PAGE  
10

A Literary Approach to Biblical Narratives
Belen M. Sy

For many people the Bible has been used in conjunction with their religious beliefs—at home or in churches. The Bible has been read, reflected upon, interpreted, shared and accepted as revealed truth, as food for thoughts and a vehicle for moral instruction. But for many readers too, the Bible still remains an obscure book.  The biblical cultural contexts are so far removed from ours, the characters are so different from our modern contemporaries, and the language seems so naïve but enigmatic.  Yet, it is the Book that has continuously been reprinted, retranslated, studied and taught to many. Interest in the Biblical studies has even escalated in the last half of the twentieth century, thanks to the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947.  Revival of interest in the Bible has thus enhanced more archeological, historical and philological studies on the sacred writings. In light of the discoveries, the Bible has been re-evaluated and critiqued under different form of criticism.1 General readers are now provided with new perspectives on the Bible as a great work and authority that has inspired the lives and minds of many men and women for two millennia.

The revived interest in the Bible has moreover reinforced the teaching of the Bible as literature in many colleges and universities for the high literary value of many parts of the Bible has been recognized universally. Many English authors, like Southwell, Shakespeare, Donne, Herbert, Milton, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Arnolds, Scott, and T.S. Eliot have paid tribute to the biblical literature by integrating biblical imagery and allusions in their own works. Great authors commonly show a familiarity with the Bible and few great English and American authors of recent centuries can be read with satisfaction by one ignorant of biblical literature. However, for English and American Literature students who come from a modern and secularized society, the Bible is a virtually unfamiliar book. Lack of biblical knowledge thus impoverishes their readings and understanding of literary works that had been directly or indirectly influenced by the Bible. Literary critics, such as Robert Alter and Frank Kermode have recognized that there is a “need, felt by clerical and secular students alike to achieve a new accommodation with the Bible as it is…as literature of high importance and power” (Introduction, 4).  Consequently the inclusion of the Bible as literature in many university curricula answers this need. 
Teaching the Bible as literature provides a remedy for the lack of background knowledge for students of English literature. By viewing the Bible as literature we take into account various literary techniques that the biblical authors use to accomplish their purpose. We can ask these questions: Are the authors good writers? If they are telling a story, have they used effective techniques to make the story interesting? Are the characters plausible? Is the plot well constructed and are the themes universally recognized? Do the conflicts move the narrative and reveal the development of the characters?  Indeed, Erich Auerbach pointed out the “multilayerdness” of individual characters, in which the “Jewish writers are able to express the simultaneous existence of various layers of consciousness and the conflict between them” (13). In addition, biblical texts have a sublime style in which “certain parts [are] brought into high relief, others left obscure, abruptness, suggestive influence of the unexpressed. . .[and] multiplicity of meanings and the need for interpretation” (23).  These questions and other considerations come to the fore when a reader deals with biblical narratives.

