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  Introduction


  Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any other.


  —ABRAHAM LINCOLN


  Imagine this: Your best friend tells you that she has recently joined a club. Not only has she joined this club, but she also signed up her entire family for membership. This club requires weekly meetings and monetary donations, and members must follow a set of rules and regulations, many of which are challenging and difficult. The club leader, whom members are expected to support financially, inspires and guides the group so that the rules can be followed more diligently. In exchange for their support and commitment, members enjoy being part of a larger community who share similar values and beliefs grounded in a set of ancient writings that serve as the guiding moral compass for the club.


  You might feel compelled to ask your friend a few questions about this club and its curious book of laws. “Where did this club originate? Who is its founder? Who wrote the guidebook for this club? What is the club’s vision or mission? Who is the leader of the club and where does he or she get his or her authority?” Interestingly, your friend shrugs and answers each question the same way: “It’s all in the book.” Naturally, you assume that she has read and carefully studied “the book” at great length before undertaking such a huge commitment. So imagine how shocked you would be to learn that your friend has never actually taken the time to read the book at all.


  Strange as this little scenario may seem, it nonetheless exemplifies the way in which many of us unquestioningly approach the Bible and our faith. Since most of us inherit the religion of our family, we end up simply going through the motions, performing rituals, honoring holy days, and reciting the prayers our parents taught to us as children. All admirable—if only we had an inkling as to what all of it really means.


  Even though few Americans actually read the Bible, most still believe it to be a holy and authoritative book. A recent Gallup poll asked a group of over a thousand Americans to declare which of the following statements comes closest to describing their views about the Bible:


  a. The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.


  b. The Bible is inspired by God and the work of human agents, but not everything in it is to be taken literally.


  c. The Bible is a collection of ancient fables, history, and legends recorded by man.


  Of those polled, 31 percent said they believe the Bible is the actual word of God and that it should be taken literally, while 47 percent said that the Bible, though inspired by God, should not always be taken literally. Only 19 percent stated that they believe the Bible is a collection of ancient fables, history, and legends recorded by humans. We can conclude, then, that the overwhelming majority of those polled at the very least take the Bible seriously.


  While the results of this poll, and others like it, are not necessarily surprising, it presents us with an interesting paradox. If the Bible occupies such an important place in the lives of the majority of Americans, then we might logically assume that this vast majority has actually studied—or at least read—the Bible; but this seems not to be the case. Based on my many years teaching and talking to various religious (and nonreligious) groups about the Bible, I have come to believe that, for many, the Bible has become more of a symbol of faith—much like a cross or an icon—rather than inspired writings that have sustained generations through the joys and tragedies of life.


  But how, you might ask, can someone profess belief in a Bible-based religion without first knowing and understanding what the Bible actually says? Good question. After all, most of us would not claim to be a Shakespearean scholar simply because we had a book of his sonnets or had read a few of his plays. We would feel too intimidated to engage in any kind of meaningful debate with a true Shakespearean scholar, recognizing our own lack of knowledge in this area. Instead, we would likely listen and learn; and hopefully, that scholar would have something to teach us about Shakespeare— who Shakespeare was, what he wrote, the history that informs his writings, and how his sonnets are meant to be read and his plays understood.


  In the case of the Bible, however, the faithful and faithless alike often feel as if they are somehow automatically competent to discuss the Bible simply because they have a dusty copy of it on their bookshelf. And I am speaking from personal experience here. Oftentimes, when people find out what I teach, they waste no time trying to engage me in a discussion about such hot-button issues as abortion or homosexuality, invoking what they believe to be valid biblical precepts that they have likely garnered from television preachers, magazines, or the Internet. Few, if any, have ever studied the Bible in a serious way with a competent teacher.


  Everyone is certainly entitled to express an opinion; however, when it comes to ancient texts like the Bible, many lack even the most basic skills of discernment. Because most people are not equipped to interpret the Bible for themselves, they rely on others to interpret it for them. Unfortunately, often the people entrusted with this task, including many members of the clergy, have had little or no formal training in biblical studies.


  Now, more than ever, there is an urgent need to address the dangers of biblical illiteracy. In the post-9/11 world of suicide bombers, “satanic” regimes, and religious fanaticism, people have turned to the Bible with greater intensity looking for guidance, consolation, and answers as to why the world has become so fraught with peril and uncertainty. For the average person, however, thumbing through the pages of the Bible in search of such answers can prove to be a difficult task, because, quite frankly, most people do not know where to begin. In frustration, most abandon their efforts and instead rely on “those in the know” to provide answers to life’s most vexing problems. There is a steady stable of televangelists, radio talk show hosts, and celebrities, as well as numerous homegrown Internet sites that purport to have the real truth. But most of these “resources” are filled with misinterpretations, misapplications, and downright distortions regarding what the Bible says and what it teaches.


  While ignorance of Scripture is commonplace today, it is actually an age-old problem. Throughout history, the Bible has been used to defend such atrocities as the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, environmental exploitation, subjugation of women (including wife beating), and countless other acts of human barbarity, simply because someone in power interpreted a particular passage in the wrong way.


  What the Bible Really Tells Us seeks to address the real and urgent problem of contemporary biblical illiteracy. As a seasoned professor of religious studies, each semester, I stand before a new crop of students, most of whom have never read a single page of the Bible. A few will become as captivated by the Bible as I was so many years ago (and continue to be) and will devote themselves to further study. But most are taking my class not because they are particularly interested in learning about the Bible, bu because it is part of an academic requirement. I know, however, that once they begin to read and understand the Bible, including its complex history and various literary styles, they will come to appreciate its genius. Still, given my diverse audience, I must proceed with caution. One of my initial goals as their teacher is to help my students gain confidence in approaching the biblical text. To this end, I have developed a method of education without intimidation that enables students to navigate the Bible with relative ease in just a few classes. What the Bible Really Tells Us employs this tried-and-true method, which, very generally, begins by first addressing some of the causes of biblical illiteracy (the Problem), followed by a method that leads to biblical competency (the Solution).


  This is not, however, a “how to read the Bible” book. There are plenty of those and most are pedantic, preachy, or mired in scholarly jargon that often seems to dismiss the primacy of the Bible for the millions of people who “take it very seriously.” This book will certainly disappoint those readers for whom the Bible is beyond analysis, a divine document to be trusted and obeyed but never subjected to interpretation. Likewise, this book will also disappoint those who wish to see the Bible exposed as an antiquated and primitive text that has little bearing on modern life. The Bible cannot be relegated to either of these extreme views.


  In this book, we will seek to understand the communications of the ancient Jewish and Christian communities whose struggles were so different from and so similar to our own. In order to understand their writings, we will pay close attention to the meaning of their words, the structures of their speech, and the circumstances of their lives. Beyond these philological and historical facets, however, great ambiguities remain.


  Almost daily, someone will tell me that they would like to read the Bible but complain that it takes too much time or that the language of the Bible is too confusing. “I’ve tried to read the Bible at least a dozen times over the years,” a student said recently, “but I’ve never gotten much past Genesis before just giving up. I can’t seem to keep all those names and places and who begat who in my head.”


  My student is not alone. Chances are, if you picked up this book, then you have probably also tried and failed in your commitment to read the Bible. And it is little wonder so many people throw in the towel and simply give up after a few chapters. We are, after all, dealing with a vast and varied collection of ancient texts. Most of us, for example, might feel overwhelmed trying to decipher ancient Babylonian epics or ancient Greek poetry, so it stands to reason that the ancient Jewish and Christian writings that comprise the Bible might be a little intimidating to a lot of people.


  I understand the trepidations and excuses because I hear them all the time from my students, friends, family, and colleagues. But I also know that gaining proficiency in reading the Bible is not rocket science. For the past twenty years, I have taught people of all ages how to read and understand the Bible in a relatively short period of time. You do not need a wall full of fancy degrees or an inordinate amount of time. What you do need is an interest, a bit of determination, a good deal of patience (especially at the beginning, when everything seems so new), and an attitude of openness to learning new things. I have arranged the chapters to ease you into the process. The first three chapters are designed to help you understand the problems of biblical illiteracy and to arm you with some basic tools to help you to better read and understand the Bible. The seven biblical themes that occupy chapters 4 through 10 will expose you to a variety of biblical texts and allow you to begin to use these tools.


  In chapter 1, readers are invited to take the Sixty-Second Super-Easy Bible Quiz. This quiz requires you to answer five basic true/false questions about the Bible, followed by a detailed explanation of why a particular question is either true or false. Designed to help measure how much you already know—or do not know—about the Bible, this brief quiz serves as the first step in identifying the Problem.


  Chapter 2 explores the roots of the Problem from a historical perspective so that you can begin to understand the causes of biblical illiteracy. Having established the likely causes of the Problem today, subsequent chapters constitute a methodology that works toward the Solution.


