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Chapter 1

What Are We 
Talking about  
When We Talk  
about “The Bible”?

At any Episcopal worship service, you will hear passages from 
the Bible. What, exactly, is the text from which we read in church? 
In this chapter, I’ll try to answer that question by walking back-
wards, charting in reverse order the history of the biblical text.

When you hear the Bible read in an Episcopal church, you’re 
usually hearing passages from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion of the Bible (often called, simply, the NRSV). That’s a re-
cent English translation of texts originally written in Hebrew, 
Aramaic, and Greek. The NRSV was published in 1989; it was 
produced by a group of scholars—mostly members of Protestant 
churches, though there were a few Catholic and Orthodox Chris-
tians, and one Jew. Their task was to update a 1952 translation 
of the Bible, the Revised Standard Version (RSV). In their work, 
which began in 1974, the NRSV translators set out to draw on 
the latest in biblical scholarship. They also wanted to update any 
passages that, because American idiomatic English had changed 
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so much since 1952, sounded stilted to the 1970s ear, and they 
wanted to get rid of unnecessary masculine pronouns and to 
eliminate the words “man” and “men,” if the Greek or Hebrew 
versions of those words didn’t actually appear in the original (so 
the RSV’s rendering of Matthew 6:30, “O men of little faith,” 
became “you of little faith,” and the RSV’s “Man does not live 
by bread alone” in Matthew 4:4 became “One does not live by 
bread alone”).

Every new Bible translation has disgruntled critics. When 

the Revised Standard Version of the Bible was published 

in 1952, one minister in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, 

deemed the new translation “a heretical, communist-

inspired Bible.” He burned a copy with a blowtorch and 

sent the ashes to Luther Weigle, who’d chaired the trans-

lation committee.

The NRSV is by no means the only English translation of the 
Bible; on my bookshelf, I have nine different English transla-
tions, and even that is a small fraction of what’s available. The 
Episcopal Church has authorized fourteen different translations 
for use in our worship services, but typically we read the NRSV. 
Most of the translations that Episcopalians can use in corporate 
worship were published in the last sixty years, but one is much 
older: the King James Version of the Bible (KJV), which was 
first printed in 1611, and which in some way stands behind all 
subsequent English translations. The King James was not the 
first English Bible—it was in part because there were so many 
different Bible translations floating around England at the begin-
ning of the seventeenth century that James called for a new trans-
lation. (James hoped the new translation would be authoritative; 
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he also hoped it would replace the popular Geneva Bible, whose 
interpretative notes contained anti-monarchical sentiments.) It 
took several decades for the KJV to become established as the 
principal Bible in England; once it had, the KJV also began to 
predominate in the English colonies in North America. 

So, we have a range of English translations—of what? Just 
what are these English texts, from the King James to the New 
Revised Standard Version, versions of?

The book known as the “the Bible”’ is in fact a collection of 
over sixty books, which were themselves written over the course 
of perhaps one thousand years. We know with some confidence 
who wrote some of them (Paul’s letter to the Galatians), and we 
don’t know the authorship of others (the Psalms). It’s long been 
thought that some material in the Bible was in circulation orally 
for many years before being written down; other biblical mate-
rial was, in its first instantiation, a written text. By “books,” I 
mean literary works with notional independence. A given bibli-
cal book was not necessarily written by one person, or even writ-
ten at one time (Dorothy Sayers’s novel Thrones, Dominations 
was completed after Sayers’s death by Jill Patton Walsh; thus it 
has two authors, but it is one coherent work).

Over several centuries, early Christians discerned which 
books would constitute, and hold the authority of, sacred Scrip-
ture. The earliest Christians inherited—and continued to study 
and read in worship—Israel’s Scripture, which comprised three 
sections: the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. 

•	The Torah—the five books of Moses—tells the story of the 
creation of the world, and God’s relationship with human-
ity, focusing in particular on God’s relationship with the de-
scendants of Abraham and Sarah. The Torah follows those 
descendants, the people of Israel, into and out of slavery, 
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and through a forty-year period in which they wandered in 
the desert, received a revelation of law from God, and made 
their way to the edge of the land of Canaan. 

