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In 1676 during King Philip’s War, there was an attack by the Narragansetts and other native tribes on the town of Rehobeth, Massachusetts.  There was only one English person killed that day.  He sat in his chair in his house reading the Bible, believing that he would be physically protected by doing so.  He was later found shot to death in his chair, with the Bible still in his hands.  Unitarians and Universalists have never attributed such supernatural powers to the Bible.  While we have never believed the Bible could keep us protected at all times, we all know that Unitarianism and Universalism as religious movements have their origins in Biblical interpretation.  As a result, the Bible plays a central role throughout most of our religious education history.  Even today most congregations ask the question how much Bible should we teach.  Parents always seem to occupy one end of a spectrum; either they want  more Bible or less Bible.  Personally this also leads each of us to ask what role the Bible played in our own religious development.  Which Bible story from your youth was your favorite, which seem most absurd? Did the Bible stories provide meaning for you, comfort or hope, or instruction in how to live a good life.

At the time of King Philip’s War, there were no Sunday Schools, and children attended church with their parents.  Yet the question of how to indoctrinate children into the faith was still an important one.  All children learned to read from scriptural passages.  Millions of copies of the New England Primer made sure of this, as it began with: “In Adam’s fall, we sinned all.” Catechisms emerged as a way to instruct children into the faith long before the establishment of Sunday Schools. In Puritan New England a law was passed in 1642 calling upon “all masters of families to once a week (at the least) catechize their children and servants in the grounds and principles of religion. “(Bassett , p. 7).  Catechisms continued to be popular throughout the 17th, 18th, and into the 19th century when Sunday Schools first came into being. In 1821 Thomas Whittemore published “An Epitome of Scripture Doctrine comprised in a Catechism, for the Use of Children.”  Scriptural quotes were used to affirm Universalist doctrine. Caleb Rich used proof texting to affirm his Universalist beliefs, and his pupil Hosea Ballou read the Bible as the only book he knew.  When the first church school among all denominations was established in Beverly, Massachusetts in 1810, the Bible was the only book of instruction.  These early Sunday schools were patterned after secular models and used memorization and catechetical methods to learn biblical messages.

In an article on “Unitarian Catechisms,” Joe Bassett, says that the old Worcester Association of Congregational churches prepared a catechism that was in its third edition by 1810. It authors were local clergy, including Aaron Bancroft, a liberal from Worcester.  In 1821 Bancroft and two other acknowledged liberals began working on a new catechism. Within ten years, it had gone through five editions. They derived much of their inspiration from a catechism that William Ellery Channing had coauthored with Samuel Thacher in 1813. The new catechism consisted of three parts, the first of which was a series of questions for the moral development of children. The second and third parts consists of questions and answers on the Old and New Testaments. While the inspired centrality of the Bible is essential to the faith, there are distinctive ways in which the liberal approach is embodied. The Biblical material, Bassett points out,  is not presented in propositions, but rather in a narrative style. For example, in the Anglican faith, a child would be required to learn the Ten Commandments prior to confirmation to purely show the ability to memorize the text. In the Unitarian catechism, the Commandments are placed in the context of Moses and the Exodus.  The same is true of the New Testament, the child learned that the Lord’s Supper is placed in the context of Jesus’ last Passover.  So the narrative provides the structure for the meaning of the passage, rather than the strict recitation of the passage itself. The implication is that one must know the Biblical story in order to know the Christian way. The centrality of the Bible in instructing youth is vital. The catechism ends: “The Bible, the Bible only, is the religion of the Protestants.” (UU Christian, p. 38).  

In the early days of Unitarianism and Universalism (1770-1830) scriptures continued to be held as the fundamental authority for believers, and this was what was taught to the children.   Even by 1850 Universalists still believed in divinely inspired scriptures, even though Ballou had revolutionized the movement through his advocacy of the use of reason in the interpretation of scriptures.  Joseph Stevens Buckminster was the earliest Unitarian scholar advocating the use of the latest in Biblical criticism. After his epilepsy proved fatal, the mantle of Biblical interpretation fell to Andrews Norton, the Unitarian pope. Among other things Buckminster said that not all scripture is equally authoritative, and must be read in historical context. He also said the Bible was not God’s direct word, but rather a vehicle by which the word comes to us.  Yet the historicity and the authority of the Bible were still central, along with the historical validity of the miracles.  Following both Buckminster and Norton, William Ellery Channing accepted the miraculous interpretation of scriptures. In 1837 Channing gave his famous address on the Sunday School; principles upon which the Sunday School should rest.  These are frequently quoted today, and appear in our hymnal with such inspiring prose as: “the great end in religious instruction is not to stamp our minds upon the young, but to stir up their own.”  The words seem to indicate an approach to faith development that would encourage the children to ask questions and awaken their own thoughts and minds to religious exploration, yet this inquiring method does not seem to have been followed for another century until the advent of Sophia Fahs.  


