Instinctively, he concentrated on the 

stars. He wanted to give the boy something to 

reach for besides his neighbor's goods. He wanted 

to stretch his horizons. He wanted him to see the 

universe, to see that the darkest parts of it 

could be penetrated. He would have given anything 

to be able to put a telescope in Johnson's hands. 

(451) 

Sheppard's intent is to remove the boy's ignorance--his 

religion. This endeavor is important to Sheppard because if 

he can explain away Rufus' religion and devil, he won't be 

haunted by the same devil. Sheppard is what O'Connor calls 
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"the empty man who fills his emptiness with good works" (The 

Habit of Being 491). It is very significant that he wants 

to use the telescope, a scientific instrument, to force the 

boy to see the heavens free of God. 

As the story progresses, Rufus goes to live with 

Sheppard and his ten-year-old son Norton. Rufus arrives at 

the counselor's home while Norton is alone. A discussion 

about Sheppard ensues. Norton loyally defends his father 

when Rufus begins to berate the boy about him. "He's good," 

the child weakly protests (454). "I don't care if he's good 

or not. He ain't right!" argues Rufus (454). This 

accusation demonstrates early that Rufus possesses the 

insight to see Sheppard's raw character, one void of 

religion and, to O'Connor, one void of substance. Later 

when Sheppard comes home and finds Rufus there, he piously 

declares that he doesn't care what Rufus says about him: 

"If I can help a person, all I want is to do it. I'm above 

and beyond simple pettiness." In response to this statement 

Rufus rages at Norton, "God, Kid ... How do you stand it? 

He thinks he's Jesus Christ!" (458) Feeley points out that 

Sheppard's "speech of unadulterated righteousness" leads to 

Rufus's recognition of Sheppard's "alienation from spiritual 

reality" (81). The irony in Rufus' recognition of 

Sheppard's attitude is two-fold: Sheppard, an atheist, 

considers himself Godlike; Rufus, who professes to be 
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consumed by the devil, is outraged by this sanctimonious 

sacrilege. 

Although Sheppard exhibits extreme patience in his 

efforts to rid Rufus of his religious beliefs, he has no 

patience with Norton's insecurities. The child is still 

grieving for his mother even though it has been over a year 

since her death. Sheppard views his son as selfish and 

money hungry because the child busies himself with selling 

seeds and counting the proceeds daily. The father, who so 

readily understands the pychological reasonings behind other 

boys' behavior, cannot understand that Norton's 

entrepreneurial activities are only outward manifestations 

of his inward loneliness because , in reality, Norton is 

seeking solace for the void which the death of his mother 

created. At her death, Sheppard explained to the boy that 

his mother simply ceased to exist. He offers this 

explanation because he refuses to allow Norton to believe in 

heaven or hell or any other religious value; thus, his 

values are inadequate to meet the needs of his son. Norton 

is as lonely and isolated as Rufus, but each boy attempts to 

handle his situation in completely different ways: Rufus 

vandalizes; Norton retreats into himself. 

Sheppard begins his re-education of Rufus as soon as 

the boy moves into his home. Totally unable to grasp the 

influence that religion has in the boy's life, Sheppard 
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believes that it is the club foot which is responsible for 

Rufus's criminal behavior; he immediately sets out to 

purchase a new shoe which will enable the boy to walk 

without a limp. Friedman states that "the shoe-fitting 

scene (is] a mockery of the foot-washing scene ..• of John 

13" (203). McFarland believes that Rufus's "deformed foot 

in its ugly battered shoe is a visible symbol of his 

spiritual condition" (58). Sheppard does not realize that 

Rufus will never be able to get rid of the old shoe and 

accept a new shoe because "he will not accept Sheppard's 

attempt to deny the symbolic significance of the deformity 

in improving on its physical appearance" (McFarland 58). 

Asals believes that Rufus's deformed foot is "a confirmation 

of his tie with the vibrant world of mystery, the center of 

his prophetic specialness." Asals goes on to say that the 

foot, like a "sacramental object[,] . twists him to a 

dimension that is beyond this world altogether" (Imagination 

of Extremity 93). And, finally, Friedman contends that "the 

sacred vs. the profane is in evidence here" (204). 

Sheppard, as the profane, is unable to comprehend the 

complexity of the foot; therefore, he orders the new shoe, 

which he believes will alter the boy's attitude. 

Sheppard also purchases the long-desired telescope. A 

nightly routine finds Sheppard, Rufus, and Norton 

congregating in the attic around the telescope in a 
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ritualistic ceremony. Initially, Sheppard, as the 

scientific priest, indoctrinates the boys in the use of the 

instrument. Rufus humors Sheppard by looking through it 

because he is seeking an answer to the heavens also, but his 

answer certainly will not correspond with Sheppard's 

expectations. Sheppard urges Norton to look through the 

telescope; however, the child is apathetic toward it. 

Although uninitiated in Christian religion, Norton rejects 

his father's appeals to look into the scientific heavens. 

Rufus, however, looks deeply into the sky, and through 

religious eyes, he sees the moon and stars as natural 

phenomena, products of God. Walters believes that the "key 

symbol of the work is that of the stars, which are explored 

in the dual implication of the spiritual and physical 

heavens" (103). Although Sheppard provides the telescope, 

he, ironically, does not see clearly. 

Sheppard tries to motivate interest in both boys by 

telling them that one day they may become astronauts and go 

to the moon. Rufus responds, "Astro-nuts ..• I ain't 

going to the moon and get there alive, and when I die I'm 

going to hell" (461). Sheppard, the non-believer, 

interjects, "It's at least possible to get to the moon . 

. we can see it. We know it's there. Nobody's given 

any reliable evidence there's a hell" (461). This 

verbalized rejection of religion incenses Rufus: "The Bible 
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has give the evidence, and if you die and go there you burn 

forever" (461). Norton's attention is caught by this heated 

exchange, not because of the anger but because hell is a new 

idea to him. Rufus goes on to prove the existence of hell 

by describing the conditions found there. Terrified that 

his mother may be in that horrendous place, Norton turns to 

his father for reassurance as he questions, "Is she there? 

Is she there burning up? Is she on fire?" (461). 

Sheppard becomes exasperated by Norton's reaction. He 

mutters, "Oh my God, of course she isn't" (461). It is 

ironic that Sheppard calls upon a God in whom he professes 

disbelief. He attempts to console the child by telling him 

again that his mother is not in hell because she is nowhere; 

she simply no longer exists. He tries to convince the child 

that his mother lives on in other people. O'Connor sends a 

loud and clear message of rejection for this doctrine when 

she tells the reader, "The child's eyes hardened in 

disbelief" (461). Although untrained in religion, Norton, as 

a typical O'Connor child of the South, cannot accept this 

non-Christian explanation, even if it comes from his own 

father. 

The boy's rejection of his father's explanation 

irritates Sheppard, but he attempts to convince the child: 

"Th at' s all I have to give you, the truth" (462). The child 

physically pulls away from his father and rushes to Rufus, 
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seeking the reassurance of his mother's well-being which his 

father neglects to give him. To the boy's question, "Is she 

there burning up?" Rufus responds, "Well, she is if she was 

evil. Did she believe in Jesus?" (462). Though he 

does not understand the full significance of the question, 

Norton affirms that his mother did believe; however, the 

father denies the boy's affirmations. Oblivious to 

Sheppard, Rufus tells the child that his mother is saved 

because she believed. Unsure of what being saved means, 

Norton presses Rufus for her exact whereabouts: "Where is 

she at?" (462). Rufus explains that Norton's mother is "in 

the sky somewhere, but you got to be dead to get there. You 

can't go in no space ship" (462). McFarland thinks that 

Rufus i s "deliberately setting the child up to kill himself" 

wi th his promise. The boy wants to know whether he will go 

to where his mother is when he dies. With Rufus's reply, 

O'Connor interjects an idea which is recurrent in "A Temple 

of the Holy Ghost" and "The River"; children go to heaven. 

