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among the American colonists, primarily because 
reading the Bible was considered so important.  In 1647 
Massachusetts passed a school law to ensure all children 
be taught to read and write, primarily so they could read 
the Bible. Sometimes this is called the “Old Deluder” law 
because of the law’s explanation of the need for such 
schools - “It being one chief project of the old deluder, 
Satan, to keep men from the knowledge of the Scripture…”

The New England Primer, �rst published in 1690 
and used by generations of New Englanders, taught the 
youngest children the alphabet and basic spelling.  The 
Primer taught these elemental principles of reading within 
a Biblical framework.  The alphabet was taught in couplets 
such as 

  In Adam’s Fall  
  We sinned all.  
 
  Heaven to �nd
  The Bible Mind

  Christ Crucify’d
  For sinners dy’d
  
Higher education too had the Bible at its foundation.  

The 1636 Harvard rules for students directed, “Every one 
shall so exercise himself in reading the Scriptures twice a 
day that he shall be ready to give such an account of the 
pro�ciency thereof.”  Early Harvard rules also stated that 
“the only foundation of all sound knowledge and learning” 
was Jesus Christ.  Yale, founded in 1699, similarly required, 
“The Scriptures ... morning and evening are to be read by 
the students at times of prayer in the school.”

Whether in elementary or higher education, the Bible 
was seen as important in forming the character of students.  
Benjamin Rush, a physician, signer of the Declaration of 
Independence, Treasurer of the U.S. Mint, and a founder of 
the American Bible Society, believed strongly that the Bible 
should be taught in schools for this very reason.  He was 
concerned that the Bible’s use in the schools had declined: 
“I lament that we waste so much time and money in 
punishing crimes and take so little pains to prevent them.  
We profess to be republicans, and yet we neglect the only 
means of establishing and perpetuating our republican 
forms of government; that is, universal education of our 
youth in the principles of Christianity by means of the 
Bible; for this divine book, above all others, favors that 
equality among mankind, that respect for just laws, and all 
those sober and frugal virtues which constitute the soul of 
republicanism.”

Several early nineteenth century New Testaments (all 
King James Version translations) in the Dunham Bible 
Museum’s collection were published especially for use 
in schools. Often these Testaments included study aids 
such as markings for phonetic pronunciation, vocabulary 
de�nitions, and historical or geographical supplementary 
material.  Hervey Wilbur’s edition of the New Testament, 
published in the 1820’s, had a fold-out page of questions 
for students to ask themselves as they read the Scriptures.  

Many frontier children in early America learned to read 
by reading the Bible, often the only book a family owned.  
Abraham Lincoln was one such child, and his speeches as 
President continued to be molded and shaped by the Bible’s 
words, cadences, and teachings.

Between 1836 and the 1920’s, 122 million copies of 
McGuffey’s Readers were sold, making them the most 
published book in America after the Bible.  At least half 
of America’s schoolchildren during that period learned 
from these readers.  Presbyterian minister William Holmes 
McGuffey included both readings from the Bible and 
stories reinforcing Christian character in his readers (See a 
sample excerpt on the next page).  McGuffey’s Readers both 
taught about the Bible as well as “preached” its message of 
salvation through Jesus Christ.  However, revisions made 
after McGuffey’s death had much less Biblical content.  In 
the last revision, God was mentioned once, and the Bible 
stories disappeared.  Though the strong moral emphasis 
remained, salvation and piety were no longer taught.  
McGuffey and many of the earlier Americans would wonder 
how true morality was possible without the Bible.

A 1625th Anniversary!
A discussion of Christian theology today among English 

speaking peoples would be almost impossible without referring 
to “justi�cation,” “propitiation,” “regeneration,” or “Scripture” 
– all words which came into the English language from 
Jerome’s Latin translation of the Bible.  English also acquired 
Greek words such as “apostle,” “evangel,” and “baptism” 
via Jerome’s translation. 2007 marks the 1625th anniversary 
of the commissioning of Jerome’s work, one of the most 
in�uential translations of the Scriptures of all time.
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the Septuagint translation inspired. However, Jerome, one 
of the few Christian scholars of the fourth century who 
even knew Hebrew, thought it was necessary to go back 
to the Hebrew Scriptures. He made his third translation of 
the Psalms into Latin from the Hebrew. This was not well 
received, since people were more familiar with the versions 
from the Septuagint.  As Jerome noted, “So great is the force 
of established usage that even acknowledged corruptions of 
text please the greater part, for they prefer to have their copies 
pretty rather than correct.”  Though Jerome’s translation 
of the psalms from the Hebrew never was highly accepted, 
the remainder of his translation of the Scriptures from early 
Hebrew and Greek manuscripts became the accepted Scripture 
of the western church.            

Jerome’s translation was not in elegant Ciceronian Latin 
but in the common literary Latin of his day. His Latin version 
became known as the Vulgate, or translation for the public, 
and was the Bible used throughout Europe for a millennium.  
Though they have never been completely catalogued, it is 
estimated that about 8000 Vulgate manuscripts are in existence 
today. 

When John Wycliffe and his followers �rst translated the 
Bible into English in the fourteenth century, they translated 
from the Latin Vulgate. When Johann Gutenberg chose the �rst 
book to be printed with his new invention of moveable type, he 
chose to print Jerome’s Latin Vulgate Bible.

Charles Pierce and Doug Sanders help in the labeling and 
cataloguing of the Dunham Bible Museum’s collection.  The 
Museum is completing implementation of a new software 
program which allows for a more extensive and detailed 
cataloguing and tracking of items in the collection.  This will 
be a great tool in planning new exhibits.  Doug and Charles 
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