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  For Our Students









  

    Charity is a good dish, set in the middle of Solomon’s banquet. With the sweet scent of its many virtues, like a medley of fragrant spices, it refreshes those who hunger and delights them as they are refreshed. It is seasoned with peace, patience, kindness, long-suffering, and joy in the Holy Spirit; and if there are any other fruit of truth or wisdom, they are mixed in, too. Humility’s course is part of the spread, the bread of suffering and the wine of remorse. Truth offers these first to beginners, to whom it is said: Rise up after you have eaten, you who eat the bread of sorrow. Contemplation brings the solid food of wisdom, made of the finest flour. Served with wine, it makes the human heart glad. To this food Truth invites the mature, saying: Eat, my friends, and drink and take your delight, my best-beloved.


    BERNARD OF CLAIRVAUX


  


  

    To write in such a way as to invite both thought and love is to write on behalf of others. It is to practice writing as a spiritual discipline that has the good of others at its heart. It is to write in a way that exposes one’s hopes and motivations, that betrays one’s love. It is to write in language that invites rather than excludes, in forms that are full of doors through which a reader might walk. To write this way requires time and a certain measure of solitude. But it also requires that each writing project begin and end with others, both those near at hand, and those we may never know, but to whom and for whom we write.


    STEPHANIE PAULSELL
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Foreword

Anne Ruggles Gere


After I had invited students in my composition class to come by if they had questions about their drafts, a young woman entered my office hesitantly, clutching her paper. When she sat down, she knitted her fingers together and asked, “What if I write about being a Christian?” As I reassured her that the only requirement was to write an evidence-based argument, my mind raced back to my own uncertainty about revealing to colleagues my commitment to and activities in a Christian church. I was a tenured full professor before I could utter phrases like “singing in my church choir” or “the homeless shelter sponsored by my church” at the university. Like many of my Christian colleagues who teach writing in secular institutions, I actively contributed to what George Marsden calls the “near exclusion of religious perspectives from dominant academic life.” Charitable Writing demonstrates that we have an alternative.

By creating this wise, eloquent, and innovative book, Richard Gibson and James Beitler set forth new perspectives on the long-standing discussion about the relationship between rhetoric and religion. They show how writing instruction and spiritual formation connect with one another. They demonstrate that the rich Christian tradition can shape approaches to and processes of writing. They offer a grammar of faith that can guide writers and teachers of writing. The “charitable writing” they espouse “embodies the distinctive Christian understanding of love, which used to go by the name ‘charity’ in English.” This is not a book that merely advocates; the authors provide clear lessons—or, as they put it, “spiritual threshold concepts”—that can be enacted by writers and their teachers.

Threshold concepts are a topic of current conversation in the field of writing studies, so it seems fitting for Charitable Writing to call on them. However, the authors give them new meaning by translating them into spiritual terms that emphasize specific activities writers can employ and instructors can encourage. Their key terms, imitation and practice, are both familiar to writing instructors, but these words take on new meanings in the hands of Gibson and Beitler. Imitation reaches beyond following models and into the pursuit of virtue through a combination of looking back on the Christian tradition and into the present moment in order to engage in the “creative remembering” that invents “something new by remaking the old.” Practice, as represented here, also takes virtue as its goal, and while it encompasses the traditional meaning of repeating actions over and over again, it focuses on spiritual formation.

Transfer, another contemporary term in writing studies, does not appear as a key concept in this book, but its sense of taking up knowledge from one space and employing it in another is present everywhere. Lessons for writers draw on passages from Scripture, texts written by Christian leaders throughout history, and the works of contemporary spiritual leaders as well as an impressive array of artists. The authors encourage writers to become what Rebecca Nowacek calls “agents of integration”: people who take up spiritual resources, adjust them to various projects of writing, and become themselves transformed in the process.1

One of the most powerful aids for this transformation is the authors’ use of art. Amplifying key points with images that illustrate the concepts under discussion, the authors add another dimension to the lessons they offer. While some of the images are clearly religious, like altarpieces and paintings of figures from the Scriptures, other images of people like Maya Angelou and objects like pottery do not immediately conjure a spiritual dimension. With images of statues, engravings, and photographs, along with a wide variety of paintings, the authors add an aesthetic dimension to their argument. But it is an aesthetic that is tightly bound to the textual message, and the authors ensure that readers will understand the images as well as the words. Gently but firmly they guide the reader to look here, notice that, and see how the image conveys a meaning linked to the central messages of the book.

