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To all those who have been empowered to speak on God’s behalf—

who faithfully heard, understood, remembered, lived,

and passed on the divinely spoken words—without you

the words of the Lord would have returned void.


Foreword

John H. Walton


INTERPRETING THE BIBLE well requires more than being spiritually sensitive to the truths of God. If we want to receive the message of God, we need to be on the same wavelength with it—like tuning into the right frequency on a radio. In today’s world we have experienced a major shift in education from the person-to-person modality to the growing trend for remote platforms. And we have learned that the medium matters. We have recognized the challenges and benefits of this new form of communication in education. As Brent Sandy explains in this book, our current paradigm shift, perhaps even designated a quantum leap, is not the first in the history of communication. We have long recognized that the Bible was written for us, but not to us, and therefore requires us to make efforts to bridge the cultural gap between ourselves as readers and the writers of the ancient world. In this book, we become aware of yet another gap that we must recognize and factor into our reading: we must bridge the modality gap between the written word and the oral word.

The significance of this gap can be realized the moment we note that the default form of communication in the biblical world was oral, whereas the form to which we attach authority is written. We speak of inspired texts. We often study the Bible with an assumption that its books are the result of someone sitting down with blank parchment and scrawling out inspired thoughts. Perhaps a few of the books of the Bible could have come about in such a way, but generally the books of the Bible are the end result of a long process in which the written form, the book, is the last step rather than the first. As Sandy points out, “Authors were fewer than the speakers. And the hearers were more than the readers.”

Brent Sandy is an informed and capable guide as he leads us through the maze of implications that emerge from the basic reality that he unpacks. That is, the fact that most communication in the biblical world was oral makes a difference in how we read Scripture. We need such expert guidance to help us make necessary adjustments in our interpretation. After taking us on a grand tour revealing the essential orality of Scripture’s origins, he contends that “we need to give more attention to the oral interpretation of Scripture.” He then explains what that can look like. In the process we learn more about the importance of community as groups hear the word of God. Relationships mattered more; body language, inflection, and intonation supply the emotional setting; context provided guides to relevance that drew meaning into the minds of the hearers. Community hearing was experiential.

For example, though many today benefit from reading some of the famous sermons of Martin Luther King Jr., someone who was there, hearing them preached, could reflect further on the power of the moment, the electricity in the air, the sense that together, the audience was stirred in ways that can never be repeated even when people today might listen to a recording. This is the sort of visceral response that is reported by those who encountered Jesus on the road to Emmaus: “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” (Lk 24:32). As Sandy makes us aware, an oral performance is an event, while a literary text is an artifact. Participation in an oral performance can be transformative in ways that reading a text can never achieve.

While Sandy does not discount the importance of rigorous and robust exegesis, he coaxes us to see a bigger picture—one that will allow us to seek to be transformed by Scripture as we find our place in an audience of “hearers” who experience the text, not just analyze it or excerpt from it. May we all become better interpreters by seeking to be better hearers.
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Proposition 1

Oral Culture Can Be a Lost World


We were never born to read.

MARYANNE WOLF






IMAGINE A WORLD WITHOUT WORDS. In place of babies’ first words, endless gurgling. In place of people conversing, a few hand signals. In place of broadcasts and podcasts, silence. Actually, according to Genesis 1, in place of us, a blank canvas—a world without form, and void (Gen 1:2). We wonder, would even God be the same without words (Jn 1:1)?

The reality is, words are part and parcel of who we are. But what if words are only oral? Nothing inscribed on rock, potsherds, or page. Imagine trying to get along in today’s world without reading and writing—and texting!

The French have a common expression, “Je n’ai qu’une parole,” which literally translated is “I have only one word.” It’s not that they know only one word. The point is the same as when we say in English, “I give you my word.” Or we can also say, “I’ll take your word for it.” In either case, the spoken word is enough, writing unnecessary. (Note that different words can convey the same idea, and they can point to a function beyond what appears on the surface.)1

Jesus declared that “yes” or “no” is all that’s needed in certain situations (Mt 5:37). More than that, he considered the words he spoke—inspired by no less than the Father himself, and backed by his actions—to be adequate for the most important exchange of information of all time: his own divine revelation (Jn 8:28; 12:50).

For most of us, that doesn’t compute. If we didn’t have the truth in written form, especially the words of Jesus, which we can scrutinize, memorize, plaster on the wall—we’d feel slighted, shortchanged, even unsure about what the revelation was all about. After all, aren’t reading and writing an obvious advancement over the oral alternative?

But not so fast. Plato (fourth century BC) and other ancient philosophers questioned the value of written words in place of oral ones, especially for communicating important ideas. Socrates (fifth century BC) and the Stoic philosopher Epictetus (second century AD) are examples of Greco-Roman philosophers who wrote nothing when they surely could have. We only know about their philosophies through what their students recorded. Why? Because they considered teaching via written words inadequate.

