Bishop’s Book Club
March 2026 Offering:
O’Connor, Flannery. Wise Blood. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990.

INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

First published in 1952, Wise Blood is Flannery O’Connor’s startling and darkly comic first novel, a
work that introduces readers to the fierce theological imagination that would define her fiction. Set in
the American South, the story follows Hazel Motes, a war veteran determined to escape the claims of
faith even as he becomes obsessed with preaching a “Church Without Christ.” Through grotesque
characters, sharp satire, and moments of unsettling grace, O’Connor explores themes of belief, nihilism,
redemption, and the inescapable presence of the divine in a fallen world. Wise Blood already exhibits
O’Connor’s deeply Catholic vision—one in which grace often arrives through shock, irony, and spiritual
confrontation.

ABOUT FLANNERY O’CONNOR:

Mary Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964) was an American novelist, short-story writer, and

essayist celebrated for her Southern Gothic style, blending dark humor, grotesque characters, and
Catholic themes of grace, morality, and redemption. Author of two novels, Wise Blood and The Violent
Bear It Away, and collections like A Good Man Is Hard to Find, she won the 1972 National Book
Award for The Complete Stories. Afflicted by lupus, she died at age 39 but remains a major voice in
20th-century literature. She famously said about her often macabre themes and characters, “To the hard
of hearing you shout, and for the almost blind you draw large and startling figures.” Her literature was
directed towards a skeptical and unbelieving modern age, which she attempted to “break open” to the
action of divine grace.

QUOTES BY O’CONNOR:

“All human nature vigorously resists grace because grace changes us and the change is painful.”

“What people don’t realize is how much religion costs. They think faith is a big electric blanket, when of
course it is the cross.”

“I have found, in short, from reading my own writing, that my subject in fiction is the action of grace in
territory largely held by the devil.”

“There are two qualities that make fiction. One is the sense of mystery and the other is the sense of
manners. You get the manners from the texture of existence that surrounds you. The great advantage of
being a Southern writer is that we don't have to go anywhere to look for manners; bad or good, we've got
them in abundance. We in the South live in a society that is rich in contradiction, rich in irony, rich in
contrast, and particularly rich in its speech.”

Whenever I’'m asked why Southern writers particularly have a penchant for writing about freaks, I say it
is because we are still able to recognize one.

To the hard of hearing you shout, and for the almost blind you draw large and startling figures.



You can't clobber any reader while he's looking. You divert his attention, then you clobber him and he
never knows what hit him.

CHARACTERS:

Hazel ‘Haze’ Motes

A young soldier returning from the war, whose whole family has died, leaving him alone in the world.
He preaches on behalf of the “Church of Christ Without Christ.”

Enoch Emory

Enoch is an eighteen-year-old boy, a newcomer in Taulkinham, and desperate for friendship and human
connection.

Sabbath Lily Hawks / The Young Girl

The teenaged daughter of Asa Hawks, Sabbath helps her father in his begging and preaching ventures,
fully knowing that he is a fraud.

Asa Hawks / The Blind Man

The father of Sabbath Lily Hawks, he earns money begging as a blind preacher, but is in fact a fraud.
Mrs. Flood

The landlady at the boarding house where Asa Hawks and Sabbath Lily Hawks have a room

Onnie Jay Holy/Hoover Shoats

A scam artist and former radio preacher, he attempts to partner with Hazel to make money by founding
the “Holy Church of Christ Without Christ.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS :
1. What did you think about Wise Blood?

2. Enoch Emory frequently is described as having “wise blood.” What does this notion suggest and
why do you think is O’Connor’s sense of “wise blood”?

3. There are characters in the novel that either pretend to be blind or choose to be blind. What do
these characters say about the “vision” that is necessary in the Christian life?

4. How and why does Hazel Motes create the Church of Christ Without Christ?

5. Why does Onnie Jay Holy create the Holy Church of Christ Without Christ?

6. What is the significance of the mummy that Enoch Emery steals?

7. O’Connor said of her writing, “All of my stories are about the action of grace on a character who
is not very willing to support it, but most people think of these stories as hard, hopeless and
brutal.” How is Wise Blood a story about the action of grace on characters unwilling to support

grace?

8. Would you recommend Wise Blood? Why or why not?



