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An Audacious Proposal: The Doctrine of the Atonement and Its 

Place in Maintaining the Integrity of Christian Higher Education 
 

Terry A. Chrisope 

 

 

[T]he true way in which to evaluate a spiritual movement is in its logical 

relations; logic is the great dynamic, and the logical implications of any 

way of thinking are sooner or later certain to be worked out. 

 

—J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (1923), p. 173 

(italics added) 

 

 

 It has perhaps become a truism to observe that the trajectory of 

professedly Christian colleges has historically often been one of movement of an 

institution away from an initial Christian identity and toward increasing 

secularization.  This results in a distancing of the institution from its founding 

vision or founding churches.  However, such a development typically does not 

occur all at once.  A common way-station in the movement away from an original 

Christian commitment seems frequently to involve the devolution from orthodox 

or evangelical theology to theological liberalism (which may be described as 

involving a diminished view of the authority of the Bible and the redefining of 

historic Christian doctrines).  Then theological liberalism itself, being an unstable 

compound, eventually collapses and gives way to complete secularization. 

 William Ringenberg’s recently-revised historical study, The Christian 

College, highlights this tendency, observable especially during the twentieth 

century.  Ringenberg’s fourth chapter is entitled, “The Movement toward 

Secularization.”  In its first paragraph he offers the observation that “the best 

endowed colleges in America have tended to move from a Christian to a secular 

orientation.”  He goes on to state, “By the late twentieth century, even at most 

church-related colleges, secular modes of thought had come to dominate over the 

Christian worldview.”  Later in the chapter, Ringenberg further specifies that it 

was “about 1930” when “church colleges began to move in a secular direction.  

The secularization of the church colleges, then, occurred primarily during the 

second generation of the twentieth century and continues to the present.” 

(Ringenberg 113, 132). 

 Ringenberg seeks to identify what qualifies a college as Christian, the loss 

of which presumably results in its ceasing to be “Christian.”  He suggests that the 

“ultimate measure” of a genuinely Christian college is the degree to which 

“college personnel still [note the intimation of decline: “still”] believe that the 

central act of history (and thus the key to ultimate meaning and truth in the 
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universe) is the supreme revelation of God to humanity through Christ.”  More 

specifically, he earlier had identified the crucial elements as “the idea that the 

Divine Creator intervenes directly in human affairs in miraculous as well as 

natural ways, and that he revealed himself supremely through the incarnation of 

his Son, Jesus Christ, by whose atoning death he seeks to restore sinful humanity 

to himself.” (Ringenberg 120, 114).  Ringenberg here singles out three essential 

components of the Christian worldview, adherence to which defines the Christian 

commitment of an institution of higher education: (1) the activity of the Creator 

God in earthly affairs, (2) the incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth, 

and (3) the death of Jesus Christ as providing atonement for human sin.  These 

central affirmations of the Christian faith tacitly incorporate a host of assumptions 

and other elements of the Christian worldview, but I wish to draw particular 

attention to two components mentioned by Ringenberg: incarnation and 

atonement.  The doctrine of atonement must be understood as central because, as 

New Testament scholar Leon Morris has affirmed, “The atonement is the crucial 

doctrine of the faith” (Morris, The Cross in the New Testament, 5).  And the 

doctrine of the incarnation is essential not only because of its affirmations 

concerning the unique person who is Jesus Christ, but also because of the logical 

and biblical connection between incarnation and atonement. 

 In accord with Ringenberg’s affirmations, this essay will seek to put 

forward the following “audacious proposal”: that adherence of a Christian college 

to a doctrine of objective atonement may serve as an important element in 

maintaining the institution’s Christian identity and commitment.  I will argue here 

that such doctrinal adherence will provide, not a guarantee, but an available and 

potential protection against one specific manifestation of the tendency toward 

secularization, namely what may be called the “logic of liberalism,” which will be 

explained in due course.  The argument will proceed along the following lines:  

 

 1. Argument from biblical texts: atonement as the rationale for the 

incarnation; 

 2. Argument from the unitary nature of Christian theology: atonement as 

an index of one’s entire theological system; 

 3. Argument from the logic of liberalism: loss of the doctrine of objective 

atonement allows for abandonment of the doctrine of incarnation; 

 4. Argument from the nature of Christianity: loss of the doctrine of 

incarnation dissolves the connection with historic Christianity; 

 5. Argument from history: Dissolution of connection with historic 

Christianity leads to secularization of an institution. 

 These points will be followed by an attempt at application. 

 

 

I.  Argument from Biblical Texts: Atonement as the Rationale for the 

Incarnation 

  

There are several New Testament texts which affirm that the purpose for 

which God the Son assumed human nature was that he might give himself in 
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death as an atoning sacrifice.  These include Hebrews 2:17, 1 John 4:10, and 

Matthew 20:28.  Perhaps the fullest and most explicit of these is Hebrews 2:17. 

 

1. Hebrews 2:17 

 

 The relationship between the incarnation and the meaning of Jesus’ death 

seems to be specifically treated in Hebrews 2:17, a text which provides (in the 

words of J. I. Packer) “the rationale of the Incarnation of God the Son” (Packer, 

181, italics original).  This passage in Hebrews asserts, “Therefore he had to be 

made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and 

faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the 

people.”  To anticipate the conclusion reached in the brief exposition which 

follows, the words of New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce form an admirable 

summary of the teaching of this verse: “The purpose of his incarnation was that 

through his death he might ‘make atonement for the people’s sins’…” (Bruce 88).  

The following elements of this verse may be noted: 

   

 1) The affirmation of verse 17 is connected to the immediately preceding 

context dealing with the purpose of the incarnation. 

 The subject of the assertion of v. 17 is the “Son,” who is introduced in 1:2 

(and described as creator and upholder of the universe, heir of all things, the 

radiance and exact representation of God, the one who made purification of sins, 

and who is seated at God’s right hand, 1:2-3), and who is further identified as “the 

Lord” in 2:3 and as “Jesus” in 2:9.  Such a one is superior to the angels, as 

demonstrated by the argument of 1:4-14.   

 The paragraphs of chapter two may be seen to describe several divine 

purposes in the incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth: to declare a great 

salvation (2:1-4), to fulfill the purpose of God to subdue the earth to man and to 

taste death for others (2:5-9), to perfect the Founder of salvation by suffering 

(2:10-13), to die in order to deliver his brothers from the fear of death (2:14-16), 

and to become a merciful and faithful high priest in order to make propitiation for 

the sins of his people (2:17) and help them in temptation (2:18).  It is this last 

function—Jesus as high priest—which forms the heart of the argument for much 

of the remainder of the letter (cf. 3:1, and 4:14 through chapter ten).   

 

 2) Verse 17 deals with the incarnation of God the Son. 

 Verse 17 begins with the particle hothen, translated in the ESV by 

“therefore,” and rendered by Max Zerwick “hence, this being so” (Zerwick 658).  

This refers back to the assertion in v. 16 that “it is not angels that he helps, but he 

helps the offspring of Abraham,” and therefore “he had to be made like his 

brothers [humans] in every respect” (v. 17).  The paragraph in which v. 17 occurs 

begins (in the ESV) with verse 14: “Since therefore the children [whom God had 

given him, v. 13] share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the 

same things,” that is, he took on flesh and blood—human nature—or became 

incarnate.  And the purpose for the incarnation is further specified in vv. 14-15, 

“that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, 
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the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong 

slavery.”  Thus v. 14 affirms (in the words of New Testament scholar Philip 

Hughes), “The purpose of the incarnation was specifically that the Messiah might 

die” (Hughes 111).  This anticipates the greater fullness of the affirmation in verse 

17.   

  

3) Verse 17 affirms that the purpose of the incarnation was to establish the 

incarnate Son’s high priesthood. 

 Specifically, verse 17 asserts, the Son “had to be made like his brothers in 

every respect”; that is, as Hughes explains, he “of necessity” had “to identify 

himself completely with mankind…by a true incarnation” (119).  The purpose of 

such an incarnation was “so that” (hina, indicating perhaps proximate purpose) 

“he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God.”  

Hughes observes concerning the coordination of the Son’s incarnation and his 

high priesthood:  

 

  It was precisely this likeness to his brethren that qualified him  

  (hence our author’s insistence on its necessity) to act as their high  

  priest…. The Son could not have represented men before   

  God…had he not first become their fellow man…. [H]is becoming  

  man is…the prerequisite for his becoming a high priest” (Hughes  

  120, emphasis in original). 

 

In other words, the Son’s functioning as a high priest required his full human 

embodiment. 

  

4) Verse 17 affirms that the purpose of Jesus’ high priesthood (and thus of 

the incarnation) was to offer an atoning sacrifice for the sins of his people. 

 The structure of the following assertion involves the preposition eis with 

an infinitive (to hilaskesthai), indicating (perhaps, in this context, a more 

ultimate) purpose, “to make propitiation for the sins of the people.”  New 

Testament scholar Leon Morris observes concerning this passage, “Note that the 

manhood has its meaning for his sacrifice.  It was not fortuitous.  It was integral to 

the work he came to do…. His manhood was an essential qualification for the 

offering of a propitiatory offering” (Morris, The Cross in the New Testament, 

288).   

 A large modern literature has grown up around the meaning of the word 

group represented by the verb hilaskesthai (translated in the ESV “to make 

propitiation”) in a controversy which cannot be treated here.  One expositor of the 

Letter to the Hebrews who wrote prior to the modern discussion was the learned 

English Puritan theologian John Owen, who defined the word to mean in this 

context, “To make atonement and reconciliation for sin, appeasing the anger and 

wrath of God against it.”  On the basis of his solid classical training, Owen put 

forward three arguments in support of this sense of the word.  (1) “The constant 

use of the word in all good authors of the Greek tongue”; (2) “the use of the word 

by the LXX”; and (3) “The Jews…knew that the principal work of the high priest 
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was to make atonement with God for sin” (Owen 475-77).  Owen further expands 

upon the meaning of the word: 

 

In the use of this word, then, there is always understood,--[1
st
] An 

offence, crime, guilt, or debt, to be taken away; [2dly] A person 

offended, to be pacified, atoned, reconciled; [3dly] A person 

offending, to be pardoned, accepted; [4thly] A sacrifice or other 

means of making the atonement.  Sometimes one is expressed, 

sometimes another, but the use of the word hath respect unto them 

all. (Owen 476) 

 

Substantially this meaning is defended by modern evangelical scholars, while 

many other modern scholars do not much care for the notion of the wrath of God 

against human sin, wanting to define God’s attributes in terms of love only.  They 

seek to eliminate the idea of wrath by reducing the meaning to mere “expiation” 

as opposed to “propitiation” (for a classic treatment of this discussion and a 

defense of “propitiation” as the proper rendering, see Morris, The Apostolic 

Preaching of the Cross, 144-213).  For purposes of this study, perhaps either 

sense would indicate that Jesus’ death dealt with sin in an objective and definitive 

way, for “expiation” refers to “the cancellation of sin” while “propitiation” means 

“the turning away of wrath by an offering” (Morris, “Propitiation,” 962).  As 

Morris argues elsewhere, even if “expiation” is understood as the meaning of the 

term, the question becomes, “Why should sin be expiated?” The biblical answer 

would seem to be that without expiation, humans would “have the divine 

displeasure to face, and this is but another way of saying that the wrath of God 

abides upon them [John 3:36].  It seems that expiation is necessary in order to 

avert the wrath of God, so that nothing seems to be gained by abandoning the 

concept of propitiation” (Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 211).  If this understanding 

of the language is correct, then in the very nature of the case, this accomplishment 

by Jesus through his death must possess an objective nature.  That is, it occurred 

in the external world, outside of human consciousness.  Morris concludes,  

  

Unless we are prepared to say that in expiation all that happens is a 

subjective change in man, it would seem that we are committed to 

the view that expiation has a Godward aspect so that God now 

treats the sinner differently than before.  Instead of God’s severity 

the sinner experiences God’s grace, which is only another way of 

saying that propitiation has taken place. (211-12)   

  

The sense of the Hebrews passage seems to be, therefore, that the central 

purpose of the incarnation of God the Son as the God-man Jesus of Nazareth was 

that he might die as a sacrifice of atonement to avert the wrath of God from sinful 

humans on whom such wrath might rightly fall.  Thus the judgment of J. I. Packer 

and F. F. Bruce cited above seems to be substantiated that, according to the 

Hebrews passage, Jesus’ death as an atoning sacrifice provides the “rationale” and 

the “purpose” of the incarnation. 
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2. First John 4:10 

  

There are other texts of the New Testament that affirm the same truth.  

Due to constraints of space these can be given only the briefest notice here.  In 1 

John 4:10 it is asserted, “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he 

loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”  Once again the 

immediately preceding context involves the incarnation of God the Son.  Verse 9 

affirms, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his 

only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.”  The phrase “into the 

world,” qualifying “sent his only Son,” tells us that the text is operating within the 

conceptual sphere of the pre-existence and incarnation of the Son, and the perfect 

tense of the verb “sent” indicates that this action has been done “with permanent 

effect” (Zerwick 731-32), i.e., the incarnation continues to the present.  The 

similar words in verse 10, “sent his Son” (this time in aorist tense), thus arguably 

refer likewise to the incarnation.  The phrase “propitiation for our sins” is the 

predicate (Zerwick 732), with the verb “to be” absent but understood.  The noun 

“propitiation” (without a definite article) translates the Greek hilasmos (from the 

same root as the verb in Heb. 2:17), used also in 1 John 2:2, and defined by 

Zerwick as “offering, sacrifice offered as propitiation” (Zerwick 727).  Professor 

Robert Law claims that the effect of the anarthrous use of “propitiation” is to 

affirm “that God’s Love was so great that He sent His Son as a propitiation for 

sin” (Law, 398), indicating the quality or magnitude of God’s love in sending his 

Son to bear his own wrath against the sin of fallen humans.  A recent 

commentator on the passage asserts with reference to verse 10, “In this verse the 

purpose in sending the Son is not the incarnation but the atonement—God sent his 

Son to die” (Akin 180).  This passage thus offers a strong New Testament 

affirmation that the purpose, aim, or goal of the incarnation was that Jesus might 

make atonement for sin through his death and that this is the supreme expression 

of God’s love. 

 

 3. Matthew 20:28   

  

In Matthew 20:28 we have Jesus declaring, “the Son of Man came not to 

be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  The context is 

that of Jesus’ disciples seeking for precedence over one another (20:20-24), and 

Jesus responds by teaching that among his disciples servanthood, not lordship, 

would be the mark of greatness (20:25-28), with Jesus himself, in his current state 

of humiliation, providing the prime example of servanthood (the parallel passage 

in Mark 10:35-45 is very similar).  The verb came seems difficult to explain 

except as a reference to the Son’s pre-existence and incarnation and messianic 

mission (Jesus’ statement seems too broad to apply merely to his present journey 

toward Jerusalem).  “To serve” indicates his overall purpose in “coming,” and 

evokes the image of the Servant of the Lord in Isaiah, although a different word is 

used here.  “To give his life” refers to his death (“give up, sacrifice” or “give 

oneself up”, Danker, 242b, subpoint 10), and “a ransom for many” describes the 

effect of his death.  “Ransom for” translates the Greek lytron anti, meaning a 
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“ransom in place of” as rendered by New Testament scholar R. T. France.  France 

points out that the meaning of this language (which is derived from the Old 

Testament) by the time of the New Testament is that of a price paid to secure 

freedom or deliverance.  “So the primary sense here is that Jesus’ death will bring 

deliverance to many, and the reader is likely to remember the earlier explanation 

of the name Jesus as the one ‘who will save his people from their sins’ (1:21)” 

(France 761).  France goes on to observe that the language of Jesus’ statement is 

highly reminiscent of that found in the Servant Song of Isaiah 52:13-53:12, 

especially verses 11-12, and that the conclusion that Jesus was deliberately 

reflecting that passage “is now widely agreed” (France 762-63, citation from 

footnote 26, p. 763).  He concludes his discussion, “The vicarious death of Jesus 

is thus firmly placed before us not as a historical accident but as his deliberate 

goal” (France 763).  Once again there is arguably a reference to the incarnation 

and its purpose as accomplished in Jesus’ death.  

 It should be clear upon this examination of a few biblical passages that the 

New Testament itself makes the strongest possible connection between the 

incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth and Jesus’ death as an atoning 

sacrifice for human sins.  The Son was “sent” and he “came” and was “made like 

his brothers” (as fully human) for the express purpose of accomplishing 

atonement for sin through the historical event of his crucifixion and death.  

 Furthermore, the language which the New Testament uses to describe 

Jesus’ death and its effects indicates that the atonement he accomplished is to be 

understood as in the first place “objective” in nature, that is, it had an effect upon 

the relationship of God to the human race from God’s side of the relationship.  In 

just the three passages examined, the atonement is characterized as “propitiation” 

(twice) and “ransom.”  The strongest case can be made that propitiation language 

involves Jesus’ bearing the wrath of God in the stead of others so that they need 

not bear it, and that the ransom concept involves deliverance from the 

consequences of God’s justice exercised against human sin because Jesus has 

dealt with sin and satisfied God’s justice.  The upshot is that to deny an objective 

atonement is to break the connection which the New Testament itself makes 

between Jesus’ death and the incarnation and to leave the latter without its 

primary rationale and purpose.   

 An analysis of varying views of the atonement with respect to their 

“objectivity” has been provided by Princeton Seminary theologian B. B. Warfield.  

In his essay, “The Chief Theories of the Atonement,” Warfield offers a taxonomy 

based on “the conception each [theory] entertains of the person or persons on 

whom the work of Christ terminates” (Warfield, “The Chief Theories of the 

Atonement,” 356).  He accordingly finds five categories into which the various 

theories fall.  These are listed as follows: 

 

 1. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating upon Satan, so 

affecting him as to secure the release of the souls held in bondage by him. 

 2. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating physically on 

man, so affecting him as to bring him into participation with the one life of Christ; 

the so-called ‘mystical theories.’ 
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 3. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating on man, in the 

way of bringing to bear on him inducements to action; so affecting man as to lead 

him to a better knowledge of God, or to a more lively sense of his real relation to 

God, or to a revolutionary change of heart and life with reference to God; the so-

called ‘moral influence theories.’ 

 4. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating on both man 

and God, but on man primarily and on God only secondarily.  The outstanding 

instance of this class of theories is supplied by the so-called ‘rectoral or 

governmental theories.’ 

 5. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating primarily on 

God and secondarily on man. (Warfield, “Chief Theories,” 356-69; points cited 

verbatim but quotation marks omitted) 

  

 Warfield supplies a more or less complete catalog of the various forms 

each of these views has taken and of the adherents of each through the course of 

Christian history.  It may be observed that it is only in the fourth of these 

conceptions that “the sufferings and death of Christ become, for the first time in 

this conspectus of theories, of cardinal importance, constituting indeed the very 

essence of the work of Christ,” although “the atoning fact here too,” Warfield 

argues, “is man’s own reformation,” with considerable qualification from those 

adhering to this viewpoint (Warfield, “Chief Theories,” 363).   Thus it is that 

category four (which includes many views that would be considered “Arminian”) 

and category five (which includes the classic “satisfaction” theory) at least 

attempt to reflect the emphasis which the New Testament places on the death of 

Christ and its purpose.  These two categories, therefore, could perhaps be 

legitimately regarded as including broadly “evangelical” understandings of the 

death of Christ (although one Arminian scholar argues that a consistent 

Arminianism rejects the idea of substitutionary atonement; see Grider, 

“Arminianism,” 97-98).   

