, @\ :We're here today to talk
about your new book, In the Beginning
Was the Word. You've written prolifi-
cally about the influence of religion on
the United States, and we’re wonder-
ing how this book on the Bible di ers
from your previous books on Chris-
tianity’s historical role in American
public life. In other words, why write
this book?

\ @ :Insome sense other things I've
written were a spino  of an earlier
concern for the public use of the Bible.
This project got underway in the late
1970s at a time when the evangelical
part of the Protestant world, of which
I’m a member, was exercised about
questions concerning the doctrine of
the Bible, or what the Bible was and,
to some extent, questions about how it
should be interpreted.

Then with a real nice crop of younger
historian friends, it occurred to us to
ask, what about how [the Bible] has ac-
tually been put to use over time? That
led to a conference in 1979 at Whea-
ton College called “The Bible and
American Culture,” leading to a book
that I edited with Nathan Hatch. My
assignment for that one was to talk
about the Bible between the American
Revolution and the Civil War, and, in
some sense, that’s set the pattern for
most of what I’'ve done since that time.
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That work includes a fairly major
study on the way in which main forces
in American history shaped theolog-
ical formation, America’s God: From
Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln.
Then a book followed more specifically
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empire and a strand of Bible religion
that is not quite oblivious, but almost
oblivious, to the political sphere. That
combination defines the beginning
of the history of the Bible in the new
United States, which is the book I'm
working on now.

I've already written a few shorter
pieces on 19th-century developments,
and I will be trying to bring the story
into the early 20th century, where
for di erent religious groups there
are many di erent religious reasons
for adhering to the Bible. But there
are also non-Christian groups who
adhere to their versions of Scripture
for other reasons. And there is still a
heavy overlay of political usage of the
Bible.
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tifaceted and has many dimensions —
several stories running alongside one
another, with much influence going
back and forth among these stories.

e\, : I'm wondering about your
reflections on the Bible and use in the
public realm in America today. We
had the Republican debate last night.
I’m wondering if you see any anteced-
ents in what you've written here or
any changes contemporarily.

\@ :I'm afaithful reader of the
South Bend Tribune, where almost
every week the letter column will
include two or three examples of peo-
ple quoting the Bible, usually from
conservative points of view but not
always. Occasionally a liberal Protes-
tant Unitarian voice will also quote
the Scriptures, or someone writing
as a socially conscious Catholic voice
will draw on the Bible as well. From
whatever political angle, the Bible
keeps showing up.

My own sense, however, is that by the
early 20th century, the things that
had made the United States in some
sense a Bible-civilization had faded
away. What are those things that have
changed? The King James Version is
still published (new polls suggest that
maybe it’s still the most used version
of the Bible, which surprised me).
Nonetheless, the way in which the
language of the King James Version
used to be common coinage of the
realm is no longer the case. Abraham
Lincoln was able to quote four times
from the King James Version in 1865,
the Second Inaugural Address, and
he doesn’t have to say “I’'m quoting
from the Bible.” People recognized it.
Martin Luther King in 1963 in the “I
Have a Dream” speech, quotes from
Amos and Isaiah and one or two oth-
er places in a kind of mixture. It’s a
little bit of Revised Standard Version,
a little bit of the King James Version,
but it’s there. But I’'m not sure if such



