
[image: Whose Bible Is It?]


[image: Whose Bible Is It?; A History of the Scriptures Through the Ages; Jaroslav Pelikan]



About the Author

Jaroslav Pelikan is Sterling Professor Emeritus of History at Yale University and past president of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. His many books include the five-volume The Christian Tradition, Jesus Through the Centuries, and Mary Through the Centuries. He has received the Thomas Jefferson Medal of the National Endowment for the Humanities and an honorary degree from the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, as well as forty-one other honorary degrees.




To all my honorary Christian Alma Maters
—Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox—

and to The Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
which on 16 May 1991 / 3 Sivan 5751
made me an honorary Doctor of Laws




Preface

The idea for this book originated in Carnegie Hall at Christmas time 1990, with the annual performance of George Frideric Handel'ss Messiah by Musica Sacra of New York, under the baton of Richard Westenburg.

A longtime friend and colleague, the conductor had invited me to prepare an essay as part of the program notes for Messiah. Although I had been listening to Messiah all my life, the venue of Carnegie Hall raised a host of new questions about it and sharpened the point of some very old ones. The essay in the program notes, therefore, bore the title “Whose Bible Is It?” which I have now adopted for this entire book. For in Carnegie Hall, at a performance where audience, chorus, and orchestra included not only Christians but Jews and nonbelievers, the biblical text of Messiah (only one-third of whose passages are taken from the New Testament) presupposed—or seemed to presume—something that could not automatically be taken for granted, not in that venue at any rate. Messiah seems to be implying, as most Christians in most centuries have maintained, that when the prophet Isaiah in his seventh chapter prophesies (according to the King James Version of the Bible) that “a Virgin shall conceive, and bear a Son, and shall call his name Immanuel,” or in his ninth chapter proclaims “For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given,” or in his fifty-third chapter describes how “He hath borne our griefs and carried our sorrows,” he is speaking not only explicitly but perhaps even exclusively about the virginal birth and the atoning crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth, “Messiah.”1,2,3 Therefore these texts from the Hebrew Bible have been taken not to have a valid meaning in their ownright within the Jewish context but only within the Christian. They had become, as a second-century Christian writer speaking to Jews had called them, “not your Scriptures but ours.”

Meanwhile, like many of my contemporaries, I had long been responding—or trying to respond somehow—to the catastrophic events of the 1930s and 1940s. For me that response took the particular form of asking what role, if any, Christian categories and ways of thinking about Judaism and Jews might have played in leading to the Holocaust. As a member of the board of the National Conference of Christians and Jews and in other similar positions, but above all as a historian of Christian doctrine, I found this question—or, rather, this cluster of questions—altogether unavoidable. The reviewers of my five-volume history, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine, which was published between 1971 and 1989, have remarked on two distinctive features in the work as a whole by which it is differentiated from other and previous histories of Christian thought and doctrine: the concentration on identifying the key biblical passages from both Testaments that served the church as the foundation and the proof texts for the various doctrines whose development in various periods was the subject of the book; and the recognition that the relation of Christianity to Judaism was basic not simply to “the emergence of the Catholic tradition” as I treated it in the first volume, but to the entire history of Christian doctrine and to every doctrine and every period in that history, and therefore to each of the five volumes.

The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, on 16 May 1991 / 3 Sivan 5751, recognized both of these dimensions of my work with the signal honor (especially for a Christian scholar of Christian history) to which the dedication of this book is a partial response. The characteristically generous citation for the honorary degree read in part:


You have taught us all that great religious traditions continuously renew themselves through the ages, generating ever-changing interpretations of the ever-constant sacred text of Scripture…. You have carefully attended to the continuing dialogue between Christians and Jews that informs the church to this day. In awarding you this honorary degree, we recognize and pay tribute to… your commitment to the proposition that Jews and Christians are two distinct religious communities with a common commitment to Scripture and its interpretations.



Unbeknownst to the seminary or to me at the time, that citation was a kind of foreword to the present book, which is coming out nearly a decade and a half later.

