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“...And With a Good Novel in the Other Hand”: 
Why Pastors Should Read Literature
DAVID RHOADS
Lutheran School of Theology, Chicago, Illinois

Reading literature is valuable for its own sake and requires no justification. Yet it is
helpful to reflect on how literature can enhance the role of pastor and preacher.

I. ENHANCING OUR IMAGINATION AND OUR LANGUAGE
When I taught at a liberal arts college, we invited Joseph Sittler to come and talk with

students. He bemoaned the diminishment of the imagination due to television where the reader
has all the images provided for her. He recounted how as a child he had read a series of books
about a youth’s travel adventures and with his own imagination had pictured mysteries and
escapades and conflicts the world over. After the session, several students vowed to take an axe
to their television sets and start reading literature. As Joseph Sittler well knew, imagination is the
source of vision. It is tragic when our imagination is atrophied because we allow others to
imagine for us.

Not only does literature stimulate our imagination, it also enriches our language. We can
expand our language by being in dialogue with authors whose styles differ from our own. After
reading several novels by Reynolds Price, I found myself imitating his characters’
speech—marked by simplicity and a bold appreciation for metaphor. Our sermons would be
greatly enhanced if we spoke concretely and with the vividness of metaphor rather than in
generalities.1 While I

1George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1989).
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might refer to “the vicissitudes of daily life,” the poet Richard Wilbur speaks of “the punctual
rape of every blessed day.” While I might admonish one to prepare for a difficult decision,
Shakespeare will advise: “Screw your courage to the sticking point.”

To enhance our language is thereby to broaden and deepen our human experiences, our
emotions, our sensitivities as human beings. Language and experience go hand in glove. Attend
to the language in Greek tragedies or Dante or Shakespeare. The language rises to the level of the
profound human events portrayed. In turn, the images evoke in us the fear and courage, disgrace
and glory, hope and despair experienced by the characters. I have wept through stories. Often I
catch myself laughing aloud. In reading John Updike’s Marry Me, I had awakened in me a
capacity for courage which I had not known before. The terror I felt at the tragic isolation



between parent and dying child in The Blood of the Lamb by Peter DeVries led me to relate more
intimately with my family.

II. THE PRIMACY OF STORY
Above all, literature presents stories. Everybody loves a good story. For escape, for

delight, and because we know that the stories will end well, we read detective stories, spy novels,
adventures, romances, and science fiction. Stories by Rex Stout or Sarah Caudwell or Isaac
Asimov entertain us. Good stories entertain by grasping us, by appealing to our intellect and
engaging our emotions.

Yet at a more profound level, we read stories for human fulfillment—to deepen our lives,
to grow, to understand and be understood, to find reassurance, to be transformed. From the
stories of such contemporary authors as Bernard Malamud, Flannery O’Conner, Doris Lessing,
John Updike, James Baldwin, John Steinbeck, Mary Gordon, Toni Morrison, and a host of
others, we can see more clearly our own culture, rethink our values, learn how to die, confront
our racism, and be empowered to love. 

Reynolds Price argues that next to food and before love and shelter, story is essential to
life.2 We live in story like fish live in water or mammals breathe air.3 We cannot escape thinking
of our lives as having a beginning, a middle, and an end—as yet unresolved. In a sense, we are
our story. Critic Stephen Crites refers to this as “the narrative quality of experience.” We are
raised in stories which give meaning and coherence to our lives. We discover our stories, we
create our stories, and we revise and change our stories. Story is our way of making sense of our
lives.

Thus stories and not doctrines are fundamental. If we think our lives are expressions of
Christian doctrines, we may be deceiving ourselves. We may think our lives express a theology
of the cross, when really we live the American success story. We may believe in justification by
grace, when really we justify ourselves by

2Reynolds Price, A Palpable God (New York: Atheneum, 1978).
3John D. Crossan, The Dark Interval: Towards a Theology of Story, rev. ed. (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge,

1988).
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our possessions or by our outstanding sermons. Our sense of ourselves may be superficially
based on doctrine rather than naturally growing out of our life stories. This essential nature of
stories is why stories are so crucial for ministry. People will listen to sermons about doctrines and
yet remain untouched until the preacher tells a story. A story places people in a situation, presents
characters with whom they can identify, and connects them with their own stories. The key
question is not so much what we believe but in what way our stories are Christian stories.