  Intended as a reference chapter to which you may return time and time again, the Solution begins in chapter 3. This chapter will give you a crash course in Bible basics, including such things as the geography of the Ancient Near East (ANE), something about its history, and the authorship and arrangement of the various biblical texts. Once you have some basic understanding of the world of biblical antiquity, chapters 4 through 10 will explore seven important biblical themes: suffering; Heaven and hell; wealth and riches; sexuality and gender; law and justice; the environment; and, finally, prayer and worship. You will not only learn something of what the Bible has to say about these important issues but also understand the context in which the various texts we will consider are written.


  In order to better facilitate learning, chapters dealing with the seven biblical themes will follow a predictable format that basically begins with a brief introduction, followed by several statements that reflect commonly held assumptions many people, but particularly my students, have about the biblical theme under consideration. In my university classroom, when I bring up a topic, such as money, sex, or the environment, I conduct a brief poll of sorts and ask students to tell me what they believe the Bible says about the topic. Over the years, their responses have become quite predictable. I have included three to five of these common assumptions in each of the seven thematic chapters. Although my students serve as my primary source in assembling the common assumptions, I have also taken into account the many workshops, presentations, and catechetical work I have done with people of all ages and from all backgrounds. In any case, each of these assumptions will be then explored in light of what the Bible actually says—or does not say—about it. For example, chapter 5, “Final Destinations: Heaven and Hell,” examines what the Bible has to say about life after death. The most popular commonly held assumptions people have regarding our postmortem fate are as follows (remember that the respondents believe these assumptions come directly from the Bible):


  1. The Bible describes Heaven and hell in great detail.


  2. The Bible tells us that good people go to Heaven and bad people go to hell.


  3. The Bible teaches us that Heaven is a place of repose, where we meet all of our dead relatives and enjoy the company of God for all eternity.


  4. The Bible teaches us that hell is a place of unending torment, ruled by Satan.


  We will explore these assumptions by turning to the Bible and examining what it has to say in light of what we know about the text or texts in question. This means that you are expected to read the Bible alongside this book—for this is the primary means by which you will gain both competence and confidence in understanding what the Bible really says. While I do not promote one translation of the Bible over another (currently, there are dozens of English translations available, from the King James Version to the Revised English Bible), I have chosen to use the New Oxford Annotated Bible (the New Revised Standard Version, or NRSV) and all citations, unless otherwise noted, come from that translation. Whichever translation you use, be certain that your translation is a study Bible. I will speak more about this in chapter 3, but for now, just know that study Bibles provide maps, commentaries, and footnotes that can be helpful for both the novice and the seasoned reader.


  Chapters 4 and 5 will use a more general approach and explore key texts in the Bible that help to either support or negate the various assumptions. This initial approach is intended to bring the reader along slowly, but you will notice a shift in approach in chapters 6 through 10. In these chapters, I will assume that you are better able to engage the biblical text and, accordingly, I will use a more focused approach and offer commentary on each individual assumption. The shift is subtle, but I want to alert you to it at the outset. I will offer a brief reminder of the differences in approach in chapters 4 and 6.


  It is important to note that our exploration of each theme is not meant to be an exhaustive endeavor; each of our topics could be (and have been) the subject of an entire book. Moreover, I know from experience that information overload is the quickest way for students to lose interest and fail. The idea here is to engage the Bible with topics that are of likely interest to most readers, and to illuminate the big picture, rather than providing a comprehensive treatment of each subject. You will note that I often return to key texts and characters—such as the Creation stories, the Exodus tale, and certain of Jesus’ parables—not only because they are germane to the topic or theme but also as a way to probe the texts more deeply in a variety of contexts.


  Regardless of theme or passage under consideration, you must pause and ask yourself three fundamental questions:


  1. What does this passage have to say about God?


  2. What does this passage have to say about me?


  3. What does this passage have to say about others (community)?


  These questions serve as the driving force behind every story, poem, prophecy, or parable in the Bible, and they are key in unlocking the profound lessons the biblical writers seek to impart to us. Try to keep these three questions in mind as we move forward.


  In discussing each theme, I have tried to remain faithful to the thoughts, ideas, and intentions (as well as I discern them) of the biblical author or authors, something I hope you will also learn to do. This does not mean, however, that my interpretations are definitive (and yours will not be either). One of the many reasons the Bible has survived for over two millennia is because various individuals and groups have felt strengthened and nourished by a particular story due to the manner in which they understood it. Whether you read the Bible for pure enjoyment, intellectual curiosity, or to enliven your faith, my primary goal is to empower you to interpret the text accurately. I hope you will view this book as a starting point for further study. To that end, I have provided an extensive resources section at the end of this book.
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  There are several technical issues that are fundamentally important as we begin our journey together. The first has to do with the way in which I refer to the two main sections of the Bible, commonly called the “Old Testament” and the “New Testament.” While I will refer to the second main section of the Bible by its common designation, the “New Testament,” I prefer the term “Hebrew Bible” rather than “Old Testament” when referring to the first main section of the Bible. While the terms “Old Testament” and “Hebrew Bible” are often used interchangeably, I feel the latter designation is not only more accurate but also more respectful of Judaism. (The Christian designation “Old Testament” carries a somewhat negative connotation for many because the adjective “old” implies something outdated and in need of replacement.)


  The second issue has to do with the use of inclusive language, in particular, the way in which I refer to God (Yhwh). Although there are references to God in the Hebrew Bible that are feminine, the overwhelming majority of references reflect the patriarchal assumption at the time that God is male. I have tried to use inclusive language for God when possible and appropriate. There are times, however, when inclusive language makes reading difficult and confusing—and it deviates from the text and the author’s intention. Often, the practice appears contrived and artificial to the point of making a mockery of the convention. To avoid both confusion and the appearance of political correctness for political correctness’s sake, there will be times when I reluctantly resort to the traditional practice of assigning the male pronoun to God.


  The third issue has to do with biblical citations. Sometimes, I will include certain passages and other times, I will simply offer a parenthetical citation with the book(s), chapter(s), and verse(s), as in (Genesis 1–3). In order to gain a fuller understanding of the commentary I provide, I encourage you to read all parenthetical citations. The various books of the Bible are usually abbreviated when a chapter includes verses, but spelled out when an entire chapter is cited. I will also sometimes list texts for you to examine and compare to a particular passage, using the common abbreviation “cf.” (from the Latin word confer, meaning compare). For a list of all of the books in both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, including their abbreviations, please refer to tables 3.1 and 3.2 found in chapter 3.


  Finally, in keeping with the conventions of modern historical and biblical scholarship, I will use BCE (Before the Common Era) instead of BC (Before Christ) and CE (Common Era) rather than AD (Anno Domini, Latin for “In the year of our Lord”) when indicating specific dates.


  At the beginning of each new semester, I hold up the Bible and say to my class: “This is a book that has changed the lives of millions of people. It has inspired, comforted, and sustained generations through the countless challenges of life. But, it has also been used as a way to justify hatred, war, and every imaginable social injustice under the sun, all in the name of God. It is my hope that by the end of the semester, you will be able to read and understand the Bible, to discuss it intelligently with others, and to recognize when others abuse it.” This is also my hope for everyone who reads What the Bible Really Tells Us.
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  Take the Test


  THE SIXTY-SECOND SUPER-EASY BIBLE QUIZ


  The important thing is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.


  —ALBERT EINSTEIN


  There is nothing students hate more than the dreaded pop quiz. Having spent the better part of my life on the other side of the lectern, I also detested pop quizzes and now, as a professor, I generally do not give them to my students. I do, however, make one exception: At the start of each semester, I begin all of my Bible courses with the Sixty-Second Super-Easy Bible Quiz. This short, five-question, true-or-false quiz provides me with a quick and easy way to assess how much my students already know—or do not know—about the Bible. Students generally groan when, on the first day of class, I tell them that I am giving them a quiz, but when I reassure them that this quiz will not be collected or graded, there is a collective sigh of relief.


  As I pass out the quiz, I instruct the class to answer each question with their first gut response; most finish in less than thirty seconds, and few find any of the questions the least bit challenging. In fact, I often overhear students commenting to their neighbors that if this quiz is any indication of the caliber of the course, then the class will surely be a “cakewalk.”


  After students complete the quiz, we review each question and discuss their responses, first with a general show of hands as I ask: Who thinks the question is true? Who thinks the question is false? I allow time for students to offer comments or rationales for why they believe an answer to a certain question is true or false. Then it is my turn. Within minutes, the illusions of a “cakewalk” class disappear like a plate of brownies in a frat house.


  As a class, we open the Bible to the passage or passages that relate to the question under consideration and probe a bit deeper. For most, this is the first time they have ever taken the biblical text in hand and moved their eyes and fingers across the page. And, for the vast majority, it is also the first time they have ever entered into a serious conversation about the Bible. It is always an important moment, not only for my students but also for me, because I know that by the end of the term, there will be thirty more biblically literate people in the world.


