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the recognition that he has humiliated her. Lam. 5.11 offers a cry of
anguish over the ‘dishonorable’ tradition of humiliated women:

They humiliatcd (etapeindsan) women in Zion,
Virgins (parthenous) in the cities of Judah.

In Ezek. 22.10-11 the prophet indicts the princes of Israel themselves:

In you men uncover their fathers’ nakedness; in you they humiliate
(etapeinoun) women who are unclean in their menstruation. One deals
unlawfully with his neighbor’s wifc; another has defiled his daughtcr-in-
law in ungodliness; and another in you has humiliated (etapeinoun) his
sistcr, the daughter of his father.

The humiliation to which Mary refers in Lk. 1.48a refers to this
‘dishonorable’ tradition. In Jane Schaberg’s words: ‘The virgin betrothed
to a man (Lk. 1.27) was sexually humiliated. But her humiliation was
“looked upon” and reversed by God' (Schaberg 1987: 100; Schaberg
1992: 284-85). This information suggests the importance of including
Deut. 22.24; Gen. 34.2; Judg. 19.24, 20.5; 2 Kgs 13.12-32 and Lam.
5.11 as inner canonical intertexts for interpretation of Lk. 1.26-56. Yet
these texts are never mentioned by Raymond Brown and Joseph
Fitzmyer, to mention two interpreters who have worked in detail with
the intertexture of the Lukan account.

If the inner canon included all the information in the Bible about
virgins who were overpowered by males, then new data would emerge
from the near canon of the apocrypha, pseudepigrapha and other
Mediterranean literature. The beginning point for the strategy that keeps
this information out is the suppression of a dimension of the ‘inner
texture’ of the Lukan account itself. Namely, the virgin Mary refers to
‘her’ humiliation in Lk. 1.48a, not Elizabeth’s. Mary's ‘low estate’, as it
is often translated, results from conception outside of marriage, not
absence of conception within marriage. Mary's rationale for praising
God is that God has shown special regard for the pregnancy that was
forced upon her. Unfortunately, there is no space to develop this further
here; it is necessary to summarize and move on to social and cultural
texture.

Socio-rhetorical criticism calls for a detailed assessment of the manner
in which inner canonical boundaries have been established for interpre-
tation in relation to the inner texture of a unit itself. In the instance of the
Magnificat, New Testament interpreters have suppressed the intertexture
of Mary's speech with virgins overpowered by men or male gods by
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changing the reference of her speech to barrenness instead of pregnancy
outside of marriage. Once an ‘inner canon’ for interpretation has
cxcluded all discussion of overpowered virgins in the Bible, it can easily

push back any comparison with accounts of virgins in extracanonical
Jewish texts and other Mediterranean literature.

Social and Cultural Texture: Every Meaning Has a Context

The social and cultural texture of a text raises questions about the
response to the world, the social and cultural systems and institutions,
and the cultural alliances and conflicts cvoked by the text (Fowler 1986:
85-101). These social and cultural phenomena are primary topics in
rhetorical theory (Aristotle, Ars Rherorica 1.2.21-22; 2.22.1-23.30;
3.15.1-4; Kennedy 1991: 46-47, 186-204, 265-68). Particular social data
regularly are ‘material’ topics in discourse, specific ‘subject matter’.
Social and cultural systems and institutions are common topics, those
that span all subject matter in society and culture. Cultural alliances and
conflicts are ‘final’ topics, those that function specially to make one’s
own case to other people. These topics functioning together evoke the
social and cultural nature of a particular discourse (Robbins 1993b;
Wuellner 1991; Elliott 1993: 36-51).

