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SHOULD THE BIBLE BE BANNED?
Rabbi Ben Scolnic
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Kol Nidre (24 September) 2023

Ban the Bible? In June, the 72,000-student Davis School District north of Salt Lake City in Utah removed the Bible from its elementary and middle schools after a committee reviewed The Scriptures in response to a parental complaint. The district had removed other titles, including Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, following a 2022 state law requiring districts to include parents in decisions over what constitutes “sensitive material.” The review committee concluded that the Bible was too violent or vulgar for young children. The committee ruled that the Bible did not qualify as obscene under the sensitive materials law, but still used its own discretion to remove it from libraries below the high school level.

How did the Good Book get to be seen as a bad book? A parent convinced a suburban district that some Bible verses were suitable for younger children.

So what happened? When “The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian” was banned, no one did anything. But our TBS Book Club, which has a policy that if “they ban it, we read it,” found it to be wonderful and compassionate and even uplifting and a real window into the plight of native Americans in America today.  

But when the Bible was banned, that brought out the very people who were doing the banning of the other books. The book-banners didn’t like the Bible being banned, and they had no self-awareness that all of this was because of their actions.
Republican lawmakers rallied with more than one hundred Bible-toting parents and children at Utah’s Capitol on Wednesday June 7th to protest.
What happened in Utah is happening across the country. Republican politicians and conservative activists have removed books from library shelves ostensibly to protect children from “indoctrination” in supposedly left-wing or so-called woke ideas about race, gender, sexuality, and history. 
But let’s stay focused on that scene in Utah. Picture concerned parents and children holding signs that read “The Bible is the original textbook.” 

And here was the sponsor of the sensitive materials law himself, State Representative Ken Ivory, and he rebuffed the idea that his law had paved the way for the Bible to be banned. He said that the Davis School District had overstepped its role by removing the Bible. Poor State Senator Ivory was twisted in knots because he did not want to admit that this is what happens when you start banning books: You don’t know where it will lead.

His new solution, this hacham, was to suggest a new law that would now have elected officials like him decide what should go into schools, instead of the kind of committee that decided to remove the Bible from schools in the Davis School District.

Neither Ivory nor parents took issue with efforts to remove other books, including books about racism or discrimination against other minorities. 
He and the parents defended the Bible’s role as a foundational text, saying it shouldn’t be compared to other books that parents have challenged. 

But I want to say that maybe that review committee had a better and bigger point than they realized.
The Bible is a dangerous book.

If you read it, not recite it but really read it, you will have to think about all sorts of controversial issues.
You will have to deal with prophets who scream at us to care about other human beings.

You will have to read laws that say we must receive the immigrant and treat the stranger in our midst with all kindness and compassion. 

You will have to read stories that show that even our greatest heroes are flawed, and so you will have to realize, and I know you don’t want to see this, that you’re not perfect. either.

You will have to see examples where even G-d makes mistakes.

The Bible is a very dangerous book because it says that everyone is equal in the eyes of G-d.

You will have to see that sometimes evil wins and that you must not stand idly by when it does.

You will have to love your neighbor as yourself, at the very time when many of our leaders are trying to treat their neighbors as badly as they can.
The Bible is a very dangerous book. 
It tells a story, and then it gives a completely different view of the same story, and makes you wonder: What really happened? It is history that criticizes its own version of history.
The great Jewish writer Franz Kafka said: A book must be the ax for the frozen sea within us. What we need are books that hit us like the most painful misfortune, like the death of someone we loved more than we love ourselves, that make us feel as though we had been banished to the woods, far from any human presence.
Kafka was right. To read in this way is to go against the grain, to feel oneself at odds, alienated, alone. Especially today, if you read the Bible, you will feel very alone in this country filled with hatred and bigotry and selfishness.

You want to talk about the Bible? Let’s say that our book-banning friends want to emphasize the Christian Scriptures, part of what they call the Bible. Ok, you’re on. Let’s talk about a book that is not part of my Bible. I’ll have this conversation on Christian terms.
You better ban the Christian Scriptures from every library, because if you really read it, you’re going to have to deal with a brilliant Jewish man who never wanted to start a new religion, who says, in his own words in the fifth chapter of the first book of Christian scriptures, that he has not come to change one letter or iota of Jewish law., Read just that one chapter, Matthew Chapter 5, the very famous Sermon on the Mount. I dare you to read it! I double dare you! Wait till you see a Jewish man following the Ten Commandments, including the Sabbath on Saturday, who comes to strengthen the Ten Commandments, to demand of all of us a standard of morality which is probably unattainable. I dare white Christian supremacists to read that one chapter, or Paul’s Letter to the Galatians where he says in the strongest words possible that every single person, male or female, is absolutely equal in everything. I dare the Southern Baptists who expelled any church with a female minister to read those words.
You’re right: the Bible is a dangerous book if you are for inequality and hatred.

I challenge white Christian supremacists to find racism in either the Jewish or Christian Scriptures. And if you even see a glimpse, you see how G-d denounces it and punishes it in the clearest and strongest terms.
That committee in the Davis School District was right: The Bible is a dangerous book! 
Kafka would say, ‘It’s a book that takes an axe to the frozen sea of your heart.’
If Americans would read the Bible, it would cut through all this hatred and turn the frozen sea into a flowing stream of compassion.

