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about this report

This report, created in December 2010 in partial fulfillment of requirements for THEO 6930, Graduate 

Core Practicum, at Seattle Pacific University’s School of Theology, investigates the level to which the 

general “Christian1” public is biblically literate. It accompanies a blog2 and a series of interviews with 

faculty and staff of Seattle Pacific University’s Graduate School of Theology, wherein they responded to 

the following questions:

1. What is biblical literacy?
2. Why is biblical literacy important?
3. What is the mission of the Center for biblical and Theological Education?
4. How biblically literate are the young people you interact with here on campus?
5. Does biblical literacy require some degree of theological awareness?
6. What are the markings or characteristics of a biblically literate person?
7. Whose responsibility is biblical literacy? 
8. What is the responsibility of the church?
9. What is the relationship between biblical literacy and fluency?
10.How do we foster biblical literacy?

The results of the survey, conclusions and recommendations do not necessarily represent the views of 

Seattle Pacific University or its Graduate School of Theology. 

THE IMAGES USED IN THIS REPORT were provided through Microsoft Office3 and are copyright of 

Microsoft and its partners, or were created by http://www.tagxedo.com or http://www.wordle.net. The 

cover is a photo of the Holy Bible, provided by Microsoft through office.microsoft.com. 

ABOUT SOPHIA AGTARAP: Sophia Kristina Remorca Agtarap is a first year Master of Arts in Business 

and Applied Theology student at Seattle Pacific University. She has a background in secondary and 

higher education and most recently, communications and marketing. She hopes to use her gifts and 

graces as a storyteller for community and faith-based organizations.

ABOUT AARON WILLETT: Aaron Hollis Willett is a first year Master of Divinity student at Seattle Pacific 

University. He currently serves as Communications Coordinator for the Seattle Presbytery, where he is 

also in the early stages of the ordination process. Having spent seven years working in the church as a 

1 In the survey, respondents were asked to self-identify if they were Christian.
2 biblicalliteracy.wordpress.com
3 © 2010 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved.
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youth director, he has a passion for discipleship and a desire to integrate that with new models and tools  

for ministry.

ABOUT THIS PROJECT: In the process of fulfilling a core practicum requirement for THEO 6930, our 

study quickly evolved into a series of larger conversations on “biblical literacy,” its working definitions and 

what’s at stake for the local church and academics who study theology. Ideally, we would like to be a 

part of the conversation, whether as co-creators or observers in creating measurements that may 

accurately assess the tools used to address biblical literacy, especially for people of faith interested in 

discipleship and spiritual formation. For more information, visit http://biblicallyliterate.wordpress.com. 

Copyright © 2010, Sophia Agtarap and Aaron Willett. All Rights Reserved.

Report design by Sophia Agtarap & Aaron Willett

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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Literacy enables us to 

read both the 

word and the world...it is 

a dynamic reality, a 

never-ending life practice 

that involves putting 

those skills to work in re-

shaping our identity and 

transforming our world.

-David R. Nienhuis, in The Problem 
of Evangelical Biblical Illiteracy: A 

View from the Classroom
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executive summary

What level of biblical literacy is needed to produce fruitful disciples and people of faith? As 

seminary students interested in bridging the gap between the academy and praxis within 

congregational and faith community contexts, we hoped to get a baseline assessment of the 

biblical literacy of practicing Christians. By asking questions indicative of one’s familiarity with a 

literary text, we created a survey that asked questions ranging from matters of basic fact, such 

as “Which four [books] make up the Gospels?,” to those assessing frequency of interaction 

with the text: “How many times did in the past week did you read your Bible?,” to questions of 

a theological nature: “What is the ‘big story’ of the Bible?”

Seattle Pacific University Theology professor, David R. Nienhuis4, borrows language from David 

Gibson5 in calling the Bible “America’s favorite unopened text.” Our survey showed that 

regardless of age, there was a discrepancy between the respondent’s perception of “how 

seriously” their church or Christian community regarded the Bible and how often they would 

interact with the Bible either in church, with a group or on their own. Respondents averaged 

close to 7 (1=not seriously, 9=very seriously) in rating how seriously their faith communities 

regarded the Bible. In comparing that rating with their own personal interaction with Scripture, 

respondents in the 15-40 year old age brackets averaged between 3.1-4.1 in response to the 

question, “How many times in the past week have you interacted with the Bible?6” The age 

bracket that averaged higher than this, at 5.2, were those 41 and older. When asked how often 

respondents “...read the Bible on your own?,” the responses were consistently averaging 2 

points less than the previous question, from 1.55 times/week among 15-18 year olds, to a high 

of 3.6 among those 41 and older. Regarding memorization of Scripture, only 11 out of 186 

respondents said they did “regularly,” while 134 responded they “rarely” memorized Scripture.

