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	The root of “inspiration” is Latin spir-, meaning “breath,” “wind,” or “soul” (as in “spirit”).[footnoteRef:1] “Inspiration” is applied to the Bible because the authority of the words that God communicated to the prophets (“Hear the word of the LORD,” “The word of the LORD came to me,” etc., over 500 times in the prophets) was recognized as inhering in the written texts also. As 2 Tim 3:16 says, “All scripture is inspired by God” (theopneustos, literally “God-breathed”). [1:  The same three meanings are found in the equivalent Hebrew and Greek words (nephesh and pneuma, respectively). Primitive people naturally assume that the breath going in and out of their nostrils is the same thing as the wind they feel on their skin or see moving the trees; and since cessation of breathing is the most obvious sign of death, they assume that breath is the vital spirit, that which animates a body.] 

	The root of “inerrancy” is err-, as in “error.” Inerrancy means the Bible is without error.
	Most Christian denominations teach that the Bible is inspired and without error, but how it is inspired and how it is without error are explained differently. Let us begin with inspiration. There are two basic positions.
	The first is the dictation theory, the idea that God dictated the words of scripture to the biblical writers. The dictation theory has been a tendency throughout Church history; some medieval paintings show a dove (the Holy Spirit) perched on an evangelist’s shoulder with its beak in his ear. But the theory hardened with the Protestant Reformation, traditionally dated to 1517. Seeing every word of scripture as directly from God bolstered the Protestant claim that the only authority in religion is scripture.[footnoteRef:2] Already in 1566, to fix the authority of every detail of scripture, the Second Helvetic Confession (“one of the most authoritative statements of Reformed theology” [“Helvetic Confession”]) asserted that even the vowel points in the Hebrew text were divinely inspired (Pelikan 4.346-47)—even though the vowel points were not added until the 800s AD! But the dictation theory reached its climax in American evangelicalism: “evangelical discussions concerning verbal inspiration . . . are dictation theories” (Trembath 91). [2:  “Before all else, Protestantism is, in its very essence, an appeal from all other authority to the divine authority of Holy Scripture.” (Warfield 111)] 

