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Biblical performance criticism is 
a relatively new term, and I think 
that explaining the origins of 
this term and the new paradigm 
of biblical study that it informs 
would be helpful for most of our 
members. Biblical performance 
criticism is essentially an exten-
sion of historical research into 
the original context of the Bible 
and the medium of communica-
tion. There’s been a lot of work 
over the centuries on the con-
tent of the Bible. However, this 
work did not look into the forms 
of communication that were 
prevalent in the ancient world or 
the development of language, 
both of which are critical to our 
understanding of the Bible. Now 
many scholars are research-
ing both the oral nature of the 
Bible and ancient communica-
tion forms. These two areas of 
study are informing the work of 
biblical performance criticism 
scholars, many of whom are 
in the NBS Scholars’ Seminar. 
The Network has been vitally 
important in the development 
of biblical performance criti-
cism. The NBS Seminar, which 
takes place each year before 

the Festival Gathering, gives 
scholars an opportunity to come 
together to discuss new findings 
and share their work with others 
in the field. This information is 
then shared with the NBS mem-
bership so that it can inform the 
work of biblical storytellers.

Prior to biblical performance 
criticism, it was assumed that, 
once the Bible was written 
down, it was received the same 
way as it was in the 18th and 
19th century, when books were 
readily available and the culture 
was literate. That is to say there 
was no historical study of the 
communication culture of antiq-
uity associated with form criti-
cism. We now know that less 
than ten percent of the ancient 
world could read or write. So, 
there were several things that 
contributed to a reexamination 
of that. In the 20th century there 
has been a lot of study of com-
munications media. In the mid-
20th century Marshall McLuhan 
(The Guttenberg Galaxy, Under-
standing Media) was a central 
figure in launching media study 
as an area of research. He was 

a mentor to Walter Ong (Orality 
and Literacy). Ong expanded 
McLuhan’s research and ex-
plored how the transition from 
orality to literacy influenced 
culture and changed human 
consciousness. This early re-
search has had a big impact on 
my work.

When I started my Ph.D. pro-
gram, my goal was to study the 
forms and media of the New 
Testament. In fact, that was the 
subject of my field research, 
which had not been done be-
fore. Then, my colleague Wer-
ner Kelber and I read Walter 
Ong and became very interest-
ed in the oral and written forms 
of the gospel, which prompted 
Werner to write a major book 
The Oral and Written Gospel. 
At the same time I organized 
“The Bible in Ancient and Mod-
ern Media” group for the Soci-
ety of Biblical Literature (SBL). 
I did my dissertation on Mark 
as a storyteller. My conclusion 
was that the book of Mark was 
oral narrative that was told to 
audiences. So I studied, then, 
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Mark’s story as a story—as an 
oral narrative. I made record-
ings of Mark’s passion narrative 
in both English and Greek. So 
that was very early research. 
One of the major sources for 
research in biblical performance 
criticism is media studies--the 
media of the biblical world and 
the communication culture of 
the biblical world. 

The second stream that has 
contributed to the field of bibli-
cal performance criticism is 
narrative criticism. The primary 
methodology for the study of 
the Bible in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century was source 
criticism. Source criticism fo-
cused on identifying the sources 
the authors of the Gospels used 
to create the final text. The 
quest for the historical Jesus, 
an attempt by scholars to use 
historical methods to construct 
a historical portrait of Jesus, 
grew from this research. The 
search for the original strands 
of the Gospel narrative all grew 
out of source criticism. Narra-
tive criticism was an extension, 
in the biblical field, of what was 
called the “new criticism” in the 
study of contemporary literature. 
In particular narrative criticism 
studied the novel. I studied 
under one of the pioneers, and 
probably the single most im-
portant narrative critic, Wayne 
Booth at Earlham College. He 
was my principal academic 
advisor and I remember going 
with him to the British museum 
each day while he was working 
on the footnotes for his major 
book,The Rhetoric of Fiction. So 

I got first-rate training in narra-
tive criticism or what was called 
the “new criticism” in my college 
work with Wayne Booth.  Anoth-
er thing I did in my dissertation 
was to apply rhetorical criticism 
to the interaction between the 
storyteller and the audience 
and that became, in the 70s 
and 80s, a major development 
in biblical scholarship. David 
Rhoads, Joanna Dewey, Rob-
ert Tannehill and Robert Bower 
also led the way in this new 
exploration of the scriptures. 

The foundational discovery was 
the exploration of the media 
culture of antiquity. It’s become 
clear that most people couldn’t 
read, that books were not gen-
erally available and that manu-
scripts were memorized in order 
to be recited. It’s become clear 
that the culture of the ancient 
world was a memory culture 
and the role of writing was 
to record the instructions for 
performance. While there are in-
stances of silent reading, almost 
all reading was done aloud for 
audiences. So this is a new, 
primary recognition: 

The Bible is a series of 
compositions that were 

composed 
for performance 

for audiences rather than a 
book of manuscripts 

that was meant to be read 
by readers.