Rufus tells the child, "Right now you'd go where she is, but 

if you live long enough, you'll go to hell" (462). Thus, 

age becomes synonymous with wickedness and youth with 

goodness. 

As the scene closes, Rufus promises the child that 

he'll explain more about hell and heaven when "Himself" is 

not around (463). O'Connor's capitalization of himself 
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emphasizes the idea that Sheppard thinks his ideas are "the 

truth"; and, thus, he personifies the God of science. 

Additionally, Walters contends that Rufus's efforts to bring 

Norton into "contact with his spiritual heritage" proves 

that Rufus is "a divine agent even though he himself is 

admittedly of the devil's clan" (103). He goes on to say 

that this story indicates O'Connor's belief that an active 

evil is preferable to a passive good. (103) As a child 

prophet, Rufus transcends the evil he claims controls him. 

The conflict between Rufus and Sheppard--believer and 

non-believer--escalates. In an attempt to prove that 

Sheppard is a false God, Rufus begins to vandalize again. 

Sheppard fails the first test which Rufus presents. 

Unjustly accused of a crime, Rufus looks to Sheppard to see 

whether he can pass the test of fidelist. When the 

counselor does not defend him, the youth knows that the man 

is not capable of understanding or accepting what he is or 

what he stands for. 

Meanwhile, Sheppard continues to think that science is 

the key to open Rufus' mind. Noting that the youth is no 

longer interested in the telescope, Sheppard buys him a 

microscope: "If he couldn't impress the boy with immensity, 

he would try the infinitesimal" (466). This transfer of 

point of view by Sheppard from the infinite to the miniscule 

indicates that Sheppard cannot grasp the heavenly body; 



62 

therefore, he will try to focus Rufus's attention on 

something that is concrete and earthly, something that he 

himself can assimilate. 

The testing perseveres. Each assault by Rufus further 

proves that Sheppard is a shallow braggart. Sheppard becomes 

for the youth a symbol of the devil. "You don't believe in 

me," mocks Rufus during a major confrontation. Angry, 

Sheppard vows to "save" him because, he declares, "The good 

will triumph" (474). "Save yourself. Nobody can save me 

but Jesus" becomes Rufus' battlecry, the same battlecry that 

O'Connor's other child prophets utter. 

During one of the arguments, O'Connor reports that 

Rufus's eyes are "steel-colored," and his forehead is "cold 

and dry like rusty iron." Asals states that this imagery 

"confirms his prophetic function." Supporting this claim, 

he quotes from Ezekiel 3:8-9: 

Behold I have made my face strong against their 

faces, and thy forehead strong against thy 

foreheads. As an adamant harder than flint have I 

made thy forehead: fear them not, neither be 

dismayed by their looks, though they be a 

rebellious house. ("Flannery O'Connor's 'The Lame 

Shall Enter First'" 114) 

Asals suggests this visual image ties in with Rufus's later 

action when he consumes the page from Ezekial. As an 
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unwilling prophet, Rufus is incapable of facing the evil 

straight forward; thus, he is forced to look inward: "The 

boy's eyes were like distorting mirrors in which he saw 

himself made hideous and grotesque" (474). To his horror, 

Rufus recognizes the devil within himself and recognizes 

that he is just as despicable as Sheppard. The only 

difference is that Rufus knows the "truth" of life, and 

Sheppard refuses to know it. 

While Rufus and Sheppard struggle against each other, 

Norton becomes engrossed with the telescope they have 

abandoned . Rufus complains that Norton "don't want to do 

nothing but l ook through that stinking telescope" (473). 

The child's new fascination with the instrument results from 

his belief that he can find his mother in the heavens; thus, 

he constantly surveys the heavens, seeking her whereabouts. 

The fina l trinity of battlescenes in the war between 

the believing child and the non-believing adult begins the 

day after Rufus realizes his own baseness. Appearing at the 

breakfast table in the ragged suit that he arrived in, Rufus 

symboli zes a crusader beginning his last fight for Christ. 

The wearing of this suit constitutes an outward display that 

he will no longer accept anything from Sheppard. Feeley 

points out that the mealtime scene illustrates Rufus' 

complex role in the story: 
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He is both child and prophet, both a diabolical 

figure and a bearer of grace, both an alien figure 

in a civil society and a true citizen--even though 

an erring one--of the world which the Bible has 

made real to him. (83) 

Later that day Rufus steals a Bible to instruct Norton 

in the truths of Christianity, and that evening battle lines 

of the crusade are drawn at the dinner table when the two 

young boys openly read from the Bible. Outraged, Sheppard 

attacks his son for being a thief. Rufus defends the boy by 

telling the father that he alone stole the book because "it 

don't make any difference about me. I'm going to hell 

anyway. Unless, I repent" (477). As a new convert, Norton 

begs Rufus to repent. To these pleas, Rufus replies, "If I 

do repent, I'll be a preacher. If you're going to do it, 

it's no sense in doing it halfway" (476). In this story, as 

well as in O'Connor's novel The Violent Bear it Away, she 

presents the idea that it is more important to be zealous in 

religion than to be lukewarm; this belief is possibly a 

reflection of Revelations 3:15-16: 

I know thy works, that thou art 

neither cold nor hot: 

I would thou wert cold or hot. 

so then because thou art lukewarm, and 

neither cold nor hot, 
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I will spew thee out of my mouth. 

Sheppard rages at his son, "What are you going to be, 

Norton, a preacher too?" To which, Norton replies, "A space 

man!" (476). The father is unable to comprehend why his son 

now shows such an interest in space. Rufus, the prophet, 

warns Norton that the space ships will not do him any good 

unless he believes in Jesus. He begins to search in the 

Bible for proof of his words to show the child. Totally 

shaken, Sheppard demands that Rufus put the Bible away. 

Rufus recognizes the situation completely. He informs 

Sheppard that "Satan has you in his power. Not just me. 

You too" (477). The man cannot grasp the truth of the 

youth's words: "You don't believe in that book and you know 

you don't believe in it ..•. You're to [sic) intelligent" 

(477). To prove that he does believe it completely, Rufus 

rips a page out of the Bible and passionately devours it: 

"I've eaten it like Ezekiel and it was honey to my mouth! 

•.. I don't want none of your food after it nor no more 

ever" (477). This act demonstrates that Rufus now accepts 

the word of God completely. Asals points out that 

Sheppard's food fails to nourish either boy because it is 

"indigestible" ("Flannery O'Connor's 'The Lame Shall Enter 

First'" 109). The critic Feeley believes that the 

paradigmatic gesture of Ezekiel in eating the 

scroll which the Lord gave him symbolizes the 
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prophet's acceptance of the commission of the Lord 

and its transformation from bitterness to 

sweetness. (83) 

O'Connor's prophet leaves the home of the atheist with a 

"jubilant" retort: "The devil has you in his power" (478). 

Again, Feeley argues that Rufus' words sing "with the tone 

of the prophets and suggests that the boy's own alienation 

. by deliberate evil has ended" (83). 

The final scene of battle happens later that night. 

Drained of emotion, Sheppard goes to the attic to tell 

Norton to leave the telescope and go to bed. The father is 

so distraught over his failure to convert Rufus to science 

that he has no patience with his son when Norton excitedly 

informs him that he has found his mother in the heavens. 

