A Testament to Their Power

Here’s a scenario: the end of the world looms, all life will be eliminated except for one guy’s family. He’s this oddball survivalist type who builds a shelter for himself and everything he can get his hands on. The shelter floats, because armageddon’s coming as a flood. Nobody else believes him—till it happens. 

No good? Try this: A guerilla army rampages through the territory they got evicted from centuries before, levelling whole cities in the process. Fighting’s tough, so the army’s high priests resort to unorthodox methods: supernatural powers halt the sun in the middle of the sky so the enemy can’t retreat under cover of darkness, while heavenly spirits raze their defenses and generally tilt the game…


Unconvincing? Lacking that human element? How about another war then, different armies but the same dire situation—heroes outnumbered, bad guys everyplace. The head honcho villain retires for the night in a sympathetic household, where a hospitable sweet-tempered matron named Jahel feeds him milk and butter, soothes his furrowed brow and then hammers a spike through his temple. Bam! Blood everywhere! Enemies routed! Heroes win! Think what you could do with a character like that woman. 

These are not Hollywood highlights, although they could be. They’re Bible stories, and there’s plenty more where they came from. For sheer violence, epic grandeur and broadly-painted strokes of virtue and vice, they’re tough to beat. George Lucas and Peter Jackson can’t hope to match them. These stories have been around for centuries, for thousands of years in fact; so long that we almost forget about them. “Almost” is the key word here, because they keep turning up. Writers—myself among them—have a hard time staying away, and it’s not hard to see why. They’re big, muscular stories about the ultimate themes—creation and destruction, murder and persecution, sin, war, apocalypse, betrayal, sex—don’t forget the sex—and oh yeah redemption, if you like that kind of thing. (Though really, redemption shows up pretty late.) 


The brilliance of these narratives is that they suggest so much, while actually telling very little. Most Bible stories are quite brief. (The Exodus is an exception, running some 160 pages in my edition of the Douay Bible; Job is 30 pages.) Like those old horror movies that barely show the monster, leaving your imagination to conjure it up, the Bible trusts that you can fill in the blanks with your own interpretation. Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden, Cain and Abel’s births, Abel’s murder and Cain’s exile—it all happens in about a page. Noah gets four pages, and he lived for 950 years! Samson gets little more. Consequently, Bible stories have immense gaps in the telling that ignore what modern readers are most curious about: the psychology of the characters, their motivation, feelings, doubts. Whoever first penned the story of the Flood didn’t care what Noah’s wife was thinking. These days, we do. And if psychological motivation isn’t enough, the stories are adequately flexible to encompass any number of incarnations—as movies, books, plays—and innovations: from humor (Life of Brian) to feminism (The Red Tent) to rock and roll (Jesus Christ Superstar). You can change them endlessly, yet they remain unchanged.

The point too is that it’s the stories in the Bible we respond to. Great chunks of the Old Testament are given over to laws and lineages. (Leviticus helpfully reminds you to avoid having sex with your mother-in-law—as if you needed reminding—on pain of death. Some would argue that the crime is more terrifying than the punishment, but that’s another story.) Nobody has made a musical or a best-seller out of this material, not yet anyway.

Then there’s the fact that these stories speak not only to western audiences. My book The Flood has been favorably reviewed in Pakistan and India—hardly epicentres of Christian devotion—while foreign editions have appeared in places as far away as Japan and Russia. This is true for other Biblically-themed books: Anita Diamant’s The Red Tent has been translated into Japanese and Hebrew, along with 17 other languages. This suggests that these bold colorful stories, dealing as they do with the ultimate themes, are going to stick around for a while. For many readers, though admittedly not all, there is an appeal that taps some deep storytelling impulse. And as long as we keep responding to them, writers will keep turning to the Bible for inspiration. 

