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Course Description 
 
This course assists the student in developing, through reading and discussion of salient critical works, a 
distinctly Christian poetics: a set of principles grounded in theological understanding by which to 
analyze, interpret, and evaluate literary texts and the nature of literary language. 
 
Course Rationale 
 
Poetics attends to the nature and form of literary works, not merely the content. A literary work is an 
artifact created with words: as a people of the word and of the Word, Christians have a particular call to 
take dominion over words—their use, our understanding of them, and their implications for how we 
created and communicate meaning. Moreover, the ways in which we approach analyzing, interpreting, 
and evaluating literary texts has implications for how we analyze, interpret, and evaluate the Word of 
God and for how we apply that Word (and all written words) to our lives.  
  
Student Learning Outcomes 
 
Students who complete this course will be able to: 

 identify principles for literary art and literary excellence based on a theological and biblical 
understanding 

 identify questions, ambiguities, and problems in establishing a coherent set of principles of a 
Christian poetics 

 identify and articulate principles for a Christian poetics in the form of an academic paper 
supported by primary texts        

 
Required Textbooks 
 

 Classical Literary Criticism: Plato, Aristotle, Horace, Longinus. Penguin Classics, 2001. ISBN: 978 -
140446517 

 Guite, Malcolm. The Word Within the Words. Fortress Press, 2022.  ISBN: 978-1506484334 
 Postman, Neil. Amusing Ourselves to Death. New York: Penguin, 1985. ISBN: 978-0140094381 
 Ryken, Leland, ed. The Christian Imagination: The Practice of Faith in Literature and Writing. 

Shaw Books, 2002.  ISBN: 978-0877881230 
 Sidney's 'The Defence of Poesy' and Selected Renaissance Literary Criticism. Gavin Alexander, ed. 

Penguin, 2004. ISBN: 978-0141439389 
 Turley, Steve. Awakening Wonder: A Classical Guide to Truth, Goodness & Beauty. Classical 

Academic Press, 2015. ISBN: 978-1600512650 



 

Late Policy: No late work is accepted at any time except in the case of acceptably documented 
emergencies. 

 
Course Evaluation:   
 

10%—Attendance/Participation (in class) 
 
20% --Four daily quizzes on the reading assignment 
 
10%--Working thesis statement and outline for poetics paper 
 
60%---Poetics paper 
 

 

 

Grade Scale: 
 

97-100% A  
94-96% A 
91-93% B+  
88-90% B  
86-87% B 
83-85% C+  
80-82% C  
78-79% C- 
75-77% D+  
72-74% D  
70-71% D- 
0-69% F 

 
 
Poetics Paper 8-10 pp. (Due March 10) 
 
The study of poetics focuses on the rules that govern literature and that characterize literary excellence. 
By literature is meant the written works in which language is treated as an art form.  By identifying and 
formulating these governing rules or principles (based on your reading this semester) you will address 
the question "What makes literature good?"  A related, alternate question you might answer is “What 
makes good literature good?”   
 
This paper will set forth a Christian poetics based on any of the readings done over the course of the 
semester as well as your own secondary research (see list of recommended texts). The paper must 
identify principles for literary excellence, analyze and evaluate the literary criticism of some of the works 
covered in assigned readings, and demonstrate an understanding of the questions, ambiguities, and 
problems in establishing a coherent set of principles for literary criticism from a theological/biblical 
perspective. NOTE: The poetics must be applicable to all literature, not just certain genres.  
 
The paper should not be a summary of some or all of the books we have read. Nor are you expected to 
“reinvent the wheel.” The paper should be structured around principles YOU identify (they can be ones 
that come from sources - attributed as such, of course) and SUPPORTED by the reading we have done, 
as well as secondary sources that you locate in the process of your continued research.   



 

   
What should make your poetics paper specifically Christian is that it should reflect a biblical view of 
language, words, and art/literature. This means that you will need to refer to biblical principles and/or 
Christian doctrine. Beyond this, I expect that this will be your poetics.  The point of this paper is not to 
tell me what you think I want to hear, but for you to formulate for yourself a standard for evaluating 
literature that you think you will use and find useful both in your life and in your academic work. This 
doesn't mean your views might not change and develop over time, of course. This paper is just the 
beginning of thinking about an important question.  
 
Specifics: Use MLA or Turabian format; minimum of 7 sources cited (whether primary or secondary) 
 
Working Thesis Statement and Brief Outline (no longer than 1 page, preferably shorter) due: Feb. 20 
 
 
 
 
 

CLASS SCHEDULE: 
 

 
DATE  TO READ BEFORE CLASS  FOR IN-CLASS READING AND DISCUSSION  
 
 
MON 1/23 Awakening Wonder  The Christian Imagination 
    
 
TUES 1/24 Classical Literary Criticism  The Christian Imagination 
  (Note: The editor’s introduction  

is very helpful to read first.) 
 
