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Why Teach The

 Literature?

BY WILMA McCLARTY

As every teacher knows,
many forces compete for
students’ attention. Too
often the classroom gets
only leftovers from weekend
cinemas. late-night TV reruns,
too-easily-obtained “adult”
videos. racy magazines, or
even sensational news.

How can teachers contend
with the ever-present effects
of the media? What strategies
will capture the minds of
students reliving Rocky IV
violence or fantasizing about
an illicit relationship? Unfor-
tunately, the glorious truths
of the Scriptures fail to grasp
the attention, ignite the
imaginations, or relate to the
needs of far too many stu-
dents.

One way to make Bible
truths come alive for stu-
dents is to help them view
biblical literature through
the eveglasses of literary
analysis. Reasons for teach-
ing the Bible as literature are
more than impressive: they
are compelling.

The Bible Is Great
Literature

“Christianity is the most
literary religion in the
world.” and the Bible the best evidence of this.! Recently, we are
seeing renewed interest in the Bible's literary qualities. and “the
general reader can now be offered a new view of the Bible as a
work of great literary force and authority™ that has molded the
lives of millions of people for more than 2.000 vears.?
Accustomed to thinking of the Bible as a book of dos and
don'ts. students will be impressed to learn that the Bible is
undeniably recognized as world-class literature by believers and
unbelievers alike.
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Bible Writers Were
Skilled Craftsmen

The ''biblical writers
wrote as crafismen whose
works display a grasp of
literary forms and conven-
tions™ requiring “a sophisti-
cated response.”? The liter-
ary impulse for Israel of old
was just about as strong “as
the religious impulse, or, to
put it more accurately, ... the
two were inextricable.™ Con-
sequently. to understand the
Bible's religious inspiration
one must take into account
the writers’ literary inspira-
tion.*

The craftsmanship of the
Bible authors goes basically
unnoticed by the general
reader, who is too intent on
content to notice the style
that made the content
memorable. Writers order
words because the arrange-
ment pleases “but also. very
often. because the order
helps them refine meanings,
make meanings more
memorable, more satisfy-
ingly complex. so that what
is well wrought in language
can more powerfully engage
the world of events, values,
human and divine ends.”

The Bible's Hebrew writers ““on every level from word choice
and sentence structure to the deployment of large units of com-
position” showed a love of writing craftsmanship. These writers
were intent. of course, on presenting content—the “origins of
the world, the history of Israel. God's ethical requirements of
mankind™ and future views of troubles and salvation, but thev
still gave intentional form to their messages.’

But the telling has a shapeliness whase subtleties we are only begin-
ning to understand. and it was undertaken by writers with the most
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brilliant gifts for intimating character. defining
scenes. fashioning dialogue, elaborating mo-
tifs, balancing near and distant episcdes, just as
the God-intoxicated poems of the psalmists
and prophets evince a dazzling vinuosity in
their arabesques of soundplay and svntax,
waordplay and image.®

However. students do not automat:
ically appreciate great literature, secular or
sacred: they must be taught critical skills.

Good Literature Demands
Informed Readers

The complex interplay of literary
aspects “calls for expen literary ap-
praisal."? The Bible’s literary sections
should “be approached with literary
expectations and by asking the questions
we ask of literature."® A conscious atten-
tion to the Bible's literary merits will
enhance students’ understanding and
appreciation of Bible truths.

The Literary Approach Has
Pervasive Usefulness

Although Bible and English teachers
will obviously profit most from this
approach, literary analysis enriches
almost any biblical study, not just that
done in Bible or literature classes. The
“literary approach is one necessary way to
read and interpret the Bible, an approach
that has been unijustifiably neglected."?

The Many Genres Provide
Variety

Making students aware of the numer-
ous Biblical genre types—literary or
expository (informational ) —will help
stimulate their interest. Both types
include stories. poetry, drama, historical
chronicles. genealogies, theological trea-
tises, sermons, orations, and letters. But
the “major literary genres are narrative or
story, poetry (especially lyric poetry, prov-
ertb, and visionary writing) (including
prophecy and apocalypse).” In addition.
history-based “writing in the Bible fre-
quently moves in the direction of literary
narrative by virtue of its experiential con-
creteness or the principles of pattern and
design that permeate such writing."!¢

Even the New Testament epistles “fre-
quently become literary because their
stvle is either poetic or aristic or both,
and biblical satire usually employs a liter-
ary vehicle to communicate its attacks.”*!
Take Paul’s letters, for example, which are
of linle interest to most teenagers. If stu-
dents are told to expect certain character-
istics from letters as a genre, these expec-
tations will help them know what 1o

expect.

