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Telling the Gospel

Thomes E. Boomershine

Our undestanding of therole of the Gogpdsin theearly church hastended to
determine our modds for theinterpretation and prodamation of thegogpd now. The
conduson of form criticism tha the Gogpds were origindly a series of short stories
correspondsto the more or less exclusve equaion of the gogd tradition with a series of
short readingsfromtexts. Therecognition of the character of storytelling eventsin oral
cultures raises the possibility that the Gogpds were long stories told in homes and
marketplaces. This possibility opensup a series of ways in which the biblical storytelling
tradition might be reappropriated now.

Form Criticism and the Character of the Oral Gospel

Thebasic methodsof form criticism were derived from thefolklore research of the
nineteenth century. Hermann Gunkd was thefirst biblical scholar to explore theimplications
of theresearch on oral culture for the undestanding of the Bible. Gunkd's interests focused
on exploring theinteraction between particular forms of oral tradition, thefundionsthese
forms had in the culture, and the devel opment of these forms throughtime. Gunkd's interests
were broad and form criticism in his handswas a flexible methodobgy which ranged widdy
in its exploration of the origins of Old Testament literature.

I

n the handsof theyoungRudolf Bultmann, form criticism became a weaponto say
thedragonof thequest of thehistorical Jesus Theexclusve focusof form criticism for
Bultmannwas to determinethe history of the Synaoptic tradition (Bultmann). Thetracing of
theindividud stories and sayingsto ther origind form in the ora tradition enabled Bultmann
to demondrate tha theearly church wasinvolved in the compostion of virtudly every
individud unit of the Gogpds. In the context of thisrealization, it was difficult to arguethat
therewasin thegogd of Mark, for example, an early historical accountuntainted by the
accretionsof tradition.

A picture of thegogd tradition accompanied thisrecondruction. In Bultmann's
picture of the synopiic tradition, each pericopecirculated indgpendently as a unit and was
then set into avariety of contextsin thelater compostionsof the Gospds. Any particular unit
could then beused in anumber of different contexts. Thereatively free adaptation of sayings
and stories in different contexts was a natural development of oral tradition processes. And
this basic conduson has been validated by subsequent work.

A further conduson accompanied this recondruction. Without ever saying it directly,
Bultmann and the form and redaction critics who followed him assumed that the character of
thegogd in theoral tradition period correspondel to the units of oral trangnission. Tha is,
the assumption of both Bultmann and Dibdiuswas tha the gogd in theoral tradition peiod
was a series of short stories and sayings The picture of the oral tradition was then tha the
stories circulated as a series of oral tradition units tha were almog wholly atomized. The
implicationis tha the stories of the Gogpd s were a series of speeches tha ranged from 15to
20 secondsto perhgps 15 minutes for the passion narratives.

Based on this assumption, Werner Kelber in hisrecent book, The Oral and the
Written Gospel, condudes that along narative of thegogd did notexist untl the
compostion of thewritten gopd by Mark (Kelber). In ora tradition literature, there may be
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long narratives butthey are compogsed of episodic sequences of stories that simply go around
and aroundwithouta coheent plot. Accordingto Kelber, only in written narrative does one
observe the development of tightly plotted stories. Thus Mark was thefirst oneto create a
plotted story of the Gogpd.

Thepicture that emerges from recent studies of the history of thetraditionistha the
oral gopd was a series of indvidud stories whilethewritten gogpd was along plotted
narative. Promthe point of view of media criticism then, thecondusonistha theoral
gogd congsted of a series of short stories which were followed by longliterary
compostions This picture correspondswith themodern use of the Gogpds as a series of
short oral readingsin public worship and with thesilent reading and study of the Gogpds as
longliterary compostions

Storytelling Events in Oral Culture

In the 20th century, major devel opments have taken place in the study of oral cultures
and the processes of oral tradition. As aresult of awiderangeof field studies, we now have
much more comprehensve information aboutthe character of oral tradition. These studies
have important implicationsfor our undestanding of the character of the god in the period
of its compogtion and recital after it was written down.

The Length of Storytelling Events

Storytelling eventsin oral culture have oneconsstent characteristic: they arelong.In
Lord and Parry's groundbeaking studies of the singers of talesin Yugodavia, they describe
thebasic patern of thetales. A tale isasongwhich can vary in length, from ahundeed or so
lines to many hundedsof lines. The occasionsfor thesinging vary widdy:

Epic poetry in Yugoslaviais sung on avariety of occagons. It forms, atthe present
time,or until very recertly, the chief entertainment of the adult male population in the
villagesand small towns. In the country villages where the housesare oftenwidely separatd,
agathering may be held at one of the housesduring a period of leisure from the work in the
fields. Menfrom all the familiesassemble and one of their number maysing epic songs.
Becauwse of the distancesbetweenthe housessome of the gueds arrive earlier thanother, ard
of course this means that some leave earier. Same very likely spend the whole night ... The
singer hasto contend with anaudiencethatis coming and going, greeing newcomers sayings
farewellsto early leawers(Lord, 14).

