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1

How the Bible Became a Book

When was the Bible written? Why was it written? These questions
strike at the heart of the meaning of the Bible as literature. They
also hint at a profound transition in human culture. The Bible is a
book. That seems like an obvious statement, but it is also a profound
development in religion. We may take books for granted, but the
ancients did not.1 The fact that a sacred, written text emerged from
a pastoral, agricultural, and oral society is a watershed of Western
civilization. In the pages that follow we will explore the movement
from orality to textuality, from a pre-literate toward a literate society.
Along the way we will need to trace the social history of ancient Israel
and early Judaism as well as the formation of the Bible as written
literature. The Bible itself will be an eyewitness to this epic shift in
human consciousness, the shift from an oral world toward a textual
world. Central to this shift will be the encroachment of the text upon
the authority of the teacher.

How did the Bible become a book? This book – the book that
you hold in your hands – gives a historical account of writing in
ancient Israel and of writing’s role in the formation of the Bible as
a book. To answer this most basic question, we need to explore a
number of related questions such as what function did writing serve
in ancient Israelite society during different historical periods? How is
the increasing importance of writing in ancient Israel reflected in the
formation of biblical literature? How does the Bible itself view its own
textuality? What is the relationship between oral tradition and written
texts? When and how does the written word supplant the authority of
the oral tradition and the living voice of the teacher? When we begin
to understand the answers to these questions, then we shall begin to
understand how the Bible itself became a book.

These questions can be related to three basic issues. The first is a
critique of the question of who wrote the Bible. This book contends

1
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that the question “when was the Bible written?” is more appropriate
than an anachronistic interest in the Bible’s authors. This question
not only will give insight into the Bible as literature, it also will open
a window into the uneasy transition of ancient Israel into a textual
culture. This leads to a second issue: how is it that the Bible is written
at all? Ancient Israel before the seventh century b.c.e. was largely non-
literate. How does an oral culture like ancient Israel come to express
its identity through a written text? How does the basic orality of early
Israel shape the Bible as a written text? How does the authority of the
written word come to supplant the living voice of the teacher and the
community? This leads us to a final issue: what were the particular
historical circumstances under which the Bible becomes a text and
then Scripture?

The role of writing in the development of Western civilization is not
a new topic. A few decades ago, Jack Goody, a Cambridge University
professor of social anthropology, wrote the first of several articles and
books dealing with the “Consequences of Literacy.” This research,
now summed up in his recent book The Power of the Written Tradition
(2000), has influenced a whole generation of scholars. Goody’s work
was complemented by Marshall McLuhan, a professor of English at
the University of Toronto, who argued in The Gutenberg Galaxy: The
Making of the Typographic Man (1962) that the technological innova-
tion of the printing press profoundly shaped modern humankind by
bringing about the transition from an audile-tactile culture to the visu-
ally dominant age of print. Such studies have spawned scholarly work
in many fields in the humanities and social sciences. For example, the
linguist Walter Ong wrote Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing
of the Word (1982), an influential outline of the impact of develop-
ments in writing upon the human consciousness. The importance of
emergent literacy and the alphabet in ancient Greece during the fifth
century b.c.e. was pointed out by Eric Havelock, a Yale professor of
classics, in his book Preface to Plato (1963). Havelock argued that
there was a literate revolution in ancient Greece that was inspired,
at least in part, by the Greek invention of their alphabet. Havelock’s
research, which is summarized for the general reader in The Muse
Learns to Write: Reflections on Orality and Literacy from Antiquity to
the Present (1986), spawned vigorous debate in the field of classics.
Although Havelock overstated both the significance of the Greek in-
novations in the alphabet and the extent and impact of literacy on
Greek culture, he was certainly correct in pointing to the role of the



P1: GdR/LZX P2: IBE/LZX QC: FGL/IBE
0521829461c01.xml CY301/Schniedewind 052182946 January 10, 2004 17:38

The Problem of Who Wrote the Bible 3

alphabet and the spread of literacy in causing fundamental changes
in Greek culture. They had an important role in ancient Israel as well,
emerging there a couple centuries earlier. The importance of writing
in human history is laid out nicely in a survey by Professor Henri-Jean
Martin from the Ecole des Chartes in France entitled The History and
Power of Writing (1994). All these works (and many others) testify to
the transformative power of the written word for human society.