  It seems fitting, then, to begin this book with the same quiz that I use in my university classroom. My instructions for you are the same instructions I give to my own students: Answer the following true/false questions in under sixty seconds. Once you have answered all of the questions, turn the page to check your answers and read the commentary that follows each question. If you have a Bible handy, you might want to take it out so that you can read the relevant passages for yourself. Though I will include key verses in my explanations after each question, it will be good practice for you to begin to actually read the passages for yourself. Good luck!


  


  The Sixty-Second Super-Easy Bible Quiz


  Question One


  True or False: Eve tempts Adam with an apple in the Garden of Eden.


  Question Two


  True or False: Moses is God’s willing leader who frees the Israelites from Egyptian bondage.


  Question Three


  True or False: David is Israel’s first king.


  Question Four


  True or False: Three Wise Men bring gifts to the baby Jesus in Bethlehem.


  Question Five


  True or False: Some of Jesus’ Apostles (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) write the Gospel accounts of his life, death, and resurrection.


  Finished? Turn the page and check your answers!


  


  Question One: True or False—Eve tempts Adam with an apple in the Garden of Eden


  The answer to question one is FALSE. If you answered this first question incorrectly, take heart; you are not alone. The majority of my students also fail to correctly answer this deceptively simple question, and they usually respond with incredulity when I tell them that the answer is, in fact, false. Some students seem genuinely confused and usually respond defensively: “How can the answer be false? Everyone knows that Eve is the temptress who lures Adam to eat the forbidden apple! In my Sunday school class, we were taught that Eve is responsible for the Fall!” In their protests, they often cling to their incorrect answer, rereading the question in search of some sort of trickery. Surely their Sunday school teachers, parents, and preachers cannot all be wrong! They demand proof, and so, together, we read the passage that deals with this question (Gen 3:1–6).


  Before we engage the text, however, I alert the class to the fact that the story of Adam and Eve is really the second of two Creation narratives found in the first book of the Bible, Genesis, and that different authors write their version of events during different periods of time and for different audiences. The first Creation story (Gen 1–2:4)—the one in which God creates the Earth in six days and rests on the seventh (the Sabbath)—opens the Bible with its majestic prose, “In the beginning . . .” This particular version is written during the sixth century BCE, while the story of Adam and Eve (Gen 2:4–3:24) is written during the ninth century BCE. This means that the Adam and Eve story is actually the earlier version of the two Creation accounts. Curiously, even though the Adam and Eve story is the older of the two, it appears second in the canon (canon is from the Greek word meaning “rule” and refers to the official books of the Bible). Most students are surprised to learn that there are actually two completely different Creation stories that appear side by side in Genesis, and some ask why both traditions have been preserved. The simple answer is that both stories are well known and treasured during biblical antiquity and the biblical editors who compile the various texts to be included in the canon feel that both stories are of equal importance.


  We often see this sort of thing in the Bible. For example, there are two conflicting traditions of the well-known story of Noah’s Ark, again penned by two different authors—the same authors who also write the two Creation accounts. These authors are commonly known by the simple designations of “P” and “J.” The writer known as P, which stands for “Priestly,” is the author of the first Creation story. In the P version of the Noah tale, Noah is instructed by the Lord to bring a male and female pair of every animal aboard the ark (Gen 6:19; 7:8–9, 15), while the author known simply as “J,” which stands for “Yahwist” (in German, Jahwist, thus the designation “J”), states that Noah should bring seven pairs of “clean” animals and one pair of “unclean” animals aboard the ark. The J author is also credited with writing the Adam and Eve story. Other differences in the Noah story include the fact that P refers to the Lord as God while J always calls the Deity Yhwh. In the P version, the rain and the gradual receding of the water lasts for a year, but in J’s version, it rains for forty days and nights and the water recedes over forty days. Finally, P has Noah sending forth a dove from the ark, but in the J version, he sends a raven.


  Despite these and many other differences in each version of the Noah tale, a later editor, sometimes called a “redactor,” has woven both stories together into a single narrative. Most people have never read the text closely enough to discern this fact. Which brings us to yet another crucial point to keep in mind as we move forward: The Bible has been heavily edited.


  But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Questions of canonization (the process by which certain books are either included or excluded from the Bible), authorship (who wrote—or who we think wrote—the different books found in the Bible), various translations of the Bible (the New Revised Standard Version, the King James, and the New American Bible, just to name a few), and other technical issues related to the Bible will be addressed in more detail later. For the moment, let us first return to the reasons why question one is false by examining the passage that supposedly contains the temptation scene in the Garden of Eden:


  Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. (Gen 3:1–6)


  A careful reading of Gen 3:1–6 yields several important facts: For starters, there is no mention of the kind of fruit that proves to be so irresistible to humans. Why, then, do we all seem to think that the fruit is an apple? Most scholars subscribe to one of two theories, the first of which has to do with translation. In the sixth century, a Latin translation of this passage erroneously renders the word “fruit” as “apple,” reflecting the common belief that the forbidden fruit is indeed an apple, and thus perpetuating the misconception. But how does this common belief emerge in the first place? Some scholars trace this to a Latin pun on malus (apple) and malum (evil), thus connecting the fruit (and, by association, Eve) to something bad. The second theory is that apples are connected to knowledge and since the fruit comes from the tree of knowledge, it is generally assumed that it must be an apple. There are also sexual connotations associated with the fruit because, in Hebrew, the verb “to know” (as in “he knew her in the biblical sense”) can also refer to sexual intercourse. This may explain why Eve is usually branded as a seductress.


  Mindful of the fact that apples are not a typical Middle Eastern fruit (they do not grow well in this area of the world), Jewish sources cite the fruit as either grapes or possibly a fig. But all of this is merely conjecture, as the text simply reads “fruit.” What we can say for certain, however, is that the author of this story is not interested in details such as the type of fruit—not because it does not matter—but because the overall lesson of the story has nothing to do with the kind of fruit. The focus of the story has to do with obedience and adherence to God’s command to refrain from eating the fruit, something that the man and woman fail to do.


  Another reason why this first quiz question is untrue has to do with the so-called temptation scene. The image of Eve luring her mate with an apple has been the subject of countless paintings, songs, poems, and even beer commercials, but as seductive as this image may be, it is nonetheless biblically inaccurate. Again, a close reading of the text shows that Adam is actually standing alongside Eve during her conversation with the snake, and even though he is perfectly aware of God’s prohibition against eating the fruit, he does nothing to remind Eve of God’s grave injunction: “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:16–17). Interestingly, Eve is not yet created when God issues this command to Adam; God does not create the woman until several verses later (Gen 2:21–22).


  Of course, whether or not Eve is present when God makes it clear to Adam that certain trees are off-limits is somewhat immaterial. During her conversation with the snake, it is obvious that Eve understands that the fruit is forbidden. We can assume that perhaps Adam warns her about this or that God, at some point, tells Eve directly not to eat the fruit, though the story does not explicitly state either. By making these assumptions, however, we are alerted to the fact that people make assumptions about what the Bible says all of the time. When a particular story lacks certain details, as in the case with Eve and her knowledge of the forbidden fruit, there is a human tendency to fill in the cracks or to connect the dots, making the story say what we think it ought to say. This, of course, can lead to misunderstanding, and we run the risk of distorting the author’s original intentions.


  In many ways, the scene is a bit of a letdown. Eve simply looks at the fruit and thinks it will make her wise and that it appears to be tasty. She takes some of the fruit and gives some to her husband, and both of them eat it. Today, we might call this simple act “sharing.” But that would miss the point of the story, for this is not a story about sharing. This is a story about obedience. If God says do not eat the fruit, then humans must obey; there is no room for quibbling or rationalizing one’s actions. In the Bible, when God says no, God means no. This is an important lesson and one that reverberates throughout the Bible. And it is the central lesson of this particular story.


  One final comment on quiz question number one: Students sometimes mark this question false (the correct answer), but for the wrong reason. That is, some students feel that this question is false because they believe that it is the Devil, in the guise of the snake, who tempts Adam and Eve to eat the fruit. While it is clear that both Adam and Eve are present during Eve’s discussion with the snake—and it is equally clear that the snake is rather convincing—the notion that the snake is anything more than just a snake is a very common misconception. Nowhere in the story does it state—or imply—that the serpent is actually a demonic figure of any kind—and most certainly not the Devil or Satan of later (much later) Jewish and Christian lore. The anonymous author or authors of this story have no real understanding of a satanic figure capable of undermining God’s dictates. During this time period, God, and God alone, is the source of good and evil. God himself states this emphatically in the book of Isaiah:


  I am the Lord, and there is


  no other.


  I form light and create darkness,


  I make weal and create woe;


  I the LORD do all these things. (Is 45:6–7)


  The idea of an evil being—Satan—who stands in opposition to God does eventually emerge in Jewish and Christian thought, but this idea takes centuries to materialize.


