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A Vision of “Feminized” Religion in Mary E. Wilkins Freeman's

“A Church Mouse" and “Christmas Jenny”

In its analysis of "A Church Mouse” and "Christmas Jenny,” Mary E. Wilkins
Freeman's two short stories from A New England Nun and Other Stories, my paper

examines this writer's redefinition & s gspirituality in the nineteenth century

when patriarchal society. . @f€ideting stereotypical image of

femininity as characteriZE8™by ritys=enBMISSiveness, and domesticity. |

argue that Freemap from these patriarchal

ideclogies, salvaged dntext of male domination,

and deployed them fg pfeeman open up religious

space for women, bu 8 characters as religious

exemplars, who emfifoy vitues to free religion

o \
from the domination @F palri; D4 e aNp U8y spirit of religion. In so

doing, Freeman offered et Nyreligion, which significantly

recognizes women's valueglyel wek ol pus toithe fact that true spirituality is

free from gender distinctions. /T
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A Vision of “Feminized” Religion in
Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s
“A Church Mouse”
and “Christmas Jenny”

- [ 3 - ] I"‘
ATIWNG ﬂftﬂ'ﬂjﬂﬁuﬂ

In her New England Local . alLif" J@saphine Donovan points out the debilitating
state of the woman's sphere i Resman g sotmathing is dying in the fictional world of
Mary E. Wilkins Freemaif ™ a=ey : #Centered, matriarchal world of the
; j -. the world, female-identified and
ecologically holistic, ar . lefgat Fi perialism of masculine technology
and patriarchal institut] F ey o BagOor egman’s women, as Donovan ftries to
arque, are compelled to g : gdhauthority in order to protect and
preserve their own world N an's fiction “[tlhe softening of the
tyrannical patriarchal will®as Ltion “which gs anoul 2 rebirth of human potential” and
“a renewal of the human g Ao such maternal values as charity
and compassion” (137)

Even though this reading re pale potential to keep their own identity by
rebelling against the infjltr; takes a traditional view of women
subjugated by :Ioml —E* view, feminine values can

potentially uphold tha Thls can be possible only when

male authority agrees 'f "soften” its will and allow wnme o take action. The shadow of

patriarchy continyes_to fall
In raarityﬁ s ﬁgr mnﬁencﬂ upon women's lives

in the mnat&enl‘rﬂ"cantury It prescnbe? the cnnstrarnlng sle;eulyptcal Iivjm!sh of piety, purity,
Womanh the only way for

Lo

* - o - s - A e
a3l ey eniund 'I.J1t'ﬁHEWPI“U R TIN 8N AW and ﬂmﬂdﬂ'&t‘I
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women to exist. As Barbara Welter puts it, "[I]f anyone, male or female, dard to tamper with the
complex of virtues which made up True Womanhood, he was damned immediately as an
enemy of God, of civilization and of the Republic” (104). Under the rule of male domination,
these Iideological virtues perfectly espoused women's dependence and subservience
exclusively to men. For example, “[yJoung men looking for a mate were cautioned to search
first for piety, for if that were there, all else would follow™ (104). Piety in women existed only for
men's sake. Similarly, purity, which was equated with virginity from the male perspective, was

a woman's most precious belonging, which should be cherished and only be lost to a man in

ioggn to be passive to, and dependent on, men so

2 108). D ti red that
' “U' ). Domesticity requi at a woman

lr.‘ml':.nr liberate themselves from the

marriage (106). Submissiveness forced
that “the order of the universe™ wot
have a husband and be confinaed
My paper argues tha s
fetters of these patriarchaMBecoafshut &lso 're ;wﬂ-; 8t& the values of piety, purity, and

domesticity in their ality/religion. Freeman erases

submissiveness from hgg®Chaglc) congepl Bf ietthewgtebel against the injustice and
hypocrisy of patriarchal sogie dover she iz e Wgllues of spirituality and domesticity
out of the context of male dg i \ ed by the patriarchal shadow and placed in

