The Reemer gence of Biblical Narrative
ThomasE. Boomershine

Thepurmpo< of thisjournd isto contribute to thereemergence of biblical narative as
aliving narrative tradition throughthe development of biblical storytelling. It isarespong to
wha HansFrei has called "the eclipse of biblical narrative." In his now classic book, Frei
tells the story of the development of historical criticism as an aspect of the Enlightenment.

AsFrei tellsit, prior to the eighteenth century, biblical narrative throughoutthe
Western Christian tradition was read as being "realistic,” at onae historical andliteral. The
story of biblical narrative provided the basic framework for the undestanding of the real
world as a sequence of ages from creation to thefind consummation. In this precritical
reading, thenarratives wereread literaly, tha is, in their plain meaning, as historical descrip-
tionsof what took place. Thisliteral reading was combined with figural interpretationin
which earlier biblical stories were seen as figures or types of later stories.

This undestanding of biblical narrative a'so embraced the experience of each
community and person who read the story. The stories of personsand communities made
sense by beng undestoodin thefigures of "that storied world" of theBible. Frel quoesEric
Auebach who argues tha biblical narrative "seeks to overcome our redlity: we are to fit our
own lifeintoitsworld, feel ourselvesto beeementsin its structure of universal history ... "
(Mimesis, p. 15) Thus the precritical reading of biblical narrative induded a clear framework
by which persond and commund experience was connected with the stories of the Bible.

With the development of the Enlightenment, the meaning of the narratives was
divorced fromther realistic/figura meaning and focused on their meaning as areference
source for knowing areality beyondthestory. Frei calls this shift "meaning as reference.” In
this period, meaning came to be equaed with thereality to which thewords of a story refer.
In thetheory of JohnLocke and his Deist followers, wordsrefer to eventsin space and time
and have meaning as "ogensve reference." In thetheory of Christian Wolff and his
Scholastic followers, thereality to which aword refersis an "idea"' or teaching; thus meaning
as"ideal reference.” (Frei, 101) The meaning of the story was thereby detached fromthe
story itself and was connested with its value as a source of knowedgeof the"redlity” of the
world of historical events and the world of ideas. The development of historical critical study
of biblical narative since themid-eighteenth century has been based on this presuppostion
of meaning as reference.

HansFrei callsthis development "the eclipse of biblical narrative." To draw outthe
metaphor, the coneequence of this shift to meaning as reference has placed biblical narative
behind a shadow that has cut off itslight Oneof theironies of history is, therefore, tha the
emergence of thelight of reason in the Enlightenment resulted in the eclipse of biblical
narative. In theaftermath of "meaning asreference,” the narratives nolonge have meaning
as naratives but only as sources of history or theology. Furthermore, any possibility of
figura meaning to the stories has been eliminated. One of theresults of this development has
been the divorce of the story of the Bible from theexperience of personsand communities.
Any direct connection between my/our story and the stories of the Bible has been rendeed
sugpect and ingppropriate.
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A further result has been thedivorce of the people from thebiblical narative
tradition. Since the stories have meaning only as areference source, only thos per'sonswho
can handle the complicated systems of historical critical study are capable of meaningful
interpretation of the stories. As aresult, a chasm has developed beween the clergy and laity
of thechurch which is, in turn, a symptom of the even broader chasm between biblical
scholarship and the church.

However, thereemergence of biblical narrative cannothgppen throughareturn to the
precritical world prior to the Enlightenment. This reemergence can only take place through
the development of an approach tha grows out of the paradigm of historical criticism. The
founddiond proposl of thisjournd istha thereemergence of biblical narrative can be
facilitated by the development of biblical storytelling as a naural outgrowth of historical
critical study. Telling the narratives of theBible is both a naural conduson of the
founddiond methodsof historical critical study and a critiquetha indicates new directionsin
which those methodsneed to be pursued.