Sheppard again orders the boy to bed, but the boy remains 

oblivious to the order. Overcome with happiness over his 

discovery, the boy waves frantically into the sky: "She's 

there! She waved at me!" (479). Defeated, Sheppard leaves 

the child to his world of new faith. 

Finally, Sheppard and Rufus have their last scrimmage 

in a scene which smacks of Peter's denial of Christ. Just 

as Peter denied Christ three time, on the third time the boy 

is brought home to his surrogate father by the police, 

Sheppard denies the youth. Declaring that he deliberately 

allowed himself to be caught in order "to show up that big 
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tin Jesus," Rufus affirms that he would rather be back in 

the reformatory than in Sheppard's home (480). McFarland 

asserts that a "natural inclination to evil, not 

maladjustment, is at the root of his behavior" (59). In 

this closing scene O'Connor presents Rufus as we have not 

seen him before, as an evil being because he knows "truth," 

but refuses to live it. The youth declares that he will be 

saved when he gets ready to be saved. Using the words of 

the Bible to prove his point, he reminds Sheppard that "the 

lame shall enter first .. The lame shall carry off the 

prey" (481). One can't help wondering who the prey is in 

this case. Eggenschwiler suggests that Rufus' remark is "an 

egoistic parody of spiritual freedom" (Christian Humanism 

97). The boy appears to be the victim as well as the 

victimizer. 

As Sheppard goes back into his home, his "heart 

constricted with a repulsion for himself so clear and 

immense that he gasped for breath. He saw the clear-

eyed Devil, the sounder of hearts, leering at him from the 

eyes of [Rufus]" (481). Norton's image comes to Sheppard's 

mind, and he rushes up to embrace "the image of his 

salvation" (482). There he finds the boy hanging in the 

attic from a beam "from which he had launched his flight 

into space" (482). This act of violence reveals the 

corruption of the will and the need for sanctification, but 
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it is Sheppard who is in need of grace. He is the parent 

who, like Harry-Bevel's parents, forces his child to seek 

death as an "alleviation of the vacuity of existence" 

(Walters 37). Norton's act then becomes Sheppard's pivotal 

point into faith; and, once again, O'Connor tells her 

readers that a child shall lead the way. "Bereft of both his 

son and his secular liberalism," (Asals, Imagination of 

Extremity 119) Sheppard must now face religion head on. 

It almost seems that O'Connor does not expect Rufus, 

her child prophet, to live what he believes. As an 

unwilling prophet, Rufus is openly wicked. Eggenschwiler 

believes that Rufus is a false prophet because he "knows the 

reality of Satan and Jesus, and he knows that a person must 

testify to one or the other, but with the pride of the 

nonelect he claims that he is 'in Satan's power'" (Christian 

Humanism 97). orvell, whose ideas correspond with 

Eggenschwiler's, states, 

if, as O'Connor has written, "stories of pious 

children tend to be false," it seems equally true 

that stories of pious children masquerading as 

demons tend to be false ..•. Rufus lacks any 

truly diabolical dimension, and ... he is so 

frankly repulsive that we balk at considering him 

even the misshappen vessel of faith he is intended 

to be. (179) 
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Feeley's ideas tend to run along the same lines as those of 

Orvell and Eggenschwiler. Feeley states that it is very 

difficult to have compassion for the boy because his 

behavior toward society contrasts so with his biblical 

spirituality: "He is both angelic and diabolical." Freeley 

continues, "He performs the function of prophet for Norton 

and Sheppard, yet he calls himself a devil and acts the 

part" (Feeley 82). However, Asals believes completely that 

Rufus has "flowered into a full fledged prophetic figure" 

(Imagination of Extremity 155). I must agree with Asals. 

Although he was most unwilling at first, Rufus recognizes 

his calling and makes a decision to follow it; he follows 

that decision by leaving the false shepherd's home. 

Asals calls Sheppard "the fledgling evangelist's 

[Rufus's) first 'convert'" (112); however, I believe that he 

is a convert due to his son's example of belief, not through 

the loss of the war with Rufus. As an unknowing child 

prophet, Norton believes so completely in the reality of the 

heavens that he gives his life to be there. His belief is 

as complete and uncomplicated as Harry-Bevel's is in "The 

River." The violence of Norton's death is grosteque in 

nature but it leaves hope for Sheppard. Norton's ascension 
' 

into the heavens proves to be the moment of grace for his 

father because the death of the child enables the father to 

live spiritually. 
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The second work that focuses on an unwilling child

prophet is The .Violent Bear it Away. Like other O'Connor 

works, this novel is the story of a journey which revolves 

around a young protagonist who is in pursuit of his identity 

in the sphere of religion. O'Connor often declared that 

this novel took her seven years to write; she wrote it, 

therefore, during her most productive years. The first 

section of the novel appeared as a short story in 1953, "You 

Can't Be Any Poorer than Dead"; but the novel appeared in 

its complete form in 1960. The central action of the novel 

deals with young Francis Marion Tarwater's attempts to 

escape the prophetic calling for which his great-uncle, old 

Tarwater, reared h i m. Juxtaposed against this action is a 

struggle between secular humanism and religion. Quite 

possibly, O' Connor develops in this novel her strongest 

statement about adolescent prophecy as well as her strongest 

statement against secularism. 

Rubin reports that when The Violent Bear it Away first 

appeared, it came under savage attack by the Catholic 

critics, including the novelist Robert a.Bowen, who wrote, 

"Beyond not being catholic, the novel is distintly anti

Catholic in being a thorough, point-by-point dramatic 

argument against Free Will, Redemption, and Divine Justice, 



71 
among other aspects of Catholic thought" (Rubin 60). 

Perhaps the most positive Catholic criticism came from 

Rainulf Stelzmann in an essay which appeared in Xavier 

University Studies. Steltzmann saw Tarwater's struggle 

against a "prophetic mission bequeathed him by the old man" 

end in "acquiescence" although it was an acquiescence of 

free will by Tarwater (Rubin 60). Rubin disagrees with 

Steltzmann's assessment. Rubin suggests that love in 

society is the only struggle that Tarwater undergoes. He 

recalls the revival scene and the love struggle which Rayber 

undergoes for Bishop as examples for this theory. He admits 

that even O'Connor might not agree with his assessment 

because of his "modern rationalistic secularism"; but he 

pers i sits in seeing the novel in that schism (67). 

Eggenschwiler points out that critics do not always 

agree on the novel's message, but he contends that this 

usually results "when the novel is schematized into a 

morality play." He proposes that by the time O'Connor wrote 

this novel she had come to a more precise understanding of 

man's love and hate of God, and he suggests that young 

Tarwater be seen as an allegorical Everyman who must make a 

decision between the good which his dead great-uncle taught 

him and the evil which his uncle represents (Christian 

Humanism 115). Mallon concurs that this novel is full of 

O'Connor's "mystic structures, themes, and imagery"; and she 
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agrees that more often than not it is viewed primarily as a 

prophetic work. She claims, however, that it really deals 

with a modern quest which couples the Old and New 

Testaments--old Tarwater and young Tarwater (55). Although 

Rubin and Mallon's ideas are interesting, evidence clearly 

demonstrates this work to be a prophetic novel. 

The story begins in the present on the day that old 

Tarwater dies; interwoven with the present is the past 

history of the old man and how he came to rear the young 

boy, whom O'Connor refers to simply as Tarwater throughout 

the novel. The old man left two major responsibilities for 

the fourteen-year-old boy after his death; one, when the 

time came, he was to "bury it [his corpse] in a decent and 

Christian way, with the sign of its Saviour at the head of 

the grave, and enough dirt on top to keep the dogs from 

digging it up" (305); two, he was to baptize Rayber's "dim

witted child" (308). The action revolves around these 

responsibilities, which are tied together with the boy's 

role of prophet. 