WED 1/25 The Defence of Poesy  The Christian Imagination 
  (Note: This is the only work  

from this volume you need to read.) 
 
THU 1/26 Amusing Ourselves to Death The Christian Imagination  
      The Word within the Words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

MDiv* Student Learning Outcomes 
In order to measure the success of the MDiv curriculum, RTS has 
defined the following as the intended outcomes of the student 

learning process. Each course contributes to these overall 
outcomes. This rubric shows the contribution of this course to 

the MDiv outcomes.  
*As the MDiv is the core degree at RTS, the MDiv rubric will be used in this 
syllabus.   

Rubric 
 Strong 
 Moderate 
 Minimal 
 None 

Mini-Justification 

Articulation  
 (oral & 
written) 

Broadly understands and articulates 
knowledge, both oral and written, of 
essential biblical, theological, historical, 
and cultural/global information, including 
details, concepts, and frameworks. Also 
includes ability to preach and teach the 
meaning of Scripture to both heart and 
mind with clarity and enthusiasm. 

 
Strong 

Readings cover a broad spectrum of literary 
history. Discussion of texts and application of 
their ideas in the writing assignments are 
centered on biblical and theological 
understanding. 

Scripture  Significant knowledge of the original 
meaning of Scripture.  Also, the concepts 
for and skill to research further into the 
original meaning of Scripture and to apply 
Scripture to a variety of modern 
circumstances. (Includes appropriate use 
of original languages and hermeneutics; 
and integrates theological, historical, and 
cultural/global perspectives.) 

Moderate Readings include works by classical 
philosophers, Catholics, secularists, and 
Protestants. Students will need to weigh all of 
these ideas against scripture. 

Reformed 
Theology  

Significant knowledge of Reformed 
theology and practice, with emphasis on 
the Westminster Standards.   

Minimal Readings include works by classical 
philosophers, Catholics, secularists, and 
Protestants. Students will be encouraged to 
weigh these views against the distinctives of 
Reformed theology and practice. 

Sanctification  Demonstrates a love for the Triune God 
that aids the student’s sanctification. 

Moderate Readings in classical aesthetics and poetics 
require reflection on the classical 
transcendentals of truth, goodness, and 
beauty. These transcendentals reflect the 
nature of the Triune God and the nature of all 
universal, eternal truths as well as the power 
they have to assist in our ongoing 
sanctification aided by the Holy Spirit.  

Worldview   Burning desire to conform all of life to the 
Word of God. Includes ability to interact 
within a denominational context, within 
the broader worldwide church, and with 
significant public issues. 

Strong Poetics and aesthetics studied and articulated 
from a Christian worldview offer an 
outstanding examination and expression of 
conformity of all of life to the Word of God. 

Winsomely 
Reformed  

Embraces a winsomely Reformed ethos. 
(Includes an appropriate ecumenical spirit 
with other Christians, especially 
Evangelicals; a concern to present the 
Gospel in a God-honoring manner to non-
Christians; and a truth-in-love attitude in 
disagreements.) 

Strong Reading, understanding, and seriously 
considering the philosophies, poetics, and 
worldview of other thinkers and writers from 
a Christian understanding cultivates an 
ecumenical spirit that loves and pursues truth 
wherever it might be found. 

Pastoral 
Ministry 

Ability to minister the Word of God to 
hearts and lives of both churched and 
unchurched, to include preaching, 
teaching, leading in worship, leading and 
shepherding the local congregation, aiding 
in spiritual maturity, concern for non-
Christians. 

Minimal  This course will certainly assist any sort of 
ministry, including pastoral, indirectly as it 
expands reading of those of other 
beliefs/worldviews and weighs these with 
maturity and biblical wisdom that will not 
only inform the students but form them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Christian Poetics: Select Bibliography 
 
Aristotle. Poetics. W. W. Norton, 1982. 
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King, Jonathan. The Beauty of the Lord: Theology as Aesthetics. Lexham, 2018. 
Lewis, C. S. An Experiment in Criticism. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1961.  
Maritain, Jacques. Art and Scholasticism. Cluny Media, 2016.  
Milton, John. Areopagitica. Adamant Media, 2000. 
O’Connor, Flannery. Mystery and Manners. New York: Noonday Press, 1993.  
Postman, Neil. Amusing Ourselves to Death. New York: Penguin, 1985.  
Rookmaaker, H. R. Modern Art and the Death of a Culture. Crossway, 1994. 
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Schaeffer, Francis. Art and the Bible: Two Essays. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973.  
Scruton, Roger. Beauty. London: Oxford, 2009.  
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