I said earlier that this book originated in Carnegie Hall at Christmas time 1990, and it did. But I might just as appropriately have given credit for it to my late aunt, Vanda Olga Brazlova, whom my uncle, John M. (Jack) Pelikan, met and married while he was working during the 1920s and 1930s as an electrical engineer in the Soviet Union. After an adventuresome escape that became part of our treasury of family legend, Aunt Vanda came to the United States in the early 1930s from a country where atheism was the official creed and where the reading of the Bible was, at best, “Rated PG 13.” But once she arrived in the free world, she voraciously read the Bible and everything else in sight—with a freshness and a directness that could be, by turns, disarming and devastating, sometimes seemingly naive but actually very sophisticated. One day she asked me rather casually, in what Patrick O'Brian in the fourth of his Aubrey/Maturin novels calls “a fluent though curious English devoid of articles” (a characteristic problem for Slavic speakers with which I, too, for that matter, still have difficulties), an English that remained heavily accented no matter how long she spoke it, “Tall me, vot do you tink of Bible?” It brought me up short, and I can't quite remember my answer, if any. But now finally, after several decades, I am trying to answer dear Aunt Vanda's unforgettable question.4




[image: INTRODUCTION: The Bible, the Whole Bible, and Nothing but the Bible?]
In a variation on all those old jokes about the rabbi, the priest, and the minister walking together into a bar, three women take advantage of the lunch hour in their downtown office to visit the bookstore across the street. One of them is Jewish, the other two are Christian—one Roman Catholic and the other Protestant. Because it is the season of Passover and Easter (closely related holidays that are nevertheless observed on separate dates), each of them wants to buy a Bible for her daughter.

And yet each of the three needs to buy a different Bible. Therefore, a knowledgeable clerk should ask each of them, “Which Bible do you want?” For not only must any buyer or reader of whatever religious affiliation find the many English translations of the Bible bewildering (King James Version, Revised Standard Version, New Revised Standard Version, Good News Version, Jewish Publication Society Version, New English Bible, Revised English Bible, Jerusalem Bible, New Jerusalem Bible, etc.), but the buyer has the right to expect “the Bible, the whole Bible, and nothing but the Bible.” Yet the table of contents—technically called canon, meaning “rule” (see Appendixes)—is fundamentally different in the different Bibles. The difference between the Jewish Bible and all the Christian Bibles is the greatest: there is no New Testament, and the Jewish buyer ought to be able to demand “nothing but the Bible,” especially if on her last business trip she examined the Gideon Bible in her hotel room, which includes the New Testament. But the Protestant Bible is also very different from the Roman Catholic Bible: it has no Apocrypha, so the Roman Catholic customer may well ask, “Is this the wholeBible?” It is sometimes said that these differences are “discernible [only to] ecclesiastical scholars,”1 but five or ten minutes of comparison shopping ought to be enough for anyone to see the contrasts.

Two terms that are often used in connection with the Bible, one from law and one from medicine, will illustrate the importance of “the Bible, the whole Bible, and nothing but the Bible” for anyone who takes the Bible as authoritative: testament and prescription. We are so accustomed to tossing around the terms “Old Testament” and “New Testament” that we may forget their root meaning, which comes out in the legal title “last will and testament.” Such a “will and testament” is a contract between the living and the dead, and both the testator and the heirs are entitled to have the confidence that this document authoritatively represents “the whole testament and nothing but the testament” of the one who has made it and dictated its terms. Similarly, when a physician writes a prescription, it is legitimate for both the doctor and the patient to demand that the pharmacist honor the “authorial intent” in the document and provide “the prescription and nothing but the prescription.” Both the testament and the prescription can be matters of life and death, and so can the Bible, which is why we speak of “salvation,” which means health, and of “what the Word of God prescribes.”

In a sense, Whose Bible Is It? may be said to use the “history of the Scriptures through the ages” to tell how all those various Bibles are the same, but also how and why each of them is different—not only initially in what it contains but also in how it has been read and understood, and to explain why that is still important.

