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Is There a Bible in This Class? 
Rethinking Biblical Studies  
with Jonathan Z. Smith
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Phaedr

In the opening chapter of his acclaimed book A History of Reading, 
The Last Page

1 

approach to the issue,2

1 A. Manguel, A History of Reading (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 35. For other attempts 

Blumenberg, Die Lesbarkeit der Welt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1981); G. Cavallo and R. Chartier, 

eds., Histoire de la lecture dans le monde occidental (Paris: Seuil, 1997); S.R. Fischer, A History 
of Reading (London: Reaktion Books, 2003); and S. Dehaene, Reading in the Brain: The Science 
and Evolution of a Human Invention
collected in R. Chartier, ed., Pratiques de la lecture (Paris and Marseille: Rivages, 1985); and J. 

The Ethnography of Reading
2 

Neo-Kantian circles of the late 19th

 Texts, Practices, and Groups: Multidisciplinary 
Approaches to the History of Jesus’ Followers in the First Two Centuries (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2017), 651–65.
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historical contexts. If the latter is the task we aim to accomplish, this im-

reading environments cannot ignore the case of their individual readers, 

-

point, would be to determine what can make a reader, or an act of read-

Hence the idea behind this paper: to look at the landmark and eclec-

reader.3 -

Latin verb relegere
4

kind of reader was Jonathan Z. Smith? What kind of relationship can 

3 No Passion Spent: Essays 1978-1996 (Lon-

The Uncommon Reader [Bennington: 

Bennington College Bookstore, 1978]). 
4 religio deriving from relegere (following the explanation 

found in Cicero, Nat. d. Le Vocabulaire des 
institutions indoeuropéens, vol. 2: Pouvoir, droit, religion (Paris: Minuit, 1969), 267–73. On 

La Religion en 
Occident. Évolution des idées et du vécu (Montreal: Fides, 1979); E. Feil, Religio I. Die Ges-
chichte eines neuzeitlichen Grundbegriffs vom Frühchristentum bis zur Reformation (Göttingen: 

RHR 208 (1991): 355–94; Id., L’invention du Christ. Genèse d’une re-
ligion
Archiv für Religionspsychologie Die “Grundbedeutung” des 
lateinischen Wortes Religion (Marburg: Diagonal, 1998); J.

Graf, ed., Ansichten griechischer Rituale. Geburtstags-Symposium für Walter Burkert (Stuttgart 

and Leipzig: Teubner, 1998), 9–32, esp. 10–14; 

Critical Terms for Religious Studies
of Chicago Press, 1998), 269–84 (repr. in J.Z. Smith, Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of 
Religion
Aux origins de l’histoire des religions (Paris: Seuil, 2004), 203–6; Id., L’Histoire des religions 

(Gollion: Infolio, 2013), 13–32. Cf. also the fresh insights in D. MacRae, Legible Religion: 
Books, Gods, and Rituals in Roman Culture

Imagine No Religion: How Modern Abstractions Hide 
Ancient Realities
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book par excellence
theoretical and methodological insights help us rethink, if not reimagine, 
the place and role of biblical studies in the fragmented landscape of 
21st -

topical

-

awaiting to be explored in depth.5 

Smith in When the Chips Are Down, his iconoclastic bio-bibliographical 
-

6

a sort of genealogical account of Smith’s reading habits, which led him 

5 

MTSR
Redescribing Chris-

tian Origins Redescribing Paul and 
the Corinthians
eds., Redescribing the Gospel of Mark

-

butions collected in R.T. McCutcheon, ed., Introducing Religion: Essays in Honor of Jonathan 
Z. Smith Remembering 
J.Z. Smith: A Career and its Consequence

Asdiwal 13 

(2018): 9–40; A.W. Hughes, ed., “Roundtable on Jonathan Z. Smith: Whence and whither the 

JAAR MTSR

6 Relating Religion, 1–60.
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part, I will conclude with some general remarks on Smith’s vision of 

I. THE READING HABITS OF MR. SMITH

one might be tempted to start an account of Smith’s reading habits 
from about nine centuries ago, when the seeds of the Western model 

within the Christian monastic schools, and on the other in the foun-
dation of the earliest studia generalia in Bologna, Paris, and Oxford. 
However, as Ivan Illich reminded us of in one of his most inspired 

have occurred without a series of technological changes in the mate-
rial format of the book, with the introduction of graphic conventions 
such as captions, marginal notes, tables of contents, and alphabetized 

