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As every teacher knov,.s,
many f<rrces cornpete for
s t t r d c n t s '  l t l e n t i o n .  T o o
of tcn  thc  c lassroorn  ge ts
only leftovers from weckcncl
cinemas, late'night TV reruns,
too  eas i l y  ob ta ined "adu l t "

videos, rarl' magazincs, or
even sens:rti()nal news.

I low can teachers contencl
with the el'er-prcscnt cf-fects
o[t l te ntcdiel \X1ret str l tegies
wil l  captr-rre the mincls of
stucients rcliving Rocky Il/
violence or fantasizing about
ln  i l l i t  i t  rc le t ionsh ip ' i  I  n t i  r r
tunatelr ' ,  the glorioLls trLlths
ofthe Scriptures fail to grasp
t h e  a t t e n t i o n ,  i g n i t e  t h c
inraginations, or relate to the
necds <lf  far trxr manY stu
dents.

One u,av to make Iliblc
truths come alive for stu
dents is to help them view
b i b l i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  t h r o u s h
the  e1 'eg lasses  o f  l i te ra r l '
anall'sis. Reasons firr teach
ing the Bible as l i terature are
more than impressive; thet'
are compell ing.

The Bible ls Great
Literature

"Christ ianin. is the most
l i t e r a r l '  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e
q,orld," and the Bible the best evidence of tl-ris.r Recentlr'. n'e are
seeing renen'ed interest in the Bible's literarv qr-ralities, and "the

general reader can ncr*'be offered a neq, r'ies. of the llible as a
q,ork of great literary force and authorin"' that has molded the
lives of millions of people for more than 2,000 r'ears.2

Accustomed to thinking of the Bible as a book of dos and
don'ts, students q.'ill be impressed to learn that the Bible is
undeniabh,recognized as r'"'orld-class literature bv believers and
unbelievers alike.

Bible WritenE Were
Skilled Craftsmen

T h e  " b i b l i c a l  w r i t e r s
\\'rote as craftsmen whose
r"'orks display a grasp of
litcrary forms and conven-
t i r  r r ts '  re t l r r i r ing  "a  soph is t i
cated response."r The l i ter '
an' impulsc f<rr Israel of old
*'as just about as str()ng "as

thc rcl igious impulse, or, to
put it more accurately, . . . the
t\\() u'ere inextricablc." Con
secprently, t() understancl the
I3ible's rcl igious inspirat ion
()ne mllst take into account
t l r t '  n r i te rs  l i te ra ry  insp i r r
t i r ln .a

'l'hc 
craftsmanship of the

Ilible atrthors goes basically
r,rnntiticed by the general
rcader, who is t<xr intent on
c()ntent to notice the sryle
t h a t  m a d e  t h e  c o n t e n t
memorab le .  Wr i te rs  o rder
words het'ause thc arrange
nlcnl pleases "hut also. very
o f ten ,  because the  order
helps them refine meanings,
m a k e  m e a n  i n g s  m o r e
memorab le ,  more  sa t is fu -
ingl l 'complex, sr> that what
is well wrr>ught in language
can more powerfully engage
thc wtrr ld of events, values,
human and divine ends."

'I'he llible's licbreg r','riters "on even level from word choice
and sentence strLlcture to tl're cleplovment of large units of com-
position" showed a love of v".riting craftsmanship. These writers
n'ere intent, of course, on presenting content-the "origins of
the q'orlcl, the histon of Israel, God's ethical requirements of
n-rankind" and fi-rture vievu's of troubles and salvation, but thev
still ga"'e intentional form to their messages.s

flut the telling has a shapeliness whose subtleties r','e are only begin
ning to understand, and it was undertaken by writers with the most
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brilliant gifts for intimating character, defining
ster tcs.  f ishioning dia logue. e lab,rrat ing nto.
t ifs. halant ing near rnd (listanl el)is( )des. lusr as
the Gocl intoxicated poems of the psalmists
and prophers cvince a cltz.z.ling virtrrosig. in
their arabesques of soundplav and syntax,
wrrdplav ancl image.6

