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Preface to the Revised Edition

The idea for this book came from the continuous requests that I received for copies of a book that I edited two decades ago titled The Christian Imagination: Essays on Literature and the Arts. While the present book contains relatively little overlap with its predecessor, it began with a similar impulse, which was to make available in a single volume the best that has been written about the announced subject.

The result is a book that covers all of the essential topics related to literature and writing as viewed from Christian perspectives. My guiding principle as a compiler of this anthology has been comprehensiveness: I have included both past and living authors, both writers of imaginative literature and literary critics, both poetry and narrative, and the interests of both writers and readers. I know of no other book that brings together this much information about Christianity and literature.

In terms of format, the main units of the book contain foundational essays and shorter excerpts labeled “viewpoints.” In addition, five of the main units conclude with collections of choice excerpts on the respective topics.

Elizabeth Goudge, herself a compiler of anthologies, wrote in the preface to A Book of Comfort:


And so of the making of books there is no end, and of the making of anthologies there seems particularly to be no end because we are all anthologists. The collection and hoarding of bits and pieces is basic to all animals, from the squirrel with his nuts … to the anthologist with his oddments stored up in his memory.… Anthology-making is therefore essentially selfish, like self-preservation … with the advantage of literature over nuts that it can be shared without personal loss to the hoarder.



In compiling this anthology I did, indeed, make sure that I included virtually all of my favorite passages, large and small, on the production and reading of literature—even to the extent of including short gems in boxed form throughout the essays of the book.

The book that follows is for lovers of literature, both readers and writers. It contains theory that will clarify thinking about the nature and value of literature. It is equally a practical book, filled with tips for reading and writing literature in the best ways possible. The keynote of the book is excellence—excellence in reading, in writing, in thinking about literature, in teaching and studying literature.

As the contributors to this volume declare, Christian writers and readers alike are free to revel in literature—in its ability to capture human experience, in its capacity to express truth, in its potential to provide the occasion for artistic enrichment and enjoyment. Here you will find a celebration, a discussion, an appreciation of the Christian imagination.



Part One
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A Christian Philosophy of Literature

An “aesthetic” is a philosophy of art. A “poetic” is a philosophy of literature, specifically. This unit of the book covers both. The perennial issues of art and literature that underlie the essays and excerpts that follow include these:


• What is the subject of art and literature?

• What is the relationship between art and life?

• What are the purpose, function, and effects of art and literature?

• How can art and literature be defended (the apologetic angle)?



When we attach the adjective Christian to the word aesthetic, a whole further set of considerations is set into motion. At heart, these considerations involve relating the issues of aesthetics to Christian doctrine and biblical example, thereby placing the issues into a context of Christian belief and experience. Since the ultimate source of Christian belief is the Bible, the Bible naturally assumes a central role in this enterprise.

The aim of this opening unit of the book is to introduce the leading themes of aesthetics and to provide a range of ways in which various Christian thinkers and writers have related these to Christian interests.




Christian Poetics, Past and Present
Donald T. Williams
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The story of Christian poetics—that is, of Christians thinking consciously as Christians about the nature and significance of literary art—is the tale of a movement struggling almost in spite of itself to come to grips with its own doctrine that human beings are created in the image of God. The faith was born into a pagan culture and has survived into a secular one which shows signs of returning to paganism. The church has perforce used the languages, the markets, and the forms of the surrounding culture. It has transformed them and been transformed by them. In the West, as the faith and the culture grew up together, this process has at times made them all but indistinguishable. “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” asked Tertullian; and the answers, while legion, have never been simple or easy.

Specifically, Christians have struggled to apply to literature the general New Testament principle about being in the world but not of it (John 17:11-16). They were rightly wary of a culture based on idolatry—hence of literature in general. But they could not escape the literary foundations of their own origin, or the fact that they, and all humankind, were created in the image of one who expressed his inmost nature from the beginning as the Word. This tension gives rise to the seeming contradictions of their collective response: condemning literature as dangerous at worst and a waste of time at best, while producing some of the greatest poems the world has ever seen. And in the process, a few of them have found in the imago Dei the only coherent explanation of why the human race is, for better or worse, a tribe of incorrigible makers.


DONALD T. WILLIAMS teaches English and is the Director of the School of General Studies at Toccoa Falls College. One of his specialties is the literary theory of C. S. Lewis. His most recent books, Inklings of Reality: Essays toward a Christian Philosophy of Letters (Toccoa Falls College Press, 1996) and The Disciple’s Prayer (Christian Publications, 1999), typify a career of straddling the border between the realms of theology and literature. The essay that appears here was first printed in The Discerning Reader, ed. David Barratt et al. (Baker, 1995).



THE BEGINNINGS: AUGUSTINE

St. Augustine, the most profound and articulate of the early spokesmen, is in his own writings a microcosm of their larger, continuing discussion. As such he requires extended treatment. The negative side is more well known. In Book I of the Confessions Augustine seems to look back on his study of Virgil with nothing but regret for lost time. The exercise of imitating his poetic lies (figmentorum poeticorum) was “mere smoke and wind”; Augustine’s time would have been better spent on God’s praises in Scripture than such “empty vanities”; his labor on them was in effect nothing more than a “sacrifice offered up to the collapsed angels” (51). He had wept for Dido who killed herself for love, while staying dry-eyed over his own spiritual death, but now he thinks of his enjoyment of her fictional sorrow as madness (dementia) (39-40). In Book III he confesses that when he attended theatres in his youth he “sympathized together with the lovers when they wickedly enjoyed one another” (103). To enjoy in tragedy that which one would not willingly suffer in reality is “miserable madness” (miserabilis insania). Literary experience does not lead to virtue because true mercy is practical. The emotional catharsis of the theatre, though, is a sham, for by it one is not “provoked to help the sufferer, but only invited to be sorry for him” (101).

The complaints are the familiar ones which would be repeated again and again throughout history. The fictions of the poets are lies; they are a waste of time, distracting us from more profitable pursuits; and they are an enticement to evil. Yet even as we read these passages, we cannot believe that for Augustine they tell the whole story. Where, we ask, would the felicitous style of the Confessions have come from if he had never studied the classics from the standpoint of rhetorical analysis? And where would he have found such a perfect concrete example for his point about the dolors of Dido? Indeed, if we just keep reading, we find that there is more to Augustine’s view of literature than at first meets the eye.

