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Something at Work in My Soul: 
Curiosity for the Forbidden As I t L eads to the Monstrous in 

F rankenstein 
 

Mark E ckel 
 
 

Humans have a problem.  We cannot be trusted.  In horror movies, for 
instance, some sadistic scientist may twist a new application of technology for his 
own ends.  While the audience recoils in terror, we bypass the obvious: the one to 

dependent upon the biblical teaching of inherent corruption, so Mary Shelley 
consciously or unconsciously depends on the doctrine of depravity to make her 
point in Frankenstein: human curiosity for the forbidden that leads to monstrosity.   

The  the novel: 
The Modern Prometheus.  In Greek mythology, Prometheus was a Titan, stealing 
fire from the gods and giving it to people.  Prometheus is portrayed in two 
different ways in classic literature.  To the Greek poet Hesiod, Prometheus was a 
trickster, a troublemaker.  Yet, to the dramatist Aeschylus, Prometheus was a 
hero, the champion of humanity, portrayed as such in his play Prometheus 
Bound.1  The Prometheus myth inspired Goethe to write an eponymous poem, 
Beethoven celebrated heroic self-sacrifice in his symphony Creatures of 
Prometheus, and Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary 
Prometheus Unbound: A Lyrical Drama. 

Frankenstein could not be more obvious: 
doctor and Titan share the same name.  In contrast to the positive offerings from 

Prometheus was horrific a term she uses repeatedly in the text.  Standing on the 
outer limits of Enlightenment thinking,  what Paul 
Johnson calls The Birth of the Modern.  Through invention, scientists, 
entrepreneurs, and discoverers of all types were creating new ways to live.  
Knowledge was accumulated at a breakneck pace; our present information 
explosion is a direct result.  While Dickens rightly lamented the results of the 
Industrial Revolution in his novels, men creating machines was not to be reversed.  
Frankenstein was written within the throes of these titanic sociological shifts.   

Frankenstein was 

Prometheus overture in his 9th symphony.  It may be that others responded to her 
point of view.  Mary Shelley wrote during the Romantic period when the 
possibility of human perfection was being heralded.  Themes from Frankenstein 
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run decidedly against the then current belief that humans are good at heart.  
Herein is the Rubicon that the Romantics crossed: desire for domination creates 
autonomous rules, scuttling outside authority.  As Nathan Scott said in Religion 
and Modern Literature, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Keats, and Shelle
feel that for them the traditional archetypes and systems of faith had ceased to be 
effective and that they, as a result, in their dealings with the world were thrown 
back upon their own private resources .   

Human autonomy is linked with an unusual meteorological event
possibly Promethean fire?
and planet wide fallout from the volcanic eruption in Tambora, Indonesia, created 
the environmental backdrop for Frankenstein.  In Monsters from the Id, E. 
Michael Jones tells the story: 
 

The summer was late in coming in 1816 some might argue that it 
never came at all largely because a volcanic eruption in 
Tambora, Indonesia, spewed tons of ash into the atmosphere, 
disrupting the climate.  Storms abounded.  When Shelley, Mary, 
and Claire had crossed the Alps on their way to Geneva in mid-
May, they had needed a carriage drawn by four horses as well as 
ten men to accompany them and dig them out of the snow drifts.  
The storms would continue for the rest of the summer and the 
lightning that accompanied the rain would take on literary 
significance. (69) 

 

metaphor of life in ning.  Electricity allowed 
curiosity to create the forbidden becoming the monstrous.  Prometheus brought 
fire from heaven to earth.  Frankenstein brought life to earth from fire out of 
heaven. 

The volcanic eruption occurred once, but the explosive metaphor rumbles 
through human history.  Shelley uses the warnings against Captain Walton to 
stand as a signpost for the ages: Frankenstein tells Walton in the fourth letter 
written August 19th,  
 

You seek for knowledge and wisdom, as I once did and I ardently 
hope that the gratification of your wishes may not be a serpent to 

moral from my tale. (39) 
 
Mary Shelley depends on the doctrine of depravity to make her point: our 
humanity is not perfect nor can it recreate itself.  Frankenstein raises the issue of 
curiosity for the forbidden leading to the monstrous.   

If humans are inherently corrupt, Shelley would have us consider these 
questions:  How should humanity deal with knowledge?  Is imagination a good 
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far is too far?  How important is community or friendship in acting as a 
constructive critic?  What part does adventure or discovery play in the human 
drama?  Questions of knowledge and limitation are recurring concerns in 
Frankenstein.  On the one hand, knowledge is good.  It can eliminate disease 
while producing food.  On the other hand, a person full of pride may think he can 
erect monuments of wonder while constructing his own ethics.  Humans bear the 
mark of modern Prometheus. 

the inestimable benefit which I shall confer on a (28).  On the surface, 
Walton seems to be a soul desiring to know both the aesthetic qualities of nature 
and the intricate inner-
a cold north assing in wonders and 

At the same time he wants to discover the reason a compass works, 

th seeing the uninhabited arctic (28).   
 

Yet, creativity and curiosity, like everything else in a fallen world, is 
susceptible to misuse and abuse.  God declares that devising evil is wrong and 
those who mistreat their creative talents will be punished (Proverbs 3:29; 14:22).  

Jeremiah 18:12).  Human intellect is capable of hatching evil plots (Genesis 8:21; 
ly to 

its own counsel (Jeremiah 3:17; 7:24; 9:14; 11:8; 13:10; 16:12; 18:12; 23:17).  

beneficence of people, which can be broken by humans, sending adverse 
consequences (Psalm 33:9; Deuteronomy 30:15; Numbers 32:15; Deuteronomy 
28:25). 

itself in chapter two:  
 

The world to me was a secret which I desired to divine.  Curiosity, 
earnest research to learn the hidden laws of nature, gladness akin to 
rapture, as they were unfolded to me, are among the earliest 

philosophy is the gen
studied the wild fancies of [Cornelius Agrippa, Parcelsus, and 
Albertus Magnus] with delight; they appeared to me treasures 

and impediments that seemed to keep human beings from entering 
the citadel of nature, and rashly and ignorantly I had repined 
[yearned to it]. (47) 

 
A lack of community precipitates a lack of accountability.  Having no close 

 enthusiasm of success, 
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there will be n (31).  
severe evil (31).  Academic scholarship necessitates communal interdependence.  
Academicians depend on peer review.  Learning communities demand evaluation 
and expectation.  Surely, questions from others could have precluded the 
destruction awaiting Frankenstein and given Walton pause.  Human interaction is 
necessary for contentment in accomplishment (Eccl. 4:7-12).  God made us for 
community (Gen. 2:18).  Humans function best when working together, sharing 
joys and sorrows.  Accountability grows out of community and is necessary for 
confirmation and integrity (2 Cor. 8:16-21).  However, without community, 
curiosity can become unhinged. 

Doctor Frank
Waldman in his first lecture at Ingolstadt.  Frankenstein heard of philosophers 

invisible world with its own 

however erroneously directed, scarcely ever fail in ultimately turning to the solid 
advantage o (54).  

a 
love for the marv (33).  

If we have learned anything from creation, it is this: it belongs to the 

 nature and shown how she works (53), we 
should be reminded of Proverbs 8:12-36, in which personified wisdom sets order 
and gives structure to creation.  Only He knows the entire intermeshed workings 
and purposes of the planet.  Humans should explore creation always remembering 
it is His, the finite beholden to The Infinite.  Without this mooring, however, 

superhuman chemists: Victor takes the next step above curiosity to the forbidden. 
This is the problem in the West: we do not like prohibition.  Our view of 

freedom assumes we are free to do anything.  Limits and boundaries seem to exist 

whatever we want, whenever we want, for whatever reason we want.  Yes, we 
l
we do not like to acknowledge we can be encumbered by restrictions or stymied 
by imperfections.  Atul Gawande acknowledges the problem in Complications: A 

n Imperfect Science:  
 

We look for medicine to be an orderly field of knowledge and 
procedure.  But it is not.  It is an imperfect science, an enterprise of 
constantly changing knowledge, uncertain information, fallible 
individuals, and at the same time lives on the line.  There is science 
in what we do, yes, but also habit, intuition, and sometimes plain 
old guessing.  The gap between what we know and what we aim 
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seems most vital and interesting is not how much we in medicine 
and how we might grapple with 

that ignorance more wisely. (7) 
 
The 21st century wrestles with exactly the same problems as those of Victor 
Frankenstein.  Human hubris tends to make us scientifically conceited and 
mystery challenged.  Herein is the problem of the forbidden. 
 

So with no respect for prohibition, Victor asked the wrong question in 
 (56)  Instead, the query 

should commence with t Whom -called elixir of life from 
which Victor searches foresees an evolutionary concept: that life spawned from 

became capable of bestowing animation upon lif   He describes 

(58).     

Mary Shelley found herself early in chapter five.  Doctor Frankenstein, after 

sickness of fear, and hurried on with irregular steps, not daring to look about me
(62).  Rime of the Ancient Mariner: 
 
  Like one who, on a lonely road, 
  Doth walk in fear and dread, 
  And, having once turned round, walks on, 
  And turns no more his head; 
  Because he knows a frightful fiend 
  Doth close behind him tread. (62) 
 
Could it be that Shelley did not wish to have scientists reading, then practicing, 

-censorship important?  It should 
be noticed in modern apocalyptic books (The Island of Dr. Moreau) or film 
(Planet of the Apes) there is a desire on the part of some to keep the secrets of 
human destruction to themselves so that they are not misused or misapplied.  
Perhaps, then, Shelley allowed the doctor to recite the warning midway through 

how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge 
and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, 
than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow 57).   

Here writhes the tentacle, reaching, wrapping around us humans: 
arrogance.  Should we not consider the underlying foundations of Genesis one 
and two: the origin of anything dictates the ethics of everything?  If we view 
people as only animate, physical objects, will we value them as eternal souls, 
having life beyond this life?  Can the ethics for naturalism or materialism be 

not be only the powerful who dictate the worth or value of the person?  If life is 
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judged based on its quality rather than its sanctity, will we not then only evaluate 

can we live with ethics based solely on individual, community, or government 
decision? 

Ruins of Empires, the apex of the novel 
in chapter thirteen: 
 

These wonderful narrations inspired me with strange feelings.  
Was man, indeed, at once so powerful, so virtuous and 
magnificent, yet so vicious and base?  He appeared at one time a 
mere scion of the evil principle and at another as all that can be 
conceived of noble and godlike.  To be a great and virtuous man 
appeared the highest honour that can befall a sensitive being; to be 
base and vicious, as many on record have been, appeared the 
lowest degradation, a condition more abject than that of the blind 
mole or harmless worm.  For a long time I could not conceive how 
one man could go forth to murder his fellow, or even why there 
were laws and governments; but when I heard details of vice and 
bloodshed, my wonder ceased and I turned away with disgust and 
loathing. (109) 

 
Answers to questions concerning ethics, sanctity of life, governmental edicts, and 
the afterlife are linked directly to our Jekyll and Hyde nature, the divine dignity 
and human depravity of us all. 

Could it have been the aftereffects of the Tambora volcano that provided 

 a black 
With this backdrop, Frankenstein describes his 

crea

beheld the wretch
corpse to which I had so miserably given life 60-61).   

Heart of Darkness, Lord of The F lies, and Marlon 
Apocalypse Now uttering the unforgettable line, 

continue to call out the end result of our human 
n a manner 

reminiscent of James  
Shelley warns that curiosity leads to the forbidden 

leading to the monstrous. 
 

lingua franca

vocabulary usage of the 19th-
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ss.  Innovation, we think, 
moves us closer to answering questions we all ponder.  Shelley may have used the 

however, evil fortune would triumph.  Like the insufficiency of leaves for 
covering (Gen. 3:7) human attempts to extricate themselves from trouble bear 

is adequate to eliminate the suffering of sin (Gen. 3:21; cf. Heb. 9 and 10).  

evil as something that broke established, acceptable boundaries.  Shelley seems 
focused on showing the tragedy, distress, physical and emotional harm that comes 
as a result of choices which go beyond societal conventions.  Scripture casts a 

-
r all (Deuteronomy 30:15) no 

matter what humans may decide (Isaiah 5:20).  Evil is not simply a consequence, 
but a construct.  Evil is set against God.  While evil may represent results of 
decisions made, the essence of evil is a much more important theme.   
 

(76), from chapter five, 
produces its first physical consequences of monstrous evil in chapter seven the 

Frankenstein would be legion by the end of the book.  Though Frankenstein 
(78) he has let 

opened, Frankenstein laments his decision to create the monster.  Shelley 

though the production cannot be reversed we are left with deep sadness for 
Frankenstein and a wary mind of our own.  The author wisely highlights the 
destructiveness of humans playing God.   

his morrow; Nought may endure but mutability (92).  Shelley identifies the basic 
problem of all humanity: we are finite, fallen, and fragile.  We can create because 
we bear the mark of our Creator.  Yet Shelley seems to reverse the roles.  In her 
book, creature teaches creator.  Monster teaches man.  Perhaps here we find the 
perfect mirror.  Reading this story, we see what we have done: an attempt to usurp 
the 

(88).  We become what we create. 

monsters.  The Cookie Monster is a likeable Sesame Street character.  At times 

Even the Grinch in the movie How the Grinch Stole Christmas (2000), based on 
Dr. a bad childhood.  In short, 
21st-century culture has de-mythologized evil.   
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Yet, monsters do 
divine an omen about evil.  According to Jonah Goldberg, gargoyles on buildings 
were originally used to alert city dwellers that monsters are everywhere 
(Goldberg).  Frankenstein addresses multiple, ethical issues, including the belief 
that humans can create monsters because of our own monstrous, depraved 
natures. 

fast . . . a groan burst from his heaving breast.  I paused; at length he spoke, in 

also of the intoxicating draught?  Hear me; let me reveal my tale, and you will 
(38)  

warning curiosity leads to the forbidden leading to the monstrous. 

thinking the essence of the whole novel itself is the chapter four admission, 

should be impressed with no supernatural horrors (56).  Nothing could be more 
incumbent upon parents and teachers than to instruct our children, our students 
that there exists a supernatural battle all around us.  Fear is appropriate and 
necessary: but knowing whom to fear is the key. 
 

Frankenstein was the result of a group reading frightful ghost stories and 
troduction, 

Humans scare easily because terror is real.  
Sudden movements may frighten us.  When the unexpected happens, we scream.  

The monster in Frankenstein evokes a response from everyone he meets.  Some 
cower.  Others bristle.  Many respond with a repugnance, aversion, or loathing.  It 
is the unusual that people respond to often, negatively.   

The monster is fearsome, to be sure.  However, Frankenstein begs for a 
 haunt

throughout our nature.  Genesis 3:6-10 records our initial and ongoing response to 
life.  Since the intimate relationship with God was lost at the Fall, we now 
substitute fear of the unknown for fear of God (Prov. 1:7; 9:10).  We have fear but 
do not always seem to know how to handle it.  We want to watch horror movies 
but cover our eyes when the terror strikes.  When it comes to God, this aphorism 
is true: we cannot live with Him, and we cannot live without Him. 
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Note 
 
1 I am not sure how much to make of the fact that the poet regarded Prometheus in 
a negative light and the actor in a positive one.  Could actors, perhaps, have more 
of a soft spot for rebellion? 
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Love and Reading 
 

Cassandra Falke  
  

 
I am not the only one who thinks of books as potential friends.  Virginia 

se 
 When Alberto Manguel 

Alice A Reader 
on Reading 4), I feel touched by his sincerity, as though he were describing a lost 
love instead o  

with body and soul and not just the finer breath of thought.  
the way that friends are ous

e are 
(9).  
our comprehension, even than our capabilities of comprehe  

The novel Fugitive Pieces is a friend I wish to keep.  Anne Michaels 
writes like she knows me, like she is looking right into my eyes, or sitting head 
bowed by my side confessing.  One never exactly chooses friends.  We find 
ourselves in friendships, so it demystifies the process of friendship too much for 
me to ask why I chose this book as a friend.  Nevertheless, Michaels has 
prompted me to ask as a reader and a Christian: What is the trait I most treasure in 
friends?  I think it is this that they can teach me how to love. 

Fugitive Pieces explores love in many ways.  Arranged in two parts, the 
novel offers the journals of two protagonists: Jakob and Ben.  Both Jakob and Ben 
heal in the care of characters wise in love.  Jakob, who we meet first, is seven 
when from his hiding place he hears the Nazis kill his parents and carry away his 
fifteen-year-old sister, Bella.  After escaping through bog and forest, he is rescued 
by Athos, a Greek archeologist who carries him to Greece, hides him, teaches 
h Fugitive Pieces 20).  
In the second part, we meet Ben, whose parents survive the Holocaust, and who 

from the apples, bedsteads, shoes and books that populate his life (204).  His wife, 
Naomi, teaches him to trust the present and loves him even in the times he turns 
away from her.  Neither character would have survived without love.  Love, for 
them, is essential, even life-giving. 