In teaching the Bible as Literature at Fu Jen University, I have thus taken the above into account. Our syllabus includes the following objectives: (1) to read chosen biblical texts and experience another part of reality or history, (2) to appreciate the art of biblical narratives, especially the imagery, the symbolism and the language often used in many works of literature; (3) to perceive in the broadest sense the larger and deeper dimensions of the texts—be it social, psychological, human or divine—and relate these to the personal experience of my students. My students are mostly freshman in the English Department, who take a required one-semester Bible as Literature course for two hours a week. We use the Good News Bible–the Modern English Version, which has very simple sentence structures and an easy vocabulary range that reduces student reading anxiety. Because of time constraint, the class can read only a few stories,2  a few psalms and proverbs from the Old Testament and the Gospels of Mark and Luke. I rely on the advice of a noted Bible scholar, Soeur Jeanne d’Arc, who counseled that “for a first reading of the Bible, one can take a plan which offers an easier and a more balanced reading, in proposing a more pedagogical rather than technical or scientific order”. For a first encounter with the Bible, she added, it is not a matter of bringing in “the results of literary or historical criticisms, but to organize a circular journey across the Bible which gives a general view, with the possibility of finding one’s way  to the Bible, of getting accustomed to it and of going back to it.3” Thus, this limited pedagogical approach avoids a great amount of rather dull and routine texts, of interest only to biblical specialists and focuses on material that is more appealing, because of its recognizable literary type.  I therefore provide my student with a simple reading plan and a brief historical background of the stories, mainly taken from The New Jerome Bible Handbook and from Werner Schmidt’s Old Testament Introduction. I assign a list of readings to the class with sets of questions, a worksheet and a literary framework to work with, which they do as their homework or group work. 
The meaning of the text is always the first consideration for the students. They need to know what is happening or being said, for what reasons and to whom. Students must pay attention to the narration and dialogue. Thus during the discussion I will frequently begin with questions that clarify the literal meaning of the story, so that all students may understand its basic meaning. In class, we go over the elements of the story, like the setting, character, plot, conflict, theme and language.  In this paper I will often use the story of Joseph and His Brothers to illustrate some points.
(1)  Setting. Biblical stories take place in historical period and moved through time and space. Jewish writers give more or less attention to a country side or urban context, weather, time of day or season. The setting gives the story a sense of concreteness, giving plausible depiction of a world that we could know. Setting functions mainly to evoke an era or place or at a higher level, it can force characters to act or interact by positing complications. For instance, the famine in Moab compels Naomi and Ruth to return to Bethlehem, where food abounds as the barley harvest is just beginning (Ruth 1:1-22). Famine in the land of Canaan forces Jacob’s children to go to Egypt and buy corn from Joseph, which creates complication and conflict in the story as the characters interact with each other (Gen 41:56-42: 24) . 
(2) Characters. The characters are the personages in the narratives. Are the characters plausible? From the beginning to the end of the story, we must watch the characters. What actions do they do? How do they react to other characters? What do the characters say about themselves and about the others? Characters grow, develop, regress, learn more or change an outlook or lifestyle or make a crucial decision. In most biblical narratives, only the major character is developed more fully.  Does the main character, the protagonist, change from within? Does the protagonist have a new revelation about himself? As in many other forms of narrative, the words and actions of the biblical characters reveal their traits, attitudes and motives. As many students soon discover in the story of Joseph, the development of the protagonist starts from insensitivity to forgiveness, innocence to experience, suffering to success, low to high status.  Although the other characters (his half-brothers), except Judah, are sketched with utmost brevity, they are transformed from rival siblings to reconciled brothers and from being a broken family to a united clan. 
(3) Plot (action, conflict, climax, resolution). Plot is “the relations among the incidents and is . . . a guiding principle for the author and an ordering control for the reader” (Harmon and Holman, 394). What are the main events or action that happened in the story? The plot consists of characters performing actions, the relations of which involve conflicts or struggles between opposing forces. Three different conflicts may occur in any story. First is the conflict between the character and the environment (nature, society, culture or values); another conflict depicts the struggle between two characters or a character against a group of characters; and lastly, the conflict within the character him/herself. Conflicts create suspense and move the story forward, as well as enable the characters to reveal themselves. How these conflicts are worked out constitutes the resolution or conclusion of the story. In biblical narratives, the plot is central and the course of action is often expressed in discourse.
 
The Bible as an orally composed narrative follows certain principles noted by Axel Olrik. In an important essay, “Epic Laws of Folk Narrative” Olrik, a Danish folklorist, had formulated certain laws which he applied in Sagen, a general term which includes various oral narratives like folktales, sagas, myths and legend that shared common principles. He called these principles, “laws” because “they limit the freedom of composition of oral literature in a much different and more rigid way than in our written literature” (131).  To some extent, some biblical scholars also applied Olrik’s “laws” and indicated that certain patterns of language recur in the Bible stories and that they share those patterns with other orally composed narratives.