•	The Prophets are collections of oral declamations by peo-
ple chosen by God to speak to the people of Israel, to inter-
pret their present to them, to remind them to keep God’s law, 
and to chart a vision for their future. 

•	The Writings encompass poems, prayers, proverbs, nar-
ratives about individual men and women’s faith lives, and 
histories.

The Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings were originally 

written in Hebrew and Aramaic. By the time Jesus was 

born, various Jewish communities had translated the 

Hebrew and Aramaic texts into Greek, the dominant 

language of politics, trade, and learning in much of the 

Mediterranean world. The earliest Christians read these 

Greek translations alongside Hebrew and Aramaic texts 

of the Jewish scriptures, especially as the church spread 

among Jews and Gentiles for whom Greek was a mother 

tongue. (By custom, these various Greek translations of 

scriptural books are referred to as the Septuagint. The 

term “Septuagint” comes from the Latin for “seventy”; 

the term was applied to the Greek Jewish scriptures  

because it was thought that 70 Jewish scholars trans-

lated the books of Moses into Greek in Alexandria some 

time in the third century bce.)

As the first Christians were continuing to read and study Is-
rael’s Scripture, they were also producing their own literature and 
reading it in church. Letters of theological instruction and prac-

A Word to Live By.indd   4 7/13/17   12:48 PM



5What Are We Talking about When We Talk about “The Bible”?  

tical counsel, written by Paul of Tarsus, circulated throughout 
the churches, and Gospels (accounts of the events leading up to 
and following the death of Jesus of Nazareth) began circulating, 
and other texts circulated, too. By the middle of the second cen- 
tury ce, Christians began discerning with focused intentionality 
which of these new texts should be read in church worship and 
studied in church. They were trying to clarify which letters and 
Gospels Christians absolutely needed to read, which texts Chris-
tians urgently needed to converse with, and which texts could con-
fidently be known to convey the words of God to God’s people. 

That discernment entailed real debate. In particular, there 
were arguments about whether to include the epistle to the He-
brews and the Revelation of John of Patmos. These arguments 
turned largely on three questions. 

1.	 Early Christians asked whether the content of the books was 
consistent with what they knew about God. 

2.	 They were also interested in who had written the text—was 
it written by someone who had witnessed personally the 
events he was writing about, or who was otherwise deemed 
a trustworthy reporter? 

3.	 And finally, early Christians wanted to know whether there 
was consensus among Christian communities that a given 
book was life-giving, inspired, and inspiring. Did Chris-
tian communities generally agree that a book helped their 
faith grow and helped them follow Jesus? St. Jerome, for 
example, said that it didn’t much matter that no one knew 
who wrote the letter to the Hebrews, because the letter was 
“constantly read in the churches.”

By the end of the fourth century, the churches in the Roman 
Empire had settled on the books that they understood to be the 
words of the Lord and therefore to be read in church and studied 
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for interest and edification. To the Jewish scriptures, the church 
had added the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John; a text called Acts of the Apostles, which recounts the min-
istries of several early Christians who were crucial in spreading 
the story of Jesus throughout the Roman Empire; twenty-one 
letters; and the Revelation of John of Patmos. (They’d settled not 
only on which texts to embrace as Scripture; they’d also affirmed 
the importance of the order I just gave, the same order you’ll find 
in the table of contents of any New Testament today.) 

PAUSE AND CONSIDER How do you respond to this history—

to the Bible’s comprising a collection of books written over 

many centuries, whose status as “biblical” required discern-

ment and debate?

The early Christians’ long discernment concluded the process 
of canon formation, and the books finally included in the small 
library we know as the Bible are called the biblical canon. It’s a 
basic component of Christian faith to think that the Holy Spirit 
worked through the early Christians in this process of canon for-
mation. The church has always affirmed that Christians can read, 
and expect to be spiritually edified and theologically nurtured 
by, books that aren’t included in Scripture. But Scripture alone is 
the text we proclaim in worship and respond to in sermons. And 
Scripture alone is the text about which Christians say “these are 
the words by which God speaks directly to us.”

