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Timothy Beal, a professor of religion at Case Western Reserve University in the United States has 

just published, The Rise and Fall of the Bible: The Unexpected History of an Accidental Book, 

(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt). The book takes the reader inside the actual Bible, rather than the 

one of literal truth — that is so much the rage in these unsettled times. Beal himself has a great 

appreciation of the Bible, seeing its contradictions as an intellectual spur for further questions 

rather than a depositor of answers. His is a thoughtful, if not widely held perspective.  I spoke 

with Beal via phone just before the Christmas holiday.

AL: You mention different accounts of creation. What are they? 

TB: The Old Testament has more than just two different stories, but there are two at the begin-

ning of the Book of Genesis. The first it is the more familiar. God takes the first Shabbat on the 



seventh day. In that one; plants and animals and so forth are created earlier, and human beings — 

created in the plural not as an individual human being, both male and female — are created in 

God’s image as the culmination on the sixth day. That goes through the first half of verse 4 of 

chapter 2 of Genesis.

 Then another story begins at Genesis 2, verse four. In this one before plants are made, be-

fore  animals are created God forms a single human being, he breathes life into this lump of dirt. 

Its basically a creation story that is a story that anthropologists would could an affirmation of 

animism. That a divine spirit animates inanimate nature into life. Where the first one is cosmo-

logical, big picture, everything is ordered and there is this symmetry and all this repetition in the 

story. They are very different stories, yet they are set next to one another, but if you really stop 

and pay attention to what happens when there are big differences. 

AL: Doesn’t that kind of discrepancy challenge the basic argument of the creationists?

TB: Yes it does. I think assuming that what you mean by that people who are wanting to take the 

Bible literally as an authoritative account of  cosmic and human beginnings. We are looking at 

something that is mythological in the best sense, that is it is a kind of poetic imaging of begin-

nings, is raising questions and is thinking about these things theologically but is not trying to 

give us a scientific account of beginnings by any means.

AL: You write about the way Bibles are being repackaged widen their appeal. Can you describe 

this. What are Biblezines? Who is their target audience?

TB: These Biblezines are magazine-format Bibles that Thomas Nelson Publishes. They are the 

brain child of one of their marketing people  hired from Nike, who was in charge of the youth 

market. The idea was to produce magazines that have some biblical text, but it is really the 

callouts, charts and the pictures that people are reading. They aim these at different market 

niches. There’s Refuel which is a hyper-masculine teen boy version. It has biblical war stories, 

stories about rock and roll, how to argue with your science teacher and friends in your biology 



class about evolution and how to grill the perfect steak. There are others that are more like Marie 

Claire or InStyle aimed at 20 something young women, Nickelodeon looking ones for younger 

kids and others. Most of these publishers are conservative evangelical publishers. What they do 

is when they are adding value is adding values, so -called Biblical values that perhaps aren’t so 

much in the Biblical text itself as in interpretations of it.

AL: I was surprised to learn that the of notion of Biblical inerrancy is a construct of only the last 

150  years. What was the evolution of that?

TB: I think there were people who might have said things like that before that time, but the  the 

idea  that Bible is in every jot and tiddle without error and perfect was defined and laid out 

schematically in the 19th century. Fundamentalism itself emerged around the same time. It was 

in reaction to the evolutionary theory of Charles Darwin and other related scientific and socio-

logical theories. But also in response to Biblical scholarship in the eighteen hundreds were peo-

ple were looking at Biblical literature and trying to understand the archaeology of it, that is to say 

the layers of development of it. 

AL: It was also the rise of the industrial age and people were beginning to move of the land and 

were gravitating toward a certitude in that context....

TB: I think that’s a good point. So often when we look at intellectual history the drive for some-

thing solid and certain including the rise of the Enlightenment and so forth — the desire for cer-

tainty. The quest for  certainty arises out of a context of chaos or ungrounding or disorientation. 

Its true for Desecrate and its true for the doctrine of inerrancy too, I think so.

AL: You describe an abundance of ignorance of the actual content of the Bible, including among  

the “Bible believing.”  Seems like there’s a prononouced trend among people who have vested a 

lot of their life in the Bible actually don’t understand it very well?



TB: Even a lot of mega church evangelical ministers and so forth will complain about that. They 

feel like the greatest challenge in their congregation for them is to increase Biblical literacy, to 

get people reading Biblical text itself. The fact that for so many people  when they actually go 

and read it for themselves the experience or reading it doesn’t jibe with  their idea of what that 

experience is supposed to be. They feel like they’re supposed to have an experience in which ... 

God wrote this book for them and it is going to tell them everything they need to know, to give 

them the answers, give them certainty, direction and purpose and so on. The actual experience of 

reading Biblical text  is usually not like that. That was my experience growing up. I just want to 

say, okay let’s let go of that experience and let’s read it! Let’s look at on its own terms and on its 

own complex history too.
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