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characters the meaning of actions and people and happenings in the
story-world. This device, putting on the lips of the protagonist rid-
dles and quotations that explain the story-world, also sexves to reveal
Jesus® knowledge and understanding while at the same time exposing
the ignorance and blindness of other characters, especially the oppo-
nents and disciples.

Conclusion

Based on an analysis of these many narrative features, the critic is
readily able to see the many themes and motifs running through
Mark’s story. And putting the narrative back together, story and dis-
course, form and content, in order to show just what the story is
about represents a great challenge. Perhaps in terms of narrative crit-
icism of Mark’s Gospel, we are not yet ready to make these kinds of
integrative conclusions. While reporting on Markan scholarship,
our discussion has emphasized the need for further study of Mark’s
narrative. And since literary criticism of narrative encompasses so
many resources and approaches (I have discussed here only some of
the standard areas of investigation), we can draw upon further
methodological procedures in order to broaden what we look for in
the narrative.
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Narrative Criticism:

Practices and Prospects

i, Tarrative analysis of New Testament writings had its beginnings
F. % in the 1970s with the seminal works of Norman Perrin, Thomas
Boomershine, Joanna Dewey, Werner Kelber, Norman Petersen,
Robert Tannehill, and Mary Ann Tolbert, It came into its own in the
early 1980s with efforts to produce narrative analyses of each of the
Gospels as a whole. Since then it has become popularly known
among New Testament scholars as narrative criticism and has gener-
ated many fine studies of the narratives of the New Testament.!

The purpose of this chapter is to consider the practices and
prospects of narrative criticism. After a brief introduction, I will pro-
ceed (1) by reflecting on critiques of narrative criticism (2) followed by
some ways narrative analysis of the New Testament is being sharp-
ened and broadened, (3) then by showing how soime traditional disci-
plines and (4) some newer methods in biblical studies are being
incorporated into'the practice of narrative criticism, and (5) finally by
dealing with the relationship between natrative interpretation and
the ethics of reading.
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Introduction

Narrative criticism has come to be understood as the analysis of the
story-wotld of a narrative along with the analysis of its implied
rhetorical impact on readers. First, the analysis of the story-world
focuses on the world inside a narrative with its own times and places,
its own characters, its past and future, its own set of values, and its
series of events moving forward in some meaningful way. This story-
wortld is neither the historical world depicted by the story nor the his-
torical world of the situation in which the story was first told”
Rather, it is the imaginary world created by thie narrative in its telling.
Second, the analysis of a narrative’s rhetotic focuses on the implied
impact of a natrative both from the story itself as well as from the way
it is told—with its distinctive style and point of view, set of literary
techniques, and order of recounting,

Narrative criticism has been one of many new methodologies to
arise in biblical studies in the last several decades. Narrative criticism
has recovered the text as a story to be experienced, an experience that
had been all but lost during the last two centuries of biblical studies.”
As such, narrative criticism has recovered the storyasa whole, instead
of the fragmented pieces of historical criticism. In this way, narrative
criticism has opened up new questions and ateas of analysis of the
text. It has helped to establish literary rhetoric as a legitimate way to
study New Testament narratives and to pave the way for the develop-
ment of reader-response criticism.

Narrative criticism’s major contribution to biblical scholarship in
general has been the establishment of the surface narrative of the text
as a legitimare object of study. Many writers of monographs, com-
mentaries, and articles now regularly deal with the narrative in its
final form and of the story-world of the New Testament narratives
without sorting out tradition and redaction or engaging in historical
reconstruction from the text.
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Critiques of Narrative Criticism

Narrative criticism atose in the context of the predominance of tradi-
tional historical-critical methods employed in Gospel studies—source
criticism, form criticism, and redaction criticism. These methods
generally explored the text for layers of tradition in order to construct
the history of the early church from the time of Jesus to the time of
the evangelists. Narrative criticism provided an alternative approach
by shifting the focus from the world outside the Gospel to the world
of the story itself. It involved other shifts as well: from the study of
brief form-critical units to the study of a Gospel narrative as a whole;
from reconstructing the layers of tradition and redaction to the analy-
sis of the single surface layer of the final story; from the author as
redactor to the author as creator of a story; and from how the author
may have constructed the Gospel to how the readers may have experi-
enced it.

