AFPROACH TO LITERATURE:
SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR ADVENTIST TEACHERS

AN ETHICAL-THEOLOGICAL
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the Roman author Horace takes a middle position, reconciling
Yo Jm ¥4 3 4 Fa
ne two extremes of thought. Art, he says, has a dusl function:

dulce et utile. It is hoth del ightful and useful, beautiful as

well as meaningful.

and used the term "good" to describe the "beauty" he had created.

ceauty to convey the truth about himself-—-which is goodness.

Because the fall had marred creation and rendered it  inade-—
quate to reveal the naturs and character of Sod, it becam=s neces-—
sary to resort to cther means of revelation. God inspired men to
write the EBible.

The Pible is literature, undoubtadly one of the greatest

i:a

that has sver besen produced. It is often considersd to bs the
yardstick of all literatures. In its pages GBod’'s truths are
resanted through the medium of various literary forms:

n  his

narrative, drama, poetry, sssay. Jesus himself smployed
teachings the literary devices of parable, metaphor, symbolism,
paradox, hyperbole, rhetorical guesticon, apostrophe; stc.

Ryken vouchsafes the biblical endorsement of literature and

the literary method as follows:

The point is not simply that the Eible allows literary
forms of communication. It is rather that bhiblical writers
and Jesus found it impossible to communicate the truth of
God without using literary discourse. The Bible doces not
merely sanction literature. It shows how indispsnsable
literature is. /7 4
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The literary method of theclogy is endorsed by McFague in
the following words:

There is a way to do theology, & way that runs from the
gospels andg FPaul through Augustine and Luther to Teilhard
and the EREerrigans . . . which relies on vwvarious literary
forms——parables, stories, posms, confessions. / S

theology by saying that

Foems, stories and plays . . . can express important
theological truths. In some respacts they provide a mors
acceptable means of talking about God than does systematic
theology -« o« «/ &

Literature is not only compatible with Chiristianity; it is
the language of Christisnity. In fact, Broadbent refers to

Christianity as "the most literary religiocn in the world" whose

7
doctrine is largely "enshrined in postry."

The Fall of Literature

Literature was primarily the vehicle for conveying religiocus
truth not only among bibical writers but also among non—biblical

authors. In addition to the 0ld Testament, the earlisst surviv-

M
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s
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ing 1literary works are invariably religious in
Bhagavad Gita, the Eddas, the myths and legends of Bireece all had
a religious tenocr and arose out of the nature of belief and
worship. Literary scribes and scholars were men of the different
religious orders. Literature was regarded as the handmaiden of

2
religiocn.



But as the enemy had succeeded in distorting creation, the

|.1

visual revelation of Bod, so he succeded in tampering with liter-—
ature, the mode of the written revelation. Thousands who appre-—

ciate the literary gualities of the PBible are insensitive to  its

started to take root, litersture ceased o be the faithful

conveyor of religious truth that it was meant to be. Wright said

that "God . . . disappeared from literature in the 1%2th
@
century . . « when MNietzche said that he had died." By the

second decade of ths 20th century, literature had come to be

considered as & distinctly secular activity. In the universities
i bacame the dominant academic study, replacing the study of
theology. Religion became just one of the myriad subijects of

The Mew Critics, who believed in the objesctive theory of

art, "tried to s=al off litsrature from any contact with faith
10

and history." What used tc be thought of as the handmaiden of

theology was soon regarded as its rival. MWright confirms this
when he says that

ricd at least, a ten—
sion betwean W ension which has been
axararbated by the decli in Chr 1:g1an1*y and the
rise of literature as the provider of a new canon, a new set
of scriptures endorsing an alternative set of liberal-
humanist values., / 11

, .
. « « there is
3=
-

The divorce between literature and religion makes the work
of integration a&all the more relevant and necessary. The

secularist takes Bod out of literaturs; the Christian puts Him



Modern Literature and the Christian
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#perience the students are, the greater care should be exercised

The teacher, howsver, may "err" in the matter of his

selection, but he cannot afford to err in the manner

n
~h
T
',J
n

into Christian and non-Christian and adopt a "touch-not, taste-
not, handle-not" stance against the second groups and =&
"swallow—-everything-including-hook-line—and-sinker" attituds

toward the first. It is quite possible for a teacher to teach a

[

class in Biblical Literature and yet fail toc make any moral or

athical impact on his students. 0On the other hand anothesr

teacher could teach an existentialist or naturalist novel like
Sister Carris and lead his students toc contemplate matters of

Gallagher says that "to confine our reading to litsrature

wrritten by professed Christians would significantly limit our

i4
understanding, cultivation, and enjoyment of God’'s crestion.”
She says further:

. n = woirks of literature that do not articulats
specific Christian ideas can express ideas that are
congruent with our Christianity. . « . Often we will agres
with and learn from part of a poem or story but disagree
with other parts. A work might strike certain notes that
resonate with Chiristianity, but also sound some discordant

notes./13

ot

h Thorsau’'s pantheism and his disregard

|..|

We may disagrese wi
for the sinful nature of man, but we can learn from his HWalden.
We may not know for sure if Shakespeares had been a Christian, but
we can learn the Christian values of love from his Bomeog and

Juliet and forgiveness from his King Lear.




=]
Reading texts by non-Christian authors can help us conceive

of the various ideas about life.

We can lsarn much from the works of the ninstesnth
century English and American romantics: the furpn-of-the-
century realists, naturalisis and determinists; +the mid-
twantisth cCentury xistentialists, and our contemporary
parodic metafictionalists. All heses writers explore new
ways to interpret life and employ new kinds of metaphor and
narrative. / 14
The subject of literature is human perience Modern

definitions call the study of litsrature "the study of 1life."”

and better understand himself, pericd. The Christian teacher
sees literature as a means by which man can see and better
understand himself as & creature——in relation to his fellow
creatures as well as to his Creator.

Fiction 4 which has of late dominated the literary scene, is

terature portrays

s

said to be & "mirvror of life.”" Modern secular 1

ife in

[

the chaos, the meaninglessness and hopelessness of man’'s
the plotless stories, the stream—of-consciousness technigue, the
theatar of ths absurd. The Chiristian teacher seeses the absence of
Ged as the reason for the chaos, the lack of order and direction
in man’'s life, the absurdity of his condition-.

Sallagheir expresses the same idea in the following words:

oss of faith in a God who creates, reveals, and

1
redeems iz no doubt a major souwrce of the sense of
meaninglessness one fTinds in much modern literature. / 17
The naturalist depicts man as an animal, deprived of will
poweir. helpless against ths overwhelming forces af his

environment and circumstancas. The Chiristian teachsr sses man as
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An Ethical-Theological Approach to Fiction
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