In his book The Gift, Lewis Hyde distinguishes between commodities and gifts. While the recipient of a commodity returns to the seller a specified amount of money, the recipient of a gift responds to its transformative powers, and passing the gift along is an act of gratitude.2 Charitable Writing is a gift. It is a gift to writers in all circumstances and stages of life, to teachers of writing, and to students—especially those with questions, like the young woman who walked into my office. It is a gift that has transformed my thinking about what it means to write and teach writing, and I am confident that you, dear reader, will let it work its powers on you. Then you can pass it along.

ANNE RUGGLES GERE

Arthur F. Thurnau Professor of English, Gertrude Buck Collegiate Professor of Education, University of Michigan






Opening Meditation

At the Gallery


This book is a writing guide, yet unlike most manuals it offers no advice about comma placement, the passive voice, or how to compose the perfect conclusion. This book is concerned, instead, with how we conceive of and, in turn, practice writing. To put it another way, this book examines how we think about writing as well as how we go about it. In both respects, the conceptual and the practical, this book argues that our spiritual commitments can and should provide bearings for our academic and professional work. Unthinkingly, many of us—the authors included—often check those commitments at the door when we sit down to write. We say now: let them in.

Charitable Writing began as the authors’ attempt to reconceive the labor of writing as an aspect of the Christian life, the life of discipleship. Yet our striving to do a new thing—to reimagine writing—has repeatedly shown us that nothing new was needed. The resources were already there, waiting patiently for us, on the walls of churches and art galleries; in the lives of saints ancient and modern; in theologies and spiritual devotions; and, above all, in the words of Scripture. We set out to craft a new image; instead, we rediscovered the old. Charitable Writing is thus no mere manual of style. It is better understood as a work of creative remembrance. This book invites you, reader, to take up your inheritance: the inexhaustible wealth of the Christian tradition.1

One example of this wealth awaits in Milan’s Pinacoteca di Brera, one of the finest public galleries in Italy. Found here are masterpieces by Caravaggio and Raphael, paintings of saints in brilliant costumes, and vividly rendered scenes from our Lord Jesus’ life and breathtaking depictions of his death. The walls furnish a feast for the eye. Our particular interest is hard to miss given its bright gold-painted frame. The Saint Luke Altarpiece (figure 1) was created by the artist Andrea Mantegna in 1453–1454 for the monastery of Saint Giustina in the Italian city of Padua. It is a “polyptych,” meaning that it contains multiple panels, and in each of its honeycomb-like cells we meet a saint. Some are well-known now, including Augustine, Jerome, and Mary (all of whom will reappear later in this book); some, such as Scholastica and Justina, are not. All were meaningful to the community for which the piece was made: the seeming hodgepodge of men and women is, in fact, a kind of spiritual genealogy. Rightly, the highest figure in the group is Jesus, bearing the wounds of the cross.

[image: Figure 1. Andrea Mantegna, San Luca Altarpiece]

Figure 1. Andrea Mantegna, San Luca Altarpiece


We begin this meditation on writing in this gallery, gazing at this picture, because of the figure who sits immediately beneath Jesus in the piece’s largest panel. He is Saint Luke, author of the Gospel that bears his name (figure 2). Mantegna’s Luke is equipped with all the tools of the writer’s trade: writing desk, quill, inkpot, and several books, including the one in which we witness him busily scribbling. The historical Luke didn’t compose like this, of course. The saint didn’t work at a throne-like desk chiseled out of Italian marble. The kind of book in use here, the codex, hadn’t been invented yet—the original Gospel of Luke was a scroll. Luke himself may not have even been holding the pen: that work may have fallen to a scribe, a common practice in antiquity. We may be tempted to fault the artist for a lack of historical realism. But to do so is to miss the spiritual meaning of the portrait. Mantegna depicts Luke’s deskwork as a scene of high drama, of beauty, of glory—even though it consists of nothing more than writing in a book.
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Figure 2. Andrea Mantegna, San Luca Altarpiece, detail of Luke the Evangelist


In this way, this oversized panel testifies to a deep truth about the Christian faith, one that though patently obvious is often forgotten or overlooked. For Christians, the seemingly ordinary labor of writing can rival—if not exceed in significance—the undertakings of generals, captains of industry, and heads of state. Within the Christian tradition, the acts of reading and writing can assume the weight of epic feats.

Remarkably, Luke portrays his writing not as the fruit of a state of ecstatic rapture but as the down-to-earth chore of sifting through the sources:

Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed. (Lk 1:1-4)


Regarding these words, our college’s writing center director, Alison Gibson, astutely observes, “Luke is a meticulous researcher: he has gathered eyewitness accounts that were handed down and has investigated everything carefully. Others have undertaken this project, but Luke seems committed to a more expansive and thorough research process than has preceded him. His purpose in this accumulation of evidence is not to hoard his knowledge but to share it.”2 Luke presents his writing as a gift—one designed to help his reader to “know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.” That reader’s name is suggestive. Theophilus means “God-loving,” or “loved by God,” or even “God’s friend.” It may refer to a specific person, but it may also serve as an invitation to any of God’s beloveds to take up the book and read. Either way, whether Luke addresses his particular friend or all of God’s friends, Luke presents his book as an act of love.