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

4 http://www.modernreformation.org/default.php?page=articledisplay&var1=ArtRead&var2=1110&var3=main
5 http://www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Christianity/2000/12/Americas-Favorite-Unopened-Text.aspx
6 Including both individual reading and listening to others.

vii

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Christianity/2000/12/Americas-Favorite-Unopened-Text.aspx
http://www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Christianity/2000/12/Americas-Favorite-Unopened-Text.aspx


This report is only the beginning--a trial run, if you will, on defining and teasing apart what 

characteristics and markings are indicative of one with biblically literacy, fluency and facility. We 

hope that in partnership with the Center for Biblical and Theological Education at Seattle Pacific 

University, we may begin to unpack these concepts and move to a generally accepted 

definition and assessment of the phrase “biblical literacy.”

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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University Professors & Staff Interviewed

Celeste Cranston

Director for the Center for Biblical and Theological Education

Seattle Pacific University

B.A., Greenville College; M.A., Seattle Pacific University; Ordained a Free Methodist minister in 

2001

David Nienhuis

Associate Professor of New Testament Studies

Seattle Pacific University, School of Theology

B.A., Seattle Pacific University, 1990; M.Div., Duke University Divinity School, 1996; 

Ph.D., University of Aberdeen, Scotland. At SPU 1999-2001, and since 2004.

Billy Vo

Director of Asian-American Ministry Program

Seattle Pacific University, Graduate School of Theology

B.A., University of Washington, 1999; M.A., Regent College, 2009

Robert W. Wall

Paul T. Walls Professor of Scripture and Wesleyan Studies

Seattle Pacific University, School of Theology

B.A., Valparaiso University, 1969; Th.M., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1973; 

Th.D., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1979; additional graduate study at 

Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University. At SPU since 1978.

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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Introduction
Patrick Scriven, Associate Director of Connectional Ministries for Youth and Young adults, 

wrote a post, entitled “R U biblically Literate?7” where he tells a common story: 

Recently I've had several conversations  with church workers  re-
garding biblical literacy, or perhaps  it would be better to say bib-
lical illiteracy. While the conversation usually begins  with one of 
us  bemoaning the lack of biblical knowledge many youth and 
young adults  have, it quickly expands to recognize that many 
adults  within the church are barely literate in regards  to their Bi-
bles as well.

Patrick is not alone in this assessment. Polls from Gallup and Pew Forum, academics like Ste-

phen Prothero and Christian Smith, and clergy such as Kenda Creasy Dean all join Patrick in 

bemoaning the decline in biblical literacy among youth and adults. But it’s not merely the lack 

of factual or trivia knowledge that is the issue. It’s the lack of fluency and facility with a text that 

informs our faith and our lives as Christians. Dean asks, in an interview for Response8: When 

was the last time they [teens] saw the Bible matter? Kids have all the skills and tools they need 

to get into the Bible. What they need is to fall in love with reading the Bible. And based on an-

ecdotal evidence, the same is probably true for adults in the 25-35 year old bracket, the largest 

sample size in our survey. 

Seattle Pacific University professor, David R. Nienhuis very pointedly identifies our task in ad-

dressing biblical literacy:

To make a real difference in people’s  lives, biblical literacy pro-

grams will have to do more than simply encourage believers  to 

memorize a select set of Bible verses. They will have to teach 

people to speak the language of faith; and while this  language is  of 
course grounded in the grammar, vocabulary, and stories  of the 

Bible, living languages  are embedded in actual human communi-

ties  that are constituted by particular habits, values, practices, sto-

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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http://www.pnwumc.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=450:r-u-biblically-literate&catid=66:myp&I

temid=151
8 http://www.spu.edu/depts/uc/response/exclusives/Kenda-Dean.asp
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ries, and exemplars. We don’t memorize languages; we use them 
and live through them... biblical literacy programs  need to do more 

than produce informed quoters. They need to produce trans-

formed readers 9.

Methodology
Using prior research and polling done by Gallup10, Pew Forum11, Prothero12, Smith13 and 

Dean14 as a guides, this survey and accompanying video and blog were created by Aaron 
Willett and Sophia Agtarap to begin to understand the conversations and measurements 

regarding biblical literacy in the United States. This initial exposure is a key to educational 

success, cultural understanding, and more importantly, as the current and future church 

leadership, preparedness for spiritual formation and discipleship. Using networks through social 

media channels such as facebook and twitter, as well as through colleagues and personal 

contacts, the survey--created using google docs--was distributed and remained open for one 

week, from December 2-9, 2010. 

