In the revised edition (1987) of The Idea of a Christian College, Arthur Holmes remarks that a "literature teacher can come out of the best graduate school with little more than an eighth-grade theology, and perhaps less philosophy" (56). If Holmes is right, then the Christian college has a faculty development task cut out for it. Few disciplines offer more strategic areas in which to discover and teach Christian truth and practice than the field of literature. And, obviously a teacher who is not knowledgeable in Christian theology and accumulative historical philosophies is not prepared to exploit this field.

However, adequate theological and philosophical knowledge, plus the ability to consider literary content within such thought frames, is no guarantee of a successful Christian teaching of literature. William Hasker insists that the "integration of faith and learning is hard scholarly work," taking "much time and effort to produce significant achievement" (36). This description applies to the teaching of literature, and much of the work remains undone. I wish that I could now announce that I have worked enough to offer in this article some kind of definitive theory and practice. But I haven't, and I can't, although for several years now, as a Christian teacher with adequate knowledge of Christian theology and historical philosophies, I have struggled in deliberate efforts to teach literature on the college campus from a Christian perspective. Instead, my purpose here is to pinpoint and explore certain insights gained from my efforts and from reading about the similar efforts of others. 

An adequate Christian pedagogy for teaching literature would have at least three dimensions: doctrinal norms for evaluating the philosophical content of the literature; a situating of authors, literary characters, and readers in various thought frames or world views; and goals or purposes in teaching the literature. With these dimensions in mind, I want to offer orientation in this endeavor and a challenge to Christian colleagues,who, like myself, struggle with this difficult task.1
In the ground-breaking article by Hasker already referred to, "Faith-Learning Integration: An Overview," he challenges teachers to consider how three strategies for integration--compatibilist, transformationist, and reconstructionist--relate to a particular discipline. These strategies function in tandem with the doctrinal/philosophical content the teacher perceives in the literature. If the relation is compatibilist, no serious disparity exists between the content of the discipline and Christian thought. The discipline calls for a transformationist strategy if, as "currently constituted," it holds "some basic validity and integrity" but needs further "insights and perspectives" integral to a Christian perspective. A reconstructionist strategy becomes necessary when the basic beliefs underlying a discipline and its content are so "anti-Christian" that the beliefs must be rejected and a new theoretical foundation laid (39-40).

When Hasker goes on to affirm an "integrative pluralism," that is a mixed use of all these strategies in a single discipline (45), he might well have been thinking of literature. The compatibilist strategy? Beginning with the Hebrew story of Joseph, surveying Dante's journey through hell and heaven in World Literature, moving from Beowulf through Milton in British Literature, and browsing at will through the American Colonials, what content could be more compatible with Christian doctrine than much of this literature? Furthermore, the purposes of its writers--to instruct and to delight--might well be defined as "to make blessed." But as teachers who have mined the rich Christian content of this literature know only too well, easy assumptions can be dangerously simplistic, and appearances are not always what they seem. Even here, transformationist strategies must intrude. Milton's misogyny is an obvious example. Is it really appropriate for Milton to have Eve sleep the entire time that Michael counsels Adam about his and Eve's joint future life outside Eden? After all, she will bear a heavy portion of the burden of the post-Edenic existence. How much happier we as readers are with Dante as, with him, we follow Beatrice as our beloved guide toward the Empyrean, the pinnacle of all blessedness, where God and the Virgin Mary reside. Milton's narrative strategy is at odds not only with modern feminist theory but also with biblical views of the roles of the sexes.

Because all non-scriptural writings fall short of revelational truth, no extra-biblical literature exists that does not profit from some degree of transformation. And the competencies of discernment, insight, and balanced wisdom needed to engage a class in discussion of Christian elements in the metaphysics of almost any significant writer are hard to come by. Categories exhibit a tendency to break down or merge into each other, and one assertion about a given writer will contradict another. 

Voltaire, for instance, needs thoughtful transformanist attention. By no stretch of the imagination is an all-powerful, loving God presently active in Candide's deistic world. In fact, one might say that Voltaire introduces the absurd universe into the commonly-taught canon of World Literature. But what of the scathing and reasoned exposé of human inhumanity that the authorial voice of Candide describes? Surely this voice is ethically Christian. And what of the similarities and dissimilarities of tone and conclusions reached by Voltaire's Candide and the orthodox Samuel Johnson's Rasselas? Both works explode unrealistic expectations of success and happiness and advocate similar stoical responses to life's struggle and disappointment. Both reject any kind of escapism or yielding to romantic illusions. But Voltaire's satirical tone focuses on the vice and perversity of humans while Johnson's grace voice searches out the possibility of pursuing virtue with an eye on the eternal rather than the temporal. Both Candide and Rasselas find life to be calamitous and cause-effect to be unpredictable, but only Imlac (of Rasselas) speaks of a committing of life to God and the relief of a good conscience. Students dealing with comparisons and contrasts between Candide and Rasselas are forced into advantageously stiff thinking about Christianity and its presence and absence in literature. 