-
7 According to Illich, it was the advent of these 

new reading and writing devices that marked the dawn of scholastic 
reading, leading to the rise of that bookish approach to education 
and knowledge that would end up legitimating “the establishment 

8 
-

Saint Victor’s Didascalicon de studio legendi (ca. 1130), as a formi-
dable witness of that moment of transition, when the manuscript page 

9

-
gested interpreting our own present, our own moment of technological 

7 The Future of the Page (Toronto: Toronto 

8 I. Illich, In the Vineyard of the Text: A Commentary to Hugh’s “Didascalicon” (Chicago 

9 Ibidem, 2. 
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historical evolution as well. The next step, therefore, would be to pon-

writing technologies, like what we have been experiencing since the 
-

extinction. Hence Illich’s warning: since bookish reading and readers 

10 
-
-

11 or to recall another 
memorable dictum, when he claimed he had “no interest in the con-
tinued existence of our species, [but] a deep interest in the continuing 

12

10 Ibidem, 119. Illich’s approach has often been mistaken as nostalgic, but this is an aspect 

I cannot dwell on here: see L. Hoinacki and C. Mitcham, eds., The Challenges of Ivan Illich: A 

Postscripts
11 The Chicago Maroon, June 2, 2008, 

 Braun and 

R.T. McCutcheon, eds., Reading J.Z. Smith: Interviews and Essay
Press, 2018), 3–28: 4. In speaking of alienation with regard to computers, Smith proves to be a 

been mainstream in American sociological thought (on this point, see M. Musto, “Revisiting 

Socialism and Democracy Marx 
for Today [London and New York: Routledge, 2012], 92–116). The alienation that Smith has 

objective kind: it refers to the fact that workers can feel themselves 

alienated from both the means of their production and the product of their labour. In the course 

of the same interview at The Chicago Maroon, Smith also reported about his experience with 

in software engineering at the same level of a developer or a hacker.
12  

Violent Origins: Walter Burkert, René Girard, and Jonathan Z. Smith on Ritual Killing and 
Cultural Formation

I’m interested in is whether it is in fact possible […] to have academic discourse about religion. 

That’s all I’m asking. As a private citizen, I have some concern for cultural survival, but the 
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-

When the Chips Are Dawn, we are 
told that Smith worked out his rules after coming across a description 

13 The list went like this: 

are seeking an article, then read the tables of contents for the entire 

volumes to the left and to the right of it; 

14 

for that reason, to blame Smith for being snobbish when he denied 

good at best for academic gossip, would mean missing a point of the 

and disciplined reading of texts and sources, simple access to which 

-

the main kind of browsing that students practice is related to online 

third part of the paper.
13 Smith refers to J.L. Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the Imagination 

(1st

14 
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15 
direct line 

habits of Smith. It is striking to notice, for example, how both Hugh 

-

in a complex doctrine of vision and light: “For Hugh the page radiates 
[…]. Hugh asks the reader to expose himself to the light emanating 
from the page, ut agnoscat se ipsum, acknowledge his [sic] self. In 
the light of wisdom that brings the page to glow, the self of the reader 

16 When Hugh states that the scholar must feel like an 

life as peregrinatio in stabilitate

17

ethos according to which readers can discover and become aware of 

likewise decided to become exiles.18 

15 

The Case for Books: Past, Present, and Future 

Open Divide: Critical Studies 
on Open Access Slow Scholarship: 
Medieval Research and the Neoliberal University

The Travels and Adven-
tures of Serendipity: A Study in Sociological Semantics and the Sociology of Science (Princeton: 

 Faiseurs d’histoire. 
Pour une histoire indisciplinée Religions 
d’Abraham. Histoires croisées [Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2017], 11–36). 

16 Illich, In the Vineyard of the Text, 21. The pages that Illich dedicates to Hugh’s doctrine 

the book (19–23); Illich relies upon the monumental research of G. Schleusener-Eichholz, Das 
Auge im Mittelalter (2 vols.; Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1985), 1: 129–87, 849–87 and 931–1010. 