In general, these shifts have meant the bracketing of earlier meth-
ods, because treating the reader’s experience of the narrative in the
integrity of its final form was methodologically incompatible with
the layering of the text into redaction and tradition. Because the sev-
eral methods could not easily be mixed into one method, there was
need for narrative critics to embrace the new method as a discrete
discipline.

Some critiques of natrative ctiticism, then, have come from those
who use traditional methods. Other critiques have come from those
who have movéd beyond natrative criticism to postmodern literary
methods. I would like to reflect briefly on four critiques of narrative
criticism.’

Coberent Narratives?

Some scholars using traditional methods have argued that the
Gospels are really such a patchwork of embedded traditions and
authorial redactions that they cannot legitimately be treated as whole
cloth. They argué that narrative criticism emphasizes too much the
coherence of the narrative or assumes a unity that is not really there.
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Therefore, although redaction criticism is itself far from exact, some
scholars will continue to use redaction criticism as the primary basis
for recovering the purposes of the Gospel writers, in some cases
combining it with composition analysis. This is an important entet-
prise that will allow for helpful comparisons of the results of the two
methods.

Narrative critics have used the coherence of the text as a working
hypothesis, a heuristic device to discetn fully the coherent patterns of
storytelling on the surface level of the final narrative. In the case of
Mark, some narrative critics have been so impressed with the perva-
sive signs of the coherence of the narrative world as to argue that it
will be difficult now for scholars to distinguish tradition from redac-
tion. Narrative critics might say the same with regard to Matthew or
Luke, except that, with the Markan source in hand, they can see how
these authors have changed their traditions. Nevertheless, narrative
criticism does not necessarily weigh differently what authors of the
Gospels have kept from their traditions and what they have added
from their own hand. Matthew’s free editorial hand, for example,
could have omitted any part of Mark; as such, the author of Matthew
may have kept parts of Mark precisely because they served his pur-
poses every bit as miich as his own redactions of that material. At a
minimum, the evangelists have included or omitted material, modi-
fied it to a greater or lesser extent, and ordered it into a consecutive
narrative. In the end, then, both tradition and redaction combine
together to create something that is more than the sum of its parts,
the narratives of the Gospels as the subject matter for interpretation.

Narrative analysis can certainly be aided by information about an
author’s redaction of sources. In many cases, such observations will
confirm and inform a narrative analysis. We would be foolish to
ignore insights that come from an integrated approach with form
and redaction criticism. And attention to tradition and redaction can
helps to reconstruct the trajecrories in the tradition.

Nevertheless, the shift in narrative criticism from author to
reader/hearer makes the study of redaction somewhat limited in
value, for narrative criticism seeks to recovet the final story the author
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has created for the readet. A fitst-century audience hearing a Gospel
would have experienced it as a whole and not as pieces of earlier tradi-
tion. Readers/hearers of a Gospel were surely not listening to sort out
tradition from redaction. Nor does the narrative reveal what its author
rejected of its sources, Rather, hearers were absorbed in the story as it
was being presented to them. And, in general, the Gospel writers suc-
ceeded in creating rather coherent reading/listening experiences for
their audiences.

So, narrative ctiticism deals with how a reader experiences the
story in its final form, even when there are places in which the story
does not cohere so well. Thus, narrative critics may show where they
find the narrative to be coherent and at the same time be open to its
lack of coherence as a narrative. We see the problem most clealy, for
example, in the Gospel of John, where there are awkward breaks in
the narrative and where some characters ate first mentioned as if they
had already been introduced. Nevertheless, instead of returning to
redaction criticism, narrative critics still take seriously the final form
of the natrative as an audience might have experienced it—with all its
faults and failures as a narrative. We need to develop a narrative poet-
ics for each Gospel so as adequately to take into account all the pecu-
liarities of that narrative without forcing it into a straitjacket of
coherence.’

Detached from History?

Some critics argue that narrative criticism, by focusing on the story,
has detached the narrative from its historical moorings. After all, the
Gospels were about historical events, and the Gospels indirectly
reflect historical events and circumstances at the time of their writ-
ing. As we have noted, before narrative criticism, the literary methods
of source, form, and redaction criticism were pursued primarily in the
service of historical reconstruction. Narrative criticism has succeeded
in showing the value of the narrative in its own right, without serving
as a handimaid to historical reconstruction. Nevertheless, narrative
criticism affirms that a Gospel narrative is a historical artifact, a first-
century contextual document fully conditioned by its time and place
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and representing one person’s (one community’s) conception of the
world. More than ever, interpretations of the Gospel narratives are
drawing upon our knowledge of the history, society, and cultures of
the first-century Mediterranean world as a means to help us under-
stand the story better.