Even in the Confessions we find hints of factors in Augustine’s upbringing which help explain the vehemence of his negative statements and nuance our understanding of their significance. His education was rhetorical and sophistic; he was trained, in other words, to be a lawyer, a professional whose practice was to make the worse appear the better reason and to teach others to do the same. He was taught to scour the classics for examples of eloquence which could be used cynically to win court cases with no concern for the truth. And in this eloquence his “ambition was to be eminent, all out of a damnable and vainglorious end, puffed up with delight of human glory” (109). It is little wonder then that in his post-conversion reaction he felt compelled to toss out the baby of literature along with the bath-water of sophistry. Yet even the very terms of his rejection testify to the power of words well used.

It is evident on every page of his writings that Augustine was impacted for the good by his classical reading in spite of his cynical teachers and his own scruples, and sometimes he is not unaware of it. The pagan Cicero’s Hortensius was a major influence leading to his conversion to Christ. It “quite altered my affection, turned my prayers to thyself, O Lord, and made me have clean other purposes and desires.” It has this effect, he interestingly notes, because he made use of it not to “sharpen his tongue” but “for the matter of it” (109f). He had then, moments in which he recognized something in literature which the abuses that also exist ought not to deter us from seeking. Elsewhere he expounds the principle implicit here and defines explicitly what the something is:


We [Christians] should not abandon music because of the superstitions of pagans if there is anything we can take from it that might help us understand the Holy Scriptures … Nor is there any reason we should refuse to study literature because it is said that Mercury discovered it. That the pagans have dedicated temples to Justice and Virtue and prefer to worship in the form of stone things which ought to be carried in the heart is no reason we should abandon justice and virtue. On the contrary, let everyone who is a good and true Christian understand that truth belongs to his Master, wherever it is found. (Howie 350-351)



Literature—even pagan literature—conveys truth and is therefore not to be despised. Unfortunately, the balance is provided by lesser-known treatises such as the Christian Education, leaving the negative impression of the Confessions unchallenged for most readers. Even in the Confessions, learning to read is a good thing, and even eloquence as such is admitted not to be inherently evil: “I blame not the words, which of themselves are like vessels choice and precious; but that wine of error that is in them” (Augustine 149). Clearly, the studies Augustine seems to reject have enhanced his ability to write the book in which he seems to reject them. The rationale for their use is worked out in the Christian Education.


Like the treasures of the ancient Egyptians, who possessed not only idols and heavy burdens, which the people of Israel hated and shunned, but also vessels and ornaments of silver and gold, and clothes, which on leaving Egypt the people of Israel, in order to make better use of them, surreptitiously claimed for themselves (they did this not on their own authority but at God’s command …)—similarly all the branches of pagan learning contain not only false and superstitious fantasies … but also studies for liberated minds which are more appropriate to the service of the truth, and some very useful moral instruction.… These treasures … which were used wickedly and harmfully in the service of demons must be removed by Christians … and applied to their true function, that of preaching the gospel.

—AUGUSTINE, De Doctrina Christiana



How can Christians make use of the products of an idolatrous culture? In pagan learning, error and superstition are to be rejected. But pagan learning also included the liberal arts, which are servants of truth: “Now we may say that these elements are the pagans’ gold and silver, which they did not create for themselves, but dug out of the mines of God’s providence.” Therefore, it is proper for Christians to “take all this away from them and turn it to its proper use in declaring the Gospel” (Howie 364). Even the infamous art of the rhetorician (we should remember that through the Renaissance, poetry was considered a species of rhetoric) is in itself morally neutral and capable of being used in the service of truth; therefore, “we should not blame the practice of eloquence but the perversity of those who put it to a bad use” (360). This being so, Christians have not only a right but also an obligation to learn and employ the art of rhetoric. Since it is “employed to support either truth or falsehood, who would venture to say that truth as represented by its defenders should take its stand unarmed?” The result of Christians abandoning the field would be that falsehood is expounded “briefly, clearly, and plausibly,” but truth “in such a manner that it is boring … difficult to understand, and, in a word, hard to believe” (369).

In spite of eloquently expressed doubts, then, Augustine articulates a defense of Christian appropriation of and production of literature on the model of spoiling the Egyptians (see Ex. 11:2-3; 12:35-36). It is a limited and pragmatic approach: literature is valued for the truth (probably, for Augustine, propositional truth) it conveys and for the ways in which it can help us understand the Scriptures and proclaim the gospel. But it is a place to begin, and it adumbrates possibilities which would be developed later. When Augustine says that art makes truth plausible and its absence makes it “hard to believe,” it is difficult not to hear the phrase resonating with Coleridge’s “willing suspension of disbelief which constitutes poetic faith” and to see C. S. Lewis’ magnificent attempts to make Christian truth believable by making it imaginable looming on the horizon. We should not, of course, press Augustine anachronistically in this direction, but perhaps in retrospect we can see the seeds of later developments already embedded there.

MEDIEVAL AND RENAISSANCE PERIODS

Augustine set the terms of the discussion and defined the tension which would characterize much of it down through the years. In the Middle Ages, criticism was mainly practical, focused on grammar, the classification of rhetorical tropes, and so on. Meanwhile, Christian writers wrestled with the issues in practical terms, embodying their Christian vision of the world in concrete images and moving stories. The Beowulf poet struggled with the relationship between his Christian faith and his Teutonic heritage and made a grand synthesis in which the heroic ideal was enlisted in a cosmic war of good and evil. Dante and Lang-land created concrete images which incarnated Christian doctrines allegorically so that they could bid their readers, as Sackville put it, to “come and behold, / To see with eye that erst in thought I roll’d” (Rollins and Baker 273). Anonymous lyricists captured the emotion of their faith in musical lines of beauty and simplicity. Chaucer gave us a humane and sympathetic portrait of “God’s plenty” and then felt obligated to retract most of it before his death in a passage which still embarrasses his admirers and shows the Augustinian tension to be yet unresolved (Robinson 265). By the time of the Reformation, some serious polarization had set in.