RES 28 (1995): 47–61; and Id., “The Scopic Past and the Ethics of the Gaze: A Plea 

17 Illich, In the Vineyard of the Text, 24. 
18 Hugh of Saint Victor, Didascalicon Pont. 1.3.35). For Hugh’s text, see 

the critical edition in C.H. Buttimer, ed., Hugonis de Sancto Victore “Didascalicon, De Studio 
Legendi”: A Critical Text
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religion and religious literature, according to a critical stance that the 

and biblical scholarship. As we know, Smith grew up in Manhattan in 

passion, the latter, which he kept on cultivating for the rest of his life, as 

matters).19 As he writes in When the Chips Are Down:

-
-

with the hope of an atoning reclamation of those deserts that were the 

preteen, that those western religious traditions with which I had some 

20

“excited reports of readings in Asian traditions, ranging from Buddhism 

-

tradition. Since the College had been founded as a Quaker institution, 

The Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor: A Medieval Guide to the Arts (New York: 

19 -

in 1954. For an assessment of Smith’s taxonomic preoccupations, see now T.W. Cooper, “Tax-

Religions 8 (2017): 1–15. 
20 

Didascalicon ends with an invocation 

ad puram et sine animalibus cenam
The Didascalicon

closing lines of the Latin Asclepius
(cf. Corpus Hermeticum. Tome II: Traités XIII-XVIII, Asclépius
and A.-J. Festugière [3rd edition; Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1973], 355). 
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and historical concerns. While Smith’s encounter with Eliade and his 
comparative approach dates later, it is in this period that we can see his 

-
malism and the Geneva school of structural linguistics; and (5) the 

Claude Lévi-Strauss.21 
After obtaining his B.A. and before deciding to focus on the work 

of James G. Frazer and the problem of comparison, Smith turned his 

A Prolegomenon to a General Phenomenology of Myth (1960). It is 

of New Testament texts. In this respect, two other short passages from 
-

the initial intention of working in the New Testament where, thanks 

be a topic of conversation. [What follows is added in a footnote:] To 

-
22

21 

Crawford, eds., Redescribing the Gospel of Mark, 17–98, esp. 55–56 and n. 99. What connects all 

22 
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Yale was for me both a complex and an exhilarating experience. In 

degree, a participant-observer, making all the telling mistakes no native 
-

markable. (There was a set of friends who sometimes served as “native 

might have something to do with Marx.)23

nutshell all the basic elements that concurred to shape Smith’s personal 
reading ethos. First and foremost, there is an intellectual preoccupation, 

-

-
24 Third, there 

-

-

as on the enormous cognitive power implied in such a critical stance.25 

26 On 
the other hand, we also have an original reworking of the principle of 

23 Ibidem, 7–8. 
24 On this point, cf. the seminal work of B. Latour and S. Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The 

25 In all likelihood, Smith developed his conception of experience-distant approach from 

-

Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences
(repr. in Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology [New York: Basic 

Books, 1983], 55–70). On the theoretical background of this conception, cf. R.T. McCutcheon, 

ed., The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion (London: Cassell Academic, 1999). 
26 Current Anthropology 
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which demands “making the familiar seem strange in order to enhance 
27 Altogether, these elements contribute 

28 As an Italian reader, I would 

The ethnographer is called to practice an ethnographic epoché which 
consists in inaugurating, under the spur of the encounter with certain 

-

(il proprio) and the alien (l’alieno
of being human.29 

a concept of difference that can be ductile enough to be applied to 
the interpretation of the most diverse historical and cultural settings. 

from the viewpoint of the data observed and from the viewpoint of 
second-order models that scholars use to interpret them (which must 

30 This 

27 J.Z. Smith, Introduction to Id., Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago 

Iskusstvo kak priyem
collected in O teorii prozy nd

translation appeared in L.T. Lemon and M.J. Reis, eds., Russian Formalist Criticism (Lincoln: 

28 Imagin-
ing Religion Religion 26 (1996): 

JAAR
29 E. De Martino, (Tu-

rin: Einaudi, 1977), 391 (translation mine). For an introduction to De Martino in English, see 

now F.M. Ferrari, Ernesto De Martino on Religion: The Crisis and the Presence (New York: 

Routledge, 2012); cf. also D.L. Zinn, “An Introduction to Ernesto de Martino’s Relevance 

The Journal of American Folklore
Ginzburg, “On Ernesto De Martino’s The End of the World Chicago Review 

30 

HR
expanded in Id., Imagining Religion, 90–101 and 156–62); Id., “What a Difference a Difference 

To See Ourselves as Others See Us”: Christians, 
Jews, “Others” in Late Antiquity (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985), 3–48 (repr. in Smith, Relating 
Religion, 251–302); and Id., Differential Equations: On Constructing the ‘Other’ (Tempe: Ar-