	The second of the basic positions concerning inspiration has no fixed name but might be called the subtle theory of inspiration. God’s action on those who contributed to the biblical text is imagined to be, not a dropping of words into an author’s mind, but a more subtle process: prompting an idea here, causing a sentence structure or word choice to well up within a person there. It is not necessary that the author even knew that God was influencing him; it is even probable in many cases that he did not.
	One advantage to the subtle theory is that it allows the human authors to contribute to scripture. In the dictation theory, the human authors are mere “secretaries” (as the Second Helvetic Confession calls them): God’s words drip into their heads and flow out their arms, but their minds and personalities are shunted aside. The subtle theory, on the other hand, explains why the styles of biblical authors vary. Mark, for example, writes “gutter Greek”: he thinks in Aramaic, he constructs simple sentences, and his vocabulary is “street language” that contemporary Greeks found at times offensive. Luke, on the other hand, writes exquisite Greek: he crafts elegant periodic sentences, he uses admired rhetorical flourishes, and he selects vocabulary acceptable in polite society. If God equally dictated Mark’s, Luke’s, and the other biblical authors’ words, why are not all biblical books in one style—“God’s style,” whatever that is?
	Which theory of inspiration one holds will determine which theory of inerrancy one holds. All Christians agree that “God can neither deceive nor be deceived” (cannot lie or make an error); so if one believes that God dictated every word of scripture, then the Bible must be absolutely inerrant, i.e., must contain no error of any kind. But if one believes that God subtly influenced the human authors, it need not follow that every detail of scripture is literally true. So the dictation theory of inspiration requires a theory of absolute inerrancy, but the subtle theory of inspiration permits a theory of limited inerrancy.
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	Today, the combination of dictation theory and theory of absolute inerrancy is called “fundamentalism.” The term came about in this way. The anti-intellectual (Hofstadter 28-141) theology of American frontier tent revivals was incorporated into a series of Bible conferences in the late 1800s; the conferences’ theology in turn was embodied in a series of twelve booklets, The Fundamentals, in 1910-15. The term “fundamentalism” was coined in 1920 to refer to the theology of The Fundamentals. The booklets “presupposed the verbal [word-for-word] inspiration of scripture in every detail as the basis for their whole system . . . Christian orthodoxy was identified with biblical inerrancy” (Hudson 147-48). The booklets covered doctrines besides inspiration and inerrancy: they affirmed the virgin birth, bodily resurrection, and so on; but today this broader theology of conservative American Protestantism is called “evangelicalism,” while “fundamentalism” is used to emphasize the evangelical approach to scripture. Present-day denominations that are or tend toward fundamentalism include Southern Baptists, Pentecostal churches, “non-denominational” churches, and so on.
	The subtle theory of inspiration and the theory of limited inerrancy are the established teaching of the Catholic Church. They seem also to be the understanding of inspiration and inerrancy in Eastern Orthodoxy and in “mainline” Protestant churches: Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, Episcopal, and so on—the majority of Christians.
	One advantage to the subtle theory of inspiration is that it explains the diversity of styles in scripture. Similarly, one advantage to the theory of limited inerrancy is that it explains the many contradictions that actually exist in scripture. Fundamentalists, of course, deny on a priori grounds that the Bible can have contradictions. This forces them to defend themselves against the hundreds of contradictions that can be found in scripture; for if even one contradiction can be shown to exist in scripture, then the whole fundamentalist position collapses.[footnoteRef:3] But which is better: to presume a priori that God must have inspired in such-and-such way, and therefore that the scriptures must be inerrant; or to begin with the Bible as it actually is, and to infer from its nature how God apparently inspired and therefore how the scriptures are inerrant? The theory of limited inerrancy is able to explain contradictions in scripture because it does not demand that inerrancy extend to the whole of scripture. The biblical quality of inspiration extends to the whole of scripture, because God was always present and influencing the contributors to the Bible; but the biblical quality of inerrancy, though it results from inspiration, does not extend to the whole of scripture, since God was not concerned, apparently, with the truth of peripheral details. If the Bible is imagined as a circle, then the circle of inspiration coincides with the biblical circle, i.e., extends to its periphery; but the circle of inerrancy is smaller, lying somewhere between the periphery and the center. [3:  The Bible contains internal contradictions as well as contradictions of science and history. Since contradictions in the Bible are especially important for establishing that fundamentalism is inadequate as an approach to scripture, I here present some salient contradictions from the first six books of the Bible (see, e.g., Rowley 16-23).
Water exists (Gen 1:2) before anything else exists (Gen 1:3-31).
Light exists (Gen 1:3-5) before stars exist (Gen 16).
Day and night, and morning and evening, exist (Gen 1:4-5) before the sun, moon, and stars exist (Gen 1:14-16).
The sky is a dome (Gen 1:6-8), But it is not a dome.
Vegetation appears (Gen 1:9-13) before the sun appears (Gen 1:16).
God creates plants and later creates humans (Gen 1:11, 26-27). Or: God creates a human and only later creates plants (Gen 2:4-9).
God creates birds (Gen 1:20-23), then land animals. But birds evolved from reptiles.
God, being omnipotent, has no need to rest (Gen 2:2).
God creates animals and later creates humans (Gen 1:24-25, 26-27). Or: God creates a human and only later creates animals (Gen 2:4-7, 18-20).
God creates male and female humans simultaneously (Gen 1:26-27). Or: God creates the man and only later creates the woman (Gen 2:7, 21-22).
Creation took 7 days (Gen 1:1-2:4a), or creation took 1 day (Gen 2:4b).
Creation took one week (Gen 1:1-2:4a). But in fact it has taken over 13 billion years.
The Bible says that the Universe is about 6000 years old. (Using biblical data, Archbishop James Usscher in 1650 determined that creation began on 23 Oct. 4004 BC [of the Julian calendar: 21 Sept. of the present Gregorian calendar]; the Hebrew calendar, based on biblical data, reckons the year AD 2020 as the year 5780.]) But science has established that the Universe is 13.77 billion years old.
The Bible says that humans are about 6000 years old. But science says that humans are about 300,000 years old.
God tells Noah to take one pair of each kind of animal (Gen 6:19-20). Or: he tells Noah to take seven pairs of each clean animal and one pair of each unclean animal (7:2-3). (Noah takes one pair of each kind of animal, Gen 7:7-9.)
The flood lasted 40 days (Gen 7:4, 12). Or: the flood lasted 150 days (Gen 7:11, 24; 8:2).
The waters recede below the mountaintops (8:5). Later they are still above the mountaintops (8:9).
Beersheba was so named to commemorate a covenant between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen 21:31). Or: it was named from an incident concerning Isaac and Abimelech (Gen 26:31).
Jacob named Bethel on his journey to Paddan-aram (Gen 28:19). Or: he named it on his return many years later (Gen 35:14-15).
Jacob was nicknamed  “Israel” at Peniel (Gen 32:28). Or: he was nicknamed “Israel” at Bethel (Gen 35:10).
Judah proposed to his brothers that they sell Joseph to some Ishmaelites (Gen 37:27). Or: Midianites kidnapped Joseph without the brothers knowing (Gen 37:28-30).
God is known to the patriarchs as “Yahweh” (Gen 4:26, “At that time [birth of Adam’s third son] people began to invoke the name of the Lord [Hebrew Yahweh]”; see also Gen 4:1; 15:2, 7-8; 16:2; 18:14; 19:13; 24:31; 28:13). But: centuries later God says, “I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty [Hebrew el Shaddai], but by my name ‘the Lord’ I did not make myself known to them” (Exod 6:3).
All plants in Egypt die in plague 4 (Exod 8:24), Or: flax and barley die in plague 7 (Exod 9:31), and locusts kill plants in plague 8 (Exod 10:15).
All cattle in Egypt die in plague 5 (Exod 9:6). Or: cattle still die in plague 7 (Exod 9:19).
A Hebrew male slave must be released after six years, whereas a Hebrew female slave is not entitled to release (Exod 21:2-11). Or: the female slave, like the male, must be released after six years (Deut 15:12).
One who accidentally kills another may seek sanctuary at the altar (Exod 21:12 ff.). Or: such a person may seek sanctuary in any of several cities (Deut 19:1-13, Num 35:9-24; Deut 19 says 3 sanctuary cities must be designated, while Num 35 says 6).
Sacrifice may be offered at altars to be set up in every place (Exod 20:24). Or: sacrifice may be offered at only one sanctuary (Deut 12:14).
Only descendants of Aaron may offer sacrifices (Exod 28:1). Or: any of the descendants of Levi can offer sacrifices (Deut 18:7).
The feast of booths lasts 8 days (Lev 23:36). Or: it lasts 7 days (Deut 16:15).
The tabernacle is (a) simple, (b) outside the camp, and (c) cared for by Joshua alone (Exod 33:7-11; Num 11:16 ff., 12:4 ff.). Or: it is (a) elaborate, (b) always at the center of the Israelites, and (c) cared for by more than 8000 Levites (Exod 25-31, 35-40; Num 1:49-53; 3-4).
The Israelites set up twelve stones from the Jordan River at Gilgal (Josh 4:8). Or: they set up the stones in the middle of the river (Josh 4:9).
The Israelites are to shout when rams’ horns blast (Josh 6:5). Or: The Israelites are to shout when Joshua commands them to (Josh 6:10).
Joshua sends 30,000 men at night to lie in ambush west of Ai (Josh 8:3, 9). Or: he sends 5,000 men the next morning (Josh 8:12).] 

