CHAPTER TWO
Designing the Seventh Sign: John 11 and the Resistant Reader

"Supposing truth is a woman--what then? . . . What is certain is that she has not
allowed herself to be won . . ." Nietzsche

""What would happen if, for once, one were to reverse the ethos of explication and
try to be really precise, to rigorously examine every resistance to meaning?"
de Man

"Taking control of the reading experience means reading the text as it was not
meant to be read, in fact, reading it against itself." Schweickart

". .. they went after her, assuming that she was going to the tomb. . .." Jn 11:31
Stepping Outside the Formalist Framework

The two concluding questions in the preceding chapter are ones that have haunted
me from the time that I initially wrote them as part of a Semeia article four years ago.
The first question, which asks whether the blindness revealed in my interpretation of the
two sabbath miracles can lead to insight, is, of course, an allusion to Paul de Man's
deconstructive reading of Jacques Derrida's reading of Rosseau.! And to paraphrase de
Man once more, my close reading of the stories in John 5 and 9 sought to outdo the
closeness of reading that had been held up to the texts in the past, and to show, by reading
the texts and the commentaries more closely, that they were not nearly close enough. But
except for the conclusion of the chapter where I hint that there may be more "I" in the
readings than first meets the eye, the reader I uncovered there was one who seemed to lie
passively under the power of text, one who could perhaps be aroused by the text's

I"The Rhetoric of Blindness," in Blindness and Insight, 102-141; esp., 116-117, 139-141.

ZPaul de Man described contemporary criticism this way, as seeking "to outdo the closeness of reading that
had been held up to them and to show, by reading the close readings more closely, that they were not nearly
close enough" (quoted in Holub, Crossing Borders, 11; see also Moore, Literary Criticism and the Gospels,
160). Robert Holub astutely recognizes why deconstruction seemed more amenable to the American
literary scene in the 1970s than German "reception theory," in that deconstruction's focus on the text
cohered nicely with New Criticism's interest in "the text." At the same time, however, deconstruction
appeared to contain the more radical critique of New Critical presuppositions (ibid., 11-13, 19-20; 22-36;
see above, 3-4).
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rhetorical ploys or perhaps moved in response to them, but could never flirtatiously
initiate the seductive dance of interpretation.:

It is not unusual that of all reader-response critics, we in the biblical realm should
find microscopically close readings to be the most amenable to our discipline. When
compared with other literary canons, the biblical canon is small. Yet the number of tools
that have been developed to analyze that relatively minuscule canon abound.
Concordances and lexica, statistical analyses of grammar and syntax, historical and
cultural studies, and histories of interpretation are multitudinous, relatively inexpensive,
and much more easily available to the scholar than they are in other other disciplines.
Furthermore, relatively stable interpretive communities have treasured and transmitted for
centuries the male, hierachically-defined biblical commentaries, texts, and interpretive
strategies of the pre-print era. So when these chirographic resources and strategies are
added to print era tools, and then electronically digitalized for speed and breadth of
research, the possibilities for closer and more carefully nuanced readings are magnified a
hundredfold.

At another level, however, I cannot help but think that my own personal history
makes close readings doubly advantageous. I am naturally nearsighted, and I grew up in a
family of readers and in a tradition where the peculiarly close readings of the
dispensational Schofield Reference Bible were considered nearly as inspired as the sacred
text itself. So perhaps I was born and raised with a natural disposition for the
painstakingly slow, microscopic readings that Temma Berg derides.*

But despite my continued attention to slow, close readings of Johannine texts, the
attentive reader will discover a subtle change in the ends to which the readings are put in
the present chapter. In this chapter, my close readings of texts--and their ever-present
intertexts’--become consciously chosen boundaries and strategies.c In the formalist reader
criticism of the last chapter, however, my readings were more positivist or essentialist
"uncoverings" of texts. They centered on the implicit, print-generated, socio-rhetorical

3See Stephen Moore's description of biblical critics as having "Victorian scruples [that] regulate [their]
reading habits" (Mark and Luke in Poststructuralist Perspectives, 150; cf. 157).

4"Reading In/to Mark," 188-189; see above, 59-60.

>For a helpful definition of intertextuality, with its "dangerous 'feminine' or 'effeminate’ overtones,"see
Michael Worton and Judith Still's "Introduction,” in Intertextuality, 30. They write that intertextuality
recognizes "a text cannot exist as a hermetic or self-sufficient whole, . . . [since] the writer is a reader of
texts before s/he is a creator of texts, and therefore the work of art is inevitably shot through with
references, quotations and influences of every kind." Moreover, "a text is available only through some
process of reading; what is produced at the moment of reading is due to the cross-fertilisation of the
packaged textual material . . . by all the texts which the reader brings to it" (ibid., 1-2). Or as Gary Phillips
puts it: "reading . . . intertextually is a different way not only of speaking about the history of [a] . . . text as
a history of its readings; it is a way of speaking about our present locus as readers as well" (""What is
Written? How Are You Reading?,' Gospel, Intertextuality and Doing Lukewise," 290.

%In commenting on Iser's sense of narrative 'gaps' (The Implied Reader, 34-40), elements which played a
major role in my interpretation of Jn 5 and 9, Patrocino Schweickart notes, "one can argue that the 'gaps'
that structure reader's response are not built into the text, but appear (or not) as a result of the particular
interpretive strategy employed by the reader ("Reading Ourselves," 530; cf. 541; cf. Freund's and Holub's
analyses of the Fish/Iser debate in The Return of the Reader, 148-151; and Crossing Borders, 25-28,
respectively).
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strategies that real readers must ingest if they are to remain true to the narrative world of
the encoded reader.

