VL

Universit
s of Glasgowy

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/

Theses Digitisation:

https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/research/enlighten/theses/digitisation/

This is a digitised version of the original print thesis.

Copyright and moral rights for this work are retained by the author

A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study,
without prior permission or charge

This work cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first
obtaining permission in writing from the author

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any
format or medium without the formal permission of the author

When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the author,
title, awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given

Enlighten: Theses
https://theses.qgla.ac.uk/
research-enlighten@glasgow.ac.uk



http://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/research/enlighten/theses/digitisation/
http://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/research/enlighten/theses/digitisation/
http://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/research/enlighten/theses/digitisation/
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/
mailto:research-enlighten@glasgow.ac.uk

How Does Reading and Writing Become a Celebratory Act for
Women?

Selah Ann Redhead

MTh

Centre for the Study of Literature and Theology

University of Glasgow Faculty of Divinity

December 1997




ProQuest Numlber: 10321170

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely eventthat the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.

ProQuest.

ProQuest 10391170

Published by ProQuest LLC (2017). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.

All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.

ProQuest LLC.

789 East Eisenhower Parkway
P.O. Box 1346

Ann Arbor, M| 48106 - 1346



GLASGOW UNIVERSITY
LIBRARY




“(¢)Selah Redhead, 1997

All research for this thesis has been carried out and composed by myself. This thesis has
notbeen acceptedin fulfilment of the requirements of any other degree or professional

qualification,



Negotiating a creative projcct of this size and intensity has been an incredible experience. 1
would like to offer special thanks to Dr, David Jasper. This thesis really is a result of
conwrsations that we had. Thank you for your patience, humour, encouragement, and your
wonderful msight. Talso would like to offer a special thanks to Dr. Allison Jasper. Thank
you for your time and honesty. Yourencouragementenabled me to keep reading - even
when this meant procecding on fearful ground A special thank you to my family who has
been so supportive of me. Iam truly grateful for your love andconfidence. Thank you to
Andy Carroll -for everything. Above all - asincere thank you to Dr. Mark Ledbetter.




Abstract

This inquiry's thesis is a meditation on the question: how does reading andwriting become a
celebratory act for women? In Chapter 1, I begin by stating the hermenuticd method I will engage to
exp lore this question. In a sense this hermenutica mcthod is a manifestation of the question itself
and it poses articulations towards addressing the crisis inherent within the question {(Section 1.1:
The Hermenutical Method). By engaging plural metaphors and not ‘minding the difference' between
creative, metaphorica langiage and concept-critical langiage 1 am enabled to bredk down
phallocentric reading principles and necessarily deconstruct traditional ways of reading (Section 1.2
Breaking Down Phallocentric Principles). Furthermore, my hermenutical method penerates inter-
text(s) that claim an autonomy which rigorousty confronts the issues at hand. These two events,
the breaking down of phallocentric reading traditions and inter-text(s) that claim an autonomy within
the inquiry itself’ make a theological langiage of 're-membering availablke to me (Section 1.3: The
Autonomy of the Inter-Text(s)).

By placing the question: how does reading and writing become a celebraiory act for women?
in juxtaposition with Robert Detweiler's exploration of 'religious rcading and the community that
participates in such an evenl, I examined the two guiding conditions that seal his model: the
atmosphere of festival and the event of reading as a celebratory act for individuals and for groups
(Section 2.1: How Does Reading and Writing Become a Celebratory Act for Women? and Religious
Reading as Explored by Robert Detweiler', Section 2.2: Detweiler's 'Atmosphere of Festival': The
Balkhtin Connection, and Section 2.3: The Relevance of the Untraced Body).

The Result of exploring Detweiler's nodel of 'religious reading' laid the foundation for my
suspicion that 'celebration’ means something very different for women historically and presently.
This research enabled me to make the claim that women cannot celebrate according to its current
understanding and therefore 'cekebration' needed to be radically reviewed (Scction 3.1: What
'Cekbration’ Means: the Joumey Towads Re-membering 'Cekbration’). To begin to appioach the
subject of re-membering what 'celebration' means, 1 discussed the phenomenon of ordmation
(Section 3.2: Ordmation, Section 3.3: Traditional Understandings of 'Ordination’, Section 3.4:

Coneerning the Ordination of Women). 1 conduded that ordination, meaning in some manifestation

i




'to call out’, is not an ecclesiastical convention, but an event that belongs to the realm of langage in
which ordination is an expression of the frustration of language's attempts 'to call out' or to0 move
towards the sign (Section 3.5: The Frustrated Nature of Ordination, Section 3.6: Ordination as an
Event that Belongs to the Realm of Langiage). Because ordination is an event belonging to the realn
of langiage, women's naturally ordained status ensures that they maintain a unique relationship to
langhage as conditioned by ther bodies. This naturally ordained status is the foundation of a woman
centred hermenutica tradition. A crucial featurc of this tradition is disbeliecf of women's
prociamations. Disbelief obliterates women's textual and bodily status, but women read wrie and
interpret anyway thus creding a subversive textual sub-culture. It is within this spacc that we can
trace the re-membering of what 'celebration' means (Section 3.7: Woman's Bodily Status).

The goal in Chapter 2: Readingthe Johannine Narrative'is to trace the woman centred hermenutical
tradition. [ bring my own hermenutical method to the fourth gospel where I read' various textual
momtents. The objective of this goalis not to end up with 'celcbration’ in its re-membered form, but
rather to trace this woman centred hermenutical tradition, to identify its features and to confront this
woman centred hemenutical tradition in action so that my subversive 'findings' of this exploration
not only substantiate the clains 1 have been making thus far regarding women, reading and writing
they also enable my mquiry tobe pitched into a space ol actually encountering 'celebration’ in some
of is re-membered manifesiations (Section 1.1: Encountering the Worman Centred Hermenutical
Tradition). The Johannine narraive  an apt placcto stage such an exploration because ofits strong
western canon associations, The text of John is infected with ssues regarding reading and writing in
a gendered sense (Section 1.2: Why Here: Disruption and Gender).

I begin my 'reading of the fourth gospel with John 20:1-18. T target textual moments
associated with two textual strands conjoining and read into thew tension (Section 2.1: Reviewing,
Re-reading and Re-membering John 20:1-18). 1 identify five crudal moments within this narmative
which bepn to reveal the woman centred hermenutica tradition's personality. These ‘personality
tratts' include excess as a postive aspect of woman's 'calling(s) out!, a conmitment to narmative to
excezd imposed boundaries and to joumey to 'the end of the story that cannot be told, and a
continual and responsible confronting of history (Section 2.2: Five Crucial Moments, Section 2.3:
Excess, Section 2.4: The Presence of the Unnamed: the Further Presencing of Excess, Section 2.5:
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The Appropriate and the Inappropride as the Scene Shifts, Section 2.6: Difference in Vision,
Section 2.7: The Meanings of Recognition, Section 2.8: John 20:1-18: Condusion).

My inquiry then seeks to explore Jesus as a body in relation to other feminine bodies.
Beginning with the body of the Virgn Mary in which I conclude that Jesus' worldly birth and the
fourth gospel's urge towards baptism is a texiual statement about women's bodies and their textual
status; in this context woman rep resents death. However, the other possibility as maintained by the
woman centred hermenuticd tradition is that the Virgn Mary's statement, 'They have no wing is an
invocation of the actual, maternal body. Thus, a powerful re-memory is invoked that is the
encouraging blood-line which ¢nables women to read, write and interpret anyway (Section 3.1:
Christ is Born: the Absence of the Mother, Section 3.2: The Second Birth, Section 3.3: Body
Sighting One: Cana Section 3.4: The Final Body Sighting, and Section 3.5: Condusion).

Moving onto feminine bodies subgkcted to 'the gaze, 1 examine the history of the gaze and its
multi-dimensjonal features: the gaze as an invocation of otherness for privileged knowledge, the gaze
as a tool that distracts focus on women's actual bodics behaving in union, and findly the gaze as a
conunodity conductor which passes the bodies of women between borders of male ownership. In
John 4:1-35, Jesus sits at the site of the well, the house of the gaze, not to inveke union, but to
obliterate the body (thus woman's textual posture) of woman (Section 4.1: The Gaze: Introduction,
Section 4.2: The Gazes Very Long History, Section 4.3: Jesuws and The Gaze, and Section 4.4:
Condusion), |

The well narrative then goes on to establish the foundation from which to medtate on Jesus
as writer. In John 8:1-11, we encounter the story of two texts: the body'-text of the adulterous
woman and Jesus' text of dust. The body-text of woman is obliterated in the spirit of the ether-
body that urges baptism (Section 5.1: The Story of Two Texts: John 8:1-11, Section 5.2: The
Adulterous Woman: Body-Text, Section 5.3: Jesus' Text of Dust, and Scction 5.4: Conclusion).

My 'reading of the Johannine narrative ends with the figure that is central to those readings:
Mary Magdalen. By reading various paintings, 1 arrive at Corregio's St. Mary Magdalen. Mary
Magdalen here signs woman's intimate union/connection with the abyss or that which exists past
imp osed narrative boundarics. The strange posture of St. Mary Magdalen confronts the reader with
woman's subversive celebratory posture (Section 6.1: Mary Magdalen Re-visited, Section 6.2:
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Reading Roundwards: Towards Corregio's St. Mary Magdalen, and Section 6.3: Ledds Hidden Swan;
an Unexpected Celebratory Posture).

| The joumey provided by walking through the Johannine narrative makes it possible in
Chapter 3; "Women's Contemporary Fiction', to entar into the realm of the crisis of 'cekbration' in
some of its re-membered manifestations. In this context the celebratory posture as signed by St
Mary Magdalen finds an example in the figwre of Rosal.ublin. 1 begn by tracing this posture in its
'live action' by focusing on the body-text that Rosa is: a pregnant corpse (Section 1.2; Focusing on
Bodies). This unusual bodily status is an excellent example of woman's ability to go beyond
imp osed boundaries. The condition of the preghant corpse is not confined to the environment of life
or death expressly, but rather it maintains a poweful connection to both spheres of experience
(Section 1.3: Types of Pregancies: The Pregnant Corpse). The condition of the pregant corpse
signs woman's actual nature: to go beyond imposed boundaries. Woman's naturally ordained status
cannot be treaed simplistically. To fully demonstrate the need for a realisation of the complex
natwure regarding women and 'celebration’ I place the condition of the pregnant corpse in-between the
competing embodiment theories (of Tuce Irigaray and Camille Paglia) to expose woman's unique
status as reader, writer, and interpreter (Section 1.4; The Unique Status of the Pregnant Corpse: a
Demand for the Realisation of the Complex Nature of Issucs Regarding Women and Celebration).

Having made available the complexity and unique posture of woman I proceed to 'read' The
Shawl by Cynthia Ozick. This text concentrates on the expericnce of motherhood within a
concentration camp, exploring a woman's ability to maintain very unique connections; connections
maintained by writing. The shawl becomes a super-natural cntity which maintains its own rules by
whidh it shapes the lives of those who inter act with it, Ultimately, it is the shawl that signs women
(Rosa) as one who calls out. The shawl is a lesson on how to re-member what 'celebration’ meats
{Section 2.1: Introduction: The Shawl, Section 2.2; The Shawl Emerges, Section 2.3: The Shawl; the
Sustainer, the Invocation, the 'Choiceless Choxe', Section 2.4: Tasting the Supernalurd Depths of
the Shawl: the Abysmal Connection, Section 2.5: The Two Lost Things: the Shawl and the
Underpants, Section 2.6: The Underwear Pilgimage, Scction 2.7: The Lost Things Re-member One
Another, and Section 2.8: The Upwards Motion of Woman's Celcbratory Posture).

This nquiry condudes by maintaining that reading and writing become a celebratory act
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when 'cekebration’ expands to traverse the lengh that woman's body travels regularly. Such a
definition maintains that 'to proclaim' i.e. 'to celebrate’ is to tefl multiple stories at once, never just

onestory (Section 3.1: Condusion: The End (The Beginning).
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My main tactic is a simple one. 1 am eager to reply to the Gospels in kind, to write in a
related idiom. Rather than take a jackhammer to the concrete, parabolic language of the
Gospels, replacing graphic images with abstract categories, I prefer to respond to a
pictographic text pictographically, tv a narrative text narratively, producing a critical text

thatis a postmodern analogue of the premodern text that it purports toread.

Stephen Moore
Mark and Luke in Poststructuralist Perspectives: Jesus
Begins 1o Write




Chapter 1: How Does Reading and Writing Become a Celebratory Act for

Women?

1.1 The Hermenutiecal Method

This inquiry's thesis is a meditation on the question: how does reading andwrifing become a
celebratory act for women? Theterns in this question are loaded and subsequently will be defined
in more detail. However, my first effort to deconstruct these terms, to make the crisis of this
question more available to the reader, is to cxplain my own hermenuticd strategy precisely becaise
it is by this strategy that I will engage this question in various ways and it is also by this straegy
that [ will continually confront the crisis of the question itself.

The hermeneutic I will engage finds its earliest roots in an attraction towards Mieke Bal's
understanding of 'gaps, bredks, inconsistencies, and problems’ which underlic ideologically or
theologically driven rcadings of texts. Bal suggpsts that it is these 'gaps’ which are findly more
interesting than systematically smooth structures'. My own readings began to seek out these raised
edges or sources of textual discomfort ('gaps, breaks, inconsistencies, and problems') in order to
reprieve particular moments within narrative not in order to solve these moments' concerns, but to
seriously play with these momients in some ot their manifcstations.

Theresull of these readings became a creaive hermenuticel method in which the langiage of
plutal metaphors makes available a langiage of 're-membering. These two langages simultaneously
work on various levels to deconstruct texiual moments and traditional ways of reading these
moments and as a result this inquiry maintains multiple discourses on several levels. There is a
recognisable difference between academic concept-critical and creaive-metaphornical writing and in
this inquiry I admittedly will not 'mind the difference’, but deeply confuse the difference so that

critical conoepts and creaive, plural metaphors will not maintain distinctions. By

'Bal, Micke. Death and Dissymetry: the Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges. Chicaga: University of
Chicago Press, 1988. (Note that ' gap' is atermused by others. Notably, Iser, Steinberg,and Exum)




confusing/interfusing several modes of discourse within this inquiry two impartant events oceuwr.

Firstly, engaging metaphors breaks down phaliocentric principles thal govern the western reading
tradition in which rigid divisions between critical conoepts and creative metaphorical discourses are
maintained. Secondly, this creative ap proach claims autonomy within the inquiry itself. These two

events make available a langiage of 're-membering'.
1.2 Breaking Down Phallocentric Principles

The langiage of 're-membering is a theological langnage. Writing on the imp ortance of memory, Karl

Plank wirites,

Once we knewthat place in the forest andthere we were at home..Nowwe knowit no more,
except as au absence, a loss...Yet, loss marks the beginning of memory, and memory, a
narrative turn toward that ptace where we know, if only tacitly, who we are. Memory turns
homeward. In making the past present, recollection runs counter to the unchecked progress

of ourlives...The ties that time obscures, however, memory would recover’.

Memory maintains an inherent impulse towards, as Plank desaribes it, 'home'. It puts us directly in
touch with our life varrations despite time. In this sense, memory is a force of theologjcal
responsibility. The individuals experience and actions are maintained in the atmosphere of that
individual's presence. Furthermore, history is not exenpt from memory's claims.

As one remeanbers, one returns; returning to various landscapes' is a manifestation of the

living presence of memoryj, Regading this phenomenon, Plank comments,

Like the act of purification, the act of return does not do away with danger, but places that

which is threatening in an approachable frame. The alien is given human context. Here

2Plank,KarlA. Mother of the Wire Fence: Inside and Qutside the Holocaust. Kentncky: Westminster John Xnox
Press, 1994.p 125,

*plank, Karl A. Mother of the Wire Fence: Inside and Outside the Holocaust, p 134




thathuman context takes the form or re-marking the land, of exposing within its contours
the vital boundaries that separate good from evil, the true from the bhanal, the kingdom of

life from the demain of death®,

The act of returning contextualises events of horror with a lype of humanity making these events
approachable and accessible. Therefore, returning is a theological exercise: good is separated from
evil. In other words, the act of return marks out the psychic (and actual) bruises that the events of
inhumanity engender. This 'marking out' maintains an ethic of responsibility that shapes and re-
informs theological discourse.

The word 're-member’ acknowledges that something has been dismembered as it seeks to
confront it as it is. Thus, the subject's history is not written out nor is its present complexity
sacrificed. By engaging multiple metaphors, the phallocenttic priciples that divide and maintain
distinctions between critical concepts and metaphors are broken down  This is an example of
'creative writing, ie. the use of metaphoric language, herading a langiage of re-membering, a
theological langiage. Metaphorickreative langiage disputes the phallocentric tradition of textual
closure in which re-membered subjects have a fixed status. Creaive/mctaphoric langiage
approaches the re-membered subjct and recognises that on its site is a rich history of what it was
before dismemberment, inclading memories of its sparagmos, and what it is presently.
Metaphoricicreative langnage recognises that all of these details are in unique conversation and
altows this conversation to generate numerous articulations. 1t is the langiage of creaive Imetzphor
that can weather the violence of this energetic and highly necessary conversation. Metaphors 'carry
acress'; they can transverse the established boundaries ¢honoured by phallocentiic principles) and
bring us into confrontation with the abysmal memories that re-tnembered subjects maintain.
Therefore, credive, metaphoric langiage maintains a highly critical ambiion as it inskts upon
“responsibly encountering the re-membered subject.

There is an other important way in which creaive, metaphoric langiage herads a langrage of re-

memberance as it disputes the phallocentric principles that have so long governed the tradition of

“Plank, Karl A. Mother of the Wire Fence: Inside and Quiside the Holocaust. p 134




reading in the west. IHistorically, this phallocentric tradition has prescribed ways of reading, writing,
and interpreting that do not inclode woman. The interpretive matrix in which reading happens-
cultural reading practices, who reads-when, where and how they read-contans a binary character
classically represented by the difference between male and female. Feminists and post-modern
scholars have pointed out that this feature, the difference bet ween male and femae, is not a dilenma
that can be academically solved, but a strong characteristic of the logic within which rational thinking
has taken place within the whole patriarchal context of the western tradition. A logic of identity has
been extracted, and this logic is understood as governing most of western thought, through whok
malc oriented principles, a fundamental conceptual division is exposed®. Metaphors traverse
distances and re-touch themselves: they maintain an ability to be morc than established boundaries
permit. Phallic markers, the dividing sign that represents the phallocentric tradition, only always
points to itself and the commentary it has inseribed®. Metaphors deconstruct these phallic markers
by directly exposing a multiplicity of possible articulations, permanently de-stabilising the
foundation of the phallocentric tradition. Engaging credive, metaphoric language in this context is an
example of necessarily deconstructing a tradition of domination and making available a second half of
logic that has been historically suppressed: femde logic. Metahors provide the langiage to make
such a confrontaion possible becaise metaphors can exceed imposed, supposed boundaries;
therefore, even the phallic marker set in stone cannot escape its authority being questioned. The
excluded voices/bodies (of women) from the site of phallocentric tradition are re-membered at the

site of exclusion. This is creaive, metaphoric langiage engaged in a responsible and critical exercise.
1.3 The Antonomy of the Inter-Text(s)

The second event that occurs as a result of confusing/ interfusing several modes of
metaphorica discourse within this inquiry is that my hermenuticd method claims an autonomy

within the inquiry itself and furthermore, this event makes available a langiage of re-membering.

5]asper, Alison. TheShining GGarment of the Text: Feminist Criticisnt and Interpretive Sirategies for Readers of John
1:1-18. PhD. University of Glasgow: Department of Theology and Religious Studies, 1996.

GPaglia, Camille. Sexual Personae: Artand Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. L.ondon: Penguin, 1991,




My hermenutical method of engaging plural metaphors and entertaining multiple discourses on
various levels within this inquiry comments on the issues surrounding how do reading and writing
become celebratory acts for women? as it becomes a text(s) unto itself. The presence of the inter-
texi(s) disputes a fixed quality to the textual moments it describes and continually generates/mitiates
muliip le conversations and articulations regarding women, reading and writing. The presence of the
inter-text(s) also disputes the closure of other modes of discourse present within the inquiry by
continually re-opening the other discourses' details thus continually engaging a constant, rigorous
and constructive seres of confrontations. The inter-text(s) as its own text(s) also directly exposes
itself to the question: khow does reading and writing become a celebratory act for women? 1In this
context, the inter-text(s) is the crisis of the issue at hand: as this inquiry travels further into the
interior of the question: Aow does reading and writing become u celebratory act for women?, the
inter-texi(s) becomes a subversive articulation regarding reading and writing as celebratory acts for
women. Therefore, the inter-text(s) themselves are the answer to the crisis; the inter-text(s)
themselves become the space of re-membering what 'cekbration’ means in terms of women as readers
and writers. _

[ have already stated that this inquiry's thesis is a medittation on the question: kow do
reading and wriiing become celebratory acts for women? 'I'he inta-text(s) generated by the
hermenutical method 1 will engase are, in a sense, manifestations of the question itself and
simultaneously answers to the crisis of the question; however, what] mean by the ternms within my
question: sow does reading and writing become a celebratory actfor women? as yet are unclear. In
the spiit of the hermenutica method T will engage which secks to maintain various modes of
disoourse on several levels, I will define the terms of my question by placing the question: ow does
reading and writing become a celebratory act for women? in various contexts. This serks of
deconstructions entertains my question I various conversations so that the complexity of my
question is invited into the discourse and my specific understandings of the terms in the question:
how does reading and writing become a celebratory act for women? receive a healthy space from
whidch to emerge,

So, let me say once more that within this inquiry T will entertain multiple discourses at
various levels within the text. 1 acknowledge any dangrs that accompany choosing this
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hermenutical method, but choosing this creaive method is inevitable and necessary il we are to 're-
member’ what 'celebration’ means for women responsibly and indeed that is the most important goal

of this inquiry .