In what ways? We won’t understand all the reasoning, since most of us are deeply immersed in the culture of reading and writing. But for them, personal interaction and give-and-take with students was essential for communicating profound concepts. And since reading skills and backgrounds varied, teachers could not count on the ideas expressed in writing to be adequately understood by all readers. Even more, if students had written versions of a philosopher’s thinking, they might not read carefully and think through the concepts sufficiently, missing important parts. Students might also neglect the necessary step of applying philosophy to their life situations, something philosophers could better encourage in face-to-face discussions.2

Nonetheless, some philosophers did write (Aristotle and Epictetus) and sought to recreate in written form ways they would orally lead students into deep discussions. The result was the dialogue and symposium forms of philosophical essays. Plato is a case in point. All but two of his twenty-seven writings were dialogues. The essays featured dramatic argumentation with hypothetical participants discussing philosophical issues.3

For examples of an oral preference in more recent times, we could explore numerous cultures around the world.4 In the case of early Americans in our country, “To native people, oral speech was more trustworthy than written words. . . . Writing could not make language more truthful or promises more binding.”5

Or as reported by one of my former students ministering in Cameroon:

During something like a boundary dispute, though the traditional council of the village has long since begun writing court verdicts in a log, often they will still bring all the concerned parties and any available elders out to the site of the dispute, regardless that the issue had previously been settled and recorded. Then, on location, a heated discussion will commence, concluding in a consensus which becomes the verdict. Quite interesting considering boundary disputes in America are settled by data in filing cabinets at city hall.6


For an example of the preference for oral accounts of what Jesus said and did, note what an early Christian said a century after the time of Jesus, even though by then there were written accounts of Jesus and his disciples’ lives. Papias preferred hearing over reading: “I do not believe that things out of books are as beneficial to me as things from a living and enduring voice.”7

In other words, literacy isn’t the panacea of perfect communication; never was, never will be, certainly not across all time, in all situations, for everyone. Humanity from the beginning was a society of social interaction with orality as the bedrock of interpersonal relations; thus textuality was unnecessary. (Orality refers to anything pertaining to spoken communication; textuality refers to written communication.) It was a collectivist culture in which speaking and hearing were the norm. The human brain was prewired for it; children growing up today still catch on fast. As research demonstrates, “we were never born to read.”8

Reading and writing, on the other hand, took centuries to develop . . . and takes years to acquire; some of us are still learning the art of writing. The brain actually had to rewire itself for the advanced technology. “More than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness.”9 But once it did, it’s difficult to retrace the steps back into oral ways of thinking. The Western paradigm of textuality—the “default setting”—stands in the way.10 Most of us are very comfortable in our textual skin and the culture of individualism.11 We write alone, we read alone—typically.


ADJUSTING THE DEFAULT SETTING


It comes down to this. What we do with words—whether oral, written, printed, or digital—affects how we use our faculties, how we relate to people, how we spend our time, and most important, how we think.12 The cultures of hearing and reading are not the same; there can be different ways of being and doing, calling on distinct functions of our brains. Which means, to understand Scripture correctly, it’s essential to recognize how reading differs from hearing.

The farther apart, then, the worlds of hearing and reading are, the less those in one world will understand the other. And particularly, the less they will understand the communications of the other. “In antiquity, the most literate cultures remained committed to the spoken word to a degree which appears to our more visually organized sensibilities somewhat incredible or even perverse.”13

This brings us to the challenge we face in this book. Not orality versus literacy, as if one is better than the other; but there are differences. Not hearing versus reading; there is room for both. Not that oral and written communication are opposites—as if there’s a “great divide”; there is interface between them.14 But being twenty-first century readers born and groomed in modern textual culture, can we sufficiently understand the meaning of documents originating in ancient oral culture simply by reading them?

More specifically, for biblical interpreters, if the culture was predominantly oral in which the supreme revelation of all time was birthed, formed, and transmitted—and it was—and if oral culture left an indelible mark on written Scripture, including its words, forms, and structures—and it did—and if its authors were writing on the assumption that people would hear what they wrote—and they were—what might that mean for how we read and interpret the Bible in colleges and seminaries, churches and Sunday school classes, and everywhere in between?

It can be a catch-22, seeking to understand a text—which was designed to be heard—without hearing it. Shouldn’t we learn as much as possible about oral culture lest we misinterpret Scripture out of blindness to the very nature of Scripture? Isn’t it our moral responsibility to do so?

It can be a catch-22,
seeking to understand a text—
which was designed to be heard—
without hearing it.


