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A Lesson in Living


Janet Fitch, author of White Oleander, a novel featured in Oprah's Book Club, commented: “I think that Oprah is on a mission to improve the lives of the average American in various ways. And one of them is to bring literature to people who would normally not be quite as demanding in their reading tastes, to show them that writing can be more than just entertainment. That it can change people, it can make us more human” (qtd. in Denith & Hamment 215). What Fitch is discussing here is Oprah's approach to literature as a healing experience. Through reading, it is possible to identify with characters' struggles with suffering and thus experience some type of salvation. Her conception of self-improvement is not so different from those found in religion; however, it is debatable whether or not this personal redemption is applicable to society as a whole. If personal growth is an indication of salvation for the individual, then social change must be the equivalent for society. What stimulates social change? Can society find salvation through this type of reading? Oprah's notion of reading as therapy is parallel to the role of religion in culture; however, to elicit any true salvation for society as a whole, a more knowledge based, serious reading is also necessary as demonstrated by Ernest Gaines novel A Lesson Before Dying. 


	Grant, the main character the novel, explains that each culture and society has its own heroes which it clings to as a symbol of motivation and hope. The American black community's hero in the 1920's and 30's was Joe Louis. He was an image of accomplishment when the African American population had so few. When he was defeated by Schmeling, Grant explains, “To be caught laughing for any reason seemed like a sin... What else in the world was there to be proud of, if Joe had lost?” (88). The community was in agony over the outcome of the match. When they met again, the black population wondered, “Could God let it happen again? Would He let it happen again?” (88). When people face hardships, they turn to the supernatural to try to understanding their pain. Eva Illouz's article “Oprah Winfrey and the Glamour of Misery: An Essay on Popular Culture” proposes that Oprah's Book Club functions in the same way: “She preforms what, according to Max Weber and Clifford Geertz, is one of the most basic and profound functions of religion, namely, to account for unexplained suffering”(114). When all seems hopeless, it is possibly to read one of the novels in Oprah's Book Club and feel inspired by the triumphs of the characters. These identifiable personalities become the readers own personal “Joe Louis”. The hope a reader finds in these heroes, despite personal suffering, is relatable to the faith that a devoted religious follower has in heaven.


	If therapeutic reading can be viewed as a type of religion, Oprah is most certainly its minister. She shares many common qualities with Reverend Ambrose. First, neither attended formal schooling for the tasks they claim to have master. The Reverend did not attend theological school, and Oprah has had no academic training in literature, yet both are regarded as experts on their subjects. They each have a large, devoting following. The Reverend identifies his main goal as saving souls. Though Oprah does not state this as her aim, she does have a “Heal Your Soul” section on her website. One of their most salient similarities is their willingness to lie in order to make an impact. The Reverend tries to get Grant to lie to Jefferson and tell him he believes in heaven. When Grant refuses Ambrose retorts: “That's why you look down on me, because you know I lie...to relieve pain. 'Cause reading, writing and 'rithmetic is not enough” (218). One of the greatest controversies about Oprah is that she is willing to exaggerate her past in order to better relate to her viewers. She prioritizes her ability to relate to people and impact their lives above honest knowledge. In this way, she is perfectly comparable to the character of Ambrose. 


	Religion merely explains suffering. It teaches followers how to endure whereas true knowledge causes people to challenge the inflictor. As a result, in the novel, education is believed to be more dangerous than religion. The white men do not mind when a black man is religious; however, Henri Pichot does not like Grant because he is educated. The white men have no problem with the Reverend going to visit Jefferson in the jail, but they have reservations about the teacher going to visit him. They keep commenting that any sign of trouble, and the visits must stop. They frequently ask Grant whether or not he is making any progress and almost seem afraid that he is. This comes down to one fundamental difference between religion and education: religion stresses obedience and regurgitation whereas the purist of knowledge is based on questioning. When Grant reminisces about his old teacher he comments, “And when he saw I wanted to learn he hated me even more than he did the others, because I challenged him when the others did not” (63). In this sense, knowledge is something to be feared. This is clearly demonstrated in the scene where the superintendent comes to visit the school. He asks the children to recite Bible verses and never bothers to ask real facts. He wants to feign the appearance of education but not really teach the children enough to challenge him. When Grant tries address a deeper issue by bring up the injustice of the secondhand textbooks, the superintendent flees. Religion is just a matter of regurgitation, and so, it is safe and predictable. On the other hand, knowledge causes problematic questioning about the composition of society. This is comparable to Oprah's formulation of therapeutic reading. As stated earlier, her style of reading explains the suffering reader is going through and allows them to use the characters to endure his or her pain; however, it does not challenge the societal structure that creates this pain. According to Roberta Hammet's and Audry Denith's article “Some Lessons Before Dying: Gender, Morality and the Missing Critical Discourse in Oprah's Book Club”, “Winfrey did not take advantage of the opportunities to encourage critical discourse that might have promoted a greater understanding of the nature of race, culture, identity, and class in our society” (208). Oprah even goes so far as to supply her readers with guided questions. She spoon-feeds them so they come to the exact same conclusions she has. Readers find only the morals she wants them to find. Though it is possible this type of reading provides personal salvation to the readers, it does not cause them to ask questions that would make any lasting changes to the injustices of society. 