Bryan Wilson’s analysis of types of religious sects can assist an inter-
preter initially in ascertaining the social response to the world in the
discourse of a particular New Testament text. James A. Wilde introduced
Wilson's sociological typology of sects into New Testament study in his
dissertation and an article (Wilde 1974, 1978), and in 1981 John H.
Elliott incorporated Wilson’s insights into the method he called
sociological exegesis (Elliott 1981: 75-77, 96, 102-106, 122; cf. Elliott
forthcoming). Later, Philip Esler used them for an initial test of Lukan
discourse, and his lead can be helpful in our analysis. Siuce this essay is
designed to introduce the reader to socio-rhetorical criticism, it seems
good to describe all seven of Wilson's types briefly, each of which, from
our perspective, is evoked by specific topics that occupy the discourse.

1. The conversionist response views the world as corrupt because
all people are corrupt: if people can be changed then the world
will be changed. '

2, The revolutionist response assumes that only the destruction of
the world, of the natural but more specifically of the social
order, will suffice to save people.
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3. The introversionist response sees the world as irredeemably
evil and presupposes that salvation can be attained only by the
fullest possible withdrawal from it.

4, The gnostic (manipulationist) response seeks only a trans-
formed set of relationships—a transformed method of coping
with evil—since salvation is possible in the world if people learn
the right means, improved techniques, to deal with their

problems.

b The rthaumaturgical response focuses on the concern of
individual people for relief from present and specific ills by
special dispensations.

6. The reformist response assumes that people may create an

environment of salvation in the world by using supernaturally-
given insights to change the present social organization into a
system that functions toward good ends.

7. The utopian response presupposes that people must take an
active and constructive role in replacing the entire present
social system with a new social organization in which evil is
absent (Wilson 1969; Wilson 1973; 22-26).

Most historical manifestations of religious communities exhibit a tensive
relation among two, three or four of these responses to the world. A
strong focus on only one regularly signals the manifestation of a cult—a
group organized around a new idea or an imported alien religion—
rather than a sect (Stark 1986). Esler concludes that the thaumaturgical,
conversionist and revolutionist types of response are relevant for Luke-
Acts (Esler 1987: 59). Let us test his conclusion in the context of
analysis of Lk. 1.26-56.

First, the miraculous intervention of God upon both Elizabeth and
Mary signals thaumaturgic rhetoric. This essay will explore a few of the
details below, but perhaps it is sufficicnt at this point to cite the state-
ment of the angel: ‘For with God no word will be impossible’ (1.37).
Secondly, the change of Mary from being ‘greatly troubled’ (1.29) to her
agreement to ‘let it be to me according to your word’ (1.38) exhibits
conversionist rhetoric. Mary changes from a young woman who does
not believe she can conceive a son apart from a man to a young woman
who accepts the promise of the angel, and this seems to introduce a
model for people’s response to God’s miraculous intervention in the
affairs of the world. Other stories, like Zaccheus’ change of heart, distri-
bution of half of his wealth to the poor and fourfold restoration of all he
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has defrauded (Lk. 19.1-10), exhibit fully this kind of rhetoric in Luke
and Acts. The view is that changes of heart produce salvation. Thirdly,
‘reversal rhetoric’ is prominent in Mary’s speech (York 1991). In the
past, God ‘has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted
those who have been humiliated; he has filled the hungry with good
things, and the rich he has sent empty away’ (Lk. 1.52-53). God is
overturning, and promises further to overturn, the world, and
specifically the social order. Esler considers this to be revolutionist
rhetoric, but we will need to return to this below. The ‘reversal’ rhetoric
may be utopian or reformist rather than revolutionist in the context of
Lukan thaumaturgical and conversionist rhetoric that brings salvation to
people in the world (1.69, 71, 77).

Let us deepen this initial perception of the social response to the work
in the text with analysis of common social and cultural topics in the
text—kinship, honor and shame, limited good, purity codes, patron-
client relations and hospitality codes—what David B. Gowler calls
‘cultural scripts’. These common topics have been the special domain of
New Testament social scientific critics for more than a decade (Malina
1981; Elliott 1986; Elliott 1993; Neyrey 1991) and they can help us to
make the analysis more precise.