To be sure, the most important issue is not how God revealed, but what. The storehouse of eternal truths, whether preserved orally or in written form, is what matters most. But the how can influence the ways in which the what was presented and is properly understood. The medium and the message are inseparable.15




CLARIFICATIONS


Now you may have doubts about some of what has been stated so far. Maybe you’re not ready to rethink ways you have always understood the Bible. If so, no worries. Keep reading. What we’ve said up to this point is a preview of more to come and a simplified version of what’s ahead. Hopefully, if you stay the course all the way to the end, you’ll agree with the conclusions. Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know.

There is something that needs to be set straight straightaway. The Bible in our hands certainly appears to be a fully textual product. The books were written; they were collected into a canon of sixty-six books; the Bible was printed; we can read it. What else do we need to know?

Well, divine revelation did eventually take on the form of textuality, but it wasn’t that way at the outset. The initial culture into which God spoke was functionally oral. In those days, people knew of written documents, but only a limited number could read, and fewer still could write. As will become clearer as we proceed, it was a “text-possible-yet-hearing-prevalent society.”16

The verses of Scripture quoted throughout this book are present for a reason. Readers may feel free to skip everything else, but don’t ignore the word of the Lord. God has spoken and it’s up to us to hear and heed him, otherwise—as in the days of the prophet Isaiah—he may judge us with deafness and blindness:


Keep on hearing; but may you not understand;

keep on seeing; but may you not perceive.

Make the heart of these people hard—

their ears closed,

and their eyes shut. (Is 6:9-10)17



So here’s the strategy for this book: (1) to explore what the Bible itself reveals about the culture in which it was formed, with textuality under the influence of orality; (2) to reckon with the oral impact on the composition and transmission of Scripture; (3) to learn from recent research about ancient oral culture; (4) to investigate the Gospels as testing ground for the impact of oral culture on divine revelation; and (5) to rethink our reading of Scripture so we can come closer to hearing it as the original audiences did.

The underlying question is, Is it time for a paradigm shift in the interpretation of Scripture? Are we missing something if we only read it? Is there a dynamic in hearing Scripture that’s less present in reading it?

Sounds like we have our hands full. Actually, we’ll be skipping some topics that are clearly pertinent. It would be useful to know how the brain functions differently when hearing and reading and what that means for different ways of thinking. But we’ll leave that up to brain scientists.18

It would be helpful to live in an oral culture somewhere in the world in order to experience that unique way of life ourselves. But we’ll have to depend on second-hand insights from people who have been immersed in oral cultures, as well as from social scientists who study such cultures.19

Clearly, we will not solve all the issues raised in this book. They are above my paygrade, and it will require a village to sort them all out and construct a way forward. But failing to engage carefully with the evidence for biblical orality—or worse, mindlessly ignoring the evidence—could be like someone who plays tennis well thinking they can play the game of baseball with the same rules and objectives. A baseball coach might say to the tennis player, “Don’t try to put spin on the ball; do your best to hit it straight, preferably through the gap, and as far as possible.”

Likewise, a cultural intelligence coach might say to a textual interpreter, “Don’t try to understand a statement simply as words printed on a page; do your best to understand it as it was originally heard.”

But first things first.








Proposition 2

God Reached Across
Great Distances—So Must We


To have great poets, there must be great audiences.

WALT WHITMAN






THE BIBLE. LITERARY MASTERPIECE, theological tour de force, consummate authority. Inspired truth from beyond the stars for those who can only look up to the stars. It’s one of a kind.

The Bible is also our kind. It’s God-talk in human-talk. After all, how else could God speak to us? With human forms the only option, accommodation was necessary. Otherwise we would never understand the most important communiqué of all time. When you have something significant to say and you want to make sure people get it, the message needs to be presented at a level listeners can relate to. “Every act of communication requires accommodation that will tailor the communication to the needs and circumstances of the audience.”1

God’s ministry of translating his lofty concepts into down-to-earth terms and forms stands out as the ultimate act of bridge-building. From his mind to ours is a very long span. Even as the heavens are far above the earth, so my ways are far above yours, and my thoughts above your thoughts (Is 55:9).

God chose a unique period in time, people group, messengers, and genres to accomplish his revelatory purposes.2 And thus he built a unique bridge to people immersed in oral culture with their own ways of communicating, hearing, and understanding.

The most unique of the unique was God becoming incarnate: God the Father embodied himself in the Son, the personified Word, and the Holy Spirit continues to build a bridge between God and his people by guiding them into all truth (Jn 16:8-14). It is a trinitarian ministry of revelatory communication and transformation.3

Unfortunately, many fail to realize that we need to span a great distance as well. People today need to understand the people then. Two thousand years and more is a long way from the original days of biblical revelation to our own. It’s thousands of miles, with millions of people of diverse cultures traversing the bridge, and untold changes occurring across the centuries.

There are two spans: from God to the original
hearers, and from us back to the original hearers.
Both spans are necessary to complete the bridge
of communication between God and us.


