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In her slim volume Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction, author Jeanie C. Crain delivers on her promise: she introduces an uninformed-but-not-unintelligent audience to a previously foreign concept. Crain adeptly cuts through the vast mire of research and criticism. She is scrupulous with her razor, however, and there is very little blood spilled in her overview of the topic. Reading the Bible as Literature, she explains, is a controversial task. Yet Crain is reticent about contemporary criticism; most of it is included in the book's notes. Crain concentrates Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction on major literary concepts and tools. Yet she does not disregard the small areas of her own research. The author seems to take to heart the words of Isaiah: here a little, and there a little. Broad ideas become small interpretations, and these interpretations are the most enjoyable parts of the book. For the reader must work hard to sense the author through this book; her presence is everywhere, yet the author's italicized words lack humor. There is intensity, pedagogy, and determination, as is appropriate for an author's attitude toward a masterwork. Yet this book is not for the faint-hearted or surveying student. Author Jeanie C. Crain is an ascetic in her devotion to scholarship, and her Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction forces the reader to work just as hard as she does.


“A textbook,” writes Crain “originates not in a vacuum, but within surrounding scholarship” (vii). Within that scholarship, there are multiple approaches to Biblical studies. Crain lists these areas as “the literature of the Bible,” “the Bible in literature,” and “the Bible as literature” (13). The author feels she has taken the most controversial option in writing this book; she writes that Literature of the Bible classes extract the “literary” passages for study and Bible in Literature classes study the influence of th​e Bible on literature. Both approaches lack the mixture of holistic treatment and literary criticism.  Reading the Bible as Literature  shies away from neither religion nor critique, and this juxtaposition makes it the most controversial option. If one is to read the Bible as literature, one must recognize the literary elements at work behind the veneer of divinity, at the same time remaining respectful of that divinity, yet critical of the literature. It is an insurmountable task, and critics can not decide whether reading the Bible as literature is revelatory or sacrilegious. Crain devotes a few pages to explaining the breach and the major trends in criticism. She does not voice her own opinion, but by writing the book, the reader could infer that the medium is the message. 


In the Preface and Chapter One, the reader learns that the goal of the text is to recognize the literary aspect of the Bible while remembering its religious nature; they are introductions for the methodology used later. The author provides detailed explanations for the common literary traditions; intertextuality, mythology, prophecy, and typology. After briefly defining biblical and narrative criticism, Crain presents a “sketch” of historical background of the Intertestamantal period (19). Chapter Two follows a similar vein as Crain further introduces her reader to what is essentially a new way of reading. She assures the reader at the end of the second chapter that he or she “may be in a place now to understand that taking the Bible as either completely literal or wholly figurative creates a serious divide in the way individuals regard its truth” (40). The introduction of literary tools for criticism is a holistic approach, the most optimal of the available choices. 


In Chapter Three, Crain digs into common symbolism of the Bible. Light, darkness, and fire are the “master images,” of God, and of divine power (45).  The author discusses water imagery, which, like light, is like God in its omnipresence. Water is also representative of baptism: Crain explains this in the “premise of reversion to watery chaos, dissolution, new creation, and new life” (50). Crain writes about the “Five Metaphors of Divine-Human Relationship,” each of which goes beyond the literal meaning into a facet of God. After Crain introduces the reader to associating certain motifs with each other, Chapter Four adds association within the narratives themselves. Genesis, for example, is described as “three chains and two reversals that make up the plot of this story” (78). Crain explains the cycles and macro-plot of Genesis in terms of the modulation between primeval history, patriarchal history, Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph (79). One of Chapter Four's best parts is the drama and poetry of the book of Job. It is, as Crain says, a theodicy on moral issues, beginning with the narrative, and consisting of dialogue couched in poetry. Her end analysis is astute: “As theodicy, a treatise about God's justice and the existence of physical and moral evil in the world, Job takes special pride of place in responding to the mystery and imperfect human knowledge of God” (87).


In Chapter Five, Crain further narrows her subject to subgenres. She writes about song, allegory, parable, and prayer “because they are familiar and easily recognizable as genres. The context surrounding them will always be important and should be considered” (93). The sub-genre of Song is explored extensively, with attention paid not only to the stanzas, but to the speakers of the stanzas. The women usually sang the choruses, while the men received more individualistic parts. This trading-off  of parts is in itself a representation of the culture. Crain then turns to allegory, calling it an extension of a metaphor. “Allegory, like songs, ultimately should be understood contextually” (98). The choice of whether to read allegorically or literally looms ahead of the reader. The Bible works either way, but does not “resist classification” as the genre critics earlier argued. As Crain elaborates, “Without the move into analogy and allegory, much of the meaning of Eve's life would be lost; religion and theology would be reduced to talking about a woman, a garden, and a snake!” (99). 