However, before consideration can be given to 

Tarwater, a close, but abbreviated, look has to be given to 

old Tarwater. As a young man, he had begun prophesying to 

the world. on the other hand, his sister had run away from 

home at eighteen and, after a period of prostitution, had 

married an insurance salesman. In an attempt to win his 



73 

sister to Jesus, the old man would go to her home every 

Wednesday to preach the word of the Lord to her. one 

Wednesday, the sister arranged for a psychiatrist to be 

waiting for him. The prophet was captured and placed in an 

asylum for four years until he learned to proceed "about the 

Lord's business like an experienced crook" (340). After 

that, old Tarwater gave up on the sister and set about 

trying to save her child, Rayber. He kidnapped the seven

year-old child, baptized him, and kept him for four days, 

teaching him "everything he needed to know" (341). After 

the father came for the child, old Tarwater was forced to 

give him up also. Years later, Rayber's sister, although 

unmarried, became pregnant and was killed in a car accident, 

which also killed the old man's sister and brother-in-law. 

Born at the scene of the accident, Francis Marion Tarwater 

became the old man's last chance to raise a future prophet. 

Repeating events, the old man kidnapped young Tarwater. 

After one major confrontation with Rayber, old Tarwater kept 

the child and reared him on the fear of the Lord. 

Rubin emphasizes the old man's hatred and his devotion 

to a God of wrath, as opposed to the God of Love whom young 

Tarwater will later encounter at a revival meeting (58-63). 

In his essay "Flannery O'Connor's True and False Prophets" 

Eggenschwiler calls old Tarwater a "hero." He recognizes 

the pride, the self-abnegation, and the violence that the 
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old man exhibited; yet he refers to O'Connor's remark in an 

interview with Granwille Hicks when O'Connor supported her 

character: "Old Tarwater is the hero of The Violent Bear it 

Away, and I'm behind him 100 percent" (152). Other critics 

are "behind" old Tarwater, but just as many view him as a 

false prophet, who, as his nephew Rayber said, "needed the 

assurance of a call, and so he called himself" (314). Asals 

contends that O'Connor had no interest in socially desirable 

Chrisitianity" (Imagination of Extremities 227). At any 

rate, called or not, socially desirable or not, sane or not, 

the old man did instill in young Tarwater the belief that he 

was to be a prophet. 

On death's morning, the slender boy struggles to dig a 

hole ten feet deep and wide enough to accommodate the heavy

set old man. As he digs, he thinks back over all the tales 

that the great-uncle has told him about the family history. 

The folk humor in the boy's reminiscing compelled Stephens 

to compare it to that of Faulkner and Twain. In fact, 

Stephens thinks that it is this humor which gives the novel 

the strength that it has (98-99). Nevertheless, young 

Tarwater begins to feel the responsibility, which his uncle 

has left, lie heavy on him, not merely the responsibility of 

burial but the responsibility to answer the call from God to 

be His prophet. Immediately, the reader learns that 
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The old man, who said he was a prophet, had raised 

the boy to expect the Lord's call himself and to 

be prepared for the day he would hear it. He had 

schooled him in the evils that befall prophets: in 

those that come from the world, which are 

trifling, an~ those that come from the Lord and 

burn the prophet clean; for he himself had been 

burned clean and burned clean again. He had 

learned by fire. (306) 

The boy knows well that "The Lord had seen fit to guarantee 

the purity of his up-bringing, to preserve him from 

contamination, to preserve him as His elect servant, trained 

by a prophet for prophesy [sic]" (313). Eggenschwiler points 

out that the boy is not opposed to becoming a prophet; he 

simply wants a sign from God, one worthy of his calling 

(Christian Humanism 130). Now, the great-uncle, his 

trainer, is dead, and the boy faces a choice; and since he 

is an O'Connor character, the choice must be between the 

devil and Jesus. 

As soon as the boy realizes that the old man is dead, 

he speaks disrespectfully to the corpse: "Just hold your 

horses. I told you I would do it [bury him] right" (309). 

His voice sounds like a stranger's to him, "as if death had 

changed him instead of his great-uncle" (309}. Complaining 

about the hard soil, he continues his dialogue with the 
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stranger. Disappointed that he has not yet received a sign 

from God of his position as prophet, the boy becomes 

agitated over having to dig the grave and take care of the 

old man's remains. The more the boy talks, the more the 

voice of the stranger takes control of his thoughts. Feeley 

believes that the use of the stranger's voice may well come 

from a passage which O'Connor had marked in Emmanuel 

Mounier's The Character of Man: 

When we say that thought is dialogue, we mean this 

quite strictly. We never think alone. The 

unspoken thought is a dialogue with someone who 

questions, contradicts, or spurs one on. This 

inner debate, however complicated and prolonged-

it may last a lifetime--is quite different from 

rumination, which is a wandering around the same 

spot. Even if immobilized by crises from time to 

time, the inner dialogue moves towards an aim. It 

is, in spite of its interiorization, realistic 

thought. Its coherence is made of social 

encounters and solid experience. It has the same 

pattern as the elementary behavior of thought, 

which is both conversation and meditation. 

(Meunier 252, Feeley 167) 
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Regardless of where O'Connor got the idea for the voice, 

critics generally agree that the stranger's voice is the 

devil's. 

Hawkes accuses O'Connor of using "the devil's voice as 

a vehicle for satire." He goes on to say that "the creative 

process transforms the writer's objective catholic knowledge 

of the devil into an authorial attitude in itself some 

measure diabolic" (401). Walters considers Hawkes's 

accusations intriging; however, she concludes that 

O'Connor's overall forcefulness as a writer thus 

develops from a series of ever increasing tensions 

. . . [the] most significant, a consciously 

Christ ian vision at war with an alternative 

(though unconscious) "demonic" view. (41) 

O'Connor defends her use of the devil in a letter to Hawkes 

dated November 2, 1959: "I want to be certain that the Devil 

gets identi fied as the Devil and not simply taken for this 

or that psychological tendency" (Habit of Being 360). 

Feeley points out that it is typical of the devil to 

offer good counsel at first (166); therefore, when Tarwater 

complains about having to bury the old man, the stranger's 

voice urges him to "bury him first and get it over with" 

(310 ). By this time the boy has lost his distaste for the 

voice; consequently, he allows the stranger to take shape in 

his head: he "didn't search out the stranger's face but he 
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knew by now that it was sharp and friendly and wise, 

shadowed under a stiff broad-brimmed panama hat that 

obscured the color of his eyes" (324). At this point 

O'Connor interchanges the word stranger with the word 

friend. Perhaps, she is sending the subliminal message that 

man slowly acclimates himself to the presence of the devil. 

As the digging becomes more difficult, the stranger

friend begins to berate the boy and attempts to convince him 

that the old man would not go to so much trouble for him. 

The stranger-friend suggests that any cross the boy erects 

over the old man will be rotted by judgement day, and the 

boy may as well burn the old man as work so hard on a grave 

site that will not stand the test of time. The stranger 

also reminds him of Rayber, his agnostic uncle, who is not 

hampered by the ideas of resurrection. The boy weakens, and 

the stanger-friend begins to taunt him about being one of 

the elect--a prophet. Attempting to ignore the voice, the 

boy turns his back and continues his digging. Then, the 

voice begins the real molestation of the boy. He chides 

Tarwater about his election: "Anybody that's a prophet has 

got to have somebody to prophesy to. Unless you're going to 

prophesy to yourself ••. or that dim-witted child, he 

added in a tone of high sarcasm" (325). The stranger-friend 

then suggests that there are two directions the boy can go: 

"You can do one thing or you can do the opposite." Tarwater 
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mutters, "Jesus or the devil." The stranger-friend corrects 

him: 

No no no, the stranger said, there ain't no such 

thing as a devil. I can tell you from my own 

self-experience. I know that for a fact. It 

ain't Jesus or the devil. It's Jesus or you. 