If we’re to understand the Bible, we need to understand the world of the Bible. There are two spans: from God to the original hearers, and from us back to the original hearers. Both spans are necessary to complete the bridge of communication between God and us. The star of communication shines brightest the closer we are to it. If there’s a bridge out anywhere, we’re in trouble. There are no detours.

The biblical authors could not look into the future and anticipate the extent of the gap all the way to us. But we can and should build a bridge across the chasm back to them. It’s divine truth, and we must go all in to understand it correctly. “A careful interpretation of Scripture is demanded by a commitment to its full authority. It is impossible to live under the authority of Scripture that is not properly understood.”4


THE CHALLENGE


Bridging the gap can be more difficult than it may first appear. “We can easily forget that Scripture is a foreign land and reading the Bible is a cross-cultural experience. . . . No matter where on the planet or when in history we read it, we tend to read Scripture in our own when and where, in a way that makes sense on our terms.”5 Tragic and true, but there’s more.

Cultural differences are like an iceberg. The part you recognize is dwarfed by what is hidden beneath the surface. Travelers today may quickly spot differences in other cultures, such as meanings of words, menu items, speed limits, and so forth. But deeper and more powerful cultural values are harder to detect and may catch us off guard, leading to culture shock.6

Attempting to understand an ancient text with our modern minds can be like having blinders on, keeping us from seeing what the cultures of biblical times were really like.

In Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes, Richards and O’Brien take up the problem of cultural blinders that Christians wear when they read the Bible. Nine differences between Western and non-Western cultures are examined, some above and some below the surface, each applicable to understanding Scripture more in line with the original culture.7

A second book offers similar cautions about peering through the lens of Western individualism in contrast to the collectivism of the ancient Mediterranean world.8 Both books are very helpful, but neither focuses on the issue before us in this book. So we’re addressing yet another cultural blinder.

It would be a dream come true if we could understand Jesus and the Gospels the way first-century hearers did. Though often overlooked or downplayed, the axiom that the Bible was communicated to them, not us (credited in particular to John Walton), is the cornerstone of correct interpretation.9 If Scripture was directed to them, yet for us, then we need to become them before we can be us. It calls us to think our way back into their world so we can be more than eavesdroppers.10

Applying Walt Whitman’s analogy (see epigraph above), the Bible has one primary limitation. It’s us. If we’re not great audiences, the Bible’s greatness is diminished. It’s great because God inspired it, but its success in communicating divine truth depends on its hearers. If we shackle divine revelation in the chains of our own misunderstandings, reducing its value, hindering its impact, thwarting its author’s intent, it’s the universe’s great loss, if not humanity’s worst blunder.11




AFFIRMATIONS


By now several things should be clear. The book you’re reading is faith-based; we will take the full counsel of God seriously at the highest level we are enabled to understand it. But our goal goes beyond mental gymnastics; understanding Scripture has limited value if it doesn’t result in exercising our faith and living increasingly transformatively (Rom 12:2).

Second, our firm commitment has always been and will always be that Scripture’s meaning for us originates with its meaning for them, the original interlocutors.12 This does not minimize the Holy Spirit ministering to people through the word of God, even if they have limited comprehension of the original meaning. Christians naturally want the Bible to speak to them today, and it does, but the Holy Spirit is not going to lead them to understand something outside the range of God’s intent.13 Devotional reflections on Scripture, ecclesiastical readings of Scripture, and scholarly probings into Scripture have their place, but only so long as they do not introduce humanly contrived ideas in conflict with what God was communicating. Stated succinctly, a text never means what it never meant.14

For the faithful proclamation of Scripture—whether in the church or academy—consistently “rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15 KJV) is foundational. And that begins with the intended meaning for the original hearers and then moves carefully into recontextualization and application for today’s hearers.15

Third, this book continues an exploration of a former book, but with a different purpose. In The Lost World of Scripture, coauthored with John Walton, we focused on the significance of the oral culture of Scripture for understanding biblical authority.16 In this sequel, I am exploring what the orality of the written word means for how we should hear and interpret it.

In sum, this book seeks to span the distance between our modern Western culture under the influence of textuality and ancient culture under the influence of orality. People who only think in terms of the Gutenberg galaxy are near-sighted: for them the oral macrocosm of the biblical world is far away and fuzzy to see.17 Hopefully, in the chapters ahead we will be able to provide corrective lenses in order to see distant things more clearly.








Proposition 3

Divine Revelation
Was Intended for Hearers


Be sure that you go to the author to get his meaning, not to find yours.

JOHN RUSKIN






FOR MOST CHRISTIANS the only form of divine revelation that we’re accustomed to is the printed word. We assume the concept of inspiration applies to the final product as written. Thus we read the holy book confident that it is the direct revelation of almighty God.