As the fruits of narrative criticism become evident, it will be impor-
tant to reassess traditional historical-critical disciplines in light of the
results of narrative criticism. Rethinking redaction criticism and
source criticism will be appropriate. It may also be possible for narra-
tive criticism to contribute to historical criticism by finding some new
ways to make inferences from the Gospel narratives and their rhetoric
about the authors, audiences, and circumstances of the Gospels.

Narrative critics treat the Gospels as discrete “fictionalized ver-
sions” of the events they are %Enms..m. At some level, therefore, the
accuracy or inaccuracy of the events as recounted is not essential for
an appreciation of the Gospels as first-century narratives. Neverthe-
less, it is an important part of the rhetoric of the Gospels that they do
in fact make implied or explicit claims to be faithful depictions of
actual people and events. Consider, for example, the explicit claims to
historicity made by the Gospels of Luke (1:1-4) and John (21:24). As
such, we can only fully understand the rhetorical impact of the

Gospels when we see them as narratives presented as being about real
events.

An Autonomous Narvative World?

Narrative criticism arose when New Ctiticism was prevalent among
secular literary critics. New Criticism argued for the study of the text
in its own right apart from authorial intention or reader responses.
Texts were seen to have an independent autonomy, a kind of life of
their own. However, even though we cannot recover the intentions of
an author,® subsequent literary studies have made clear thart there is
no story-world apart from social context, and there is no story-world
apart from the reading experience. This is equally true of ancient
readers and modern readers. Apart from the reading experience, the
text is only a series of marks on a page.
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Hence, readers who are engaged in the act of reading give mean-
ings to words, use nrmmlﬁmwmnwnonv attribute emotions, fill in gaps,
make connections, among many other tasks. For example, the
sparseness of language in characterizations by the Gospel writers
especially invites reader participation.” One of the results of such
reader participation is that there is no single authoritative reading,
only various readings. As such, narrative critics will deal with the role
of a reader in analysis and interpretation—both in the construction
of ancient readings as well as in the readings of modern readers,
including critics. At the same time, it is important to remember that
when narrative critics are constructing the reading experience of a
hypothetical “ideal reader” or the imaginative reading experiences of
ancient audiences, it is, of course, the narrative critics themselves as
readers who are constructing these imaginary reading experiences of
the first century.

Unified Narratives?

While the eatlier critique about coherence comes from traditional
historical critics, a somewhat different concern about unity comes
from literary postmodern critics. As we have said, narrative criticism
tends to look for the unifying patterns of a text as the basis for inter-
pretation. Each line is interpreted in the context of the whole. Where
paradoxes and contradictions occur, the narrative critic seeks to
relate them to each other in light of the whole. However, postmodern
critics point out that by its vety nature, at a fundamental level, narra-
tive is not unified—not just ancient Gospels, but even carefully
crafted modern fiction.® Narratives overflow with a surplus of mean-
ing, and they are full of gaps, fissures, contradictions, ambiguities,
multiple meanings and connotations, and a lack of connection
between possible causes and consequences. Therefore, any effort to
provide an airtight unified interpretation of a writing will be illusory;
indeed, it may do violence to the complexity and muld-valence of
that narrative. So, postmodern critics read and interpret “against the
grain” of standard interpretations in order to expose the gaps and
contradictions in texts and interpretations.
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Narrative critics will do well, therefore, to acknowledge the com-
plex nature of narrative. Perhaps the goal of narrative criticism is not
so much to discern the unity of a text as it is to assess its impact—to
see in what ways a narrative coheres adequately to give a satisfying
reading experience. With this more modest goal in mind, narrative
critics will continue to look for patterns of coherence and at the same
time be aware of what they notice and also learn from reading against
the grain. They will continue to interpret portions of narrative in
light of the whole, seeking to avoid imposing unity where it does not
exist and with the recognition that the goal of finding total unity in
texts are clearly illusory.

Sharpening and Broadening of
Narrative Criticism

The paralle! to narrative criticism in secular literary criticism is the
discipline of narrarology—the theory and practice of narrative analy-
sis. There are many works in narratology dealing with narrative as a
whole, and there are works that represent particular developments in
the understanding of character, plot, setting, standards of judgment,
point of view, and literary-rhetorical analysis.* These developments in

narratology will continue to be of benefit to narrative critics of the
Bible.

