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The essays in this volume have emerged out of ongoing discussions in
multiple SBL meetings and the volume does not reflect one consistent
perspective but, thankfully, allows diverse insights and perspectives to
come together to serve as fruitful conversation partners with the reader.
The three recurring questions in the volume are: How is the child reader
taught to identify the other? What models are offered of ways to engage
with the other? And, how is the issue of the other as potential enemy
dealt with? (3). After a helpful introduction by the editors, there are
three main parts: “Identifying the Strange Other,” “Learning How to
Deal with the Other,” and “Destroying the Other,” followed by a set of
responses.

The essays and authors are as follows: Part I, “Identifying the Strange
Other,” includes “Inside Out: The Othered Child in the Bible for Children,”
by Laurel Koepf; “‘All God’s Children’: Authority Figures, Places
of Learning, and Society as the Other in Creationist Children’s Bibles,”
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by Jaqueline S. du Toit; “Looking into the Lions’ Den: Otherness, Ideology,
and [llustration in Children’s Versions of Daniel 6,” by Hugh S. Pyper; “The
Other in South African Children’s Bibles: Politics and (Biblical) Systems of
Othering,” by Jeremy Punt; “Veggies, Women, and Other Strangers in
Children’s Bible DVDs: Toward the Creation of Feminist Bible Films,” by
Susanne Scholz.

Part II, “Learning How to Deal with the Other,” includes “No Greater
Love: Jonathan and his Friendship with David in Text, Tradition, and
Contemporary Children’s Literature,” by Cynthia M. Rogers and Danna
Nolan Fewell; “The Word Became Visual Text: The Boy Jesus in Children’s
Bibles,” by Melody Briggs; “Depiction of the Devil and the Education of
Chinese Children: The Bible in the Taiping Trimetrical Classic,” by Archie
Chi Chung Lee; “Conflating Creation, Combining Christmas, and
Ostracizing the Other,” by Mark Roncace.

Part III, “Destroying the Other,” includes “‘The Water’s Round My
Shoulders, and I’'m—GLUG! GLUG! GLUG!’: God’s Destruction of
Humanity in the Flood Story for Children,” by Emma England; “Samson’s
Suicide and the Death of Three Thousand Others in Children’s Bible Stories
through Two Centuries,” by David M. Gunn; “Translating the Bible into
Pictures,” by Rubén R. Dupertuis; “Samson’s Hair and Delilah’s Despair:
Reanimating Judges 16 for Children,” by Caroline Vander Stichele.

The final responses are “Children’s Bibles Hot and Cold,” by Timothy
Beal; “The Otherness of Children’s Bibles in Historical Perspective,” by
Ruth B. Bottigheimer; “What Does a Child Want? Reflections on Children’s
Bible Stories,” by J. Cheryl Exum.

The volume is too rich in interesting ideas to summarize adequately here
but some of its key questions and points may be summarized. A key obser-
vation points to the “assimilation of biblical narratives and characters to the
pedagogical interests of the culture that produces children’s versions” (5).
Over and over again the reader is (quite helpfully) reminded that many
aspects of children’s Bibles (or Bible storybooks) reflect elements of inter-
est to (and are sensitive to the agendas of) the adults who purchase the
books rather than the children for whom they are purchased. Koepf suggests
that “when the adult creators of Bibles for children remove difficulties from
the text, they protect their own alleged omnipotence and underestimate chil-
dren’s ability to process complexity, denying children a potential mirror of
their most trying experiences and emotions” (15). Furthermore, “authorial
decisions to leave out graphic and unpleasant details or to present each nar-
rative as a clear-cut moral lesson so as to protect children play a vital role in
creating and affirming widespread assumptions that the Bible is a moral,
straightforward and didactic text” (16).
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It is suggested that a “nostalgic idealization of a mythic childhood is
particularly prominent in Bibles for children, in which the assumedly inno-
cent child is protected from morally complex passages in the Bible and the
assumed moral and structural simplicity of the Bible is protected from chil-
dren’s capacity to perceive its true complexity” (17). Koepf also points out
that “the choices authors and illustrators make regarding the inclusion and
presentation of child characters communicate their assumptions about chil-
dren and childhood” (18).

Thus it becomes significant to note whether children are portrayed as
active or passive characters, and ways in which “good” children or “our”
children are portrayed differently from other children. Which characters
look like “us” (interesting how many blonde characters show up in some
children’s material) and which look like “other people.” And then there is
the occasional disturbing case where a young woman “is portrayed as a
‘servant’ by way of significantly darker coloring than that of her mistress”
in an illustration which also seems to suggest “that nothing bad can happen
to white children” while (in contrast) the original text may be suggesting
“that being small and unimportant is sometimes better than being big and
powerful” (23).

Throughout the book very important questions are raised (and answered
with respect to particular Bibles and books). Does this Bible/storybook min-
imize or delete references to violence against children? Does it trivialize the
suffering of children or adults? Does it alter the story to make it less offen-
sive to modern sensibilities? Are important narrative elements removed in
order to focus on the desired moral (but leaving it without suspense or any
tension)? Are ambiguities removed or moral complexities oversimplified?
Do images used for characters in these books suggest that we can discern
the spiritual or moral qualities of people by their hairstyles, skin tone, facial
features, or posture? Do presentations minimize, maximize, omit, or exoti-
cize the presence of children, women, or others? What stereotypes, if any,
are being established or reinforced in the way these stories are being retold?
Are the children reading these books (or having these books read to them)
subtly being taught to consider certain kinds of people as “others”?

It is pointed out that for many adults, their reading of Bible stories to
their children (or to other people’s children) may constitute their most
extended exposure to the Bible, so that they also may go through much of
life with a perception of the Bible based on the ideologically simplified ver-
sion they encountered in a Bible for children.

Using Marshall McLuhan’s distinction between “hot” and “cold” media,
and referencing other contributors to this volume, Timothy Beal provides a
concise summary of the main results of the volume:
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With very few exceptions, children’s Bibles are hottings-up of the biblical,
revising and filling in both literary and visual data in such a way as to remove
ambiguities, tensions and gaps that otherwise leave biblical texts cool and invite
participation from their young audiences. In the process, they “reduce the text
to a social or educational tool” (Briggs) and “reify contemporary values and
morals” (Dupertius). (316)

This is an important collection of essays that should be consulted not
only by all those interested in children’s Bibles and Bible picture books,
but also by all those interested in what happens when biblical texts are
“translated” or adapted to other kinds of media.