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

9 

http://www.modernreformation.org/default.php?page=articledisplay&var1=ArtRead&var2=1110&var3=authorbio&var

4=AutRes&var5=400
10 http://www.gallup.com/poll/15313/Teens-Stance-Word-God.aspx
11 http://pewforum.org/Religious-Literacy-What-Every-American-Should-Know.aspx
12 http://stephenprothero.com 
13 http://www.youthandreligion.org/research
14 htttp://www.kendadean.com
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asked seventeen 

questions 
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question + response

#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?#1 What is your age?

ANSWER 14 or 

younger

15-18 19-24 25-35 36-40 41 and older

# of responses 1 19 38 64 9 55

% of responses 1% 10% 20% 34% 5% 30%

Initially, we were interested in surveying youth to see if the trends identified by Prothero15 and 

Smith & Denton16 were still true. Because of the distribution channels of email and social 

media, and our interest in biblical literacy among the broader public, we did not restrict the age 

groups. Rather we segmented this demographic question.

#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?#2 What is your race?

ANSWER
African 

American

American 

Indian/Eskimo/

Native Hawai’ian

Hispanic/

Latino

Caucasian/

White

Asian 

American

Pacific 

Islander
Multiracial

# of responses 0 1 4 125 51 8 6

% of responses 0% 1% 2% 67% 27% 4% 3%

We were interested in getting a broad sampling of the public, and to measure whether or not 
this was achieved, we collected demographic information on race (in addition to other 

information). As the results show, we did not succeed in reaching a representative sampling 

among all the racial categories as identified by the Federal Office of Management and 

Budget17.

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

15 http://www.stephenprothero.com/
16 http://www.amazon.com/Soul-Searching-Religious-Spiritual-Teenagers/dp/019518095X
17 http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/
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#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?#3 What is your geographic location?

ANSWER West Midwest Northeast South Outside the US Other

# of responses 146 13 3 1 5 18

% of responses 78% 7% 2% 1% 3% 10%

Demographic information collected on geographic location indicated that most respondents 
were from the West coast, likely due to our networks existing predominantly in the West/Pacific 
Northwest part of the United States.

#4 Do you consider yourself a Christian?#4 Do you consider yourself a Christian?#4 Do you consider yourself a Christian?#4 Do you consider yourself a Christian?

ANSWER Yes No

# of responses 175 11

% of responses 94% 6%

Another piece of demographic information collected to provide respondent’s context.

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

#5 If you answered “yes” to #4, what tradition/denomination, if any, are 

you affiliated with?

ANSWER Catholic Lutheran Anglican Reformed Presbyterian Congregational

# of responses 8 7 3 3 33 3

% of responses 5% 4% 2% 2% 19% 2%

ANSWER Baptist Methodist Pentecostal Quaker Latter Day Saint Unitarian

# of responses 12 53 5 2 1 0

% of responses 7% 30% 3% 1% 1% 0%

ANSWER Orthodox
Non-

Denominational
Evangelical

# of responses 1 45 30

% of responses 1% 26% 17%

More specific demographic information regarding Question #5.

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?#6 Which four make up the Gospels of the New Testament?

ANSWER Matthew Mark Luke John

# of responses 175 175 175 174

A foundational question regarding the composition of the Bible. Also used by Stephen Prothero 
in his quiz on Religious Literacy18. New Testament scholar N.T. Write notes, 

Never forget that the four gospels  are the center of it all, and that 
the Jesus  we meet there is  the human face of the living God. But 
remember that the Jesus  we meet there was the Jesus  who knew 
the Psalms  so well that even in the agony of torture and death he 
couldn’t help quoting one of them.19

#7 What is your favorite book of the Bible?#7 What is your favorite book of the Bible?#7 What is your favorite book of the Bible?

ANSWER Responded Didn’t respond or Not Applicable

# of responses 143 33

% of responses 81% 18%

Having a favorite book assumes a level of exposure to or engagement with the text. The favor-
ites that emerged: Psalms (17), John (13), Luke (12), James (11), Ephesians (9), Isaiah & Gene-
sis (8), Philippians & Matthew (6), Romans & Ecclesiastes (5) and Mark, Acts & Corinthians (4).

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

18 http://www.deseretnews.com/article/660205799/Stephen-Protheros-religious-literacy-quiz.html
19 http://www.spu.edu/depts/uc/response/spring2k7/features/biblically-Illiterate-expanded3.asp
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#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?#8 Why is this your favorite book of the Bible?