Luther said that Reason was the devil’s whore, but he also asked why the devil should have all the good music and noted that literary study equipped people as nothing else does to deal skillfully with Scripture. Calvin applied the new grammatico-historical exegesis to secular writing and Scripture alike and increased the number of quotations from Plato, Seneca and Cicero in the Institutes proportionally to the size of the work in each edition (Williams 78-103). Ironically, some of his followers would take Augustine’s doubts about the value of secular literature, untempered by his more positive perspectives, and run with them to extreme and sometimes almost hysterical lengths.


I am persuaded that without knowledge of literature pure theology cannot at all endure, just as heretofore, when letters have declined and lain prostrate, theology, too, has wretchedly fallen and lain prostrate.… Certainly it is my desire that there shall be as many poets and rhetoricians as possible, because I see that by these studies as by no other means, people are wonderfully fitted for the grasping of sacred truth and for handling it skillfully and happily.

—MARTIN LUTHER, Letter to Eoban Hess



These objectors have been characterized, not entirely fairly, as Puritan. While Puritans took the lead in the drive to close the theatres, for example, not all who were sympathetic to the Puritan cause or the spiritual values they represented were in agreement with these objectives. Nor could all who raised them be classified, without anachronism, as Puritan. We find it as early as in that old humanist and gentle pedagogue Roger Ascham, who even as he praises the virtues of the (Greek and Latin) classics, inveighs against “books of chevalry,” warning that “Mo papists be made by your merry books of Italy than by your earnest books of Louvain,” and railing particularly against Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur, “the whole pleasure of which book standeth in two special points, in open manslaughter and bold bawdry.” In Malory, “those be counted the noblest knights that do kill most men without any quarrel and commit foulest advoulteries by subtlest shifts” (Rollins and Baker 833).

When the Puritans do sound this note, even their later, more moderate spokesmen such as the usually sensible Richard Baxter (seventeenth century) sound extreme. Baxter advises Christian readers to read first the Bible, then books that apply it. If there is any time left, they may turn to history and science. But they must beware of the poison in “vain romances, play-books, and false stories, which may bewitch your fancies and corrupt your hearts.” He buttresses such attacks with arguments: “Play-books, romances, and idle tales” keep more important things out of our minds; they divert us from serious thoughts of salvation; they are a waste of valuable time. Finally, he asks in a rhetorical flourish, “whether the greatest lovers of romances and plays, be the greatest lovers of the book of God, and of a holy life” (Baxter 56-57).

We have heard it all before, but now it is Augustine one-sided, without the balance of his more mature reflections. In Baxter’s own youth, as he tells us in his autobiography, he had been “excessively addicted to plays” and “extremely bewitched with the love of romances, fables and old tales, which corrupted my affections and lost my time.” So perhaps his suspicions are an understandable over-reaction to genuine excesses. But one might have expected the great Puritan casuist to remember the principle that usus non tollit abusus; the abuse does not overturn the right use.

Baxter’s diatribe against literature cannot be called an advance, but such sentiments did perform one useful service: they provoked a reaction. It came from a Puritan who did not fit the caricatures. His name was Sir Philip Sidney, and what he wrote could be called an advance indeed. He called it The Defence of Poesy. It raised the discussion to heights which have seldom been reached again.

THE RENAISSANCE: SIR PHILIP SIDNEY

Responding in general to such scruples as we have noted and in particular to Stephen Gosson’s School of Abuse (1579), Sidney wrote his apologia in the early 1580’s, though it was not published until 1595. In it, he not only gives a thorough and brilliant refutation of the enemies of “poesy” (by which he means imaginative literature, whether in prose or verse) but also lays out a comprehensive vision of its place in the larger structure of learning and the Christian life. He leaves no stone unturned, appealing in luminous and eloquently cadenced prose to poesy’s antiquity, its universality, and its effectiveness as a mnemonic device and as an enticement to and adornment of what his opponents consider more “serious” studies. In the process, he makes many of Augustine’s positive points, distinguishing the right use from the abuse of literary art. He appeals to the example of Jesus and other biblical writers, who told stories (the parables) and wrote beautiful poetry (the Psalms, Song of Songs, etc.). But Sidney is not content merely to win a grudging admittance for literature to the curriculum; he will not stop until he has won it the highest place of all.

Sidney takes it for granted, along with his opponents, that the purpose of education is the acquisition not of knowledge only but of virtue as well. So then: the moral philosopher tells you the precept of virtue, what ought to be, but he does it so abstractly that he is “hard of utterance” and “misty to be conceived,” so that one must “wade in him until he be old before he shall find sufficient cause to be honest.” The historian, on the other hand, tells a concrete story we can relate to; but he is limited to what actually has been and cannot speak of what ought to be. The one gives an ideal but abstract precept, the other a concrete but flawed example. But “both, not having both, do both halt” (Rollins and Baker 610). How then do we get beyond this impasse?


Now doth the peerless poet perform both: for whatsoever the philosopher saith should be done, he gives a perfect picture of it by someone by whom he presupposeth it was done; so as he coupleth the general notion with a particular example. A perfect picture, I say, for he yieldeth to the powers of the mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description, which doth neither strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the soul as much as the other doth. (Ibid)



By combining the virtues of history and philosophy, the poet then becomes the “monarch” of the humane sciences, the most effective at achieving their end, virtuous action. He can give us better role models—and negative examples too—than can be supplied by real life in a fallen world. “Disdaining to be tied to any such subjection [to nature], lifted up by the vigor of his own invention,” he makes in effect another nature (607). He has the freedom to do this because he is created in the image of the Creator. Greek and English rightly agree in calling the poet (from Greek poiein, to make) a maker, for people are most like God the Maker when they create a world and people it with significant characters out of their imagination. The very existence of literature, then, even when it is abused, is a powerful apology for the Christian doctrine of humanity and its creation in the image of God. Therefore, we should


give right honor to the heavenly Maker of that maker, who, having made man to his own likeness, set him beyond and over all the works of that second nature: which in nothing he sheweth so much as in poetry, when with the force of a divine breath he bringeth things forth surpassing her doings. (608)



Here, then, is finally a profoundly Christian understanding of literature which does not merely salvage it for Christian use but finds the very ground of its being in explicitly Christian doctrine: creation, the imago Dei, the “cultural mandate” to subdue the earth. Christians alone understand why human beings, whether “literary” types or not, are impelled to make, tell, and hear stories. When Christians also do so, they are not so much spoiling the Egyptians as recovering their own patrimony. That is why we not only learn from literature but enjoy it: it delights as it teaches. And it conveys its kind of truth through the creation of concrete images which incarnate or embody ideas which would otherwise remain abstract and nebulous.