Relating Religion, 230–50). Cf. also T. Roberts, 

Différance JAAR 
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The Chicago Maroon’s 
interview: 

it’s recognizable. So that gap interested me. And so I specialized in 

dead. And I like that. Now, I sometimes have to deal with religions that 

So they have 
not only their beliefs, but their interpretations of those beliefs. And I 
have my interpretations of their beliefs […].31

-

explanation consisting “not in a movement from the complex to the 

32 Translation, for Smith, is thus the linguistic 
model on which both human and natural sciences are based. One should 
be aware, however, that the cognitive advantage of such a proposal 

Whether of a conceptual or natural language, whether intercultural or 
intracultural, translation can never be fully adequate, it can never be 
complete 33

direct reference to their work: 

Encountering Religion: Respon-
sibility and Criticism after Secularism

JAAR
31 

32 C. Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966), 328 (or. La 
Pensée sauvage, Paris: Plon, 1962). 

33 Relating Religion, 101–16: 106 (italics 

mine). As Gérard Genette put it: “The wisest thing for the translator would no doubt be to admit 

means doing something different Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree 

Press, 1997], 217; or. Palimpsestes. La littérature au second degré [Paris: Seuil, 1982]; author’s 

emphasis). 
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not its congruence. A paraphrase, perhaps the commonest sort of weak 
translation in the human sciences, nowhere more so than in biblical 

for purposes of thought. 
cannot be 

simply the data writ large.34 

translate 

look at how these principles have found fruitful application in Smith’s 
concrete approach to the Bible and biblical scholarship. 

II. JONATHAN Z. SMITH AS A READER (AND TEACHER) OF “THE BIBLE”

Drudgery Divine

discuss it in detail.35 -

divided into four distinct operations: (a) description, (b) comparison, 
-

both its generative context and the context of those who interpreted 

phase of the process, that of comparison in the proper sense (an opera-

36 The purpose of comparison is the re-description of the 

34 Relating Religion, 197–214: 208–9; this text 

Biblical Literature. 
35 See J.Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the 

Religions of Late Antiquity

A Magic Still Dwells: 
Comparative Religion in the Postmodern Age
237–41. 

36 Smith, Drudgery Divine -

Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago and London: 
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examples, thanks to which each of them can be reread in the light of 

structure between phenomena that do not share a genealogical link, be 
-

tact and contagion). This is because comparison, according to Smith, 
cannot be reduced to the mere account of similarities between two 

x resembles y

x resembles y more than z with 
x resembles y more than w resembles z with respect 

37 In other words, its ultimate goal is to seek out and highlight 
conceptual differences
contribute to “re-vision phenomena as our data in order to solve our 

38 Smith shows, once again, that he wants to 

39

-
The 

Prayer of Joseph
of Thomas and the Acts of Peter.40 In all these cases, defamiliariza-

-

NovT 59 (2017): 390–414. 
37 Cf. Smith, Drudgery Divine

which goes back to the biologist Richard Owen, cf. ibidem, 47–48 n. 15.
38 Ibidem, 51. 
39 C. Lévi-Strauss, Tristes Tropiques Tristes 

Tropiques
40  Neusner, ed., Religions in Antiquity: Essays 

in Memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough (Leiden: Brill, 1968), 253–94 (repr. in Smith, Map Is 
Not Territory HR Map 
Is Not Territory HR
(repr. in Smith, Map Is Not Territory, 147–71).
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rials scrutinized. Yet working on texts perceived as marginal never 

religions approach to Judaisms and Christianities [note the plural] 
41 Whence derives 

less direct relevance to biblical studies. On the whole, we can count 

Mark: Good News Is No News: Aretalogy and Gospel (1975) and The 
Markan Site (2017).42 

-

43 -

44 

coherent design.45

around a single topic46 47 To 

41 

42 Chris-
tianity, Judaism, and Other Greco-Roman Cults: Studies for Morton Smith at Sixty (ed. J. Neu-

sner; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 21–39 (repr. in Smith, Map Is Not Territory, 190–207); and Id., “The 

Redescribing the Gospel of Mark

cited above (at n. 40). 
43 Cf. L. Walt, “L’origine delle origini. Jonathan Z. Smith e la storia naturale del cristianesi-

ASE
44 JR
45 The HarperCollins Diction-

ary of Religion

Relating Religion
and its main introduction, as well as for the selection of its iconographical material and its 

internal references.
46 These are To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual

Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Chris-
tianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity 

47 That is, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions; Imagining Religion: 
From Babylon to Jonestown; Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion; and On Teach-
ing Religion: Essays by Jonathan Z. Smith
2013). Cf. also the posthumous collection of interviews and unpublished material in Braun and 

McCutcheon, eds., Reading J.Z. Smith Studies in Religion / 
Sciences Religieuses
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craft does not consist in the publication of articles and books, but in the 
48 

it is even less surprising that he devoted four programmatic articles to 
unfolding his own view of biblical studies: Scriptures and Histories 
(1992), Teaching the Bible in the Context of General Education (1998), 
and the two inaugural lectures he delivered at the 1999 and 2008 annual 

Bible 
and Religion (2000) and Religion and Bible (2009).49

offer us a privileged access point to explore the reasons behind Smith’s 
constant engagement with the Bible. 