the pure religious light chis geithefifrisl ) el human—the value of spirituality
becomes a holy attribute le ty. Freeman also provides women
with the right in full over theight 5 neither controlled nor protected by
men. More significantly, in re-concépt bus space and the profane / sacred binary
structure, she legitimizes theldorfiestic sph place for spirituality. Freeman also
succeeds in crowning eligious exemplar. To put it

differently, in reconsiris an frees religion from the

| |
domination of patriarchy=dnd offers her paradoxical vision of*feminized” religion, which seeks

to balance out male and® female roles andhﬁncumitan’ﬂi aims to dissolve the socially
of

constucnt el b BTN TS 281 For s om & e

England Nun andother Stories, "A Cz;urch Mouse" and "Christmas Jenn:,r will provide an

" RIAS TN ANE IR e o

by its own strength alone is her constant theme, and the sudden revolt of a spirit that will

endure no more from circumstance provides her most stirring dramas” (102). In the two short

stories, Hetty Fifield and Christmas Jenny are unmarried and live their own self-supporting
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lives. In these two characters, submissiveness is superseded by rebellion, self-trust, and
independence. Both revolt against the senseless traditional ideas of patriarchal society.
Focusing on women's will and determination, both stories point out that, as Perry D. Westbrook
states, "a strong but healthy will is directed toward constructive ends that it eventually attains
after severe struggle” (50).

Freeman depicts Hetty in “A Church Mouse” as a strong powerful woman with an innate
rebellious nature. Hetty is imbued with both physical and mental strength: “She stood . . . like a
May-weed that had gathered a slender toughness through the long summer; her brown colton
g her harsh little form" (408). Her “pretty black
eyes” which are “bright, although shé EgRgest her brilliance and determination (409).

gown clung about her like a wilting leaf,

This elderly woman is able to although she was old, she could

well have paid for her food 2 reover, she is well known for her
r into their families; she had the

g the voice of authority” {416).

self-will and her rebellious Spini;
repulation of always taking
Especially, it should be natifed oS atiBty rdpards this old wamian as a threat because of her
resistance to authority,
The conflict between ales Freeman's critique of male
domination in the realm of#felig ind 1S J rake Women stand up for themselves.
Hetty's discord with Caleb dllow her to work as a sexton, is
tantamount to her challenging o the 5 dé€orum and propriety” which privilege

men over women. When she rebellic dun' know what difference that makes: |

don't see why they shouldn’ as gren sextons, for my part, nor

nobody else either,” ;, nETs: .‘F'i‘ behalf of her gender. She

indicates that men are nof

2 '-at they are, however, able to

take dominating positions™n society because they simply p-u  In ahead of women." She is

conscious that wo on in an unjust society
(. s e R UL o0 T Llod e s
Moreover, Fﬂaman harshly criticizes the inhum |l)ur of the sm% that claims to be

religious E( ﬁﬂnﬂﬁm ﬂ u qu ch discourages
her from as a this essly renders Hetly even more despicable

by turning her into a helpless burden to her society. It “[has] removed the shelter from her
head"” without providing her with a new home (416). Instead, it would force her to live as a

subordinate in the house of another lady. Hetty's daring move into the meeting house, her
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refusal to move out of it despite the patriarch’'s command, and her declaration of her autonomy
all point to her unremitting defiance of the church authority.

As in “A Church Mouse,” Freeman presents a woman of strong will, self-reliance, and
independence in the protagonist of "Christmas Jenny." The description of Jenny Wrayne gives
an impression of her toughness and eccentricity: "her large face was weather-beaten, but
deeply tanned, and reddened."Her features were strong, but heavily cut. She made one think
of those sylvan faces with features composed of bark-wrinkles and knot-holes, . . . She was

not an aged woman, but her hair was iron-gray, and crinkled as closely as gray moss" (164).