H<twever, students do not alltomat-
ically appreciate great literature, secular or
sacredi  they musr be taught cr i t ical  sk i l ls ,

Good Literature Demands
Informed Readenr

The complex  in te rp lay  r> f  l i te ra ry ,
aspects "calls 

for experr lirerary ap
praissl."z The Bible's l i rerary secrions
sltotr ld "he 

l l ' rProat 'hed wiih l i rerlrv
expectations arrcl by asking the questions
we ask of literatrrre."E A conscrotrs atten
tion t() the I l ible's l i terary merits q., i l l
enhance students' unclerstanding ancl
appreciati<x.r of Iliblc truths.

The Literary Approach Has
Pervasive Usefulneos

Alt lrough Bible ancl Errgl ish reachers
will obvirtusly profit mosr front this
approac l ' r ,  l i te ra ry  ena l l ' s i s  enr ichcs
almost al.1' bitrlical stu(h', n(x just that
clone in Bible or l i terature classes. The"literary 

approach is one nccessary wav to
reed lrrrt l  intt ,rprr 'r  thc Riblc. urr :r1.r1.,r, ,e..1r
t l r t r t  I r : rs  l l cen  r r r r j t rs t i f i l rb lv  r reg l t , t rc t l . ' o

The tany Genres Provide
Variety

Making stuclcnts a*'are of the nunter-
ous  R ib l i ca l  genre  tvpes  l i t c ra rv  o r
cxpos i to ry  (  in fo rn ta t iona l )  u ' i l l  he l r - r
s t i l l u l : l t (  t l r e i r  i r r l t ' r e s r .  R o r l r  r r n t j s
int lrr t le st()r ics. Ir()etn, ( lrJt) l l ,  l r ist, , i i . .el
chronicles, gencakrgies, tl'reological trea.
t iscs, scrmons, orat i()ns, and letters. But
thc "nrajor 

litera1'genresare narrative or
st( )ry' .  l )(  )ctn ( csPgl. i ;1l11 lvr i t .  lxrctn. Pror .
erb, ancl visionary u,r i t ing) ( ir .rcl trding
l l rophc t r  rnd  r l ) ( ) ( l rh l ) r i c  ) .  

'  
l r )  J ( l ( l i t i ( )n ,

history basecl "n'riting 
in the Bible fre-

quentl)' ntoves in the ciirc-ction of literan,
lr : l rrut ive h1 r ' inrrc o[ i ts experienriel t .on
cretencss or the principles ofpatrern and
design that permeate such s'r ir ing."r0

Bven the New Tcstantent epistles "fre.

quentlv becorne literary because their
srylc is either poetic or art ist ic or btxh,
and bibl ical sarire usually employs a l i ter
ary vehicle to c()mmunicate i ts attacks."tI
Thke Paul's letters, for example, n'hich are
of l i t t le interest t() m()st reenlgers. l f 'strr.
dents are told to expect certain character-
istics from letters as a genre, these expec,
ta t i t rns  w i l l  he lp  rhem knon.  uha i  r t r
expect.

Literary Skills
lncrease Gomprehension

Knowing the different genre rypes and
corresponding characteristics can guide a
reader's expectations and inteq)retations.
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Awareness of genre helps srrucrurr' tirc"reading 
of a work, giving it a familiar

shape and arranging the details into an
identifiable pattern." I 2

Take the genre ofparable, for instance,
which is nor onl_v "inherently 

literarv" but
also has a l i reran inf luent.e on i ts reader,
who must do more than merely under
stand an idea; he or she must resDond
n' i th ' imaginatir  

rn anci em( )t ions to a real.
life experience."

