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Plastic Christ
There is a fundamental difference between saying something and actually meaning it. Ruby Turpin has fallen into a cycle of believing that she is a good Christian woman with no need to grow. Her spiritual blindness necessitates a drastic event to break her out of the seemingly perfect world she has created for herself. 
	Mrs. Turpin's overbearing personality and physical appearance dominate the first words of the story. She was a "living demonstration that the room was inadequate and ridiculous. Her little bright black eyes took in all the patients as she sized up the seating situation" (488). Flannery O'Connor wastes no time introducing the arrogant and judgmental protagonist. The situation Mrs. Turpin finds herself in is one that ought to demand our sympathy: she is forced to stand because no one is offering her a seat. Yet O'Connor employs a pretentious tone to create an atmosphere in which the respectable Southern lady shows her true vices. Ruby Turpin's reaction to the rude refusals of seats further sheds light on her unpleasant personality. Rather than asking for a seat or allowing Claud to offer his seat to her, she stands in the middle of the room demanding everyone's attention with her dominating glare. O'Connor reveals Ruby's inner thoughts and exposes her judgmental nature. She repeatedly accuses the doctor of being stingy with his money and that if she were in charge, the waiting room would be far cleaner (489). In her thoughts and her conspicuous actions, Mrs. Turpin only sees the faults of others. There is no thought that she might be flawed. Her behavior is justified because she is a good Christian who does "for the church" (507).
	The story further elaborates on Mrs. Turpin's twisted personality when it explains her mental caste system: she would occupy "herself at night naming the classes of people" (491). She viewed those around her based on their appearances and their superficial behavior, often noting what shoes they wore or how they spoke. Most were either far below her, or were on equal footing with her. Even those who were "above she and Claud" were not really above them because they "were common and ought to be below she and Claud" (491). Ruby created a caste system and essentially placed herself on top. When she imagines Jesus asking her to choose whether to be a white-trash woman or a black lady, she begs for another choice. Ruby sees her fellow human beings as either dirty swine or uneducated dogs and so she treats them as such. Any help she offers is seen not as a kind gesture to an equal, but as a generous and undeserved gift to an inferior. Her defense is that she has done her Christian duty of serving others and her "good disposition" prevents any interior struggle for improvement.
	Mrs. Turpin considered herself an average Christian, not too trashy, but also not too good—she needed to have some humility. She was most thankful for her sunny disposition and her ability always to find something to laugh at (498). Her submissive husband and the approval of those she deemed equal fueled her belief that she was a holy person. She and the "stylish lady" both "read out of the same book" (494) and her husband was "accustomed to doing what she told him to" (488). There is no one in her life willing or able to criticize her and so she is left spouting meaningless thoughts on meaningful topics. The problem Mrs. Turpin faces is her own self-righteousness. She believes that she has done her duties to the best of her abilities, but she has only done them superficially. She uses her insincere generosity to feed her own feelings of superiority. This balancing act between doing good and being good is expressed clearly in one of Mrs. Turpin's imaginative scenarios: "If Jesus had said, 'You can be high society and have all the money you want and be thin and svelte-like, but you can't be a good woman with it,' she would have to say, 'Well don't make me that then' ... Her heart rose. He had not made her a nigger or white-trash or ugly!" (497). Here her seemingly selfless act of denying wealth and beauty is juxtaposed with her disgust at being counted among the lower classes. And yet she still believes she is saved: "And wona these days I know I'll we-eara crown" (490). The outward appearance of being a Christian seems enough to gain her eternal life. This self-righteous belief and the lack of any true friends willing to criticize her leave Mrs. Turpin trapped in a fortified tower of self-delusion. The only way to break her out is with a sudden traumatic event. 