 In addition to focusing on love in the novel, Michaels names love as her 
motivation for writing it.  

them and still move toward a place of love in the 
Yet, reading 
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experience she creates in Fugitive Pieces teaches readers about love.  The book 
unfolds in a way that trains readers in habits of love if we are open to learning
habits of self-forgetfulness, attention, empathy and hope for the future.  This is 

 
The question of what it means to be open to a book, or more specifically, 

to be open to a book as a Christian is my real motivation for this article.  Fugitive 
Pieces, an enlightening, recently acquired friend of mine, will serve to illustrate 
the broader methodology of openness I espouse, but my hope is that readers will 
use the ideas in this article to understand their own friendships with books better.  
For this, I will rely on recent work by French phenomenologist Jean-Luc Marion.  
In addition to being perhaps the most prominent phenomenologist alive today, 
Marion is a Catholic.  His writings on giftedness, love, and our search for the 
unseen, have given Christian literary theorists a great gift a new philosophically 
rigorous way of discussing love that we can apply to the reading of literature.  
With the help of friends such as Fugitive Pieces
more than reading.  They move us from acts of reading to acts of love.  

 
 
Marion the Phenomenologist 
 

First, here is a little background on Jean-Luc Marion and his idea of art 
bringing the unseen to light.  

this idea will clarify how we search for the unseen through art.  Historically, 
phenomenology has examined the ways that we experience objects and concepts.  

n example is the lions 
in Trafalgar Square that I walked by last month.  When I turned my head to 

 
If you have not had the pleasure of walking through Trafalgar Square, you may 
nevertheless be intending a Trafalgar Square lion if you are now picturing one 
seen in a photo, or even imagining what one might look like.  As I now think 
about the concept of intentionality, I am also intending that concept.  One more 

s mentioning before discussing 
 As I picture a Trafalgar Square lion to 

myself now, I direct my attention to, or intend, the lion as a whole, but I only see 
one view of him.  The part of my intention that gives itself to be seen is my 

 
Marion is unique among phenomenologists for being fascinated with 

phenomena wherein intuition, the element of the phenomenon that gives itself to 
perception, exceeds what we intend.  These phenomena dazzle, overwhelm, 
amaze and astound us.  
occur our gaze is saturated.  We know that there is more being given to us than 
what we can take in, and we are therefore reminded of the limited nature of our 
perception.  
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While saturated phenomena may be astounding, they are not rare.  Marion 

-90, Hart 23).  That lecture, he says was an 
 

Consequently, it was and will forever be inaccessible to intention.  The listeners 
had no precise precedent that would have allowed them to intend it beforehand, 
and none could later intend through memory exactly what had taken place.  
Because of the limitedness of our intentionality, our lives unfold as a series of 
these saturated phenomena as our encounters with seemingly stable objects take 
place in ways that we cannot predict, capture or fully remember (In Excess xv, 
33).  

we miss it.  When we turn from this general theorization of the saturated 
phenomenon to a work of art as an example of such a phenomenon, we see more 

 Every 
book gives itself to us as a saturated phenomenon every time we read it.  In his 
1996 book, The Crossing of the Visible (trans. 2004), Marion distinguishes two 
separate categories of invisible phenomena (which he later theorizes more fully as 

of these categories simultaneously.  Nevertheless, the categories themselves 
remain distinct, with each category corresponding to a different method of 
interpretation, which Marion theorizes for art in general and which I will examine 
in terms of literature specifically.  As I will discuss, both are practicable as 
Christian methodologies, but the second is more explicitly Christological.  The 
first method can help us learn about love.  
practice. 

The first category of saturated phenomena includes seeing those objects 
that, like our lions, cannot be seen all at once, but could eventually be seen in 
their entirety (55).  We could walk all the way around the lions and even fly over 
them if necessary to see every angle, and then infer the whole from that composite 
of images and our understanding of volume.  Strictly speaking, a moment when 
we see any three-dimensional object, including a book, is like this, but the 
phenomenon of reading a book participates quite fully in this category of 
unseeable phenomena as it is an experience that unfolds through time, and is not 
capturable, or even recallable in one instant.  I see one page, then the next, then 
the next.  I can turn my attention to Fugitive Pieces as a whole, but I cannot 
actually experience the book this way.  Furthermore, no matter how many times I 
read it, the number of possible interpretations exceeds those that I will have 
discovered.  

In Excess 71).  This is another 
way in which the book may be said to saturate my gaze.  There are too many 
words for me to read at once, and there are too many interpretations for me to 
ever exhaust them.  Nevertheless, the book is stable in its visibility.  Jakob Beer 
was not born in Canada, for example.  If my friend and I both referred to page 77 
of Fugitive Pieces, we would both find the same words written there. 
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The stability of the first sort of saturated phenomenon contrasts with 
non, wherein the thing we see is never 

taken in with one look, but because we are looking for the invisible.  We 
nce something of 

 His example for this is the 
face.  If my son calls to me, and I turn to look, the face I see, much beloved 
though it is, is not as beloved as what I am really directing my gaze to.  My 
Charlie that I look for in his face cannot be seen otherwise than in his face, but he 
cannot exactly be seen there either.  Those very long eyelashes will be less 
remarkable when his face is a bit bigger, but there will be something of the boy he 
is now that remains when he becomes a man, and it is that something, that self, 
that exchanges gazes with me. As Marion points out, when we look at someone 

not offer anything 
to be seen the pupils of 
gives itself to be seen there is a look of love seeing us.  

allows us to experience more than our senses take in. 
In the phenomenon of my looking lovingly at my little boy, that which is 

visible, his face, receives its significance from the invisible self that looks back at 
me through his face.  This loving act has, as its prototype and origin, the ultimate 
visible manifestation of a definitively invisible self, that of God the Father in 

Father who remains invisible but even a (visible) face of the invisible itself (the 
Father), a visible image of the invisible as 
receives its significance not only because it makes the self of Christ visible, but 
also because Christ effaces his own visibility and thus reveals the Father.  

So how do these categories of saturated phenomena relate to a book 
befriending us by teaching us how to love?  Each of these categories of 
phenomena that exceed visibility corresponds to a way of viewing art as idol or 
as icon.  When we look at a work of art, we view it as an idol.  Lifeless, it gives 
us back only what we give to it.  Marion offers as an alternative to idolatrous art, 
the icon, through which we know ourselves to be seen by Christ, who gives 
himself to us superfluously.  We can learn about love through idolatrous readings 
of texts, but we practice love by reading icons.  This practice becomes possible 
because we look through the text itself to an other who can return our love.  In his 
recent book, The Erotic Phenomenon (2006), Marion places the possibility of 
reciprocity at the center of his theory of love, and love is the center of all his 
phenomenological theory.  It is the beating heart of who we are.  

by a sole tonality that alone is originary being insofar as loved or hated, through 

from us) whom we seek to love and be loved by through the book.  Otherwise, the 
book is trapped by its status as an object.  Art, and literature specifically, can be a 
window through which we view Christ, from whom our being originates and is 
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sustained by love, but only when we see the work of art efface itself so that we 
can look beyond it. 

 
 
Idolatrous Reading 
 

The idol corresponds to an unseeable phenomenon that we can intend 
Fugitive Pieces Starry Night), but which gives 

more than our gaze can at once take in.  Our gaze expands as we study a work of 
art.  

  Literature works similarly.  It 
guides our thoughts and imagination, thereby adding itself to the world we 
experience and enriching our ability to see the rest of the world.  Fugitive Pieces, 
for example, does not mimic the history of Holocaust survivor and poet Jakob 
Beer, although Jakob Beer was a historical figure.  It offers new life to be seen 
and acted upon, not lived out in the lifespan of one historical man, but in pieces in 
the multiplying years of its readers.  It does not just fulfill our expectations of a 
novel or a Holocaust novel or a novel about love; it reconfigures those 
expectations.  This novel makes visible to me formal techniques that I now find 
particularly appropriate for writing about love.  It unveils ways of layering 
language and image to approximate the action of memory.  It does these things, 
however, with my cooperation. It is my expectations, my gaze that I ultimately see 
stretched.  The art/idol thus acts as a kind of mirror, rather than a window to the 
divine.  

This is not to say, however, that reading a book must be an ethically 
neutral activity if I approach the book as an object, an idol.  If I open myself to 
Fugitive Pieces, it can teach me a great deal about how to love others because 

possible the welcome of a Prolegomena to Charity 19).  This 
self-forgetfulness provides the foundation for other capacities that love requires: 
attention, empathy, and hope.  
loving because ours is the only intentionality deployed.  However, we must have 
practiced the habits upon which love is based in order to love well.  The following 
paragraphs explore the ways that Michaels encourages the exercise of attention, 
empathy and hope before turning to iconic reading, in which we not only prepare 
for love but practice it. 

Michaels directs our attention, over and over again, to small details, 
focusing especially on the permanence they gain through memory.  Daphne, who 

fference it made if she 
placed plums in a green bowl or in a yellow bowl before she set them on the 

 A tiny act but the effect, for Jakob, is magnificent.  He is recovering 
from the numbness left by the loss of his family and writes of Daphne and her 

 
Michaels slides, in a sentence, from plums to the huge work of reawakening 
Jakob to feeling, the small gesture telescoping into tremendous effect.  In one of 

morable aphorisms, she offers advice on the importance of 
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attending to small beautiful experiences like seeing plums in a colored bowl: 
 Find a way to make 

beauty necessary; find a way to make necess  By repeatedly 
carrying readers through the process of characters who follow this advice, 
Michaels teaches us how to attend to the beautiful and the necessary in our own 
lives.  

memory is 
restorative.  In other cases, the permanence of detail in his 

 (24).  He 

dropping he
standing at the door, waiting for me to tie my laces, looking at his watch.  
Skipping stones on the river with Mones [a friend], wiping the mud off our shoes 
with the long grass.  Bella turnin -25).  In all these 
cases, the tiny ways characters interact with everyday objects become the selves 
that haunt him.  It is not the abstract idea of a person, or their grand 
accomplishments that accompany Jakob, but these details.  In fact, Michaels 
makes the inability to attend to details the major characteristic of his nightmares: 

 Through her emphasis on the vacuity left by this 
absence of detailed memory, Michaels also emphasizes the gift of our common 
life with people we love and the permanence our own actions, even small ones, 
acquire in the memories of others.  
immense signifi -60). 

Michaels also gives us profound tools for empathizing with the other, as 
she exposes the inner lives of her two main characters, Jakob and Ben.  Because 
we read their supposed private reflections, we see not only what happens to them, 
but how they reflect on what happens.  This constant reminder of the inner effects 
of our outward actions builds acts of empathy right into the structure of the book.  
The book also abounds in examples of characters exemplifying empathy.  Ben 

 After being away in Greece, he 
imagines Naomi welcoming him home.  He imagines telling her that he has 
committed adultery, and then having imagined how that would feel to her, he 
leaves this truth unspoken.  Jakob worries that Bella and his parents feel his 
longing for them after death.  He imagines with anguish that his longing startles 

 
  He 

experienced for himself the horror of the Nazis, when he recounts his own story to 
 He 

imagines what hearing the story might be like for Jakob.  
When love imagines the other after death, it preserves the other.  When 

Ben reads in a National Geographic magazine about the bog people by whom 
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  They had been people, with creases around their eyes and 
names, and they therefore deserve his act of empathy.  Jakob imagines Jewish 

 He 
 He is trying to give them their lives 

back through memory.  This act of re-membering, putting back together, bringing 
the dead back to life, is also the seminal act of the novel itself.  Refer to the only 
page that Michaels writes in her own voice.  
translator of posthumous writing from the war, was struck and killed by a car in 
Athens in the spring of 1993, at age sixty.  His wife had been standing with him 
on the sidewalk; she survived her husband by two days.  
(n.p.).  Michaels is becoming the child that she imagines Jakob and Michaela 
wanting and never having, and through her empathizing imagination telling the 
story that they did not themselves live to tell. 

, in its most heroic act, inspires his pity for the Germans.  
In this, we see how imagining the other can lead to a love that reaches even 
through the most viscous, haunting memories to seek forgiveness for an enemy.  
After the war, when German prisoners are forced to dig into the graves they 
created, Jakob pictures them to himself.  He writes first about the German 

-soaked hair 
throug  Since love goes through 

hair as if in a passion grasp, its matted thickness between his fingers, pulling, his 
hands full of  The prisoner, for Jakob, is sanctified 
by the recognition of what he has done.  Jakob, for Michaels, is sanctified by 
imagining the German prisoner to be as human as himself. 

Whereas the empathy described above seems self-evidently to be a habit 
we need in love, the third habit I have mentioned, hope, needs more explanation.  

 hard to 
know what that looks like in daily interaction.  logy of love 
clarifies the relationship between hope and love.  
inscribes the space of what he knows he lacks from the other, and is thus a kind of 
poverty.  
shortage, but rather the properly infinite excess of the lover, as he loves without 

Erotic Phenomenon 87).  Hoping for the other to 
become more than he is, or in the case of an unborn child hoping for the other to 
become is, there  It makes the lover aware of 
a lack but makes visible a possible and previously unseen future for the beloved.  

Hope is the initiating gesture of Fugitive Pieces in more than one way.  
First, Michaels ends a pre-narrative note with this quotation from the historical 

 A 
 We know from a previous 

d in the spring of 1993, when he 
was sixty years old, and yet when we flip the page, we find his life going on, page 
by page, reader by reader, through the medium of the novel.  Secondly, when the 
first shaping relationship of the novel begins, the relationship between Athos and 
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koumbaros, 
 This hope for 

seven-year- ossible.  
Athos has just smuggled little Jakob under his coat out of Poland.  Who is to say 
if the boy will survive the trauma of his escape, much less the trauma of living in 
occupied Greece for the rest of the war?  

Throughout the body of the book, too, Michaels lures readers with hope 
rather than suspense.  In the midst of the years of German occupation, Jakob and 
Athos are surviving on wild plants.  
massacred in Crete, and shipped to Auschwitz from Corfu.  Yet, Michaels does 
not manipulate the reader with the suspense of whether Jakob and Athos will 
survive.  

 We readers therefore grieve 
for his present while hoping for his future.  

 
not with fear or death, but with an apostrophe to his never-to-be-born son or 
daughter:  

 
 My son, my daughter: May you never be deaf to love. 

Bela, Bella: Once I was lost in a forest.  I was so afraid.  My blood 

be exhausted.  I saved myself without thinking.  I grasped the two 
syllables closest to me, and replaced my heartbeat with your name.  
(195) 
 

We know from the pre-narrative note that Bela or Bella will never be born, but 
rather than allowing that to be a cause for hopelessness, Michaels introduces us to 
Ben on the next page Ben, whose parents, like Jakob, survived the Shoa, whose 

 Unable to learn how to live from his emotionally 

himself.  f the son Jakob never 
had.  Even when we 

 

book, but the invisi
as it is welcomed  We have to want our gaze to be 
brought to life.  Idolatrous reading requires my willful initiation.  Even this 
idolatrous reading, then, demands that we practice virtues associated with love
self-forgetfulness, attention, empathy, and hope, not to mention  humility. These 
are the colors through which love shines.  
activate that shining, we must turn to iconic reading. 
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Iconic Reading 
 

No matter how many times we view a painting or how often we read a 
book, they remain, to some extent, idols.  

 For the idol, 
. The visible precedes the 

friend like Fugitive Pieces.  However, this is the practice of Christianity without 
the presence of Christ being necessarily involved, so if we are looking for 
Christian love in reading, rather than love in a merely derivative sense, we must 
go further.  

The most distinctive Christian reading goes beyond the book as idol.  It 
does not look at a work of art as much as through it, to divine and human faces 
that return our gaze.  This is the phenomenon of the icon.  

on its aim toward 
us  
corresponds to the saturated phenomenon par excellence wherein that which 
exceeds my ability to see does so because I cannot intend what it is I am really 
looking for.  I am looking for Christ, who cannot be conceived of even though he 
has been made known to us.  I know that I look for Him only because his gaze is 
always already upon me.  In viewing a book as an idol, my intention may be 
changed, but the dynamic of the change originates in the book as an object rather 
than from another intention.  
intending me.  I am being acted on, and my act is a response to the call of this 
gaze.  I try to look back.  

Looking back in an act of prayer and love involves us in an exchange of 
gazes that is always available to us (21), with or without books.  Yet, just as 
visual icons are used as an aid to prayer, books can aid us in our search for Christ.  
Because they allow us to see human others more fully, more charitably, they also 
assist us ethically.  How do we therefore intertwine our habits of reading and the 
habit of seeking the invisible, seeking not only to exercise the habits of humility 
and love by welcoming books, but also seeking that definitive act of love the 
exchange of gazes with Christ? 

First, seeking Him in the fissures of a work.  Marion says that Christian art 
-63).  

i  One way a literary work impoverishes 

not fully express our experiences.  The title of Fugitive Pieces prepares us for a 
novel that works through such silences.  Through syntax, through her reliance on 
the reader's inference, and through the book's dual-narrative structure, Michaels 
fulfills these expectations.  It is difficult to excerpt a novel, but here is a paragraph 
where the language fragments.  

 
The shadow-past is shaped by everything that never happened.  
Invisible, it melts the present like rain through karst.  A biography 
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of longing.  It steers us like magnetism, a spirit torque.  This is 
how one becomes undone by a smell, a word, a place, the photo of 
a mountain of shoes.  By love that closes its mouth before calling a 
name. (17) 
 

That last line recalls to us that Jakob hid behind the wall while his 
family silent was taken by the Nazis.  Each must have wanted to voice his 
name one more time.  He must have wanted to call out to them, but those names 
all remained unsaid.  Michaels does not recall that incident here for us.  That 
happened ten pages ago.  We are nudged by the weight and the mystery of her 
language to search in the gaps for what this paragraph does not say.  The gaps are 
many all those fragments and images just set side by side.  The last line in 
particular looms over the whole book filling in motives for other characters, and 
for us, as we read.  Where in our lives should love close its mouth?  When, in our 
prayers?  

