





196 The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament

individually and in pairs, receive the right to travel freely throughout the
empire, entering regions, villages and cities at will.

This is the overall context in which the voice of the narrator and the
voice of the angel function in Luke 1. According to the narratorial voice,
the God of the Jews, whom the angel calls ‘Most High’ and ‘Lord
God’, initiates Mary’s pregnancy through the agency of the power of
God and the ‘Holy Spirit’ (1.32, 35). When it is made clear to Mary that
this pregnancy outside of marriage will bring her honor through her
prestigious son, she accepts the action in the obedient mode of a client
responding to a powerful patron. Mary cannot refuse God’s offer, she
accepts the role of an obedient servant/client and expresses gratitude that
she will be held in honor by all people. The rhetorical effect is to claim
that Christians are specially favored with the benefits of the patron God
of the Jews. This God works contraculturally within Jewish tradition, at
times creating human situations that are traditionally dishonorable in
order to bring honor to certain dishonored people. God's activity pre-
supposes and advances hierarchical structures within a patriarchical
ideology. yet it inverts certain dishonored conditions within the context
of those structures. In Luke 1, God advances the idcology of patrilineal
honor in the form of prestigious sons who have political power (1.32-33)
and holy status (1.35). But God also offers an inversion of weak and
powerful, hungry and well-fed (1.51-53). Patrilineal hierarchy remains in
place, but there is reform within it.

This ideology among first-century Christians proved to be highly
successful. On the one hand, this kind of rhetoric presents a willingness
to accept the patronage system within Hellenistic-Roman culture and
work within it. Luke and Acts, therefore, share much of the ideology of
a document like Plutarch’s Alexander, which challenges patrons to be
gencrous. Yet, Luke and Acts are reformist within that system. They
activate reformist practices by means of contraculture rhetoric against
Jewish leaders. In other words, through aggressive criticism of Jewish
leaders, Lukan discourse calls for reform within the established political
system of patronage and the centralized economic system of distribution
(Rohrbaugh 1984; Rohrbaugh 1987; Rohrbaugh 1991; Moxnes 1988;
Esler 1987; Braun 1993). This Christian discourse, then, calls for selected
reform at the expensc of established Jewish leaders. The people who will
benefit present themselves as leaders of an cthnic subculture that fulfils
the highest claims of dominant Roman government, namely salvation
(sotéria) and peace.
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The dialogue between Mary and Elizabeth features the mothers of the
founders of the Christian movement supporting onc another in a manner
that overturns the usual competition that accompanies the births of
specially endowed sons who are potential rivals over power and
leadership. The ‘honorable’ tradition of barren women characteristically
contains rivalry between kinswomen. The dialogue between Mary and
Elizabeth engages this rivalry and reconfigures it. When Elizabeth
became pregnant, she said the Lord had looked upon her to take away
her reproach ‘among men’ (Lk. 1.25). She tells Mary, in contrast, that
she, Mary, is blessed ‘among women’ (Lk. 1.42). Mary rephrases
Elizabeth's statement to claim: ‘all generations will call me blessed" (Lk.
1.48b).

The exchange between Mary and Elizabeth reverberates with Israelite
traditions of rivalry among women in a context where they are trying to
win the special place of favor from their husbands. Leah speaks of
‘being called blessed’ in a context of desperation after she has been
unsuccessful in getting her husband Jacob to love her. Leah had hoped
that her bearing of Reuben for Jacob would cause him to love her (Gen.
29.32). But this did not happen. Leah’s rivalry with Rachel over Jacob’s
love continued as Rachel gave her maidservant Bilhah to Jacob and she
had two sons, Dan and Naphtali (Gen. 20.3-8). Leah in turn gave her
maidservant Zilpah to Jacob, and she bore Jacob two sons, Gad and
Asher (Gen. 30.9-13). The name Asher means ‘happy. blessed’. Leah
called him Asher, because, as she said, ‘the women will call me asher’
(in Greek, makaria, Gen. 30.13). With this statement Leah gave up on
removing the reproach from ‘her man’. Instead, she looked to women,
who would look at her and ‘call her makaria happy, blessed’. Mary’s
rationale for her joy in the Magpnificat captures the-dynamics of this
tradition and reconfigures them. When she asserts that ‘all generations
will call me blessed’ (Lk. 1.48b), she is cmbodying thc rivalries of the
past and the hopes for the future. If men and women can honor each
other as God takes away their reproach and manifests powers of mercy
and benevolence, then both the people and the social order may receive
God's promises from the past.

