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Bible museum 
achieves its 
mission
New attraction tells a clear, powerful 
story — if you accept the premise 

Philip Kennicott    Washington Post

WA SH I NGT ON — When the Museum of the Bible opened 
in Washington on Nov. 17, it set a new standard for how the 
nation’s museums fuse entertainment and education. The 
$500 million, privately funded project is as large as some of 
the Smithsonian’s premier attractions. 

It is rich in content, stocked with historic treasures and 
carefully plotted to appeal to audiences of all ages.

The first visitors who walked through the eight-story, 
430,000-square-foot space filled with high-tech exhibits 
and thousands of religious artifacts were left inspired. 

“I’m 73 years old, and I’ve seen a lot of things, but this is 
the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” said Jean Johnson, 
of Crow, West Virginia, who was particularly startled by an 
exhibit on languages that the Bible has never been trans-
lated into and left thinking about how to support more for-
eign mission work. She wished her church group didn’t have 
to go to the White House after only three hours at the Bible 
museum; she wanted to stay all day.

Marion Woods, who lives in Greenville, South Carolina, was 
among the first inside. She had been anticipating this day for 
two years. When she first heard the museum was in the works, 
she thought, “I can’t believe there’s going to be a Museum of 
the Bible.” And then: “Why hasn’t this happened before?”

The new space brings to museum design the sophisticated 
marketing intelligence of the Oklahoma City-based Green 
family, who have used a fortune made from the Hobby Lobby 
retail chain to promote evangelical Christian causes. Their 
latest venture is a museum that offers a one-stop-shopping 
cultural experience, with history, art, architecture, theater 
and music packaged under one roof.

What it does well, it does as well or better than any 
museum in the country. Its failings, which are significant, 
will be difficult to detect for anyone who isn’t a scholar, or 
firmly committed secularist.

TELLS ITS STORY CLEARLY
The attraction is an up-to-date version of an old-fashioned 

museum, telling linear stories in a complex and detailed 
way. It gives a straightforward account of American history, 
from the colonists to the civil rights era and beyond, through 
the prism of the Bible, but in a way many visitors likely will 
find more compelling and accessible than the dense cultural 
stew on view at the Smithsonian’s Museum of American His-
tory. When dealing with the complexities of the Bible’s his-
tory, the curators don’t scant the facts or lapse into the use-
less generalities of other, more populist museums.

The institution’s leaders have stressed their desire for a 
professional and unbiased presentation. “We want it to be 
as accurate as possible, as fair as possible, and if you will, as 
nonsectarian as possible,” said Tony Zeiss, the museum’s 
executive director.

The museum nonetheless aroused skepticism even before 
it opened. The organization’s original mission was explicitly 
evangelical, to “inspire confidence in the absolute authority 
and reliability of the Bible,” according to a 2010 federal non-
profit filing.

The Green family’s role in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, a 
U.S. Supreme Court decision that allows for-profit corpo-
rations to assert religious freedom claims, including the 
right to deny contraception coverage to women, has made 

some people dubious about the larger purpose of the fami-
ly’s project. And the museum’s integrity was severely dam-
aged by a $3 million federal court settlement against Hobby 
Lobby after the family-owned corporation smuggled more 
than 3,000 antiquities from Iraq in a way that suggested an 
intentional effort to bypass federal law. 

Today, the museum seems intent on rebranding itself as 
evenhanded in its presentation.

Two floors include exhibitions that traffic mainly in the 
substance of biblical history, while a third floor is devoted to 
immersive rooms with a stronger mixture of entertainment. 
There is a re-creation of a New Testament-era village with 
faux olive trees and a multimedia space with theaters that 
chronicle the early history of the Jewish people. But both the 
traditional and immersive exhibitions start with unstated 
assumptions: that the Bible is the most important book in 
the world, that there is archaeological evidence to explain its 
origins, that it has been transmitted through the ages with 
remarkable accuracy, and that it is a blessing to mankind.

Debates about the meaning of the Bible are confronted 
openly and without bias, so long as they don’t undermine 
those assumptions. The “Impact of the Bible” floor acknowl-
edges the use of the Bible to defend slavery, as well as the role 
it played in the abolitionist movement. A descriptive panel 
for a King James Bible edited for use by enslaved people 

notes that what has been excised, passages that might have 
inspired resistance to authority, makes the book “deeply 
manipulative.”

The role of women and the use of the Bible to limit wom-
en’s political and cultural status is acknowledged, but there 
is no obvious discussion of how the Bible has been used to 
oppress and marginalize gay people.

Curators admit that the Bible has been misused, but they 
come down on the side of its positive impact. Even the case 
of Galileo, arrested and censored by the Inquisition for her-
esy after arguing that the Earth moves around the sun, is 
chalked up to intellectual infighting. He was, the museum 
claims, a victim of “the politics of the Italian academia.”

MIXING FACT WITH FAITH
When it comes to the literal truth of the Bible, things can 

get slippery. Although there is little to no material evidence 
to support the narrative of the Jewish exile and escape from 
Egypt recounted in Exodus, the museum jumbles together 
biblical texts with the uncontested fact that there was signif-
icant cultural exchange between Egypt and the peoples who 
lived in the lands now associated with the Jewish people.

In several places, small claims based on material or sci-
entific evidence are juxtaposed with larger claims about the 
truth of biblical narratives in a way that confuses fact and 
speculation.

There also is a lot of slippage between claims that the 
Bible is enormously influential (which is indisputable) and 
that the stories it tells are fundamentally true (a claim dis-
puted not just by atheists, agnostics, secular scholars and 
scientists, but also by billions of adherents of the world’s 
other religions). Every resource of museum design and care-
ful argumentation has been mustered to sweep up these 
unrelated ideas in one, big, overwhelming package.

