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In the words of renowned Catholic theologian Andrew Greeley, “The world and all its events, objects, and people tend to be somewhat like God” (Greeley, 45).  This sets the stage for his idea of Catholic imagination, which “views creation as God in disguise” (Eldebo).  Catholic imagination contributes to the ability to illustrate the phenomena of Catholic theology in art.  One great artist, Flannery O’Connor, strongly reflects the Catholic intellectual and artistic tradition in her work.  This author’s strong background in theology and philosophy allows her to understand and master the art of Catholic imagination through her literary craft.

O’Connor’s life experiences and educational pursuits helped her develop and express her Catholic imagination through her writing.  The philosophical idea that serves as a foundation for her writing, as well as Catholic imagination in general, involves Thomist philosophy.  Thomism follows the work and teachings of Thomas Aquinas, and it influences Catholic imagination in light of Aquinas’s perspective on viewing God.  According to Thomism, humans can learn about God through analogies that utilize his creation (Summa, 1:Q1:Art.9).  These analogies use natural examples to comparatively illustrate a spiritual truth.  Using material objects and laws of nature in a spiritual metaphor not only introduces a tangible aspect to a metaphysical question, but also aligns complex ideas with familiar principles.  This is the heart of faith’s inclusion in an artist’s craft by means of a Catholic imagination.


The Thomist idea of understanding God better through metaphor can be seen in the Catholic imagination of O’Connor’s fiction.  According to Thomism, we can know about God analogously through his creations; O’Connor takes this a step further to say that a strong religious life relies on the imagination that is necessary to recognize and understand the analogies.  She reveals the importance she places on religious imagination when she explains, “[W]e are beginning to realize that an impoverishment of imagination means an impoverishment of the religious life as well” (“Catholic Novelist,” 191).  This not only reiterates Thomism, but also heightens its importance.  So, it is clear that O’Connor is an advocate of religious imagination.  Furthermore, she contends that her theology will influence and guide her art.  She says, “I shall have to speak, without apology, of the Church, even when the Church is absent; of Christ, even when Christ is not recognized” (“Novelist and Believer,” 155).  This statement confirms that theology influences her writing, but also that it will be revealed metaphorically in her work.