	The crucial question is, of course: where does one draw the line? If God was not concerned with the truth of peripheral details, which are the peripheral details? Clarity in this matter has been emerging only gradually over the past several centuries.
	One type of assertion in the Bible that is now recognized as not necessarily inerrant is scientific truths. The Galileo case was an important episode here. Until the 1500s everyone accepted geocentrism (sun, planets, and stars revolve around the earth); one only needed to look up to prove it.[footnoteRef:4] But in 1543, the Polish priest Nicolaus Copernicus presented arguments for heliocentrism (planets revolve around the sun). Only ten people were convinced during the 1500s (“Copernicus”), but one of them was the Italian Galileo Galilei. When the Church was considering condemning heliocentrism in the 1610s (after all, Mark 1:32, for example, refers to the sun going down), Galileo set about reminding the Church “of its standing practice of interpreting Scripture allegorically whenever it came into conflict with scientific truth, quoting patristic authorities and warning that it would be ‘a terrible detriment for the souls if people found themselves convinced by proof of something that it was made then a sin to believe’” (de Santillana, qtd. in “Copernicus”). But in 1616 the Church declared heliocentrism erroneous. In 1633, the Inquisition tried Galileo for heresy, forced him to curse heliocentrism, and placed him under house arrest for the remaining eight years of his life. [4:  The geocentrism assumed by everyone until the 1500s was systematized by the Greek astronomer Ptolemy in Alexandria around AD 140. The Greek astronomer Aristarchus of Samos (310-230 BC) was the first to hold heliocentrism, the idea that the planets revolve around the sun; but his was a lone voice until the 1500s.] 