2.1 How Does Reading and Writing Become a Celebratory Act for Women? and 'Religious
Reading' as explored by Robert Detweiler

How does reading and writng become a celebratory act for women? contains multi-
dimensional terms and | will begin to dapple these dimensions by entertaining the juxtaposition of
the question itself and the hermenuticd method 1 have desaribed in tension with 'religious reading as
explored by Robert Detweiler’. Detweiler's notion of religious reading and the comnmnity that
would participate in such an event bring to the forcfront a necessary vocabulary that provides a
crucial context for my own question. 'Religious reading' is a communal approach to texts and is a
project Detweiler envisions as very different from dommnant understandings of the refaionship
between theology and literature. Detweiler assigns the following characteristics to what he calls the
"dommant interpretive comumnities" reading methods: closed, restrictive, defensive and
prescriptivcs. The 'religious reading' he champions is a counter-articulation 1o this tradition and can
be defined by four crucial characteristics. Firstly, the supposed connection between the two
disciplines is disavowed, allowing the creaive tension between the two to emerge so that assumed
theological certainties afe disrupted. Secondly, post-structuralist theory is cmbraced because it
continually and politically challenges institutional hietarchies. Post-structuralism, in this context,
like Midrash and the my stical tradition, disputcs textual closure, defies systematic understandings
and acknowledges the desire and pain within the work of interpretation. Thirdly, an awareness
acknowledges that theology is unable to complete literaturc by definitive interpretation, thus
literature is opened up to 'difference. This awareness is a commitment to resst 'theodical

reconciliation'. The margnal, the dead, and the silenced are moumed in ther re-membered place.

"Detweiler,Robert. Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings in Contemporary Fiction. Basingstoke Maceillan, 1989,
Chapter 2: 'What is Reading Religiously?’ pp 31-63.

*Detweil er,Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings in Coniemporary Fiction, p 35. ¢




The final feature and the one I suggest is the most important is that this readng happens in a
comnunity, This community of religious readers share the task of proliferating meaning thus

underminingthe traditional 'closed' way of encount ering texts’. In Detweiler's own langnage,

A religious reading, thercfore, might be one that finds a group of persons engaged in
gestures of friendshipwith each other across the erofic space of the text that draws them out
of their privacy and its stress on meaning and power... It would be religions in its very
openness to others; its willingness to accommodate and adapt; its readness to entertain the
new, the invention, while honouring the old, the convention; it's a celebration of the text's

possibilities rather than a delimiting of them'®,

This type of reading that Detweiler heralds would scem to hold a mirror to my own hermenutical
method. The long list of features they share include: responsible/political challenges to hierarchical
structures, the disputing of textual closure, a commitment to acknowledging a subject's history whik
remaining open to its present condition, and a passionate, permeating energy that continually' sccks
textual possibilities. Therefore | approach this table of readers eagerly, sharing many of Detweiler's
values. But it is at this tabk where Detweiler establishes the conditions that will render individual
readers as a comumnity of readers, that his model becomes problematic. Religious readings are
distinguished from other readings according to Detweiler because religious reading 'joms the play of

story and ritual in an atmosphere of festival'"

. Within this festival atmosphere the community
joirs in, 'reciting and responding to their life narrations, their culture's master narmatives..Thus a

religious reading is one that celebrates the text for the individual and for groups'”. Detweiler's

*These Purdefining points that constitute what 'religious reading' means summarises Detweiler's notion of 'religious reading’
found in Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings of Contemporary Iiction in Chapter 2: 'What is Reading Religiousiy?'. They
werecompiled by Heather Walton in herunpublished manuscript in Chapter 1: 'The Garden of the Girls Next Door. Loaking
OvertheFence'. Walton is alecturer at Westminster College, Oxford.

*p etweiler, Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings in Contemporary Fiction, np 34-35.

"Delwei ler, Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings in Contemporary Fiction, p 38.

"Delweil e1, Breaking the Fall: Religious Readings in Contemporary Fiction, p 39,




notion of religious reading is understood as a celebratory act housed in an atmosphere of festival.

These two features perneate Detweiler's model and cstablish the conditions that will guide his
community of readers, In reflection on my own question which is concerned with reading, writing in
association with celebration, it woulkl be useful to consider where Detweiler's 'atmosphere of

festival' finds its roots and what 'celebrat ion' means.
2.2 Detweiler's "Atmosphere of Festival': The Bakhtin Connection

Mikhail Bakhtin's work, Rabelais and His World", is a rich source of information
concerning notions of festival. In Rubeluis and His World Bakhtin reads the medieval author
Rabelais, systemnaticaly exploring the atmosphere of carnivalffestival T here suggest and
subsequently will show in more detail that Detweiler's model of a celebratory religious reading
community finds its roots in Bakhtinian ideas™.

In discussing the phenomenon of Rabdais' historical isolation from modern readers, Bakhtin
comments on how Rabelasian imags are opposed to all that is finshed, polished or assumed"” .
Bakhtin suggests that the carmival/festival mode offered a wholly other - non-officia, extm
eccksiastical, extra political - aspect of the world of human relaions. The carnival/festival mode
was the building of a second workl in which all medieval people participated at given times of the
year'®, Carnival was not an event to be seen, but rather it was a mode in which people lived. Whike
the carnival occwrs, there is no life outside it and it is subject only to its laws, that is, to the laws of |
freedom"”.

As Bakhtin discusses particular elements of the carnival/festival mode, Detweiler's own modd finds

“Bakhtin, Mikhail. Rebelais and His World. MIT. Press, 1968,

"Detweiler cites Bakhtin's influence on hisnotions of'religious reading’ on p 36 and on p 40 in Chapter 2: "What is Reading
Religiously?' in Breaking theFall: Religious Readings of Contemporary Fiction,

“Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 3.
"Baklitin, Rabelais and His World, pp 5-6

”Bukhlin, Rahelais and His World, p 7.




striking resonances. 1 will briefly show how the previously listed four crucial factors that constitute
and define the event of religlous reading as explored by Robert Detweiler find ther historical basis in
Bakhtinian featurcs and explain why this is ultimately very relevant.

A strong aspect of carmival/festival that Bakhtin continually inssts upon is that the
camival/festival experience is opposed to the completed and thus demended an ever changing,
playful, undefined availability of forms'®. Bakhtin named this the logk of the 'inside out"’, This
msistence is sound in the first and second factors that shape and define Detweiler's model of a
celebratory religious reading community. Detweiler disavows the simple connection between the
disciplines of theology and literature in order to allow the inherent creative tension that exists
between the two realms to emerge and disrupt assumed certainties. This is accomplished by the
Bakhtinian spirit that insists upon undefined forms and playfulness, thus traditional underst andings
are able to be released. The second feature that shapes and defines Detweiler's religious reading
modd is the embracing of post-structuralist theory because it disputes the completion of texts,
defies systematic understandmgs and acknowledges both the desie and pain in a work of
interpretation. This finds its roots once agam i the Bakhtinian insistence on playfulness and his
resstance to completion. Bakhtin's logic of the 'inside-out' finds its modern day counterpart in
- Detweiler's understanding of p ost-structuralism.

Detweiler’s third feature that shapes and defines his modd of a cclchratory religious reading
community finds its resonance in the carnival/festival feast that Bakhtin defines™. According to
Bakhtin, the feast table was a tabk around which fhe people gathered were guaranteed, by the nature
of carnival/festival, to be a community where all were granted a certain measure of freedom and all
were considered equaln‘ Abundance was always the theme of the community that gathered for a
feast. This medieval Rabelaisian feasting table finds its counterpart in the third feature of

Detweiler's model where readers resist theodical reconciliation, thus re-membering the dead, the

"*Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,p 3.
"Bakhtin,Rabelais and His World, pp 10-11.
*Bakhtin, Rabdais and His World,p 9.
"'Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,p 9.
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silenced, and the margnal. Al are invited to the reading table Detweiler envisions and are, by the
nature of [estival that houses ther celebrations, guaranteed measures of freedom and equality in very
same spirit of the Bakhtinian feastal table. |

The fourth crucial and defiing element that shapes Detweiler's modd is that those who
gather around this Bakhtinian inspired table are in community . Their communal taskis to proliferate
meaning, thus undermining ‘closed' traditional reading practices. This proliferation [inds its
Bakhtinian twin in the theme of aburdance that always accompanied the event of the feast®®. In
counter-distinction to carnival/festival feasts, Bakhtin disaisses official feasts of the middle ages
{ceclesiastical, feudal, or state sponsored) which did not lead the people out of their existing worki
order and creaed no 'second life. Such feasts sanctioned the existing order and reinforced ther
patterns, thus maintaining the existing religious, political, and moral values, norms, and
prohibitions™. The official feast finds its modern day counterpart in readings that issue from the
closed, restrictive, and prescriptive tradition Detweiler also identifies and secks to write against in

the fourth element that shapes and defined his model of a celebratory religious reading community .

2.3 The Relevance of the Untraced Body

Detweiler's model of a celebratory religious reading community is indebted to Bakhtinian
notions carnival/festival. Indeed, up until this point it has been possiblc to trace Detweiler's model
of a celebratory religious rcading comimunity in Bakhtinian ideas with easc; however, the previouSly
available and obvious trace dissolves at this point; at the point of the body. That Detweiler finds
his roots in Bakhtinian notions becomes more interesting (and ultimately rendering the Detweiler
model problematic) as we examine perhaps the most important feature of Bakhtin's work regarding

124

carnival/festival: carnival/festivals connection to the 'material body The Bakhtinian conaept of

the 'material' body finds its locus within the threc catcgories Baklhtin identifies as the main

nBakhtin, Rabdais and His World, p 9.
Rakhtin, Rabelais and His Worid, p9.
“Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, pp 26-27.
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manifestations of carnival/festival the literary sphere, ritual spectacle, and various genres of
billingsgate, oaths, curse, ete”. The 'material’ body is inseparable from Bakhtinian notions of
carnival/festival. where ever a manifestation of carnivalfestiva appears, so does the ‘material
body®. Indeed, Bakhtinian notions of carnival/festival find their fulkest expression in the excess that
the 'material’ body displays. Whereas Bakhtin systematicaly explores the 'material body’ in the
manifestations of camival/festival Detweiler surfaces at the labk he has constructed based on
Bakhtinian notions without reference to the ‘material body”’. 'Take what you like and ieave the rest
loses its authority however, as this detal becomes a gross oversight. It is my task, and as this
inquiry continues it willbe emphasised, that women as readers and writers are problematic because
of their bodies. Thus the tabk Detweiler invites reader to, with its gross lack of specificity to the
issues of bodies, exposes the underdeveloped nature of his project in a very basic way. Detweiler
reroutes Bakhtinian notions in order to construct his own 'reading tabk' without re-membering the
body so that the body then becomes the 'dead, the silenced, and the margnal' that he seeks to re-
member ironically enough. To trace this event and to be in a position to embrace its relevance 1 offer
the following conversation regarding the 'material body'. .
In the literary sphere, the entre medieval parody is based on the grotesque concept of the
body or the 'material bodyzs'. The medicval "material’ bodily principle is contained not in the
biclogical nature of the individual, nor in the bourgeois ego, but in the people, as a people who are
continually growing and rencwed. And it is for this reason that the 'material body' becomes
grandiose, exagrerated, feeund and hnmeasuraﬁb. The 'matertal body' is not an individual body, but
the gargantuan body that represents the collective force of the community”. This body spamned

from earth to heaven, its tanged, cxcreting lengh traversing the distance between the two points.

“Bakitin, Rabelais and His World,p 5.
*Rakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p27.

" The 'muterial body' never surfices in Detweiler's notion of 'religious reading' or thecommunity that participates in the event
of'religiousreading’.

®pakhiin, Rabelais and His World, p 27.
29J:!akhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 19.
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Medieval people understood this posture in a very specific way. The body was divided into two
distinct spheres, its grandiose lengh and size qualifying it accordingly. The two spheres were
downward/mpward or earth/heaven. The downward, earth sphere rep resented the devourer, the one
who 'swallows up'and was understood symbolically as the grave/womb. 'The downward, carth part
of the body was also the 'birther’ and was both physically and symbolically understood by maternal
bressts. The specific body parts that correspond to the downward, earth realn were the genital
organs, the belly, and the buttocks. The upward, heaven realm represented simply enough, heaven.
The specific body parts that corresponded to this realm were the face and head™.

This huge body that is associated with medieval carnival/festival and haunts the pages of
Rabelais’ work was encountered by the masses in a very specitic way and is onc of the key features
Bakhtin's work focuses on regading the 'material body'; how the masses communicated with this
huge body. Medeval carnival/festival laughter accomplished two things: it degraded and it
materialised. Degradation in this context means 'to cause to come down to earth’, thus to make the
unseen, seen’. To degrade also meant to concern oneself with the lower straum of the body, thus
the abundance of defecation, copulation, and birthing allsions within Rabdais' work’>, Thus the
parganivan body was the insulted and gross body, but in the richest sense. The medieval
carnival/festival laughter that heraded this type of degradation and materialisation in fact created a
vital communicative and relational structure. Degradation creged atype ot call and response pattern
that kept the body in touch with its very lifc foree, the ever changing community of people.
Degrading the body was a way of keeping the body close, of coutse being close to those orgms that
always seemed to be excreting some gross substance or another. However, this is the grotesque
realism of the medieval period, and grotesque realism knows no other level than the grossly frutful
earth and womb™. The second main feature Bakhtin identified regarding the 'material body' was its

habit of being more thanone thing; its excessive nature. The 'material’ body was the body perceived

"Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 20.
*'Bakhtin, Rahdais and His World, p 19.
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 20,
Y Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 19,
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as giving birth, bringing forth, whilke simultaneously dying“. Such an image depends upon all
texturcs: the papery wrinkled skin with its soggy edges of birth matter, the withering hag with
decaying bones already puncturing the flesh revealing her super-vital and eager genitalia. The
birthing/dying body is where two links in the chai of genetic development enter into each other™.
The gargantuous body's death f{lesh packed next to its live flesh weathers this contradictory
juxtaposition hecause these qualities render .it unfinished and open: two vitd qualities needed to
reflect the ever-changing communily it represented.

In this brief review of Bakhtin's main concerns regarding the 'material' body 1 have explained
the chief features of this body and stated that it is inseparable from notions of carnival/festival The
unique communicative pattern that bounded the 'material' body with the community and its
excessive characteristics of being simultaneously the birthing and dying body, reveal its complexity
and it is this complexity that threads its structure into notions of carnival/festival so that the two are
in dense inter-dependence. Indeed, the 'material' body and the notion of carnival/festival are
inseparable in therr insistence on enswing ther very unformed yet continuing nature as each event,
the event of carnival/festival and the event of the 'material' body, defines and expresses the other.
This renders Detweiler's celebratory religious reading community model problematic becanse the
'atmosphere of festival' he insists upon for his community to work comes from Bakhtinian ideas of
carnival/festival that find ther fullest expression in the excess that the gargantuous ‘material’ body
displays. And it is this body that Detweiler does not trace into his own model. As Detweiler
‘borrows' Bakhtimian notions of carnival/festivalto esteblish the conditions conducive to the reading
he envisions he sevars these notions from a body. As stated before, it is then this body which
becames the re-membered subject Detweiler wishes to seek out in his readings, The irony is that
this body is severed by Detweiler's own violent, closed, and restrictive 'reading' method.

The absent feature, that of the body, becomes much more relevant as we consider the next
feature that distingnished his reading practice: not only are the readings he enviions housed in an

‘atmosp here of festival', but within this festival atmosphere the community joims in, 'reciting and

34Bakhtin, Rabelais and flis World, p 26,
“Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p 26.
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responding to their life narrations, ther culture’s master narratives... Thus a religious reading is one
that celebrates the text Tor the individual and for group 5> (my italics). Religious reading is a
celebratory act, par excellence: fo read at this tablke is to celebrate. But what if celebrating is a body-
dependant phenomenon for women and women can't ‘celebrate’ in the way Detweiler envisions?
This question finds a foundation from which to launch its suggestion in Heather Walton's critique on

Detweiler's mode. Shenotes,

The epiphany of darkness® is also the epiphany of 'woman' and it is remarkable that this

has not been more creatively acknowledged within religious read ng“.

The body that is severed from notions of festival here finds its shrieking conclusion in exploring the

second feature Detweiler uses to distinguish hus 'readings”, the cvent of celebration.

3.1 What'Celebration' Means: the Journey Towards Re-membering 'Celebration’

Detweilet's lack of concern for Bakhtin's excessive, gargantuan, 'material body' points to a
deeper lack: the absence of women's bodies completely froin the reading comnmnity he envisions.
This claim is based on my suggestion that women cannot 'celebrate’ in the way in which Detweiler
clams. I am awarc that thisis aloaded, as y et unsubstantiated clai, and ask the reader for patience
as [ continue to walk sow does reading and wriling become a celebratory act for women? through
various deconstructive conversations. 'Cekbration’ becames a problematised feature for the reasons
I have briefly menticned as we consider its etymologica roots. 'Celebration' finds its roots in the
Latin verb, celebrare. Celebrare initially meamt to frequent andfor to go to a place in numbers.

Therefore, it was uscd to denote gatherings, especially feasts. Eventually, this verb began to be used

“Detweiler, Breaking theFall: Religious Readings in Contemporary Fiction,p 39.

" Theepiphany of darkness involves a comnitted re-membering of the excluded, the dead and the silenced and is incredibly
important to Detweiler's notion of ‘religious reading'.

*Walton. Unpublished manuseript, Introduction,
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on secular occwsions and its meaning began to denote to prase' and 'to honour'. As celebrare found
its identity in secular arenas it also found its resting defmition: 'to make known' andor 'to
prod aim”™’,

Celebration means to make one's prodamation. In the event of Detweiler's model of a
celebratory religious reading community this makes tota sense; indeed, prodamation is a result of
reading, 1t is at this point in Detweiler's model, the context in which 1 have placed my own question
and hermenutical strategy , that [ leave his reading tabk to explore my own suspicions regarding what
else 'celebration' mearns. This inquiry's various exercises of reading and writing will explore and
establish that ‘celebration' historically and presently means something very different from
'proclamation’ as it cxists in the Detweiler model (and all models that engage 'celebration’ in the same
spift as Detweiler), My claim that 'cclebration’ means something very different for women
historically and presently finds its locus in my own readings of various texts in which I have
identified a tradition in which women's prodamations (the defmition of 'cekbration’) are not
believed. Accordingly, if "cekbrate’ means to 'proclaim’, when one's prodamations are not believed,
notions of 'celebration' must be radically reviewed. Disbelief of proclamation is only one feature of
what 1 will call a 'woman centred hermenutica tradition’. This 'woman centred hermenutica
tradition’ represents a logic based on women and their relationships with their bodies and how this
conditions their textual relationships. [ believe that it is within this hermenutical tradition that the
re-rmembering of what 'celebration’ means can be traced. In subsequent chapters of this inquiry I will

seek to trace this 'woman centred hermenutica tradition' by engaging my own hermenuticd strategy .

3.2 Ordination

Celebration is the most important concept in the question: How does reading and wrifing
become a celebratory act for women? In exploring Detweiler's mode of 'religious reading and the
comnunity that participates in theevent of such a reading, I conduded that his model grossty lacked

the sophistication required by the task of religious reading community because of an ineffectual

39Bra.(:lshaw,Pfl‘.'Ce-,le:brati(m' pp 130-141 in Jasper, RC., ed. The Fucharist Today: Studies in Series Three. London:
SPCK, 1974,
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notion of what 'celebration’ means. I mtroduced, the as yet unsubstantiated claim, that ‘celebration’,
historically and presently, means something very diflerent for women and that this was a definable
feature of what I called a 'woman centred hermenutical tradition'. In this section T will briefly
explore the phenomenon of ordmation and it is within the realm of an ‘ordination conversation' thal
'celebration’ as understood In Detweiler's modd, the same defmition which I claimed was
insufficient, settles intoits crisis. This section wishes to trace this crisis. In the following pages 1
will explore traditional understandmngs of 'ordination', trace what I will ¢all its 'frustrated nature’,
qualify this as an evernt of language, and discuss how this specifically relaes to women's bodiks and

women's textual relaionships, thus addressingthe re-membering of what 'celebration’ means,
3.3 Tradtional Understandings of 'Ordination’'

The eccksiastical defmition of ordmation n its broadest sense is the consecration of the Christian
clergy in and to the church. Its meaning differs among Protestant and Catholic denominations;
however, the Protestant tradition recognises three marks or qualifications for ordination. These
'marks' inclide: an mward call an outward call and affirmation by the congregation, sometimes this
affimation includes gifts (inmany cases, education)*®. As these threc 'maks’ indicete, ordination is,
on all accounts, abouw calbing and ordering. Theritual of consecration that confirms ones ordmation
includes: exhortation, prayers and a layng on of hands*'.  These consecrating acts are all
manifestations of 'calling out', they confound and confirm ordination’s defmition which i1s infected
with 'calling’ and/or 'to call out'. The work for which the clergy arve ordained is a detailed list; broadly
' speaking however, these details include infecting the tradition with a stabilising force, preaching,
admmistration of the sacraments, the assembling of the church, leadership, teaching and
administerng disciplinc'”. The tasks included in this list all, in some sense, refer back to the basic

muanifestation of ordination: they are types of calling(s) out. 'Celebration' means to prodaim and

Musser, Donad W, and Price, Joseph C.,eds. A Handbook of Christian Theology. Cambridge: The Lulterworth Press,
1992,

“"Musser and Price, eds.4 Handbook of Christian Theology.