A further caution is that the teacher engaged in transformationist strategies must be constantly aware that her thoughts and language are not revelation truth either! Joseph Ricke sees the practice of studying literature as of great value at this point for teachers as well as for students. It is "through texts we see the world through a thousand eyes, in a thousand places, over thousands of years" (10). In dialogue with Ricke, however, a Christian teacher might point out that her eyes not being "enough" because many eyes are needed does not mean that all eyes function equally in discerning Christian content. Some thought is Christian, and some is not, and this distinction is exactly what transformationist efforts are all about.

A valid question is whether literary selections that must be more or less totally reconstructed can be studied with moral profit in a classroom setting. By "totally reconstructed" I mean dealing with a piece of literature that at almost any point--characterization, plot, setting, theme--exhibits practically no correspondence with a Christian view of how human life is, or how it ought to be. To ask this question of teachers of literature is to receive a chorus of answers too numerous to list here. To include such a piece of literature in a syllabus implies that some reason exists for the inclusion. On the most neutral level, does the story, poem, or drama show us what life is like in a world devoid of values and metaphysical significance? The British William Sansom's, "Various Temptations" is such a story. Exhibiting Sansom's usual technical craftsmanship, expert rendering of sensory impressions, and authorial psychological insight "Various Temptations" also displays an aloof detachment from human concerns and an absence of any kind of word as message for humans. Do the author's literary skills and the piece's demonstration of post-modern life justify studying this story? Reading this story? Writing this story? These questions themselves are of interest in a Christian approach to literature, but what exactly would a Christian reconstruction of this story be?

To Christianly reconstruct the political Revolutionary Theatre of LeRoi Jones (Imamu Amiri Baraka) is at least a more substantial task. His Dutchman, for instance, is probably as deliberately violent and explicitly designed to inspire racial hatred as any other drama. The act of writing which produced the play, its total content, and the intended effect on the reader or viewer clamor not only for Christian but also for rational human alternatives and reconstructions. Only a kernel of anything Christian exists in the work--Jones' concern for racial justice for Afro-Americans. Dutchman raises questions for Christians. What conditions have prevailed in the American culture that produced such a writer as Jones? What alternatives to Jones' proposals for righting these conditions are available? What literature deals with these alternatives?

Jones and Sansom choose to write of hellish worlds with vivid realism. Jones blames his hell on whites' hatred and maltreatment of Afro-Americans. Sansom never makes clear why his fictional universe is one of violence and emptiness. Human experience is just like that. The British novelist and playwright Samuel Beckett abandons realistic or representational prose altogether to create a metaphorical hell in his "novel" How It Is. If any of Beckett's prose should be omitted from the classroom because of its quality of blasphemy, it is this novel. A sub-human figure crawls through the muddy slime of a Dantean hell, the conditions of which are determined by some transcendent and malevolent "justice" who is victimizing the crawler. Unlike Dante's sinners, who suffer justly for their sins, the crawler, like all of Beckett's people endures life as a crucifixion for no reason other than having been born on the planet Earth. But, as the Psalmist says (139:8), "If I make my bed in hell . . . thou art there." The basic images of the novel--water, fish, cross, journey--are ironic symbols of what Christianity is purported to be in human experience but, in Beckett's world, is not. The mud-crawler's language strives after some word that would be a Logos, God's Word of meaning about human suffering. Beckett's blasphemy, then, is like T. S. Eliot's darkness that reminds the reader of light. To reconstruct Beckett is to discover a world that is like hell precisely because God is absent from it.