Although at one time I might have made the claim that my readerly interpretation
of John 5 and 9 accurately described how the encoded reader ought to respond to the
printed text, today my less than formalist-oriented self would not want to voice such an
absolutist claim for my reading of those texts or for the reading of John 11 which follows
below. Nevertheless, I am purposefully committed to whatever liberating aims a reader
might find in any of my interpretations--regardless of how far short they fall from their
intended exegetical goals, and in spite of their tentativeness. Using Elisabeth Schiissler
Fiorenza's liberating hermeneutic, I believe that biblical scholars need "to engage in a
disciplined reflection on the public dimensions and ethical implications of our scholarly
citizenship," in order to become "significant participant[s] in the global discourse seeking
justice and well-being for all."” At the same time, however, to the extent that my
interpretations bend toward poststructuralism or postmodernism and fail to engage in
such issues of critical praxis--to the extent that my interpretations remain mesmerized by
the simulacrum of undecidability--they can easily become simply elitist posturings before
equally elitist audiences.® Thus, the readings I offer can be as paralyzing to the real reader
as were the formalist readings they supplant. While the paralyzing effect of formalist
reader criticism arises from the totalizing power it grants to texts, making no allowances
for readings that resist its own apparent coherence, the paralyzing effect of some
poststructuralist and postmodern moves can be traced to texts' bewildering interpretive
possibilities. For the uninitiated reader, critical praxis often seems to be precluded in the
presence of polyvalency.

It is precisely at this impasse that feminist criticism proffers its proposal.
Drawing on the language of "resistance" which was central to Judith Fetterley's
groundbreaking feminist reader-response criticism, Patrocinio Schweickart describes her

""The Ethics of Biblical Interpretation," 17. Linda Hutcheon's warning, however, is worth heeding. She
notes that "there is also a very real sense in which the postmodernist notions of difference and positively
valorized marginality often reveal the same familiar totalizing strategies of domination [evident in
imperialist and patriarchal discourses], though usually masked by the liberating rhetoric of First World
critics who appropriate Third World cultures to their own ends" (The Politics of Postmodernism, 38).
8See, for example, Holub's concluding chapter where he discusses poststructuralists' defense of de Man's
and Heidegger's early associations with German National Socialism ("The Uncomfortable Heritage," in
Crossing Borders, 148-201; see also Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust, 126-128; and DuBois, Torture
and Truth, 137-140) and Hutcheon's astute observation that "postmodernism, caught as it is in a certain
negativity that may be inherent in any critique of cultural dominants . . . has no theory of positive action on
a social level. . . ." (The Politics of Postmodernism, 22; cf. 167-168).

Of course, we modernist and postmodernist New Testament scholars are not without our own
"uncomfortable heritage." For example, lurking behind the implied author of an anti-Jewish sounding
"Religionsgeschichte" with its fascination with Heideggerian thought, is a real author--Rudolf Bultmann--
who cannot be divorced completely from the socio-political world of Hitler's National Socialism. Although
Bultmann did, at times, voice opposition to Nazi policies, his diminutive criticisms never seriously
jeopardized his professorial chair at Marburg during Hitler's reign of madness (Rubenstein and Roth,
Approaches to Auschwitz, 205-206; Bernd, Karl Barth/Rudolf Bultmann [etters 1922-1966, 78-79, 135-
139; Johnson, "Power Politics and New Testament Scholarship in the National Socialist Period," 19). I, for
one, have not yet fully comprehended the apparent Bultmannian distinction, existentially speaking, between
Historie and Geschichte in the death of one particular Jew under Pax Romana, and Historie and Geschichte
in the death of six million Jews under the Third Reich.
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own readerly activity as opposed to strategies of partition and control (i.e., formalism),
and opposed to impossibility (i.e., deconstruction), and instead is "grounded in the
interest of producing a community of feminist readers and writers, and in the hope that
ultimately this community will expand to include everyone." Without using the word
resistance, Schiissler Fiorenza has described her own feminist hermeneutical task in the
New Testament with a quaternion of like-minded terms ("suspicion," "proclamation,"
"remembrance," and "creative actualization"), that also reflect similar concerns for the
formation of community.* Still more recently Willi Braun has picked up the language of
resistance in his analysis of John 21, footnoting both Fetterley's and Schiissler Fiorenza's
work." However, the implications of his resistant reading for liberation and community
formation are not central to his exegetical interests. For all Braun's rhetoric of resistance,
his reader is ultimately relegated to a relatively passive role, being invited by the aporia of
John 21 to approach the narrative with "critical ambivalence."”

Braun's advocacy of critical ambivalence for the Johannine reader may seem as
though it is a positive step beyond the totalizing, tranquilizing effect of formalist theory in
Culpepper's Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel and in my own appropriation of reader
criticism.” But without the final step of what Schiissler Fiorenza calls "creative
actualization," the reader's reflective ambivalence can all too quickly lose its critical edge.
That kind of ambivalence, no matter how critical or self-conscious, elides its weakened
prefix and leaves nothing but an empty vale behind.