What I shall argue here is that one of the most central moments in
the history of the written word occurred in ancient Israel when the
written word spread from the narrow confines of palace or temple
scribes to the broader society. Writing became part of the fabric of
everyday life. Most importantly, written texts for the first time in
human history began to have religious and cultural authority. This
transference of authority from oral to written is what I refer to in the
subtitle of this book, “the textualization of ancient Israel.”

The Problem of Who Wrote the Bible

We tend to read the Bible through the lens of modernity. This is to
say, we read the Bible as a book. Not only do we tend to think of
the Bible as a single book, but we also read the Bible as if it came
from a world of texts, books, and authors. We read the Bible from
our own perspective of a highly literate world. Yet, the Bible was
written before there were books. Let us think of this in another way.
The modern “book” (in the narrow sense of that word as the pages
bound between two covers) follows the invention of the codex, which
had leaves of pages with writing on both sides. The replacement of the
traditional scroll by the codex was a major technological development
in the history of writing. Codices appeared in the first century c.e.
and became common by the fourth century c.e.2 The codex could
encompass a much more extensive series of texts than a single scroll
could contain and made “the Bible” as a book – the Bible as we
conceive of it – a possibility. In bringing together a collection of scrolls,
the codex also defined a set and order of books and made possible a
more defined canon. With the codex, the Bible could be a book.3

But the Bible was written before there were such codices. It is helpful
to remember that the Bible itself is actually a collection of books or
scrolls. The English word bible derives from the Greek biblia, which
may be translated as “books” or “scrolls.” As a result, when we
ask how the Bible became a book we are asking, in part, about a
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collection of books that compose our Bible. The Hebrew word sefer,
usually translated as “book,” means literally “text, letter, or scroll.” In
early biblical literature sefer could refer to any written text, although
as writing became more common in later periods a more developed
vocabulary begins to distinguish between different kinds of written
documents.4 A reader may remark that the title How the Bible Became
a Book doesn’t refer to a “book” as he or she recognizes it – that
is, as a codex. This is true, but as the reader will discover in my
second chapter, the almost magical power many continue to associate
with books today is not unrelated to ancient Israel’s conception of
the numinous effects of writing. I chose my title because I wanted to
preserve for modern readers the sense of awe and reverence that this
transformation from the oral to the textual could generate. Biblical
scholars, who invariably translate the Hebrew word sefer as “book,”
recognize the much broader semantic range of this word than the
word “codex.” It is in this broader sense of “book” as the written
word and as a source of cultural authority that I speak of How the
Bible Became a Book.

Who wrote the Bible is a fascinating question, though of debatable
value. The ability of this question to captivate our attention is under-
scored by Richard Elliot Friedman’s best-selling book, Who Wrote the
Bible? This popular and lucidly written account of biblical criticism
actually did quite a bit more than answer the facile question of who
wrote the Bible, but the popularity of the work no doubt profited from
being couched in this simple question and the simple answers that can
be given to it. So, for example, Jeremiah is the Deuteronomist (i.e.,
he “wrote” Deuteronomy); or, an Aaronid priest wrote the priestly
document (e.g., Leviticus).5 Friedman suggested that biblical litera-
ture often cannot be understood without knowing something about
its authors, but then he gives the sample question: “Did the author of
a particular biblical story live in the eighth century b.c. or the fifth?”6

The real import of this question is not who is the author, but rather
when was the text written. Friedman actually gives rich insight into
biblical literature through his adroit historical contextualization. In
some ways, it is unfortunate that the book is reduced to the facile
question of who wrote the Bible. Yet, it is exactly this question that
captures the modern fancy.