The concern about ‘humiliation’ (tapeindsis) in Lk. 1.26-56 especially
concerns kinship, honor and shame. The narrative leaves the ascribed
family status of Mary unstated, in contrast to that of Elizabeth, who was
‘of the daughters of Aaron’ (Lk. 1.5). Mary’s honor is embedded in her
betrothal to a man ‘of the house of David’ (Lk. 1.27). Her humiliation
derives from pregnancy before marriage has occurred (Lk. 1.34, 48a).
But God has removed this humiliation by communicating honor through
the angel Gabriel beforehand and through the responses of the honored
Elizabeth to her pregnancy. When the angel Gabriel comes to Mary in
her private chambers, however, the speech on the lips of the angel
attributes fear to Mary. Malina and Rohrbaugh, gendering both God and
Gabriel as male in their reading of this text, evoke a sacial situation in
which a man encounters a young woman and threatens her virginity. In
their view, the male angel has persuaded her to consent to be
overpowercd by the Holy Spirit, the Most High. They comment as
follows (1992: 289):
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Notice how readily Mary gives in when ‘cornered” by the angel. While
obviously no lust is involved in this case, the seenario still points to tradi-
tional Mcditerrancan urgency to keep women duly encompassed. And
Mary's answer in this difficult situation is: ‘Let it be with me according to

your word' (v. 38). What this means in typical Mcditcrrancan fashion is:
‘As you like!’

Serious questions are being raised in current interpretation about this
kind of male gendering of biblical texts (Brenner and van Dijk-Hemines
1993). Both traditional and nontraditional readers have implicitly, if not
explicitly, gendered God as male in relation to Mary. Malina and
Rohrbaugh’s reading is highly similar to Schaberg’s reading in
gendering Gabriel as well as God as male. This is, without a doubt, one
of the most explosive issues of our time. The gendering of both God and
Gabriel as male takes us to the heart of ideology. Would it be possible
for us to read this text in such a manner that neither God nor Gabriel
are gendered as male in relation to Mary? The work of Brenner, van
Dijk-Hemmes and Troost promises to give us such a reading in the ncar
future. Let us look more closely at the text itself to see the nature of the
social and cultural topics in it.

When the angel Gabriel first told Mary this visit meant that she was
being favored by God with conception and birth of a special son, she
protested that she had no man (1.34). Here, then, the text explicitly
evokes the traditional perception that a woman becomes pregnant only
as the result of the presence of a man. When the angel draws an analogy
between the honorable conception of her barren kinswoman Elizabeth
and her own impending conception, Mary believes the angel’s word of
promise to her (1.36-38). We lack comparison of the argumentation the
angel uses to persuade Mary with argumentation by gods who visit
virgins in Mediterranean antiquity. But we should not be surprised to
find similar strategies of persuasion. The angel has confronted Mary with
powerful words and she has been persuaded by them. The ‘central’
concern for a woman in this situation in Mediterranean antiquity is
honor, and the powers have provided for her honor. This appears to be
the primary reason for her praise of God: God has shown regard for the
humiliation of this maidservant; from now on, all generations will call her
blessed—instead of a dishonorable woman (1.48).

The result of this analysis suggests an inner relation between thauma-
turgy and conversion: Mary will encounter a miracle just like Elizabeth
has experienced a miracle; acceptance of this miracle requires a decp
change of heart on behalf of Mary. Mary’s first response to Gabriel was
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that she had no man, therefore she could not imagine how she could
have a son (1.34). The answer of the angel persuades her to change her
mind and accept the possibility (1.35-37), and Elizabeth’s statements
affirm her new point of view (1.42-45). Thus, argumentation that
features honor and kinship confirms and deepens our understanding of
the centrality of thaumaturgy and conversion in the discourse. But what
about the reversal of the powerful and the lowly in Mary’s Magnificat?
Let us turn to cultural alliances and conflicts to deepen our understanding
of this discourse.