The sources of biblical storytellingin thebasic methodsof historical critical study can
beidentified in form criticism, redaction criticism, rhetorical criticism, and literary criticism.
In each case, the new directionsto which biblical storytelling pointswill al'so beoutlined.

Form Criticism

The purpo< of form criticism was to undestand theformation of the narrative traditionsof
Israel and early Christianity by the processes or "laws' of oral tradition. Before the narratives
were written down, they circulated as oral narratives. Throughthe study of oral narrative
traditionsin variouscultures, it became clear tha there were definite characteristics to oral
tradition. Oral traditionshad certain forms tha remained consstent across the variousstrata
of narratives. By identifying the characteristics of those forms, it was possible to trace the
history of a particular tradition throughits oral and written developments. It was al'so
recognized tha particular forms have specific fundionsin thelife setting of the community:
e.g., psalms of ascent were sungas theking or high priest ascended up the hill to the Temple.

Thefounde of form criticism was Hermann Gunkel. A steady emphasisin Gunkd's
work was tha the narative traditionsof Israel mug beheard in order to beundestood. Tha
is, we need to enter into the oral tradition. However, form critical research since Gunkd has
been pursued almog exclusvely with the methodsof doaumentary andysis. A mgjor purpose
of biblical storytellingisthen to address the problem of howwe, as personsformed by the
cultures of literacy, enter into the oral tradition processes tha formed thenarratives.

In New Testament study, the pioneers of form critical research were Martain Dibdius
and Rudolf Bultmann. In both ingances, but particularly that of Bultmann, form criticism was
atool for theandysis of the history of thetraditionin relation to its theological and historical
significance. There was nointerest onthear pat in undestanding the stories as stories.
Furthermore, there was no emphasis onthe need to hear the storiesin order to undestand
them. Because of theway form criticism developed in relationto New Testament narratives
thereis an even greater need to enter into theoral character of the narratives.

Redaction Criticism
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Redaction criticism focused on therole of thefind editorsin the compostion of
biblical narratives. In form critical research, the contribution of thefind editors was generally
seen as the arrangament of thefully formed stories of theoral traditioninto alongliterary
narative. They were like craftsmen stringing polished pearls into necklaces. In theworks of
redaction critics Willi Marxsen and Hans Conzelmann, it was shown tha thefind editors
shgped the narratives extengvely. A magjor value of redaction criticism has been to study
biblical narratives as whole booksrather than asisolated individud traditions Furthermore,
in observing the character of thar editing of thetradition, it is then possible to identify the
theological tendendes of thar revision. It thereby became possible to isolate and describethe
theology of thefind editors.

Biblical storytellingis adevelopment of redaction criticism in that it focuses on whole
booksof the Bible rather than jug asindividud fragments of tradition. But ingead of
studying these narratives as doauments, biblical storytelling approaches them as oral
naratives tha were intended to be heard and read or told. Furthermore, biblical storytelling
calls attention to therole of thefind editors as storytellers who shgped thefind narative as
stories rather than exclusvely astheology. Thefina editors were notwriting theology. They
were writing story. Andther assumption was tha thar stories would beread aloud as stories.
Thus it is appropriate tha we focus onthe meaning of their stories as stories rather than
exclusvely astheology.

Rhetorical Criticism

In his presidential addressto the Sodety of Biblical Literature in 1968,James Muilenburg
proposd tha we need to go beyondform criticism and its concentration on types. The
weakness of form criticism isits failure to give sufficient attention to the particularity of the
use of theformsin individud stories. (Muilenburg, 1-18) Wha is needed is thestudy of the
paternsand devices by which the units are formulated and ordered into a unified whole.
Muilenburg called for the need to pay attention notonly to literary types butaso to "the
techniques of narrative and podic compostion." (Muilenburg, 10) A dimenson of
Muilenburg'sproposl isacall for seeing theforms of biblical naratives as more than an
extringc factor or cause in ther development. Theforms or techniques of thenarrative are an
integral pat of thewhole narative to beundestood in thar particularity.