Once we recognize the centrality of writing to the central panel, its neighboring panels take on new meaning. Many of the figures here are famous for their writings—including the aforementioned Jerome and Augustine. To Luke’s immediate left, Mantegna depicts Saint Benedict busily reading a book. To his left, Saint Justina holds one. On the other side of the polyptych, Saint Scholastica (according to tradition, Benedict’s sister) is equipped with one, too. In so many ways, the Saint Luke Altarpiece celebrates the Christian faith’s ancient love affair with writing. All of these figures are, to borrow Luke’s expression, “servants of the word.”

Mantegna restricted himself to figures from the early church, but the sprawling form of the polyptych also permits gestures to subsequent ages, even the artist’s own day. As we bring this opening meditation to a close, we invite you to join us in imaginatively extending the Saint Luke Altarpiece, for the Christian history of writing doesn’t end in the fifteenth century. To the polyptych we might add the images of Christian mystics such as Marguerite d’Oingt and Julian of Norwich; celebrated theologians such as Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin, and John Wesley; later writers such as C. S. Lewis, Pandita Ramabai, and Dorothy L. Sayers; and contemporary guides such as Maya Angelou and Rowan Williams. The open form of polyptych allows us to add figures from every age and continent. Here we may behold the All Saints’ Day of the written word.

We encourage you, reader, to add figures to this polyptych as you see fit. Attach panels for famous Christian authors whose books line your shelves. Provide space for the local “servants of the word”—the teachers, pastors, mentors, and friends—whose writing (or counsel on writing) you revere. And leave room for one more. It should be decorated with all of the tools of the modern writer’s trade—laptop, pad, pens and pencils, stacks of paper, books, and other source materials. This panel is reserved for you. Step in when you are ready.






Introduction

At the Threshold


+ C + M + B +

TRADITIONAL CHRISTIAN DOOR-MARKING





This book began with a professional crisis. After a few years of teaching at a Christian liberal arts college, the authors had an unsettling realization: we had been teaching the craft of writing in almost the same way that we had previously done at state universities. In fact, we were still using the same textbooks, dispensing the same handouts, and assigning the same exercises. Our writing classrooms were largely indistinguishable from those in the academy at large. All of this, we recognized, was a problem. But as we pondered these issues, we had a second difficult realization. We had never given much thought to our own writing practices. Did they reflect our Christian commitments? We had the worrying sense that we were, to use an unflattering biblical reference, “blind guides” (Mt 15:14). Our classrooms didn’t just need work; we did, too.

Centuries ago, one of the saints mentioned in our opening meditation faced a related crisis, and his solution offered a model for handling ours.1 Shortly after his conversion, the North African bishop Saint Augustine decided that he had to give up his teaching post in Milan because his subject matter (aptly summed up by one scholar as a “passport to success”) seemed to jar with that of his newfound Christian faith.2 This moment was significant for us because Augustine was a teacher of rhetoric, the art of persuasion. He thus had the ancient version of our job as teachers of writing. In his autobiography, The Confessions, the saint writes that he sought to honor God by discontinuing “the service of my tongue from the market of speechifying, so that young boys who were devoting their thoughts not to your law, not to your peace, but to lying follies and legal battles, should no longer buy from my mouth the weapons for their frenzy.”3

Now, this example would appear to be a rather despairing one. Augustine would seem to be showing rhetoric the door—and teaching us that we ought to go and do likewise with our own rhetorical educations. However, Augustine never really abandoned rhetoric. He spent the remainder of his life making arguments, and his religious writings have been treasured for centuries for the force and eloquence of those arguments. Most important of all, Augustine would himself argue that rhetoric could serve Christian ends. His most important statements on this subject appear in On Christian Teaching, a book that he initially published ten years after his conversion. The topic remained a vital one to him in the decades to come, and he would even add a final section to On Christian Teaching a few years before his death.

