
Christianity and Culture (5) Literature

This page was generated automatically upon download from the Globethics Library.
More information on Globethics see https://www.globethics.net. Data and content
policy of Globethics Library repository see https://repository.globethics.net/
pages/policy

Item Type Article

Authors Copson, Belinda

Publisher Baptist Ministers Fellowship

Rights With permission of the license/copyright holder

Download date 23/05/2023 20:07:38

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/156045

https://www.globethics.net
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
https://repository.globethics.net/pages/policy
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12424/156045


the Fourth Gospel, inasmuch as the latter has long been accepted as a 
'theological reflection', rather than history per se. Now we are invited to consider 
that this is also true of the Synoptics, though they make their theological 
emphases by way of narrative, rather than by long reflective discourses. lt is a 
more subtle approach, and for this reason, not so easily perceived. 

A disciplined acceptance of the method concedes that the historical tradition 
of Jesus and interpretation belong together in the transmission process, and 
that the Gospel writers wrote with theological purpose and conviction with a 
view to meeting the spiritual needs of the communities of their day. 

MichaeiV.Jackson 

Further Reading 

I.H. Marshal! (ed) New Testament Interpretation (Paternoster 1979) 

N.Perrin What is Redaction Criticism? (SPCK 1970) 

C.Tuckett Reading the New Testament (SPCK 1987) 

P. Henry New Directions in New Testament Study (SCM 1980) 

Christianity and Literature 
A Personal View 

During a recent weekend visit to York, I had the opportunity of attending a 
Quaker meeting. Sixty or seventy people gathered in silence, which continued 
unbroken for perhaps twenty minutes. Then came the first verbal contribution to 
the worship. A member of the congregation recited, from memory, a short piece 
from Milton's 'Paradise Lost', and commented on an aspect of the text which had 
impressed him- not just critically, but theologically. Milton's description of the 
attractiveness of Lucifer, ultimately corrupt and physically most beautiful of all 
the angels before his appearance changed to reflect his corruption, was 
perceived as a warning of the seeming attractiveness of evil in its early stages. 
The thread was picked up as others in the meeting contributed to the line of 
thought another few lines of 'Paradise Lost', a few words from 'Macbeth', were 
offered as extracts theologically resonant and valid. 

Sharing in such a meeting was a reinforcement of my own feelings about the 
relationship between literature and Christianity. I've found, increasingly, literary 
interests and explorations, and the development of Christian life and faith are 
closely related and deeply interactive. As a study and appreciation of literature 
has enriched and informed my faith, so a Christian perspective has enhanced 
my understanding of some literature, by making possible a sympathetic 
understanding of the religious climate and thought of the author's time, or the 
author's perspective stemming from underlying religious assumptions- from 
within which context much of the greatest pre-twentieth century literature must 
be understood. 

Whilst reading English and French literature at Bristol University, I was also 
living as part of the community at Bristol Baptist College. Anyone who has spent 
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Dear Fellow Ministers, 

WEST HAM CENTRAL 
MISSION 

York House 409 Barking Road, 
Plaistow. E13 SAL 

Tel. No: 01-476 5065 
Patron: Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother 

One of the most enjoyable, though at times the most demanding, aspects 
of my work is the deputation and preaching ministry. Each year I drive many 
thousands of miles and visit many churches and meetings. I am always 
grateful for the opportunity to make such visits, and appreciative of the 
warm and generous hospitality that I enjoy. 

In more recent years I have become increasingly aware of the variety of 
styles of worship to be found in our churches. The old "hymn-sandwich" is 
by no means extinct (and, may I say, there can be good and nourishing meat 
in such a sandwich). On the other hand there is a warmth and freedom of 
worship that has developed recently, and has obvious attractions for many 
people who were untouched by the more traditional liturgies. I must 
confess, I have learned to appreciate the modern mode; although I still have 
slight difficulties when "Trevor" is suddenly pounced upon to preach after 
being lulled into a false sense of security by forty minutes or so of "praise 
and sharing"! 

The lovely thing for me is that, in churches of both kinds, I find a real and 
heart-warming interest in the Mission's caring and healing ministry. The sad 
and untheological division between the "Saving Gospel" and the "Social 
Gospel" has been broken down, and a real sense of fellowship and 
commitment to the "Kingdom Work" is so evident. 