 The significance of an “objective” understanding of the atonement is that 

(1) it reflects the biblical emphasis on both God’s holiness and justice as 

necessitating atonement, and God’s love and grace as providing the motivating 

source of the atonement.  Reflecting this balance, historical theologian David 

Wells has recently argued powerfully for an understanding of God’s character as 

“holy-love” (God in the Whirlwind, esp. chapter six, pp. 129-56).  (2) It maintains 

the significance of the New Testament language with respect to both the nature 

and effects of Jesus’ death as shed blood, sacrifice, propitiation, resulting in 

justification, reconciliation, and redemption, all of which occur in the first place 

in humans’ objective relationship with God, registering only secondarily in 

human consciousness. (3) It maintains the nature of the Christian message as 

“good news,” a report about something God has accomplished in external history, 

independently of human consciousness. 
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II. Argument from the Unitary Nature of Christian Theology: Atonement as 

an Index of One’s Entire Theological System 
  

The doctrine of objective atonement may be used as a touchstone for 

preserving the truly Christian character of a college because this doctrine has 

ramifications for all the rest of the theological system in which it stands or from 

which it is absent.  Respected evangelical theologian Millard Erickson has 

observed, “In the doctrine of the atonement we see perhaps the clearest indication 

of the organic character of theology; that is, we see that the various doctrines fit 

together in a cohesive fashion.  The position taken on any one of them affects or 

contributes to the construction of the others” (Erickson 714).  He goes on to point 

out that in one’s doctrine of atonement, “the doctrines of God, humanity, sin, and 

the person of Christ come together to define the human need and the provision 

that had to be made for that need,” and out of these there “issues our 

understanding of the various facets of salvation,” such as justification, 

regeneration, and sanctification (714-15). 

 Thus, in Erickson’s construction, the doctrine of atonement truly is 

central: into it flow and out of it arise virtually all other Christian teachings.  

Wrapped in this doctrine are those of the nature of God (holy and just, or 

indulgent and permissive?); the nature of human sin and the human condition 

(spiritually intact, needing only encouragement, or fallen, morally depraved and 

spiritually disabled?); and the person and work of Christ (a mere human and good 

example, or a divine person offering a sacrificial atonement?).  So tied together 

are all these doctrines that the relationship is reciprocal: “Our doctrines of God 

and of Christ will color our understanding of the atonement” (Erickson 715).    

 Two results emerge from this organic nature of Christian theology: (1) 

The doctrine of the atonement is well-suited to serve as an index of one’s entire 

system of theology and worldview, and thus to function as the centerpiece or 

keystone of an institution’s Christian identity and theological commitment; and 

(2) this doctrine possesses the character of an inherently preserving or conserving 

force in the maintenance of a genuinely Christian outlook: it tends to uphold the 

entire fabric of historic Christian faith, linked as it is to every other locus of 

theology, and lying as it does at the very center of the biblical account of God’s 

relations with humanity.  Consequently, its presence is likely to reflect and 

accompany faithfulness to the Bible’s teaching on other topics as well.  For a 

Christian institution of higher education, the doctrine of atonement provides an 

intellectual foundation that implies all biblical teaching about God and his 

relations with the world at large and with humans.  Its maintenance will thus serve 

to help preserve the Christian worldview of such an institution.  
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III. Argument from the Logic of Liberalism: Loss of the Doctrine of 

Objective Atonement Allows for Abandonment of the Doctrine of 

Incarnation  
 

 The concept of the “logic of liberalism” as used in this essay is an 

expression of the principle enunciated by J. Gresham Machen, as noted above: 

“the logical implications of any way of thinking are sooner or later certain to be 

worked out” (Machen, 173).  The “liberalism” in view here is so-called 

theological liberalism as that term is carefully used and understood.  In his recent 

history of modern theology, Roger Olson uses the description provided by Claude 

Welch in defining theological liberalism: “Liberal theology is best defined as 

‘maximal acknowledgement of the claims of modern thought’ within Christian 

theology”; in Olson’s own words, “it is revision and reconstruction of Christian 

doctrine in the light of modernity” (Olson 126).  Liberal theology is one 

expression of “modern theology,” which is “thinking about God in the context of 

modernity—the cultural ethos stemming from the Enlightenment” (Olson 17).  

That cultural ethos included at least three elements: an emphasis on the power of 

human reason to discover truth, skepticism with regard to historical institutions 

and traditions, and the development of scientific thinking, with the world 

understood to function according to natural laws (Olson 24-25).  As applied to 

theology, this cultural ethos resulted in certain common characteristics typically 

found among theologians who could be called “liberal”: (1) utilization of 

modernity as a “source and norm for contemporary theological reconstruction”; 

(2) “optimism about human potential” and an anthropocentric “outlook and 

method”; (3) conducting theology “from below,” based in human experience, and 

submitting any claimed divine revelation to the judgment of human experience; 

and (4) the tendency to “interpret the Bible critically,” as a source of Christian 

theology, “but not as supernaturally inspired or infallible.”  Other common traits 

include skepticism about the supernatural and miracles; “a general focus on Jesus’ 

humanity and a tendency to reinterpret his deity as some aspect of his humanity” 

[in other words, a rejection of divine incarnation]; a tendency toward universalism 

(the idea that all people will be saved); and the “assumption that truth can be 

found in all world religions” (Olson 128-30). 

 The particular feature of theological liberalism that is of particular interest 

here is the frequent alignment of the rejection of a doctrine of atonement with the 

abandonment of the idea of a true incarnation.  For example, there is the case of 

Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), considered by many to be the “father of 

modern [liberal] theology.”  Olson reports that early in his life, Schleiermacher 

expressed doubts about the doctrine of “the substitutionary atonement of Christ.”  

Later, in his magnum opus, The Christian Faith, he “absolutely rejected the 

traditional, orthodox doctrine of the incarnation as hypostatic union (Chalcedon’s 

‘one person, two natures’)” (Olson 130, 132, 144).  Similar is the case of Albrecht 

Ritschl (1822-89), another German theologian who was the shaper of “classical 

Protestant liberalism” at the turn of the twentieth century and formulator of the 

outlook that became known in the United States as the “social gospel.”  Ritschl 

“explicitly rejected any doctrine of the atonement that would make Christ the 
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bearer of divine punishment for the sins of the world.”  He furthermore 

“discard[ed] the ancient Christian doctrine of the hypostatic union” (the 

incarnation as classically understood).  Olson observes, “Ritschl’s account of the 

person of Christ, like that of most liberals, falls far short of the high incarnational 

Christology of the churches dating back to the New Testament itself.  In no sense 

is his Christ ‘God with us’” (Olson 147, 156, 158-59).  As in the case of 

Schleiermacher, rejection of the doctrine of atonement is paired with rejection of 

the incarnation.  These two theologians arguably exercised a formative and 

defining influence upon Protestant liberalism, and it is not surprising that much of 

that movement reflected their views.  

 The logic at work here (denial of atonement eliminates the need for the 

incarnation) is the reverse of that employed by Anselm of Canterbury (1033-

1109) in his famous work Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became Man).  This classic 

statement of what is perhaps the predominant orthodox view of atonement (or 

closely approximates it) since the Middle Ages was put forth by Anselm in 1098.  

Anselm argued that the Redeemer needed to be both man and God to accomplish 

atonement that would be both acceptable to God and representative of man.  He 

wrote, “[F]or the God-Man to do this [satisfy God’s justice], the person who is to 

make this satisfaction must be both perfect God and perfect man, because none 

but true God can make it, and none but true man owes it” (qtd. in Kerr 90). In 

other words, the accomplishment of atonement required the incarnation.  The 

dynamic at work in the “logic of liberalism” is simply the opposite: without the 

atonement there is no need for the incarnation; if Jesus’ death did not constitute an 

atoning sacrifice for human sin, then there is no reason to continue to maintain 

that Jesus was God incarnate.  If a genuine atonement is discarded, then the 

rationale for the incarnation collapses.  For a movement which is inherently 

reductionistic and unstable, as theological liberalism arguably is, when a doctrine 

of objective atonement is abandoned, the pressure to also abandon the incarnation 

will eventually become nearly irresistible; the logic of the position not only allows 

it but virtually demands it.  The historical record demonstrates the validity of 

Machen’s precept, for theological liberalism has typically reinterpreted and thus 

rejected both historic doctrines, leaving neither true atonement nor genuine 

incarnation (see Pierard, 683).  An institution (educational or otherwise) which 

discards the doctrine of objective atonement will likely find that rejection of the 

incarnation is not far behind. 

 

 

IV. Argument from the Nature of Christianity: Loss of the Doctrine of 

Incarnation Dissolves the Connection with Historic Christianity 

  

The next step is not difficult to fathom: without the incarnation, there is no 

Christianity, at least as that movement has been historically understood.  For a 

minimal working definition of what it means to be “Christian,” we can perhaps do 

no better than turn to C. S. Lewis, who made a writing career of promoting what 

he called “mere Christianity.”  In the preface to his book by that title, Lewis used 

the term “Christian” to refer to “one who accepts the common doctrines of 
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Christianity” (Lewis, xlii).  He observed that some moderns wished to use the 

term in a broader, looser sense, but he pointed out that the word was first used in 

the Syrian city of Antioch to refer to “the disciples” (Acts 11:26), that is, “those 

who accepted the teaching of the apostles.”  He sensibly argued that to broaden 

the term beyond its original meaning would be to quickly destroy its usefulness as 

a descriptive term; “We must therefore stick to the original, obvious meaning” 

(xliii).  After all, Lewis memorably pointed out, historic Christianity “is what it is 

and was what it was long before I was born and whether I like it or not” (xxxix, 

emphasis added).  “And from there,” his editor Walter Hooper says (with only 

mild overstatement), “he went on to write a perfectly objective account of what 

Christianity is” (xxxv).  When Lewis comes to set forth what is at the heart of the 

Christian faith, he does so in perhaps as succinct a fashion as possible:  

Christianity is about “how God Himself becomes a man to save man from the 

disapproval of God” (27).  “God himself becoming man” is the incarnation; “to 

save man from the disapproval of God” is the atonement.  The case could be made 

historically that Lewis’s claim is valid: in the New Testament and throughout 

Christian history (until the rise of “modern” versions of Christianity) the 

incarnation and atonement have commonly been regarded as constituting the heart 

of the Christian faith.  Elsewhere, Lewis argues that “the Christian story is 

precisely the story of one grand miracle,” which he describes as the incarnation of 

eternal God in human nature and the consequent exaltation of that nature [which 

occurred with Jesus’ resurrection and ascension].  And, he concludes, “If you take 

that away there is nothing specifically Christian left” (Lewis, “The Grand 

Miracle,” 80).   

 It is precisely Lewis’s last point that is presented here.  Without the 

incarnation, there is no Christian faith as historically understood.  And without an 

incarnation, the logic of liberalism will ineluctably demand the unavoidable next 

step: there is no logical need for the historical person of Jesus Christ—because all 

that Jesus taught, represents, or symbolizes can be had without him.  Many 

liberals, for various reasons, are not comfortable with this conclusion and seek to 

avoid it.  But they do so inconsistently, for the logic of their position moves in the 

direction of dispensing with Jesus altogether.   

 Indeed, some have been so bold as to accept such logic and to advocate 

what B. B. Warfield termed “Christless Christianity.”  In a 1912 essay of the same 

title, published in The Harvard Theological Review, Warfiled was concerned to 

take note of a movement current in his day among some scholars to deny the 

historicity of Jesus of Nazareth.  But Warfield was particularly interested to 

observe that some advocates, and even some who were not willing to go so far as 

to deny Jesus’ historicity, were claiming that Christianity could get along without 

the person of Jesus Christ.  The point of such proposals was not that Jesus bore no 

historical relation to Christianity or that modern adherents have no relations with 

him, but that he was dispensable: “What they cannot allow is that he is essential to 

Christianity” (269).  Such an approach comes about “whenever and wherever men 

have thought of Christianity rather as universal human religion in more or less 

purity of expression…than as a specific positive religion instituted among men in 

particular historical circumstances,” that is, whenever Christianity is understood 
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as a set of ideals rather than as the outgrowth and explication of certain historical 

events (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 269).  Warfield traced this attitude in 

modern times to G. E. Lessing (1729-81), with its recent adherents including 

Rudolf Eucken (1846-1926), Arthur O. Lovejoy, F. Ziller, Douglas C. Macintosh, 

Frank H. Foster, R. Roberts, and even the Protestant Union of the German city of 

Bremen.  And at the bottom of all these efforts, claimed Warfield, were the “twin 

assumptions of the old Rationalism”: “the adequacy of pure reason” and “the 

inadequacy of history” to establish religious truth (Warfield, “Christless 

Christianity,” 267-89; citations from 289).  The common feature of all these 

endeavors was the goal of divorcing the Christian faith from history. 

 Warfield located this outlook ultimately in the lack of a genuine sense of 

human sin and guilt, a sense which co-exists at the same time with an awareness 

of divine justice which calls out for satisfaction.  According to Warfield, “all truly 

religious experience” knows that “indiscriminate forgiveness of sin would be 

precisely the subversion of the moral order of the world.”  “There is,” he 

affirmed, “a moral paradox in the forgiveness of sins which cannot be solved 

apart from the exhibition of an actual expiation.”  “And expiation,” he continued, 

“in its very nature, is not a principle but a fact, an event which takes place, if at 

all, in the conditions of time and space.  A valid religion for sinful man includes 

in it, accordingly, of necessity an historical element, an actually wrought 

expiation for its sin” (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 292).   And in 

Christianity, of course, that “actually wrought” expiation has been provided 

through the historical event of the death of Jesus Christ. 

 Thus, Warfield claimed, “The particular question raised…by Christless 

Christianity is not that of the historicity of Jesus but that of the nature of 

Christianity” (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 301, emphasis added).  Certain 

theological liberals were willing to recognize that historically the person and 

work of Jesus Christ were indispensable to Christianity, but that modern 

liberalism had eliminated that need by redefining the essence of Christianity.  The 

question is relevant to the issue addressed by this paper, for in all three cases there 

is a common element.  Whether it be (1) the denial of Jesus’ historicity, or (2) the 

denial of Jesus’ absolute necessity for Christianity, or (3) the denial of an 

atonement accomplished through Jesus’ death, there is at bottom “no historical 

redemptive work postulated,” so that it may be asked “whether there exists any 

necessity for the assumption of a historical Jesus” (Warfield, “Christless 

Christianity,” 303, emphasis added).  Without a historical accomplishment of 

redemption, there seems nothing in Jesus’ life and work that could not be 

accomplished without him—the religious “ideals” that Jesus represented could be 

promulgated and survive without him as their source—and thus Jesus becomes in 

principle dispensable to “Christianity.”  By this move, the essential nature of 

Christianity has been so modified as to no longer be recognizably the same.  For, 

argues Warfield, 

 

   Unquestionably, Christianity is a redemptive religion, having as its 

 fundamental presupposition the fact of sin, felt both as guilt and as 

 pollution, and offering as its central good, from which all other goods 
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 proceed, salvation from sin through an historical expiation wrought by the 

 God-man Jesus Christ.  The essence of Christianity has always been to its 

 adherents the sinner’s experience of reconciliation with God through the 

 propitiatory sacrifice of Jesus Christ. (“Christless Christianity,” 307) 

 

The logical reality is that apart from such a historically-wrought propitiation, the 

God-man Jesus Christ is not strictly necessary, and the force of logic will 

eventually reduce Jesus from being regarded as the God-man to being considered 

simply a man.  Once we lose the atonement, we lose the reason for the 

incarnation; once we lose the incarnation, we lose the connection with historic 

Christianity.  Such is the logic of liberalism.  (Warfield, like Machen as quoted 

above, takes cognizance of the logic at work here: he makes reference to “the 

logic of the system” [310] of liberalism, and says that “the passage from 

unconsciousness to conscious disregard of Christ is made logically much more 

quickly than it is practically” [317].  That is, liberals continue out of mere 

sentiment or tradition or some sort of organizational connection to claim 

adherence to Christ in some fashion and to call themselves “Christians,” even 

long after Christ is no longer regarded in the way that historic Christianity has 

regarded him and after he is no longer necessary to their religion.) 

 Because of such logic, it appears that theological liberalism does not 

possess the intellectual resources necessary to sustain a truly Christian educational 

endeavor over the long term.  Because it is inherently reductionistic, it will 

eventually reduce itself to naturalistic secularism or humanism, and the Christian 

element will not remain even as a shadow.  The history of many once-Christian 

institutions demonstrates this over and over. 

 

 

V. Argument from History: Dissolution of the Connection with Historic 

Christianity Leads to Secularization of an Institution 

 

 For purposes of this discussion, “secularization” will be used to refer to 

the developments by which a college founded with the specific purpose of serving 

as a Christian educational institution reaches the point where it no longer 

maintains a professedly Christian identity, the confession of a Christian 

worldview, or a vital relationship to the Christian faith as historically defined.  

William Ringenberg, as noted earlier, has described the process by which 

Christian colleges lose their identity as distinctly Christian.  He identifies several 

“sources of secularization,” many of which can be categorized under the rubric of 

an “intellectual revolution,” a revolution that occurred in the United States largely 

after the Civil War but had its roots in earlier developments.  This change of 

outlook included the increasing prevalence of an essentially negative biblical 

criticism, philosophical movements such as logical positivism and relativism, 

Protestant theological liberalism, and Darwinian evolutionary thought.  Other 

causes were more indirect, such as an increasingly pluralistic American society 

and the modern conception of the separation of church and state (Ringenberg 114-

20).  As a result of this revolution, “the philosophical orientation” of institutions 
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began to change, with the consequence that “No longer did they operate from 

Christian premises and promote Christian purposes” (Ringenberg 120).  Public 

universities were secularized earlier and more thoroughly than church-related 

colleges, but many of the latter eventually followed suit (Ringenberg 125-38).   

 Other scholars have also traced the course of secularization of America’s 

once-Christian colleges and universities.  Relatively recent attempts include the 

volume of essays edited by George Marsden and Bradley Longfield, The 

Secularization of the Academy, in which Marsden writes, “Those schools that are 

connected to mainline denominations tend to be influenced only vaguely by 

Christianity” (Marsden, “Soul,” 9; this essay is not to be confused with his book 

of the same title).  But it is not only the mainline denominations whose colleges 

have taken such a direction; it has occurred as well with institutions whose 

identity had been broadly evangelical or which had been connected with an 

evangelical denomination.  Much of this history has been traced with respect to 

specific institutions by James Tunstead Burtchaell in his massive volume, The 

Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from their 

Christian Churches, and in different fashion by  Marsden’s own volume, The Soul 

of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to Established 

Nonbelief.  These tell in varying amounts of detail what Ringenberg has 

summarized in a few paragraphs, but the stories are strikingly similar: the 

movement of originally Christian institutions toward academic marginalization of 

the Christian faith or repudiation of Christian identity altogether.  The result is 

educational institutions which, for all practical purposes, cannot be distinguished 

from their professedly secular counterparts.  And at the bottom of much of this 

development is what Marsden calls “Liberal Protestantism without 

Protestantism,” (the title of his chapter twenty-two, Soul, p. 408), for the 

“traditionally Protestant colleges” were “rapidly divesting themselves of the 

specifics of their Christian heritage” (Marsden, Soul, 414); that is, they were by 

their own action ceasing to be Christian.   