If we approach literature theoretically rather than thematically, and move as far as is presently possible from the venerable belief that literature exists to teach and to delight, we arrive at the infamous theories known loosely and collectively as deconstruction. Some Christian scholars insist that Christians can learn much from these theories. Most basically, as Fred Beuttler reminds us, deconstruction cannot be "an unabashed evil" because "the hermeneutics of suspicion is a useful mirror to help us see the beam in our own eye" (2). But learning from these theories does not preclude realizing a need for radical transformation. As Henry Mills concludes in his accessible and informative article "Deconstruction and the 'Text' of Christianity, or the Meaning of the 'Word,'" the basic failure emphasized in these theories is not that of language to communicate truth at least partially and incompletely. Who has ever thought that human language could do anything else? Instead, the basic failure is the human position of not being "open to the possibility that Jesus Christ signifies" God's ultimate truth (12-13).

One innovative way of "transforming" deconstruction is to use it to deconstruct an author's false premises. For instance, in teaching the second historical division of British Literature, I have used the method to unmask Thomas Henry Huxley's presuppositions and assumptions in Agnosticism and Christianity with great benefit for students who are timorous and fearful of the anti-Christian bias of modern scientific thought. Huxley's argument is a strong denunciation of the Christian faith, generally lacking in even the humanistic elements he imports into some of his other writings. It is absurd, says Huxley, to claim that a person ought to believe anything. Only empirical evidence compels belief; lack of evidence makes belief impossible. Since Christianity lacks evidence of its validity, agnosticism is actually the moral stance toward its claims and doctrines. Huxley's essay poses as excellent argumentative prose, apparently demonstrating logic and developed support. Its thought frames are typically Victorian, relating to the major issues and popular scientific thought of the day.

The essay, however, is also a perfect target for demonstrating a reverse or Christian deconstruction of an author's cultural premises. Every one of Huxley's major points is a straw man begging for an unstuffing. Who today, believer or atheist, would not be skeptical of or deny the following suppositions? (1) There is no valid evidence for the reliability of historical Christianity. (2) It is immoral to believe in anything that cannot be empirically proved beyond question; thus any kind of faith is weak and bad. (3) The Christian movement has produced no good results in Western civilization. (4) Religious unbelief is completely an intellectual matter having no moral dimensions. The average student of today, believer or unbeliever, is not as schooled and situated in the positivism shaping these assumptions as Huxley's audience was. Consequently, the student can be led to see the fallacy, not of the Christian claims that Huxley attempts to deconstruct, but of Huxley's own fallacious arguments. In the process, the student becomes newly aware of how language can betray the person using it, that there is a truth beyond language (in this case, the non-validity of Huxley's arguments) that may or may not be approached by a writer's words.

One of the most exciting recent developments in faith-learning integration is Arthur De Jong's analyses of the passing of the Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm and the shift to what De Jong calls the "post-modern science" paradigm as described by Thomas Kuhn. A paradigm is a "shared mind-set or viewpoint"--a "particular set of shared assumptions and biases." Usually formulated by whatever persons function as philosophers and/or scientists in a given culture, a paradigm strongly influences and, to some degree, determines what these specialists "see, accept, and report" as being true. As the formulation filters down in a society, all levels of persons begin to see the world within its framework. Because paradigms "are mutually exclusive" and last for hundreds of years or longer, a shift from one to another is a major cultural crisis, a revolutionary event (De Jong 62-65).

When Copernicus rearranged the planets, a new paradigm supplanted that of Ptolemy. The paradigm that has been functioning in the modern world is, of course, the Enlightenment model of Descartes, Newton, and Bacon. This model is like a machine--determined in function and motion, closed to non-predictable changes, produced and sustained by causes and effects which, if not presently known, can be discovered as scientific methods progress. While earlier paradigms had assumed description of both a physical and a metaphysical universe, the modern model more or less (eventually) explains away any metaphysical dimension of being (De Jong 68-69). Thus science supplants philosophy, nature becomes the non-human world, and only the human escapes being a piece of a fixed machine. As Walsh and Middleton conclude in The Transforming Vision, this human escape becomes the "core of modern secularism," an escape not only from a place in the created order but also from the ownership and control of a Creator. Human autonomy is assumed as "man becomes a law…unto himself" (118-20).