“Musser and Price, eds.4 Handbook of Christian Theology.
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"proclaim' means to call out; therefore, the clergy's work is centred in proclamation and their ability
to celebrate. Ordination’s qualify ngmarks, the actions that consecrate it as an event, and the tasks

of the then ordained individual, all pitch variations of 'to call out' deeply into its structure.
3.4 Concerning the Ordination of Women

Debaes concerning the ordmation of women have infected church politics and changed the
complexion of the church inaltcrably. At the very first world confrence on faith and order {1927),
in the minutes it is recorded that six women issued the following statement:'..that the right place of
women in the church is one of grave moment and should be in the hearts and minds of ali*®. This
statement finds a moment of triumph when the general convention of the Episcopal church of the
USA authorised, by a small majority, to ordain women in September of 1976". The ordination of
women is a current heated political debate™ and at its heart is the issue of women celebrating.
Women celebrating is a profoundly undecided matter and its 'unfixed' nature reads against the tabk
Detweiler invites readers to in order to celebrate texts for thenselves and for the group. The
rhetoric of ordination debaes regarding women and celebrating exposes the lack of sensitivity
displayed by Detweiler's model of a celebratory religious reading community .

This debate maintains, primarily , two points of view: those for the ordination of women and
those agamst the ordination of women. Each comnﬁunity entertaing numerous clams; however,
particular claims are asserted so frequently that they can be understood as stable complaints. The
most popular claims that champion the ordmnation of women include: scripture cancelling
hierarchica relationships between the sexes, women's ordmation as an issue of religious Liberty and

freedom to respond to God's call, women's ordination as a basic human right, feminine images for

“Field-Bibb,Jacqueline. Women Towards the Priesthood: Mimisterial Politics and Feminist Praxis. New York. Cambridge
University Press, 1992,

“Masall, E.L.'Sone Basic Considerations’ pp $-26. Moo, Peta, ed. Man, Womamn and the Priesthood. London: SPCK,
1678

o contextualise the current heated political crisis surounding the ordination of women, I would like to note that women
and ordination hasbeenthesoletopic of several meetings ofthe General Synod oftheChurch of England. In addition to this it
is thesubject of numerous anthologies, articles and essays, Forflrther reading please consult thisinquiry's bibliography.
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divinity in scripture, the role of women as deacons and minssters in theearly church and as judgs in
ancient Isracl, the presence of qualified and gifted women claiming God's call, and findly, the need
for women's participation in the ordained minstry in order to model the full variety and diversity of
the whoke of God's people™. Those opposed to the ordination of women most frequently cite the
following claims 10 support ther views: the Bible as a sacred text and scripture that disputes women
in roles of leadership, the iconistic priest or the literal gender of Christ as relevant and necessarily
same as Lhe ordained celebrant's gender. the male priesthood as headship and thus the proper
exercise of authority, the unity of the church, the tradition of the church, and finally, 'decision
making concerning women as celebrants when issucs of unity /fragmentation exist between churches

and the universal church®’,
3.5The Frustrated Nature of Qrdination

The two communities in dispute feel frustration regarding the issues of the ordination of
women. Each community undoubtedly seeks to resolve the crisis; however, 1 would here suggest
that resolving the frustration concerningthe ordination of women is a mute goal not because the two
communtilies in question are incgpable of resolution, but becaise it is the very natwre of 'ordination
to be frustrated. This inherent frustration expresses itself in 'ordination’ by simultaneously éecking
limitation and freedom. Indeed, it 15 the energy of frustration that is the necessary orgaiic matyix
that supports 'ordination’. To substantiate this claim, T offer the follow ing discussion.

What led me to identify the inherent frustration of ordination which constitutes its binary
nature (it seeks limitation and freedom) was a meditation on the anti-ordinationalist communities'
rhetoric. My research idertified a specific body rhetoric that this community employs to express
the phenomenon of the crisis as they under stard it. This rhetoric is a pattern and also the 'thing

itself, In other words, gender is understood as a biological, spiritual genre and this genre never

“Musser and Price, eds. 4 Handbook of Christian {heology.

“Genasl Synod oftheChuch of England. The Ordinationof Women to the Priesthood: 4 Second Repuri by the House of

Bishops of the Genaral Synod of the Church of England. London: publishes by the General Synod of the Chuieh of England,
1988,
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violates 1ts own form. Woman's body 15 why she cannot be ordained in both a posttive and a
negative sense as understood by this community . Women's body is what also becomes the bones
of a vocabulary that ultimately fill out the femiine frame that is the church®. Thus, woman is her
body in a grossly available sense and her body is expanded to be the feminine body of the church:
she is her own body and thar other body, Takimg these beliefs championed by the anti
ordinationdist comnumity, I became aware of some subversive speacing details. It is from this
understanding of the feminine body in relaion to ordmation, that ordmation’s binary characters
emerge: the feminine body of the church is a very bigbody; it is the garganiuan body. This is a
subversive detail spedaking in the sense that it 1s by the feminine 'magerial’ body that T will begin Lo
trace articulations towards re-membering what 'celebration' means, thus this inquiry re-members the
gargantuan body severed from Detweiler's notion of a celebratory religious reading comnminity .

The feminine gargantuan body, that is the body of the church, always threatens to be the
grotesque body: the body that grows by its own fceund ability. The fecund growing is mesnerising
and terrorising the expansive, growing, regenerating body must weather the vioknce thal larg: scak
growth inherently requires in order to enjoy a kind of freedom. Posilively, in this sense 'to grow
(out)' finds its own meaning in 'to call out" This is sensed most effectively in the continued
profction of the importance of 'calling out' found in ordinations' qualify ing marks, the actions that
consecrate the event of ordination, and the tasks of the ordained individual. These muliiple possible
variations on ‘caling out' miror the gargantuan body's fecund expansive, growing and regenerating
nature. The bruses, cﬁts, broken bones and discarded skins that litter the gargmtuan body's urge

toward freedom weathers a whole other set of contradictions, however. The gargantuan body is

quera:l, Susannah. 'TheBodyis theBouk' pp 101-122, Moote, Woman and the General Synod of the Church of England,
1988,

"'s}-Ierm], Susannah.'TheBodyis the Book' pp 101-122. Moow, Womedter, ed. ManPriesthood. London: SPCK, 1978. An
cxanple ofthis beliefcan be traced in Herzel's following remark: 'Itis woman's burden and heroffring to be more fundamentully
connected withtimeand its detailed processes than man. Waiting for something or someone and being aware of the hours as
they pass bas been a vocational disdpline for women. Sheis an howglass in her shape. Women's bodies have taught them
disdplinenatuially as havetheir accustomed spheres of work: thegarden and the kitchen...and each month in her life there is a
heaviness,dragging herdown to a slower paceandintoa 'fow key' .a woman canonly wait'. p 106.

491’opeJ'oilnPaul I, "ApostolicLetter, Mulliers, 1988 VII: TheChurcch - TheBride of Christ" in Leonard, Bishop Graham, ed.
Man, Woman andthe Priesthood. Herdordshire: Gracewing Fowler Wright Books, 1989.
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stunted becanse the gargantuan body cannot go on and on. Christ is born and the response is the
institution: the large lady's feet stop at the alta and her head cannot fit out the front doors.  Splitting
heads and blood bruxed heels éign this body's encounters with {imitation. To be stunted in this
context equaes to say mg 'some’ not "all which is also a function of ordination’s calling out: to ordan
is to limit and order.

The binary character of 'ordination, its urge towards freedom and limilation simultaneously
reveals that frustration is inherent in its very fabric. 'Ordination’ finds a metaphor in the Gaisha's
foot. Bound, the bones rend and deform, but 1t is growth that ensures the deformation will seck new
painful curvatures. To be sure a foot is there, held in a slipper. To be sure no foot at all is there, a
tange of bones and bload clots held in a silk tent. Ordination is infested with the frustration of the
urges that constitute it. Furthermore, the frustration that informs 'ordination’ is a symptom of
belonging to a much deeper and complex expressed ritual of frustration: langrage. In other words, 1
am making the clam that ordination is a manifestation of the very frustration of language itself. To

make available what I mean by this suggestion, I offer the following commentary .
3.6 Ordination as an Event that Belongs to the Realm of Language

Language is always an attempt at failure; such is the pained joumey towards the sign. Edmond
Jabes writes, 'Writing is not man'’s projction, but it traces his devotion to the void. It becomes a
record of his negativity™™. Writing of Jabés writing, Dern’da. comnents, 'Absence atiempts to
produce itself in the book and is lost in being pronounced; it knows itself as disappearing and lost,
and to this extent it remains inaccessible and impenetrabk. To gain access to it is to lose it; to see it
is to hide it; to acknowledge it is to lie'". The frustration that ordination maintains, the
simult aneous urging toward {reedom and limitation found a metaphor in the Gaisha's foot: a foot is
there, a foot is not there. Thetension generated from the simultaneous urgngs toward freedom and

limitation destabilises ordination as a 'fixed' phenomenon: in 'ordination’ growth and death share a

mJabés, Edmond. The Bookof Questions: Yael, Elpa Aely Connecticut: Weslayan University Press, 1983,

"Derida, Jacques. Writing and Difference. Chapter 3: 'Edmind Jabés and the Question of the Book'. London: Routledge,
1978,
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genetic space so that it remains profoundly 'unfixed' in the Derridian spint thal says: 'to gain access
to it (language) is to lose it'. This claim finds its most avaiable justification in the meaning of
‘ordination’; 'ordination’ always means some manifestation of 'to call out), recalls langiage's ‘most
basic attempts to trace the void; to move towards the sign and as such ordination is manjfestation of
the very frustration of language itself. For the reasons | have disaussed, ordination is an event that

belongs to the realm of langiage and not an eccksiastical invention.,

3.7 Woman's Bodily Status

What, then, does it mean to ordan a woman? The answer to this concern might find its
origns in another question: can you'call oul' the already 'called out? This inquiry woulkd maintain a
women's pro-ordination stance from the point of view that I think it is a necessary event in
decanstructing institutional hicrarchies; however, 1 here suggest that women cannot be ordained
really because they arc ordained already. In no way does this statement seck to devaue women
clergy's experience or service; this inquiry honours the ecclesiastical ordination of such women and
recognises that such women change and shape the political complexion of the church. However, in
say ing that 'ordination’ which means in some form 'to call out' and furthermore naming ordmation as
an evernt that belongs to therealm of langiage in so far that it is itsell’ a manifestation of langiage's
frustrated joumey towards the sign, T am suggesting that women spedfically maintain a unique
textual relaionship because of their already ordamed or 'cafled out’ status. To initiate the meaning
behind this claim I offer the following discussion.

Writing on women's bodics and the evert of menstruation, Camille Paglia comments, 'every
month it is woman's fateto face the abyss of time and being, the abyss which is berself™, Paglia's
comment beautifully illwstrates woman's constant confrontation with natural proceative law.
Women's bodies are called out by procreative law, and these appointments are non-negotizble.
Women's bodks are houses of amazing self-sufficiency ; these are the bodiks deeply initiated into the

vioknce of change (puberty, pregnancy, menopause); here are the intaior spaces that swarm with

“p aglia. Sexua! Personae: Artand Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. p 11,

22




spirailing rhythms and crackling signals: woman's body is a shore pounded by every rhythmic
return. Women's bodies are naturally ordoined: they are called out by their selfsufficency and their
non-negotiable appointmentwith procreative law and they call out with every interior unterine lining
released.

If ordmation is a manifestation of langiage's frustration to 'call out' or movetowards the sign,
then woman's naturally ordained status means she is inherently familiar with the frustration of
language.  Woman maintains a unique relationshp with language as conditioned by her bodily
situation. Therefore, when a woman reads, writes or intarprets, when a woman 'calls out' in any
way, she is confounding upon her already 'called out' (naturally ordained) status. This renders
woman's basic reading, writing, and interpreting logic as excessive and might explain why so many
males deem women's writing as 'unreadable’ or 'impenetrable’.

Women's naturally ordained status conditions her relationship Lo langiage. This feature is
the foundation for what I have called a 'woman centred hermenutical tradition’ in which feminine
logic maintains its own tules of reading, writing, and interpreting. The first feature I will confront
within this tradition is the disbelief of women's prodamations (the defmition of celebration).
Disbelict of women's prodamation is so ingamed within the western tradition that it can be
understood as a permanent feature of a woman centred hermenutical tradition. Disbelief of women's
prodamations can be sensed in a multitude of historical cxperiences including: women not being
allowed to vote, own land, receive a higher education, admmister the sacraments, and the list gocs on.
These historical memories have a counterpart in our biblical tradition in whidh the feminine
witnesses are continually dishelieved, most notably in Luke 24:8-12 when the women witnesses to
the resurrection are disbelieved™. Disbelieving women's prodamations is a serious offense to half of
the logic that applies to textuality (the feminine half). To disbelieve woman's prodamations or her
'callings out' is to invalidate woman's relaionship to reading, writing and interpreting and her body
because it is by her body that she maintains a non-negotiable relationship to textual events. For

these reasons, disbelief of women's prodamations results in an obliteration of women's presence.

®Luke 24:8-12 (RSV) reads, 'And they remembered his words, and returning fom the tomb they told all this to the

eleven and o all therest Nowit wasMary Magdalene and foanna and Mary the mother of James and the other wonkn with them
who lold thisto theapostles; but these words seened to theman idletalk, andthey didnotbelicve theni.
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The woman centred hermenutical tradition's response to this repeated disbelief was to develop a
textual sub-culture in which women read, write and interpret anvway, from beneath the oblilerating
forces, life finds a way. [t is this space T wish to examine, seeking out a woman centred hermenutical
tradition in its more subversive manifestations. 'Celebrating’ meaning 'to proclaim' demands radical
review in light of women's experience which maintains a history of disbelief of prodamation. It is
within the subversive sub-culture, the response to being continually disbelieved, that 'celebrate’ is re-
membered.

4.1 Condusion

In conclusion, I would like to re-state this chapter's claims. This thesis is a meditation on the
question: how does reading and wriing become a celebratory act for women? 1 began by stating the
hermenutical method T will engage to explore this question. In asense this hermenutica mcthod is a
manifestation of the question itself and it poscs articulations towards addressingthe crisis inherent
within the question. By engaging plural metaphors and not 'minding the difrence’ between
creative-metaphorical langiage and concept-critical langiage I am enabled to break down
phallocentric reading principles and necessarily deconstruct traditional ways of reading
Furthcrmore, my hernenutical method generates inter-text(s) that claim an autonomy which
rigorously confronts the issues at hand. These two events, the breaking down of phallocentric
reading traditions and inter-text(s) that clam an autonomy within the inquiry itsetf make a language
of re~-imembering, a highly theological langiage, available to me.

By placing the question: how does reading andwriting become a celebratory act for women?
in juxtaposition with Robert Detweiler's exploration of 'religious reading’ and the comnunity that
palticipéltts in such an event, I examined thc two guiding conditions that seal his model: the
atmosphere of festival and the event of reading as a celebratory act for individuals and [or groups.
The result of exploring Detweiler's model laid the foundation for my suspicion that 'celebration'
mears something very different for women historically and presently. This research enabled me to
make the claim that women camnot celebrate according to its current understanding and therefore

'cekebration’ needed to be radically reviewed.
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To begin to approach the subject of re-membering what 'celebration’ means 1 discussed the
phenomenon of ordmnation. T concduded that ordmation meaning in some manifestation 'to call out' is
not an ecclsiastical convention, but an event that belongs to the realm of language in which
ordinationis an expression of the frustration of langiage's attempts 'to call out’ or to move towards
the sign. Women's bodies are naturally ordained. Because ordination is an event belonging to the
realm of langiage, women's natwally ordamncd status ensures thal they maintain a unique
relaionship to langrage as conditioned by their bodks. I'his naturally ordained status is the
foundation of a woman centred hermenutical tradition. A crudal featurc of this tradition is disbelief
of women's prodamations. Disbelief oblitcrates women's textual and bodily status, but women
read, wrik and interpret anyway thus credting a subversive textual sub-culture. It is within this
space that we can trace the re-membering of what 'celebration’ means.

In Chapter 2: 'Reading the Johannine Narmative']l begm the joumey of tracing ‘celebration’ in

some of its re~membered articulation(s).
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Chapter 2: Reading the Johannine Narrative

1.1 Encountering the Woman Centred Hermenutical Tradition

[ have stated that the most important concept in the question: how does reading and writing become
a celebratory act for women? is that of celebration. In the spirit of that importance, the goal of this
inquiry is to trace the woman centred hermenutical tradition's re-membering of what 'celebration’
means. [n order to do thisI bring my own hermenutical method to the Johannine narrative where I
will 'read’ various textual moments, engaging plural metaphors, confusing the distinction between
conwept-critical language and creative-metap horical langnage, and entertain throughout various modes
of discourse on several Ievels. By this method, moments of slippage will be revealed within the text
allowing us access to the woman centred hermenuticd tradition in some of its more subversive
manifestations. The objective of this chapter's exercise is not to end up with 'celebration’ in its re-
membered form but rather to trace this woman centred hermenutical tradition, to identify its
fecaturcs, and to confront this woman centred hermenutical tradition in action. The task of re-
membering what ‘cekebration’ means and encountering re-membered manifestations of celebration
requires such a textual meditation. The subversive 'findings’ of this exploration not only substantiate
the claims 1 have made thus far regarding women, reading and writing they also contextually fuel the
strength needed to pitch this inquiry into the space of actually encountering 'celebration’ in some of

its re-imembered manifestations (Chapter 3).
1.2 Why Here: Disruption and Gender

Why cxpose this woman centred hermenutical tradition in the Johamnine text? The New
Testament is a powerful textual body within the western tradition. Its presence is awesome and the
history that has collected on its cdges is incredible. The phallocentric tradition has invested a grea
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deal of its energy into this fantastical text that recks of the western canon. in a scriously playvful
sense, how could I resist engaging my credive (and profoundly 'unacademic according to traditional
phallocentric standards) hermenutical method within this text's pages? However, 1 also entertain
two other guiding reasons for choosing to tracc a woman cenired hermenutical tradition within the
fourth gospel: it provokes dismption and it is a text infected with issues regarding reading and
writing in a gendered sense.

Canscripture be 'fidion' and can fiction be 'scripture? Sucha question indicates the reasons
why T have chosen the fourth gospel as a place to explore the features of a woman centred
hermenuticel tradition. Scripture and mterpretation might maintain the most famous relaionship in
the west's history of textuality. To intapret is always to disrupt narrative; reading is never an
mnocent act . Every interpretation, be it reading, painting, sculpture, or stain glassed windows, of a
biblical event is a (necessary) disruption of the narrative. In the case of a work of art, the art piece
creates a space from which a particular articulation comes forth. This articulation, a completed
painting or just the gesture of a hand in a painting, rends the biblical text so that a spawe for its
presence can be marked out. In this sense the biblical text is fragnented by an inter-text: the
articulation posited by the work of art. In addition to this type of textual disrupture, and to
continue with the example of a work of art, a painting establishes the space where conceptual image
meets langage (accordingly, the text is disrupted by the artst's 'reading of it). As one image is
produced by an artst, forevery viewing of that imag 'ten thouwsand' more images are provoked by
the viewer. The iniﬁa] distuption of the text is projected without end.

At the end of this chapter I will focus on Corregio’s painting, St Mary Magdalen. By
focusing on this disruption of the narrative, T am paying attention to details that only Corregio's
interpretation could have framed in #hafway. These are details drawn out of the text and given space
in which they might 'speak’ and allow function as an inter-text to the biblical narrative. T'hercfore, to
return to the question: can scripture be 'fiction’ and can fiction be 'scripture’, I make the following
claim: cvery act of interpretation is a disruption of the text,  Furthermore this is a necessary and

unavoidable eveni that saturates human experience (disruptions of texts being progcted endkssly).

*“Ppaul Ricoeur especiully develops this conoept.
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These disruptions, though not authoritative, are undoubtedly nter-texis and as such are also
powaful bodks. Therlore, scripture can be read as fiction and fiction can be read as scripture
because the presence of inter-texts permanently destabalises, by its inberent associations with
disrapture, any onetext's clam to a dominant posture.

Because the biblical text maintains so many relaionships with inter-texts, by choosing to
haunt the fourth gospel with my concerns and claims I am staying true to the spint of my own
hermenutical method which seeks to maintain various modes of discourse on several levels: in other
words, the inter-texts provided by the paintings I will ‘read’ (and further disrupt) enswre that there
will be no shortage of plural metaphors on my part. This enables my tasks (of breaing down
phallocentric reading traditions and of directly confrontingthe crisis of women as readers and writers
as celebrants as my own infer-text(s) claim an autonomy within the larger inquiry) to reman an
important focus as 1 seek to re-member what 'cekbration' means and as I encounter some re-
membered manifestations of celebration. Most importantly, and as this discussion unfolds it will
become more recognisable, it is ultimately the disruptions provided by the intér-texls of paintings
that land me in the actual space of the crisis re-membering what 'celebration’ means.

