
Bible-plus-classics reading plan 
 
This document has some general info, followed by a session-by-session syllabus that tells you 
what to read each week, along with some questions for discussion. 

Group vision 
The idea is to have a reading group where we’ll discuss excerpts from the Bible and other great 
classic texts. It’s a bit like a Bible study, but it’s not just for religious people – beliefs not 
required! It’s also a bit like a book club, although we’ll be more structured and sequential with 
our selections. 
 
A major audience I have in mind is atheists and agnostics who are curious about the Bible, 
whether it’s for reasons of cultural literacy, or to find some meaning in it. Believers and 
ex-believers are welcome too, from all denominations or none. Part of our aim is to share 
different ideas about what the Holy Bible means across our heterogenous community, and see if 
we can build a shared map of the text. 
  
Each session will pair some Bible passages with readings from the wider Western canon. 
The non-biblical readings will vary between scholarship, fiction, philosophy, and poetry, with a 
smattering of other media such as music, video, and visual art. 

Session structure and time commitment 
The sessions will be fairly informal, and you can come or skip as you please, although Bible 
beginners will benefit from continuous attendance at the start. Starting out, we’ll meet once 
every 2 weeks. 
 
Each session will run for about 2 hours, with a short break near the middle. The bulk of the 
time will be a group discussion. The first few sessions will also include short background 
lectures, and generally, we’ll do a spoken reading of some of the Bible passages. 
 
Each session will demand about 60-90 minutes of assigned reading upfront, with the major 
passages for discussion highlighted, in case you find yourself strapped for time. You will also be 
asked to do about an hour of follow-up readings and exercises afterward, at least for the 
intro sessions. 

 



Intro series: An intro to the Bible and its echoes 
 
The first five sessions are a ground-up introduction to the Bible. What’s in the Bible? How 
is it structured? How to read it? 
 
We’ll also get a taste of authors like Rene Girard, T.S. Eliot, Albert Camus, W.B. Yeats, and 
William Shakespeare. During our intro series, these non-biblical readings will often play a more 
supporting role; later, the outside classics will be treated more equally, sometimes taking center 
stage. 
 
Although this is all beginner-friendly, I’m hoping that some knowledgeable people will show 
up to the intro sessions from whatever religious and/or scholarly background, to supplement 
my layman’s understanding. 

Required materials 
 
I strongly recommend you own a physical Bible that you can leaf through. It’s a tactile 
experience. We will mainly use the King James Version (KJV) in our materials and discussions.1 
 
You will also need to locate or borrow a copy of I See Satan Fall Like Lightning by René 
Girard (2001), and it might make sense to just buy it. Of our non-biblical texts for the intro 
series, this short book is the main one still under copyright, and we’ll be using it twice: in 
Session 1, and again in Session 5. 
 
The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus (1942) is also under copyright, but pdf translations are 
widely available that will cover our excerpts. It is therefore less important to purchase that one, 
unless you anticipate wanting to read the rest on your own. 

Series outline 
 
Here’s a brief synopsis. See individual session descriptions below for full detail, including the 
exact selections we’ll read from each book or source. 
 
Session 1: Teachings 

-​ Exodus (OT Torah) 
-​ Luke (NT Gospel) 
-​ Girard (Comparative mythology) 

 

1 This classic translation is apropos because we will often take a literary perspective, and because we are 
curious about the Bible’s resonance throughout history. You’re welcome to do the readings in whatever 
version you please, and to bring your edition along to the sessions for comparison. 

https://www.amazon.com/See-Satan-Fall-Like-Lightning/dp/1570753199


Session 2: Stories 
-​ 1,2 Samuel (OT History) 
-​ Acts (NT) 
-​ Cohen, Eliot (Modern song and poem) 

 
Session 3: Meaning 

-​ Ecclesiastes (OT Wisdom Literature) 
-​ Romans (NT Epistles) 
-​ Camus (Continental philosophy) 

 
Session 4: Apocalypse, then and now 

-​ Isaiah (OT Prophets) 
-​ Revelation (NT) 
-​ Agnus Dei (liturgical music) 
-​ Butler (modern scientific apocalypticism) 

 
Session 5: Sacrifice and mercy 

-​ Joseph story (OT Genesis) 
-​ Gospels / letters - various TBD (NT) 
-​ Girard again, later chapters 
-​ The Merchant of Venice (Shakespeare “comedy”) 

 

 



Session 1: Teachings 
Exodus (OT Torah) | Luke (NT Gospel) | Girard (Comparative mythology) 
 
Here in our first meetup, we’ll introduce an 8-part model of the Bible, which will help us structure 
these introductory sessions. We’ll be asking: What is the Bible? How do different people relate 
to it? What do we want this “Bible-plus-classics reading group” series to look like? 
 
