HUMA 4655 Synoptic Gospels
Jan. 25 Reader Response Criticism
Read for today’s class: Alter and Kermode, “Introduction” to The Literary Guide to the Bible (PDF); Drury, “Mark” from The Literary Guide to the Bible (PDF); Gibson, “Authors, Speakers, Readers, and Mock Readers” (PDF)
On-Line Resources: another prominent Historical Jesus scholar we will read about in the classes ahead is N. T. Wright. His point-of-view is much more conservative than Crossan’s. But you can get a sense of that for yourself by watching this video clip.

“The evangelists are genuinely authors, authors using traditional material but nonetheless authors: they write for a definite purpose, they give their work a distinct and individual structure, they have thematic concerns which they pursue, the characters in the story they each tell function as protagonists in a plot, and so on. . . If the evangelists are authors, then they must be studied as authors, and they must be studied as other authors are studied.” ~ Norman Perrin, Biblical Research 17 (1972): 5-18.

1.  A Short History of Literary Criticism

· historical critical approach to the gospels (and to the whole Bible) came into its own in the 19th century; began by taking the gospels apart

· source criticism first; quest for written sources that were thought to lie behind the gospels

· needed to be done to explain apparent relationship between the gospels; originally called literary criticism and shows they saw the texts as literature

· But 19th century literary criticism dealt not with them but their pre-history; modern literary critics by contrast place the emphasis on the text itself as a finished literary product

· after WW2 form criticism was developed; still focusing on prehistory of the text(s); taking gospels apart not seeing them as a whole; important to do but present-day critic wants to put them all back together again and see what the whole looks like; analogy: you can learn a lot about a car by tearing it down into its component pieces and studying the form and function of each piece but unless you put it back together to see how it functions as a single, integral whole, you cannot understand the car as a car
· After ww2 redaction criticism comes on scene; method began to put together the pieces isolated by form critics

· The goal of the redaction critics was to understand the redaction, or editing, of the traditional material by the Gospel writers; discovered a surprising degree of theological sophistication as well as a previously unsuspected degree of coherence in each of the Gospels

· but still tend to view the Gospels essentially as edited collections of traditional material; it gives more respect and credit to the individuals who wrote the Gospels than source or form criticism had, but it still placed a great emphasis on the prehistory of each Gospel and tended to disintegrate each text into material labeled “tradition” and other material labeled “redaction.”

· at this point some scholars began to suggest that if the Gospel writers were able to produce a reasonably coherent narrative out of a collection of traditional material, and, moreover, if they successfully communicated their own theological perceptions by the way they, put the pieces of tradition together, then we should start to acknowledge them as legitimate authors

· It was time to put all of the pieces back together, to see how a Gospel works as a piece of literature, as an integral, literary whole, themes, characters, plot and so on
· Now literary critical approaches to the Bible are commonplace in scholarly journals, at scholarly meetings and in publishers’ lists of new books.
2. Example: Mark’s twin Feeding Stories (Mark 6:30-44 and 8:1-10)
· consensus on the stories has been that these two stories represent variants of a single traditional story; the Gospel writer included both versions, it is said, almost carelessly. After all, in both versions of the story the disciples seem to have no idea of what Jesus is capable of doing to feed vast crowds; when the evangelist tells essentially the same story twice, the disciples are accidentally made to look incredibly stupid
· the Feeding of the Four Thousand (Mark 8:1-10) may actually be more original than the five thousand -- its vocabulary and compositional style are unlike that of most of the Gospel; but the Five Thousand was probably composed entirely by the Gospel writer but based on the model of the four thousand

· the question for literary critics is why Mark would do that? What story is he trying to tell in using these two stories the way he does; so not looking at history at all but the text as a piece of literature

3. Reader-Response Criticism

· a sub-discipline of Literary Criticism with a focus more on the reader than the writer

· In reading the reader tries to make sense of what is read, filling in gaps to make clear what is left vague
· The reader is not a passive object but an agent engaged in creating meaning

· Also a part of a linguistic and cultural community that provides the competence for the success of the enterprise

· On one hand the text controls the reader’s response through its own strategies and conventions, selecting and arranging from contingencies those matters and patterns which it requires the reader to notice; on other hand the reader must actualize the world of the text in such a way as to be moved and enlightened by it

· come up with example for author, implied author, and narrator; use Potter
· Applied to Mark: unknown, guy with knowledge of Aramiac, Judaism, latin etc.; narrator serves merely as the spokeman for the implied author (he never gives information about himself); don’t know if we can trust him or not; but we can trust mark because he provides reliable information on social, ethical, and religious norms and there are no contradictory tendencies to leave the reader confused; also reliable because he says things will happen in the text and they do (like prophecies)
· Gibson article talks also about a real readers and mock readers; a mock reader takes on a mask and costume in order to experience the language; who is Potter’s mock reader? Mark’s?
4. Critique

· Some literary critics say a literary text can have multiple meanings, and concentration on the author’s original meaning is an unjustified limitation to the critical task of understanding the text

· A poem, for example is an entity in its own right which can take on new depths of meaning quite independently of the poet’s original intentions and thoughts at the time of writing the poem

· Looks at parable of sheep and goats (Matt 25:31-46); many historical critics see this as to do with Christian missionaries not about responses to basic human needs; but many would regard it as incorporating the demand on the Christian today to act on behalf of the hungry and homeless; but is this a justifiable reading?

· At root of problem is determining what literature is; are the gospels poems to be interpreted however we see fit?

· Shakespeare’s King Lear is one thing but a policeman’s report of the position of the cars after a crash or the instructions of the highway code are another; to say a text can have different meaning independent of the author’s original intentions may make sense for Eliot’s work but it would be absurd and indeed positively dangerous to do for the policeman

· Literature is to be distinguished from scientific language and also everyday language; literature is not necessarily describing something apart from itself, as scientific language does; rather, it aims to evoke the senses and imagination; it also deliberately and systematically sets out to exploit the imaginative use of language; lit. is also primarily fictional

· We interpret a  poem as literature because it is a poem; the original author’s intention dictates our response
· But NT (mostly) does not claim to be fictional; they include reports of what are claimed to be real events of history and statements about the activity of God which are regarded by the writers as non-fictional; but we can treat it as if it was literature and analyze the aesthetic qualities but must keep in mind the author’s intent

· But Jesus’ parables are the exception; these are fictional and have been interpreted in many different ways

· Q: But how do we assess whether new interpretations are legitimate? If used to represent Nazi ideology then it is unacceptable; but if for Christian aid then it is because giving aid to the starving is a worthwhile endeavour

· Tuckett advises against this; he says the parables do not fall neatly into a category of literature; not like poems, made up by the poet and left to literary critics to make of them whatever they like; parables of Jesus were part of his total preaching, other parts of which were not in the form of imaginative literature; some account must be taken of the original context of the parables to justify any alleged new interpretation

· But could be seen as legitimate depending on what you think of authority behind it; if it is simply Jesus (Jesus said do this) then we must be historical but if it is the church and tradition and Christian insight then a Christian interpretation is legitimate (e.g., Jesus says do this)

5. Gospel Beginnings

