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While religion now dominates American politics, it has yielded the forefront American literature to what Walker Percy called "the enemy clearly, namely a certain sort of triumphant humanist." As a remedy, Farrar, Straus and Giroux editor Paul Elie has undertaken a thoughtful and ambitious portrait of four 20th-century American Catholic writers -- Trappist monk Thomas Merton, Catholic Worker founder Dorothy Day, and novelists Percy and Flannery O'Connor -- that explores the complicated relationship between art and faith.

Although their friend Caroline Gordon called them The School of the Holy Ghost, these four writers were engaged in more of a correspondence course - exchanging letters and admiring each other from a far. (Only O'Connor and Percy ever met.) Intellectually, however, they were all engaged in the same struggle to express their radical vision of a modern world with God at its center. Although O'Connor was the only born Catholic, they all considered faith vital to their writing; without it, they would have nothing to say. By interweaving their stories, Elie has created a deeply-felt work of criticism, biography, and history that captures a uniquely Catholic moment in post World War II America, when a monk could write a best-seller (Merton's biography The Seven Storey Mountain) and a Catholic newspaper (Day's Catholic Worker) could become a crucial voice against poverty and violence. The book, whose title is taken from a short story by O'Connor, is at its most engaging when discussing her and Percy's struggles with their Southern heritage, which complicated their faith with questions of race and privilege. In their fiction, they took the philosophies that Merton wrote about from his hermitage and Day championed in her activism and gave them life in characters like the blind preacher Hazel Motes from Wise Blood and disaffected drifter Binx Bolling from The Moviegoer. Here Elie performs a similar feat in bringing these spiritual pilgrims and their journey vividly to life.