Personal stories are inextricably woven into cultural stories. Our personal stories depend
on the stories we share with our class and ethnic group, our family and friends, our neighbors and
co-workers. We grow up inculturated into these stories and inhabit them as the world we live in.
Our cultural stories are not the way things really are, but they reflect the way people have agreed
to look at life. Sometimes our personal stories express resistance to our culture’s story. In any
case, our personal story is intertwined with and dependent upon our shared stories. So how are
our Christian stories related to our cultural stories?



Thus, literature is important because through it we encounter stories which expand our
worlds, deepen our self-understanding, and provide opportunities for transformation.

III. EXPANDING OUR WORLDS
Stories offer alternate worlds. When we read a novel or short story, we enter a whole

other world of time and space, of past and future, of possibilities and limitations, of people and
events, of beliefs and values. It is an autonomous world into which the narrator draws us to
experience a life different from our own. When we read Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness, we are
transported into a jungle interior of unspeakable horror. When we read Upton Sinclair’s The
Jungle, we are drawn into the horror of industrial America early in this century. Thus, literature
takes us to worlds we never hoped to visit, places we could not otherwise go—into the past or the
future, into other cultures, to other races and classes. Such enlargement of the heart and mind is
unavailable to us except through art.

Wesley Kort shows how the worlds of narrative make incarnate the fundamental
questions of life.4 The plot of a story offers a particular expression of meaningful movement from
past to present to future. The development of character in a story manifests a particular view of
the human condition. The setting or atmosphere of a story expresses the limitations and
possibilities offered by life in the world of the story. All human beings make judgments about
these matters as part of their own story: questions of meaning, human nature, possibilities and
limitations of life, and values. Such matters are embedded in our stories, our actions, and our
commitments. By presenting us with stories either like or different

4Wesley Kort, Narrative Elements and Religious Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975). As applied to the
Bible, see his Story, Text, and Scripture: Literary Interests in Biblical Narrative (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University, 1988).
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from ours, narratives make us aware of our own beliefs and values, enabling us to understand
more deeply and perhaps to change.5

It is crucial for preachers to imagine worlds other than their own. We are often so close to
our own personal/cultural stories that we get trapped in them and our ability to imagine or
embrace other worlds is lost. Preachers tend to ask what the text means to themselves and then
interpret the text in light of their own story. People get nothing but the preacher’s story each
week. It is crucial to imagine the world of another and ask how the gospel might address that
world. Entering the world of a story enables us vicariously to experience poverty or racism or
another gender. For Eurocentric people to read James Baldwin or Toni Morrison or Alice Walker
is to experience another world from the inside. Philip Roth’s story “Eli the Fanatic” reveals the
dehumanizing experiences of anti-semitism. How can we preach about these matters unless we
have some experience of them?

IV. RE-MEMBERING OUR OWN STORIES
Literature awakens memory, because stories evoke recollections of our own past. Read

any collection of short stories about ordinary folks and usual places, and the memories flood
back. Such story-memories help us to see more clearly events which have shaped us. In a class at
Holden Village, the teacher read a story aloud, and then we reflected on the memories resurrected



by that story. At the seminary where I teach, Morris Niedenthal offers a course called “The
Language of Preaching: Shared Story.” He finds that telling our stories gets us in touch with the
ethos of our faith. The humor of our stories reveals the earthiness of our Christian life together.
The tragedies of our stories connect us to the pathos of the cross.

Pastors can help people get in touch with their own stories. At Carthage College, Linda
Noer teaches social-work counseling through novels and short stories. As a student learns to
listen carefully to written stories about people’s lives and to interpret them faithfully, she also
learns to help clients understand their stories better. Thus, reading literature can enable pastors to
become better listeners. Most people have never had anyone interested enough in their story to
hear with interest and love. A Nell Morton character exclaimed that a listener had “heard her into
speech.” In dialogue with someone who will listen to their story without judgment, people gain a
greater understanding of who they are and often discover a capacity to change their story.

Stories also help us recover our cultural memories. At Carthage College, Tom Noer
teaches American history with novels. He argues that students grasp the ethos of an era much
better with novels than with textbooks. A teacher can give statistics about poverty in the
depression, but these are abstract and impersonal. However, when students read Steinbeck’s
Grapes of Wrath, they understand in memorable ways the crushing realities of poverty. Noer
assigns Mickey Spillane’s One Lonely Night to depict the male-female attitudes and the
anti-communism of

5Robert Coles, The Call of Stories: Teaching and the Moral Imagination (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1990).
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the ’50s, Claude Brown, Jr.’s Manchild in a Promised Land to convey the experience of Harlem
in the ’50s and ’60s, and Bret Ellis’s Less than Zero to portray the vapidness of the ’80s. 

