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Oral Tradition in Bible and New Testament Studies

Werner H. Kelber

Modern biblical scholarship is largely a child of the high tech of the
fifteenth and sixteenth century.  It developed its basic assumptions about and
approaches to biblical texts in working with the print Bible, the first major,
mechanically constructed book in early modernity.  For this reason, the
historical, critical scholarship of the Bible has risked laboring under a
cultural anachronism, projecting modernity’s communications culture upon
the ancient media world.

However, despite its resolutely text-centered habits, historical
criticism has by no means been unaware of orality’s role in the formation of
biblical texts.  The impact of form criticism, the method devised to deal with
oral tradition, on biblical scholarship of both the Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament and the New Testament has been immense.  Today, form
criticism is besieged with multiple problems, the most significant of which is
its complicity with post-Gutenberg assumptions about ancient dynamics of
communication.

Not only are biblical texts by and large located in close affinity to
speech, but the form critical project has turned out to be largely
misconceived.  Orality studies, therefore, challenge biblical scholarship to
rethink fundamental concepts of the Western humanistic legacy such as text
and intertextuality, reading, writing and composing, memory and
imagination, speech and oral/scribal interfaces, author and tradition.  And
they invite us to be suspicious of imagining tradition exclusively in closed-
space, text-to-text relations, and instead to grow accustomed to notions such
as compositional dictation, memorial apperception, auditory reception, and
the interfacing of memory and manuscript.  Contemporary research in orality
is, therefore, anything but a mere embellishment of textual studies.  John
Miles Foley’s observation that “what we are wrestling with is an inadequate
theory of verbal art” applies with particular force to biblical studies
(1991:5).
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In gospel studies, three areas deserve renewed scrutiny from the
perspective of orality research: the search for the historical Jesus, the nature
of pre-gospel tradition, and the interrelationship among the synoptic gospels.

The twentieth-century scholarly search for the historical Jesus has
been heavily informed by the form critical retrieval of the original form of
sayings.  Often the simplest form was taken to be the original.  Orality
studies, however, discount the very notion of the original form.  Rather, oral
performance enacts multiple original speech acts, a situation that suggests a
culture of speech quite different from that represented by the one, original
form.

The oral tradition bridging the Jesus of history and the canonical
gospels is often viewed in linear, directional, and sometimes evolutionary
terms.  And yet, speech is bound up with temporality, and inaccessible to
and unimaginable in any diagrammatic fashion.  Moreover, oral tradition is
usually reconstructed on the basis of oral footprints in gospel texts, but
whether this or that saying or story was an actual oral performance must
remain uncertain.

The Two-Source Hypothesis, the classic explanatory model
accounting for the interrelationship of the three synoptic gospels, has been
traditionally formulated as a literary problem that is to be examined in
literary terms and subject to a literary resolution, leaving no room for oral
interfacing, the poetics of gospel narrativity, and memorial activities.

Few academic fields are, or will be, as deeply affected by orality
studies as biblical, and especially New Testament, studies.

Rice University

References

Dunn 2000 James D. G. Dunn.  “Jesus in Oral Memory:  The Initial
Stages of the Jesus Tradition.”  In SBL Seminar Papers.
Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature.  pp. 287-326.

Foley 1991 John Miles Foley.  Immanent Art: From Structure to
Meaning in Traditional Oral Epic.  Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Foley 2002                  .  How to Read an Oral Poem.  Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press.  E-companion at
www.oraltradition.org.



42 WERNER H. KELBER

Jousse 1990 Marcel Jousse.  Le Style oral rhythmique et
mnémotechnique chez les verbo-moteurs.  Paris: Archives
de Philosophie, 1924.  Trans. as The Oral Style by Edgard
Sinaert and Richard Whitaker.  New York: Garland.

Kelber 1983 Werner H. Kelber.  The Oral and the Written Gospel. The
Hermeneutics of Speaking and Writing in the Synoptic
Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q.  Philadelphia: Fortress Press.
Rpt. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1997.

Sanders 1969 E. P. Sanders.  The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition.
Society for New Testament Studies, 9.  Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Walker 1978 William O. Walker, Jr., ed.  The Relationships Among the
Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue.  San Antonio, TX:
Trinity University Press.

Wansbrough 1991 Henry Wansbrough, ed.  Jesus and the Oral Gospel
Tradition.  A special issue of Journal for the Study of the
New Testament.  Supplement Series, 64.  Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press.