In Scriptures and Histories, Smith starts relating that, as an aca-

50 Nevertheless, he 
found himself giving courses on Bible materials throughout his whole 

-

to be called Journal of Bible and Religion
-

51

48 On Teach-
ing Religion; I will come back to this in the third part of the paper. 

49 MTSR
(repr. in Id., On Teaching Religion, 28–36); Id., “Teaching the Bible in the Context of General 

Teaching Theology and Religion BCSR 

29 (2000): 87–93 (repr. in Id., Relating Religion JBL 

K. Van der Toorn, eds., Canonization and Decanonization: Papers Presented to the Interna-
tional Conference of the Leiden Institute for the Study of Religions (LISOR) held at Leiden 9–10 
January 1997 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 295–311.

50 Smith, Introduction to Id., Imagining Religion, xi. 
51 
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soon realized that 

theories, methods, approaches, when applied to people without clothes 

-
terest in whether Durkheim was right about the Australian aborigines 

became both palpable and universal.52

Smith’s approach to the Bible, which is also apparent from the title 
Imagining Religion: From 

Babylon to Jonestown (1982). This title, indeed, does not limit itself 
to describing the broad chronological and geographical spectrum of 

inscriptions to the tapes recording the infamous collective suicide of 

-

its most radical forms.

German Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig once satirized authors 
who write a foreword to their work, comparing them to chickens “cack-

53

54 This would force us to enter the 
heated debate on the concept of religion, reassessing Smith’s proposal 

52 On Teaching Religion, 29. 
53 The Star [of 

Redemption]  Franz Rosenzweig’s “The New 
Thinking”

Der Morgen
54 Smith, Introduction to Id., Imagining Religion

statement, see M.Q. Gardiner and S. Engler, “Charting the Map Metaphor in Theories of Reli-

Religion
JAAR
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55 Rather, let us concentrate on 

For the self-conscious student of religion, no datum possesses intrinsic 

some fundamental issue in the imagination of religion. The student of 

was chosen as an exemplum.

Three conditions, Smith notes, are implicit “in this effort at artic-

56 The Bible provides the scholar of religion with a stun-

57 So it is no coincidence that 

Imagining Religion

-

or because some students of religion happen to be Jews [read: Jews 
or Christians]. Rather, it is because of the peculiar position of Juda-
ism [read: the Bible] within the larger framework of the imagining of 

58 

Smith has often been criticized for his intellectualistic approach to 
-

within departments of religious studies.59 In this regard, there is a telling 

55 

On Teaching Religion Sound-
ings
Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept
Press, 2013); and J.S. Jensen, What Is Religion? (New York: Routledge, 2014). 

56 Smith, Introduction to Id., Imagining Religion, xi. 
57 

Interpreting the Humanities (Princeton: Woodrow Wilson 

National Fellowship Foundation, 1986), 53–68 (repr. in Id., On Teaching Religion, 119–35); an 

Liberal 
Education 73 (1987): 14–20. 

58 Smith, Introduction to Id., Imagining Religion, xii.
59 -

The Invention of the Biblical Scholar: A 
Critical Manifesto (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011).
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him in Chicago, at the end of a note where she distances herself from 
Smith’s theoretical and methodological standpoint: 

Once, while David Shulman and I sat through a conference on meth-

we were in a restaurant, and the waiter brought the menu, which we 

-
60

-

someone else has decided to include some dishes in a list (and isn’t that 

the raw materials used in the kitchen and the degree of sophistication 

to both their meaning within the cultures that produced them and their 

Asdiwal, it was Smith himself who complained that 

-

-

real stuff.61 

-

62 This means that the Bible and 

-

60 W. Doniger, Other People’s Myths: The Cave of Echoes (Chicago and London: The 

61 aun and McCutcheon, eds., Reading J.Z. 
Smith

Asdiwal 6 [2011]: 23–37). 
62 On Teaching Religion, 35–36. 
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and purpose of textual research, relocating the work of New Testament 
documents, texts, 

and works
textual critics, and exegetes).63 Parker suggests taking a look at the va-