De Jong explains that the discovering of Darwin, Einstein, and Heisenberg have made this Enlightenment paradigm obsolete, that it no longer functions adequately in the scientific community (66). An advantage of the new (post-modern) paradigm is, first of all, the realization of what a paradigm is and an awareness that such models have been operating throughout civilized history. This understanding itself is an enormous shift in ways of thinking about human knowledge. We will supposedly be conscious from now on that the way we see the universe is at least partially a result of whatever paradigm is in operation. Other advantages for Christians of the post-modern paradigm are the opening up of a closed universe to new dimensions., even transcendent dimensions, of being; a realization that science can neither arrive at precise answers to scientific questions nor presume to answer metaphysical questions; and a new awareness of a unified universe (163). De Jong quotes Harold K. Schilling 's The New Consciousness in Science and Religion:

The human imagination is being amplified. Men's minds and hearts are being liberated from inhibiting attitudes and conceptions to which they had fallen prey in the modern era, so they are now able to explore realms and dimensions of reality from which they had been blocked until recently. (66-67)

Reading about the paradigm shift excited me, raising questions and possibilities about how the fading away of the modern paradigm might remove false presuppositions that Christian teachers struggle with in teaching literature. Guiding students to recognize differences between the Christian world view and the multiple ways that various non-Christian authors view life is difficult. If a part of this difficulty is the students' own situation in the modern paradigm, perhaps the paradigm's passing away will allow for greater freedom of perception. But reading the passage by Schilling just quoted raised an entirely new set of questions, jolting me into recognition of another paradigm! Literature and literary studies have never adopted the Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm: William Blake put a stop to that development as early as the 1794 publishing of Songs of Innocence and of Experience. In fact, Schilling's paragraph--minus the adjective "modern"--reads like some description by a modern (not post-modern) literary critic of what Blake's human Imagination is supposed to do. Once again, the unique difficulties of thinking Christianly about the discipline of literature become apparent.

The Romanticism that evolved in English language literary studies with Blake, Wordsworth, and other Romantic philosopher/writers, along with the sources of their thought by German counterparts, can be thought of as a modern paradigm that has exerted great control over the study of literature until the recent decades of structuralism and deconstruction. Much about this Romantic viewpoint is valuable. M. H. Abrams in his Natural Supernaturalism shows how the Christian tradition, and particularly the Bible itself, shaped Romantic theory. But Abrams also makes clear that Romantic theory is not Christian belief: the human Imagination, most typically in interchange with the natural world, assumes the role of "Redeemer" (119-21). As Blake insists, Jesus was simply the first instance of the freed human Imagination, and that Imagination freed in any person is God (see Blake's "The Everlasting Gospel"). In Abram's section "Wordsworth as Evangelist," the critic documents the "conversions" of several persons from Christian belief to an adherence to Romantic metaphysics (134-39). Both Christianity and Romanticism are ideologies or religious worldviews, and cannot be logically simultaneously subscribed to by one person unless confusion exists about the content of one or both of the beliefs.

Because neither structuralism nor deconstruction has captured the imaginations of typical undergraduates in a literature classroom, such a student usually holds to what may loosely be called Romantic theory. His thinking about literature Romantically is reinforced--and perhaps primarily caused--by the tenets of Romanticism having invaded nearly all non-scientific modes of modern thought. So it is this Romantic paradigm rather than the Enlightenment scientific model that the Christian teacher of literature must struggle with.

How are we to deal with our students' affinity for a Romantic worldview and a corresponding (often sub-conscious) effort to "baptize as Christian" these views as they appear in literature? Romantic values are immensely attractive, especially to the young. Abrams explains why:

Life is the premise and paradigm for what is most innovative and distinctive in Romantic thinkers. Hence their vitalism: the celebration of that which lives, moves, and evolves by an internal energy, over whatever is lifeless, inert, and unchanging.

Abrams correctly describes this "life" as embracing the "humane values" of "love liberty, hope, and joy" (431). Since these values are Christian as well as Romantic, what difference does it make that the writers extolling them in their literature make radical "changes" in the "theological systems by which these values had earlier been sanctioned" (431)?

Because as Christians we know that it does make a difference, our task becomes the complex one of joining in praise of the values while showing that their only lasting existence in human life, individually or collectively, lies foundationally in the Christian faith. A love of nature is not unchristian, but neither is it uniquely Christian. Wordsworth's worship of the landscapes of the natural world is not based on praise of creation by the Christian God, or, for that matter, on any idea of divine creation. That the poet never questioned, as far as we know, divine creation does not alter this claim. Praise and worship are offered to a "presence" awesomely described in "Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" as a sense sublime, a "something …deeply interfused" both in the natural world and in "the mind of man." For Wordsworth, to sense this "motion" or "spirit" is not only the height of a personal, mystical elevation of the human spirit but also the experience of being taught about and guided toward morality. Most reductively, however, this "presence" is Wordsworth's apprehension of a certain landscape combined with memories of the scene five years earlier. Most exhaustively, the "presence" is a collection of the ideas the Romantic writers assigned to the human apprehension of a natural landscape. In either case, the non-Romantic but logical conclusion is that, as a teacher, nature, in C. S. Lewis' words, teaches "exactly the lessons you had already decided to learn; this is only another way of saying that nature does not teach" (35-36). Lewis elaborates: "Nature cannot satisfy the desires she arouses nor answer theological questions nor sanctify us" (39). Wordsworth's association of the qualities of purity, kindness, love, community, tranquility, and joy with the "presence" he imparts to the landscape in this poem derives from his Christian linking of virtues with God. Lewis is right in saying that the worship of nature "when it sets up as a religion" becomes an idol. "Nature 'dies' on those who try to live for a love of nature" (39).