  The snake, therefore, is simply one of God’s creatures. Incidentally, it is the English poet, John Milton, who is the first to cast Satan in the role of the serpent in his classic Paradise Lost (1667). In Milton’s poem, Satan is a highly developed figure who commands a legion of other demons. Milton’s Satan slithers into the Garden of Eden, assumes the form of a snake, and lures Adam and Eve to sin. While this scenario is absent in the biblical account, it nonetheless serves as an excellent example of how certain writings outside the pages of holy writ can sometimes bleed into our religious narratives. Over time, the biblically illiterate masses come to accept Milton’s work of fiction as part of their gospel truth, assuming that his epic poem comes from the pages of the Bible. Had the masses actually read the Bible, they would understand Milton’s poem as a work of fiction and his characterization of Satan as the snake in Garden of Eden as part of Milton’s genius imagination.


  Of course, many of Milton’s countrymen and women were illiterate, so this conflation of fact and fiction is somewhat understandable; but even today this sort of blending of stories continues. We often fail to check the facts and assume that if a preacher or teacher says something, it must be true. I hope that after reading this book, you will no longer simply accept the conventional wisdom or rely on hearsay but will instead feel confident in turning to the source, the Bible, to read and understand the story for yourself.


  With this very brief explanation of question one, we now move ahead to question number two.


  Question Two: True or False—Moses is God’s willing leader who frees the Israelites from Egyptian bondage


  The answer to question two is FALSE. Before we explore why this second quiz question is false, it seems prudent to say a few words about Moses, whose story begins in the second book of the Bible, Exodus, and continues through the rest of the Torah (the first five books of the Bible, also known as the Pentateuch, meaning “five scrolls” in Greek). Moses is a towering biblical figure, admired not only for his courage but also for his unique and efficacious relationship with the Lord. Though you may have never actually read the story of Moses in the Bible, you are probably more familiar with it than most Bible stories. Many of us have seen Hollywood’s version of the Moses story, most notably the Cecile B. DeMille classic, The Ten Commandments, or perhaps the DreamWorks adaptation, The Prince of Egypt.


  According to the biblical version of the story, Moses, the son of Hebrew slaves, is born during a very precarious time for the Children of Israel. Many years earlier, the Israelites migrate from their home in Canaan (roughly the same geographic area as modern Israel/Palestine) to Egypt in search of food during a famine. Mass migrations due to famines are quite common during this time, and archaeological evidence supports this aspect of the story. The Israelites end up settling in Egypt and, for reasons that are not clear, they are eventually enslaved under a ruthless unnamed Egyptian Pharaoh. Paranoid that the Hebrew men will someday rise up against him, Pharaoh begins a killing campaign. He commands the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, to kill all the newborn baby boys that they deliver to the Hebrew slave women; the girls, however, may live. Pharaoh knows that it is men who make war, and it is best to cut off the tree before it has a chance to sprout. Pharaoh does not appear to be a very forward-thinking sort of leader, however, and apparently does not realize that in murdering all the Hebrew male infants, he will effectively eliminate much of his future slave labor force.


  Thanks to the heroic efforts of several women, however, including the midwives, who bravely ignore Pharaoh’s decree, and Moses’ mother, Jochebed, who hides him from the authorities, Moses escapes death. Unable to conceal him any longer, Jochebed places Moses in a basket, and, under the watchful eye of his big sister, Miriam, sets him adrift down the Nile River. Jochebed’s motivations for doing this are not revealed in the text, but her actions result in a huge ironic twist: Pharaoh’s own daughter retrieves the basket and adopts Moses, raising him as an Egyptian prince right under the nose of her father!


  After narrating these events, the Bible, in typical fast-forward fashion, presents us with a suddenly grown-up Moses. The initial portrait of the adult Moses, however, is not a very flattering one. Witnessing an Egyptian taskmaster beating a Hebrew slave, Moses kills the Egyptian and hides the body in the desert sand. Fearing prosecution, he runs away to a distant land. Thinking he has left his old life behind, he settles down with a wife, has a son, and works as a shepherd.


  So far, Moses is not what we might expect of a hero. After all, he is a murderer and a coward who tries to run away from his past. But then— and now—wherever we go, our past is not far behind. Moses’ bucolic life takes a sudden and dramatic turn when God appears to him in the flames of a bush that is on fire, but not consumed. God calls and commissions Moses to rescue his fellow Israelites from the shackles of Egyptian enslavement.


  It is in the commissioning scene that we find the reason why question number two is false, for while the Bible does indeed credit Moses as the liberator of the Israelites from slavery, he is not exactly willing. When God calls, Moses expresses reluctance:


  Then Moses answered, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say, ‘The Lord did not appear to you.’” . . . But Moses said to the Lord, “O my Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that you have spoken to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” Then the Lord said to him, “Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.” But he said, “O my Lord, please send someone else.” (Exod 4:1, 10–13)


  As we can see from this short passage, Moses would just as soon pass on the Lord’s summons to liberate his own people from slavery. In fact, his litany of excuses is almost comical: He fears that the Israelites will not listen to him, complains that he is a poor speaker (“slow of speech and tongue” is actually the Bible’s way of saying that Moses is a stutterer), and even goes so far as to suggest that perhaps the Lord should send someone else!


  While all of this may seem confusing—for this flawed image of Moses is certainly not the Moses presented in movies or in Sunday school—displaying reluctance to God’s call is actually a common biblical motif. Most of the prophets, in fact, respond in much the same way as Moses. Perhaps it is Moses’ all-too-human failings and his initial reticence to answer God’s call that is so appealing to the ancient author and audience. For, if God can take the likes of Moses—a murderer, coward, and ineloquent speaker— and transform him into a fearless leader, then there is hope for us as well. Maybe this is the reason why the story of Moses continues to intrigue and inspire us even today. I will have more to say about Moses in chapter 8, as he is a key player in the unfolding story of the people of Israel.


  Questions number one and two are false, but what about question number three?


  Question Three: True or False—David is Israel’s first king


  The answer to question three is also FALSE. In my university classroom, I usually begin our discussion of this question with another, more general question. I ask my students if they can name any of the dozens of kings mentioned in the Bible. More often than not, the only kings they are able to recall are King David and, occasionally, David’s son and successor, King Solomon, the architect and builder of the great Temple in Jerusalem.


  While David is certainly Israel’s most popular king, the first king is a man named Saul. Although the better-known exploits of Israel’s charismatic second king, David, a “man after the Lord’s heart” (1 Sam 13:14), often eclipse Saul’s story, King Saul’s rapid rise to power and his tragic fall from the Lord’s grace is one of the most heartrending stories in the Bible.


  David is described as an ambitious, though somewhat corrupt, leader, while Saul is portrayed as a tall, handsome, unassuming young man (1 Sam 9:2) who has no interest in becoming king. But the influential prophet Samuel eventually persuades Saul to accept this honor. As a new monarch, King Saul has several successful initial exploits, including a stunning victory over one of Israel’s archenemies, the Ammonites (1 Samuel 11). Saul’s early successes, however, are short-lived. Perhaps it is his lack of maturity, poor counsel from those close to him, or the inevitable corruption that comes with power, but Saul and his kingship soon begin to unravel.


  Through a series of foolish, heretical, and politically inept episodes, Saul slowly loses control—of his kingdom, his family, and ultimately his mind. Most disturbing of all, however, is the fact that God sends a “tormenting spirit” to harass poor Saul (1 Sam 16:14). And, in what modern psychologists might label as schizophrenia or some other profound mental disorder, this “tormenting spirit” causes Saul to behave erratically. Consumed with paranoia, Saul becomes deeply depressed and is plagued by strange voices and visions.


  As Saul spirals downward, David is waiting in the wings, biding his time and growing in popularity among the people. Eventually, the citizenry (including Saul’s own children) begin to fear Saul’s violent outbursts and bizarre behavior and switch their alliances in favor of the politically savvy David. Sadly, Saul and his sons are killed in a battle against the Philistines (1 Sam 31:6) and their bodies are desecrated. This tragedy opens the door for David, who now ascends to the throne. Though he becomes a typical royal despot, the Lord nonetheless favors him, and David remains Israel’s most powerful and memorable second king.


  And so, the first three questions are all false. When I give this quiz to my class, students who have been confident in their first three answers and eagerly raise their hands when I ask, “How many of you think this question is true? How many of you think this question is false?” are now less confident. They wonder if perhaps all of the questions are false or if the first three questions are designed to trick them into answering false for the final two. They look nervously at their answer to question four, which seems to be the easiest question so far, and most students feel as if they have finally answered at least one question correctly. How did you respond?