Yet there was outstanding example of inspirational Biblical study with children that we should mention.  Bronson Alcott was probably born a century early considering the far sighted nature of his educational theories, which included the abolishment of physical punishment, organized play and pleasant rooms. In 1834 he began a series of conversations on the Old Testament on Sunday mornings, and these were followed by a Friday evening series on the life of Christ.  Ironically, Channing, who waxed poetically about stirring up the minds of the young, grew alarmed at Alcott’s open ended methods of instruction, and Alcott responded, ”whence this pusillanimity of mind in one whom the nations deem the brave and bold defender of sacred truth?”  Alcott devoted the Temple School to the study of the Gospels, with the intent of publishing the conversations.  Elizabeth Palmer Peabody begged him not to let the sections on birth and circumcision see the light of day.  The controversial parts eventually were placed as part of footnotes at the end.  Record of Conversations on the Gospels was published in two volumes in 1836 and 1837.  Like other Transcendentalists, Alcott believed that Christianity was valid not because of its history or the reported miracles that proved its validity, but rather that its truths emanate from the intuitive religious feelings that are evident in our very nature. Furthermore, children by being fresh and unspoiled are actually “divining rods” for apprehending these natural truths.  Their mere spirit of innocence, Alcott believed, brings them closer to the divine spirit.  In his preface Alcott wrote that the conversations were an attempt “to unfold the Idea of spirit from the Consciousness of Childhood.” (Miller, 152).  Alcott wanted the children to explore their own consciousness, while he respected their spiritual integrity, and as a result they would “readily apprehend” the divine beauty of Jesus’ character.   


The method in the conversations was such that Alcott would read the passage from scriptures, and then explore with the children asking them such questions as : “What came into your minds while I was reading?”  “what interested you most?”  (Miller, 130 ) or what does this mean to you?   It was a Socratic method of teaching where Alcott never lectured. He wrote, “It is better to give the subject up to the children, and let them lead us where they will.” (Myerson, 192) Unfortunately the publication of these methods of instruction led to abuse being heaped upon Alcott. Andrews Norton said the book was one third absurd, one-third blasphemous, one third obscene. (Myerson, 181).  Perhaps Norton was responding to such questions addressed to the children such as what is the nature of God? (in the seed that grows), or what is birth an emblem of? (small stream coming from a great stream)     On one occasion, Alcott asked about judgment day.  The conventional answer would be the last day of existence when the world is destroyed, but some of the responses were extremely insightful.  A child named Charles wrote, ”The day of judgment is not any more at the end of the world than now. It is the judgment of conscience every moment.”  Another student, John B. said: “Whenever we do wrong it is a day of judgment to us “ (from a web site with reprinted sections from the reprint of the Conversations - “How Like an Angel Came I Down” (Lindisfarne Press). While these conversations caught the wonder of the children’s thought their radical open ended questioning coupled with the admission of a black child to the school resulted in the closure of the Temple School after all the parents withdrew their children.  Alcott gave the Unitarians a taste of child centered education, but it failed to materialize in any church or other institution for decades and decades.   So while we might idealize the religious unfolding of each child in the 19th century because of Channing’s words, the reality was Unitarian and Universalist churches still used catechisms and rote learning of Bible passages.


This is not surprising since Sunday Schools in general patterned their methods after secular models, and so they continued to use memorization and catechetical methods to learning biblical messages. The primary subject matter for RE in the 19th century was the Bible.  In 1869 the Universalist Publishing House produced “A Gospel Catechism for Sunday Schools” by A. St. John Chambre, a Universalist minister. (copies are available) This catechism was less focused on Biblical narrative than on learning doctrinal truths.  Children were expected to know the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer, as well as definitions of sacrament, resurrection and the forgiveness of sin. There were also Sunday School manuals.  Universalist Alonzo Ames Miner published one in 1854 which insisted upon memorization; pupils repeated their answers, such as a listing of the books of the Old Testament.   The Universalists used International Uniform Lessons  from 1872 on.  These were a nondenominational curriculum with scripture based lessons (p. 15, Nelson).   Liz Strong points out in her book that the use of these lessons reflects the inability of the Universalists to develop their own exclusive program, and their yearning to be part of the larger evangelical Protestant system. Their General Sunday School Union was not formed until 1913.  