But what, shall the abuse of a thing make the right use odious? Nay truly, though I yield that Poesy may not only be abused, but that being abused … it can do more hurt than any other army of words, yet shall it be so far from concluding that the abuse should give reproach to the abused, that contrariwise it is a good reason, that whatsoever, being abused, doth most harm, being rightly used … doth most good.

—SIR PHILIP SIDNEY, An Apology for Poetry



Subsequent criticism, both Christian and secular, has confirmed Sidney’s emphasis on the significance of the concrete image as an important way in which literature communicates. And the most profound moments in Christian reflection on literature since have simply followed up on hints Sidney gave us: that the principle of incarnation is why our images communicate so well; that the imago Dei is the key to our identity as poets as well as human beings. It is no exaggeration to call Sidney’s Defence the fountainhead of modern Christian poetics. Those who do not begin with it are condemned to reinvent the wheel or to drag their load without one.

While Sidney gave us the foundation, there is yet a lot that can be built on it. Seventeenth-century devotional poets such as Donne explored the ability of unexpected metaphors to express the paradoxical mysteries of Christian truth and experience. George Herbert struggled to reconcile sparkling wit and simplicity in the service of edification, finally bringing his “lovely metaphors” to church “well dressed and clad” because “My God must have my best—even all I had” (Hutchinson 271-285). Poets such as Herbert increasingly looked to Scripture to provide both a justification for their writing and a model for how to pursue it. Milton, following Spenser’s example, looked to both biblical and classical models as he created images of truth, virtue and vice (from Sabrina to the Son, from Comus to Satan) which function in precisely Sidneyan terms.

JOHN MILTON

Milton also buttressed Sidney’s case with some powerful arguments of his own. The end of learning, he said, is to “repair the ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate him, to be like him” by acquiring “true virtue” (Hughes 631). This reinforces and expands Sidney’s point that the end of learning is virtuous action. While we are in the body, our understanding must “found itself on sensible things” and education must follow that method—which helps to explain the importance of concrete images for acquiring both understanding and virtue. The well-rounded Renaissance education Milton recommends then includes “a well-continued and judicial conversing among pure authors digested” (Ibid). The salutary effects of literature then come only from a life-long habit of living with the minds of thoughtful and creative people in their books.

It is because of their connection with the mind of the author that books have such power, Milton explains, in a passage that essentially extends one of Sidney’s points: if human beings are the image of a creative God, books are the image of such people:


For books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that should whose progeny they are; nay, they do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and extraction of that living intellect that bred them … [Hence] as good almost kill a man as kill a good book: who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God’s image; but he who destroys a good book kills reason itself, kills the image of God, as it were, in the eye. (720)



It is the “seasoned life of man” that is “preserved and stored up” in books (Ibid). Part of what Milton valued in a good book then was contact with the mind of an author rendered otherwise inaccessible by distance or time. Such contact is precisely what much modern and postmodern criticism insists we cannot have. Perhaps a secular world view inevitably leads to a universe in which a text is merely a playing field for the reader’s own intellectual athleticism. Perhaps only a Christian view (such as Milton’s) of the imago descending from God to author to text can preserve the writing of literature as an act of communication. Perhaps some Christians have too easily accepted the dominance of reader-centered approaches when their own tradition could provide the basis for a more humane alternative. At any rate, Milton’s language and its theological grounding may offer one reason many Christians still tend to be more sympathetic than other modern readers to author-centered approaches such as that of E. D. Hirsch.


[Literary] abilities, wheresoever they be found, are the inspired gift of God, rarely bestowed, but yet to some (though most abuse) in every nation; and are of power, beside the office of a pulpit, to inbreed and cherish in a great people the seeds of virtue and public civility, to allay the perturbations of the mind, and set the affections in right tune; to celebrate in glorious and lofty hymns the throne and equipage of God’s almightiness …, [t]eaching over the whole book of sanctity and virtue through all the instances of example.

—JOHN MILTON, The Reason of Church Government



Milton also strengthens the rationale for refusing to ban literature on the grounds of its potential for abuse. His arguments against government censorship of some books tell equally against those who would eschew all books lest they be corrupted by them. Such attempts to bury our heads in the sand are smothered in terms of their own goals because virtue that is preserved only thus is “but a blank virtue, not a pure.” In the real world after the fall, as in the literary worlds which represent it, good and evil are so intertwined that the responsibility of discernment cannot realistically be avoided. As a result,


What wisdom can there be to choose, what continence to forbear, without the knowledge of evil? He that can apprehend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truely better, he is the true warfaring Christian.



This is so because we “cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks out of the race” (Hughes 728). Spenser’s Guyon is a positive role model of uncloistered virtue who makes his authors a better teacher than Scotus or Aquinas. Thus Sidney’s poet defeats the philosopher and the theologian. But even when a text promotes error, discernment is better than blindness, and “books promiscuously read” can help prepare us for life. If they do not, the fault lies not in the book but in the reader. Anyone who tried to avoid corruption by avoiding books only becomes a citizen of Mark Twain’s Hadleyburg.

THE MODERN ERA

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw advances in our understanding of literature, but few of them came from Christians speaking specifically as Christians. Dr. Johnson’s observation that staying power—“length of duration and continuance of esteem”—is the ultimate criterion of literary greatness has itself stood the test of time (Tillotson 1066-1067). Wordsworth’s attack on poetic diction, Coleridge’s insights on the role of the imagination, and Keats’ concept of negative capability have enriched our appreciation of the range of possibilities in literature. Arnold showed us how literature and its criticism could help us to see things as in themselves they really are and to discern the best that has been done and thought, but he succumbed to the post-Darwinian scepticism of his age so far as to make poetry more a substitute for faith than its servant.

In the twentieth century, the New Criticism focused constructively on the details of the text and sought to define the kind of knowledge literature offers in contradistinction to that which comes from the sciences, concluding that it was knowledge of human experience. On the other hand, its imbalanced emphasis on the autonomy of the text ironically opened the door to de[con]struction and other essentially anti-literary ways of reading. Christians participated in, benefited from, reacted against, and were influenced by many of these modern movements, but made few contributions to them that were motivated by their distinctively Christian world view as such.

