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To my precious daughter

Sophie Song Taylor Gerke

God moved heaven and earth to bring us to you

And you to us
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Preface

This book arose out of a series of tips I wrote for a website during 2006 and 2007. In those days, I was convinced that I had figured out the best way to write fiction and that everyone should do it this way or risk being just wrong.

I have since mellowed.

I now understand that very few things can be considered true “laws” or “rules” of fiction. Indeed, I now believe in only one, which I call the Great Commandment of Fiction: You must engage your reader from beginning to end. Everything else is just preference, opinion, and style.

But I hadn’t realized that back in 2006.

In preparation for the release of this version of The Art & Craft of Writing Christian Fiction, I went through the manuscript again trying to soften the “my way or the highway” tone, but you can still sense it occasionally.

In those spots, please forgive my youthful conviction/intolerance and instead receive it all as a set of suggestions coming from one writer’s preferences and style. If you prefer to write another way, or if you disagree on one or several points, that’s fine. Allow the more mature me to apologize for the more certain me, and to give you permission to use the instruction here that resonates with you, and to ditch the rest.

You might try a few of these, even if you feel you don’t agree, just to see if you do like them. Sort of like an oil painter taking a pottery class just to check it out. You might find your new passion or a technique or two that significantly help you in your own fiction. But if you don’t, that’s okay, too!

Enjoy.


Introduction

I love Christian fiction.

I love writing it. I love editing it. I love teaching it at writers conferences. And I love publishing it through my small publishing house, Marcher Lord Press.

Moreover, I love the people who write Christian fiction. Christian novelists are among my dearest friends. Where else can you find such imagination, playfulness, and depth of thought? Who else but a novelist can you ask how to murder someone and dispose of the body — and not have them call the police on you? Who else would go to a famous landmark and compete with you to find the best spot for the villain to make his nefarious escape?

Let’s face it: Christian fiction is fun. Even if you’re writing a serious-minded study of man’s inhumanity to man, there is something exhilarating about story; about creating people and worlds and events; about telling a tale that keeps readers enraptured and maybe — just maybe — leaves them fortified in their walk with Jesus.

But for all of the fun, it’s also hard work. There is skill involved in writing excellent Christian fiction. There is craftsmanship to be learned. And there are the long hours pounding away on a manuscript that, by the time you’re done with it, has you convinced it’s the worst piece of garbage ever penned by man.

That’s not even talking about trying to get your book published. It’s a wonder anyone would choose such a way to spend otherwise useful time.

So maybe you put your novel away for awhile. You’ve tried to do more sensible things with your spare moments. You’ve attempted to be engaged with workaday matters, laundry, and bills.

But one day, a new story idea will pop into your head or you won’t be able to stop hearing the voice of a character demanding to be written about. On that day, you’ll be right back where you were, counting the cost of writing Christian fiction — and loving it like nothing else.

About Me

I officially began my love affair with Christian fiction back in 1994 when I got my first publishing contracts (with Multnomah Publishers). Unofficially, it was the moment I became a Christian and tried to imagine what it would’ve been like to walk beside Jesus on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. And before that, I’d had a love of story that stretched back to my days of playing with my G.I. Joe action figures.

I published three novels in the late ’90s — near future techno-thrillers that were, ahem, ahead of their time. Then I took the first of several jobs on the editorial staff of a Christian publishing company, also with Multnomah. In total I’ve had six novels published (so far), worked for three publishing companies (so far), and performed edits, critiques, and brainstorming sessions on thousands of Christian novels.

I have worked on all sides of the publishing process. I’ve been author, editor, and publisher. I’ve been the low guy on the totem pole and I’ve run fiction departments. I’ve been junior flunky and I’ve been publisher. I’ve worked for others and I’ve worked for myself. I’ve taught Christian fiction at writers conferences around the United States.

What Is This Book?

