
lilies of the field novel

lilies of the field novel is a significant literary work that has captured the attention of readers and critics
alike for decades. This novel, written by William Edmund Barrett, combines themes of faith, perseverance, and
human kindness in a narrative that is both inspiring and thought-provoking. The lilies of the field novel explores
the interaction between an itinerant worker and a group of East German nuns, highlighting cultural contrasts
and spiritual insights. Known for its profound simplicity and uplifting message, it has inspired adaptations in film
and other media. This article delves into the background, themes, characters, and impact of the lilies of the field
novel, providing a comprehensive understanding of its literary and cultural significance. The following sections
will guide you through its author’s biography, plot overview, thematic analysis, character study, and
lasting legacy.
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Background and Author

William Edmund Barrett’s Life and Career

William Edmund Barrett, the author of the lilies of the field novel, was an American writer known for his
works that often explored faith and morality. Born in 1900, Barrett served in the military during World War
I and later pursued a career in journalism and novel writing. His experiences and personal beliefs deeply influenced
his storytelling approach. Barrett’s works are characterized by a blend of simplicity and profound spiritual
themes, making the lilies of the field novel one of his most celebrated publications. His commitment to portraying
human dignity and divine grace is evident throughout his literary contributions.

Inspiration Behind the Novel

The lilies of the field novel draws inspiration from biblical references, particularly the passage in the Gospel of
Matthew that emphasizes trusting God’s provision. Barrett’s intention was to craft a narrative that
illustrated faith in action through ordinary human interactions. The novel was written during the mid-20th
century, a time when themes of hope and resilience resonated strongly with readers recovering from global
conflict and social upheaval. Barrett’s personal observations of diverse communities and his interest in
religious life shaped the characters and setting of the novel.

Plot Summary of Lilies of the Field Novel



Setting and Initial Scenario

The novel is set in the rural American Southwest, where an African American itinerant worker named Homer
Smith encounters a group of German-speaking nuns. The nuns live in a small, isolated mission and are struggling
to maintain their chapel. Homer Smith, traveling through the area on his way to a construction job, is asked by
the nuns to help build a new chapel. This request sets the stage for the novel’s exploration of community,
faith, and cultural exchange.

Key Plot Developments

Despite initial reluctance, Homer Smith agrees to assist the nuns, bringing his skills, experience, and
resourcefulness to the project. Throughout the novel, he faces various challenges related to the
construction work, cultural differences, and personal doubts. The narrative unfolds as a series of
interactions that highlight the mutual respect and growing friendship between Homer and the nuns. The story
culminates in the completion of the chapel, symbolizing both spiritual and communal triumph.

Themes and Symbolism

Faith and Divine Providence

A central theme of the lilies of the field novel is unwavering faith in divine providence. The title itself references
the biblical passage where Jesus encourages trust in God’s care, using lilies as a metaphor for natural beauty
and provision. The characters embody this faith as they rely on each other and their beliefs to overcome
obstacles. The novel suggests that faith is not passive but an active force that inspires action and
generosity.

Community and Cooperation

The novel emphasizes the importance of community and cooperation across cultural and racial boundaries.
Homer Smith, an African American man, and the nuns, German immigrants, represent diverse backgrounds united by
a common purpose. Their collaboration in building the chapel illustrates how shared goals can foster
understanding and solidarity. This theme resonates with broader social messages about inclusion and mutual
respect.

Symbolism of the Chapel

The chapel constructed in the novel is a powerful symbol of hope, faith, and human achievement. Beyond its
physical form, the chapel represents the spiritual foundation and the collective effort of individuals committed
to a higher purpose. Its construction serves as a metaphor for building a life based on faith and trust,
reflecting the lilies of the field novel’s overarching message.

Faith as active trust in divine will

Cross-cultural understanding and respect

Human dignity and perseverance

Spiritual symbolism of natural elements



Main Characters

Homer Smith

Homer Smith is the novel’s protagonist, a skilled African American handyman whose journey becomes a
testament to faith and human kindness. His character is marked by humility, competence, and a growing sense of
purpose. Homer’s interactions with the nuns reveal his inner strength and adaptability, making him a central
figure in the narrative’s exploration of spirituality and community.

The Nuns

The nuns, led by the Mother Superior, are portrayed as devout and determined women committed to their mission
despite limited resources. Their faith and perseverance inspire Homer and serve as the emotional core of the
story. Each nun contributes uniquely to the project, representing different aspects of dedication and service.
Their collective presence enhances the novel’s themes of cooperation and spiritual devotion.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

Film Adaptation

The lilies of the field novel was famously adapted into a film in 1963, starring Sidney Poitier as Homer Smith.
The movie received critical acclaim and won several Academy Awards, including Best Actor for Poitier, who
became the first African American to win in this category. The film adaptation helped popularize the novel’s
themes and brought its story to a wider audience, solidifying its place in American cultural history.