One interesting question posed in literary circles is whether the
author makes a difference in the meaning of the literature. In an enor-
mously influential book called Is There a Text in This Class? Stanley
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Fish argued that the interpretative community was ultimately more
important than the author because the reader – much to some authors’
chagrin – ultimately defines the meaning of a text.7 The problem is
quite stark in the case of biblical literature. The Bible is really a collec-
tion of books and not the product of an individual author. Moreover,
what a hypothetical author intended to say often is difficult (if not
impossible) to recover for an ancient text like the Bible. More acces-
sible (and perhaps more important) is understanding what the text
meant to its ancient readers, which does not necessarily resemble an
author’s intent. For example, what the U.S. Constitution means is usu-
ally more a reflection of its readers than its authors. Consequently, the
meaning of the Constitution keeps changing along with the changing
generations of its readers. Although the framers’ intent is certainly im-
portant, from a practical standpoint it has been the historical moment
when our society read the Constitution that has shaped the history of
its interpretation. In the same way, biblical meaning has reflected its
readers more than its writers. More than this, the community’s role
in the reading is even justified because the Constitution (as well as the
Bible) is the product and property of the community more than of an
individual.

When a text is central to a people or a nation, like the Declaration
of Independence or the Constitution is, the history of its interpretation
can serve as a window into the history of that people. One socially
charged analogy in American history can illustrate. The landmark
Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education (1954) over-
turned “separate, but equal” (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896) educational
facilities for races as a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution that guarantees all citizens “equal protection of the
laws.” This corresponded to a changing American social landscape
more than it did the intent of the authors.8 The different interpre-
tations of the Constitution in 1896 and 1954 reflected the changing
social context of the interpreters. The text had not changed, but the
readers and their social context had. Similarly, the meaning of the
Bible will be imbedded in the history of the people who wrote it, read
it, passed it on, rewrote it, and read it again. It is closely tied to when
the traditions were collected, written down, edited, rewritten, and
finally coalesced into the book we call the Bible.

In an earlier book, I took one example, the Promise to David in
2 Samuel 7, and showed how it functioned as a constitutional text
in ancient Israel.9 This text promised King David and his sons that
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they would forever reign on the throne of Israel. I illustrated how
the interpretation of this text over the course of a millennium was
closely associated with the social, religious, and political events and
contexts of the Jewish people. The text had its origins in the tenth
century b.c.e., during the transition of semi-nomadic pastoralists to-
ward an urban state. The Promise to David served as a common
ideology giving divine sanction to the politics of a new monarchic
state. Later, under changes brought about by the emergence of the
Assyrian Empire in the eighth century b.c.e., the Promise to David
would give rise to rather unrealistic religious rhetoric that deluded it-
self into thinking that God “had promised a lamp for David forever”
(1 Kgs 11:36, 15:4; 2 Kgs 8:19). In the religious reforms of the sev-
enth century b.c.e., the Promise was applied both to the king and to
the Temple, which was supposed to last forever as God’s dwelling
place on earth. The Babylonian exile in the sixth century b.c.e. thrust
the Promise into crisis. The Promise had failed; David’s sons were no
longer on the throne, and the Temple had been destroyed. By rein-
terpreting the Promise, new readers were able to relocate the God of
Israel as the God of the whole earth and to apply the Promise even to
foreign kings (not from the line of David). The connection between
the social setting of the readers and the interpretation was especially
clear in the readings given to the Promise to David by different Jewish
communities in the late Second Temple period. Early Christianity, of
course, read in the Promise a final fulfillment in the person of Jesus of
Nazareth. The interpretation of the Promise to David began within the
Bible itself, but it would continue after the Bible became Scripture –
that is, after the text became sacred writ.

The question about who wrote the Bible is also misguided because
it emphasizes the individuality of the author. The emphasis on indi-
vidual expression is not a universal cultural value, even if it is a god
of modern American culture. In some cultures, the group takes prece-
dence over the individual. In folk literature, for instance, the literature
belongs to the group that shares the tradition. The meaning of the text
is not tied to the singer of the tale. The concept of communal author-
ship is also reflected in the transmission of texts of oral tradition like
the Talmud among certain Jewish communities.10 Early Israel and its
literature certainly reflect this emphasis on the group rather than the
individual. So, for example, when we read a story like the sin of Achan
recounted in Joshua 7, our modern sensibilities may be jarred by the
fact that all Israel is punished for the individual Achan’s stealing of
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booty dedicated to God. God says, “Israel [not Achan] has sinned”
(Josh 7:11–12). Moreover, not only Achan is stoned for this sin but
also his sons and daughters and “his whole tent” (as the Bible suggests
in Josh 7:24). This is a strikingly different cultural system than our
Western cultures. The individual is submerged into the group. On the
whole, Israel’s literature is not merely the expression of an individual,
it is also a collective tradition.