 New glories can 
open before us while reading the book or while contemplating our lives and our 

 
Reading Fugitive Pieces, we can see visibly the gaps and stops in 

narrative.  Although this was her first novel, Michaels had previously published 
two books of poetry, and she uses the visual space of the page like the poet she is.  
Eighty-two paragraphs have triple spaces between them or elegantly typeset 
waves to indicate a more significant gap.  These gaps shift the narrative to other 
times or other places, and from the nar
they observe.  These are places where Michaels switches, for example, from an 
abstract reflection on discernment versus invention in historiography to the 

-7), or from a reflection on 
-7).  The voice of the 

book fragments, too.  We switch narrators on page 200. It is through these gaps 
that the work of art effaces itself.  The visible opens up to facilitate our search for 
the invisible. 

Fugitive Pieces abounds in opportunities for iconic reading, but it is 
difficult to do more than enumerate these opportunities without moving beyond 
the conventions of literary critical rhetoric.  If what I seek to see through the 
fissures in a work is the gaze of Christ himself, then to write here the results of 
my iconic viewing would be to record a prayer.  This is not to say that the work of 
art becomes superfluous to the prayer or the ethical awareness that arises through 
it.  Although it is the invisible we ultimately seek, this invisible really inhabits the 
visible plane (The Crossing of the Visible 21), so we cannot treat a work of art as 
superfluous, setting it aside for our particular revelation.  The work of art remains 
an act of resurrection, as Marion says, that exists for itself. 

philosophical underpinning for the kind of ethical, Christological scholarship that 
many Christian critics are now seeking, but it is worth noting that the seeking of 
other scholars has already produced other ways of loving God and neighbor 
through our love of reading.  The scholars who contributed to Intersections in 
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Christianity and Critical Theory in 2010 and The Strategic Smorgasbord of 
Postmodernity: Literature and the Christian Critic in 2007 explored methods of 
Christian reading that build on deconstructionist, materialist, and patristic 
traditions (to name just a sampling).  In 2003, Toward a Christian Literary 
Theory, by Luke Ferreter, helped clear a path for these collections by arguing for 
the validity of theological language in literary theory, and in 2001, Alan Jacobs 
asked directly what it means to read lovingly in A Theology of Reading: The 
Hermeneutics of Love.  I could enumerate many more titles that demonstrate the 
re-emergence of literary theory as an explicitly Christian concern, but even this 
sampling shows the eagerness of Christian readers to let their reading be 
transformed by their love of God.  

In conclusion
can see on our own that constitutes the highest purpose of art.  Although artists 
can be more or less Christ-focused in their acts of creation, the actions of viewing 
idolatrous or iconic art depend on us as readers.  A work of literature is 
simultaneously idol and icon in the same way that icons currently displayed in 
historic places of worship are being viewed right now as elegant visual surfaces 
by tourists and agents of prayer by believers.  When we seek to return the gaze of 
Christ through our reading of literature, we turn our attention to that which we 
know exceeds all of our ability to think about or see.  We nevertheless turn our 
blind eyes toward Christ. We do so not by looking at art, but by looking through 
it.  As Christians, we benefit from inviting works of literature to be our friends 
and guests, but we benefit more by finding ourselves in every saturated 
phenomenon to be already the honored guest of our beneficent Christ.  Therefore, 

 
 

In order not to remain blind obsessed by the incessant stream of 
static images that wall up our eyes on themselves in order to be 
liberated from the muddy tyranny of the visible, one must pray
going to wash oneself in the pool of Shiloh.  At the pool of the 
Sent One, who was sent only for that we are granted a vision of 
the invisible. (65) 
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 Several years ago, 
Jane Eyre in a Victorian Literature class.  O
heresy.   While I do not often have students take such 

a Christian college classroom.  Christian students will often conclude that 

spirit, her resistance to traditional Christian theology, and her insistence on 
personal and philosophical independence.  nce to come to any 
explicit Christian conclusions and the radical theology of sympathetic characters 

 Like Elizabeth 
Rigby in her now notorious 1848 review of Jane Eyre in the London Quarterly 
Review, they pronounce with confidence that Jane Eyre -eminently an anti-

 
 
claim of heresy, another student spoke up, arguing that Jane Eyre is not heretical 
at all.  
she had ever read.  She was joined in her defense by several classmates who had 
also fallen in love with the novel.  Their arguments too will be familiar to anyone 
who has taught Jane Eyre to Christian students.  In their fervent support for 
Brontë and all her works, many students will declare with loud and committed 
enthusiasm that the novel is a fully and truly Christian novel.  They ignore or 
explain away anything unorthodox or questioning in the text and instead baptize 
Jane Eyre into the fold of great Christian classics like Paradise Lost and 

.  They hold Jane up as a role model for Christian women 
because of her patience, forgiveness, and compassion and because of the strength 
of her moral decision-making. 
 Undoubtedly, both of these are extreme examples of the attitudes that 
Christians bring to the reading and interpretation of one of the most beloved and 
critically analyzed of 19th-century British novels.1  In a Christian classroom, 
students usually express a range of responses to Jane Eyre, falling in line with 
different intensities from one extreme to the other.  However, both extreme 
positions have been vocally represented each time I teach the novel in a Christian 
college class.  Ironically, in their vehement opposition to each other, both groups 
of students are reading Jane Eyre poorly.  These students are mostly English 
majors who love literature and are committed to reading and interpreting it from a 
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Christian perspective, students who would be horrified to misinterpret or 
oversimplify a great work of literature.  Yet, year after year, they do. 

  They 
fail 
trust rather than suspicion.  These two opposing groups both read Jane Eyre in 

as merely a means to a particular end rather than finding intrinsic value in it.2  

reading Jane Eyre as a work rather than a text, as the 
expression of a human author who is speaking to us and who thus should be 
treated as our neighbor (13).  Students, like scholars, will often read Jane Eyre 
without love.  They will either make the novel into something it is not in order to 
match their own worldview, or they will judge it for errors and, in doing so, 

 

Because of these common misreadings and misinterpretations, Jane Eyre 
provides an excellent opportunity for raising foundational questions about reading 
as Christians and for addressing these issues in a literature classroom.  In this 
essay, I will highlight methods through which we can use these two opposing 
interpretations as a starting place to cultivate better reading and faith-integration 
skills in Christian students.  By pairing Jane Eyre with an explicitly Christian 

Clever Woman on the Family, the 
Victorian literature classroom can become a uniquely suited context for exploring 
how we read as Christians and, more importantly, how we can learn to read better. 
 
 
Christian T ruth in Jane Eyre 
 
 Students are not wrong or misguided when they identify and respond 
deeply to the truth reflected in Jane Eyre.3  As a great novel should, Jane Eyre 

aracters 
transcend the specific context of (mostly) middle-class men and women in 
Victorian England.  Her characters reflect truths about human nature as a whole.  
Jane Eyre tells the story of an orphaned girl who is mistreated as a child and 
grows up to become a governess for the young ward of Edward Rochester, a 
brooding, mysterious man of secrets.  
psychological, and social development, yet 
development, providing fertile ground for religious inquiry.  Jane encounters a 
number of Christian characters, and she goes through a repeated process of 
confronting and then evaluating their religious philosophies, accepting certain 
parts of their religions and rejecting others.  Rochester experiences a traditional 
Christian conversion.  He transforms from a state of explicit rebellion against God 

forgiveness and His beneficent plan for human lives.  However, Jane herself never 
does.  She believes in God, but she never articulates any orthodox or explicit 

4  This ambiguity is one of 
the reasons we see such divergent responses to the novel from Christians.  
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Jane certainly matures and develops in various ways, including spiritually.  
She grows from the ten-year-old child who declares the best way to stay out of 

willingness to commit her life to missionary service.  More fundamentally, the 
novel does what good literature has always done speaks truth to readers about 
ourselves and the world we live in.5  Christian readers can find in Jane Eyre a rich 

th, even in aspects that 
initially appear to be negative portrayals of Christianity.  For two examples of 

and her portrayal of spiritual despair, both of which appear to be anti-Christian on 
the surface but in fact powerfully convey Christian truth. 

The religious-hypocrite character in Jane Eyre is Mr. Brocklehurst, the 
headmaster of Lowood School, the charity school Jane attends as a child.  Most 
critics read Brocklehurst as a satiric portrait of the real Carus Wilson, the 
headmaster of the Cowan Bridge School, which the Brontë girls attended and 

 
Brocklehurst drills Jane on hell as a final destination of the wicked

and he exhorts her to pray and read the Bible.  Among the characteristics he 
advocates are humility, mortification of worldly pride, and modesty in living.  
Although he wants to mortify the pride of the girls in his school and often does so 
through humiliation and deprivation, he is excessively proud of his own goodness.  

-denying
(72) by insisting on scantiness in food and clothing, his own daughters are 

 He berates Miss Temple for 

her hair one m even though 
 Jane rejects everything 

about Brocklehurst: his hypocrisy, his concept of sinful human nature, his idea of 
hell, his harsh cruelty, and his spiritual pride.  Even as a child, Jane realizes that 
Christianity is nothing but words unless coupled with a transformed heart and life.  

f Christianity is well deserved, as any 
reader Christian or not would agree.  

In a Christian classroom, students will immediately understand and 
.  

They refer to passages in the Bible like the portions of the Sermon on the Mount 
where Jesus instructs his followers to not be hypocritical in the way they pray, 
fast, and judge others (Matthew 6-7) and the seven woes to the scribes and 
Pharisees in Matthew 23.  
anyone who has ever experienced hypocrisy in their own lives or in the actions of 
others.  
other girls of Lowood School, including a lack of basic provisions and 
punishment that includes public ridicule, highlight the consequences of religious 
hypocrisy in a community.  

that spills over into relationships with others rather than false or empty actions 
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that serve only to puff ourselves up.  Because Brocklehurst is one of the earliest 

her attitude toward Christianity as a whole, something else that we can see is 
consistently true in our lives and communities.  
Christianity is clearly a negative portrait, it still reflects Biblical truth.  Not until 
Jane meets and befriends Helen Burns does she realize that Christianity does not 
have to be 

 
Another example of religion that initially seems negative but actually 

ortrayal of spiritual despair.  Her depiction of 

experience Dark Nights of the Soul.  On the eve of her wedding to Rochester, 
after discovering the secret Rochester has been hiding throughout their entire 
relationship, a secret that destroys her happiness, Jane retreats to her room and 
reflects: 

 
My eyes were covered and closed: eddying darkness 

seemed to swim round me, and reflection came in as black and 
confused a flow.  Self-abandoned, relaxed, and effortless, I seemed 
to have laid me down in the dried-up bed of a great river; I heard a 
flood loosened in remote mountains, and felt the torrent come: to 
rise I had no will, to flee I had no strength.  I lay faint; longing to 
be dead.  One idea only still throbbed life-like within me a 
remembrance of God: it begot an unuttered prayer: these words 
went wandering up and down in my rayless mind, as something 
that should be whispered; but no energy was found to express 
them:  
  ar from me, for trouble is near: there is none to 

 
 

Certainly, any Christian (any person) who has experienced such deep despair can 

one of the most noteworthy aspects of the passage. 
Through the voice of Jane, Brontë often quotes and alludes to passages 

from the Bible and traditional Christian works like .  This 
characteristic is one of the reasons Christian students get so excited about the 
novel
use of the Bible is not straightforward, however.  
choice of this language from the Psalms exemplifies her state of being: she is 
confused at this 

 
 However, the point of the passage is not that Jane turns to the 

Psalm in her time of need as we understand Christians should do rather, it is that 
Jane cannot turn to Psalm 22, to the whole Bible, or even to God.  Notice that 
before she quotes the verse from the Psalm, she explains that she wants to express 
the sentiment but cannot.  While this may be an example of how Brontë refuses to 
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portray Jane as a traditional, orthodox Christian, more importantly it reflects a 
truth about how we often experience despair as Christians.  
 One of the common critiques of contemporary Christian fiction (fiction 
intended for the CBA [Christian Booksellers Association] market) is that writers 
portray the experience of Christian living as overly simplistic, not messy enough.  
As sinful creatures, we do not always do what we are supposed to do, and the 
consequences of our sin is pervasive and far-reaching, making our lives far 
messier than the learned-lessons and neatly-resolved conclusions we often see in 
Christian fiction.  In this moment of Jane Eyre, Brontë gives us a picture of what 
it looks like to live in a broken world, where suffering can cripple us to such an 
extent that we cannot even turn to the help and hope we are offered in God.  The 
allusion to Psalm 22 gives us a place to start in processing this scene of the novel 
as Christian readers.  In Psalm 22, David experiences a similar Dark Night of the 
Soul.  
groaning.  The evocative images of the Psalm of feeling like a worm rather than 

4, ESV) vividly convey 
 

point in the novel.  In times like this, it does not feel like God is present and 
listening.  It does not feel like we are loved and cared for by Him.  Even if we 
know what we should do (turn to God as Jane recognizes here), we often feel like 
we do not have the ability to do so.  In Psalm 22, as in many other of the lament 
Psalms that provide us a guide for how t
transformed by reflecting on what he knows to be true about God, even if he 
cannot feel it at the moment.  Jane, in the novel, does not go through a similar 
heart transformation.  She does not end up turning to God, and she is utterly 
consumed by her despair.   
Yet, she does not need to be transformed for the novel to give us a true picture of 
what our spiritual despair often looks like and the consequences if we let it 
consume us.  Our lives are rarely neat and tidy, and we often fail to turn to God 
even when we most need his help.  Studying novels like Jane Eyre can show us 
more clearly how broken we are and how desperately we need a Savior. 

 
 
Christian Untruths in Jane Eyre 

 
The examples of truth I just discussed are only two of numerous examples.  

We could continue exploring those truths in a book-length study and analyze 
 With all 

of the true insights the novel provides, we must conclude that Jane Eyre offers us 
a rich and valuable reading experience as Christians.  Many readers go even 
farther, however, and conclude that the novel is wholly Christian because of the 
truths Brontë expresses.  This is a potentially dangerous route for Christian 
readers to take.  Our task as Christian readers is not just to recognize and 
appreciate truth where we see it (in works by both Christians and non-Christians).  
We also need to recognize what is not true in what we read.  Despite the trajectory 
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of most contemporary literary criticism, we cannot read with integrity if we do not 
allow a text to truly communicate what the author expresses.  We need to read 
with discernment as well as appreciation, and we cannot impose a worldview on 
an author who may not have held it.  As Jacobs clarifies regarding his 
hermeneutics of love, this discernment does not have to be suspicion.  

in the reading process as well (14). 
Certainly, Brontë would have called herself a Christian, and we are not in 

a position to question the sincerity of her personal faith.  However, the religious 
perspective she communicates in the novel is more about questioning than 
proclaiming Christian truth, and evidence points toward that questioning being 
purposeful.  We do her and the novel an injustice if we try to simplify them under 

its 
truths, its doubts, and its unorthodoxies.  Again, I will use two examples from the 

eligious expression. 
 

sympathetic characters in the novel.  Helen is the first truly positive example of a 
Christian that Jane meets, and it is because of Helen that Jane grows to accept any 
Christian principles at all.  Brontë herself suggested that Helen was a portrait of 
her sister Maria (Barker 135).  Helen says 

 Some of her theology comes directly 
returning good for evil and 

loving her enemies.  Helen is also not particularly unique in her concept of 
bearing her fate without complaining and separating the sin from the sinner. 

  
She concentrates almost completely on the life of her spirit, rather than life in the 

 This aspect of her 
philosophy starts to veer into questionable theology, and her beliefs become 
clearly unorthodox when she explains details of her worldview to Jane: 

 
We are, and must be, one and all, burdened with faults in this 
world: but the time will soon come when, I trust, we shall put them 
off in putting off our corruptible bodies; when debasement and sin 
will fall from us with this cumbrous frame of flesh, and only the 
spark of the spirit will remain, the impalpable principle of life 
and thought, pure as when it left the Creator to inspire the creature: 
whence it came it will return; perhaps again to be communicated to 
some being higher than man perhaps to pass through gradations 
of glory, from the pale human soul to brighten to the seraph?  
Surely it will never, on the contrary, be suffered to degenerate 
from man to fiend?  No; I cannot believe that: I hold another creed, 
which no one ever taught me, and which I seldom mention; but in 
which I delight, and to which I cling: for it extends hope to all: it 
makes Eternity a rest a might home, not a terror and an abyss. 
(68) 
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In her denial of the ultimate resurrection of the body, in her idea of the gradual 
and limitless exaltation of the human spirit, and in her implication of universal 
salvation, Helen is pronouncing some very unorthodox Christian theology
teaching that has always been rejected by the established Christian church.  At no 
point in the novel is this theology questioned by any of the characters or 
suggested to be untrue. 

Helen is the most sympathetic Christian character in the novel, in part 
because her religious philosophy does not include any teaching on judgment or 
hell.  In terms of theology, Brocklehurst is closer to orthodox Christianity than 
Helen, but his hypocrisy makes his religious views impossible to accept.  