  Question Four: True or False—Three Wise Men bring gifts to the baby Jesus in Bethlehem


  The answer to question four is FALSE. The delightful story of the mysterious visitors on a quest to find the baby Jesus is found only in Matthew’s Gospel, the first of the four canonical Gospels in the New Testament. Although the Gospel of Matthew appears first in the canon, it is not the first Gospel written. That distinction goes to the Gospel of Mark, written in about 70 CE, followed by Luke in 85 CE, then Matthew, which dates to about 90 CE, and finally the Gospel of John, which is written in about 95 CE. Students sometimes question why the Gospels are arranged out of chronological sequence, and scholars have proposed various theories in this regard, but the simplest answer is that the Gospel of Matthew, particularly favored by early Christians, is placed first in the canon as a way to honor it and convey its special stature.


  Only two of the four Gospels, Matthew and Luke, offer us an account of Jesus’ birth, while Mark and John open with an adult Jesus. Though we tend to commingle both of the birth stories in Matthew and Luke, the so-called infancy narratives are actually quite different. Luke recounts the familiar story of the inn with no room and the shepherds in the field who receive an angelic visitation:


  In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:8–11)


  These and other details are absent in Matthew’s version. According to Matthew, sometime after Jesus’ birth, certain individuals come from the East to pay him homage. These individuals follow a bright star that they believe will lead them to the “King of the Jews.” They first visit King Herod and inquire about the special child. Apparently, Herod’s murderous reputation is unknown to the visitors, and, after they locate the baby Jesus, they must be warned in a dream not to reveal the child’s whereabouts to Herod, as he had requested. Herod is prone to eliminate the competition; he will have no rival King of the Jews, even if that rival is an infant.


  The magi leave Jerusalem and continue to follow the star until they encounter the infant, Jesus, in the town of Bethlehem. Our Christmas carols (“We Three Kings of Orient Are”) and ceramic, gift-bearing figures under our Christmas trees tell us that the visitors are three wise men, but the exact number of the individuals who visit the Christ child is never actually mentioned in the text:


  In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.” When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. (Matt 2:1–12)


  Most scholars believe that the tradition of three visitors arises from the three gifts mentioned: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. But, again, the text does not state the number of gift-bearing individuals. The Greek word for the visitors (the New Testament is originally written in an ancient form of Greek) is magi. Often translated as wise men, sages, astrologers, or magicians, magi is a plural but entirely gender-neutral noun, so it specifies only that there is more than one visitor; the sex of the magi remains unclear. Hence, we may be talking about as few as a pair of visitors—or many visitors (male, female, or both); we simply do not know.


  Quite often, when I discuss this fourth quiz question with my class, a student will cite the names of the three wise men—Gaspar (or sometimes Caspar), Melchior, and Balthasar—as “proof” that the magi are three in number and male in gender. But, the fact is, nowhere in the Bible do these names appear. So, if the names do not appear in the Bible, why do we memorize them as children and immortalize them yearly at Christmastime? The names actually spring from a much later tradition, but not all Christians agree on the names.


  The Eastern Church has various names for the magi; for example, Syrian Christians know them as Larvandad, Gushnasaph, and Hormisdas. In the West, however, they are known as Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthasar. Scholars cite an ancient, sixth-century Greek text as the original source for these three names, which, over time, have been absorbed into the Christian tradition surrounding Christmas.


  Some may feel a sense of confusion or even disappointment when they realize that their precious childhood memories of the three wise men do not come directly from the pages of the Bible. But, this does not make the story any less important. Moreover, question number four serves as an excellent example of how the biblical text and tradition (cherished rituals or beliefs outside of Scripture) often coexist. Indeed, many of our prayers, holiday celebrations, and religious practices do not come from the pages of Scripture, but instead develop slowly over time, and can add to the rich tapestry of faith.


  We have just one final question, which also deals with the New Testament.


  Question Five: True or False—Several of Jesus’ Apostles (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) write the Gospel accounts of his life, death, and resurrection


  The answer to this final question is, once again, FALSE. While scholars continue to debate the authorship of the four canonical Gospels, to date, the identities of the authors who write the accounts of Jesus’ life and times remain a mystery. The application of the four Evangelists’ names—like the placement of the Gospels within the New Testament—comes from deeply held traditions within the early Church rather than from specific individuals named Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.


  The Gospels (from the Greek, meaning “good news”) are essentially short stories that convey key events in the life of Jesus. They are not biographical in the modern sense, of course, as they lack the minutiae and detailed descriptions that contemporary audiences demand. The anonymous authors seek instead to focus on Jesus’ oral teachings, miracles, and actions in light of their faith.


  I will discuss the Gospels and the New Testament in more detail in the subsequent chapters, but very basically, three of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) are so similar in content that scholars refer to them as the “Synoptic Gospels.” Synoptic comes from the Greek, meaning “like view.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke present Jesus’ story in the same general order and all follow parallel courses of events that highlight Jesus’ ministry.


  The Gospel of John, however, is quite different. John’s portrait of Jesus emphasizes Jesus’ divine nature. Roughly 90 percent of the material in John is unique to John and not found in the Synoptic Gospels. For example, in John, Jesus moves back and forth between his home in the Galilee and Jerusalem, but in the Synoptics, Jesus travels to Jerusalem only once, during the final week of his life. And although Jesus’ primary role in the Synoptics is that of exorcist, John does not record a single exorcism. These are only a few differences between the Gospels, but these differences, as we shall see, are significant in the development of Christianity and our understanding of Jesus.


  Many people are surprised to learn that the four canonical Gospels are not the only gospels written. Early Christians produced many others, among them gospels purportedly written by those near and dear to Jesus, including some of the Apostles. For instance, according to some scholars, the Gospel of Thomas, unearthed in 1947 near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, is the work of Thomas, one of Jesus’ Apostles. First written around the same time period as the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of Thomas contains 114 “Jesus sayings” and offers us unique insights into the early followers of Jesus. Other noncanonical gospels include the Gospel of Peter, the Infancy Gospel of James, and the Gospel of Mary Magdalene.


  All this aside, if we return to the question of authorship of the four canonical Gospels, we can argue that questions concerning the true identity of the Evangelists are certainly intriguing, but for people of faith, the identity of the individuals who pen the tales of Jesus’ life remains a secondary question. What matters most are the stories themselves and the timeless lessons they impart, not only for the earliest followers of Jesus but also for Christians today.


  So, how did you do? If you are like most of my college students, chances are you probably did not answer more than one or two questions correctly, and most likely, none. On the other hand, some students actually do quite well. Many answer more than half of the questions correctly. But usually, when pressed, few of them are able to justify their answers. Most admit that they answered the question based on a hunch or some vague recollection from Sunday school.


  But even if you answered all or most of the questions correctly, and you are able to explain your answers adequately, this book is still for you. The purpose of this book is not only to teach you something about the Bible but also to empower you by giving you the basic tools necessary to continue learning more about the Bible beyond the pages of this book. I now invite you to journey with me to explore the fascinating collection of ancient texts that for centuries has captivated the hearts and minds of millions: the Bible.
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  A Tree with Deep Roots


  A BRIEF HISTORY OF BIBLICAL ILLITERACY


  Difficulty is the excuse history never accepts.


  —EDWARD R. MURROW


  Why is it that we no longer read the Bible? And, for the precious few who actually do read it, why is it that so many misunderstand or misinterpret its meaning? These are crucial and formative questions that will be addressed at the end of this chapter, but perhaps the best way to begin our exploration of the origins of biblical illiteracy is to first say a few words about the history of the Bible. I am not talking here about “biblical history”—the Bible’s particular chronology of events that includes such things as the creation of the world; the giving of the Law (or Torah); and, in the New Testament, the coming of Christ—which sometimes differs from recorded history outside the pages of the Bible. Rather, I mean the Bible’s own “bibliohistory,” which is a complex history that spans over two thousand years. This bibliohistory cannot be fully explored in a single chapter; I shall instead focus on key events and offer a general overview of the factors that led us to our present state of biblical illiteracy. What follows is my “best guess” assessment of the situation, as it is difficult to pinpoint the exact moment in time when people stopped reading the Bible. But I will offer this tease: It is a fairly recent phenomenon. We will start with the basics and then explore the Bible’s slow and steady rise from a collection of oral traditions to sacred Scripture.


  The word Bible is an English spelling of the Greek word biblia, which means “little books.” The name itself reminds us that the Bible, now a single work contained between two covers, begins as a collection of individual books, or scrolls, written over a long period of time by different authors. The original texts (of which there are no surviving copies) were usually written on a paperlike material called papyrus (made from the papyrus plant). The pages were then wrapped around a short wooden pole to form a scroll. Unfortunately, papyrus is not a very durable material, so most ancient manuscripts have been lost in the sands of time.