The history of Jewish-Christian relations, and then the history of the divisions within Christendom, is at one level the history of biblical interpretation. The parties have faced each other across a sacred page that they held in common but that only served to emphasize their separation. In every Bible, whether Jewish or Christian, God says to Moses: “I will raise up a prophet for them from among their own people, like yourself: I will put My words in his mouth and he will speak to them all that I command him; and if anybody fails to heed the words he speaks in My name, I myself will call him to account.”2 As quoted in the New Testament, is this a prophecy of the decisive transfer of authority from Moses to Jesus? And in every Christian Bible, Jesus declares: “And I say to you: you are Peter, the Rock; and on this rock I will build my church, and the powers of death shall never conquer it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of Heaven; what you forbid on earth shall be forbidden in heaven, and what you allow on earth shall be allowed in heaven.”3 Emblazoned around the dome of Saint Peter's Basilica in Rome, is this the charter of the Papacy? It is essential to recognize the importance—but also the limitations—of these issues of doctrine and biblical interpretation in our understanding of how Christians and Jews have viewed each other, and of how Christians have viewed other Christians.

Because of this central concern for the place of the Bible both in Judaism and in Christianity, the nomenclature of the books and portions of the Bible is far more than a matter of names. Christians are accustomed to speak of “the Old Testament” and “the New Testament,” the contrast between “the old” and “the new” unavoidably carrying with it connotations such as “the superseded” or at least “the updated.” In these pages “New Testament” is retained, because that is what Christians call it. But instead of “Old Testament,” or the various recent attempts at politically correct euphemism such as “First Testament” or “Hebrew Scripture,” it is usually called what it is called within Judaism, Tanakh, which is an acronym of the first letters of the Hebrew titles of its three parts: Torah, the Five Books of Moses; Nevi'im, the Prophets; Kethuvim, the Writings. Only as a reference to its place within the Christian Bible is it called here “Old Testament.” Following the exalted precedent of Psalm 119, the title of each of the twelve chapters—twelve for the twelve tribes of Israel or for the twelve apostles of Christ—includes the name “Bible” or some synonym for it.
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God Speaks to Moses from the Burning Bush: Synagogue decoration at Dura-Europos, ca. 200 CE: From Carl H. Kraeling, The Synagogue, Foreword by Jaroslav Pelikan (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1979), Plate 76. (Courtesy of Yale University Press)

All of us could speak before we ever began to read or write. That is true not only of individuals but of entire nations, which, when they have acquired or developed alphabets and scripts, have done so for a tongue that had already been spoken for a long time. And with all due reverence in the presence of an ultimate and unfathomable mystery, it may even be said to be true of the Deity. “In the beginning… God said, ‘Let there be light’”; “In the beginning the [spoken] Word already was.”1,2 On this, at least, Jews and Christians are in agreement, and so are their Bibles, that there was a Word of God before there was a written Bible of any kind, that the God of the Bible is the God who speaks. “They have mouths, but cannot speak,” the Psalm says about idols made with human hands, in utter contrast with the living God who does not have a mouth and yet does speak.3 Eleven times, the opening chapter of the Torah uses the verb “to say” in reference to God, in addition to the related verbs “to call” and “to bless.”4 But the God who speaks does not write anything in the Torah for eighty chapters, until the giving of the tablets of the Law to Moses at Mount Sinai in the second half of the Second Book.5 To comprehend the written Bible, moreover, it is essential to understand that most of the words which are now written down in it had been spoken first and, therefore, they had been heard long before they could ever have been read.

Now that we have these words primarily in written form, we need to sound them out, sometimes even aloud, before we can grasp their full meaning. An unexpected example of how a presumed oral original helps to explain the written text is the statement of John theBaptist in the Gospels: “Do not imagine you can say, ‘We have Abraham for our father.’ I tell you that God can make children for Abraham out of these stones.” Interpreters of this passage were often puzzled about what connection, if any, there is between “children” and “stones” until, in the process of translating (or retranslating) this saying from Greek back into Aramaic (or Hebrew), it became evident: ben, as in the title of one of the Apocrypha, “Ben Sirach,” means “son” or “child,” with the plural banim; and eben, as in “Eben-Ezer,” means “stone,” with the plural ebanim; so what John the Baptist was saying was that God was able to make banim out of ebanim, a play on words that is lost not only in the translation from Aramaic to Greek to English, but in the transcription from oral tradition to written text.6,7