Great literature is " aJfectiue, not coitl
and detached," nhich is u,.h_vJesr-rs used
Iiterarv parables so effectively "[f{is]

parables often drew his listeners inno-
centlv into the story and then turned the
tables on them after it was too late t<t
evade the issue at hancl."13

Indeed, a literary analvsis can enhance
sr.rch well knon'n parables as that ()f the
Grxrcl Sam:rritan. It takes students bevonci
the "cveryone.is 

l tr trr nciglrbor" t l rcrne to

Tbere is an lncreasing
au)areTress that tbe
"Blble ls a utork of

llterature and tbat tbe
metltods of literary
scbolarsblp are a

necessary part of any
complete study of tbe

Blble."

the richness of tlte sl'ntbolisrn of Jesus'
being even'one's Gtxrd Sarnaritan, minis.
tering to r',rrunclecl humanitt'.

Vhat nrakes this parable grear lirera
turc? " l iventhing 

about i t :  i ts expcriential
approacl-r to tnlth, its sens()n' concrete-
ness, lts narrative genre. its carefillh,
craftecl constntction, ancl its total in
volvcment of the reacler-intellectuallr',
emotional l) ' ,  inraginativel l ' .  "  t ' t

A Literary Approach
Prevents l|isreading

"Frtr 
exaruple, exaggeration in a ston'

thrt prtrp()ns tt l  be lectul l  Ir ist,rn. is a
frrrm of untrurh, n'hile that san"re npe of
exaggeration in lvr ic poetn.is cal led hr.
perbole and is a standard n'av of express-
ing emotional truth."rs Stttclents sborrld
approach the Bible u'itb realistic e.\pecta-
tictrts, clemartding no more nor no less
tban tbe u'riter aimed to accornplisls.

Literary Styles Change
Because ir is such a difficr,rlt genre for

teenagers, poetn'needs to be considered
in the context of i ts culture. Bibl ical pr>-
etry rs no exception, as its proets frequently

Llse thc tL-LhnlqLlc oi plrr l lel ism. 'The

key to Hebrew poetry.. . is rhat ir  is a
structure of tbougbt rather than ofexter-
nal form and that a Hebrew Doem is
composed hv balancing a series of sense
units against one another," three com-
mon types being synonymous, synrheric,
and anti thetic. l6

By contrast, modern literarv forms "do

not encourage repetition; still less are
thev built on ir. Bur the Hebrew poet
thought othemise and worked q.i thin a
different tradition." Modern poets, having
made a statement, "will 

be aruxions to
urge" their compositions forward. "The

ancient Hebrew poet! on the other hand,
seems to have been in no hurry. If a
thought was truly important, it could not
be exhausted in one statement." lT

Helping studenrs understand that dif-
ferent f<rrms are prevalent in some cul-
tures and missing in cxhers, will assuage
their frustrations at unltrking the myster
ies of "that 

clumb poetrv." They will thus
gain an understancling that enhances
their appreciarion f<rr l i rerary ski l ls and
thc truths in biblical poetry.

A Literary Approach Helps
Decode Figurative Language

"The Bible rccognizes that a person's
wt>rld vic.w cr>nsists of images ancl s_vm
bols as vu,ell as idcas ancl l>rol-rositions."r8
Alt l touglt l l l  genrcs ust '  f igtrrrr ive len
guage, poetn"s r,rse is ntore c()ncentrated.
And sincc the Old Testament c()ntains
about one third poetn, with onh' seven
l rooks  t r rn ( l i r r ing  no  Pog1n. tq  : r  R ib le
stlldent u'ho ignores figur:rtive language
becausc it is difficult to understand u,ill
miss most if nrx all of the messaqe.