 Olrik noted that a story composed orally does not begin with sudden action nor does it end abruptly. Indeed, many biblical narratives have brief beginning and ending by way of description, like “Jacob continued to live in the land of Canaan, where his father had lived and this is the story of Jacob’s family. Joseph, a young man of seventeen, took care of the sheep and goats with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s concubines, he brought bad reports to his father about what his brothers were doing” (Gen 37: 1-2). The story has a clear ending as well, as presented in Joseph’s death scene in Egypt: “I am about to die, but God will certainly take care of you and lead you out of this land to the land he solemnly promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (Gen 50:24).
Another of Olrik’s law is repetition, which is the primary means to stress an important point or a specific action. Repetition gives body to the narrative, retards the action, heightens tension as well as provides continuity between scenes. Repetition often occurs in the reiteration of phrases of the original narration, or in a speech repeated in conversation with another character (see 1 Sam 18:17-26).  Repetition in bible narratives occur also in particular scenes, associated with certain recurrent themes. For example the man-woman encounter at the well, with the theme of life and fertility (Rebecca and Isaac’s servant, Jacob and Leah, Moses and Jethro’s daughters).  Repetition is done artistically and attention must be given to both what is repeated and what is varied or reversed. Robert Alter stressed that beyond the “constant interplay through repetition between speech and narration, biblical personages and events are caught in a finer web of reiteration in the design of thematic words and phrases constantly recurring. . . The inescapable tension between human freedom and divine historical plan…is brought forth so luminously through the pervasive repetitions of the Bible’s narrative art”(112-113).
A third notable trait is the simple biblical scenario with only two or three persons are on a scene at one time. If an additional person enters the scene, one of the other must withdraw into the background. Each scene thus remains short and does not have many interrelations as unimportant matters are omitted. Indeed one scene succeeds another, which positions the main character in sharp contrast with other secondary characters. A typical example is found in the scene between Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 2:8-14). As the workers fade in the background, patterns of contrast (man/woman, old/young, master/servant, owner/gleaner, local/foreigner, Israelite/Moabite) accentuate the scene and unfold the protagonists before our eyes. 
(4)  Theme. The theme is the rich and varied underlying idea of the narrative. It is a complex aspect of literature since it requires very intentional thinking to discern. It is not likely to elicit response than the more obvious literary elements do. Nonetheless it can be felt. What helps the students to discern the theme is their initial, personal and appreciative response to the text. Though lacking in technical skills and academic criticism, the sensitive and interested literature students can approach the biblical narratives with satisfaction and interpret the stories in the light of their own experiences. For instance, the themes of suffering and forgiveness discernable in the Joseph novella evoke many responses and interpretations from my students. While biblical narratives may produce a number of interpretations and meanings, truly valid interpretation must be supported by contextual evidence. As in many other literature classes, we encourage students to participate, give their opinions and interpretations of the story, yet they must be careful never to read anything into the narrative. The principal aim is to find everything we can profitably in the work.
 (5) Language. Although we are using an English translation of the Bible, students can still focus on some aspects of the language. We focus on style as reflected in the sentence structure (for example, Gen 1:1-2:4; Gen 18:22-33), as well as the lengths of the phrases, repetitions, variations and parallelisms. Other literary elements are symbols, figures of speech, irony and allusion. Similes and metaphors abound and provide examples of biblical imagery. In reading biblical narratives, we might ask whether the style is ordinary or sophisticated, calm or dramatic, descriptive or argumentative. 
As mentioned earlier, I have used a few elements of literature to read the biblical narratives. Students respond to this literary approach initially with reluctance and a bit of confusion. This seems normal, especially during the first weeks for incoming English Department freshmen, who undergo difficult times of adjustment. First they have to adapt to the overall English-speaking environment and to different literature courses. In our Bible courses, the difficulty is augmented by the Bible itself, with its numerous books, names and places and its cultural contexts. We begin by learning how to use the Bible, locating chapters and verses and searching for important places on the map. After a few readings and discussion, students become more familiar with the Bible and begin to appreciate the stories, which they express in their journals or written reports. Works of art, especially painting of great masters, like those of Michelangelo, Caravaggio, El Greco, Rembrandt and others, as well as short movie clips enliven our class and group presentations. 
It is important to know how our students feel about our course and teaching. Most of us do this through regular evaluation given at the end of the semester. One of the questions I ask is: “If this course were an elective, would you have taken it? Why or why not?” Out of 31 respondents, 2 answered “No”. The rest of the class said “Yes” because of the following reasons: “The stories are interesting and meaningful”; “I want to learn the moral meaning;” “This course is meaningful to our life;” “I can understand Western culture and literature;” “It is useful, interesting and meaningful;” “I want to learn it because it is the foundation of Western civilization,” “I learned a lot in this class.” Students also suggested more video and movie clips and more class hours to finish the book.  
Great literary works are great because they transform our thoughts and our lives. So it is with the Bible. After reading it for one semester and analyzing the narratives from a literary point of view, the students experienced the power of the biblical writings.  From their reflection/reaction papers, we can discern their genuine interest on the biblical stories, from which they have drawn lessons applicable to their own lives (See Appendix B). It has been a delight for me to see how students reflected and expressed how they were touched or moved by the Bible. Because the Bible course is only offered one semester, some former students came to me and asked for out-of-class Bible discussion group. We have formed the Bible group two years ago and we (eight to ten English Department students and I) meet regularly every Friday noon to discuss Gospel texts and our life experiences. An offshoot of this group was our project last summer where six English Department students went to the Philippines for a service-learning experience. The group interacted with Filipino youths from the slums and taught Taiwanese history, geography and culture to elementary and high school Filipino students. The overall experience was positive and encouraging, as the six students realized the role of religion in one’s life and the importance of being contented and  happy whatever one’s economic status.
For me personally, teaching/reading the Bible as Literature has brought to life to some extent our Fu Jen University motto: Truth, Goodness, Beauty and Holiness. There is no doubt that the Bible provides Truth we and many others can live by.  The Bible shows us Goodness in the many characters we read and most especially in Jesus who embodies Goodness itself. We see Beauty in the stories of creation, in the psalms and prayers, in God and in the people who inhabited the biblical world. Lastly, Holiness—the gift to transcend human frailty, to hope, to love and to forgive—becomes not only God’s attribute but also ours, when we go beyond our limitation and reach for higher goals. These considerations and many more has made the Bible a part of our life and worthy to be shared with our students. 