THE VOICE OF GOD

Therefore, the Moses who (according to tradition) is the writer of the first five books of the Bible first learns the Name and the Word of God through a voice that calls to him out of “a bush all aflame”: “Moses! Moses! I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” —through a voice, not through a book. When Moses asks His name, the voice replies enigmatically, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh, I Am That I Am.”8 This God-who-is is known by the mysterious name YHWH, the four consonants or “Tetragrammaton.” Modern scholars usually explain the Tetragrammaton as having been pronounced “Yahweh,” but pious Jews did not—and do not—pronounce it, substituting “the LORD” for it (a practice that Christian translations of the Hebrew follow).9 Thus, the Being of God remains a transcendent mystery permanently, and it is the Voice and the Word of God that can be known. Therefore, the identification to Moses is: “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” To each of these patriarchs God speaks in the Genesis account and then acts accordingly. “The LORD said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your father's house to the land that I will show you,’” and so the history of the patriarchs and of Israel begins.10Later, “the LORD appeared to Isaac and said, ‘I will make your heirs as numerous as the stars of heaven.’”11 Again, and in a dream, “the LORD was standing beside Jacob [whose other name is Israel], and He said, ‘I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac.’” Speaking and doing are inseparable, for YHWH, the God of Abraham, is the God who speaks.

THE PROPHET

That centrality of speaking is the significance behind the familiar title “prophet,” which, despite the presence of seers and sages such as Confucius and Gautama Buddha in many of the world religions, is in this special sense the common heritage and peculiar tradition of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, the three monotheistic “peoples of the Book.” Therefore, the second of the three major sections of the Jewish Tanakh carries the heading Nevi‘im, “The Prophets.”12 Likewise, one of the designations for Jesus Christ attributed to popular acclaim in the Gospels is “the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth in Galilee.” And in the tradition of the Qur‘an, where “Allah, most benevolent, ever-merciful” declares, “Never did We send a message before you but through a man, whom We inspired,” this is the preeminent way of speaking about Muhammad.13 Even now Muslims often refer to him simply as “the Prophet.” The Shahādah, the central creed of Islam, affirms: “There is no God but God, and Muhammad is his prophet.”

Despite our speaking about a “weather prophet” who appears on radio or television, or about the more or less reliable “prophecies” of the stock market that come from a broker, the word prophet (a compound from the Greek word for “speaker”) does not mean in the first instance someone who predicts the future, but one who speaks out on behalf of God—not one who foretells, therefore, but one who tells-forth (which often also includes, of course, foretelling the future). The primary and defining characteristic of the biblical prophet, then, is to be sought in the divine vocation and mission of telling and speaking in the name and by the designated authority of Another.

Already in the historical books of the Tanakh, the stock formula employed for a special revelation from God to a prophet is: “The word of the LORD then came to Samuel”; “But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan”; “When David rose in the morning, the word of the LORD had come to the prophet Gad, David's seer”; “Then the word of the LORD came to Solomon”; “Before Isaiah had gone out of the middle court, the word of the LORD came to him”; “That same night the word of God came to Nathan”; “The word of the LORD came to Shemaiah, the man of God.”14 Within the texts of the writings of the Prophets, this same formula provides the credentials and the commissioning for the speaking of God to the prophet and therefore through the prophet: “Then the word of the LORD came to Isaiah,” who writes the sixty-six chapters of his book.15 In the prophecies of Ezekiel, it introduces one paragraph after another: “Then the word of the LORD came to me.” Jeremiah opens his book: “The words of Jeremiah…. The word of the LORD came to him.” A majority of the Twelve Minor Prophets invoke it in the very first verse of their prophetic books.

To emphasize the continuity of John the Baptist with the prophets, but then also the change that Christ has brought about, the New Testament also invokes the prophetic formula—but for John and for no one else, not even for the apostles of Christ, because, strictly speaking, the word of God did not come to Jesus, who was himself the Word of God in person and in the flesh: “The word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.”16 As the emissaries for the Word of God in person and witnesses to his life, death, and resurrection, the disciples and apostles of Jesus present themselves to their hearers as those to whom this definitive Word of God has come: “It was there from the beginning; we have heard it; we have seen it with our own eyes; we looked upon it, and felt it with our own hands: our theme is the Word which gives life.”17,18

Only secondarily, if at all, does the prophet write: “The word which came to Jeremiah from the LORD: Thus said the LORD, the God of Israel: Write down in a scroll all the words that I have spoken to you….19 And these are the words that the LORD spoke concerningIsrael and Judah.” In the inaugural vision of the prophet Isaiah, it is the lips of the prophet, not his writing hand, that the seraph touches with a live coal to cleanse it:


Now that this has touched your lips,20

Your guilt shall depart

And your sin be purged away.