	Another function of religion is to propose a type of moral code. When a devout person finds an event in his or her life in violation with this ethical code, it evokes guilt. This guilt can manifest as sympathy. Oprah's concept of emotional reading as healing can have a similar outcome. In the article “Oprah's Book Club and the Politics of Cross-Racial Empathy” by Kimberly Davis, the conception that reading about the pain of others can “elicit radically destabilizing empathy among white audiences, an emotional experience that could encourage anti-racist coalitions by fostering a self-reflective alienation from white privilege” (142), is proposed; however, in both religion and reading, merely noticing this pain or even feeling sympathy for the victims of this suffering does not cause transformation. For example, in the novel, the whites choose not to have Jefferson's execution during Lent. Lent is a time of self-reflection on sins and preparation for the kingdom of Heaven. Putting Jefferson's execution in this time of religious focus would be too difficult for the townspeople to handle. The guilt and negative emotion would be too overwhelming. Though they recognize this and experience these feelings, it does not motivate them to make any significant change. A second example of religion breeding this sympathetic feeling is when Miss Emma wants to be able to visit Jefferson is a day room. She goes to see the Sheriff's wife and asks her to talk to her husband. When the wife originally seems hesitant, Miss Emma falls to her knees and begs to God. This intense display of religion forces the Sheriff's wife to experience guilt and sympathy. Based on this emotional connection to Miss Emma, she is stirred to act. Her husband allows Jefferson to go into the day room; however, he is only allowed to go in shackles. On the surface, this may seem more appealing: “'Don't it look nice? Ain't this much better?' My aunt and Reverend Ambrose agreed that it looked nice and it was much better than the cell” (136).  It appears that Miss Emma's religious display touched the wife of the Sheriff and thus bettered inequality; however a deeper analysis contradicts this. Jefferson may have escaped his cell but only to be put in chains. He is not free. This it is simply a more attractive type of injustice. The evocation of religion is effective in exacting this type of sympathy, which in some cases can cause small-scale, specific change; however, it fails at achieving a salvation for society. This is parallel to Oprah's readers' experiences. While reading these books may allow them to temporarily sympathize with the oppressed and even change the way they treat the marginalized, “Oprah's Book Club does not... encourage readers to act together to bring about systemic change” (Denith & Hamment 218). Broader social change needs more than just guilt or sympathy brought on by religion or therapeutic reading to manifest. Achieving true freedom requires something greater. 


	Religion alone is not enough to elicit social change or salvation for society. As seen, it can lead to a continuation of oppression when people choose not to challenge their understanding of suffering. Merely regurgitating information without thinking about the meaning behind it is not effective in exacting reform nor is sympathy or action based solely on guilt. Knowledge as a means for the salvation of society, however, is also a flawed concept. The book demonstrates several of the failings of a knowledge only approach. Education allows victims to question the cause of their suffering in a way that religion cannot, but this challenging can bring about rage when the absurdity of injustice is realized. For example, when Grant hears the men in the bar talking poorly about Jefferson, he becomes very angry. He attacks the men and has to be rescued by Vivian. She keeps asking him if he can get to his feet as he is sprawled across the ground. Grant replies: “Damn it, I can stand up” (203). He attempts to stand up against unfairness; however, his animosity based approach leads him to failure. Anger based on the knowledge of injustice is not enough: “Rage is central to radical action, but anger is difficult to sustain over time, and political movements would quickly burn out without reserves of hope” (Davis 146). The only time in the entire novel where Grant offers to pray is with Vivian after his display of violence. True change is fueled both by this rage caused by knowledge of injustice and by the hope found in religion. Knowledge alone is not effective in touching lives. The most educated woman in the world could be in an abusive relationship and refuse to leave her husband until she reads Black and Blue. The relation with the character she finds in the therapeutic reading may give her the power to act. Reverend Ambrose tells Grant, “You are far from being educated. You learned your reading, writing, and 'rithmetic, but you don't know nothing. You don't even know yourself” (215). Grant recognizes the unfairness of society and is angered by it, but he does not have the hope that motivates social change. A simply factual reading of a text will focus on the inequity proposed within the pages, but without this therapeutic, emotional connection to the characters, it is unlikely that the reader will be moved to liberate society of such wrongs.