The second reason that the fourth gospel proved to be an apt place in which I might posit
the claims T have made thus far regarding women, reading and writing explore the features of these
claims, is because it is my opinion that the Johannine text is a text that is infected with issves of
reading and writing in a gendered sense. This finds its fullest expression when, in the event of Jesus'
birth, he is not born of a woman But is the word who becomes flesh and 1s 'the only son from the
far»‘?erﬁ '. 'I'his body, a word spelled, comes to us infected with textual issues. That he comes to us
specilically 'from the fathet' introduces an irreducible quality of gender into the narative. Not only
is he a body infected with textua issues, his body's introduction is a simultaneous statement
regarding gender. To be born "ofthe father' is to be born, not of a fleshty, femiine birth cand, but of

ether sky<cult particles that provoke materialistion™®. The claim that the absence of the maternal

“Yotin 1:14 (RSV)

*p aglia, Camillc. Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. Sky-cult is a sermPaglia coined
in descibing western cultures 'swerve' from femaleness, She writes, ‘Both Apollonian and Judeo-Chrisiian traditions are
transcendental. Thatis,they seekto surmount or transcend nature.. The Old Testament asserts that a father god madenature and
that diferentition info objects and gender was after the fact of his  mateness, Judeo-Christianity, like the Greek worship of




body is a comment on women as readers and writers will subsequently subslantiate as this inquiry
unfolds.

In addition to the birth of Jesus, examining other specific moments in the fourth gospel
where women's bodks are present, the Johannine narrative reveals more articulations regarding
reading, writing and gender. The various narratives | have chosen to read reflect this gendered sense
within the fourth gospel. Thosc narrative moments include: John 20:1-18, the tomb scene where
Mary Magdalen encounters the risen Christ, and inquiry into the birth of Christ or the absence of
the maternal body (Tohn 1:12-14, John 2:14, John 19:25-30), Jesus at Jacob's well (John 4:1-35 in
addition to Old Testament welbbetrothal narmatives Genesis 24:11-15, Genesis 29, Exodus 2:15-21),
Jesus writing before the woman taken in adultery (Jobn 8: 1-11), and inquiry into fesus and vioknce
(John 21.25), and findly a discussion regarding the tradition of Mary Magdalen as reader (John
20:17-18, John 20:24-25, and a reference to Luke 24:8-12).

2.1 Reviewing, Reading and Re-membering John 20:1-18

What follows i3 a critical reading of John 20:1-18. We surface in the Johannine text at this
site, because as faras Johnis a text about reading and writing in a gendered sense, this is the bloody
moon that all other Johannine narratives are traced back to by blood threads. No matter the
chronological placement of the particular narratives I will read, therr tvpe-set is stamped with the
coded memory of John 20:1-18. Noli me z.‘angereﬁ? is a site of continual return; it represents a
refusal that contains all memories of disbelieved prodamations. John 20:17 marks the first step
taken on the jowrney to trace a woman centred hermenutica tradition.

Traditional readings of John 20:1-18 suggest the popular view that this narmtive is a
configuration of various texts brought together. This reading posture has reéultcd n various

theological articulations, but often at the expense of the rich complexity of the text. While my own

Olynpian gods, is sky-cult' p 8, 'Fromthebeginning oftime woman seened an uncanny teing, Man honoured but fared her.
Shewas theblack maw thathad spat himforth and would devour himanew'. p 9. Sky-cult was the most sophisticated step in a
defnce against this nature.

ohn20:17
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reading will favour the position that Jokn 20:1-18 is indeed a configuration of textual strands, 1 will
attempt to read this narrative i an untraditional way. Instead of reading oul the troublesome areas
traditionally credited as a by-product of more than one text conjoining, I will target those exact
textual moments in order to read the implications of this narrative. Between the lines of two texis in
their snugy knit moments and ther moments of ballooning uncertainty regarding clanty, some of
the woman centred hermenutical tradition's subversive articulations can be heard.

The cvents contained in verses 1-10 begns with, Now on the first day of the week Mary
Magdalen came to the tomb early, whik it was still dark, and saw that the stone had been taken
away from the tomb' (v.1). Before the sun has risen she makes the discovery that the stone has
been moved and the tomb is emply. Mary then runs to Simon Peter and the other disciple - 'the one
whom Jesws loved' - and tells them of her discovery. She is reported to have said "I'hey have taken
the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him' The two men run to the
tomb, and the ‘other discple' outruns Peter, reaches the tomb first, stoops down to look in, and sees
the cloths in whidh the body has been wrapped, but does not go in. Peter, however, enters, sees the
wrappings and the sudarium, and is then followed by ‘the other disciple', who in the words of John,
'saw and believed'. The disciples return Lo their homes, but Mary stays. Verse 11 begins with
Mary weeping outside of the tomb of Jesus. She stoops down to look in the tomb and sces two
angels in white sitting at either end of the place where Jesus' body has lain. They ask her why she
weeps to which she responds: 'Because they have taken away my Lord and | do not know where
they have laid him' (v. 13). She does not see the grave clothes credited to the vision of Peter and the
'disciple whom Jesus loved'. The narrator moves from Mary's response in verse 13 to the abrupt,
'Saying this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing, but she did not know that it was Jesus' (v.
14). Jesus questions her, Woman why are you weeping? Whom do you seek? The text tclls us
that M ary thinks that this man s the gardener to whom she responds, 'Sir, if you have carried him
away, tell me where you have laid him, and [ will take him away’ (v. 15). Jesus says her name upon
which Mary turns around and says in Hebrew, 'Rabboni!’, meaning 'teacher’. Jesus then says, ‘Do
not hold me, for I have not ascended to the Father, but go to my brethren and say to them, [ am
ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God' (v. 18). Verse 18 concludes
with Mary goingto the disciples and say mg, 'l have seen the Lord and teling them his message.
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2.2 Tive Crudal Moments

My thesis is a meditation on the question: how does reading and writing become a
celebratory act for women? 'Celebration' is the most important concept of this question and
attempting to locae 'cekbration’ in its re-membered context, I am searching through what 1 have
callked a woman cenlred hermenutical tradition in some of its more subversive surfacings. In tracing
this tradition by engaging my own hermenuticd method, my claim that this woman centred
hermenutical tradition exists becomes substantiated. In reading moments of the Johannine narrative,
my goalis to explore the features of this woman cenired hermenutical tradition. In John 20:1-18 [

have identified five crudal moments that begin to reveal this tradition's personality.

2.3 Excess

The first crucial moment T wish to discuss is sensed as the text opens, bearing ambiguous begnnings
with verse |. In verse 2, we encounter Mary Magdalen's first verbal encounter with the two
disciples: "They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him'
(my italics). This statement is in awkward juxtaposition to verse 1 which reads, 'Mary Magdalen
cameto thetombearly...". Whereas the nartator sets up the post-crucifixion narrative in the singaiar,
after verse 2 we no longer know if Mary went to the tomb alone. The 'we'in verse 2 is .heigltened in
mystery because it is the only reference to plumlity in connection with the chief character of Mary
Mégdalen. Such a textual in-discrepancy would seem to point to the raised edges of two texts
conjoining. Two texts are being woven togelher by an editor in which one strand is a more
sympathetic reading of Mary Magdalen (and for this reason it is understood as the older of the
narrative strands) and one strand sccks to invaidate such a reading by subjecting her character to
textual confusion. The editing process thenis a systematic act of vioknce towards the character of
Mary M agdalen and such an editing actually invokes a very real physicality within the text so that
the text itself is involved with committing physical acts of violation. This is an unusual violence,
however, It only half delivers in its blood spill. Mary's identity is blumed by competing
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information and this intended confusion destabilises Mary M agdalen as our first credible witness (o
the resurrected Christ.  This is an example of real texiual violence to the character of Mary
Magdalen; however it is an awkward vioknce because it does not expose what it seeks to expose:
woman as cxcessive and thetrefore unreliable, Thus, a type of ‘confounding or proliferation occurs.
That these two verses are indeed in juxtaposition is the first point to consider.

According to this editing process, what is to be made of this ambiguity regarding the
singularity or plurality of Mary Magdalen? As 1 have said, verse 2 casts Mary Magdalen in a role
of possible plurality thus rendering her as an cxcessive character - she is more than she possibly
appears to be. The suggestions by the placement of verse one next to the disaepant verse 2
invaidates Mary as a confident leader who will guide us to our first sighting of the risen Lord One
imagines a proliferation of Mary Magdalen images all walking in different directions, all differing
fromtheir twin image as the light strikes different points on the body. Which to follow regacding the
sheer number to choose from, which to follow in ther sheer difference - the smiling one, the one
without a mouth at al? Or maybe her imposed ambiguous plumality takes the form of Mary
Magdalen and guests. This could be a horific scenario to imagne, and that 'they' are not named and
are never menfioned again invests in her guest's possible ghostly features - ashen inaccessiblke or
meated with white packed eyes, roving. Thetext or the event that occurs between two texts as they
conjoin, is unoriginal in nammng her as 'excessive’  She was excessive before the editor goi there. In
one pedantic scnsc she s excessive because she is more than she appears to be: Mary Magdalen is a
composite character of several femmine personalities within the biblical text {(se¢ Luke 7, Matthew
26, Mark 14, andJohn 8, 11, 11:2, 12)™. In another sense she was excessive before the editor got to
her because she is a woman. Sheis already 'called out' by her body; by her self-sufficiency she is
already excessive and ordained and her excessive bodily situation is confounded every time she ‘calls
out'in any way. Perhaps theeditor's goal was to render her as cxcessive and therefore unft as our
leader: she willlead us to the first sighting of the risen Lord, but remember she cant be trusted too
much (which oncto trust?), but as 1 have established - she was already excessive.

So, what then can we make of the raised cdge of two texls conjoining with competing

*Haskins, Susm. MaryMagdalen: MythandMetaphor. London: Athaone Press, 1993,
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mformation? Perhaps the editor then only confounds the situation as it exists. If this is so, he 'calls
out' the already 'called out’. His "calling out' is most likcly a negaive comment on women as
Jeaders/readers thus the editor by passes an inherent logic of difference between women and men as
readers and writers.  What s crucial in this moment is that, from the start, Mary Magdalen's
presence is associated with excessiveness. This association does not take into account woman's
inherent relationship with her body that renders her excessive in what might be a positive sensc.

Therefore, what | consider the first cructal moment that shapes this narrative and draws out features
of a woman centred hermenutical tradition which is represented by the figure of Mary M agdalen, is
the acknowlcdgement that the woman centred hermenutic am tracing is fundamentally confused by

underdeveloped or suppressed understandings of woman's relaionship to excess.
2.4 The Presence of the Unnamed: The Further Presencing of Excess

The second crucial moment which reveals the personality of a woman centred hermenuticd
tradition is found in the rich tension between the characters who occupy verses 1-10. This tension
is maintamed throughout the whok narrative as it develops its multi-dimensional features, The
presence of the unnamed disciple is a counter-embodimertt to both the characters of Peter and Mary
Magdalen. Though this disciple s in reldionship to both Peter and M ary Magdalen, his purpose is
to further presence the 'excess' that emerged in verses 1 and 2. In this way, excess is further
misunderstood or confused as it relaes to women: the farther ong goes into this text, the further one
gets away from what excess means regarding woman and her narwral bodily ordained status and how
this status conditions her texiual relationships. In this way the presence of the unnamed disciple
shadows the figure of Mary Magdalen, secking by its dark ability to conoeal, to make her way of
reading/writing, or the woman centred hernenuticI am tracing, unavailable.

- The unnamed disciple is unnamed only in the scnse that we do not know an informal,
birthright name. The text actively names him twice, first in verse 2 when this individual is described
as 'the one whom Jesus loved' and later in verse 8 when he alone is noted as the one who, 'saw and
believed. The presence of the unnamed disciple is heavy with personality. [His unnamed status
reeks of an unusual invisibility : he/she would seem not to be there because he/she is never formally
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introduced by name, he/she does not spedk and yet from the unseen breath of this curious person all
kinds of details seemto emerge. And these emerging details are also not named formally by the text,
but slinking around them, I am aware of a bowel-heavy laughter, distinct smells, organic structures
crackling and jigding - to be sure a presence is here and it is a crucial presence.

Such a ritc of naming by description posits this character in direct tension beginning with the
character of Peter. This disciple outruns Peter and is the first of thetwoto see the discarded cloths.
It would seem that the 'other disciple' exceeds Peter in every action Peter participates in verses 1-10
with the curious exception of oncactivity - Petar's entrance into the tomb. Sucha system of ranking
the two disciples by this list of ordered activities however, does not undo the emphasis that it is the
'other disciple’ who is awarded as the believing disciple. This tension could be in connection with
the beach scere in John21:1-15 where Jesus asks Peter thre: times if he loves him,; that Jesus would
even have Lo ask Peter reflects back to this narative that so freely acknowledges the unnamed
discple at the expense of Peter's textual presence. The unnamned presence here is embedlished in a
way that Peter is not. In this sense, the presence of the unnamed disciple engenders hisher
counterpart, Peter, with a bruwe: there is someone always ahead of you, there is someone who sees
and believes more than you, there is someone who is named only 'beloved'. This other disciple
exceeds Peter. 'Exceed’ finds its root in 'excess’. Though what this disaplc brings to the text
regarding hisher relationship to Peter does not spccifically represent 'excess' to the character of
Mary Magdalen, Mary Magdalen is not only indicted by association, in her relaionship to the
unnamed disciple, éxcess finds deeper manifestations.

Mary Magdalen and the unnamed disciple maintain a relationship and this relationship is
infected with the unnamed disciple's constant re-memory of Mary Magdalen's excess: this excess is
between them, occupying all the space between ther bodies. To begm this discussion we must
resurface in verse 16. In verse 16, Jesus says 'Mary' upon which Mary Magdalen turns around and
says in Hebrew, 'Rabboni!’, meaning 'teacher’. Prior to verse 16 Mary does not know the identity of
Jesus, it is only upon him say ng her name that recognition in the context of resurrcction ocows. Tt
is hearing one's name from the lips of the beloved that induces this new context. The suggestion here
is one of the intimate and it is wholly intended. This intimate association with this textual moment
takes a unique turn, however. Disaussing the event of naming refers us back to the Genesis narrative
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and what naming means within this tradition; to name is {0 havc power over, When Jesus says
Mary's name he exercises a sense of erotic control that includes recognition.. This is confounded by
the spatial dimensions in which the naming occurs: Mary is posted between two sets of strangers
who both ask her a series of questions at the site of a grave with its lurking shadows of death who
are spatially in front of her and behind her. ‘I'he insinuation of this physical surrounding is onc of
rap €°. The graveftomb is also the reflection of the pink avalable womb. In other words, naming
happens in a compromising spacc that rccks of lear and sexual violation. The presence of the
unnamed disciple resonates in this passage. Firstly, the unnamed status of the disciple recalls the
unnaned ‘we' in verse 2. Secondly, the unnamed discple who is presented to us as 'special' is
reminiscent of Jesus who is also unnamed and in the sense that Mary does not recognise him and
does not address him as named until verse 16.

In the spirit of the shadow that keeps excess close to Mary Magdalen, 1 recall the ambiguous
'‘we'in verse 2. The unnamed presence represents excessiveness in that he/she recdls the unnamed
'we' - the proliferation that accompanies Mary Magdalen. The placement of the 'we' in verse 2 in
conjunction with verse 1 which clams her singilarity, is woman's excess presented as
misunderstood and as a counter move to mvalidate woman's natural relationship to excess and thus
textual issues, The suggestion in the unnamed status of the disciple is that he/she is a member of the
'ghostly’ party that accomp anies M ary Magdalen as she travails through this narrative. In this sense
the unnamed disciple represents excess as a real presence, givng the excess in verses 1 and 2 a more
propounced presence.

The unnamed disciple also recals the unnamed/unecogniscd Jesus and thus the unnaned
disciples re-memory directly surfaces at the moment before and after naming occurs. Before naming
there is the dangerously charged space where Mary is questioned by two sets of strangers at the site
of a grave. When naming occurs, memory is brought forth. However, this naming is the excise of
erotic control. The lips of the beloved bring forth (by pronouncing her name) recognition, but this

recognition does not remove her from the brutal plare of a sexuvally dangerouns place. Indeed, once

*Mieke Bal explores the spatial implications of Mary Magdalen at the tomb in detail in her text Reading 'Rembrandt:
Reyond the Word-image Opposition; the Norihrop Frye Lectures in Litarary Theory. Chimgo: University of Chicago Press,
1988,
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recognition occurs the sexual volaile auradoes not dissolve, on the contrary, it becomes a defmitive
statement. Mary stands at the site of the tomb, which also mirrors thewomb. The tomb is the sign
of death, it is an end-sign. Textually, the tomb as the end -sign represents the end of narrative: this
is where the story supposedly ends. Mary Magdalen's bodily presence at this site of the text, the
presumable end of the text, i1s verysignificant in revealing an important featurc of the woman centred
hermenutic which she here represents. Presumably the story ends at #he end, however, her presence
at the end as signed by the tomb is a sign that the story continues (It is Mary that is the only
constant character throughout this narrative). Her presence at 'theend' as signed by the tomb is the
first footprint Lhat begins the joumey to the 'end of the story that cannot be told™. The tomb,
which here means the 'end, which really marks the begnning of woman's narrative joumey, also
rcflects the womb. The womb, in this context, is a sign of woman's incscapable bodily relaionship
to textuality: it is by her body, which is excessive and ordaned, that she reads/writes and
participates in a woman centred hermenutical tradition. However, the unnamed disciple by
surfacing before and after verse 16 where naming occwrs, is a reminder that womb in this context is
sexually dangerous or unable in some way. Woman as excessive {and when women engage in any
activity of ‘calling out' - reading or writing she is confoundingon her already 'called out”) here begns
to mean, as dictated by the text, that once sexmuality is introduced to the biblical text, it implies an
element of destruction®. This is the penultimate example of misunderstanding woman's
reldionship to textuality by her excess. 1t is the old prescription that when it comes to women
being in excess (which is actually a valvable characteristic of her person and defines her unique
relaionship to texts), particularly women reading and writing, become desecrators or whores or
rather become destroyed or raped). Women act out negatively or are acted upon negatively.

The unnamed disciple is a shadow figure that carries the orignal damage of ‘excess' as
misunderstood and presented as a ncgaive aspect when relacd to women to a new peak It also

reveals that inherent within the Johannine prescription of excesses, as it applies to woman, excess is

6O'Ihe:j oumey to the'end ofthestory that cannot be told is a concept Iwill subsequently explore in moredetal,

SICheryl Exumcites Old Testament exatples ofthisin Fragmenied Women, Feminist (Subjversions of Biblical Narratives.
Journal for the Study of the Old Testcunent Supplemeni Series 163. Fngland: Shefield Academic Press, 1993. Ch.6: 'Raped by
thePen' pp 170201,
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rendered scxually unstable. This is clealy damaging to the nature of the woman centred
herrenutical tradition in which women's bodies condition a tradition of rcading and writing that
represents a profound logic that belongs to the sphere of textuality. The womb as a sexual organ
destabilised, shuts down women's ability to read by her natural bodily and textual status.

2.5The Appropriate and the Inappropriate as the scene shifts

Between versc 10 {'The the disciples went back to theirr homes') and verse 11 ('But Mary
stood weeping outside the tomb...") a change in tension occurs. In verses 11-18 a difference in tone
ts felt in various ways, most notably in the cast of characters. The third crucial moment that
illustrates the personality of the woman centred hermenutical tradition I am tracing, is found in this
axis; as the scene shifts, M ary remains the constant. Her'constancy'is set off by the odd behaviour
of Peter and the 'other disciple' in verses 8 and 9, when in verse 8 the 'other disciple' is said to see
andbeleve. Verse 9 offers a counter-response to verse 8 however, when it says that the disciples,
‘as yet' did not know the scripture that explained Jesus must rise from the dead. What the 'other
disciple’ beleved in verse 8 is calked into question, if not invalidated by verse 9. Indeed, this
possible site of two texts conjoining generates subversive speaking details. This suggests a lack of
clarity regarding the statc of the disaples’ belief systems whidh finds an almost comical edge when
we go on to review thenext action of the disciples: to go home. Mary Magdalen weeps due to grief
and confusion regarding the death of her friend and the possible grave robbing his remains havé been
subject to. Thedisaples' actions of just 'going home' read agamst Mary Magdalen's textual posture
and exposes the inappropriste nature of their behaviour. It is the figure of Mary who behaves in a
way that we expect and understand. But 1 would here suggest that her 'constancy' is multi-
dimensional Appealing to our own ideas of appropriate responses in the face of this confision and
possible viclation, her actions meet our expectations. 1lowever, it is appropriate becaise her refusal
to abandonthe narrative at its 'end as signed by the tomb, is a characteristic of the woman centred
hermenutical tradition which she represents. This feature suggsts a grudling endurance: to stay
until the end, when the end is 'undefinabk’ as signed by the absence of the body, the body that
should be there, This woman centred hermenutic bears an unrelenting commitment to narative. It
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challenges supposed 'endings', distupting textual closure. It is a stance that exceeds structures of
detined boundaries. This posture of commitment, despite whatever vioknces might accompany it,
is woman's natural response: her body which is marked out by its self—sufﬁcicncj/ and excessiveness
ordang woman; therefore, whenever woman calk out in any way she is behaving in excess,
confounding her already ‘called out' nature. Woman's relaionship with excess makes it not only
possible, but natural, to exceed imposed boundaries; woman can not only stand at the site of the
presumable end of narrative, she can go past that boundary. This textual posture is a natural
response. Mary behaves the way we hope all good friends would behave, but she reads this way
because of the hermenutical tradition which she represents where her relgionship to excess, made
possible by her ordained status, provokes her to read past normal boundaries. It is in this way that
‘telting the story that cannot be told and/or jowrney ingto the end of the story that cannot be told is
within woman's capacity. "Telling the story that cannot be told/ journeying to the end of the story
that cannot be told' is the way [ will express the narrative that exists past imposed boundaries. It is
this narrative realm where 'celebration' can be re-membered and it is in this realm that we can
encounter re-membered manifestations of celebration. This is a story that can and must be told as
stressed by a langnage of re-membering in a post-Holocasst cra. To coin these narratives as ‘the
story(s) that cannot be told' is to employ langiage to express the survival that colours thetelker who
has weathered the joumey: it expresses that one has been somewhere incredible (in positive and/or
negative senses). It also acknowledges that langiage will never adequately cxpress the experience of
the joumey, but it seeks out languags to attanpt to speak it amyway; it is, despite the frustration,
dedicated to testimony. These narratives are invaluable to theology in which a langiage of re-

membering is crucial to a post-Holocaust sockty .
2.6 Differcnce in Vision

With verse 11 the tension and scene shifts. Most obviously this is seen in the change in
characters; however, this 1s not the only feature that pitches the scene into a new and different
context. In verse 12 when Mary looks in the tomb, she does not see discarded cloths, but angdls.
The fourth crucial moment that draws out a feature of the woman centred hermenutical tradition is
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represented by the difference in visions between the two disaples and Mary Magdalen. Exploring
the gap between the edges of two very different texts reaching towards the same event, that of the
resurrection, we are hmnediatcly aware of the different agendas each of these textual strands
represent and the episodes of different visions truly reveals that two very different stories are
happening here. However, this is not just a sign of two different narrative strands co-mingling it is
also the pen-uitimate expression of difference between two very different hermenutica traditions.
Mary sees angels and this vision represents the claim of the woman cenfred hermenutical tradition |
am tracing. The two disciples see discarded cloths and this vision represents the dommant, western
hermenutical tradition. Mary's vision, the clam that represents the woman centred hermenutica
tradition, is answered by the text. Whereas the disciples go home and their textual encounter ends,
Mary's response to begn her narrative joumey ‘towards the end of the story which cannot be told is
met with unusual cruelty.