The Authority of the Author?

Why are we so concerned with who wrote the Bible? That question
did not become important until after the rise of Greek civilization
in the fourth century b.c.e. – well after most of the books of the
Bible had been written. In contrast, the importance of authorship
was largely an unknown concept in the ancient Semitic world.11 The
famous Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the Babylonian creation
myth known as The Enuma Elish, the Egyptian tale The Shipwrecked
Sailor, and the Canaanite epic literary account of the battle between
the gods, Baal and Mot, have no authors. They have scribes who pass
along the tradition. The scribes were first of all administrators or
bureaucrats; they were not authors. The Classical Hebrew language
does not even have a word that means “author.” The nearest term
would be sofer, “scribe,” who was a transmitter of tradition and text
rather than an author. Authorship is a concept that derives from a
predominantly written culture, whereas ancient Israelite society was
largely an oral culture. Traditions and stories were passed on orally
from one generation to the next. They had their authority from the
community that passed on the tradition rather than from an author
who wrote a text. These stories and traditions were the things that
fathers and mothers were obliged to teach their children, as Deuteron-
omy 6:6-7 commands, “Keep these words that I am commanding you
today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them
when you are at home and when you are away.”

The fall of the Persian Empire to Alexander the Great ushered in
profound changes in the Near East. The age of Hellenism – that is,
the spread of Greek language, culture, and values – brought with it
the concept of authorship. The authority of a text came to be associ-
ated with its author. Jewish tradition naturally felt compelled to find
authors for its literature in this age, although there was little explicit
evidence about authorship in the Bible. The earliest Jewish text that
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identifies its author is the Wisdom of Ben-Sira, dating from the early
second century b.c.e. In some places, the Bible indirectly would con-
tradict later ascription of authorship. This is clear, for example, in the
Book of Deuteronomy, which is framed as a third-person report of
a speech by Moses and not as something that Moses himself wrote,
“These are the things Moses said to all Israel . . .” (Deut 1:1). In the
books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, Moses is a character, not
an author. Genesis does not mention Moses in any capacity. In spite
of this, Deuteronomy, along with the other four books of the Torah,
has usually been ascribed to the pen of Moses rather than being un-
derstood as traditions passed down from Moses or more generally as
traditions of the Israelite people.

A most remarkable attempt to address the authority of the Torah
is found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, which were discovered in 1947.
The Temple Scroll, one of the longest and most complete of the scrolls
belonging to an Essene sect of Jews living on the shore of the Dead
Sea, rewrites the Torah and particularly the Book of Deuteronomy.
Although the first columns of the scroll are missing and hence it is
difficult to say precisely how it begins, it fundamentally addresses
the problem of authorship and authority by changing the voice from
Moses to God. The scroll exchanges the third-person voice of Moses
for the first-person voice of God. The change can be seen throughout
the scroll, but one example will suffice:

Deuteronomy 17:14. When you have come into the land that YHWH your God is
giving you,12 and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, “I will set
a king over me, like all the nations that are around me,” 15 you may indeed appoint
a king whom YHWH your God will choose. From one of your brethren you shall set
a king over you. . . .

Temple Scroll (11QTa) 56:12. When you have come into the land that I am giving
you, and have taken possession and settled in it, 13 and you say, “I will set a king
over me, like all the nations that are around me,” 14 you may indeed set a king over
yourselves – one whom I will choose. From one of your brethren you shall set a king
over you. . . .

The change in voice makes a rather startling claim for authority. God
is the author of the Temple Scroll. The issue of the authority of a text
comes to the fore in this striking transformation of Deuteronomy.
To be sure, the claim that God was the actual author becomes an
increasingly prevalent view through history among certain religious
groups. Here, however, this claim for the text’s authority is imbedded
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within the text itself. It addresses the need of this new and important
cultural artifact – the written text – to stake its claim as the bearer of
orthodoxy.