Biblical storytelling is a development of these emphases of rhetorical criticism. In the
learning and telling of biblical naratives, thetechniques of storytelling composition can be
identified and experienced. Furthemore, these elements of the story are known as rhetorical
dimensionsof the story.

Oneof thefruits of rhetorical - critical study of biblical narrativesis theidentification
of the particular units of compostion of the narratives. The hypotesis tha has emerged from
my own research ontheunits of biblical narrativeis tha the stories are compogsed of
episodes. The episodeis aflexible literary unit of two, three or four sentences with
characteristic marks of beginningsand endings A further hypahesisisthat the episodewas
the primary story unit at al stages of thetraditionfrom theearly oral narrativesto thefind
literary stages. Identification of the origind episodes, which madeit easy for the storiesto be
remembered and retold, also facilitates the memorizing and retelling of the stories now.
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Infact, it was in Muilenburgy'sintrodudion to the Old Testament course that | first
heard thetelling of biblical naratives. He introduad his students to the stories by telling
them. | remember vividly his retelling of the creation story in Genesis 2-3. However,
rhetorical criticism has developed almog exclusvely as a methodfor the study of narrative
and podic techniques in adoamentary medium. There has been virtudly no study of the
techniques of the biblical narrative tradition as an oral narative tradition. A god of this
joumd is, therefore, to enable an undestanding of therhetoric of biblical narrative to emerge
out of telling and hearing biblical narratives as an approach to rhetorical critical study.

Literary/Narrative Criticism

Thedevelopment of literary criticism in thestudy of biblical narative hasinvolved
the use of approaches and methodstha emerged in the study of literature. In particular, major
currents in twentieth century literary criticism shifted from the extringc methodsof thenine-
teenth century which soughtto explain awork by identifying its causes to intringc study of
thework itself. Intrindc study of literature focused on particular works themselves and
evaluated awork inits own integrity as more than the sum of its causes. In the study of
narative, thisled to a description of thetechniques of narative and of thevariousways these
techniques can be used for different pumposesin particular works: e.g., Wayne Booth's The
Rhetoric of Fiction.

In biblical study, this methoddogy has been areaction agang the evolutionary
modds of historical criticism which have depended on theidentification of the causes of the
find work in thevariousstages of thetradition. Thus form criticism identifies causal factors
fromtheoral tradition period and redaction criticism from the editorial/doaumentary stage
Literary criticism of biblical narratives onthe othe hand has focused onthefind form of the
naratives such as the present Gogpd of Mark and andyzed its characteristics as a narative.
These studies have focused on matters such as the narrator and his attitudeor point of view,
the characterizationsin the narative, and the plot. Throughthis andysis, the narratives of the
Bible have been undestood as narratives tha have meaning as naratives rather than as
didactic illudrationsof theology.

Biblical storytelling is a development of this stream of literary criticism. Rather than
beginning with an undestanding of the causes of the find narative, biblical storytelling
beginswith the experience of thefind narative as a story. Furthermore, biblical storytelling
explores and then rendeas the attitudes of the storyteller, the characters of the story, and the
turnsin theplot throughan actud telling of thestory. The meaning of thestoriesis notthen
described in theological terms but is known holistically in the experience of thestory itself. In
this way, people come to knowtha the meaning of the story is more than the sum of its
causes.

In turn, telling thestories shedslight on ther characteristic as narratives. A primary
problem of literary criticism is the degree to which it becomes trapped in the anachronism of
treating andent oral naratives asif they were modern novds. Indeed, theterm "literary
criticism” implies aliterary culture with its characteristic action of reading a story by sitting
aloneand looking at thetext in silence. Biblical naratives were written for oral performance,
to berecited aloudeither from memory or with atext. Thereis aneed, therefore, to modify
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the methodsof literary criticism for the study of biblical narrative. In this process, biblical
storytellingis an essential step.