S v m b o l s .  s i m i l e s .  m e t e p h , r i s .  a n d
images "are thc backbone of D<tetn'."
Thesc qpes inrrrke eont rete pit . t t i res that
suggest  o r  embodr '  o thcr  mean ings ."Thus, light is a commor.r biblical svmbol
for God, goodness, rrlrrh, blessing, erc
Milk and honcy' are Old Tesramenr svm
bols l i rr  materiel l )r()snenn."20

S1'mbols appear often in Biblical narra-
tive as u'ell. In the book of Esther, the
queen herse l f  becomes a  svn- rbo l i c
representa t ion .  She is  "above 

a l l  a
national heroine. Iler importance as a
person is completelv subrtrclinated to her
status as a representarive of the Jer,,'ish
PeoPle 

"2r

Esther has also been called a "n'De 
or

partern of rhe Virgin Man, and rhe gigan-
tic gallon's built br'f{aman is supposed to
foreshadon'the cross ofJesus Christ (the
Hebreq' ntrrd for 'gallou,'s' 

most often
m e a n s  ' I r e e ' ) . " 2 2  

M o r d e c a i  t o o  h a s
become a st 'mbol for "theJe*'nho 

n' i l l
not be bon'ed bv circumstances and who
r l ' i l l  se ize  un foreseen oppor tun i ty . "23
Llnless students realize the svmbolic
drmens i t rns  o f  the  B ib le  texr .  the \ .  \ r ' i l l

Contintted on page 12
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can be either a career or an avocation.
Invite professional musicians to discuss
their work on career days or during music
class.

10. If you are musically illiterate, do not
pretend to know more than you do. Ask
someone in the communir.v to outline a
plan for you to follow in teaching music
or invite a retiree or professional musi-
cian to teach several units or even the
entire music curriculum.

11. Above al l ,  make music class fun. I f
students do not enjov listening and par-
ticipating, it n'ill be meaningless or may
even generate negative attitudes.

Everyone needs a creative outlet for his
or her emotions. Listening to <tr perform-
ing music offers just such an opponunity.
If people do ncx have a positive, construc
tive outlet f<tr their emotions, their only
choice is negative and destrrret ive. pei-
s o n a l  m u s i c , m a k i n g  c a n  s o o t h e  a n d
subdue the spirit and promote peace of
mind. In an alienated, high pressure
s()ciety, music offers solace as well as
time f<rr pers<tnal enjoyment that can be
shared with someone else.

Our imaginati()n and subconscious
mind givc meaning to ancl are nurturecl
bv music. rVithin that realn"r of existence
God comntunicates with us. Thfttush orlr
( ' rctt ive efft  rns qe ( an als() c,,ntmrrniclte
with Him.

In the ancient tabernacle services. God
took advantage of al l  human senses in
trving t() reach His people. The ringing
bells, thc smell  of ascending incense, the
blcating of sheep, the l ights of thc can-
dlesticks, ancl even the blo<td on rhe alrar
spoke a message fiom God. The sound.
ing of the rams' horn trumpets and the
singing of the people combined jn
response to the voice of God. The Bible
gives us unmistakablc directives to use
music in thc worship of God and to asso
c i a t e  r n u s i c a l  s o u n d s  w i t h  s o i r i t u a l
perspective.

that are most imponant. If we are really
serions about this, we will reaffirm that
we want our students to learn first about
God, and then to master as many other
worthwhile subjects as can possibly be
crowded into rheir schedule.

Music belongs ro rhe first category-
learning about God. Today, as in the
schools of the prophets, we can teach our
s tudents  about  God th rough mus ic ."Sanctified 

intellect brought fonh from
the treasurehouse of God things new and
old, and the Spirit of God was manifesred
in prophery and sacred song."2 This
quote, in the book Education, gives us an
astounding concepr to ponder. \Xhat is
God trying to say ro us? \lhv does the
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noise of the world's music drown out the
voice of the Spirit in sacred song?

King David caught the vision of God's
Spirit as manifested through music. He
placed musicians in the remple and gave
them the iob description of "praising 

the
beaury of Holiness."

Currently in our church we have few
ministers of ntusic. Onlv in our schools
are a few musicians empkrl'ed for teach-
ing purpr>ses. Manv young people feel
called into musical service for God each
year, but most of them eventually choose
other careers because thev know they will
probably never be able to get a job within
the church.