Character recognition is a way of identifying, and it is the sixth chapter of the book. Characters mirror their authors, and say far more about society, life, and religion than through their words. In the characters of Saul and the Witch of Endor, for example, there is an emerging pattern of judgment. This is “a growing tension between prophet and king as well as a moral compass gauged by loyalty to Yahweh. The actions of King Solomon, the third king of the monarchy, must be weighed using these same scales” (117). A character must be read fully within his assigned context. 
Characters can also be interpreted by what other people say about them. Crain then moves on to one of the most opaque forms of character identification. When unpacking a character's own words, the reader has to be careful to distinguish between the character's voice and that of the narrator. Similarly, characters are identified through both requests and description, as in Timothy's mother Eunice and John's address to the Elect Lady, respectively. 


In Chapter Seven, Crain zooms out to end on a holistic note. She introduces the major Biblical themes as the relationship to God and with other humans, the Shema, the Covenants, the Mercy/Justice debate, and the Heroic Quest. The Decalogue and the Ten Commandments are an example of God's relationship to huans. Similar in form to a peace treaty, it is representative of the theme of God's superiority over the Israelites—a superiority which they willingly accept. Covenants as a theme are common throughout the Bible. It is here, amidst talk of the Abrahamic and Davidic convenants that Crain tackles the issue of supercessionism. Modern Christianity is based on the idea of supersessionism, which in turn houses the idea that the church of the New Testament has replaced Israel in God's Covenants. Supersesionism carries the theme of the Covenants far beyond the Bible, into present-day issues and criticism. The Shema helps to underline God's superiority, and it also “advances the theological belief that there is only one God” (136). 


As a reader, I was continually amazed by the author's devotion to the reader. As a professor herself, Dr. Crain has written Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction as if she were dictating a college course. Never before have I read a book in which the author interjects herself to bring the reader more information. Yet there is much to be appreciated in this method; by clearly delineating her opinions from the facts of the text, Crain gives herself objectivity. Her chapters are organized intuitively; she seems to forsee the reader's thoughts and questions, and she follows the natural progression thereof. In this way, Crain is ideally suited to be a teacher, from her extra-wide margins to her constant appeals for student questioning. Some educators, however, may find her consuming their role in a classroom. Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction seems suited more for independent study, as the reader can devour the book at his or her own pace, unworried about the rigorous semester this book provides. At the end of each chapter, Crain's final gift to her reader is a comprehensive list of questions for reflection and exercises. At the end of Chapter Four, Major Genres, Crain asks the reader to interpret how Matthew could be introducing Jesus as the next Moses. The answer to this exercise cannot be found in the book; the Internet is strangely silent. Instead, the reader must rely on Crain's guidance to complete the exercise. The questions for reflection, while alluded to in the text, are extremely thought-provoking, and there are no right answers. This is the beauty of Reading the Bible as Literature:An Introduction; the author remains adamant that her interpretation is only an interpretation amongs interpretations. No one is wrong for questioning, not her fellow scholars, and certainly not her reader.


This being written, Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction is not for the faint-hearted student. It is an intense study, meant not only to make the average reader into a critic, but to showcase the author's immense knowledge in her area. Jeanie C. Crain is a modest scholar, though, and she refuses to give her opinions anymore credence than the critics whose criticisms she casts into the book's notes. This book is meant as a primer to further study by the student, not as a conglomerate of theory, and she has done her best to parse the major critical debates from the textbook. This distrust of expert opinion, even her own, is one of the book's greatest detriments. Crain's writing is both compelling and concise; her explication of Job's theodicy is one of the highlights of the book. The reader would gain immeasureably if Crain would edit in more of her own explications, as sometimes the absence of any directional voice to the objective text can make the student, unused to working on his or her own, panic and founder. Author Jeanie C. Crain imbues Reading the Bible as Literature: An Introduction with a magnanimous sense of purpose. From the beginning, she assures her readers that she is only introducing the topic. She is on a mission to share the literary tools inherant to furthering one's understanding of the Bible, and she achieves this mission.              