C  St. John, at least, is not a 
hypocrite like Brocklehurst, and the end of the novel points toward his winning a 
blessed eternity with God.  Jane, however, expresses a distaste for his mostly 
orthodox theological beliefs in a way she never does for Helen.  Helen teaches 
Jane the lessons she needs to know about love and forgiveness, which privileges 
her theological perspective.  In fact, her beliefs seem to be a way for Brontë to 
question some of the basic tenets of the Christian faith without dismissing the 
faith altogether.  
completely, as her views get lost in lengthy stretches of prose that readers might 
skim over.  However, missing them will cause us to read and interpret the novel 

portrayal of Christianity. 

Christianity is in one of the few s
presence.  This sense of His presence does not happen through prayer or reading 

 Rather, it is through nature
words.  After she leaves Rochester and Thornfield Hall and wanders the moors 
alone at night in despair, Jane has a powerful spiritual experience.  She says: 

 
We know that God is everywhere; but certainly we feel His 
presence most when His works are on the grandest scale spread 
before us: and it is in the unclouded night-sky, where his worlds 
wheel their silent course, that we read clearest His infinitude, His 
omnipotence, His omnipresence.  I had risen to my knees to pray 
for Mr. Rochester.  Looking up, I, with tear-dimmed eyes, saw the 
mighty milky-way.  Remembering what it was what countless 
systems there swept space like a soft trace of light I felt the might 
and strength of God.  Sure was I of His efficacy to save what He 
had made; convinced I grew that neither earth should perish, nor 
one of the souls it treasured.  I turned my prayer to thanksgiving: 
the Source of Life was also the Saviour of spirits.  Mr. Rochester 

  I again 
nestled to the breast of the hill; and ere long, in sleep, forgot 
sorrow. (319) 
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Night to passionate religious feeling but it is only feeling, not knowledge from 
learning or understanding.  She does not 
experiences it.  She feels and experiences truths about God (his omniscience, 
infinitude, omnipresence) through her Romantic communion with nature, and 

doctrine of universal salvation. 
This is the only moment in the novel where Jane affirms any particular 

tenet of Christianity theology, aside from the general existence of God and an 
affirmation of morality
orthodox Christian teaching.  Her 
to pray, although she says she had intended to.  She is sure now that Rochester is 

 
d are indeed affirmed, but Brontë 

 
Given that Brontë fills the novel with intentionally Biblical and religious 
references, we can assume her avoidance of giving Jane a clear Christian 
testimony is purposeful.  It is not an accident that Jane is the only major character 
in the novel who does not affirm a fully developed Christian faith.  While no 
thoughtful Christian would object to genuine questioning of religious ideas, we 
would be wrong to understand the novel as wholly Christian when its purpose is 
to question Christianity and, perhaps, support unorthodox teachings.  This does 
not make the novel less meaningful and valuable to Christians and non-Christians 
alike, but it should certainly affect how we read and understand it. 
 
 
Clever Woman of the F amily as a Comparison 
 

The complexities of applying a Christian perspective to the reading of 
Jane Eyre can be highlighted by comparing that novel to an explicitly Christian 
Victorian novel.  Charlotte Yonge was a prolific Tractarian novelist and used her 
novels to expound the theology of the High Church movement in England.  
Clever Woman of the Family, one of her better-known novels, serves as a 
fascinating case study in the difficulties of transforming Christian theology into 
fictional form.  In Clever Woman, the heroine is transformed from a confident, 
active Christian into a listless, faithless invalid.  At the same time, the harmonious 
society in her village is disrupted and thrown into turmoil by the growth of sin. 
Both Rachel and her community are ultimately restored by a renewed faith and a 
proper understanding of Christian authority and community.  Theologically, 

ities that Jane 
Eyre does.  In terms of literary quality, however, the plot contrivances and overt 

 In a Victorian 
literature classroom at a Christian college, this comparison provides a valuable 
opportunity for understanding and evaluating literature as Christians. 
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 Clever Woman tells the story of Rachel Curtis, who, on her 25th birthday, 
complains that she is unable to perform the useful work she desires because she is 
a woman.  She com
evil!  Not a paper do I take up but I see something about wretchedness and crime, 
and here I sit with health, strength, and knowledge, and able to do nothing, 
nothing at the risk of breaking my mo  She prides herself on 
her strength and cleverness.  S
mocking those women who fatuously admire and respect their religious authority 
figures and saying that sermons are rarely worth listening to.  She is also involved 

rejects.  This religious certainty is reflected in her attitude toward illness.  She, 
never ill herself, is confident about her ability to cure other people through her 
own homeopathic remedies.  She has a dispensary in her work room from which 
she doses whomever she can with healing globules.  Claiming she has done great 

es that 
women should become homeopathic doctresses instead of governesses.  Yonge 

medical authority mirror their trust in religious authority. 
engaging and readable today particularly 

with Christian students who are more inclined to sympathize with her worldview.  
One of the highlights of the novel is a moment of spiritual despair, which rings 
true to human nature in a similar way to the moment in Jane Eyre we analyzed 
earlier.  

-making girls in 
the village, she is swindled out of her money by the false philanthropist Maddox, 
her partner in this enterprise.  Maddox is a villain who starves and mistreats the 
girls of the school.  
guinea pig and who is abused by Maddox) is stricken with diphtheria, which is the 
turning point of the novel.  Everyone, including Rachel herself, believes that 

 The guilt prostrates her spiritually and 
physically. 

Rachel, who has always been healthy, is afflicted with diphtheria after 
Lovedy dies.  Rachel realizes that she should use illness as she has seen the godly 
men in the novel use it, to grow spiritually stronger in one of her musings she 

but 
 Alth

one (2 Cor. 12:9, ESV), Rachel is unable to make this transition from illness to 
spiritual growth.  Rather, Rach   She connects her 
physical suffering directly to her religious uncertainty: 

 

utterly crushing, the one load of self-accusation had prostrated her, 
but with a restlessness of agony, that kept her writhing as it were in 
her wretchedness; and then came her gradual increase of physical 
suffering, bearing in upon her that she had caught the fatal 
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disorder.  To her sense of justice and her desire to wreak 
vengeance on herself, the notion might be grateful; but the instinct 
of self-preservation was far stronger.  She could not die.  The 
world here, the world to come, were all too dark, too confused, to 
enable her to bear such a doom. [. . .]  She tried to think of progress 
and purification beyond the grave; but this was the most 
speculative, insecure fabric of all.  There was no habit of trust to 
it no inward conviction, no outward testimony. (2.99-101) 
 

Rachel recognizes that a just God would take her life.  She deserves it; it is only 
fair after what she has done.  Yet, she rebels against that notion, she resists, and 
she does not want to die because she has started to doubt all of her Christian 
beliefs. 

s act 
as chastening for her, leading her back to repentance and submission.  Her heart 
has not been changed, however.  
she has resisted human spiritual authority around her.  Again, this is a true 
representation of the way we often experience spiritual despair.  Unlike Jane, 
Rachel has an open, explicit Christian testimony of faith, so her doubt and 
suffering is posed more clearly in like Jane, 
she cannot turn to God for help because her suffering has stripped from her what 
she knows to be true.  Christian students will often express disappointment in 
Rachel here, freely giving her advice on how she should have handled the 
situation better so as not to experience the doubts that followed.  The novel, 
however, gives the class the opportunity to go deeper than that instinctive and 

often our own response to suffering in our lives.  Even when we know better, we 
cannot always trust God and often fall into doubt. 

Although the novel provides us with many of these compelling and true 
portrayals of human nature, the novel suffers in comparison to Jane Eyre when it 
comes to the quality of characterization
imposed so ruthlessly on the plot and characters (in the way we often see in 
Christian fiction today).  She uses the novel to teach Christian lessons instead of 
using it to explore what it means to be human and live in  Through 
the advice and teaching of strong Christian men, Rachel learns that her mistake 
was taking matters into her own hands instead of relying on the male spiritual 
authorities around her.  uch 

 
Rachel, with the kind leadership of Alick and Mr. Clare, learns that her mistake 

-
had 
(505).  Having learned to feel this at last, her faith is secure. 

human, plausible, and compelling.  However, we see the consequences of 

character.  
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thinking she is fun-loving but genuinely innocent.  In reality, Bessie is the tempter 
figure in the novel the means by which evil (and the evils of croquet) enter the 
lives of the other characters.  -croquet 

 Alick disapproves of croquet because of the social license it 
encourages between men and women on the lawn, but Bessie defies him and 
deceives the community into playing the game without telling them what they are 
playing. 

Croquet serves as the cumbersome symbol representing the chaos that 
doubt causes in a community.  
others are called into question.  Mr. Touchett, for example, that unfortunate 
clergyman, forgets his place and aspires after playing a match with Fanny, an 
affront that eventually forces him to leave town.  Croquet also leads to more 
serious consequences dubious moral behavior.  Charlie Carleton develops an 
immoral desire for Bessie through their interaction in the game, which eventually 

 The community is deceived into engaging in the 
game of croquet, and the chaos that ensues is emblematic of the breakdown of the 
relational and moral aspects of their Christian faith.  Bessie is removed from the 
novel, in what can only be understood as an act of Providence, by tripping over a 
croquet hoop, giving birth to a healthy son, and promptly dying.  The community 

 
Students love to discuss Bessie and the way croquet functions in the novel, 

storytelling.  It does not take long for a thoughtful class to correctly attribute the 
narrative flaws to the way Yonge bases the novel on a theological lesson rather 
than on true, human characterization.  
as Jane does Rachel is a very well-developed character, despite the didactic 
purpose of her transformation.  Few, however, will a
characterization is as plausible and compelling as characters like Brocklehurst, St. 
John, or Blanche Ingram in Jane Eyre.  While the supernatural voice Jane hears at 
the climax of Jane Eyre is certainly an act of divine intervention, it does not result 
in characters who feel and behave any less humanly.  The same cannot be said for 
the divine intervention of the croquet hoop in Clever Woman.  The point of this 
comparison in the classroom is not to bash Yonge or extol Brontë both have 
strengths and weaknesses that can and should be discussed and evaluated.  Rather, 
the comparison provides the opportunity to explore what makes literature 

on a novel, and the value of literature for Christians, whether or not that literature 
is explicitly Christian. 
 
 
How Should W e Then Read? 
 

Christians are as susceptible to consumerist reading as the rest of the 
world.  We read looking only for moral lessons.  We read to simplistically affirm 
what we believe.  We read to romanticize suffering or to cover complexities with 
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superficial truisms, thus making us feel better about a difficult world.  Or we read 
to search for error and judge it, thus making us feel better about ourselves.  Once 
we have taken what we want from a work of literature, we dismiss it from our 
minds as if it has no greater value.  Sometimes, we read the Bible this way. It can 
be no surprise that we do the same with human literature.  Reading well is always 
challenging and, if we apply Christ-like love to the works we read, reading as 
Christians is even more challenging.  Good reading means we listen to works of 

them as human. 
After studying Jane Eyre and Clever Woman of the Family in a Victorian 

literature course at a Christian college, students may start to realize that great 
literature provides us with something more than moral examples and simplistic 
Christian lessons.  They might begin to realize that a novel like Jane Eyre, despite 
its religious questioning and inarguable ambiguities, can offer Christians 
something of potentially greater value than novels whose primary purpose is to 
teach a Christian lesson.  They may even learn that novels much farther from a 
Christian worldview than Jane Eyre can offer them similar value.  They might 
come to a deeper understanding of what John Calvin meant when he discussed 

e Spirit 
of God is the only fountain of truth, we will be careful, as we would avoid 
offering insult to him, not to reject or condemn truth wherever it appears.  In 
despising the gifts, we insult the Giver  By reading both Jane Eyre and 
Clever Woman in a Victorian literature course, students can be given the 
opportunity explore fundamental issues of reading and interpreting as Christians 
and, hopefully, learn to read better. 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 Like Christian students, scholars often fall into two different camps about the 
portrayal of Christianity in the novel.  Critics like Gilbert and Gubar, Robert 
Keefe, J. Jeffrey Franklin and Barry Qualls argue, to greater or lesser degrees, that 
the religious elements of the novel are primarily in service of a secular or worldly 
purpose, glossing over the depth of her spiritual reflections.  On the other hand, 
scholarly studies of the novel that seek a positive Christian reading 
spiritual development
Jane Eyre leave many unanswered questions about the worldview Brontë 
expresses and ignore the more problematic aspects of her depiction of 
Christianity. 
 
2 Griffiths contrasts this consumerist mode of reading with what he calls 

ls for a shift in our approach to reading as a whole. 
 
3 When we discuss the idea of truth in my literature courses, I use Francis 

 As Schaeffer 
explains in How Should We Then Live, the Christian pursuit of truth is not simply 
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about the pursuit.  While we cannot know God or his creation exhaustively, what 
we can know is real and sufficient for our relationship with him.  Just because we 
cannot know all things exhaustively is no excuse for failing to inquire and to 
believe that we can know something.  This context helps students understand the 
Biblical truth that can and should be pursued in the reading and interpreting of 
literature. 
 
4 One of the better readings of the religious elements in the novel is by Barbara 
Hardy, in her chapter on dogmatism and novel in The Appropriate Form, in which 
she argues that Jane Eyre is shaped by a unifying dogmatic belief, a belief in 
Providence.  Jane Eyre 

 
the growth 

d   Her study highlights and offers a strong explanation 
for the religious ambiguity of the novel. 
 
5 In Literature through the Eyes of Faith, Gallagher and Lundin provide an 
excellent, balanced discussion of how to understand and evaluate literature as 
Christians in the way I am doing here. 
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: Colonialism, Anti-Colonialism, and Christianity 
A Grain of Wheat 

 
Chimi Woo 

 
 

A Grain of Wheat primarily 
the independence from the British rule during the years of the Emergency 

independence.  
-colonial movement of Kenya by contextualizing the 

novel in postcolonial literature and criticism.  Ngugi brings into question the 
Christian vision that the male nationalists employ to mobilize people to the 
independence movement by depicting how their leadership brings about not unity 
but betrayal and division in the community.  
emphasizes the links between European Christianity and the evils of British 
colonialism in Kenya.  However, his novel complicates its attitude toward 
Christianity by endorsing biblical value of love as an alternative to the male 
leadership and as the main force that drives people to build the independent 
Kenya as a more united, reconciled country.  

Before analyzing how Christianity is represented in A Grain of Wheat, it 
will be necessary to examine the 
criticism.  Postcolonial literature has proclaimed the values of the marginal that 
have been suppressed by the Western concept of hierarchy and otherness.  
Therefore, many of postcolonial texts attempt to expose the ways in which 
colonialist ideology operates by employing stereotypes and images of colonial 
subjects that represent them as subordinate to colonizers.  As Ania Loomba 
explains in Colonialism/Postcolonialism
both temporal and ideological and thus postcolonial literature and criticism not 

 Many critics have 
discussed Ngugi as one of the postcolonial writers committed to the subversion of 
colonial legacies in the years following decolonization.  Ashcroft and others point 

much more radical movement away from European values and systems, including 
 

Ngugi himself explains the significance of A Grain of Wheat in the history 
of postcolonial literature by placing it in 1960s when many of formerly colonized 
countries began to contend the rights to assert their identities by deviating from 
the Eurocentric perspectives.  In his book Moving the Centre, Ngugi notes: 
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In the area of culture, the struggle to move the centre was reflected 
in the tri-continental literature of Asia, Africa and South America.  
It was more dramatic in the case of Africa and the Caribbean 
countries where the post-war world saw a new literature in English 
and French consolidating itself into a tradition.  This literature was 
celebrating the right to name the world and A Grain of Wheat was 
part of that tradition of the struggle for the right to name the world 
for ourselves.  The new tradition was challenging the more 
dominant one in which Asia, Africa and South America were 
always being defined from the capitals of Europe by Europeans 
who often saw the world in colour-tinted glasses. (3) 

 

ean terms.  

institution in colonial ideologies in spite of his own Christian upbringing.  Ngugi 
nd 

and equality between men, was an integral part of that social force
colonialism which in Kenya was built on the subsequent subjugation of the 

(qtd. in Anonby 72). 
In spite of this profound critique against the connection between 

Christianity and British colonialism in Kenya, Ngugi employs many of biblical 
themes and symbols that highlight Christian values, such as self-sacrifice and 
love, in A Grain of Wheat.  The title itself and some of the many epigraphs of the 

 

fool, that which thou sowest is not quickened, except it die.  And that which thou 
sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be, but bare grain, it may chance of 

 As we know, Paul discusses the doctrine of the 
resurrection in these verses after his famous passage about the supremacy of love 
in I Corinthians 13: 1-13.  Chapter fourteen of the novel also opens with another 

wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth 
 

his death on the cross.  Jesus introduces the subject of his atoning death and the 
resurrection and glory that will follow his death to teach that many people will be 
reconciled to God and Jesus will be honored by God after his sacrificial death.  

  
Kihika, a main character, is one of the Kenyan nationalists who fought for 

eedom from British colonialism.  Kihika and other male freedom 
fighters shed their blood for their country and their sacrificial death is likened to 
the death of the seed that must die before it sprouts and produces much fruit. 