  The Bible is divided into two main sections. The first section (the larger of the two) is the Hebrew Bible (commonly called the “Old Testament” by Christians), and the second section (much smaller) is called the “New Testament,” or the “Christian Testament.” There are twenty-seven books in the New Testament and either thirty-nine (in Jewish and Protestant Bibles) or forty-six books (Catholic editions) in the Hebrew Bible (chapter 3 will explain these differences in more detail). There are many translations of the Bible currently in use, including the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) (the version used for citing passages in this book), the King James Version (KJV), the New International Version (NIV), the Jerusalem Bible (JB), the New American Bible (NAB), and scores more.


  The Bible begins as a collection of sacred scrolls written and edited over the course of a thousand years by the Jewish people. The canonization of the Hebrew Bible is completed sometime between 200 BCE and 200 CE. These sacred Scriptures are stored in temples and handled by scribes. Sometime during the first and second centuries of the Common Era, a group that would become known as Christians emerges, leading to two different, yet similar, Bibles. The early followers of the Jesus movement add four Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, an apocalypse (the book of Revelation), and twenty-one letters (attributed to Paul, Peter, John, and others) to the original Jewish writings to form the Christian Bible. The New Testament, which exists in some form by around 200 CE, parallels the production of a Jewish sequel to the Hebrew Bible: the rabbinic writings on Jewish law and tradition known as the Mishnah and Talmud.


  Before a single word of the Hebrew Bible is ever written, however, there is a rich and abiding oral tradition whereby the faithful regale friends and family members with the stories that are part of the religious and cultural heritage of God’s Chosen People. Most of the oral traditions are eventually collected and written down so that they can be passed on to future generations. A similar oral tradition is present during the growing pains that mark the post-Easter community, as fledging house churches emerge during the aftermath of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Early followers of the Jesus movement share stories of his life and miracles as they patiently await his return (the Parousia), which they believe will usher in a New Age for all humanity. When it becomes clear that Christ’s return is not imminent, however, several of his followers put pen to papyrus and immortalize the key events in his life and the crucial aspects of his teachings. The canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are the precious gems of their efforts.


  In its early years, the Bible is read and revered in synagogues and churches and becomes the centerpiece of later traditions that develop in Judaism and Christianity. The faithful recite many of the stories from memory and take seriously the important lessons that lie at the heart of these stories. People are familiar with the biblical characters, and many parents even choose biblical names for their children, hoping, for example, that their son might inherit the Wisdom of Solomon or that their daughter might grow to be as courageous as Deborah. Although Judaism, for the most part, has always encouraged lively debate, thoughtful discussion, and critical analysis of the biblical text, for Christians the teachings and traditions of the Church (and for centuries, there is only one church—the Catholic Church) slowly take precedence. Over time, individual reading of the Bible is discouraged, and soon the faithful begin to rely on the Church for proper interpretation of the biblical text. It is unclear exactly when this shift occurs, but in the late fourth century, St. Jerome translates the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into Latin, then the common language of the people (hence the term Latin Vulgate). As we shall see, however, throughout history, the translation of the Bible into the lingua franca of the common person is often viewed with suspicion. It is not surprising, then, that Jerome’s translation is not very popular during his own time.


  Although there are some rival translations, the Latin Vulgate prevails and is eventually adopted as the “official Bible” of the Catholic Church, but by this time, Latin has become a dead language. Hence, by the Middle Ages (the period between the fall of the Roman Empire and the Renaissance), the official Bible of the Church is in an archaic language that the vast majority of the people do not understand. Worse still, most of the clergy know only a form of puppet-Latin, enough to say Mass, but not enough to actually read and understand the Bible. Thus, the interpretation of the sacred Scriptures becomes the domain of an exclusive few who can decipher Latin.


  The Latin Vulgate carries the early Church through most of the Middle Ages and is never seriously challenged. But things are about to change. John Wycliffe (1328–1384), a theologian, philosopher, and priest at Oxford University, is the first to translate the Bible into English. Wycliffe’s earliest readers are likely his students and colleagues—the so-called educated elite. Soon, however, others outside the hallowed halls of academia are also interested in reading the Bible in English. This apparently rankles some in the Church, who shrilly warn of the dangers of “private interpretation”—a valid concern, but surely not the only concern. With the Bible and its interpretation securely resting in the holy hands of a select few, order and control can be maintained. There is no telling what might happen if an average parishioner got his hands on an English version he could actually read!


  Accordingly, copies of Wycliffe’s English Bibles are considered a form of heterodoxy and eventually outlawed; anyone found with an English Bible is subject to torture and execution. For many, the desire to read the Bible in their native language is worth the risk, however, and Wycliffe Bibles continue to be copied and distributed throughout England.


  In 1382, Wycliffe’s teachings are formally condemned as heretical, and he is forced to leave his post at Oxford. Retiring in the tiny town of Lutterworth, he resumes his duties as the rector of St. Mary’s Church. But he continues to promote the importance of a readable Bible in the vernacular of the people and rails against the Church for its steadfast refusal to acknowledge any Bible other than the Vulgate. He dies two years later and is buried in his parish cemetery. Forty-four years after his death, under papal decree, his body is exhumed and burned, a grotesque and barbaric sentence imposed upon traitors to the Church.


  If this action is meant to discourage others from following in Wycliffe’s footsteps, it fails miserably. Indeed, Wycliffe’s movement has many adherents, and change is in the air. Called Lollards (from a Dutch word that means “mumble”), Wycliffe’s disciples are viewed by some as religious fanatics who insist on a Bible-based faith; any traditions not found in the Bible, such as the sacrament of penance and the veneration of saints, are eschewed. Labeled as heretics, Lollards are arrested and many are tortured and executed, but this violent persecution does little to stem the tide of change, for the proverbial genie is already out of the bottle and there is no going back.


  Martin Luther (1483–1546), a priest and theologian, denounces many of the practices of the Roman Catholic Church—ninety-five, to be exact—and in 1517, he nails his list of grievances to the church door in Wittenberg, Germany, setting into motion the wheels of the Protestant Reformation. Like the Lollards, he takes issue with nonbiblical Church teachings, including papal authority and that nasty practice of selling indulgences in order to free the souls of the dearly departed from the shackles of purgatory (which is, even in the Church’s opinion, abusive; indulgence is simply a term used to indicate the remission of temporal punishment for sins that had been forgiven).


  Luther’s List sets off a firestorm of religious change, the effects of which are still being felt today. But, insofar as the Bible is concerned, Luther agrees that it should be available for the masses and written in the vernacular of the people. He translates the Bible into German for his countrymen, and other reformers, particularly in England, set out to do the same. While the faithful in northern Europe seem willing to accept this change, this is not the case in England, where the crusty guardians of the faith still insist that the Vulgate is the only permissible translation. The wave of reform, however, creates a steady stream of courageous men and women who risk everything in order to have a Bible that even a boy behind the plough can read. One such maverick is the pious and intellectually gifted William Tyndale (1494–1536). Fluent in Greek and Hebrew, Tyndale is committed to translating the Bible into common English and at first attempts to gain approval for his work through the proper channels. He approaches his local bishop, a fellow intellectual, Cuthbert Tunstall, in hopes of gaining his support. Tunstall, however, is not one to break ranks with the prevailing political opinions of the Church and apparently suspects strains of Protestantism in Tyndale’s request. Tunstall refuses to endorse Tyndale’s efforts to create an English version of the Bible, and Tyndale is forced to relocate to the more Reformation-friendly Germany to continue his work.


  Despite several setbacks, Tyndale publishes his first translation of the New Testament in 1526 and sets his sights on translating the Pentateuch (Torah). Tyndale Bibles are beautifully illustrated and pocket-sized (there are several surviving copies, one of which is on display in the British Library in London). Their compact size allows them to be easily smuggled into England where they sell like hotcakes on the black market. Some shipments are confiscated and burned, and those caught with a copy are subject to imprisonment and even death. As his illegal Bibles flow into England, Tyndale continues his work, translating the Hebrew Bible, but he must be wary of those who seek to silence his seditious pen, for the old guard in England has spies. In 1535, one of those spies catches up with Tyndale in Antwerp. Tyndale is arrested, convicted of heresy, imprisoned, and then executed a year later. In a sad irony, within two years of Tyndale’s death, Protestantism sweeps through England, King Henry VIII declares himself the head of the Church of England, and English Bibles, now legal, grace every pulpit and pew in Britain.


  What happens between the sixteenth century, when people literally risk their lives in order to read the Bible in plain English, and the twenty-first century, when, despite the fact that there are dozens of English (and every other conceivable language) translations readily available, people do not seem inclined to read the Bible at all? As a college professor, I know that it is not just the Bible that people skip reading; teachers have a difficult time getting students to read anything bound between two covers. But the problem of biblical illiteracy begins long before the present websurfing, text-messaging, Facebooking, instant-gratification generation that confounds professors and parents today.