But having said harsh things so bluntly about the Romantic veneration of nature, Lewis explains what an appreciation of nature has done for him as a Christian. Without such an appreciation, he would have had no "content to put into the words" used in confessing Christian faith. The "majesty" of nature gives content to the word "glory." Certain landscapes structure the meaning of the word "fear." "And if nature had never awakened certain longings in me, huge areas of what I can now mean by the 'love' of God would never…have existed" (37).

Shelley's early ideals of justice and humane compassion in society and his later reinterpretation of these ideals into a commitment to such virtues in the individual consciousness do not result in the attainment of the ideals in his personal life. Instead, the practice of his Romantic philosophies victimizes numerous significant persons in his life--Harriet Westbrook, Mary Godwin, and Shelley and Harriet's children. Surveying Shelley's ideals and life can make students aware that noble sentiments and beliefs not grounded in ethical norms religiously described and practiced can result in moral confusion and tragedy. The same can be said of the ideals of transcendent spirituality, individual morality, and a virtuous and worthy national community set forth by the American Romantic Emerson. Roger Lundin explains how the Romantic movement led by Whitman, Thoreau, Emerson, and Margaret Fuller tried to assemble a "gathered community as a city upon a hill" by advocating "Christian moral principles" divorced from "Christian theology and commitment." Failing as a historical occurrence, the literary and philosophical movement impregnated the whole of American thought, appearing today in a fractured society where each person follows the "morality" of individual preference and choice, a morality that has become a nightmare of an absence of just and sane conduct on the American scene (lecture on tape). Surely when Emerson, in "Self-Reliance," admonishes the individual to trust only in himself, "to believe your own thought…that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men," he had no such ultimate results in mind. But Emerson's language divorced from his own ethical beliefs--beliefs which came to him from Christianity--lead almost effortlessly to a multiplicity of such results.

As a literary movement Romanticism has deadended in materialism. Inheriting the Romantic myth--which Blake took from the German Romantics--of the Fall of man as the individual and collective progression of humans away from unity and wholeness into isolation and fragmentation, D. H. Lawrence laments this fallen condition. For Lawrence, direction comes from reading beneath the surface text of the Bible. Weighted with Jewish and Christian "distortions" the original fables of the Bible as written by wise pagans urge humans to return to their roots with each other and with the entire natural creation. Although Lawrence describes well the societal isolation and economic obsession of modern democracy and advocates a "love" reminiscent of nineteenth-century Romanticism (Abrams 323-24), he traps humans in his own brand of materialism. Physical life, human flesh and blood, the natural earth and cosmos, sexual experience--none of these transcend in Lawrence's definitions the material. Whatever is "spiritual" about Blake's and Wordsworth's concepts of the Imagination is missing in the writings of their twentieth-century heir. At best, his value system is based on what might be called a mystical materialism. 

James Joyce inherits from the Romantics the veneration of the ecstatic apprehension of the natural world as an unexpected instant of artistic illumination. This Romantic "Moment" becomes in Joyce's system an epiphany which endows a mundane object or scene with an intense imaginative significance. Stephen's seeing the girl standing in the sea in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is the classic example of such a "Moment" (Abrams 421-22). Such Romantic encounter is a decisive step in Stephen's becoming an artist, one who is able to interpret life artistically and salvage it from destruction by fashioning it into the supposedly immortal shape of art. But Joyce has also lost whatever "spirituality" the earlier Romantics had. Whatever is valuable and immortal for him resides not in some transcendent power of the human Imagination but in the object of art created by that mind. And whether this object is composed of language, marble, kinetic movement, or oil paints , if it is merely human, then it is only material. Perceptive students who trace the degeneration of the Romantic Imagination (which, at its inception was a metaphysical and moral concept) into these forms of materialism can realize that the human Imagination or mind separated from its creation by God ultimately becomes merely material--the electrical and chemical impulses of the brain of a being who is only an animal. And if art is merely the product of these impulses, it is nothing more than physical matter either.

