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Not Reading as a Christian

The Christian Scholar and the Pursuit of Truth

When”my father, a pastor, visited us last summer, he
complained of difficulties with church members who had gone for
counselling and had gotten advice that he considered sinful.
Counsellors were telling people that they should break up
marriages for reasons that my father considered inadequate,
usually a lack of personal fulfillment. My father complained
that their counsellors encouraged these people to be more self-
involved. I had recently read We’ve Had a Hundred Years of
Psychotherapy and the World is Getting Worse, in which the
Jungian James Hillman and Michael Ventura argued that
psychotherapy did just what he complained of: it taught people to
be so self-involved, so concerned with personal fulfillment, that
they lost political engagement, lost the impulse to reach out to
others. But I could not recommend the book: it transcribes two
lengthy conversations the authors had, and the conversations are
replete with obscenities. My father would be so offended by the
language that he would probably not even notice that they

confirmed his observation.

I found curious how I thought I should not recommend the
book to my father. I, too, am offended by the kind of language

that I read in We’ve Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy, but I




had read past it. It had registered in my consciousness: I knew
not to tell my father to read the book. But I had found the book
valuable anyway. I had consciously profited by what the book
said that I as a Christian could use, while I unconsciously
ignored the offensive language.

My point is this: when I filled out the initial application
form for this job at Northwestern, I wrote in the slot that asked
about my philosophy of the integration of faith and learning that
I thought T. S. Eliot's statement about religious poetry, that
the best kind was unconsciously Christian, written by a poet who
was so deeply Christian that she wrote Christian poems even when
she did not intend to do so, applied tc teaching and scholarship,
toco. As I read, I continue to find that I can profit from texts
that are not Christian, some that are even intentionally anti-
Christian, like We’ve Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy,
without consciously trying to eliminate what disagrees with my
Christianity. I am afraid that such a conscious effort to
disagree with what I find non-Christian will eliminate the
possibility of learning some truth that would make me adjust my
understanding of who Christ is and how I should understand Him
and His relationship with the world. I have said many times that
I do not try to integrate faith and learning because I did not
know that they were segregated. That is what I mean.

But I can complicate my answer somewhat, for in some ways I
guard myself against doing Christian readings. Texts, I know,
are not simple communications of truth; because they use

language, they involve ambiguities of word and phrase meanings.




Mikhail Bakhtin has observed that one of the ways in which all
utterance is social is that it has an extraverbal context
"comprised of three factors: (1) the common spatial purview of
the interlocutors . . . (2) the interlocutors’ common knowledge
and understanding of the situation, and (3) their common
evaluation of that situation" (99). What is true of all
utterance is particularly true of texts, which exist anywhere
they are read. Since readers and authors separated by space and
time have no common spatial purview, no common knowledge and
understanding, and no common evaluation of the situation, readers
can rarely fill in the gaps as an author might intend.

Readers fill in what texts leave vague to create consistency
within the work, in the process Wolfgang Iser has described in an
important and useful book, The Act of Reading. Iser argues that
all texts are mixtures of passages of varying degrees of
determinacy. Passages are never absolutely determined: someone
who has lost contact with reality can always read in them
something bizarre. Nor are they absoclutely indeterminate:
deconstruction’s idea of infinite freeplay is certainly a
mistake. For example, in Gerard Manley Hopkins’s "The Wreck of
the Deutschland," the pcem certainly involves a description of a
nun’s physical death in a shipwreck. But what does the poem say
the tall nun saw before she died? The lines are:

There, then! The Master,
Ipse, the only one, Christ, King, Head:

He was to cure the extremity where he had cast her.




Anyone who says the tall nun saw an elephant balancing a ball on
his trunk has obviously missed the point. On the other hand,
anyone insisting that she can only have seen a hallucination, or
a physical Christ, or some penumbra lying between the two, has
filled in the gap more absolutely than the text alone will allow.
Readers complete the text by filling in the gaps out of
their own store of experiences and beliefs, a process Iser calls
"consistency-building." Filling in the gaps leads to the

creation of a text that is at least somewhat consistent, in
harmony with itself. Of course, different readers will fill in
the gaps differently, producing different readings. We £ill in
gaps according to various extraverbal contexts, and the context
we choose for a particular gap substantially affects how we
understand the text.

Until relatively recently, critics usually imagined either
(rarely) that language was absolutely determinate, or that the
extraverbal contexts they have chosen, the historical background
in which they have placed the text, have suited either the
author's intention or some notion of objective truth grounded in
the certainties of language and history. 1In fact, the selection
of an extraverbal context has been largely a product of beliefs
and ideologies so deeply assumed that the critics have tended to
believe themselves objective. The beliefs and ideologies are
most usefully described in terms of master narratives, stories of
history that account for our present position, usually validating
ourselves as the sole right readers, the only truly cbjective

evaluators of the past. It is a condition C. S. Lewis has




described as "chronological snobbery" based on the nineteenth-
century faith in progress (10-11), and not at all one that
Christians ought to find sympathetic--though they all too often
have done so. The most useful and penetrating analysis of the
nature of the master narratives we use in criticism that I know
is in Brook Thomas's The New Historicism, and Other 0Old-Fashioned
Topics.