In the meantime, a number of Christian thinkers from various traditions were profitably pursuing the idea that literature is a form of natural revelation parallel to the cosmos or conscience. Jesuit priest Gerard Manley Hopkins held that Nature is “news of God” and sought in his poetry to embody the “inscape”—the inner unity of being which a particular created thing has, for “I know the beauty of our Lord by it” (Gardner and MacKenzie xx-xxi). Conservative Protestant theologian A. H. Strong saw art giving testimony to “the fundamental conceptions of natural religion”; neo-Thomism emphasized art as a form of natural revelation; and liberal Protestant theologian Paul Tillich attempted to correlate “the questions posed by man’s existential situation, expressed in his cultural creations,” with the answers of the Christian message (Cary 35, 27). Michael Edwards is perhaps the best of the recent writers in this vein. “Literature occurs,” he says, “because we inhabit a fallen world. Explicitly or obscurely, it is part of our dispute with that world” (Edwards 12). If the heavens declare the glory of God (Ps. 19:1) and the invisible things are understood by the things that are made (Rom. 1:20), then the things made by the creative member of the creation ought in a special way to bring the truths embodied in creation into focus. An eye that knows where to look should then be able to find in the recurring themes and structures of human literature (whether written by believers or not) an apology for and elucidation of biblical motifs. As Edwards puts it,


If the biblical reading of life is in any way true, literature will be strongly drawn towards it. Eden, Fall, Transformation, in whatever guise, will emerge in literature as everywhere else. The dynamics of a literary work will be likely to derive from the Pascalian interplays of greatness and wretchedness, of wretchedness and renewal, of renewal and persisting wretchedness. (Ibid)



INKLINGS AND FRIENDS

To my mind, the most interesting contributions to Christian poetics in the twentieth century came from a group of friends centered in Oxford in mid-century who, consciously or not, harked back to Sidney’s themes and brought them to their fullest development. In 1938, J.R.R. Tolkien gave a lecture at St. Andrews University which was later published as “On Fairy Stories” (Tolkien 2-84). In it he provides a full critical vocabulary for Sidney’s idea of the poet as maker made by the Maker: sub-creation for the process, primary creation for God’s making, secondary creation for the poet’s created world:


Although now long estranged

Man is not wholly lost, nor wholly changed.

Dis-graced he may be, yet not dethroned,

And keeps the rags of lordship once he owned:

Man, Sub-creator, the refracted Light

Through whom is splintered from a single white

To many hues, and endlessly combined

In living shapes that move from mind to mind. (54)



While the doctrine of sub-creation was created to explain certain features of fantasy literature, it is applicable to many other genres as well. Even in the most “realistic” fiction, the writer creates a world, peoples it with characters whose actions give its history significance, and determines the rules of its nature. And usually there will be a hero, a villain, a conflict, and some sort of resolution (which Tolkien called eucatastrophe), so that the secondary world echoes the primary creation in more ways than one. The hero, at great personal sacrifice, defeats the villain and rescues the damsel in distress, and they ride off into the sunset to live happily ever after: this basic plot we keep coming back to is salvation history writ small, as it were. As Edwards says, literature is “drawn” towards a biblical reading of life. Tolkien explains why: “We make still by the law in which we’re made” (Tolkien 54).

In 1941, Dorothy L. Sayers provided a detailed analysis of that creative process in The Mind of the Maker. She developed the relevance of the imago Dei for understanding artistic creation in explicitly trinitarian terms. In every act of creation there is a controlling idea (the Father), the energy which incarnates that idea through craftsmanship in some medium (the Son), and the power to create a response in the reader (the Spirit). These three, while separate in identity, are yet one act of creation. So the ancient credal statements about the Trinity are factual claims about the mind of the maker created in his image. Sayers delves into the numerous literary examples, in what is one of the most fascinating accounts ever written both of the nature of literature and of the imago Dei. While some readers may feel she has a tendency to take a good idea too far, The Mind of the Maker remains an indispensable classic of Christian poetics.


The true work of art, then, is something new—it is not primarily the copy or representation of anything. It may involve representation, but that is not what makes it a work of art.

—DOROTHY SAYERS, “Towards a Christian Aesthetic”



C. S. Lewis never produced a major statement on literary theory from an explicitly Christian standpoint to rival Tolkien’s or Sayers’, but he gave us a constant stream of practical criticism from an implicitly Christian stance and a number of provocative essays that deal directly with the relationship between Christianity and literature. Probably best known is the essay “Christianity and Culture” (Lewis, Christian Reflections 12-36), superficial readings of which have given rise to the notion that Lewis had an “anti-culture bias” (Cary 16). Actually, he was making the point that idolization of culture (including literature) corrupts and destroys culture—a point he made more clearly in later essays (Lewis, God in the Dock 278-281, etc.). In “Christianity and Culture” he was engaged in the Augustinian task of defending the innocence of literary pursuits; in later writings he expanded his view of the positive value of reading.


Has [literature] any part to play in the life of the converted? I think so.… If all the cultural values, on the way up to Christianity, were dim antepasts and ectypes of the truth, we can recognize them as such still. And since we must rest and play, where can we do so better than here—in the suburbs of Jerusalem?

—C. S. LEWIS, “Christianity and Culture”



In the first place, literature enlarges our world of experience to include both more of the physical world and things not yet imagined, giving the “actual world” a “new dimension of depth” (Lewis, Of Other Worlds 29). This makes it possible for literature to strip Christian doctrines of their “stained glass” associations and make them appear in their “real potency” (37), a possibility Lewis himself realized in the Narnia series and the space trilogy. Then, too, literature can have something of the significance that Lewis denies it in “Christianity and Culture” through the creation of positive role models and the reinforcement of healthy “stock responses”: life is sweet, death is bitter, and so on (Lewis, C. S. Lewis: Poems 1). “Since it is likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, let them at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage” (31). Finally, literature can cure our provincialism and fortify us in the “mere Christianity” which has remained constant through the ages, if we do not limit ourselves to the books of our own age (Lewis, God in the Dock 200-207). That literature will do these things is uncertain—much modern literature tries not to—but the literature of the ages can do so if we receive it sympathetically. In An Experiment in Criticism Lewis shows us how to do just that, in a book that demonstrates the possibility of a sane, reader-centered criticism which would not exclude the authority of the author.