-

should rather conceive of these documents in terms of the textual frag-

transmit. Works, in turn, are not identical with the text of their critical 
edition, and the critical edition is best understood as a narrative, telling 

-

64

Is this another point of contact between Smith and a structuralist per-

-

-

-

the artwork as it has been read, interpreted, and manipulated throughout 

63 See D.C. Parker, Textual Scholarship and the Making of the New Testament (Oxford: 

64 On Teaching Religion, 34. 
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65

-

sense (with reference to the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint Bible, the Old 
and New Testaments, as well as the Qur’an and the Book of Mormon): 

also economic factors (e.g., patronage) and entrepreneurial decisions 

as well as in iconographic programs thus considering the status of the 

printed Bibles and the development of textual and historical criticism; 

as a reaction to that scholarship.66 

another illustrious Smith, Wilfred Cantwell, in his seminal article on 

on in his path-breaking volume, What Is Scripture? (1994).67 The main 

65 Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts (Engl. transl. 

Sociální 
problémy 4 [1935]: 89–104, 197–213, 284–94; revised as Estetická funkce, norma a hodnota 
jako sociální fakty

66 

research plans, cf. ibidem, 37–38 n. 28; 39–41 n. 33; 42–43 n. 38; 51–52 n. 75; cf. also Id., “Reli-

On Teaching 
Religion T. Johnson, ed., Teaching Religion to Undergraduates: 
Some Approaches and Ideas from Teachers to Teachers
Higher Education, 1973], 47–53). 

67 JAAR
131–40 (repr. in Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspective (ed. M. Lever-

What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach 

Iconic Books and Texts  this, cf. 

Sacra Scripta 

Perhaps it is also worth noting that the idea of reading biblical texts 

hind 

 Annali di storia dell’esegesi (1984–). 
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to look at the Bible no longer as a mere collection of ancient texts, the 

whose form, function, and meaning could change depending on the ep-
ochs and latitudes in which it was found to act: the point was to consider 

68 In J.Z. Smith’s un-
derstanding, that meant introducing students, among other things, to 
approach biblical texts starting from their being located in academic 

-

69 Among other advantages, such 

interpretation, scripturalization, and canonization processes, as well as 

-
-

70

III. THE BIBLE AND BIBLICAL STUDIES: NO DIFFERENCE AT ALL?

71 

68 

69 On Teaching Religion, 30. 
70 Ibidem, 36. 
71 -

MTSR

touching post which appeared in the blogging portal of the Bulletin for the Study of Religion, 

Smith was much more than a dissertation adviser to him (see D.B. Woll, “Something I Learned 

Religion Bulletin
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writings on education, On Teaching Religion (2013), could well be 
subtitled, Essays toward a Theory of the Academy 72

-
leges, and above all the impressive amount of invited lectures he gave 

On Teaching Religion, 
-

leges, universities, professional associations, and regional and national 

-

higher education programmes, at both the undergraduate and graduate 
-

ern world as liberal learning or liberal education, as an evolution of the 
artes liberales and the 

studia liberalia

73 -

of course, is also rooted in the post-Renaissance and post-Enlightenment 

John (later published as 

the First Farewell Discourse [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1981]), Woll started a long career in the 

72 

73 For a classic treatment, see P. Abelson, The Seven Liberal Arts: A Study in Medieval Cul-
ture The Seven 
Liberal Arts in the Middle Ages -

ball, The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Documentary History
2010); on the transition from medieval to Renaissance and post-Renaissance understanding of 

the liberal arts, see A. Grafton and L. Jardine, From Humanism to the Humanities: Education 
and the Liberal Arts in Fifteenth and Sixteenth-Century Europe (London: Duckworth, 1986); and 

J.W. Reed, ed., Re-forming the Undergraduate Curriculum: Invitation to Dialogue. Inaugural 
Papers from the Academic Forum
Smith, On Teaching Religion, 94–110). 
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-

74 

of this humanism that Smith places the concept of translation and the 

this reason, it would be misleading to attribute to Smith’s educational 

-
75 After all, one of the great 

critical review.76 -

is given. The main purpose of education, in Smith’s view, is that of 

how the term can encompass “a wide range of activities, including rea-
soning, criticism, argumentation, imagination, comparison, redescrip-

77

the cognitive processes that neuroscientists associate to the evolution 

78 The development of these 

74 

75 

MTSR

76 See, e.g., S.J. Tambiah, Magic, Science, and Religion and the Scope of Rationality (Cam-

We Have Never Been Modern (Engl. 

