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The American Jesuit polymath Walter J. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955) devoted much of his mature scholarly life to writing about the great shift that the prolific biblical scholar James L. Kugel (born in 1945), in effect, writes about in his new book The Great Shift: Encountering God in Biblical Times (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017).
Kugel’s accessible book includes detailed scholarly notes (pages 347-412), a bibliography of works cited (pages 413-441), a subject index (pages 443-467, including references to authors who are discussed in the detailed notes), and a very useful index of verses cited (pages 469-476). In the accessible text of his book, Kugel does assume that the reader will be familiar with the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament.
Because Kugel explicitly claims to be exploring the manifestations of ancient Jews encountering God in biblical times, I want to mention here the Canadian Jesuit New Testament scholar David M. Stanley’s book “I Encountered God”: The Spiritual Exercises [of St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits] with the Gospel of Saint John (Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1986). Stanley translated the Gospel According to John in the New English Bible (now known as the Revised English Bible). Stanley explicitly says that John’s Gospel is “an autobiography of the evangelist” – that is, of the evangelist’s inner experience (page 273). For all practical purposes, Kugel is, in effect, claiming that various expressions in the Hebrew Bible are autobiographical expressions of the inner experiences of various people. 
So is there a great shift manifested in the Hebrew Bible, or is there not a great shift manifested in the Hebrew Bible? This is the two-fold question that Kugel raises. 
Unfortunately, Kugel does not happen to advert to Ong’s thought about the great shift in Western cultural history. This is unfortunate because Ong has described to the best of his ability the great shift that interests Kugel. Therefore, Ong’s thought stands as a resource and potentially as a guiding heuristic for Kugel and other scholars to use in their own scholarly investigations and explorations.
Now, the prolific Jewish scholar Jacob Neusner (1932-2016) was familiar with Ong’s thought. Rabbi Neusner raised the money for the book series in which four volumes of Father Ong’s essays were published under the title of Faith and Contexts (Scholars Press, 1992-1999). Nevertheless, Neusner himself does not explicitly advert to Ong’s thought, not even in his book The Transformation of Judaism: From Philosophy to Religion (University of Illinois Press, 1992) – or, as far as I know, in any of his other books. But I single out Neusner’s 1992 book to mention here because it strikes me that the transformation he discusses involves, at least in part, a wee bit stronger orientation toward the world-as-view sense of life that Ong discusses – a wee bit stronger, that is, than the slowly emerging world-as-view sense of life involved in writing down the texts that eventually were collected together in the anthology known as the Hebrew Bible. For all practical purposes, the texts in the Hebrew Bible manifest what Ong describes as the world-as-event sense of life. For a study of early strands of written narrative texts in the Hebrew Bible, see the biblical scholar Richard Elliott Friedman’s book The Hidden Book in the Bible (HarperSanFrancisco, 1998). For an account of how later biblical writers, in effect, proceeded in the spirit of oral singers of tales as the writers re-worked earlier texts in their own versions, see Friedman’s book Who Wrote the Bible?, 2nd ed. (HarperSanFrancisco, 1997). In effect, Friedman also illustrates how what Ong refers to as the agonistic spirit was manifested in various writers of certain texts in the Hebrew Bible.
In my estimate, Ong published his fair share of publications, but I would not describe him as a prolific author – at least he was not as prolific as Neusner and perhaps not as prolific as Kugel. For example, Kugel published more book-length studies than Ong did. For a bibliography of Ong’s 400 or so publications, including information about translations and reprinted items, see Thomas M. Walsh’s “Walter J. Ong, S.J.: A Bibliography 1929-2006” in the book Language, Culture, and Identity: The Legacy of Walter J. Ong, S.J., edited by Sara van den Berg and Thomas M. Walsh (Hampton Press, 2011, pages 185-245). Also see Ong’s posthumously published sixth book-length study Language as Hermeneutic: A Primer on the Word and Digitization, edited by Thomas D. Zlatic and Sara van den Berg (Cornell University Press, 2018). See my online essay “Walter J. Ong’s New Book Language as Hermeneutic (2018)”:
http://hdl.handle.net/11299/192484
Now, Ong adumbrates the great shift in our Western cultural history in his massively researched doctoral dissertation, published, slightly revised, as the book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (Harvard University Press, 1958). In it, Ong credits the French philosopher Louis Lavelle with alerting him to the central importance of visual versus aural cognitive processing (page 338, note 54). The Stanford University classicist Andrea Wilson Nightingale provides further reason to support the claim advanced by Lavelle and Ong about the visual cognitive processing involved in Western philosophical thought in her book Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in Its Cultural Context (Cambridge University Press, 2004). However, she does not happen to mention either Lavelle or Ong.