OTHER VOICES

No one writer had more influence on modern thinking about literature than T. S. Eliot, whose conversion brought him back from the wasteland of modernity to dance at the still point of the turning world. Two major themes from his criticism compel our attention here. The first was a constant in both his modernist and Christian periods, though it makes best sense when grounded in the Christian worldview: the importance of rootedness in the literary tradition of the West for both intelligent reading and original writing. Many modernists and postmodernists tend to dismiss the “dead writers”—or at least their ideas—as irrelevant because “we know so much more than they did.” “Precisely,” Eliot replied, “and they are what we know” (Eliot, Selected Essays 6).

The second theme is the relation of content and literary value. Here, Eliot gradually moved from an early aestheticism in which he tended to rigorously separate the two toward an appreciation of the fact that ultimately literary greatness is inseparable from the value of the ideas expressed or implied. In 1927 he said that, from the standpoint of poetry, Dante’s system of thought was “an irrelevant accident” (116). Just two years later he recognized that Dante’s “His will is our peace” was “literally true,” and that “it had more beauty for me now, when my own experience has deepened its meaning, than it did when I first read it,” concluding that appreciation of poetry could not in practice be separated from personal belief after all (231). By 1935 Eliot was calling for literary criticism to be “completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological standpoint” (354) and for Christians to produce both such criticism and also literary works themselves whose content was “unconsciously Christian.”

A final important voice for twentieth-century Christian poetics belonged to an American local-color writer, the self-styled “hillbilly Thomist” Flannery O’Connor. Like Tillich and Edwards, she believed that great literature deals with ultimate concerns that are essentially theological; like Lewis, but in a totally different manner, she removed stained-glass associations so that the “action of grace” could be seen in new contexts with new power. In a small but powerful body of fiction she made the American South an image of the human condition seen in profoundly Christian terms. Her letters and critical writings are loaded with practical wisdom on how to embody the anagogical vision in concrete images which can speak to the modern reader.

CONCLUSION

Where, then, has this brief history of Christian thinking about literature brought us? Cary rightly notes that “the modern critic who wants to deal with literature from a Christian standpoint has not found direct precedents in the literary criticism of the past 150 years, which constitutes what is inevitably the critical milieu for him” (Cary 3-4). The Christian giants we have surveyed in the twentieth century definitely stood outside the mainstream. They all had roots sunk deep in a venerable and humane tradition which goes back to the ancients through Milton and Sidney and thus they preserve a way of reading and writing which has been able to resist the ideological fragmentation and de[con]struction which has followed the breakup of the hegemony of New Criticism.

In the pages of journals such as Christianity and Literature, explicitly Christian wrestling with literary questions continues. It represents a range from futile efforts to accommodate modernist and postmodernist perspectives to virile and living heirs of the right evangelical tradition descending, as I have argued, from Sir Philip Sidney. By grounding literary activity in a specifically Christian understanding of human nature, that evangelical tradition can give a coherent explanation of why people make worlds out of words and of the ways in which those worlds are valuable.

Perhaps our being reminded that there is a unique and distinctly Christian tradition of poetics could help us tap into its power once again. In America, evangelicals produce too many cheap imitations of Lewis and Tolkien on the one hand, and too many saccharine historical romances on the other. While such writers as Walter Wangerin Jr. and Calvin Miller have produced some interesting creative work, and such writers as Leland Ryken, Gene Edward Veith, and Michael Bauman have produced some incisive criticism, there is no one on the scene with the power of a Lewis, a Tolkien, a Sayers, or an O’Connor—much less a Milton. But the tradition that gave us those writers can give us more. As Francis Schaeffer reminded us, “The Christian is the one whose imagination should fly beyond the stars” (5).
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Thinking Christianly About Literature
Leland Ryken
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What has Ingeld to do with Christ?” That is what Alcuin wished to know in 797 when he saw the monks’ fondness for fictional stories about heroes such as Beowulf and Ingeld. He put an end to such literary indulgence by laying down the rule, “Let the words of God be read aloud at table in your refectory. The reader should be heard there, not the flute-player; the Fathers of the Church, not the songs of the heathen” (Alcuin, qtd. in Duckett 209). Many Christians through the centuries have agreed with Alcuin’s view of literature.

The apologists for literature surveyed in Donald Williams’s essay in this volume disagreed with Alcuin’s assessment, as do the contributors to this book. The purpose of the present essay is to provide a systematic overview of the leading issues that comprise a Christian poetic—a philosophy of literature.

Several broad generalizations are at once possible. A Christian poetic involves two things—a general defense of literature (a rationale for its importance in a Christian’s life) and a methodology for relating one’s actual reading or writing of literature to the Christian faith. It is also useful to keep in view that literature performs a threefold function: It presents human experience for contemplation, it offers an interpretation of that experience, and it presents form/technique/beauty for a reader’s enjoyment. It is a time-honored axiom that literature is both useful and delightful.

A Christian philosophy of literature begins with the same agenda of issues that any philosophy of literature addresses. Its distinctive feature is that it relates these issues to the Christian faith. An understanding of at least four elements is essential to any philosophical discussion of literature: (1) There is a form of discourse that possesses properties that allow us to speak of it as literature. (2) One aspect of literature consists of form, beauty, technique, and creativity, and this aspect is self-rewarding as a form of enjoyment, entertainment, and aesthetic enrichment. (3) The content of literature has a lot to do with human experience, as distinct from abstract thought or ideas. (4) This should not, however, lead us to minimize the importance of perspective in literature, nor to deny that values and ideas are part of the literary enterprise.

THE NATURE OF LITERATURE

To speak of literature is to imply that it has identifiable traits that set it apart from other forms of discourse. This should be self-evident, but it is not. Through the centuries, Christians have tried to turn literature into something other than what it is. T. S. Eliot’s dictum that literature should be allowed to be literature and “not defined in terms of something else” is always in need of reiteration (Use of Poetry 147).

Literature consists of words, first of all. Yet when Christians talk about literature, it would be easy to get the impression that literature consists of ideas. It does not. When a poet lamented his inability to write poetry even though he was “full of ideas,” the French poet Mallarmé responded, “One does not make poetry with ideas, but with words” (quoted in Valéry 77). A proper respect for language is a prerequisite to producing and understanding literature. Christianity itself pushes us toward such a respect because it is a revealed religion whose authoritative truths are written in a book.