This has implications for people in the museum business. 
The Bible museum comes with something that most histori-
ans and museum professionals may have thought was long 
discredited: the “master narrative” idea of history, that there 
is one sweeping human story that needs to be told. 

It tells this story well, in many places with factual accu-
racy, and always with an eye to clarity and entertainment. 
It is an exciting idea, and an enormously powerful tool for 
making sense of the world.

Unless, of course, you don’t believe it.

People stop to admire a diorama depicting the Sea of Galilee in the World of Jesus of Nazareth exhibit in the Museum of the 
Bible in Washington, D.C.    Essdras M Suarez, Washington Post
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Fred Keller   

Following are excerpts from Fred Keller’s 
reflections at the 2017 Interfaith Thanksgiv-
ing event.

We are here today to appreciate and cel-
ebrate what we all have in common and to 
emphasize the oneness of humankind.  In 
building on the oneness, we must also cele-
brate simultaneously those characteristics 
that differentiate us.  

My observation and my hope for the 
future is that communities will demonstrate 
their ability to live and love and work and 
play in an authentically harmonious way. 
It is because we honor our differences that 
we become strong as a community through 
working and planning and living together.

There is a current narrative that if we 
only had the right political party in power 
or the right president or the right governor, 
our lives would be better off.  But I am enam-
ored with the idea that communities have all 
the resources and capabilities to make the 
changes they need to have everyone thriv-
ing within them.  As we work together, we 
co-create solutions that honor the differ-
ences and use the natural creativity that 
flows when differences are brought together. 

 Let’s explore this idea of how we can be a 
community where the human spirit thrives 
for everyone.

We first observe that we tend not to sur-
round ourselves with people who think and 
act differently. Instead, we tend to listen to 
our own echo chambers.  

Church denominations are a great exam 

ple of echo chambers.  Political parties have 
developed a highly refined system of echo 
chambers.  News media have joined in.  Echo 
chambers have been getting stronger in the 
last several years through technologies such 
as Facebook and Twitter.  We connect with 
those who think like we do.  Religions have 
long been at odds with each other and have 
gone to war, led crusades and created chaos 
rather than accepting differences as inter-
esting and potentially productive. What is it 
about our feelings that we cannot rest until 
the whole world is just like us?  

I think of my own faith background. As 
Christians, can we not believe that we find 
salvation through Christ without condemn-
ing other religions that believe differently?  
It seems that it is the exclusivity that many 
religions have that drives most disputes and 
makes people willing to die or even to kill in 
order to defend their way of thinking.  

What is it about thinking that our way 
is the only way that causes so much world 
strife?  Having so many different faith com-
munities is a testimony of why we have dif-
ferences: We want to be with people we know 
and admire and trust.

Yet I would propose that the thriving of 
the human spirit depends on how we deal 

with those who are different from us. We 
must learn to move along the continuum 
from tolerating each other to genuinely 
appreciating differences and desiring to 
learn about and support those differences.

As a Methodist, I carry around a little 
piece of paper that suggests a universal truth 
for me.  John Wesley, founder of Methodism, 
suggested that we all have one objective: “Do 
all the good you can, by all the means you 
can, in all the ways you can, in all the places 
you can, at all the times you can, to all the 
people you can, as long as ever you can.”  

DIFFERENCES AS SOURCE OF STRENGTH
It was Eboo Patel who said, “To see the 

other side, to defend another people, not 
despite your tradition, but because of it, is 
the heart of pluralism.”  And while assuring 
the thriving of the human spirit for all seems 
daunting, it was the Rev. Martin Luther King 
Jr. who said: “Faith is taking the first step 
even when you don’t see the whole stair-
case.”  

What if the interfaith community were to 
demonstrate that differences could actually 
be a source of strength? 

What if the interfaith community were to 
demonstrate that it is our differences that 
help us think through our own positions and 
help us understand how we can become bet-
ter in our own lives because we now under-
stand how we look to others?

What if the interfaith community came 
together to demonstrate to the world how 
differences can actually lead to peace?

What would it take for the interfaith 

community to demonstrate the oneness of 
human kind?  Could we actually do a demon-
stration of this in our own communities? 
What would that look like?  

Would it be starting with deep dialogue 
about the issues facing each faith practice? 
Would it be describing the issues of the com-
munity through a lens of our faith?  

Could we step by step describe the differ-
ences between religions and deeply under-
stand them and admire them and appreci-
ate them and celebrate them? And could we 
then determine which of these differences 
were actually strengths in disguise? That 
the differences we thought were hurtful are 
beautiful ways to express similar principles?

Could we then get down to the serious few 
differences and have really good dialogue 
about them? And could we agree that the dif-
ferences are major, that we may never agree, 
but we can always appreciate and support 
each other as we aspire together to have a 
world where these differences are admired, 
not hated; are supported, not torpedoed; 
understood, not misrepresented? 

Would the human spirit have an oppor-
tunity to soar? Would the world be a better 
place? 

Lots of questions; lots to ponder at this 
time of Thanksgiving.  We have so much for 
which to be grateful.  

And we have so much we can do to 
advance the thriving of the human spirit.  

As the saying goes, if not now, when?  And 
if not us, then who?

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Community and the thriving of the human spirit
Fred Keller, founder of 
Cascade Engineering, has 
served on the Gerald R. Ford 
Presidental Foundation and 
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 
as well as many community 
and business organizations.

Exhibits are readied inside the Museum of the Bible before 
its Nov. 17 opening.   Associated Press