In that book, Augustine defends the use of rhetoric as long as it is practiced within the bounds of Christian belief.4 He argues in the book’s final section that since rhetoric can be used “to give conviction to both truth and falsehood,” those who would stand on the side of truth must learn its techniques in order to resist error.5 In that same section, moreover, Augustine observes that rhetoric isn’t simply some foreign art: the Christian tradition itself provides manifold examples of eloquent persuasion. He claims that for the student with a lot of free time for this kind of reading, “time will run out” before one runs out of texts.6 Ultimately, then, Augustine did not disavow rhetoric. Rather, he sought out models for communication within the Christian tradition and directed the practices of the rhetorician toward a new set of goals. In short, Augustine repurposed rhetoric.7

From Augustine’s example, we took the lesson that we need not throw out our old textbooks, handouts, and assignments. Our syllabi didn’t need to be rewritten from scratch or our classroom exercises rebuilt from the ground up. We could (and, in fact, should) continue to teach the parts of an argument, the basic structure of an introduction, how to use discipline-specific terminology—all of “the moves that matter in academic writing.”8 In one respect, then, our job remained the same as it had been before our crisis: to train students to become savvy academic and professional writers. Yet our engagement with Augustine revealed that we could no longer go about this business in the same way. Education in writing, we saw, needed to be interwoven with education in Christian Scripture and tradition. Students’ progress, as well as our own, needed to be measured not only by the mastery of skills but also by growth in virtue. Our responsibility wasn’t simply to teach up-to-date information about effective writing. As Augustine knew, writing is inescapably bound up with spiritual formation. That, too, is part of the Christian educator’s charge. Charitable Writing represents our attempt to answer it.

This book does not enumerate a list of “dos and don’ts” or “writing rules.” Such matters are handled in the many excellent writing manuals, style guides, and research primers already available. We address the big picture. To recall the phrasing of the opening meditation, we examine how Christians might conceive of and, in turn, practice writing in light of our religious commitments. How do we imagine our work as writers? How do we relate to our fellow writers and our readers? How do we handle the writing of others? How do we respond to those with whom we disagree? Can we argue with them lovingly? How do we connect the time we spend writing to our spiritual lives? As this list of questions suggests, we take a step back from the traditional subjects of writing textbooks, like organization and voice, in order to reflect on how our Christian commitments can enter into and grow out of our writing lives. The grammar of the schoolbook—though important!—is not our direct concern; we inquire, instead, into how we might write according to the grammar of faith.

We will be highlighting a variety of examples of Christian writing in the chapters that follow. But we have also tapped into other channels, other media, through which the Christian tradition has meditated on the craft of writing. Our opening meditation has already made plain our interest in painting. At the close of this introduction, we will consider a sculpture. We have multiple reasons for gathering these materials, as we will explain below. For now, though, we want to emphasize the most important lesson about our use of these artifacts: this book does not strive to be original. Our tradition is deep and wide. Our tradition is wise. Charitable Writing is our attempt to let the tradition speak.


What Is “Charitable Writing”?

We concluded the opening meditation by inviting you to join the tradition of Christian writing—to step into your own panel in the polyptych of Christian writers. That might now seem like a tall order. “What do I,” you may be thinking to yourself, “have to contribute to the tradition?” Our book aims to address this question. We aren’t simply trying to show you that the Christian tradition is pertinent to writing; we also hope to persuade you, reader, that your writing can be an expression of and contribution to the tradition. That last statement, moreover, applies to any kind of writing. A legal brief, a scientific article, an op-ed piece on local affairs, a short story, correspondence with a patient, a libretto: all of these genres can—and, in fact, should—be occasions for the practice of what we call “charitable writing.”

The definition of the term charitable writing might be said to constitute the entirety of this book, and we are quite confident that our chapters have not exhausted the topic. Yet we recognize that it will be helpful to attempt a preliminary definition now, which the ensuing pages will thicken and complicate. In brief, “charitable writing” is writing that embodies the distinctive Christian understanding of love, which used to go by the name “charity” in English. In the King James Bible, for example, Paul’s famous hymn to love concludes, “And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity” (1 Cor 13:13).

More specifically, “charitable writing” is writing that seeks to fulfill our Lord’s great “double commandment” to love God and our neighbors. Here is how the Gospel of Matthew records this commandment:

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. And the second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. (Mt 22:37-40)


As we will see, Jesus frames the commandment so that it admits no exceptions: there is no activity, however mundane, to which the “law of love” does not apply. So here already is evidence that the present book isn’t at all original. We are simply telling you to do what Scripture itself commends—or, better said, demands! We aren’t trying to convince you that you ought to be a more loving writer. (You may debate that point with your Lord.) We strive, instead, to offer guidance on how to reach that goal.9