Canons are, it must be admitted, somewhat out of fashion. 
Fifty years ago, it seemed to people that there was a clear “canon 
of Western literature” and “canon of Western art.” Today, not 
only the scope of those canons is debated; the very sense that 
we can meaningfully talk about a canon of Western literature, or 
should want to, has been usefully subjected to scrutiny by people 

A Word to Live By.indd   6 7/13/17   12:48 PM



7What Are We Talking about When We Talk about “The Bible”?  

who are interested in giving Tabitha Tenney’s 1799 novel Female 
Quixotism (a novel I adore) or Harriet Jacob’s 1860 autobiogra-
phy Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (which I read annually) 
the same attention they accord Moby-Dick. 

So why a biblical canon? I sometimes chafe against our can-
on. I think it would be interesting to preach on one of the gospels 
that was excluded from our biblical library, and there are bits of 
Ezekiel and Ephesians I’d like to skip. But I believe that, just 
as Jacob wrestled with the angel and was eventually blessed by 
his wrestling (Genesis 32:22–31), the task given to us by the 
early church’s canon formation is a task of committed wrestling. 

Roman Catholic editions of the Bible have seventy-three 

books; all Protestants, including Episcopalians, include 

only sixty-six. The extra (or, depending on your perspec-

tive, missing) books were included in some, but not all, 

ancient Jewish collections of Scriptures. In antiquity 

and the Middle Ages, Christians understood the books 

in question to be part of the Bible, even as there were 

learned Christians who questioned their status because 

the books were not included in all Jewish scriptural  

collections. During the sixteenth century, Protestants  

affirmed that (in the phrasing of Martin Luther) these 

books “are not held equal to the Sacred Scriptures and 

yet are useful and good for reading,” while Catholics 

affirmed the books as “sacred” and canonical. The Epis-

copal Church acknowledges them as (in the words of 

one sixteenth-century Anglican) “read for example of life 

and instruction of manners,” and we occasionally read 

passages from some of them—Judith, Baruch, Sirach, 

and the Wisdom of Solomon—during worship.
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I needn’t understand or enjoy or feel affinity for all of Scrip-
ture—but I’m committed to wrestling with it, and I believe that 
eventually, I’ll be blessed by that wrestling (though I also think 
the wrestling might leave me, as it left Jacob, limping).

In my canon-wrestling, I sometimes muse about etymology. 
“Canon” comes from the Greek word for “rule.” The Greek word 
is a Semitic language word adopted into Greek; the Semitic word 
means “ruler” or “measuring rod,” and it, in turn, comes from a 
Semitic root that designates a “reed”; that root is etymologically 
related to “cane,” as in sugar cane. Historically, the reason we 
began to call the books of the Bible our “canon” is that the list of 
canonical books constitutes a rule for our reading, and the books 
in question constitute a rule of faith. No one was thinking about 
sugar cane when they began to speak of the biblical canon. But 
I like to think of it. Sugar cane has a complicated history—its 
history in the West is inseparable from the history of slavery, and 
the history of poverty in the Caribbean. There’s a bitterness to 
sugar cane, just as there is bitterness to how biblical texts have, 
in history, sometimes been used to violent ends.

But sugar cane, like the canon, is sweet. In the words of the 
Bible itself, “How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than 
honey to my mouth” (Ps. 119:103). 

PAUSE AND CONSIDER Scripture brims with similes, meta-

phors, and other flights of prose that help us see what kind 

of book Scripture is. According to various biblical books, 

Scripture is a lamp, a running path, a blanket of snow on  

the landscape, a mirror. Which of these metaphors intrigue 

you? If the Bible is a running path, where does it lead? If  

the Bible is a mirror, what should we expect to see when  

we read the Bible?
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