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Still People of the Book? — Protestant Identity in Our Time

Does it matter whether Christians know anything about the Bible? Does it matter
whether they understand the claims their churches’ creeds make? For most of their
history Protestants assumed the answer to questions of this sort was obvious. Not only
did they seek to make the Bible as widely available as possible, but they also made a
concerted effort to enable people to understand the basic doctrines of their churches.
They valued, in other words, an educated laity, out of a conviction that religious literacy
is important to the practice of discipleship, and that is a reason why Protestants were

so effective in influencing the wider culture. In our time, however, that appears to

be less and less the case — in the industrialized world, at least. In other parts of the
world Protestants often exhibit today some of the same zeal for Biblical and theological
knowledge that past generations did in this part of the world. But even in the United
States, the level of Biblical knowledge among Protestants (including evangelicals) appears
to be quite low, and the churches seem to be unable to do anything about it. What is the
meaning and significance of this development? Does it portend a fundamental change in
Protestant identity? If so, of what sort? Where is it taking us?
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