The text answers this fcature of the woman centred hermencutic initially with an attempt to
isolate and further invaidate it, Beginning with the encounter between Mary Magdalen and the
angels, the text specifically notes that the angels are 'in white' (v. 12). The ‘whiteness' of the angels
is a significant detail. As a detail, it acts to cast them into their angelic roles - white implying purity
and therefore a heavenly posture. However, this 'whiteness' is a subversive feature that exposes
their eerie dispositions. Indeed, these angels are nothing like ther synoptic counterparts of the
post-crucifixion narrative. They do not offer hope andor comfort, nor do they bear a message
regarding Jesvs. They interrogate Mary Magdalen instead. They are strangers to her, and
furthermore, they make no attempt to be known by ther characteristics. Her presence at the
presumable end of the story (the discples go home...), the tomb, makes her commitment to 'journey
to the end of the story that cannot be told. The start of this joumcy is mct with angels; however,
they bring a heavy emotional vioknce as a response to woman's impending joumey. This narmative
joumey is not easy; one must weather the vioknce of 'life outside the boundaries'

Becase the tombis a sign of the end of the text and also the marker for the begnning of the
joumey for the woman centred hermenutical tradition, what is seen in it is valuable information
regarding the two hermenutica traditions present within this narrative. The disciples sce discarded
cloths: the corpse wrapping These cloths are a sign of the absent body. Jesus, as ‘the word made
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flesht' i the Johannine narrative, is now the absent text. There is literally nothing to read, or rather,
they do not have the imagnation to read the cloths, the sign of the absent text. Mary, however, sees
bodics, albeit angelic bodies. Whereas the body as text is absent for the other disciples, thus they
have nothing to read, she has more than enough reading material before her, For Mary Magdalen
there is no ending to the story in sight. The difference in vision in these textual moments further
confounds the woman centred hermenutical feature of a commitment to textuality that disputes
textual closure. Woman as reader and writer does not sec absent bodics, becaise of her unique
relaionship to textuality, her excess enables her to see past cloths and into supernatura bodies. Her
vocabulary extends past the body as held in the tension of flesh and she can see other types of
bodics. In what I hope is now more clcar as 1 am ‘walking through' this narrative, [ say again, womnen

inherently maintain a different relaionship with langrage because of their bodies.
2.7 The Meaning of Recognition

The events that constitute the fifth crucal feature revolves around issues of recognition:
when Mary Magdalen encounters Jesus before she recognises him and after recoguition occurs.
When Mary M agdalen looks into the tomb, or the sign of 'the end of the story' she seces angelic
bodies. I havesuggested that this ability, this enduring staming, is a result of her ordained, excessive
nature and her relationship to textuality because she is ¢ woman. Mary Magdalen's presence at the
tomb bears witness to her commitment to narrative which is also a natural response to it. So, what
happens next? We know what happens next, It is the moment when the resurrected Jesus makes
his incredible mark on the text. Mary's encounter with Jesus, betore and after she recognises him,
comments on two features concerning the woman centred hermenutica tradition. As Mary comes
to recognise Jesus, the heavy emotional viokence that the angels greet the begmning of Mary's
Joumey 'towards the end of the story which can't be told, is completed as it finds its fullest
expression when she is named by Jesus and a raw sexuality is released. After Mary has recognised

Jesus, he charges her: 'Nok me tangere®™'. Noli me tangere: 'do not touch me', becomes a type of

*John 20: 17
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negative invocation regarding women's procdamations. To substantiate these features, I offer the
following commentary .

The Johannine narrative indeed comments on woman's relationship to her body; however, as
we have felt in other shadows within this text; when Mary is questioned by the angelic strangers,
women's bodes have been devaued in instances of destabilising feminine sexuality, This negative
de-stabilising force makes another appearance. After Mary Magdalen answers these strangers'
questions, she turns and faces the unrecognised Jesus, another stranger who will also question her,
We must agam consider the metaphysica spacial dimensions of such a scene: because they do not
serve usua angelic fundtions the angels seem to serve only as a backdrop to Mary's fust sighting of
Jesus, as yet unrecognised. Jesus asks strkingly similar questions. ‘I'be resonance that exists
between the two sets of questions and the fact she is spatially in-between strangers, posits Mary in
a highly charged space. This space is - at its least - intimidating and confusing The unrecognised
Jesus nevers offers any gesture acknowledging the angds. This textual lack serves as a detal to
further reveal the isolation finds herself quickly becoming seeped in. In verse 16 Jesus says her
name, Mary', to which she replies, 'Rabbonit’. It is not until Jesus names her that recognition
occurs. As discussed earlier in this tnquiry, this is no small notaion to the text. This type of
recognition is startling; not only is memory renewed, but memory is brought forth into a whok new
context - the context of resurrection. From the lips of the beloved this newly called context settles
into the narrative and this is an erotic moment. Consider the important detail that this recognition is
introduced by an act of speech, consider the mouth from which he calls forth. The mouth kisses,
lips retouching thenselves and the other; mouths bite, rending the other and preserving the self;
mouths refuse, pursed and thin - bloodless they can screech silence; mouths offer, a strange gift at
their best and a salvic drowning at their worse; mouths remember, they mark out the speaking self
mouths have lips and throughout the realn of texts, notably the text of Revelation, lips refer to
woman's genitaliaﬁ3. When Jesus pronounces Mary's name out of the realm of the unrecognisable he
sharply brings knowing into a vague and threatening space. If this space was dangerous before,

Mary being sandwiched at the site of a tombywomb by male strangers, the danger may have been a

GaPippin, Tina 'Eros and the End: Reading for Gender in the Apoclypse of John'. Scmia: ldcological Criticism of Biblical
Texls. 59.1992, pp 193219,
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hy ~product of the many present unknown features of the scene. When recognition occurs as Jesus
exercises a sense of erotic control, the threatening'unknown' elements do not dissolve, The light (in
other words what is now known) merely reveals the dangerous features better. The bodks are seen
more - the text demands to be read. Somewha carnivorously it invokes raw sexuality. At the point
where woman will go past the normal boundaries of the text as signed by her commitment to the
tomb (whereas the disaples go home...), the text responds by exposing her textual posture to a raw
sexual edge. For women, reading and writing is physically engaging, indeed, it is women's physical
bodily status that conditions her relationships to texts. I would suggest that the raw sexuality
unleashed by the biblical text in this instance is an acknowledgement of this phenomenon. The
question becomes: is this a positive or negative acknowledgement? 1 mamtain the opinion thav it is a
negative acknowledgement because of the impled sexual intimidation posed by no less than three
important characters. Woman reads anyway: the physicality is encountered as woman steps past
scenes of intimidation on her joumey that begins after imposed narrative boundaries and towards
the end of the story that cannot be told. This woma centred hernenutica tradition's textual
commitment can go farther than a purely cther/intellectual, non-bodily reading position championed
by phallocentric traditional reading practices becanse of her body. Woman's body monthly
disimembers and re-members. Her nature is that of continual re~constilution physicaily felt in her
fertile years and remembered genetically and spintually longafter, The scars of dismemberment and
re-membering become a map-like grid that are also the makmgs of an alphabet. This aiphabet is a
sign of the woman centred hermenutical tradition's commitment to testimony; this alphabet is an
anthology of svars which {estify to the vioknce of the joumey (here represented by the angdl's and
Jesus' replies); this alphabet forns the letters that will make testimony pronounceable without the
naive belicf that langrage can ever adequately tell the tale of the person who has gone past
boundaries; this alphabet records the joumey in all of its curvatures, slopes, and hollows: this
alphabet is a history. Other hermenutical traditions which maintain relationships to langiage that are
divorced from the body forfeit a very important kind of historical memory. Therelore, an imprtant
feature of the woman cenfred hermeneutic is that because of its acknowledgement of the actual
body, it engages history. This illustrates that the woman centred hermenutical tradition maintains a

relevant and critical point of view.
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Woman's textual posture is conditioned by her bodily - or naturally ordained - status. Earlicr
in this inquiry I have discussed a powerful feature of the woman centred hermenutical tradition:
disbelief of prodamation (though woman reads, writes and interprets amyway). Verse 17 reads,
"..Donottouch me..". The text never reveals if Mary Magdalen makes a physical gesture towards
Jesus to prompt such a statement; however, the narrative ultmnatcly bars Mary Magdalen from
touching with her body. In other words, 'touching' here represents disruption and it is disruption
which makes reading, writing and interpretation possible. Muary Magdalen is refused the encounter
that would enable imterpretation. This refusal’s implications cannot be over looked: Jesus is not
only say g 'do not interpret' he is making a comment about woman's textual relationships. Woman
maintains a non-iegotiable relaionship with texts as conditioned by her body. Therefore, .. Do not
touch me.." is a statement about that body which makes rcading, writing and interpreting possible
forwoman. .. Do not touch me...1 have not yet ascended to my father' is an admission of disdain for
woman's way of reading, writing and interpreting; it is an obliteration of woman because woman
cannot read outside of her body. No mistake about it, he is on his way to the sky-cult realm which
birthed him where language is ether-like, intellectual and severed from the body completely. In so
far that Noli me tangere 15 the refusal of her ability to read, write or intapret, in other words, to
prodairn, it becomes the sign that her prodamations will not be believed and also the memory of her
disbelieved prodamations. Nolime tangere is an invocation that projcts the feature of disbelief of
woman's prodamations within the Johawine narrative as it also refers Lo historical memories in
which Women's prodamations have not been belkeved (as sensed in a multitude of experiences with
examples including women being disalowed to vote to biblical narrative such as Luke 24:8-12).
John20:1-18 condudes: Mary M agdalen went and said to the disciples, T have seen the Lord'; and
shetold them that he had said these things to her' (verse 18). I here introduce doubting Thomas who
is mvited by Jesws to finger his. wound (John 20:24-27). Mary M agdalen prodaims, as she is
charged to do, and proclamation is always a result of reading, but Do not touch me' is the release of
a type of strange guarantee: you will not be believed. Doubting Thomas would not have believed
Mary, therefore her testimony becomes the ground for himto express his disbelicf. By disbelicving
her prodamation he is invied to toudh/interpret. A curious event: woma is refused to
touch/intewpret; however, a male body is invited to probe the wounds of Chrst. Male bodies can
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touch/interpret other male bodies and, in the case of doubting Thomas and Jesus, it was the disbelief

of a woman's proclamation that became the ground for inviting this touching/interpreting

2.8 John 20:1-18: Condusion

1 begm this essay with the notation that I would read this narrative in teros of the energy
generated from the unruly collision of two different narrative strands. To return {o the notion of
two textual strands, one sympathetic to the figure of Mary Magdalen and one that writes against
that strand, a very real physicality of the text is made available to the reader. This physicality
mirrors the physicality demanded within the text as seen by the sexual dimension that is invoked. In
the text of John 20:1-18, features within the woman centred hermenutical tradition arc cxposed.
Mary M agdalen is this tradition's representative and the crudial events I have concentrated on within
this narrative begin to reveal this woman centred hermeneutics' identity. In condusion, I offer this
sumnmry of the characteristics that have emerged as a result of my reading

Mary M agdalen's possible plurality is the first event T explored. Thetext actively re-defines
excess as negative thus concealing how excess truly exists in relationship between woman and her
body (2.3).

As this re-defined notion of excess picks up speed with the unfolding of the narrative,
cxeess points to woman's sexual instability which further coneeals her true textual posture (2.4).

This woman centred hermenutica tradition which values excess as a posttive, and in fact it is
by this excess that women read. writc and interpret {or call out in any way), is suppressed by the
Johannine narrative; however, the raised edges inherent within the text allow us to repricve excess as
it exists in its positive manifestations regarding women and textuality, Furthermore, this women
centred hermenutical tradition begins to reveal a commitment and a natural response to narmtive.
Because of women's natural excessive status (bodily and therefore textually) she does not abandon
narrative at the presumed 'end of the story. In this sense her reading tradition disputes the closure
of texts and seeks to 'tell the story that cannot be told' (2.5).
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The difference in visions between Mary Magdalen and the two disciples is a further
testimony to this woman centred hermenutical tradition of remaining committed to narrative, past
the point of imposed boundaries. This is represenied by Mary's vision of bodies, in light of the
absent body observed by her counterparts, and is a sign of reading past boundaries in the spirt of
‘telling the story which cannot be told. This commitment and the jouney it provokes is one in
which certain vioknces must be weathered (2.6).

Finally, this woman centred hermenutical tradition responsibly and continually confronts
history as a result of the body's presence. This woman centred hermenuticdl tradition is dependent
on cxeess as it is scandalised by gross misgppropriations of what I mean in relation to woman. This
hermenutical tradition houses the natural response to joumey towards the 'end of the story which
cannot be told and is a type of reading/writing which is not believed. Noli me fangere is the sign
that woman's proclamations will be disbelieved as it is the memory of her disbelieved procdamations.
Nolime tangere projects its invocation in the fourth gospel and it refers to a multitude of historical
experiences in which women's prodamations have not been beleved (2.7).

Having discussed Mary Magdalen in the context of John20-1-18, I hopethat the features of
the woman centred hermenutical tradition have emermged. Mary Magdalen, the {igure who has thus
far represented the woman centred hermenutical tradition, is a very important guide as we trace this
tradition; however, I will stray from meditating chiefly on her character as a guide and explore other
bodics within the Johannine narrative. Evenby this abandonment, we slink cver closcr to what the
hermeneutic involﬁsz however, Alltrails are the clotted lines that lead us back to the bloody moon
inherent within John 20:1-18 where Jesus makes the charge to the woman: do not touch me. Jesus'
charge to Mary Magdalen is a statcment regarding women as rcaders, writers and intapreters in
which he mvalidates woman's nonnegotiable textual posture. This invdlidation is devastating fo
woman. Therefore, the following meditations on various bodies should be seen as a 'tracking of
footsteps. In examining the body of Jesus, specifically this body as reader and writer™, and how
this body relaes to other feminine bodies, valuable subversive surfacings of the woman centred

hermenutica tradition can be exposed. We can thenrejoin Mary Magdalen and the herneneutic she

“Jesus as reader/writer is a deveoped concep: in Stephen D. Moow's text Mark and Luke in Poststructwralist Perspectives:
Jesus Begins to Write London: YaleUniversity Press, 1992,
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represents. ILis at thesite of this rejoining that the woman centred hermeneutic becomes more fully
developed. Ilowever, [ now begin a series of 'readings’ in which I will focus on Jesus in the fourth
gospel. Entertaiming various conversations inspired by Johannine moments, and furthermore having
details of these conversations wotk on several levels, 1 agan acknowledge the dangers of
replacing/confusing/inter-fusing concept-critical langiage with creaive, metaphorica langiage. For
the reasons [ listed in my original apokgy regarding this method, 1 will continue to 'not mind the

difference’.
3.1 Christ is Born: The Absence of the Mother

Andthe Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth' we have beheld this
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.
John 1:14

The word was made flesh. The word did not arrive by the body of a woman. In sharp
counter-distinction, the text radiates an ether like quality. This birth narrative is sky-cult, not earth-
cult. 1t is the sky father who is included in the birth narrative, the birth/word becoming flesh is #e
only son from the father. Lincage is marked by the cold obelisks, the phallic markers, in the sky.
The body of the mother is the touched body. The mother's body whidh nourishes and sustains as
we touds it. It is thc warm flesh-carpeted realm of the semiotic - it is the sign of a deep rhy thmic
conrection that once we move into the signed/realm of langage we trace by every word It is the
site alway s reverberated by the loss of the word™. This new body is a strange baby. A word made
flesh, ribs curving around the loss of the arch of the first letter. Skin encasing the mark. Dry,
seething dryness. The dryness of the whiteness of pages upon which words are written; birth
matter unavailable to complicate the whiteness with its huge semi-colon splashes und placental
stripes forquotation marks. Jesus is the word under erasure. He is the word made flesh, but that

word is continually unavailable. This is especially felt in Jesus' chaige to Mary Magdalen: 'Do not

55M01,T0ri]__ ed. The Kristeva Reader. Oxfixd: Basil Blackwell, 1986. Chapter 1: 'Linguistics, Semiotics, Textuality’.
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touch me' - do not mark my text, 1 cannot be interpreted Jesus refuses inscription, he does not wish
to be touched by Mary Magdalen; as he refuses the way tm which woman rcads, an cvent
conditioned by her body that is nonnegotiable, he makes himself unavailable, It is in this spirit that
he does not want to touch or be touched by the maternal body; however, danger of what "touch’
means becomes more multi-dimenstonal in its meaning as we explore Jesus' body in relaion to the
body of the mother. Not only does Jesus resist being 'sullied' by touching, touching assumes a
serious death connotation as seen by his relalionship to his mother. This mqury will trace these
chatacteristics.

Jesus' moveinto the signed is overtly different from other babies‘_ No rhylhms arc moumed
by thesign of the mother's body as child becomes speaking man. There is no linguistic grief for this
baby. Langiage exists in his belly like supplanted live cats. You have to realise what kind of person
you are dealing with here.

3.2The Second Birth

A wordis in order about the event of baptism, or the second birth. In the lines preceeding
the very birth narrative of the Johamine Jesus, baptism as a conwept presents itself ‘I'hat baptism
as an event 15 symbolically signed by water is a reflection to the sky-cult fromwhich Jesus heralds,
John 1:12-13 reads,

But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of

God; who were born, not of blood nor the will of the flesh nor the will of man, but of God,

This second bloodless birth is the birth of the spirit. All who took him in, who believed the name
which his body spelied, who agreed to materialise from spiritual ether as opposed to squating flesh,
were his children. Reading John 1:12-13, clealy this is the birth that is preferred. Baptism as a
'second birth' finds its success as it plays on actual birth and the differences between the two.

Baptism as a second, spiritual birth is a spirtval graduation. All movements towards this
‘graduating line refer back to the orignal marker: actual birth. Becanse the mother of Jesus is wholly
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absent from his own birth sequence, this i1s intensified: the original marker's sign is the maternal
body Theevent of thebody as a marker, a mile marker of sorts, conjures up interesting images of
this body: expanded, swolien flesh, bloated flesh like a fishy -balloon marking the stating line. This
is the maternal body as the dea#h ringer. To be actually born from the maternal body is the proof
that one has entered into sin, pain, and other griefs: types ol symbolic death which only the second
birth can re-qualify or re-write. Baptism as a second birth re-qualifies all of the negaive
events/characteristics associated with actual birth by removing the individual as far away as possible
from the thing that started all the grief, that thing bemg the maternal body. The distance of the
bloodless birth promises to remove the maternal body association. Baptism re-writes one's story to
valklate/re-qualify one's experience by forferting the history that inescapably comes with the actual
body as represented by the maternal body. Women's maternal bodies, touching bodies, are stinking
in death and Jesus 1s the cure, It 18 that brutal of a situation. Accepting Jesus by thesecond birth of
baptlism is set up by its very play on the de-valued feminine body.