	God works in mysterious ways, but in the case of Mrs. Turpin, He was very blunt. Mrs. Turpin was a lost Christian who needed to be led back to the fold. Mary Grace fulfilled her namesake when she became an instrument of the divine and expelled Ruby Turpin from her comfortable castle. Until that point, all of Mrs. Turpin's cheap proverbs and hypocritical words had passed through the air with no consequence. But the ugly, acne-ridden college girl saw straight through insincerity of the effervescent Christian lady and was filled with rage. The absurdity of being a Christian and having such a judgmental caste system was too much for her to contain, and she flung the fittingly named Human Development at Mrs. Turpin, forcing her to finally mature and "develop" her moral life. But this physical attack was not enough to change Mrs. Turpin's heart; a deeper wound needed to be inflicted. While the book shattered her perceptions of common decency, the stinging verbal condemnation that followed destroyed the false idea of Christianity Mrs. Turpin held so dearly. "Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog," (500). Mrs. Turpin is forced to confront that she has been living in hell her entire life; now she had to decide whether or not she would return to it.
	The moral struggle that followed the violent outburst at the doctor's office shows Ruby Turpin's interior desire to change. God's grace had pushed her to this pivotal point where she had to make a decision: would she worship her own idea of what Christ stood for, or would she finally worship who Christ really is? Rather than going home and denying the insult as a trivial outburst from a crazy girl, Mrs. Turpin broods over the stinging sentence. She understands that regardless of the source of the words, there was a fundamental truth behind them: "There was no doubt in her mind that the girl did know her, knew her in some intense and personal way, beyond time and place and condition" (500). 
	The rest of the day shows the many flaws of Ruby Turpin forcing themselves into her view. The good disposition that she prized so much suddenly vanishes without a trace. She snaps at the doctor who tries to help her (501) and even the love her husband expresses cannot change her new wrathful disposition: "Claud leaned over and kissed her loudly on the mouth ... Her expression of ferocious concentration did not change" (503). She had claimed to be able to laugh at any situation, but here she can find no reason to smile. The sympathetic faces of her black workers also gains no gratefulness. She disregarded their comments because she "knew exactly how much Negro flatter was worth" and that "you could never say anything intelligent to a nigger" (505). Mrs. Turpin's world had crumbled around her and she was left standing in the pig parlor to face her thoughts alone.
	Ruby wrestles not with the words of the crazy girl, but with Jesus. "What do you send me a message like that for?" (506). "Why me? ... It's no trash around here, black or white, that I haven't given to" (507). "If you like trash better, go get yourself some trash then" (507). The grace of God has done its job. Mrs. Turpin had deluded herself for countless years with a human-crafted perception of Jesus, and now she is faced with the real Christ, who is demanding her moral maturation. Her soul longs to wrench itself from the grip of her vices, but years of hypocritical actions have welded them together. Mrs. Turpin's stubbornness seems to be nearing victory until she suddenly demands "Who do you think you are?" (507). The moment when she finally asks Jesus who He really is rather than who she perceives Him to be is the turning point in the struggle. This question, uttered in absolute fury, was the final barrier keeping her from becoming a true Christian. Her demand is answered with a miraculous vision containing the answer to her lifelong struggle. Her caste system is struck down as "whole companies of white trash, clean for the first time in their lives, and bands of black niggers in white robes" (508) marched into the Kingdom of Heaven before those who were like herself and Claud. Ruby Turpin finally understands how "the last will be first, and the first will be last" (Matthew 20:16). Her moral journey culminates in this critical vision and she is free to make her decision. Flannery O'Connor ends the story with Ruby Turpin walking back to her house; there is no indication what she has decided. The choice about her fate is ours to make.
	Being a Christian is not based on what you think are your talents, but on how you use them. We are judged not on the good appearance of our actions, but on the goodness of the intentions behind those actions. We are not meant to worship the mass-produced, colorful plastic Christ's that line store shelves, but the living breathing Lord of all Creation. Ruby Turpin professed to be a Christian but was as defiled as a warthog inside. The ambiguous ending Flannery O'Connor leaves with us demands that we prove our faith is more than just a cheap, plastic facade. 



Works Cited
O'Connor, Flannery. Flannery O'Connor: The Complete Stories. Canada: Harper Collins 	CanadaLtd, 1971. Print.