Media Ages and Paradigm Shifts

Anothe mgjor current in recent scholarship has been the study of the changes tha
take place in religion and culture with the devel opment of new technologies of
communication. Throughtheresearch of Harold Innisand Marshdl McLuhan, the
recognition of the central role of media changein the history of culture has been established.
Fathe Walter Ong and Werne Kelber have extended this undestanding in theandysis of the
history of Christianity. As aresult of this research, we now know tha changesin the
dominant systems of communication are also periods of great changein biblical study and
interpretation.

Infact, it appearsthat thereis adirect correlation between the magjor changesin
communicationstechnology and the paradigms of biblical interpretation. Thus Jesus oral
tradition interpretation of thetradition was trandormed in the highly allegorical and dodrind
methodsof interpretation in the manuscript world of the paristic and medieval church. The
four-fold exegesis of medieva biblical interpretation was in turn trandormed by the
literal/figura methodsof the Reformers which coincded with the development of the
printing press. Historical critical exegesis and meaning as reference developed in the period
of silent reading when doauments were studied in silence rather than read aloud. Thus we
now know tha media changecreates radically new situaionsfor biblical study and
interpretation.

On theonehand, therefore, biblical storytelling can be aresource for biblical
interpretation by making it possible to experience biblical materialsin thar origind medium
to some greater degree. Thisis needed because of our tendency to read back into the ancient
world our media presuppostionsand experiences. Thus thenation that the so-called editors
of the Pentateuch and the Gogpds fundioned like nineteenth newspaper editors clipping or
copying materials from variousdoauments to mock up thedaly newssheet is clearly
anachronistic. However, apart from experiences of the materia in its origind medium, itis
hard to conceive the character of andent compostion.

Another potential contribution of biblical storytelling, however, isto providea
framework for theinterpretation of the Bible in an electronic age We now live in the period
of the highest degree of changein communicationstechnology since thefirst century. The
problem istha we continueto use the methodsof interpretation tha were developed for the
silent print world of the ningeenth and early twentieth century. The shift from the predomi-
nantly oral culture of thebiblical periodto theliterate culture of the Hellenistic world was an
enomoustrangtion. The shift fromtheliterate culture of the modern world to the pod-
literate pog-moden electronic world is at least as major atrangtion. The reappropriation of
theorigind ora character of the Bible may bean essential step in making it possible to get
some distance on the Bible in the world of reading and writing and to interpret the Bible
faithfully in radio, television, and film.

The establishment of ajoumad to accomplish an electronic agendaisin onesense a
contradiction. Why publish ajournd aboutoral and electronic interpretation of biblical
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stories? Thereasonistha it is needed for detailed sharing of research results, for critical
reflection on biblical storytelling, and for the extension and resourcing of a network of
biblical storytellers. However, thisjoumd will take a very different form than tha of aca-
demic joumdsin the past. Both its format and its contents will reflect anew agendafor the
study of biblical narrative. But this agendaisin direct continuity with the major
developmentsin historical critical biblical study during thelast century.

Thehopeisthat thisjournd will contribute to thereemergence of biblical narative
from behind the shadow of theredudion of its meaning to areference source for the
condruction of history and theology. Therecovery of thevitality of thebiblical storytelling
tradition in the context of the el ectronic age may be oneway tha this reemergence can take
place.

However, thiswill only emergefrom therediscovery of the oral sources of the
tradition. A dimengon of the development of The Network of Biblical Storytellersisthento
enter into tha experience of the narratives of the Bible as narratives to hememorized, heard,
and experienced in community. Thus thebasic princples of form criticism are beng
continued in thework of NOBS.

Thisjoumad will also seek to encourage and make available a new relationship
between historical critica studies of biblical narratives as narratives and the church. It will do
this by encouraging the publication of the stories of appropriate connectionstha have
emerged in thetelling of biblical stories with the stories of personsand communitiesin the
moden world. Thejoumd will thereby indudecontributionsfrom the people of thefaith
community as well as pastors and scholars.
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