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Statement of Critical Principles and Influences 

Much of the scholarship on Flannery O'Connor' s work has been written from a religious 

critical viewpoint. Indeed, it is almost impossible to read or write about her work without at least 

ac knowledging the appearance of biblical characters and Christian themes; however, many 

criti cs try to ignore or ex plain away these Christian themes (e.g. Harold Bloom, who considers 

o·connor·s world view to be Gnostic instead of Thomistic ). I see O'Connor' s work as being read 

most correctl y when the Christi an elements, especially ones dealing with the integration and 

action of God ·s grace in and th ro ugh humans and the natura l \.Vorld, are recognized as what she 

considered the most important part of her work as an author. Because of thi s, I would like to 

tudy se\·era l se lec tions from O-Connor·s co ll ect ion Ererything That Rises Musi Col1l'ergl!. fro m 

a criti ca l perspec ti ve that understand O-Connor·s reli gion and takes it seriously. My parti cular 

contri bution to the great dea l or study surrounding thi s face t of 0- Connor· s work will be to seek 

and discuss e\'e ry occurrence of the phrase .. black line of woods .. and other example of distant, 

dark tree lines in thi s co ll ec tion. something which arises again and again in di ffe rent stori es as a 

Chri st fi gure and sign or God· s grace in the natural worl d. I will show how this .. black line of 

woods .. lits in not onl y with O'Connor· s Southern concern with the preservation of agrarian li fe 

(and poss ibly as a rebellion aga inst --Northern .. intell ectualism), but more importantl y with the 

recogni tion or li fe li\ ed close to nature as something which brings humans close to God. In thi s 

\\ay. I \, ill fo cus spcc ilica ll y on the importance of Thomisti c thought in these short sto ries. In 



\1.111 1ch,•;111 -,cl'ara11011 of lhc spiritual ,,orld from lhc 111alcrial world . She docs lhi s hy inl q_1.ra1in ~ 

ck111c111-, fro111 the physical \\orld into hn stories and using thc111 as syrnhnlic offerings of (iod · ., 

t'.racc () 'Connor thus secs nature as lll()re than something good that must he preserved- it is 

-;nmcthing essential to spiritual survival. Spirit and mailer work together as part of (iod · s plan to 

redeem mankind. 

Although I \\ill look at O'Connor·s work from a religious critical view. I have to say that 

( )" ( ·onnor· s criticism on her own work and on literature in general have heen paramount to my 

()\\n critical understanding and reading abilities . First of all. O'Connor was a formalist and a 

Ne" Critic. She taught ... The intentions of the writer have to be found in the work itselL and not 

in his Ii tc .. (.\~\'stery and Manners 126). Therefore, meaning has to come primarily from studying 

li1r111al l'kmcnts within the story. She also held that .. the meaning of a story has to be emhodicd 

in it. has to be made concrete in it. A story is a way to say something that can't be said any other 

\\ay. and it takes e,·ery ,vord in the story to say what the meaning is. When anyhody asks \\'hat a 

story is ahout. the only proper thing is to tell him to read the story"' (lvlyste,y and Manners%). I 

agrcc~ thc primary level of reading is built around artistic enjoyment and beauty. To try and 

reduce literary a11 to a pithy statement of meaning reduces that enjoyment and the experience of 

reading it se lf to a scientific experiment. Therefore, in my critical analysis. I hope to look at 

fClrmal ckmcnts. like symbolism and natural imagery. with the hope of avoiding an 

mcrsimplilication of what the story itself says the best. Within O"Connor·s text there is a 

rnrnpk\ and imaginative unity. and by employing the formalist strategies of New Criticism. part 

< ii Ill: critic;_tl plan is to study and reveal that unity in my thesis. 



In another talk entitl ed "The Nature and Aim of Fiction," O'Connor again add resses the 

purpose of art. She says, ·'a11 is writing something that is valuable in itself and that works in 

it self .. It [this approach to a11] eliminates any concern with the motivation of the writer except as 

thi s finds its place inside the work" (Mystery and Manners 65). Although O'Connor was 

essentially a New Critic (although not a fornrnl member of the club), she also saw a connection 

between the author's life and personal beliefs and the subject of his/her work. This applies to my 

study because I aim to show the deep connection between the writings and philosophy of St. 

Thomas Aq uinas and o·connor·s thematic elements. In this way, I do believe there are elements 

outside the tex t itse lf which have imp! ications on its meaning. In order to get the fullest and 

deepest understanding of the text, I believe it is helpful and many times essential to know what 

has gone on in the li ves of authors and how they interact with their work. 

0-Connor·s life and work are prime examples of the connections ofan author· s life to her 

art. In agreement with O'Connor· s ideas. my plan is not to study her life as the primary 

contributor to 111caning hut as so111eth ing that can delinitely ass ist me in understanding her 

moti ws for \\Ti ting about C1od"s grace. so111ething \\ hi ch consistently appears in her work. 

O'Con nor ,,as a scll'-anrned l homi st ,\ho read deeply into Aq uinas· works and other Catholic 

au thors inllucnced by him . Thcrcl"orc. part of 111 y thes is \\ill focus on Flannery O"Connor· s 

Catholi c upbringi ng and the im portance her Chri sti an vision played in her \\Tiling. To ignore the 

inlluencc on the i111portancc or a Catholi c di scourse in O"Connor·s life \\hile seeking to 

co111prehcnd her ,Hi ting \\OLrld be to 111i ss the full meaning of her work. The Christi an elements 

of her stories cannot be denied.\\ hether one interprets the111 as Orthodox or not. It is important in 

a deep criti ca l analysis of her\\ ork to look outside or the story into her Catholic belie fs. From St. 

Thomas and the Catholic Church. O'Connor came to be li e\e in the mystery of how God fit s into 



the lives of humarrs through observable reality, how h~ reveals his grace tbrou,gh the natural 

world. O'Connor wrote about the importance of the Catholic belief system as one .~nlargin_g her 

creative ot.rtlook: "The Cathofic writer, insofar as he has, the mind ef the Church, will feel life 

from the standpoint of the central Christian mystery: that it has, tpli' all its horror, been found by 

God lo be worth dying for, But this should enlarge. not narrow. his field of visiori'1 (Myst.ery and 

Manners 146). O'Connor felt life in relation to her Christianity. This must have a bearing on the 

mcan'ing of her work. 

[t could he said that overall. my analysis of OTonnor's frerythinK That 'Rises Musl 

C'olll'('rge will hlcnd formalist and hiographical critical practi~es. ones seemingly in opposition 

with one another. I lowevcr. while making the work itself the primary objeet of study. 'I \\.rill use 

OT0111H1r's life as a commentary on meaning as \\ell. thus making fonnalist and biographical 

1.·ll'nH:nts \\ 1 irk II 1~1.•th1.·r to 1.·nnstnKI a i1H1r1.· full~ ad\ ai11.·cd ;111;1lysis nf the text. O'Connor taught 

the 'lll1pnrta1m: of cnnsi,:kring a written Wllrk as a picrc llf art standing afonc. while also making 

rnorn liir ,, h;1t inspirl', th1.· \Hiter 111 l'ri:all.' th;1t ;1r1 . 1.'lll'11mpa~sin~ thl' importanrc nt'the an itsdf 

and 1111.· intl11l·nr1.·s l lll 1h1.· arti-.1 l 11s1.· tl11.· id1.-;1s bd1ind 1-bnncry ()'( ·onnnr·s critical \Hitings 

~1ddn::sSi11~ tlw sti1d~ and 11;1lur1.· 111 li1t·ratur1.· in ,1r~kr 11, \Hill' ab11tll hi:r tictinnal work. 

l 'ltimatd.~. ii1 ,n~ thl'~is .. hi:r l.'riti,:al prirKipks arr l'mph1~1.·d ll1 unJ1.·rstanJ thi: graci: ~hind ··the 

blark li111.· nf\\Pnds' ' in F,·'°r11hini: rh,11 Ri,,·, \/11,1 < ·om·crgc. 
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The "Black Line of Woods": Sacramental Imagery in Flannery O'Connor's Everything that Rises 

Must Converge 

Flannery O'Connor spent thirteen years of her adult life living and writing on her 

famil y's farm in Georgia, Andalusia, where she was forced to li ve due to the debilitating di sease 

lupus. During thi s time, her main concerns were her faith , her art, and her peafowl- most likely 

in that order. o·connor' s artistic concerns encompassed what she saw to be the dilemma of 

modern man : how to li ve life in a nihilistic society, a society in which, according to O'Co1rnor, 

--something is obviously lacking. where there is a general mystery of incompleteness and the 

particular tragedy of our own times to be demonstrated" (Mystery and Manners 167). O'Connor 

dealt\\ ith thi s trugedy through a Catholi c \ ision. more specifically. a Thomist vision. In her 

Thomist vie\\. God radi ates hi s redemptive grace to man through natura l. concrete reality, and 

man must rea li ze thi s grace, perceptually and spiritually, as it is displayed through and aro und 

humanit y. Thi s connection is pa11 of the great mystery of life. 

Indeed. O-Connor· s writing is rooted in mystery. beginning wi th the great mystery fo und 

in Scripture. that of Christ' s incarnati on. Thi s is the mystery of life upon \\'hich o· connor·s body 

or \\O rk centers. a mystery encompass ing .. the Di\ ine Ii fe and our participation in if' (MJ\J 111 ). 

She as a Catholic \\Titer felt --J ife from the standpoint of the central Christi an mystery: that it has, 

for all its horror. been fo und by God to be \\Orth dying for .. (lv!M 146). She learned the message 

of Chri st in grade schoo l through her Roman Catholi c Catechism, the class in which she received 



her highest grade . In her training, she methodicall y answered questi ons about how humans know 

God- ··we learn to know, love, and serve God through Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who 

teaches us th rough the Catholic Church" (Gooch 32-33). No doubt she was taught the gospel 

message is a mysterious one. As St. Paul says, God has "made known to us the mystery of hi s 

\\ill according to hi s good pleasure, whi ch he purposed in Chri st' · (Eph. I :9 NIV). This mystery, 

in O"Connor· s Christian context, is not "merely that which is baffling and mysterious. an enigma 

or in so lu ble problem. A mystery is. on the contrary. someth ing that is revealed for our 

unde rst:mdin g. but which we never understand ex hausti ve ly because it leads into the depth or the 

da rkness or Ciod. The eyes arc closed- but they are also opened" (Ware qtd . in Wood 24 ). The 

111 ) stcry ol' the inca rnation is bo th concrete in the humanity or Christ but abstract in the beli ef 

tha t I le is also God. It is both evident and impossible to comprehend. o·connor·s characters 

must race this mystery. one which does not narrow down an answer. but instead enlarges the 

spiritual vision of the blinded men and women confronted by God. 

( l'l'o lllwr ,il so cunrronts the dilcmrnJ that 111c 11 :md \\0 111cn arc --c,cr seei ng but ne, lT 

pe1n·i\ ing .. the mystery surro unding them (t\!Jrk -I: 12 IV) l3lindcd by the -- di storti ons .. of the 

111odcrn ,,nrld . they must be shocked into rea li zing thi s mystery. The arti st wi th "Chri stian 

concerns ... may we ll be forced to take e\ er more ,· iolent means to get hi s vision across to this 

hostil e audience . .. yo u have to make yo ur vision apparent to shock- to the hard of hearing you 

shout , and fo r the almost- blind yo u dra,, large and startl ing fi gures" (lv!M 33-34). 

O'Connor shocks both her readers and her charac ters ,, ith her --1 arge and start ling figures, .. and 

these images are where my study begins. They are most otten images from the natural world , the 

med ium O'Connor uses to illustrate how God fits into the li ves of humans, how the physical 

connects to the spiritual. and how humanity disco\·ers truth th rough recognizing. if not always 



rccci,·ing. grace. O'Connor· s use of natural imagery is demonstrati ve of this connection, how 

clues in the natura l wo rld lead to the mystery of grace. Although the working of grace is ev ident 

in most of O"Connor· s work, it especiall y finds a material presence in her last collection , 

Everything that Rises Must Converge. It is in this work that O'Connor uses a familiar element of 

her life at Andalusia, a distant tree line, as the presence and vehicle of grace in the natural world. 