The twenty-one written books of the major and minor Prophets of Israel that are contained in the Tanakh under the designation “Nevi‘im, the Prophets” make no pretense whatever of containing everything that every prophet ever spoke during the long history of prophetism in Israel. Indeed, as one of the Gospels of the New Testament was to say in its concluding chapters, in words that refer specifically to books about Jesus but that are equally applicable to the other, earlier prophets of Israel as well, “There were indeed many other signs that Jesus performed in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book….21 If it were all to be recorded in detail, I suppose the world could not hold the books that would be written.”

ORAL TRADITION IN THE WORLD LITERATURES

This primacy of the oral word is not confined to the traditions of the Bible, the Tanakh, and the New Testament. One of the most exciting revolutions in the study of Greek literature during the twentieth century was the discovery that the works of Homer (whoever he—or they—may have been, blind or not) were probably composed and for centuries transmitted in oral form before they were ever written down. Proposed as a hypothesis by the brilliant young classicist Mil-man Parry, this interpretation of the Iliad and the Odyssey argued that Greek epic verse in its beginnings was the work of illiterate bards, professional musician-poets who sang it to their audiences and taughtit to their pupils by singing it over and over again. The reliance of these singers on the stock formulas and epithets that we still recognize in the Homeric epics and the very complexity of the poetic devices, meter, and language, Parry urged, could be seen as a mnemonic device to protect the poems against the subtle changes and corruptions that might creep in as they were being recited over and over again in the fluid and shifting form that word of mouth necessarily takes on. It is still a favorite party game to pass on a whispered message of some complexity from one person to another, and then to discover how it has been garbled in the transmission after ten or fifteen “repetitions” that prove not to have been verbatim repetitions or even to have preserved the original substance of the message. There were skeptical reactions to Parry's audacious hypothesis from the members of the scholarly establishment, who, then as now, devoted their lives to writing and publishing books and who therefore could not imagine that, in the absence of writing, any work as complex as two entire epic poems consisting of over twenty-seven thousand lines could have been memorized over many generations and preserved relatively unchanged by uneducated and illiterate Greek peasants without ever being put down in permanent form. But Parry found illiterate shepherds in Yugoslavia who had been doing precisely that for centuries. And with some modifications, his theory, or at any rate this aspect of it, now usually labeled “orality” (to be distinguished from “literacy”), has found wide acceptance among students not only of early Greek literature but of other national literatures as well.

Meanwhile, all the way across Europe, the early literatures of Scandinavia and Britain had also been traced to oral sources already in the nineteenth century. The poetic medieval Eddas of Iceland and the Old Norse prose sagas were evidently being recited or sung long before they were written, the latter probably not before the thirteenth century. An eccentric nineteenth-century Danish antiquarian, hymn writer, and bishop, Nikolai F. S. Grundtvig, laid the foundations for the modern study of the Old English epic Beowulf with his speculative reconstruction of the earlier oral Scandinavian sources that might underlie that poem in its present written form, which is usually said to date from the eighth century. Grundtvig also anticipated much of the modern study of the New Testament by similarly positing the existence within the first generation of Christian believers, and tracing back to the teachings of Jesus himself, of a primitive oral confession and proclamation, out of which the Gospels and even in some sense the Epistles of Paul could be said to have emerged. On-site studies by anthropologists of traditional storytelling formulas among various “primitive” and preliterate peoples of quite disparate backgrounds in many parts of the globe have found a surprising level of sophistication, confirming the theory that a culture does not have to possess a developed alphabet and a stabilized written language to be capable of profound “literary” creativity.