Strengthening Narrative Criticism

Thus, narrative critics of the Bible may continue to sharpen their
capacity to do narrative analysis. For example, narrative critics con-
tinue to grow in the discernment of patterns of storytelling, such as
parallelism, forms of repetition,” and irony." Work is being done
with the symbolic language of the Gospel of John.? Style could
become a greater focus of attention. Point of view can be informed by
a treatment of the narrator’s tone in addressing the audience. The
concept of standards of judgment is yielding many insights into the
moral world of a narrative, The study of setting is taking greater
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account of all the structures of the narrative world, including the
sociopolitical ethos and the cosmology.” The analysis of character
can enable critics to clarify an author’s view of the human condi-
tion." There could be greater efforts to understand the interrelation
between plot, conflict, setting, and tone as a way to see more cleatrly
the “world” offered by the narrative to the readet.’”

In general, narrative critics have tended to aim their work at the

whole narrative of a Gospel.* However, there ate now also appearing

detailed and careful treatments of particular episodes, as they can be
understood in their context in the whole Gospel.”

Reader-Response Criticism

Narrative criticism will continue to give greater attention to the
reader by combining its treatment of narrative with reader-response
criticism.® Reader-response critics range across a spectrum, from
a text-centered approach (the text determines the reading experi-
ence) to reader-centered approach (the reader determines the read-
ing experience). Narrative critics lean toward the text-centered
approach, because they want to understand the narrative better as a
means to assess what impact the narrative might have had on first-
century readers. In this regard, various theories about ideal readers
have become useful—the ideal reader being not a real reader but a
construction of the possible implied responses of an ideal reader
through the course of the narrative.”® The ideal reader represents
what the author wants the real reader to become in the course of
reading. Reader-response critics can help us to revise our under-
standing of the ideal/implied reader, because we have tended, inap-
propriately, to construct these imaginary readers as readers without
a social location.

Thus, text-centered reader-response criticism is interested in the
literary rhetoric of a story. Initially, relying on the work of Seymour
Chatmari, narrative critics limited the definition of rhetoric to the
style of discourse an author used to tell the story, distinguishing the
“what” of a narrative (story) from the “how” of a narrative (discourse
ot thetoric). Now, however, there is reason to rethink this approach:
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the rhetoric of a natrative refers to the overall impact of a story in its
telling, As such, rhetoric is more than the impact of the events of the
story. It is more than the stylistic features and lirerary devices by
which the story is told. Rhetoric is a combination both of the con-
tent of a particular story and of the literary style and devices used to
tell it—in the diachronic experience of the natrative by the readers.
Thus, rhetoric has to do not only with what the story means but also
with what the story does to the hearers in the course of its telling. A
narrartive like one of the Gospels affects the readers in the process of
reading so that readers are led to become something different as a
result—people who embrace certain beliefs or values, become faithful
followers of Jesus (Mark) or disciples who teach what Jesus has
taught (Matthew) or followers who will shate their wealth (Luke) or
people who believe and have eternal life {John).

The New Testament narratives offer a significant challenge to crit-
ics seeking to understand the dynamics and power of their rhetoric,
for they were composed as part of an effort to create and shape com-
munities, to make available divine resources for transformation, and
to announce judgment and salvation. One of the tasks of narrative
criticism, then, is to deal with these questions: What are the New Tes-
tament narratives doing? And, literarily, how do they do it?

Reception Criticism
Also, reception criticism can be of assistance here as a helpful way to dis-
cern how actual readers from ancient times to the present have
reacted to a particular writing. Reception criticism can thus be seen
as a branch of reader-response criticism, because it looks at the way in
which readers down through the ages have received, understood, and
appropriated a Gospel—often evident in the history of commerntaries
on a particular writing. For example, insights into the Gospel of
Mark come by seeing how Matthew and Luke reacted in their reading
of Mark--as implied by their revisions of Mark. In a time when so
many international scholars are entering biblical studies, reception
criticism can now expand to encompass not only reception of a bibli-
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cal writing through Western history but also the diverse receptions of
it in contemporary global arenas.