This tree line appears repeatedly in the background of several stories, sometimes taking a central 

role. while at other times making a more subtle appearance. Its occurrence is O'Connor' s 

incarnati onal stamp on Everything that Rises Must Converge, a symbol of Christ ' s spiritual and 

materi al presence in the lives of humans. 

A quick survey of the presence of thi s tree line in Eve,ything That Rises Must Converge 

demonstrates its prominence as a part of O" Connor· s dramatic range. In ··Greenleaf," Mrs. May 

is confronted by a "black wall of trees:· (37) and a sky --crossed with thin red and purple bars'· 

(45); she notices .. the sun trying to burn through the tree line" (47). In ··A View of the Woods," 

the Fortune !"arm is surrounded by a ··sull en line of bl ack pine \\·oods"· (69). woods that the Pitts· 

fa mil y cheri shes. but that appear to 1r. fo rtune as ··hellish red trunks [rising] up in a black 

\\Ood· · (7 1). lhesc ··gaunt trees ... th ickened in to mysteri ous dark fil es·· (8 1) take center stage a 

the key to understanding spiritual mystery. These same ··black woods that sunounded 

Timberboro ... cast a strange li ght"" (82) over the yo ung intell ectual Asbury in ··The Enduring 

Chill." . The presence of the .. tree linc.. .black against the crimson sky"" (114) precedes the descent 

or the I loly Ghost and Asbury"s chill ing rewlation. Spiritual truth descends on Ruby Turpin in 

··Revelati on."· as she is surrounded by a ··far tree line·· (214) where she absorbs ··abysmal life­

gi\' in g knowledge .. (2 17) and e\peri ences an epiphany of her spiritual worth as a member of 

Goel" s fam il y. It is a single. burnin g. tree in ··Parker·s Back·· that acts as a catalyst to Parker· s 



recognition of Chri st. Herc, he is confronted by .. a large, old trec ... rcaching out to gras r hi m" 

(232). spurri ng him to --1eap fo rward into a worse unknown·· (233). 

Flannery O'Connor's Thomist perspective connects deeply to her use of the physical 

world in fae rything that Rises Must Converge. She believed --when fiction is made according to 

its nature, it should reinforce our sense of the supernatural by grounding it in concrete, 

observable reality. If the writer uses his eyes in the real security of his Faith, he will be obliged 

to use them honestly, and his sense of mystery, and acceptance of it. will be increased" (MM 

148). This philosophy, that natural or concrete surroundings are God 's way of revealing himself 

to humanity, is a staple of Thomism. Indeed, O'Connor was a self-avowed Thomist, a fo llower 

of the philosophy of the medieval Chri stian theologian. St. Thomas Aquinas. Never straying 

fro m her Catholic upbringing, o ·connor customarily read from St. Thomas at least twenty 

minutes before go ing to bed at night. and. as a result. much of Aq uinas' philosophy of art and 

spirituality become a part of O'Connor's writing (Gooch . In a letter to a friend , O'Connor wrote 

or Aquinas: ·· 1 ree l I can personally guarantee that St. Thomas lo\ ed God because fo r the lire of 

me I cannot help loving St. Thomas·· (The Hahit of'Being 9-t ). Much of her fiction comes from a 

traditional Thomist belief that God, the po\verful Creator. is interested in the human race and its 

salvati on through His offered grace. This preoccupation with grace many scholars have noted in 

her fi cti on. and no doubt was influenced by O-Connor·s habitual study of Aquinas. 

Therefo re. before look ing at ho\\' O'Connor· s Thomism is rea li zed in Ere,ything that 

Rises J\/11.1t Co/1\'erJ.!.e . it is im portant to unde rstand the genera l teachings of St. Thomas Aq uinas. 

O'Connor uses a Thomist system of thought as a way to understand what she saw as her 

moderni st. nihilistic soc iety. The major tenet of Thomism is the unity of the natural world and 

the spiritual world. Unlike Gnosticism and 1lanichae isrn. \\·hi ch understand the spiritual and 



n.1 tm.1 I \\Prld IP he t,,talh scpar;itc. f"hnmism secs nature a" a theater tnr the spiritual I he 

11111'il·,1111 ,n Pl the n;itural and spiritual \\nrld rests on the foundation of ·1 homism that (ind, ., 

the ~·rc;itt1r. thl' first c:rnsc of all th:-it is . As the Supm111: Creator. ( ind sustains His creation 

tlm111~h pnn·idcntial grace. As Aquinas states: .. There is pro\'idence in God. since ( io<l has 

crcatrJ l'H'ry gnnd that exists in things ... not only in the suhstance of things. hut also in their 

nrJinatiPn to an end'" ( Sature and <,race 93 ). God. therefore. is present in the natural world hoth 

as its crcatnr and as the heing that upholds. infuses. and perfects all things with his grace. Also. 

a~·cnrJing 111 .-\quinas ... grace does not abolish nature but brings it to perfection" (Summa 

!hl ·11/ogiae 1 ~ l. I le adds to this : "(iracc alone makes Uod exist in things in a unique way" 

1 .\11111111,, X4 ,. A lhomist scholar read by O'Connor summarizes this concept: "Because I le is the 

su1,rc111c .-\ct-nf-lking. God is e,·erywhere present and acting by His efficacy. He is intimately 

prl'sl·nt in the , er: esse [ essence I whose operation proceeds from creatures. He supports them. 

I le animates them from within" (Gilson 180). The natural world is not just God's creation and 

p11s,l· s, i11n . hut alsP a stage for di splaying His grace. Uod dramatizes llis grace through I Ii:-. 

hil-rarc h: nf angels. man. animals. and even plant life . 

.-\nother important \\ay to understand OTonnor· s Thomism is through sacramental 

1hc11logy . < )°Connor was a strong supporter of the real presence of the hody and blood of Christ 

in the 1-.ucharist. She defended the Host against a purely symbolic meaning. She felt so strongly 

:.i h1 1ut thl' litnal natun: of Communion that when confronted with the contrary. she replied. 

··Well. it it'-, a :symbol. to hc.:11 with if" ( /!fl 125 ). O'Connor furthers this point in her essay 

.. \ 1J \ cli , 1 and lklil',er .. : ··When Lmcrson decided. in 18.12. that he could no longer celehralL' till' 

I 11 rJ ·, , ,ippn unkss the bread and wine were removed. an important step in the rnpori1.ali\ln ur 

rL·lii-' 1, 11 1 11 1 .\ innica \\a '> taken . anJ thl' spirit of that skp has continued apace. \\'hen thl' ph:, sica l 



foct is separated from the spiritual reality, the di sso lution of belief is eventually inevitable" (MM 

161-62). Thi s statement "affirms both a clear di stinction and unity between the physical 

substances of bread and wine and their symbolic significance. It emphasizes the material 

elements in the doctrine of real presence as di stinct from the idea of Christ 's presence purely as a 

sign" (Desmond 145). The natural elements of bread and wine are in union with the spiritual 

element of sacrificial grace. This theological principle, articulated by St. Thomas, is illustrative 

of the way grace is present in nature. Therefore, natural things take on a deeper, sacramental 

quality, both in O'Connor's theology and in her art. She understood that the '·physical, sensible 

world is good because it proceeds from a di vine source ... The a11ist penetrates the concrete world 

in order to find at its depths the image of its source, the image of ultimate reality" (MM 157). 

O'Connor believed that Modernism separated fa ith fro m science, and therefore, the 

spiritual fro m the physica l. This modern heresy was littl e more than the Gnosti cism of the second 

century, and according to O'Connor, fo und its way into twentieth century fi ction in which '·a 

meaningless, absurd wo rld impinges upon the sacreJ consc iousness of author or character: 

author and charac ter se ldom no\v go out to e:-.:p lorc and penetra te a wo rl d in vv'hich the sacred is 

refl ec ted .. (Mi\f 15 8). Susan Srigley, in her study or O-Connor· s •• incarnational art:· states \\hy 

O'Connor saw thi s as dangerous to humanity" s knO\\ ledge or God: ·•E ither the sp iri tual 

e:-.: peri ence is drawn vvholly into the human. initiated and exhausted in its meaning by human 

needs and ends: or an ex ternal, di vine being is seen as separate fro m the human and. because of 

thi s separation, is ultimately unab le to penetrate human li fe and be knom1 sacramentall y in the 

world .. (2 1 ). Moderni sm, like Gnosti cism, is unab le to connect the ph ys ica l and spiritual. 

However. according to O'Connor. th is leads to a \\ay of thi nking and an art that are co nt rary to 

rea lity. It removes the spiritual from the materi al. ultimate ly lea\·ing man spiri tuall y imbalanced. 



Not onl y did O'Connor see this heresy in the academy, but also in the Protestant 

fund amentali sts of the South, whose sole focus on the sal.vation of souls excluded the body or the 

materi al. O'Connor' s artistic and Catholic sensibility fought against what she called, "the 

Protestant temper- approaching the spiritual directly instead of through matter" (HB 304 ). 

Instead, the spiritual and physical world should work together in all aspects of life- mystery and 

manners, reason and imagination, nature and grace. Rather than separate, distinct forces, they are 

two parts of the same whole. To reject the body is ultimately to reject the Incarnation of Christ 

and the Church itself. 

While o· c onnor· s use of imagery is shaped by her theology, she expresses her ideas in 

ways a theo logical treatise could never do. O'Connor fl eshes out the theo logy of Karl Ba11h. St. 

Thomas Aquinas. her Catechism, and even the Scriptures. She aims at truth. but that truth is 

absorbed through her imag inati ve vi sion and narra ti\'e m ice. rather than theological ax ioms. 

O'Connor ··se lects every detail for a reason. every incident for a reason ... and demonstrates 

something that cannot poss ibl y be ckmonstrat cd any other way than \\ith a ,,hole no, cl ror short 

storyJ"" (!\/;\/ 75 ). O'Connor· s Chri stian conce rns connec t close ly to her art. not ,,ith the 

sentimental methods she sco rns in many or her essays. bu t in a dramati c manner _ju st as 

mysterious and shoc king as the God she co ntemplates. 

The channeling of God's grace through the natural \\·orld is not is not a 11t'\\. concept in 

I · · · 1· () "(' -· ·01·1. a11d 111 \· stt1d\· ot·o-connor· s use of nat ura l imagery t 1C cnt1c1 sm surrounc 111!2, 0111101 S \\ I\. ' . . ~ · . ~ 

tits into a \\ide context of those who ha\e stud ied her \\Ti ting from its lhomi st pcrspecti \e. l\\ O 

· · . I , l ·'·n1·c1 tmd to O-Connor· s use or natural ima 0 er\' are \\orks that also see sprntual myster) as t 1e )ac" =- · c -

RI I C \1 ' 1- 1~! ()'(.J iinoruncl 1hi!Chri1 1-!1u11111edS0111h andSusan Sri gley·s a]) 1 . 1vOOC S · (l/11/ l' I'_)' I · 

. . • · I 1 ., \\ 'ood looks at ho\\ O-Connor·s lite in the South . a l-'lu11111!1J () ( 01111or .1 /11cumu1wnu .>11 • 



region strongly rooted in Christian ethics and imagery. fonned the instruments of her dramatic 

vision. Wood ·s work infl uences mine in two main ways. First, although avo iding the reduction 

of O'Connor' s stories to simple statements of re ligious theme or Sunday school max ims, he does 

recognize O'Connor' s art as an attempt to di splay spiritual truth in order to shock the Church and 

Modern society. Secondly, Wood points to the influence of concrete images and physical 

experi ence on O'Connor' s Roman Catholic spiritual vi sion, a vision directly influenced, 

ironica ll y enough, by a Protestant. yet still Bible-centered South . In thi s Bible Belt. O'Connor 

fo und common ground in regards to bibli cal knowledge. giving southerners .. concrete ti es to the 

un iversal and the holy which allow the meaning or their every ac ti on to be heightened and seen 

under the aspect or eternity·· (MM 203 ). \.\'ood centers much of hi s commentary on o·connor·s 

be lie r in the sacramental displays or grace and docs it by sho\\ ing her anin ity \\ ith the radicall y 

reli gious South. a region where people \,·ere sti ll \\i lling ::rnd able to recogni ze Chri st in the trees. 