However, on closer inspection, inspired truth was revealed orally. Starting with the book of Genesis, God’s revelations were all by spoken word. In Exodus, even declarations as important as the Ten Commandments were first given orally (Ex 20:1, 22; Deut 4:12-13; 5: 22), though subsequently Moses recorded in writing what God had said about the terms of the covenant relationship; and God himself etched the Ten Commandments in stone. Many of the psalms were likely birthed in oral performance.1 Messages from God to and through the prophets were communicated orally (e.g., Jer 1:6-10). Summing up the process of inspiration, Peter declared, Directed by the Holy Spirit, the prophets spoke from God (2 Pet 1:21).

And then there’s Jesus. Of course, he was a prophet as well: “That’s all I have to say. What the Father told me, I tell you” (Jn 12:50 MSG). For centuries people as far back as Augustine (AD 354–430) have pondered Jesus’ oral-only communication. Augustine wrote, “But we must first discuss a matter which is apt to present a difficulty in the minds of some. I refer to the question why the Lord has written nothing Himself.”2

Augustine was correct. It is puzzling that the ultimate revelation of deity, the person who gave the extreme gift of himself for all humanity, didn’t offer a single written form of what he wanted his audience to know. Wouldn’t a firsthand record of his exact words be important for his followers in the years and centuries down the road? Why not a transcript of at least key portions of his teaching and sermons? If not that, Jesus certainly could have summoned a scribe to record word-for-word what he said.

Actually, it’s unlikely these questions would have been asked two thousand years ago. We ask them because we’re seduced by the necessity of written words. But divine revelation was first and foremost oral. Jesus showed no interest in having what he said written down. Nor is there any evidence that his immediate hearers thought to record anything, even though they recognized the importance of his words.3

Jesus simply yet boldly depended on others to tell others what he said. Now go and proclaim what you’ve been hearing: “The Kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 10:7). It wasn’t long before what he said circulated rapidly over the whole region of Galilee (Mk 1:28).4 Like seed blown in the wind looking for fertile soil to land in and take root, the gospel kept going, crossing into new regions and cultures: What he said was reported all over Syria (Mt 4:24). The gospel was reproducing itself.

The original language of Jesus’ sermons was Aramaic, and initially that was the language of the good news. But Galilee and especially Syria included Greek-speaking Gentiles, so translation was soon necessary. And on the day of Pentecost, people who had assembled from all over the world heard the disciples speaking about what God had done—miraculously, in the visitors’ home languages (Acts 2:6-12).

So, even as the number of people in the chain of transmission was increasing, the number of languages of the transmission was multiplying as well. Surprisingly, sharing only orally what Jesus had said was considered sufficient, both from his standpoint and that of his followers. And it continued throughout Jesus’ lifetime and beyond. There’s no evidence to the contrary.

What’s more, even after the good news was encoded in written form, it retained its original oral intent to be heard, not read. Most people were not literate to the extent of reading literary documents, nor would they have had access to personal copies of written forms.5 Thus, even when Jesus’ life and teachings were eventually written down, most people continued to understand the Scriptures orally as the accounts were read aloud or recited from memory. Why then use only one of our five senses to understand Scripture?

Thus, even when Jesus’ life and teachings were eventually written down, most people continued
to understand the Scriptures orally as the accounts
were read aloud or recited from memory.
Why then use only one of our five senses
to understand Scripture?



RETHINKING ASSUMPTIONS


Admittedly, the prominence of orality in the whole process of revelation and transmission seems counterintuitive, at least to our intuition. What God said; what Moses said; what the prophets said; what Jesus said; what people heard—it was all fully authoritative. Could it be, then, that the speaking was inspired as much as the writing, that inspired speaking preceded inspired writing?

Consider also the apostles. Our default assumption is that their letters were inspired, which is true. But Paul, reflecting back on his time with the Thessalonians, declared his spoken words were authoritative as well: When you received the message from God, which you heard from us, you didn’t consider it of human origin, but just as it is, the word of God (1 Thess 2:13).6

Nigel Cameron writes,

The most common of all the acts of God in history is the use of quotation marks. . . . Certainly the prevalence of quoted divine speech, which peppers the canon, suggests a presumption in favor of speech as the category with which to understand God’s communication with his creatures. . . . Yet not only does he speak, he surely must. For how else would we know of God?7


The extent of ancient oral culture’s influence on Scripture can be mind-blowing to our modern-day sensibilities. The communication of divine truth was generally delivered orally and expected to be received aurally. God didn’t write; he spoke, he breathed (2 Tim 3:16). And select people spoke for him. Yes, eventually they recorded in writing what they had heard or spoken themselves. But the authors were fewer than the speakers. And the hearers were more than the readers.

Alas! Was there never a form of divine revelation designed for people to read? Like us, for example? Was divine revelation really, originally, fully accommodated to a culture of orality? Would that make their hearing primary and our reading secondary?

If so, might our limited understanding of ancient oral culture be a speedbump, even a roadblock standing in the way of modern readers appreciating all that Scripture was intended to communicate? When we only read the Bible, if we’re missing something, we have our work cut out for us.








