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A heated debate on whether to build seminaries to educate clergy took place at a 
nineteenth-century Methodist convention. A bishop rose to oppose. Faith was strongest, 
he contended, apart from distillation by learning. He would favor a preacher without 
education over a preacher without passion.  
 
A critic rose to the challenge. He asked whether the bishop was grateful to God for his 
own ignorance. The bishop proudly said yes. Whereupon, historian Martin Marty says, 
“the critic moved that the convention sing a Te Deum [a hymn of praise to God] since the 
good bishop had so much for which to be thankful.” 
  
This story “encapsulates the nineteenth-century battle inside American Christianity 
between piety and learning – a battle that learning lost,” writes Stephen Prothero in 
Religious Literacy (HarperSanFrancisco, 2007). Religious ignorance became “a sign of 
genuine piety.” 
 
Checking one’s intellect at the church door became apparent in four long term shifts 
within the churches: from learning to feeling, from doctrine to storytelling, from the 
Bible to Jesus, and from theology to morality.  
 
Prior to the shift from learning to feeling, Prothero writes, Puritan clergy held the head 
and the heart in a creative tension, criticizing both rationalists and enthusiasts. Then came 
those who “made a virtue of their ignorance … scorned the learned clergy of Harvard and 
Yale and romanticized graduates of the school of hard knocks.” Millions of Americans 
sought “not to know Jesus but to feel him.”  
 
A shift from doctrine to storytelling became apparent when “dry, dull, dead and 
dogmatic” sermons gave way to those that entertained. The narrative sermon filled the 
churches. “Religion prospered while theology slowly went bankrupt,” said historian 
Henry Steele Commager. 
 
There was also a shift from the Bible to Jesus. Rather than struggle with geology, 
evolution and biblical scholarship, many religionists pledged their allegiance to Jesus-
onlyism. 
 
Finally, the shift from theology to morality. “Americans of all stripes became moralists,” 
Prothero writes, “with an ethic that combined Christianity, republicanism and 
capitalism.” Some moved toward the social gospel; others focused on individual 
behavior. They reduced theology, ultimately religion, to morality. What would Jesus do? 
 
During my occasional short course on theology, I stress that we’re all theologians, 
whether academically trained as such or not, because we all have a take on the content of 
faith, however simplistic our take may be. One of my lighter-moment handouts is a 



pledge I suggest my students sign: I think (about God); therefore, I am (a theologian). 
Never will I begin a sentence with “I’m no theologian, but ...” 
 
Prothero cites President Eisenhower’s “piety on the Potomac” during a 1952 meeting 
with a Soviet official: “Our form of government has no sense unless it is founded in a 
deeply felt religious faith, and I don’t care what it is.” Will Herberg called this strange 
brew of devotion to religion and indifference to content “faith in faith.” 
 
A world-class theologian has written about religion as the capacity of the human 
consciousness to apprehend ultimate meaning and ultimate value symbolically. Theology, 
in contrast, he said, questions this apprehension. It is to religion as economics is to 
business and biology to health. 
 
Theology is our attempt to understand, by analogy, the faith we profess. It is continuing 
inquiry, faith seeking understanding, not faith seeking a warm fuzzy. 
 
I think Prothero is most helpful when detailing the shift from learning to feeling. Crucial 
for a fruitful understanding of current conversations and debates often characterized as 
religious, however, is his recognition of how religion has been reduced to morality.  
 
One need not be religious to be an effective advocate of one side or another of questions 
such as war, divorce, sexuality, abortion, gun control, the environment, integrity in 
government and personal relationships. To characterize these as the turf of the true 
believer may be a telltale sign of religious illiteracy. 
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