 

 

VI. Application: Sustaining a Christian College’s Identity and Commitment 

  

Perhaps—in accord with the teaching of the Bible and of historic 

Christianity—it needs to be admitted at the outset of any attempt at application (1) 

that the natural inclination of the fallen human heart and mind is one of hostility 

toward the God revealed in the Bible, rejection of his revelation, and the desire to 

put man himself at the center of things (Rom. 1:18-23; 8:7; Eph. 4:17-19); (2) that 

there are warnings in the New Testament about the real possibility of failing to 

maintain the integrity of the Christian message, even among professing Christians 

(Matt. 7:15-20; Acts 20:29-30; Rom. 16:17-18; Gal. 1:6-9); (3) that perhaps there 

is something inherently incongruous and destabilizing about establishing an 

(academic) institution which seeks, on the one hand, to examine and explicate all 

of reality through the use of human intellectual abilities, methods, and categories, 

but to do this, on the other hand, in light of a supernaturally given divine 

revelation which transcends human wisdom and reasoning capacities (see 1 Cor. 
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1:18-25) and is capable of being understood and received only by means of divine 

illumination (1 Cor. 2:6-16); and (4) that the temptation of intellectual pride on 

the part of fallen human beings (including, or perhaps especially, academics) will 

almost always attend such an enterprise.  The result is that there may always be 

both the temptation to trim the biblical message to fit current intellectual fashions 

and the tendency of Christian institutions to drift away from their original 

theological stance. 

 Yet it may also be asserted that the Christian faith does possess the 

resources to safeguard the deposit of truth (2 Tim. 1:13-14) encapsulated in the 

Christian gospel.  The audacious proposal of this essay is that a central resource 

for such an effort, applicable to a Christian university, is the doctrine of objective 

atonement as found in the New Testament.  Corporate adherence to a doctrine of 

objective atonement will forestall the advance of secularization in Christian 

institutions of higher learning because it will serve to pre-empt or resist what has 

here been called the “logic of liberalism” leading to a complete repudiation of 

Christianity.  It is an “audacious” suggestion because it runs counter to the 

resistance of much contemporary non-doctrinal “Christianity” to any sort of 

precise theological formulation and perhaps the even greater resistance among 

academics and academic communities to any perceived limits on their “freedom.”  

(There is perhaps also a semi-ironic aspect to the use of this adjective, as the 

proposal presented here merely calls for affirmation of what are the central 

components of historic Christian faith, incarnation and atonement, concerning 

which there presumably should be no controversy among professing Christians.)   

Establishment of such a standard will require several elements to come 

together in an institution’s life: (1) a straightforward acknowledgment that for a 

Christian institution, there are definite limits to academic freedom; (2) a president 

and board of trustees with enough fortitude to enforce a required doctrinal 

commitment, regardless of the cost in terms of prestige of the institution or 

“quality” faculty lost because of inability to affirm the doctrinal standard; (3) a 

faculty which is conversant with Christian theology and committed to the historic 

Christian faith as a religion of supernatural redemption from sin and as forming 

the foundation of their intellectual and academic endeavors; and (4) a supporting 

church body or constituency which sees the value of a serious theological test as 

promoting the continued Christian integrity of the institution.   

 If it be objected that such an approach is too severely limiting, then 

perhaps it is helpful to recognize that, first, the effort to establish Christian 

education on the basis of merely a “Christian atmosphere” or environment has 

been a failure.  Historian George Marsden has described the founding of the first 

universities on just such terms.  Marsden observes that at the very foundation of 

the enterprise—the establishment of the medieval universities of western 

European Christendom—the approach adopted was “to surround” the pagan 

elements in the curriculum “with a Christian atmosphere.”  This was 

accomplished liturgically, with times of formal worship; and intellectually, with 

the personnel responsible for instruction being predominantly clerics, who as 

formally Christian, presumably could provide a Christian perspective on the 

pagan (ancient Latin and Greek) texts being studied.  The outcome of this 
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approach, however, was somewhat less than thoroughly Christian.  It “allowed 

most of university education to be freed from the direct concerns of theology.”  

“The direct concerns of theology” were dealt with in what amounted to graduate 

study: advanced study was available in theology, law, or medicine; and a Master 

of Arts degree was prerequisite for such advanced study.  Thus, theology was 

treated as an advanced field coordinate with law and medicine; although it was 

“queen of the sciences,” theology “did not directly rule the other sciences but was 

a separate, specialized discipline” (Marsden, Soul, 34-35, citations from 35). 

 This sounds suspiciously like a great deal of what passes for Christian 

higher education in modern America.  The study of secular textbooks is 

conducted by professedly Christian instructors and is surrounded by chapel 

services and other presumably Christian influences and perhaps even the practice 

of beginning class with prayer.  But the intellectual content of most disciplines is 

provided by the contemporary pagan culture, intellectual content which is 

presumably filtered through a Christian outlook but is nevertheless not based on a 

Christian foundation.  Theology itself is often “a separate, specialized discipline.”  

Such an approach has not kept many “Christian” colleges from veering off into 

secularism. 

 Second, if an institutional policy or standard is worth having, it is worth 

putting into writing.  If the policy is in written form, then it is not dependent on 

the whim of a president or other administrator (although it would still require 

faithful application by those in administrative positions).  An observer of the 

movement of Wake Forest University away from its original Baptist identity and 

church connection is quoted by Burtchaell: “I’ve never been much to believe in 

what is called ‘Christian atmosphere’ on an academic campus [see the previous 

point].  Anything you believe in is worth programming” (Burtchaell, 385, 

emphasis added).  That is (as Burtchaell’s comment suggests), it is better to make 

the Christian content and commitment explicit, and require voluntary conformity 

to it without mental reservation or equivocation.  Anyone who cannot submit to 

the standard is free to seek employment elsewhere.  As it has been argued 

throughout this essay, the doctrine most likely to embody a genuine commitment 

to the whole of historic Christianity is that of objective atonement accomplished 

by Jesus Christ through his death.  Objective atonement provides a permanent and 

infinite reference point to orient Christian education: its point of origin is outside 

human endeavor and accomplishment, and outside human subjectivity and 

consciousness. Its origin is found rather in the unique historical act of God 

reaching in his grace to rebellious creatures to, by his own action, redeem them, 

bring them to himself, and transform their lives.  This truth forms the foundation 

of genuine human knowledge and of a transcendent pattern of ethics.  It is this 

reality which must be incorporated into any genuinely Christian intellectual 

endeavor. 

 However, the intellectual content of the Christian faith is crushing to 

human pride.  It is dependent on divine revelation for its communication and on 

divine grace for its reception.  Yet, the heightened intellectual environment of the 

academic setting is a prime context for intellectual—and other forms of—pride to 

develop.  Academics may be particularly subject to that form of pride which does 
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not want to submit to divine revelation, which does not see the need for a 

supernatural redemption supplied by a crucified Jew, which longs to think more 

highly of the human race and its abilities than all this suggests.  John Piper, as a 

pastor who was formerly an academic, offers a warning against the tendency 

toward academic intellectual pride, especially with reference to the cross of Christ 

(The Pleasures of God, 299-300).  And in a recent essay, theologian and historian 

Gerald McDermott warns: 

 

[E]vangelical theologians [and other academics, we might add] 

need to beware the peculiarly academic sort of ambition that seeks 

acceptance and recognition by our liberal colleagues.  We want 

their approval, and so we are tempted to write and teach what will 

be more consistent with the academy’s moral and theological 

sensibilities.  Or we seek the thrill of  intellectual sophistication that 

is unencumbered by traditional formulations.  But as Donald 

MacKinnon once observed and William Abraham has reminded us, 

the great orthodox creeds are the ordinary Christian’s protection 

against the ingenuity of the wise and  intellectually superior. 

(McDermott 376) 

 

His warning seems particularly appropriate for those academics and 

administrators serving at professedly Christian institutions.  Scripture does not 

warn against the love of the world (1 John 2:15-17) for nothing: all of us are 

susceptible to it and must guard against it. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Toward the end of one of his essays Warfield asserts: 

  

To be indispensable [Jesus] must be something more than a 

teacher, an example, an inspiration.  He must be a creator.  And to 

be a creator, He must be and do something far more than the first 

Christian, living in realization of the fatherhood of God.  

Whenever Jesus is reduced in His person and work to the level of 

his “followers” [as in the denial of his incarnation and atonement], 

His indispensableness is already in principle subverted and the 

seeds of a Christless Christianity are planted. (“Christless 

Christianity,” 311-12) 

 

If Warfield’s argument is correct, then it behooves Christian institutions of higher 

education to vigorously affirm the historic Christian doctrine of the atoning death 

of the Lord Jesus, and it is appropriate for church bodies supporting such 

institutions to insist upon such adherence.  The logical alternative is—and the 

historical tendency has been—the loss of Christianity altogether at such schools.  



                                                                                               Terry A. Chrisope  21

      

The preservation of a robust doctrine of atonement, properly applied, could be an 

effective safeguard for the preservation of genuinely Christian higher education.  
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 In The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction, Wayne C. Booth 

succinctly summarizes the question implicit in Book 10 of Plato’s Republic: “Can 

art be bad for you?”  This question is of perpetual relevance to the Christian 

academy, despite the Christian community’s repeated failure to grasp it or to 

make good use of it.  In Discovering an Evangelical Heritage, for instance, 

Donald W. Dayton contrasts his experience at a small evangelical college in the 

1960s to that of students in the broader culture: “While other students responded 

to calls for civil rights workers or took to the streets in protest about Vietnam, we 

fought our administration over whether the yearbook could picture male 

swimmers without T-shirts, struggled for the right to watch TV in the lounge on 

Sundays, and wondered if the Christian should attend the theater (legitimate or 

cinema) or read twentieth-century literature” (2).  Like these administrators, 

Christians are sometimes timid and reactionary, exchanging a vision of a restored 

Creation for a narrow legalism. 

 But if we cannot see even a glimmer of merit in what Dayton’s 

administrators did, we risk forfeiting our Christian integrity.  Against the sharp 

cultural pressures of the late 1960s, these men (for, almost certainly they were 

men) sought to lead students toward sabbath-keeping and away from sexual 

immorality.  Ironically, through their autocratic style they likely drove as many to 

rebellion as they saved from perdition.  Even more ironically, as Dayton suggests, 

they tended to stifle the radical sensitivity to social justice that characterized their 

own evangelical heritage.  But if the Christian academy has sometimes been too 

prudish, it has just as often been too lenient, teaching exactly what secular schools 

teach, and in the same ways.  The failures in both directions merely make Plato’s 

question more urgent. 

 As Eric A. Havelock argues, Plato recognized that the Homeric epics were 

the de facto basis of education in his society and that these epics—as they were 

experienced—discouraged rational thought.  Since Plato considered rational 

thought the only path to virtue, he banned poetry from his ideal state.  As in the 

case of Dayton’s administrators, we may recognize some merit here, though even 

more we may shudder to imagine living in Plato’s ideal world.  Through the 

centuries, The Iliad and The Odyssey have immensely enriched human life.  How 

much poorer would we be without them?  (To say nothing of all subsequent art.) 

 As a teacher of literature at a Christian college, I feel compelled to 

contend with Plato’s question when I consider the work of Wole Soyinka.  From 

the first time I read this writer, I recognized the emotional and intellectual vitality 

of his work, but at the same time I felt a vague spiritual threat.  As I have taught 
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Soyinka’s work and immersed myself in the critical literature, I have been able to 

articulate more clearly both his work’s benefits and the sources of my misgivings.  

This piece lays forth the process of that articulation, and my hope is that it may 

encourage further dialogue about Soyinka and about the ethics of reading, acting, 

and teaching his plays. 

 I am not alone among Christian critics in my admiration for Soyinka.  

Alan Jacobs, for instance, calls him “almost certainly the greatest religious 

dramatist of the twentieth century” (128).  A writer of sharp satirical wit as well 

as of profound historical insight, Soyinka has excelled in nearly every literary 

genre.  Besides drama, especially noteworthy are his memoirs and occasional 

prose.  Michael Cook sums up his appeal with the phrase “word magic”: “like 

Shakespeare—however essentially different in so many respects—Soyinka has 

word magic at his finger-tips, as a born playwright” (98).  The first African to win 

the Nobel Prize for Literature, Soyinka has done what few internationally 

acclaimed writers do—he has repeatedly championed human rights at the risk of 

his home, career, and life.  This quality has prompted Neal Ascherson to say in a 

recent review that Soyinka “has earned his Nobel Prize many times over” (20).  

So how could a Christian find fault with Soyinka if he deserves such high praise? 

 

 

The Occasion 

 

 A few semesters ago I was teaching Soyinka’s play A Dance of the 

Forests in an Introduction to Literature class.
1 

 In my introductory classes, I often 

begin each week with a brief devotion, typically in a sequential study of the 

Psalms. I don’t pretend that this practice constitutes faith-learning integration, but 

I mean it to demonstrate that such integration begins not with a formula but with 

an active and thorough engagement with Scripture. As I was teaching A Dance in 

this context, an adult student came to me outside of class and told me she thought 

this play inappropriate for us to read and discuss.
2
  Earlier in the term, this student 

and I had talked about faith, prayer, and art.  I regarded (and I still regard) her as 

an intellectually and emotionally mature person whose opinions I respect. 

 At this point, she had been offended by the play’s opening sequence: in a 

forest clearing, a dead man and woman emerge from the earth, the village elders 

having summoned spirits of illustrious ancestors to their “Gathering of the 

Tribes,” Soyinka’s metaphor for Nigeria’s Independence Celebrations in 1960, for 

which A Dance of the Forests was written.  Anything but congratulatory, the dead 

couple seek redress for centuries-old grievances that cycle into the present.  This 

student had not yet read to the end, but just as potentially disturbing, a sequence 

occurs there when the three central characters, donning ritual masks, become 

possessed by and speak for various forest spirits (for instance, the Spirits of the 

Palm, of the Precious Stones, and of the Pachyderms), which these characters 

have directly or indirectly exploited.  Both scenes are crucial to the play, and both 

portray practices that are integral to traditional Yoruba religion, in which 

mediumship and communication with the dead are key elements.  In their 

narrative context, both sequences may be read as metaphors for the difficulty of 
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true reconciliation.  Nevertheless, my student, who had been exposed to various 

kinds of traditional ritual growing up in Jamaica, refused to read them simply as 

metaphor.  Although every teacher must deal with such challenges from time to 

time, I could not easily address hers.  

In the semesters that followed, I continued to teach Soyinka, though I did 

not assign A Dance or other plays like it.  Derek Wright makes a useful distinction 

between “ritual-inclusive” and “ritual-intensive” plays in Soyinka’s oeuvre.  

“Ritual-inclusive” plays contain rites as “a critical plot element” while “ritual-

intensive” plays “approximate much more closely to the rites per se” (79).  The 

first category includes excellent short pieces such as The Swamp Dwellers, 

Camwood on the Leaves, and The Strong Breed.  The second category includes 

Soyinka’s major works—A Dance of the Forests, The Road, Kongi’s Harvest, 

Madmen and Specialists, and Death and the King’s Horseman.  So as I sorted 

through my thoughts and feelings about my previous student’s objection, I taught 

only the ritual-inclusive plays. 

Though I grew up in a denomination that emphasizes creeds and 

confessions, my parents became involved in a charismatic Bible study when I was 

very young.  In this group, they regularly spoke in tongues and occasionally 

exorcised demons.  The meetings were held at various houses, and my brothers 

and I would sometimes go along.  As we played catch to pass the time, through 

the closed doors we could hear our parents and others praying ecstatically in 

strange languages.  Occasionally, we could also hear the terrifying, almost animal 

cries of a person with a demon that would not be exorcised peacefully.  These 

cries would be matched by forceful, determined prayer, and the struggle could 

continue for minutes at a time.  Though these latter experiences were rare, they 

were startling enough to make spiritual warfare more than an empty abstraction 

for me. 

 Another early and lasting influence on my views about the demonic was 

C. S. Lewis’ Narnia Chronicles, which my father would read to my family after 

dinner.  In The Last Battle, for instance, Shift, an ape, dresses Puzzle, an ass, in a 

lion’s skin and has Puzzle act the part of Aslan before the Narnians in a brutal 

power-play.  In collusion with the Calormenes, who worship Tash, Shift calls his 

creation “Tashlan.”  But when the demon Tash, a wraithlike thing with four arms 

and a bird’s head, moves toward the stable where Shift puts on his show, Poggin 

the Dwarf sees it and says, “[T]his fool of an Ape, who didn’t believe in Tash, 

will get more than he bargained for!  He called for Tash: Tash has come” (94).  

As I ruminated on my student’s comment, this scene returned to my mind, 

clarifying why her objection had stirred my conscience as well. 

 

 

That Mysterious Line 

 

 Of course, to practice idolatry or mediumship in a play is different than to 

practice it in reality.  Nevertheless, the line between dramatic representation and 

reality can sometimes be difficult to draw.  To illustrate with some examples 

based on the Ten Commandments, the sixth commandment is, “You shall not 
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steal.”
3
  Presumably, few Christians would object to acting the part of a thief.  An 

actor’s reflection might go like this: “This thief is not me; this is just a part I am 

playing.”  The same thinking might apply to roles in which characters disobey 

their parents, covet, or bear false witness.  However, the situation becomes more 

difficult when a Christian is asked to play a character who takes God’s name in 

vain.  Recently, in an American literature class, I was teaching Faulkner’s novel 

As I Lay Dying.  As I often do, I called on students to read certain sections aloud, 

letting them know (as always) that they need not read if they did not want to.  One 

particular student, when reading the speeches of Jewel, could not bring herself to 

speak this character’s favorite word: goddamn, so she read everything but this 

word.  She could not in good conscience say, “Jewel is not me; I am just reading 

his words,” because to say “goddamn” in Jewel’s voice was to say it in her own. 

 When they read aloud, students decide what they are comfortable with, 

and I respect their choices.  However, I am not going to stop teaching As I Lay 

Dying (or asking students to read passages aloud) because some will not say 

“goddamn” in character.  To do so would unduly restrict the ethical and artistic 

questions my classes may engage. 

 To return to our first examples, if we can imagine roles that would 

probably not offend anyone, we can also imagine roles that would probably 

offend all.  For instance, if Actor A and Actor B are required to have sexual 

intercourse on a movie set, no Christian could play such a role in good 

conscience, for to commit fornication or adultery on a movie set is to commit 

fornication or adultery in one’s own body.  The familiar formulations, “This 

character isn’t me; I am simply following a script,” or, “I am doing this for others’ 

edification,” become laughably inadequate.  A moral line has been crossed, and 

everyone is aware of it.  Yet this is an extreme example; most sex in mainstream 

films is only simulated, and the ethics of acting such a part (and of watching the 

finished film) are correspondingly more complicated.  