And so on to my final troubling question from the last chapter: "Will the
bedridden reader ever really walk?" Clearly, I was not contemplating the possibility of a
dancing reader when I wrote that.* Just to be able to resuscitate a paralyzed,
anesthesized, and dissected reader--to be able to resist the inexorable, downward pull of

9"Reading Ourselves," 55. Cf. Freedman, Frey, and Zauhar, "Introduction," 1-3 in The Intimate Critique;
Fetterley, The Resisting Reader, vii-x. Susan Durber also utilizes Schweickart's language in her analysis of
Lucan parables ("The Female Reader of the Parables of the Lost").
10Bread not Stone, 15-22; cf. Schneiders, The Revelatory Text, 180-186. However, in contrast to Schiissler
Fiorenza's and Schneider's approaches (see respectively, In Memory of Her, 333; The Revelatory Text, 186-
188; cf. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 183-198), I do not wish to argue that my
interpretations necessarily imply anything about the early Johannine community. With Turid Karlsen Seim,
my literary approach will "not presuppose that the roles of women as described in the text correspond to or
mirror without reservation a practical function in a specific historical situation" ("Roles of Women in the
Gospel of John," 57).

For a helpful summary of feminist biblical criticism, both literary and historical, see Janice Capel
Anderson, "Mapping Feminist Biblical Criticism."
H"Resisting John." See also Brown, "John and the Resistant Reader."
121bid., 71; cf. Robert Fowler's description of Mark as an "ambivalent narrative" ("Let the Reader
Understand", 261-266). In contrast to Willi Braun's "reader," Schuyler Brown's "resistant reader" is much
more active and conscious of the text's ethical implications ("John and the Resistant Reader," 256-257).
13 Although Braun does not mention my application of reader-response criticism to the Fourth Gospel (The_
Print's First Kiss), his criticism of Culpepper would probably also apply to my early work.
14For example, Alan Culpepper writes: "Readers dance with the author whether they want to or not, and in
the process they adopt his perspective on the story" (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 233). Picking up this
metaphor, Braun argues that Culpepper's reader, "whether the scripted, implied reader or the real reader,
either ancient or modern [is] . . . a co-operative, assenting. reader. Culpepper's interpretation does not
recognize any wall flowers in the Johannine dance" ("Resisting John," 61-62; cf. Kolodny's use of the dance
metaphor, in "Dancing through the Minefield," 5, 7, 17, 22).



44

gravity--would have been, for me, a minor miracle in itself. Thus it is with a degree of
irony (and nagging fear lest I fail in my endeavor) that I now attempt to arouse a more
active, lively reader from the foul smelling crypt of Lazarus.

Enough of this hermeneutical shuffle on the borders of Judean Bethany. While I
have been busily writing, the position of Lazarus has not changed. The corpse remains
undisturbed, Mary and Martha still weep at Jesus' feet, and the male disciples continue to
wander about aimlessly. It is time, I think, to try and wake the zombie-reader from his
formalist tomb.'

Cracks in the Narrative Foundation

Of all the assured results of twentieth century Johannine scholarship, perhaps the
greatest consensus is in regard to the Fourth Gospel's literary structure. The book begins
with a clearly defined, concentrically constructed prologue (1:1-18) that is then followed
by "The Book of Signs" or "Jesus' Public Ministry" (1:19-12:50). The next major section,
comprising 13:1-20:31, is variously designated "The Book of the Passion" or "Jesus'
Private Ministry."e The work concludes with an "appendix" or "epilogue" (21:1-25) that
seems to have been added later. Alan Culpepper's narrative analysis, to date still the most
comprehensive literary approach to the book, does not deviate from this norm."

The twofold delineation of Johannine narrative structure as a "Book of Signs" and
a "Book of the Passion" focuses on a shift in the book's christological emphasis. The
second description, however, which is probably unconsciously based on the same
christological observation, ostensibly concentrates on plot movement.* But what is the
book's plot? Again, the general consensus has been that, whatever its theological and
historical origins might be, the prologue accurately summarizes the narrative's basic plot:
the one who existed at the beginning of the world enters the world, comes to his own
people to reveal something about God, is rejected by them, and returns to God. The
revelation of Jesus as the one "sent from the Father," and the crisis of responses ignited
by that revelation is what dominates Jesus' public ministry. In this regard, John 11 is
viewed by most scholars as the climax of Jesus' public life, but not as the plot's major
transition.”

However, a small number of scholars working independently of each other have
recently argued for a different ordering of the narrative's structure and plot. These studies

I3Leigh Gilmore writes: "The zombie is an extension of another's will; it rises only to do another's bidding"
(Autobiographics, 72).

16Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 289. Bultmann more idiomatically calls these "The
Revelation of the AO=A to the World," and "The Revelation of the AO=A Before the Community" (The
Gospel of John, 111, 457; see also Thyen, "Die Erzéhlung von den Bethanischen Geschwestern (Joh 11,1-
12,19) als "Palmpsest’ iiber Synoptischen Texten," 2025-2026; and Lombard and Oliver, "A Working
Supper," 359-361).

17 Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 88-89, 94.

18See Marchadour's excellent summary of the logic behind this division (Lazare, 94-110).

9bid., 99-101. However, F. R. M. Hitchcock, writing in 1923, took exception to this general assessment
of the Johannine plot. He argued that the raising of Lazarus had to be the "moral centre" and the "plot
centre" of the book, since "[i]t is the true centre, . . . at once [the] highest point and [the] turning point, apex
and vertex" ("Is the Fourth Gospel a Drama?," 16, cf. 20; emphasis his).
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by Mathias Rissi, myself, Gunnar Ostenstad, and, to a certain extent, by George
Mlakuzhyil, each view John 11 both as the structural center of the book and the major
turning point of its plot.»