Spiritual Threshold Concepts

In recent years, educators have adopted the image of the threshold to explain how we learn, and you can easily see why: to be a student in many ways resembles standing at a threshold of a new experience. On the first day of class, we do just that: breathe deeply and walk through the door. Educational theorists Jan H. F. Meyer and Ray Land coined the term threshold concepts to describe the ideas one must learn to take part in academic disciplines, such as mathematics, biology, or philosophy.10 For example, a threshold concept from the discipline of mathematics is the notion of complex numbers—that is, numbers that include imaginary elements.11 About this example Meyer and Land write, “The idea of the imaginary part . . . is, in fact, absurd to many people and beyond their intellectual grasp as an abstract entity. But although complex numbers are apparently absurd intellectual artifacts they are the gateway to the conceptualization and solution of problems in the pure and applied sciences that could not otherwise be considered.”12 According to Meyer and Land, learning a threshold concept of this sort is like passing through “a portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking about something.”13 Since this learning often challenges our ways of being, knowing, and acting, it can be risky, difficult, and even painful—but it is also “transformative.”14 Crossing thresholds changes us.

Like mathematics, biology, and philosophy, writing is a field of study. Many of our students are surprised to learn that writing is not only an activity we engage in; it is also an academic discipline.15 Though that discipline goes by different names, we will refer to it as “writing studies” throughout the remainder of this book. Scholars working in the field of writing studies explore the history of writing, its processes, how it is taught, and much more. As a field, writing studies has its own threshold concepts, and scholars Linda Adler-Kassner and Elizabeth Wardle gather thirty-seven of them in their edited book Naming What We Know: Threshold Concepts of Writing Studies.16 Here are several examples:


	Writing is a social and rhetorical activity.


	Writing involves making ethical choices.


	Writing speaks to situations through recognizable forms.


	Disciplinary and professional identities are constructed through writing.


	Writing enacts and creates identities and ideologies.


	All writers have more to learn.




Charitable Writing reinforces many of these threshold concepts, directly or indirectly, throughout its pages.17 But that is not the book’s primary purpose. Rather, we aim to introduce you to spiritual threshold concepts. Spiritual threshold concepts, as we define them, are ideas that one can learn to help integrate academic disciplines (such as writing studies) with spiritual disciplines and practices. Over the course of our three sections, we will introduce you to three such concepts: humble listening, loving argument, and hopeful timekeeping. The central claim of this book is that charitable writers listen humbly, argue lovingly, and keep the time of writing hopefully.

This list is not exhaustive. It is a starting point, a set of preliminary suggestions that we hope will catalyze conversations that will yield new insights about writing as a spiritual practice. (If writing studies can come up with thirty-seven threshold concepts, then surely we have a lot of work to do!) Yet our trio is not a scattershot attempt. Taken together, these concepts are designed to address multiple aspects of the writing life, including one’s initial entrance into writing communities, both local and disciplinary; one’s ways of conceiving of and practicing argument; and the rhythms of the writing process.

Writing studies’ thirty-seven threshold concepts are portable. They don’t just apply to the writing done by scholars working in the field of writing studies but to any writing situation; you can take them with you on the journey across the disciplines and along a future professional track.18 We see the same promise in ours. In fact, we hold out a bolder hope: that our threshold concepts will not only improve your writing but also enrich your spiritual life. Though learning these spiritual threshold concepts may be challenging at times, it can be transformative. Our prayer for you is that you would be transformed, to an ever-greater degree, into the likeness of our Lord (2 Cor 3:18).




Writing into Virtue

Writing studies’ threshold concepts have a decidedly practical bent. Notice the emphasis on action in several of the concepts we’ve listed above; they involve making, speaking, constructing, enacting, and creating. Our book adopts this emphasis. Grasping spiritual threshold concepts does not, we want to suggest, simply involve mastering the definitions of abstract theological terms or memorizing general ethical principles. Learning to listen humbly, argue lovingly, and keep time hopefully involves a deeper, embodied kind of understanding—these are activities not only of the head but also of the heart and hands.

Christians have long talked about this aspect of faith using the language of virtue. As the philosopher James K. A. Smith explains, virtues are “good moral habits . . . character traits that become woven into who you are so that you are the kind of person who is inclined to be compassionate, forgiving, and so forth.”19 In describing virtue, Smith calls our attention to the apostle Paul’s letter to the Colossians, which offers us several examples:

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. (Col 3:12-14)


This passage is packed with virtues! A single sentence gives us five: compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Paul then adds the disposition to forgive, which moral philosophers call “forgivingness.”20 And last comes love, “the big belt that pulls together the rest of the ensemble,” as Smith well puts it.21

The question that Paul’s and Smith’s words raise, of course, is “how do [we] acquire such virtues?”22 To use Paul’s image, where can we get some of that cloth of many virtues and a nice belt to match? Smith reminds us that the Christian tradition has long set before us two strategies for growth in virtue, and they are both pertinent to our approach in this book.