 Staged sorcery, divination, and mediumship present moral problems 

equally as challenging as those of staged sexuality.  And since Soyinka’s ritual-

intensive plays foreground such elements, we must confront them, because much 

of Soyinka’s excellence as a dramatist stems from his skillful blurring of the lines 

between West African ritual and conventional theater.  Critics such as Gerald 

Moore have called Soyinka’s drama in this mode “total theatre for West Africa, a 

theatre which [makes] the fullest use of music, masquerade, dance, and mime” 

(36).  A careful reader of Soyinka must therefore become familiar with West 

African (and especially Yoruba) myth and ritual while recognizing that Soyinka 

tends to use such sources in creative ways.  In A Dance of the Forests, for 

instance, he combines two Yoruba gods, Eshu, “confuser and trickster god,” and 

Oro, “god of punishment,” into a single and unique character, Eshuoro.
4
  Chris 

Dunton points to a more subtle blending in Soyinka’s use of agemo and egungun 

in The Road: “I have not seen any discussion of [an] apparent discrepancy (or 

open-endedness)—Soyinka’s use of agemo in the prefactory [sic] poem and of 

egungun in the stage directions—but this is something that might be worth 

looking into.  Though a common source for the two has been argued, agemo 

cannot simply be regarded as a variant of egungun” (“If” 64).  
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From a Christian point of view, acting out traditional ritual (however 

artistically transformed) in a play potentially violates the first commandment, as 

well as the repeated apostolic warnings against witchcraft and sorcery, since it 

poses the same threat that staged sexuality does: namely, that transgressions 

committed in character might become the actor’s own and that the actor’s (and, 

potentially, the viewer’s) body might be polluted by sin or invaded by the 

demonic. 

 

 

Looking at The Road 

 

 Though this paper was occasioned by a student’s objection to A Dance of 

the Forests, I will shift my focus to The Road, since this play is more likely to be 

taught in a Christian classroom or acted by a Christian drama troupe.  A Dance of 

the Forests is a fantastic but flawed work; The Road, in contrast, is Soyinka’s 

most critically acclaimed play.  By turns satirical and profound, it images a 

realistic present while incisively critiquing the past.  Ronald Bryden, reviewing 

the play’s premiere at the Commonwealth Festival in London in September of 

1965, noted that the play depicts  

 

the real modern Nigeria: an enormous, inchoate territory whose 

ancient units of tribe and religion are being supplanted by the new 

patterns of technology—above all, by the system of rough, 

weather-pitted roads along which thousands of ramshackle, 

picturesquely named lorries speed goods and passengers hundreds 

of miles to market. (460) 

 

Though its language is sometimes difficult, this play is never boring.  As 

Soyinka’s contemporary, South African playwright and critic Lewis Nkosi, 

writes, 

 

Soyinka has sometimes been justly criticized for being too cryptic 

in his use of symbols for his plays to yield their full meaning; but 

happily what stands him in good stead is his ability to create strong 

characters and strong dramatic situation; usually, his plays absorb 

our interest, even though the ultimate meaning may be lost on us; it 

is, indeed, very rare that a Soyinka play, however dense its 

language, loses completely its hold upon an audience.  This says a 

great deal for Soyinka’s instinctive sense of the dramatic. (188) 

 

In Nkosi’s judgment, The Road is “nearly unfathomable” (188), but that does not 

keep it from being wholly engaging.  

The Road is arguably Soyinka’s most successful experiment in “total 

theatre.”  In it, ritual, music, and mime are seamlessly integrated with character 

and plot, spurring audiences to thought and action, as the testimony of director 

Michael Etherton shows: 
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I talk about the praxis of Soyinka’s drama from my own direct 

experience of its liberating force.  The Road was published in 

1965, and I confronted it as a text in Zambia at the beginning of 

1966.  As a white South African, I was at the time struggling 

against the whole economic and cultural thrust of my upbringing. . 

. . To discover The Road in this context was suddenly to 

understand, as though one had thought it through oneself, the 

contradictions: in the technology, in political organization, in the 

structure of knowledge.  The play was more than an analysis: it 

was a living-through of reality. . . . Soyinka inspired us—not to do 

more of his plays (and to wait patiently for them to come as the 

printed text to Lusaka), but to set about doing our own plays. (35-

36) 

 

Etherton here conveys this play’s forceful intellectual and emotional impact that 

is implied, if not overtly stated, in much of the secondary literature.  

Part of the way Soyinka achieves such breadth in such a narrow 

compass—there is only one stage set, and the play’s action takes place from dawn 

to dusk of a single day—is through speech.  Michael Cosser identifies eight 

distinct language strands in the play, from the Professor’s “liturgical English” to 

the layabouts’ Yoruba song to the touts’ and thugs’ Nigerian Pidgin English.  As 

Daniel Izevbaye notes, the play says as much through visual media such as sets 

and mime as through speech (91). 

 The Road portrays a character named the Professor, who is about sixty 

years of age and is engaged in a quest for what he calls “The Word.”  Though he 

speaks in biblical phrases, the Professor is opposed to Christ, celebrating not God 

made flesh but flesh dissolved, as in the Ijebu Yoruba cult of Agemo (Izevbaye 

92-93).  A former lay reader and Sunday school teacher in the Anglican church 

that forms one side of the stage set, the Professor has been excommunicated for 

embezzling church funds.  He wears a Victorian outfit, including a threadbare top 

hat and tails. As several critics have perceived, he is a type of Faust, an 

overreacher who defies orthodoxy.
5
  Though his speech and clothes evoke the 

nineteenth-century Yoruba missionary Samuel Ajayi Crowther, whose Yoruba 

translation of the Bible was the first of many translations of the Scriptures into 

sub-Saharan vernaculars, the Professor is the opposite of this gentle, humble man 

who introduced the gospel to much of what would become Nigeria (Welch).  

 Across from his former church, the Professor has set up a palm-wine bar 

and a spare-parts store, which he and the layabouts stock from the frequent 

accidents along the road.  Every evening, he stages a palm-wine communion 

service that mocks the church’s genuine one.  His tapper, Murano, who was 

knocked down in an Ogunian Drivers’ Festival while in a state of possession, is 

caught between life and death.  The Professor has enslaved him as a practitioner 

of voudou enslaves a victim,
6
 hoping that he might furnish direct access to Ogun.  

But Murano has no recollection of his former life.  Since he is mute, he cannot 

communicate even what he knows instinctively. 
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 The central challenge for Christian directors, actors, and audiences comes 

at the play’s end, when the Professor decides to stage his own egungun ceremony 

with Murano as the masquerader.  As the church organ begins to sound for an 

evening service, the Professor tells the layabouts to beat the Agemo rhythm on 

their drums.  Murano, who has found the mask that had been hidden in the 

“Aksident Store,” puts it on with the Professor’s help and gradually becomes 

possessed.  The Professor’s climactic dare arouses the anger of Say Tokyo Kid, 

one of Ogun’s devotees.  Consequently, Say Tokyo stabs the Professor before he 

himself is fatally smashed onto a bench by Murano, who afterwards dissolves into 

“a heap of cloth and raffia” (Soyinka, The Road 229).  As Murano vanishes, the 

Professor collapses, his death a prideful assertion against all spiritual powers. 

 This summary does not do justice for the entire plot, though it does 

highlight our central problem: In invoking a traditional god, though through an 

ambivalent character and—for the actors, “only in play”—are participants inviting 

actual demons into their midst?  This question becomes more urgent if one knows 

that, in West Africa, spirits are often called by talking drums.  As anthropologist 

Robin Horton writes, the Kalabari, a southeastern Nigerian people, believe that 

“the gods stay and come with their names” (94), and that to name is not 

necessarily to speak in the customary way: 

 

By “name” in this context is implied any word, object, or act which 

can be taken to symbolize the god—either its name in the literal 

sense, the sculpture, the masquerade and its carved head-dress, or 

the sequence of action by means of which a human being 

represents it.  For all of these, the fact of their presence or 

occurrence in a given place is enough to secure the presence of the 

god they refer to.  Whether one utters the name of a god three 

times, drums it three times, makes a new sculpture, purifies an old 

one, dons a masquerade or acts out behavior attributes to the god, 

one is doing something which brings him automatically close 

because it is his symbol.  This is why mime and masquerade are 

just as effective means of bringing the gods into the community 

where they are performed as is the induction of possession. (91) 

 

Since Yoruba belief is like Kalabari in this respect, the potential threat of The 

Road’s final scene for a Christian drama troupe and its audiences becomes plain. 

 

 

The Crucial Role of Intention 

  

This problem, once I was able to articulate it, seemed serious indeed.  

Even so, I felt that The Road and Soyinka’s other ritual-intensive plays had much 

to offer to Christian audiences, so I kept researching and mulling over the 

problem.  A response finally took shape in my mind when I discovered the full 

story of Soyinka’s own great-grandfather, Josaiah Ransome-Kuti (the celebrated 

“Rev J.J.” of Soyinka’s Aké).
7
  Ransome-Kuti fully understood and applied the 
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Apostle Paul’s teachings about Christian freedom.  For even as Paul repeatedly 

condemns sorcery, divination, and idolatry in his epistles, he also affirms the 

individual Christian’s right to eat meat sacrificed to idols (see, for instance, 1 Cor. 

10.14-11.1).  Paul writes, “for ‘the earth and its fullness are the Lord’s’” (v. 26), 

affirming that God’s stamp upon Creation is ineffaceable.  

 Ransome-Kuti grew up as a drummer-boy who was taught by his father to 

invoke spirits with his drum (Delano 12-13).  But he was converted through his 

Christian mother, and eventually he became one of the most effective 

missionaries of Nigeria’s colonial period (Delano 12).  Ransome-Kuti had a 

genuine talent for music, and he simply did not accept the idea that certain 

rhythms belong to demons and others to God.  Rather, he put Christian lyrics to 

the cadences that he had formerly used to summon spirits, employing these songs 

as evangelistic tools (Delano, ch. 4).  Though many Christians of his time, both 

indigenous and European, assumed that Christianity could not be practiced except 

in European ways, Ransome-Kuti fearlessly embraced his Yoruba culture.  Like 

Paul, he knew that God shows no partiality and that anything human is ultimately 

redeemable.  To put it in another way, he knew that the Devil doesn’t get to keep 

all the good songs. 

 If Ransome-Kuti could bring the gospel to his fellow Yoruba by playing 

rhythms traditionally used in spiritist worship, one can see how a Christian could 

act the part of Professor or Murano without bringing demons into his or her body 

or community.  To understand exactly why, let us borrow a concept from 

contemporary speech act theory.  Early theorists in this field such as J.L. Austin 

proposed that, with certain “illocutionary” verbs (for instance, promise, apologize, 

or request) used in certain ways (for instance, in first-person indicative active 

constructions), a speaker could “do things with words.”  For instance, in saying, 

“I apologize,” a speaker could perform the act of apologizing.  More recently, 

Kent Bach has pointed out that the hearer’s discernment of the speaker’s intention 

is more crucial than the words spoken, since one can apologize without an 

illocutionary verb—for instance, by saying, “I’m sorry.”
8
  When we invoke divine 

agency through prayer, an analogous principle holds.  Prayer does not work 

magically through specific incantations; rather, God hears and answers the 

intentions of our hearts.  This is to our advantage, for often we cannot fully 

articulate what we wish to pray for.  Ramsome-Kuti knew that to pound out a 

rhythm, even one established through communal ritual, would not be enough to 

summon a spirit.  Rather, the drummer would also have to intend (or, as it were, 

to pray) that the spirit be summoned.
9
  Like Paul in the Corinthian marketplace, 

Ransome-Kuti grasped that demons could not invade or pollute his body or the 

bodies of his hearers as long as he remained in Christ.  To buy or not to buy meat 

sacrificed to idols, to drum or not to drum—a Christian is free to do either with a 

good conscience. 

 It follows that a Christian actor is free to play a part such as the Professor 

or Murano as long as he intends good for himself and his audiences.  Playing 

Murano, he might reflect, “I am acting a character who is possessed by the spirit 

of Agemo, but I am not this character.  Through this performance I hope to bring 
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my audience to a new understanding of technology, imperialism, West African 

history, and themselves.”  Or—he could just act the role of Murano and enjoy it. 

 Some things are not worth redeeming; they contain only dross.  

Nevertheless, from my first encounter with The Road, I felt strongly that this play 

is worth my time and study.  As previously mentioned, Ronald Bryden, upon 

viewing the first performance in 1965, wrote, “This is the real modern Nigeria [.]”  

Almost fifty years later, The Road still powerfully elucidates the complex legacies 

of colonialism on Nigeria.  Photographs and commentary in Ed Kashi and 

Michael Watts’ book Curse of the Black Gold: 50 Years of Oil in the Niger Delta 

show that the problems portrayed in The Road have only intensified.  One essay 

in this book, Felix Tuodolo’s “Generation,” highlights the role of indigenous 

religion (including sorcery) on the escalation of violence in this country.  Thus, to 

exclude from a Christian college an African play that foregrounds sorcery or 

mediumship might be to willfully ignore things that Christians should know about 

and grapple with.
10

 

 

 

Soyinka as Storyteller and Social Critic 

 

Though Soyinka has forcefully rejected Christianity, his portrayal of his 

parents’ faith in his books Aké and Ìsarà can be remarkably sympathetic.  Reading 

Soyinka (and researching the people that fill his memoirs) has enlarged my 

concept of God and the Church.  The Holy Spirit is doing a great work in Africa 

that deserves to be better known.  And it will be.  As historian Andrew Walls 

declares,  

 

It is widely recognized that there has occurred within [the 

twentieth century] a demographic shift in the centre of gravity of 

the Christian world, which means that more than half of the 

world’s Christians live in Africa, Asia, Latin America, or the 

Pacific, and that the proportion doing so grows annually.  This 

means that we have to regard African Christianity as potentially 

the representative Christianity of the twenty-first century. (85) 

 

The sheer force of numbers insists that we view Christianity in new ways.  In the 

Free Methodist Church, to take a single example, approximately 46% of 

professing members live in Africa while only about 7% live in the United States.
11

  

And what is true for Free Methodism is true for several other denominations.  

Directly and obliquely, Soyinka has much to teach Christians.  He opens a 

door to Christianity in Africa, with all its vitality and its challenges.  Kwame 

Bediako, a Ghanaian theologian, writes that the most important challenge for the 

Church in Africa is that of identity (36).  He explains that Christian missions in 

Africa have a dual heritage—they brought the gospel but denigrated traditional 

customs (26).  Christian historian J.F. Ade Ajayi suggests that Christians think 

through a “Demonology of Imperialism,” acknowledging how missions have 

sometimes used civil power to “conquer” Africa and to idolize—though often 
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unwittingly—their own European cultures (Ajayi 122-23).  There is no more 

powerful exposure of imperialism’s demonology than The Road.  In the play’s 

opening scenes, one recognizes that native culture in nearly every aspect—

transport, religion, time, language, dress, money—has been overlaid by British 

institutions, and that the average Nigerian asked for none of it.  The passengers 

tout Samson’s defense against this detergent sovereignty is to speak in pidgin 

most of the time.  The Professor’s strategy is to adopt English culture entirely so 

as to destroy it from the inside.  In line after line and scene after scene, the 

injuries of British colonialism are revealed.  Nor is America spared.  Say Tokyo 

Kid, the timber lorry driver who is also a hemp smoker and captain of the play’s 

hired thugs, speaks in a bastardized cowboy idiom, which he has doubtless 

learned from American cinema and television.
12

  In this clever detail, Soyinka 

also implicates American capitalism in Africa’s woes.  For here one recognizes 

that the cowboy ethic that subdued the American West, impoverishing the soil, 

killing the buffalo, and wiping out its native peoples, has also touched Africa.  

Britons and Americans are justly proud of some things they have given to 

West Africa.  Chief among these gifts, as Bediako notes, is the knowledge of 

salvation brought by missionaries.  But Western Christians are just beginning to 

admit to the other “gospels” they taught: for instance, the gospel of “progress” 

through science and technology and the gospel of European (and Euro-American) 

superiority.  Unfortunately, these offenses are not yet just a memory.  

Consequently, Soyinka’s The Road seems more relevant than ever for Christian 

college students.  Like the story of African Christianity, Soyinka’s work deserves 

to be better known. 

 

 

Conclusion 

  

Our postmodern culture asserts, “All things are lawful for me.”  Christian 

culture asserts this as well, though it gives a qualifier: “‘All things are lawful for 

me,’ but not all things are beneficial. ‘ All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not 

be dominated by anything” (1 Cor. 6.12).  The short answer to my opening 

question, “Can art be bad for you?” is, “Yes.”  In the case of drama, one can 

imagine scenarios in which actors merely playing roles can open themselves to 

certain kinds of pollution or sin.  Nevertheless, Christians can be (and historically 

have been) too quick to censor works of art, resulting in a diminishment both of 

their enjoyment and of their understanding of God’s good world.  For my part, I 

am thankful that a particular student challenged my decision to assign one of 

Soyinka’s ritual-intensive plays, for in doing so she forced me to deal with the 

issues involved in acting (and viewing) plays that portray ritual possession, and 

she prodded me to sift out the excellence of a dramatist whose work is in many 

ways profoundly true. 
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Notes 

 
1
 To those who know this writer’s work, this choice itself requires explanation.  

Wright calls A Dance “a magnificent, impossible theatrical hybrid” (88).  Without 

a doubt, the play assumes cultural contexts unfamiliar to many readers and has a 

complex plot, too many characters, and scenes of dense ambiguity.  Even so, it 

includes scenes so simple and profound as potentially to illuminate the whole and 

to make the whole worthwhile.  That my students would think so too was my 

hope when I assigned this play. 

  
2
 As I explain below, discussing a play in my classroom sometimes involves 

informal readers’ theater; this student was presumably protesting as much about 

the possibility of reading certain parts aloud as about reading the play on her own. 

 
3
 All direct quotations from the Bible in this essay are taken from the New 

Revised Standard Version. 

 
4
 The definitions cited in this sentence are taken from Wright, xviii-xix. 

 

5
 See, for instance, Lindfors (60) and Palmer. 

 

6
 See Dunton, “Back.” 

 
7
 “Rev J.J.” is an unforgettable presence in Aké, though readers will find a fuller 

and more objective account of him in Delano.  For Ransome-Kuti’s specific 

relation to Soyinka, see the genealogical chart in Gibbs (519). 

 
8
 The specific examples used here are taken from Bach, “Performatives.”  For a 

fuller account of the role of intention in performative utterance, see ch. 10 of Bach 

and Harnish. 
 

9
 My assumption here is that spirits, like God, can discern intention in human 

utterance.  In addition, I assume that spirits, like God, are not bound to answer 

every summons.  As anthropologist Tambiah notes, “[T]here are also constitutive 

acts which, although they realize their performative dimension, may yet be 

uncertain of realizing their expected perlocutionary effects.  A classic example is 

curing rituals in cases of spirit possession, which, though performatively valid, 

may or may not induce a cure in the patient, traffic with the supernatural being 

notoriously uncertain” (128). 

 
10

 If we base our practice on Paul’s instruction on Christian freedom, we must 

also abide by his warnings: we must take care not to harm the believer with a 

more tender conscience.  This is perhaps the most difficult aspect of this problem 

for a Christian teacher or director.  On one hand, one wants to challenge students 

intellectually and culturally.  On the other hand, one doesn’t want to force a 

student to read or to participate in something that goes against his or her 
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conscience.  Were a student of mine again to object to reading one of Soyinka’s 

ritual-intensive plays, I would talk the issue through privately.  Then, if he or she 

were still opposed, I would arrange alternative readings (and tutorials).  