Nous 
n’avons jamais été modernes. Essai d’anthropologie symétrique [Paris: La Decouverte, 1991]); 

and B. Shore, Culture in Mind: Cognition, Culture, and the Problem of Meaning (Oxford: Oxford 

Antropo-logiche. Mondi e modi dell’umano (Paderno Dugnano: Colibrì, 2014). 
77 

78 See, e.g., M. Wolf, Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain 

(New York: Harper, 2007); and Ead., Reader, Come Home: The Reading Brain in a Digital 
World (New York: HarperCollins, 2018). 
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skills is liberating insofar as it allows individuals to achieve higher 

while standing on one leg (b. Shabb. 31a), Smith also stated that, if he 

79 
Or, to express the same concept in more plain terms and with explicit 
reference to the task he assigned to higher education: 

experience. Planaria, bees, mice, perhaps even machines, can all learn. 

no other being than humankind, as far as we known, can argue and, 
therefore, be educated in the sense I am using the term. For argument 
is not based on the world as it is, but rather on what the world implies. 

of translation, and therefore, of argument.80

-

-

up in recognizing that scholars, as educators, are “to double business 

Toulmin, whose volume Human Understanding I: The Collective Use 
and Evolution of Concepts 

81 

making them internalize its intellectual scopes and commitments, but 

79 On Teaching Religion, 

 Teaching the Introductory Course in 
Religious Studies: A Sourcebook [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991], 185–192); cf. also Id., “Puz-

On Teaching Religion, 128. 
80 On Teaching Religion, 124–25. 
81 Human Understanding, 

vol. I: The Collective Use and Evolution of Concepts
1972). 
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While discipline contains the notion of instruction and learning, it is the 
passive rather than the active sense that is to the fore, as its root dek (to 
accept) and the use of discipline
cognates disciple, dogma, and docile make plain. Community evokes a 

communication. Disciplines have students (that is, disciples); commu-

82

On the other hand, and this is no less important, enculturation re-
-

goal of creating insiders is for the sake of outsiders: it is “the bringing 
83 At the same time, no 

specialization can be of value if it fails to engage in sustained conversa-
tion with other specializations, showing how its problems and tentative 

ambiguous location in liberal arts curricula? And what is the role we 
could assign to the Bible and biblical scholarship in such an ideal vision 

1998 article, Teaching the Bible in the Context of General Education. 

is, general (i.e., common to all students, essential), generalist (refer-
generalizing 

insights for the use of Bible materials in each one of these areas. His 
theoretical premise, however, is a reversal of perspective. Smith points 

-

to the level of the species. But when colleges and universities decided to 
set themselves as their main mission to professionalize students, training 

84 

82 On Teaching Religion, 142–54: 143 

New Directions for Higher Education 84 [1993]: 11–23). 
83 On Teaching Religion, 16. 
84 
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not be “the Bible, but rather a corporate agreement regarding an edu-

85 If our aim is general education 
in the proper sense of the term, the focus should not be on the Bible 

event, the role of biblical studies in undergraduate curricula would ulti-

of biblical studies in some representative undergraduate programmes. 
-
-

of Alabama, which is in fact a peculiar one because Smith’s ideas are 
at home there (chair of the department is Russell T. McCutcheon). The 

-

-

in Popular Media or English Bible as Literature. Since the main purpose 
in

as part of the human sciences, and describes its approach to religion as 

86 

85 Ibidem, 77. 
86 
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Oriental studies: Bible materials can thus be discussed in courses such 

-

th 

Smith himself seems to ignore it, for example when he refers to the 1877 

-

87 Indeed, 

the process of secularization of higher education began even earlier, at 
least in the Kingdom of Sardinia, the predecessor of the Kingdom of 

-

as well as outside the Italian Parliament,88

(i.e., its modernization and secularization…).89

87 On Teaching Reli-
gion  Neusner, ed., New Humanities and Academic Disciplines: 
The Case of Jewish Studies

88 For an overview, see L. Pazzaglia, “La soppressione delle facoltà teologiche nelle università 

Il Parlamento italiano. Storia parlamentare e politica dell’Italia 1861–1988, vol. 

