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ERIC EVE, Behind the Gospels.' Understanding the Oral Tradition (Minneapolis: Fortress,
2014). Pp. xiv + 205. Paper $29.

In this well-written and smartly critical book, Eric Eve has two goals: to survey the
history of scholarship on the period between Jesus and the writing of the Gospels, and to
chart a way forward. The first goal drives seven of the book's ten chapters. Since the period
between Jesus and the Gospels is one in which any Jesus-material was transmitted orally,
in order to understand that process we must understand orality and memory. To get there,
E. s?irveys the field of scholarship on oral transmission. This is an extended status quaes-
tionis, but that does not detract from the quality of the book.

Eve opens with a very fine introduction to orality, stressing that orality does not con-
cern itself with accurate recall (even in societies reliant on orality), and that it is not even
accurate to refer to the first-century Mediterranean as an oral society, because writing
abounded there. The choice is not between literary and oral societies; this is a society in
which writing and orality were intertwined. Understanding how the two cohere is critical
for NT scholars.

The next four chapters summarize, affirm, and critique in equal measure the classical
contributions to understanding the period of oral transmission: the once influential form-
critical model constructed by Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann, and its key challengers
in Birger Gerhardsson (that Jesus tradition was strenuously memorized by Jesus' disciples
and by their own students), Erhardt Gtittgemanns and %rner Kelber (writing marks the
death of orality, and a "great divide" exists between the two), and Kenneth Bailey (Jesus
stories were informally controlled by a cultural tendency to preserve certain types of
material).

In chaps. 6-8, E. brings memory theory explicitly into the discussion. First, he surveys
the key literature on individual and co}lective memory theories (Alan Baddeley, Daniel
Schacter, Maurice Halbwachs, Barbara Misztal, James Fentress and Chris Wickham, and
Paul Connerton). Here what is central is that memory is both a product of present needs and
constrained by past events; it is not a retrieval mechanism for the recovery of data. Next,
E. discusses the key literature on the intersection of memory and orality (David Rubin,
Zygmunt Bauman, John Miles Foley).

The use of this material in NT studies is illustrated by a summary and critique of
James D. G. Dunn, Richard Horsley and Jonathan Draper, and Rafael Rodriguez. Dunn
expresses confidence in the accuracy of the Jesus tradition by relying on Bailey's informally
controlled transmission, and by eschewing memory theory. For Horsley (with Draper),
Mark and Q are oral-derived texts or oral transcripts, but they do not mark the death of
orality. Rather, they signal a continuation of orality, albeit in a different form. Rodrfguez
argues that the Gospels were emphatically not the end result of an oral process, but were
firmly a part of that process.

Eve's final summary chapter considers the role of eyewitnesses in the transmission of
Jesus material. Samuel Byrskog and Richard Bauckham argue that there was such a stable
core of Jesus memory because eyewitnesses ensured accuracy. ?E., however, dismantles this
position by pointing out the absence of evidence for eyewitnesses in the Gospels and by
showing that even if the role of eyewitnesses could be proved, this would not show what
Bauckham (in particular) thinks it would.

Though his own critical insights appear throughout the book, E. himself really emerges
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in the last two chapters. Here he argues that early Christian Jesus traditions appear to reflect
what we now know of orality and memory: that there is a stable core around which precise
details can vary considerably. He considers the knowledge of the trial and resurrection in
Mark and Paul, and stories of John the Baptist in Mark and Josephus.

Though E. warns against concluding too much based on a few satnples, he seems to
miss one important point: while Paul and Mark, and Mark and Josephus, respectively, do
share some material that could be described as having a stable core, is not the more pertinent
point how little material like this exists? That lack is in itself a damning indictment of the
notion of oral transmission of Jesus material. E.'s closing comment is also incredible:
namely, that memory theory shows that, when it comes to the pre-Gospel tradition, "total
invention" of material is "extremely unlikely" (p. 185). When the Gospels transmit stories
of Jerusalem's tombs opening and the dead walking about, of Jesus, Lazarus, and Jairus's
daughter being raised from the dead, of a man who was born blind being given sight, of
Jesus walking on water and calming a storm, of Pilate washing his hands and the Jews call-
ing for the blood of Jesus to be upon their heads, and of thousands being fed with a little
food, how can anyone reasonably conclude that early Christians felt much constraint at all
in their "total invention" of memories? Thus, while E. makes many excellent observations
about memory in this book, he seems to draw general conclusions that are at odds with the
evidence before us.
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