Speech-Act Theory

Further insights about the impact of a parrative on the reader may
also come from the literary branch of study called speech-act theory.
Speech-act theory assesses the whole range of petformative functions
of language in the interaction between speaker and receiver.” This
approach began in the philosophical analysis of language. In literary
criticism, it has been applied to interpret whole pieces of literature as
speech-acts. Speech-act theory has many important implications for
the study of biblical natrative and dialogue.

Application to Other Genres

Finally, narrativ e criticism is broadening its scope and proving to be
useful in analyzing literary works that are not primarily narrative in
nature but which have narrative dimensions. For example, it is pos-

sible to analyze the occasional letters of Paul by reconstructing the

chronological story of the past events that are portrayed or men-
tioned in the letter and the potential future events projected by the
letter, and then to see the letter as a moment in the story surround-
ing the letter—with its own plot, characters, settings, point of view,
tone, standards of judgment, and rhetoric.” Also, writings such as
the book of Revelation may be analyzed for the same formal features
of narrative.”

Incorporating Some Traditional Disciplines

Ancient Narrative

Narrative critics enhance their analysis of biblical narratives by com-
parison with other ancient literature. They begin by consulting treat-
ments of narrative in ancient literary handbooks, such as Aristotle’s
Poetics, and then they study the features of narrative expressed in
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ancient writings that are parallel to the New Testament narratives.™
Also, the presentation of characters in ancient biographies and novel-
las can be an important means for understanding New Testament
parratives.” Not only analogies with Greco-Roman literature but also
recent nartatological studies of the Hebrew Bible should be explored
more extensively as ways of enhancing our understanding of the
dynamics of New Testament narratives.

Genre Criticism

In addition, genre criticism is increasingly important for narrative
analysis. Seeing a Gospel as representing a particular genre—whether
tragedy or biography or romance or apocalypse—helps to identify an
implied audience, the social ethos, the issues being dealt with, and
the expectations that an audience brings to a story.” Thus, genre
studies help to imagine contexts for the reception of the Gospels in
antiquity. Genre studies are complex, because narratives seldom fit
into a single category of genre. One may decide that a Gospel repre-
sents a mixed genre or a subversion of a familiar genre or even a new
genre. Nevertheless, any comparisons and contrasts with other simi-
lar writings of the time can be helpful in clarifying the nature of a
Gospel.

For example, a recent approach to genre analysis of the Gospel
stories deals with rhetorical criticism and employs classical, Greco-
Roman rhetoric of argumentation.® Critics take individual stories
from the Gospels and analyze them as the narrative equivalence of
speeches—representing species of argumentation, showing an order
of argumentation, and manifesting techniques of ethos, pathos, and
Jogos.” Such analyses may be a helpful way to inform an under-
standing of plot and character, point of view, standards of judg-
ment, and the narrative rhetoric of persuasion. The fruitfulness
of this approach is just beginning to be apparent, and it is not yet
clear if the approach can be sustained over the narrative of a whole
Gospel*
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Incorporating Some New Disciplines

While narrative criticism has many parallels to narratology, narrative
criticism is taking its own unique shape because of the particular
nature of the literature under study. For example, the Gospels are
examples of oral/aural literature that was designed to be heard and
not read. Also, the Gospels originated from a culture very different in
time and place from our modem world. In addition, the Gospels were
all shaped by their political context under the aegis of the Roman
Empire. As a means to take full account of such factors, narrative crit-
ics are incorporating insights and approaches from other fresh disci-
plines in New Testament studies.

Orality Criticism

Orality criticism focuses on the aural reception of oral performances of
literature in an oral culture. It is clear that the Gospels were written to
be petformed to audiences in a predominantly nonliterate culture.
Considerable work has been done on the qualities and features of oral
literature and on the context and impact of the aural reception of it.*
Most of the work has been done on the Gospel of Mark,” but all the
narratives of the New Testament were written to be performed aloud
to a listening audience.”

The connection with narrative criticism (and reader-response crit-
icism) is immediately obvious. Critics are reframing narrative criti-
cism by conceiving of the narrator as a performer, of a temporal
rather than a spatial (on the page) experience of a Gospel, of forecasts
and echoes rather than foreshadowings and retrospections, of hear-
ers (probably in a group as an audience) rather than private readers,
of type scenes rather than forms, and of diverse examples of repeti-
tion with variation.