The Hellenistic age produced a myriad of literary works that
claimed to date back to the “golden age” of ancient Israel. These
works, known as the pseudepigrapha, included books such as Enoch,
the Apocalypse of Moses, and the Life of Adam and Eve. Often they
addressed the issues of authority and authorship in strikingly direct
ways. The Book of Jubilees, for example, begins in its very first verse
with the gift of “two tablets of stone of the law and of the command-
ment, which I [i.e., God] have written.” Jubilees further addresses the
need for a written text in its fifth verse, where God enjoins Moses:
“Incline your heart to every word which I shall speak to you on this
mount, and write them in a book.” Later, an angel is employed to help
Moses with the writing. Throughout, the Book of Jubilees is preoccu-
pied with its own textuality and its attribution to the figure of Moses.
The term for such works, pseudepigrapha, derives from the Greek
pseudonymous, which means “under a false name.” They attempted
to derive authority from their attribution to figures of classical antiq-
uity. More than this, these works are self-conscious about the whole
process of writing. By the third century b.c.e., pseudepigraphy was
a norm for writing in Jewish religious literature. Whereas a few lit-
erary works were anonymous, many others were pseudonymous or
incorrectly attributed to someone.

The Bible, in contrast, shows a distressing disinterest in who wrote
it. It was distressing, that is, to Jewish readers living in a Hellenistic
society where the authority of literature was closely tied to its author.
It continues to be distressing to many pious modern readers who have
inherited the Hellenistic emphasis that associates authority with au-
thors. To these ancient and modern readers, the Book of Deuteronomy
derives much of its sacred power from the presumption that Moses
penned it. Or, the authority of the Book of Isaiah depends on the
prophet actually having shaped the final text of the entire canonical
book known under his name.

Dogmas have arisen concerning the authorship of all biblical lit-
erature. It was assumed that such prophets as Samuel, Isaiah, and
Jeremiah sat down and composed their books. Ezra, the priest, then
collected and edited these books into the shape we now know as the
Bible. Very rarely, however, does the Bible itself ever point to authors,
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although it often attributes traditions to biblical characters. So, for ex-
ample, the Book of Isaiah begins with the pronouncement that “These
are the prophecies of Isaiah son of Amoz, who prophesied concerning
Judah and Jerusalem” (Isa 1:1). Although this ascribes the traditions
to Isaiah, it does not explicitly make him the author of the book it-
self. And, in fact, the Book of Isaiah suggests that Isaiah’s disciples
collected his teachings (Isa 8:16). The prophets are generally com-
manded to speak the words of God, not to write them. The example
of Jeremiah may serve to highlight this. Writing comes to play a more
central role in the Book of Jeremiah. Prophecies, for example, are
for the first time explicitly written from a prophet to the king. Yet,
Jeremiah himself does not write; rather, the scribe Baruch serves as
Jeremiah’s secretary (Jer 36:32). Indeed, until the later periods there
was little reason to write things down. Few could read, and writing
materials and the production of scrolls were expensive. There was
no social infrastructure for book learning. The traditions of Israel
were largely oral unless they dealt with the royal court or the temple,
which had the economic resources and social infrastructures to have
the traditions written down.

The Enlightenment period in the eighteenth century c.e. brought
some questions to the conventional religious traditions concerning
authorship. A French physician, Jean Astruc (1684–1766), accepted
Mosaic authorship but argued that Moses had originally composed
Genesis and Exodus in four columns and that two distinct docu-
ments were characterized by the use of the names of God (Jahweh
and Elohim); it was only later scribes who carelessly combined the
parts to make the canonical books. Several German scholars devel-
oped Astruc’s observations. Johann Gottfried Eichhorn (1752–1827),
for example, proposed that the Pentateuch was compiled from liter-
ary sources long after Moses’ death. Wilhelm M. L. de Wette (1780–
1849) connected the writing of Deuteronomy with Josiah’s reform in
the late seventh century b.c.e. These ideas received their crowning ar-
ticulation by Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918). Simply put, Wellhausen
argued that two original sources, J(ahwist) and E(lohist), were com-
bined to make one document, which he labeled JE. D(euteronomy)
was later attached; and, finally, the P(riestly Document) was added
in the post-exilic period to JE + D to create our Pentateuch.13 Such
documentary theories begin with the worldview of a textual culture;
that is, they begin with the worldview of modern critics, not ancient
cultures.
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Such documentary theories have dominated biblical scholarship
over the past century even though they have never been without their
critics. Many pious readers have rejected any attempt to even discuss
the composite authorship of books, fearing that it somehow under-
mined the authority of the Bible. Some scholars have pointed out that
the oral world of early Israel hardly suits a complex documentary
approach to the literature of Israel.14 Israel’s traditions, they argue,
were largely transmitted orally like the epics of Homer. The very fact
that the Bible itself eschews discussion of authorship certainly lends
little help to the search for the authors of the Bible. Ironically, for the
authors of the Bible, authorship seems unimportant. The author appar-
ently was not critical to the authority of the message or the meaning
of the text.