The burgeoning study of saga, epic, and oral tradition in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries extended to cultures dating from the region and the period to which we also owe the beginnings of the material that eventually came into our Bible. Such study became possible as a consequence of the development of archaeology into a science in its own right, which led to a refinement of linguistics and the “cracking” of various ancient alphabets; the most celebrated of these was the discovery and deciphering of the Rosetta stone by Jean-François Champollion, which led to the “cracking” of the code of Egyptian hieroglyphics. Prominent among these cultures were those of the ancient Near East, Babylonia, Sumeria, and Mesopotamia, which had given birth to poetic narratives about the creation and the flood that in some respects bore a striking resemblance to the oral narratives that were eventually incorporated into the Hebrew Torah. Written (and presumably recited) in Akkadian, the Gilgamesh Epic contains, among other material, accounts of a primitive man and of a world-destroying deluge that to many Judeo-Christian readers were remarkably (but therefore also sometimes disturbingly) similar to the biblical stories of Adam and Noah. The Babylonian poem known as Enuma Elish, which seems to have been recited once a year or even oftener, contained enough parallels to the first two chapters of the Torah to have become known rather loosely as “the Babylonian Genesis.” Both of these ancient epics, together with other tablets andwritten sources discovered by archaeological excavation, provided a wealth of information about how such narratives, including the biblical narratives, must have arisen and been transmitted in the ancient world.

Teachers of English literature often need to remind their students that Shakespeare did not write his plays to be studied as texts in seminars but to be performed at the Globe. Not the page but the stage was—and also is—their proper venue. It sometimes seems that the two Shakespeares, the playing field of the scholars and the shooting script of the actors and directors, have been traveling on separate tracks with very little contact. When there has been such contact, scholars have discovered that the language of the plays has to be heard in order to be read. Unlike most readers in Antiquity who read their books aloud, we have developed the convention of reading silently. This lets us read more widely but often less well, especially when what we are reading—such as the plays of Shakespeare and Holy Scripture—is a body of oral material that has been, almost but not quite accidentally, captured in a book like a fly in amber.

SOCRATES AND JESUS

The most striking examples from Antiquity of a reliance on the oral rather than the written word did not come to light through modern archaeology or recent literary theory at all, however, but had in fact been known in the Western tradition for a very long time. In the words of John Stuart Mill, “Mankind can hardly be too often reminded, that there was once a man named Socrates…, acknowledged master of all the eminent thinkers who have since lived.”22 Nevertheless, it does need to be added that mankind can hardly be too often reminded as well that everything we know about Socrates, every piece of wisdom that can be traced to him, is secondhand, having come to us not directly from him but from his disciples and hearers: the philosopher Plato or the historian Xenophon or the dramatic poet Aristophanes. His enormous influence on every generation in all the centuries between his time and ours—“Saint Socrates, pray for us!” Desiderius Erasmus is reported to have exclaimed—is the result of those intermediary sources, and it has depended on their credibility. For living though he did in the highly literate culture that was Periclean Athens, where books carried a massive weight of authority and influence, Socrates himself did not write a book or even a jotting that has survived. All his ideas remained in oral form, all his words were only spoken. And yet it was for these spoken words and unwritten ideas that he was officially condemned and put to death.

The same is true of Jesus of Nazareth. Practically everything in the preceding paragraph could be applied to Jesus as well as to Socrates. He, too, did not write anything. He was able to read from the scroll of the Prophets, announcing, “Today in your hearing this text has come true,” and by that announcement once again giving primacy to hearing over text.23 But the one mention in the Gospels of his writing, when he “bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground,” is of doubtful authenticity in the Greek manuscripts.24 Even if it is authentic, moreover, it does not report anything about just what it was that he wrote. He criticized his opponents for “studying the scriptures diligently” but not understanding them because they refused to listen to the living words that he, being the Word of God in the flesh, was speaking to them here and now.25 Otherwise, it is his spoken teachings that we have to go on and exclusively in the form (or forms) in which his pupils wrote them down after the fact. “No one ever spoke as this man speaks,” even his enemies are reported to have acknowledged, if rather grudgingly; for “unlike their scribes [people who dealt with the written word] he taught [that is, he spoke] with a note of authority.”26,27