Literary Skills
Iincrease Comprehension

Knowing the different genre types and
corresponding characteristics can guide a
reader’s expectations and interpretations.
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Awareness of genre helps structure the
“reading of a work. giving it a familiar
shape and arranging the deuils into an
identifiable pattern.”'?

Take the genre of parable, for instance,
which is not only “inherently literary™ but
also has a literary influence on its reader,
who must do more than merely under-
stand an idea: he or she must respond
with “imagination and emations to a real-
life experience.”

Great literature is “affective, not cool
and detached,” which is why Jesus used
literary parables so effectively—"[His]
parables often drew his listeners inno-
cently into the story and then turned the
ables on them after it was too late to
evade the issue at hand.”"

Indeed. a literary analysis can enhance
such well-known parables as that of the
Good Samaritan. It takes students bevond
the “everyone-is-your-neighbor” theme to

There is an increasing
awareness that the
“Bible is a work of

literature and that the
metbods of literary
scholarship are a

necessary part of any
complete study of the
Bible.”

the richness of the symbolism of Jesus’
being evervone’s Good Samaritan. minis-
tering to wounded humanity.

What makes this parable great litera-
wre? “Everything about it: its experiential
approach to truth, its sensory concrete-
ness. its narrative genre, its carefully
crafted construction, and its towl in-
volvement of the reader—intellectually.
emotionally, imaginatively.”!*

A Literary Approach
Prevents Misreading

“For example, exaggeration in a story
that purpons to be facwal history is a
form of untruth, while that same tvpe of
exaggeration in lyric poetry is called hy-
perbole and is a standard way of express-
ing emotional tuth.”!S Students sbouid
approach the Bible with realistic expecta-
tions, demanding no more nor no less
than the writer aimed to accomplish.

Literary Styles Change

Because it is such a difficult genre for
teenagers. poetry needs to be considered
in the context of its culture. Biblical po-
etry is no exception, as its poets frequently

use the technique of parallelism. “The
key to Hebrew poetry...is that it is a
structure of thought rather than of exter-
nal form and that a Hebrew poem is
composed by balancing a series of sense
units against one another.” three com-
mon types being synonvmous. synthetic.
and antithetic.!*

By contrast. modern literarv forms “do
not encourage repetition: still less are
they built on it. But the Hebrew poet
thought otherwise and worked within a
different tradition.” Modem poets, having
made a statement. “will be anxious to
urge” their compositions forward. *The
ancient Hebrew poet, on the other hand.
seems to have been in no hurry. If a
thought was truly important. it could not
be exhausted in one statement.”"?

Helping students understand that dif-
ferent forms are prevalent in some cul-
tres and missing in others, will assuage
their frustrations at unlocking the myster-
ies of “that dumb poetry.” They will thus
gain an understanding that enhances
their appreciation for literary skills and
the truths in biblical poetry.

A Literary Approach Helps
Decode Figurative Language

“The Bible recognizes that a person’s
world view consists of images and sym-
bols as well as ideas and propositions.”*®
Although all genres use figurative lan-
guage, poetry’s use is more concentrated.
And since the Old Testament contains
about one-third poetry. with only seven
books containing no poetry.!® a Bible
student who ignores figurative language
because it is difficult to understand will
miss most if not all of the message.

Svmbols, similes. metaphors. and
images “are the backbone of poetry.”
These types invoke concrete pictures that
suggest or embody other meanings.
*“Thus, light is a common biblical symbol
for God. goodness, truth, blessing, etc.
Milk and honey are Old Testament sym-:
bols for material prosperity.”2°

Symbols appear often in Biblical narra-
tive as well. In the book of Esther, the
queen herself becomes a symbolic
representation. She is “above all a
national heroine. Her imponance as a
person is completely subordinated to her
status as a representative of the Jewish
people.”?!

Esther has also been called a “type or
pattern of the Virgin Mary. and the gigan-
tic gallow's built by Haman is supposed to
foreshadow the cross of Jesus Christ (the
Hebrew word for ‘gallows’ most often
means ‘tree’).”?? Mordecai too has
become a symbol for “the Jew who will
not be bowed by circumstances and who
will seize unforeseen opportunity.”23
Unless students realize the symbolic
dimensions of the Bible text. they will
simply not grasp the author’s complete

meaning.