A beginning framework for investigating cultural interaction in a text
emerges in the distinction sociologists of culture make between domi-
nant culture, subculture, contraculture, counterculture and liminal culture.
On the one hand, a cultural system has its own set of premises and
rationales (Peacock 1986: 35). On the other hand, every cultural system
is comprised of multiple ‘local cultures’ (Geertz 1983). Local cultures
interact with other local cultures, either by dominating or embedding
themselves in another culture. Each culture develops its own premises
and rationales within this context of domination and/or embedding.

The rhetorics of dominant culture, subculture, counterculture, contra-
culture and liminal culture are a factor in producing these cultures, and
in turn these cultures generate these kinds of rhetoric. The relation of
rhetoric to culture and culture to rhetoric, then, is reciprocal. What kind
of culture rhetoric is at work in Lk. 1.26-56?7 To pursue this issue it is
necessary to have definitions of these types of culture rhetoric (Robbins
1993b).

(a) Dominant culture rhetoric adopts a point of view according to
which its own system of attitudes, values, dispositions and norms are
supported by social structures vested with power to impose its goals on
people in a significantly broad territorial region.

(b) Subculture rhetoric imitates the attitudes, values, dispositions and
norms of dominant culture rhetoric, and it claims to enact them better
than members of dominant status.

Ethnic subculture rhetoric is a particular kind of subculture rhetoric. It
has origins in a language different from the languages in the dominant
culture, and it attempts to preserve and perpetuate an ‘old system’ in a
dominant cultural system in which it now exists, either because a
significant number of people from this ethnic culture have moved into a
new cultural environment or because a new cultural system is now
imposing itself on it (Roberts 1978; Gordon 1970).
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(c) Counterculture rhetoric is a ‘heretical’ intra-cultural phenomenon
that articulates a constructive image of a better way of life in a context
of ‘rejection of explicit and mutable characteristics’ of the dominant or
subculture rhetoric to which it is responding (Roberts 1978: 114). It is
not simply a reaction formation to another form of culture, but it builds
on a supporting ideology that provides a relatively self-sufficient system
of action (Roberts 1978: 121; Roberts 1976; Yinger 1982).

(d) Contraculture rhetoric is ‘groupculture’ rhetoric that is deeply
embedded in another form of culture to which it is a reaction formation.

It asserts ‘more negative than positive ideas’ (Roberts 1978: 124, citing -

Bouvard 1975: 119) in a context where its positive ideas are simply pre-
supposed and come from the culture to which it is reacting. It often is
possible to predict the behavior and values evoked by contraculture
rhetoric if one knows the values evoked by the culture to which it is
reacting, since the values are simply inverted (Roberts 1978: 123-24;
Yinger 1960: 629; Stark 1967: 141, 153; Ellens 1971).

(e) Liminal culture rhetoric is ‘disjunctive and multiaccentual’ speech
that evokes a cultural space ‘outside the sentence’. It uses cacophonic,
syncopated sounds and articulations in ‘heterogeneous and messy array’
to evoke a possibility of ‘enunciation’ and ‘identity’. It is a liberating
strategy ‘articulated at the liminal edge of identity’ to create the
possibility for an emergent cultural identity (Bhaba 1992: 443-45).

If we analyze the text that features Mary and Elizabeth from the per-
spective of culture rhetoric, we begin to test the dynamics of revolution-
ist rhetoric in relation to reformist and utopian rhetoric. The angel
Gabriel represents the power of God, and the speech of the angel
represents a form of dominant culture rhetoric. After Mary accepts
Gabriel's promise to her she speaks about the nature of God’s power in
terms of making the mighty low and the low mighty. Is Mary simply
amplifying the dominant culture rhetoric Gabriel has introduced to her,
or is this a different kind of culture rhetoric? Let us remain in touch with
the topics that concern the social response to the world in the discourse
as we pursue this issue. Does Mary’s discourse introduce a revolutionist
vision in which God's power ‘destroys’ the present evil world, a utopian
vision in which God’s power ‘replaces’ the present social structures and
powerful people with a new kind of structure and role for leaders, or a
reformist vision in which God’s power ‘changes’ something within the
present system to make it function benevolently?