Then Albert B. Lord published his book The Singer of Tales (Harvard University Press, 1960), which Kugel mentions in passing, along with some related scholarly literature (page 369, note 3).
Then Eric A. Havelock published his book Preface to Plato (Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1963). But also see Havelock’s book The Greek Concept of Justice: From Its Shadow in Homer to Its Substance in Plato (Harvard University Press, 1978).
Ong never tired of mentioning Lord’ 1960 book and Havelock’s 1963 book. For a fair-minded review of the Parry-Lord theory of oral composition with respect to the Homeric epics, see John Miles Foley’s book Homer’s Traditional Art (Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999). With reference to the Hebrew Bible, see Frank Moore Cross’ two classic books, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Ancient Israel (Harvard University Press, 1973) and From Epic to Canon: History and Literature in Ancient Israel (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).
Arguably Ong’s book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History, the expanded version of his 1964 Terry Lectures at Yale University, is most relevant to Kugel’s interest in the great shift in Western cultural history.
The Protestant New Testament scholar Werner H. Kelber draws on selected points from Ong’s thought in his book The Oral and Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of Speaking and Writing in the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q (Fortress Press, 1983). Also see Imprints, Voiceprints, and Footprints of Memory: Collected Essays of Werner H. Kelber (Society of Biblical Literature, 2013).
As commendable as Kelber’s exploration of Ong’s thought with reference to the New Testament is, he surely has not exhausted all the possible ways in which Ong’s thought could be explored with reference to the New Testament. Unfortunately, as far as I know, no Hebrew Bible scholar has explored Ong’s thought with reference to the Hebrew Bible.
Arguably Ong’s most succinct characterization of the great shift in human cultural history appears in his article “World as View and World as Event” in the journal American Anthropologist, volume 71, number 4 (August 1969): pages 634-647. Reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts (Scholars Press, 1995, pages 69-90). Also see anthropologist David M. Smith’s essay “World as Event: Aspects of Chipewyan Ontology” reprinted in the anthology Of Ong and Media Ecology (Hampton Press, 2012, pages 117-141).
These three Ong references (1958, 1967, 1969) show that he published one iteration after another of his basic insight into the great shift that interests Kugel. Then in Ong’s book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (Methuen, 1982), his most widely known book, he sets forth nine salient characteristics that are worth setting forth here:

(1) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is additive rather than subordinative (pages 37-38);
(2) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is aggregative rather than analytic (pages 38-39; to spell out the obvious, each of Ong’s nine predications tends to be as analytic as he dared to make it);
(3) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is redundant or “copious” (pages 39-41; Ong’s own writing style lacks the redundant copiousness of the oral/oratorical style);
(4) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is conservative or traditionalist (pages 41-42);
(5) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is close to the human lifeworld (pages 42-43; see, for example, the book of Proverbs in the Hebrew Bible and the parables attributed to Jesus in the gospels);
(6) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is agonistically toned (pages 43-45; in The Oral and the Written Gospel, mentioned above, Kelber uses Ong’s thought about agonistic structures as a heuristic tool to interpret the structuring of certain passages);
(7) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced (pages 45-46);
(8) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is homeostatic (pages 46-49);
(9) orally based thought and expression (the world-as-event sense of life) is situational rather than abstract (pages 49-57).

Now, because of the yin-yang structure of Ong’s thought in the binary contrasts he works with (such as world-as-view versus world-as-event), we can next substitute the words “the world-as-view sense of life” in these nine predications and then add “not” to each one to delineate nine characteristics of the world-as-view sense of life.

(1) the world-as-view sense of life is not additive rather than subordinative; instead, it tends toward subordinative structures and expressions;
(2) the world-as-view sense of life is not aggregative rather than analytic; instead, it tends toward the analytic;
(3) the world-as-view sense of life is not redundant or “copious”; instead, it tends to eschew redundancy or “copiousness”;
(4) the world-as-view sense of life is not conservative or traditionalist; instead, it tends toward being inner-directed and individualistic;
(5) the world-as-view sense of life is not close to the human lifeworld; instead, it tends towards detachment from the human lifeworld;
(6) the world-as-view sense of life is not agonistically toned; instead, it tends toward being irenic;
(7) the world-as-view sense of life is not empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced; instead, it tends toward being objectively distanced;
(8) the world-as-view sense of life is not homeostatic; instead, it tends toward change;
(9) the world-as-view sense of life is not situational rather than abstract; instead, it tends toward being abstract.