Her strange likeness to nalure mak :,\ § ifferent from others, Moreover, because of an

unrequited love in her youth, peg sgbeing stained by "an alien element™ and

\ 1 lh’
call her “love-cracked” (167 )i '

Like Hetty, Jenn',r is 00 SidGied a menace i6.50ciely First of all, as Barbara A. Johns

\

\\\\“
BN
9\\% N

notes, her being a e position of "an outsider” or “a
mb boy on the mountain remote
re, especially her ability to
igible to villagers. As the narrator

Astitution of the church—condemns

marginal figure” (4). Her | sg
from the village and
communicate with anima
comments, soc[ety—whidh
her as a cruel witch maidly bg€s "; . W IS self-reliant spinster who daringly
leads an autonomous life &t ge ‘ S iy it and narrow way of life as rigidly
prescribed by society:

Indeed, everything r%b, {?‘, ’r :

these men'jth i g fhany of their village

mmon track was a horror to

fellows. .. U@ popular Senl ,;'w Fayne was originally

the uulcumg th a i nant of the old New
i

England witchcraft superstition. More than anylhing else, Jenny's

ik byitivieyiiiali e

In her portrayal, Freeman Vinditr:at‘srthatr Jenny'gegelf-trust is not gLl shaken by gossip
o b TR ARG FIEY Yo o o
boy ‘draﬂﬁ;:riy.“ "shut[ﬂng] birds and rabbits “up in cagas.“ and "half-starvling] them," Jenny
continues to extend her selfless charity to the boy and the animals. Jenny's firmness in being
herself demonstrates her refusal to be submissive to patriarchal values. More interestingly,

Freeman does not require Jenny to speak with the two church patriarchs who intrude into her
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cottage with the intention of persecuting her as a witch. Instead, it is Old Mrs. Carey,
impressed by Jenny's altruistic kindness, who speaks out for Jenny and opens the eyes of the
churchmen to the truth. Old Mrs. Carey aims her words at the minister and the deacon with her
“weak” yet “defiant” voice: “I ain't goin’ to have you comin’ up here to spy on Jenny, an’
nobody to home that's got any tongue to speak for her” (171). She succeeds in revealing the
truth to the churchmen by telling them about Jenny's charity—feeding and healing animals,
taking care of the boy, and spending money for bird food instead of for a new calico dress.
Furthermore, Mrs. Carey criticizes palriarchy for its unjust view of Jenny as “love-cracked” and

its denunciation of her spinsterhood agsociated with witcheraft (172). She poses a

challenging question of why sociefy enny's boyfriend for his wrongs: "l know

that Anderson fellar went off 2R hen Jenny jest as much expected to
have him as could be. He WS). She also argues that Jenny is
able to overcome infatuat/BWan Las¥afd 10 Ehardty—a.pnoblBFkind of love: “if she did git kind of
: that's full of little dumbies an’

Buinore’'n other folks™ (173). While

twisted out of the reg'lar¥8ac
starvin' chippies an’ la

Mrs. Carey speaks out to g ySwown selfless charity to all beings

that defends her and consegfienill fEips Bisslpateé the Rarbw-mindedness of the patriarchs. At

the same time, in her copagBog of OfH-* ¢ grely 100 a%uffled and defiant bird that was

frighting herself as well as merity” (171), Freeman insinuates

that Jenny's virtue frees Mrs. § r previous submissiveness to church

authority. e

Moreover, as Johps @ influence upon the institution of

marriage (10). Jenny A et ntay—tha-anbrnsswenessuaes N0t help her in coping with a

husband who acts “impes im&:(161). Jonas irrationally refuses
I

i

to move and does nothine d except sit still in the cold twice ir~the story: the first time when he

falls on the ice, and the &ﬂd when his shBe€ are untied. Each time his wife “pitecusly”
offers to help aﬂn