This presence of biblical verses and themes in the novel has led many 
 For example, Peter 

Wamulungwe Mwikisa, 
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lical Signifiers in A Grain of Wheat and I Will 
Marry When I Want A Grain of Wheat is 

Europeans as a foil against which the wickedness of Africans could be imagined 
and the way the Africans used them to re-imagine themselves in ways that 

 This point is right because A Grain of 
Wheat shows how the Kenyan nationalists seek to overturn the British rule in 

by the moral vision of the Bible.  
However, the Christian theme Ngugi develops in the novel is not 

riate 
Christianity to undermine British colonialism that is closely associated with 
Christianity.  
Mumbi, Kihika, Mugo, Gykonyo, and Karanja by focusing on what each of 
these characters has experienced during the Emergency in Kenya.  The phrase 

-sacrifice that eventually 
produces more life and the novel associates this value of self-sacrifice with many 
of these main characters rather than with only one of them.  
life as the leader of the freedom fighters eloquently shows him as a grain of wheat 
that dies in order to bring forth the freedom of his country.  Although the novel 
depicts Kihika as the product of mission school and shows him citing Bible 
verses, this cannot be interpreted as the case to show how the Bible becomes 
relevant to the particular situations of Kenya during the periods of anti-colonial 
movement.  e way in 
which the freedom fighters like Kihika appropriate the Bible as a tool for their 
political vision and how British colonizers use the Bible as a tool for their 
colonialism.  The male nationalists condemn and even kill their own Kenyan 
Christians, such as Rev. Jackson Kigondu, when they are not committed to the 
anticolonial movement, the Mau Mau. 

Chapter two of A Grain of Wheat dramatically depicts the links between 
British colonialism in Kenya and Christianity.  The narrator traces the movement 
of f
origins can, so the people say, be traced to the day the whiteman (sic) came to the 
country, clutching the book of God in both hands, a magic witness that the 
whiteman was a messeng   In the same chapter, the narrator 
develops the discourse of the relationship between colonialism and European 
Christianity.  The narrator delivers for the reader a 
bewilderment at the doctrine of incarnation and redemption the white man spoke 

would let himself be nailed to a tree?  The whiteman spoke of that Love that 
passeth all understanding.  Greater Love hath no man than this, he read from the 

 However, 

people saw the whiteman had imperceptibly acquired more land to meet the 
growin  to bring more white men who carried not 
Bible this time but the sword.   
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development of the movement by positioning it as a movement against these 
white men.  We learn in this chapter that one of the warrior-leaders of Kenya, 
Waiyaki, is the person who started the movement.  And Ngugi here depicts 

verse quoted from 1 Corinthians 15: 36.  

movement whose main strength th  
In this chapter, the nationalist leaders begin to break with Christianity of 

British colonizers while still appropriating their terms.  As the chapter depicts, 
they saw themselves as the Israel people under the oppression of Egypt in the 

 The next warrior-leader 
Harry Thuku as another Moses figure fought against the white me

(12).  The village elder Warui 
the white men but in their people who followed the warrior-leaders by sharing 
whatever they had with each other while fighting against the British colonizers.  
T

 
After showing how Kenyan independence movement deviated from 

British Christianity, the novel highlights the actual failure of the male heroism, 
 Kihika succeeds these warrior-

other leaders were arrested in 1952.  The second chapter depicts 

triumph, especially the capture of the big police garrison at Mahee. After that 
 

However, the real relationship of male leadership to the movement has lost its 
earlier prominence and becomes more complex and problematic.  Ngugi subtly 
criticizes both Kenyan male leaders and British Christian colonizers by finding a 
similarity between them.  Both of them use Christianity as a tool for their political 
agendas.  
fact that many of those male nationalist leaders are educated at missionary school 
either in Kenya or in Britain.  Kenya is 
colored by his reading, and revolutionary interpretation, of the Bible, and the 
novel shows that his vision is not able to claim authority to all villagers.  

The main reason for the failure is that male nationalist leaders consider 
nation only as the domain of men and they believe that the nation has been largely 
constructed upon the public heroism and martyrdom of male leadership.  A Grain 
of Wheat depicts why the charismatic, heroic nationalism of male leadership fails 

needs of other people and his obsession with the needs of the nation.  
leadership advocates self-sacrifice, but he fails to place his love for individual 
people before his political agenda of turning the village people to freedom fighters 



42  Intégrité: A Faith and Learning Journal 

 

against British rule.  The novel highlights how his charismatic leadership becomes 
problematized, by showing that his vision is not able to restore the unity of Thabai 
village.  

 The next hour you say another  
This morning you said Jesus had failed.  And now you s  
Most of all, Kihika fails to incorporate Mugo, who is a poor orphan and social 
outcast.   

many critics to focus on the question of how to interpret the character of Mugo 
and his betrayal.  David Maughan-Brown in his Land, F reedom and F iction: 
History and Ideology in Kenya 
traditional communal structures under 
social isolation (248).  

 
N

 
Ngugi emphasizes his doubt on the revolutionary struggle of the male nationalists 
by depicting that the male heroic nationalism only brings betrayal and division 
into the community.  Because of this emphasis on the betrayal theme, many critics 

A Grain of Wheat is to reconsider the 
failure of the independence movement.  For example, Neil Lazarus notes that one 

e the collapse of the great 
 The novel, however, does not stop there only 

to show the failure of the liberation struggles.  While male heroism is becoming 
increasingly problematic in the novel, an alternative way of building communal 
unity begins to emerge.  The novel makes a shift in its focus from the male 

alternative ways of building unity, peace, and reconciliation.  Mumbi, the main 
female character, particularly embodies the power of love that generates 
reconciliation in the village.  -emptying deed of love goes to such an 
extent that she loves those people who even endangered her marriage and her 

rings reconciliation in the community.  While the 

trust and care of Mugo leads him to confess the truth and his confession 
ultimately benefits the village community.  

A Grain of Wheat 
community through the comparison between the discourse of inspired male 

 Kihika visits Mugo one night after he 
killed the District Officer Robson because, as he told Mugo, he did not want the 
homeguard and the Police to follow him into the forests where other forest 
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fighters stayed.  Because Kihika is blinded by his obsession with the Movement, 
he does not see that his visit to Mugo can endanger him.  The narrator depicts 

a people united in 
faith are stronger than the bomb . Strike terror in the heart of the oppressor a 
few shall die that the many shall live.   Else 
we deserve to be slaves, cursed to carry water and hew wood for the whiteman for 

 

mad and this thought only terrifies him.  
that the government wanted Kihika and therefore the person who hides him must 
risk his own life.  
into a struggle and problems I have not created?   After Kihika 
arranged the time and place of their next meeting and left for the forest, Mugo 

 They killed Rev. Jackson and Teacher Muniu.  If 
I work for him, the government will catch me.  The whiteman has long arms. And 

 
 His last statement is true; his parents died poor and left him in 

the care of a distant aunt.  However, she was verbally abusive to Mugo, and he 
felt he world had conspired against him, first to deprive him of his father 
and mother, and then to make him dependent on an ageing h   After 
his aunt died, Mugo found e wanted somebody, 

 This is 
why Mugo becomes jealous of what Kihika has, rather than being moved by his 

sister, could play with death.  He had people who would mourn his end, who 

 Kihika h  
While Kihika imposes his vision and political ideal on Mugo without 

considering his situation, Mumbi shows personal interest in Mugo and she 
considers his well-being before any other public cause.  If Kihika drives Mugo to 
anger and jealousy by forcing him to the movement, Mumbi awakens Mugo to 
moral responsibility by sharing her story of failure.  Mumbi starts with the 

young in a clear day and you look into the future and you see 
great things.  Your heart beats inside because you want the days to come quickly. 

  Then she shares her dream of 
sacrifice with him and continues to te
sacrificial deeds.  For example, Mumbi tells Mugo that Njeri had secret dreams of 
being close to Kihika and that is how she followed Kihika to the forest to fight 
there at his side and eventually she was killed in a battle.  Mumbi also dreamed of 
sacrifice to save people, and she tells Mugo about the moment of crisis in her life 
while her husband, Gikonyo, was in detention.  At the unexpected news about 

s and 
she conceives and gives birth to a child by him.  Gikonyo is shocked at the sight 
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detention.  The fact that the child is Karanj and 
their marriage suffers.  

above the pool, ran the earth; life, struggle, even amidst pain and blood and 
-151).   

ideal, Mumbi places people before any other concerns.  Mumbi tells Mugo not 
abstract political ideas but stories of people she knows.  Her influence on Mugo 

lead Mugo to fear and jealousy and eventually to betrayal and death of Kihika.  
 Gikonyo, making him to be reconciled 

with Mumbi.  In this way, she is represented as the emotional and moral center of 
the novel.  Where the male heroic leadership of the Mau Mau movement fails, 
Mumbi emerges as an alternative way of building the communal unity.  

Corinthians 13: 4- tient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not 
boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, 
it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the 
truth.  It always protects, al  
Mumbi extends her love even to Karanja, who put her marriage at risk, by sending 
a note to him to rescue him from the communal punishment for his betrayal of 
Kihika.  A Grain of Wheat criticizes ideological 
appropriation of Christianity by both the Kenyan nationalist leaders and the 
British colonizers, it endorses biblical value of love that Mumbi embodies by 
placing love at the highest of all forces of human action.  Her deeds of love 
originate from her pure concern and care for other people.  As Norman R. Cary 

A 
Grain of Wheat 
to Mumbi represents.  That Gikonyo in the end of the novel plans to carve a stool 
as the wedding gift for Mumbi emphasizes his complete reconciliation with her 
and the gift symbolizes the future of the next generation of the newly independent 

woman big  The wedding 

of the nation that collapsed under both British colonialism and male heroism.  It is 
here we realize that a grain of wheat that dies to produce much fruit symbolizes 

-sacrificial love on which the newly independent and reconciled 
community is built.  
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 A Lesson Before Dying 
 

Jake Stratman  
 
 

According to a longitudinal study examining empathy on college 
campuses, a group of researchers from the University of Michigan suggest that 
dispositional empathy (namely empathic concern and perspective taking) among 

to enable people to relate to others in a way that promotes cooperation and unity 
-year 

study among college students, published in Personality and Social Psychology 
Review  (191).  According to the 

as measured by the 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index, a widely used and validated measure of the trait
declined over time among American college students, particularly on the 
Empathic Concern (EC) and Perspective Taking (PT) subscales since 2000.  This 
finding is troubling, as dispositional empathy is linked with higher pro-sociality 
and lower anti-
students in our classrooms are growing less and less interested in the lives of 
those around them.  And, as a literature professors, this has large implications on 
how students engage with narratives that are controlled by the other the 
marginalized, the ostracized, the different.   

This study matters to me, and it should matter to my institution.  Each in-
coming student at John Brown University is asked to take a personality inventory 

innovative, online inventory that helps you to identify your natural talents, which 
-four 

-
 Our students whose signature strength is empathy, according to 

JBU first-year students are recognized as having empathy as a core-strength.   
At the macro-level, this article is a part of a larger conversation revolving 

around the purpose of teaching/reading literature, and even the purpose of higher 
education as a whole.  On one extreme, Stanley Fish has published a provocative 
book, Save the World on Your Own Time, that can be summarized by the 

like produce active 
citizens, inculcate the virtue of tolerance, redress injustices, and bring about 



                                                                                             Jake Stratman  47
    

 

who use academic disciplines to force students to think about issues outside of the 
walls of academia, namely Mark Bracher.  As a representative of the other 

Uncle 
 

suffering of slaves and to the substantial ways in which 
slaves are the same as white people,  helps establish attention 
scripts and person schemas that help readers recognize these same features in 
Others whom they encounter outside the text and to thus respond to these Others 

many others) ask the question whether academic disciplines (i.e. reading 
literature) can actually change the way students treat each other can the study of 

1   
In light of the information provided by the University of Michigan 

the myriad of voices railing for and against teaching literature for social change, I 
will change student behavior are 

a bit grandiose that maybe these scholars give too much credit to the literature 
as an agent of change all by itself.  Instead, in an effort to find some middle 
ground, I wonder if it is possible for reading literature (alongside class discussion, 
reflection, research, writing, and even community enagement) to help create 
affordances an invitation in an academic space to increase empathetic concern 
and perspective taking in our students to those outside of the academic sphere.2  
As a Christian pedagogue, I am drawn to hospitality as a metaphor and a Christian 
practice where empathy is an essential component.  As Henri Nouwen challenges 

e cannot change the world by a new plan, project or idea.  We cannot even 
change other people by our convictions, stories, advice and proposals, but we can 
offer a space where people are encouraged to disarm themselves, to lay aside their 
occupations and preoccupations and to listen with attention and care to the voices 

the classroom and in every area of their lives.  So then I ask myself and my 
ct of reading) be that disarming space where students 

Not only do I believe that literature can function as a guide to empathic concern, 
but I believe that it is the Christ
argue how I used one novel to invite students into an academic, spiritual, and 
emotional space to consider the plight of the oppressed and silent.   

There are many literary examples of characters that use storytelling or 
narration to create meaning after a traumatic experience.  And I am drawn toward 
the narratives that give the oppressed a voice the power to tell their story.  There 
is one novel that I introduce to students that allows the incarcerated to have a 

A Lesson Before Dying.  
Although the novel is largely narrated by a local, educated teacher named Grant, 
Gaines shifts the narrative frame in a later chapter, allowing readers to read 
Jeffe
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transformational text.3  

who befriends Grant, but from the reader.  The reader is the first to see the diary 

- to a subject a human is complete, I argue, when the 
readers see him as such:  a complex, complicated human who tells his own story.  

possibility.  Eventually, as a class, we come to explore the idea that to read the 
novel as Christians, in fact, is to resist turning Jefferson into a Christ-figure and, 
instead, allow him to be fully formed the telos that we all desire. 

As context, in the following paragraphs, I will briefly analyze each stage 
 on the chapters 

and for the reader.   Subsequently, I teach this novel in an effort to explore our 

disenfranchised and oppressed by social/political hegemonies. Essentially, I 
wonder aloud with my students if the act of reading and analyzing literature 

riting his story through the journal.   In the conclusion, I 
hope to encourage other literature instructors to consider the importance of using 
literature to increase empathy among college students. 
 
 
Hog and Invisibility 
 

A Lesson Before Dying is the story of a young man who is wrongfully 
accused of burglary and murder in a small community in Louisiana in the 1940s.  
It is clear in the opening scene in the courtroom that Jefferson will die (the title is 
clear as well).  It is also clear that the white jury
defender do not see him as a human.  In a long speech, the defense attorney 

look at him look at this.  Do you 
see a man sitting here . . . Do you see a modicum of intelligence? . . . Why, I 

choice of words reflects the dehumanization of Jefferson.  He first asks the jury to 

not necessarily a man or even a person.  Finally, the metaphor that dehumanizes 

sentiment is clear:  this black man is clearly not even a man, so we should have 
pity on him as we would a hog.   Or, as students note to me often, many do not 
have much pity for hogs, so this objectification of Jefferson looks more like 
contempt than pity.   

odmother) to go into the prison and talk to Jefferson about 
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(13).  According to Philip Auger, 

of redefining Jefferson, from his identity given to him by the white dominant 
on does not exist in the eyes of 

this white community

  

tries to argue with Jefferson about being a man instead of a hog, Jefferson 
 

on the floor and put his head inside the bag and started eating, without using his 

definition problem.     
This problem of identity and definition also begins in the classroom.  

Where my students struggle at the beginning of the novel is that, although they 
may feel some amount of sympathy for Jefferson a young man caught in the 
wrong place at the wrong time; an illiterate who is denigrated by the educated; an 
object of explicit racism I suggest to them that their sympathy for him might be 
on the same level as the sympathy they would have for a hog if it was killed in 

of feeling sorry for the

placed an impassable wall between him and Jefferson (and those whom Jefferson 
might represent).  What is at the c

as someone just like him.  According to Christine Pohl, in her book, Making 
Room:  Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition, 
not valued by the larger community are essentially invisible to it.  When people 
are socially invisible, their needs and concerns are not acknowledged and no one 
even notices the injustices they suffer.  Hospitality can begin a journey toward 

godmother desires, then readers damn him to invisibility.  Or, worse, like Grant in 
most of the novel, readers attempt to idealize, romanticize, and symbolize the 
other for a more palpable reception. 
 
 
A Symbol and a Statue 
 
 Grant, and even the reader, falls into the trap of making Jefferson a 
symbol as an act of finding some meaning out of his suffering and ultimate 
execution.  However, I am not so sure that this is any different from seeing him as 
a hog.  Although maybe more positive than being a hog, making Jefferson into a 
symbol for the betterment of his people does nothing to help Jefferson find his 
own identity.  Essentially, Jefferson will become nothing more than a statue 
memorializing a particular historical event in that town no one will know him.  
They will simply understand what he stands for.  First, in a very moving dialogue 
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aunt is so determined to see Jefferson walk to the electric chair as a man and not 
crawl like a hog: 
 

We black men have failed to protect our women since the time of 
slavery.  We stay here in the South and are broken, or we run away 
and leave them alone to look after the children and themselves.  So 
each time a male child is born, they hope he will be the one to 
change this vicious circle which he never does.  Because even 
though he wants to change it, and maybe even tries to change it, it 
is too heavy a burden because of all the others who have run away 
and left their burdens behind.  So he, too must run away if he is to 
hold on to his sanity and have a life of his own.  I can see by your 

Jefferson, and me to change everything that has been going on for 
three hundred years . . . Because if he does not, she knows that she 
will never get another chance to see a black man stand for her 
again. (167) 
 

In an effort to explain the black male experience to Vivian, Grant unconsciously 

importance of his refusal to crawl that potentially draws readers closer to 
Jefferson. Readers are still kept at a distance from Jefferson.  First, Jefferson only 
allows us to see him as a hog.  Yet, Grant will only allow us to see Jefferson as a 
symbol a cog in the wheel of historical, systemic racism or as a potential heroic 
symbol of the autonomous black man.  Regardless, readers are not invited to fully 
empathize with Jefferson as a character a person that they cannot recognize. 