Sri gley"s book foc uses intentl y on O"Connor·s use of sac ra mental imagery as it relates 

direc t I\' to Tlw111i stic thcolo12\'. t-- h ar12u111cn1 a12 rL'L'S \\ ith the onL' she makes in her lirst chapter. 
• 4..- . • .... .... 

··sac ramenta l Theo logy and lncarnati on:d :\ rt ... hec ,usc it looks at the danger O"Connnr saw in 

the sL·par:iti un 0 1· the spi ritual and physical and thus her attL'lllpt tt1 rL·,i oi n nature and grace 

th ro ugh the use ll r thc corporeal \\ Orld . Sriglcy also secs O'Co11 11m· s art from an i11 c:1 rnat ional 

perspective: ·•F iction is an incarnatinnal a rt bccauSL' it pflers a concrete rep resentation or life and 

· · · · I · · l 1 ·111·1,1 111 'sc re11resc111a1in11 s it can also rcn~al hu man exi stence 111 the !acts ol t 1c sto1: . HI \ \I L . -

· · · · 1 · , · ti · · · •11 -; · is 1101 J iscmbndied in fiction as spmtual m\·stcrics and mcan111 g. c:.111111 ~. 111 11 s S L , l . · -

· · · . · I .... · .. · • t ' .. ( 17) 1'11i s ti\ ·crarchin l! philosoph\' fo rms abstracted princ iples or ideas but 1s a \\ ,l:s 111e,11 11 .1 L · · - · 

) ·(_' · .. ·t· -1· - \ ision ·rnd her art it-;c lf arc. at the core. the basis for my argument- ( onnor s ,11 1s ic - ' -

· · · It th \ ly argument Jifl"c rs from Sri gley ·s 
conce rn ed ,, ith physical representa ti ons ()! spiritua ru · 



L·h;1ptcr heciusc she mainl y studies O'Connor's prose in Myste,y and Manners . which she views 

:is kc: to a better understanding of O'Connor's sacramental theo logy in her art. 1, however, focus 

on the imagery in her fiction as the embodiment of her theology. 

Various analyses stem from perceiving O'Connor's art as bearing a sacramental stamp 

and should be mentioned in context to my proposal. Shannon Russell 's critical essay, "Space and 

the Movement through Space in Everything that Rises Must Converge ," maps out O"Connor' s 

use of physical space as a source of divine revelation. She notices, "The space within and 

through which O'Connor' s people move is neither empty nor meaningless, but rather filled with 

mystery'' (8 1 ). Russell outlines O'Connor's use of journey, isolation, and particularly relevant to 

my study. the "'large spaces of pasture land often enclosed by a distant wall of trees" (82). She, 

ho,\ eYer. sees the wall of tree in the distance as representati ve "'of the distance he [man] must 

traYel to reach the infinite'· (Russell 83). Although I agree with Russell's main argument, that the 

physica l world reveals spiritual mystery, 1 focus more intently on trees, particularly a tree line, as 

a direc t source or grace. either as a phys ical sign of Christ, or of God·s Yoice to humanity. 

John F. Desmond's ··Flannery O'Connor and the Symbol" relates 0-Connor·s use of the 

symbolic to her Catholic interest in the Euchari st as the ultimate Catholic symbol and . like 

Russell. shows O'Connor· s art to be based in sacramental theology. According to Desmond, her 

use or symbol --is literal , understanding literal to mean a concrete detail that points to or helps to 

re\ eal the essence of a thing or action, essence being its deepest and ultimately mysterious 

reality. \\hich is linked to the sources of being itself' (148). Desmond shows, specifical ly in a 

d I. ·1-1 1· d · Cl ·11 ,· 1 v o·connor·s literal concrete detail s are manifestations of stu y o ·· 1e :,n unng 11 , 10v , 

God based in Christ· s literal presence in Communion. 



.. ) .. - . . 

.l,)1111 Rons rends O'Connor fro m a Thomi sti c perspec ti ve in hi s arti cle "The Polit ica l in 

l"l :11111n~ () Tnnnor: ;\ Reading of·/\ View of the Woods .... I le looks at the story's sacramental 

.rnd I hn111is1 qual ities as an alternati ve lo a poli tica l interpretation of the work . Accord ing to thi s 

theologica l read ing. Mr. fortune and Mary Grace 's woods are the means to an encounter with 

the supernatural. Dennis Patrick Slattery reads O'Connor' s "Parker' s Back" from a similar 

perspec ti,e in his article ··Faith in Search of an Image: The Iconic Dimension of Flannery 

O -Connor· s · Parker· s Back. ,,. Here, Slattery focuses on Parker's tattoos as an exploration of 

-- 110,, an indi\ idual learns to focus his moral vision on the visible creation in order to apprehend , 

i r c\en for an instant , the invisible presence of the Creator by means of grace" (1 20). My study 

lits into the work discussed here as it continues to look at O'Connor's imagery fro m a Thomist 

perspec ti,·e. HO\vever, instead of focusing so lely on one story, my aim is to comprehensively 

di sc uss the occurrence of natural imagery as it appears in the stori es of Eve1y thing that Rises 

Must Converxe Also. while many authors focus either on the physical imagery in O'Connor' s 

,,ork or on the spiritual meaning in her stori es. my aim is to deal with both the physical and 

spiritual elements in her work and show how they are equall y important to an understanding of 

0-Con nor· s art. 

A survey concerning the natural order in 0-Connor·s Everything that Rises Must 

( ·om·i!rue beoins with a selecti on containing the most obvious use of sacramental imagery, ··A 
/-. 0 

Vic,, or the Woods." A first reading reveals the evil s of greed il y destroying nature fo r the sake 

· · · · I 1 Tl ti a 1ed p1·otauonist Mr Fo11une is a man whose ol cconom1c and 111dustn a gro,-\1 1. 1e ap Y n n o · · , 

· · ·d t· ,. · which had always been hi s all y. He was not con ncc t1 on to nature 1s tossed as1 e or p1 ogress, 

- · t ho obi ect to everythin° new and cringe at 
one or those old people who I 1ght 1mprovemen · w J 

0 

h. I , · 1 front of his house with plenty of new-model 
c, LT;- chan ge . I le wanted to sec a paved 1g 1wa) 11 



c:ir~ ti 11 it . .. ·· ( f 1'£: r )'fhinx rhar Rises Mu~r Converoe 57) M F t d t t I Id - · · ~ . r. ·or une e es s anyone w 10 wou 

i ntcrkrc '' i I h I he dcstruct ion of nature on the path to more important things- supermarkets and 

gas sta tions. His pri deful . blind yearning fo r the industri al becomes hi s tragic flaw leading, of 

course. to death. His last view in the physical world is of "one huge yellow monster. .. gorging 

itse lf on clay'" (Everyrhing 81 ). A cold, inanimate machine is the only thing left to comfo 11 Mr. 

Fortune in hi s death . 

A Romantic or environmental anal ysis of this story depicts nature as superior to 

techno logy, something closer to the human's natural , pure state, and therefore more spiritually 

fulfillin g. Nature is the provider of insight to the human soul , and as such, should be preserved. 

When nature fa ll s prey to urbanization, humanity will degenerate into its more base instincts, 

ha\'i ng nothing with which to guide itself. However, O'Connor's use of nature in thi s story goes 

beyond an enviro nmenta l message to a deeper mystery. ·'A View of the Woods" reveals a 

sacramental understanding, which moves past the simple reading that nature is good and should 

be preserved. Rather, nature is apprec iated and di sp layed as a vesse l of God· s grace. 

Mystery directl y approaches Mr. Fortune. a man who ignores God's natural creation in 

farn r of what he believes to be a superior industriali sm. He is the typical .. modern man who 

recogni zes spirit in himself but who fa il s to recogni ze a being outside himself whom he can 

adore as Creator and Lord .. . For him. man has hi s own natural spirit of courage and di gnity and 

· · · · t· h · t b t·st-1 ed \.\;1.th thi s .. (lv/M 159). John Roos call s pride and must consider 1t a po111t o 01101 o e sa 1 

I . · · L' •· L k · 111·c11 ,·11d1·v1·duali sm and the pursuit of ' li fe. li berty. and estate· t 11 s trait 111 , 011une oc ' ean. 111 w 

I · I · ,. (161) Tl1,· s pursuit ofprooress and intense pride in Fortune serve as an a ternat1 ve to sa vat1on • 0 

b h. ·· 1an of advanced vision" (El'erythinrz. 58) lead s hi m to embrace progress at any cost. ut t is 11 " 

bli nds hi mse l 1· to a grace offered th rough nature. 
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The story begins and ends with symbols of progress. Fortune and his granddaughter, 

Mary Fortune. find entertainment in watching a bulldozer make way for new buildings: "He 

[Fortune] sat on the bumper and Mary Fortune straddled the hood and they watched, sometimes 

for hours, whi le the machine systematically ate a square red hole in what had once been a cow 

pasture· ' (Everything 54-55). This same machine is described as a "big disembodied gullet 

gorg[ing] itself on the clay, then, with the sound of a deep sustained nausea and a slow 

mechanical revul sion. turn[ing] and spit[ting] it up·' (Everything 55). The machine is monstrous, 

destruct ive. and greedy, simil ar to Fortune himself. The artifi cial mechanism, here opposing 

nature. ultimately stands in the way of God · s grace for Fortune. 

Fortune· s stubborn autonomy. an impediment to grace. pro\'es itself in the selfish control 

or hi s property. Hi s land is a way of lord ing au thorit y o,n hi s son-in-law. Pitts. ··What Pitts 

made went to Pitts but the land belonged to Fortu11L' an I he ,,as careful to keep the fac t before 

them .. (Everything 56). Fortune tinds sati sfac ti on in making Pitts ··feel hi s hand .. (Ererything 

62). ;\ s he and f\1ary Fortune routinely ,,:Heh the hulld\11e r cat the land . he re,eals hi " latest plan 

to fru strate Pitts: ·-i- 111 go ing to se ll the lot ri ght in frnnt nf the house for a gas stati on .. . Then ,,·e 

62-6]). I le e:--;pcet s Mary Fortune to be thrill ed :1bnut the ··hnnus .. he ,,i ll gi, e her afte r the sale: 

instead. she is bev,ildered: --You mean ... the la,,n•) .. (Fwrrthing 6]). 

This resistance on her part is shocking to Fortune and rL·,·eals their different ,·ie,\·s of the 

r. l I . . . I , ,11 111· s com int riot and a rclkcti on or himself. the grandchild 
\\ oods. [\,\ar\' · ortunc 1as a " a:- s 1Lc . ' 

· · · , , · . ··I .. d b·1ad like himse lf. ,,ith hi s ,cry light bl ue eyes. 
111 \\·h1ch he took gn:-at pride. Shl 1s s 1011 an l l 

· . • • • . ~ • . • • (I sClrn l an j hi s rich llorid complc:--;ion: but she 
his \\Ide prominent torehead. hi s stead penel! allll::- · 

,· hr de •'rl·c hi s intelliQence. hi s strong \\ill. and 
\\as like him on the inside too. She had. to a :-irngu' ::- · ~ 



hi s push and dri ve .. (Everything 55). Fortune has no respect for anyone in hi s family but Mary 

Fortune: he looks forward to the day when she will inherit his land and thus have power over her 

family members. He cannot believe Mary Fortune's sentimental reaction to the sale of the 

·'lawn." How could hi s intelligent and spirited granddaughter resist progress? Roos argues that 

according to fortune 's view of life, ·'any claim that there are natural obligations other than to self 

and the calculating ' law of nature' is a threat to the future of one·s personal freedom and 

progress .. ( I 64). 