 
11

 These percentages are based on 2011 membership data published by Free 

Methodist Communications. 

 
12

 Olusola notes that Nigerian Television began broadcasting Cisco Kid and 

Hopalong Cassidy in 1960 (373). 
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Sidney Kingsley’s Detective Story and the Tragic Paradigm
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Although it appears from time to time in productions at regional theaters, 

Sidney Kingsley’s realistic play Detective Story is now mostly a forgotten work.  

In its day, however, it enjoyed a run on Broadway that was both critically and 

commercially successful.  Kingsley’s play ran for 581 performances from March 

23, 1949, until August 12, 1950.  It was selected by John Gassner for the ongoing 

Best American Plays series, appearing in the 1952 volume that spans the years 

1945-1951.  Random House also published a cloth-bound edition of the play in 

1949.  In addition, the play was filmed shortly after its initial Broadway run by 

William Wyler for Paramount with Kirk Douglas, William Bendix, and Eleanor 

Parker.  An hour-long version of Kingsley’s drama, selected and introduced by 

John Chapman, the drama critic of the New York Daily News, was broadcast in 

1953 on NBC radio with Wendell Corey.   

In many ways, the current anonymity of Detective Story is understandable.  

The dialogue relies at times on the argot of hard-boiled fiction, which today seems 

dated.  “Watch the roscoe!” one detective barks at another to get him to lock up 

his revolver as an arrested burglar is brought into the squad room (Kingsley 22).  

The large cast of thirty-four and the hectic sprawl of people coming and going at 

the police station carry the pacing and flavor of a melodrama.  Over the three acts 

of Kingsley’s play, we see shouts, near fights, arrests, fingerprinting, a line-up, 

betrayals, and a shooting.  But if we look closer, we also see that the power of the 

play derives less from the obvious realism and melodrama, however effective they 

may be, than from Kingsley’s compelling use of the tragic paradigm and its 

spiritual implications.  Detective Story is something of a prisoner of its own 

realistic style, which is so striking that most audiences would classify the play as 

a work of stage realism and look no further.  The play can be better appreciated as 

a tragedy, especially one that explores the spiritual implications of redemption 

inherent in the tragedy of a man who sees that in trying to realize his legalistic 

view of the world he has in the process lost his own soul.  More specifically, the 

tragic dilemma for the protagonist is the impossibility of loving equally a moral 

principle and a person.   

First, we should recognize and appreciate the realism of Kingsley’s play.  

Like many plays of its time, Detective Story employs the then-popular theatrical 

style sometimes known as domestic realism or fourth-wall drama.  The first two 

pages of the Random House text
2
, for example, describe a single stage set of a 

New York police squad room including such atmospheric elements as the ceiling 

lights, desks, an iron railing with a swinging gate, a height chart, fingerprint shelf, 

bulletin board, duty roster, and wanted posters (Kingsley 3).  Such a heavily 
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dressed and elaborately appointed set seeks to create nearly a photographically 

realistic effect for its audience.  All of the action of the play is channeled through 

this one set.  An equally important part of this type of stage realism is the 

intensity that results from the playwright’s observing the unity of time and 

creating a so-called drama of ripe conditions, one in which the play commences at 

the moment of maximum interest and continues so that, to an audience, the play 

can seem to be virtually all climax.  Thus the twenty-four or fewer hours of stage 

time begin when the protagonist seemingly experiences a high point or a fully-

realized moment in his fortunes and conclude only hours later when the revealed 

events of the past have brought about his ruin.  In Kingsley’s play, this time span 

is shortened to a little over three hours—from 5:30 p.m., when Act One begins, 

until shortly after 8:30 p.m., when the protagonist, Detective Jim McLeod, is 

fatally shot by a three-time convicted criminal who has grabbed the pistol of a 

careless detective in the squad room to avoid a fourth conviction and a long prison 

sentence.   

The prototype of this type of stage realism with its retrospective 

exposition is the prose plays of Henrik Ibsen, beginning with The Pillars of 

Society (1877).  A look at the style of many popular American plays from mid-

century would remind us of how durable and popular this stage realism was.  For 

example, of the sixteen other plays that share John Gassner’s Best American Plays 

volume with Detective Story, seven use the single-set, fourth-wall style that 

Kingsley favors.
3
  Ibsen’s era was the time when theaters were wired for 

electricity, the first time that theater audiences could sit entirely in the dark and 

watch a stage lit exactly as the playwright and director wanted it, a theatrical 

effect that fosters the illusion of reality playing out on the stage.  Kingsley’s 

theatrical interests had long been rooted in realism and even melodrama.  He had 

won a Pulitzer Prize for his 1933 Group Theatre play Men in White directed by 

Lee Strasberg, a drama focused on the struggles of a doctor torn between his 

ethics and the lure of easy money.  Kingsley’s later play Dead End (1935), about 

juvenile delinquency in the Depression, was cited as an influence behind new 

legislation to address the problem of urban slums (Gassner 318).  In introducing 

the play on the summer-replacement radio series Best Plays in 1953, John 

Chapman pointed out that Kingsley spent over a year researching and observing 

the procedures and routines of policemen in New York.   

As we know, however, realism, whether on stage or in fiction or film, is a 

created artistic style—a made thing.  The artificiality of routing all the action of 

these plays through a single set in a twenty-four hour period reminds us that only 

the most naïve would confuse a realistic artistic style with reality itself.  On first 

look, therefore, Detective Story seems to acquire its power through its realism and 

perhaps even through its melodrama.  In both style and substance the play strikes 

a reader or audience as a hard-hitting big city exploration of man’s inhumanity to 

man.  Set entirely in a New York City police squad room, the play features 

characters who come and go for three acts—cops, crooks, lawyers, reporters, and 

civilians.  A young woman arrested for shoplifting a six-dollar handbag is brought 

on stage in the opening scene, and we watch her observe wide-eyed the parade of 

life in the raw.
4
  Amid these intersecting stories, detective Jim McLeod anchors 
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the action.  He first appears with a new arrest, a young man named Arthur 

Kindred, who has stolen $480 from his employer with the desperate intention of 

proposing to his girlfriend, a magazine model, before she elopes with another 

man.  Additional detectives bring in other culprits.  A three-time convicted cat 

burglar named Charley is apprehended with his partner Lewis.  Kurt Schneider, an 

obstetrician whose license was revoked and who now performs abortions on a 

farm in New Jersey, enters the squad room along with his lawyer to be questioned 

by the cops as they wait for a hospitalized witness to testify against Schneider.   

Jim McLeod does not conceal his legalistic desire to put all wrongdoers 

behind bars.  He pursues timid Arthur Kindred, whose theft is presented as a 

single impulsive act, as well as smug Kurt Schneider, whose conviction McLeod 

has made his own personal crusade.  McLeod explains to a crime reporter who 

functions as a choric character that his strictness results from the behavior of his 

father: “Evil has a stench of its own…. My own father was one of them…. Every 

day and every night of my childhood I saw and heard him abuse and maliciously 

torment my mother” (Kingsley 58-59).  McLeod’s imagery about evil is one of 

the first times in the play when his language suggests his unease with the 

physicality of life.  When the potential witness against Schneider dies in the 

hospital, McLeod loses control and beats Schneider, perhaps further suggesting 

his animus against the flesh, the fallible part of our human nature.  Schneider’s 

lawyer had earlier turned him over to the police with photographs of his client 

undressed and unmarked while telling McLeod and his lieutenant that he expected 

to have Schneider returned to him that same way.   

The conventions of the well-made play also contribute to the realistic 

effect.  It has long been said, as far back as Bernard Shaw’s The Quintessence of 

Ibsenism, that Ibsen deepened the elements of the popular well-made play of the 

nineteenth century by adding ideas and a discussion element as he created a 

realism for the stage.  Ibsen and the later American dramatists inspired by him 

also drew frequently upon another staple of the well-made play: a plot based on a 

withheld secret.  It is surprising how many classic American plays have plots 

based on the tried-and-true withheld secret that fueled the creaky tradition of the 

well-made play: Joe Keller’s guilt in shipping out faulty engine parts to keep a 

lucrative government contract in All My Sons, Willy Loman’s hotel room 

dalliance observed by Biff in Death of a Salesman, Blanche DuBois’s affair with 

her student in A Streetcar Named Desire, Hickey’s murder of his wife in The 

Iceman Cometh, just to name some from the other works in John Gassner’s Best 

American Plays volume of 1952.  All of these secrets are buried in the antecedent 

action of these plays, yet all of them, in the surprise of their revelations, seem to 

lose their contrivance as strategically planted plot points and turn out to be 

fundamental to the characters and ideas shaping those plays.   

The withheld secret of Detective Story has perhaps been suggested by the 

above summary.  Jim McLeod’s wife, whom he idolizes as much as he hates the 

criminals he encounters, had visited Dr.  Schneider’s farm in New Jersey as a 

patient years ago.  Schneider’s lawyer knows the married man who loved Mary 

McLeod but who would not leave his wife for her and instead sent her to 

Schneider.  The lawyer is certain that the abortion from the past explains 
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McLeod’s intense fury against Schneider.  He even drops the name of Mary’s 

former lover—Tami Giacoppetti—to McLeod’s lieutenant in the hope that it will 

alert him to the need to rein in his violent detective.  The name means nothing to 

the lieutenant, however, except to show him that somehow Giacoppetti figures in 

the tension between McLeod and Schneider and that he must learn how.  The 

lieutenant brings in Giacoppetti for questioning and then, after sending Jim 

McLeod to track down an old case file in their record department, he calls in 

Mary.  She breaks down and admits to the love affair and to the abortion, but she 

insists that her husband knows nothing about either.  Unsure whether he can 

believe her, the lieutenant summons McLeod.  The scene in the lieutenant’s 

office, which adjoins the squad room, leads to the second-act curtain of this three-

act play.  It then becomes clear that Jim McLeod did not know about the abortion 

and that his lonely, rigid obsession with legalism has crippled his ability to give 

and receive love and to forgive.  It is moreover a flaw that Jim is unaware of.  The 

play thus can be appreciated most fully as a spiritual tragedy rather than as an 

example of stage realism, however effective its verisimilitude.  Kingsley’s use of 

the tragic paradigm gives the play more depth than its realism and becomes the 

most intriguing and enlightening aspect of the play.   

“In this age few tragedies are written,” Arthur Miller wrote in 1949 in his 

essay “Tragedy and the Common Man” (434).  For some like Miller the reason 

owed to the lack of traditional heroes in the modern age and to the overall 

diminishment of humanity’s view of itself.  For others like Robert W.  Corrigan, 

the decline of tragedy in the modern era grew out of the decline of societal 

standards and values that formerly gave structure and coherence to life.  Corrigan 

felt that when society loses agreed-on meaning or when multiple meanings 

proliferate, literary tragedy gives way to the blending of genres and the open-

endedness of tragicomedy: “At certain times in history, the more or less clear 

distinctions between the forms of drama seem to break down or to become 

blurred.  Tragicomedy flourishes at these times” (Corrigan 222).  Tragedy, then, 

relies to a great extent on agreement with the values that underlie the play, 

something harder for a playwright to accomplish in the standard-questioning 

modern age.  For tragedy to work, the audience must see the error of the tragic 

hero and agree that his focus is life-denying rather than life-affirming.  Sidney 

Kingsley’s ambitions for his play therefore went not toward embracing the more 

avant-garde genre of tragicomedy but toward the older, more established form of 

tragedy.  In showing the self-destruction of a man who worshipped legalism and 

strictness more than he embraced and accepted humanity in its fullness and its 

flaws, Kingsley chose the tragic sensibility of a realist for his play, more like 

Ibsen than Samuel Beckett.   

Jim McLeod’s ferocity toward crime becomes a manifestation of his 

hubris.  Because he and his house are presumably above reproach, he can unleash 

his rage at the criminals he encounters, especially Dr.  Schneider.  Paradoxically, 

his brutal legalism is also what kept Mary from telling him about her past; she 

feared that his harsh judgment would turn on her.  In plotting reminiscent of 

Ibsen, the sins of his father have therefore been visited on the son, and Jim 

McLeod has run for protection to the law and to legalism as a way to correct the 
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wrongs of his past and the wrongs he sees in society.  This emphasis proves to be 

a false god to Jim: it robs him of his humanity and any tolerance for human error.  

In addition to a flawed hero whose hubris gives him the illusion of self-

sufficiency, Kingsley uses other staples of the tragic paradigm to bring out Jim 

McLeod’s need for humility, forgiveness, and spiritual redemption.  One of these 

already mentioned is the news reporter whose “beat” is the squad room and who 

functions as a choric character telling the hero truths blocked by his pride.  As 

McLeod is called into his lieutenant’s office where the withheld secret of Mary’s 

past will be revealed to him, the reporter says: “You’re digging your own grave.  

A bottomless pit, baby.  It’s right there in front of you.  One more step and you’re 

in.  Humble yourself, sweetheart, humble yourself!” McLeod’s response is 

flippant but nevertheless telling: “What’s the oracle of CCNY trying to tell me?” 

(106).   

Another element of tragedy used effectively by Kingsley to underscore 

McLeod’s need for redemption is the presence of a foil for the tragic hero or a 

confidant or sounding board, someone he can confide in.  One of the seminal 

essays on the use of a foil character in tragedy is Maynard Mack’s “What 

Happens in Shakespearean Tragedy.” Mack shows that tragedy is, among other 

things, a conversation between two opposing voices, the uncompromising one of 

the tragic hero, such as Hamlet, and “a more middling sort of speech” (235) such 

as Horatio’s.  Though he limits himself to Shakespeare, Mack’s categories may be 

applied usefully to tragedy across the centuries: Oedipus/Creon, Antigone/Ismene, 

Medea/her Nurse, Romeo/Mercuitio, Willy and Linda Loman—all examples of an 

aspiring voice and essentially a counterpointing voice of reason and moderation.  

In Detective Story, Jim McLeod’s strident voice of condemnation and judgment is 

balanced by the voice of tolerance and forgiveness found in his partner and foil, 

Lou Brody.   

Much of the dialogue between hero and foil concerns what to do with the 

case of Arthur Kindred, the young man who has stolen $480 from his employer in 

order to propose to his girlfriend.  Arthur’s employer, arriving at the precinct, has 

left the matter of prosecution up to Jim as the arresting officer.  Lou Brody 

responds to Arthur’s plight with compassion and a desire to forgive.  As 

suggested by Arthur’s last name, Lou sees in Arthur’s young confusion someone 

resembling his own son, who like Arthur also served in World War II but who 

died in the war.  The facts of Arthur’s motive emerge along with Arthur’s 

understanding of his wrongdoing and of his illusion: “I stole money from a man 

who trusted me…. For five years I’ve been in love with a girl that doesn’t exist” 

(Kingsley 124-25).  Arthur’s self-awareness humanizes him and opens Lou 

Brody’s heart.  Lou can empathize with Arthur’s brokenness, and he wants Jim to 

drop the case and to give Arthur a second chance.  Even Charley, the three-time 

loser, recognizes Arthur’s meekness and the pointlessness of prosecuting him: “A 

kid like this in jail.  They toss for him” (126).  In Act Three after Jim has learned 

of Mary’s abortion, Lou confronts him about Arthur: “Give him another 

chance…. Jim, he reminds me of my boy.” Jim however is unyielding: “How do 

you compromise…convictions that go back to the roots of your childhood? I hate 

softness.  I don’t believe in it.  My mother was soft; it killed her.  I’m no 
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Christian.  I don’t believe in the other cheek…. Lou, I’m faced with a problem of 

my own…and I can’t compromise on that.  So what do I do?  What do I do?” 

(128, 130-31).  Jim seems almost to regard Arthur more as a thing—a mere 

breaker of the law—than as a person.  Even as he insists on his unwillingness to 

compromise, however, we begin to hear in Jim McLeod’s words strength and 

weakness at the same time, a dividedness that characterizes many tragic heroes.
5
 

The second-act curtain scene in the lieutenant’s office, when Jim McLeod 

first learns of his wife’s abortion, reveals most sharply his legalism and his 

inability to see people as flesh-and-blood mixtures of good and bad.  Kingsley 

makes it a flaw that in the context of the play suggests McLeod’s need for 

redemption.  We now see that the arrested Arthur Kindred, in his illusion of 

loving for five years the false image of his fashion model girlfriend, is also 

kindred to Jim McLeod, who has built up an impossibly pure and false image of 

his wife Mary as a haven from the corruption of the sordid life he encounters on 

the job.  Now that image shatters more intensely as McLeod is forced to see the 

extent of his illusion.  It is a devastating blow.  The play thus shows in McLeod’s 

plight the tragic impossibility of loving equally a person and a moral principle.
6
  

When Jim learns of Mary’s abortion, he begins to question her like a suspect in 

the squad room: “My immaculate wife!... Why didn’t you tell me?... How long 

did you go with him?... Did he give you money?” (109).  She explains to Jim that 

she was young and on her own for the first time in the city.  She says that she was 

flattered by the attention paid to her by Tami Giacoppetti: “Please understand.” 

McLeod’s response ends Act Two: “What’s there to understand?... You got 

undressed for him…. You went to bed with him…. You carried his child awhile 

inside you…and then you killed it.  What[’s]…left to understand!” (112).  These 

laconic yet powerful statements make it easy to feel McLeod’s sense of 

betrayal—to pity the tragic hero—even though his words associate him in the 

context of the Gospels with the strictness of the Pharisees and the teachers of the 

law, those for example, who would stone the woman taken in adultery in John 8.  

Part of the artistic achievement of Kingsley’s play is to put a human face on such 

strictness and cold superiority and to make the audience momentarily see life 

through the eyes of Jim McLeod.   

Kingsley makes the third act of his play mostly an exploration of Jim 

McLeod’s anagnorisis, the element of tragedy that concerns the hero’s discovery 

and insight based on his struggle.
7
  In a numbed reaction to the news about Mary, 

he insists on fingerprinting Arthur Kindred.  A phone call to the precinct about “a 

jumper” (117) makes Jim nervous since the suicide is on 53
rd

 Street, where he and 

Mary live.  The conversation quoted above with Lou Brody, in which Lou asks 

Jim for compassion, occurs next.  We see McLeod’s dividedness and his struggle 

with compromise.  With the urging of the news reporter (“The jewel was placed 

in your hands.  Don’t throw it away.  You’ll never get it back, again” [132]), Jim 

goes back to Mary, apologizes, and tries to map out a future with her.  He says he 

“wasn’t himself,” but like Ibsen’s Nora speaking to her husband, she tells him 

“You were never more yourself, Jim…. I know the way your mind works.  It 

never lets go.  The rest of our days, we’ll be living with this.  If you won’t be 

saying it, you’ll be thinking it” (134, 135).  Even though they momentarily 



Book Reviews  43 

reconcile, Mary seems to doubt that Jim is big enough emotionally and morally to 

love her for her faults.  In doing so, she reminds us that tragedy takes as its central 

concern a regret that cannot be remedied.  Mary tells Jim: “I suppose in this life 

we all die many times before they finally bury us.  This was one of those deaths.” 

(136).   

