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Bible
school

One of the bills filed in the 
Legislature for the next ses-
sion would authorize high 

schools to offer elective high school 
courses on the Bible. It’s a good idea 
but one that must be carefully nego-
tiated.

Senate Bill 1338, authored by Sen. 
Tom  Ivester, D-Elk City, would per-
mit elective courses on the Hebrew 
Scriptures (Old Testament) and 
New Testament and their impact on 
history and literature.

“The courses would be an objec-
tive study of the Bible and not the 
teaching of religion,” Ivester said.

That’s a worthy goal and one that 
I have supported in the past and 
continue to support. 

There have been various polls 
taken over the last few years that 
reveal an astonishing lack of Bible 
knowledge by young people, even 
those who profess to be church-at-
tending Christians.

That might alarm many people 
and even please others. But, setting 
aside the religious viewpoint of the 
Bible, the importance of the book 
to literature and history is valuable 
and undeniable.

Understanding Shakespeare 
can be difficult for a junior in high 
school (although it is well worth 
the effort) but to read the Bard and 
not recognize his many references 
to the Bible leaves any study of his 
work unfulfilled.

Of course, Shakespeare also al-
luded to classical mythology many 
times and those references should 
be noted also.

The influence of the Bible in lit-
erature doesn’t stop at Shakespeare. 
Novels are full of biblical allusions 
and references. For instance, John 
Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath” 
and “East of Eden” are direct ref-
erences to the Bible. And there are 

countless others.
The impact of the Bible and re-

ligion on history cannot be denied 
or ignored. The Crusades, the Ref-
ormation, the Inquisition and even 
events in our lifetimes that relate to 
the Bible have molded civilization 
and will continue to do so.

Those are only a few of the many 
reasons our high school students 
need a working knowledge of the 
Bible. It is, however, a tricky en-
deavor distinguishing the study of 
the Bible from religion.

First of all, this is not an endorse-
ment of teaching any sort of religion 
in public schools. Nor should it be 
considered the first step toward 
returning organized prayer to the 
classroom. And it certainly does not 
support the teaching of creationism 
alongside evolution or the science 
of the big bang.

To make this idea work, a legiti-
mate curriculum must be used. The 
best one out there, in my opinion, 
is the Bible Literacy Project. It is 
a nonprofit organization based in 
Fairfax, Va. Its Bible study text-
book, “The Bible and Its Influence,” 
is available to schools and has been 
endorsed by interfaith groups, First 
Amendment watchdog associations 
and educators. The curriculum is 
already used in 350 schools in 43 
states.

It is a scholastic and unbiased re-
view of the stories on the Bible and 

how they relate to literature and 
history. It is very specific about who 
should teach the course and offers 
five principles that must be made 
clear to students and teachers.

They are:
1.  You are going to study the Bible 

academically, not devotionally. In 
other words, you are learning about 
the Bible and its role in life, lan-
guage and culture.

2. You will be given an awareness 
of the religious content of the Bible, 
but you will not be pressed into ac-
cepting religion.

3. You will study about religion as 
presented in the Bible, but you will 
not be engaged in the practice of re-
ligion.

4. During this course, you will en-
counter differing religious views, 
but the views will neither be en-
couraged nor discouraged.

5. You will never be asked to con-
form to any of the beliefs you en-
counter in this course.

In short, if the Legislature plans 

on introducing a Bible study course 
into the public schools, this is the 
best one. 

In fact, much of SB 1338 reflects a 
tone similar to the guidelines of the 
Bible Literacy Project.

Unfortunately, there are other 
programs that purport to be unbi-
ased but whose motives are ques-
tionable.

The National Council on Bible 
Curriculum in Public Schools, 
based in North Carolina, claims that 
its course is in use in 423 schools in 
37 states.

A 2005 study out of Southern 
Methodist University found that the 
National Council promotes a funda-
mentalist Protestant interpretation 
of the Bible, often ignoring other 
beliefs such as those of Catholics, 
Jews and even mainline Protes-
tants. Critics claim that it teaches as 
historic truth the stories of the Exo-
dus, the flood, the destruction of the 
Tower of Babel and the resurrection 
of Jesus.

The president of the National 
Council, Elizabeth Ridenour, says 
her curriculum “teaches what the 
Bible ‘says’ and not how others in-
terpret it.” That is not what is need-
ed in a Bible course in the public 
schools.

The Senate bill is likely to be 
wildly popular with the public, but 
for the wrong reasons. If legisla-
tors are going to approve teaching 
the Bible as an elective course in 
the public schools, then they need 
to be very careful what they en-
dorse. 

This must not be considered a way 
to “get God back into the schools.” 
The Bible must be taught purely as 
it relates to literature and history. 
Nothing more.