More importantl y, Fortune is outraged by Mary fo rtune·s markedly different \·irn of the 

woods. She protests her grand l'ather·s deci sion to se ll the two hundred ket of land in front of the 

house: ··That's ,,·here vve pl ay ... We won·1 be ab le to sec the ,,oods across the road .. . \\ ·e ,,·on·t 

be ab le to sec the ,·iew ... We mm"t be able to sec the ,,oods from the porch ... :-ly daddy grazes 

hi s cah-cs on that lot" ( E \'cn ·rhing 63 ). Later. ~ lary h 1rtunc escapes her grandfather to 

contemplate the ,rnods: "She stared across the Int ,,·here there ,, a. nothing but a profusion of 

pink and yL·ll t1\\ ,rnd purple ,, ccds . and 011 ac ross thL· rn,1d. IP ti1L' :-. ullc11 line of black pi ne \\ P\ld s 

fringed 011 tllp ,,ith green . lkhind that line ,, as a 11 :1rnl\\ gra~-hluc line l, rmmc dis tant ,, t,llds 

· l I 1. _,_ .. ·11l. il1t1 1 L·LI in t\\ th i:-. ~cct1L' ,is if it \\L' J' L' a l'L'l'~Pn tha t she ,md bL· yo 11d that 11oth1ng )li t t 1c SI\~ .. •"' " 

I
. I I · 11 · ·t I .. (/··,. 'ITfhi,w (19- 70 ) \ tan Fll rlll11C SL'L'S thL' praL°l ic1I i111 pt1rta11cc ul pre l'l'l'C l Ill 11111 ·01 unc . t . ·"' · · -

I I- I I · · 1 r . ti ·a l\' 'S l'ltt her\ ie,, "nc, be, \lnd thi s in a spiritual u11dcrsta11Jing or t 1l' ll' l : il S USel 101 1e Cc l . · ) :::- · · 

· J , ... I SI •mn t1 n Ru ssell notices thi s cll ntras t bct\\ccn 
the ,, oods. one her grand lather cannl) t un lt :-o l,ll1l · · 1, 

. .I 
1 

• . • . · 111 tll'hcr ••ranJLll hLT "l111agin:1tit111 and faith 
the chi ldli ke l:.1i1h t11'~ lary l·nrtunc anl t 1L L~l1 tLt :-o :::-

. . . ,- . , . th . linitc or the m, stL·r,· in ti1L' cu11crL·tc .. she 
arL' nccessan lti r the perccp11 on ol the 111 1111 tl 111 L · · 

.. oc \ 1·11, \\o,1d~ '1rl' a pL1cL' l, I' comfort and 
I~ • I I · - ·1·1·1l1 ·1I 111,·,tcr,· (,) 1 · L • ' 

t\ Liry l·or\unL' \ secs l iroug 1 11 !() spt ' . · · 

. . 
1 

•. 1 .. 1 •. s11 . harn..1s 01110 the trees ,,hik gelling . l l ~a1e11 b\ 1ll ,111LI . . l -escape. \,·hL' l'l' she runs alter 1e1ng k. . 
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\\ hipped and cries under them afterwards. When confronted with Mary Fortune's continued 

resistance to the sale of the land, Fortune loses his temper: "I never have seen you act in such a 

\\3)' before ... There ' s not a thing over there but the woods ... You act more like a Pitts than a 

Fo11une'· (Eve1ything 70). He sees only the surface value of nature-a material means of power 

and progress; he cannot comprehend Mary Fortune 's distress. To Fortune, "a pine trunk is a pine 

trunk" (Eve1ything 70). 

Although Fortune chooses to ignore it. the '•line of black pine woods .. is assigned 

spiritual significance in this story. As sensed by Mary Fortune. these woods are an offering of 

God·s grace. In the beginning of the story. the \,·oods are described this way: --The red 

corrugated lake eased up to within lifty feet of the construction and was bordered on the other 

side by a black line of woods which appeared at both ends or the \·iew to ,,·alk across the water 

and continue along the edge of the ti c Ids .. (Eren ·rhing 5-l}. Later. they arc desc ribed as being 

--bathed in blood'. (Everything 71). This imagery resembles that of the crucit1xion. the offering of 

the hnd y and blood ot' Chri st. the ulti111 atc means nf grace. In thi s Christ-like imagery. the 

lhomist union of nature and grace materi ali zes. The trees. a part of God·s natural creat ion. are at 

the sa111c time charged with the grace of C,od. It is up tn the characters to either acce pt or rejec t 

thi s grace. 

Fortune. e,·en atier given a special \·isinn of grace through nature. rej ects it for money 

· · · · ~1 . • F ·t ,·s \·ie\, of the \\ Oods. Fortune experiences a and recogrnt1on. While contemplatmg" a1~ 0 1 Lill\.: · 

1-c\'ealing , ision: 

. 
1

, . 1- it \\ 'l S almost six o·ctock and the 
The third time he go t up to look at 11L ,,ooD. <-

. . , ) 11 of red li "ht that [!ushed fro111 the 
gaunt trunks appea red to be raised 111 c1 Pl l ::: -

. . . , 
1 

The old man stared fo r some time. as if 
almost hidden sun setting behi nd thcn · 
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fN :1 prolonged instant he were caught up out of tl t 1 1. 1. 1e ra t e o everyt 1rng that led to 

the future and were held there in the midst of an u 1· . bl h h ncom 01ta e mystery t at e 

had not apprehended before. He saw it in hi s halluc1·11 1· ·t· , a 1011, as I someone were 

\\'ounded behind the woods and the trees were bathed in blood. After a few 

min utes thi s unpleasant vision was broken by the presence of Pitts' pick-up truck 

grinding to a halt below the window. He returned to his bed and shut his eyes and 

agai nst the closed lids helli sh red trunks rose up in a black wood. (Everything 71 ) 

Fortune views nature with a spiritual eye and is hit with a sacred mystery; in thi s fusion between 

natural and supernatural, he has a sacramental vision. This vision of a wounded Clu·ist and hi s 

blood. offe red again through the trees, is broken by the sound of a machine. In this instant, 

Fortune fo rgets the sacramental display of grace, and the trees that were "bathed in blood·' 

become -- helli sh red trunks." Fo11une "shuts hi s eyes" to the mystery he' s experienced and 

chooses a detrimental path . 

Shortly atter hi s ··hallucination."· Fortune begins to remind himself of the advantages or 

selling the front lot. thus blocking the view of the woods from the house fo rever. He remains 

unchan(led in his mi ssion to look ··over the lake to the woods across it and .. . instead of woods, 
t: 

there would be houses and stores and parking places, and the credit fo r it could go largely to 

him .. (faeryrhing 65). Fortune wastes no time in go ing to meet the prospective buyer, Tilman . .. a 

t
. · k · d r •d He sat habitually with hi s an11S fo lded on the counter and hi s man o qu1c , act ion an 1ew wo1 s. 

· · · - · · I · b t ti His e)1es we re 0 reen and very narrow and 
111s1g111hcant head weavrng snake-l as 110n a ou 1em... c: 

· · · I d O 1th"' (fre,ythinu 76). Just as the trees are 
his tongue \\ as always exposed 111 hi s part Y opene m l 

0 

· · · • . · d ribed in the image of the serpent, the great 
Chri st-l1kc. the man who will obstruct the t1ees is esc 

. .
1 

·h d \'ii and loses his soul in the bargain . 
dcu.:1\·cr. Satan. Fortune makes a deal wit 1 t e e 
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bry Fni1unc react differently to the substance of grace. there is 

c, l·11t t1:1 l h :1 c1,11 fn)l]tat it,n of " ·i 11 s Mary Fnrtun , b I . · · · c re es so strongly against the se lling of the 

la nd that 1-t,rtunc has to dral.! her .. \vhcczing and w!11·1nr · ·· 1 - • 
~ - enng to t 1e car. l his leads to an 

inc, itahlc et)l]llict hetwccn Fortune and Mary fortune : 

She " ·as on him so quickly that he could not have recalled which blow he felt 

tirst. whether the weight of her whole solid body or the jabs of her feet or the 

pummeling of her fi st on hi s chest. He flailed the belt in the air, not knowing 

,, here to hit but trying to get her off him until he could decide where to get a grip 

on her. .. ,vith horror he saw her face rise up in front of his jaw. He seemed to see 

hi s own face coming to bite him from several sides at once .... The old man looked 

up into hi s own image . It was triumphant and hostile . 'You been whipped,' it said, 

·by me ... and I'm PURE Pitts. ' (Everything 79-80) 

Fortune sees a side of himself in Mary Fortune he hates to acknowledge. He is horrified that 

~lary Fortune would deny a connection to him. She has always been his partner, the one family 

member \\·hose spirit and pride. so much like his, has been his comfort. However, Mary Fortune 

and the rest of her family see something in the trees that fortune himself has chosen to deny. Just 

as he ignored hi s \ is ion earlier in the story, he rages against any hindrance to the development of 

hi s land. In his fury and with a --sudden surge of strength, he managed to roll over and reverse 

their pos itions so that he was looking down into the face that was hi s own but had dared to call 

it self Pitts. \1.,' ith his hands still tight around her neck. he lilted her head and brought it down once 

harJ against the rock that happened to be under it. ... He said, 'There's not an ounce of Pitts in 

lll ,.-- ·r1 · J · 80 Wh 1· •t , k,.ll s hi· s g1·anddau(Jhter hi s mirror image, the one who " : 1·!'1J / 1111g ) . en ·01 une o , 

~li 111pscJ the Ill_\ stcry or grace. he al so destroys himse lf. 
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Fortune's ultimate refusal or grace rests i th d . 
n e mur er of hi s granddaughter. Unlike many 

nf () -Cnnnor· s characters who experi ence a shockin 1 · 
1 

. • 
g reve at1on ead111g to an acceptance ot 

oracc. in hi s death. Fortune reali zes he has denied the g d' 
1 

d h . = race 1sp aye t rough nature. As hi s 

heart beats out of control. 

the old man felt as if he were being pulled after it through th d H e WOO S . . .. e 

perceived that there would be a little opening there, a little place where he could 

escape and leave the woods behind him .. .. He realized suddenly that he could not 

swim .. .. On both sides of him he saw that the gaunt trees had thickened into 

mysterious dark files that were marching across the water and away into the 

distance. He looked around desperately for someone to help him but the place was 

deserted except for one huge yellow monster, which sat to the side, as stationary 

as he was. gorging itself on clay. (Eve ,y thing 80-81) 

Fortune has already decided to accept nature merely as a channel to his own wealth; he rej ects 

the re\·elat ion of something above and beyond himse lf. To acknowledge grace th ro ugh nature 

\\ Ould have meant change. submission to something larger than hi s own will . Also. he cannot 

comprehend a world beyond the physical one he sees, and the mystery of how God interacts with 

man is just out of hi s reach . In the end, there is nothing to save him in hi s death. Nature's grace 

has deserted him. and he finds that ultimately, his machines cannot rescue him . 

--A View of the Woods .. plays a major role in the --incarnational ai1'· of fre1ythi11g that 

Rises Must Conrerge. a collection whose core is the Incarnat ion of Christ. O'Connor· s use of 

· · · · · .· ] t ·y by --connectincr two points--one point em 1ronrne ntal imagery brings to li ght sp111tua mys ei e 

· · [ J ti atural sensible world ; the other point 
\ 1s1 blc to the reader through language that name s ie 11 • 

· · · . F d Mary Fortune, the visible is the tree 
IJ1 \ 1s1bl e. but no less real '. (Desmond 147). F01 ortune an 
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line :rnd the in,·isihk is grace . The \'icw of the woods is not · 1 1 . d' b d · • • J us na ut e nee mg to c preserve 

but ,1 111c:m~ pf grncc ()llc rcd 10 bo th characters. This sacrament is accepted by Mary Fortune and 

rc_jcctcd h~ Fortune . One dies with a reali zati on of grace and the other with a vision or its 

destruct ion. 

The line of woods appears again in "Greenleaf." In this story, Mrs. May's farm is 

guarded by .. a black wa ll of trees with a sharp sawtooth edge that held off the indifferent sky" 

(Ere r_1 ·1hi11g 37). This wa ll of trees provides a feeling of security for Mrs. May, but in the end, it 

is a conduit fo r violent grace in the form of a bull. Mrs. May is a woman whose Southern sense 

of propriety causes her to adopt a view of the world in which religion and Christ are good for 

people as long as they are kept inside the walls of the church. She takes pride in her land and her 

hard ,,·ork. which she fee ls is hindered by her sons, the Greenleafs, and the bull who roams freel y 

in her yard. She becomes fi xated with the presence of thi s bull on her farm. 