	Since then the Church has come to realize that statements in scripture referring to the subjects of the natural sciences need not always be taken literally. Pope Leo XIII in the encyclical Providentissimus Deus (1893) said:

There can never, indeed, by any real discrepancy between the theologian and the physicist . . . If dissension should arise between them, here is the rule also laid down by St. Augustine [AD 357-430] for the theologian: “Whatever they can really demonstrate to be true of physical nature we must show to be capable of reconciliation with our Scriptures.” . . . The Catholic interpreter . . . should show that these facts of natural science which investigators affirm to be now quite certain are not contrary to the Scripture rightly explained . . . (Leo XIII)

Leo added a caution: one “must, nevertheless, always bear in mind, that much which has been held and proved as certain has afterwards been called in question and rejected” (Leo XIII).
	Fifty years later, Pope Pius XII in the encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943) indicated that a second category of statements in scripture, historical references, need not be literally true.

. . . discoveries [in] archaeology or in ancient history or literature . . . make better known the mentality of the ancient writers . . . the ancient peoples of the East, in order to express their ideas, did not always employ those forms or kinds of speech which we use today: but rather those used by the men of their times and countries. What those exactly were the commentator cannot determine in advance, but only after a careful examination of the ancient literature of the East. (Pius XII)

Again a useful caution was appended: “if the wished-for solution [to a given difficulty in scripture] be slow in coming or does not satisfy us, since perhaps a successful conclusion may be reserved to posterity, let us not wax impatient . . . No wonder if to one or the other question no solution wholly satisfactory will ever be found . . .” (Pius XII)
	Finally, Vatican Council II, a meeting of all the Catholic bishops in the world from 1962-1965, recognized that even religious statements in scripture need not always be true. In Dei Verbum (Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, 18 Nov. 1965), the council pointed out that revelation in the Bible is progressive: what is said in early scriptural books may be corrected or overturned in later scriptural books. This principle of progressive revelation, long recognized in Catholic exegesis (biblical interpretation), appears several times in Dei Verbum. For example:

· “Israel daily gained a deeper and clearer understanding of His ways . . .” (§ 14) Therefore, later understandings in the Old Testament that contravene earlier ones are generally to be preferred.
· Christ is “the fullness of all revelation” (§ 2). If Christ is the fullness, then what preceded him must have been less than full. Therefore, scripture leading up to Christ, the Old Testament, contains religious affirmations that are inadequate or incorrect. Vatican II also states this inference explicitly: the Old Testament books “contain some things which are incomplete and temporary . . .” (§ 15).
· “The word of God . . . shows its power in a most excellent way in the writings of the New Testament. . . . This mystery [God’s full revelation] had not been manifested to other generations as it was now revealed . . .” (§ 17)
· There is progressive revelation even within the New Testament. For in “the epistles of St. Paul and other apostolic writings [Jesus’] true teaching is more and more fully stated . . . For the Lord Jesus was with His apostles as He had promised [see Matt 28:20] and sent them the advocate Spirit who would lead them into the fullness of truth [John 14:16-17, 26; 15:26; 16:7, 13-14] . . .” (§ 20)

By reaffirming the principle of progressive revelation, Dei Verbum indicated that even religious statements must be assessed in their contexts before being accepted as inerrant.
But the document went further. In the most authoritative statement on inerrancy by the Catholic Church to date, the council asserted: “the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching firmly, faithfully, and without error that truth which God wanted put into the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation” (§ 11, italics added).[footnoteRef:5] The Bible does not teach inerrantly every statement of scripture, not even every religious statement; what it does teach inerrantly is those statements which assert salvific truth.[footnoteRef:6] To use the image of circles: the set of all assertions in the Bible is of wider compass than the set of assertions declaring truths necessary for salvation. [5:  Vatican II (ch. 3 § 11) quotes with approval Augustine’s comment in Gen. ad lit. 2.9: “the Holy Spirit did not intend to utter through them any truth apart from that which is profitable to salvation.”]  [6:  There may even be significance in the Council’s reference to “truth” in the singular, rather than to “truths”: the Bible is not so much a field to be mined for proof texts as a document which as a whole teaches inerrantly the Christian faith as a whole.] 

	The gradual recognition that inerrancy is limited was well summarized half a century ago by the Catholic scripture scholar, Raymond Brown:

Only gradually have we learned to distinguish that while all Scripture is inspired, all Scripture is not inerrant. . . . not every affirmation of truth is so germane to God’s purpose in inspiring the Scriptures that He has committed Himself to it. Already in Providentissimus Deus (1893) Pope Leo XIII acknowledged that the scientific affirmations of the Bible were not necessarily inerrant, since it was not God’s purpose to teach men science. Eventually the same principle was applied to historical affirmations, but the last frontier has been religious affirmations. . . . Vatican II has made it possible to restrict inerrancy to the essential religious affirmations of a biblical book made for the sake of our salvation. (Brown 115)
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