3: 1870–1874. Il periodo della Destra da Lanza a Minghetti (Rome: Nuova Cei, 1989), 193–94; 

and C. Sagliocco, “Il dibattito sulla soppressione delle facoltà teologiche universitarie in Italia 

Quellen und Forschungen aus italienischen Archiven und 
Bibliotheken 87 (2007): 292–311. 

89 See, e.g., the intervention of Francesco Vachino, member of the Superior Council of 
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are part of theological curricula, which in Regensburg, for demographic 

to the Bible (Old Testament Studies and New Testament Studies) and 
historical disciplines are registered under the umbrella of historical theol-

introduction to religious studies, which in Regensburg are not present as 

of higher education, which assigns religious studies (Religionswissen-
schaften
religion except those pertaining to the various species of Judaism and 

Habili-
tation

wishing to specialize in (and thus be allowed to teach) Bible classes 

non-theological stance. This might sound unexpected in the homeland 
of biblical higher criticism and the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule. And 

-

90

-

90 
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attention and rituals of interpretation.91

religio
negligence. Their difference, however, lies in purpose and method. The 

as instrumental to the transmission of religious identities or traditions, 
for the proper task of the scholar of religion, to paraphrase Smith, is to 

92 Again, it is a matter of “relation, 

To put it in a geo-theoretical manner: without reducing biblical 

sciences (and therefore, without reducing our images of the Bible to 
-

of biblical studies to a map whose boundaries coincide with those of a 

T1

M2: Map of biblical studies
T2

M3: The Bible(s)

T1

M2

T2

not all reductions have the same cognitive power. And Smith would 

91 On textual interpretation of the Bible as a form of ritual, and on the implications of ritual-

How and 
Why Books Matter: Essays on the Social Function of Iconic Texts

92 Map Is Not Ter-
ritory, 289–309. 
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Reduction does not falsify theories. 
Reduction takes place when, given two theories, one of the theories is 
found to be more comprehensive and explains more than the reduced 

while including the data of the reduced theory 93

If we now turn back to the point where this article started from, 

studium legendi, an 

although Hugh was honest enough to admit that both could “reduce the 

otium, ) he was advocating depended 
upon material conditions too. The kind of reading that Hugh had in mind 

-

in otio).94

would happen in the lectio spiritualis of the later monastic tradition) or 
to the mere obtaining of information (which is in itself the result of a 

of building their world(s). Homo Religiosus is nothing but a species of 
Homo Faber.95

of human labour is to recognize that the outstanding characteristic of 

96 So, if religion is work, what on 
-

ar Sam Gill has suggested looking at Smith’s approach to religion sub 
specie ludi

-

93 The HarperCollins Dictionary of Religion, 909–17: 915 

(italics mine). 
94 The formula is borrowed from Augustine, Ep. 10.2. 
95 Imagining Religion, 

reconsidered, would speak of Homo Poeticus.
96 Introducing Religion.
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97

religion which imposes its “imperatives of competition, accumulation, 
98 

The second conclusion is more related to the portrait of Smith as a 

99 The text of Genesis 

nature in order to build civilization: it is from him that the founders of 

transhumance

Cain will kill Abel. Ceci tuera cela. The good genius of Bruce Chatwin 

97 S. Gill, “No Place to Stand: Jonathan Z. Smith as Homo Ludens
Religion Sub Specie Ludi JAAR

98 E. Meiksins Wood, The Origin of Capitalism: A Longer View (London and New York: 

Historical Materialism 

Kapitalismus als Religion (Berlin: 

Kulturverlag Kadmos, 2003); and D. Gentili, M. Ponzi, and E. Stimilli, eds., Il culto del capitale. 
Walter Benjamin: capitalismo e religione

On this point, with a focus on the present and future of biblical studies, cf. also the “irrelevant 

Jesus in the Chaos of History: Redirecting the Life of the Historical 
Jesus

99 

Cain and Abel in Text and Tradition: Jewish and Christian 
Interpretations of the First Sibling Rivalry (Leiden: Brill, 2011).
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100 Of course, it would be 

because, if we rest upon the Genesis account, Abel had no descendants 
and all of us could have a hint of Cain in their blood. We should not 
forget, however, what punishment followed Cain’s crime: he was con-

error was turned into errancy.101 The message was 

Luigi Walt 
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100 B. Chatwin, The Songlines (London: Penguin Books, 1987), 192–93. 
101 Walkscapes: Walking as an Aesthetic Practice (Engl. 

Walk-scapes. El andar 
como práctica estética (Barcelona: Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2002). Research for this article has 