She had been aware that whatever it was had been eating as long as she had had 

the place and had eaten everything from the beginning of her fe nce line up to the 

house and now was eating the house and calmly and with the same steady rhythm 

would continue th rough the house, eating her and her boys, and then on, eating 

e,·erything but the Greenleafs, on and on, eating everything until nothing was left 

but the Green leafs on a little island all their own in the middle of what had been 

her place. (Ererything 25) 

· · · I · d ·. cows Itisalsoofwhat the bull 
1'1rs. May is afraid of the bull and how 11 might rum 1e1 all y · 

. . . . d- the success of the Greenleaf boys . Mrs. 
rc1111nds her that Mrs. May 1s ult1mately concerne 

. . . d h thi s famil v she considers ·'white trash .. have 
ay s strict Southern manners are bothe1 e t at · 

. . 11 1 ted continue to live at home with her. 
found success. I !er o,,·n sons. however, while ,,-e -ec uca · 
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nic lrnly trai t they share is "that neither of them ca d I 1 ,, -re w1at 1appened on the place (Everything 

28) . 

Mrs. Greenl eaf s bizane religious expressions a - · II ft' · 1e especia yo ens1ve to Mrs. May 's 

southern code of cond uct. She is disgusted with Mrs. Greenleafs "redneck" behavior in 

Qeneral- hcr daughter·s tobacco use their family 's dirty clothes a d t h d B h · ~ , n ras y yar . ut s e IS most 

of all offended by Mrs. Greenleaf s "prayer healing." 

Every day she cut all the morbid stories out of the newspaper-the accounts of 

women who had been raped and criminals who had escaped and children who had 

been burned and of train wrecks and plane crashes and the divorce of movie stars. 

She took these to the woods and dug a hole and buried them and mumbled and 

groaned fo r an hour or so, moving her huge arms back and forth under her and out 

aga in and finall y just lying flat and , Mrs. May suspected, going to sleep in the 

dirt. (Everything 30) 

~!rs. iVlay is upset by thi s outrageously fundamental southern Christ ian. herself a woman ··with a 

large respect for reli gion. though she did not, of course , believe any of it was true .. (Everything 

31 ). She seeks to fit into a picture of southern gentility and attempts to hang on to her pride while 

surrounded by what she believes to be ignorant, religiously over-zealous ··hicks:· Reli gion is one 

thing. but groveling in the dirt expect ing answers to prayer is another. Going to church ·•is but 

her ci\·ic duty. and church is a place \\·here she hopes her sons wil l meet •nice· girls . .J esus is a 

li gure or such publi c embarrassment that his name. like the \\·ords for sex, should be kept private. 

(
'I · · di. b t t ll y superior to it" (Wood 89). Mrs. May fears 
canlincss IS not on ly nex t to go mess u ac ua 

I 
· · · A d. a to Tuck McFarl and in her story. ··the 

os1ng control o! her boys and of her tarm . ccor 111
0 ' 

. . . . . . , b I r di\·init)'. and Mrs. May"s relentl ess 
111: stcno us. chthornc !orccs o! natUi e a,e sy m O s 0 
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re i~ tancc to these fo rces suggests that the primary convergene h · tt t· ·d · . · e s e 1s a emp mg to avo1 1s · 

union ,,·ith God ... Mrs. May's fears of the bull and the Green leafs represent her anxiety about the 

intru ion of that which is vaster than she into her well-controlled life" (45). Truly believing in 

the action of God 's grace in the world does not fit into Mrs. May's scope of reality and her life of 

self-reliant pride. 

Although Mrs. Greenleaf is clearly a use of O'Connor's grotesque, her genuine faith 

makes Mrs. May' s "polite" religion weak. She hides nothing and pretends nothing, unlike Mrs. 

May, whose life goal is to paint a picture of herself as a respectable Southern woman, complete 

with a successful business and famil y. She is, however. self-deluded. What lifts her above the 

status of her farmhands (at least in her own eyes) is her life of hard work and decent behavior. 

She tri cks herself and develops a superiority complex by taking pride in small successes, in 

keeping the Greenleafs and her sons under her thumb and always taking charge. In reality, she 

has no control over her farm or her famil y. 

In Mrs. May's story. the line of ,, oods surrounding her farm combines " ·ith violence and 

the supernatural in a truly shocking manner in order to break her of religious and social pride. 

Her .. life of unrelenting labor. .. has been twi sted into a proud denial of divine grace .. (Wood 89). 

1111 M M · I-' t d by nature she can no lon"er reject truth but must stare it down v, 1en r . ay 1s con ron e , o . 

face to face. Her confrontation with rea lity begins in a dream. Between sleeping and waking. 

Mrs. lay hears a grinding noise: 

_ . 
1 

· · e ,, as the sun trying to burn th rough 
She became aware atter a t11ne that t 11s nots 

. , 1 le in the knowledge that it couldn ·c that 
the tree !me and she stopped to v-.ate1, sa 

. . ·ct of her property. When she first 
it had to sink the way 1t always did outSI e 

I tood ,,atchino it began to narrow 
. II . d ball but ass 1e s O ~ stopped 1t ,,as a s,, o en 1e , 
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and pale until it looked like a bullet. Then sudde 1 ·t b . h 1 · n y 1 u1 st t roug 1 the tree lme 

and raced down the hill toward her. (Everything 47) 

What is ac tuall y the Greenlears bull chewing the shrubs outside her window Mrs. May 

subconsc iously equates with the encroachment of her natural surroundings. The tree line of her 

dreams is not statically and safely surrounding her farm. It is letting in light, a light she isn ' t 

quite ready to acknowledge. While she thought the trees were a barrier to "the indifferent sky," 

they have become a gateway for grace. 

As Mrs. May pursues the bull in order to kill it , she is conquered by it instead. She faces a 

violent reali zation. It is a devastation O'Connor felt was necessary for these types of characters 

steeped so far in their own pride: "I have found that violence is strangely capable of returning my 

characters to reality and preparing them to accept their moment of grace. Their heads are so hard 

that almost nothing el se will do the work'' (MM 11 2). The bull. emerging from the tree line. 

··buried his head in her lap, like a wild tormented lover. before her expression changed ... She 

continued to stare strai ght ahead but the entire scene in front of her changed .. (Erer\'fhing 52). 

Although the bulr s thrust into Mrs. May's lap may be read primarily as a representation of her 

sex ual mvakening (indeed, there is no doubt about the sexual connotations of thi s story) . it is the 

disseminati on of moral and spiritual truth which takes precedence . The bull literally turns Mrs. 

May' s \\'Orld and scope of vision upside down. In thi s way. "she discovers that the world is 

bounded by the infinite sky belonging to the infinite God" (Wood 90). In the bull's violent 

· - · · k dedoe-she is not the owner of her own 
charge or death. Mrs. May is opened to hte-g1v111g nO\\ e 

. b. 
1 

• d more mysterious has taken over. 
sou l and body; rather, someth111g much 1gge1 an 

. . . -seeino an "indi ffe rent" sky, she encounters the 
Mrs. May's perception changes, 111stead ot 0 

.. 1 n S· I IJY). In her topsy-tun')' Yi sion, she sees 
hc:a,·cns as they "declare the glory of God (Psa 1 · 
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--the tree line was a dark wound in a world that was nothing but sky-and she had the look of a 

person whose sight has been suddenly restored but who finds the light unbearable" (Everything 

52). The biblical picture of Christ is undeniable here. Mrs. May has seen a vision akin to 

Isaiah ·s- "and by his wounds we are healed" (Isaiah 53 :5 NIV). She has been restored to sight 

by recogni zing the "light of men," the "true li ght that gives light to every man'· (John J :4. 9 

NIY). The tree line, once keeping Mrs. May seemingly secure, comes close and takes part in 

disc losing an agonizing truth , but poss ibly saving truth. Mrs. May dies while --whi spering some 

last discovery into the animal' s ear·· (E,·e,y thing 53). Again . the image of the tree line plays a 

central role in revealing the mystery or grace and truth . This mysterious presence is part or 

O'Connor' s incarnational art. a natu ral reve lation or Christ found in the bl oody tree line. 

In .. Ren ~lation ... truth is once aga in ,·iolcntl y ren:-alcc.J to a Southern ,,·oman whose pride 

is centered on \\hat she beli e,·es to he her clcrnted pos iti on in soc iet , . In Ruby the reader 

observes a present day Phari see who hypocritical ly secs other· s " ·cak nes es while ignoring any 

l,r her l '" 11. she he I ien·s i 11 ( ,oJ and k Il l) \\ s her act i\\ns in the prL· sent Ii k haH' conseLJue1,ces in 

the 11e\1. I lo\\c,cr. her spiritual ,anity fo ols her intn thinking . he is :i t the tn p o!'t he soc ial and 

spiritual hierarchy \\ith ,,·hi ch she is so concerned . 

· 1 · 1 •• I· . , · tlie doctor· s oflt ce \\here Ruh , has taken her husband ll)J' ~lost ol t 11 s story tal\.c s p clCL 111 • -

. . . . . , . . , . the " ·aitin~ room is representati\'C of her treatment. ·1 he descnpt1on ot Ruby s cntlance 11110 -

I d, it look e, cn smaller b, her presence. She character : ··Mrs. Turpin. ,,ho ,, as ,cry arge. ma L · · 

. . ' ' . . 't· l1lc SCI in the L·enter or it. .. I lcr li11k bri ght black stuod 100111 111 " at the hc:ad ol the 11ugJ1. inL a · 
t:' 

. . . . .. ( Frcn 11, ;11 u ] 91 ). Her superior . d th , scallll" s1tu,1t1 011 - . ,., eyes took in all the patients as she size up L ' ::c 

. .. ,J · l ". _ w e\'aluate the other pa ti ents in . . , . I , 1111med1c1te ) 1e::c111:> p1 cscncc takes O\'er much ol thL lOOlll ass Ji;: 
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respect to herself. The levels of society represented in the waiting room mirror Mrs. Turpin 's 

nighttime ritual: 

Sometimes [she] occupied herself at night naming the classes of people. On the 

bottom of the heap were most colored people, not the kind she would have been if 

she had been one, but most of them; then next to them-not above, just away 

from-were the white-trash; then above them were the home-owners and above 
' 

them the home-and-land owners, to which she and Claud belonged. Above she 

and Claud were people with a lot of money and much bigger houses and much 

more land'' (Everythini 195). 

Mrs. Turpin has composed a rigid soc ial struct ure. and through it she di splays a dangerous 

raci sm and bigotry \'e ilcd by an insincere charity . She helps those she con iders to be poor 

""•hi tc trash ... hut is un \\ illing to admit they arc equal to her a. human beings. 1 ler arrogance 

e\tends even to the praise or the hogs on her farm: --our ho gs are not dirty and they don't 

stiiik ... 1 hey·re cleaner than some chilclrl'll 1·,e seen. !'heir feet ne ,er touch the grn und . \\ ·e ha,e 

:1 pig-p:1rlor- tha1·s where you rai se them on conc rete .. (Fn,,-uhi11g 198). lrs. Turpin 's 

· · ·- I . II · -1 , 011 ,ss fn stered b, the pride she takes in hl·r 
L'\chan):'.eS 111 the docwr s oll1ce 1-c,-ca a sma -!lllllUl: L. · · . 

· · · · 11 , • • ,11· t' r ·ti on becornes rnost app:m:nt in a hyrnn or 
ck:lll bL·ha, 1or and good d1spos111 on. u SL -sa 1s ac 

. . _ [(' j] 1. d t nnde her a niu12.er or white-trash or ugly! 
thanks!:!-1\'l ll g 10 God: -- Her hea rt rose. 10l 1a no < --

. . .. 1· I ,f ,,·er\'lhin12. .. k sus. thank youi she said. Thank 
1 lc had made her hersel! and g1Yen he1 c1 11\ e c c: • ~ 

·c . s's· ·atire here 10 arnplir, the ridiculous .. r:· 1 . , , 0~ l O onnrn u. l . :-- , . 
:nu thank you thank you ( : ,·e1'_1't 1111,1... - -

1 
· 

T 
_ . tl1,1., is dclin iteh an echo or the Pharisee·s 

. ·r . . 1· I . ·se 111 ~11rs u1 p1n. l l . nature ol Mrs. urpm s as~ p 1ai • 
1
' • 

.. . . , ou that 1 am iwt like other men- robbers. 
prayer in the le\\ Testament: God. I thank. 
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C\ ild l1ers. ::idultcrc rs .. ( 1.ukc 18 : 11 IV). llcrmostpri zed · · 1 • , possession 1s 1er ri ghteousness. She 

praises hc rsc l rand becomes her own god . 