Even if we could figure out who the authors were, would we be any
closer to the meaning of the Bible? Probably not. But if we knew when
the Bible was written, we would know something more about what it
meant to its ancient readers. For good or bad, the interpretation of the
Bible is tied more closely to the text’s readers than to its scribes. The
meaning of the Bible depends more on when the Bible was written
than on who wrote it. Our question, then, should be not “Who wrote
the Bible?” but “When was the Bible written?”

Why Is the Bible a Written Text?

The second topic of this book, namely, just why was the Bible writ-
ten at all may be a more intriguing issue than who wrote the Bible.
Widespread literacy is a relatively modern phenomenon. Ancient
Israel was primarily an oral culture. Although an eloquent defense
might be made for the literacy of a figure like Moses, it is difficult
to imagine the hordes of slaves Moses led out of Egypt as reading
books. Moses could have been trained in the Egyptian courts, but his
followers were not. This raises the question, why is the Bible a book?
Why was it written if nobody could read it? Why was it written if
scrolls were expensive and had limited circulation?

Biblical traditions point to the orality of Israelite culture. James
Crenshaw, in his book Education in Ancient Israel, shows that, ac-
cording to biblical literature, wisdom was fundamentally transmitted
orally in ancient Israel.15 The Book of Proverbs admonishes, “Hear,
my child, your father’s instruction, and do not reject your mother’s
teaching” (Prov 1:8). This implies the oral teaching passed down
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through the family. The Psalms also stress the oral transmission of
tradition. So, for example, we read in Psalm 105:1–2:

O give thanks to YHWH, call on his name,
make known his deeds among the peoples.
Sing to him, sing praises to him;
tell of all his wonderful works.

This psalm then proceeds to recount the story of Israel in song.
Through such songs, stories, and proverbial sayings the traditions of
the mothers and fathers were passed along to their sons and daughters.
Even the Torah itself was primarily given orally to Israel – although
it would come to be the written text above all others. The earliest
account of the giving of the Ten Commandments, in Exodus 19–20,
actually never even mentions writing the Commandments down. This
glaring omission points to the antiquity of this account of the Sinai
tradition, because it reflects a time before books were central to Jewish
culture. The second telling of the giving of the law, in the Book of
Deuteronomy (for this is what deuteronomy literally means, “second
law”), as we shall see (Chapter 7), makes the writing of the revela-
tion central and thus reflects the later movement from an oral culture
toward a literate culture and “the people of the book.”

The idea of literacy cannot be discussed without qualification. What
is meant by “widespread literacy”? There are many types of liter-
acy, from the quite mundane literacy involved in the reading and
writing of short economic texts or administrative lists to the high
levels of literacy required to read and write literary texts like the
Pentateuch or the Book of Isaiah. Linguists have emphasized the
fluidity between orality and literacy. The well-known sociolinguist
Deborah Tannen, for example, pulls back from the sharp dichotomy,
“let us not think of orality and literacy as an absolute split.”16 Biblical
scholars have followed suit, stressing the orality of ancient Israel and
showing how orality lingers even in the written texts of Israel. In an
important survey of this topic entitled Oral World and Written Word
Susan Niditch emphasizes the continuum between orality and liter-
acy. Niditch’s work rejects the simple diachronic approach, or a sharp
dichotomy between oral and written, as misguided because it can de-
value the power of oral cultures and overlooks the impact of orality
upon written texts.17 Orally composed literature should not be car-
icatured as rustic or unsophisticated. Works such as Homer’s Illiad
and Odyssey serve as prime examples of the power, complexity, and
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sophistication that oral literature can possess. Oral compositions can
be complex, and written texts can be simple. Moreover, even when
we begin to have written texts, the oral world leaves its mark on
them.