I’m surprised that it isn’t from the Left that the Bible is banned. It was written by dead white males who perpetuated a hierarchical and patriarchal society in a time that allowed slavery. To me, one of the great things about reading the Bible is to see how within its pages, things change as the Israelites evolved from a group of tribes in the desert to an agricultural economy to a more developed multi-leveled economy. It's interesting to see how our ancestors were prepared to change the very institutions of our religion as the needs changed and we made history and history happened to us.

It's healthy to measure where we stand today compared to those times. In certain ways, we’ve made progress; in other ways, we‘ve made no progress at all. And it’s baffling to see how people use the Bible as a prop and an idol and don’t really get it.

The cancel culture of the Left is a very dangerous thing, especially when people jump and don’t even read what they want to cancel. Here’s an example from the last year. Do you remember the book Eat Pray Love by Elizabeth Gilbert or the wonderful movie with Julia Roberts? Elizabeth Gilbert wrote a new novel called The Snow Forest. It is set in Siberia in the mid-20th century. The premise is that a Russian family is seeking refuge in the wilderness from Soviet oppression. No one has read the book yet. Advance copies have not even been sent out to reviewers, but hundreds of negative ratings on Goodreads objected to setting the book in Russia while Russia is waging war on Ukraine. They lambasted Gilbert as being insensitive to the plight of Ukrainians. Gilbert decided to postpone publication of the book which was set for February. 
I’m talking tonight about reading. And I’m asking for us to read before offering an opinion. 
But I would have said the opposite about The Snow Forest: As someone who thinks that the Russian war on Ukraine is completely evil, I am in the right frame of mind to read a book about Soviet oppression, and I would see those refugees as parallel to the Ukrainians. This could only increase my solidarity and compassion for Ukrainians at this time of such peril. 
Why did Gilbert pull the book? She was probably devastated by the reaction, and I don’t blame her. But I wish that she and her publisher would have published that book and shoved in the faces of those cruel and ignorant fools and said: ‘Why don’t you read this?’ I would have ordered 30 copies for the Book Club in a flash.

It's what I want to say to everyone: What are you so scared of? You should not be afraid to read anything. It is only by reading something yourself that you can begin to know how to respond.  
So let me use a metaphor from Dungeons and Dragons. Dungeons and Dragons is one of the most popular games of the last generation. Full disclosure: I have never played D and D and have no real understanding of how it is played. But I do have my grandson Avi who was in a weekly game for a long time, so I know this useful bit: Law and Chaos. In D and D, you pick a character, your identity. And you can be Lawful and Good, or Lawful and Evil, or Chaotic and Evil, or Chaotic and Good.

You would say immediately: Law is good, chaos is bad, so you should be Lawful and Good. In almost every context, you would be right. You should not, of course, be chaotic and evil. We see people who are disruptive and damaging and who create chaos for themselves and everyone around them, even a whole country. 
But in the life of the mind, you need to be both chaotic and lawful. You must let your mind indulge in chaos, let your imagination soar into evil and see where it leads. If you don’t, you will not be prepared to meet the challenges that will face you in your life. 
A typical Dungeons & Dragons game consists of an "adventure", which is roughly equivalent to a story. Reading must be an adventure.
So we should be Lawful and Good in our actions, but in the game of reading, we should be adventurous, and sometimes we should be chaotic and good. Law implies trustworthiness, obedience to authority, and reliability. But on the downside, lawfulness can include closed-mindedness, reactionary adherence to tradition, judgmentalism, and a lack of adaptability. Chaos in the imagination implies freedom, adaptability, and flexibility. 

Reading the Bible, the book that was banned in Utah, gives you all of the above.
The Bible gives us the fundamental laws of civilization. 

But the stories of the Torah and the criticism of the prophets and the questioning and skepticism in the Writings also can cause good chaos in our minds.
The Bible must not be a closed book. We should open it up and see that it is trying to open us up to what life is really like. 

Of course, I want you to read the Bible. But I also just want you to read. If you would just really read the New York Times every day, you’d be amazed how much you’d learn about our world today.

Reading is different from watching tv or a movie. When you read, your mind creates the images and pictures, and they find their place among all your other pictures. Experts say that reading reduces stress, promotes comprehension and imagination, alleviates depression, helps you sleep and may contribute to preventing Alzheimer's. Reading is active; watching TV is passive. The act of physically turning a page creates a momentary pause for understanding to sink in.

In an era when we are going to be dealing with the transformations brought by Artificial Intelligence, human beings must be what no computer or robot could ever be, breaking out into new possibilities of what human means.
We need more adventurous reading and critical thinking and reading, not less, as the book-banners and the reactionary, anti-critical education people would have it. 
Kafka said that reading should bring an axe to the frozen sea of our hearts. Schools should not exist to suppress these feelings, to blunt the axe and gently thaw the sea. 
We need critical analyses of how one kind of person has treated another. 

We need to feel the pain of being a slave, or being hated for who we are, or feeling alone and rejected. 

In The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, a book that was banned in Utah, and that we read for our Book Club, there is a passage when I was sure the awkward teenage Native American was going to be bullied. I was terrified, as if it were me or my kids. And then when he was not bullied but helped, I was so relieved. Here was a teenager that I have nothing in common with, and I was him. The frozen sea of my heart not only thawed but flowed with compassion. This is what reading can do. 

So I am not only asking for our society to stop book banning. Don’t let anyone ban what you want to read. You can join our Book Club, one of the most successful programs our shul has ever had, because we read anything and everything, but if not, make your own program. 

But most of all, I’m asking you to read and open your mind and your heart.