 
Grant compare Jefferson to Jesus Christ on several occasions in the text.  And, in 
one scene Jefferson compares himself to Christ.  When Jefferson learns that his 

nailed Him to the cross.  
fascinating and troubling about this passage is that Jefferson uses the mute Christ 
to validate his own silence up to this point in the novel.  He still believes that he is 
nothing more than a hog, so instead of finding solace in an already established 
identity, he leans on a powerful symbol of humility and submissiveness Christ 
on the cross.  And, even toward the end of the novel, as Jefferson begins to 
comprehend the weight of what Grant, his godmother, and the rest of the black 
community are asking him to do by walking like a man to the electric chair, he 
reiterates the unfairness of carrying the symbol of Christ:  

 
Me, Mr. Wiggins.  Me.  Me to take the cross, Your cross, nannan
cross, my own cross.  Me, Mr. Wiggins.  Thisold stumbling nigger.  

.  
fore now.  Cuss for nothing beat for 
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nothing.  Work for nothin You never thought 
I was nothing else.  

. (224) 
 

that Grant and the community want him to be not a human at all but a type.  I 
suggest that the objectification Jefferson as a heroic symbol is as damaging as the 

 by the observer.  This insistence on establishing 
Jefferson as Christ potentially keeps the reader at a distance from Jefferson.  
Although this type of symbolism is sacred, it is still untouchable.  This reading is 
a trap as it continues to keep Jefferson from his telos maturity and fullness.  
According to C.S. Lewis in an Experiment in Criticism
our self into one another.  In the moral sphere, every act of justice or charity 

nd thus transcending our 
(51).  It is then difficult to empathize with a 

type, a figure, or an idea.  A charitable read, one offered to us by Gaines, is to 
allow Jefferson to transcend objectification, no matter how well-intended.   
 What I fear, and what Jefferson unconsciously fears, is that readers will 
memorialize Jefferson without listening to his story.  Presently, he is merely a 
religious, socio-political statue.  According to George Schopflin, 

of marking o It is  a 

demands respect because celebrations of this kind embody a moral value, 
generally something that those who celebr Although 
Jefferson is not a literal statue or celebratory event, symbolizing him as Christ or 
the Modern Black Man objectifies him as something to notice and celebrate if, 
indeed, he walks to the chair as the modern black man that his community wants 

longest and grandest speech.  After feeling like he is getting nowhere with 
Jefferson, they go on a walk and Grant defines heroism to Jefferson: 
 

A hero is 
different from other A hero does 
for others.  He would do anything for people he loves, because he 
knows it would make their lives better.  I am not that kind of 
person, but I want you to be.  You could give something to her, to 
me, to those children in the quarter.  You could give them 
something that I never could. (191) 
 

I cannot argue with the motivation or even the content of the speech.  Grant wants 
Jefferson to bear the burdens of the people and humble himself for the sake of 
those that he loves.  Essentially, Grant asks Jefferson to fulfill the Christ-like 
imagery that both of them have already acknowledged.  However, by making 
Jefferson a symbol of the Christ-like, heroic, black man, readers may have the 
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tendency to strip him of any real agency.  Remember, Grant is the narrator; he has 

the chair, but now he is a statue that cannot speak for himself.  Although well 
intended and even altruistic, Grant tries to contain control of how Jefferson 
perceives himself and how others, namely his family and the black community, 

heterogeneous societies become, it seems, the stronger their need to unify wholly 
disparate experiences and memories with the common meaning seemingly created 

of oral history a

scholars help remind the reader that statues are created by communities and power 
structures, not by the individuals that are memorialized in the statue there will 
always be a socio-politico-religious dimension.  Therefore, as merely a memorial 

complete.   
 
 
Jefferson 
 

Grant has the power to tell his story the way he sees fit; he reveals and 
conceals the information he chooses.  That is the power of narration.  The most 
moving section of this novel comes in chapter twenty-nine (just two chapters until 
the end and a few nights before the execution).  During an earlier visit, Grant 
brings Jefferson a notebook and pencil to jot down his thoughts.  In chapter 
twenty-nine
and handwriting.  It is the first time that the narration shifts fro

his perspective, and it allows students to see that Jefferson is a human with a 
voice, a story, and the power to construct his own identity through literacy.  In the 
journal, Jefferson attempts to make sense of his life, his relationships, and his 
ordeal.  Ultimately though, Jefferson uses the journal to attempt to make sense of 
his own existence.  This is not the act of a hog or of a statue.  Anne Gray Brown 
argues that this is the transformative moment where Jefferson transcends white 
objectivity and black memorializing: 

 

incarcerated black men.  His words are an expression of humility 
and his ability to recognize and accept the immediacy of death in a 
community where he is progressively being looked upon as a 

and compassion and reflects upon his immediate surroundings. 
(37) 
 

Many of my students comment that this chapter is the most meaningful in the 
novel.  When I press them, they admit that this is the first time that they hear 
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they recognize him as a confused, scared, complex human 
being who wants to be a human, no

on characters at the hands of the Catholic novelist:   
 

controlled by his environment, not a creature controlled by the 
forces of history as the Marxists would say, nor is he a detached, 
wholly objective, angelic being who views the world in a God-like 
way and makes pronouncements only to himself or to an elite 
group of peopl

Marcel called homo viator, man the wayfarer, man the wanderer.  
So, to me, the Catholic view of man [is] a pilgrim, in transit, in 

4)      
   

At this moment in the novel, Jefferson is a subject as he uses writing to journey 
away from his symbolic prison a hog, Christ, and the ideal black man.  There is 

suggests this transformation: 
 

Lord have merce sweet jesus mr wigin where all them peple come 
from when you ax me if some chiren can com up here an speak to 
me I didn kno you was meanin all them chiren in yo class an jus 
sitin ther on the flo all quite in they clean close lookin at me an I 
coud see som was scard o me but mos was brave an spok an my 
little cosin estel even com up an kiss me on the jaw an I coudn hol 
it back no mo. (230) 
 

Again, this is one of the first times that we are told about outside visitors (other 
than family).  Like many readers, these children are shocked, nervous, awkward, 

They come to the jail to recognize Jefferson as a human as one of them.  Moved 
by this human, they talk to him, and one child kisses him on the face.  My claim is 
that this representative of many sections of the journal that invite readers to 
recognize Jefferson as a human being, not a hog or a symbol a man to visit, 
converse with, and even kiss.   

(234).  Not only does Jefferson gain power by writing his life, but he also extends 
this power by asking Paul (one of the guards) to give the journal to Grant, thereby 

sphere.  One of the questions that frames my introductory literature course is how 
do individuals create identity through reading and writing?  My hope for my 
predominantly upwardly mobile, mostly privately educated, middle class students 
is to consider power dynamics and narration.  It is usually new for them to 
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consider how the narrator contains most of the power as he decides what 
information to reveal and conceal.  For an exercise, I sometimes read to them the 

The True Story of the 
Three Little Pigs.  In this version, the wolf tells his side of the story from prison.  

not the point of my lesson.  The point is that Scieska lets the wolf tell his side of 
the story; therefore, the wolf gains power, only if for the moment.  Maybe the 
question I asked earlier in the paragraph should be restructured as a statement.  
Simply, individuals do create identity through reading and writing.  And, this act 
of literacy invites the reader to recognize Jefferson as a human and not as a hog or 
a statue.  A pedagogical objective then should be to empower students to read 
characters as beings searching for telos and not as objects controlled by other 
characters or the readers themselves.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

According to Paul Anderson and Sara Konrath, in a brief commentary in 
The Chronicle of Higher Education
capable of growth, atrophy, disability, and even regeneration (think Scrooge).  
People have different innate capacities for building certain muscles, just as we 
have different incentives for being empathetic and experiences in honing our 

empathize with 
Jefferson, his aunt, and Miss Emma, our students also need space, time, and 

literature course can be a place that invites students to see life from other 
perspectives to listen to characters as they narrate their lives.  In a 1993 essay in 
which Gaines discusses how he came to write the novel, he defends the theme of 

but rather how he 
this brief passage to ask students if their views of Jefferson have changed 
throughout the novel.   

text for his development into a man, I claim that this same diary provides a 
transformative moment for the reader.  Perhaps students begin to recognize 
Jefferson as a man when they are invited into his world when they are invited to 
walk into the jail vicariously through the school children and when they are 

nd, as a formative 
experience, my hope is that through this reading process, class discussions, and 
reflective writing assignments, students grow in their empathy for marginalized 
people that the academic space can be one place where students learn to develop 
their empathic muscles. 
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Notes 
 
1 To those interested in empathy and literature as a space for academic study, I 

Empathy and the Novel (Oxford University Press, 
2010) and Martha C. Nu Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of 
Reform in Liberal Education (Harvard University Press, 1997).  To those 
interested in broader discussion of empathy and morality, I recommend Simon 
Baron- The Science of Evil: Empathy and the Origins of Cruelty (Basic 
Books, 2011) and Mar Empathy and Moral Development: 
Implications for Caring and Justice (Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
 
2 I do believe that a community engagement component is an important step for 
students as they attempt to transfer lessons learned from reading literature to real-

ard a Pedagogy of 
Hospitality: Journal of 
Christian Education and Belief, 2013) for a further discussion on this topic. 
 
3 I am indebted to Anne G

A Lesson Before Dying (Southern 
Quarterly, Fall 2009).  Her suggestion that this diary is transformational for 
Jeff ent led me to think about how the diary can be 
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Thoughts and Reflections  
 
 

Cultural Apologetics: Winning Back the A rts for Christ 
 

Louis Markos 
 
 

Houston Baptist University, where I have been an English professor for 
the last two decades, is about to unveil a new MA program in apologetics that 

apologetics so that they understand and engage with contemporary worldviews 
and  By offering such a 
program, the university hopes to answer a growing call for what has come to be 
known as cultural apologetics.    

While not downplaying the need for apologetical arguments grounded in 
logical proof, historical evidence, and textual study, the cultural apologist seeks a 
wider engagement with the arts and humanities.  He applauds apologists who 
defend Christianity as a consistent and all-embracing worldview that has 
implications for the way we understand philosophy, theology, history, ethics, and 
science, but he often feels that these apologists leave out the vital role played by 
literature, music, painting, and film.  Too often the arts and humanities and the 
impact they have upon our hearts, souls, minds, and imaginations are considered 
peripheral to the construction of a Christian worldview. 

Admittedly, many people in the emergent (postmodern) church have 
attempted to engage with pop culture in a creative and winsome way.  One of the 
most successful, Chris Seay (who pastors an emergent church in Houston called 
Ecclesia), has published savvy Christian readings of The Matrix, The Sopranos, 
and Lost Blue Like Jazz Epic have 
identified and appealed to a desire amongst modern Americans to see themselves 
as part of a greater story, a meta-narrative that is played out, often unconsciously, 
in our songs, films and graphic novels.  Also, there is no dearth of books and 

hristian dimensions of the six Star Wars 
films, the Batman trilogy, Harry Potter, The Simpsons, and Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer not to mention the consciously Christian Lord of the Rings and 
Chronicles of Narnia.  

Too often, however, the modern, rational apologist and the postmodern, 
intuitive defender of story operate in separate compartments.  If Christians are to 
win back the culture for Christ, there needs to be greater dialogue between those 
who uphold the theological truth and historical accuracy of the faith and those 
who long to discern redemptive elements in the arts.  What this means is that high 
culture and pop culture, the academy and the church, the left brain and the right 
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must all reach out to embrace one another and seek a unified vision.  Such a 
union or, perhaps better, symphony was achieved 100 years ago by G.K. 
Chesterton, 75 years ago by C.S. Lewis, and 50 years ago by Francis Schaeffer, 
and a growing cadre of writers (that include Andy Crouch, Thomas Howard, Eric 
Metaxas, Ken Myers, Nancy Pearcey, and Don Staub) have added their own 
voices to the symphony of cultural apologetics.  However, more work needs to be 
done.  

 
The arts need to be approached, not just as a grab bag for sermon 

illustrations, but as a source often a prophetic one of Truth, Goodness, and 
Beauty.  God is a story-telling and story-making God, and he communicates to us 
through poetry, music, and images as much as he does through grand miracles, 
historical events, and propositional statements.  The Apostle Paul considered pre-
Christian, pagan poetry a vehicle for truth (see Acts 17:28, 1 Cor. 15:33, and Titus 
1:12).  C.S. Lewis also was able to embrace Christ as the Son of God after J.R.R. 
Tolkien explained to him that the reason the gospel story resembled pagan myths 
of dying and rising gods (Osiris, Adonis, Mithras, and Balder) was because Jesus 
was the myth that became fact.   

Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that the arts move us, not just 
because they are pretty, clever, or entertaining, but because we are creatures made 
to respond to beauty and harmony.  Our universal, distinctly human desire to be 
part of a story is not evidence of our naivety or empty idealism, but of the fact that 
we have been hardwired to think of ourselves as pilgrims on a journey.  We have 
been hardwired to think this way, because that is what we are.  The arts appeal to 
us intellectually, spiritually, emotionally, and viscerally as sojourners in a land 
that is not our final home.  Our paradoxical, angst-ridden status as creatures made 

mage but fallen as sinners saved by grace who must live out our lives 
in a world that is not as it should be is captured best in the ironic structures of 
literature (especially poetry), music, and the visual arts.   

Indeed, it is those very ironic structures, that often maddening tendency of 
the arts to deflect meaning rather than state it clearly and unambiguously, that 
puts the rational apologist on his guard.  The arts refuse to behave, to settle 
themselves nicely and neatly into philosophical categories or theological charts.  
However, this is precisely why they must be incorporated into the larger Christian 
worldview.   

Christianity rests upon two paradoxes (the Trinity and the Incarnation) that 
defy human logic.  The nation of Israel received its name when a mortal man 
named Jacob wrestled all night with the eternal God.  Our salvation was won 
when the Creator of the universe was nailed to a cross.  Though our soul leaves 
our body at death, our final state will reunite us with our bodies on a new level of 
physicality that we can only imagine now as the difference between the hard dry 
acorn that is buried in the earth and the mighty oak tree that springs from it.    

No apologist can account fully for what it means to be human without 
reference to the arts.  Jesus himself taught by means of fictional short stories 
(parables) and many of his greatest sayings that we must lose our lives to save 
them; that the first shall be last and the last first; that the one who wishes to be 
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master must be the servant of all are expressed in the kinds of paradoxes that are 
the very life blood of the arts.  
 
 What then would it look like if a cultural apologist were to engage directly 
with a work of art?  Can books that devote themselves to the analysis of a poem, a 
novel, a symphony, or a film advance apologetics in a way that does not beat the 
arts into a systematic box?  I think they can, and I offer as an example John 

To Love Another Person: A Spiritual Journey through Les Misérables 
(Zossima Press, 2009).   

Li Dove Descending: A Journey into T. The 
The Narnia Code: C . S. Lewis and the Secret of 

the Seven Heavens The Gospel According to Tolkien: Visions 
of the Kingdom in Middle-earth, Mo piece of 
art to a fuller Christian worldview that is both illustrated by and incarnated within 

three is that his book succeeds in five areas that are, I believe, vital to a fully 

 
First, Morrison structures his book around a parallel analysis of Victor 

different genres (sadly, he makes no reference to any of the excellent French and 
English film versions), and shows how the central message remains constant 
while yet being subtly transformed in its journey from page to stage.  Living as 
we do in a multi-media society where sounds and images carry as much (if not 
more) weight than the written word, we need cultural apologists who can move 
smoothly from one medium to another.  The Bible itself uses dozens of distinct 
genres to convey its teachings, bearing witness to the fact that God was aware of 
the need for different learning strategies long before it became a fixture in modern 
and postmodern schools of education. 

Second, Morrison makes it clear that he chose to write about the musical 
version of Les Misérables because of the profound impact it has had on audiences 
of all ages, cultures, and religions.  He recognizes that, whatever the actual faith 
of the authors of the novel and musical, the show has imparted grace to millions 
of people across the world.  In post-Christian London, the musical has played 
non-stop for over 25 years, and it has been translated into 21 different languages, 
including Estonian, Norwegian, Hebrew, and Japanese.  An apologist who wishes 
to win back the culture for Christ simply cannot ignore a work of art that has so 
profoundly touched so many people.  Our world is hungry for grace and stories 
that make that grace real. 

Third, all the characters in both versions of Les Misérables are defined, in 
one way or another, by their relationship to God whether they love him or hate 
him, know him or seek to hide from him, use him for their own agenda or let 
themselves be used by him for the good of their fellow man.  Morrison is sensitive 
to this aspect of the story, and it allows him to explore dimensions of the human 
person that are often left out of logic-based apologetics books.  Why is it that one 
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person can have strong evidence for the existence of God and yet reject him, 
while another, who has been vouchsafed but the slightest glimpse of his presence, 
can seek him to the ends of the earth?  Also, why is it that one who knows, 
respects, and upholds the law cannot see past it, while another who has broken the 
law can perceive a truth that transcends the law?   