_______________
End Notes:

1.  According to the Paul J. Achtemier, biblical criticism is “the study of investigation of biblical writings that seeks to make discerning and discriminating judgments about these writings”. Biblical criticism includes the following: textual criticism, historical criticism, source criticism, literary criticism, form criticism, redaction criticism and canonical criticism. A concise explanation of the above is found in Harper Bible Dictionary. San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1983. Renowned Bible scholar, Father Raymond Brown suggested that one form most frequently used by scholars is historical criticism. “It involves seeking knowledge about the author (background, personal situation, goals), about the situation in which he wrote… and about the readers or hearers to who he addressed his work (where were they? what were their problems?) It also involves a judgment on the nature of the writing, its formation—categorizing a book as belonging to a particular part of the [biblical collection]” (39-40), as well as its transmission. 
2.  The narratives we study in class include the following: Stories of Creation, Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Esau, Joseph and His brothers, Moses, Ruth, Samson, David and Solomon.
3. This is my translation of Soeur Jeanne d’Arc’s text found on page 20 of Chemins à travers la Bible: “Pour cette première lecture rapide, on pourrait prendre un plan qui offer une lecture plus facile, plus équilibrée, en proposant un ordre plus pédagogique que technique ou scientifique. Il ne s’agit pas, pour un premier abord, de faire intervenir les résultats de la critique littéraire ou historique, mais d’organiser à travers la Bible un voyage circulaire rapide qui en donne une vue d’ensemble, avec la possibilité de s’y retrouver, de s’y acclimater et le désir d’y revenir.
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Appendix A