Reading novels can especially help us to understand the culture of our own era and how
to change it for the better. To get in touch with this literature, pastors can consult a review of
books which critique our culture.6 There is a great need for pastors to interpret our cultural stories
and to bring the gospel to bear upon them.

V. CHANGING OUR STORIES
Stories have rhetorical power. They work their way with us and lure us to embrace their

world. Thus stories do not just mean something, they do something. They lead us through events
and bring us out on the other side. Stories are “speech-acts” which affect, evoke, transform, and
change us. An identification with a character, an event close to our own circumstance, an angle
of vision which had never occurred to us before, a brush with hopes or fears we have long ago
buried, the articulation of a wondrous possibility for our lives—any or all of these may transform
us. We enter and dwell in that other imaginative world of the story as one might dwell in a
different house or another community. And we emerge as different people.

Thus, literature can subvert our world and lead us to change. John Updike wrote that
“fiction is nothing less than the subtlest instrument for self examination.”7 Stories can reveal to
us our own hypocrisy and fragility. The stories of Flannery O’Conner so clearly reveal how
fragile are the false images I have of myself. I recall the horror I felt at the suicide of the boy in
“The Lame Shall Enter First.” I saw in myself the father who was out “saving” people as a social



worker, all the while neglecting his own son. When a story subverts our world we are led to
change. A character in Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe by Fannie Flagg is
transformed by hearing the story of other women making choices different from her own. She
says, “Someone held a mirror up to me and I did not like what I saw. And I changed.”

As pastors we need to be aware of this “power” of stories to reveal and to change people.
So often our preaching is like explaining a joke. It would be better to tell the joke well—to tell
the story well and to let it work its magic with us. All the more reason to tell the biblical stories
so that people can see their own lives in relation to them, be transformed by them, and adopt
them as their own.

VI. ENHANCING OUR READING OF THE BIBLE
Novels and short stories often embody in modern terms the experiences we read about in

Scripture. Bernard Malamud’s The Assistant illuminates the minor

6See materials from the Cultural Information Service, P. O. Box 786, Madison Square Station, New York,
NY, 10159.

7Quoted in Robert Detweiler, Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings of Contemporary Fiction (San
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980) 1.
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characters in Mark who give themselves away for others. J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey is a
modern expression of the personal dynamics of justification by grace articulated in Paul’s letters.
An understanding of these stories enables us to discern in the concrete terms of people’s lives the
biblical dynamics of a redeemed life. Novels enable us to take a slice of life with all the
non-essentials eliminated and to see the patterns of redemption involved there. If we can learn to
see dynamics of faith and grace in a novel, we may also be able to discern similar dynamics in
the lives of those around us.

None of this is meant to suggest that we turn to stories as moral “illustrations” of biblical
truths. We need to see stories of literature in their own frame of reference, as stories which might
reveal God in their own right. Stories have the capacity to interact with our stories and with the
biblical stories—affirming, interpreting, questioning, challenging, offering alternatives. Then
stories become means of spiritual formation, indeed, of human formation.

Reading literature also helps us to read the Bible in a more meaningful way. People often
read the Bible in wooden ways, with no sensitivity to its rhetoric, with little identification with
characters, and without involvement in the stories. But try reading the Gospel of Mark at one
sitting. Or try listening to John’s gospel. Experience the passion of Amos, the poignancy of the
David stories, or the humor of Jonah. We miss the power of the biblical stories when we
fragment them or give them an artificial status removed from our real lives. Recent studies of the
biblical writings are recovering their marvelous storytelling qualities.8 If we can transfer our
delight with literature, our engagement with story, our investment in fictional worlds, into the
literature of the Bible, we will recapture the power of these ancient narratives—and, in so doing,
recapture the power of God manifest in them.9

Karl Barth said that Christians should have the Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the
other. Perhaps we can suggest also having a good novel in that other hand. Why not develop the



habit of reading literature? If pastors form pericope groups, why not form groups to read and
discuss stories and novels? Such reading habits would enrich our life and ministry together.

8See, for example, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic, 1983), and Mark Powell,
What is Narrative Criticism? (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990).

9For the uses of Biblical stories in the Christian life, see Thomas Boomershine, Story Journey: An
Invitation to the Gospel as Storytelling (Nashville: Abingdon, 1988).