It is time that we stopped viewing <tur
Christian musicians as entertainers wh()
are so eager frrr selfgratification that they
will perform an\where free and at any
personal sacrifice. If we get our priorities
straight, we will recognize the value of
t h e s e  p r o f e s s i o n e l  m u s i c i a n s  i n  o u r
schrxrls and churches, ancl we will pav
thcm what their servit .e rs wonh.

Imagine the positive results of our rec
<tgnizing the ralue of music in our l ives
ancl institutiitns. ht Lls resctlve to teach
our students ab()ut music as it w"s taught
in  rhe  B ih lc .  t  l ra l leng ing  t l renr  ro  k  x  rk  f t  r r
ancl listen t() rhe g(x)d ancl r.rplifting. This
will hasten the clay when in all our
schools and churches we will hear Gocl's
people praising I l im with singing and
instruments of praisc. D

A Validation of Experience
As we look back at the original ques-

tion that prompred this discussion-�WbJl
teach literature?-it is easy to see that
when teachers focus on their students'
responses to theif reading father than on"cor rec t "  

in te rpre ta t ions ,  when they
allow their students the autboriN ul
speak about their own responses. stt-I.
dents will find a validation of their exoe-
rience. \Xhen l i terature teachers take a
reader response approach to teaching,
instead of, "Vvh1' 

do we have to read this?"
they will hear "Vtrv 

can't we read more?"
D

Douglas lones k Assistant hofessor of
Englisb at Andreus (tniuersity, Berrien
Springs, Micbigan, ubere be teacbes litera-
ture, udting, and teacber education classes.
He preuiously taugbt academy in Oregon.
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devices of language as metaphor, simile,
allusion, pun, paradox, and iron,v." These
language resources constitute the "\'en

essence of poetry." But in "the Bible.. .
thev appear er.'en'rvhere, not iust in the
poetry," n'hich is whv "a literary approach
is necessary throughout the Bible and not
just in the predominantl,v literarv pans."2a

Literary langr,rage enhances the Cain
and Abel narrative, f<rr example. God said
to Cain, " 'Vrur brrxher's blood cries out
to me from the gror-rnd. . . which openecl
its mollth to receive vour brother's bl<xrd
f rom 1 'our  hand" '  (Genes is ' i :10 ,  11 ,
NIV).2s "This, trxr, is figurati.r'e and an
obv ious  dev ia t ion  f rom n<t rn ra l  Ian
guage," showing "that even in nonpoetic
pans of the Bible the writers r-rse literary
ancl poetic rcs()urces of language," with
every btxrk of thc Bible having somc
li terary sections.26

Literary Analysie Prevents
Superficial Reading

I f  l i teraturc is composecl of " 'n'r i t i rrgs

wl-rich interprct thc lneanings of naturc
and lifc, in words of clearness and p<trver,
touchecl r.vith the personality of thc
author, in art ist ic forms of pcrnrancnt
intcrest," '27 then thc t l ible cenainlv qual i
fics as literature. Ancl although an analvsis
of-a litcran' v"'ork never equals a reading
of the work itscll yet knowleclge of tl-rc
l i teran' clual i t ies of bibl ical passages wil l
surcl l '  heighten the reader's appreciat ion,
incrcasing ls,'arcness of st,vlistic ancl thc
nratic issr- lcs oftcn missecl in a l t l tx
oriented rcacl ins.

El lcn V/hitc spcaks against l i terature
that "enct>urages thc habit of l-rasn' ancl
s r - rpcr f i c ia l  read ing ,  r -nerc l l '  fo r  thc
ston'."28 Students sintplt' cannot rcacl
supcrf icial lv whcn grappling u, i th the
thought proxrkir-rg ski l ls of l i terarv analv
sls.