The first is imitation. “We learn to be virtuous,” Smith writes, “by imitating exemplars of justice, compassion, kindness, and love.”23 Our ultimate model is, of course, the Lord Jesus. Yet, as Christian ministers and theologians have long recognized, our growth in virtues is also aided by reflecting on how fellow Christians have sought to live their lives in imitation of Christ. Again, Smith invites us to consider Paul’s words, this time in 1 Corinthians 11:1: “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” And Paul is not the only saint who has provided an example of virtue. As Smith notes, churches have long surrounded themselves with “the stained-glass ‘wallpaper’” of saintly model lives.24 Even churches with simple taste in design do this, such as through the practice of reading missionaries’ journals and autobiographies.

The importance of imitation to the present book is likely already apparent to you, but let us take a moment to acknowledge one particularly significant influence on our approach: the theologian Stephanie Paulsell. In a 2001 essay, “Writing as a Spiritual Discipline,” which is reprinted at the end of our book, Paulsell relates how the subject of her dissertation—the medieval mystic writer Marguerite d’Oingt—became “a challenge to me as a writer”:

Marguerite worked hard to forge an authorial identity in the midst of a culture that often mistrusted women’s writing, and she pushed me to embrace the identity of writer as well. Writing matters, she seemed to say. On days when cleaning my apartment seemed preferable to writing my dissertation, she goaded me. Do your work, she said. Writing is your work. Finishing a degree or getting a grade is the least of it. Write to learn, to understand, to communicate with another, to seek what is real and true.25


Paulsell provided us with many insights—about humility, about attention, about revision, about community—and thus you will see her name at several key junctures in this book.26 But the contribution that matters now is her modeling of imitation itself. Paulsell is herself a Protestant, but in Marguerite, a medieval nun and one of the first French women writers, she recognized a spiritual precursor that cut across our contemporary denominational lines. Notice how she describes the effect of reading Marguerite’s devotional works and epistles. These writings didn’t just give her ideas about the spiritual life of the past. They become goads to her to get to work this very moment, and to get to work for the right reasons (learning, understanding, communicating —rather than amassing academic trophies). From Marguerite, Paulsell gained a powerful idea: that writing can be a spiritual discipline, “a discipline within which we might meet God.”27 We have gratefully received that lesson from Paulsell, in turn. Equally importantly, Marguerite offered Paulsell a model writing life—an example of discipline to follow. Paulsell thus exemplifies the process of “creative remembrance” that we mentioned in the opening meditation of the book. In the tradition of Christian women’s writing, she found a catalyst for her own vocation as a writer.

In Marguerite and Paulsell, we add two more figures to our expanded polyptych. Our selections across this book have been chosen with two ends in view. First, they provide patterns for reflecting on and reshaping one’s writing practices. Second, they show something of the diversity of contributors to the Christian tradition, mixing saints ancient and modern, male and female, and from a variety of cultural contexts. Our teachers include the aforementioned African bishop, Augustine; an ancient scholar from the fringes of the Roman Empire (modern Croatia or Slovenia), Jerome; a modern Indian social reformer, Pandita Ramabai; and many others. As you come up with your own examples, we encourage you to look for models closer to home, perhaps even in the seat next to you.

Imitation, let us also recognize, has a historic place in the teaching of writing.28 Ancient rhetoricians introduced the art of rhetoric through exercises in which students imitated model texts. Some modern instructors continue to use these practices. Even teachers of writing who don’t directly incorporate the ancient exercises in their classes often employ practices of imitation, such as training students to use templates (for argument, for introductions, even for sentence construction). A common exercise in introductory courses, moreover, asks students to examine the structure of a sample document—say, an article by a prominent scholar—for the purpose of imitation in the students’ own writing. The goal of these exercises, ancient and modern, is not simply to copy others’ work. Imitation, instead, has long been understood as a catalyst for what rhetoricians call invention, “the making of something new by remaking the old.”29 The ancient rhetor and the modern writer, on this understanding, use existing forms dynamically, to meet the needs of their particular moments. We encourage you to think about virtues in the same way: as ancient patterns for the Christian life, indeed of Christ’s own life, which by his grace may find fresh expression in our lives now. Across this book, we will discuss how these two modes of imitation may be joined. We argue that virtues like humility, love, faith, and hope can be cultivated through the writing process, not simply alongside it.

We have in fact already begun to address Smith’s second strategy for virtue acquisition: practice.30 Smith’s point—which is an ancient one—is that you don’t develop a virtue simply by reading about it or by imitating it once. You grow in it by doing it over and over.