Hearers of a Gospel can listen to the narrative for its sounds and
rhythms.* Here careful atrention is given to word order—foreground-
ing, backgrounding and elision, as well as to synonymous and anti-
thetical parallelism and chiastic patterns. The development of
«sound charts” to identify repetitions and alliteration help to bring
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out the aural experience of the text.” The Gospel of Mark, for exam-
ple, offers a hearing experience of verbal echoes both within and
between episodes. The teachings in the Sermon on the Mount reveal
parallel and chiastic patterns of sound and rhythm. The alliteration
and lilt of the Gospel of John may be part of a rhetorical aesthetic
designed to draw hearers into the experience of eternal life. Also, hear-
ers of narrative will have a different experience of characters in a
Gospel than readers do. Because the performer addresses the hearers
directly with the speech of each character, hearers are led to identify
with as well as be addressed by all the characters. In this way, the story
also becomes an emotional experience (similar to viewing a film),
rather than simply a source of information.

Performance Criticism

The interpreter may also relate to natrative in terms of performance
criticism and may even practice being the narrator as performer.*
Preferably, this is done in the Greek language, but the experience also
bears much fruit by performing translations that attend to the
oral/aural features of the narrative.” Such an experience of perform-
ing recovers a new level in the analysis of narrative, because oral per-
formers must make interpretive decisions not only about what a line
means but also decisions about how a line is to be delivered. Every line
has a subtext—the message that is being conveyed by how the line is
said. Every subtext is determined from the lines themsclves in the
context of the episode and of the story as a whole, as if one wete dis-
cerning stage directions in the script of a play. Oral performance can
be a test of interpretation, because it is difficult to find a way to
deliver some lines with the meanings attributed to them in some
interpretations.™

One can readily see the applicability to character analysis, for
example. Performers will place themselves in the position of each of
the characters and clarify the differing points of view in a narrative.
Performers will notice the distinctive speech patterns of the different
characters and will attempt to identify subtexts for the lines of the
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characters that are suggested by the text. Also, the interpreter as per-
former will bring out emotive dimensions of the text in new ways,
because characters speak with amazement or fear or surprise or irony.
Recently, efforts have been made to construct the manner of an
ancient performance of Mark, based on suggestions culled from
thetorical handbooks from antiquity.® It remains to be seen how this
may help us in the interpretive process.

Soctal-Science Criticism

Narrative critics can also benefit from the discipline of social-science
criticism. The world of the story represents one example from antiq-
uity of a social construction of reality. Itis crucial, therefore, to use all
the tools we have to understand the nature of that social construc-
tion. Because the natrative wotlds of the Gospels reflect ancient soci-
ety, interpretation becomes a cross-cultural process. The question is,
how can we begin to construct, the shared cultural assumptions that
enabled ancient readers to understand the story and to fill in the gaps
of the texts? In order to address this question, narrative critics turn
not only to the knowledge we have about the first century from liter-
ary and material artifacts but also to the use of cultural models that
help to organize and interpret the ancient cultural information in the
nartative—thus helping us to avoid imposing the conceptions of the
world we bring from our experiences in the twentieth century.
Social-science criticism employs models from sociology and
anthropology as heuristic devices to enhance our understanding of
ancient biblical cultures.” The Mediterranean societies of antiquity
had parallels to current Mediterranean cultures. Therefore, models
based on studies of contemporary Mediterranean cultures—models
dealing with honor and shame, dyadic personality, purity and defile-
ment, economy of limited goods, patron-client relations, kinship pat-
terns, among others—are helpful in understanding ancient society.
Because a Gospel narrative is a relatively coherent slice of life from
cultures that these models reflect, it is possible to use these models to
unpack the dynamics of the story-world. The use of the models helps
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to articulate reading scenarios, representing the framework of
assumptions and expectations that first-century readers might have
brought to their experience of the story.* ,

The social-science approach has been employed fruitfully to illu-
minate the narratives of the Gospels.” Issues of honor and shame
illuminate the conflicts in the plot.* An understanding of ancient
economy informs the standards of judgment regarding wealth and
poverty.™ Studies of purity and defilemenct help to clarify the ethos of
the setting.” So also do cross-cultural treatments of sickness and
healing.** Models about the importance of eating and food shape our
understanding of meal settings. Models of social change distinguish
the features of the Jesus movement depicted in the various Gospels.”
Social-science commentaries on the Gospels have helped to integrate
many of these models into a greater understanding of the narrative.*

Especially in relation to characterization in the Gospels, the social-
science approach is helpful as a means to understanding the dyadic
cultures of ancient Mediterranean societies, that is, cultures in which
people depend on the group to which they belong for their identity.
Features of dyadic cultures include the tendency to stereotype, the
importance of kinship (both natural and fictive), a contrasting treat-
ment of insiders and outsiders, the lack of introspection—all of which
provide important heuristic insights into the portrayal of characters
in the Gospel narratives.