It is tempting to argue that our perspectives were each influenced by the formalist
narrative critical turn in New Testament studies of the early 1980s which favored plot and
narrative cohesiveness over theology and aporiae. But the work of Rissi, Mlakuzhyil, and
Ostenstad show no evidence of a literary or theoretical interest. For example, Rissi's
work focuses entirely upon the symbolic plot structure of Jesus' journeys, finding a
narrative pattern that moves from darkness to light, and from territories outside Judea to
Jerusalem.” His footnotes reflect a knowledge only of standard Johannine scholarship.
Somewhat similarly, Mlakuzhyil, Ostenstad, and I each worked with slightly different
understandings of repetitive concentric structures in the Fourth Gospel and tried to relate
these to the book's plot or its theology, or both.» But again, except for a few passing
references to formalist literary theory in my work, these three studies show no awareness
of recent trends in New Testament narrative studies. Nevertheless, I cannot help but
think that the "spirit of the age" has provided some of the impetus to all four of our
approaches.

Current trends in New Testament narrative studies are most obvious in Fernando
Segovia's recent analysis of the gospel's plot. His argument, as outlined in "The
Journey(s) of the Word of God: A Reading of the Plot of the Fourth Gospel," works with
a historical sense of genre, is well informed by contemporary literary theory regarding
plot, and similarly challenges the received tradition. Segovia sees John 11 as significant
to the narrative's plot in that John 11 represents "the fourth and final journey of Jesus to
the city of Jerusalem, . . . a visit which contains within itself the concluding narrative of
death and lasting significance."> But for Segovia, chapter 18 represents the more natural
narrative dividing point since it seems to fit most closely with the tripartate structure of
the ancient biographical genre.* While I am not totally convinced by his argument that
the threefold division of the ancient biographical genre is more crucial to the explication
of Johannine plot than is the fourfold journey motif, nevertheless Segovia's attempt to

20Rissi's "Der Aufbau des Vierten Evangeliums" was published in 1984. My article "The Structure of
John's Prologue," was published in 1986 and made reference to Rissi's work, although the basic insights
were formed independently of his article. The results of @stenstad's research, formulated in "The Structure
of the Fourth Gospel: Can it be Defined Objectively?," were published in 1991 but make no reference to
either Rissi's or my work. Finally, Mlakuzhyil's dissertation, entitled The Christocentric Literary Structure
of the Fourth Gospel, was published in 1987. Although he mentions Rissi's and my work, Mlakuzhyil also
developed his thesis independently of Rissi and me. Somewhat similarly to Bultmann, Mlakuzhyil argues
that Jn 11-12 is a compromising "bridge section" hinging the "Book of Jesus' Signs" and "the Book of Jesus'
Hour" (ibid., 238-241; cf. Bultmann, The Gospel of John, 392; Byrne, Lazarus, 25-26; Marchadour, Lazare,
94-99, 104-110).

2I"Der Aufbau des Vierten Evangeliums," 52.

22More recently Hartwig Thyen, making reference to both Mlakuzhyil's and @stenstad's work, has also
argued for placing the major narrative division of the Fourth Gospel at 10:42 ("Die Erzdhlung von den
Bethanischen Geschwestern (Joh 11,1-12,19) als 'Palmpsest' iiber Synoptischen Texten," 2026-2028; cf.
Schneiders, "Death in the Community of Eternal Life," 45).

23"The Journey(s) of the Word of God: A Reading of the Plot of the Fourth Gospel," 44.

241bid., 45; cf. 32-33.
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combine these two elements is likewise a literary challenge to the traditional twofold
theological division of the book.

All these recent readers of Johannine narrative structure, with inner ears attuned to
repetitive phrasing and feet tapping to the rhythm of the plot, unconsciously simulate the
totalizing proclivities of formalist literary theory.» But when those proclivities are
viewed within the interpretive tradition of Johannine studies as conscious attempts to read
the gospel text in a different way, against the grain of established exegetical norms, they
bear the seeds of a resistant reading of the Lazarus story. And every such seed, regardless
of origin, is important in Mary's and Martha's garden plot on the outskirts of Jerusalem.

Although I have no irrefutable evidence to back up my intuitions, the
Enlightenment's rejection of the miraculous, coupled with a Lutheran and Reformed
emphasis on the preaching of the gospel, were probably just as much responsible for
popularizing the division of Johannine narrative between chapters 12 and 13 as were
source-critical theories or references to Johannine theology. Bultmann himself
recognized that the raising of Lazarus has "decisive consequences for [Jesus'] destiny,"
since it is this particular story where "his last act leads to the decision of the authorities to
kill him, and his last words lead to the final division between faith and unbelief."=
Furthermore, Bultmann wrote that "the whole [Lazarus narrative] forms the transition to
the Passion Narrative, and to the scene of Jesus' departure from his own that precedes it."”
From the perspective of Johannine narrative structure, one could hardly find a clearer
summary of reasons for arguing that the raising of Lazarus is the plot's climax and turning
point. The structure of Bultmann's commentary and the subsequent history of Johannine
scholarship, however, have left different imprints.