What does this mean for intcrpretation in this paper? It mcans, on the
one hand, that Mary's assertion holds the potential for evoking a sense
of rivalry between herself and Elizabeth. Rivalry between ‘*knowing only
the baptism of John® and ‘knowing the way of God’ as taught by Jesus
is well-known in the Lukan narrative (Acts 18.24-26), and readers could
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expect rivalry between the mothers of John and Jesus. The narrator
implics, on the other hand, that there is no rivalry; in the context of the
narration, Mary appears to be trying to overcome a division between
recciving honor among men and among women. The narrator may also
be trying to overcome this division by featuring Simeon’s blessing of
both Mary and Joseph (Lk. 2.34) followed by Anna’s thanks to God and
interpretation of the redemption Jesus brings to Jerusalem (Lk. 2.38).

The overall rhetoric of the interchange between Mary and Elizabeth,
then, suggests an attempt to remove rivalry between the mothers of the
specially honored sons who stand at the beginning of the story of
Christianity. In contrast to the rivalry between Sarah and Hagar, Rachel
and Leah, Hannah and Penninah, Mary takes her body to Elizabeth, and
together they celebrate and honor their pregnant bodies. The rhetoric of
Lukan discourse is to claim that Christians perpetuate a culture of the
body, impregnated by the Holy Spirit, that overcomes rivalry, division
and hatred. Chrisiians confront other people with their bodies for the
purpose of overcoming hatred, healing illness, enacting forgiveness and
calling for generosity without expectation of return.

Mary’s monologue to God in the presence of Elizabeth offers addi-
tional social and individual benefits to Christian women. When Elizabeth
says that ‘all women’ will call Mary blessed and Mary asserts that she
herself will be called blessed by ‘all generations’, there is a special claim
of honor for women both among Christian men and among Christian
women. This is ambiguous honor, to be sure, since the primary base of it
is honor from men. Mary’s hymnlike speech emulates the tongue of
David, which. of course, befits a woman betrothed to a man ‘of the
House of David'. Her body is forced to perpetuate dominant Jewish
tradition in a dishonorable manner that is declared honorable by a God
who maintains patrilineal tradition. Mary upholds the male linc of tradi-
tion, and through her appropriate consent and expression of gratitude
she receives honor. In other words, Mary receives honor in the great
tradition in which men protect the reputation of ‘their women’.

But does Mary’s voice say something more? Does anyone hear, or
notice, her initial cry that she will become pregnant without a man? She
has no real choice in the matter. From the perspective of patriarchal
tradition, this is God’s doing and Mary is fortunate, blessed, the mother
of the messiah. What about Mary’s perspective? She says she has been
afflicted, dishonored. Why? Not because she is barren and wants a child,
but because she is with child outside a marriage contract. If someone,
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benevolent or otherwise, decides she is o have a son, is that to be her
station in lifc?

We need an ethnography of virgins in Mediterrancan culture in order
to cxplore the further nuances of Mary’s speech to God. So far we do
not have a comprehensive study of virgins in Mediterranean society and
their speech to gods. What would the implications be for a virgin to
speak like Mary speaks? Through the help of Mieke Bal, we are coming
closer to an understanding of virgins in Israclite tradition (1988b: 41-93).
In her study, Bal distinguishes between na‘arah (young girl), ‘almah
(mostly already married woman before her first pregnancy), and
bethulah (a woman confronted with the passage from young girl to
almost married woman). What does it mean for a woman who is going
through this transitional phase of insecurity and danger in a patriarchal
society to speak of being humiliated, of having God show regard for her
humiliation, and of having a conviction that from now on all generations
will call her blessed? New Testament interpreters have yet to gather the
data and programmatically address this issue.

Male interpreters regularly celebrate Mary's speech as liberating for
her and for all who are poor in social, political or economic status.
Victor Turner, however, shows that rituals of announcement and enact-
ment of reversal by those of lower status support and reaffirm the
hierarchical system that is in place. People of higher status, if they are
wise, permit, indeed encourage, those of lower status to speak out and
enact their frustrations in a context of reversal. The key is to establish
boundaries, either spatially or temporally, for these announcements and
enactments. In other words, those in power establish a clear definition of
these people as a subculture or countcrculture with an important but
limited function in society or they designate a period of time during the
ycar when the lower classes celebrate a reversal whereby they
experience power and humiliate those of higher status.