The answer to this question must come from the overall rhetoric of
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Luke and Acts. For this reason, it is important to embed Lk. 1:26-56 in
the discourse of both volumes. In a recent study of the social location of
the implied author of this two volume work, | drew the conclusion that

the thought of the implicd author is located in the midst of the activitics of
adult Jews and Romans who have ccrtain kinds of power in citics and
villages throughout the Mcditcrrancan world from Rome to Jerusalem...
The arcna of socialization reveals an upwardlooking use of technology
toward Roman officials with political power. Jewish officials, however, are
considcred equal in social status and rank... Thus, the thought of the
implicd author is located socially in a placc where it scems advantageous,
and perhaps neccssary, to tclt ‘thesc forcign affairs’ to people slightly
higher in social rank who rcad Greek and appreciate a people who strive to
be devout, rightcous, and lettered. .. Accepting a position of subordination,
Christians speak with politeness and care upwards to those who dominate
the system. Yet, bolstered by God's sanctioning of their diversity and by
their idcology of ‘at homencss’ in the Roman empire, they not only tell
their story to thasc above but engage in vigorous and continued confronta-
tion with those from whom they claim their Jewish heritage and those with
whom they enjoy the benefits of Greco-Roman culture (Robbins 1991a:
331-32).

The exchanges among the angel Gabriel, Mary and Elizabeth exhibit a
subset of these dynamics. The angel Gabriel represents the power and
will of God in much the same way that King Agrippa rcpresents the
power and will of the emperor (Acts 25.13-26.32), thus they both use
dominant culture rhetoric. When the angel Gabriel speaks to Mary, he
uses command and ‘name dropping’ characteristic of representatives of
hierarchical structures. He is fully authorized by dominant power and he
fills his discourse with the authorities that stand behind him as he works.
Since both Gabriel who represents God and King Agrippa who repre-
sents the emperor use dominant culture rhetoric, there is an inner
tension in the discourse of Luke-Acts. Do two dominant cultures stand
in unmitigated opposition in Luke-Acts, or does the dominant rhetoric
of one of the cultures accept a subordinate position in relation to the
other? It seems clear from the relation of the discourse in the prefaces to
the discourse in the specches of Paul in Acts that representatives of
Christianity accept a subordinate role to the emperor and his representa-
tives (Robbins 1979). The discourse in Luke-Acts adopts a position
according to which people like Theophilus and King Agrippa are likely
to view the story of Christianity as a matter of ‘foreign affairs’, but it
challenges such a view by embedding the affairs of Christianity within
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the affairs of the emperor and his representatives. When a decree of the
emperor creates a movement of people whereby Jesus of Nazareth is
born in the city of David (Lk. 2.1-5), the stage is set for a cooperative
relation between the power of the emperor and the power of God
throughout the story. As the story progresses, events among early
followers of Jesus work symbiotically with power structures within the
Roman empire to creatc a story in which power that travels from Rome
to Jerusalem creates the environment for Christianity to travel from
Jerusalem to Rome (Robbins 1991bh: 218-21). In this context, representa-
tives of Christianity adopt subcultural rhetoric as they converse with
representatives of the emperor.

The dominant culture rhetoric Gabriel uses with Mary, then, stands in
an ethnic subcultural relation to the dominant culture rhetoric King
Agrippa uses with Paul. After Mary’s encounter, she takes the initiative
to go alonc to the honored, no longer barren, woman Elizabeth, much
like Paul goes to synagogues in cities in Asia Minor, Macedonia and
Greece. When Mary speaks in the presence of Elizabeth, she speaks a
high form of Jewish rhetoric, a form containing the poetic qualitics of
royal Davidic and classical prophetic specch. At the highpoint of Mary's
speech, however, she speaks a rhetoric of reversal: those who are
powerful will be made low, and those who live in humiliation will be
exalted (Lk. 1.52). In other words, while speaking the highest level of
this ethnic subculture rhetoric, Mary introduces a contracultural
phenomenon in her rhetoric—a phenomenon that ‘inverts’ some aspect
of another cultural system. Whose culture is Mary’s speech inverting,
and what is she inverting in that culture? Is Mary’s rhetoric counter-
cultural rather than contracultural? In other words, are the inversions
part of an overall positive vision, or does her speech emphasize more
negative than positive things?