obdotidy o blehrd 4 ithel e dra gt conce

unfairly answeredMyith his frustration a?u anger. Jenn Aadme& Mrs, Garey to do nothing to

ot 0 ALNTAIE 17 4 (a1 4151 e

mind from this idea.
As Mary E. Richardl argues. "in their protest against such injustice, Freeman's older

women protagonists strive toward a deeper, true spirituality, one based on efficacious justice
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and charity” (32). Moreover, the female attributes of piety and purity in the purest spirit of
religion are, in fact, very significant for the spiritual life of humanity—both female and male. But
in the nineteenth-century patriarchal world of materialism, where men were unable to fulfill their
spiritual needs, they transferred these gualities to women whom they imprisoned in the home
(Welter 103), Freeman frees these virtues from the repressive rules of male domination. In
infusing her female characters with these virtues—in their purest sense—she also endows
them with autonomy. Her characters do not rely upon the patriarchal institution of the church
to attain piety and purity; these virtues inform their lives and dwell in their own souls.

Furthermore, Freeman portrays her fe

_ rmer.rs as the apostles of pure religion, who
exert their influence upon the church “-1 ;- ! g'he conscience of those who claim to be
Christians and by purifying their Spigis /

In "A Church Mouse," «sie - e scrige solute little pilgrim” in front of her
“gaudy tent pitched in the 3l allusion refers to an episode in
Genesis, in which Isaac,« e place to another, eventually
reached Beersheba and &

blessings from Him, “built ag#alt

iPparition of God and receiving
£ (26: 24-25). Like Isaac, Hetty

has moved from one holSe (@ agbiEria o u\: ecides to settle in the house of

God. By placing her in a ifli texthrat isesoi™his allusion, Freeman presents

Hetty as a devout person whaolle afic N Siflgs.

In her daring rebellion agai deg@rum and propriety,” Helty not only

criticizes the hypocrisy of her societ 5 the church’s fallacious beliefs and helps

restore the spirit of charily to_Ghfist rdight to settle in the meeting-

m;l ry[ng aut for charity and

' ., e her. She forcefully asks the

ose |'ve got any place? Them .”’.I,

house, she awakens

responsibility for an elde 7h -

||
W

deacon, "Where do you %
house, an'they as d as ﬁlﬁ:e to clear out® ain't ﬁ ;jks io ﬁke me in. | dun' know

were g ol &) sd e} 4.

gol company to horNe "—exemplifies the c?mrnumty 5 }nmﬁarence to utharijuffenngs as Hetty

patec 1S Mg L4 D L2 |

attempt to help herself. His opposition to her working as a sexton and moving in to the

air movin' into Mis' Grout's

hasty answer—"We've

meeting-house is mainly because of his blind respect for church rules. Helty's protest,
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therefore, points to the religious complacency of her community and the inhumanity of the
church's rigid rules that are depriving people of a chance to help those in need,

Hetty continues to be a challenge to the church's “decorum and propriety” when she
places on the pulpit “her chiefest treasures of art, a white wax cross with an ivy vine trailing
over it, all covered with silver frost-work™ (417). This cross arouses suspicion among the
congregation which has “a double vision of a little wax Virgin upon an altar” and “wonder(s] if it
savor[s] of popery” (417). By having Hetty placed a symbol that people associate with Roman

Catholicism on the altar of a Protestant church, Freeman is criticizing the church's

sectarianism. Hetly's action reminds gn St. Paul's proclamation of the unity of all
Christians: “I appeal to you, bra : the Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you
agree with cne another tha mong you and that you may be
perfectly united in mind and™ NS i n other words, sectarianism does

not exist in the purest spint d perpetuated by the patriarchs of

iterpreted as symbolizing this

\\:\ imale figure.

jageable, Hetty's desperate yet

institutionalized religion.
purest form of piety and il

Motably, while it i
adamant cry for her commy . sympathy from wemen in that
congregation. It is Mrs. Slically expresses her approval of
Hetty's request in her “clearf"sii5 _=;- £ irrapregsible’ Woige: “Of course you can stay in the
meetin'-house. . . . | should |alighsiFm 4758 Furthermore, another woman asks

Mrs. Gale whether Hetly could live ere the minister hangs his hat since he

‘could hang it somewheng e d qiffer women are conscious that

their support is ,; g3edusly stand up to protect the

unfortunate. Their cnuraa 3 pagkion and sympathy for Hetty—
i

that is, quintessential virt that constitute religious sentiments.