But beyond the formalist machinations of plot and the totalizing effects of
Johannine narrrative symmetry, there is another significant way in which John 11 marks a
major dividing point in the book. With this final sign the implied author introduces a
new, personal element to the story, one that is evident in the unusual characteristic of
naming the miracle's participants (Mary, Martha, and Lazarus), in the surprising appeal to
Jesus' affections ("Lord, he whom you love is ill," 11:3; "See how he loved him," 11:37),*
and in Jesus' untypical display of distress and grief (11:33, 35, 38).»

One can debate whether the references to Jesus' love are simply intended to reflect
Jesus' personal affection for the Bethany family or whether they should be understood in
more concrete rhetorical terms as a covert request by female clients to their prospective
patron, Jesus.® Nevertheless, it is the first time in the book that any appeal is made on the

25See, for example, Petersen, Literary Criticism for New Testament Critics, 49-80; Powell, What Is
Narrative Criticism?, 32-50.

26The Gospel of John, 392, 393.

?TTbid., 392.

28For another description of this change, see my article, "The Structure of John's Prologue," 258-262; cf.
Marchadour, Lazare, 100-101.

291n spite of Beasley-Murray's arguments to the contrary (John, 192-194), Lindars is no doubt correct in
arguing that the specific context of Jn 11:33-39 demands that "enbrimesato to pneumati" (11:33) be
translated as "deeply moved" ("Rebuking the Spirit," 102-104).

30Schnackenburg rightly notes: "Implicit in . . . [the message the sisters sent to Jesus] was the plea for a

cure" (The Gospel According to John, 2:322; cf. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 110-111;
Wauellner, "Putting Life Back into the Lazarus Story and its Reading: The Narrative Rhetoric of John 11 as
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basis of love--regardless of its intentions. And Jesus' public display of grief at Lazarus's
tomb would seem to point to Jesus' close personal relationship with the family. These
responses, therefore, signal a change in tone and emphasis--a change that will continue to
evolve throughout the last half of the book. Moreover, the story's repetition of agapan
and philein ([love], 11:3, 5, 11, 36), and the consequent formation of a community in
response to the loss of a beloved friend and brother (celebrated by Mary washing Jesus'
feet, 12:3), are part of a metaphorical matrix that, a few days later, Jesus himself will
draw from when trying to describe his own changing relationship to his disciples (13:2-
38; 15:14-15; 20:17).»

Nevertheless, the arguments that a more personal tone emerges in John 11 and
that the miracle story represents the major turning point of the book's structure and plot
must not be separated from the foregrounding of the sisters, Martha and Mary, the two
central characters in the miracle. Until their peculiar role in the story is situated within
the broader context of the book's plot, the contemporary reader cannot begin to see the
actual ideological implications of a reading resistant to standard androcentric
interpretations.

In contrast to the synoptic passion narratives, what is unique about the machina-
tions of the Johannine passion plot is precisely this: Lazarus's sisters' desperate cry is the
only narrative context for bringing a purposeful Jesus back to Judea and to a saving,
community-transforming death (11:8-10; cf. 10:7-18, 26-30). Or more simply: what
propels Jesus to his crucifixion in the Fourth Gospel is the calculated risk he takes in
expressing his love for two women (11:7-10), and the calculated risk the women take by
telling Jesus of their brother's illness.» In the synoptic gospels, however, it is not Jesus'

the Narration of Faith," 116; and Koester, "Hearing, Seeing, and Believing in the Gospel of John," 342).
By contrast, in Jn 4:46-53 the royal official's gender and social position provided him with the cultural
status to sense that he could explicitly request Jesus to "come down before my little boy dies" (4:49).

For a broader discussion of the ancient Mediterranean patronage system and the language of
friendship, see Moxnes, "Patron-Client Relations and the New Community in Luke-Acts," 242-250, esp.,
244-247; cf. Karris, Jesus and the Marginalized in John's Gospel, 86.
31K arlsen Seim hints at this when she writes: "When Jesus washes and wipes the feet of the disciples, he is
acting towards them as Mary did towards him. This also implies that she in advance has fulfilled his request
to the disciples in 12:14ff" ("Roles of Women in the Gospel of John," 73; contra Bultmann who argues that
"[1]ike th[e] enemy [Caiaphas], the woman disciple did more than she realised," The Gospel of John, 416).
Likewise when Jesus says, "Whoever serves me must follow me. . . . Whoever serves me the Father will
honor," he is describing behavior typified first by Martha (12:26, cf. 12:2; Michaels, "John 12:1-11," 289;
and Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 330).