Through it all, I’ve developed my own school of thought regarding the way Christian fiction should be written. My body of experience has resulted in a vast collection of best practices, things to avoid, and important guidelines. For two years I wrote these thoughts out and presented them to the public through my “Fiction Writing Tip of the Week” column at one of my sites: www.WhereTheMapEnds.com.

After ninety-six weekly tips, I started realizing something: I’d said it all. Just about everything I saw in any manuscript I edited, I’d already commented on in the column.

It was great. I was able to refer people to the site instead of typing it up all over again. If they needed help introducing major characters, I could send them to Tip 15. If they needed to learn the principles of good dialogue, they could read Tips 46–49. Whether it was matters of character, time bombs, or dumb puppets, it was all there on the column.

I should mention that, as I’ve mellowed with age, I’ve become less strident about what is “right” or “wrong” about writing fiction. My later fiction craft books with Writer’s Digest reflect this more easygoing approach.

I began to wonder what I could do next. I didn’t have new tips to write every week because I had pretty much said it all. Yet, I wanted to keep teaching. Then the e-mails came in: “This should be in a book. I’d buy this thing in a heartbeat. I don’t always like reading off the screen.”

Eureka!

The Art & Craft of Writing Christian Fiction is my “Fiction Writing Tip of the Week” column in book form. Plus, there are a few extras tips you won’t find anywhere else. The tips are arranged thematically and have been edited for this medium, but you’re holding in your hands the entire Jeff Gerke school of writing Christian fiction.

And instead of Tips, I decided to call these “Masteries.” Because mastering the art and craft of writing Christian fiction is what this book is all about. Each chapter — read, understood, and put into practice — is another essential bit of your skill set that you’ve now mastered.

A Convenient Arrangement

As I surveyed my Tips, I realized they fell into major groupings. There were several Tips about writing a novel, but also several about selling a book, editing a book, or even strategizing it. There were Tips about how to think about yourself as a novelist and how to think of God in the process. These groupings suggested the organization of The Art & Craft of Writing Christian Fiction.

Part I covers the spiritual aspects of writing Christian fiction. These Masteries help you make sure your head is in the right place when you sit down to write.

Part II covers strategic matters as you think about your book: Things like creating your characters and establishing the mechanisms that cause suspense. This part contains the first of five Mastery Clusters. These clusters are multiple Masteries grouped around a common topic. They’re similar to intensive workshops, right here in this book.

Part III, the largest section of the book, covers actually writing your novel. We look at showing vs. telling, description, dialogue, point of view, and everything else you need to keep in mind as you’re writing. This section contains the other four Mastery Clusters in the book.

Between these pages you will find everything about the art and craft of actually writing Christian fiction. And hopefully, while you’re learning, worshiping, and revising feverishly, you’ll get a few grins along the way.

Let’s Get Artsy and Crafty, Shall We?

I love Christian fiction. About the only thing I love more than writing it is encouraging others to write it. I cherish the remarks I’ve received from conference attendees and editing clients who tell me that my input has helped them better achieve what they were hoping to accomplish with their novel. I want to serve God by equipping Christian novelists to go out and tell that portion of the Good News that He has given them to write through fiction.

So pour yourself a cup of your favorite drink and cozy up in your reading spot. It’s time to get serious about the fun that is the art and craft of writing Christian fiction.


Part I

The Spiritual Heart of Writing Christian Fiction


Mastery 1

An (Accepting) Audience of One

I want to start this book out by giving you the best tip of all: Be sure you understand Who you’re writing for and why you’re writing it for Him.

As a Christian novelist, you may be writing fiction for any number of reasons. Maybe you just love to tell stories. Maybe you can’t help yourself. Maybe you want to spread the creativity you’ve been given. Maybe you want to use gifts God has given you. You may even want to use fiction to get messages across to as wide an audience as possible.

These are wonderful motivations, but they’re not the whole picture.

There are less savory motives too. Some writers turn to fiction because someone told them they would never amount to anything, and they want to prove the naysayer wrong. They may be writing to create a world that serves their every base desire. They may be trying to show off, look important, or leave their mark in the world.