The same patern prevails in the coffee hous or taverns of the small towns Thesinging of
songsis then the break fromwork, either during the day or in theevening.

Thisisreflective of the primary occasion of storytellingin oral culture. Storytelling
conditutes the entertainment for the evening. Thus in arecent class, Martin Freeman, an
African who grew up in Ghana, told abouthis experience as a child. After suppe, thefamily
would gaher togehe and the parents would tell stories. Thestorytelling went onfor
anywhere fromtwo to four hours, depending on how tired the parents were or whether
someoneelse cameto visit who could hdp with the storytelling.

Storytelling events can beextremely long | remembe Samud Terrien describing his
experience with a Bedouin tribein Saudi Arabiain theearly '50's Accordingto Terrien, the
storytelling would sometimes go late into the nightuntil 2 or 3 AM. Storytelling of this
length is also described by Lord:
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Among the Moslemsin Yugoslaviathere is a special festival which hascontributedto
the fostering of songs of some lergth. Thisisthe fedival of Ramazan whenfor a month the
menfag from sunrise to sunset and gather in coff eehousesall night long to talk and listento
epc. Hereis a perfectcircumgance for the singing of one song during the entire night (Lord,
15).

Thislength of storytelling during an entire nightwould require stories of truly epic length, six
to eight or even ten hours. Andthisis notatypical of storytelling for festivalsin oral cultures.
Another student of ming, Jonahan Munting, who grew upin atribein Borneo, reported that
in histribe thefamilieswould gather in alargeroom in thelonghous andtell stories that
would often golate into the night and, on special festivals, would continueall nightlong*

Thus the units of compostion and tranamission may vary in length and some of the
pieces of a narrative may be short, butthe occasionsfor telling the stories are generally long.
Indeed, the predominant time frame for the singing or telling of ataleisalongstory of at
least 30 minutes as a part of alonge peiod of two to six hous of storytelling. Theidea tha
storytelling events are nomally a oneor two minute recital of a story reflects amuch later
period in which the patternsof literacy have been deeply interndized.

Of course, thiscugom of long storytelling events continuesin literate cultures.
Campfires and informal eveningsof storytelling amongfriendsare frequently times for long
stories. If the storytelling goes well, it will last well into thenight Thestories may bea series
of relatively short and urrelated stories butthe storytelling will go onfor alongtime.

The Character of the Gospel

Thisinformation raises the possibility tha the Gogds as we presently have them
may beboth the produd of and theresource for storytelling occasionsin thelife of theearly
Church. When told by personswithoutformal recital training, the Gospd of Mark is2! -3
hours, Johnand Matthew 3! -4,andLuke5-5! . Thus thelength of the Gospds
correspondswith the length of avariety of storytelling evenings Thisin turn raises further
gquestionsaboutthe character of the Gogds.

Thedomnant undestanding of the character of the gogd has been shaped by
modem assumptions C. H. Dodd'sclassic work, The Apostolic Preaching and Its
Development, condudel tha the early preaching was a series of short kerygmatic statements
in the character of acreed. Theshort stories of the Gogpds were then thelater illugrationsof
tha early kerygma. This picture correspondswith the modem homiletical patern of
kerygmatic idea and narrative illugration. But this picture is not suppoted by this oral
tradition research. It is difficult to imaginetha thereciting of a creedd formula would have
had much impact as a prodamation of thegogd for a crowd in thefirst century.

Thepossibility istha thegogd tradition began as a series of storytelling occasionsin
which the disciples of Jesustold the stories of thar memories of Jesus life, teaching, passion,
and resurrection. These storytelling events may have taken place in avariety of settings The
stories may have been told in homes, marketplaces, and synagogues in the eveningsbut also
during the afternoon. This storytelling preaching was then later summarized in the
kerygmatic formulas which are found,for example, in | Corinthians 15:3-5. The storytelling
preaching tradition of the apogles devel opal alongsde the preaching of the Pauline mission.
Asthe stories were written down in order both to record the early testimony and to facilitate



Published in The Journal of Biblical Storytelling: The Journal of the Network of Biblical Storytellers, 1990:
Volume 2 Number 1.

authentic tellingsby others, they tended to take the shgpe and form of these early occasions
of witness and prodamation.

