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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

Faith in Fiction:  World Faiths

Here is an invitation to enter hidden worlds:  the inner lives of Islamic, Jewish, Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist individuals and families who struggle to find and keep their faith in a changing world.  Readers will find themselves inside communities far from the tourist pathways and often closed to outsiders – and they will discover the struggles and yearnings of some of the most marginalized members of those communities.

Enter an Egypt far from the beaten path in the stories of Islamic women’s personal isolation, punctuated by the call of the mosque five times each day.  Follow an African American family from the rural South of the early twentieth century to a 1930s Harlem church, where a young man embraces his identity and his legacy.  Visit a small village in India, where a young woman grows into old age, flourishing in faith despite drought, disease and the incomprehensible losses inflicted by the industrialization of Asia.  Journey to Burma at World War II’s end, where a Japanese soldier finds his way as Buddhist priest committed to honor Japan’s losses.  Witness an Orthodox Jewish girl in New York make the bittersweet passage from a secret fan of romance novels to a woman courageous enough to chart her own course.

While these novels circle the globe and permeate the minds and hearts of their characters, they also bring us home to a greater understanding of what gives us faith, how that faith is tested and transformed, and what common fears and desires, challenges and breakthroughs link us in the human family.

Distant View of a Minaret and Other Stories by Alifa Rifaat (1983, Islam)
Western readers have had little access to the religious world of Islamic women, who rise with the muezzin’s call and are summoned again to prayer five times daily.  In Alifa Rafaat’s vivid and brief stories, we meet a middle-aged Egyptian woman at the moment of her husband’s death, and a blind old woman lamenting “my life and my youth that have come and gone without my knowing how to live them really and truly as a woman.”  We encounter a young woman asking herself “how it would be possible for her to find the strength not to open the door” to her abusive and irresponsible husband.  Alifa Rifaat’s stories reveal the private longing and strength of Islamic women.  Her translator, Denys Johnson-Davies, writes, “More convincingly than any other woman writing in Arabic today, Alifa Rifaat, an Egyptian in her early fifties, lifts the veil on what it means to be a woman living within a traditional Muslim society.”  She also lifts the veil on how many Islamic women covertly revolt against traditions that silence and bind them.  116 pp.

Go Tell It on the Mountain by James Baldwin (1952, Christianity)

James Baldwin’s first novel and masterpiece, Go Tell It On the Mountain, chronicles an African-American boy’s awakening into manhood, family legacy, and faith.  Fourteen-year-old John engages in a spiritual and moral struggle to invent himself as a man in an America of old racism and new freedom.  While the action of the book spans but a day, the story told spans decades of change and survival.  In this book, Baldwin brings alive Harlem, the African American church, and life for thousands who started in the rural South and ended in  northern ghettos.  In John’s struggles for goodness, wholeness, and a sense of himself, we come to understand his recently-urbanized community when it saw itself as a stranger in a strange land.  “Behind them was the darkness,” Baldwin writes, “nothing but the darkness, and all around them destruction, and before them nothing but the fire – a bastard people, far from God, singing and crying in the wilderness!”  221 pp.

Harp of Burma by Michio Takeyama (1966, Buddhism)
This poignant and whimsical tale speaks of war and peace, community and individuality – and most of all, of spiritual awakening – from a Buddhist and Asian perspective.  Takeyama tells the story of Japanese soldiers caught in Burma at the very end of World War II.  In particular, it is the story of Mizushima, the company’s harpist, who kept the men’s spirit alive during moments of doubt and uncertainty.  When Japan surrenders, Mizushima is sent on a dangerous mission to convince fellow Japanese troops to lay down their arms.  In a startling turn of events, he escapes death with the help of a Burmese Buddhist monk.  His journey back to his company, disguised as a Buddist holy man, educates him so thoroughly about war and the peaceful ways of Buddhism that Mizushima’s own life is                                                    transformed.  “How can we truly be saved?  And how can we help to save others?”  Mizushima asks his comrades after his conversion.  Both questions resound long after the book is finished.  132 pp.

Nectar in a Sieve by Kamala Markandaya (1954, Hinduism)
This saga of a woman’s life also tells the story of her enduring faith in the face of life’s unpredictable difficulties and tragedies.  Rukmani, a simple peasant woman, marries young and slightly beneath her class to find a husband she deeply treasures.  Together, they work the land, grow a family, and take pride in the fruits of their labors.  But the traditional rural world around them is changing beyond their control.  They lose a daughter to prostitution, crops to bad weather, and sons – the future of their farm – to factory jobs.  Rukmani survives, however, and perseveres in the faith that her life is in God’s hands; she finds strength, not in crying out against her misfortunes, but by bearing fate’s blows with patience and dignity.  As one commentator writes of this book, “Life’s nectar, tantalizingly sweet, slips inevitably through the sieve of maya and is gone.  Who can say where it will be tasted again?”  189 pp.

The Romance Reader by Pearl Abraham (1995, Judaism)
Hypnotic, affecting, fascinating, compelling, and immensely charming:  these are the descriptions from a host of critics who praise Abraham’s coming-of-age novel of a young girl growing up cloistered in an ultra-Orthodox Jewish community.  Rachel resists walking in her mother’s footsteps as she critically examines her own yearnings and the rigid roles defined for Hasidic women.  As she enters adulthood, she begins to see that the life ahead of her consists of helping at home and then submitting to an arranged marriage.  The small but telling rules of ultra-Orthodox womanhood include shaving off her hair, wearing long sleeves and tights, and giving up reading books in English.  We watch her struggle with her family and the traditions of her isolated community, and entertain the lure of the lonely – yet more liberated – world beyond.  We witness how Rachel, who longs for a life of thought, a life of sensual connections, a life of her own heart, makes her own path.  At the end of her journey, she asks, “I wonder how high I will get before I fall?”  296 pp.
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