  During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the seeds of the Scientific Revolution (sown centuries earlier with geniuses like Leonardo da Vinci and Copernicus) begin to sprout. People in Europe, and eventually America, begin to look at life from a different perspective, questioning previously held truths, searching for empirical evidence to support theories, and positing new ideas about life and the universe. Great minds, such as Galileo (1564–1642) and Isaac Newton (1643–1727), transform the way in which we understand the universe. Galileo’s improvements with regard to the telescope allow him to peer into the heavens and to confirm the earlier theories of Copernicus (1473–1543), which hold that the sun, not the Earth, is at the center of the universe. Newton, of course, is remembered for his laws of gravity and motion, which are now standards in nearly all high school textbooks, but are nothing short of revolutionary for Newton’s time.


  Scottish anthropologist Sir James George Frazer (1854–1941) observes that human beings pass through three phases of development in which they attempt to control nature: first through magic, then through religion, and finally through science. Although each new phase always retains vestiges of the previous iteration, much of the world moves in the direction of science in search of answers to the big questions (and the small ones, too) in life.


  Despite the growing interest in rational thinking and science, however, up until the late 1800s, the Bible is still widely read and respected as an authoritative source for living a good and moral life. American presidents, including Abraham Lincoln and Woodrow Wilson, quote from the Bible without offending anyone; writers, like Herman Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne, allude to the Bible and people understand their references; musicians William Billings and later John Knowles Paine set the Psalms to music and people actually know that what they are singing comes from sacred Scripture.


  A seismic shift in biblical literacy occurs in 1859 when a British scientist, Charles Darwin, publishes his landmark book, Origin of Species. Darwin’s work centers on the concept that differences in species occur over a period of time due to something he calls natural selection, or the process by which certain favorable traits are passed on to future generations and unfavorable traits are essentially “bred out,” which can even result in new species. This concept is at the center of evolutionary biology and is widely—though certainly not universally—accepted today. Unlike many of the major players in the Scientific Revolution, however, Darwin does not write in the scholarly jargon of a scientist, preferring instead to write a book that will be accessible and readable for the general public. He apparently succeeds admirably, for his book becomes enormously popular and causes quite a stir.


  Though Darwin certainly is not the first to explore evolutionary theory, his book allows the average reader to enter into the scientific debate concerning the origins of life. For many, Darwin’s ideas are revolutionary and compelling and help to illuminate the existential question humans have asked through the ages: Why am I here? Darwin inspires other scientists, such as Mary and Louis Leakey, to search for evidence of our earliest ancestors. Soon, evolutionary theory finds its way into the vernacular of the people and into textbooks, and it is generally regarded today as fact rather than theory (despite the fact that Darwin himself clearly states that natural selection is indeed just a theory).


  But not everyone agrees. Some view Darwin’s work—and others who follow in his footsteps—with suspicion and even contempt. They feel that evolution contradicts certain biblical truths—namely, that all humans descend from the first couple, Adam and Eve. Those who study Darwin and his life rightfully point out that he never intends to undermine religion or to dismiss the Bible; in fact, he is quite mindful of religious sensibilities. But in the years following Darwin’s initial work, a tug-of-war begins to develop between the so-called evolutionists (or those who believe in a common origin of humankind that evolves from primates) and traditionalists, who insist that a literal reading of the biblical Creation accounts can be the only source of truth for believers. This either-or kind of thinking has resulted in pitched debates, fevered arguments, and an ever-growing chasm between the two extremes.


  The Bible has been the unfortunate casualty in this divide, read and cast to the side as fanciful mythology by the liberalists; revered and clutched to the chest as the only source of truth by the traditionalists. The vast majority of people, however, fall somewhere in between these two camps. This middle group—the majority—represents those who have likely never read or studied the Bible in any real sense; they simply go though the motions of their faith tradition (or not) and wonder what all the fuss is about. Some in this middle group may have explored the Bible and evolution and have come to view them as complementary rather than contradictory; that is, one can maintain God as the Creator without ignoring the God-given gifts of science and reason.


  The growing acceptance of evolutionary theory is hugely important in our quest to try to understand how and why people stop reading the Bible, and though it does not completely explain the current problem of biblical illiteracy, it does serve as a signpost, pointing us in the right direction. The Scientific Revolution paves the way for the next major stop on our journey, the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Begun in Britain, the Industrial Revolution heralds changes in agriculture, manufacturing, mining, and nearly every other form of industry. This movement toward the development and implementation of machine-based labor has far-reaching social, cultural, and economic consequences throughout Europe and North America. The middle class experiences a population boom and factories soon begin dotting the landscape, causing a shift away from a rural lifestyle to a more urban one. People now have a wider variety of job choices and greater chances for advancement in the workplace. Travel is made easier due to improvements in the steam engine, railroad system, and roads. New discoveries in medicine result in a decrease of the infant mortality rate, an increase in life expectancy, and a whole new arsenal of drugs used to combat and prevent illness.


  As the fuel from the Industrial Revolution moves us headlong into the twentieth century, a new field of medicine is born: psychology. Thanks to the pioneering work of Sigmund Freud (considered the father of modern psychology) and others who follow in his footsteps (though many will diverge from his well-worn path), we gain startling new insights into the human mind and a whole new vocabulary designed to tell us why we do the things we do. An atheist, Freud’s initial view of religion is somewhat dismissive; he sees religious beliefs as little more than a quivering heap of infantile needs or wish fulfillments rooted in fantasies and driven by guilt. His later writings, however, seem to indicate an interest in exploring religions through a historical and psychological lens, testing out his own theories as a way to explain religious phenomena. Although he continues to view religious faith as something akin to mass delusion, he also feels that the task of the psychologically mature individual is, in a sense, to “grow out of” their childish religious beliefs. If all of this sounds a little clinical and depressing, we must remember that Freud, himself, is not a very happy individual, and, whether or not we agree with him (he has enjoyed many detractors, far too numerous to mention), his work greatly influences the way in which many people view religion and, by extension, the Bible. Freud’s work has since been expanded, dismissed, refined, and defined by countless others who seek to understand and help alleviate psychological suffering. Moreover, his work spawns a new and exciting discipline, aptly called the psychology of religion, the courses of which are quite popular on college campuses.


  As the twentieth century roars ahead, life becomes faster-paced and many people begin to experience greater economic stability, which leads to an increased consumption of goods and services. In short, people begin to collect things—clothing, furniture, appliances, and assorted gadgetry. Collecting “stuff” becomes (and still is) almost a religion itself. (Interestingly, psychology has a term for pathologically collecting and holding on to things: hoarding.) The common side effect of the acquisition of material goods, however, is that all our “stuff” requires looking after. We work long hours to afford a nice home in which we may store our many possessions and, consequently, we use our “leisure time” not for leisure, but to sort, inventory, and maintain all our things. Storage facilities are now popular because our homes can no longer contain all of our stuff. Weekends are spent changing the oil in our cars, mowing the lawn, dusting the knickknacks that line our shelves, defragmenting our computers, and, of course, going from place to place, buying more stuff.


  The by-product of all this is a sort of self-imposed isolation. Most of us rarely know the people who live next door to us, and we are too busy to try to get to know them. People cannot seem to take a walk, ride a bike, or sit on a park bench without being connected to an iPod, which effectively sends a “leave me alone” message to others. We watch movies on our laptops instead of at the movie theater with other people, and we eat dinner in front of the television, instead of around the dinner table with the people we most love. Our children are so overbooked with parent-arranged activities that they are unable to organize a neighborhood game of kickball on their own—but they probably do not even know most of the other kids in their neighborhood anyway. In the past, families would live under the same roof and work toward common goals, not only due to sharing a common living space and loving bonds but also through having less stuff and fewer outside commitments. “Family time” has now become a staged event or an orchestrated outing that parents feel compelled to arrange and children feel forced to attend. The so-called breakdown of the American family is not just about the staggering divorce rate; families may live under the same roof, but they circulate in isolated orbits, each member chasing after his or her version of what it means to be successful in this competitive, technologically driven world.


  All of this does not leave much time for the cultivation of a religious or spiritual life, much less reading the Bible. It is no wonder that church attendance in the United States and Western Europe has experienced a steady and unprecedented decline; who has the time?


  I am not saying that all technology is bad—for I am writing these very words on my trusty laptop. But when we combine the effects of technology with the other factors mentioned briefly in this chapter—ecclesial squabbles over such things as translating the Bible into the vernacular of the people; the rise in rational thinking; scientific breakthroughs, including the field of psychology; and the leaps in industry that led to a complete upheaval in the social, cultural, and economic life of citizens—we can see why it is that we no longer read or understand the Bible.


  Some might be inclined to shrug their shoulders and ask, “So what? Why does it matter if we don’t read (or understand) the Bible?” Of course, the most obvious reason to read the Bible is to strengthen, renew, and sustain our faith. Religious faith aside, the Bible is the foundational text for Western religious thought and has influenced nearly every aspect of Western civilization, including art, music, literature, philosophy, education, science, law, and government. This means that biblical illiteracy is a problem that extends beyond the scope of religion and connotes a more extensive lack of knowledge.