Being born agam is to be redeemed from the little deaths, symbolically represented as pain,
sin and numerous other griefs. But all of these litfle deaths were only made available by the cand
that brought us to this land of choices, the original sign of death, the mile marker that reveals how
near one is to ‘spiritual gradoation) the maternal, touching body. But something happens when one
has their 'second birth'. If a person's text is re~-wrillen by theact of baptism, the new birth rendering
them 'like a new child' invokes a forfeit. Thebaptised person re-writes ther history, thus forfeiting
the semiotic joumey towards the signed which the maternal body represents. [n other words, the
baptised person changes therr relaionship with language and because Jesus is the word made flesh,
how could it be otherwise? The maternal body is the realm of the semiotic, thus the body becomes
a sign of a deep rthythmic connection, that once we move into the signed/realin of langiage we trace
by every word. Baptism therefore espouses a new relaionship with language that does not trace
the loss of this semiotic - or our decp connection to the rhythmic. Baptism's birth is ether, pure
intellectual, ordered not rhythmic. Rhythm is not valued becaise it hollows its tones in the
curvatures of the body, ripples our skin, engages in a type of weird cosmic musi; despite the fact
(hat this uitimately leads to language its bodily association invalidates it according to the second
birth of baptism. Therefore, to be born into langiage by way of ether, pure intellect and order is to

49




be involved with language: reading, writing, inlerpreting and celebrating in a new-bodily divorced
mode. The problem is of course, that woman's body establishes her relaionship to language in a
way that is non-negotiable. Her body which 1s excessive in its self-sufficiency ordains her or 'calls
her out. Any 'calling out' she engages in, reading and writing particularly confounds her
excessivencss which is body dependent. To change this relationship with langnage woukl be
impossible. In this sense then we might read the absence of the Virgn Mary in the birth narrative
postively - her refusal to present her body is a refusal to accept the conditions of a new relationship
with langnage. However, we don't know if she 'refused' to submit her body or if it was merely
passed up. Instead of making suppositions about how to 'read Mary' in this context, I propose to
look at where her body is in the narrative. Where her body is, so are subversive articulations issuing

from the woman centred hermenutica tradition.
3.3Body Sighting One: Cana

In an attempt to begn to establish the conditions of what kind of a writer and reader Jesus
is, his birth is the idedl starting place. To fully develop this weird birth, which is always a sign of
the absence of the mother's body, 1 will look at where the mother is present within the Jehannine
text and read those moments in tension with Jesus' worldly birth, Our first intreduction to her is by
her absence - the birth sequence where her absence shricks through the sky-cult particles. This is
the Virgin Mary swelling with her own sense of abyss. Our next encounter with Mary is at a
wedding. The bowels of this narralive rumble in deep laughter - such laughter is always the

response to weddings and unions when the Johamine Jesus is present.
John 2:1-4, the first sighting of the actual body of M ary, reads,

On the third day there was a marriage at Cana in Galilec, and the mother of Jesus was
there; Jesus was alsoinvited to the marriage, with his disciples. When the wine failed, the
mother of Jesus said to him, "They have no wine.' And Jesus said to her, 'O woman, what

have you to do with me? My hourhas not yet come.'
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This passage has been regarded as the site upon which Jesus' career as 'miracle worker' begins. Fesus'
responsc to MarY‘s request is notably problematic as seen by the many theories that seck to
reconcile the tension inhercnt within this scenc. 1 briefly mention them in the spiit of fully
appreciating this unusual textual moment. Some thoughtful readers have suggested that his mother,
aware of his gifts and talents, calls on himto make things ‘right’ - her actions crudely underdeveloped
considering his #ue mission. Or perhaps her request is a sign of her 'neediness' which manifests in
that endearing quality so often attributed to mothers: naggng Some readers have gone to grea
lenghs to point out that the term, 'woman', whidh may sound cold and impersonal to western ears,
is in fact, a titk of somerespect®. In many ways, 'O woman, what have you to do with me? My
hour has not yet come takes us to thethird and final sighting of the body of Mary at the site of the
cross. The question in this sense is almost prophetic: the 'O woman,...my time has not yet come is
almost like - whal are you doing here? You don't come into the scene until chapter 19! Of coursc,
the 'O woman,..." is more complex than this somewhat humorous suggestion indicates. In its
prophetic mode, this statcment becomes a death invocation, inveking the death of Jesus, that often
mentioned howr'. But at the site of his own death, he seens to indicate that her presence fits,
whereas at the wedding, the site of union, it does not. Andyet repeatedly in the fourth gospel at the
site of union (notably the Cana wedding and the events that occur at Jacob's well in John 4:1-32)
when union does not in fact occur, but should, women are present. Jesus isnt opposed, totdly, to
being touched as made evident when he invites Thomas to finger his wound (Jolm 20:24-29),
However, Jesus does not engage in 'towching with women, indeed, he detests it, continually urging
baptism. Therelore, touching within the Johannine narrative means something specific regarding
women. This inquiry concentrating on the Virgn Mary's bodily presence within the Johannine text
will begin to examine this phenomenon by revealing that it exists and that it is a profound feature
within the fourth gospel.

Mary's statement to Jesus, 'They have no wine, deserves spedal attention. The wine that

she mentions finds its symbolic counterpart in blood, eucharistic blood. In this sense the

W arner, Marina. 4foue of All Fler Sex: theMythand the Cult of the Virgin Mary. London: Weidenf®ldand Nicolsan, 1976,
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inescap able cross scene finds its resonance in this narrative. 'They have no wine is a dual comment
however, though in both of its manifestations, death is clearly the issue. In this statement's
traditional sense, it can be understood in unison with the gospel's message regading the maternal
body as the death ringer. In this context sheis the body that only always leads to death (life before
it is re-qualified 're-written by the event of baptism) and her body is also the herdder, the sign, of his
death which is to come. This is the traditional hermeneutic expressing its own belef system whik
systematicaly (thus ensuring its purpose) suppressing woman as reader/writer, for indeed she reads
by her body. In a very different sense, however, her statement "They haveno wing can be seen as a
comment on the loss of the actual body (the actual body as represented by the touching, maternal
body). Woman's body which is forsaken for an ether styled relationship with langiage is brought
into the textual moment. This is how [ choose to understand her statement. 1t is a departure from
its other meaning in which her body is part of the dark bramble that sets the stagg for the pen-
ultmate death - Zis death. In this context the body of the mother is representationally death-bound
only, that is if it can be deciphered from beneath the weight of the death of the Son - the male death.
By this tradition, the Cana siting of the mother is the text employing the body of the mother as a
compass. Her presence is then a Tooking back’ at the original site of death and therefore a tooking
forward towards baptism, Every statement she makes (she never asks Jesus to change the water

into wing, she simply comments on it) reccives death as the answer.

3.4 The Final Body Sighting: The Foot of the Cross

The last sighting of the body of the mother has been at the very place we have been standing,

in many ways: the cross of the death of Jesus. John 19:25-30 reads,

So the soldiers did this. But standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his
mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalen. When Jesus saw his mother,
and the discple whom he loved, standing near, he said to his mother, "Woman, behold, vour
son!" Then he said to the disdple, "Behold, your mother!"” And from that hour the discple
took her {o his own home. After this Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to
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fulfill the scripture), 'l thirst.'! A bowl full of vimegar stood there; so they put a sponge full of
the vinegar on hyssop and held it to his mouth. When Jesns had reeeived the vinegar, he

said, 'Itis finished'; and e bowed his head andgave up his spirit.

The Virgn Mary's appearance at the foot of the cross is another sign of the end of the text. Like
Mary Magdaien, her presence here represents her commitment which is also a natwral responsc to
narrative to joumey to 'the end of the story that cannot be told. Her presence as understood by the
other hermeneutic at work here is Lo see her body as the dea# ringer, par excellence. Thus, her

presence at the site of death findly seeks its ap propriate textual home

When Jesus saw his mother, and the disdple whom he loved, standing near, he said to his

mother, "'Woman, behold, yourson! Then he said (o the disdple, 'Behold your mother!

The fast mortal act of busmess Jesus commits is to conduct this exchange. Note the
sequence, the sequence that happens between the heavy and heady 'gaze'. Jesus sees the two
subjects of the upcoming commodity -switch: the disciple whom he loved and his mother. The
sequence goes: Woman, behold your son. Disciple, behold your mother. She is to see her son and
the disaple, the new 'beholder’ is to sec his new mother. As she looks/beholds she is passed by the
gaze to her new subject/owner, This text cannot have her exist autonomously. She must be the
'daik bramble’ death representation of another male, unable to.be loosened of the burden from under
the shadows of other male deaths. In this context, women's reading and writing never exists as
autonomous acts, instead they are controlled events that sail between the economic borders of male
ownaship. The tradition this hermeneutic represents is continually committed to supressing
wonlen reading and writing,

However, she reads amyway. After the 'exchange' - T thirst' he says. This statement
references itselt back to the Cana wedding when he made an excess of wine and it also recalls his
command in John 4:7 when he says, 'Give me a drink' at Jacob's well, the site of getting a bride.

Both events recal the theme of union where in fact union does not happen between Jesus and his
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mother®” or Jesus and the Samaritan woman, even though, according to the setting(s) it should
happen. Howcver, I thirst' also recdls the Visgn Mary's statement in John 2:3, 'They haveno wing
as 4 powerlul invocation of the re-memory of the actual body that baptism obliterates, It is the
presence of this invocation which is our asswrance that despite the fact that sheis suppressed by the
text as a commodity passed between males in an altempt to control her, she reads enyway. The

presence of her mvocation is the powerful musde that turns the p age so that she reads on.
3.5Condusion

By examining whete the matenal body is in the fourth gospel, several things have been
established. Jesus' worldly birth and the fourth gospel's urge towards baptism is a textua statement
about women's bodies andtherr textual status. In this context woman represents death. However,
the other possibility as maintained by a woman cenfred hermeneutic expresses itself in Mary's
statement, 'They have no wine, which is an invocation of the actual, maternal body. Thus a
powerful re-memory is invoked that is the encouraging blood-line which enables women to read
anyway, in spiie of suppression (bemg passed by the paze to another male). 1t is thc women,
specifically discussed thus far by the figures of Mary Magdalen and the Virgin Mary, that are
disallowed to engage in touching (they are denied encounter - the violation that makes interpretation,
reading and writing possible).

T.hat women in the fourth gospel frequent union themes so noticeably, when touching, the
union of encounter, does not happen, union as a conoept becomes a shining white background that
highlights the event of 'no-union’, inviting us to feel the confines of that impctent space. Discussing
the maternal body in its absence and in its presence in the fourth gospel, I have put this as an event
on the map, now my task is to continue meditating on why it is the hody of woman that Jesis
denies encounter. This seeking leads me to concentrate on Jesus as a wrikr and a reader. Such an

examination will illiminate the issues at hand.

% fesus engaging in union with his mother is not meant to provoke unnecessary thoughts about incest. It is to recdl the
perception ofthevirgin Mary as the'bride of Christ' in which sherepresents thebody ofthechuich.




4.1 The Gaze: Introduction

To find Jesus reading and writing within the text of John, T re-surface at John 4:1-35 where
Jesus sits down at Jacob's well As we have seen, the fourth gospel introduces the theme of union
only to read against it by refising union, or the encounter that makes it possible for women to read,
write and interpret (though they do so anyway). Since it is union int its most impotent manifestation
that presents us with this disalowal, going directly to the sight of betrothal is an apt place to begm
our joumey. Leaving Jesus at the foot of the cross, I noted that his last act of business was to
conduct the comumodity exchange of his mother. He conducts this exchange by the gaze (he sees his
mother). Nailed to the cross, it woukl scem that his strongest musdes are not affected. It is here, at
Jacob's well, where 'the gaze finds its fullest expression. The way in which Jesws uses the gaze in
John4 is the precursor to an important moment when Jesus writes (John 8:1-11 when Jesus writes
before the woman taken in adultery). The gaze is an importani part of Jesus' texiual experience, as
we shall see. Therfore, this inquiry will now trace that gaze in order to see what kind of a texiual

toolit eventually proves to be in John 8:1-11.
4.2 The Gaze's Very Long Hisfory
John4:135 reads,

So he came to a city of Samaria, called S ychar, near the field that Jacob gave to his son
Joseph. Jacob's well was there, and so Jesus, wearied as he was with his journey, sat down

beside the well. It was about the sixth hour.

The text locates Jesus for us in a unigue way. Tt names the city and then gives the geographicd
setting a very shap edge thecity is near a field, in this field resides Jacob's well Arriving at Jacob's
well, we meet a site passed between men; a thing given from father to son, Male ownership
precedes the site of the well This ownership is only one comment on the charged history that
radiates from the site of the well.
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Historically, welk are where men get wives. I'he Old Testament has three men visit the site
of the well in a betrothal context. 1 will briefly examine these narratives, Genesis 24 is the first

betiothal-well narrative. In Genesis 24:1-6, Abraham charges his servant:

Put your hand under my thigh, and I will make you swear by the Lord, the God of heawen
and of the carth, that you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the
Canaanites, among whom I dwell, but will go to my country and to my kindred, and take a
wife for my son Isaac..Abraham said to him, 'See to it that you do not take my son back

there.'

The servant departs to seek the wife. Shecomes from a land where the sonbridegroom is exiled by

the father. Versesl 1-135 read,

And he made the camels kneel down outside the city by the well of water at the time of
evening, the time when women go outto drawwater. Andhe said, 'O Lord God of my master
Abraham, Behold, 1 am standing by the spring of water, and the daughters of the men of the
city are coming outto draw water. Letthe maiden to whom I shall say, Pray let down your
jar that I may drink,’ and who shall say, 'Drink, and 1 will water your camels’ -- let her be
ihe one whom thou hast appeinted lor thy servant Isauc..Before he had done speaking,

behold, Rebekah...came out with her water jar upon hershoulder.

The Lradition of getting a wife at the well begm with this servant on his strange crrand.  Abraham
does not tell him specifically to go to the well, but it is from the well that he chooses to scout the
potential wife becaise he knows that women gather there. Pray, let me drink'. Verse 16 continues,
'the maiden was Véry fair to look upon, a virgn, whom no man had known' (my italics). This
fooking upon' is the gaze introduced. Verse 21 tells us more about this gaze. "The man gazed af her
in silence to leam whether the Lord had prospered his joumey or not' (my italics). Gazing and
silence are not isolated elements here, they work together to achicve a result: knowledge. This is a

very specific invocation that seeks knowledge from ‘otherness'. The gaze and silence, as a force,
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marks out a spaoc we arc excluded from  One casts the gaze to partake in a privileged comnmnal
space with an 'other’ mtelligence. [t 15 a mistake to understand the gaze as only a sensory act. As its
mult-dimensional character as a textual tool emerges, we here note that it is a tool for exclusive,
pSy chological comnmmion,

The gazels character continues to develop as we move to Jacob's wellin Genesis 29. Verses
1-3 read,

Then Jacob went on his joumey, and came to the land of the people of the cast. As he
looked, he sawa well in the field, and [o, three flocks of sheep lying beside it; for out of that

well the flocks were watered.

Thetext is not stingy. Jacob sees a wellin a field 'and lo' three flocks of sheep lying beside it. The
text tells us by way ol an excessive extra - for out of that well the flocks were watered. The opening
1s a statement about relationships. The narrative proceeds with the detaled steps that made the
watering available to the flocks. Jacob enters dialogue with the shepherds askig them, Do vou
know Laban the son of Nahor?' They said, "'We know him' (Genesis 29:5). Nahor directly links us
with the well of Genesis 24 where the well was located in the city of Nahor. Rachel is Nahor's
daughter. This point of connection flashes in this narrative moment and then tucks itself away and
is a sign of the gaze's multi-dimensional character. When Jacob sees Rachel and the sheep she tended
(Genesis 29: 10b-11), |

Jacob went up and rolled the stone from the well's mouth, and watered the flodk of Laban,

his mother's brother. Then Jacob kissed Rachel, and wept aloud.

The parrative proweds in a rich complexily ; however, I willnot stray from the well that blessed the
following madness to come. T'hewell is covered with a large store. The text does not tell us why
Jacob removed the stone - politeness, excitedness regarding news of his kinsman, in an egotistical
show of musde to impress the woman. We do not know 'how the well works' so to speak. The
text covers how it functions three times (verses 2-3, 8, and 10). What is important about this
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meeting at the well is that the reader is required to know "how the well works'. In verses 10 and 11,
Jacob waters the flodc and then he kisses Rachel. The resonance between watering the flock and
kissing Rachel charge the site with the perhaps alrcady grossly present symbolism of the well as a
sexual symbol - the throat, the one that stretches to the womb, the one that strefches to the
stomach. Jacob’s removal of the largs stone might be understood as the rending of the hy men which
speeks eagerly to the sexual/fertility symbolism that makes union possible. Jacob's rending also
speeks o the necessary viokation that makes interpretation and reading and writing possible. When
Jacob kisses Rachel, for whatever the reason - joy, relief at finding kinsman, attraction, rudeness - an
interesting dy namic cmerges. Jacob's kiss to Rachel is a pun on the event of watering the flocks; as
he kisses Rachel, he waters himself. Three times we have approached the well with its procedures
that condude with the removal of the stone, Three times our attention fecls the largeness of that
stonc that must be moved/rent. When it comes to kissing Rachel, an cvent that mimics the watering
of the flocks, the excessive, instructive commentary dissolves in glaring counter-distinction: owr
attention is expressly divected towards the well the site of geting a bride, and away from the actual
urtion occurring. We are directed not to concentrate on the body of woman in union, but on the well
which houses the gaze. The well is where one secures a bride and the fact that three times we are
made aware of the 'rending of the well outlines the encounter between Jacob and Rachel with a
lacerated charge. The gaze that 'gets a bride' now can be seen as a textual tool that works to dircct
the reader away from woman behaving in union.

Thethird well-betrothal scere is in Exodus 2:15-21 which is how Moses came by his wife
Zipporah. '‘But Moses fled from Pharaoh, and stayed in the land of Mididan; and he sat down by a
well (Exodus 2:15). Reud, the priest of Mididan, has seven daughters who went to draw water
from this well. Within this narrative the flash of the other two welk makes a quick and bright
ap pearance signing the multi-dimensional character of the gaze as a textual tool. As it appears as its
own collective references, it becomes an increasingly charged space. The arrmgement Jacob made
for Rachel was seven years of labour in exchange for her as wage. Of cowrse, Jacob worls seven
years times two as it happen. The number seven here is the bruse and the shimmer of memory as
the seven daughters approach. The shepherds, 'came and drove them away; but Moses stood up
and helped them and watered ther flodk' (Exodus 2:17). Reue inquires of the seven daughiers,
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'"Howis it that you have come so soon today? They say, 'An Egyptian delivered us out of the
hands of the shepherds, and even drew water for us and watered the flock.! He said to his
daughters, 'Andwhere is he? Why have you left the man? Call him, that he may eat bread.

And Moses was content to dwell with the man, andhe gave Moses his daughter Zipporah,

It would seem that the daughters regularly faced harassment from the shepherds, so much so that
they considered themselves 'delivered’ from the hands of the shepherds. Moses is the hero of this
spars¢ narrative, but a strage one. It is the not the women that deem him worthy of bread and
thanks for his deeds. Tt is the father whois not present. This odd strategy continues when we read
that Moses was content to dwell with the man. Agam the daughters are absent. The well-betrothal
scene is about male relaionships and things passed between the borders of men. The first thing
being 'passed’ an agreement that finds its solidity as bread. The second thing 'passed' - the bride-
daughter. 1n the Exodus well narrative the seven daughters are never gazed upony, but passed by the
gaze that infects the site where they met Moses. The gaze as a textual tool is not only about
'seeing, but it actively conducts the passing of women's bodies between the borders of male bodies.
Based on these three well-betrothal narratives, what can be said for the site where we find
Jesus 'resting (John 4:1-35)7 The well is the charged site of the gaze; all vistors to the well are
unable to avoid the gaze which infects it. This gaze is a multi-dimensional textual tool It is an
exclusive invocation of otherness to gain knowledge, it is a guide that directs the reader away from
the actual bodies of women, and it passes femminc bodies between the borders of rﬁale ownership.
This gaze is a complex entity that will be ultimately employed by Jesus as a textual tool as wc shall

seein John 8:1-11.
4,3 Jesus and the Gaze

Moving back into the Johannine narrative, we resurface at the site of the wearied Jesus who

sits down beside the well - the place of the gaze we have heen tracing, John 4:7-8 reads,
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There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus saidto her,'Give me a drink,' For his

discdiples had gone away inte the city to buy food

The langage of Jesus' water seeking is not like the langiage of his well counter parts who either did
not request a drink or did so preceded by a'pray let down your jar’. This narrative must be read in

tension to John4,;1-3,

Nowwhen the Lord knew that the Phansees had heard that Jesus was making and bapfising
more disdples than John (although Jesus himself did not baptise, but only his disaples), he

left Judea and departed again to Galilee.

The text says that when the Lord knew Jesus was baptising more disciples than John - and then
curiously interrupts itself. In parentheses the text corrects itself by informing the reader that
actually Jesus himself did not baptise. This ambiguous textual amendment works against concerns
for textual clanty, its task is (o re-mform and the new information it provides is like a sharp ling a
slash in the text. The event of baptising is an event that leads to Jesus leaving Judea for Galilee. We
do not know, as we read it by theslash, thal Jesus himself did not take part in the event that raised
enough concern that leaving would condude the verse. He himself did not touch, he himself was not
touched: the blood red moon of Noli me tangere™ is traced by smarting red threads. The baptising
of the spirit was ritvally demonstrated by water being poured onto the convert. In verse 7 a tension
crupts, bringing the stressed amendment that Jesus himself did not baptise into the moment. He
who gives water (but really only his disciples) now says, 'Give me water. His statement, 'Give me a
drink’, is the invocation of absence. This absence is signed by the gaze and its multi dimensional
characteristics. The gaze recals our absence from exclusive conversations with ‘otherness’, it recals
the absence of seeing the actual body of woman behaving in union, and it recalls the absence of
woman controlling her own body, instead she is a thing passed between the borders of male

ownership. Jesus' statement, 'Give me a drink’, is the invocation of absence and the site of the well

*John 20:17
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shivers at the request and responds with an excited familiarity, glad to be awake again because the
well and ihe gaze that infects it houses absence as an ecclksiastical nourisher to its sccthing, far
reachingey €. Give water to the one who does not touch and is not touched through water. It is a
request from the blinding, unmarked page (Jesus refuses to be touched/marked. The conditions for
interpretation, reading and writing remain unavailable to women). Jesus in his blinding, vamarked
page mode simultaneously consumes as he refuses. Verse 8 follows, 'Give me water' with, 'For his
disciples had gone away into the city to buy food. It is as if though the text intends for verse 8 to
somehow explain Jesus' demand; however, the disciples’ absence herc confounds an already present

absence: the absence invoked by the gaze.