ANSWER 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

# of responses 2 3 3 2 14 15 47 33 54

% of responses 1% 2% 2% 1% 8% 8% 25% 18% 29%

Assess deeper understanding of the Bible and whether or not the respondent can move past a 
“yes” or “no” question about the Bible that assumes a level of engagement.

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

#9 How seriously does your church/christian community/youth group take 

the Bible? 1=not seriously, 9=very seriously

ANSWER 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

# of responses 2 3 3 2 14 15 47 33 54

% of responses 1% 2% 2% 1% 8% 8% 25% 18% 29%

Assesses individual’s perception of congregation’s value placed on Scripture.
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Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

#10 How many times in the past week have you interacted with the 

Bible?

ANSWER 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

# of responses 23 17 19 25 24 23 13 13 5 4 20

% of responses
12% 9% 10% 13% 13% 12% 7% 7% 3% 2% 11%

Rates use and provides information on exposure to text.

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

#11 How many times in the past week did you read the Bible on your 

own?

ANSWER 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

# of responses 59 23 31 21 13 8 11 12 1 1 6

% of 

responses
32% 12% 17% 11% 7% 4% 6% 6% 1% 1% 3%

Rates personal motivation and provides information on exposure to text.

Instances of individual reading (#11) Total interaction (#10) Community seriousness (#9)

0

15

30
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60

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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#12 Do you memorize Scripture?#12 Do you memorize Scripture?#12 Do you memorize Scripture?#12 Do you memorize Scripture?#12 Do you memorize Scripture?

ANSWER No Rarely Regularly

# of responses 41 134 11

% of responses 22% 72% 6%

Indicates some measure of personal motivation and frequency of practices or habits with the 
text.

#13 Name five main characters from the Bible#13 Name five main characters from the Bible#13 Name five main characters from the Bible

ANSWER Responded Didn’t respond or Not Applicable

# of responses 186 0

% of responses 100% 0%

Rates familiarity from interaction, at least with story. Looking at the text in a literary perspective, 
one should be able to identify the main characters in the grand narratives. Based on a word 
frequency tool20 used to analyze responses the following characters were identified: Jesus 
(143), Moses (107), Abraham (91), Paul (89), David (71), Peter (43), Noah (41).

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

20 http://rainbow.arch.scriptmania.com/tools/word_counter.html
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#14 Please identify, if you can, five women from the Bible#14 Please identify, if you can, five women from the Bible#14 Please identify, if you can, five women from the Bible

ANSWER Responded with 5 Responded with less than 5

# of responses 186 11

% of responses 94% 6%

Rates familiarity from interaction, at least with story. Looking at the text in a literary perspective, 
identifying less mentioned or prominent characters indicate a more sophisticated knowledge in 
the grand narratives. Based on frequency, the following women were the most referenced: Ma-
ry21 (213), Ruth (126), Esther (81), Eve (67), Sarah/Sarah/Sarai (75), Martha (44).

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology

21 no consistent distinction as to which Mary respondents referenced.
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#15 Please identify, if you can, five major events from the Bible#15 Please identify, if you can, five major events from the Bible#15 Please identify, if you can, five major events from the Bible

ANSWER Responded with 5 Responded with less than 5

# of responses 185 1

% of responses 99% 0.05%

Assessment of familiarity from interaction, at least with story. Looking at the text in a literary 

perspective, identifying major events indicate a fluency or knowledge in the grand narratives. To 

assess a deeper understanding, one might ask for an accompanying rationale for why 

respondents believed a particular event was a “major” event in the grand Bible narrative. Based 

on word frequency, the most mentioned events included: Flood (105), Jesus’ birth (103), 
Creation (97), Exodus (69), Resurrection (66).

 

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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#16 What is the “big story” of the Bible?#16 What is the “big story” of the Bible?#16 What is the “big story” of the Bible?

ANSWER Responded Did not respond

# of responses 184 2

% of responses 99% 1%

Assesses a level of theological understanding. Based on frequency, the most used words used 

included: God (306), Jesus/Christ (173), People (57), Love (54), Life (47), Relationship (47), 

Created (42),

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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#17 According to the BIble, who is God?#17 According to the BIble, who is God?#17 According to the BIble, who is God?

ANSWER Responded Did not respond

# of responses 183 3

% of responses 98% 2%

Assesses Theological understanding. We would hope common responses would include, but 

not be limited to: Trinitarian / Justice / Jesus / Love / Creator / Spirit. A word frequency count 

showed that the most frequently used word other than articles, was the word “Creator” (131). 

Additional high frequency words included: Father (64), Holy (38), Spirit (38), Son (35), Love (28).

Seattle Pacific University | School of Theology
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