Again, literature and history are 
for the public schools. Religion be-
longs in Sunday school.
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Another sign of the times

“The continued economic 
downturn,” began the no-
tice stuck in my post office 

box, “coupled with declining mail vol-
umes and changing customer habits, 
drive the Postal Service to continually 
evaluate efficiencies.”

Uh-oh, I thought. This can’t  be good 
news. 

“As the Postal manager responsible 
for all stations and branches in the 
Tulsa area, I want to notify you that we 
are in the final phase of consolidating 
Gilcrease Station,” it continued.

Consolidating? What’s that sup-
posed to mean? Why can’t bureaucrats 
just come right out and say they’re go-
ing to close my little post office?

Thus began the new year for me and 
hundreds of others who have for years 
depended upon the west-side postal 
station tucked amongst churches, 
schools and pleasant neighborhoods at 
the edge of town.

In the scheme of things, the closure 
of a post office isn’t that big of a deal. 
But in areas such as this west-side com-
munity that transitions into rural Osage 
County, mailboxes are used as much for 
target practice as they are for delivering 
the mail. For many of us, a trip to the 
post office is part of the daily routine.

When it was learned the Whittier 
Station just east of downtown was 
about to be closed, I lamented what 
it would mean to the neighborhood 
struggling to maintain the momentum 
of its revival. For communities such 
as these, a post office is more than a 
post office — it’s also a community fo-
cal point, a sign of life, a symbol of the 
American way of life unlike any other.

There was a time when just about 
every little town in America had a post 
office. The main street might be only a 
block long, and there might not be any 
franchises or shops. But there would 

be a little post office. Often it was the 
nicest building in town.

People could obtain not only stamps 
but the latest news at these outposts. 
They could catch up on what was go-
ing on in the community. They could 
find out about new neighbors and what 
had happened to old ones.

At my post office, I had gotten to 
know the clerks and regularly chatted 
with them. When I quit ordering lots 
of Christmas gifts through the mail a 
few years ago, one became concerned 
and asked if everything was OK. Just 
the other day, as several patrons were 
picking up change-of-address forms 
and bemoaning the closure, the clerk 
suddenly blurted out, “I’m going to 
miss you all.”

Losses result in a loss

But Americans’ habits are chang-
ing, and so the market must respond. 
People don’t use the mail so much any 
more because they don’t have to. Com-
puters have made it so much easier to 
stay in touch, pay bills, fill out forms 
and carry out the other business of 
American life that the mail is fast be-
coming obsolete.

When I learned my post office was 
going to close, I wondered how many 
other people across America were ex-
periencing something similar. 

Last summer, the postal service an-
nounced it was reviewing about 3,300 
stations and branches across the coun-
try with the aim of “consolidating,” as 
the service puts it, those outlets that 
were used less and whose patrons had 
access to other nearby stations.

In December, the service announced 
that fewer than 170 offices were still 
under review for “possible consolida-

tion.” The service operates more than 
36,000 post offices, stations, branches 
and contract and community post of-
fices. Also, the service has another 
56,000 locations in such sites as super-
markets and drug stores.

Why the need to consolidate? At the 
end of the federal 2009 fiscal year in 
October, the service had posted a loss 
of $3.8 billion. That’s billion, not mil-
lion. But considering the service gen-
erates more than $68 billion a year in 
revenue, that doesn’t seem so bad. But 
it’s expected to get worse.

The service receives no taxpayer 
funds, yet it provides delivery service 
to every address in the country — 150 
million residences, businesses and P.O. 
boxes. That’s half the world’s mail, ac-
cording to its Web site.  

The service is looking at various 
means of cutting its losses, includ-
ing dropping Saturday delivery and 
launching a new greeting card line. 
The new Flat Rate Priority Mail ser-
vice shows promise.

But it doesn’t seem the service can do 
much, if anything, to change consumer 
habits significantly. The Government 
Accountability Office last year put the 
service on its “High-Risk List” of fed-
eral programs “in need of transforma-
tion,” and predicted mail volume could 
drop by 28 billion pieces in 2009, to a 
total of 175 billion items.

“Mail volume has bounced back af-
ter past recessions, but USPS’s forecast 
suggests that may not be the case this 
time as more and more postal custom-
ers embrace electronic options,” the 
GAO said in a news release. 

So more and more people like me 
will have to find other ways of getting 
mail and stamps and posting packages. 
The Gilcrease Station clerk said most 
customers are moving their delivery 
to Sand Springs. A few will go to the 
Downtown Station, and a few to the 
Northside Station.

It will be inconvenient, but we’ll all 
somehow manage, and we won’t be 
any the worse off.

Or will we?
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