This emphasis on practice runs counter to prevalent cultural views about virtue. Consider the case of love. In our culture, we tend to characterize love as a spontaneous feeling—something that just happens to us. We are, as the saying goes, “swept off our feet.” But this isn’t the way that the New Testament describes its ideal of love. Charity, which comes from the Latin caritas and also goes by the Greek name agapē, is not an uncontrollable feeling that arises from time to time (or once in a lifetime). It is a disposition, a character trait, a “baseline inclination” that ought to permeate our everyday affairs.31 Such a deep-rooted loving orientation toward the world doesn’t come easy. Nobody “gets it” on the first try. Celebrated writer Maya Angelou captures this point well in an interview that appeared in The Paris Review’s famous “Art of Fiction” series. When asked if she reads the Bible for inspiration as a writer, she responded,

For melody. For content also. I’m working at trying to be a Christian and that’s serious business. It’s like trying to be a good Jew, a good Muslim, a good Buddhist, a good Shintoist, a good Zoroastrian, a good friend, a good lover, a good mother, a good buddy—it’s serious business. It’s not something where you think, Oh, I’ve got it done. I did it all day, hotdiggety. The truth is, all day long you try to do it, try to be it, and then in the evening if you’re honest and have a little courage you look at yourself and say, Hmm. I only blew it eighty-six times. Not bad. I’m trying to be a Christian and the Bible helps me to remind myself what I’m about.32


Angelou’s words are so arresting because she grasps how hard it is to live out the virtues that we claim to value. And no virtue is harder to practice than love. Like our bodies, love requires nourishment (through prayer, for example) and regular exercise. Like any form of serious training, we will likely fail at it often. To return to Paul’s metaphor, the virtues must be our daily attire. We add: like our workaday clothing, our virtues will often be in need of cleaning, pressing, and mending. Seeking to grow in virtue provides regular reminders of one’s terrific need for God’s grace.

Virtues, once again, are learned through imitation and practice, and this dual understanding of virtue acquisition dictates the structure of the book. Our three main sections are organized around our three threshold concepts: humble listening, loving argument, and hopeful timekeeping. To illuminate what these concepts look like in practice, we look at the writing and images of charitable writers of the past—saintly individuals who, we believe, are worth modeling our own writing lives after. Each section then moves from these reflections to practical recommendations. While our recommendations directly address students in writing classes, they are translatable to other contexts in which writing is shared, such as writing groups, church staffs, and workplaces. Most of our suggestions involve infusing your writing community with spiritual practices such as prayer, acts of hospitality, and rest. This last point highlights one of our great hopes for this book. The goal of charitable writing isn’t simply to use Christian practices to smooth out wrinkles in the writing process. It’s to turn the writing process into an occasion for spiritual growth.




How to Use This Book

In his treatise On the Trinity, Saint Augustine pauses at one point to address how the reader should approach his book:

Reader, where you are equally certain, press on with me; where you are equally hesitant, seek with me; where you detect your own misstep, come back to me; where you detect mine, call me back. In this way, let us set off together on the Way of Charity, striving toward Him of whom it is said, “Seek His face always.”33


Augustine is drawing on the Christian vision of life itself as a pilgrimage through the world, its ultimate destination being the New Jerusalem. Here he uses that metaphor as a framework in which to understand his labor of writing and his audience’s of reading: fellow traveler, he is saying, let’s make this effort of learning into a stage along the Way of Charity. We are peers, he suggests. At one place you go astray, at another I do. We encourage you to read our book in the spirit suggested by this passage: when you share our certainties, stride along with us, reader; when matters give you pause, explore with us; when you find an error in your thinking, circle back to us; when we err, call us back. But let us ever remember Whose Way it is that we walk.

Receive this book from us as a conversation starter rather than a series of edicts on what counts as good writing or proper Christian spirituality. As we suggested above, Charitable Writing represents our preliminary findings; we are well aware that there are further resources to mine and insights to glean from our rich and diverse tradition. (The vast library of potentially relevant Christian literature alone boggles the mind.) Talk back to this book; don’t take it as writing gospel. That process might begin in the margins of your copy, as you scribble comments and questions that our terms and claims provoke. We encourage you to share your early reflections—however tentative—with the other writers in your orbit. Test out our arguments. Raise potential objections. Make connections that we haven’t ventured.

We also recognize that you may not share our convictions or may find some of our portrayals of Christian practices strange. Worry not, reader: we do not take absolute agreement as the litmus test for the success or failure of this book. We, of course, hope that you find valuable material in these pages that you can apply in your life. Yet we believe that the book can be useful even where disagreements arise. The book may function in these cases as a mirror, revealing to you your own convictions about writing, about Christian virtues and practices, about how the pieces fit together.