Freeman i irit . lenti nspires these women to
liberate their lorjg4n vﬁ h ﬂgf I ression. The women's
rebellion indlcates%at their spiritual purily arises not frg the authority 0‘}1& church, but from

~ AN IR IR MR NI RE
inmrpnrateqi is spirit of Emersonian self-reliance info her version eminized” religion. She

presents her female protagonist as a “pilgrim" who brings into existence a truly religious
community of women whose courage and charity help reform the church. At the end of the

story, the narrator notes that "Christmas had not been kept at all in this New England village
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when she [Hetty] was young,” and that “[n]ever before had a Christmas bell been rung in this
village" (426). Freeman's last sentence—"Hetty had awakened the whole village to Christmas
day"—portrays this female figure as an apostle of Christian love and charity who brings about
the spiritual awakening of the whole community (426).

Similarly, Freeman depicts Jenny as an exemplar of pure Christian love, Mrs. Carey calls
her a "missionary to robins an"starvin' chippies an’ little deaf-an'-dumb children” (172). As
Sarah W. Sherman points out, Jenny can be identified with the qualities of love and charity.
Her first appearance at the beginning parallels that of “the ghost of Christmas Present in
Dickens's A Christmas Carol, a figurs

pgars bedecked with holly and crowned with
icicles” (Sherman 158). Jenny isat iroad green moving bush.” *[Slhe was
laden with evergreen wreaths th them; long sprays of ground-pine

were wound around her shouldgass-pres Wesented as an embodiment of love and

charity. Always thoughtful of W CeRidas $ha (e 'a\\\'- ey [birds] can't git no breakfast.
. They can't git through thaii€e \ 'n,\ﬁ ere ain't a thaw pretty soon,

. I'am goin’ to feed a fel? of @ 4 aiflladin® my door-yard if | can help it"
(166). Her selflessness gfevigenylc _ fi - a ‘= 3 0 dress for herself in order to
save money for the animalsgfoc

In contrasting her selflg Men and villagers' unkindness and
narrow-mindedness, Freema ar with Mrs. Carey's defiant words,
an influential factor that brings®abd minds of the village people. Mrs. Carey
reveals truths about Jenny to the L out that while some people try to kil
small animals, it is Jedfy oals them, git, suspicion of Jenny and the

villagers' unkindness, the/d Mkened to their own faults and

the true meaning of reli end Je f'[ a Christmas present and the

minister's simple wurds—-—'l!. do what | can do —ﬂndlcates Jenny's influence; they leam to
extend undiscri bolic end in which the
minister's daugﬂmqm Him mb?fnend {177). In likening
this candle to “a Christmas star” which "§eemed to flaseut on the dark@ifie of the mountain”
1. AU B UM VA o FEDA @b v s
love—not Bl her words but by her actions—is transformed into a guiding star for the villagers;
her selfless charity enlightens their hearts and inspires them to follow her path. In so doing,

Freeman succeeds in reconfiguring spiritual authority so that it does not reside in the hands of

patriarchs, bul within every human being—both female and male,
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Apart from piety and purity, Freeman also saivages the feminine virtue of domesticity
from the domination of patriarchy. Domesticity, which once incarcerated and enslaved, is now
transformed into a valuable atiribute that women can render benevolent to humanity. To Hetly
and Jenny, the house is, thus, neither “a rocklike prison” nor “a frail refuge from a world more
frightening than any prison” as Ann D. Wood describes it (21). Although both women move the
‘home" to unusual locations, the domestic sphere becomes their sacred realm of spirituality
that reflects the purity of their free souls. Simultaneously, the two women's deployment of
domesticity invites us to re-think the male-defined concept of religious space.