  College professors have a bird’s-eye view of this problem and struggle to modify their classes in order to compensate. But the end result, which is surely the case in my own discipline of religious/biblical studies, is that teachers must spend a significant amount of time engaged in remedial work before actually teaching the objectives of the course. This means that we must first teach what we once took for granted as common knowledge—that our students have some awareness and basic understanding of key biblical stories, truths, and ideas. Imagine, for example, the challenges an art professor might face when presenting Italian Renaissance art, or an English professor’s frustration in teaching John Milton’s Paradise Lost, both of which center on biblical characters and themes, to a group of students who know nothing about the Bible.


  But biblical illiteracy extends far beyond the classroom. It infiltrates the courtroom (most laws in the United States are founded on biblical principles), the boardroom (most precepts regarding business ethics are biblically based), and even the bedroom (our concept of love and fidelity are firmly rooted in biblical teachings). Simply put, knowledge of the Bible is a critical part of our overall education. If you agree, at least in principle, then the next logical question is this: Where do we go from here?


  You have already taken the first step in choosing to read this book. Step number two is equally important: purchase (or borrow from the library) a Bible. While there are many fine English translations of the Bible, as mentioned in the introduction, I have chosen to use The New Oxford Annotated Bible (with Apocrypha) in writing this book. This particular Bible is based on the New Revised Standard Version translation and has scholarly commentary about each section, detailed footnotes, maps, and other helpful study materials intended to appeal to a diverse audience. You are free, of course, to consult your particular favorite version of the Bible, but I do suggest that you use a “study Bible” (study Bibles come in many different versions). You should read your Bible alongside What the Bible Really Tells Us, as this will enable you to gain a fuller understanding of the passages we will discuss. Using your Bible early on and often will help you to become familiar with the way the Bible is arranged. You might also consider investing in Bible tabs, small tags that affix to the various books of the Bible, which makes locating and moving between biblical books quick and easy. You can purchase these cheaply from most booksellers or on Amazon, or you can make your own Bible tabs (many of my students do this using Post-it® notes).


  The third step is to try, as best you can, to remain open to the process of learning. This does not mean that you should put aside your particular faith perspective or that you should suddenly adopt a new one. But resistance to new ideas and different ways of looking at things are roadblocks to learning. Of course, you do not have to agree with everything in this book; on the contrary, the most important thing I hope to teach you is to think critically for yourself. This is sometimes difficult to do when it comes to the Bible because, traditionally, it has often been subjected to territorial guardianship, caught in a game of one-upmanship between the faithful and the skeptical; the traditionalist and the scholar; the pious and impious. Yet the there is no exclusive ownership, for the Bible belongs to all of us.


  There are those, of course, who insist that we must read the Bible from a particular perspective—usually their perspective—but the vast libraries of commentary, both Jewish and Christian, reflecting every conceivable point of view, point to a different reality. This reality allows for diverse opinions to coexist and cautions us to avoid narrow-mindedness, for there is ample room for everyone.


  The style of interpretation pursued in this book is to treat the Bible like any other piece of literature. That is, with measures of sympathy and suspicion, with curiosity about its authors and their times, with full appreciation of what we can learn from the collateral fields of biblical studies, including history, archaeology, anthropology, and philology. This book is written primarily with Christians and Jews in mind, as well as those with other or no religious affiliations who simply wish to learn more about the Bible. I am fully aware that some readers, both conservative and liberal, may experience the occasional discomfort that comes from the fear that their beliefs are being challenged, but I also know that true learning happens when we are asked to step out of our comfort zone to explore other perspectives, and this is exactly what I hope you will do. Let us now explore some basic facts regarding the Bible that will serve as the framework for subsequent chapters.




End of sample
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Table 3.2.The Order of the Hebrew Bible Canon

(with Abbreviations)

Jewish Bible

Protestant Bible

Catholic Bible

Genesis (Gen)
Exodus (Exod)
Leviticus (Lev)
Numbers (Num)
Deuteronomy (Deut)
Joshua (Josh)
Judges (Judg)

1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)
1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)
Isaiah (Is)
Jeremiah (Jer)
Ezekiel (Ezek)
Hosea (Hos)

Joel (Joel)
Amos (Amos)
Obadiah (Obad)
Jonah (Jon)
Micah (Mic)
Nahum (Nah)
Habakkuk (Hab)
Zephaniah (Zeph)
Haggai (Hag)
Zechariah (Zech)
Malachi (Mal)
Psalms  (Ps)
Proverbs (Prov)
Job (Job)

Song of Solomon (Song)
Ruth (Ruth)
Lamentations (Lam)
Ecclesiastes (Eccl)
Esther (Esth)
Daniel (Dan)
Ezra-Nehemiah (Ezra-Neh)
1-2 Chronicles (1-2 Chron)

Genesis (Gen)
Exodus (Exod)
Leviticus (Lev)
Numbers (Num)
Deuteronomy  (Deut)
Joshua (Josh)
Judges (Judg)
Ruth (Ruth)

1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)
1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)
1-2 Chronicles (1-2 Chron)
Ezra (Ezra)
Nehemiah (Neh)
Esther (Esth)
Job (Job)
Psalms (Ps)
Proverbs (Prov)
Ecclesiastes (Eccl)
Song of Solomon (Song)
Isaiah (Is)
Jeremiah (Jer)
Lamentations (Lam)
Ezekiel (Ezek)
Daniel (Dan)

Hosea (Hos)
Joel (Joel)
Amos (Amos)
Obadiah (Obad)
Jonah (Jon)
Micah (Mic)
Nahum (Nah)
Habakkuk (Hab)
Zephaniah (Zeph)
Haggai (Hag)
Zechariah (Zech)
Malachi (Mal)

Genesis (Gen)
Exodus (Exod)
Leviticus (Lev)
Numbers (Num)
Deuteronomy (Deut)
Joshua (Josh)
Judges (Judg)
Ruth (Ruth)
1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)
1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)
1-2 Chronicles (1-2 Chron)
Ezra (Ezra)
Nehemiah (Neh)
Tobit (Tobit)
Judith (Jud)
Esther (Esth)
1-2 Maccabees (1-2 Macc)
Job (Job)
Psalms (Ps)
Proverbs (Prov)
Ecclesiastes (Eccl)
Song of Songs (Song)
Wisdom (Wis)
Sirach (Sir)
Isaiah (Is)
Jeremiah (Jer)
Lamentations (Lam)
Baruch (Bar)
Ezekiel (Ezek)
Daniel (Dan)
Hosea (Hos)
Joel (Joel)
Amos (Amos)
Obadiah (Obad)
Jonah (Jon)
Micah (Mic)
Nahum (Nah)
Habakkuk (Hab)
Zephaniah (Zeph)
Haggai (Hag)
Zechariah (Zech)
Malachi (Mal)
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Table 3.7. Timeline: Brief History of Biblical Times

Recorded Hebrew Scriptures History

10,000 BCE (?)
1850-1270 BCE
1270-1130 BCE

1130-1020 BCE
1000-587 BCE
920 BCE

721 BCE

587 BCE
587-538 BCE
539 BCE

538 BCE
538-332 BCE
332-63 BCE

Primeval Period: Gen 1-11 (Adam and Eve through
Babel)

Patriarchal Period, Gen 12-50 (Abraham through Joseph
in Egypt)

Exodus/Wandering/Settlement Period, Exodus to
Conquest Period (Joshua)

Period of the Judges

Period of the Monarchy

Divided Monarchy—Judah to the south, Israel to
the north

The fall of Israel to Sargon II of Assyria

The fall of Judah to Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia
Exilic Period

Cyrus of Persia conquers Babylon

Edict of Cyrus; exiles free to return

Persian Period

Greek Period

Early New Testament Period

63 BCE

40-4 BCE

6 BCE(2)-30 CE
50-63 CE

70 CE

70-95 CE

90 CE

350 CE

Roman Period begins

King Herod

Jesus of Nazareth

Paul’s Letters

Destruction of the second temple
Gospels written

Jewish canon

Christian canon
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Table 3.3.The New Testament (with Abbreviations)

The Gospels
Matthew (Matt)
Mark (Mark)
Luke (Luke)
John (John)

Acts of the Apostles (Acts)

Authentic Pauline Epistles
Romans (Rom)

1-2 Corinthians (1-2 Cor)
Galatians (Gal)
Philippians (Phil)

1 Thessalonians (1 Thess)
Philemon  (Phlm)

Other "Pauline” Letters

2 Thessalonians (2 Thess)
Colossians (Col)

1-2 Timothy (1-2 Tim)
Titus (Titus)

Ephesians (Eph)

Other Apostolic Letters
Hebrews (Heb)

James (Jam)

1 Peter (1 Pet)

2 Peter (2 Pet)

1,2, 3, John (1,2, 3 Jn)
Jude (Jude)

Revelation (Rev)
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