We’ll introduce the Old and New Testaments, subdividing each into four parts. We’ll consider 
some fraught questions about how Christians repurpose the Hebrew Bible into what they call 
the “Old Testament”. 
 
In each testament, we’ll zoom in on an early chapter. We will meet Moses the lawgiver and 
Jesus the teacher, and we’ll see them in action. We’ll discuss how we should grapple with these 
verses today. 
 
We’ll also consider what a 20th-century scholar named René Girard had to say about these 
passages, and how he used Bible analysis to develop his own ideas about “mimesis”. 

Texts 
 
Read these beforehand. The ‘*’ indicates a principal text for our discussion. 
 
The full reading should take you about an hour, or perhaps a bit more. 

Exodus 
 
Exodus is the second book of the Torah and of the OT. It tells the story of Moses, who leads the 
Israelites out of servitude in Egypt towards the “promised land”. Along the journey, Moses 
receives God’s law directly from the source Himself, and he transmits it to the people. 
 

-​ Exodus 3 (Burning bush) 
-​ “Exodus 3” is a shorthand that means “Book of Exodus, Chapter 3”. 

-​ Exodus 4:1-5 
-​ Shorthand that means, “Exodus, Chapter 4, verses 1 through 5”. We’re 

continuing on into the next chapter. 
-​ The chapter divisions of the Bible are somewhat arbitrary, and were largely 

imposed by medieval scholars. Sometimes the divisions make sense, but 
sometimes they break up the flow. 

-​ *Exodus 20 (Decalogue / “Ten Commandments”) 
 
Also have a glance at: 

-​ Deuteronomy 5 



-​ Two versions, both in the Torah! What’s up with that? 
 
Also look up these two other Torah verses: 
 

-​ Leviticus 19:18 
-​ *Deuteronomy 6:4-9 

-​ This is called “The Shema”. 
-​ It's recited by observant Jewish groups: 

-​ Twice daily in prayer (morning and evening) 
-​ Before sleep 
-​ Traditionally, as one's final words before deathly (if possible) 

 
Deuteronomy is the fifth and final book of the Torah. By the later books, the Torah is doing less 
story, and mostly just laws. Leviticus, the third book, is similarly filled with laws. 

Gospel of Luke 
 
Luke is the 3rd of 4 “Gospel” books that appear at the start of the New Testament. Each gospel 
gives a slightly different account of Jesus’s life and teachings. 
 

-​ *Luke 10 
-​ This chapter is a neat microcosm of the sort of material, themes, and tone you’ll 

find in the gospels. It also has several famous bits – see if you can spot them! 
-​ Q: How does Jesus teach? 
-​ Q: Do you see anything here that echoes our Torah verses? 

René Girard 
 

-​ *I See Satan Fall Like Lighting, Chapter 1 “Scandal must come” 
 
Rene Girard (1923 - 2015) was a French scholar of comparative religion and mythology who 
converted to Catholicism in 1959. 
 
ISSFLL is the most accessible statement of his worldview. In the book, Girard compares biblical 
passages against pagan stories, which helps him lay out his own famous ideas about “mimetic 
desire” and scapegoats. The book’s title comes straight from Luke 10:18 in today’s NT reading. 
 
Girard’s ideas are trendy in some tech-adjacent spaces, in part thanks to his influence on Peter 
Thiel, whom he taught at Stanford. Here, we are looking at Girard’s ideas in their own right, and 
we’re taking this book as an example of creative biblical interpretation. 
 
In the selected chapter, Girard closely examines the Ten Commandments. Some questions to 
ask: 
 



-​ Which of Girard’s points are best supported by the Bible text? Or, by concrete reality? 
-​ Where does he go more out on a limb? 
-​ What questions will he need to answer in the rest of the book? What points still need 

clarification? 
-​ A college dropout named Mark is building a social network where elite college students 

can browse around and see their peer’s interests, as well as hints of their glamorous 
lives. Should you invest?  

 
(We will return to ISSFLL in Session 5, where we’ll discuss some of the later chapters.) 

Follow-up reading and exercises 
(I’ll post these after the first session.) 


	Bible-plus-classics reading plan 
	Group vision 
	Session structure and time commitment 

	 
	Intro series: An intro to the Bible and its echoes 
	Required materials 
	Series outline 
	 
	Session 1: Teachings 
	Texts 
	Exodus 
	Gospel of Luke 
	René Girard 

	Follow-up reading and exercises 