Robert Karris argues that Martha's designation of Jesus as "teacher" (11:28) should also be
understood as a positive theological designation and part of the metaphorical language that Jesus adapts for
his own purposes, since Jesus will use it later to describe himself (13:13-14; Jesus and the Marginalized in
John's Gospel, 89). But Martha is not the first person in the Fourth Gospel to call Jesus didaskalos (cf.
1:38; 3:2), and twice Jesus connects didaskalos with kyrios in the footwashing scene (13:14-15). Karris'
argument would thus have been stronger if he had noted that Martha, like the male disciples (11:8, 12), calls
Jesus both teacher and Lord (as well as Son, Christ, and the Coming One, 11:27-28). Martha's doubled
designation and Mary's subsequent anointing of Jesus function, therefore, to confirm these women as
disciples--and the only disciples whose actions and words are the matrix for Jesus' own soon-to-be
completed mission.
32Mary's later act of anointing Jesus' feet (12:1-7) would seem to imply that she has had, like Thomas
(11:16), some premonition of what Jesus' return to Judea could cost him. "Unless his body is anointed now,
it never will be," says John Crossan (Jesus, 192). Crossan is speaking of the unnamed woman in Mk 11:3-
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relationships with people which draw him to Jerusalem. Prior to his entrance into the city
the text offers no clue that Jesus even knows anyone there. Instead, Jerusalem seems to
act almost as an impersonal, cosmic magnet that pulls Jesus, like a moth circling a flame,
ever closer to its deadly clutches. Thus, the synoptics give their readers little context for
understanding Jerusalem's hold on Jesus--other than the obvious fact that the chief priests
and scribes, those who have the power to condemn him to death, reside there (Mk 10:33;
cf. Mt 2:1, 13; 15:21; Lk 13:31-35). But the Fourth Gospel plays the divinely dealt hand
differently. In John's story, Jesus has already been to Jerusalem for festivals on a number
of occasions (2:13-3:21; 5:1-47; 7:10-10:39), he has met numerous people in Jerusalem,
and his words and actions there have sparked much controversy. So although I believe
that there are important structural reasons for dividing the Fourth Gospel at chapter 11
rather than at chapter 13, [ want to argue here for a deeper narrative logic: a resistant
ideology that has gone unnoticed in past androcentric exegesis. For only in this gospel
does human need in any way impinge on Jesus' decision to return to Judea and
Jerusalem.» In this gospel Mary and Martha's premeditated action functions as the key to
unlock Jesus' passion.

Stacking the Corpses

Recent work in the New Testament from the perspective of cultural anthropology
has emphasized the social significance of kinship and the pivotal values of honor and
shame in the ancient Mediterranean world.* In that world, the proper sphere of women--
woman as the embodiment of shame--was symbolized by the household and those tasks
related to its care and upkeep. Under normal circumstances women's status in the wider
(male) community was directly proportional to their ability to bear male heirs. Moreover,
a woman's access to this wider, public sphere, the sphere of men, depended on her
relationship to a man. If a woman was married, that access was mediated by her husband.
If she was unmarried or widowed, access to the male sphere (that is, to justice, security,
and property) was vouchsafed through her father, her brothers, or her sons.» Taking this
cultural scenario into account, then, what is immediately apparent in the "family novella"

9, but the remark fits equally well with Mary's action in Jn 12 (contra Brown, who thinks that the anointing
is an "unconscious prophetic act" on Mary's part, The Gospel According to John, 1:449, 454). Since
Lazarus' sisters must be well aware of the hostile Judean attitude toward Jesus, one can say that the sisters
take a "calculated risk" in making their need known to him.

33The emphasis in this sentence should be upon the phrase "in any way." Surely Charles Giblin is right in
arguing that in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus disassociates himself "from the predominantly human concerns of
those who, by merely human standards, would also seem to be rather close to him. . . . He never fails to
attend to the situation presented to him, but in doing so he acts radically on his own terms" ("Suggestion,
Negative Response, and Positive Action in St John's Portrayal of Jesus [John 2.1-11.; 4.46-54.; 7.2-14.;
11.1-44.1," 210). I just want to make it clear that the Fourth Gospel is the only gospel where Jesus' decision
to go into Judea and the environs of Jerusalem is rooted in another human concern--irrespective of how,
when, or for what ultimate reason the Johannine Jesus responds to that concern (cf. Schneiders, "Death in
the Community of Eternal Life," 48).

34Malina and Neyrey, "Honor and Shame in Luke-Acts," 25-65.

351bid., 44-46. See also Malina, The New Testament World, 43-44.

36This is Hans Windisch's term ("John's Narrative Style," 37).
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of John 11 is that the two sisters,” rather than Lazarus's wife, his sons, or Mary's or
Martha's husbands or sons, are the characters who fill the story's center position and take
the public role of finding the benefactor, Jesus.

Given the social dynamics of the ancient Mediterranean world, however, the
sisters' role in the unfolding of the Johannine sign is understandable. As Bruce Malina
points out, in the ancient Mediterranean family "the tightest unit of diffuse loyalty [was]
the descent group of brothers and sisters. . . . The affection we expect as a mark of the
husband and wife relationship [was] normally a mark of the brother-sister and mother-son
relationships."* So rather than undermining the highly emotional context of the miracle
scene, the sisters' presence actually symbolizes the deepest level of family affection and
loyalty. The narrator's description of Mary and Martha as Lazarus's sisters further
supports my argument that John 11 demarcates a narrative shift away from the less
personal tone of the first half of the book (cf. 19:26-27).

But the sisters' central position in the funeral scene raises a more pressing set of
issues for the story's culturally sensitive reader. For example, it is unusual that, as the
narrator says, the Jerusalem mourners come to visit Martha and Mary "at home" rather
than visiting Lazarus's immediate family members at their home (11:19, 20, 31, 45).
Since Jewish funeral customs dictated that condolences be expressed at the family home,”
the culturally attuned, encoded reader can assume either that Lazarus had never been
married, or that he was a widower and childless.# If he had a spouse and children, the
mourners would be found with them, and Mary and Martha probably would be at their
house. But here, in lieu of a wife and children, Martha and Mary represent Lazarus's
closest living relatives; the only ones to whom condolences are expressed. Furthermore,
since both Martha and Mary function as hostesses at the later party in Lazarus's honor
(serving food, anointing the guests' feet, 12:1-3; cf. Lk 7:44) the encoded reader can
assume that they either live with him or he with them.* This is also unusual. Why would
two adult women be living with their brother? The most natural cultural scenario is one

3TByrne is correct in noting that there is "no evidence initially [in 11:1] that Lazarus is related to Mary and
Martha" (Lazarus, 37).