Proposition 4

Research Provides Important
Insights into Ancient
Oral Culture


Whoever reads me will be in the thick of the scrimmage,
and if he doesn’t like it—if he wants a safe seat in the audience —let him read someone else.

D. H. LAWRENCE






READERS OF THE BIBLE may be unnerved by the growing number of discoveries coming to light revealing more and more differences between the cultures of the biblical world and our own. But we shouldn’t be. It’s a positive development when an insight helps us understand Scripture better. And there are many contributions to consider.

Earlier estimates about the number of people who were too poor to learn to read and write have been clarified in recent years.1 Actually, to say “read and write” simplifies the situation too much: reading skills could vary widely, from recognizing a few words, such as the charges for which Jesus was crucified as posted by Pilate on the cross (Mk 15:26), to reading at a very advanced level, such as philosophical treatises.

Levels of literacy depended on several issues: social and economic status, the necessity of literacy for business purposes or government bureaucracy, and where people lived—with rural being the lowest level of literacy—encompassing as much as 85 percent of the population.2 The majority of people (maybe as much 90 percent) would not have been skilled enough to fluently read one of the Gospels or Paul’s letters.3 Most heard; they didn’t read.4 Fewer still would have been able to compose a literary document themselves.

Adding to the complexity of reading, manuscripts were anything but user-friendly. Scribes of the early biblical manuscripts used only uppercase letters and did not put spaces between words, slowing down the act of reading. How readily can we read aloud something like this at first glance?

THEEMPHASISISTOUNDERSCORETHEIDEATHATIFICONTINUECOMMUNICATINGBYTYPINGLIKETHISINONLYUPPER CASELETTERSANDNOTINCLUDINGANYSPACINGSEPARATINGWORDSIDOUBTYOUWILLBECAPABLEOFEASILYDECIPHERINGANDREADINGSMOOTHLYANDWITHOUTHALTINGWHATIWANTYOUTOTHOROUGHLYCOMPREHEND.


Not only did scribes write in all uppercase letters without spaces between words, they also did not regularly include punctuation or put breaks between paragraphs, leaving readers to figure out where a thought or section was supposed to end and a new one begin. Nor did they provide an indication that a word at the end of a line was being divided between that line and the next. Surprisingly, they made frequent use of abbreviations, particularly for divine names. With all of that, reading could be slow going, requiring considerable familiarity and practice in order to give a fluid oral presentation of a literary work.

The realization that the culture of the biblical world was a complex mix of orality and textuality dawned on specialists in biblical interpretation generally only in the last century.5 But over the past several decades scholars have produced a cascade of studies, articles and books encompassing thousands of pages, too vast to synthesize and include in this brief book.6 Such titles as The Oral and the Written Gospel; Jesus in Memory: Traditions in Oral and Scribal Perspectives; Imprints, Voiceprints, and Footprints of Memory; Oral-Scribal Dimensions of Scripture, Piety, and Practice—to mention just a few of the books by one author/editor—are an indication of the fountain of scholarship now available.7


QUESTIONS TO PONDER


If people were largely dependent on hearing instead of reading, what did that mean for how they learned what they came to know, how confident they were in that knowledge, and how they passed on what they knew?

Could an account be composed orally, which by repetition could reach a measure of standardization, and then could that oral text be encoded in an acceptable written form?8

To what extent did oral culture influence the ways that textual documents were written?

More specifically, in what ways may Jesus’ orality have influenced the content and form of the Gospels?

Might Jesus and others have expressed things orally in ways that would be especially suited for future written accounts?

How accurate and reliable was an individual’s memory over the span of several decades?

What was the relationship between an individual’s memory and the group memory of the community in which the individual was a part?

Was ancient oral culture typically concerned with preserving fixed details, or was their focus more about the main concepts and storylines, with openness to minor variation in details?

Since people rarely read a story but heard someone else read it, what did that mean for the presenters’ preparation and performance?

These questions are merely representative of the many generated by recent scholarship. Many other topics continue to simmer on the back burner, as scholars investigate increasingly complex issues.9 The goal here is limited to what we can gather from an array of research to provide guidance for a broad range of modern readers and interpreters of Scripture that they will find useful and manageable.




KEY INSIGHTS


Here are some highlights from the scholarly research that are especially pertinent to this book.

First, a culture under the influence of orality tends to be “high context” (this refers to an elevated importance of context, whereas “low context” refers to a diminished importance of context). “Context is the information that surrounds an event; it is inextricably bound up with the meaning of that event.”10 Actually, there are two senses that people of the biblical period lived in high-context cultures.