	At first glance, religion seems to be incompatible with education in the novel. For example, Grant stops going to church when he goes to the university. The Reverend strongly opposes the radio that Grant buys for Jefferson because he believes it is a box of sin since it provides information and songs outside of those endorsed by the church. Grant and the Reverend constantly seem to be at odds; however, religion and knowledge are continuously connected throughout the novel. A closer examination reveals how important it is for the two elements to be combined. The schoolhouse itself doubles as a church. Grant's podium is the pulpit. In this sense, the novel presents religion and knowledge as an inseparable entity. Later in the novel, Vivian describes Grant's room as pastoral. He, the educator, is again paired with the church. Throughout the novel, there is a constant repetition that Grant and the Reverend must work together for the salvation of Jefferson, and it is when Grant asks Jefferson to speak with Reverend Ambrose that readers really begin to see a breakthrough in the relationship between Grant and Jefferson. In the conclusion of the novel, Grant explains, “I'm not great, I'm not even a teacher... You have to believe to be a teacher” (254). It becomes clear than for true salvation to occur, religion and knowledge must intertwine. This becomes particularly obvious when examining specific characters in the novel.


 	Vivian, Tante Lou, and Miss Emma all seem to recognize that both religion and knowledge are necessary for salvation. Vivian is an intellectual who still has faith in god, Tante Lou is devout but worked hard to send Grant to school, and Miss Emma unfailing insists that the teacher and the Reverend work together to improve Jefferson. They are the driving force behind the plot, uniting Grant and Ambrose. The only male character in the novel who successfully combines both knowledge and faith has the greatest affect on society. Jefferson is clearly aligned with Christ. He is innocently condemned to death. He must silently and strongly suffer so as to impact others. He even dies on the same day of the week as Jesus, at relatively the same time of day. Grant explains to Jefferson that he must die with dignity, not for his own salvation, but for the salvation of his people: “I have always done what they wanted me to do, teach reading, writing, and arithmetic. Nothing else— nothing about dignity, nothing about identity, nothing about living and caring. They never thought we were capable of learning these things... the last thing they ever want is to see a black man stand, and think, and show that common humanity that is in all of us” (192). Jefferson's response comes much later in the novel: “Me to take the cross. Your cross, Nanan's cross, my own cross. Me, Mr. Wiggins. This old stumbling nigger” (224). By combining both knowledge and religion he is able to break the unending cycle of black men that is so frequently mentioned in the novel. Solely an educated black man is little threat. An African American with religious values does not phase white society; however the combination of these two elements is indestructible. Even in his death, Jefferson elicits change from those around him.  He finds not only his own redemption but salvation for all of his people. 


	Most of the white characters in the novel either try to tune out and ignore the mistreatment of the blacks or else are downright condescending. There are momentary displays of sympathy brought on by religious guilt, but these instances are fleeting. Everyone knows that Jefferson is not guilty, but since he is black, he must die regardless. The whites hurry out of the streets so as not to have to witness the execution and sleep soundly at night because being black means one is a hog. In their eyes, it makes a person less the human; however, Jefferson's sacrifice inspired real, lasting change, especially in the character of Paul. Paul is the white deputy who was looking after Jefferson in jail. He, interestingly enough, shares a name with the Apostle Paul who wrote a good section of the New Testament. The role of Deputy Paul is similar to the historical role of Apostle Paul.  After witnessing the miracle of Jefferson, he is changed. Paul says, “Allow me to be your friend, Grant Wiggins. I don't ever want to forget this day. I don't ever want to forget him” (255). The death of Jefferson has inspired societal reform. A white man is sincerely reaching out to a black man as equals which was an unprecedented experience for Grant. 


A Lesson Before Dying indicates that knowledge alone is not enough to stimulate social change and neither is religion. Grant explains that Jefferson is greater than he or Ambrose because he combines these two elements. This is where society should put its faith. Only when these two are intertwined can there be true salvation. Oprah's way of reading based solely on emotional reaction represents only the religion potion of this pairing. It is not enough to really make an impact or find salvation for society. While the therapeutic reading style may redeem the individual, it falls short of encouraging widespread social reform. If she marries this therapeutic type of reading to a more in depth, serious conversation, her book club could have a large-scale social impact.