I can tell you from experience that none of those motives is where the action is really at.

I spent a lot of years thinking I wasn’t actually worth the air I breathed. I thought writing a novel would make me special or worthwhile. Then I thought that becoming a best-selling author was what I needed. Sadly, even after six novels published, that never happened.

All of this made me crazy. I considered doing some dumb things to try to gain more readers and improve my supposed importance.

Only in 2006 did I learn what a joke that all was. I’d given lip service to the idea of writing for an audience of One, but until then I didn’t really mean it. It’s what I said to console myself because I wasn’t getting the success I really wanted.

Finally, God granted me an epiphany. I went through something that was extremely painful, but it resulted in a lesson I wouldn’t trade for anything. The epiphany came as I read Search for Significance by Robert McGee.

That book told me that my lifelong addiction to approval and seeking validation of others was nothing but false thinking. The truth, McGee wrote, was that God has permanently given me His approval, favor, and delight.

McGee has four categories of ways that Christians often behave if they don’t truly believe in God’s approval. Such a Christian might become an approval addict, a perfectionist, someone who plays the blame game (because of what it might mean about him if he was actually to blame for something), or someone who feels he is permanently damaged and can never, ever change for the better. If any of those sounded like you, then I plead with you to get McGee’s book.

Through it, Jesus Christ freed me to finally begin writing — and living — simply for Him. I am no longer enslaved to achievement or approval. I have all the approval I can ever handle, and it is reserved for me, imperishable and safe, in God’s hands.

As long as you write for any other purpose than to glorify God, you will not be writing for the right reasons. You will not be fulfilled. You must get this right from the outset.

Incidentally, wanting to glorify God above all else means you also have to be willing to give up anything — even writing — if He shows you that doing something else would glorify Him more. Anything we are unwilling to let go of is an idol.


Mastery 2

Examine Your Desire to Be Published

Why do you want to be published?

It might be a dream of yours, but what’s behind that dream? Is it a need to prove something? A desire to be someone? A need to leave your mark on the world? A desire to be rich and/or famous? Do you feel that being published would justify your existence, as I once thought?

If so, I’d like to urge you to reexamine those reasons.

Don’t get me wrong: It’s not necessarily bad to want to be published. There are dozens of good reasons to want this. But as I’ve worked with thousands of aspiring novelists over the years, I’ve encountered quite a few not-so-good reasons, too. I’ve struggled with some of them myself.

I like to meditate on the idea of contentment. It seems to me that contentment is pretty much the secret to a successful Christian life. I also believe that discontentment is behind just about every sin in our lives.

From the time of Eve to today, most sin begins with this thought: “Wait a minute, I don’t have what I deserve.” This leads to an inevitable reaction: “I’m going to grab for myself a bit of what I should’ve been given in the first place.”

Discontentment leads to greed, which I believe is the inescapable result of thinking we haven’t been given what we deserve (or of thinking we have been made to endure something we don’t deserve), no matter the category. It’s not just the narrow sense — wanting more money or possessions.

When we feel we haven’t been given enough of something, we act greedy about that thing. If we believe we have been slighted or gypped, we try to snag some measure of what we feel we’ve been denied. This could be possessions, sexual gratification, maybe food, or the approval of a certain person or group.

Or maybe it’s an insatiable need to be published.

Jesus said to be on our guard against every form of greed (Luke 12:15). As a Christian writer, you need to examine your motives for wanting to be published. Do you want it so desperately because you feel it will make you content? Can you be content with your life if you never get published? Or will you not be “happy” until you achieve this goal?

Let me tell you: Being published is nice, but it won’t make you content.

“Easy for him to say,” right? If that’s what you’re thinking, I understand. But it’s still true.

Being published brings its own set of pressures and problems. (For most folks, the main effect of “fame” is that suddenly they have lots of other people wanting the “famous” ones to help them get famous, too.) Being published is a nice feeling, but so is having a chocolate bar. Neither one will align the planets of your solar system or bring you ultimate peace.