Thank you for your support and interest, and whether your church is an 
"eyes down" or a "hands up" one- please say one for us!! 

God bless you and strengthen you in His service, 

. Trevor W. Davis 
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time at a theological college, or as a student, will remember the endless 
discussions over coffee, and how the imminent essay deadline, or the need to 
prepare next day's college prayers, acted wonderfully to focus the mind! 
Experiencing both types of life simultaneously had a crystallising effect -
literary and Christian thought and discussion became more ·interactive and 
mutually informing than ever. Authors were studied in the university course
Milton, G.M.Hopkins, Chaucer and Shakespeare to mention a few - were 
discussed, researched, written about- and then perhaps used as a reading or a 
basis for meditation if I were taking part in leading college prayers. In a 
university seminar, I would be talking about Baudelaire's expression of the 
tension and coexistence of good and evil, and then, informed and stimulated by 
the poetry's concise expression of complex thought,' be debating whether 
mankind was basically good or not, with a group of College friends later that 
same day. 

In attempting to identify the factors which make this process of literary and 
religious interaction possible, I've selected what strike me as certain unifying 
threads in the nature of religious and literary experience and development. 
Creative tension, struggle for satisfactory formulation of complex ideas, change 
and development to maturity are, I suggest, essential components of both good 
literature and mature Christian faith. Douglas Stewart, in his preface to his study 
of five twentieth century novelists 'The Ark of God' (now out of print), writes:-

'Christian theology can never be fully Christian while it remains systematic, 
withdrawn from life as men actually experience it. The stuff of the novel is 
human character and human conflict, and these are also the stuff of a 
Christian theology.' 

The human element, then, so vital to literature too, is the last-identified but not 
the least important of these unifying factors. · 

Having identified linking factors between good literature and vibrant Christian 
theology, it needs to be stressed that a 'religious book' is not necessarily (or 
possibly, as Douglas Stewart has argued in the same work, not usually) one 
which deals with specifically' religious' topics or which is written in a way which 
fits our own beliefs and structures. A truly' religious' piece of writing may be one 
which presents something which we recognise as a truth or a new insight, but 
perhaps in a startling, unexpected or uncomfortable framework. Perhaps the 
characters are unsympathetic, or the tone hostile to our preconceived ideas; in 
any case, we don't immediately recognise it as 'religious'. Literature which 
presents us with ideas, images and insights which enrich or challenge our 
theology, or give us a fresh angle of perception on some aspect of faith, is surely 
'religious' in a real sense. 

A selection from some personal favourites is probably the best illustration of 
how this can work. George Eliot's Middlemarch, I would suggest, is a thoroughly 
religious book- not for its subdued external pious trappings ( Dorothea, plainly 
dressed, rather consciously doing good works), but for the way in which 
character is gradually revealed so that the central characters of the doctor, 
Lydgate, and the young woman, Dorothea, are gradually brought to an 
emerging awareness of themselves and those about them. Their developing 
insights include compassion for the limitations of other people, awareness of 
their own inadequacies, and a resilience to cope with disappointment. The 
characters mature emotionally and psychologically in the course of the novel, 
through their experiences and contacts with each other and other people. 
Dorothea comes to recognise the shallowness of her girlish religious posturing 
and to develop a more mature attitude to her faith. There is a richness of 
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religious interest here to the Christian concerned about attitudes and actions 
towards other people as a vital dimension of faith. 

A dissertation about the work of the novelist Antonia White formed part of my 
degree coursework; I became fascinated by her distinction between religion and 
religiosity. Writing in the 1930's, her semi-autobiographical novels describe a 
girl's Catholic convent education in the early years of this century. Details of a 
life regulated by religious customs of rituals and retreats are abundant, but the 
theological resonance of her work lies not in the outward practice of Catholic 
life so minutely described, but in the inner turmoil of a young girl struggling to 
extrapolate and develop real faith in conflict with the restrictive and suppressive 
outward regime. 

Similarly, Graham Greene's The Power and the Glory may perhaps be seen as 
a 'religious' book for the wrong reasons - i.e. because it is about a priest 
carrying on with his job during civil war at the actual risk of his life. A closer look 
reveals the priest to be not superficially holy and heroic, but one who is ever 
conscious of personal guilt and failure, terrified of being shot, not even sure if he 
still believes in God- yet continuing in obedience to act as a priest throughout 
the hopelessness of his situation. 