‘The strategy of the narrative is to present a form of dominant Jewish
culture rhetoric primarily on the lips of Pharisees (Moxnes 1988; Gowler
1989; Gowler 1991; Gowler 1993). In these contexts, Lukan discourse
regularly presents itself as Jewish contraculture rhetoric. This rhetoric
claims to represent Jewish tradition authentically by inverting certain
behaviors in dominant Jewish culture. From the perspective of dominant
Jewish culture rhetoric as Lukan discourse presents it, Christian dis-
course is a ‘dishonorable’ tradition. But Lukan discourse also presents
sources of power within Jewish tradition investing this ‘dishonorable’
tradition with honor. In other words, Lukan discourse claims that
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Christianity does not reject the central values of Jewish tradition; it
simply inverts objectional dominant Jewish culture thought and
behavior. The Gospel of Luke, then, embeds Mary’s rhetoric in a narra-
tive context that inverts hierarchies within its own presentation of domi-
nant Jewish culture rhetoric, and Mary herseif embodies an inversion of
‘dishonored’ and ‘honored’ traditions in dominant Jewish tradition. She
asserts that God authorizes the honoring of her dishonor, and in other
parts of the narrative God authorizes the honor of Jesus, Stephen and
Paul, who also represent ‘dishonorable’ traditions within dominant
Jewish culture rhetoric as Lukan discourse presents it.

But now let us pursue the relation of Mary’s rhetoric to Roman
culture. When the angel speaks to Mary, the language is Greek and
Mary responds in Greek. Even the greeting of the angel is Greek, chaire
(1.28), rather than Hcbrew, shalom. Mary's rhetoric, then, uses the
lingua franca of the dominant culture and is emboldened by it.
Moreover, when Mary praises God, she uses high level Jewish hymnic
verse that incorporates a form of reasoning and confirmation of its
reasoning that reaches upward toward a subcultural form of Hellenistic-
Roman argumentation. Mary’s rhetoric reaches up in social status, like
the narratorial voice reaches up toward Theophilus in the preface (Lk.
1.1-4; Robbins 1979; 1991a: 321-23). The hierarchical structure of the
social order seems not to be in contention, but only the benevolence of
those who hold positions of power in that structure. This rhetoric, then,
scems not to reject ‘explicit and mutable characteristics” of Roman
culture, which claims peace, salvation and benevolence as central values.
Rather, Mary’s rhetoric has a subcultural relation to Roman culture—
her discourse claims that God fulfils central values of Roman culture
better than the kingdom of the emperor does. In the end, the discourse
of Luke and Acts perpetuates a contracultural Jewish rhetoric as an
cthnic subcultural form of Roman culture. How close is Mary's speech
to dishonored virgins who bore the heroes, gods and goddesses of
Mediterranean culture? Only future investigation, analysis and interpre-
tation can tell us. New Testament interpreters have not yet confronted
the issue and explored it.

Returning to the social response in the discourse, then, the issue is
whether the discourse perceives evil to be present in the people or in the
structures that run society. Mary’s rhetoric evokes an image of changing
the people in power: God will remove those who now have power and
put the lowly in those positions. Mary does not assert that the structures
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of power themselves should be changed but only the people who have
the power. Nor does Mary claim that God will destroy the people who
have the power—God will depose and scatter them. This means that her
discourse probably is not appropriately described as revolutionist, which
would imply destruction of both the structures of the social order and
the powerful people who run it. Nor does the discourse appear to be
utopian, where an entirely new social system will replace the present
one. Rather, Mary's discourse is reformist, with an emphasis on
changing the people in power. When Lukan discourse embeds this
reformist vision in thaumaturgical, conversionist discourse, the vision is
significant reform indeed. As God’s thaumaturgic powers raisc the lowly
to positions of power, the vision is that God’s conversionist powers
change the hearts of the honored ones to goals of benevolence and
mercy. The changes in the social order, then, will occur as leaders use
power structures to ‘show mercy’ and to ‘fill the hungry with good
things’. Mary's discourse, then, shows no desire that hierarchical power
structures be taken away. She simply has her own view of how those

who hold the positions of power should embody the thaumaturgical and
conversionist powers of God.