The Christian does not think that the human imagination is that of a mere animal and that art, therefore, has no metaphysical dimensions or abilities to inspire and make us better. Instead, Christian educators generally agree, as the Indiana senator Dan Coats writes in the Stony Brook Bulletin, that teachers must "take greater pains to expose children to the moral imagination embodied in great literature." Coats quotes William Kirk Kilpatrick's The Psychological Seduction:

Moral education is not simply a matter of becoming more rational or acquiring decision-making skills. It has to do with vision, the way one looks at life…it follows that one of the central tasks of moral education is to nourish the imagination with rich and powerful images of the kind found in stories, myths, poems, biography and drama. (28) 

Coats and Kilpatrick move beyond both the Romantic deification of the Imagination and the modern (as exampled by Joyce) deification of the aesthetic product. Neither the human imagination nor the art it creates has redemptive power in and of itself. But the Christian believes that God can utilize art just as he does many other areas of life, in his scheme of redemption. The ultimate purpose of the study of literature is to give vision and to make moral. But wait. Are these views a moving beyond or a retreating backward? Do they, in fact, reduce literature and literary studies by belittling the teacher's material and thus the vocation of teaching it by making literary content into something to be used?

The idea of literature as utilitarian is not generally attractive to those of us who teach it. To have earned graduate degrees in literary studies in the only places where such degrees can be obtained--the universities--and not to have become infected to some extent with the idea that literature is something sacrosanct in and of itself is well-nigh impossible. The Christian teacher can realize, however, that it is this view that actually belittles both literature and the teacher's task by limiting them to the sphere of the material, as our examination of Romanticism and its corresponding forms in modern thought has revealed. To conceive of literary studies, on the other hand, as human material that can transcend its materiality by being used in the kingdom of God to give vision and to make moral is to assign to literary art a lasting value that bespeaks a genuine sacredness and immortality.

Alan Jacobs confronts these issues in his article "To Read and To Live." Lamenting recent developments in literary criticism as "obsessive wrestling over textual power by writers and readers" (31), Jacobs praises the dialogical approach to literature offered by the Russian Mikhail Bakhtin (among others) because this approach leads to "ethical reflection": 

...each party brings something to the meeting: statements and counterstatements are made, proposals are examined and discussed, gifts are offered and accepted or declined. And just such a dialogical approach is necessary if genuine and meaningful ethical reflection is to arise from our reading experience. (29)

Jacobs explains that because of "these reasons, Bakhtin has argued" that "it is in literature, and particularly the great novels, that the most accurate and useful accounts of our moral lives may be found." The value of Bakhtin's approach for Jacobs is its description of literature as the occasion for enlarging vision and for considering the ethical or moral dimensions of what it means to be human (29).

For Bakhtin the language of literature is not merely a "system of abstract grammatical categories"; instead such language is "ideologically saturated" because it leads to reflection on how one understands the world of human experience (The Dialogical Imagination 49). In this critic's view, it is the novel (and other genres of literature as they become "novelized" [5-6]) that most strongly captures the imagination of the present-day reader. In the first essay in The Dialogical Imagination, "Epic and Novel: Toward a Methodology for the Study of the Novel," Bakhtin's description of novelistic literature suggest two ways that a reader or student might reflect on and/or respond to such literature. One way is dangerous, and the other is potentially advantageous. 

The danger exists as part of a larger cultural problem that arises from the constant exposure of individuals to modes of life that appear far more exciting, pleasurable, and emotionally intense than any single, ordinary existence. The news media informs us of tragedies and crimes that are linked to society's fascination with the sensational--and often violent and emotionally ill--life of the celebrity or news-featured figure. Participants in these tragedies or crimes escape their mundane, boring lives and attempt to seize imaginatively the emotional intensity of the sensational life. Bakhtin explains that for certain readers particular types of novelized literature offer the same escape. Because such literature raises no problems dealing with the reader's sphere of reality--that is, contains no "philosophy," "psychology," or struggles with "social or political problems"--entering into dialogical reflection with its content may become unhealthy escapism. This escapism occurs when "in place of our tedious lives we are offered . . the surrogate of a fascinating and brilliant life." Bakhtin's "specific danger" is that the reader or student may "substitute" for individual lived experience "an obsessive reading of novels, or dreams based on novelistic models." Because the models of such literature are often "disillusioned" or "demonic," the moral vision and ethical reflection of the reader are adversely affected (32-33).