Influence on Literature and Media

The novel’s success has influenced other works that explore themes of faith, race, and community. Its
narrative style and moral focus have been referenced in various literary and religious discussions. The lilies of
the field novel continues to be studied in academic settings and remains a source of inspiration for adaptations
in theater and radio, demonstrating its enduring relevance.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Contemporary Reviews

Upon its release, the lilies of the field novel received positive reviews for its heartfelt storytelling and moral
clarity. Critics praised Barrett’s ability to portray complex themes in an accessible manner without
compromising depth. The novel was lauded for its portrayal of African American characters with dignity and
respect during a period when such representation was limited in mainstream literature.

Enduring Significance

The lilies of the field novel has maintained its significance over time as a work that transcends cultural and



religious boundaries. Its message of hope, faith, and cooperation continues to resonate with readers worldwide.
Scholars often highlight the novel as an example of mid-20th-century American literature that addresses
social and spiritual issues with sensitivity and insight.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the novel 'Lilies of the Field'?

The main theme of 'Lilies of the Field' revolves around faith, kindness, and the power of human connection,
highlighting how small acts of goodwill can lead to profound positive change.

Who is the author of 'Lilies of the Field' and when was it published?

The novel 'Lilies of the Field' was written by William Edmund Barrett and was first published in 1962.

What is the plot of 'Lilies of the Field'?

'Lilies of the Field' tells the story of an African American handyman named Homer Smith who helps a group of
East German nuns build a chapel in the Arizona desert, despite numerous obstacles and cultural differences.

How does 'Lilies of the Field' address cultural and racial issues?

The novel addresses cultural and racial issues by portraying the respectful and cooperative relationship
between Homer Smith, an African American man, and the nuns, emphasizing themes of mutual respect and breaking
down racial barriers during a time of segregation.

Has 'Lilies of the Field' been adapted into any films or other media?

Yes, 'Lilies of the Field' was adapted into a popular film in 1963, starring Sidney Poitier, who won an Academy
Award for his role as Homer Smith.

Additional Resources
1. Lilies in the Valley
This novel explores themes of faith and perseverance through the life of a young woman who moves to a small
rural town. As she navigates personal challenges and community hardships, she discovers strength and hope in
unexpected places. The story beautifully captures the essence of simplicity and spiritual growth.

2. Fields of Grace
Set against the backdrop of a struggling farming community, this book follows a traveling preacher who
brings a message of hope and renewal. The narrative delves into the power of kindness and the impact of faith on
everyday lives. Readers are drawn into a heartfelt journey of redemption and courage.

3. The Garden of Lilies
A historical fiction novel that traces the lives of three generations of women connected by a secret garden
filled with lilies. The story weaves together themes of family legacy, love, and resilience. It highlights the
importance of nurturing both the earth and the soul.

4. Beneath the Lilies’ Shade
This contemplative novel centers on a man who retreats to the countryside after a personal tragedy. Through
his interactions with the local community and the natural world, he embarks on a path toward healing and
spiritual awakening. The book emphasizes the restorative power of nature and faith.



5. Whispers Among the Lilies
A tale of mystery and faith, this novel follows a young girl who uncovers an old diary hidden among lilies in a
forgotten church garden. As she pieces together the past, she learns valuable lessons about forgiveness and
hope. The story is a poignant reminder of how history shapes the present.

6. Lilies by the Riverside
Set in a small town by a river, this story revolves around a community coming together to save their beloved
church from closure. Through their collective efforts, they rediscover the meaning of unity and devotion. The
novel beautifully portrays the strength found in shared belief.

7. The Lilies’ Promise
A romantic drama that follows two individuals from different worlds who find common ground through their
faith and love of nature. Their journey challenges societal expectations and encourages readers to embrace
compassion and understanding. The narrative highlights the transformative power of love.

8. Echoes of the Lilies
This novel explores the interconnected lives of several characters whose paths cross in a small town marked
by secrets and spiritual longing. Through their stories, themes of redemption and grace emerge. The book offers a
rich tapestry of human experience woven with faith.

9. Harvest of Lilies
Set during the Great Depression, this story follows a family struggling to maintain their farm and their faith
amid hardship. The narrative showcases resilience, sacrifice, and hope as they face economic and personal
challenges. It is a moving tribute to the enduring human spirit.
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