The higher Biblical criticism began to have an impact upon the Universalist use of these lessons after 1900.  The Universalists had always published their own supplements to the uniform lessons, but these became more liberal after the influence of Orello Cone at St. Lawrence began to be felt.  The supplemental lesson on Bible Universalism used a catechetical form supported by Biblical texts.  Some of the answers reflect the new found explanation that the Bible is a collection of sacred writings written over a long period  of time, meaning it is not a cohesive whole, and that it is a progressive revelation rather than a singular unified revelation. This was reflected in the Universalist pamphlet “Three Lessons in Bible Universalism.”  “We must bear in mind that the Bible is a collection of sacred writings, composed during a period of at least fifteen hundred years, and that it is a progressive revelation, or unfolding of the character of God, growing more complete from Moses to Jesus.  The implication is that the Christian faith is supreme.  The three lessons reflected in the Bible, the pamphlet states, are that the Bible depicts that good is stronger than evil, that the higher attributes of God (Love and Fatherhood) are ascribed in the New Testament, and that there will be a final purification and nobleness of all souls.


During the late nineteenth century, the Unitarian Sunday School Society  began to feel the effects of the higher criticism, too.  At an 1871 meeting  of the Society in Taunton - a keynoter asked, “Why is the Old Testament so generally neglected and is it wise to neglect it?” (p. 15, Richardson) -  How much content remains a question today, as it was for this same meeting, where they asked, Is the first purpose of Sunday School to form character or impart knowledge?  A Sunday School Society meeting in Salem considered the question “In what way can the study of the Bible be so conducted as to lead the young wisely to a rational idea of the Scriptures?” (16, Richardson).  In the early 1880's James Freeman Clarke gave a series of sermons on Unitarian Belief.  These were compiled into a manual.  The Unitarian Sunday School Society added a series of questions by Kate Gannett Wells to go with the manual for use in Sunday Schools. This manual was published in 1884 by the society.  In this curriculum, Clarke affirms the Bible as a sacred book, but not an infallible one. In addition to not being infallible, the Bible also contains errors and contradictions.  Some portions of it are more important than others, and it shows the gradual unfolding of truth.  There is also a temporary nature to some of it, and those portions which contain moral error do not detract from the deeper spiritual truths.  Clarke recognized Christianity as but one of several world religions, but he thought it was the ultimate religious expression, and saw in Jesus a greater depth and fullness of life than in the other prophets.  He spoke about Jesus’ divinity in the context of him being a divine man rather than a human God.


Biblical criticism had also been impacted by the advent of Charles Darwin and his theory of evolution.  At an 1896 meeting of the Society - Rev. Mr. Gould said he taught evolution from his pulpit - “In teaching Old Testament stories one might tell the children these views of the creation represented the thoughts of the early Hebrews and are no longer considered true.” (Richardson, p. 21) In 1902 the society meeting declared “It is well known to educators that the biographical form of teaching is always the most interesting. This is generally true of the Old and New Testaments.”  (Richardson, p. 22) The Bible continued to be central to Unitarian lessons and confirmation classes in the early 20th century. In 1919 the AUA published A Manual for the Confirmation Class.  This laid out lessons for the minister to teach.  The author, William I. Laurence asks, “What we see in the Bible.” He says the authors of the biblical books are mostly unknown, and he specifies that the books contain both myth and history. While it contains many of the most important utterances ever penned, Laurence also says we cannot accept “statements that our reason declares to be untrue, or teachings about conduct that our conscience reject as wrong.” ((p. 13) He goes on to say there are errors, and knowledge of the times in which they were written.  Therefore he concludes that the Unitarians do not hold the Bible as infallible or as the only rule of life.  The Biblical words, he says, “helps us to understand some of the mysteries of life, shame us for our sins, and inspire us for nobler living” (p. 14). In 1890 Lawrence had published a selection of the Psalms for use in the home and Sunday School for devotional use.