The American novelist Kenneth Millar, who wrote his books under the 

name Ross Macdonald, claimed, “Tragedy happens when you lose what is most 

valuable to you.  But that means you have found out what is most valuable—and 

have even had it” (quoted in Wolfe 242).  By Millar’s yardstick, most tragedies 

are tragedies of misperception.  Jim McLeod’s tragic insight chimes with Millar’s 

point.  He has, perhaps without intending, made strictness and legalism what were 

most important to him, and such a misperception has cost him the love of his 

wife, which is, along with his need for redemption, what he now recognizes as 

truly what is most important to the health of his soul.  Now that the truly life-

affirming things have escaped him, he values them all the more.   

Like Faustus and Shakespeare’s Claudius, who desire to repent of their 

wrongdoing but who see tragically that their hearts have hardened, Jim McLeod 

and his wife also painfully come to realize that they have reached a point where 

remedy in this earthly life is not possible.  One of the most striking passages in 

the play reveals Jim’s either/or categorization of people.  It is the statement that 

convinces Mary to end their marriage: “At an autopsy yesterday I watched the 

medical examiner saw off the top of a man’s skull, take out the brain, and hold it 

in his hand…like that…. I’d give everything I own
8
 to be able to take out my 

brain and hold it under the faucet and wash away the dirty pictures you put there 

tonight” (140).  Jim’s shocking words suggest more than he intends.  Does he 

harbor a desire for disembodiment because at some level he is aware that to take 

on the flesh means to take on human imperfection, something that his legacy from 

his father prevents him from doing? To create and revere an impossibly pure 

image of his wife is to reject the reality of corporeal humanity.  The play presents 

this flaw as crippling, even damning.  Mary tells him that after those images of 

her are washed away from his brain, there would still remain a “rotten spot.” She 

then articulates the tragic irony of the play: “You think you’re on the side of the 

angels? You’re not!... You’re everything you’ve always said you hated in your 

own father” (141).  In using legalism and a rejection of Christian compassion to 

combat human imperfection, Jim has merely perpetuated the sins of his father.  

Mary sees the destructiveness of such rigidity.  When Jim attempts to take her 

home, she says: “What for? To kill me the way your father killed your mother” 

(141).  The play therefore uses the elements of tragedy to affirm the need for a 

humble acceptance of our incarnation and its imperfections and the consequent 

need for Christian compassion.   

Finally, Kingsley uses the Prayer of Contrition to emphasize further the 

spiritual dimensions of Jim McLeod’s tragedy and his dying need for redemption.  

Back in the squad room and in spite of being warned to “watch the roscoe,” 

Detective Callahan leaves his pistol in his waist holster rather than locked in his 

drawer.  Charley, the three-time loser, grabs the gun and shouts for the policemen 

to back away.  Jim sees a way to resolve both the squad room standoff and his 
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own torment.  He charges the frenzied burglar and is repeatedly shot by him.  As 

he dies, Jim asks Lou to tear up the charges against Arthur Kindred, which may 

be a kind of penance.  He says to Lou, “I built my whole life on hating my 

father—and all the time he was inside me, laughing—or maybe he was 

crying,…maybe he couldn’t help himself, either” (143).  These charitable and 

humbled comments lead to his beginning the Prayer of Contrition: “Oh, my God, 

I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee and I detest all my sins because I 

dread the loss of Heaven…and fear the pains of Hell” (147).  McLeod dies in the 

middle of his confession.  In the play his lieutenant finishes the prayer in the 

seconds after Jim dies; in William Wyler’s film version, perhaps more 

appropriately, it is Lou, Jim’s partner and the voice of compassion, who 

completes his partner’s final prayer: “…but most of all for having offended Thee, 

My Lord, Who art all good and deserving of all my love, that I firmly resolve with 

the help of Thy grace, to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life.  

Amen.”  It is the most unexpected and powerful moment in the play.  In the 

realistic squalor of the squad room, we see the naked, needy soul of Jim McLeod 

and recall that the man who previously described himself as not a Christian now 

lets the catechism of his youth shape his prayer for forgiveness.  Lou’s 

benediction for his partner affirms the unconditional love that the play has 

consistently endorsed.   

The merits of reconsidering Detective Story as a tragedy are many.  It 

places the realistic style of the play in an earlier theatrical tradition that helps to 

keep it from defining the play as a slice of urban life and failing to see it as 

anything more.
9
  It shows, as illustrated by the categories offered by Robert 

Heilman, that the play moves beyond melodrama to embrace the elements of 

tragedy and finds the greater depth associated with tragedy.  It raises questions 

about our primary loyalty to people or to moral principles and shows both the 

urgency of these claims and their potential to mislead and even to cripple us 

spiritually.  In the way the play arranges and emphasizes its tragic elements, it 

stresses the spiritual aspect of tragedy, as illustrated by Mark 8:36: “For what will 

it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his own soul?”  It also 

affirms that redemption is perhaps the fundamental need of mankind.  Finally, it 

implies a connection between redemption and unconditional love.   

All of this is impressive, but a question still remains.  If Detective Story 

possesses such merits, why is it such a little-known work in the literary canon, in 

classroom curricula, and on the stage? A suggestion for an answer may come 

indirectly from Adrian Poole, who writes in his recent book on tragedy that 

“artists have always seen generic conventions as an opportunity to play with 

expectations rather than a set of rules to be followed” (115).  A first-rate creative 

artist, in other words, seeks by working in a genre to enrich it rather than 

passively to follow generic expectations as a kind of literary recipe.  To draw a 

comparison to two other plays from the time of Detective Story, both All My Sons 

and Death of a Salesman present a tragic picture of their main characters.  Arthur 

Miller, however, can be said in those plays to enrich the tragic tradition by 

developing distinctively American concerns in the plays.  Joe Keller and Willy 

Loman, for example, are believers in as well as victims of the American Dream, 
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and by making the lure and the ruthlessness of capitalism central to both the 

financial and emotional health of the American family, Miller gives those dramas 

complexity that resonates beyond the genre of tragedy.   

Sidney Kingsley’s ambitions for Detective Story, though admirable, seem 

to lie more in the direction of transcending realism and melodrama to reach 

tragedy, which seems almost to be an end in itself.  Kingsley’s intentions do not 

exceed the effective and impressive dramatic legerdemain of reinventing his play 

from thriller to tragedy and creating the incongruous surprise of the gritty cop 

story that gives way to a redemption drama about a man with a maimed soul.  The 

play thus makes no parallel between Jim McLeod’s dehumanizing view of life 

and the outlook and beliefs of most people; in fact, much of the impact may 

derive from McLeod not being representative of most people, of his being an 

interesting case study.   

Part of the issue may also touch on the way the label tragedy has become 

elevated in literary importance over the centuries so that it could be seen as a 

sufficient accomplishment in itself.  In ancient Greece and in the Renaissance, 

tragedy was simply a name for a category of a play, a way of saying that a play 

was not a comedy or some other type of drama.  In subsequent centuries, 

however, the term rose in cultural esteem so that playwrights could no longer use 

it to designate a play without seeming self-important.  When Ibsen wrote A Doll’s 

House, for example, he could not call it The Tragedy of Nora or The Tragedy of a 

Marriage without seeming to boast or self-consciously to announce the 

appearance of an important work (something even Ibsen apparently wanted to 

back off from).  Similarly, Arthur Miller’s title for his play about Willy Loman 

seems almost to call attention to the word tragedy by avoiding it so scrupulously 

in both title and subtitle: Death of a Salesman: Certain Private Conversations in 

Two Acts and a Requiem.  Such circumlocutions, along with the fewer number of 

tragedies being written in the modern age, have consequently led to the literary 

sport of writers latching on to this or that dramatic work and seeking to elevate its 

importance by applying the label tragedy to it, as in this essay.  A serious play 

that ends in a death seems to invite such scrutiny.  Perhaps the genre should be 

allowed to regress in esteem and become just a name for a type of play.  Or 

perhaps more playwrights should adopt an approach to their material comparable 

to Miller’s and surprise us by producing a work not only seeming to measure up 

as tragedy but seeming to be a tragedy and more.  Detective Story strikes readers 

and audiences as consistently serious, effective, and in depth, deserving more 

respect than it has received and even meriting that very high label of approval—

tragedy, which is to say that it is a neglected, thoughtful, emotionally powerful 

work of dramatic art, though probably not, by most people’s estimation, a 

masterpiece.  An achievement such as it is, however, is still considerable.   
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Notes 
 

1
I am grateful to Millard Kimery, Howard Payne University, for his comments on 

reading a draft of this paper.   

 
2
At least two other published versions of the play shorten the opening stage 

directions considerably, probably for space saving purposes.  See Three Plays 

about Crime and Criminals, George Freedley, ed.  (New York: Washington 

Square Press, 1962) and Detective Story (New York: Dramatists Play Service, 

1979).  The text of the play in Best American Plays edited by John Gassner 

includes the full description of the set.   
 

3
They are The Iceman Cometh by Eugene O’Neill, The Member of the Wedding 

by Carson McCullers, Come Back, Little Sheba by William Inge, All My Sons by 

Arthur Miller, Mister Roberts by Thomas Heggen and Joshua Logan, The Autumn 

Garden by Lillian Hellman, and Bell, Book and Candle by John van Druten.  

Other plays in the volume, like F.  Hugh Herbert’s The Moon Is Blue and Howard 

Lindsay and Russel Crouse’s State of the Union use more than one set in this 

fourth-wall, realistic manner.  Though some of the other plays Gassner chose have 

expressionistic touches (Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller and A Streetcar 

Named Desire by Tennessee Williams, for example) and are probably in part 

reactions against realism, the dominant theatrical style of the works in the volume 

is realism.  Of course, a play need not be staged with the heavily appointed sets 

described in their opening stage directions, especially in revivals mounted years 

after the plays’ initial runs.   
 

4
Lee Grant played the part of the shoplifter and later repeated the same part in the 

screen version of the play.  On July 30, 2014, Turner Classic Movies broadcast an 

interview with Grant during which she was asked about her aspirations as a young 

actress toward pursuing a career in Hollywood or one on the New York stage.  

“You know,” she told Robert Osborne, “in that time, this was the Fifties, in that 

time the theater was so incredible.  It was genius.” She won the Best Actress 

award at the Cannes Film Festival for her work in the film version of Detective 

Story although she received ninth billing for the small role of the shoplifter.   
 

5
Or so Robert B. Heilman argues in his essay “Tragedy and Melodrama.” 

Heilman identifies some useful differences between the simplicity of the hero in 

melodrama and the complexity of the hero in tragedy.  Jim McLeod measures up 

well among the criteria for tragic heroes: “In melodrama, man is seen in his 

strength or in his weakness; in tragedy, in both his strength and weakness at once.  

In melodrama he is victorious or he is defeated; in tragedy, he experiences defeat 

in victory or victory in defeat.  In melodrama, man is simply guilty or simply 

innocent; in tragedy, his guilt and innocence coexist.  In melodrama, man’s will is 

broken or it conquers; in tragedy, it is tempered in the suffering that comes with, 

or brings about, new knowledge…. Melodrama has affinities with politics; 

tragedy, with religion…. In the religious view of man is a sense of his 
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dividedness, of the co-presence of counterimpulses always striving for 

dominance, of the fact that throughout his life he is a dual creature with equal 

possibilities of coming to salvation or damnation” (49-50).   
 

6
Graham Greene’s 1978 novel The Human Factor richly explores this idea, as 

suggested by its epigraph from Joseph Conrad (chapter three of Victory): “I only 

know that he who forms a tie is lost.  The germ of corruption has entered into his 

soul.” Jim McLeod has shielded himself from the germ of human corruption 

through his legalism; his comments suggesting an aversion to physicality also 

show his dissatisfaction with humanity.   
 

7
As we recall, almost all of Aristotle’s elements and terminology about tragedy in 

The Poetics are set forth as facts or even as plot points.  The flaw or hamartia is a 

mis-step; the anagnorisis or discovery refers to a piece of information that is 

revealed.  The history of tragedy that has followed Aristotle, of course, has 

resulted in these terms being understood with greater psychology.   
 

8
Appropriately, in the film script the line is revised to “I would give my soul.” 

 

9
In light of the ending of the play, one might say that although Jim seems to be the 

hard-bitten realist, he is actually an idealist with an impossibly high standard for 

human conduct.  Surprisingly, it is Mary in ending their marriage when she sees 

his unchangeable nature who is revealed to be the realist.   
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Reviewed by Julie Ooms  

 

 

Defining what is meant by “Christian scholarship” is a task both difficult 

and necessary for Christians in the academy who want to find ways to 

authentically weave their faith into their work in their particular disciplines.  The 

authors of the essays in Christian Scholarship in the Twentieth Century offer their 

own definitions of “Christian scholarship,” agreeing, as the editors write in their 

introduction, that “if there are distinctively Christian ways of approaching our 

scholarship, it would be good to know” (viii).  The essays in this volume—brief, 

palatably written, and pithy—are helpful places to begin reading and discussing 

how we define and practice Christian scholarship; however, their brevity makes 

them just that: a place to begin, hopefully spurring Christian scholars on to further 

reading, discussion, and investigation.   

 The approaches taken by the authors in this book vary in fruitful ways that 

offer entry points for Christian scholars of different disciplines.  Some, like 

Nicholas Wolterstorff and Alvin Plantinga, use their essays to move toward a 

definition of Christian scholarship more generally.  Others focus on exploring 

what Christian scholarship might—or should—look like in their particular 

disciplines; for example, Paul K. Moser focuses on his discipline of philosophy in 

the aptly named “Toward Christ-Shaped Philosophy,” while Jonathan A. 

Anderson writes about bringing theological questions and concerns into scholarly 

conversations about contemporary artwork.  Still others discuss what Christian 

scholarship looks like through the lens of their particular denominational 

perspectives, such as Amos Young’s Pentecostal and charismatic perspective in 

“The Holy Spirit and the Christian University.”  Finally, many of the authors 

discuss how particular writers and texts can inform Christian scholars’ views of 

the task of the Christian scholar; Dariusz M. Bryćko, Craig L. Slane, Natasha 

Duquette, and George Hunsinger focus on the life and work of J. Grescham 

Machen, Justin Martyr, a community of women Protestant dissenters in the 18
th

 

and 19
th

 centuries, and Karl Barth, respectively. 

 Though all of these essays are worth exploration and discussion, I will 

focus here on two essays that clearly show both the possibilities and the limits of 

this volume.  Each of these essays, while necessarily limited in scope, provides a 
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good jumping-off point for further study and discussion about the nature and 

practice of Christian scholarship. 

 First, there is Paul K. Moser’s essay “Toward Christ-Shaped Philosophy.”  

Moser, Professor of Philosophy at Loyola University Chicago, argues that “if 

philosophy is the love and pursuit of wisdom, Christian philosophy is the love 

and pursuit of wisdom under the authority of Christ,” and as such, it must be 

“Spirit-empowered and Spirit-guided wisdom” (35, emphasis in original).  So 

empowered, Christian philosophers should “do” philosophy in two senses: first is 

what Moser calls the “strict-content sense,” in which Christian philosophers study 

philosophy that is explicitly Christian; second is the “Kingdom-enhancement 

sense,” in which Christian philosophers, in their study of philosophy that is not 

Christian, investigate how it nevertheless contributes to Christian philosophy and 

can be used to further the Kingdom of God in Christ (43).  Moser defends 

Christians’ working in these two categories, particularly the latter, stating that “if 

God is the ultimate ground of all wisdom, then genuine wisdom is valuable 

wherever it emerges, even outside the people or church of God” (43).   

 Moser’s two senses of Christian scholarship in philosophy are clear and 

broadly applicable; for example, Christian readers in a variety of disciplines can 

contemplate how Moser’s second sense impacts the work they do with literary or 

theological or psychological texts that are not Christian but which reveal how 

God’s truth permeates creation and culture.  However, readers will have to do that 

application for themselves; Moser provides no clear examples of how Christian 

scholars more generally, much less Christian philosophers more particularly, 

should put these ideas into practice; readers might assume that he might go into 

further detail in one of his books, which he cites throughout the essay.  Readers 

would do well, then, to take Moser at his word in the title: this essay is a step 

“Toward Christ-Shaped Philosophy,” from which Christian scholars can engage 

in further, deeper study and application. 

 Likewise, M. Elizabeth Lewis Hall’s essay on “Structuring the Scholarly 

Imagination” provides, as the editors note, a “typology of approaches to Christian 

scholarship” (xi).  Hall, Professor of Psychology at Biola University, notes that 

there is a lack of scaffolding for Christian scholars who “desire to engage their 

discipline with their faith, and yet have very little concept of how to actually go 

about doing so” (98).  In her essay, she develops a possible structure for doing so, 

beginning by defining “Christian scholarship” broadly and continuing by charting 

several modes of engagement for Christian scholars, including motivation, 

assumptions and methods, and content of scholarship.  Though she confesses that 

her examples may be limited to her own field of psychology, Hall in fact uses a 

wide variety of examples of Christian scholarly engagement in a range of 

disciplines, citing Mark Noll, Jean Bethke Elshtain, and Alvin Plantinga, among 

others; she is also, significantly, one of the only contributors to this collection 

who addresses Christian scholarship in the sciences as well as the humanities.  

Her typology is helpful in both its clear structure and its applicability, as her many 

and varied examples show. 

 However, in showing the wide applicability of her typology, Hall’s many 

examples hinder her ability to show its depth.  Instead of providing many 
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examples for each of the modes she discusses, Hall might instead have provided 

fewer, more extensively discussed, examples, allowing readers to see more fully 

how a Christian scholar might integrate his or her faith and discipline in each of 

her modes. 

 These weaknesses, however, need not keep Christian scholars from 

making good use of this volume, particularly if they do so by opening discussions 

in their departments, within their disciplines, and in and among their institutions 

about what “Christian scholarship” means.  The ten essays in this volume began 

as the fruit of a semester-long discussion among eminent Christian thinkers at 

Biola University’s Center for Christian Thought.  These essayists, as all Christian 

scholars do, grapple with the future of Christian scholarship that influences the 

wider Christian community and the secular academy.  Guided by the “conviction 

that the Christian intellectual tradition…is a source of considerable insight on 

perennial human questions…and that Christian scholars can do enormous good in 

the world by bringing the resources of this tradition into conversation with the 

academy, the church, and the broader culture” (vii), these writers provide essays 

that are thought-provoking in the best sense, because they encourage readers to 

continue, and continue to deepen, the discussion that brought about their 

composition.  This book should not be the go-to book for Christian scholars 

seeking to deepen their understanding of how to weave together their discipline 

and their faith, but it is an excellent place to begin.  
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Jacobsen, Douglas, and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen.  No Longer 

Invisible: Religion in University Education.  New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012.  208 pages, $29.95  
 

Reviewed by C. Clark Triplett 

 

 

In traditional Christian circles, most discussions of religion in America are 

decidedly parochial in focus.  Arguments are often centripetal (directed inwardly) 

and conclusions are final and closed rather than open-ended. Unfortunately, this 

reality demonstrates a limited understanding of the nature of religious 

conversations, specifically on university campuses. The authors of No Longer 

Invisible open up such conversations by encompassing not only traditional 

Catholic, Jewish, Protestant, and Muslim traditions, but also contemporary 

interests and questions in spirituality (4).  The authors believe that a clear 

understanding of what is actually occurring in the Academy—especially after 

years of religious “marginalization” in public institutions—requires an awareness 

of the changes made in religious discourse during the twenty-first century; such 

changes have allowed for a reengagement with religion, while also driving the 

learning process itself—“the mixing of critical thinking and hope” (5). 

