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Although conceding that it “has not yet reached the 
vanishing point,” Michael Taylor, in his volume on Shakespeare 
Criticism in the Twentieth Century (Oxford UP, 2001) opined that 
“religious, mythic, and archetypal criticism of Shakespeare now 
languishes on the sidelines” (Taylor 214). However, given the 
energetic attention paid recently to the Catholic aspects of 
Shakespeare’s work and life, there seems little likelihood of 
religious criticism—whether of a literary or biographical stripe—
reaching a “vanishing point” where that dramatist is concerned. 
And, as the publication of this impressive Oxford handbook 
suggests, an interest in religion and literature is thriving in areas 
beyond the Renaissance as well. The editors have assembled a 
broad collection of essays which survey contemporary interest in 
the interface of these two disciplines, and the prognosis for 
continued interest in “religion and literature” looks healthy. 

Fifty essays address a variety of topics in five main 
categories: “The Formation of Tradition”, “Literary Ways of Reading 
the Bible”, “Theological Ways of Reading Literature”, “Theology as 
Literature”, “The Great Themes, and an Afterword on The Future of 
English Literature and Theology.” The essays in these sections 
employ a variety of approaches, emphasizing literary history, 
biblical genre, authorial background and biography, and thematic 
issues. As Elizabeth Jay points out in the opening chapter, “there 
is as yet no unified field of interdisciplinary methodology” and the 
terms “English literature” and “theology” themselves remain 
contested labels (Jay 3-4). The resulting mixture of varying 
approaches, however, is more fruitful than bewildering. 
Canvassing all of English literature is a daunting task, and some 
authors (e.g., Swift, Tennyson, Chesterton, Graham Greene) 
inevitably receive less attention than one might wish, yet a wide 
array of figures from Langland to Blake to Auden is addressed; 
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coverage of post-World War II authors is somewhat less thorough. 
Each essay ends with a list of works cited and titles for further 
reading; a general index and index of biblical citations are also 
provided. 

Renaissance specialists will find a number of chapters to 
attract them. Lynn Long examines “Vernacular Bibles and Prayer 
Books” and Brian Cummings surveys “The Protestant and Catholic 
Reformations” as part of the “Formation of Tradition.” Within 
“Theological Ways of Reading Literature” Thomas Healy’s essay on 
“Shakespeare and Marlowe” stresses that our theological 
understanding of these authors is complicated by our lack of 
guiding biographical data; the fact that these were primarily 
secular, not religious, writers; and that we are confronted with 
language to be performed, not merely read, marked, and inwardly 
digested. Where Herbert and Donne are concerned, Helen Wilcox 
finds it impossible not to read them theologically. For 
contemporary readers who might wish to divorce theology from 
their experience of this poetry, “even an apparently non-religious 
interpretation of these works will also inevitably involve an 
encounter with some of the central concerns of theology” (Wilcox 
406). In the section on “Theology as Literature,” Donald Gray 
describes the ways in which Cranmer crafted the collects of the 
Prayer Book to combine epigrammatic beauty with notably 
Lutheran theological emphases. Surveying the work of John 
Bunyan, Robert Collmer calls attention to the links between 
Bunyan’s own life of faith and the theological intent of his works. 

Most provocative is Michael Lieb’s essay on Milton 
contending that attempts to gloss Paradise Lost, Paradise 
Regained, and Samson Agonistes according to De Doctrina 
Christiana, or indeed any other systematic theology, will fail to 
acknowledge that Milton’s is a poetic theology concerned ultimately 
with the numinous nature of the divine rather than with a neatly 
explicable set of doctrinal assertions. Leib contends that “the best 
way to read Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained theologically is to 
hold as suspect any interpretation determined to demonstrate that 
the epic is the ‘versified’ product of one or more schools of 
doctrinal thought” (Lieb 422). 

Renaissance authors figure noticeably throughout part six 
(“The Great Themes”) in chapters focusing on such topics as “Evil 
and the God of Love,” “Pastoral Tradition in Religious Poetry,” and 
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“The Passion Story in Literature.” Pamela Sue Anderson’s chapter 
on “Feminism and Patriarchy” comments interestingly (though in a 
footnote) on Christine de Pizan, and Anderson briefly notes that 
Margery Kemp and Margaret Cavendish cannot be “identified as 
explicitly feminist” because they “consistently and 
unselfconsciously [submit their] ideas to structures of male 
authority” (Anderson 818). We miss here any consideration of 
Emilia Lanyer, who might challenge the implications of this view 
for early modern women writers (though she is briefly mentioned in 
Lynn Long’s essay [Long 72-3]). 

Despite its varying emphases, inevitable in such an 
ambitious survey, this handbook offers a valuable resource which 
both students and specialists will find helpful. 

As Andrew Hass points out in his Afterword, the future 
interaction of religion and literature will only be enriched by the 
“post-secularity, globalization, culturality, and interdisciplinarity” 
(Hass 841) he sees as inevitable in increasingly sophisticated, 
computerized cultures:  

 
Within such cyber-democracy, literature and religion 
will continue to merge as a joint steering mechanism, 
particularly when the ‘demos’ encounter the obstacles 
of authoritarian and fundamentalist regimes by which 
‘religion’ is dogmatically predetermined, and ‘literature’ 
is canonically enclosed or theocratically censured. 
(Hass 846). 
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