( 326) 

Hoffman offers the idea that in "almost all of Miss 

O'Connor's fiction, the central crisis involves a 

confrontation with Jesus, 'the Christ.'" He goes on to say 

that "in the manner of Southern Protestantism, these 

encounters are quite colloquial and intimate. The 

belief, or the disbelief, in Him is almost immediate" (35). 

Therefore, the boy must recognize Jesus before he can 

recognize the devil whom O'Connor speaks of in "On Her Own 

Work": 

To insure our sense of mystery, we need a sense of 

evil which sees the devil as a real spirit who 

must be made to name himself, and not simply to 

name himself as a vague evil, but to name himself 

with his specific personality for every occasion. 

(Mystery and Manners 117) 

Thus, O'Connor's devil, as symbolized by the stranger, does 

not wish to name himself in an attempt to keep the boy from 

recognizing him because if Tarwater cannot identify the 
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devil, then evil doesn't exist for him. O'Connor believed 

that "the devil plays the greatest role in the production of 

that fiction from which he himself is absent as an actor" 

(Mystery and Manners 189). 

As the conversation continues, Tarwater begins to feel 

that he "was now meeting himself." He tells the stranger

friend about his birth and his grandmother (old Tarwater's 

sister) and grandfather. He reiterates the terms of "whore 

and ass" which his great-uncle used to describe them. 

"Shaw," the stranger jeers, "That's all a prophet is good 

for--to admit somebody else is an ass or a whore" (326-27). 

Tarwater reminisces about his trinity of births which his 

great-uncle had delighted in telling the child. The first 

birth was "out of the womb of a whore"; the second, baptism 

"by his great-uncle into the death of Christ"; the third, 

being brought to "the backwoods and given a chance to be 

brought up according to the truth" (327). McFarland points 

out that 

the old man's conception of freedom is not as free 

as Tarwater would have liked it to be. The old 

man linked freedom with baptism, and saw baptism 

as a descent into death from which one is "born 

again" into a new life ruled by Jesus. (94). 

The boy felt resentment that his birth into freedom "had to 

be connected with Jesus and that Jesus had to be the Lord" 
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(326) · However, the boy recounts to the stranger-friend why 

he was chosen to have a trinity of births: "because ... 

the Lord meant him to be trained for a prophet, even though 

he was a bastard, and to take his great-uncle's place when 

he died" (327). By this point, O'Connor has hammered home 

the main tension of the story for the reader. 

The digging and conversation are interrupted by Buford, 

a Negro man, and his wife, who have come for moonshine. The 

boy leaves the grave site to fill their jugs, and the 

stranger-friend accompanies him. Although the two-way 

conversation continues at the still, there is a definite 

movement away from the significance of the boy's role as 

prophet. This movement is accomplished by the stranger

friend minimizing the importance of the uncle's position as 

prophet and ridiculing the uncle's un-prophet-like life 

style. He admonishes the boy, "He's the only prophet I ever 

heard of making liquor for a living" (329). Then, giving in 

to the temptation of the stranger-friend, who softly tells 

the boy, "Moderation never hurt no one," Tarwater gets drunk 

(329). once the boy is drunk, he no longer hears the voice 

of the stranger. However, when he awakes from his drunken 

state, the boy grimly sets about burning the shack with his 

great-uncle in it. Unknown to him, Buford has finished the 

grave, buried the old man, and gone away. The first chapter 

ends with the boy hitching a ride for the city and his Uncle 
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Rayber's home leaving behind him the fire "moving up through 

the black night like a whirling chariot" (332). McFarland 

suggests that "the comic tone and natural imagery that 

dominate the scenes set in Powderhead give way to a much 

starker tone and to imagery of inanimate (and often 

repulsive) things in the city" (96). 

Chapter two of section one opens with Tarwater's 

arrival at Rayber's home. Standing on his uncle's porch, 

the boy feels "as if he were alone in the presence of an 

immense silent eye" in "the .place of his mission" (354). 

When the schoolteacher lets the boy in, Tarwater breaks the 

news to him: "My great-uncle is dead and burnt, just like 

you would have burnt him yourself" (355). Sarcastically, 

the uncle asks, "Did the Lord arrive for him in a chariot of 

fire?" (355) Tarwater reiterates how he burned the old man. 

This short chapter ends section one of the novel with Rayber 

thinking about his chance to compensate for his earlier 

failure in not going back for the boy when the old man 

kidnapped him. 

In section two, the point of view shifts, with one 

short exception, to Rayber's. Burns speculates that "Rayber 

is not an agent of grace, but he is no less Christ-haunted" 

(6). since his childhood abduction, he "has had the urge 

for Christ implanted in him" (Burns 6). Now, seeing himself 

mirrored in the young boy, Rayber stands by as he watches 
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the boy "engaged 1'n d t h · a espera e eroic struggle to free 

himself from the old man's ghostly grasp" (368). Rayber 

believes that "every problem the boy had he had had himself 

and had conquered, or had for the most part conquered" 

(371). Dogged determination soon replaces Rayber's initial 

cheerful enthusiasm as he attempts to release the boy from 

the control that the old uncle still has over him. Rayber 

understands that "the boy would go either his way or old 

Tarwater's[,] and he was determined to save him for the 

better course" (373). Rayber has chosen the better course 

for himself "at the cost of a full life" (373). Rayber also 

fears that he will lose the rational control he has been 

able to maintain because he knows he is "the stuff of which 

fanatics and madmen are made" (373); thus, he determines to 

expose the boy to his sane world of rationalism. 

In an attempt to evaluate the child's level of 

learning, Rayber asks Tarwater to submit to a series of 

achievement tests. Although he approaches the boy in a non

threatening manner, the boy reacts indignantly: "I ain't 

taking no test." Taken aback, Rayber believes this strong 

reaction is because the boy cannot read and write; he 

doesn't understand what the boy means when he hisses, "I'm 

free . I'm outside your head. I ain't in it. I ain't in 

it[,] and I ain't about to be" (371). Rayber doesn't 

understand the significance of the boy's rejection of his 
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secular humanism. Tarwater does not want to be analyzed by 

scientific methods. He may be struggling to resist the 

prophetic calling, but he easily rejects Rayber's theology. 

During the first four days that Tarwater spends with 

Rayber and his retarded son, Bishop, they tour the city on 

foot. In an attempt to expose him to the culture which the 

boy has missed, Rayber allows the boy free reign in his 

investigative journey around the city. The uncle realizes 

the night of the fourth day that he has not been able to 

reach the boy. He lies awake trying to keep alert in case 

the boy attempts to run away. Later that night he hears the 

boy leave his house. Grabbing on a pair of pants over his 

pajamas, but forgetting to put on shoes, he pursues the boy, 

staying a distance behind him. Martin believes that 

"Rayber's great confidence in reason often puts him into 

situations that diminish him comically" (205). Still he 

stumbles on " i n the name of a noble purpose" that "reveal, 

not the limits of his reason, but the pitiable, though 

laughable, limits of his humanness" (Martin 205). 