A year after the AUA published the Confirmation Manual, the Beacon Press, published Who are the Unitarians by Augustus Record. Record said the Bible must be seen as a human document subject to the ordinary rules of criticism and research.  He says “the religious life cannot be identified with or dependent upon the old, unscientific view of the scripture as an infallible rule of faith and practice.” (p. 69)  Record described the Bible as the chief text book in our schools of religious education.  However, the modern understanding of the higher criticism of the Biblical does not negate its importance.  Despite its inaccuracies and ambiguities it is no less worthy as a medium for the revelation of the divine will.”  Record also says in Christocentric language that “Because of the lofty character of its moral and religious teaching and the light it throws upon the origin and character of the best religion the world has yet known, we cherish a reverence for it which we cherish for no other book. . .” (P. 79)


By the 1930’s the effect of the humanist movement was felt in the Unitarian and Universalist approach to the Bible in their church schools.  In his Religious Education in the Liberal Church, Norman Dowd wrote, “Somewhere in the course of training there should be an opportunity to learn something of the Bible as a collection of Hebrew and Early Christian Literature . .. [the child] should be encouraged to appreciate its literary value, and learn something of the history of it. (Dowd, 174)  By 1935 the primary value of the Bible was in its literary and historical context rather than its inspirational or religious qualities. Very soon thereafter a new M and J -Martin and Judy would replace the old M and J - Mary and Joseph ( p. 31 in Nelson) when a new world centered view swept in with the presidency of Frederick May Eliot . He wrote about “The Place of the Bible in Unitarian Faith” in his Unitarians Believe ( 1939), which was based on radio talks given in 1938 and 1939. He said: “A large part of what we commonly call Religious Education consists in providing people with the vocabulary of religion; but the words of that vocabulary remain merely words until the touch of life - the immediate effect of firsthand personal experience-- changes them to truth.” (P. 43).  Take it as a human document and let it speak to your need.


The entire approach to the Bible was revolutionized when he hired Sophia Fahs as the AUA’s Curriculum editor.  Fahs explained many of her child centered and personalistic views in Today’s Children and Yesterday’s Heritage when she wrote that the old Bible of tradition was being newly interpreted.  “Whereas the old Bible is thought of as divine, the new Bible is human.”  The New Bible is about people.  The old Bible was said to contain a unified system of belief, but the new Bible is a collection of books written in different times and places with different perspectives and standards.  There is no one message of truth, but rather you must be able to compare different beliefs and practices. The Bible also does not necessarily represent the highest standards, but as earlier codes for developing moral character it may be appreciated. You cannot simply go to the Bible and receive one clear answer about what is right and what is wrong.  Various standards have to be examined. In the new Bible of human experience the Jesus who walks through it is “not a divinity desiring worship, but a man who can be understood, honored, and in deep ways followed.” (82, Today’s Children).  The new Bible as interpreted by Biblical scholars is more difficult to relay to children, as it is not unified.  Children need to be old enough, to understand human development throughout history. Fahs asks, “Are the stories told to teach children what God is like, what he wants of them and what he forbids? Or are the stories told to let children know what people of long ago were like, how they thought about God, their ideas of right and wrong . . . so that children may compare and contrast the old with the new and decide which ways are best? (85-86). Do children of today need both the old Bible and the new Bible or neither?  


We want children to know, Fahs believed, that all human beings have the same yearnings.  We want respect for ancient peoples. Present the old story and the new. “One condition for religious freedom is exposure to more than one way of thinking and believing.” (94)  Trust in the child’s ability to think.   Look at the old Bible, the new Bible, and become curious about the world’s other Bibles.  How are we alike, and what are the differences in our perspectives.   “We believe that children need first to have religious feelings of their own; that they need to be themselves religiously before they can be good Christians or good Jews or the followers of any specific faith.  Children should feel the Mystery of life, before being told how it has been explained.  Children should feel the wonder , before being given the words to say it by. Children should feel a trust, before being told that there is a God on whom they can depend.” (98).  


Teaching the Bible to children is no longer a simple task of spreading interesting stories. It is an ancient historical source of one people which leads us into the study of the universal experiences of humankind in building religious faith and practice.  How she told these stories anew is exemplified in Jesus the Carpenter’s Son.  Could this story have been true?  How does this compare with scripture? She wanted to make Jesus come to life, and represent the lived truth about him.  Some scholars will disagree, she said, but what do you think?  Channing’s words, and Alcott’s methods 100 years hence were finally beginning to be implemented.  In 1963, the UUA published the pamphlet, “What is the Bible?” by Rolland Wolfe. Rather than one religion, Wolfe says the Bible is a book of many religions. There are Mesopotamian religion, patriarchal religion, Hebrew religion, prophetic religion, ritualistic Judaism, humanistic wisdom religion, the religion of John and Jesus, Paulinism, and finally a religion of degeneracy.  Wolfe says only the religion of the prophets, wisdom religion and the religion of Jesus have true worthiness.  So it seems only some parts are worthwhile. 