The bigger obstacle to letting literature be literature among Christians has been a naive belief that literature is somehow a direct rendition of reality. But literature is always life at the remove of art and the imagination. Literature is an imagined world having its own characteristics and its own integrity as a world created by human subcreators. The world of literature is a construct of the imagination that adheres to conventions that are always to some degree unlifelike and often openly fantastic. Literature takes reality and human experience as its starting point, transforms it by means of the imagination, and sends readers back to life with renewed understanding of it and zest for it because of their excursions into a purely imaginary realm.

Christians have traditionally found it difficult to grant integrity to this world of the imagination and have found ways to suppress or discredit the imaginary element in literature. One tendency has been to denigrate fiction and fantasy as being untruthful, frivolous, a waste of time, escapist, and something to be left behind with childhood. Others have tried to excise the imaginary aspect of literature by acting as though literature is a direct replica of everyday life, ignoring all that is unlifelike about it. The impulse to reduce literature to ideas has also been a perennially popular way for Christians to avoid the imaginary dimension of literature.


Literature will yield … what it has to give only if it is approached as literature.

—F. R. LEAVIS, The Common Pursuit



These responses misinterpret the nature of literature. Literature is built on a grand paradox: It is a make-believe world that nonetheless reminds us of real life and clarifies it for us. The eighteenth-century critic Samuel Johnson noted that the imitations of literature “are not mistaken for realities, but … bring realities to mind” (264). This is similar to artist Pablo Picasso’s great aphorism that “art is a lie that makes us realize truth” (315).

Reading and writing literature depend on a respect for the ability of the imagination to embody truth. There is no valid reason for the perennial Christian preference of biography, history, and the newspaper to fiction and poetry. The former tell us what happened, while literature tells us what happens.

The example of the Bible, which is central to any attempt to formulate a Christian approach to literature, sanctions the imagination as a valid form of expressing truth. The Bible is in large part a work of imagination. Its most customary way of expressing truth is not the sermon or theological outline but the story, the poem, and the vision—all of them literary forms and products of the imagination (though not necessarily the fictional imagination). Literary conventions are present in the Bible from start to finish, even in the most historically factual parts.

LITERARY FORM AND CREATIVITY

Literature is a form of knowledge, but it is also an art form—the creation of technique and beauty for the sake of entertainment and aesthetic delight. A Christian approach to literature includes an endorsement of the artistic and pleasure-giving aspect of literature. A Christian view should stand as a corrective to the prevailing utilitarian spirit of a technological society, though in fact Christians have often perpetuated the utilitarian outlook to the disparagement of literature.

Faced with the charge of the nonusefulness of literature, Christian apologists for literature have tried to meet the argument on its own terms, showing that literature is useful after all. It teaches truth, apologists say, or it moves people to good moral behavior. While there is truth in these arguments, there is something inherently wrong with minimizing the aesthetic dimension of literature. A defense of beauty, form, and creativity can be rooted in biblical example and doctrine.

The doctrine of creation forms a good starting point. God himself is a creator, and the world he created is a world that is beautiful as well as utilitarian. This creative God made people in his image—that is, with a capacity for creativity and beauty. It is no wonder that Christian defenders of the arts have made much of creativity. Christian poet Chad Walsh writes that writers can see themselves “as a kind of earthly assistant to God … carrying on the delegated work of creation, making the fullness of creation fuller” (227).


As image-bearer of God, man possesses the possibility both to create something beautiful, and to delight in it.

—ABRAHAM KUYPER, Lectures on Calvinism



The example of the Bible confirms the importance of literary form and beauty. If the message of the Bible were all that mattered, there would have been no good reason for biblical poets to put their utterances into intricately patterned verse form, or for biblical storytellers to compose masterfully compact and carefully designed stories. In God’s economy, the writers of the Bible did not have something better to do with their time and ability than to be artistic to the glory of God. The writer of Ecclesiastes speaks for other biblical authors as well as for himself when he tells us that he arranged his material “with great care,” and that he “sought to find pleasing words” (Ecclesiastes 12:9-10, RSV) or “words of delight” (12:10, ESV).

This biblical endorsement of literary creativity is matched by its respect for beauty and enjoyment. When God formed paradise, the perfect human environment, he “made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food” (Genesis 2:9, RSV). God’s design for human life, in other words, is aesthetic as well as utilitarian.

How can a person read literature to the glory of God? By enjoying the beauty that human creativity has produced and recognizing God as the ultimate source of this beauty and creativity. Christians do not need to defend literature, as most people have done, solely on the didactic grounds that it teaches us. Literature has a reason for being quite apart from that. In a Christian worldview, literature exists for more than our enjoyment, but not for less.

INCARNATION OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE

Along with the Christian doctrine of creation, the doctrine of the incarnation has most often been invoked in Christian philosophies of the arts, with the Christian sacraments close behind. It is not hard to see why the incarnation has loomed so large in Christian thinking about literature. In the words of C. S. Lewis, literature “too is a little incarnation, giving body to what had been before invisible and inaudible” (Psalms 5).

Although the terminology has differed from age to age, literary theory through the centuries has agreed that the subject of literature is human experience. The thing that sets literature off from philosophy and the “thought” disciplines is that it embodies human experience in concrete form rather than presenting abstract propositions. Literature gives the example rather than the precept. It embodies experience in event and character, in image and metaphor.

The writer’s task, said Nathan Scott, is “to stare, to look at the created world, and to lure the rest of us into a similar act of contemplation” (52). Novelist Joseph Conrad said something similar: “My task … is, by the power of the written word to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see” (19). Flannery O’Connor quipped, “The writer should never be ashamed of staring” (84).

The Christian doctrine of the incarnation and the Christian sacraments have provided a convenient analogy to literature, and perhaps even a sanction for it. Like the incarnation of Jesus and similar to the sacraments, literature embodies meaning in concrete form.