The boy stops at one point and looks with hungry eyes 

into a store window. Rayber is anxious to find out what it 

is that the child longs for. He is amazed to find that it 

is only a loaf of bread. The man is incapable of 

understanding that the bread is symbolic of the bread of 

life which the child hungers for, but rejects. 
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Arriving at his destination, the boy enters a church 

which bears a banner across its door: "UNLESS YE BE BORN 

AGAIN YOU SHALL NOT HAVE EVERLASTING LIFE." Rayber slips 

around to the side of the church to peek into a window in an 

attempt to locate Tarwater; and if he discovers him, he 

intends to "roar at him to come out" from his "corruption" 

(378). It is at this point that the schoolteacher's self-

possessed rationalism is disrupted by another child, Lucette 

Carmody, a child evangelist. Eggenschwiler offers a valid 

suggestion that her sermon is "a choric commentary on the 

rest of the book" ("True and False Prophets" 158). 

In his introduction of Lucette, the minister refers to 

the passage from Mark 10:14: "Suffer the little children to 

come unto me, and forbid them not; for of such is the 

kingdom of God." Although this passage is an undercurrent 

in most of O'Connor's work with children protagonists, this 

is the only instance that she actually incorporates it into 

her text. 

As this child leads the way, Rayber listens spellbound 

outside the window. The child preaches about a Jesus who 

loves and about how men must come to that love in order to 

recognize Jesus when he comes; thus, "she indirectly 

comments on Rayber's relationship with his son" 

(Eggenschwiler, "True and False Prophets" 159). The young 

t he Lord in a tree of fire! The prophet cries, "I've seen 
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Word of God is a burning Word to burn you clean" (384). 

Eggenschwiler proposes that this remark is a foreshadowing 

of Tarwater's "final vision." He also suggests that "Both 

prophets' [old Tarwater and Lucette] revelation is of 

Christ's flaming rood-tree, come to humble and save the 

faithful as well as the unfaithful." But most importantly, 

he says, "she scorned messianic hopes for a saviour, who was 

to come majestically to establish an earthly kingdom." To 

support his claim, Eggenschwiler refers to Lucette's sermon: 

God was angry with the world because it always 

wanted more. It wanted as much as God had and it 

didn't know what God had but it wanted it and more 

... ·. God told the world he was going t o send it 

a king and the world waited. The world thought, a 

golden fleece will do for His bed. Silver and 

gold and peacocktails, a thousand suns in the 

peacock's tail will do for his sash. His mother 

will ride on a four-horned white beast and use the 

sunset for a cape. (382-83) 

Eggenschwiler concludes, "The relevance of this lesson to 

the three main characters seems pointed" ("True and False 

Prophets" 158-59). 

Rayber responds to the young prophet: "The child alone 

in the world was meant to understand him ..•• He was 

certain the child had looked directly into his heart and 
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seen pity. He felt some mysterious connection was 

established between them" (385) Oblivious to the real 

significance of the child's message and imagining himself 

rather than Christ to be her saviour, Rayber thinks of 

fleeing with the child to some enclosed garden 

where he could teach her the truth, where he would 

gather all exploited children of the world and let 

the sunshine flood their minds. (385) 

However, he experiences a dramatic shock of understanding 

when the child turns her gaze from the audience toward him: 

''I see a damned soul before my eyes! I see a dead man Jesus 

hasn't raised. His head is in the window but his ear is 

deaf to the Holy Word!" (385) Stunned, Rayber crashes to 

the ground and "impotently turned off his hearing aid" 

(Eggenschwiler, "True and False Prophets" 158). 

Although this sermon has undergone many evaluations, 

the critic Brinkmeyer sheds more light on this study than 

others. Brinkmeyer believes that Lucette is 

an embodiment of O'Connor, the artist, while 

Rayber, the smug intellectual, embodies the 

audience to whom she saw herself writing .... 

Lucette's assault on Rayber bears a striking 

similarity to the extremes to which O'Connor was 

willing to wrench her fiction in order to startle 
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what she saw as her hostile and unbelieving 

audience. ( 6) 

Whether or not the audience is hostile and unbelieving, 

Lucette stands out from O'Connor's other child-prophets 

because she does not fall under an unknowing or an unwilling 

guise. She knows that she is prophesying, and she is 

willing to lead the way. She believes that "He knew that it 

would be the little children that would call others to Him, 

maybe he knew, friends, maybe He hadda hunch" (379). This 

child appears to be more than an "embodiment of O'Connor," 

the artistr she quite possibly is O'Connor's religious 

spokesperson. It is conceivable that O'Connor uses this 

child to "teach us wisdom out of the mouths of babes" (379). 

It is very important that this revival scene comes at 

the center of the novel. It appears to be the pivotal point 

for both Tarwater and Rayber. Rayber makes his final 

decision and turns his deaf ear toward the message of Jesus 

even as it "seemed to be stirring from buried depths that 

had lain quiet for years and to be working upward, closer 

and closer, toward the slender roots of his peace" (387). 

And, though Tarwater claims "I only gone to spit on it," he 

begins to realize that he must face his calling (386). 

After the revival, the man and the boy dichotomize 

completely. Rayber continues his attempts to educate the 

boy. working against "the steely gleam in his [Tarwater's] 
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eye [which] was like the glint of a metal door sealed 

against an intruder," the schoolteacher plans a "rational 

tiring plan for the day" at a local museum (387). Rayber 

"intended to stretch the boy's mind by introducing him to 

his ancestor, the fish, and to all the great wastes of 

unexplored time" (387). It is this outlook that 

demonstrates such a close parallel between Rayber and 

Sheppard. Both men, as rational scientific thinkers, 

believe that the only entry to closed minds, such as 

Tarwater's and Rufus's, is by the use of the scientific key. 

As the trio troops to the museum, they encounter a park 

nestled in the midst of the city. This discovery startles 

Tarwater because he begins "to feel again the approach of 

mystery" (400). Of course, to O'Connor, mystery equates 

with religion. Trudging forward, Bishop, Rayber's retarded 

child whom old Tarwater commissioned Tarwater to baptize, 

discovers a fountain in the middle of the park and makes a 

diving jump into the center of it. It is at this moment 

that Tarwater feels that "the old man might have been 

lurking near, holding his breath, waiting for the baptism" 

(401). In an attempt to get to the child and baptize him, 

Tarwater starts forward. The voice of his stranger-friend 

is silenced as though he, too, could feel the presence of 

the old man; but Tarwater cannot reach the child; he feels a 

force pull him backwards as he tries to go forward. This 
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force more than likely is his reluntance to perform the 

baptismal act. Orvell affirms that Tarwater's unwillingness 

to baptize Bishop parallels his equal unwillingness to have 

himself "baptized in Rayber's secular, atheistic cult" (97). 

Rayber, therefore, is able to beat the boy to the child. 

The voice of the stranger-friend chides Tarwater: 

You have to quit confusing madness with a mission . 

• If you baptize once, you'll be doing it the 

rest of your life. If it's an idiot this time, 

the next time it's liable to be a nigger. Save 

yourself while the hour of salvation is at hand. 

( 401) 

Tarwater's compulsion to baptize the child might border 

madness as the stranger indicates; however, O'Connor insists 

"that in this compulsion[,] there is the mystery of God's 

will for him" (Mystery and Manners 116). Coles defines 

baptism as "an acknowledgement of an apocalyptic change in 

the world, a violent break with the old order" (71). As the 

administration of the rite, Tarwater would contribute to 

Bishop's "apocalyptic change," but more than that, he too 

would undergo such a change. 