Ruby. hov,e\·er. suffers a saving realization of her own igt d t· 11 ·b·1· b · · 1orance an a 1 1 1ty, ut 1t 1s a 

Cruel humili ation that prevents her from continuing in her 1·nflated f If h H sense o se -wort . er 

disgrace is the result of disturbing events occuning in her nicely ordered world. Much like Mrs. 

May·s experience in '·Greenleaf", these events are violent and physical representations meant to 

shake Ruby out of her ignorance. The shock is felt at the hands of Mary Grace who can no longer 

endure Ruby's hypocrisy and decides to end her ridiculous and hypocritical utterances by 

\iciously hurling her textbook across the room, hitting Ruby squarely in the left eye. Thereafter, 

she tac kles Ruby onto the ground and whispers a strange and shocking revelation: "Go back to 

hell where you came from, you old wart hog" (Everything 207). Although hurtful , thi s outburst is 

not lost on Ruby. a woman who believes in God's communication with man. It haunts her, and 

she cannot find peace under this curse. 

Later. at her farm. Ruby boldly challenges God to give her answers. again anogarnl y 

strugg ling aga inst being humbled. It is in her anger. frustration. and questioning of God that the 

tree line makes its appearance. While Ruby marches in anger to her prized pig parlor, the 

· · · ·d · t·ast over the far tree line as if it meant to narrator describes the sun as "nd111g westwa1 ve1y 

reach the hogs before she did" (Everything 214). The farm itself is surrounded by ·'a dark green 

. d . d looking over the paling of trees like a 
du ·ty \\ OOd ... The sun was beh111d the woo , ve1y re , 

. .. . 21 r) It is to these surroundings that Ruby shouts 
!armer inspec ting hi s own hogs (frerythmg ) · 

d ea rnessaoe like that for ... How am I a hog 
her conrusion aloud to God : ···What do yo u sen m 0 

-. Whv me?· She rumbled. ' It' s no trash around 
and me both '1 11 0\-v am I saved and ll om hell too.. . -

k . back to the bone every day working. 
he re. black or \\ hitc. that l ha\C:n·t gi\·en to. And brca Ill ) 
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And do for the church.· ·· · ' Who do you think you are?"' (Everything 215). The answer to her 

question "returned to her clearl y like an answer from the wood'' (Everything 215). Seconds later, 

Ruby gazes at her hogs who seem "to pant with a secret life. Until the sun slipped finally behind 

the tree line, Mrs. Turpin remained there with her gaze bent to them as if she were absorbing 

some abysmal li fe -giving knowledge" (Eve1y 1hing 217). Essentially, truth and grace come racing 

toward Ruby through the woods. They are infused with a red light. another Christ-li ke image 

Ruby cannot ignore. According to Raiger. thi s .. struggle of Mrs. Turpin ·s \\"ill against full self­

rea li zation or the true state of her soul becomes a struggle against the grace or God·s 

mercy ... Thi s struggle is drawn in the allego rical signification or the hogs on her fa rrn 

internali zed as a form or se lf-knowledge, and in the landscape or the subl ime. seen th rough its 

em pt iness to a rc\'c lati on of Uod· s sa\·ing grace·· (2 --1 2) . Finally. in these surroundings. Ruby 

comes tn an umlcrstandin g th ro ugh an l'\pc ri encc ,,·ith the natural ,,orld around her: 

/\ visionary li ght settl ed in her eye ·. "he saw the treak a. a Yast :win ging bridge 

C\ tL'lldin g lqmard from the eart h through a lielJ nf Ii, ing lire . l ·pnn it :1 'a .-1 

d I There ,,ere\\ lwlc u1111pan1es ol 
horde or so ul s m::rc rumbling w,, ar 1e:1\en. 

- . . I . 1· ' . J lrn1J-; ()r black nil!.l!.ers in 
,\·hite-trash. clean !'or the t1rst t1rne 111 t ieir ! \ LS. :in ' · --

. . .. 1. . d I . 1· . • sh rntinl!. and clapping ailll 
,, hite robes. and battal!()ns ol tre,it-.s ::in un ,i 10 · \ -

. J r I ' roce,sion \\ as a tribe nr Pl'llplc 
leaping like frogs . /\ nd bringrn g up the en () l ll p · · 

·I 1·11 . , l1er-;cl rand Cbud. h:1d ah\ ;1~ s · d • , ·1s those ,, in. l\l · \Yhom she recogni ze at onu.: ' 
· · I Yet sh , C\1t1kl sec 

. . . . I , (j )d-1!.iYcll ,, it 1\1 use it ng 11.. 
had a lit tle ot C\Tryth111 g ,rnd tic L -

. .·. , . ,, ·re bcinl!. burned a\\ay . 
. , ··d 1·· ,~ that e\ en their , i1tuls l -

b, thei r shocked and alteic au.:s 

([n11Tthi 11g 217-1 8) 
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Ruby' s self-satisfied dc\·ot ion is overturned at thi s rea l· . . 
ization of the way God works Ill the Ii ves 

of humans . /\ 11 peo pl e are equal before God becau ti . 
se 1e transgression of humanity requires that 

al l depend on God fo r power and salvation. There is inf t h' 
ac no 1erarchy of souls. In the end 

RubY hears echoes of true thanksgiving, not for God's fa t • • . 
. vor o Just a 1ew but for his mercy to all : 

"In the woods around her the invisible cricket choruses had st k b h rue up, ut w at she heard were 

the voices of the souls climbing upward into the starry field and shouting hallelujah" (Everything 

218). Ruby comes to knowledge when the natural and spiritual world unite and work together to 

infuse grace into her li fe . Although Ruby's life after this is not seen, the reader believes she has 

fo und some personal truth and spiritual truth , and "the first product of [her] self-knowledge is 

humility .. (MM 35). 

The humiliation of a character occurs again in "The Enduring Chill" as the yo ung 

intell ectual Asbury struggles with a compromise of power between hi s own intelli gence and the 

idea of a Di vine truth. He is a young man who has renounced a higher wisdom and has placed 

conlidence in hi s own reason and ability. a trul y modern intellectual. Asbury' s intellec t. not hi s 

soc ial status. is the source of hi s pride. However. he has a problem turning hi s ideas into art and 

producing anything of worth . O'Connor describes him as "a wretched young man [who] arri ves 

at the point where his arti stic delusions come face to face with reality" (HB 27 1). She uses 

· · · · b d' d · t II t als produced by Modernism's Gnostic Asbury s character to cnt1que the d1sem o 1e 111 e ec u 

tendencies. He is the modern intellectual whose hubris and apathy toward the spiritual leave him 

unsuccess fu l in the materi al world. As a libera l and academic, Asbury fee ls greater than those 

. h. derstandino represents ignorance in the 
around him. especiall y hi s own mother, who, 111 is un °' 

l S th which he perceives as intellectuall y 
narrow \\'o rld of the Old South . Asbury finds the rura ou ' 

beneath him. unbearab le. 
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I 11 Asbury' s story. aspects of O'Connor's Thomist th· k' • • 
111 mg once agam crop up. Smee 

God \\ill ingly operates and interacts with the corporeal world H · l'nk d h' 
, e 1s I e to everyt mg, 

spiritual and physical. This philosophy, of course, is counter to the one observable in many of 

Q"Connor· s intellectuals, including Asbury. It also contradicts the ideas of many scholars she 

read or came in contact with while living in a society influenced by modernism. She was aware 

of the ever-present dualistic perception of the physical and spiritual in modern culture, especially 

in its I iterature (Desmond 151 ). She aimed to confront the modernist thought that relegated the 

supernatural to matters of faith. In contrast, she asserts in her work that spiritual forces are able 

to affect everyday life. O'Connor argues, 

St. Augustine wrote that things of the world pour forth from God in a double way: 

intell ectually into the minds of angels and physically into the world of things. To 

the person who believes this ... this physical. sensible world is good because it 

proceeds from a divine source ... .The artist penetrates the concrete world in order 

to lind at it s depths the image of its source. the image of ultimate reality (MM 

157). 

. . 1 . . d t of God includina man· s reason . Therefore. According to thi s statement, everyt 1mg 1s a pro uc , o 

. . . I d iritual represented in the natural \\ Orld Ill Asbury·s story, the marri age of the phys1ca an sp · 

. . . ' . . ·ntellect and faith. In --The Enduring Chill .. around him , mirrors especially the abtl1t) to JOll1 I 

. d to make a statement about the modern o ·connor uses natural surroundrngs. the black woo s. 

. f· faith and trust wholly in it, he onl y 
intell ectual. When he tries to separate his intelligence 10111 · 

. . ltimately harmful because that 
grasps a fa lse sense or li fe. This type of total separatwn is u 

. . 1 . Asbury' s) lack of artistic . . ·h I dinu to hi s (mt 11s case 1ntellc:ctual loses touch with reality. t us ea 0 

creation. 
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In --The Enduring Chill ,' ' Asbury is a typical d 
1
- . 

ua 1st. Before he dies, he seeks an 

.. ,, 1)crience ... a fai led attempt to bond with the black h . 
c. men w o work on his m™her's farm. This 

search encompasses his struggle to fulfill a spiritual void If h . . . 
· a man as derned the trad1tional and 

Spiritual. all he has left is the desire to experience. This is Asb h h b 
ury, w o as een unable to feel 

and therefore needs something to fulfill the part of his humanity sear·ch· "' h' •d mg 1or somet mg outs1 e 

the factual and purely scientific. To him, "God is an idea created by man" (Everything 106). In 

Asbury' s thinking. God does not truly exist and act through the physical world. His god is "Art, 

but he had been a faithful servant and Art was sending him death" (Everything I 03). Although 

Asbu1-y' s god is Art, it is his lack of recognition of the Creator that leads him to his lack of 

creati vity. Asbury, who partly blames his artistic failure on his mother, writes to her that he 

moved to New York '·to escape the slave ·s atmosphere... to find freedom, to liberate my 

imagi nation· ' (Ere,ylhing 91 ). He tell s hi s mother "her way had simply been the air he breathed 

and when at last he had found other air [ of superior thinking, of art]. he couldn 't survive in it" 

(L ,·e,y1hinx 92) . The only thing he discovers as an art ist. howe,er. is that hi s imagination is 

stunted. and he cannot create. Asbury "is an incomplete man. because he fa il s to recogni ze man· s 

spiritua l nature: life and death to him are meaningless .. (McCarthy 146- 147). 

O'Connor incorporates the dark line of woods throughout Asbury's story to set the stage 

· · · · f I t 1·al infusino it with a sense of the lor hi s confrontation with the existence o t 1e supema u , o 

. . , . . t·· N w York to wait out what he thinks is a mysterious. On the morn mg of Asbury s I et urn 1 om e 

. . d ·ti • a \\ hite-aold sun. like some strange fa tal disease. the sky ··was a chill gray. an a stai 11\ , ::--

, . ds It cast a strange light over the 
potentate from the east, was ri sing beyond the black woo · · · · 

. k A b ·y fe lt he was about to wi tness a 
single bloc k of' one-story brick and wooden shac s. s ui 

. . , . . . . 1.- . f ni uht at any mom 111 <1Jt st1c trans formation that the fl at o 100 s 1 0 

ent turn into the mounting turrets 
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of some c\oti c temple for a god he didn ' t know'·(£ _ h' 
ve,yt ing 82). Indeed, this is the God Asbury 

has rejec ted but who is now making for Himself at I f . 
emp e rom the surroundmg trees. This 

strange , ision initiates the crumbling of Asbury 's art · t' d h' . . 
~ is ic an P ilosoph1cal illusions. O'Connor 

comments on this transformation: "The problem was to h ti H 1 ave 1e o y Ghost descend by degrees 

throughout the story but unrecognized, but at the end recogn· d • d . . 1ze , commg own, implacable, with 

ice instead of fire. I see no reason to limit the Holy Ghost to fire. He 's full of surprises" (HB 

293). 