Literary Devices Are Used
Throughout the Bible

“Literature exploits, for example, such
devices of language as metaphor. simile;

allusion, pun, paradox. and irony.” These
language resources constitute the “very
essence of poetry.” But in “the Bible...
they appear evervwhere, not just in the
poetry,” which is why “a literary approach
is necessary throughout the Bible and not
just in the predominantly literary parts.”2¢

Literary language enhances the Cain
and Abel narrative, for example. God said
to Cain, “Your brother's blood cries out
to me from the ground...which opened
its mouth to receive vour brother’s blood
from your hand’* (Genesis 4:10, 11,
NIV).3 “This, 100, is figurative and an
obvious deviation from normal lan-
guage,” showing “that even in nonpoetic
parts of the Bible the writers use literary
and poetic resources of language,” with
every book of the Bible having some
literary sections.2¢

Literary Analysis Prevents
Superticial Reading

If literature is composed of “‘writings
which interpret the meanings of nature
and life, in words of clearmness and power.
touched with the personality of the
author, in anistic forms of permanent
interest,”?” then the Bible cerainly quali-
fies as literature. And although an analysis
of a literary work never equals a reading
of the work itself, vet knowledge of the
literary qualities of biblical passages will
surely heighten the reader’s appreciation,
increasing awareness of stvlistic and the-
matic issues often missed in a plot-
oriented reading.

Ellen White speaks against literature
that “encourages the habit of hasty and
superficial reading, merely for the
story.”?® Students simply cannot read
supertficially when grappling with the
thought-provoking skills of literary analy-
sis.

In his article. “Literature in Adventist
Schools,” Gibbs makes a strong case
about the imporntance of how a literary
work is read. mentioning four places in
the Bible where Jesus asks, “*How readest
thou? " “But in our neglect of the how we
may have stumbled into an over.
emphasis or a faulty interpretation of the
what.?

A literary approach can provide a very
helpful heuristic, giving students some
specific how-to-read tips.

A Literary Approach
Works in the Classroom

Now for a personal testimony. |
recently had to teach the book of Esther
to a Sabbath school class consisting of
grade school children, academy and col-
lege youth, as weil as young and older
adults. My audience represented such a
broad range of ages that finding a target
group was almost impossible. I decided
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to teach Esther from the elements-of
narrative approach. analyzing the plot,
characters, style, setting, viewpoint, and
then theme of the story. The discussion
was lively, with all ages panicipating,
since the format allowed for observations
from simple plot questions to more prob-
lematic ones about theme.

This approach works in the English
classroom 100, as the Bible writers’ pro-
vide examples of writing skills for com-
position students and literary analysis
skills for literature students. Too often
students tend to treat incidental issues in
a story as the main theme. When theyv do.
I use the Esther story as an example of
how careful literary analysis can keep us
from genting off on side issues that do not
relate to the author’s purpose(s).

After completing a lengthy literary
analysis of the book of Esther,*® | became
more aware than ever of the craft-
conscious skills of its author. Careful
analysis shows how the narrative ele-
ments of the Esther storv suppon such
themes as God's providence and the feast
of Purim celebration—not the theme of
why a Jewish girl would marry a pagan
king,

Conclusion

There is a increasing awareness that the
“Bible is a work of literature and that the
methods of literary scholarship are a
necessary part of any complete study of
the Bible."'

Artistic skills serve “the purpose of
intensifying the impact of what is said.
but also the purposes of pleasure, delight,
and enjoyment.” The amtistic craftsman-
ship “is not extraneous to its total effect.”
It is no mere cosmetic to be added or
subtracted at will. The big question that
remains is whether readers are ready “to
recognize and enjoy the antistry."3?

And who is to prepare the readers? The
mantle of instruction falls particularly—
but not entirely—on Bible and English
instructors. If students don't learn in the
Christian classroom how to unlock the
deepest treasures of Biblical truth, where
then will they learn? Surelv not in the
cinema, the TV reruns. nor the racy
magazines.

The Bible demands a literary approach
because its writing is literary in nature. The
Bible is an experiential book that conveys the
concrete reality of human life. It is filled with
evidences of literary anistry and beautv, much
of it in the form of literary genres. Ik also makes
continuous use of rescurces of language that
we can regard as literary.

A literary approach pays close attention to all
of these elements of literary form, because it is
through them that the Bible communicates its
message

McLuhan was right—the medium and
the message are inseparable. In the Bible
as elsewhere. the medium is the message.

The content and the artistry form a sym-
biotic relationship that cannot be ignored
without a loss to both. o

Dr. Wilma McClarty is Professor of English
and Speech, Soutbern College of SDA, Col-
legedale, Tennessee.
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