In his anicle. " l- i teraturc in Aclvcntist
Schtxrls," Gibbs rnakes a strong casc
about thc importance of hovu' a literan'
u,ork is read, me-ntioning four places in
the l l ible * 'here.f esr,rs asks, ' ' I Ior l ' rcaclest

tl-rou?"' "Ilut in our neglect of the hoq'v,'e
m a t ' h ' r v e  s t u r n b l e d  i n t o  a n  o v e r
enrphasis or a fauln' interpretat ion of the
71tl1sy."2e

A literan' aplrroach can provide a ven'
helpful heurist ic, giving studer"rts some
specif ic hoq'to read t ips.

A Literary Approach
Works in the Classroom

Now for  a  persona l  tes t imon) ' ,  I
recentl_v had to teach the book of Esther
to a Sabbath school class consisting of
grade school children, academv and col-
lege routh, as u'ell as voung and older
adults. N{v audience represented such a
broad range of ages that finding a target
group \\,'as almost impossible, I decided

to teach Esther from the elements'of'
narrative approach, anallzing the plot,
characters, st,vle, setting, r'ien'point, and
then theme of the story. The discussion
was livell', with all ages participating,
since the format allowed frrr observations
from simple plot questions to more prob-
lematic ones about theme.

This approach works in the English
classroom too, as the Bible writers' pro-
vide examples of writing skills for com'

1-rosition students and literary analysis
skills for literature students. Tixr often
students tend to treat incidental issues in
a story as the main theme. \X/hen they clo,
I  use the Esther story as an example of
hon careftrl literary anal.vsis can keep us
from getting off on side issr.res that do not
rclate kr thc ar.rthor's purposc(s).

After completing a lengthy Iiterary
analvsis of the brxrk of Esther,30 I became
m()re aware than er.'er Of the craft
conscions skills of its author. Careful
analvsis shor,l's how, the narrati'"'e ele-
nrents of tl're Esther story support such
thcmes as God's providcncc and thc fcast
of l) trr im celebration not the theme of
wh1' a ,[eu,ish girl u'oulcl rnarrl' a pagan
king.

Gonclusion
l'trc-rc is a incrcasing awarencss that tllc

"Bible is a work of l i terature ancl that the
r-neth()cls of literary scholarship arc a
neces-sant part of an_v complctc stud_v of
thc  [ ] ib lc . " r r

Afi ist ic ski l ls sen'e "thc purpose of
intensifving thc impact of what is said,
l l r t  also the purposes of pleasurc, clel ight,
and enjovmerrt." The .rnistic craftsman
ship " is not extranc()Lls to i ts total effcct."
It is no mcrc c()smctic to bc addccl or
subtractecl at will. The big cluestion that
rcmains is utether reaclers arc ready "t<r

rccognize ancl enjol' the artistry."::
Ancl n'ho is to prepare tl-rc reaclers? The

mantle of instruct ion f l l ls pamicularly-
bLrt nrx entireh' on Bible and English
instructors. I f  stucle-nts don't  learn in the
Chrrstian classrrxrm hon' to r-rnlrrk tl're
deepcst treasures of Bibl ical truth, where
then u,i l l  thev learn? Surely not in the
cincma, the TV rerllns, nor the raLy
magazines.

The Bible demancls a literary approach
because its wnting is literan' in naturc. The
llible is an experiential btxrk that convevs the
concrcre realitY of hr.rman Iife. It is filled with
evidences of literary anistn and beautv, much
of it in the fcrrm of literarv genres. It also makes
continuolls use of resources r>f langr-rage that
rre can regard as literan'.

A literan'approach pavs ckrse attention to all
of these elements of literary ftxnt, because it is
tbrousqh tbetn tbat tbe Bibk' communicates its
message.3s

Mcluhan nas right-the medium and
the message are inseparable. In the Bible
as elservhere, the medium is the message.

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

Dr. Wilma McCIarA is Professorof English

and Speech, Soutbera, College of SDA, Col-

legedale, Tennessee.
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