Apart from the vast differences in content, one difference between Socrates and Jesus is in the interval between their spoken words and the written accounts of their words. A strong argument that some historians have advanced for the inherent credibility of the self-defense of Socrates at his trial before the citizens of Athens, as Plato has written it down in his Apology of Socrates, is that the book came so soon after the actual event that any distortion in substance would have caught the attention and aroused the fatal criticism of the many potential readers of the Apology who were present and voting when Socrates spoke at his trial. By contrast, the first words of Jesus ever to be written are a few formulaic words of the oral liturgical tradition: “This is my body, which is for you; do this in memory of me” and “This cup is the new covenant sealed by my blood.28 Whenever you drink it, do this in memory of me.” Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper with these words, as they were quoted from that oral liturgical tradition by the apostle Paul writing to the Christian congregation at Corinth twenty years or so after the fact. After that, the first surviving written account of the sayings of Jesus, which most scholars today would identify with the Gospel of Mark, is usually dated just before the year 70 CE (the destruction of Jerusalem by the Roman armies under Titus). The other three Gospels probably came even later, although there is evidence in them that at the same time “many [other] writers have undertaken to draw up an account of the events that have taken place among us, following the traditions handed down to us by the original eyewitnesses and servants of the gospel,” traditions that would also appear to have been oral; these “many [other] writers” are not identified more specifically.29 In any case, there were at least three or four decades during which the deeds of Jesus were being remembered and his words were being recited, but only orally; and the written forms incorporate those oral traditions. As late as the mid-fourth century there was a reluctance to write everything down. Quoting the Christian creed that was used for baptism in the church of Jerusalem, Bishop Cyril of Jerusalem told his hearers: “This summary I wish you both to commit to memory when I recite it, and to rehearse it with all diligence among yourselves, not writing it out on paper, but engraving it by the memory upon your heart,” for fear that if they were written down, the secrets of the divine mystery would fall into the wrong hands.30

There is a valuable tidbit of information in the New Testament about this process, in the farewell discourse of the apostle Paul to the elders of the church in Ephesus, reported in the Acts of the Apostles. It concludes with the admonition that “we should keep in mind thewords of the Lord Jesus, who himself said, ‘Happiness lies more in giving than in receiving.’”31 As it was translated in the King James Version of the English Bible, “It is more blessed to give than to receive,” this is among the most frequently quoted—though not at the same time the most faithfully heeded—of the sayings of Jesus. Yet it is not recorded in any of the Gospels, not even in the one written by Luke, the author of Acts who has Paul cite it here. That raises the question of the relation between the written forms of the Bible and the oral traditions that preceded them. It is a question over which the scholarly interpreters of the Gospels have been debating for centuries, but it is also a question that has to be asked about any act of committing an older oral tradition to written text. One of the basic differences between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, the two parties within Judaism that figure the most prominently in the New Testament accounts, was said to be that the Pharisees accepted the authority of traditions alongside the authority of the biblical text, while the Sadducees denied such authority, in principle at any rate. The concept of an “oral Torah” alongside the written Torah underlies the traditions that were then to be collected in the Talmud. Within Christian history the issue became central to the debates of the sixteenth-century Reformation, in which Luther and Calvin rejected the claim that the church's traditional interpretations of the Bible and even its nonbiblical traditions were an authoritative source of divine revelation alongside or in addition to the written Bible. “The Bible only is the religion of Protestants,” William Chillingworth insisted. In its response to that elevation of biblical authority, the Roman Catholic church decreed in 1546 that “this truth and rule are contained in written books and in unwritten traditions which were received by the apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or else have come down to us, handed on as it were from the apostles themselves at the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.” According to this decree, all of these sources—the Bible, the written traditions, and the unwritten oral traditions—were to be received “with a like feeling of piety and reverence,” regardless of the modality in which they had been preserved.

SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION

Even when the written text itself is taken to be the direct product of a special inspiration by God—as both the Tanakh and the New Testament are by their faithful adherents, and as the Qur‘an is, supremely and transcendently, by Muslim believers—this question is by no means settled. From the earliest times the Jewish scribes, who were the faithful custodians of the written text of the holy Torah, word by word and even letter by letter, were at the same time passing down from master to pupil and by word of mouth various traditions about both customs and teaching, as well as about the meaning of the written text itself, that were not part of the Torah but of the tradition; the collection of such traditions was the basis of the Talmud. When the Christians accepted the Torah and the rest of the Tanakh but added their New Testament to it to create the Christian Bible, that did not put an end to this process, either. Writing in the fourth century, the Christian theologian Basil of Caesarea insisted that such pious actions as making the sign of the cross or facing the East when praying, neither of them commanded in the Bible, were not simply popular customs which it was possible for believers to obey or to ignore at will but unwritten traditions that had come down from the apostolic beginnings of Christianity and that were therefore of no lesser authority than the written apostolic traditions which were enshrined in the Bible.32 It was all normative and binding Christian tradition, regardless of the medium, written or unwritten, through which it was conveyed.