Narrative criticism and social-science criticism work well together.*
Social-science criticism helps to clarify the common assumptions
made by author and hearers in the act of communication. At the same
time, the detailed attention to the text offered by narrative criticism
helps to give specificity and qualification to the abstract and generic
nature of the models. And it applies social-science criticism to the
narrative as a narrative world.

Social Location

One of the most helpful aspects of the social study of the narrative
worlds of the Gospels is the identification of social location within the
structure of ancient society and its cities.” Pre-industrial, agrarian
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societies were organized hierarchically with (1) a small ruling elite

' {2-3 percent) along with (2) their scribal and mercantile retainers,

below which were (3) the masses of peasants (about 95 per cent) living
at a basically subsistence level, in addition to (4) a small percentage of

. “expendable” people comptised of unclean and other marginalized
. groups.” This economic and political ordering of an honor-shame
- society, without a middle class, becomes an important framework for

interpreting the narrative world of a Gospel—the ethos of the set-
tings, the nature of the conflicts that comprise the plot, and the social
location of the various characters.

In studying the natrative world, attention to social location espe-

- cially helps to amplify charactet analysis, because characters can be
_ identified by their cultural origin, social status, economic level, kin-

ship identification, gender, honor rating, state of purity or defilement,

. health, occupation, education, religious allegiances, arban/ rural ori-

gin, and so on. The idea is not simply to identify the social locations of

*. the characters, but to use what we know of the society as tools to inter-

pret better the narrative and the characters and conflicts in it.

Analysis of social location and power relations can also helpfully
be applied to the authors and audiences of the New Testament narra-
tives.®? Rather than simply identifying geographical origin and date
of a biblical writing, scholars can seek to infer from each Gospel a
range of factors that help to identify the social location of the narra-
tot/author and the implied audience of a writing. Where does this
writing fit into ancient society? Whose interests do the beliefs and
values promoted by the narrative serve? What power or rhetorical
force does the narrative use to have its way? What kind of society does
the natrative serve to subvert or reinforce or shape or generate? All
these questions increase our capacity to clarify the rhetoric of a
Gospel in relation to its audience.

In addition, a model of social location in antiquity may be a help-
ful heuristic device to imagine the responses of imaginary readers
from Bmwd\ different social locations in the society of the audience—
elites, a slave, peasants, a Roman soldier, a leper, and a Pharisee. Plac-
ing oneself in such imaginary roles of reading will better show how
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the text might have worked rhetorically in its ancient context—that is
to say, what values and beliefs does the narrative reinforce and which
ones does it seek to subvert and replace.

Ideological Criticism

Ideological criticism goes hand in glove with the identification of social
location,? because it asks questions of power. Ideological criticism
assesses the power relations berween and among the characters from
different social locations as the plot develops. What are the values
and beliefs of the different characters? What access to differing kinds
of power does each character and character group have? Who
oppresses and who is being oppressed? Whose interests are served by
the beliefs and values and the exercise of power of the different char-
acters? These questions have led to studies that recover the political
dimensions of the Gospel narratives.” Peminist critical studies in par-
ticular have unpacked the power dynamics between females and
males in the world of the story and asked whether the plot works to
overcome of to reinforce patriarchy, and in what ways.”

Postcolonial criticism

From the larger number of international scholars active in biblical
studies has emerged postcolonial biblical criticism. At first, the focus was
on the ways in which interpretations of the Bible have served the
interests of colonial powers in their domination of colonized soci-
eties and the ways in which people from colonized countries can now
find rheit voices in biblical interpretation after a long history of colo-
nization. More recently, the focus has shifted to show how the bibli-
cal texts themselves are colonial or anti-colonial documents (or a
mixcure of the two) in relation to the imperial domination of the
Roman Empire in the first centuries. Initial studies have shown the
ways in which biblical writers seek to subvert the mupwmm.m by adopting
the dynamics of empire and depicting God as a supérior imperial
force. Such an analysis of the political dynamics of the Gospels will
sharpen and make more complex our grasp of the narrative depic-
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tions of the kingdom of God. In this way, narrative criticism can
deepen its undesstanding of the imperial and anti-imperial dynamics
within the narrative wotlds of the Gospels as well as in regard to the
overall rhetorical impact of the Gospels vis-3-vis the audience as sub-
jects of the Roman Empire.