The first sense is that context can be determinative of meaning as much or more than the particular wording of a statement. Any text can be a pretext if it is not understood within its context. That is, someone may say or write something, which, when lifted out of the context, can be easily misconstrued. This can be true of any communication, but all the more so in the high-context assumptions of orality, especially given the “relatively flexible precision standards.”11 High-context speakers and authors do not seek an exactness with each statement. The context of the whole communication serves as a control on the meaning of its parts.

Jesus may seem to have made bizarre statements, such as, Do not consider anyone on earth your father (Mt 23:9), or If anyone comes to me and does not hate father, mother, wife, children, brothers and sisters (Lk 14:26), unless it’s recognized that he was presuming his audience to be high-context hearers. Ultimately, the complexity of divine truth cannot be adequately expressed in a sentence or two in most instances (contrary to how some think about John 3:16 that it provides all one needs to know about salvation).

Especially for a communication originating in an oral culture, it must not be read or interpreted in piecemeal fashion; each part must be vetted against the larger context. What Jesus said about not taking the children’s bread and tossing it to the dogs is an example of a statement that can easily be misconstrued apart from the context (Mt 15:26).

Possible evidence from the New Testament in support of the high-context culture is the absence of statements Jesus made quoted in the rest of the New Testament, the well-known exception being the bread and the cup of the Lord’s supper (1 Cor 11:5-26). Many have been puzzled that Jesus was not quoted more frequently in Acts and the epistles. But part of the issue may have been that the early Christians were more interested in the concepts Jesus had in mind than the exact words he used to convey those concepts. For them the conceptual communication mattered more than the propositional.

The second sense is that high-context can also refer to a speaker/author and the initial audience sharing common ideas and information that do not need to be expressed in what a speaker/author is communicating.12 “Linguists have long been aware that most of what is communicated is not actually expressed in words but is assumed among those involved in the communicative act.”13 Not being privy to the shared assumptions unstated by a speaker/author can seriously impair understanding of what is stated.

High-context literature “leaves much to the imagination because the author assumes the hearers or listeners know the scenes described so well that they can supply the correct details.”14 This is especially true of ancient oral culture. Thus, audiences that do not share the same context need to reconstruct as much of the contextual information as possible by considering the life situation, experiences, culture, and history of the author and audience, including reading between the lines and using imagination as appropriate.

Second, encoding in written words a communication that was originally given orally shifts the understanding away from the experience of communication between speaker and hearer into fractions of meaning that become fixed on pages (letters, words), which can only partly convey the fullness of the original communicative act.15 Reducing spoken words to written or printed form is actually an act of decontextualization, resulting in a written account not containing a full sense of the original content, and therefore has inherent limitations.

To correctly interpret a written text, one that originated in an oral culture, the words on the page need to be resuscitated to the extent possible to appreciate the dynamic of the spoken word—counter-fractioning the boundaries of the written word—so the communication can be understood in light of the original context and culture. Hence, again, the life situation, experiences, culture, and history of the author and audience are foundational for correctly experiencing their communications.

Third, meaning in an oral communication is constantly being negotiated between sender and recipient(s) as the speaker considers the best way to communicate the intended message in relation to the audience’s situation and ongoing reception. At the same time, it’s up to the hearers to engage with the speaker’s train of thought, relating what they are hearing to their particular circumstances, and accepting or rejecting the communication. That kind of negotiation, of course, is less possible with fixed, written texts.

But there’s hope. If rather than simply engaging with the words on a page, readers seek to put themselves in the shoes of both speaker and hearers, they can themselves become closer to active participation in the communication.16 It entails interpreters discerning first the speaker’s rationale, intent, and methods of persuasion, then possible ways the audience would have responded to the communication, given the experiences leading up to hearing what the speaker was saying, as well as what may lie ahead in their future.

Fourth, verbalizing a communication in oral culture is generally an act of performance. “A hermeneutic of speech in oral cultures demands that we do not assume total likeness between oral speech events in primary oral cultures and oral speech events of literates.”17 Oral cultures count on an oral presentation to be powerful and convincing, while the tendency in textual cultures, especially in churches, is for a reading of Scripture to be more of a lifeless recitation than a lively performance. Thus, in order to re-oralize written/printed words, a reader needs to approximate the consciousness of the original communicator, seeking to have an impact on the contemporary audience similar to the one the original speaker sought to have on the initial hearers.

The way we read Scripture is not the way
they heard Scripture, making it vital
that today’s interpreters set aside their own
culture of modernity and textuality and
put the culture of ancient orality front and center.


In sum, we can see that the way we read Scripture is not the way they heard Scripture, making it vital that today’s interpreters set aside their own culture of modernity and textuality and put the culture of ancient orality front and center. That’s likely going to entail some culture shock, requiring altering our approach to Scripture. But the textual approach, in which most of us are schooled and which we innocently practice, can be a fault line in interpretation. We need to find a better way.








Proposition 5

The Goal Is to Include
Their Hearing in Our Reading


There’s truths you have to grow into.