Worksheet

Title of the Story: 
	Setting 


	

	Characters 

	

	Main events (action)  in the story 


	

	Conflicts


	

	Resolution


	

	Theme(s) 


	


 Discussion Questions: (Joseph and His Brothers Gen 37-50)

1. The Story of Joseph and His Brothers presents 13 male characters, while female characters are hardly mentioned. What does this absence tell us about women’s role in the Old Testament world? Would it have made a difference if women, like Leah and Rachel, were given a more active participation in the story?

2. Among the brothers the daily life in the fields among the flocks is undermined by jealousy over paternal blessing and divine election. Discuss how jealousy developed in the story and its far-reaching effect on the characters.

3. Why didn’t Joseph go back to Canaan after he became successful as the Pharaoh’s right-hand man? Would going back patched up the broken relationship? Why? Why not? 

4. The story of Joseph and his brothers focuses our attention on decision making, on making choices. Did Joseph often make the right decisions? Explain your answer.
5. One critic said that biblical stories are old, but their messages are modern. Do you agree/disagree with this statement? Why or Why not? Support your answer with examples from the stories we read in class. 
6. Do you know of any family that has strong sibling rivalry? Do you know anybody who has been affected by jealousy? What was the effect of jealousy on that particular person?








Appendix B

Excerpts from Students’ Reflection Papers

Although Jacob made some mistakes before, Esau did not had grudge, but he forgave Jacob. I think I would be very angry if I were Esau. Esau was really a nice man. I appreciate very much his pardon and forgiveness. How admirable he was. . . .This story was really touching my heart after I read this chapter. . . When we have some quarrels with our friends and relatives, we should find proper ways to solve the problems and make reflections to ourselves. . . I think I have learned many things from this chapter. I hope one day, I can be a nice person like Esau. ( Betty)
Why Jesus wants us to find the lost sheep is because Jesus knows the natural personality of the sheep is not bad, it just gets lost. Therefore Jesus tries very hard to find it, and lead it to the correct path. So what I learned from this parable is that we should try our best to find those people who are lost themselves, and try to lead them to the correct path of life.                 (Claudia)

Arrogance always seems to be associated with the wicked in the Bible. I think the possible reason is probably because that arrogance may lead to blindness, When people are arrogant, they look down upon others and idealize themselves. So they wouldn’t listen to advice and corrections and never believe that they are wrong. Under this kind of condition, they might easily be led into the wrong path without realizing it and thus become wicked. … This sentence tells me the negative influences brought by being arrogant, which I never thought would be so serious before.    (Jean)

“Everyday is miserable for the depressed, but a lighthearted man has a continual feast” (Prov. 15:15)

This proverb is my favorite one among all. It is so simple but so useful, especially for modern people nowadays who often suffer from mental problems. Though we are living in a high-tech world, depression and melancholy are still not avoidable. More and more people chose to commit suicide to end up their life when facing difficulties. And this proverb reminds me that mood matters.

As long as you keep looking at the bright side of the world, everything turns out to be lovely; and everything might also be unpleasant at the same time, if you only see in a negative way. This proverb helps me to understand how to observe my inner changes when mood goes down, so that I could know how to control the negative emotion rather than being controlled by it.                       (Jennifer)
We accept good things from God; and should we not accept evil?” (job 2:10)

I always heard people blame God when they encounter misfortune. I am also no exception… I remember that I was really shocked when I first read the sentence, because I never thought from that concept. And suddenly I realize something that I had never thought. I admire Job’s pious hear and what he said. The most important is that the sentence gives me a different feeling and persuades me not to blame others when I encounter misfortune.                               (Beryl)  
