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 In the stories of Flannery O’Connor there runs a thread of ambiguity towards 
fundamentalist Christianity, the salvation experience, and the grip that Holy Spirit has on 
the mind of the believer. While through her characters she seems to be mocking this hard 
dogmatic world, Miss O’Connor, at the same time, gives credence to the mystical 
penetration of God that goes deep into the soul of the faithful: a claim upon the heart that 
cannot be shaken or undone, regardless of how hard one may try to do so. In short, there 
is a simultaneous attraction and repulsion towards these yokels, much like the 
anthropologist might be sickened and at the same time intrigued by the practice of child 
sacrifice among the ancients. 
 
 One example lies in the schizophrenic-like behavior of Hazel Motes, the main 
character in Wise Blood. At the beginning of the story, Hazel is pictured as a man who 
has made his break with the faith and who is now his own person. But is he?  
 
 Hazel declares emphatically to a woman he is riding the train with, “Do you 
believe in Jesus?  …Well I wouldn’t even if he existed. Even if was on this train.” But 
Hazel doesn’t stop there. He goes one step further to sever the tie that binds. He takes his 
message to the streets, preaching the “Church without Christ.” (Perhaps the name is 
meant to symbolize what the ugly essence of evangelicalism is like when divorced from 
any type of Christian creed, i.e., “the church” with all its trappings and antics, “without 
Christ,” the God of love and truth.) 
 
 However, despite Motes’ desperate departure from Jesus, he is still inundated 
with a compulsive attraction to fundamentalism – he can’t get away. His preacher 
grandfather said: 
 

Jesus would die ten million deaths before he would 
let him lose of his soul. He would chase him all 
over the waters of sin! …That boy had been 
redeemed and Jesus wasn’t going to leave him ever. 
Jesus would never let him forget he was redeemed. 
…Jesus would have him in the end. 

 



 Hazel’s compulsion to reckon with this prophecy builds throughout the story and 
comes to a boil when he gets involved with the Reverend Asa Hawks and his daughter 
Sabbath. Hazel is drawn to them. He follows them. Why? In the end, he blinds his eyes 
with lime to prove some kind of superiority over Reverend Hawks. Why? What was it 
that gripped his should and drove him to such extremes? 
 
 In The River, O’Connor again touches on the gripping effect that the salvation 
experience can have on a person. In this story, the young Harry Ashfield (alias “Bevel”) 
comes in direct contact with the doctrine of death, burial, and resurrection with Christ 
Jesus through baptism.  He emerges from the water a new creature, washed in the blood 
of the lamb! Or, as the good Reverend Summers said, “You count now. You didn’t even 
count before.” 
 
 Of course this all seems very ridiculous to the learned mind. And to Harry, being 
from the sophisticated family that he was, it was all a great joke. 
 
 But was it? If so, why did the implications of the baptism haunt the child? Why 
was Harry, who hadn’t had any previous indoctrination, so infected with the idea of 
pursuing the kingdom of Christ after having only one encounter with a holiness preacher? 
What was the mystery?  What was it that drove him back to the river to drown himself as 
he madly looked for the kingdom in its muddy currents? Perhaps O’Connor is telling us 
that there’s something to this Jesus business after all. 
 
 Examining a different facet of the “Jesus business” is the child in the Temple of 
the Holy Ghost. In that Flannery O’Connor herself was a Catholic, it’s quite possible that 
her theological views are reflected a bit more candidly through the eyes of the child, she, 
too, being Catholic. Through the child, O’Connor makes a more overt assault on 
evangelical Protestants by attacking them outright. For instance, the child pejoratively 
remarks that the Wilkins brothers were going to become Church of God preachers 
because, “you don’t have to know nothing to be one.” She also refers to Wendell Wilkins 
as a “big dumb Church of God ox!” 
 
 But in spite of her apparent attack on “hickdom,” O’Connor also demonstrates an 
attraction towards the bizarre caste of the hopelessly zealous. In the same story, Temple 
of the Holy Ghost, this takes form in the freak at the carnival – a hermaphrodite who 
proclaims with the fire of a circuit preacher that, “God made me thisaway and if you 
laugh, he may strike you the same way.” The character of the child in the story is so 
captivated with the pious freak that its words and actions invade her thoughts. Ultimately 
the echoes of the freak are brought home and even given veneration as the child 
reconciles the distorted hermaphroditical image to that of the body being the temple of 
the Holy Ghost. Then she goes one step further, relating the body to the host of heaven: 
the body of Christ, broken upon the cross. 
 
 Perhaps one of the sharpest images of what might be referred to as the love-hate 
theology of Miss O’Connor is hound at the end of her novel, The Violent Bear it Away, 
Here we have the case of Francis Tarwater who, much like his predecessor Hazel Motes, 



was inundated with religion from an early age and who now wishes to make his break 
and have a normal life. But he, like Hazel, can’t do it. Even his uncle the school teacher 
had to continually deal to the whammies and prophecies of the old man whirling around 
in the back of his brain. How was Francis ever to escape after having been his great 
uncle’s disciple for fourteen years? He was destined to receive the prophet’s mantle and 
he knew it, and there was nothing he could do. In the end, he had to answer the call: “GO 
WARN THE CHILDREN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE SPEED OF MERCY.” 
 
 And that he did… 
 

He moved steadily, his face set towards the dark 
city where the children of God lay sleeping. 
 

 Perhaps Miss O’Connor detested the Pentecostal and Evangelical Protestants of 
her native south. It would seem so by the way she represents their lives of dark mystery --
of guilt-laden personalities and hatefulness of all others who don’t share that same guilt. 
Perhaps there was sense of scorn shown towards an ignorant and barbarous people who 
had no regard for the traditions and institutions of the historical church – contempt for a 
bunch of bullies who had broken in and stolen the ball without knowing the rules of the 
game. 
 
 Yet, there is an assent given in these writings to there being a power in the beliefs 
of the Motes and the Tarwaters of the world. A power that is unshakable. A power that, 
like a fungus, only spreads when someone tries to stamp it out. A firebrand that sears the 
heart, leaving a scar that is as unchangeable as the soul itself. 
 
 Perhaps there really is an inside track to God that has been revealed to these 
bumpkins and hidden from the more critical thinker. Or, maybe they’re all a bunch of 
witch-hunting, snake-handling geeks: throwbacks to another age. Or perhaps, as the good 
book says, “God uses the foolish to confound the wise.” 