The fundamental orality of early Israel is reflected in the genre of
many of the society’s primary texts. At the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, Hermann Gunkel showed how the Book of Genesis was
deeply dependent on folk literature.18 More recently, scholars like
Robert Culley and especially Susan Niditch have emphasized how
deeply biblical literature depends on the oral culture of ancient Is-
raelite society.19 One example in biblical literature is the prophetic
messenger formula, “Thus says YHWH.” In the Bible, this phrase be-
comes a set written formula, but it has its setting in the oral delivery
of messages.20 In his book Stories in Scripture and Inscriptions, Simon
Parker highlights the oral dimensions of ancient inscriptions as well
as those of biblical texts.21 Thus, even when we have written texts,
the oral world often pervades their written expression.

Perhaps more importantly, oral tradition and written texts also rep-
resented competing centers of authority. While orality and literacy may
exist on a continuum, orality and textuality compete with each other
as different modes of authority. When a culture moves from oral tra-
dition to written texts as a basis of authority, this is a radical shift
in the social center of education. We need only to look to modern
debates among educators about different approaches to education –
for example, how much should the computer replace the teacher or
professor – to realize how sensitive and often heated even minor
changes in the traditional modes of education can be. Ultimately,
written texts would supplant oral tradition – a transformation not
taken lightly by those with an invested interest in the oral tradition.
In studying the formation of biblical literature, both the diachronic
movement from orality to literacy and the competition between oral
tradition and written texts must be considered.

The transition from oral to written is also a profound cultural
change. Jack Goody, the Cambridge anthropologist, stressed the enor-
mous cultural impact that writing and literacy has had in the devel-
opment of Western civilization.22 There has been some critique of
Goody, arguing, for instance, that he overstated the dichotomy be-
tween orality and literacy.23 There is some truth to this, but neither
does the critique fully account for the dichotomy between orality and
textuality as competing loci of authority. The rise of writing and the
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spread of literacy would challenge oral tradition and the oral commu-
nity with a new and independent basis of authority – the written text.
Such an educational innovation was not made without resistance.
And it was not made in one moment. The resistance to writing as a
replacement for oral tradition is a well-known anthropological phe-
nomenon. In ancient Greece, for example, Plato’s Socrates complains
to Phaedrus, “Written words seem to talk to you as though they were
intelligent, but if you ask them anything about what they say, from
a desire to be instructed, they go on telling you just the same thing
forever. And once a thing is put in writing, the composition, whatever
it may be, drifts all over the place” (Phaedrus, §275d). Of course, it
is not the text that drifts so much as it is the readers who interpret
the text without the guide of a teacher. Although Socrates complains
bitterly about the written word, his complaint is preserved, ironically,
only in a written account. In Plato’s Seventh Letter, he wrote that “ev-
ery serious man in dealing with really serious subjects carefully avoids
writing, lest thereby he may possibly cast them as prey to the envy
and stupidity of the public.”

In the Greco-Roman world, there was a natural resistance to books
and writing among all classes of society but especially among crafts-
men artisans who observed that their skills were kept within a trade
community and best learned from that oral context.24 Galen, a Roman
physician and philosopher (second century c.e.), belittled “those
who – according to the proverb – try to navigate out of books.”25

Similarly, Pliny the Elder emphasized the importance of the oral trans-
mission as opposed to books: “the living voice (viva vox), as the com-
mon saying has it, is much more effective” (Ep. II, 3). An important
element in these (and other) popular critiques of the written word
was the proverbial wisdom of the critic. It was just this proverbial
wisdom – held within the community and passed on by tradition –
that was most threatened by books and writing. Thus, while there
was a continuum between orality and literacy, there is also tension
and competition between a written text and a living voice. This ten-
sion tightens when the two compete as the basis of cultural or religious
authority.

An ambivalence in formative Christian literature about writing re-
flects a critique of the entrenched religious and political establish-
ments. Paul of Tarsus, for example, tells the Corinthians that “you
are a letter of Christ, prepared by us, written not with ink but with the
Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human
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hearts” and furthermore that “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life”
(2 Cor 3:3, 6). This statement, using the analogy of the written word
as opposed to the living voice, is not coincidental or isolated. Paul’s
assessment borrows a metaphor from an underlying cultural critique
of writing and books that threatened to displace the spirit and the
witness of the community. Early Christian writers were often apolo-
getic about their own writing as, for example, in the second century
c.e. Clement of Alexandria paradoxically begins his work Stromateis:
“This treatise is . . . a remedy for forgetfulness, a rough image, a
shadow of those clear and living words which I was thought worthy to
hear.”26 Here, Clement’s critique recalls the Platonic critique of writ-
ing. That is to say, the critique of writing was part of a larger cultural
debate.