The tree line plays a role in the "coming down" of the Holy Ghost. At his mother's 

urging. Asbury sits daily on his front porch to, as she puts it, '·enjoy the view." Here, he sits with 

--hi s hands gripped on the chair arms as if he were about to spring forward into the glaring china 

blue sky .. (Ere ,y thing 96). The scene '·was rimmed by a wall of trees which. at the time of day 

he was fo rced to sit there. was a washed-out blue .. (96). Later. as Asbury fee ls his death 

approac hing he experiences the contrast of the light against these same trees: '·The light in the 

room ,,as beginning to have an odd quality, almost as if it ,,·ere taking on presence ... Outside it 

appeared to move no farther than the edge of the faded tree line. \\hich he could see a few inches 

O\er the sill or hi s window·· (109). This tree line turns dark as Asbury·s agonizing confrontation 

,, ith grace approaches. As he stares out the window. --A blinding red-go ld sun 1110, ed serenely 

from under a purple cloud. Below it the tree line was black against the crimson sky. It fo rm ed a 

brittl e wa ll . standing as if it were the frai l defense he had set up in hi s mind to protect him from 

1 t · I " ·s hi s room What he tri ed to make ,, hat was coming .. ( 114). Grace breaks throug 1 as na we en i.:t · 

hi s de fense is God 's way of getting through. 

d 
f h. . anorance onl y when he reali zes the kno\\ ledge 

Asbury comes to a true knowle ge o 1s 1o 

. . . . . . . . .. 0 , but it is one that is necessary to shake 
ol grace. Tl11S rcal1 zatton 1s not essent ia l! ) one ot J ) · 
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Asbury from his intellectual pride. Asbury' s epiphany occur h "h d . . 
. s w en e un emably realizes that · 

he·s going to have to live with the new knowledge that he knows nothing. That reall y is what he 

.5 tr·ozei1 in- humili ty'· (HB 26 1 ). After learning he will not di·e Asb , t· 
1 , ury s awareness comes rom 

hi s vision of the Holy Ghost descending, a fulfillment of Father Finn's earlier prediction that the 

Holy Ghost may be the last thing he gets. This final supernatural convergence comes through a 

water stain on Asbury ' s bedroom ceiling. As he lay there, 

The old life in him was exhausted. He awaited the coming of the new ... The fi erce 

bird which through the years of hi s childhood and the days of hi s illness had been 

poised over his head, waiting mysteriously. appeared all at once to be in motion. 

Asbury blanched and the last film of illusion was torn as if by a whirlwind from 

his eyes. He saw that fo r the rest of hi s days. frail , racked. but enduring. he \\·ould 

Ji ve in the face of a puri fying terro r. A feeble cry. a last impossible protest 

escaped him. But the Holy Ghost, emblazoned in ice instead of tire, continued. 

im placable. to descend. (Ere1J1hi11g 11-+ ) 

When Asbury comes to the harsh rea li zation- that his intell ect is insuffi cient and there e\ ists a 

C h • II ti --Ne\\ Man the intell ec tual man \\ it h higher in te lli gence- he becomes \\·hat Mc art ) ca s 1e ' · · · 

. . -- . . . I . .. ( 11-+7) The \\ ater stain and the woods surro und ing a lmn be l1 et 111 man s spmtua natu1 e • 

. . . hi s life aoainst the truth he can 11 0 \ \ no longer 
Asbury have been stagnant. mysterious detenses 111 e 

. . o bevond himself. He is confronted \\ith the 
deny. At thi s point. Asbury must recogmze a bem_, -

I e th rouoh nature. supernatural th ro ugh the corporea . grac e 

. 1. t' trees but from a sinule fl aming . . not trom a me o ~ In -- rarker·s Back" an epiphany occui s 

I theo loo\' at the end of thi s story. yet he . o·c ··s sacramenta 0 , tree. Parker literal ly embod ies onnoi . 

. ··d s himself on his independence, l11S 
b . . d t· . ·ace Parke1 p11 e eg1ns the story deny111 g any nee 01 gi · 
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"·ninani zing. and hi s tattooed body. He cannot acce t d • 
1 
f . . 

p ema rom any woman, which 1s the only 

reason he ends up with Sarah Ruth. a homely believer in the St . h G . 
raig t ospel who believes 

·· iiic tures on the skin were vanity of vanities" (Everything 229) p k . h c: 
• . ar e, as 1rom a very young 

a,ie been intrigued by body art. As a boy catching his first glimpse of a tatt d 
1 

" ,. ::: ooe man, 1e was 

filled with emot ion. lifted up as some people are when the flag passes" (Everything 223 )_ The 

tattooed man catches Parker's eye and takes hold of his imagination. In his article discussing the 

iconic imagery in ·'Parker's Back," Dennis Patrick Slattery points to the imagination as the key 

to the story itse lf: .. The larger concern of the story begins here-the imagination itself, 

specilicall y the theological imagination. The imagination begins in faith, but then seeks activity 

in the world an image to incarnate, to substantiate itself" (120). Slattery observes Parker's need 

for \'isual stimulation to validate a faith and spiritual satisfaction he seeks. Parker is ··not a man 

or abstraction but one who prefers the tangible and concrete" (S lattery 120). Seeing thi s tattooed 

man at the fair provides Parker with his first understanding of the importance of life and 

c\ istence: -- 11 \\as as if a blind boy had been turned so gentl y in a different direction that he did 

not know hi s destination had been changed·' (Everything 223). 

As Parker begins his own collection of tattoos. each successive one becoming more 

· · · · · · t· 1· f' d' t' faction which leads him to fill more lilcl1ke and co lorl'u l, he 1s on ly left with a ee mg o 1ssa is , 

. t. h . he represents truth regarding the empty space on hi s body. Although Parker 1s an an 1- eio, w 

. . . H ti at the physical visible world connects to l homi st juxtaposition of matter and spmt. e senses 1' ' 

. . . . . . .. . , U 1l ike Sarah Ruth. he is unafraid of the 
sp1ntua l mysteries and 1s open to thi s poss1bilit) · 1 

. t the Gnostic view that the material world 
physical \\'Oriel , including the body, and does not accep 

. . . ther it is the corn1ection of the physical world to 
is rn l and should be avoided and neglected. Ra ' 

hi s i1mard lil'c \vhich takes him longer to figure out. 



Lytle 32 

Parker·s encounter with God is reminiscent of M . oses standmg shoeless on Mt. Sinai 

b fo re the burning bush. Instead of a bush howev .. e ' er, it is a tree that speaks to Parker. His 

e story 111 which he can no longer experi ence with grace through nature is the turning point of th . . 

ion ° appease his tlmst to be arrogantly laugh in the face of God, but must take some act' t . . 

spiritually fulfill ed. While baling hay, Parker' s 

tractor crashed upside-down into the tree and burst into !lame. The first 

thing Parker saw were his shoes. quickly being eaten by the fi re: one was 

caught under the tractor, the other was some distance away. burning by 

itselL He was not in them. He could feel the hot breath of the burning tree 

on his face . He scrambled backwards ... and ii' he had known how to cross 

himself he wo uld have done it. (En' r_l'thing 23~) 

Mtcr thi s encounter. Parker '"k1K\\ that there \ml been a great chang. · in hi s li fe . a leap fcm\.1rd 

into a worse unknown ... it was fo r all intents accompl ished .. (Lmything 2:13 ). Parker docs not 

hear \c rba l instruct ions about \\ha\ action tl1 take.: ct the c\ pcricm:c is not lost 011 him . 1 k 

knO\\S somethin g or someone h:1s de manded something l1r him His --c\pcricncc is 011c in which 

srace int rudes intn the temporal \\Orl d throu gh the things or the \\ urld- thc burning trc1.' . hi s 

\ 
· \ · · · \ · \ · · 1·1·· · · t·11 · ' 111·1-l)lll him to scr,c (iod .. (Slatter" 

1urn111g s 1oes: 1l 1s the moment 111 \\ 11C 1 a man s 1 1. 1s u i--1. · • 

122). 
.
1 

· ·l I · 
11 

me·rns oett in12 a ··rcli12i ous·· tattoo . 
Parker must no,\ carry out a sacred act.\\ 11c 1 

to 
111 

' · :::- - -
. . ll , r "Khin" out 10 ,, rasp him . 1 k is being 

1 k is haunted by the, ision or the tree bursting inw ;ull1. . 1. , =- =-

. . . . ·l 
1
, . J . w his takinl! ot' the sacrament. 

pursued and cannot escape. It is thi s e\pcnence \\ hie 
1 

ul ~ -

. . . . . 1 \ords seem --w 1ca,e hi s mouth 
beari ng the irnaoe of Chri st on his back . Alter thi s. Jll: piou( \ 

::, . . d 
1 11

-- 1 [\'errthin~ 238). Chri st· s 
lik . · 1· 1 I ad n ,, er utte1 e t 1c1 \ . , 

e \\Ta1 ths and to e,·aporate at once as 1 ie 
1 

c 
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.. ,·cs that were now forever on his back were ey t b 
e_ · es o e obey d H . e . e was as certam of it as he 

had e,·er been of anything'· (Eve ,y rhing 241 ). O'Conno . 
r once agam uses a physical , visible 

bject from the natural world, "a tree of light burst[· ] . 
o . mg over the skylme" to showcase her 

Thomist belief that grace comes to man through thew Id . 
or around him (Everything 242). Those 

who are open and obey receive it. 

For Parker, a new faith means a new name He final] . . . 
· Y accepts his biblical name, Obadiah, 

which he previously rejected. At once, he feels "light pouring thr I h. . . . oug 1 1m, turnmg his spider 

web soul into a perfect arabesque of colors, a garden of trees and bi'rds a d b ,, (£ h. n easts · veryr 111g 

243). This completes the unification of his body and soul , Chri st filling him outwardly and 

inward ly. 

Parker·s newfound sacramental fai th is contrasted by his wife·s fund amentali st concern 

\\ ith shunning any vesti ge of God found in the physical wo rld. Her deni al of the unifi ca ti on or 

sp irit and matter to represent Christ in the world falsifies and cheapens her fa ith. Her 

preocc upati on with idolatry causes her to mi ss the presence of Chri st as He appears in the 

physica l \\·orld . When Parker reveals the likeness of Christ on hi s back. Sarah Ruth becomes 

\ iolent : ···Idolatry! En flaming yo urself wi th idols under every green tree! I can put up \\·it h li es 

and \anity but I don ·t want no idolater in this house !· and she grabbed up the broom and began 

lo thrash him across the shoulders with it'· (Everyth ing 244). By thrashing Parker· s back. Sarah 

Ruth reenac ts the crucifixion of Christ. In her violent opposition to\Vard the image of ChriSl. she 

. . . . .. h . CT f man Sarah Ruth is the embod iment 
ICJcc ts the Incarnation. God makmg Himselt 111 t e imabe O 

· 

. . . . . . t· d to be dangerous. To make God an 
01 the lundamentali st Protestant Gnos t1c1sm O Connoi oun ~ 

. - 11 to its people. O-Connor·s God is 
abstrac ti on is to cut Him off from the world and any connectio 

. . . ents lust as Christ is physically 
physica l in the incarnation of Chri st and real 111 the saciam · · 



Lytle 34 

. ·sent in the taking of communion, O'Connor ever h ct · . 
pie yw ere isplays His physical presence in her 
stori es. 

Throughout Everything that Rises Must Converge Fl O'C . 
, annery onnor incorporates the 

dl·stinct image of trees as a sacramental display of grace Son
1
eth· d . . 

· mg as mun ane as a tree !me 1s 

used to convey the highest truth. O'Connor was not an artist of the abstract but one thoroughl y 

engaged in the concrete details of her world-its people, its experiences, and its nature. She 

approached it like "Dr. Johnson 's blind housekeeper poured tea : she kept her fin ger inside the 

cup. Not until the hot liquid scalds her thumb is O' Connor assured that she is dealing with real 

ra ther than theoretical matters '' (Wood 2). This emphasis on experi encing the abstract th ro ugh 

the concrete, the symbol through the image, is the basis for her art. a basis finding its source 

ultimately in the picture of God found in Chri l. truly the supreme example or the supernatural 

linding it s way into the phys ical realm. Because or the In carnation. O'Connor \\·as ab le to :i nd a 

source for the grace she wished to di splay artistically and experienti ally- the corporea l \\'orld . 