If you believe that getting published will finally make all your dreams come true, you believe a lie. And you may be acting out of greed.

No wonder Paul says that greed amounts to idolatry (Colossians 3:5). If you’re looking to a publishing contract to make you content, then you’re looking to a piece of paper to do something only God can do. If you’re looking to something besides God to do something only God can do, that’s called idolatry.

So I ask you again: Why do you want to be published? What do you think will come to you if and when that day finally comes?

A Place of Fullness

I believe every Christian struggles with areas of greed. Areas in which he believes his life would be complete, if only … X.

What’s X for you? Marriage? Children? A new car? A new home? A multi-book publishing contract?

Again, it’s not necessarily wrong to want to change your situation. If you or your loved ones are being abused, it’s not wrong to want that to end. If you’re living in a dangerous place and you wish you could get out, it’s not wrong to work toward that goal or want that change.

And it’s not wrong to want to be published either. If your desire is correct, then I think God loves to grant us the desires of our hearts. Remember, He placed those desires there in the first place!

I launched my own publishing company, Marcher Lord Press, because I was personally “discontented” with the state of Christian publishing, particularly regarding Christian speculative fiction. Through this company, I strive to change the situation.

The question is one of expectations and motives. Did I believe Marcher Lord Press would solve all my problems and bring me inner harmony? No. Even if MLP were to become a massive publishing giant, it wouldn’t bring me inner peace.

I have to go through my life with the conviction that God has given me everything I need for contentment. I have to believe I’m operating from a place of fullness, not a place of emptiness.

When God used Nathan to rebuke King David, God said He had given David many amazing gifts, “and if that had been too little, I would have added to you many more things like these!”

So it is with us. Our Lord has lavished upon us the riches of His grace and has blessed us with every spiritual blessing. He has given us a life so abundant our cup runs over. We have a life characterized by joy, love, comfort, and the peace of God.

We are, like Adam and Eve, complete in the Garden. As Christians we are equipped with springs of living water welling up to eternal life. We have the powerful, loving, guiding Spirit of God.

What more do we need? What else does God need to add for us to be content?

God is not the great Withholder. He’s not the great Gypper. He is the great Giver, the Lavisher, the Father delighted to give us the Kingdom.

Counting Those Crazy Blessings

Perhaps it’s time for you to do some meditating of your own. Ask God to change your perspective from looking at what you feel you lack, to gratefully remembering all he’s given you. He hasn’t ripped you off.

Remember Paul in Ephesians 3:19. Say with him, I am “filled with the fullness of God” in this area. Say that you have no need to grasp for more or get ahead of the next person; you will no longer believe that true fulfillment will come from even great success in this area.

Even if you’re talking about being published.

Maybe you need to surrender your desire to be published. You might need to confess that it’s an area where you think God’s ripped you off, and you’re only acting out of greed to get back what you believe you should’ve had in the first place. A search for contentment in something beside what God’s already given is, in fact, idolatry.

Contentment is found only in Jesus Christ — whether you ever get published or not.


Mastery 3

The Invisible Novelist

There are a couple of philosophies of writing fiction. One is what I call the painted paragraphs approach. This is the style of writing fiction in which the author works very hard to make her prose beautiful, textured, poetic, and sensuous. The goal is for the reader to delight in the magnificence of the writer’s artistry. It is the words, vocabulary, and deft phrases — the hand of the author herself — that is to be the focus of such a novel.

Another philosophy of fiction is what I call the invisible novelist approach. In this, the novelist seeks to disappear from his or her fiction, thus allowing the story and the characters, not the author’s own hand, to be what the reader notices.

In my early days, I felt that one of these was better than the other. I’m no longer willing to say that, as both are legitimate approaches that can result in fiction that powerfully moves the reader. My personal preference for my own fiction is still the invisible novelist approach, but if you prefer to paint your paragraphs or approach fiction from yet another direction, I hereby give you license to do so!