38Malina, The New Testament World, 98; see also 104.

39Byron McCane writes: "The first stage of mourning was a week of intense grieving, . . . during which the
relatives of the deceased 'stayed away from work, sitting at home upon low couches, heads covered,
receiving the condolences of relatives and friends." For the first three days, family members would leave
home only to visit the tomb, either to grieve there or to ensure that their loved one was truly dead" (""Where
No One Had Yet Been Laid," 475).

40Since Lazarus's cameo appearance in the Fourth Gospel has so many parallels to the life of Jesus (e.g.,
women play an important role in both of their lives; the chief priests want to kill both men; both men die,
are wrapped in linen, and entombed; and both men come back to life again), the culturally encoded reader
would naturally assume that Lazarus, like Jesus, is not married. Moreover, using Jesus as a model, it is
likely that the encoded reader would presume Lazarus had never been married.

41Byltmann states, "Jesus is a guest with the sisters, as in Lk. 10.38-42" (The Gospel of John, 414 n. 7; see
also Kitzberger, "Mary of Bethany and Mary of Magdala--Two Female Characters in the Johannine Passion
Narrative," 16; Nortjé, "The Role of Women in the Fourth Gospel," 26). But Schnackenburg takes the
more traditional exegetical position based upon the Markan parallel (14:1-3-11): "the meal is somewhere in
the village, but not in the house of the family with which Jesus is friendly" (The Gospel According to John,
2:366; Haenchen, John, 2:86).
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in which the two women have lost spouses.” This scenario would explain why Lazarus's
sisters take the initiative in making their need known to Jesus and why the guests in
mourning come to them: 1) Lazarus has no father or mother, sons, or wife who can make
an appeal on his behalf; 2) Mary and Martha have no other brother, and no husbands or
sons who can make a public appeal on their behalf; and 3) the naturally close bond of
loyalty between sister and brother demands that they take some action. Thus, the
sociological scenario that this story suggests is one in which Mary and Martha are
widows who have been living with their unmarried brother, Lazarus. As Mary and
Martha's next of kin, Lazarus would have been responsible for his sisters' welfare.
However, with his death, the sisters lose not only their dearest family member, but also
their only voice in the public sphere of justice.®

In this scenario--an intertextual reading that foregrounds a concern for ancient
Mediterranean social systems and is sensitive to the unwritten cultural elements in the
story--the modern reader discovers not only the socio-economic implications of Lazarus's
death for the two sisters, but also the unnamed deaths of at least two other people. For
Mary and Martha, death is an ever-present reality, a reality slowly sucking their lives and
livelihood from them. But it will only be by celebrating the death of a life-giving man
(12:1-9) that the sisters will find the courage to live without a man (cf. 20:1-18).# In this,
the last of the Johannine signs, it is the men who die or are at the edge of death: Lazarus
(twice, 11:14; 12:10), Mary and Martha's unmentioned husbands, Jesus (11:8, 51-53),
Thomas and his compatriots (11:16), and the entire priestly, patriarchal hierarchy of
Judaism (11:47-50).# Only the women break out of these manacles of death and, in that
process, present Jesus with the familial model he will appropriate to sustain his disciples
beyond his departure (13:34-35; 14:18, 21; 15:9-17).

But let me step back for a moment from this reading scenario and add an
important qualification to what I have just described. By adopting an ancient
Mediterrranean cultural intertext I do not intend to exclude other ancient or modern
intertextual relationships from the conversation with John 11. Nor am I attempting to
establish a hierarchical reading strategy that implies that all readings of the Johannine text
must begin at this same intertextual level--namely, ancient Mediterranean culture. So
although I am sympathetic to Bruce Malina's concept of "reading scenarios" that
"consider the text as setting forth a succession of explicit and implicit mental

42K itzberger calls these sisters "single women, not defined by a man, either husband or son. And they are
autonomous and independent women. . . ." But she does not explain why she thinks they are single women
("Mary of Bethany and Mary of Magdala--Two Female Characters in the Johannine Passion Narrative,"
27).

43My between-the-lines reading of the family relationships in Jn 11 may appear to some as a gross over-
reading of the minimally narrated scene. But it is important to remember Malina's description of the
Mediterranean world as a "high context" society which "produce[s] sketchy and impressionistic texts,
leaving much to the reader's of hearer's imagination. . . . This is because people have been socialized into
shared ways of perceiving and acting. Hence, much can be assumed" ("Reading Theory Perspective," 20).
4K itzberger rightly argues that the reader is encouraged to place the story of Mary Magdalene's encounter
with Jesus within the context of Mary and Martha's previous encounter with him ("Mary of Bethany and
Mary of Magdala--Two Female Characters in the Johannine Passion Narrative," 21-22).