The potentially advantageous effect derives from the radical difference Bakhtin defines between the hero of the epic (or any other non-novelistic genre) and the main protagonist of the novel (or any novelized literature). The epic hero is

an individual of the absolute past and of the distanced image. As such he is a fully finished and completed being. This has been accomplished on a lofty heroic level, but what is complete is also something hopelessly ready-made; he is all there, from beginning to end he coincides with himself, he is absolutely equal to himself. He is, furthermore, completely externalized. There is not the slightest gap between his authentic essence and its external manifestation. All his potential, all his possibilities are realized utterly in his external social position, in the whole of his fate and even in his external appearance; outside of this predetermined fate and predetermined position there is nothing. He has already become everything that he could become, and he could become only that which he has already become. (34)

Furthermore, this epic hero lives in a fixed world with a "single and unified world view, obligatory and indubitably true for heroes as well as for authors and audiences." This fictional world and the plot in which the hero functions--his "situations and destinies"--completely control characterization, resulting always in the epic heroic image. "Outside his destiny, the epic and tragic hero is nothing; he is, therefore, a function of the plot fate assigns him; he cannot become the hero of another destiny or another plot (35-36).

Exactly how readers living during the long periods of time when such images prevailed responded imaginatively to these heroes is not clear. Perhaps as Bakhtin says, the respondents were privileged readers (or listeners) responding to privileged literary stimuli (14-15). But the average reader of today does not identify with such a protagonist. The reading student may well respond to what Bakhtin describes as "the exclusive beauty, wholeness, crystal clarity and artistic completedness of this image of man", but neither he nor she will move toward any kind of empathetic rapport with the character (35).

What we might call ethical identification can occur, however, in a present-day reader's response to the novelized protagonist. And if this character is worthy rather than undesirable (as in the unhealthy and obsessive substitution described above), the student's imaginative empathy may result in personal spiritual growth. Although Bakhtin does not deal directly with positive reader response in "Epic and Novel," his three descriptions of the novelized protagonist make clear how a beneficial response could occur. 

First, Bakhtin's "hero of a novel" is himself a person in the throes of change, not a fixed character but an unfinished one who is moving fluidly through time and whose future is always open-ended. He is a character of "unrealized potential and unrealized demands" whose outcome "has its roots in him." His literary reality is "only one of many possible realities; it is not inevitable" (37).

Second, Bakhtin's novelistic protagonist is a self searching for a self. Unlike the epic hero, whose self-apprehension is essentially the same as the apprehension the author and the other characters have of him, the novelistic self has a "nucleus within," a core of selfhood not fully known, not yet realized, and in the act of becoming. He is never merely who he appears to be. Although incomplete and unfinished, this searching self patterns movement "toward a new complex wholeness on a higher level of human development" (37-38).

Third, only in the novel does the "ideological and linguistic" material exist that makes change and as-yet-unrealized fulfillment possible. Having rejected paradigms of stylized epic worlds of past ages, the novel variously incorporates the reality of lived experience from the reader's actual world. Many beliefs, many voices, many alternatives conglomerate within its boundaries, restricted only by the limitations of the author's "personal experience and free creative imagination" (38). The novelistic literary world is "ideologically saturated" (49).

The attraction of a character in processes of change, striving for self-fulfillment, with multiple relationships, value systems, verbal interchanges, and life events on hand as resource possibilities is evident. Modern psychology, philosophy, and theology are alike in that all of these disciplines presently base concepts of desirable human life on such situations. As in life so in literature, almost any result is possible: a person or character may become, in C. S. Lewis' memorable contrast, either a devil or a god.