The Samaritan woman saidto him, 'Howis it that you,a Jewask a drink of me, a woman of
Samaria?' For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans. Jesus answered her, 'If you knew
the gitt of God, andwhoit is that is saying to you, 'Giw me a drink’, you would have asked
him,and he would have given you living water'.

John 4:9-10

The woman's question is wholly legitimate. Tt is an intelligent question to the 'foul
bridegroom' and his demand she surely recognises. In this sense it is a challenge, and a politically
sensitive one in which she raised the issuwe of gender and nationality in a way that respects her
offence and is opento an intelligent response. The text reads, 'Jesus answered her', but clearly and
to the delight of happy Christians evetywhere, Jesus' response is pitched into a whok other context,
his answer is the non-answer of the trickster. This is a moment that must be examined - when the
text moves into the sphere of what I will call fanwsstic dialogue where the conversation that occurs
between two people beautitully illustrates a 'message’ by way of two different dialkectical strands.
They share a vocabulary but are talking about very different things and the mixture produces a
theological chapter in miniature. An unreadabilily is foreed upon the woman. Jesus' response has
biting edges - if you knew, you would have he would have - Jesus' response as an answer is an
obltteration of her text (the text of her question, the text of her voice). Jesus' response is a projection
of possibilitks, bul no choice can be made because the projction exists in the past tense,
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We cannot enter the fantastic dialogue, it is the gaze extending, invoking absence, our
absence. In this sense we are the object of gaze. As we read the fantastic dialogue's theology in
miniature produced with two different rhetorical intentions using a shared vocabulary, we actually
became, by our very act of reading, part of the harsh 'no-union' backdrop which seeks to invalidate a
woman cenfred hermenutical tradition in which women read by ther bodes in moments of

encounter,

The woman said to him, 'Sir, you have nothing to draw with, and the welk is deep; where do
vou getthatliving water? Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well, and
drank from it himself, and his sons, and his cattle?'

John 4:11-12

The woman's response, "You have nothing to draw with and the well is decp', followed by
‘are you greater than our father Jacob...' is a comment that addesses an ‘offmcc. When she
previously asked why he demanded a drink he gives her a possibility projected into a past tense that
does not answer her question but obliterates the text of her own voice. Her response in verse 11
acknowledges Jesus' refusal to drink from the well where they are locded. She is aware that the
water he requests is not well-water and her "'who do you think you are' tone is not an unintelligent
rebuff or a playful indugence in sexual thetoric. She says the well is deep and 'you' have nothing to
draw with. She has removed herself as the 'water bearer’ shifting this responsibility to its rightful
owner. Her response is a statement of identity and boundaries. He who demanded a drink now
offers the drink. The woman ts introduced in order to be excluded in this sense. It is only after he
makes the request of fer to give to him and obliterates the text of her voice (as the narrative moves
mto fantastic dialogue), making it unreadable to her by this response, that he is postioned to offer
and this is a type of consumption achieved at the gaze infected well T'hat there is no union here is in
line with the disallowal of touch that Jesus demands of women, and that this is a move to eblitcrate

woman's textual connections is of no consequence to him.

Jesus said to her, 'Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of
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the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal
life'.
John4:13-14

Evervone who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give

him will never thint

The cyck of thirst - wetness followed by dryness - the continual condition - the poetry and
tragedy of the body - is not the only choice. Jesus offers an wther condition. The condition of
'mever thirst'. This is an extension of his bap tismal urgings, his continual comment against the actual
body as signed by the maternal bodv. The popular Christian suggestion is that this narrative intends
alleviation from a very basic (metaphorically understood) condition of suffering; such a notion is
undeveloped The condition Jesus offers besides the available one means that 'never thirst' is silence.
It is the reduced state. After the ashes of the burning away of the actual body there is only silence.
This is the holocaust of the body as invoked by Jesus as a white, untouched page (‘Do not touch
me": [ will not make the conditions available that interpretation, reading and writing require). The
blank pagerequires this expensive silence to remain unmarked, undevastated by the ling to remain
never undone. Fear of fragnentation finds its metaphor in Jesus' tunic at the site of the cross™
which was 'without seam, woven from top to bottom, so they said to one another, 'Let us not tear
it..... Never thirst' is the choice that reduces one into silence because it is a removal from the body
andit is the body which threatens to toudh and is repeatedly disallowed to do so. ‘This water' that
Jesus offers 'will become in him a spring of water welling up to ctemal life' becausc one's silence

ensures the continual reconstitution of the white page. In other words, Jesus goes on consuming,

The woman said to him, 'Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to
draw
John 4:15

P1ohn 19:23
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Thec woman requests this water. That which he has been describing to her, the water which
he clearly prefers, is at last requested by the woman. Instead of expounding further on this water

Jesus abruptly changes the scene's tension:

- 'give me this water that, | may not thimst....

-'Go, call vour husband, and come here

In this sense the woman is introduced in order to be excluded. Once the woman accepts the
invitation for the water Jesus oflfers, Jesus never mentions water again in this narrative. Her
acceptance becomes her absence, this is the Samaritan woman being delivered into silence and out of
her actual body. From this point on the narrative moves from a 'waler focus' to a worship focs',

Before further commenting on this shift in focus, 1 would like to agam consider the 'other'
possibility, that of 'no thirst’ or the extension of Jesus' baptismal urges. Jesus offas an alternative
to the 'bodily dilemma'. Tt is a dilemma to Jesus in the sense that it is the body of woman which he
does not want to be marked by nor does he want to promote this body's hermenutical tradition.

The metaphor of alleviation of thust operates on the paradigm of: thirst/fulfillment/thirst or
dry ness/wetness/dryness - the cy cke I have called the tragic and poetic condition of the body. Jesus
offers an other choice - the choice of blankness, of silence, the space of no-body. The very pattern
Jesus is repulsed by, the very pattern he offers removal from, is a pattern that he 'bomrows'. This
'bomrowing is not unfamiliar -~ it is the same borowing technique employed at the well where the
bride-getting gaze is borrowed for purposes of no-union and enswres his own ability to continue
consuming, By verse 16 a clear pattern has emerged: refusal, offer (only to be refused), refusal.

This pattern operates by repeated disallowal. This sequence is set into motion by Jesis' demand,

'Give me water":

Refusal - In verse 10 Jesus refuses the water he has requested, clearly marking a preference for some
other water and in this way a refusal occurs. In another sense this is the site of refusal becaise he

obliterates the text of the woman's voice/question by making it unreadable. He offers a possibility,
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but in fact it is not an offering at all becaise it is a space of 'no choke' because it is set in a past

context and cannot be elected.

Qffer - In verse 11 the woman inquires about the nature of this water and the nature of the man who
speaks this water. It is an intelligent responsc to heroblieration. Jesus responds not by addressing
her question but by further obliterating her text. It is in this moment that he offers her an other
choice besides the known condition, the choice of 'no thirst', the choke of silence which is ultmately

a refusal.

Refusal - When the woman requests this water, the woman is excluded, this finds its metaphor in the

absence of the 'water’ throughout the rest of the narrative whid: signs her absence as well.

Refisal, offer (the offer is always however to be excluded by silonee), refusal.  Thirst/fulfilment,
dryness/wetness. In making available his 'living water' which is ultmately an absence of the bodily,
thus obliterating woman's textuat posture, Jesus laces his choice on the cdges of the known pattern.
He makes his possibility available by borrowing the pattern of that which he seeks to reduce to
silenice, thus the holocaust of the body. This type of narmative presentation is another examnle of
the way Jesus relies on the objcctification of known patterns to continue his consuming and
reconstitution. As readers we read the unreadable, the unavailable word that Jesus is. We read these
hungry teeth, we read this consuming, and as we read we also ensure that Jesus will be reconstituted
as the white, unmarked page that he is because every time we read the totality of the narrative, Jesus
lives again because we read the word and he is the word made flesh. And yet we do not read the
unreadable by reading because pages aren't available for reading in the fourth gospel. John 21:25
reminds us that the world cannot contain all of the books of Jesus - all of the pages which are his
flesh. Pages are never meant to be read. The world ending by way of books is not an internal
combustion fromtoo many words, words arenever available. It is to dieby way of paper cuts - the
ten million edges of whiteness. It is this horrific scenario, the scenario of the paper-cut death, where
we seethe fulkest expression of what the ether-body relaionshp demands. When baptism occurs,
the forfeiting of the actual body as signed by the matanal body, one's relationship to langage
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changes profoundly, so much that books, as espoused by this hermeneutic, are not meant to be read

so much as they arc capable of a foul death.

The woman answered him, 'Thave no husband.’ Jesus saidto her, "You are right in saying, 'I
have no husband;’ for you have had five husbands, and he whom you now have is not your
husband; this you saidtruly.’

John 4:17-19

Is Jesis testing to see if the woman will lie? | believe this is a moment of slippage revealing
Jesus' consumptionn Jesus who has obliterated her text, who has offered her the choice of silence,
who has introduced her to exclude her, in other words, Jesus who has rendered her unable to
intarpret, read or 1o write, has confirmed his reconstitution by way of consuming 1n verse 17 he is
reading her text (the text of her story). Her silence malkes her text completely accessible to him. His
visionary blurb is a sign of his fullness’.

The text moves from 'water' to 'worship' in verses 20-25. Jesus tells the woman,

"Womnan, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain norin Jerusalem
will you worship the Father...But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers
will worship the Father in spiiit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is

spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit andtruth.’

Jesus' statement requires, not surprisingly, that worship occur in the context of the spirit, the
absence of the body, This passage is a turther reiteration of what Jesus offers. It is another context
for the sitence he urges.

Verses 25-28 read,

The woman said to him, 'Tknow that Messiah is coming (he whe is called Christ); when he
comes, he will showus all things.' Jesus saidto her, 'T who speak to yon am he.' Just then
his disdples came. They marwlled that he was talking with a woman, but none said, "What
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do yon wish?' or, "Why are you talking with her?'

The woman's knowledge ('1 know that...") concludes with, 'he will show us all things'. This
statement rests on a very significant moment. To her knowledge, Jesus reveals his identity,
simultaneously, the disciples rcturn and inherent in therr return is silence. The moment of identity
revelation does not read: women: 'he willshow us all things'.. Jesus: ‘that's right and that is why 1 am
showing you who I really am at this moment’. The identity revelation that this passage contains
does not uncurl likc a warm tongue, it is rather a type of collapse. His identity has hitherto
remained avatable. The showing of 'all things' coupled with T am he' bears the weight of pages blank
with heaviness., What we are shown cannot be seen (in the spirit of books that weigh down the
world, but are not for reading). This revelation of identity is a simultaneouws moment of the
disciples' return. The disciples do nol ask; they choose silence over disruption. True to their ether-
body form, their choice conibunds the invocation of absence that has been heralded by Jesus
throughout the narrative.

Verse 31-32 will be the passage that will condude my reading (of that which cannot be read)

of this welk-narrative.

Meanwhile the disciples besought him, saying, 'Rabbi, eat' Buthe said to them, 'I have food
to eat of which you do not know."

Tesus' words: 'T have food to eat of which you do not know' invites us into the fullest expression of
violence of the surreal, airkess space he has been establishing. Jesus' 'l have food to eat of which you
do not know is the find invocation of absence. The disciples do not know of this food, their state
of ignorance is signed by their absence in the sharing of the knowledge regarding this smarting, airkss
space that has signed the edges of where a woman's body used to be. We, however, know what he

has eaten.,

4.4 Condusion
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In examining the history of the gaze I noted its characteristics: it 1s a multi-dimensional tool
that finds its origins at the site of the wellunion: a place sieeped i notions of embodiment. It is an
exclusive invocation of otherness to gain privileged knowledge; it is a guide that directs the reader
away from the actual bodies of women and it passes feminine hodies hetween the borders of male
ownership. As Jesus engages this complex tool, the gaze that finds its orign in the very concept of
embadiment (union) is now employed to champion the obliteration of woman's body (and thus her
textual relaionships), Jesus continually borrows known patterns that rely on the cycles of the
actual body to liquidate woman's body into a seething dry memory. This is Jesus consuming, atl of
his consumptions lead to the reconstitution of his own ether body.

In the next section of this inquiry we move from Jesus using the gaze as burning tool of
obliteration of woman as reader, nterpreter and writer to Jesus as writer. Il is the ether-baptised
body that gleans its whiteness fromthe devastatingobliteration of woman's actual body. How then
does this ether-bapised body write? To explore this question we move to John 8:1-11 where we

find the actual body of woman in-between the gaze and the speaking voice.

5.1 The Story of Two Texts: John 8:1-11

The story of Jesus writing on the ground in a text of dust is a disputed passage and is
therefore otten excluded from the gospel of John  That women are so often introduced only to be
exchided within the Johnannine narrative, this often excluded passage smiles with irony as it enters
this dialogue. This inquiry will read John 8:1-11 as fourxt in the Revised Standard Version. The text
of John &:1-11 reads,

They went each to his house, but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. Early in the morning
he came again to the temyle; all the people came to him, and he sat down and faught them,
The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery, and
placdng herin the midst they said to him, 'Teacher, this woman has been caught in the act
of adultery. Nowin the law Moses commanded us to stone such, What do you say about
her? This they said to test him, that they might have some charge to bring against him.
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Jesus bent down and wrofe with his finger on the ground. Andas they continued to ask him,
he stood up andsaid to them, 'Lethim who is without sin among you be the first to throw a
stone at her.! Andonce more he bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. But
when they heand it, they went away, one by one, beginning with the eldest, and Jesus was
left alone with the woman standing before him. Jesus Jooked up and said to her, "Woman,
where are they? Has no one condemned you? She said 'No one, Lord' And Jesus said,

‘Neither do Icondemn you; go, and do notsin again.'
5.2 The Adultcrous Woman: Body-Text

Behold, Jesus writes. This disputed passage is the only narrative in which Jesus writes
anywhere in the New Testament. 1Ie who refises women to write, writes in a text of dust. Jesus

writes before the actual body of the adulterous woman; therefore, I look first to this body.

The scribes and the Pharisees brought 1 woman who had been caught in adultery, and
placing herin the midst theysaidto him...
John 8:3a

The dynamics of wherwe this body is placed are very important. She is placed 'in the midst'; she is
placed in-between the staring crowd and the speaking Jesus. Her arrival and placement occurs
between gaze and voice: she is located in a position that bears the dynamics of being the place of the
text Woman, whoreads by her body, is now the body which is the text. How Jesus handles this is
of the ut-most concern. What kind of text is she?

Immediately, she is a text crowded with danger. Those that accuse her seek her death in an
obvious way - stoning, however, Jesus who we have seen obltterate the bodies of women via the
gazeis also presenl. The crowd of people that have been gazing at Jesus as he speaks now enlarge
their vision to take in the body of this woman; this expanded gaze is a menacing, dull edged reminder
of the gaze that Jesus so often engages. It would seem that the textual sitvation of the body-text of
the adulterous woman houses only vioknt possibilities: letters bursting like scarlet sacs popped,
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unstitching themselves by stony edges or the text's script being burnied away by the seething dry
shards that radiate from the ether body of Jesus.

This body-text, crowded with the siony obvious and more stedthy dangers alike, is the
body of a woman who has been caught in adultery. This text is freshly picked from the space of
body upon body. Her pages arc not dry with the seething whiteness associated with the unreadable
book containing Jesus' deeds7°, but soggy with the moments before. She has traversed the space of
tota encounter; body touching body re-touching body straight to being thetext that can be read, and,
as we shall see, written before. She is both ‘soggy' and ‘chared' at once. Alive with the wetness
fromthe intersection of hodies and charred [romthe breathless removal (she was caught i the act of
acluitery ) into the burning dry ness where dust becomes text.

Indeed, there aretwo texts here: the body-text of the adulterouws woman and the mysterious text
of dust that is Jesus'. The questionabk: text of dust satwates this scene with a particular brand of
instability; however, this instability is only confounded by the realisation that when a woman's
sexhality is introduced into the Johannine narmative it always introduces elements of instability
{note John 20:1-180.

They saidto him, "Teacher, this woman has been caught in the act of adultery. Now the law
of Moses commanded us to stone such. What do you say about her?' This they said to test
him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and wrote

with his finger on the ground.
John 8:4-6

The scribes and Pharisees want to know: 'should we kill this bad texi?”. The narrative tells
us that they emply the body-text i this way to test Jesus. Jesus responds to the test by
producing a text. Again, the men eniploy the body-text of woman to test Jesus. He says to them,
'Let him who is without sinamong you be the first to throw a stove at her! Again, Jesus responds

to thetest by producingatext. Jesus, whois the tested, employs the same body-text that seeks to

®John 25:21
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'fail him'to test the testers. They fail thetest ('But when they heard it, they went away..."). By all
accounts, the body of woman which becomes the body-text as test, is not a text to be read; indeed,
its only purpose is to further the superior text of Jesus. After visting the well where Jesws obliterates
the body of woman (and thus her nonnegotisble textual situation) by the gaze, we cannot naively
assume that becanse this woman's body is not stoned to death, she escapes vioknce. It is the body
of woman which Jesus obliterates penultimately as he continually urges the ether baptised body.

Likewise, the posiion of this body-text is another example of Jesus' consumption. She is not

read/encountered, only used as a foundation so that he might out-test the testers,
5.3 Jesus' Textof Dust

Jesus does not only pass the test, he is revealed as the superior tester. This show of

superiority is indebted to the text Jesus produces. John 8 verses 6 and 8 read,
-.Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. (John 8:6b)
Andonce more he bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. (John 8:8)

Jesus writes with his fingr. Noli me tangere", the words directed towards Mary Magdalen -
darkens like a bloody moon pages away as this incident occurs. She who is charged not to touch
with her body by which she maintains a nonnegotiable relationship with textuality shrieks as Jesus
writes by touching (he writes with his finger). We do not know what Jesus writes. His text is
unavailable to us. However, it takes actual bodis for fesus' ether body to be esteblished and
continually reconstituted: when Jesus dismisses the woman, he obliterates her body-text by not
reading/lencountering her text. We have seen this dismissal/obliteration in John 1:14, the birth
narrative of Jesus as we have seen it in John4:1-35, the well narrative where the woman is dismissed

from the scene after finally accepting the preferred bodily condition Jesus champions. The

"'John 20;18

71




unavailability of women'’s bodies within the Johanninc narrative establishes the foundation for the
unavailability of Jesus' own text: as women's bodis are consumed/liquidated into ether qualities,
Jesus maintains his etha-body distance/unavailability. The absence of Jesus' text that contains the
memory of the absence of the many bodies of woman is surdy felt in its full and silent vioknce in
John 25:21 where we are introduced to the many books of Jesus' deeds that the world cannot

contain; books we are not introduced to in order to read.
5.4 Condusion

Examining John 8:1-11 is crucial to this inquiry's discussion which seeks to fully understand the role
of women's bodies in order to engage the question: how does reading and writng become a
celebratory act for women?, as poignantly as possible. Frommy reading of this Johannine narrative,
I condude that women's bodies are introduced in order to be excluded (the adulterous woman is not
read/encountcred) in all textual situations: not only are women's bodily status' obliterated so that
they cannot read, write and interpret, the bodies of women are unavailable for our own
reading/encountering. At the other end of these textual situations is always the silence of Jesws with

superior unavailability .
6.1 Mary Magdalen Re-visited

This section of Chapter 2: Reading the Johannine Narrative, marks the path of this chapter's
circular joumey. [ say 'circular'not to indicate an unfragmented narmtive joumey; indeed, 'circular’ in
this context serves to mark the round curvatures of a woman's stomach. In particular, the rounded
stomach of Mary Magdalen as depicted in Corrgio’s St. Mary Magdalen72 (figirte 1). 1 begm

“Chapter 2 with the figure of Mary Magdalen as a guide to whom all red-blood threads of other

Johannine moments lead back to as she reccived the charge: do not touch me”, F ollbbwing those

“Gould, Cecil, The Paintings of Corregio. London; Faber, 1976
"John 20:18
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threads back to their source was necessary. The clotted web gave valuable insight into Jesus as a
body (and reader/writer). In brief, by examining his body in relation to other feminine bodies within
the Johannine narrative the woman centred hermenutica tradition in which women maintain unique,
non-negotiable textual relaionships because of ther bodies was given an apt space in which to be
explored. My goal was to establish that, indeed, when women's proclamatims are disbelieved or
when women's bodies are obliterated, 'celebration' which means 'to prodaim’ must be radically
reviewed, Throughout this chapter I have said women rcad, write and interpret anmyway, This
section is a close examination of 'amyway' and marks the gateway from which we can explore other
ways women celebrate/proclaim which are entirely excluded from traditional understandings of
celebration/proclamation.

This 'gateway' is the straight and steady line that issues from Mary Magdalen's eyes in
Corregio's St. Mary Magdalen {figire 1). Straight and steady though this line is, the joumey towards
this path is not. We arrive at this point of departure by reading many other curvatures and it is for
this reason that [ reiterate that the word 'circular’ indicating this point within my discussion in no
way lends itself to suggsting an unfragmented joumey. In order to arrive al St Mary Magdalen
(figare 1) I willread the curving lines of other paintings and it is in this way that curving circles bresk
into other curving cirdes: to trac woman's stonmch is to trace the fragmented edges of 'breaks'
yielding into more 'breaks’. One must remember that a woman's stomach always points to
fragmentation: as a flesh sheah covering of the internal organs its memory snugdy details the rent
hymen that is invoked every time intercourse occurs; as the balloning birth arc deflaes its surface
maintains the dimpled hollows, swollen veins, and spidery stretch marks which replace smooth
termin withrich experience. And still there are the countless scars of sharp caesarean angles and the

faded pink puncture spots of countless hysterectomies.
6.2 Reading Roundwards: Reading Towards Corregio's St. Mary Magdalen

And they remembered his words, and returning from the tomb they told all this to the
eleven andto all the rest. Now it was Mary Magdalen and Joanna and Mary the mother of
James and the other women with them who told this to the apostles; but these words scemed
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ta them an idie talk, and they didnot believe them.
Luke 24:8-12

But she reads anmyway. What follows is a disaussion of Mary Magdalen as a reader with the
condusion resulting in a meditation on Corregio's St Mary Magdalen (figwre 1).  Artistic
interpretations are always dismiptions of the narmtive they seek to illuminate and it is these
disrupting curvatures of women's bodies that I will attempt to read. The goal of this inquiry is to
seek out articulations of the question: what is M ary M agdalen doing when she is reading?