I kr incarnational \·ision was \ it al to \\ hat she hersel r desc ribed as a gooJ no\·eli~t. one "hl) 

kno\\S that .. he cannot approach the inlinitc direc tl y. that he must penetrate the natural human 

11 · l I · ti , 11 )r ' cnco Lira"cment he \\·ill !.!Ct from it to 11o rld as it is. The more sacramcnta 11 s t 1co og:,. 1c I L L , ::- ~ 

. . .. r II . d' ·ot~d lO God" suffusion or !.!I"aCC dojust that .. (MJ\/ 163). As a Thom1st. 0 Connor \\as u :- c, i..: - • ~ 

. . . . . ti ,, orld in \,·hi ch it li, es. She kne\\. as through the everyday experience ol huma111t:, 111 1e 

. . . . .. . . . 1. ,., been tauoht 0 11 1, a defini ti on of fait h humans. that --our response to !tie 1s d!lleret11 it ,, e ia e ::- · 

k .1. . . 1 .• 1,.,c ·· ( \/\/ 10'-(l"1) . !\ Ian . . . . . l , held the 111 e a, c1 s«, . . - - . than 111 s ti \\ C ha,·e trembled ,,·1th Abraham as ie 

- . e has the potenti al to ac t as a ,,·itness niust ree l. hea r. taste, and see God around him. hery ,mag 

of ll is ac ti\ c grace. 
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source to help me understand o ·Connor s t 111 mg a u 

material world . 
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. t out the importance of symbolism in 
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. . . I t .. as breaking through to the 
0 Connor·s wo rk . I le studies her -- mcarnauona ar 

. . . . . . . . , . reen these worlds as it is based in the 
Ill~ stcncsco11ncct1011 O (0111101 makes bet\.\ 
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Incarnati on itself. The material element of the b 
1 sym o leads the reader to a spiritual 

mvstery. the true essence of that element Des d' . 
- · mon s article makes a similar 

philosophical statement as my study. O'Connor's w k · fill . . .. 
or IS I ed with the JOimng of nature 

and spirit, m1istically and dramatically revealing God ' . . 
s presence m experience and 

matter. 

Gil son, Etienne. The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas. Notre Dame: U of Notre 
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Gooc h. Brad. Flanne,y: A life of Flannery O'Connor. New York: Little. Brown. and Company. 
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ro le of the Church and Catholic schoo ls in O" Connor's childhood as it provided a 

fou ndat ion for her interest in the Gospe l. 

· · T ti . The Intellectual in Flannery McCarthy. John F. ··Human Intelligence versus D1 v111e ru 1· 

O"Connor·s Works.'· The English Journal 55 ( 1966): 1143-1148. This arti cle di scusses a 

, . . . . 1onists. man. s intellect versus God . s 
major confl ict found in many ot O Conno1 s pi otag · 

. . llectuals in o·connor·s work to 
knowledge. McCarthy foc uses on many of the mte 

. . these intellectuals cannot find 
illustrate thi s tension. According to his mterpretation, 

r _ . . 1 this so urce as supp ul!1ll 111cnt in their own mtel11 gence. use 
ort for my discussion of 
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Asbury in --The Enduring Chill" as the typical mode • t 
11 rn me ectual. I use McCarthy's 

studv to show how Asbury's di sconnect between the physical Id d . . . 
- wor an spmtual world 

leaves him confused and impotent. McCarthy helps my stud 
6 

h . 
1 

. 
Y Y s owing 10w Asbury s 

absorption with hi s own intellect leaves him too proud to accept God until He fo rcefully 

reveals Himself. 

o ·connor. Flannery. Everything that Rises Must Converge. New York: Farrar, 1965. This 

coll ec ti on from o ·connor is my primary source. and much of my study consists of a 

discussion or its stori es. While read ing these stori es. I noti ced se,·era l occurrences or a 

tree line leading me to questi on its repeated pre. ence. My research led me to connec t thi s 

co llec ti on espec iall y to O'Connor·s theological belier in the connecti on bet,,ccn God and 

the ,,nr ld. bct,vecn nature and grace . 

.... . l/r.11e, -r u11d i\!a1111ers.· Ocrnsio11al frn.11!. Lds . . all~ and Roh12rt Fit ,gera ld . :---J L''' York . 

1-"arrar. 196 1. Fri ends or Flannery O'Connor. Sal ly and Rohen Fit1.gerald. compikd thi 

SL'l or unpub li shed essays. lectures. and criti ca l essays round art er her death in I %-l . 

()"Connor' s ,,·it and fa ith arc clearly seen in thi s co llection ,,hich includes css:1~s 011 

. . . . . , .. . , . d . ,
1

. (I• 11 These articles arc ,·aluahlc as isola ted 1"L'g1011a l ,,r1t111g. tcac h111 g lite1c1tu1L . .111 I i..: I::- ll I • 

OT ir· s hort storiesa1dlllnek luse pil·ccs or ,,ri ting and also as complements to onlll · 

. . . wr herself on rn,· i11te171rc ta tin11s of her these selected ,,orks as support I rom O C 0 111 · · 

. . ·s ahrn1s useful in u11Jers1a11Ji11g her 
characters and dramati c imagery. I kr commenta i~ 1. ' · · 

1- ~I luch nf thl' (llllllllelll,lr\ () 11 . . . • · 1, , .. I ,, re late to her ,, or r-: . lhL·o log1cal and art1 st1 c pr111c1p o c1s t ll _ 

. . . ' , ·omes from this source . her\'thi11u thut Rises ,\lust ( 011 1·e, ,':... t c · 

. ,.., . . . Ed Sal li Fitzgerald. l\e,1 York : Farrar. 
···. 7he I lo hit o(Bl! i11<1 li! 11ers o( F/a11m'1y () (. 0111101 · · · · . 

· ·" · d' , , She replied to 
. t correspon cllCL. . . for her co11 s1ste11 1979. flanncry O'Connor ,, as kno,,n 
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most or those who wrote to her at her mot! , f - ier s arm in Geo . Th' rgia. is collection of her 

letters includes ones written to close literary frie d 
n s, old college friends, agents, 

publi shers. and even to some people she had nev 
er met personally. Her letters reveal the 

wit and intelligence embodied in her work. This coll t' f . 
ec ion o letters provides me with a 

vast supply of O'Connor ' s personal thoughts on her art d h . 
an on er theological principles, 

both of which are important to my survey of Everything th I R' M a zses ust Converge. 

Raige r. Michael. Seeing into the Life of Things: Essays on Literature and R 1. . E . , · e zgzous xpenence. 

edited by John L. Mahoney, pp. 242-70. New York · Fordham UP 1998 R · · , . aiger supports 

my analysis of '·Revelation." He sees the allegorical nature of o·connor 's writing and 

also looks at the landscape as a conduit of God's grace. 

Roos. John. '·The Political in Flannery O'Connor: A Reading of ·A View of the Woods:" 

Studies in Short Fiction. 29.2 (Spring 1992): 161-180. APSU. 21 November 2008 

<http: //web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.lib.apsu.edu>. Roos looks at .. A View of the Woods'· 

from a political perspec ti ve. specifically dea ling\\ ith the philosophy of John Locke and 

hi s ideas on Natural Lav., and Reason being the source for man· s autonomy. This is the 

philosophy Mr. Fortune who frees himse lf to do \\hatever he likes with hi s farm. 

l-lm\ eve r. Roos looks alternatively at a Thomist reading ··A View of the Woods ... From 

. . 
1 

G d d 1a11 must realize it belongs to 
thi s perspective. the natural world be ongs to o • an 11 ~ 

. . . l H. . M)' interest is in Roos. second 
l-llln as the arena on ,,vh1ch He d1sp ays 1s g1ace. 

. . .- 1 \' ne in thi s story to illustrate the 
111terpretation. which agrees with my use ol t 1e tree 1 

joining of nature and grace . 

R S ce in Ere1ything that Rises Musi 
us5ell. Shannon. -- s pace and the Movement Through pa 

, ··s !11rnoinative Vision ... Southern 
( . .d . f' Fl · ei·)' OConno1 c om·e,xe: A Const erat10n o - ann 
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/,itcrar\' ./011rnal. 20.2 (Spri ng 1988) : 81-98 . R t • S' . , . 
p . in . hn, t Story Cntici~m Ed Th J · · • omas . 

Sclwcnbcrg and Lawrence .I. Trudeau. Vo l. 82. Detroit· G 
. ale, 2005. 81-98. literature 

Reso111n 's(i-0111 Gale. APSU. 26 June 2009 

<http://go.galegroup.com.exproxy.lib.apsu.edu>. Russell t d. h , 
s u ies ow O Connor's use of 

physical space and how her characters move through this • 
space is used to reveal spiritual 

mystery. She focuses on O'Connor's use of "so lid presence in th h · 1 . 
e P ys1ca universe" to 

reveal the di vine. Russe ll actuall y looks at Everything that Ri·ses M r C ~ · · us onverge 1or 

examples of thi s, thus her study relates closely to mine and helps support my thesis. 

Slattery. Dennis Patrick. ··Faith in Search of an Image: The Iconic Dimension of Flannery 

O-Connor· s ' Parker· s Back.' '' The South Central Bulletin. (Wi nter 198 1): 120-1 23 . 

Patri ck· s reading of -- Parker' s Back'' looks at how Parker "learns to foc us his moral 

vision on the visible creation in order to apprehend ... the invisible presence of the Creator 

by means of grace" ( 120). He di scusses the use of the icon in the Catholic Church as the 

means or conveying Christ and relates thi s iconic imagery directl y to Parker· s tattoos. 

Slatter:(s analysis agrees with my study because it begins wi th the connection of the 

phy ical and spiritual. However, I foc us more intently on the tree · s ro le as a testament of 

God·s re\·elation of grace . Slatte1fs theological interpretation of O'Connor' s imagery 

agrees with mine. 

S.· . , . , . I A. N . D e· u of Notre Dame Press. 11 glcy. Susan. J,/annery O Connors Sacramento ii . otl e am · 

. d t . te how o ·c onnor·s eth ics are 
2004. Sri glcy's purpose in thi s book 1s --10 emons 13 · 

. . d I w her moral vision is played out in 
111ex tn cably linked to her ro le as a storyteller an 10 

. . thi s by seeing the effects of 
the drama of her fi ct ion .. (2) . In part, Sngley achieves 

. . . . • tino to my research is her discuss ion of 
l hom1 sm on ff Connor·s work. Specd1 ca ll y rela 0 
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the joining of nature and grace in O'Connor 's fiction .t d' 
. as I irectly relates to her Catholic 

thinking. Although not dealing with the specific storie I .d . . 
s cons1 er m my thesis, Srigley 's 

source is useful as it links O'Connor's artistic elements to h 
er sacramental theology. 

T k McFarland, Dorothy. "Everything that Rises Must Converoe "Fl 
O

, 
uc b · annery Connor. (1976): 

43-71. I use this source to support my analysis of "Greenleaf " I • h T 
• agree wit uck 

McFarland's ideas about convergence and symbolism in O'Connor's ti t ' 
1 

h 
1c 1on- t 1at t ey 

are forms used to convey the invasion of God into Mrs. May 's life. 

Wood, Ralph. Flannery O 'Connor and the Christ-Haunted South . Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 

2004. This source is dedicated to a cultural and theological analysis of Flannery 

o ·connor· s work . Ralph C. Wood traces the roots of o· c onnor·s writing to her Roman 

Catholici sm and the Chri st-haunted charac ter of the American South . He claims 

O'Connor· s wo rk ,viii endure and ha\'e uniYcrsal signili cancc because of these roots. Her 

art will last because it offers insightful spiritual answers to dinicult cultural que tions. 

especially to the hc li c,·cr and the Southerner. In prLH iding thi s spiritual elcrnc111 Io :i 

discussion of O'Connor· s ,York. Wood' s book is ,er:-· helpful to the bac kgro und fo r 111 Y 

· · · J · / · / R · \ / ·1 ( ·rJii1·t' 1·u, , He o ffcrs ,·aluablc i 11 i'orrna1io11 111terprctat1 on ol .: \'l'IYI 1111g I WI /.11.'.I I /1.\ .... , · 

. . . 1 · 1 () 'C r Ii ,· ,d and \\TO tc Pan or 111:, about the spiritunl and cultu ra l 1111'1cu 111 ,, 11c 1 onno c ' · 

• 1 • .· ·onment as she dramatically study will be to look at how O Connor reacts to t 11 s ern 11 

di splays her Chri stian vision. 
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