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The sociologist Peter Berger once remarked that if India is the most religious country in the
world and Sweden the least, then the United States is a nation of Indians ruled by Swedes. We
all know that this is not the reality we are living in today and, since the very prominent rise of the
Moral Majority in the 1980s (and as a historian I can tell you that this has been the case for
many decades before that), religion is very much part of the politics of the United States.
However, the focus of this paper is not on politics and religious illiteracy, which is a topic one
can barely keep from responding to, but on the theological enterprise and the effect of
theological illiteracy upon that enterprise. The pressing issue facing those of us who teach in
seminaries, and especially for those who teach in denominationally affiliated seminaries, is how
do we respond to this very real theological illiteracy? However, as we look around us and hear
the many voices that are attempting to provide an answer to this question, we realize that in an
attempt to prove a solution, I think an even greater problem is being created, one that
challenges seminaries and schools of theology in very profound ways. Let me begin with the
well-known author Steven Prothero, who tackles the issue of religious illiteracy in his bestseller, 
Religious Literacy
. In an interesting take on the problem, Prothero moves beyond the confessional nature of
biblical literacy to a broader issue. In an archived debate that appeared in the 
Washington Post
’s “On Faith” website, Prothero says,
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“Americans know surprisingly little about their own religions, or those of others. Many
Protestants can’t tell you any of the four Gospels. Many Catholics can’t name the Seven
Sacraments. Many Jews can’t tell you the first book of the Hebrew Bible. But this isn’t just a
religious problem; it is a civic one. Whether you like it or not, American political debates —
about abortion, stem cell research, and the environment — are shot through with religious
reasons. And it is impossible to understand the international scene, not least the war in Iraq,
without some basic understanding of Islam and other religions.”  

Prothero further argues that while there are many other kinds of illiteracies in this country, such
as geographical, historical, and scientific illiteracy, “religious illiteracy is particularly dangerous,
since it is in the name of religion that so much evil (and good) is done in the world.” Surely this
argument holds some validity and appeal — the study of religion is important for the public
good, for developing adolescents who, when they become adults, will be aware of and sensitive
to religion because it has civic value. Prothero suggests that a key way to respond to this
illiteracy is to teach the Bible along with world religion courses beginning in the public high
schools. For those who will immediately jump in opposition to this proposal, Prothero responds,

  
“The Supreme Court has repeatedly said not only that the academic study of religion is
constitutional but also that it is important. For example, this ruling in the 1963 religion and public
education case, ‘It might well be said that one’s education is not complete without a study of
comparative religion or the history of religion and its relationship to the advancement of
civilization. It certainly may be said that the Bible is worthy of study for its literary and historic
qualities. Nothing we have said here indicates that such study of the Bible or of religion, when
presented objectively as part of a secular program of education, may not be effected consistent
with the First Amendment,” (Washington Post, “On Faith,” archived debate ).  

Clearly Prothero is appealing to a broad teaching curriculum that is not just Bible-centered but
allows for a dialogue with other religious traditions and religious texts. This type of curriculum
can be very helpful and may indeed make the high-schoolers of this nation find value in religion
and religious texts. Prothero says to those who are opposed to public schools teaching religion
that the Bible is already currently being taught in the public schools even if the numbers are
presently low. According to research done by the Bible Literacy Project, only 8 percent of the
nation’s public high schools offer Bible electives and the Bible Literacy Project wants to see that
number increase to 80 percent; they are working to make that number a reality. Their classroom
text, The Bible and Its Influence, which is currently used in 262 schools in forty states “is the
first and only student textbook created for public high school literature or social studies electives
about the Bible” (see the Bible Literacy Project website ). But
what is really going on here? Is this the response that Prothero intended? The many critics of
the Bible Literacy Project, including the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL), say this project is
not biblical and is not literacy. In the SBL’s review of 
The Bible and Its Influence
, the reviewer, Steven McKenzie, makes this observation,
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“There is no real critical analysis concerning such matters as authorship, date, and historicity of
biblical books. The treatment of the biblical material is essentially a superficial summary of
content. Statements in the text are, for the most part, accepted at face value without the
recognition that such acceptance is in itself an interpretation....Perhaps, therefore, the main
question raised by this textbook is why biblical scholarship as an academic discipline is so
blatantly ignored in a work that professes to provide an academic approach to the Bible.
Certainly, part of the answer lies in the nature of the Bible as a work considered scripture by
various faith communities.”  

And what informs that push against an academic study of the Bible? McKenzie writes, “Some of
that suspicion may well have influenced the conception and composition of this project. But part
of the responsibility for the suspicion may also lie with our profession to the extent that we as
scholars have tended to isolate ourselves and our discipline, failing to engage the wider
readership of the Bible.”