An example of a novelistic character whom students may respond to and thereby gain vision and moral direction in accord with Bakhtin's definitions is Solzhenitsyn's Matryona, of the Russian novelist's short story "Matryona's Home."2 Matryona is not a typical heroine; she is old, sick, and poor. But the story is her story because it tells us how she has become a genuinely heroic person. Most of the becoming has already happened when the story begins. The reader learns of Matryona's life of suffering from her boarder, Ignatich. Engaged to marry the soldier Faddey, who has gone to the German war and is unheard of for three years, Matryona gives up hope of his return and marries his brother (desperately and for convenience only) a few months before Faddey returns and discovers what has happened. Eventually Matryona's six children die, her husband dies, new economics in Russia leave her in poverty, and her health fails. But unlike the other villagers, who consider her foolish, Matryona does not succumb to selfishness, avarice, and bitterness. Instead she becomes a saint. Living cheerfully, helping neighbors without pay, and befriending her nephews and nieces (children of Faddey), Matryona keeps a goat instead of a pig because having a pig is too wasteful and indulgent. Like the heroines of many saints' legends, she dies sacrificially--while giving away the upper story of her house to a niece. Ignatich as narrator constructs language that establishes Matryona's worth in the Kingdom of God:

She made no effort to get things round her. She didn't struggle and strain to buy things and then care for them more than life itself. She didn't go all out after fine clothes. Clothes, that beautify what is ugly and evil. She was misunderstood and abandoned even by her husband. She had lost six children, but not her sociable ways. She was a stranger to her sisters and sisters-in-law, a ridiculous creature who stupidly worked for others without pay. She didn't accumulate property against the day she died. A dirty-white goat, a gammy-legged cat, some rubber plants…. We had all lived side by side with her and had never understood that she was the righteous one without whom, as the proverb says, no village can stand. Nor any city. Nor our whole land. (2575)

The fact that Matryona is almost too good to be true, filled with Solzhenitsyn's characteristic virtues, does not dim the admiration that students feel for her. They easily compare her with Faddey, who, in similar circumstances and with the same life resources Matryona has available, becomes a person so despicable that he beats the wife whose existence he has made miserable, manipulates and cheats the other villagers for his own gain, and is so obsessed with obtaining wood to build houses for his family that he has no time to grieve the deaths of several of them. Beginning as plastic characters, unstructured and open-ended, Matryona and Faddey are described by Ignatich as having seized and passed through many self-identities, one becoming a self that is a god and one a self that is a devil.

What "ideological and linguistic" material as mentioned by Bakhtin (38) exists in this literature that enables the story to function so as to give vision and make moral? At the story's ideological foundation is the contrast between Solzhenitzen's Christian world view and what he sees as the decadent, materialistic world view of present-day Western civilization. Also present is the faith of the ancient Russian Orthodox Church. Matryona is not particularly religious. Ignatich never sees her pray or cross herself, and the icons on the walls are lighted only on rare occasions. But every task is prefaced with a "God bless us," and her life journey is like that of Christ, a via dolorosa. The dominant theme of the story is one of the central truths of Christianity--that redemption occurs only through suffering. 

Furthermore, the story-line or plot is not epical or other-worldly but as immediate and real as life--human sexual/romantic love, family relationships, political and cultural situations, loss, grief, death, and the longing for good things and happiness. Immersed in linguistic real life and ideological choices the reader cannot escape an awareness of directions being chosen in his own life. And Solzhenitzen's language nudges the reader toward this awareness. Ignatich's narrating voice consistently peels away surfaces to reveal the substratum of experience where destinies are formed.

But Bakhtin's theory of ethical reflection made possible by reading novelistic literature stops short of any judgments on decision-making. Instead, the reader is to become involved in dialogue, conversation, listening, replying, and comparing. Alan Jacobs thinks that a Christian theory of teaching literature goes beyond Bakhtin's good beginnings. Jacobs warns of becoming intrigued with the dialogical process itself, of an open-endedness that proceeds only into theory and method:

Why are we conversing? What purpose will this dialogue serve? Will it even in a minor and indirect way help us…to do justly, and love mercy, and walk humbly with our God? These are important questions, because even if the dialogical approach is conducive to ethical reflection, how happy can we be with that reflection if it in turn doesn't change the way we act? (30)

Christian teaching, whether in the Sunday School or the university seminar must insist on its goal of altering human behavior, of changing the way we act. We must ourselves as teachers learn from the literature we teach to become better persons, and we must guide our students to learn how to deliberately proceed in directions of becoming like Matryona and not like Faddey. Just as Ignatich said of his and Matryona's village, without righteousness our land will not stand.

Notes

I thank the CCCU, the M. J. Murdock Charitable Trust, and Belhaven College for making possible my attendance at the workshop Christianity and the Liberal Arts, May 1992, conducted by the Coalition and hosted by George Fox College, Newberg, Oregon. This article is the result of my participation in the workshop. 

All references to "Matryona's Home" are to the text as it appears in The Norton Anthology of World Masterpieces. 
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