Ideological Texture: Every Theology Has a Politics

Exploration of the ideological texture of a text focuses on self-interests.
What and whose self-interests are being negotiated in this text? If the
dominant voices in the text persuade people to act according to their
premises, who will gain and who will lose? What will be gained and what
will be lost (Elliott 1993: 119-21; Eagleton 1991; McGowan 1991)?
These questions move into the realm of ideology, point of view and
theology. And here the motto is that every theology has a politics.
Idcology is ‘an integrated system of beliefs, assumptions and values, not
necessarily true or false, which reflects the needs and interests of a
group or class at a particular time in history’ (Davis 1975: 14). This
integrated system proceeds from the need to understand, to interpret to
self and others, to justify, and to control one’s place in the world.
Ideologies are shaped by specific views of reality shared by groups—
specific perspectives on the world, society and people, and on the limita-
tions and potentialities of human existence. Inasmuch as all religious
groupings and movements have specific collective needs, intcrests and
objectives that they seek to relate to ultimate sacred norms and
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principles—in Christianity, to the will and action of God as revealed in
Jesus Christ—all religious movements, including early Christianity,
develop ideological positions and perspectives (Elliott 1981: 268; Elliott
1993: 51-53; Schiissler Fiorenza 1983; Schiissler Fiorenza 1985;
Schiissler Fiorenza 1992). '

Who, we must ask, is benefitting by having Mary speak as she does in
the Magnificat? Who is benefitting by having Mary speak out about
raising the lowly up to power and driving the powerful away empty-
handed? Whose ideology is being advanced, for whose benefit, by
Mary’s dialogue with the angel and Elizabeth and by the argumentation
in the Magnificat? Let us approach the issue from three angles: (a) the
voices of the narrator and the angel, (b) the dialogue between Mary and
Elizabeth and (c) the monologue by Mary to God.

The narratorial voice throughout Luke and Acts presents a case for
Christianity as a healing, peace-loving group of people who encounter
conflict when Jewish leaders attempt to run them out, imprison or kill
them. This narratorial voice presents a case for certain Christian leaders
throughout the Mediterranean world from Ethiopia throughout Syria-
Palestine, Asia Minor, Macedonia, Greece and Rome. The rhetoric of
Luke and Acts offers a certain group of Christian leaders the benefit of a
bi-cultural founder and leader. Simultaneously, Jesus functions both as a
messiah, who launches high level contraculture rhetoric against estab-
lished Jewish leaders, and as a Hellenistic-Roman benefactor-savior who
engages in high artisan, low elite subculture rhetoric that challenges all
leaders. Social identity is at stake for Christians. From a social
perspective, Christians look to an outsider like subversive troublemakers.
The narratorial voice, with the voices of characters embedded in it,
argues the case that all the troubles Christians have arise with chish
leaders who are proud, greedy and lovers of money. Jesus and his
followers, in contrast, enact humility and benevolence.

Social and political benefits are at stake in Luke and Acts, and
wherever its narratorial rhetoric is successful Christians will attain posi-
tive social identity and will receive accompanying political benefits.
Material benefits also are at stake. Of key importance are the resources
in cities throughout the Mediterranean world, the location of storing and
distributing of grain supplies and the like (Robbins 1991a). If Christians
can be Roman citizens, as the converted Pharisec Paul is, then Christians
have the right to receive a portion of the grain dole and other services of
the cities. Individual benefits also are at stake. Christian leaders, both
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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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