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On Adding a New Book to the Bible 
 
 
 
 

God: The Complete Works 
 
Can someone please tell me why the Bible ends? 

I understand why The Complete Works of Shakespeare 
ends. Shakespeare died. No more Shakespeare, no more 
Works.  

But the Bible?  
The Bible is a dialogue we’ve been having with God for 

millennia. A tag team of authors have added to it whenever 
we—or God—have had something new to say.  

God’s still here; we’re still here.  
Who decided the conversation was over?  
I remember asking a priest when I was in grammar 

school why the Bible ended. He told me, “The font of reve‑
lation has been closed.” I wondered at the time, “What fool 
closed it?“ 

The last new book in any version of the Bible—Jewish 
or Christian—was written by roughly 100 AD. We would 
never accept the limits of the science, medicine or—God 
forbid—the plumbing from two millennia ago, so why do 
we accept without question the limits of revelation at that 
time?  

Who stopped the clock on God? 
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Who decided that—by the year 100—God had written 
God: The Complete Works? 
 
 
 
I suppose we should be grateful the Bible doesn’t end any 
earlier than it does. If it had stopped at Exodus, what a loss 
not to have known David. If it had stopped at David, how 
sad not to have known Isaiah. If it had stopped at the 
prophets, what a tragedy not to have known Jesus. Stop‑
ping where it does, I wonder: What, as a result, have we 
missed?—because the Bible was going somewhere when it 
stopped, but it stopped before it got there. This is true 
whether your Bible ends with the prophets dreaming of a 
holy mountain where all people can live together in peace 
or with Jesus trying to realize that vision. The vision at the 
heart of the Bible can be expressed as a simple riddle. A 
magnificent, unapproachable God says to us, “Approach. 
Come closer. . . .” 

Closer is the impulse behind every book in the Bible. 
And we were getting there.  
Maybe not close yet, but closer.  
And then the book ends, leaving out the last two thou‑

sand years of the story. 
Because ultimately, that’s what the Bible is. . . . 
A book of stories. 
I know people keep trying to turn it into a rule book, 

but I wonder if the people who think of the Bible as a rule 
book have actually ever read it. Admittedly, it has Ten Com‑
mandments and they tell us who we are supposed to be, but 
it has tens of thousands of stories that tell us who we actu‑
ally are and, in all the best stories, the commandments are 
repeatedly and enthusiastically broken. For some reason—
call it the Prodigal Son factor—God seems to love the sto‑
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ries of people who break his commandments more than 
those of the ones who keep them. What a shame, then, that 
the book ends, because the story of God’s many prodigal 
sons and daughters goes on. It goes on in you. Your story 
matters. It matters to God. I suppose this is the most basic 
form of faith. Believing your story actually matters. 
 
 
 
I was eighteen years old and studying for the priesthood 
when I first read the Bible cover to cover. 

Since I was raised Catholic, the Bible had not been a 
prominent part of my growing up. After all, we had the cat‑
echism and the catechism had the definitive answers to all 
of life’s significant questions. Question: Who is God? An‑
swer: God is the Creator of heaven and earth, and of all 
things. Question: Why did God make you? Answer: God 
made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in 
this world, and to be happy with Him forever in heaven.  

The great riddles of life solved on the first page of the 
catechism! 

Fortunately, a theology professor, appalled at his sem‑
inarians’ ignorance of the Bible, sat us down and had us 
read it—Genesis to Apocalypse—and it was . . . well . . . a 
revelation.  

The first and most wonderful learning—at which I con‑
tinue to rejoice—was that revelation isn’t a catechism to be 
memorized.  

It is a story to be lived. 
Yes, certain thorny problems arose. For one, science had 

clearly outpaced revelation. What does one do about that? 
For another, can the last word on slavery possibly be St. 
Paul’s “Slaves, be obedient to your masters”? And how can 
a book that claims to be the fullness of revelation contain 
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not a single word written by a woman? The problems mul‑
tiply as you read on . . .  

But the Bible had this going for it:  
God was not a detached deity sitting on Olympus un‑

concerned. Or some woodland nymph occupied only by 
the cycle of the seasons. God was intimately involved in the 
story of this human, flawed, frequently dysfunctional, 
nearly always prodigal family.  

If you want to see God—says the Book—look at your 
family’s story.  
 
 
 
The moment that awakened me to how much God cares 
about his family was when I read Genesis, chapter 23. The 
death of Abraham’s wife, Sarah. Her death shocked me. I 
should have been prepared—she was, after all, 127 years 
old—but I had fallen in love with her a few chapters earlier. 
God had just promised that, even though she was 80, Sarah 
would have the child she and Abraham had always longed 
for. This is the sacred promise on which the whole Bible is 
founded, and what was her reaction?  

Sarah laughed. 
She wasn’t saying no to God. She was game. She just 

thought the whole thing was preposterous. Which it was. 
Her laughter makes even God stop and ask, “Is anything 
too wonderful for God?”  