4SMarchadour observes that in the Fourth Gospel, Judea as a whole functions symbolically as the place of
death (Lazare, 137-138).
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representations of scenes or schemes [and which,] in turn, evoke corresponding scenes or
schemes in the mind of the reader,"« my broader, less absolutizing sense of
intertextuality--coupled with a profound sense of the ideological constraints on
interpretation--lead me to reject a simple, historical prioritization of one intertextual
reading scenario over another. I give historically and culturally sensitive readings of texts
no precedence, a priori, over other kinds of readings, especially when those "historically
and culturally sensitive readings" fail to reflect critically upon the ideological interests of
the text or the interpreter.

Following Judith Still and Michael Worton, I am more comfortable with arguing
that

[b]oth axes of intertextuality, texts entering via authors [which is Malina's

historical-cultural concern] . . . and texts entering via readers [which is

more specifically my interest], . . . are . . . emotionally and politically

charged; the objects of an act of influence, whether by a powerful figure

(say, a father) or by a social structure (say, the Church), does not receive or

perceive that pressure as neutral.”
However, those "passionate and power-relations aspects have . . . been neutralized by
certain theoreticians who present the acts of writing or reading as formal structures,
without attending to the love-hate which motivates the transfer of texts."s It is the
"emotionally and politically charged" aspects of intertextu-ality that Malina seeks to
defuse with his elaboration of cultural "reading scenarios" and with his appeal to
"considerate readers."# But it is precisely the real world, "love-hate," liberating
potentialities of writing and reading that motivate my conscious selection of ancient and
modern intertexts.®

Shattering Time

If a reading scenario posited by the intertextual weave of ancient Mediterranean
texts and modern anthropological monographs lays a stack of corpses at the doorstep of
Mary and Martha by defining their story's unwritten cultural elements, a much different
set of intertextual connections helps delineate the text's temporal signification. Here,
formalist reader-response critics' attention to the distinction between "story time" and
"discourse time,"' and the constantly changing judgments made by readers in the process

46"Reading Theory Perspective: Reading Luke-Acts," 14-15.

4T"Introduction," in Intertextuality, 2; cf. Phillips, ""What is Written? How Are You Reading?,' Gospel,
Intertextuality and Doing Lukewise," 286-291.

48Still and Worton, "Introduction," in Intertextuality, 2.

4Malina, "Reading Theory Perspective: Reading Luke-Acts," 16-17, 21.

30See below, 99-104. Cf. Kitzberger, "Mary of Bethany and Mary of Magdala--Two Female Characters in
the Johannine Passion Narrative," 6, 23; and Schiissler Fiorenza, Bread not Stone, 15-22.

31The distinction between story and discourse is commonly used by biblical critics who have adapted
formalist models of literary theory in their exegetical method (see Chatman, Story and Discourse, 62-84;
Genette, Narrative Discourse, 27-29, 33-34, 86-87; cf. Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism?, 23;
Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 53-70). Because of its Platonist sounding language (does an
ideal "story" exist above and beyond all its possible discursive representations?), this distinction has been
severely criticized by other narrative theorists (cf. Moore, Literary Criticism and the Gospels, 64-68).
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of reading through a text, join with biblical form critical analysis of the miracle story
structure.

In the previous chapter I looked at the two sabbath day miracles in the Fourth
Gospel and noted their deviations from the formal structure of the miracle story. That
formal structure, as many have noted, has four basic elements: 1) the statement of the
problem; 2) the entrance of the hero or savior figure; 3) the savior figure or hero's
solution; and 4) the evidence of the solution.® Both healings in John 5 and 9 were
narrated quickly and both similarly characterized "the Jews' responses, but the stories
differed significantly in the way they formed their central characters. Moreover, the
implied author masterfully manipulated the encoded reader's expectations at step 4,
especially in the second sabbath miracle, by narrating in comic and dramatic fashion a
variety of responses to the man's changed status and problematical identity. Now in the
raising of Lazarus, the final miracle of Jesus' public ministry, the implied author once
again exploits the encoded reader's expectations. But here the titilation comes between
steps 2 and 3 in the miracle story structure: between the entrance of the hero and the
hero's solution.»

Typically in miracle stories, the reader must read only a few sentences to move
from the entrance of the hero to the occurrence of the miracle. In other words, the
miracles themselves take up very little discourse time. For example, with Jesus' first
miracle in the Fourth Gospel, the discourse time is marked by the 72 Greek words
between the moment when Jesus' mother tells him "They have no wine" (2:3) and the
narrator's acknowledgement that a miracle has occurred (2:9).# In Jesus' second miracle,
it is marked by the 62 words between the narrator's observation that a royal official's son
was ill (4:46) and the servants' report that the official's child was alive (4:51). In Jesus'
first sabbath miracle, discourse time is marked by the 53 words between the entrance of
the hero and the occurrence of the miracle (5:6-9); in the feeding of the 5,000, by the 98
words between these two moments (6:5-11); and in the second sabbath healing, by the
101 words between them (9:1-7).

The raising of Lazarus, however, is the only Johannine miracle in which story
time is explicitly marked in the narration. Here, nearly a week transpires between the
time when Mary and Martha send their desperate message to Jesus and the time when
Lazarus is raised from the dead.» Moreover, in terms of discourse time, there are 39
verses, or 641 words between the time that Jesus gets the message of Lazarus's illness and

However, quite apart from any latent metaphysical connotations, I find the distinction between story and
discourse rhetorically useful. It reminds me that the arrangement of narrative episodes and their duration
are inventions and thus infinitely malleable.

>2Bultmann and Dibelius, of course, did much of the initial categorizing of miracle stories. But Bultmann's
analysis isolated only three elements (History of the Syno