H. G. WELLS






CONSIDER AN ANALOGY. The original audiences of God’s revelation spoke Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, and God accommodated divine truth to those languages. Otherwise, “Hear ye the Word of the Lord” would have been in vain.

But God’s revelation wasn’t only for people long ago. Consequently, there have been thousands of translations into hundreds of languages completed across more than two thousand years, requiring enormous expenditures of time and resources. By accommodating biblical revelation to people who do not know the biblical languages, more and more people across the globe can have access to what God proclaimed.

Now compare culture. Language wasn’t the only thing unique to the original audiences. Other aspects of their culture were unique too, including orality. But most people today seem unaware of how different we are from what they were. We read the very words of Scripture in our modern languages assuming that those words speak to us in the same way they did to people in the original cultures. But maybe not. We see the necessity of translating the original languages, but we overlook the need to “translate” the cultural differences and understand the Bible accordingly.

It’s a lack of cultural intelligence. It would be like traveling the world today blind to all the differences in cultures we’d encounter. The people of a given culture do not intuitively have the skills to relate to people of other cultures. They may think they do, but many find out the hard way they don’t.

Studies in the field of cultural intelligence seek to raise awareness of how to cue in on distinct features of various cultures and to provide guidance in how to communicate and negotiate relationships within different settings.1 We need biblical cultural intelligence, but (to my knowledge) no one has attempted to apply principles from the study of cultural intelligence to better understand the ancient cultures of the Bible.2

Thankfully, a variety of resources—dictionaries, commentaries, study Bibles, and more—make available some aspects of the ancient world that are typically off the radar.3 “Backgrounds” is the common term, in the sense of adding to what is known from Scripture. It can be information about Herod the Great and his sons, about how taxes were collected, about the production of olive oil and its uses, and so forth.

“Foregrounds” are more important, not supplementary, but carefully grounded lenses through which we read Scripture.4 This especially entails how people thought, communicated, and what their values were, for example, how people in an honor and shame culture related to one another.5

Admittedly, ancient oral culture isn’t a barrier as high as the original languages. Nevertheless, it can be a roadblock to understanding Scripture. And with many people not even realizing the problem, it may be an even bigger barrier. Whatever the obstacles are, low or high, seen or unseen, we must not let them stand in the way of understanding Scripture. Using twenty-first century Western culture to interpret a document from a first-century Middle Eastern culture would be a disgrace to God’s choice to reveal himself at that time and place (in the fullness of time; Gal 4:4).

Modern reading culture can be a roadblock
to understanding Scripture.


Surprisingly, the orality of the biblical world has not been commonly recognized as important for understanding Scripture, even though research has been going on for decades.6 Even practitioners of biblical interpretation seem to be unaware.7 Of course, we will never completely understand ancient oral culture, but try we must. Understanding God’s word is at stake, after all.

So where to begin? Can readers today understand the hearers then? The first step is recognizing the extent of oral culture’s influence on Scripture. The second is grasping the differences between hearing and reading Scripture. Third is figuring out how to get closer to hearing Scripture as initial audiences did, even though we are primarily readers of Scripture. Oral culture belongs in the foreground, not the background. As we will discover, it’s more than supplementary information.

The goal of this book is to adapt our understanding of Scripture to the original audience’s ways of hearing with the goal of interpreting God’s speech-act as he intended. Along the way we will explore various approaches to reading and interpreting Scripture orally—the Gospels in particular—hopefully correcting our bias in favor of textual techniques of interpretation. If we fail in doing so, we could be limited to seeing only “two-dimensional cardboard cutouts” rather than the fully orbed events, people, and revelatory insights God intended.8

We’re certainly not the first to go down this path.9 But unfortunately, previous proposals, while helpful, have had limited impact, both on those who take reading the Bible seriously, and on those who seek to faithfully proclaim the meaning of Scripture. People who read, interpret, and teach the Bible in churches, colleges, and seminaries are the ones who especially need to recognize ways they can improve their understanding of the most important communication of all time. Any obstacle standing in the way of understanding Scripture needs to be removed.

The logic of this book then is as follows. In part two we will track the evidence through Scripture for the oral communication of divine truth. There’s more there than we often realize, and we need to be convinced of that before we’ll be convinced of the need to interpret Scripture as oral communication. In part three we will examine how stories and literature were told and heard at the time of the New Testament and consider steps we can take toward becoming better hearers and performers of Scripture. In part four we will offer various attempts to hear and experience the revelation of divine truth, as hearers would have, vis-à-vis modern readers.10

Well, the stage is about set except for one final caveat: to accomplish what we’re up to is going to be a big challenge. I’m going to have to call on all the musicians and instruments in the orchestra, from piccolo trumpet to tenor tuba, to make the point of this book heard loud and clear—and ideally as interesting to listen to as, for example, Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring.”
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