What’s an Invisible Novelist?

What does this phrase even mean? How can the novel be written without the novelist?

I don’t mean the world should have fewer novelists, but rather that the author should seek to immerse readers so deeply in the story that they forget they’re reading a book. In this philosophy, readers should feel the story is happening to them.

In other words, the invisible novelist storyteller should remove himself from the story.

This is sometimes (but certainly not always) a spiritual issue. The author may desire to win the reader’s respect or admiration, so he works to keep the spotlight on himself. The novel might be a four hundred page way of saying, “Look at me!”

As an author, you want your reader to suspend her disbelief, don’t you? Especially in speculative genres, we want to be given license to tell however wild or wacky a tale we want, and we want the reader to stay with us. If this is a goal, then one suggestion would be to stop reminding her that she’s reading a book.

Imagine you’re trying to watch a DVD at home. You’re curled up on the couch with popcorn, the lights dimmed. You slide the DVD in and the movie begins. Then suddenly the director jumps between you and the TV. “Okay, you’re going to love this movie,” he says. “My original inspiration for it was something that happened in real life. Oh, my, but mine is an interesting life story. It all began with my mother, so to understand me you need to know my mother’s life story. …”

All the while you’re craning your neck trying to look past him to see what’s happening in the movie.

Finally you get him to sit down and you begin to get into the movie. In fact, you feel tears welling up in your eyes. Up jumps the director again. “That’s going to make you cry, isn’t it? I knew it! I have found, in my vast experience as a well-read and well-traveled individual, that people can be made to feel emotion if I manipulate the … ”

Where did those tears go? Dried up fast. It broke the mood.

Later you’re into the movie again and you’re carried away by the special effects in the film. You feel like you’re actually soaring through Earth’s atmosphere on the way to Mars. You’re getting a feeling for what it must be like to be an astron — 

“That’s all done in the computer; did you know that? I interviewed like ten special effects houses before I finally decided on this one. I didn’t like the takeoff here as much as later when they’re approaching …”

You get the point. If you’re not a fan of the painted paragraphs philosophy (and many people are), then when the author jumps up and draws attention to himself, you may feel that he is breaking the illusion that the reader is truly experiencing the story, and he may be frustrating or irritating the reader.

The Magician Who Made Himself Disappear

There are many ways authors can intrude on their story with just as many motives.

As we’ve seen, some writers do it intentionally because that’s the philosophy of fiction they prefer, and that’s completely fine. Some writers may simply not realize they’re doing it. A dump truck full of backstory, explanation, and exposition may seem to stop the story cold, drawing attention to the fact that the reader is reading a book. Why did the author do this? Sometimes because of inexperience.

Other times the author might interfere because he subconsciously wants to draw attention to himself. Ornate language, “impressive” vocabulary, and the strikingly beautiful turn of phrase are sometimes the results. These things can be okay if they’re done simply because that’s the sort of fiction the writer prefers. But sometimes these may be a sign that the author is spiritually out of balance.

No matter what philosophy of fiction you ascribe to, don’t try to impress the reader. Don’t try to make her think you’re an amazing writer unlike any the world has ever seen. The reader probably didn’t come to this book to be impressed by a writer. The reader came to be entertained by a story. You want her to love the story, not the storyteller. Be like John the Baptist: Let the story increase while you decrease. Go back to Mastery 1: The Accepting Audience of One.

Some authors write prose that is truly remarkable to read. It’s beautiful. People do come to those authors’ books to revel in the prose. But many of us would do better to let the story and characters, not stellar sentences, be in the spotlight.

How do you step into the background and let your story take center stage? I’ve got some suggestions and preferences here, but they’re not “laws.” Use them if you agree, and don’t worry if you don’t.

First, keep your vocabulary “normal.” You don’t want to dumb down your writing, nor should you attempt to raise it artificially. Try to keep it within the bounds of what a typical member of your target audience would understand.