Jacobsen and Jacobsen maintain that religion in the twenty-first-century 

university is extremely difficult to define.  In Western culture, religion has 

traditionally been defined as something clearly separate from the “secular.”  

However, in the contemporary university, this neat distinction has become 

increasingly problematic: “[T]he two now overlap, interact, and sometimes even 

merge” (11).  Although many traditional religions are still largely represented on 

college campuses, religion can no longer easily be contained within these typical 

boundaries.  As has been evidenced in many emerging church contexts, 

individuals who have no history of attendance in churches, synagogues, or 

mosques still indicate an intense interest in spiritual matters or seek deeper 

meanings to life. According to the authors, religion in contemporary America is 

not simply the addition of more organized religious groups but a revisioning of 

religion outside its traditional boundaries. 

These changing ideals of religion have emerged due to major shifts in 

American culture, specifically in the academic community.  According to the 

authors, three relatively unrelated developments have been particularly important 

influences on these changes: 1) the rejection of intellectual objectivity and 

acceptance of multiculturalism; 2) the development of professional studies; and 3) 

the emphasis on student-centered learning (27). 

Rejection of intellectual objectivity arose from postmodern criticism of 

intellectual prejudice.  Falsely claiming their opinions to be objective, Postmodern 

intellectuals from different ethnic and cultural perspectives criticized Western 

enlightenment scholarship in an attempt to impose western values on critical 

inquiry.  As a result, an awareness was formed regarding hermeneutics on all 

academic endeavors, including religious studies. 
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Another academic development, the rise of professional studies in the 

curriculum of colleges and universities, emphasizes the importance of practical 

programs. Such programs tend to focus on human behavior and the value of 

ethical decision-making, in which some options may be better than others, as is 

evidenced in the following quote: “Giving space to reflect on these kinds of moral 

and ethical concerns necessarily brings the personal values of both students and 

faculty into play” (28).  This raises new questions about real life concerns at work 

and in culture that spill outside traditional religious answers. 

Student-centered learning, which is the foundation of modern education, 

focuses on the development of knowledge and practical skills necessary to 

function in society.  This approach to learning opens the door to the formation of 

student identities through moral struggles.   

While none of the three trends was originally related to religion, they each 

created major fissures in the previous structures of education and culture.  

Moreover, these gaps allowed religion to seep into classrooms and student 

activities and subsequently become more visible, even in public colleges and 

universities. Then, when students, themselves, began asking questions about 

spiritual and moral issues, a climate to explore such concerns was created. 

In this important work, the authors make a strong case for how religion 

has become a much more “slippery” concept, particularly as it relates to 

traditional systems of belief.  When surveyed, many professors and educators 

were clearly uncomfortable with discussions about religion in a traditional sense, 

perhaps due to experiences and memories of academic oppression or threats to 

academic freedom.  Research on the subject indicates some generational 

differences on the place of religion, as older faculty are much more resistant than 

younger faculty concerning spiritual discussion in a classroom setting. Still, 

students indicate a wish for real conversations on the topic even though many 

professors are hesitant to start down that path. 

While the authors make it clear that there is a renewed interest on the 

broad topic of religion, at least on the part of students, in most public academic 

circles there continues to be confusion on “how to talk about it and respond to it” 

(35).  Since discussions on religion can generate lots of energy and then easily 

lead to conversational meltdown, educators have developed some strategies for 

articulating the controversial subject. In particular, the authors have identified key 

“trail markers” that make the conversation on religion safer in an academic 

setting. These markers allow individuals to get at the real issues without 

premature closure based on sectarianism, which does not recognize the diversity 

of ideas on university campuses.  Each of these markers have strengths and 

weaknesses and must be transcended in the future; however, they do provide a 

starting place for conversation. 

One example of a major trail marker mentioned in the book is the 

disconnection between “spirituality” and traditional organized religion.  While 

spirituality focuses on a more “personalized, less institutional way of creating 

meaning,” a discussion on particular religions immediately sets boundaries related 

to rules and beliefs that demarcate and restrict the direction of the discussion.  

This may ultimately hinder the ability to address the ultimate questions that 



Book Reviews  53 

students are eager to consider. At the same time, the authors understand that the 

distinction between spirituality and religion is not always as evident in real life.  

A key example of this overlap is found in the life and work of Mother Teresa, 

who served as a model of both spirituality and religion.  Her spirituality was 

reflected in her commitment to impoverished people from varying beliefs and 

backgrounds. She expressed no judgment on those who lived different lifestyles, 

yet she remained ever-close to her own Roman Catholic faith: “She was 

simultaneously a spiritual/religious saint and a thoroughgoing spiritual/religious 

dogmatist” (38). This is why the suggested trail markers are considered general 

and pragmatic guidelines that recognize that “religion” can be divisive when 

articulated too stridently or in a way that does not accept the diversity of the 

academic context. 

Although there is not space to thoroughly discuss the other trail markers in 

this review, it might be helpful to mention the other guidelines that need to be 

acknowledged if genuine dialogue is to pursue.  These markers include categories 

such as “Difficult Dialogues,” a recognition that discussions about religion or 

even spirituality are often emotionally charged and warning signs must be posted 

if meaningful learning is possible (42).  Two other markers, “Teaching about 

religion vs teaching religion itself” and the category “Big Questions,” open up the 

possibility of addressing issues with religious overtones that are both personal 

and/or broadly ethical and social.  When these markers are in place, there is an 

opportunity for a serious discussion of controversial material even on public 

campuses. 

The authors discuss a number of sites of engagement where religion and 

higher education might overlap.  These sites of engagement include ideas and 

practices that can be organized in three major categories of religion, including 

historic religion, public religion, and personal religion.  The various 

classifications of engagement include the following: 

 

 Religious Literacy 

 Interfaith Etiquette 

 Framing Knowledge 

 Civic Engagement 

 Convictions 

 Character and Vocation 

 

These sites of engagement offer a legitimate terrain, which may allow the 

conversation to move forward in a way that may contribute significantly to the 

academic discourse on any campus whether private, religious, or public. 

While many evangelicals may find the content of this work problematic, 

there are a number of reasons why it is an important contribution to the dialogue 

on religion in American life.  Evangelicals certainly agree on the need for specific 

and particular content in religious conversations, but Jacobsen and Jacobsen 

remind us of the growing complexity of the religious questions raised on 

university campuses in America.  Recent trends in American education, even on 

faith-based college campuses, require an acknowledgment of the changing 
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intellectual landscape in which the gospel is introduced.  The playing field for 

serious discourse and inquiry on the subject of religion demands a clear 

understanding of the broad and diverse background of the students’ questions, if 

the conversation is to move beyond superficial chatter.  Unfortunately, 

evangelicals have tried to argue from a perspective that does not take into account 

the larger universe of inquiry, a tendency which sometimes places them at a 

disadvantage.  Although it seems evident that students are raising legitimate 

religious questions across campuses, Christians can no longer expect a privileged 

position in discussions of the big questions.  As the authors of this text emphasize, 

the discourse on contemporary college campus is dizzyingly diverse with varying 

languages, genres, and cultural frameworks.  No Longer Available is a worthwhile 

and honest contribution to the conversation and is a recommended read for 

students of religious studies on all college and university campuses whether faith-

based, private, or public. 
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Robinson, Marilynne.  Lila: A Novel.  New York: Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux, 2014.  272 pages, $26.00 

 
Reviewed by Kelly Leavitt 

 

  

 American author Marilynne Robinson has already established herself 

within the Christian literary tradition.  She first solidified herself among the 

monoliths of Christian writers with the publication of the Pulitzer Prize-winning 

novel Gilead (2004) and, later, with the National Book Award Finalist Home 

(2008).  Gilead is the story of John Ames, a widowed Congregationalist minister 

in the fictional town of Gilead, Iowa.  He remarries a much younger woman—the 

protagonist of Robinson’s newest novel—and they have a child.  Knowing he will 

die while his son is young, Ames seeks to record his observations, lessons about 

life, and his theological and philosophical reflections, which compose the novel.  

Home is known as the companion novel to Gilead.  It is a re-telling of Ames’ 

story and life in Gilead through the eyes of 38-year-old Glory Boughton, 

Reverend John Boughton’s daughter.  Rev. Boughton is Ames’ best friend and a 

prominent figure in Gilead.  Robinson’s latest novel, Lila, published in fall 2014, 

offers yet another perspective—albeit a distinctive one—of life in the same 

fictional Midwestern town.  While Gilead and Home are portraits of the town’s 

patriarchs, Lila is the story of Ames’ wife, who is not only an outsider in Gilead, 

but also, as she refers to herself, “a stranger to everybody on earth” (59).  Through 

Lila’s heartbreaking, yet beautiful, and powerfully honest story and with the same 

brilliance and grace of Gilead and Home, Robinson weaves a masterful narrative 

of suffering and redemption. 

 While readers may know her from Gilead as Mrs. Lila Ames, Rev. John 

Ames’ wife, the novel begins with Lila’s troubled childhood.  Around four or five 

years old, Lila is sitting outside in the cold when a rough-around-the edges, but 

compassionate, woman named Doll kidnaps her from what the reader can assume 

is an abusive home.  Ironically, Doll’s criminal act saves Lila through the love 

Doll extends to her as her unofficial caretaker.  The two maintain a mother-

daughter-like relationship throughout her childhood as they wander the 

countryside impoverished, meeting other outlaws along the way.  Lila reflects 

upon her past with Doll lovingly: “For so many years she had belonged to 

somebody. The cow and her calf” (199).  However, her childhood is barren in 

many ways that affect her development and later life.  After events lead to Doll’s 

arrest, and Lila is alone and homeless, as a young adult, she begins working in a 

brothel in St. Louis where the house manager, known only as Mrs., acts as a 

deranged mother figure.  She describes that time as “pure misery” and compares 

the house to death (188).  Eventually, she leaves the house in St. Louis and 

wanders across the Midwest before stumbling—providentially—into Ames’ 

church in Gilead to escape the rain.   

 Here, through her relationship with Ames, she experiences redemption and 

finds a new life, a new self.  They are an unlikely couple, barely knowing one 

another and being many years apart in age. Before they decide to marry, Ames 
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baptizes Lila in a river, which is one of the most moving scenes in the novel: 

“‘Lila Dahl, I baptize you–’ His voice broke.  ‘I baptize you in the name of the 

Father.  And of the Son. And of the Holy Spirit.’  Resting his hand three times on 

her hair.  That was what made her cry.  Just the touch of his hand” (88).  Despite 

this new beginning, Lila is continually drawn to the past.  She struggles to make 

sense of her life, and existence in general, prompting theological and 

philosophical questions that lay at the heart the novel.  Upon first meeting her in 

the church, Ames asks her about herself, and she replies, “I don’t talk about that.  

I just been wondering lately why things happen the way they do” (29).  Ames is 

drawn to her honesty, especially, as he admits, “I’ve been wondering about that 

more or less my whole life” (29).  In addition to discussions with her husband, 

Lila continues to ruminate on existence as she begins to read the Bible.  To Ames’ 

dismay, she begins with Ezekiel, because “it talks about why things happen” 

(125).  As Lila reads scripture, the reader reads along with her: “Moreover I will 

make thee a desolation and a reproach among the nations that are round about 

thee, in the sight of all that pass by. So it shall be a reproach and a taunt, an 

instruction and astonishment, unto the nations that are round about thee…” 

(125).  Concerned that she’s beginning with such a sad book, Ames tries to 

explain the context, but she’s interested in “reading that the people were a 

desolation and a reproach.  She knew what those words meant without asking” 

(125).  Robinson’s ability to directly weave Scripture into the novel in a truthful 

and authentic way, without using the novel as an evangelical platform, is rare and 

admirable.  Lila’s genuine interaction with biblical passages throughout the novel 

reminds readers of the simple accessibility of truth.  

  Just as Lila captivates Ames with her honesty, so it is with us as readers.  

The simplicity and humility with which Lila asks such weighty questions makes 

her approachable and lovable, which is far from the way she sees herself: “Clean 

and acceptable.  It would be something to know what that felt like, even for an 

hour or two” (67).  Robinson’s serenely honest telling of Lila’s story dignifies 

her.  Even though she sees herself through the dark lens of her past, the reader 

sees her as pure as Ames does.  The care with which Robinson crafts her 

characters is extraordinary and is a distinct quality of her writing.  

 The only potential obstacle to enjoying Robinson’s novel could be its 

organization.  There are no divisions in the narrative, no chapters or clear 

separations between events.  There also is no a clear separation between past and 

present; Lila goes back and forth in time—remembering the past, coming back to 

the present and, then, looking backward again.  This shift in time happens 

frequently and without notifying the reader.  For instance, while recalling when 

she caught a ride from a Nazarene woman in St. Louis, Lila jolts back to the 

present “in the Reverend’s quiet house,” hugging her belly with the baby inside 

(218).  Then, a few sentences later, we are taken back again to her time on the 

road, wandering.  This could potentially cause confusion for readers; after all, 

naming the novel after the protagonist could prompt expectations of a 

biography—a chronological outline from birth to death, divided into chapters by 

significant events.  While this amalgamation of past and present has the potential 

to disorient readers, it arguably presents a truer picture of time as it operates in 
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our lives; one’s existence is an accumulation of the past, and the past is an active 

part in the present, influencing the future.  Robinson’s construction of time as 

fluid adds to the novel’s truthfulness.  

  All of Robinson’s writing is saturated with biblical truth, but it has never 

been more approachable than in Lila.  Lila’s questions about existence and 

suffering are fundamental.  Walking into Gilead, Lila asks, “Why this shame?” 

(47).  Later, talking to Ames, she says, “I been wondering why I even bother. 

There must be a reason, but I don’t know what it is” (59).  These feelings and 

questions are universal, making the novel an excellent read for both Christians 

and non-Christians.  While the novel brings this theological and philosophical 

discussion to the forefront, it does not present, nor advocate, for clear-cut 

answers.  As Ames says, “life is a very deep mystery, and […] the grace of God is 

all that can resolve it.  And the grace of God is also a very deep mystery” (31).  

Lila reflects this divine mystery and reading the novel is an experience of it—

wrestling with Lila’s questions alongside her while surrendering to the hopeful 

mystery of grace.  

 For readers who enjoy Lila, Robinson’s earlier novels—Housekeeping 

(1980), Gilead (2004), and Home (2008)—would be enjoyable.  Also, her 

nonfiction may be of interest: Mother Country: Britain, the Welfare State, and 

Nuclear Pollution (1989), The Death of Adam: Essays on Modern Thought 

(1998), and When I Was a Child I Read Books: Essays (2012). 
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Endo, Shusaku.  White Man, Yellow Man: Two Novellas.  Trans. 

Teruyo Shimizu.  New York: Paulist Press, 2014.  144 pages, 

$14.95 
 

Reviewed by John J. Han 

 

Despite the provocative title, this book does not deal with racial and ethnic 

issues per se.  The Japanese title, 白い人・黄い人, is gender-neutral and can be more 

accurately translated as White Person, Yellow Person.  Written by the Japanese 

Catholic novelist Shusaku Endo (1923-96), this collection of two stories deals 

with cultural and spiritual issues commonly applicable to two respective 

settings—France, a European country, and Japan, an Asian country.  Set in World 

War II, which claimed over sixty-million lives around the globe, both stories 

cover some of the themes that recur in Endo’s fiction: belief versus disbelief, 

martyrdom versus betrayal, and bravery versus cowardice.  The two novellas 

portray human heroism, as well as human frailties, often hidden in times of peace 

but revealed in times of trouble.   

The first story, White Man, is set in Lyon, France, during the Nazi 

Occupation.  The main character, who serves as the narrator, is a young man born 

of a French father and a German mother.  A cross-eyed man, he grows up in a 

Protestant home, feeling alienated from his parents.  His father, who despises him 

for having crossed eyes, dies along with his secret mistress in a car accident.  A 

woman of excessive religiosity, the narrator’s mother lives under the illusion that 

he is growing up to be a man of faith and purity.  In reality, he has more questions 

than answers about the religion forced on him and knows more about the real 

world than his own mother does.    

Two incidents from his childhood deeply shake his faith in humanity.  The 

first episode takes place when he is twelve.  An old maid, Yvonne, tortures a 

hapless, sick dog in the street apparently for stealing food.  After delivering 

severe thrashings, Yvonne leaves the scene as if nothing happened.  Later, during 

a trip to Aden (in present-day Yemen), the narrator also witnesses an Arabic boy 

being brutalized by a girl: “Her black eyes became narrow and long, and a flame 

of cruelty burned inside them” (13).  These two incidents foreshadow the violence 

that pervades the story.    

In college, the narrator competes with Jacques, a seminarian with a cleft 

lip, over an innocent co-ed named Marie Thérèse.  The narrator wants to 

introduce her to the pleasures of dancing, whereas Jacques is intent on saving her 

soul.  The two men—one representing skepticism and cynicism, and the other 

representing constant faith in God and His providence—argue over faith and the 

purpose of life.    

The conflict between the two men intensifies with the Nazi invasion of 

Lyon.  During the Nazis’ reign of terror, the narrator becomes impressed with 

their brilliant tactics.  One day, he decides to serve the Gestapo as an interpreter.  

While working in a torture complex, he encounters both Jacques and Marie 

Thérèse, who have been arrested in order to be interrogated.  Jacques chooses 

death by refusing to betray his fellow patriots—and ultimately refusing to betray 
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the God he believes in.  Marie Thérèse allows the narrator to rape her, believing 

that her action would save Jacques’s life.  The narrator violates her to prove the 

futility of her faith and purity, but her action produces little gratification—either 

emotional or spiritual—for him.  At the end of the story, he feels overcome with 

despair: “I was utterly exhausted.  My fatigue wasn’t merely physical.  Nothing 

could move me anymore” (68).  Similar to the lieutenant in Graham Greene’s The 

Power and the Glory, the narrator attempts unsuccessfully to prove the 

hollowness of faith.   

Yellow Men is a story consisting of narration and diary entries.  The 

narrator is Chiba, a young Japanese man and medical student who is dying of 

tuberculosis.  He tells the story of his own life as a despairing Catholic, the story 

of Pierre Durand (a disgraced missionary priest), and the saintly death of Father 

Breau.  As the story opens, Durand is dead, Chiba awaits his own death, and 

Breau is arrested by Japanese military police for interrogation and possibly for 

execution.   

Chiba grew up performing what was expected of a Catholic—attending 

masses, reciting prayers, and confessing sins.  As an adult, he now harbors 

questions about the faith European missionaries brought to Japan, has lost his 

sense of purpose in life, and continues in a life of sexual sin—a sin rooted not 

only in lust but also in angst.  He has withdrawn from his childhood faith because 

of a never-ending fatigue he experiences in life.  His childhood faith does not 

sustain him, as he explains to Breau: “You are a white man: you live in order to 

ascertain whether or not God exists, and to struggle with sin, and to challenge 

death…. But I no longer felt passion for anything, and did not wish to move” 

(106).  Allied forces’ bombs can drop anytime, his deteriorating health is a 

constant reminder that death is real, but death now seems to be “merely the 

natural course of events” (107).    