After the baptismal experience, young Tarwater walks 

away from Rayber and Bishop. He finds himself sitting on a 

park bench next to a man with "pale yellow-rimmed eyes" 

(403). The boy feels as though he knows this stranger who 



91 

advises him, "Be like me, young fellow, ... don't let no 

jackasses tell you what to do" (402). "Literature, like 

virtue," O'Connor said. "does not thrive in an atmosphere 

where the devil is not recognized as existing both in 

himself and as a dramatic necessity for the writer" (Mystery 

and Manners 116). Based on this definition, O'Connor's 

literature should continue to thrive inasmuch as most 

critics agree with Feeley, who contends that this stranger 

is the devil, personified. 

Later, under the pretext of taking the boys on a 

fishing trip, Rayber takes them to a lodge which is close to 

Powderhead. He believes that by forcing Tarwater to face 

the physical surroundings of Powderhead, he can force the 

boy to face the emotional aspects associated with it and 

ultimately be able to rationally control his emotions about 

religion. He expects the boy to see the rational vision 

clearly and accept on faith the secular vision. The irony 

is that Rayber cannot see clearly, himself, what is before 

him, nor what is hidden; therefore, he is incapable of 

accepting prophetic vision on faith. O'Connor certainly 

develops a twist to st. Thomas's philosophy. 

Located on the lake , the lodge affords Tarwater the 

perfect surroundings to succumb to the force of mystery and 

the baptism of Bishop. As soon as he sees the water, 

though, he becomes weak and trembles. His stranger-friend 
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cautions him to stay calm: "Remember that water is made for 

more than one thing. Hasn't the time come? Don't you have 

to do something at last, one thing to prove you ain't going 

to do another? Hasn't your hour of dallying passed?" (403) 

The other thing which the stranger is urging Tarwater to do 

is drown Bishop. If the boy drowns Bishop, then he will be 

free of religion. He will step over rationalism to the 

demonic stage where the stranger wants him. Hoffman 

suggests that "the rite of baptism is inevitably so 

associated; the extreme of the experience is drowning" (36). 

With Tarwater's words,"! don't talk no words. I do it," 

shot toward Rayber, the reader knows that the inevitable 

will happen. Rubin suggests that "since there is no one in 

young Tarwater's world to instruct him in God's love, he can 

be won back to faith only through the passionate hatred 

involved in the effort to drown the boy Bishop" (65). 

After settling into the lodge, Rayber and the boys go 

downstairs to eat. Tarwater has not been satisfied with any 

food since the breakfast he ate on the day the old man died. 

He wants to believe that the hunger is a prophetic sign from 

God, but his stranger-friend admonishes him on the 

insignificance of hunger as a sign: "Prophets did not 

lanquish in hunger but were fed from the Lord's bounty and 

the signs given them were unmistakable" (400). His friend 
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urges the boy to demand an unmistakable sign worthy of him. 

However, the boy tries to fill the void with food. 

Later in the afternoon, Rayber and Tarwater go out on 

the lake alone in a boat while the lodge keeper takes care 

of Bishop. Rayber takes this opportunity to proselytize to 

the youth his own secular beliefs. Attempting to use 

psychology on the boy, he tells Tarwater, "Children are 

cursed with believing" (404). Of course, the implication is 

obvious. The argument heats up, and the excessive food 

Tarwater has just consumed becomes "a leaden column inside 

him and (had] to be pushed back at the same time by the 

hunger it had intruded upon" (405). The humanist Rayber 

thinks that the boy's stomach pains are guilt feelings. 

Passion forces the boy to vomit into the lake, and the 

"ravenous emptiness raged in his stomach as if it had 

reestablished its rightful tenure" (407). Walters expresses 

the idea that the child "gags upon human food until he 

admits that his hunger can be assuaged only by the bread of 

life" (36). 

Because Rayber thinks he is on the verge of converting 

Tarwater, he allows the boy to take Bishop out alone on the 

lake. To Rayber's question of whether the boy would take 

care of the child, Tarwater responds, "I'll tend to him" 

c420 ). The focus changes back from Tarwater to Rayber at 

this point and Rayber thinks of how miserable his life is 
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going to be in the future with Tarwater in it. Rayber 

realizes that Tarwater is bound by Bishop just as he is and 

that he will stay until he completes the baptismal act. 

Wavering between a false serenity and anxiety, he waits for 

the boys to come in from the lake. As he watches the moon 

come up, he decides that he will give Tarwater an ultimatum: 

behave rationally or leave. Turning his hearing aid on 

again, Rayber goes to the window and looks out just as the 

inevitable drowning takes place. The bellow of Bishop fills 

the night. Instead of struggling to reach the child, Rayber 

struggles to turn off the sound of the bellow. Apparently, 

his rational mind believes that if he can't hear the 

struggle, it is not taking place. He waits for "the raging 

pain, the intolerable hurt that was his due, to begin, so 

that he could ignore it, but he continued to feel nothing"; 

realizing that he will never feel the pain, he collapses. 

Rayber has completely destroyed, through rationalization, 

his love for Bishop. His only hope for salvation is that he 

feel the love that Lucette talked of, love that is 

completely irrational and abnormal in his vision. Perhaps 

through the love, he will have a clearer vision. 

Part three focuses on Tarwater, who leaves his deed 

behind and heads for Powderhead; he realizes that 

since his great-uncle's death, he had lived the 

lifetime of a man. It was as no boy that he 
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returned. He returned tried in the fire of his 

refusal, with all the old man's fancies burnt out 

of him, with all the old man's madness smothered 

for good. ( 434) 

After catching a ride with a trucker, Tarwater relives 

Bishop's drowning. He is bothered by "the fact that he had 

actually baptized the child" during the act of drowning him; 

yet "in the order of things, a drowning was a more important 

act than a few words spilled in the water" (435). The boy 

is at a moral impasse. Bishop's drowning signifies 

Tarwater's temporary rejection of Rayber's values since the 

child is a visible symbol of those values, born from a 

humanistic union; yet it also implies that he accepts the 

devil's values. He may not yet be ready to accept his 

prophetic calling, but he has gone from the middle ground of 

humanism to the extreme side of evil; by rejecting religion, 

he has embraced humanism. To O'Connor, Tarwater's embrace 

of humanism equates an embrace of evil. So, the boy returns 

"tried in the fire of his refusal" (434). 

Tarwater's next ride to Powderhead is with a "pale, 

lean, old-looking young man with deep hollows under his 

cheekbones, " who wore a "lavender shirt and a t.hin black 

suit and a panama hat." Tarwater recognizes "something 

famil iar to him in the look of the stranger but he could not 

place where he had seen him before" (439). This stranger is 
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Tarwater's last confrontation with the devil. The image is 

driven home when the man tells Tarwater not to drink his 

whiskey "if there's flies on you" (439). The boy partakes 

of a soggy sandwich and drinks from a bottle. O'Connor is 

establishing the ritual of communion before the boy is 

sacrificed to the devil-stranger, who drugs and rapes him. 

Waking from the drugged sleep, Tarwater realizes what 

has happened to him. In a frenzy, the boy grabs his box of 

matches and sets fire to the "evil ground burning every spot 

the stranger could have touched" (442). Feeley affirms that 

the "burning out of evil which occurs physically in this 

scene occurs spiritually in the last scene" when Tarwater 

gazes down in disbelief on the grave of the old prophet 

(168). 