 
Source criticism is wedded to 
the concept that the ancient 
world was a writing culture and 
most books in the Bible were 
written to be read by readers 

silently. We now know that this 
was not, in fact, the case.
Research in archeology and 
media studies further verify 
the basis of performance criti-
cism. The discovery of ancient 
manuscripts shows the same 
character of manuscripts we 
had before. All the letters are 
simply written right next to each 
other without paragraphs or 
sentences. They’re just strings 
of letters—it’s very difficult to 
read. The function of that kind of 
writing was to record the sounds 
of the story so they could be 
remembered. The function of 
the manuscript was very differ-
ent than what we had thought.  
Everything leads to this same 
conclusion. 

Matthew has been shown in 
works of art writing the Gospel 
with other manuscripts spread 
out on a table like in the eigh-
teenth century, but they didn’t 
have tables until the Middle 
Ages! That’s why the texts are 
written in short columns! That 
was the width of the letters you 
could write on your leg! The ar-
cheology of ancient manuscripts 
is congruent with this picture of 
the ancient world. 

Boomershine on Performance Criticism
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In the last 40 years performance 
criticism has been a major 
development. We have a much 
more detailed and accurate pic-
ture now than we did years ago. 

In 1983 I founded the “Bible in 
Ancient and Modern Media” 
group in the Society for Bibli-
cal Literature. The term perfor-
mance criticism was first used 
by David Rhoads in this group. 

What needs to be 
recognized is that we’re 

talking about a whole new 
framework about what the 
Bible was in antiquity and 
how the Bible can now be 

understood. 

When you change the medium 
in which something is studied 
and interpreted, everything 
changes. The understanding, 
the way it’s communicated—all 
that changes. 

Prior to the founding of the 
Network of Biblical Storytellers, 
it was thought that when bibli-
cal story was told it couldn’t last 
more than three or four minutes. 
I argued about that because—
look at Homer! Storytelling 
was something that went on all 
evening in antiquity! That was a 
pattern throughout oral culture, 
and the ancient world was an 
oral culture. We had no way of 
imagining how stories could be 
told as long stories because 
we, in modern times, had never 
experienced it. So the Network 
has been involved in primary 
biblical research throughout its 
history. It was the first group 
formed around telling long bibli-
cal stories, and that has proven 

to be enormously productive 
in helping us understand more 
about the ancient culture of the 
Bible.

There is an explosion of re-
search and various pedagogies 
and liturgical developments in 
biblical performance criticism 
now.  In virtually every field that 
is touched by biblical study and 
biblical scholarship itself there 
is a revolution taking place. 
The SBL turned down our first 
two attempts to form the “Bible 
in Ancient and Modern Media” 
group because they thought no 
one would be interested. But, 
this past year there were about 
25 to 30 different groups explor-
ing different dimensions of this 
primary recognition of the com-
munication culture of antiquity. 
So there are hundreds of schol-
ars who are working on this 
now, both Old Testament and 
New Testament scholars.

This research and understand-
ing will change the way we 
worship in the future. The first 
primary change is that the 
scripture lessons will be more 
intimate and will be done from 
memory. And when they are 
read from a book, they will be 
read much better and there will 
be more energy and life in the 
performance of the scriptures 
in worship. There will be more 
storytelling and performances 
of stories than sermons. Even 
sermons will become more 
interesting, because they will 
grow out of the vital energy and 
experience of the stories. There 
will be more intergenerational 
engagement with the Bible 
because the learning and telling 
of stories of the Bible is acces-

sible and can be done by young 
people and people who don’t 
have a high literary education. 
This will bring a much broader 
participation and more engage-
ment in the Bible to churches. 
The performance of the scrip-
tures will have more of the 
original energy and spirit and 
life that was present when they 
were originally composed than 
is currently the case, and that 
can change everything. We’re at 
the very beginning of that. 

Internalization of the stories in 
the Bible to memory is foun-
dational for spiritual forma-
tion, prayer and social action. 
Without this, the empowerment 
of people is marginalized. For 
healing, for health care, for the 
repair of those incarcerated, the 
internalizing of the scripture will 
bring life and power. It will add 
to the globalization of the Bible. 
It will make the Bible available 
to the 50% of the world that still 
can’t read. This is what we’re 
doing with our international 
missions program. Again, NBS 
is pioneering that development 
and the members of the Net-
work have been very enthusias-
tic about these vital missions.

In all other major developmental 
shifts in religion, the reinter-
pretation of the Bible has been 
a primary focus of the church. 
This is true again for our time. 
We will re-imagine the Bible 
for a digital culture through our 
informed understanding of its 
original culture. 