ical fight for a domestic sphere of her own,

"A Church Mouse” portrays Helty's
: dgr line into the realm that has long been
considered as belonging to men Shee gifestic sphere there. In her vehement

struggle against male authori in order to guard her sphere, as

/,5?__ _\‘s\\\

simplicity. When being taken géire o y.a inalg sexien,ythe h is depicted as dirty, and,

a “garrison,” from “the besief® le meeting-house, not allowing

these besiegers lo enter. phere thal she expresses her
right and elicits sympathy f

Hetty's virtue of domeg hysical cleanliness and spiritual
thus, symbolically impure. dust layin’ on my pew thick
enough to write my name in ice she inhabils it, this meeting-
house is then described as "very@lea :'_ pol @ speck of dust everywhere, the wax
cross in the pulpit glistened in a sum rough the house” (418). Furthermore,

Hetty decorates the wallg of th af worsted-work” (416). Freeman's

comparison of these sifgp e e e e T e 2ting-house windows as

“pictures of saints in a Cathe om a pure and truly pious

heart (417). That is, thereds no difference between Hetty's Adrsted work in this small-town
meeting-house and axquisiteﬁﬁjres of saints ifLA cathedral since both similarly signify the

purity and piety D'ﬂ’ﬁu”g‘% wﬁ VI 5 W EJ ’] ﬂ i

In her panraﬂi of Hetly's dnmes}mty Freeman argues for the mlemraawng of the

A A A

[Tlhe odors of turnips and cabbage were strong in the senses of
worshippers. They sniffed and looked at one another. This superseding

the legitimate savor of the sanctuary, the fragrance of peppermint
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lozenges and wintergreen, the breath of Sunday clothes, by the homely

week-day odors of kitchen wvegetables, was too much for the

sensibilities of the people. (417)
Consequently, people turn their eyes "indignantly” toward the old lady, considering her act as a
sacrilege. Here Freeman criticizes the hypocrisy and the superficiality of the practice of
Christianity of this congregation. She insinuates that religiosity is connected with neither any
“legitimate” smell nor any specific day of the week. On the contrary, spirituality is infused in the

inner spirit of humans and manifests itself in all places and at all times, Moreover, Freeman

breaks down the mundane / sacred Binard bPaPsition. Her description of the church-goers'

reactions indicates that they sepafs ot an A ggane from the sacred, but also the

sphere is a place where she lix worships God. To her, the holy

dwells in everything. This is & an wants her reader to be

cognizant.

Freeman is very caref and feminizing of the religious

Y2 -_‘;‘: 0 5l
\u_\‘}\ \

L \ ple, when Hetty places her
beautiful cross—a product ojifier ogiesticlfy™=¢ @\ \ feeman describes her as “always
y e |

space of the church as

survey[ing] this cross with a sgBCig = jrresponsibility and amazement

of a genius at his own work™ (4 JFf). Fradman i e implying that women are able to derive

their worth and self-satisfaction ' co comitantly, Freeman's depiction of

Hetty as a "genius” who looks _aidiet: t_and “amazement” suggests the old

woman's selfless surregasriaTdivine powerihal“possessassRes and endows her with an ability
v Y
ks 1

to create the artistic ma “no queen casting her rich

'! a snnneTcoma™nave }i- her [Hetty's] in generous
enthusiasm” {emphaszs mma.«i&r That Hett-; prws the symbm of spirituality—the product of

her 'femln:n!ty m%’ m f mundane reality as
demonstrating the gut::-nn ¥ o emale sphere. However, it shou]d be noted thal her
autonomy d .t and genuine
ML R REGIEL o ey i