Second, avoid the bizarre turn of phrase. You want to avoid cliché and pursue originality, but not to the extent that it draws attention to itself. Any time you make the reader focus on the words you’re using, as opposed to the story you’re telling, you snap her out of the illusion that she’s in the story.

Third, stick to said. Don’t say, “‘That’s fine,’ she breathed.” Or, “‘That stinks,’ she pondered.” Or, “‘Okay by me,’ she laughed.” Don’t let characters sigh, chortle, postulate, surmise, heave, opine, verbalize, snipe, deride, or question words out. All that does is draw attention to your interjections, in my opinion.

Said is invisible. Invisible is good — it’s what you’re striving for. Asked is okay, too (as in “‘Is that yours?’ she asked”), but almost everything else is blatantly visible and can knock the reader out of your story.

What you want is a reader who is enthralled by your story, so that she forgets she’s reading words and turning pages. You want her breathlessly moving beyond the sentences and directly onto the front row of the story. Your words cease to be ends in and of themselves, instead becoming the vehicle that conveys her into the reality you’ve created.

When that happens, she’ll get to the end of your book and look at the clock, only to realize with surprise that it’s three in the morning.


Mastery 4

Understand Your Calling as a Novelist

As a Christian you are all called to minister to two main people groups: those inside the Church and those outside it. You have responsibilities toward both groups.

However, I believe each Christian may be primarily called to one group or the other. For instance, those Christians with the spiritual gift of evangelism are going to be spending most of their time focused on people outside the Church. Those Christians with the gift of pastoring will be more focused on people inside the Church.

No matter your gift or calling, you cannot neglect either group. Just because you feel called to the Church doesn’t mean you can neglect missionary work, for instance, or vice versa.

When it comes to Christian writers — and Christian novelists, in particular — I believe a similar distinction applies. Christian novelists have a responsibility toward those people inside the Church and those outside it, but are primarily called to one or the other.

You probably know which calling God has placed on your life. If your heart beats to reach non-Christians through your fiction, then that’s a clear indicator you’re called to write your fiction primarily for that group. When I began writing, my father was not a Christian, so I wrote my first trilogy as a form of apologetics. If, on the other hand, you find your groove when challenging and entertaining fellow Christians, you’re probably called to write primarily for those inside the Church.

I don’t understand why Christian novelists get into arguments about this, but I see such exchanges regularly. One person feels called to Group A and insists that everyone ought to be called to Group A. But another person feels just as strongly that Group B is where everyone should be devoting his energies.

This is similar to the early church getting mad at Paul for taking the gospel to the Gentiles when the apostles all thought the good news was primarily for the Jews. They finally decided to stop fighting God and let each party take the gospel to the group each one had been called to.

So it should be with Christian novelists. So it should be with you.

It’s okay if everyone doesn’t feel called to the same group you feel called to. I know it’s a big job reaching the lost or edifying the Church, but it really is all right if some of the effort goes to the other group. Particularly if your best efforts seem to be directed in that particular area.

So, do you have a feel for which group you’re called to? Do you write for the lost or the Church? Or is there a third group you feel led to reach? Or maybe you feel called to one group now but in years past you felt called to the other. That’s fine.

For example, Marcher Lord Press is dedicated to reaching a subset of the Church: those Christians who love speculative fiction, but are not currently being served by the CBA publishing industry. (CBA stands for Christian Booksellers Association, and is a shorthand way of referring to the Christian publishing industry in North America.) I’ll also be pleased if non-Christians discover Marcher Lord Press and find their way to salvation through them, but that’s not my primary focus.

For whom do you write? Your lost relative and those like her? Your prodigal son and those like him? A particular group or subculture? Praise God for your calling, whatever it is!

If you don’t know your calling as a novelist, ask God. You’ll probably realize that you’ve known all along. Or you may discover that your calling changes over time. Either way, He’ll guide you.

