
The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver  

Book Club Discussion Questions 

 

Discussion Questions were written by Tanya M of Mom’s Small Victories free 

for personal use only, not to be used for sale. Visit Mom's Small Victories for 

more discussion about great books from around the world. 

 

Books 1 and 2 

1. Which narrator’s voice do you connect with or want to know more about 

what she’s thinking? Do you like the alternating narrators? 
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Books 1 and 2 (Continued): 

2. What do you think of Nathan? Is he the right person to preach to the 

Congolese? Do you think he will be successful in his mission? 

3. What do you think of Nathan and Orleanna’s relationship? Are they in love 

or is their marriage more a business arrangement? 

4. The Price Family carries little things from the US on them to the Congo, 

the small comforts of home to start their mission. They carried garden seeds 

and cake mix. What comforts of home would you take with you if you were 

traveling abroad? 

5. The family has quite a culture shock when they arrive in the Congo. From 

the meager housing accommodations (which are considered lavish to the 

Congolese) to the cooking style requiring all day to boil water to prepare 

meals and have a warm bath. Have you ever been to a place which gave you 

a culture shock? How did it make you feel? What did you learn from it? 

6. The girls make hope chests. Did you have one or make one? 

7. We learn early on that tragedy is in the horizon. Do you think the Price 

family is strong enough to endure it together? What do you think of their 

family dynamic? 

8. What message do you think Barbara Kingsolver is trying to teach us with 

this part of the story? 

9. What does independence mean to the Congolese? How do you think 

independence will impact the Congolese village where the Price Family lives? 

Are they ready for it? Will it make their condition better or worse? 



Book 3 

1. How has your opinion of the characters changed now that we see more of 

their story and they’ve been in the Congo for awhile? 

2. Does Nathan’s backstory make you more sympathetic to his behavior? I 

loved the quote: “If his guilt made him a tyrant before men, it made him like 

a child before God.” How can Nathan be so abusive and righteous at the 

same time and be two totally different characters? Wouldn’t God want 

Nathan to be more kind and understanding to His people? 

3. Orleanna confides that when Rachel, Leah and Adah were babies, she was 

so busy being a mother that she “encountered my own spirit less and less.” 

Have you ever felt that you’ve lost your spirit? How did you get it back? How 

do you find time for yourself? 

4. The Congolese believe strongly in curses. Do you think the Price Family is 

cursed? Are you superstitious? 

5. What do you think of Brother Fowles? Why was he kicked out from the 

mission program? What did you think of his interaction with Nathan? 

6. Did you suspect what Tata Ndu’s true intentions were when he started 

visiting and bringing gifts to the Price family? Were you surprised that he 

wanted Rachel for one of his wives given the tension between blacks and 

whites? 

7. Eeben Axelroot: friend or foe? 

8. Share some of your favorite quotes from this section of the book. 



Books 4 and 5 

1. What do you think Nathan’s saying of “Tata Jesus is Bangala!” signifies? 

In Congolese, when pronounced correctly, Bangala means “something 

precious and dear”. But the way Nathan says it means “the poisonwood 

tree”. 

2. Orleanna says, “I was occupied so entirely by each day, I felt detached 

from anything so large as a month or a year. History didn’t cross my mind. 

Now it does. Now I know, whatever your burdens, to hold yourself apart 

from the lot of more powerful men is an illusion.” Do you feel like you’re 

living on auto-pilot? Like history is passing you by? How do you ground 

yourself and be present in the moment? In the blink of an eye, our kids grow 

up and we’re decades older. 

3. Adah said, “In that other long ago place, America, I was a failed 

combination of too-weak body and over-strong will. But in Congo I am those 

things perfectly united: Adah.” Where do you feel you are perfectly united, 

perfectly whole? 

4. What did you think of Adah’s miraculous recovery? Why now was she able 

to get past her physical handicaps and speak? 

5. How does Ruth May’s death impact Leah? Are you surprised she stayed in 

Africa and married Anatole? 

6. Leah gives us a glimpse of life in other parts in Africa. Where children are 

sold into prostitution and where everything must be bargained for, even 

medical care. How did her childhood prepare her for her the difficulties of 

raising biracial boys in Africa? 



Books 4 and 5 (Continued): 

7. Are you surprised how Rachel turned out and that she stayed in Africa? 

8. Share some of your favorite quotes from this book. 

Books 6 and 7 

1. Rachel whined through most of the book about wanting to go back home. 

Now that she had the chance, she still didn’t go. She said she felt like she 

didn’t fit in with the typical American teenager after all she had been 

through in the Congo. How do you think Rachel’s life would have been 

different if she went back to the US? Do you think she would have been as 

financially successful or married? 

2. How do you think Leah’s life would have been different if she and her 

family stayed in the US? 

3. Leah says “Nearly always I learn they’ve made a circular migration in 

their lifetime, first having fled their home villages for the city, bluntly facing 

starvation there, and now returning to their small, remote outpost, where 

they have the hope of feeding themselves.” How did you feel when you first 

gained your independence? Like you couldn’t wait to flee your hometown or 

did you stay close to home? How far are you from the place where you grew 

up? 

4. What most amazed, inspired and scared you about life in the Congo? 

What were you surprised to learn about life there? 

5. Do you think you could ever go on a charitable or religious mission to 

Africa? 



Books 6 and 7 (Continued): 

6. What do you think of what happened to Nathan? Cruel or he got what he 

deserved? 

7. Adah says “Such childhood energy I spent on feeling betrayed. By the 

world in general, Leah in particular. Betrayal bent me in one direction while 

guilt bent her the other way. We constructed our lives around a 

misunderstanding…Illusions mistaken for truth are the pavement under our 

feet. They are what we call civilization.” What does Adah mean by this? Do 

you think the weight of her feeling like a victim actually caused her speech 

limitations ? Has stress caused you physical problems?  

8. Cast the movie: which celebrities would you choose to portray Orleanna, 

Nathan, Rachel, Leah, Adah and Ruth May? 

9.  Who do you think is narrating Book 7? Why is this the only book where 

Kingsolver doesn’t tell us who narrates? 

10. One of my favorite quotes is “Every life is different because you passed 

by this way and touched history.” How is Kilanga different because of the 

Price family? How is the Price Family different because of the Congo? How do 

you hope your life touches history? 

11. Share some of your favorite quotes from this book. 

Discussion Questions were written by Tanya M of Mom’s Small Victories free 

for personal use only, not to be used for sale. Visit Mom's Small Victories for 

more discussion about great books from around the world and stop by and 

share your thoughts about The Poisonwood Bible! 
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