Fourth, Morrison presents the character arcs of Jean Valjean, Javert, 
Fantine, Cosette, Marius, and the Thenardiers in terms of a journey.  Too often, 
Christians (especially evangelicals like myself) place all their focus upon the 

By allowing us to journey alongside the characters, Morrison reminds us that our 
movements toward and away from God exist on a continuum that is dynamic and 
that often shifts throughout our lives.  The surrender to Christ calls for a life-long 
series of little deaths to our self, our pride, our fears, and our desire for control.  
Morrison shows us that a meditation on Les Misérables can bring the reality of the 
Cross before us in a way that is more powerful and lasting than any theological 
study of the meaning of Calvary. 

Fifth, Morrison sets his analysis of Les Misérables within a wider dialogue 
that includes the voices of C.S. Lewis, G.K. Chesterton, Charles Williams, T.S. 
Eliot, Augustine, Dante, Donne, George Herbert, Thomas Traherne, Tolstoy, 
Dickens, and Richard John Neuhaus.  Morrison, an Episcopal priest and retired 
English teacher, quotes these writers, not to impress us with his wide reading, but 
because he understands that art does not exist in a vacuum.  Facts, theorems, and 
proof texts may stand alone, but literature, music, and the visual arts like we 
ourselves exist in the midst of a Great Conversation.  While many reason-based 
apologists take pride in being cutting edge, the cultural critic seeks to know (to 
paraphrase Eliot) both the pastness of the past and its presence. 
 
 One of the reasons that C.S. Lewis is widely hailed as the greatest 
Christian apologist of the 20th century is that he not only knew, but felt in his 
bones the pastness and the presence of the past.  The Great Conversation was 
more than a marketing catch phrase for Lewis; it was a living, dynamic reality in 
which all could participate.  Most cultural critics working today are happy to 
acknowledge their debt to Lewis, for Lewis succeeded in doing what most 
cultural critics strive to do: bring together reason and imagination, history and 
myth, truth and beauty. 
 Les Misérables works, in great part, because 
Morrison himself understands instinctively something that Lewis argued for in 

God in the Dock).  In this short but 
profound essay, inspi
came true, Lewis touches on a core principle that helps account for the power of 
Les Misérables

 
 Lewis is not here saying that belief in a literal incarnation, crucifixion, and 
resurrection is negotiable.  Lewis the apologist makes it clear that we are saved by 
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a historical Christ who died and rose again at a particular date and place in 
history.  What he is saying, rather, is that people who are truly energized by the 
mythic elements of the gospel story are closer to the truth and power of Christ 
than those who say, as a matter of form, that they believe the creed but are not 

Fact when the Virgin 
Chri that what became Fact was a Myth, that it 
carries with it into the world of Fact all the properties of myth.  God is more than 
a god, not less; Christ is more  
 Lewis often counseled parents not to explain to their young children all the 

read The Chronicles of  Narnia would learn to feel a certain way toward Aslan a 
feeling that mingled love and fear, wonder and awe, beauty and terror and then, 
when the time was right, transfer those feelings to their proper object: Jesus 
Christ.  As a proto-cultural critic, Lewis knew the power of story to draw readers 
into the fuller narrative of creation, fall, and redemption.  Whether our doorway 
into that narrative be Jean Valjean, Javert, Fantine, Cosette, Marius, and the 
Thenardiers, or Aslan, the White Witch, and the four Pevensie children, we, as 
story-telling animals, possess a deep, in-built yearning to locate and enter through 
such mythic doorways. 

For too long, Christians have abdicated their responsibility to be initiators, 
shapers, and caretakers of those magical doorways.  We have in our possession 
the story of stories, and that story is linked to every facet of our lives.    It  is  time  
we offered up that story to a world that desperately needs it.
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Peter Makuck .  Long Lens: New & Selected Poems.  Rochester , 
N Y : B O A Editions, L T D , 2010.  182 pages, $19.00 
 
Reviewed by C .D . A lbin  
 
 
      Since the publication of his first poetry collection Where We Live in 1982, 
Connecticut native and long-time North Carolina resident Peter Makuck has 
quietly built a reputation as the poet of coastal North Carolina.  His poems, 
collected in the subsequent volumes The Sunken Lightship, Against Distance, and 
O ff-Season in the Promised Land, usually take the form of detailed, accessible 
narratives, with settings that frequently inhabit the evocative intersection of land 
and sea near his home on Bogue Banks, a barrier island.  There are also 
occasional forays into the American Southwest or Europe, primarily France.  

Long Lens: New and Selected Poems, for which he has 
chosen favorite pieces from the previous collections while adding a substantial 
grouping of twenty-

r mere convenience a bringing 
or instead seeks to 

y earned, given 
how regularly he renders scenes of fishing, sailing, or swimming, along with deft 
characterizations of coastal natives and the seasonal tourists who enjoy brief 
sojourns along the shore.  Yet Long Lens contains a number of poems that make 
s
work that has received less attention than his evocations of coast and sea.  Since 
such poems appear prominently among his newest offerings as well as in the 
selections from each of his previous books, it seems fair to assume that in Long 
Lens Makuck wishes his poems featuring Christian allusions to indicate an 
abiding artistic, and perhaps personal, interest.  
      The 
Penitent Magdalen of French painter Georges de La Tour.  Intriguingly, the poem 
opens not with a description of Magdalene herself or any visual detail of La 

enigmatically fla
on his land, / was brought to court and paid a fine. / How could such a man / have 

-5)?  The question points toward a frequent motif in 
n between the public and private self so pronounced that 
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-7).  The speaker then recalls an evening from his childhood when his 
father responded to a power failure by lighting a hurricane lamp and scratching 
out a long-
lamplight atmosphere resembles that created by 

someone/ more familiar too, like my father, / hauled into a court of truthful light, / 
-36).  In 

and third person, what seems to be offered is a measured hope of greater self-
knowledge, greater unification of the divided self, if one is willing to embark on 
the inward path of the penitent, where light may prove as unsettling as shadow. 
      
Observance possibly the 

staring through glass doors at a birdbath in the yard.  From the 

-5), and we are not surprised when a winter cardinal 

-9).  The speaker 
believes the bird notes the presence of its watcher, yet chooses to remain on the 

-
-11).  Since the birds are only feet away, their 

takes in his own metaphorical play, perhaps counterpointing his mood with the 
stereotypically sober season of Lent.  Yet one cannot 
poem remains silent throughout, never confirming that the observances of the 
speaker are in fact her own.  In that context, then, Makuck seems to invite a 
second reading, one in which both the light-heartedness of play and the soberness 
of spiritual seeking emanate from one person, suggesting, perhaps, a modest 
parable of worship. 
      

shore as young church campers undergo sailing lessons on crafts known as 

-
-8), and one novice is having more trouble than the rest, his boat 

stalling while the others sail away.  Watching this, the speaker becomes aware of 

in the blanks / with faces of my own, / that one sail rejoining the -26).  
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opposite headings / before they tack and jib / as if in a dance / beyond the black 
-

poems end in easy aphorism; more often, they close on nuanced notes of 
ambiguity. 
      
obse

-3).   The speaker arrives with a 
fishing net and relatively little experience in its use so little, in fact, that as he 
wades into the water he must recall the lessons of a young boy who last autumn 

-18).  Eventually he does acclimate himself to the task, noting once 

-21).  At first the observation 
regarding resistance seems mere textual grist, the kind of convincing detail so 

-24), the closing lines make clear the poem is 
of his physical task with his spiritual 

the rapt quiet.  / Extra ecclesiam nulla salus sounds / from the past, / but the west 
is a great panel of stained glass / in this huge -32).  The Latin 

-provoking as 
 

      Ultimately, Long Lens may usher in a new and expanded way of thinking 
about the poems of Peter Makuck.  Certainly the sense of sea and sand so long 
associated with his work is prevalent here, and readers cannot miss his determined 
evocation of the North Carolina coast and its barrier islands.  Yet his use of 
Christian allusion is abundant, if less frequently remarked upon in critical circles.  
More important, perhaps, is the frankness with which he addresses spiritual 

n 
apt example.  In it, the speaker describes his father as a careful maker of mobiles 

-4) of the 

af

/ are matins that take me / through the cold crisis of waking / moment by moment. 
/ Sawdust is a sermon. / Birdcries are Kyries. / My father built a heaven about my 

-23).  In their ability to evoke spiritual meditation, it may be said that 

calling us to contemplation.         
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K enneth B . McIntyre.  Herbert Butterfield: H istory, Providence, 
and Skeptical Politics.  Wilmington, D E : ISI Books, 2011.  238 
pages, $14.40     
 
Reviewed by Mark E ckel 
 
 

Twisted history marks the pastime of lazy thinkers.  Herbert Butterfield 
would have none of it.  Practicing his craft during the tectonic shifts of the 20th 
century, it would have been easy for Butterfield the historian to accept the view 
that using history to promote present belief was acceptable.  After all, Butterfield 
lived in physical and philosophical war zones.  However, Butterfield was born of 
Augustinian theology which acknowledges the inherent corruption of humans.  
He understood that views of history must be constrained and limited and that 
interpretation of anot

of Christian doctrine to an academic discipline is well expounded in Kenneth B. 
Herbert Butterfield: History, Providence, and Skeptical Politics.   

McIntyre does the reader a service by explaining early on how the horrors of 

s, 

historical ideas used for current concerns, saying that the study of history should 
s.  

Butterfield argued instead that history could not be moralized by those living in 
the present.  Historians come to conclusions based on evidence but their job is not 
to make ethical judgments.  History operates within its own field of study with 
differ

culture made it possible for his thinking to impact the 20th-century study of 
history. 

l work is tireless but can be tiring to readers.  Any 
book whose length is almost one-third references and resources has sustained a 
necessary depth for argument.  Density of prose, however, unnecessarily weights 
the book, making reading difficult.  I found myself re-reading sentences multiple 
times.  Yet, I constantly wondered, what other choice was there for McIntyre?  

views of history are difficult to sort, even for historians.  Unsystematic, 

themselves to easy reading.  Here McIntyre builds the reader three windows 
directing attention on historical scenery.  Chapter one is a labor of love for those 
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field he began almost single-handedly.  Chapter three engages political concerns, 
which is perhaps the most applicable chapter of all.   

past should be understood for itself, in its own terms, not what we make it to be.  
History should not be used as a bludgeon to beat down or prop up whatever 
positions we hold today.  Liberals and conservatives both need to learn the lesson: 
past perspectives are not automatic molds for the present.  Assailing an ethnic 
group now for the sins of past generations must be held in check.  Transposing 
statements from past generations with immediate applications to our day must be 
resisted.  Objectivity should be of primary 
concern throughout halls of learning.  Practices and methods of his discipline 
were  

Belief in inherent human corruption formed the crux of his viewpoints.  Folks are 
fallen, fragile, and finite, incapable of full intellectual understanding.  When 
politicians or movements co-opt the historical enterprise for their own ends 
speeches and textbooks are obviously limited by prearranged political perception.  

the foundational support for human activity.  Indeed, Butterfield would argue that 

understanding of the world.  Practical, progressive, present-minded viewpoints 
only seek to reorient achievements in any academic discovery away from the 
service of God to the idolatries of men. 

As is the case with everyone, views of the human person motivate 
thinking.  Both liberals and conserv
political insight; the former spotlights the problems of big business, the latter of 

communities are the best form of life for people.  

-down controls in any 
culture stultify a populace.  Citizenry begin to think the state owes them 
something, giving up individual freedoms along the way.  Of course, Butterfield 
would maintain the opposite is also true: pure democracy is unproductive (104).  
Masses of people remain unrestrained by law.  One of many marvelous quotes 

wrong; it puts the bend into our wishful thinking; and it gives a bias to our very 
  

Yet, the positive role of practical, political purposes is also owed to human 
nature.  Persons have worth because they are created in the image of God.  The 
individual has value so liberty is rightly tied to conscience.  With a wary eye on 
human depravity, personal dignity sustains the tension of human limitation in 
political affairs.  Revolutionary uprisings tend toward human perfectibility, 
resisted by those who refuse to believe overthrow of one government 
automatically means the next will be better.  Evidence for the destructive legacy 
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expansion of powers creates novel means of usurping personal liberties.  Intrusive 
ideologies inundate inhabitants with interferences imposing importance on 

was the ultimate end of revolutions was not utopia but slavery.   

history while retaining the methodology of a historian.  In keeping with The City 
of God
history were separate.  Rightly assessing the linear Hebraic view of history 
Butterfield delineated the Christian intellectual from classical Greek thinkers 
where history is repetitious.  Political direction in any society arises out of a 
commitment to its worldview.  To honor the past is to study history for itself.  It is 
not wise to say that past lives teach us how to live in the present.  Rather, 

do with the law and order they 
-

evolutionary teaching; humans move from primitive, savage states through stages 
of betterment.  Political forces corrupt the past by assigning it weight history was 

a
 

So where does Butterfield place his hope for a dignified but depraved 
sides in ordered 

liberty premised on Divine Providence.  In the end, Butterfield rejects all 
doctrinaire attempts to make viewpoints acceptable by cherry-picking historic 
persons, places, and events to substantiate certain cultural claims.  Butterfield 
merely reflects biblical history which does exactly the opposite, showing our true, 
sordid natures.  History rejects a cut-and-dried simplistic approach accepting 
rather a cloak of complex intricacy.  The historian should write the story of what 
is studied without regard for popular pressures for packaging.  Present historians 
ought to consider the past for examples but limit the authority of any particular 

-providential principles.  
eneutical controls on historical research allow for reflection 

about God and man in history is well served by the scholarly organization of 
Kenneth B. McIntyre. 
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Nicholas Sparks.  The Best of Me.  F irst trade ed.  New York: 
G rand Central Publishing, 2012.  320 pages, $14.99 
 
Reviewed by John J. Han  
 
 

As part of my ENGL 333C American Literature III (1945-Present) course, 
to be offered in Spring 2013, students will be reading two popular novels: John 

 The Confessions  The Best of 
Me (originally published in 2011).  I assign them, alongside texts from the Norton 
Anthology of American Literature, because Grisham and Sparks are two of the 
bestselling novelists today who deserve critical attention.  While some English 
departments offer courses in popular literature, my university does not.  By 
reading two lighthearted novels, students will enjoy reading for entertainment and 
learn to identify literary elements unique to popular fiction.  Further, Grisham and 
Sparks are practicing Christians (Grisham is a Baptist, and Sparks a Catholic) 
who take faith seriously.  Although not Christian writers per se, they sometimes 
embody religious ideals in their novels, so students can benefit from discussing 
the moral, ethical, and spiritual dimensions of those works.     

The Best of Me is a vintage Sparks story a bittersweet romance set in 
Oriental, North Carolina.  It chronicles the relationship between two former high 
school sweethearts who come from opposite ends of the social spectrum: Amanda 
Collier from an elitist family and Dawson Cole from a lowly household notorious 
for lawlessness and viciousness.  After Amanda earns admission to Duke 
University, her parents dissuade her from seeing Dawson, who then leaves her 
voluntarily.  At Duke, Amanda meets Frank, and later the two become 
married.  After graduating from dental school, Frank builds a flourishing dental 
practice, and Amanda becomes a homemaker.  The couple raises four children 

death.  Amanda second-guesses whether Frank is the right man for her, while 
Frank falls into alcoholism.  In the meantime, Dawson spends four years in prison 
after accidentally killing a town doctor, Dr. Bonner, on a wet day.  Afterwards, 
Dawson becomes a loner, living as an oilrig worker in Louisiana and cherishing 
the unforgettable memories of Amanda.  

As the novel opens, twenty-five years have elapsed since Amanda and 
Dawson drifted apart from each other.  The passing of Tuck Hostetler, an old 
mechanic who understood and empathized with them more than anyone else, 
occasions their reunion.  Over the weekend, Amanda and Dawson spend time 
together, reminiscing about their past and pondering the possibility of their new 
life together.  After a painful deliberation, Amanda decides not to leave her 
family, while Dawson, for the second time in their relationship, releases her.  

Throughout the novel, shadows of death follow Dawson.  In Louisiana, he 
barely survives a deadly explosion on the oilrig platform.  Then, throughout his 
stay in Oriental, his evil cousins, Crazy Ted and Abee, pursue him to pay off old 
grudges.  Dawson mostly avoids danger by keeping a low profile.  
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and Abee.  When Ted recognizes Dawson, he fatally shoots Dawson.  In the 
eart 

transplant.  Miraculously a heart is available to him the heart of Dawson.  The 
novel ends with an embrace of Amanda and Jared: 

  
 

Jared rolled his eyes, but he opened his arms anyway.  
love  

Amanda closed her eyes, feeling the steady rhythm in his 
                        chest.   