Thomas points out that historicism is nothing new: its
origins go back at least to nineteenth-century Germany.
Historicism has always resisted teleological readings of history:
our own position, after all, is as contingent, as determined by
our place in our own time, as the position of anyone in the past.
New Historicism, then, may be a redundancy (and thus his
subtitle), for such recognition of one’s own contingency probably
makes being new impossible.

The only way in which the present historicists are new is
that they come after the post-structuralist movement of the late
1970s and early 1980s. And they have used post-structuralism’s
critique of perspectives, the observation that any viewpoint
taken emphasizes some data and virtually ignores other (they call
it "foregrounding" and "backgrounding," but I have a
constitutional squeamishness about turning nouns into verbs that
will not let me do so). Jacques Derrida’s Writing and Difference
is probably the best-known such critique, particularly the
chapter "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human
Sciences" (278-293). In fact, as John Ellis pointed out in

Against Deconstruction, Derrida was either unoriginal or wrong.




But the material in which he was right though unoriginal was a
recapitulation of the rather obvious point that perspective does
change our grasp of truth, that choosing a different center
changes what we see as peripheral.

The best historicists' attitude toward their own work is a
healthy skepticism of their own point of view. They recognize
that their master narratives are, in fact, subjective, and the
material that they reveal from their own perspective may be
insignificant from another perspective. The New Historicists
have tended to construct different, often more complex master
narratives, but they have found doing without a master narrative
impossible, even though they know that such narratives inevitably
emphasize some things and virtually ignore others. Jane
Tompkins, for instance, has pointed out the flaw in declaring the
cancn (a vague abstraction, certainly, but she uses the term in
the sense of "the works typically studied in college") a
collection of the best aesthetic objects. 1In fact, aesthetic
standards have been much more flexible historically than canon-
defenders like to admit. She has argued in favor of constructing
a canon of influential works, which she measures by popularity in
making the case for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. But she merely constructs
a new master narrative: history as the train of thought expressed
in the works most bought. Thomas illustrates how she merely
revises the old master narrative by quoting an ironic title she
gave a paper: "Susan Rowsan, The Father of the American Novel."
She cannot escape the old master narrative, so she rewrites it.

Thomas also asks whether popularity is indeed a measure of
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characteristics.
First, they should aii be Oppositional . Christ promiseq us

Hig Salvation, gig Own presence with us, His personal return, but
He also Promised uysg Persecution. He pag called us (through Paul)
to be in, not of, the world. The world to which He refers must
America Certainly has not Created a Christian Culture: jitg
emphases on materialism and acquisition, ang its tendency to turn
anything good into a commercial commodity, either to be sold or
to sell other things, strikes at the heart of Christ'g message in
Matthew 6 that Wé are to seek first God's kingdom ang
righteousness, and leave material matterg in God'g hands. Byt if

We, then, oppose the idea that each individual should be




primarily Concerned with her own economic welfare, we certainly
Ooppose our Culture, and we oppdse those who find a necessary
connection between Christianity ang capitalism. 1 do not mean to
argue that Americg ig uniquely non-Christian. Christiang must be

oppositional jin any culture: ag Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said,

immoral (imperialism, the exploitation of the pPoor), they correct

certain understandings of Christianity.

has loved then SO0 much that Jesus died for them. What God so
values, we cannot denigrate, and while we €an read and profit by
understanding the thinking of racists, Sexists, homophobes, and
others who demonize or deny the full humanity of human beings, we

cannot share their thinking. For this Teason, I oftepn use

canonical Writers have done more to create or confirm racism,

sexism, ang hatred, but they have certainly done both, ang unless




we can teach people to read them critically, they shall continue
to do both.

Third, Christian master narratives must not deny the power
of religious faith in people's lives, and here I step out of what
is currently academically fashionable. Feminism and Marxism are
certainly popular ways of thinking within my field, but both, for
reasons of varying legitimacy; have thought Christianity the
énemy. I can see from their perspective how Christianity looks
as it does: the church has compromised far more than it should
with capitalism, and it has confirmed patriarchy in some of its
Worst excesses. That said, it has also supplied many of the best
oppositional voices throughout history. Evangelicalg in
Victorian England were among the first to be concerned with the
Plight of the poor in the new society industrialism hag Created.
And though many church leaders}opposed the nascent women's rights

movement, Josephine Butler and William Booth were among its

earliest supporters. The case can even be made that John Wesley

himself saw women's roles as too limited in society and in the
church (Krueger 47-48).

To me the most interesting questions of literary study are
bound up in the igsue of what effects literary works have had on
their society. I study the history of the reception of
literature because I am particularly interested in what
literature does within the individuals and the society that
receives it. The master narratives I construct (they are legion)
largely involve people's ways of reading and understanding. They

are Christian master narratives in the ways I have defined, and




they continue to teach me how to see both the works I read and my

own contingent position in history. I do not believe that I have

integrated faith and learning: they were never segregated. I
have merely tried to follow to their logical conclusions what my
understanding of my faith and my understanding of my academic

field have taught me. Not surprisingly, the journey has been

single, not double. After all,:the most multifaceted Truth of

all is Jesus Christ Himself.
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