A Benediction

Academics aren’t the only ones who watch the threshold. Standing at the doorway has long been a pregnant image for Christians. Across the Gospels, Jesus’ teaching repeatedly hangs around the door, as in his commendation to “enter through the narrow door” in Luke 13:24 and his portrayal of prayer as the act of knocking on a door in Matthew 7:7-8. And most memorably of all, Revelation 3:20 sets the Lord himself at the door: “Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.”

Following the New Testament writers’ lead, Christians have long been careful markers of thresholds. The inscriptions on or above the doors of cathedrals exemplify this with their grand presentations of Scripture (often in Latin). One frequently used expression comes from Genesis 28:17: Domus Dei et Porta Coeli, or “House of God and Doorway to Heaven.” Churches have also long stationed saints at the door, as we see in figure 3. The saint in question is Julian of Norwich, a mystical writer at a time when it was difficult for women’s voices to be heard. Her Revelations of Divine Love is the earliest known English book written by a woman, and it is now hailed as a spiritual classic. The statue of Julian, carved by the sculptor David Holgate, was added to the western entrance of Norwich Cathedral in 2014. Holgate’s sculpture shows, once again, the deep Christian reverence for the written word. Her pose suggests that Julian is in a contemplative state, her quill ready to record a vision.

Julian of Norwich might seem like a strange person to set at the entrance. Yet we need only to spend a short time with the book that she is holding to grasp why she’s a capable greeter. Julian’s book is a testimony to God’s charity, his self-giving love for humanity. She memorably writes, for example, “God loved us before he made us; and his love has never diminished and never shall.”34 And elsewhere, “Truth sees God, and wisdom contemplates God, and from these two comes the third, a holy and wonderful delight in God, who is love.”35 Julian is a writer full of reassurances of God’s care, making her an apt symbol of Christian hospitality and a fitting presence to meet at the threshold.

[image: Figure 3. David Holgate, Julian of Norwich]

Figure 3. David Holgate, Julian of Norwich


Let us acknowledge, too, that books are physical spaces that have thresholds of their own. An introduction is a kind of doorway that the reader passes through on the way to the text proper. We discuss this image of Julian here as way of marking this textual passageway with a model of the kind of writing life that we seek to describe in the ensuing pages of this book—a life undertaken in pursuit of the twofold commandment to love God and neighbor. In Julian, we meet a charitable writer at the door.

With our introduction’s epigraph, we have also sought to mark the entrance of this book as a welcoming one. During Epiphany, the season following Christmas, some Christians chalk the letters “C,” “M,” and “B,” along with signs of the cross, on or above the front doorways of their homes. The Epiphany season celebrates Christ’s manifestation among the Gentiles, as represented by the journey of the Magi (the “three kings” of Mt 2:1-12), whom tradition names as Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar. But the letters have long been held to have another reference. They stand for the words of the Latin prayer Christus mansionem benedicat, meaning “May Christ bless this house.” By marking our threshold with this sign, we offer that prayer on your behalf.

Come in, reader. May Christ be your companion here.








OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication Page



		Contents



		List of Illustrations



		Foreword by Anne Ruggles Gere



		Opening Meditation: At the Gallery



		Introduction: At the Threshold



		Part One: Humble Listening

		1 Entering the Study



		2 On Humility



		3 Humble Listening in Local Writing Communities



		4 Humble Listening in Discourse Communities







		Part Two: Loving Argument

		5 The Law of Charitable Writing



		6 On Argument



		7 On Charity



		8 Charitable Writing as Love's Banquet



		9 Beastly Feasting



		10 Making Space at the Table







		Part Three: Keeping Time Hopefully

		11 Slow Writing



		12 Liturgies of Writing









		Closing Meditation: At the Gallery



		Afterword: Alan Jacobs



		Acknowledgments



		Appendix A: Practicing Charitable Writing: Discussion Questions and Writing Prompts



		Appendix B: Teaching Charitable Writing: Choosing a Via Nova by Jeffry C. Davis



		Appendix C: Writing as a Spiritual Discipline by Stephanie Paulsell



		Bibliography



		General Index



		Scripture Index



		Notes



		Praise for Charitable Writing



		About the Authors



		More Titles from InterVarsity Press



		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier



		1



		IX



		X



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		XIV



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		235



Guide

		Cover

		Charitable Writing

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G_new.jpg
)

IVp

Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/images/5483_1_Mantegna_C.jpg





OEBPS/images/5483_2_Mantegna_Luke_C.jpg





OEBPS/images/5483_3_Holgate_Julian_C.jpg





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
Richard Hughes Gibson

and James Edward Beitler III
Foreword by Anne Ruggles Gere
Afterword by Alan Jacobs }

Cultivating Virtue
Through Our
Words

Charitable
Writing