The liturgical venue of these traditions as enumerated by Basil is a reminder that behind the written text of the Tanakh as we have received it there also stood not only the sayings of the prophets and sages of Israel but the spoken—or, more often, the sung—traditions of worship. No part of the Scriptures has been more deeply cherished through the ages by Christians no less than by Jews than the Book of Psalms. The first book that was ever produced in America was The Whole Book of Psalms Faithfully Translated into English Metre, publishedin 1640 (The Bay Psalm Book). Although the Book of Psalms, too, has frequently been ransacked by theologians looking for proof texts to quote, the Psalms carry on almost every page of their text the reminder that what was important was not the book as book but the songs of prayer and praise. They had been sung before they were written, and they were primarily intended to be sung over and over again also after they were written: “For the leader; with instrumental music”; “Shiggaion of David, which he sang to the LORD”; and so on to the next to the last Psalm, which opens with the admonition “Hallelujah. Sing to the LORD a new song”—a “new song” that, of course, has often turned out in the event to be a very old song indeed.33,34,35 Their written codification, therefore, was not to be seen as an end in itself but as the only possible means of preserving the continuity and guaranteeing that what previous generations once sang could be sung again by later generations. Indeed, they have been for centuries and now for entire millennia, both by Jews and by Christians. The Psalm that is written by the hand of the scribe stands in the service of the Psalm that is sung by the lips of the cantor, choir, or worshiping congregation; and “sung by the lips” has priority both in time and in importance.

But that priority of “the lips” applies no less to the nonpoetic books of the Bible. Not only does the spoken word of the prophet and, ultimately, the word spoken by God to the prophet and through the prophet precede the book that the prophet writes, as we noted from the prophet Jeremiah; but the prophet writes the words in the book precisely for the purpose of their being spoken words again at some future time. The same applies to the New Testament. As Martin Luther once observed, nowhere in the New Testament does Jesus command his disciples to go out into the world and write books, not even the Gospels and the other books of the New Testament. Rather, as the New Testament itself is at pains to attest, “he said to them: ‘Go to every part of the world, and proclaim the gospel to the whole creation.’”36 For Luther, therefore, “Scripture” was the name for the Scripture that Jesus had read and quoted, the Tanakh /Old Testament. The best name for the New Testament, according to him, was not “Scripture” but “proclamation” or “message.” In the history of the people of God there have often been entire centuries and entire countries in which the illiterate population of believers outnumbered the literate population. But the message of the prophets and the message of the Gospels did not begin with text, and it does not perpetuate itself only through text: “God said, ‘Let there be light' “; “In the beginning the [spoken] Word already was.”37

THE SPOKEN WORD AND THE WRITTEN WORD

This primacy of what “God said” over the written word, even the written word of God, has its grounds in the human psyche and in the very nature of human language. In Plato's Phaedrus, Socrates, without writing his criticism on paper, criticizes the excessive reliance of some of his Greek contemporaries on the written word at the expense of “the living word of knowledge which has a soul, and of which the written word is properly no more than an image.” Similarly, the most influential letter writer in history, the apostle Paul, when he is compelled to rely on the written word in his letter to the Galatians, expresses his vexation with it: “How I wish I could be with you now, for then I could modify my tone!” Modulating the tone of voice; speaking loudly or whispering; pausing, speeding up, or slowing down; gestures, grimaces, and smiles all of these are dimensions of oral communication and tools of persuasion that no system of punctuation, capitalization, italics, or boldface type can hope to reproduce.38,39,40 Plato quotes Socrates as saying in the same context in the Phaedrus, “Writing has one grave fault in common with painting…. You would imagine that [books] had intelligence, but if you require an explanation of something that has been said, they preserve one unvarying meaning. And when they have been once written down they are tumbled about anywhere, all alike, among those who understand them and among strangers, and do not know to whom they should or should not reply: and if they are maltreated or abused, they have no parent to protect them; for the book cannot protect or defend itself.”

To give a picture that is perhaps more fair: What is lost when the spoken word (as we often say, perhaps more portentously than we realize) is reduced to writing must be balanced against what is preserved in that same process and by means of it. We learn every day that there is nothing more fleeting and evanescent than spoken language. It is, as Keats
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