Responsible Interpretation

Narrative criticism is also beginning to benefit from reflection on the
relatively new field of the ethics of reading—reflection on the moral
responsibility involved in the process of reading and interpreting as
contemporary readers.®

Contemporary readers may think of reading as a dialogue—a
meaningful exchange between the story and the reader.” Each part-
ner has power and influence on what happens in the dialogue. On the
one hand, a story seeks to influence readers—to affect them for good
or for ill, to change people, and to shape communities. On the other
hand, a reader also has power in this dialogue with the story. Readers
can take a story seriously and be affected by it or they can be indiffer-
ent or resistant and have strong objections to the story. A reader can
also use the story in ways that may be helpful or harmful to others.

In the dialogue with the story, narrative interpreters are responsi-
bie to allow the story of a Gospel to have its influence in this dialogue,
by reading the story on its own terms and for its own time. In this dia-
logue with a story, the reader has the responsibility to treat the story
with respect, to listen carefully over and over again—seeking to limit
our tendency to impose alien ideas and images onto the story. It is
important to assume that the story will be different from what we
expect it to say of want it to say or fear it might say. Aware of our'lim-
ited and relative perspective, we can make our social location, our
reading communities, our assumptions, and our perspectives explicit
from the start,”® thereby helping us to avoid inappropriately reading
them into the story. Also, it is important to identify the strengths,

limitations, and liabilities in the methods we are using.
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Of course, every interpretation will be only one interpretation in a
range of faithful interpretations.” Given the multivalent nature of
language and the limitations of reader perspectives, it is not possible
(or even desirable} to provide one correct and objective understand-
ing of a story. The goal is to be faithful to the narrative (given the
parameters of the methods and criteria we are using) and to learn
from other interpretations as well.

Once we have allowed a Gospel to address us on its own terms,
the dialogue can begin to move to the modern reader’s side of the
equation: How does the story relate to contemporary life? On the
one hand, we may tesist many patts of a Gospel narrative—certain
beliefs, depictions of demons, a compromising duality, an anti-Jew-
ish thrust, patriarchy, ora glorification of suffering, Where the inter-
preter differs with the story, the idea is not to reinterpret the story to
make it look acceptable, but to let the story say what it says and then
to object honestly to those aspects of the story we find disagreeable
or abhorrent.

At the same time, because this is a genuine dialogue, we need to be
open to the ways in which the story as a whole may be potentially
transforming for us.® Real dialogue involves risk, the possibility of
being changed by our encounter with the text. We modern readers
can enter the story-world in imagination and by immersion can allow
the story to work its agic on us, as well as be careful not to use the
story in ways that can harm others. Thus, whatever our interpreta-
tion, readers have an ethical responsibility for their interpretations-—-
to promote the ways in which interpretations may serve the good and
to counter those interpretations that will bring harm and oppress
people.

Narrative critics are also learning the importance of reading and
interpreting with others from different social locations. Every reader
has a relative perspective due to national identify, social location
within that society, and personal experiences, beliefs, and values.”
Bach perspective has its own angle of vision that will n&ﬁmnnm under-

scanding but that may also inhibit understanding® By reading
“together we can learn from what others notice, we can correct each
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other, and we can guard against universalizing an interpretation.
Again the ideologital questions apply: Whose interests are being
served by this or that interpretation? How can interpreters take
responsibility for their interpretations? The recent discipline of cul-
tural exegesis recognizes the importance of reading with people from
many different cultures and social locations at a round table in which
no positions are privileged or no positions are marginalized, with

each participant bringing unique insights and understandings from
their perspective.

Conclusion

There are many exciting new directions taking place in narrative crit-

icism that are enabling students of biblical narrative to become even
better practitioners of narrative analysis and at the same time to have
: that practice enhanced by integrating insights and methods from

other approaches to New Testament. All the writings of the New Tes-

tament, as well as many writings outside the canon, provide opportu-

nities to bring narrative analysis to bear upon a better understanding

- of a wide range of ancient literature.