Durand is a typical lapsed Catholic who frequents Endo’s fiction.  Similar 

to Father Padre José in Greene’s The Power and the Glory, he lives a life of 

ignominy.  The difference is that Padre José is forced by the Communist 

government in Mexico and chooses to marry a woman, whereas Durand is a 

victim of his own lust.  Living with a Japanese woman, Kimiko, and mocked by 

parishioners, Durand sneaks into the Church for masses—he cannot leave his faith 

even after being defrocked.  Then, Kimiko chastises him for clinging to the faith: 

“After all, I’m not a Westerner, and I don’t understand this stuff about the church.  

I’m just a stupid woman.  Why can’t you just forget about God and the church?” 

—a remark that “[strikes his] heart like a sudden realization” (111, 112).  As a 

Judas-figure, Durand betrays Father Breau, who has supported him for eight years 

after his fall from grace.  Like Jesus, Father Breau faces his destiny without 

grievances.  When he was young, Chiba and his church friends used to throw 

pinecones and rocks at Durand to condemn his moral failings.  Chiba now recalls 

him with sympathy and understanding—Durand was a man with ordinary human 

foibles and suffered from a sense of guilt until his death.     

Two epigrams Endo chose for Yellow Man are worth noting.  One is a 

fable on how God originally created the yellow race.  In the beginning, God was 

lonely, so he created a man out of dough, but under-baking resulted in a white 
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man.  He baked another man, but this time, over-baking resulted in a black man.  

Finally, God created a yellow man with the right amount of heat.  It is a playful, 

ethnographic story written from an Asian perspective, but it does not seem to fit 

the overall gloomy tone of the story.   

The other epigram comes from Revelation 3:16, in which Jesus rebukes 

the church in Laodicea for being spiritually lukewarm.  The quotation may have 

been designed to portray Japan as a “damp country” (126)—inhospitable 

ground—for the Gospel.  Apparently, the damp country is represented by Chiba 

and Kimoko, who, unlike most Westerners, do not understand the truthfulness of 

Christian faith.  If so, Endo’s aim does not align with what he actually does in 

Yellow Man.  The two Japanese characters are spiritually nebulous, yet the author 

portrays them somewhat sympathetically.  The heroic act of Father Breau is 

admirable but is expected in this Christian story.  The real focus of the story 

seems to be on the agony and sadness that the Japanese characters experience 

during wartime, not on their lack of spiritual decisiveness.    

Indeed, Endo uses Durand as someone who manages to gain a glimpse 

into the Asian mind.  Father Breau, a man of unquestioning faith and moral 

uprightness, represents Christian triumphalism; he believes that “heretical 

pantheism” in Japan will be eventually “conquered” by Catholicism from the 

West (127, 126).  In contrast, Durand, who has gained a cross-cultural 

understanding through his personal interactions with Kimiko and Chiba, 

recognizes the difficulties with which a Western religion can thrive on non-

Western soil.  By virtue of his birth and cultural upbringing, he cannot escape the 

Christian world of God, sin, and salvation, yet he also acknowledges that most 

Japanese people live in a totally different frame of mind.  The cultural dilemma 

felt by Durand is perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the story.  Endo seems to 

concur with Durand without negating Father Breau’s view that Christianity will 

eventually subdue non-Christian religions.  Endo’s uniqueness as a Catholic 

writer lies in his ability to see both sides of Christianity—its universal truthfulness 

and its limitations in the non-Christian world.  Like Durand, he may have felt 

ambivalent towards the faith which he embraced as a confessing believer yet 

confused him as a non-white Christian.            

Despite their different cultural settings, White Man and Yellow Man 

similarly portray the conflict between faith and disbelief, what faith—and 

disbelief—can do in times of crisis, and how war brings out the best as well as the 

worst in human nature.  They exemplify the indomitable strength of Christian 

faith as well the ease with which people betray their own integrity; it is hard to 

verify one’s faith until it is tested.  The volume invites the reader to ponder what 

it means to believe in Christ in a world poisoned by violence and cynicism.  

Finally, Endo enthusiasts will easily identify several autobiographical elements in 

this book, such as tuberculosis (during his stay in France, Endo contracted 

tuberculosis and had a lung removed); an involuntary conversion to—and an 

inability to renounce—Catholicism (Endo remained a lifelong Catholic despite his 

occasional doubts); and the author’s keen interest in sadism, which is a prominent 

motif in his 1965 novel Foreign Studies (留学, Ryūgaku).   
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Poems  
 

“Dayspring” and Other Poems 
 

Ruth E. Bell 

 

 

Dayspring 

 

Oh, to have been there, when God spoke, “Light,” 

As the Spirit-wind moved over waters grey, 

When morning stars sang in that first day bright. 

 

After eons of sin-dark, in earth’s manger night, 

Our fair lady-mother ’waits Life on gold hay. 

Oh, to have been there, when God spoke, “Light.” 

 

Death’s black bonds broke; dear Heaven’s Knight 

Shines, risen in daybreak’s crimson ray, 

When morning stars sang in that first day bright. 

 

On the wings of the morn, winds of fire and might 

Upon waiting hearts like white doves lay. 

Oh, to have been there, when God spoke, “Light.” 

 

In the world’s final evening the children of light 

Through deep purple shadows remember the day 

When morning stars sang in that first day bright. 

 

Sons of God shall shout with joyful delight 

Near fountains of silver in eternal May. 

Oh, to be there, when God shall speak, “Light.” 

When morning stars sing in that first day bright. 
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Be Still 

 

Gratefulness is 

a still deep pool 

full of quietness and peace, 

a place of quiet listening 

for the still small voice 

of God 

The deep pool of the heart 

calls out in silence unto Deep 

and trusting, thanking, loving, waiting, 

soaks up all His Words.  

 

 

Songs of the Heart 

 

Songs of the heart the psalmist sang. 

Songs of a heart after God, 

In times of sorrow or times of joy 

His heart cried out to the Lord. 

 

The drum of his heart beat the heart songs of God 

The strings of his heart His love songs 

He echoed His Lord in the depths of His pain 

And resounded the heights of His joy.  

 

 

 

Rainbows 

 

Heavy thunder clouds, 

grey rain pounding, 

Then the sun shines 

through the dark gloom. 

The bow spreads 

gloriously. 

 

Across the sorrows 

through my tears, 

God’s love shines 

iridescent  

transforming me.  
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Water Baptism 

 

I am the dancing bride 

I am the shining city 

I am the temple of God’s glory 

I am the tabernacle of the shouts of praise 

I am the house of the songs of joy 

 

Come to the river of pleasure 

Come to the waters of delight 

Come to the cold grave of past sorrows 

Come to the icy shock of new life 

Come to the fountains of light 

Come to the springs of living water 

 

Clean I stand, soaking wet 

Saturated with water and joy 

Clothed with salvation and righteousness 

The bride prepared for her King. 
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Two Poems 

 
Jane Beal 

 
 

A Song for Shelly Allen  

  

I’ve been thinking lately about 

what happens to us when we die. 

We walk into eternity. 

  

Out of time, we find ourselves new 

born like babies through water and 

blood and darkness into the Light. 

  

Is it like waking from deep sleep? 

Or, separated from our own 

bodies, do we dream a long time? 

  

“To be absent from the body 

is to be present with the Lord.” 

But my philosophy professor said: 

  

“Maybe when we die, we sleep, so 

we are not conscious of being 

separated from God.” But I 

  

don’t feel comforted by that thought. 

I want to fall into the arms 

of my Savior, my loving God 

  

after passing on through the birth 

canal of death into heaven. 

I want to be held by my Love. 

  

I wonder if, when I am there, 

every tear will be wiped away 

slowly, carefully, from my face. 

  

I cannot imagine that God 

would take away my grief quickly: 

I might explode.  I might vanish. 

  

It must be a process that takes 

time in a place where there is no 

time, only one eternity. 
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I will still have my memory. 

I will still be myself.  Later, 

I will begin to understand. 

  

But I will not have my body— 

not until the trumpet sounds and 

the dead rise from earth to air. 

  

Will my soul long for my body? 

“You are not your body,” the poet 

Marilyn Nelson said. 

  

But my heart rebelled against that! 

Finally, after twenty-five 

years, I love the body God made. 

  

How can I be myself without 

my body? Why do we believe 

in bodily resurrection? 

  

The body matters! My body 

is important eternally! 

The body of that doctor’s slave 

  

mattered, too. His boiled bones 

one day will be enfleshed again 

like mine, like every body’s will. 

  

I cannot bear standing before 

the dead body, inanimate now, 

the soul departed from the flesh. 

  

Where is the person I once knew? 

Where is the one I loved so well? 

Where has the soul traveled to be? 

  

Without Life’s breath, without the soul, 

the husk lies still in a coffin, 

and I cannot stand the stillness. 

  

For the soul is not still! No, she 

dances in heaven on strong legs, 

all trembling weakness gone from her. 

  

In prayer, I’ve seen the soul dancing, 
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holding hands with a little child 

and rejoicing in heaven’s light. 

  

I didn’t see streets of gold or 

gates of pearl, but I saw the soul 

of Shelly Allen dancing free. 

  

 

Astronomer’s Parable  

 

Sunspots are dark points on the sun’s surface. 

They tend to come in pairs because they are 

formed by a magnetic line that shoots out 

from the inside of the sun, loops around 

like a hernia, piercing the surface  

just like an exit and re-entry wound. 

  

Dark spots are associated with bright 

spots because solar flares and particle 

emissions shoot out with the magnetic  

line, burning bright, warming the atmosphere 

and, in eleven-year cycles, the earth. 

  

The magnetic lines are tangled within 

the ever-moving gases of the sun: 

as they untangle, light overcomes night. 
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“Prologue” and Other Poems  

 
Yoon Dong-ju

1 

(1917-45) 

 

 
 

Translated from the Korean by John J. Han 

 

 

서시 
 

죽는 날까지 하늘을 우러러 

한 점 부끄럼이 없기를. 

잎새에 이는 바람에도 

나는 괴로워했다. 

 

별을 노래하는 마음으로 

모든 죽어가는 것을 사랑해야지 

그리고 나한테 주어진 길을 

걸어가야겠다. 

 

오늘 밤에도 별이 바람에 스치운다. 

 

 

Prologue  
 

This was my prayer: 

that I may follow heaven’s command, 

living without a speck  

of shame until my last day.    

Even a slight wind stirring leaves 

pained me.  
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My added prayer is  

I may love with a heart that sings stars    

all mortals in death’s path. 

And I shall tread the path  

destined for me.  

 

Tonight a wind skirts stars again.  

 

 

 

봄 (1)  

 

봄이 혈관 속에 시내처럼 흘러 

돌, 돌, 시내 가차운 언덕에 

개나리, 진달래, 노-란 배추꽃, 

 

삼동(三冬)을 참아온 나는 

풀포기처럼 피어난다. 

 

즐거운 종달새야 

어느 이랑에서나 즐거웁게 솟쳐라. 

 

푸르른 하늘은 

아른아른 높기도 한데 … 

 

 
Spring (1) 

 

Spring, like a stream, flows through the blood line. 

The bubbling brook reaches the hill near the city, 

awakening forsythia bushes, azaleas, yellow cabbage flowers.  

  

After enduring three months of winter, 

I revive like a root mass.  

 

Joyful larks, 

burst out of furrows to the sky with joy.    

 

The azure sky  

is ancient and distant… 
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봄 (2) 

 

우리 애기는 

아래발치에서 코올코올, 

고양이는 부뜨막에서 가릉가릉, 

 

애기 바람이 

나뭇가지에서 소올소올, 

 

아저씨 해님이 

하늘한가운데서 째앵째앵. 

 

 
Spring (2) 

 

the baby snores  

near our feet 

the cat gurgles while sleeping  

next to the straw-burning stove 

 

a baby wind blows gently 

through the branches     

  

 in the middle of the sky 

our uncle, Sun, glares down on us 

 

 

 

눈 

 

지난밤에 

눈이 소오복히 왔네 

 

지붕이랑 

길이랑 밭이랑 

추워한다고 

덮어주는 이불인가봐 

 

그러기에 

추운 겨울에만 내리지 
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Snow  

 

last night 

snow came down in heaps   

 

it blankets the roofs,  

the roads, and the fields 

to keep them warm 

 

that is why snow falls 

only in cold winter.  

 

 

 

길 

 

잃어버렸습니다. 

무얼 어디다 잃었는지 몰라 

두 손이 주머니를 더듬어 

길에 나아갑니다. 

 

돌과 돌과 돌이 끝없이 연달아 

길은 돌담을 끼고 갑니다. 

 

담은 쇠문을 굳게 닫아 

길 위에 긴 그림자를 드리우고 

 

길은 아침에서 저녁으로 

저녁에서 아침으로 통했습니다. 

 

돌담을 더듬어 눈물짓다 

쳐다보면 하늘은 부끄럽게 푸릅니다. 

 

풀 한 포기 없는 이 길을 걷는 것은 

담 저 쪽에 내가 남아 있는 까닭이고, 

 

내가 사는 것은, 다만, 

잃은 것을 찾는 까닭입니다. 
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The Alleyway   

 

 I have lost it. 

Not knowing what I have lost and where, 

I step into the alleyway, 

sticking my hands inside my pockets.  

 

The road runs along the stone wall 

that endlessly connects stones to stones. 

 

Along with tightly shut iron gates,  

the wall casts a long shadow over the road, 

 

where the morning leads to the evening,  

and the evening leads to the morning. 

 

Grasping the stone wall, I shed tears, 

then look at the bright blue sky that shames me.    

 

No plant grows on this road, yet I stay on course, 

knowing that I still exist beyond the wall.   

 

The only reason for my existence is  

to search for what I have lost.    

 

 

 

새로운 길 

          

내를 건너서 숲으로 

고개를 넘어서 마을로 

 

어제도 가고 오늘도 갈 

나의 새로운 길 

민들레가 피고 까치가 날고 

아저씨가 지나고 바람이 일고 

 

나의 길은 언제나 새로운 길 

오늘도.....내일도..... 

내를 건너서 숲으로 

고개를 넘어서 마을로 
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The New Path  

 

across the brook, into the forest, 

beyond the hill, into the village 

 

the new path I was on yesterday 

the new path I shall be on tomorrow 

on this path dandelions bloom, 

magpies fly, 

middle-aged men pass, winds arise 

 

my path is always a new path 

It is new today… it is new tomorrow… 

across the brook, into the forest, 

beyond the hill, into the village 

 

 
 

Translator’s Note 

 
1 

In spelling the poet’s name in English, we follow the contemporary Northeast 

Asian practice to place the family name before the given name.  Yoon Dong-ju 

was born in Jiandao (called Gando among Koreans), Northeast China, where his 

Korean grandparents had settled in 1886.  His grandfather was a church elder who, 

following the Protestant custom in Korea, led family worship service.  As 

someone born into a Christian family, he attended church on Sundays in 

childhood.  In his youth and college days, he also attended chapel several times a 

week.  After completing his studies at Gwangmyeong Secondary School, he 

entered Yonhi College (present-day Yonsei University) in Seoul in 1938.  During 

his college days, he began to write poems, associating with poets such as Cheong 

Chi-yong (1902–?).  Upon graduation from Yonhi in 1941, he moved to Japan for 

a further education.  After studying English literature at Rikkyo University in 

Tokyo for six months, he transferred to the College of Humanities at Doshisha 

University, a Protestant institution in Kyoto.   

As a student from Japan’s then colony, he was monitored by the National 

Police Agency, which arrested him for a political offence in 1943.  The following 

year, the Kyoto Regional Courthouse handed him a two-year prison term.  The 

sentence read, in part, “From childhood, Yoon Dong-ju received a nationalistic 

education and steeped himself in materials that are intellectually and culturally 

nationalistic.  Influenced by his friends, Yoon became a man of fervent 

nationalistic consciousness, harbored a deep resentment against Japan’s so-called 

discrimination against Korea, and rashly attempted to realize the ambition of 

Korean national independence.”  He died in the Fukuoka prison on February 16, 

1945, at age twenty-seven.  He was not fortunate enough to see his motherland 

liberated from Japan on August 15 that year.  His body is buried in his hometown, 

Jiandao. 
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Intégrité: 

A Faith and Learning Journal 
 

Submission Guidelines 
 

 

Interested Christian scholars are encouraged to submit academic articles (15-25 

pages), short essays (6-10 pages), review articles (10-12 pages), book reviews (4-

8 pages), and 3-5 poems (40 or fewer lines each) for consideration.  Send 

manuscripts as e-mail attachments (Microsoft Word format) to the editor, John J. 

Han, at hanjn@mobap.edu.  Along with your work, submit a 100-word author bio 

written in third person.  Due dates are March 1 for inclusion in the spring issue 

and September 1 for the fall issue.  We accept submissions all year round.   

 

All prose submissions must be typewritten double-spaced.  For citation style, refer 

to the current edition of MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers.  Articles 

and short essays should include in-text citations in parentheses, a list of endnotes 

(if applicable), and an alphabetical listing of works cited at the end of the article.  

Book reviews need only page numbers in parentheses.   

 

 

Articles 

 

Articles should examine historical, theological, philosophical, cultural, and/or 

pedagogical issues related to faith-learning integration.  Possible topics include, 

but are not limited to: 

 

 the current state and/or future of the church-related college 

 history of Christian liberal arts education 

 Christianity and contemporary culture 

 a Christian perspective on multiculturalism and diversity 

 service learning 

 academic freedom in a Christian context 

 implementation of Christian truths in academic disciplines 

 Christian education in the non-Western world 

 global Christianity. 

 

Articles must engage in faith-learning issues or controversies in a scholarly, 

critical manner.  We generally do not consider manuscripts that are merely 

factual, devotional, or sermonic.  We typically do not consider articles that use 

more than twenty-five secondary sources; merely present other scholars’ opinions 

without developing extended, thoughtful analysis; and/or use excessive endnotes.  

Direct quotations, especially lengthy ones, should be used sparingly. 
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Short Essays 

 

We welcome short essays on issues related to Christian higher education, such as 

pedagogy, culture, diversity, and globalization.     

 

Review Articles  

 

We consider review articles—extended and in-depth reviews of recently 

published books.  In addition to a summary and critique of the book(s), the article 

should elucidate the key issues related to the topic.     

 

Book Reviews 

 

Each issue of Intégrité includes several book reviews.  Scholars are welcome to 

submit reviews of books published during the past few years.    

 

Poems 

 

We welcome submissions of poems that pay attention to both form and content.     

 

 

On prose style 

 

Considering that most Intégrité readers are Christian scholars and educators who 

may not have expertise on multiple disciplines, we recommend concise, precise, 

and easy-to-understand writing style.  Writers should follow what William Strunk, 

Jr. and E.B. White suggest in The Elements of Style: use definite, specific, 

concrete language; omit needless words; avoid a succession of loose sentences; 

write in a way that comes naturally; and avoid fancy words. 

 

Place serial commas to separate all items in a list (as in “poetry, short fiction, and 

nonfiction).  Use curved quotes (curly quotes) for quotation marks and 

apostrophes: Opening quotation marks should look like 66 (“), closing quotation 

marks should look like 99 (”), opening apostrophes should look like 9 (’til), and 

apostrophes indicating the possessive case should look like 9 (Emily’s, not 

Emily's).  Periods and commas are placed inside quotation marks (“It is very 

simple,” the giant creature replied.  “I can easily shrink my body and get inside 

the jar.”).  Press the tab key once for the first line of a new paragraph, leave two 

(not one, not three) spaces between sentences, and follow MLA (Modern 

Language Association) style if citation is needed. 
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