        
Aside from the obviously romantic elements of the novel, the plot hints at 

l message: Against all odds, we should live a life of integrity, 
honor, and self-sacrifice, as exemplified by Dawson.  When Amanda says she 
cannot desert her husband and children, Dawson lets her go, thereby putting her 
wellbeing ahead of his.  As an inadvertent killer of Dr. Bonner, Dawson redeems 
himself by anonymously helping the bereaved family for years.  He does his best 
not to respond to decades-long hostilities from Ted and Abee.  
death, his heart finds its place inside the body of hi
son.  
self-sacrificial love.  In a way, he practices what Jesus teaches in John 15:13: 

  
As a romance writer, Sparks could have easily allowed, but does not 

allow, Dawson and Amanda to leave everything behind in the name of true 
love.  
novels. In a recent interview with Family Circle magazine, Sparks called his 

-
1  

fiction.  When Christianity Today asked Sparks to describe his personal faith, he 

to church.  We pray every night.  We pray at dinner.... I work my faith in as much 
2  It is no wonder Dawson 

releases Amanda for good after their reunion.  A selfish desire to take her away 
from her family briefly overcomes him, yet he is a thoughtful man who chooses 
the right path in life.       

The Best of Me, the novel 
poses an interesting question: D
moral principles?  Admittedly, she does not believe in divorce, yet when she faces 
the choice between a troubled marriage and a new life with her true love, she 

: Her 
children might spurn her, and Frank might become more depressed.  She is also 
concerned that life with Dawson could become disappointing.  Whereas Dawson 
is an idealist who loves only Amanda, she is a realist who thinks humans need 

lder than her, he was serious and intelligent, 
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loves her husband, but the text does not say she initially married Frank for love.   
Another issue for discussion is whether The Best of Me -

 their 

Dawson dance together, kiss and caress each other, and eventually sleep together.  

as well, and with a movement that seemed almost preordained, she kissed him 
once more before leadin

watchful mother guesses with whom she spent the night, but Frank does not know 
the secret rendezvous between his wife and her old sweetheart.   

In the novel, Tuck serves as the catalyst for a reunion between Amanda 
and Dawson.  The deceased mechanic has only good intentions for the 
two.  However, one could argue that all the pain and confusion that assail the two 
main characters results from his naïve motive to get the two people together so 

(192).  Amanda is already married with children, and amidst a midlife crisis, she 
does not seem to need an added emotional burden.  She loves Frank as a husband, 
but Dawson has been her true love.  Unless she is clearly willing to leave her 
family behind (she is not and would probably never be), her best course of action 
should be not to play with fire. (Dawson dies at the end of the story, which is a 
deus ex machina, so she does not have to waver between Frank and Dawson 

difficult life even more difficult.  If he truly loved her, he would not have asked 
her to desert her family.  It also does not sound healthy for a single man in his 
forties to be preoccupied with a married woman from twenty-five years ago.  

Some of the scenes in this novel come alive.  Sparks superbly portrays the 
way Amanda wavers between the two men, as well as the generational conflict 
between Amanda and her overbearing mother.  As a popular novel, however, The 
Best of Me includes its share of flat characters: They are either truly good or truly 
evil.  ed and Abee, both of whom possess no 
redeeming qualities.  

Abee, who are armed with baseball bats and a knife, he robs Dawson of his hard-
earned money.  His robbery continues until Dawson leaves town for 
good.  
man.  Another unconvincing character in the novel is Frank, a dentist with 
degrees from top-notch universities.  An intelligent, ambitious man, he becomes 

  Anyone can become addicted to alcohol, but some 
readers may feel that Sparks makes him an alcoholic for the sake of the plot so 
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that Jared can be in a near-fatal car accident 
heart.  

many incredible things happen.  When Jared needs a heart transplant, Dawson 
conveniently dies.  In -in-a- eart becomes 
available to Jared, and the organ matches.  Miracles happen in life but not very 
often.  In the meantime, Ted and Abee try to kill Dawson supposedly because of 
old grudges from more than two decades ago.  The problem is they act like 
teenage gangsters, not like men approaching fifty.       

Despite its crisp writing style, The Best of Me sounds largely 
melodramatic and contrived; indeed, it sometimes reads like an allegory, not a 
novel.  racterization 
and plot may be acceptable to many readers.  Aside from the craft of fiction, 
however, students in a Christian classroom can discuss how the story deals with a 
midlife crisis, especially a crisis that originates in teenage love, and whether the 

  As Amanda rightly tells Dawson, 
courtship is akin to a honeymoon: Once a honeymoon is over, couples face 
mundane reality, and discontentment will likely follow.  The supposedly idyllic 
past we cherish turns out to be illusionary, and real life tends to be replete with 
disappointment.  
departure from Dawson sounds wise and prudent.  The Best of Me may lack 
complexity and ambiguity that often underlie serious fiction, but as a mass-market 
novel, it still provides a story that raises pertinent questions on family, faith, and 
life.  
 
 
Notes 
 
1 Family Circle May  
 2012: 46.  
 
2 Christianity Today 18 June 2004.   
 Web.  30 Nov. 2012.   

<http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/juneweb-only/nicholassparks. 
html?paging=off>  

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/juneweb-only/nicholassparks.%20html?paging=off
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/juneweb-only/nicholassparks.%20html?paging=off
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Poems  
 

Two Poems in the Style of L i Po1 

 
Todd Sukany  

 
 

 
 

I study the masters to find their craft 
teased into art and, often, beyond. 
 
Lines of words follow lines of words 
but transcend speech, enter anthologies. 
 
And then a deeper search reveals their 
mortality, sometimes failure, and other times, 
 
the very thing I see in the mirror. 
Majestic trees twist in wind and shear in storm.    
    
 
 

December Dust 
 

Snow slurps a handi-wipe to the campus lawn. 
Brown patches, the scars of drought, disappear. 

 
The drop of curbs fills up, like a surveyor's  
dream, smooth angles and rolling plains. 

 
Yellow caution lines cuddle under the blanket. 
Six scholars exploit this antiseptic freedom 

 
with rope-drawn sleds.  Downhill slides press trees 
into new service as backstops for shiny trunks. 

 
 
Note 
 
1 A poem in the style of Li Po consists of a title, four couplets (not rhymed and 
often consisting of a pair of sentences exposing a single image), and eight lines of 
simple language.    
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Two Centos1 
 

John J. Han 
 
 

For the Overstressed Scholar 
 
Why is your face downcast?                     (Gen. 4:6b NRSV)2 
Why do you look so dejected?                          (Gen. 4:6b NLT)3 
Of making many books there is no end, 

and much study wearies the body.              (Eccl. 12:12 NRSV) 
Those who increase knowledge increase sorrow.    (Eccl. 1:18b NRSV) 
Knowledge puffs you up with pride, 

but love builds up.                          (1 Cor. 8:1b NCV)4 
What do people really gain 

from all the hard work they do here on earth?  (Eccl. 1:3 NCV) 
 

You will die this very night.  Then who will get 
                          (Luke 12:20 NLT) 

There is a time for everything, 
            and a season for every activity under the heavens.  (Eccl. 3:1 NIV)5 
There is a time to plant 

and a time to pull up plants.                  (Eccl. 3:2b NCV) 
There is a time to look for something 

and a time to stop looking for it.               (Eccl. 3:6a NCV) 
There is a time to keep things 

and a time to throw things away.                     (Eccl. 3:6b NCV)  
Happy are those who find wisdom, 

and those  who get understanding.         (Prov. 3:13 NRSV) 
Anxiety weighs down the human heart.          (Prov. 12:25a NRSV) 
Can all your worries add a single moment to your life?    (Luke 12:25 NLT) 
Come to Me, all of you who are weary and burdened, 

and I will give you rest.                            (Matt. 11:28 HCSB)6 

Be still, and know that I am God.                (Ps. 46:10a NIV) 
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F ive Seasons 
  
Spring 
  
Blossoms appear through all the land. 

The time has come to sing; 
the cooing of doves is heard in our land.            (Song 2:12a NCV) 

The fig tree puts forth its figs, 
            and the vines are in blossom; 
            they give forth fragrance.                      (Song 2:13a NRSV) 
  
  
Summer 
  
My beloved has gone down to his garden, 

to the beds of spices, 
to pasture his flock in the gardens, 
            and to gather lilies.                         (Song 6:2 NRSV) 

 
            he pastures his flock among the lilies.          (Song 6:3 NRSV) 
  
  
Autumn 
  
The time to harvest has come, 

and the fruit of the earth is ripe.              (Rev. 14:15b NCV) 
Open your eyes and look at the fields! 

They are ripe for harvest.                 (John 4:35b NIV) 
They planted seeds in the fields and vineyards, 
            and they had a good harvest.          (Ps. 107:37 NCV) 
The harvesters are paid good wages.                (John 4:36a NLT) 
  
  
Winter 
  
Like a flower, we blossom for a moment and then 

wither.  Like the shadow of a passing cloud, 
we quickly disappear.                                   (Job 14:2 NLT) 

All humanity is grass, and all its goodness is 
like the flower of the field.                       (Isa. 40:6b HCSB) 

All flesh is like grass 
            and all its glory like the flower of grass.               (1 Peter 1:24a NRSV) 
The grass dies and the flowers fall 
            when the breath of the Lord blows on them. 
            Surely the people are like grass.                 (Isa. 40:7 NCV) 
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Sp ring 
  
Blossoms appear through all the land. 

The time has come to sing; 
the cooing of doves is heard in our land.         (Song 2:12a NCV) 

The fig tree puts forth its figs, 
            and the vines are in blossom; 
            they give forth fragrance.                               (Song 2:13a NRSV) 
  
  
Notes 
  
1 A cento, also called a patchwork poem or a collage poem, is an original poem 
comprising lines borrowed from the works of other authors.  After arranging the 
lines in a coherent, meaningful way, the poet identifies the source of each line.  
  
2 New Revised Standard Version.  The Scripture quotations herein are from the 
New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright©1989 by the Division of 
Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., 
and are used by permission. All rights reserved.    
  
3 New Living Translation.  Scripture quotations marked NLT are taken from 
the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996.  Used by permission 
of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189.  All rights reserved.  
  
4 New Century Version.  Scriptures quoted from The Holy Bible, New Century 
Version, copyright © 1987, 1988, 1991 by Word Publishing, Dallas, Texas 
75234.  Used by permission.    
  
5 New International Version.  Scripture taken from the HOLY BIBLE , NEW 
INTERNATIONAL VERSION®.  Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International 
Bible Society.  Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House.  All rights 
reserved. 
 
6 Holman Christian Standard Bible.  Scripture quotations marked HCSB have 
been taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1999, 2000, 
2002, 2003 by Holman Bible Publishers.  Used by permission.  Holman Christian 
Standard Bible®, Holman CSB®, and HCSB® are federally registered trademarks 
of Holman Bible Publishers.   
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Notes on Contributors 
 

C . D . A lbin <CraigAlbin@MissouriState.edu> poems, stories, and reviews 
have appeared in a number of journals, including Arkansas Review, Big Muddy, 
Cape Rock, Christianity and Literature, Georgia Review, Harvard Review, 
Natural Bridge, and Roanoke Review.  He is Professor of English at Missouri 
State University-West Plains, where he edits Elder Mountain: A Journal of 
Ozarks Studies. 
 
Susannah C lements <sclements@regent.edu> is an Associate Professor of 
English and Chair of the Department of Language and Literature at Regent 
University.  She received a B.A. from Belhaven University and an M.A. and 
Ph.D. from the University of South Carolina.  Her research interests include 
Victorian fiction, popular culture, and reading literature from a Christian 
perspective.  Her book The Vampire Defanged: How the Embodiment of Evil 
Became a Romantic Hero was published by Brazos Press in 2011. 
 
Mark D . E ckel <meckel@crossroads.edu> is Vice President of Academic 
Affairs, Director of Interdisciplinary Studies, and Professor of Old Testament at 
Crossroads Bible College.  For over 30 years, Eckel has served the Christian 
education community as a high school teacher, college professor, curriculum 
writer, and international speaker.  Eckel has a lifelong interest in Gothic 
horror.  Over 250 of his essays can be found at www.warpandwoof.org.  He has 
earned Th.M. and Ph.D. degrees.  
 
Cassandra Falke <cfalke@etbu.edu> is Associate Professor of English and 
Director of the University Scholars Program at East Texas Baptist University, 
where she also serves as faculty-in-residence to the freshman ladies dorm.  She 
received her B.A. in English from the University of Georgia, her Master of 
Liberal ge, and her Ph.D. in English from the 
University of York (UK).  Her publications include Intersections in Christianity 
and Critical Theory, ed. (Palgrave, 2012), A Mote in the Eye of Literature: 
English Working-Class Autobiography, 1820-1848 (Cambria, forthcoming), as 
well as articles on English Romanticism, liberal arts education, and Christian 
aesthetic theory.  Her current research focuses on the ethics of Christian reading. 
 
John J. Han <hanjn@mobap.edu> is Professor of English and Creative Writing 
at Missouri Baptist University.  He served as editor of Wise Blood: A Re-
Consideration (Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2011) and has published 
hundreds of scholarly essays, reference entries, and book reviews.  He is also the 
author of numerous poems published worldwide.  Simply Haiku, an international 
haiku journal, designated him as the world s sixth-best English-language haiku 
poet for the year 2011, and Cave Region Review (North Arkansas College) 
selected him as featured poet for its 2012 volume.  He earned his Ph.D. from the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln.      
 

mailto:sclements@regent.edu
http://www.warpandwoof.org/
mailto:cfalke@etbu.edu


 

 

Louis Markos <www.Loumarkos.com>, Professor in English and Scholar in 
Residence at Houston Baptist University, holds the Robert H. Ray Chair in 
Humanities; his books include From Achilles to Christ (IVP), Apologetics for the 
21st Century (Crossway), and On the Shoulders of Hobbits: The Road to Virtue 
with Tolkien and Lewis (Moody).  He earned a B.A. in English and History from 
Colgate University and an M.A. and Ph.D. in English from the University of 
Michigan.  
 
Jake Stratman <JStratman@jbu.edu> is Assistant Professor and Chair of the 
English Department at John Brown University.  His research areas include 
American literature, Christianity and literature, Young Adult literature, and all 
things regarding pedagogy.  His scholarly articles have appeared in Christianity 
and Literature, Renascence, Literature and Belief (forthcoming), and the Journal 
of Christian Education and Belief (forthcoming).  In addition to teaching and 
research, Stratman coordinates the freshman summer reading program (JBU 
Reads).   
 
Todd Sukany <tsukany@sbuniv.edu> is an instructor of English at Southwest 
Baptist University.  He has published poems in Grist and Ancient Pathways.  
Sukany has recently received a Pushcart nomination.  A native of Michigan, he 
has lived in Missouri for the past twenty-eight years.  He holds degrees from 
Southwest Baptist University and Southeast Missouri University. 
 
Chimi Woo <cwoo@cedarville.edu> is an Assistant Professor of Literature at 
Cedarville University.  She earned a B.A. and an M.A. from Yonsei University in 
Korea and an M.A. and a Ph.D. from the Ohio State University.  She primarily 
teaches British literature, and her research interests include 19th-century British 
literature, postcolonial literature and theory, British modernism and empire, and 
Christianity and literature. 
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Intégrité: 
A F aith and Learning Journal 

 
Submission Guidelines 

 
 

Interested Christian scholars are encouraged to submit academic articles and book 
reviews for consideration.  Send manuscripts as e-mail attachments (Microsoft 
Word format) to the editor, John J. Han, at hanjn@mobap.edu.  Articles must be 
15-25 pages, and book reviews must be 5-10 pages, both double-spaced.   
 
Articles should examine historical, theological, philosophical, cultural, and/or 
pedagogical issues related to faith-learning integration.  Possible topics include, 
but are not limited to: 

 
 the current state and/or future of the church-related college 
 history of Christian liberal arts education 
 Christianity and contemporary culture 
 a Christian perspective on multiculturalism and diversity 
 service learning 
 academic freedom in a Christian context 
 implementation of Christian truths in academic disciplines 
 Christian education in the non-Western world 
 global Christianity. 

 
Articles must engage in faith-learning issues or controversies in a scholarly, 
critical manner.  We generally do not consider manuscripts that are merely 
factual, devotional, or sermonic.  Due dates are March 1 for inclusion in the 
spring issue and September 1 for the fall issue.  Publication dates are May 31 and 
November 30, respectively.   
 
Articles are expected to be research- original 
thought.  We typically do not consider articles that use more than twenty-five 
secondary sources; developing 
extended, thoughtful analysis; and/or use excessive endnotes.  Direct quotations, 
especially lengthy ones, should be used sparingly. 
 
Considering that most Intégrité readers are Christian scholars and educators not 
necessarily having expertise on multiple disciplines, articles and book reviews 
must be written in concise, precise, and easy-to-understand style.  Writers are 
recommended to follow what William Strunk, Jr., and E.B. White suggest in The 
Elements of Style: use definite, specific, concrete language; omit needless words; 
avoid a succession of loose sentences; write in a way that comes naturally; and 
avoid fancy words. 

mailto:hanjn@mobap.edu


 

 

For citation style, refer to the current edition of MLA Handbook for Writers of 
Research Papers.  Articles should include in-text citations in parentheses, a list of 
endnotes (if applicable), and an alphabetical listing of works cited at the end of 
the article.  Book reviews need only page numbers in parentheses after direct 
quotations. 
 
Beginning with this issue, Intégrité will also publish a small number of poems 
normally by invitation of the editor.  Interested poets are advised to contact the 
editor via e-mail before submission.         