For further discussion, see my article “Walter Ong and Harold Bloom Can Help Us Understand the Hebrew Bible” in the journal Explorations in Media Ecology, volume 11, numbers 3&4 (2012): pages 249-266.
As a thought experiment, we could deliberately undertake an effort to look for examples of what Ong would style as residual forms of the world-as-event sense of life in our contemporary American culture. For example, oral/oratorical redundant copiousness is often manifested today in political stump speeches. In the context of one-to-one psychotherapy today, many psychotherapists deliberately try to establish rapport with the client. To establish rapport with a client, the psychotherapist is empathetic and participatory. Now, if the psychotherapist and the client are both empathetic and participatory in their interactions with one another, the Ong would characterize the two persons as engaging in I-thou communication (Martin Buber’s terminology). Ong never tired of recommending I-thou communication.
For a fascinating discussion of I-thou communication, see Hannes Nykanen’s article “Wittgenstein’s Radical Ethics” in the European Journal of Psychoanalysis:
http://www.journal-psychoanalysis.eu/wittgensteins-radical-ethics/
Among other things, Nykanen argues that I-thou understanding tends to be repressed. However, this implies that at one time in each person’s experience, I-thou communication was not repressed. As a rule, repression results from traumatization. Repeated traumatization tends to strengthen repression. To one degree or another, all of us have experienced traumatization and repression. Consequently, all of us need to undertake emotional (affective) recovery work, as Pete Walker suggests in his awesome self-help book Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving (Azure Coyote Book, 2013). See my online essay “Pete Walker’s Book on Complex PTSD Is an Awesome Achievement”:
http://hdl.handle.net/11299/192482
[bookmark: _GoBack]Now, no doubt these nine characteristics of the world-as-event sense of life and certain other aspects of Ong’s thought can be used as guiding heuristics to orient us to interpreting the Hebrew Bible and understanding the great shift that interests Kugel. However, as far as I know, Ong does not discuss neuroscience, except in passing in his discussion of Julian Jaynes in his book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982, pages 29-30). But Kugel does discuss neuroscience (pages 77-80, 44-45, 148, 354, notes 21 and 22, 377, note 34), including g his lengthy discussion note about Julian Jaynes (pages 410-411, note 7; also see the index entry for “brain”). Your guess is as good as mine as to why Ong does not discuss neuroscience, except in passing. But my guess is that he may have figured that he could make a valuable scholarly contribution to our understanding by articulating his phenomenological approach to thought and expression. But it is undeniable that it is fashionable in certain academic circles today to discuss neuroscience. No doubt neuroscientists have generated an enormous amount of excitement about what they refer to as the plasticity of the human brain. Simply stated, the plasticity of the brain means that connections formed in the brain are malleable. 
For example, in the book Reading in the Brain: The Science and Evolution of Human Invention (Viking, 2009), the cognitive neuroscientist Stanislas Dehaene shows that learning to read involves forming new connections in the brain. This finding supports Ong’s broad claim about visualist cognitive tendencies. Dehaene’s finding is also relevant to Kugel’s interests, because the ancient authors who wrote the various texts in the Hebrew Bible had first learned how to read.
In addition to cognitive brain connections, there are affective brain connections such as those involved in the repression that results from traumatization, mentioned above.
Now, on January 15, 2018, we celebrated the life and work of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968). Later in 2018, we will commemorate the 50th anniversary of his tragic assassination in 1968. In Dr. King’s practice of preaching, he proceeded to compose his speeches in the spirit of an oral singer of tales – anonymously drawing on the speeches of certain other preachers, but without explicitly adverting to them by name. No doubt Dr. King’s moving oratory exemplified the oral/oratorical tradition of redundant copiousness. But Dr. King was highly educated. He had done graduate studies in Christian theology. Moreover, he could weave learned theological references into certain speeches, when he wanted to do so. Consequently, we can say that he stood astride the great shift that Ong describes. In contrast, as noted above, Ong himself did not exemplify the oral/oratorical tradition of redundant copiousness. 
In conclusion, your guess is as good as mine as to why there has been such strong scholarly resistance to Ong’s carefully nuanced multi-dimensional account of the great shift in our Western cultural history. In light of the scholarly resistance to his account of the great shift, it strikes me as a bold move for James L. Kugel to title his book The Great Shift. It also strikes me as remarkable that Professor Kugel has written his learned book in such an accessible way – almost as though he thinks that the reading public today will not greet his discussion of the great shift with the kind of resistance with which scholars have greeted Ong’s account of the great shift. 
 