Orality was also an ideology of Rabbinic Judaism. In the first cen-
turies of the Common Era, the Rabbis were strident in emphasizing
that oral tradition (i.e., the oral Torah) served as a final authority
greater than the written Torah. Again, however, this oral tradition was
ultimately preserved in written texts (e.g., Mishnah, Talmud). Yet, the
written tradition couched itself as vernacular Hebrew, reflecting the
oral ideology. Oral ideology also worked itself out in other spheres
of Rabbinic Judaism; so, for example, liturgy could not have a fixed
form but had to be fluid. Prayers could not be written in one set form.
Although oral tradition lay alongside written texts,27 they existed in
an uneasy relationship. On the one hand, the Rabbinic emphasis on
oral Torah – sometimes at the expense of the written Torah – reflected
a strong ideology that favored the oral over the written as author-
ity. On the other hand, the references by the Qumran sectarians to
“those who move the boundaries,” “those who follow easy interpre-
tations,” or those who say the law “is not fixed” reflected a critique
of oral tradition in favor of the written tradition. The Qumran sec-
tarians were a priestly elite group that functioned in opposition to the
Jerusalem priesthood. Likewise, the tension between the Sadducees
and Pharisees over the authority of the oral tradition should be un-
derstood, as least in part, as tension between the literate social elites
who controlled the written texts and the more lay population who
were largely illiterate. Oral Torah was egalitarian, whereas Scripture
was elitist. Both the early Christian church and Rabbinic Judaism ini-
tially distanced themselves from the sole authority of written texts, but
the institutionalization of both Christianity and Judaism ultimately
resulted in the resurgence of authoritative written texts (like the New
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Testament and the Mishnah). The textualization of culture could not
be stopped, even if it was temporarily stayed by the religious aristoc-
racy and by the destruction of the Second Temple.

The shift in religious authority – from oral tradition to written
texts – had far-reaching implications. As Haym Soloveitchik pointed
out in his study of modern Jewish religious movements,28 the shift
portends a tendency toward religious stridency. It has the capacity to
alter religious performance. It transforms the nature and purpose of
education. It redistributes political power.

The reading of the authoritative (and innovative) religious text also
often results in a sense of guilt and a subsequent need for radical re-
form. Two prominent biblical examples immediately leap to mind.
First is the Josianic Reforms, which begin with the discovery of the
Book of the Covenant: “When the king heard the words of the book
of the law, he tore his clothes” (2 Kgs 22:11). After this, the king “read
in all the words of the book of the covenant that had been found in the
house of YHWH. The king stood by the pillar and made a covenant
before YHWH, to follow YHWH, keeping his commandments, his
decrees, and his statutes, with all his heart and all his soul, to perform
the words of this covenant that were written in this book. All the
people joined in the covenant” (2 Kgs 23:2-3). Guilt is immediately
felt, and this dictates a change in religious performance. The people
then participate in wide-ranging reforms that wipe out non-orthodox
(according to the book) religious activities. Likewise, the story of the
reforms under Ezra begins with an elaborate description of gathering
the people together to read “the book of the law of Moses.” Ezra
gets up on a special podium, the people watch as he opens the book,
and then he reads (Neh 8:1-8). The reaction is immediate: “all the
people wept when they heard the words of the law” (v. 9). The peo-
ple are then moved to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot).
Responding to the written text, the people enter into a binding writ-
ten agreement to separate themselves from foreigners – even their own
wives and children – in accordance with the written word (Neh 10:28-
38). The violation of the written regulations has to be punished, or at
least explained away. For example, David’s many wives violated the
injunction “not to multiply wives” (Deut 17:17). The Qumran sec-
tarians explain that “David had not read the sealed book of the Law
in the Ark; for the Ark was not opened in Israel from the day of the
death of Eleazar and Joshua and the elders who served the goddess
Ashtoret. It lay buried <and was not> revealed until the appearance