The theological interest and application for a Christian reader in works such 
as these is found in the characters' inner lives, which tend to diverge 
fromexternal appearances and events. The force of such writing lies in the 
powerful portrayal of the 'human element', identified above as one of the lioks 
between literature and Christianity. 

Other types of writing, for example those which appreciate the natural world, 
also bear on Christian experience and understanding. Gerard Manley Hopkins, 
poet and Jesuit priest, was a writer whose work I can best characterise as being 
an expression of immanence. Hopkins has used to good effect the medium of 
poetry to express complex thought in few words. He has created startling and 
numinous images:-

'The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 
lt will flame out, like shining from shook foil' 

and finds an awareness of God in ordinary things:
'Giory be to God for dappled things-
For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow; 
For rose-moles in all stipple upon trout that swim; 
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches' wings; 

(from God's Grandeur) 

Landscape plotted and pieced- fold fallow and plough, 
And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.' 

(from Pied Beauty) 
Hopkins' writing is implicitly religious but not didactic. His work is an expression 
of his Christianity; as his faith was enhanced by his love of nature,so this became 
a pervading theme of his writing. 

T.S. Eliot's Christian beliefs are similarly evident in his writing, but he is 
perhaps more obviously concerned than Hopkins not only to encapsulate but to 
develop chains of thought. A passage such as the following one, which links 
Biblical echoes with the problems of modern life, is typical of much of his work: 
striving, sometimes obscurely, to relate faith to the rest of life:-

'What life have you if you have not life together: 
There is no life that is not in community, 
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And no community not lived in praise of GOD. 
Even the anchorite who meditates alone, 
For whom the days and nights repeat the praise of GOD, 
Prays for the Church, the Body of Christ incarnate. 
And now you live dispersed on ribbon roads, 
And no man knows or cares who is his neighbour 
Unless his neighbour makes too much disturbance 
But all dash to and fro in motor cars, 
Familiar with the roads and settled nowhere.' 

(from The Rock) 
A brief article can be no more than a taste of some writers whose work is of 

interest to a Christian reader as well as having intrinsic interest as good 
literature. Other writers I would identify by those criteriai(Vould include William 
Blake, Arnold Bennett, C.S. Lewis, Tolkien, Emily Bronte. This is of course a 
personal selection, and by no means an exhaustive list. Literature is a rich 
resource with which to enhance our Christian insights, worship and meditation; 
I hope that my own examples and suggestions may stimulate readers to make 
their own explorations in this field 

Belinda Copson 

Liberation Theology and Salvation: A Critique 

The meaning of salvation in Liberation Theology is liberation for the poor and 
the oppressed. Is this an adequate definition of salvation? Can it be reasonably 
argued that Jesus' teaching about salvation meant only liberation for the poor 
and the oppressed? Have Liberation theologians proved Western theologians 
wrong when the latter talk of salvation as personal forgiveness of sins? In this 
article a critical look will be taken at the teachings of the Liberation theologians. 
An attempt will be made to come up with a true meaning of salvation, loyal to the 
teachings contained in scripture, and to people in their different situations 
whom God has placed in this world. In other words we are seeking to find the 
meaning of 'salvation' for the world of the 1980's. 

Criticisms of Liberation Theology 
One of the fiercest criticisms of Liberation Theology is that it is Marxism with a 
different name. The response of some Evangelicals to Marxism has often been 
one of aversion and rejection, not because of an intelligent appreciation and 
repudiation of Marxism as a world view, but rather an opposition to regimes 
which harrass and persecute believers. The fact that Liberation Theology is 
influenced by Marx is indisputable. When one considers that Liberation 
Theology arises out of situations where people have been oppressed for many 
years, it is perfectly understandable that these people are very impressed by 
statements by Marx such as: 

'The Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways, the point 
is to change it.'1 

Liberation Theology wants liberation from oppression, and revolution is the 
way to obtain this. So is this the connection between Marxism and Liberation 
Theology? Many Liberation theologians do see capitalism as evil, though the 
oppressive regime could just as easily be left wing as right wing, and still need 
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