The incarnational nature of literature and the kind of knowledge that it gives us (an experiential knowledge of life as we live it) have important ramifications for thinking Christianly about literature. Western culture generally, as well as the Christian subculture specifically, has had an unwarranted tendency to think that abstract ideas and facts are the only valid type of knowledge that we possess. Literature challenges that bias, and so does the Bible. The Bible is not a theological outline with proof texts attached. It is an anthology of literature. When asked to define “neighbor,” Jesus refused, telling a story instead (the parable of the Good Samaritan). Our fund of important knowledge is not limited to ideas but includes the characters and events of stories and the images and metaphors of poetry as well. In a startling challenge to our customary thinking in this regard, C. S. Lewis claimed that it is “a mistake to think that our experience in general can be communicated by precise and literal language and that there is a special class of experiences (say, emotions) which cannot. The truth seems to me the opposite” (“Language” 138).


Poets are always telling us that grass is green, or thunder loud, or lips red.… This is the most remarkable of the powers of Poetic language: to convey to us the quality of experiences.

—C. S. LEWIS, “The Language of Religion”



The incarnational nature of literature has important implications for settling the perennial question of whether literature tells the truth. One of the levels of truth in literature is truthfulness to human experience and external reality. Literature overwhelmingly tells the truth at this level. Writers are sensitive observers of reality. It is part of their craft to be such. Literature offers a kind of experiential knowledge and truth that everyone needs. Literature and the Bible alike tell us that we live by more than abstract ideas.

PERSPECTIVE IN LITERATURE

Literature does more than present human experience; it also interprets that experience. If one type of literary truth is representational truth based on the reality principle, another type is perspectival truth, consisting of ideas. At this level, literature embodies implied ideas and makes implicit truth claims.

The question of meaning in literature has always been somewhat problematic. Earlier centuries viewed literature as a branch of rhetoric or persuasion and made extravagant (and often unsupportable) claims for literature as a teacher of truth and moral influence. In the middle of the twentieth century, by contrast, literary theory was so preoccupied with literature as the embodiment of human experience that the ideational dimension of literature receded from view. More recently, deconstruction and related forms of skepticism have questioned the ability of literature to convey definite ideational meaning at all.

It is perhaps salutary to be reminded, then, that writers themselves intend to communicate meaning. A specimen statement is novelist Joyce Cary’s claim that “a reader must never be left in doubt about the meaning of a story” (132). The assumption of meaning is simply one of the conventions of literature; in fact, a leading literary critic has labeled it “the rule of significance” and calls it “the primary convention of literature” (Culler 115). Writers are on the lookout not only for good story material but also for stories in which (to use the words of the nineteenth-century French poet Baudelaire) “the deep significance of life reveals itself” (quoted in Murry 30).

Writers intend meaning, and their works are a carefully contrived system of persuasion to get the reader to accept their view of the world. In other words, literature is affective. In the words of David Lodge, “The writer expresses what he knows by affecting the reader; the reader knows what is expressed by being receptive to affects” (65).

The Christian tradition has never been able to make up its mind about whether the affective persuasiveness of literature is good or bad. Augustine granted that literature is an affective influence, but he regarded this as bad because it moves people to embrace error rather than truth. Renaissance poet Sir Philip Sidney thought literature the most important of all disciplines because it moves people to virtue. Both viewpoints are right: Literature can persuade readers toward an acceptance of either truth or falsehood, and can be a prompter to either good or bad behavior.

What this means is that Christian readers must be discerning and self-conscious about their responses as they read. A Christian approach to literature involves a continuous testing of the spirits to see if they are from God, which brings us to the topic of assessing the intellectual and moral viewpoint of literary works.


All writers … must have, to compose any kind of story, some picture of the world, and of what is right and wrong in that world.

—JOYCE CARY, Art and Reality



The keynote was sounded in a justly influential essay by T. S. Eliot (reprinted in this anthology), who wrote near the end of the essay, “What I believe to be incumbent upon all Christians is the duty of maintaining consciously certain standards and criteria of criticism over and above those applied by the rest of the world; and that by these criteria and standards everything that we read must be tested” (Selected Essays 353). At the outset of his essay Eliot spoke of how “literary criticism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological standpoint” (Selected Essays 343).

Several things are implied by Eliot’s theory. One is that before we assess the truth or error of a work of literature we must let the work be itself as a work of literature. I would go so far as to call this a moral duty that we owe to a writer (a viewpoint shared by Peter Leithart’s essay in this book). Furthermore, self-forgetfulness—getting beyond ourselves and our limited range of experience—is one of the chief rewards of reading literature. In fact, a degree of initial detachment from a work of literature is exactly what makes it useful for clarifying our own experience, for the simple reason that we cannot see something well if we are too close to it.

But self-forgetfulness must be followed by self-consciousness about who we are as readers. Once we have isolated the implied assertions of a literary work, we need to assess them by ordinary methods of philosophic and theological analysis. Works of literature can assert false ideas as well as true ones, and their artistic greatness does not guarantee their philosophic or moral truthfulness.

The intellectual usefulness of literature is not that it necessarily tells us the truth about an issue but rather that it serves as a catalyst to thinking about the great issues of life. If this is true, we can also see how misguided has been the frequent assumption that it is the task of Christian literary criticism to show that works of literature are Christian. The task is rather to assess whether and to what degree works are Christian in their viewpoint. Christian enthusiasts for literature too often seek to baptize every work of literature that they love.

Even when we judge a work of literature to be deficient in truth when measured by a Christian viewpoint, we should not dismiss the work wholesale. There are other aspects for which we can commend it. We can always be rapturous over the technique and beauty of a well-crafted story or poem. We can also value and affirm its truthfulness to life and human experience, even if the interpretive slant is wrong. As Christian readers we are free to approve part of a work without endorsing all of it, and conversely we can disagree with part of it without devaluing it entirely. On all of these matters, the record of Christians is not as good as one would wish.

If Christian readers are called to discern truth from error, surely the same responsibility rests on Christian writers. This responsibility might be discharged in two ways. On the one hand, since it is true that the content of writers’ work “should be part of the habitual furniture of [their] minds” (Lewis, Of Other Worlds 34), it is crucial that the habitual furniture of a Christian writer be theologically and philosophically true rather than false. Secondly, writers need to be readers of their productions, and one of the high points of the essays and excerpts in this anthology is the full-fledged way in which the contributing fiction writers and poets have reflected on their own practices as writers.

CHRISTIAN READERS AND WRITERS

Modern literary theory has championed the idea of interpretive communities—readers and authors who share an agenda of interests, beliefs, and values. Christian readers and writers are one of these interpretive communities. Everyone sees the world and literature through the lens of his or her
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