The enactment of reversal, either within a subculture or within a
designated time period, strengthens the ideology of hierarchy, the
necessity of having powerful people over weak people. The weak have
their momentary experience of being powerful or they have their limited
social domain in which to perform their powerful acts. Either strategy
allows and encourages the weak to turn their energy toward the work of
service, and perhaps reconciliation, which is welcomed by the established
hierarchy.
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Conclusion

Socio-rhetorical criticism suggests that we need to look carefully outside
many of the boundaries within which we customarily interpret the
Magnificat. I am aware that I, like others, speak from within a bounded
context. My approach to this text is socially located, as is anyone else’s
approach. I consider it important, however. to establish clear boundaries
for the purpose of programmatic analysis. But then I consider it essential
to subject those boundaries to analysis and criticism and to look through
and beyond those boundaries for additional insight, even if those insi ghts
explode and reconfigure insights [ had within that other context of
analysis and interpretation. This, for me, is the nature of language,
whether it is oral or written. Since different sets of boundaries establish
different contexts for meanings, language signifies complexly interwoven
textures of signification that appear only when analysis explores langu-
age from the perspective of multiple contexts. Socio-rhetorical criticism
invites the interpreter to establish more than one set of boundaries for
interpretation because multiple interpretations will bring into sight, sound
and feeling aspects of oral and written discourse that otherwise will
remain hidden.

Mikhail Bakhtin observed that speech is a social possession, and for
this reason much, in fact most, of our speech comes from other pcople.
He speaks, then, of many voices in our specch, heteroglossia.
Exploration of Lk. 1.26-56 from the perspective of multiple contexts
reveals that ‘each word (text) is an intersection of words (texts) where at
least one other word (text) can be read’ (Kristeva 1986: 3.
‘Intertextuality’ is the current term for this observation that ‘any text is
constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and
transformation of another’ (Kristeva 1986: 37; Kristeva 1974; Bakhtin
1981; Draisma 1989; Robbins 1992c). Intertextuality is not, therefore,
limited to explicit presentation of other texts as second or third level
narration (as Acts 2.26). Speaking, writing and reading are social acts.
This means that social meanings surround the words at all times. A
speaker, writer and reader play with boundaries they themselves estab-
lish and transgress for their own purposes. The interplay between
boundaries and transgressions of boundaries, then, is the very nature of
communication. If one person tries to keep someone's voice out,
another is likely to let it in,

When Mary refers to her ‘humiliation’, she uses a word that can
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connote a wide range of meanings, and the question is what range of
meanings any reader entertains for the signs in the text. At this point,
the text is extremely vulnerable; an interpreter must remember that
every sign should be viewed ‘as an active component of speech, or text,
or sign, modified and transformed in meaning by variable social tones,
valuations, and connotations it condenses within itself in specific social
conditions’ (Wuellner 1989: 43). Since the community that uses langu-
age is a heterogeneous society, Mary’s ‘humiliation’ is ‘a focus of
struggle and contradiction. It is not simply a matter of asking “what
[this] sign means”...but of investigating its varied history’, since
‘conflicting groups, classes, individuals, and discourses’ contend with
each other for its meaning (Wueliner 1989: 43).

John York (1991) has analyzed the manner in which Jesus picks up
and embellishes the language of reversal Mary introduces in the
Magpificat. This means that Mary docs not have the last word in Luke.
Her male son, Jesus, picks up and reconfigures Mary’s language in the
beatitudes, parables and sayings. When, in Lk. 11.27-28, a woman in the
crowd tries to restore the importance of Mary by saying to Jesus,
‘Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you sucked!’,
Jesus replies, ‘Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and
keep it!" Mary does not have the last word with the language she uses in
the Magnificat. In Lukan discourse, her male son takes over her
language and determines much of her future by his use of it. Who is the
narrator who speaks in this way, and what is the narratorial voice trying
to achieve by this refiguring of Mary's language in the narrative? The
reader is asked to believe that Mary speaks in the Gospel of Luke, but
does she? She tries to speak, and it may be possible to recover a voice
that has been trying desperately to speak but cannot because it is con-
tinually drowned out by men’s voices, my own included. In Lukan
discourse, Mary seeks solace from another woman, going to Elizabeth
who is an honored, no longer barren, woman. In this context, she finally
directs her speech to God. As she argues her case, she expresses her
gratitude to God for declaring her pregnancy outside of marriage to be
honorable and continues with an embellishment that appeals to the God
who reforms traditions of patronage so that particular forms of dishonor
are removed within them. In this manner, Mary becomes the mother of
a Christian discourse that envisions the possibility of winning its way in
the Roman Empire through aggressive speech against established Jewish
leaders that contains implications for reform within actual practices of
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patrons, patronesses, leaders and members of all ranks within
Christianity—be they Jewish, Roman, Phrygian or Lycaonian.
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