  

The challenge again falls into the categories that theological schools have been dealing with
since their inception: how do you teach faith? And to give it a more historical ring: How does
faith seek understanding? Teaching religion and the sacred texts of those religions is not and
cannot be a purely scientific and neutral task; religious education should be subversive
education because it dares to hold up a mirror to our culture and our world. However, in the
case of the United States, because of its long history of manifest destiny and empire, because it
has created and upheld its national myths by using biblical language and religion (i.e., the
United States as “the ark of salvation of the nations,” as the “light upon the hill”), Prothero’s
suggestion to teach religion in the public schools can only be fraught with controversy and bitter
debate. From those that decry the Bible Literacy Project as a tool of the Religious Right
because of the names that make up its board, to those who see this type of education as a way
to continue to blend Christianity and capitalism, to those who call for a strict separation of the
teaching of any religion in a public institution, how will the reality of such a profound religious
and biblical illiteracy in this nation be addressed?

  

For seminaries and schools of theology, this question must translate into a matter of curriculum.
What do Bible courses need to look like in order to respond to the lack of basic biblical
knowledge found in the majority of seminarians? But beyond Bible courses, this same biblical
illiteracy has an impact in theology and homiletics classes, in ethics classes, and in church
history courses, as well as worship classes and, of course, in Christian education courses. But
can we truly believe that the newly entering seminarians of Prothero’s future will have more
biblical know-how and be more in tune with religion, more open and aware of the role of religion
in social change, because they have studied religion and the Bible in high school and then built
upon that with more classes in college? I have many doubts about this scenario precisely
because the problem is not that people in the United States don’t know much about the Bible,
but that they basically don’t care and this is an entirely different matter.
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The crucial challenge to seminaries that are engaged in the theological enterprise is to make
religion (in this case Christianity) and the Bible truly matter. The challenge for theological
schools is to do what McKenzie notes has not been done or has been done ineffectively: to
really engage the world with our scholarship; which means to intersect our teaching/curriculum
across our disciplines with the living communities that surround our schools. The hard fact is
that the diverse world we live in demands a seminary curriculum that dares to engage the world,
so that our students can begin to see how the Bible matters and how Christianity can not only
speak a word to the politician whose ethical behavior brings us all shame, but also reexamine
our nation’s concepts of wealth and poverty given the present economic crisis we all face — or
to look again at how the manifest destiny inherent in our history continues to influence our
attitudes, from immigration to what it means to be a nation of such military power. And this is
also the time to take a very close and hard look at the many communities of faith that our
theological schools and seminaries have ignored for so long. Making the Bible matter and
teaching biblical literacy means to learn from and respect those many communities, especially
racial and ethnic communities, for whom the Bible has been the core text for their survival in a
society filled with racism and fear. Having grown up in a Latino Pentecostal church in New York
City, where study of the Bible, and especially memorization of biblical passages, was part of a
continuous Christian education as children and adolescents, I want to remind my colleagues
who teach in seminaries that there may be many students like this younger version of myself in
your classes. I certainly can attest to how the academic study of religion in seminary helped me
to expand my own religious horizons; how it helped me to see the use of the Bible as less of a
private text that spoke to my spiritual needs and created in me an appreciation for the Bible as a
text that spoke to humanity in ways that were much more profound than confessional
statements. However, I also must say that I was able to make this shift precisely because I was
so grounded in the text, because I had read the Bible, I had memorized it, because it was a text
that connected to my life because it mattered.

  

Our goal as professors in seminaries is not “to beat the Bible out” of students because we feel
this kind of reading of the Bible is too simplistic, too literal, too unsophisticated, too unacademic,
or too conservative. Our goal is to take that student’s love for the Bible and familiarity with the
text and expand it, make it grow, and become even more real in their context. Our goal is to
enable students to leave our schools and be able to build bridges for others in their communities
and not to return to those communities filled with a pride that somehow they have been given
the “truth” about the Bible (or about God), which their home church cannot comprehend and is
not even able to comprehend. We want our graduates to succeed in their ministries because we
have given them the tools and we have modeled for them respect and acceptance tempered
with critical thinking and good intellectual inquiry. When we create in our classrooms a space
that embodies respect for difference so that students can learn without fear of ridicule, we will
have moved forward in our efforts towards creating the kind of theological education where
students who have never read the Bible and those who have memorized much of the text can
learn from one another and not sit in judgment of one another. In her book Teaching to
Transgress , bell
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hooks notes: “Hearing each other’s voices, individual thoughts, and sometimes associating
those voices with personal experience makes us more acutely aware of one another.” To be
more “acutely aware of one another,” this is the kind of subversive teaching our theological
schools need.
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