In subsequent years, some wondered if the Bible was relevant at all  In Challenge of a Liberal Faith, the standard introduction to UUism for decades, George Marshall wrote, “The Bible abounds in gory incidents.  We shall skip over . . . all manner of uncouth conduct and unworthy ethics presented in the Bible.  The Religious liberal cannot look upon the Bible as a sacred book.”  (Marshall, 142).  Sometimes the Bible was edited and watered down to present only the “nice” stories where nobody got hurt or did mean things to anybody else.  Of course this took much of the meaning and struggle out of life and made the Bible bland and empty.  The warrior, adulterer, bad parent King David would have all the life sapped out of him in many of the liberal religious church school depictions.  In a way Unitarian Universalists were not allowing the story to speak for itself.  They were proof texting the passages, and thus abrogating the narrative to fit their own ethical perspective. 


Despite the theological unwillingness to look at human greed and selfishness and evil, there was a return to the use of the Bible in late 20th century Unitarian Universalism.  We have seen advances in scholarship which have intrigued us intellectually; we have longed for more ritual and symbol in our religious lives; we see our lives reflected in these old struggles for truth and meaning, especially in the suffering of Job and justice seeking of Amos culminating in the nonviolence and even feminism of Jesus. We have come to see the power of story in understanding ourselves in our place and time and history. This collection of stories about a people also reveal certain deeps truths about ourselves.  In recent years there has been a gradual return to the Bible as a major resource.  “We find our lives reflected in old narratives of doubt and faith.” (Bob Thayer)


In 1965 a UU Christian publication by Charles Forman asks “What do I want religious education to do for my son?”  He wants the stories to come alive or to speak a personal truth.  “I want him to be with Moses . .. I want him to sense the greatness of David and to know of his failures, too . .. It does not explain why, it shows how.  Many sides to truth, no stopping place.  “To be religiously educated is to be taught how to live, and how to love, and how to die.  The changes in the use of the Bible in our religious education history have been revolutionary.  We have gone from the belief that the Bible is a divinely inspired unified book that we must memorize, and especially in the Universalist case, use to prove our theological perspective, to the belief that the Bible is one of many sacred scriptures that has much to teach us about history and myth and truth if we find ways to make it come to life for each of us.  I remember seeing it come to life in my first congregation in Palmer, Massachusetts when a church school class using the multimedia curricula, “The Adventures of God’s Folk” by Joe Bassett came processing through our social hall carrying the ark of the covenant they had constructed. - these children, at least for a moment were a living embodiment of religious ritual and celebration.  The 20th century legacy is that each of us can discover how the Biblical stories can come alive in our own lives today.  Since our earliest days we have discovered what a British physicist, George Polkinghorne, has recently reiterated, “The Bible is not a divinely dictated textbook laying down the correct answers to the examination questions of life.”  Nor do we have to feel like Homer Simpson either, who in the recent Simpsons moving is shown in church desperately leafing through the pages of scriptures in the middle of a crisis, and we see him shouting in despair, “There are no answers here.”  There are two basic principles which inform our UU approach to scripture. We believe in an open canon and continuous revelation. Open canon means that we may find spiritual truths in many types of writing that we then deem sacred simply because it has inspired us to find deeper meaning in life. Continuous revelation means that religious truth did not end with the unfolding of the worlds great faiths as taught by Buddha, Jesus or Muhammad, but that we continually draw meaning from life as its meaning unfolds in each of us. What has always held true throughout our history is that both Unitarians and Universalist have advised adults and children alike to use their reason in interpreting and understanding scriptures, and discovering their meaning in our lives.  May it ever be so.
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Note from the UU Religious Education History Group:
In the time period later than indicated in this paper, several curricula regarding the Bible have been published by the Unitarian Universalist Association. For more information related to Biblical material, see the Publications listing at www.uurehistorygroup.net or the Catalog of Religious Education Resources at www.hzmre.com/catalog