God was passionately interested in Sarah. If you haven’t 
noticed this before she dies, you will with her death, be‑
cause, when Sarah dies, Genesis, that runaway train of a 
story, comes to an absolute halt. It doesn’t have to. She has 
played her part. She is no longer important to the narrative. 
But, suddenly, everything stops.  

All of chapter 23 in Genesis is devoted to Sarah’s funeral 
arrangements—the same amount of space that the Bible de‑
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votes to the creation of the universe. Four millennia later, we 
still know the minutiae of her burial—the buying of the plot, 
the land, the cave, the trees. She mattered. This one individ‑
ual woman—with her crazy, adventurous life—mattered. 
Four millennia later, we are still telling her story.  

I am grateful to her family for saving her story—and 
her husband’s. And their children’s stories. I am grateful to 
the friends of Jesus who saved not just one, but four ver‑
sions of his life for us. How easy it would have been to lose 
the story of this carpenter whose memory Rome tried to 
erase. My parents gave me these stories and entrusted them 
to me to pass on as they had been passed on to them by 
their parents. And, speaking of parents— 

 
My own parents—at this moment—are turning into stories. 

A priest now myself, I have said both of their funerals—
my mother’s only days ago. And now my parents are turn‑
ing into stories. As I will before too long. You too.  

I want to believe this matters. All of it. The joy and the 
pain. The love and the loss. The glory of the Ark and the 
suffering of the cross. I want to believe that the before and 
the after and the transition in between matter. In the last 
few days I have heard hundreds of stories about my mother 
and father. Some that I had never heard before. This sur‑
prises me because I thought I knew all the stories. My mom 
and dad were, each in a different way, gifted storytellers. 
Neighbors use to come to sit at this kitchen table just to hear 
them talk. I want to believe there was revelation in their sto‑
ries. Not only a repetition of old truths. But something new. 
Something surprising. Something of God. I want to believe 
that, in their journeys, their private sacraments, the rituals 
unique to them, there was revelation, just as there was in 
Sarah’s laughter. 

I want to discover and claim that revelation. 
I want to write a new book for the Bible.  
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And so . . .  
I make a quiet vow here alone at the kitchen table, 

where I sat with my mother just a few days ago. In the next 
year I will honor my parents’ stories as Abraham and 
Sarah’s children did theirs As Jesus’s friends did his. To‑
gether their lives spanned most of a century. As best I can, I 
will sift through a hundred years of stories, always looking 
for what God chose to reveal in the lives of two perfectly or‑
dinary, absolutely extraordinary people—Pete Cain and 
Mary Dawson. A new book. Non‑canonical perhaps, but 
nonetheless revelatory. And perhaps, in doing so, I might 
be able to find a way to keep the story that began with 
Abraham and Sarah going forward. A way to continue to 
claim the revelation that comes our way.  

Perhaps—every hundred years or so—every family can 
be invited to submit a book of their stories, the stories of 
their journey with God through the events, large and small, 
of their time. And, if every family’s entry cannot be added to 
everyone’s Bible, perhaps—every hundred years—each fam‑
ily can add a new book to the family Bible. Until finally, 
come the Last Judgment, the book will be complete. 
 
 
 
First, of course, if we wish to complete the Book, we will have 
to catch up with the past two thousand years. It shouldn’t be 
that difficult, because it’s not that we haven’t been writing 
about our relationship with God endlessly. We are spoiled 
for choices. I think with twenty additional books—one for 
every hundred years or so—we ought to be able to fulfill our 
obligation of catching up with the story. Nominations are 
open. If you could pick a book—any book—that described 
our continuing conversation with God at any point during 
the last two thousand years—a book not already included in 
the Bible—which one would you choose? 
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My personal choice for a book to represent the last hun‑
dred years from existing literature would be by a woman—
a young woman—Anne Frank. 

Her Diary, like the Bible, is a family story. It is a small 
story, confined within a tiny labyrinth of rooms on top of 
263 Prinsengracht in Amsterdam. But, like the Pentateuch 
and the Gospels, it reveals on every page the inexhaustible 
depth of a human soul. And, at the same time, it reveals just 
how much revelation we still need. 
 
 
 
For now, please accept the following submission on behalf 
of my family. 

The Book of Cain. 
I look forward to reading yours. 
 

— Bill Cain, SJ  
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Chapter 1. On Adding a New Book to the Bible 
 
Where does the story of your family begin? 

My own family has a very short memory. My parents 
never knew their grandparents who were left behind in an 
old world—which sounds very biblical. And, since my 
parents married late, I never knew my grandparents. A 
loss. 

Your family? A long memory or short? 

Before we gather stories for the family Bible, take time to 
remember.  

And remember that the Bible as we have it is a second 
draft. Before it was written in words, it was written in 
meals and journeys, in births and deaths. 

Your ancestors certainly saw times of peace and prosperity, 
wars and depressions, times of stability and times of 
 migration—exactly the same as our ancestors in biblical 
times. 

What are the stories that have been saved and passed 
down to you? 

What stories of faith? What stories of despair? 

Like the writers of the Bible, what stories do you choose to 
pass on to the next generation? 
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