Class Notes for CIBL Pentateuch session 3: Documentary Hypothesis

-the development of the Pentateuch from oral to written tradition

 

It would be less than accurate to say that there is a concensus among scholars as to the origins of the Pentateuchal text. There are some who still hold to a conviction that it was all, or nearly all, written by Moses. This position is not held by the Roman Catholic church.

 

The nearest there is to concensus is the acceptance by a majority of mainstream scholars, Jewish, Protestant and Catholic, that there wa a development and mingling of traditions that eventually was redacted into what we know as the Pentateuch. Whether and t what degees these were written or oral sources, when they were committed to text, and when they were edited together remain points of contention. As you have read in the course material, there are some broad outlines that can be made as a basis for understanding the ongoing discussion about the documentary hyothesis.

· the compilation of the oral sources, J and E

There is a general agreement that there are two very early strains of narrative that account for most of Genesis and a good deal of the narrative material in the other books of the Torah. These are referred to as J and E, initials derived from the translation of the term used for God. The dating of these sources is not clear. Some hold for a very early oral tradition from which the texts of these two strains eventually developed. Others maintain a later, monarchic, date. It is nearly impossible to ascertain the actual dates – scholars must rely on nuances in the language, references to events, persons and places and other such details. There is little assistance from the field of archaelogy other than a few fragments to date any of the text beyond the third century before Christ.

· the historical  and political perspective of  D (the Deuteronomist)

     The material referred to as D centers around the legal text found during the renovation of the Temple under Kign Josiah. It is presumed by the majority of scholars that this text was, to one degree or another, the book of Deuteronomy. The D source is also generally credited with the historical books of Joshu, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings. Some scholars will go so far as to include Joshua as an extension of the Torah, referring to the extended set as the Hexateuch. 
In general, D is perceived as dating to  the 8-7th century BC and as having an intent to affirm Josiah as a Davidic king and to centralize the worship practices of the nation.

- cultic and theological concerns in the redaction of the material by P, the priestly     

   redactor


In nascent interpretations using the Documentary hypothesis, P was considered a distinct textual source. As the hypothesis has been refined P is often percieved as more of a redactor than a seperate text or as the 'author' of the compiled traditions of the Pentateuch. Elements which seem to mark the P source/redactor are ritual concerns, etiologies, geneologies and the establishment of cultic regulations.

· variations on the documentary hypothesis and alternate theories

As is evident from the above, and as you should have noticed from your reading, it is nealry impossible to define the documentary hypothesis. It is just that, a hypothesis. It is very fluid and open to much debate and varying degrees of refinement. Despite the lack of concensus on dating, oral versus textual traditions, and similar issues. There remains an underlying acceptance of the supposition that there were four distinct tradtions which eventually were tied together into the text we know as the Torah. More recently, scholars are beginning to focus on ideas such as variations on what Bailey refers to as the 'complex of tradtions' model, and Biblical theology – determining the message in the text as it stands while still appreciating the culture within which the text developed. 

Comparison of texts: descendants of Cain/Seth, Flood narrative traditions, Abraham claiming Sarah as his sister,  iterations of the Decalogue

Names of some critical scholars: 


      
Julius Welhausen (1844-1918) (documentary hypothesis originator)


Hermann Gunkel(1862-1932) (introduction of form criticism)


Umberto Cassuto (1883-1951)(opposed Wellhausen, Pent. as derivation of epics)


Albrecht Alt (1883-1956) (applied form criticism to Jewish law)

      
Martin Noth (1902-1968) (complex of traditions theory)


Yehezkel Kaufmann(1889-1963) (opposed Wellhausen,  Torah and prophecy parallel, independent developments)

     
W.F. Albright (1891-1971)(agreed with Noth, added archaeological context)


Gerhard von Rad (1901-1971) (complex of traditions theory originator)

   
Roland de Vaux(1903-1971) (combined higher criticism with archaeology)


G. Ernest Wright(1909-1974) (follower of W.F. Albright, focus on archaeology)


Rolf Rendtorff (still writing)(complex of traditions theory- revised, no JEDP)

    
Frank Moore Cross (still writing)(P as redactor, not document)

    
James A Sanders (still writing)(development of canon, comparative midrash)

    
Brevard Childs(still writing)(proponent of a biblical theology based on final form)

   
Robert Alter (still writing)(literary criticism)