Even after torching the woods surrounding Powderhead, 

Tarwater still has one more conversation with the strange 

voice: 

Go down and take it, his friend whispered. It's 

ours. We've won it. Ever since you first begun 

to dig the grave, I've stood by you, never left 

your side, and now we can take it over together, 

just you and me. You're not going to be alone 

again. (444) 

Again, the boy ignites a fire in an attempt to burn out the 

evil that surrounds him. Finally, he finds himself standing 
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above the burned out ruins of the cabin. Acutely aware of 

the hunger that keeps eating away at him, he perceives 

Buford sitting on a mule across the field. With new 

determination, the boy descends toward the old Negro man 

with hope of getting food to relieve his hunger. It is at 

this point that the boy sights the grave. Buford informs 

the hungry boy that he buried the old man "while you were 

laid out drunk" (446). Recognizing the movement of emotions 

which the boy undergoes, Buford "felt suddenly a pressure on 

him too great to bear" (446). Feeley points out that 

Buford's sensitivity to the spiritual reality "allows him to 

recognize ••• the final purification of the prophet-elect" 

(168). 

Envisioning a crowd of people before him, Tarwater sees 

the old man settle himself to the ground toward a basket of 

bread, the bread of life. The boy 

felt his hunger no longer as a pain but as a tide. 

He felt it rising in himself through time and 

darkness, rising through centuries, and he knew 

that it rose in a line of men whose lives were 

chosen to sustain it, who would wander in the 

world, strangers from that violent country where 

the silence is never broken except to shout the 

truth. (446-47) 
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The boy is fulf il ling the old man's prophecy as well as 

Lucette's. He knows t hat he must GO WARN THE CHILDRN OF GOD 

OF THE TERRIBLE SPEED OF MERCY. The young prophet rises and 

faces the city with "singed eyes, black in their deep 

sockets" (447). He moves forward "toward the dark city, 

where the childr en of God lay sleeping" (447). 

Many critic s find Tarwater's acceptance of the prophecy 

more disturbing than reassuring (McFarland 111). Hoffman 

believes that Ta rwater has just begun to walk a path of 

redemption. He states that O'Connor "is dramatizing 

the int rinsic m~cessity f or grace in the human personality" 

(45). Maline calls this novel a "divine comedy." He 

elaborates on the idea by s a ying "The new Jesus--whether it 

be Tarwater or Rayber--achh?ves his salvation by killing" 

(119). The irony is that each loves himself so, continues 

Maline , that he sacrifices others. O'Connor declares, "the 

devil accomplishes a good dea l of groundwork that seems to 

' ff t' " A d f' 11 be necessar y before grace is e ec ive. n ina y, 

O'Connor s a id in a let ter to a friend in June, 1959, that 

grace is fr ee, but h o l iness costs. It appears that because 

Rayber was unwilling t o pay the cost for holiness, grace was 

withdr awn . Tarwater 's cost was his own dignity at the hands 

of the dev i l as well a s the cost of violence in the 

destruct i on of Bishop , who is another of O'Connor's 

sacrific i al lambs. 
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O'Connor wrote to Sister Mariella Gable O.S.B., shortly 

after the publication of The Violent Bear it Away, "I can 

wait fifty years, a hundred years, for it to be understood." 

It has only been twenty-seven since its publication--but 

perhaps we are getting close. 
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Chapter 4 

A Final Look at O'Connor 

Analysis of literature often gives the sensation of 

digging into the mind of the author. Somehow, this act 

seems impertinent. With an artist like Flannery O'Connor, 

however, it seems that she expects the reader to delve into 

her mind. The critic Eggenschwiler remarked that it is 

a bit disheartening to sneak around to the back of 

an author's mind to discover how she really feels 

about things, only to find her there already, not 

only aware of what she is doing but fully in 

control of it. (Christian Humanism 20) 

Indeed, O'Connor was in full control, not only of her own 

mind but, often, also of her readers' minds. That is not to 

suggest that O'Connor deliberately manipulated ideas in a 

psychological game with her readers. Instead, she was 

forthright and honest in her presentation of ideas. Perhaps 

her honesty is the result of her Southern Catholic 

background. In the belief that Southern writers produced 

the best fiction, O'Connor remarked that it was because 

"they are not alienated, they are not lonely, suffering 
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artists gasping for purer air" (Mystery and Manners 53). 

O'Connor's work certainly does not indicate alienation, nor 

a "gasping for purer air"; but her work can give a breath of 

fresh air to the reader. 

O'Connor, a pre-Vatican II catholic who was reared in 

the Bible Belt, had a unique insight into the behavior of 

people. She believed that one responsibilty which fell on 

the shoulders of the writer was to work toward the 

betterment of humanity. In an attempt to demonstrate how a 

novelist can work for the improvement of society, O'Connor 

explained, 

We should realize that if the novelist is a healer 

at all, it will only be through his being a poet. 

The poet is traditionally a blind man, but the 

Christian poet is like the blind man cured in the 

gospels, who looked then and saw men as if they 

were trees, but walking. This is the beginning of 

vision, and I think it is the kind of vision that 

we shall have to learn to accept .... (Duhamel 

105) 

The four stories evauluated in this study are excellent 

demonstrations of that kind of vision, a vision through the 

eyes of children who have been cured by the gospels. 

The short story "A Temple of the Holy Ghost" revolves 

around a young girl who faces God after she has learned of a 
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circus freak. Abounding in religious imagery, this story is 

unique in that the child protagonist is catholic. O'Connor 

once remarked that aside from a few nuns this short story 

had not received the criticism she thought it would. This 

story cetainly should get more attention; regardless of its 

simple story line, it is a complex and forceful work. 

The short story "The River" is probably the most 

unsettling of these four works. It is difficult to 

understand why a four-year-old child must die in order to 

live, but little Harry-Bevel Ashfield prefers the "Kingdom 

of Christ" where, he is told, he will "count" to his home 

where "everything is a joke." 

"The Lame Shall Enter First" gives an indepth look at 

the struggle between secular humanism and religion. As the 

child-prophet, Rufus Johnson struggles with his values much 

in the same way that modern man must struggle. He reaches a 

level of grace through his acceptance of the divine. 

The last work in the study, O'Connor's second novel, 

The Violent Bear it Away, is considered by some to be her 

masterpiece. This novel is so complex that it warrants an 

independent study. Agreeing with most critics, Stanley 

Hyman believed Tarwater, the child-prophet, to be "an 

allegory of the Church" (24). This appears to be a valid 

interpretation because the young protagonist does find it 

necessary to destroy his world in order to save it. 
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By using Southern children, O'Connor demonstrates the 

three main points of focus for Southerners: a struggle for 

redemption, a search for Jesus, and the meaning of prophecy. 

However, her work is more than fiction by a Southerner about 

her religion and region. In a letter to "A" in December, 

1955, O'Connor remarked that "to know one's region, it is 

also to know the world, and it is also, paradoxically, a 

form of exile from that world, to know oneself is above all 

to know what one lacks (Habit of Being 125). To 

seek what one lacks is of universal concern. Coupling that 

idea with her belief that man is "ultimately directed 

Godward" (Habit of Being 100), O'Connor developed her work 

with enough "tension between the moral and the imaginative, 

[and] between sensibility and belief [to produce] the 

jarring paradox of the lacerating faith, the destructive 

salvation that her work everywhere displays" (Asals, 

Imagination of Extremity 159). 

Although Flannery O'Connor's work ended with her death 

some twenty-three years ago, it gives one pause to think of 

how significant it remains. Although her stories are 

shocking and difficult at best to understand, I believe that 

they offer optimism and hope. Perhaps optimism and hope 

are, 

( 5) • 

as Grimshaw says, necessary as a guide to read O'Connor 

Perhaps, Grimshaw also points out, a line from 

Shakespeares' Merry wives of Windsor expresses this point 



104 

best: "I thinke the best way were, to entertaine him with 

hope" (II.i.68). O'Connor obviously chose the best way. 
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