attests to h r wish to justify her place in the church and to construct a peaceful relationship

robes and her jewels

with the congregation (417). My point is that while she offers a vision of "feminized” religion,
Freeman does not want to replace patriarchy ‘.with matriarchy. Instead, she envisions a

religious community where women are accepted as human beings not subardinate to men, and
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where the two sexes co-exist harmoniously, More importantly, Freeman suggests that gender
distinctions do not exisl on the level of spiritual reality. After finishing her pious work of
cleaning the meetinghouse, Hetly is described as “sitting in the gallery” and appreciating
“innocently how nice it looked" (418). The word “innocently” suggests that when she
communes with, and offers her pious work to, the Divine, she is an innocent child—neither
male or female—imbued with spiritual purity that blesses her with a joyful insight into the
oneness of all beings.

While Hetty expresses the autonomy of her domestic sphere in the male-dominated

realm, Jenny's sphere is far removed fm, tha reach of patriarchal power and values. Her

home is presented as “hardly more than 1 ’ aten hut" but Jenny keeps it tidy and
\
wes embraced and protected by the

er one-end. . . . Just before the

clean, Moreover, Freeman depiclsy
loving arm of Mother Nature: 5
house stood a tall pine-tree”™ Bnny lovingly nurtures the deaf-
and-dumb boy and heals fore filled with the spirit of
maternal love for all beings S ny' illuminates the existence
of a separate female realm, gfie ;

brittle harshness produced

ad potentially stronger than the

ls sees “the mute boy in girl's

clothing” as signifying " igid sexual distinctions and

antagonisms that produce conj er, the boy's cross-dressing and
his feminine face—a “small pn e One “hisipretty, soft, fair hair"—suggest not
only the breaking down of the male i Siructure in Jenny's domestic sphere but
also the harmonious co-existencesol tig masculin inie |

Jenny's domestic™

:"] & two intruding churchmen
of their authority. Her hu

':a als that need maternal care

I !
T

and nurturing. When they siter the house, the churchmen becolfe nervous because of “a loud

and demonstrative uaakmg‘aﬁchl ing and twittérin . They become at a loss when
the boy utters a sﬁ ﬁ § ﬂ ﬂ %srmant "—that is mixed
with “the cries of the little caged wild am?'uais (170). Mnranvar Jenny emprn',rs her feminine

D M D4R p e NN F3 1 ) g

Christ-like pnwer to heal and to give life {170). In such an atmosphere, the men feel somewhat
disoriented and incapacitated. Their nervousness is sharply contrasted with the picture of the

little boy who sits comfortably “in the midst of a heap of evergreens, which he had been
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twining into wreaths™ (170). The men also feel threatened by the sweel boy's unfearful gaze
imbued with "an innocent amiability” (162). It is clear that while Jenny's domestic sphere is
able to dissolve the male power to dominate, this female Christ figure is empowered by her
domesticity to render her home a sacred realm of seifless love and charity.

In these two short stories, Mary E. Wilkins Freeman glorifies women's ability to
emancipate themselves from patﬁ'ard‘nal restrictions and to assert their identity as holy, self-
reliant beings. These two stories also nullify Ann D. Wood's statement about the “ugliness and
age" of Freeman's women: "Strong in Freeman's fiction . . . is the sense that their women
characters perversely yet logically chose disfigurement in their wasted femininity” (25). As |

by i
have argued, by salvaging those yirfussttheF@ve long been prescribed by patriarchy as

constituting the stereotypical ini female characters open up religious

s uﬁ that lies not in rigid decorum but

i SaEmsindividual's hearl. Finally, while

space for women and help jgu
in the virtues of selflesswioN
celebrating women's selfyi reeman’s vision of “feminized”
religion concomitantly egeli Jdigtinctions and the harmonious

existence of men and womes

AULINENINYINT
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