Kebea's suggetiontha thefirst longstory in thegogd tradition was Mark's writing
down of theshort story tradition of the oral periodis not suppoted by this evidence. It may
betha thereis ahighe degree of plotted character to the story in thewritten form than was
present in the more episodic character of theearlier stories. But the basic structure of the
Jesus story is present from the earliest to thelatest forms of the extant narrative tradition.
Only the hypotheica "Q" does not have the structure of Galilean ministry, rising conflict,
trip to Jerusalem, controversy, plot, desth, and resurrection. In light of theoral tradition
evidence, the probability isthat the storytelling tradition developed with a basic structure tha
was present from beginning to end.

Thepossibility is, therefore, tha the gogd was written down as a continuaion of the
telling of thegogd inlongstorytelling occasions Theweekly series of short readingsfrom
the Gogpds followed by a sermon interpreting thereading may have also come into practice
during this period, butit was a later development for the more literate cultures of the early
Chrigtian mission. The energy and power of the gospd tradition was related to the oral forms
of the Gogpd in this storytelling mode

The Telling of the Gospel Now

Oneway of exploring this possibility isto see whether the god is meaningful asa
long story now. If so, there are significant implicationsfor the prodamation of the gogd
now. In the context of contemparary culture, the possibility tha the gogpd was alongstory
told in theeveningsrather than a series of short Scripture readingsin public worship opensa
widerangeof possibilities for the continuaion of thegogd tradition. Thebasic hypothesisis
tha thegogd was a series of storiestold in relatively long storytelling occasions These
events range from several stories told between friendsto a whole Gospd told eithe within a
community or to personsoutside an existing community.

There are avariety of explorationsof this possibility that have taken place in recent
years. Themog visible has been the peformance of the Gogpdsin theatre-like contexts. Alec
McGowen performed the Gogpd as an Elizabethan theater piece, first in Londonand then on
Broadway aswell asin variouscities. Professor David Rhoals who has been a part of the
Network of Biblical Storytellers, has developed a peformance of thegogd tha isa
dramatization of Mark telling the story. These paeformances have demondrated tha the
Gogod of Mark, when recited as alongnarrative, has great power.

In recent years, | have conduded a series of courses and retreats in which thegod
was to prepare arecital of awhole Gospd. In thelast year, aclass onthe Gogd of Johnand
two weeklongretreats on Matthew have had this as ther basic structure. In each ingance, the
climax of theevent was a commund retelling of the Gogpd in which each personin the
grouptold a major pat of thestory.

There are different values to each of these experiences of thegogd asalongstory. In
hearing a whole Gopd, people make connectionsbeween parts of the stories they had not
made before. Thereis avitality to thewhole story when told that is never experienced in the
hearing of individud lessons In theretreat settings there are additiond values. Therecital of
the Gogd is notaswell formed, buttheinterndization of the parts of the story tha each
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person learns creates a different relationship to the Gogpd. The participants learn to know
Jesus Christ in new ways throughthe interndization of hisstory. Thus thereis a profound
degree of persond spiritud formation tha happensin learning and sharing the stories with
othes. Furthemore, a degp sense of community isformed throughlearning andtellingthe
Gogod togehe.

There are undouledly many other ways in which this character of thegosd can be
reappropriated in thelife and ministry of the Church today. To my knowledge for example,
no onehas serioudy explored theways in which the telling of the gogpd mightbea part of
Chrigtian evangdism. But these initial efforts have proven to be extremely fruitful.

Themod appaent optionsare to encourage individuds and communities to learn and
tell whole Gogds, first to themselves and then perhgpsto others. Within existing Christian
communities, the Gogpds can belearned andtold in avariety of contexts. Thebasic format is
tha acommunity learnsthewhole or mgjor parts of a Gogpd togehe and then recitesit. In
retreat settings atwo or three day retreat is an ided context in which to interndize major
pats of theGogpd. Inaloca church, either individud classes or a study group might unde-
take a Gogpd. Participants of variousages can contribute different sectionsof the Gospd to
thecommund telling. Groupscan, over the course of ayear, learn a Gospd andtell it to each
other aswell asto others both within and outside the congregation.

This basic character of thegogd as oral tradition also suggests ways in which the
Gospd may beshared inradio, television, and film. To develop atelling of awhole gogd
for audio and video mediawill bein direct continuity with this undestanding of the gogd
tradition.

However, any of these suggestionsare only beginningsin our ongong listening for
thewaysin which theWord of Godis seeking to be made present now. Theenergy and life
of the stories of God will become present in ourtime. Thepromise is tha a combination of
study and faithful experimentation will bean offering that God can use as a mediumfor
communicating with us
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Endnots

1 For further information aboutthe paternsof ora culture, see Ruth Finnegan, Oral Poetry.