Writing and Publishing for the Church

Once you know for whom you’re writing, you’ll have a good idea about what to put in your fiction and where to look when it’s time to seek publication. When you know your target audience, you know how to write. You know what kind of stories will appeal to that group and what their issues are. An author trying to write for all groups simultaneously usually ends up unhappy (and unpublished).

I recommend getting a photo of your ideal reader and pasting that photo up on your computer monitor. As you’re writing, keep glancing at that person’s face; imagine that you’re crafting this story specifically for him or her. If you do, your story will be well suited to both your target reader and all of the people like that reader.

When it comes time to think about publication for your novel, your calling comes into play, too.

If you’re writing to the Church, then your publishing choices are clear: The CBA publishing industry is where you’ll go. There are hundreds of Christian publishing companies that do a very good job of reaching the Church. Most of the Church, that is.

If you’re called to write to a part of the Church that the CBA doesn’t serve, your choices are more limited. If you want your fiction to reach Christian men, for instance, you’re basically out of luck. If you want your fiction to reach Christians who love Tom Clancy, David Eddings, or Ian Fleming, you’re in trouble.

As I explain later in this book, we’re living in the midst of a publishing revolution in which virtually every kind of Christian fiction is finding its audience. But aside from Marcher Lord Press, and a handful of others, the revolution hasn’t spread far yet. You may have to wait for the market to catch up to you.

In the meantime, keep writing! When the right publishing avenue presents itself, it will be great for you to have several completed novels ready to go.

Writing and Publishing for Non-Christians

If you feel called to write to a non-Christian readership, I have some bad news for you: The Christian publishing industry doesn’t reach non-Christians. It just doesn’t.

Yes, I know CBA publishers are getting Christian books into Sam’s, Wal-Mart, and Barnes & Noble. But, in my experience, non-Christians are not buying these books. Christians are purchasing them, because they are looking for the reduced prices they can find at these stores.

It’s undoubtedly true that some non-Christians picked up Christian fiction in these venues and that God has done amazing things with them. The Left Behind phenomenon certainly brought in a lot of curious people from outside the Church. But, by and large, Christian publishers sell to Christians.

Where are Christian novels shelved in Barnes & Noble? In the general fiction shelves? In romance, science fiction, historical? Not so much. Most are put in the religious fiction area. I like to call this Death Row, because who even goes to those shelves? Non-Christians? Not likely.

If God has called you to write to non-Christians, you may be looking at non-Christian publishers for your fiction.

This is a sticky wicket. Most of the Christian novelists I know who feel called to write to non-Christians have not fully figured it out. How do you get Christian stories into the hands of non-Christians?

If you go through an ABA publisher (“ABA” is a way to refer to secular publishers, just as “CBA” is shorthand to refer to Christian publishers), won’t you be forced to remove specifically Christian content? Worse, won’t you be forced to include content that would be offensive to Christians?

There’s no single answer to this. Some ABA publishers are exactly like this. Some are not. Some are so enamored with the idea of spirituality in fiction that they’ll ask you to include more explicitly Christian content.

Or perhaps you should go a more covert route: Make Christianity an underlying theme, or write an allegory. Many people allege the screenplay for E.T. was a veiled depiction of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Maybe that’s the way you should go.

Perhaps the same advice mentioned above applies to you: The publishing revolution we’re in allows you to bypass all these artificial categories and simply distribute your books to anyone who will like them, Christian or not. When you no longer have to identify your faith by walking into a particular bookstore or a section of a bookstore, you can buy whatever kind of book you please. That will be a good day for Christian novelists who are called to write to non-Christians, though challenges still remain in grabbing readers’ attention.

The Better Question

Was Jesus called to those inside the family of faith or those outside? I think we’d have to say both. He was called to Israel, but He spent most of His time with those who had been spurned by “good Jews.” He came to the Jews, but His ministry clearly extended to those from other flocks.

When Jesus spoke to His disciples, He taught with parables (fiction) and straightforward teaching. When He stood in the marketplace
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