In her fiction, O’Connor very often uses her imagination to focus on the theology of grace.  Grace is connected to Thomism through Karl Rahner’s concept of God’s self-communication.  According to Rahner, grace is an encounter with God’s communication of himself.  God shares his divinity and communicates himself through his creation, which includes human experiences.  Because of this we can understand God better by understanding ourselves and the rest of God’s creation, similar to the analogous understanding in Thomism.  The encounter with grace is what Rahner describes as “a hidden closeness, a forgiving intimacy” with God, and it ultimately entails a discovery of the “forgiving and liberating love of God” (Rahner, 117).
In short, Catholic religious and artistic imagination seeks to illustrate the concept of grace analogously through representations in artwork.  Equipped with a basic understanding of Thomism, grace, and O’Connor’s religious influence, it is easier to recognize the religious struggles and encounters with grace experienced by numerous characters in O’Connor’s fiction.  Although these can be seen in many, if not all, of her writings, the pieces that will be considered in this essay are the moments of grace in Wise Blood and “A Good Man is Hard to Find.”
Wise Blood is a story about Hazel Motes’ struggle to accept Christ.  Motes fears the punishment that results from sin, so he rejects sin and Christ’s salvation altogether.  However, it becomes clear that he has retained integrity because he is fanatical about truth.  He does not desire to lie or scam the people he preaches to and instead tries to expose the false preacher Hoover Shoats as a fraud (Three, 84).  Also, Motes breaks into Asa Hawk’s apartment and discovers that he is not blind (89).  The climax of his quest for truth occurs when he kills Solace, the preacher Shoats hires.  Motes’ hatred for fraud drives him to destroy Solace’s car and commit murder (111).  When his own car is destroyed, however, Motes realizes his negative similarity to Solace and that his new church was not taking him anywhere.
Motes’ shocking revelation is an encounter with grace.  He understands that his preaching, like Solace’s, is a mockery and that he should not reject Christ out of fear of punishment.  The grace he receives allows him to accept the concept of punishment.  However, by blinding himself, wearing barbed wire, and walking on rocks (121), his extreme self-punishment shows that he does not fully understand or accept salvation.  Nonetheless, by overcoming his fear and accepting punishment Motes’ encounter with grace has contributed to a better understanding of God.  Motes’ small progress towards understanding God is a key concept of Rahner’s perspective on grace.  The complete understanding of God is what is called “beatific vision,” which we can only achieve by seeing God after death.  Grace, however, is what enables us to progress towards understanding God while we are alive (Rahner, 117).  O’Connor’s construction of Motes’ encounter with grace accurately depicts this, but characters from her other stories expand on it.
In “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” the grandmother guiltlessly pursues her selfish desires.  From the beginning of the story she objects to going to Florida because she wants to go to Tennessee; although, she claims she simply wants to avoid a murderer named the Misfit who has escaped from prison (Three, 129).  She brings her cat on the trip despite her son Bailey’s disapproval (130), and her comments show that she is elitist, racist, and pessimistic (131-33).  Lastly, she manipulates the children into convincing Bailey to take them to her preferred destination (134).  
Despite her negative attributes, she has a moment of grace at the end when she interacts with the Misfit.  Up until this point she has tried flattering and bargaining with the Misfit.  It is highly likely that she merely says these things because she is facing a violent murderer.  However, when he looks as if he is about to cry the grandmother realizes that he is a fellow human and deserves the same care and respect that she gives herself.  She reaches out in a gesture of care and calls him one of her own children.  Aside from telling Red Sam, perhaps insincerely, that he is a good man, this is her only selfless gesture throughout the story.  Although the Misfit shoots her she dies with a smile on her face, staring up at the cloudless sky (143).  Her mind, like the sky, is clear and she has shown she can care even for the worst of mankind.  O’Connor’s illustration of the grandmother’s moment of grace as a pleasant moment of clarity strengthens the view of grace as an understanding of God’s love and forgiveness.  This story is also a prime example of the author’s realism.  O’Connor shows that receiving grace is not always surrounded by positive tenderness.  

Both stories illustrate moments of grace, though they do not occur in the same way.  The protagonists develop a deeper understanding of God as a result of certain revelations about themselves or others.  Furthermore, both stories are filled with religious symbolism that goes beyond the theology of grace.  For example, “A Good Man is Hard to Find” makes several points about the poor state of the world, and the Misfit, in being unable to remember his offense, parallels theology on original sin.  O’Connor also writes stories that describe sacramental encounters of grace which occur outside the traditional ritual framework of the sacrament, as well as stories that contain radical allusions to the dual nature of Christ.  Her fiction strips theological concepts down to the core of their substance and then surrounds them in illustrations that make the concept more readily accessible to the average reader.  She sets high goals for herself and other artists when she proclaims that the aim of the artist is to “render the highest possible justice to the visible universe….The artist penetrates the concrete world in order to find at its depths the image of its source, the image of ultimate reality” (“Novelist and Believer,” 157).  Without a doubt, Flannery O’Connor meets these goals.
Works Cited 

Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologica. New Advent. <http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1001.htm#article9>. 

Eldebo, Runar. "Roman Catholic Imagination According to Andrew M. Greeley." Pietisten XVIII.2 (2003). <http://www.pietisten.org/winter0304/greeley.html>. 

Greeley, Andrew M. Catholic Myth: The Behavior and Beliefs of American Catholics. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997.
O'Connor, Flannery. "Novelist and Believer." Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose. Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1963. 155. 

O'Connor, Flannery. "The Catholic Novelist in the Protestant South." Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose. 191. 

O'Connor, Flannery. Three by Flannery O'Connor: Wise Blood, A Good Man is Hard to Find, The Violent Bear it Away. New York: The New American Library, Inc., 1962.
Rahner, Karl. Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity. Vol. 1. New York: Crossroad, 1982.
1