I chose to surface in this conversation at the site of a wonderful painting (figire 2)*. The
scene is as follows: Jesus hangs dead on the cross. A whole flurry of activity goes on around the
corpse. To his left, the grieving mother comforted by friends, to his right, discussion taking place
between the Romans who hold the tuni. Cirding Jesus® corpse, little man-angels, noticeably two ~
the one under his right arm who rends his heavenly garment, his litfle man-angel malc chest a
curiousty exposed tender musde and the man-angel under his left arm, holding a bow! catching the
fluid offspring of Jesus® corpse, his head turned away in absolute grossness. Both angel’s gowns
viokntly give way to the text upon which they rest where their painted garments tear into the
surface medium, indicatingthe fragnentation of time, highlighting ther harsh expressions that stamp
the retma with their rougness: the small shrimp coloured mannish gestures that scrape into the
surface that presents them. Following the way of the cross, thebrilliant lapi scrapes downwards to
the feet of the corpse. The feet unalone — Mary M agdalen kneels. Thelaps pecls to its sides at this
point and reveals the flumy of activity I have been describing, To the right and to the left and above,
the flury of activity attends to ilself; Mary Magdalen is the only individual in the painting that
directs herself to the crucified corpse. As she kneels, she touches a foot. The feet rest on what
begms to reveal itself as a podium, like the podiums of the classroom, like the podiums of the
church. On the podium, a text rests. Jesus’ feet begin to reveal themselves as a text. Indeed, these
“feet” look suspiciously like an open book Where the feet meet, one sees the trace of the spine.

Open, Mary attends closely to the text. She reads the text, and we know so by her hand that

y regret to say that the identity of the painter or where this painting resides is unknown to me. I discovered this painting
accidentally; it was part of an old calendar hanging in a bed-sit that I rented. I have been unable to locate its identity,
though the scarch continues.

74




fouches it. The self-absorption that oceurs simultaneously around her is mirrored in the expression
she offers in counter-distinction. Her gaze is the reading gaze; she directs her attention poinledly to
the text before her. The intensity with which she reads maintains a breathless quality: she will not
overook any details; on and on she reads, omitting nothing This pairting is the happy coincidence
the biblical text does not include readily: woman who reads and touches/woman who touches and
reads, This painting is our sign: woman reads any way.

Fromthis anony mous representation, I resurface at the site of another set of feet: those of
the corpse in Corregio’s Lamentations from the Del Bono Chapel”. (figwes 3 and 4). It is the
moment of gross return: he who issued out the womb, now remembers it through death. This is the
other side of Corregio’s many Madonna with child paintings whik at the same time a comment on
those scenes as we shall see. The corpse reclines, held by the inside of the Virgn Mary’s legs, his
head buffing her womb. The Virgn reclines as she is reclined upon so that the picture itself invites
reclining; so that our bodies recline with our eye that traverses the lengh of the corpse. Alone, at the
other end of the corpse and the womb who bore it her back in the reclining postion, in line with her
counterparts. However, unlke her counterpart’s eyes, the Virgn's whose eyes arc closed in
supreme grief and the corpse who sees not, Mary Magdalen’s eves are wide open, her lids picrced
with seeing, caught in the void of her half opened mouth (figwre 5). There is no mistaking what she
fooks at;shelooks upon the feet of the corpse. The strange text of feet: the doughy text connected
to shap anklkebone hings and there is only Mary Magdalen and the obvious book. From the
curvature of the feettext we break into otha curvatures to get there.

It woukl seemthat one of Corregio’s favourite compositional subjects is that of the woman
with child in her lap. This motif countlessly confronts the viewer who looks at a catdogue of
Corlegio;s work. Corregio’s work warrants the word “pomography™ a good review. In his work one
is confronted with the “wide opemness™ of figures’ legs, popularly secn from the rear (figires 6-8).
His cupids and fleshy love children, when standing, always end where the genitalia of adult figures
begin, Their soft noses seek out the darkly painted recesses of the adult genitalia™ (figire 9-12). In
Corregio’s “sky” pairtings, the fecundancy of legs squirm next to fat buttocks. The musdy detal

” Gould, The Paintings of Corregio. Pp 81-88.
" This “position” is also assumed by the adults in Corregio’s work where they seck out the genital recesses of the
children/cupid’s genital areas. See figures 11-12,
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coupled with its constant repetition confuses the viewer as they follow the fatty clouds (figures 13-
15). Correggio’s Christian representation is erotica. Like the cupid children who seek the genital
realm, with approval, like the Madonna and Child with Saints Sebastian, Geminian and Roche”
(figire 16) where a saint’s genitals — his phallic projection ~ is presented with the imp ossible: entry
by another and very sharp phallic projction, onereads Corregio with an odd feelin g

Therefore, how do we arrive at Cortegio’s St. Mary Magdalen (figure 1)? Our first stop is
the pairting The Madonna of the Basket® (figires 17-18). The buffed womb is recdted, but under
quite different (I cannot say better) circumstances. The Christ child sits in his mother’s lap — being a
baby — under his mother’s loving gaze...except not quite. The infant’s legs are parted, making him
brutally avaiable to the viewer from the access point of his flesh bubbly genitalia. This is the central
focus of the painting. His unmanly genitalia rest in-between quivering blubber; his white, soft belly
radiates a creamy skin tone. This “creaminess” is not hard or stable, noris it dripping from the knees
of the mother; it is like putty. The quality of this creamy skin is highlighted by the shadows of the
infant’s legs, making the blubber tremble with its own moist whiteness. The Madonna’s head tilts in
a gentle slope downwards, her chin drawn in, her ear lighting upwards. This is the moment where
the mother gazes lovingly at her sweet child, except the child is not sweet, but threatening to the
viewer’s sense of the mora and the woman is not gazing her eyes are closed. The child is in
movement; this is indicated by the direction of his legs and hands and fingers on those hands.
However, the Madonna is caught in stillness. Sheholds the smaller moving hands: movement versus
stillness. Her smik pushes her eyes deeper into her skull under the shut lids. Par excellence, before
us is the Madonna in ecstasy. The child sitting on her lap with his white ruffled shiit hiked up above
his quivering blubbery belly is a secret: the colourless man in the background, no idea of the shivers
that shake the leaves on the tree under which the woman sits. On our left, we s¢e her basket holding
its strange took. The tool in the forefront of the basket insnuates a sheahing function. Its circular
head along with its descent into an opening suggest the anatomy of the interior of woman’s genitalia.
Its sharp scissor-like endings form a perfect trimgle where an object might be placed and shaply rid

of excess. This too! si castration’s strange connection to woman’s ccstasy. Its presence is
s P

" Gould. The Paintings of Corregio. Pp 101-102,
" Gould. The Paintings of Corregio. P 97.
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menacing meta component of the scene before us. 1ts presence is in conversation with the politics of
the moment; its vocular black-smithed strains finding its own echoes in the noise of the painting
This painting houses a familiar vocabulary of imagery, however. I have seen this before, but where?
The extended neck of gentle slope with its offering of the exposed ear, the white ruffling of the shirt
hiked up... The answer to this familiar imagery is Cortregio’s Ledd (figure 19).

In Leda(figure 19), Corregio offers the viewer a strange act of love. Bestiality is seen in other
works as well, notably in Gammede™ and Vienna®! (figires 20-23), which [ would argue fall under
this genre of painting motif. In Leda (figire 19), the woman’s lap is also resting home to the “white
ruffied” thing which is “hiked up.” However, this time it is the white ruffles of the visble swan and
instead of the “white ruffles™ being “hiked up” on the fatty belly quivering, it is “hiked up” inside
the body of the woman. We sec the same graceful neck geptly sloping and the same facial gesture
with eyes closed; the same wrestling moment between movement and stillness, this time between
thestillness of the body of the woman and the movement of the white swan; agamn, we see woman
in ecstasy. To our left of Leda other winged beings with their musical instruments and arrows. To
our right of Leda, other women. One lady’s maid lifts off her gown. The look on the young woman's
face is one of eager arowsal. She looks up towards a swan in flight. Her body descending into the
water blushes with anticipation. To her left a clothed woman, perhaps another maid servant smiks
on the scene before her. To the right of the woman, descendinginto the water, a naked woman, more
bashful than her peers, distances herself between the swan and her nudity, but there is a smile on her
face (figire 19: detail). 1 read these bathers in counter-distinction to Leda whose body occupies the
forcfront of the painting and whose body is largr: more developed, more womanly, complete with
the nipples that her counterparts lack. Leda is not in anticipation nor is she shy; she wears the
countenance of an intinate knowing. It is from the lap of Leda that we find Corregio’s St Mary
Magdalen (figire 1).

The same stone upon which Ledasits is found in Sz Mary Magdalen (figire 1), this time as
the prop for the body of Mary Magdalen. The deliciously available and troubling calf of Leda is
unavoidable to the eye. From the bending shoulder and fatty hands, one’s eyes led to it and to its

? Gould. The Paintings of Corregio. pp 190-192.
8? Gould. The Paintings of Corregio. pp 130 and 188,
¥ Gould. fhe Puaintings of Corregio. pp 130 and 185, 77




foot contained in a still flexing posture that does not touch the water but instead choose its own
tension. This same beautiful legis present in S7. Mary Magdalen (figure 1). 1ts whiteness shines. It
pecks from beneath the robe in unbounded glory. It arches in counter-distinction to Mary
Magdalen’s left arm, remmiscent of Shiva in her dance representation. Mary Magdalen’s robe does
not banish her nudity; her plump breast resting on the cusping fabric reveals her nudty. With her
right elbow secured on the book, her arms work together maintaining a dance-like quality.
Artistically perched in-between her two hands — the infamous ointment jar. The robe, the robe
whid does not bansh her nudity, bulbously balloons out fromher. It is as if though not only do her
hands “dancingly fold” in the way they do to behold the ointment jar, they are also a sign: they trace
the bulbous glow of the fabric,

6.3 Leda’s Hidden Swan: Unexpected Celebratory Postares

Where have we seen the imag of the balloning fabric before? The rounded glow of Mary
Magdalen’s robe houses the bulbous body of Leda’s swan: this is woman engaging in ‘impossible’
union. Unlke Ledaand her counterpart, the M adonna of the Basket, Mary Magdalen looks straight
ahead. With the book, a part of her posture, she looks at us. The bulbous swell houses the hidden
swan in union with woman. Bestial sexual encounters do not yield preghancies outside of
mythology, and yet we cannot escape the direct gaze of Mary Magdalen: to confront her gaze is to
admit to knowing about the hidden swan, Bestiality fragments Christian notions of union with its
very grossness. In this context, Mary Magdalen’s hidden union with the beast signs woman’s
relaionship to the abyss or that which exceeds imposed boundaries. It is of no surprise that this
connection to the abyss would find its symbolic home in woman’s sexual organs; woman reads,
writes and interprets {calls out) by her non-negotisble relationship cstablished by her bodily
condition. The symbolic beast nesting beneath the curvatures of Mary Magdalen’s stomach is the
union, the outside of mythology is considered gross, improbable and impossible, but tradition
heaves outwards with its own subversive manifestations of what “celebration” means. No fongr is
the text of M agdalen half-formed mairtainingits connection to ankk hinges; it is clealy a text of its
own. It is this developed text which supports her “pregnant” body. Text and hidden beast become
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one in this gesture and it is the marriage of beast/abyss to woman’s body that enable Mary
Magdalen to look directly at wus: she is not masked by inappropride notions of
“celebration”/"proclamation.” To rcinstate the initial question, what is happening when Mary
Magdalen reads?, she looks ahead with her strange globe protruding, pausing to confront us with her
celebratory posture.

7.1 Condusion

To conclude Chapter 2: Reading the Johannine Narrative, | would like to restate this chapter’s
most basic clams. I began this inquiry by stating that the goal of this chapter was to trace the
woman centred hermenuticd tradition. I brought my own hermenuticd method to the Johannine
narrative where 1 “read” various textual moments. The objective of this goal was not to end up with
“celebration” in its re-membered form, but rather to trace this woman-centred hermenutica tradition,
to identify its features and to conftont this woman-centred hermenuticad in action so that my
subversive “findings” of this exploration not only substantiated the claims [ have made thus far
regading women, reading and writing, they would also enable my inquiry to be pitched into a space
of actually encountering “celebration” in some of its re-membercd manifestations (1.1).

The Johamine narrative was an apt place to stage such an exploration because of its strong
western cannon association, the fourth gospel’s inclination towards dismuption and the narrative as a
text infected with issues regarding reading and writing in a gendered sense (1.2).

[ began my “reading” of the fourth gospel with John 20:1-18. I targeted textual moments
associated with two textual strands conjoining and read into ther tension (2.1). I identified five
crucial moments within this narrative which begm to reveal the woman-centied hermenutica
tradition’s personality. These “personality traits” inclide excess as a positive aspect of woman's
“calling(s) out.” a commitment to narrative to exceed imp osed boundaries and to joumey to “the end
of the story that cannot be told,” and a continuat and responsible confrontingof history (2.2-2.9).

My inquiry then sought to explore Jesus as a body in relaion to other femmine bodies.
Begmning with the body of the Virgn M ary in which I conduded that Jesus” worldly birth and the
fourth gospel’s urge towards baptism is a textual statement about women’s bodies and their textual
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status; in this context woman represents death. However, the other possibility as maintained by the
woman-centred hermenutical tradition is that the Virgn Mary’s statement, “They have no wing” is
an invocation of the actual, maternal body. Thus, a poweaful re-memory is invoked that is the
encouraging blood-line which enables women to read, write and interpret anyway (3.1-3.5).

Moving into feminine bodies subjected to “the gaze,” [ examined the histery of the gaze and
its muiti-dimensional features: the gaze as a tool that distracts focis on women’s actual bodies
behaving in union, and finally the gaze as a commodity conductor which passes the bodies of
women between borders of male ownership. In John4:1-35, Jesus sits at the site of the well, house
of the gaze, not to invoke union, but to obliterate the body (thus woman’s textual posture) of
woman (4.1-4.4),

The well narrative then goes on to establish the foundation from which to meditate on Jesus
as writer, [n John 8:1-11, we encounter the story of two texts: the body-text of the adulierous
woman and Jesus” text of dust. The body-text of woman is obliterated in the spirit of the ether-
body that urges baptism (5,15 4).

My “reading” of the Johannine narrative ends with the figure who was central to those
readings: M ary Magdalen. By reading various paintings [ arrive at Corregio’s St Mary Magdulen™,
Mary M agdalen here houses the hidden swan which is a sign of woman’s intimatc union/connection
with the abyss or that which exists past imposed narrative boundaries. This strange picture
confronts us with woman’s celebratory posture (6.1-6.3).

The joumey provided by walking through the Johannine narative makes it possible in
Chapter 3: Women’s Contemporary Fiction, to enter into the realm of the crisis of “cekebration” in

some of ils re-membered manifestations.
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2 Gould. The Paintings of Corregio. p 58.
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Chapter 3: Women’s Conlemporary Fiction

1.1 Introduction

Thus far, this inquiry has done two important things. It has established woman’s textual
situation (Chapter 1: The Phenomenon of Ordination®) and it has begun to trace what 1
have called a woman centred hermenutical tradition (Chapter 2: Reading the Johannine
Narrative™). To bring these claims into the sphere of women’s contemp orary fiction, I offer
a brief review of the first two chapter’s most basic claims.

In Chapter 1: The Phenomenon of Ordmation, I explored ordmation’s intstitutional
defmition and conduded that ordination, meaning ‘to call out’, is not an ecclesiastical
invention, but an cvent that belongs to the realm of language. This is so “to call out’ recals
langnage’s most basic attempts to trace the void and to move towads the signed®;
therefore, ordination is a manifestation of the very frustration of langiage itself.
Furthermore, women’s bodis are ‘called out already’; they are naturally ordained by thefr
self-sufficiency . When women read, write or interpret — when women ‘call out” in any way
— they are confoundingthetr already ‘called out’/ordained status; therefore, women’s reading,
writing and interpreting are inherently excessive. Woman’s bodily status conditions her
relaionship to langiage and this is a specific and unique bast for what will prove to be a
woman centred hermenutica tradition®’,

In Chapter 2; Reading the Johannine Narraive, 1 take the foundation that women
maintain a unique relationship as conditioned by their bodily, natwrally ordained status into
the Johannine text where I begin to trace this woman centred hermenutica tradition. This
woman centred hermenutica tradition is not bound to the fourth gospel, however I feel the

Johannine narrative is an appropriate text infected with issues regarding reading and writing

 See page |

&4
See page 32
* See Chapter 1: sectionr 3.6, page 26
% See Chapter 1: section 3.7, page 27
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in a gendered sense. The hermenuticl engage to read various moments in the Johannine text
maintains its own rules which are critical but not strictly academic. As a result, my creative
readings becane the instrument to expose moments of slippage within the text. 1t is in these
exposed moments that the woman centred hermenutica tradition is revealed’’. By ‘reading’
Jesus’ relalionship to women in the Johannine text and by ‘reading’ the body of Jesus {(and
focusing on Jesus as reader/writer), this woman centred hermenutical tradition cmerged. The
basic feature of the woman centred hermenutica tradition involves women as unique readers
based on ther bodily, ordained status which conditions their textual relaionships. When
women read, write, or interpret (when they ‘call out’ in any way) they are behaving in
excess. My ;*eadings of various textual moments reveded that this excess responsibly and
continually confionts history and disputes textual closure. This reading and writing posture
posis woman in the unique position of being able to ‘tell the story that cannot be told or to
‘journey towards the end of the story that cannot be told’*®. However, the Johannine
narrative seeks to subvert this textual position by dcstabalismg this reading and writing
posture and ultimately offars and urges another prescribed relationship to langiage®. As a
result, women’s procdamations are disbelieved. in the biblical sense, disbelief of women is a
feature of narmative”; however, this disbelief of proclomation is not confined to biblical
texts, but a phenomenon sensed in a multitude of historical experiences. Examples include
women not being allowed to admmister the sacraments, vote, own land, or seek higher
education. Therefore, the disbelief of women’s proclamations is a feature of the woman
centred hermenutical tradition that I have outlined. Prodamation means ‘to call out” and this
is also the defmition of ‘celebration’, thus women celebratingprocliimingis seenin ifs fullest
crisis.

In Chapter 3. Women’s Contemporary Fiction, I bring this structurc of a woman centred
hermenutical tradition I have established and explored into the realm of women’s

contemporary writing Because this is contemporary fiction wrilten by women, excess is

¥ See Chapter 2. section 1.2, page 33
% See Chapter 2, section 2.8, page 55
* See Chapter 2: section 3.5, page 67
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supremely available for our consideration. This excess (the ‘called out’ calling out) offas
models of dealing with the crisis of women celebrating in its rawest manifestation: having
established that a woman centred herimenutica tradition exists, exploring its structure and its
features, I now look to this henmenutic in action. In other words, women’s actual wrilings
arethe celebratory postures [ willhere trace. It is in this sphere that the redefining, or rather
the re-membering of what ‘celebration” means can be traced in some of its manifestations.

In Chapter 2: Reading the Johennine Narrative, [ took the concept of a woman centred
hermenutical tradition through the biblical text (while maintaining multiple dialogues on
various levels) m order to establish and explore its features. In conduding that chapter, I not
only validated the woman centred hermenutical tradition as an actual hermenutical
experience, | sighted a subversive cclcbratory posture that demonstrated other articulations
regading what *cekbration’/’proclamation’ means. This posture was maintained by Mary
Magdalen in Corregio’s St. Mary Magdalen (figare 1). Housed beneath her billbbwing robe is
Leda’s swan. This hidden bestial union signs woman’s intimate union with the abyss or that
which resides past imposed boundaries. No longr does the ‘impossible union’ of beast
(representing that which resides past normal boundaries) and woman exist only within the
sphere of the mythologica: it is the biblical character of Mary Magdalen who maintains this
posture. Here the text she reads is developed, no longer conmected to the body of Christ.
With her gesture of leaning on the text, the text and her posture become one. She looks
directly from the site of her bulbous fabric which indicates and protects her connection to
that which cxists past supposed boundaries. We first encountcred Mary Magdalen as a
figure to whom other narratives within the fourth gospel always read towads. As she
directly confronts us with her subversive celebratory posture a gateway is opened through

. which to explre other subversive articulations regarding women, celebration and
procdlamation: the subversive articulations regarding celebration and prodamation we
suspected throughout the fourth gospel are fully realised within her posture. From her

subversive celebralory posture, we may now take thc established woman cenired

* See Luke 24:8-12 and John 20:1-18 _
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hermenutical traditios info new territory. The beast which transverses the boundaries of
mythology to biblical imagery reaches to traverse a new boundary: women’s contemporary
fiction. The fragmented stomach [ traced in order to arrive at Mary Magdalen’s subversive
celebratory posturc now breaks into other curvatures that lead to other stomachs. The
contemporary text [ will use to explre other subversive posture is The Shaw! by Cynthia
Ozid’",

1.2 Focusing on Bodics

As discussed in Chapter 2: Reading the Johamine Narrative, women’s bodiy,
ordained status conditions their relaionship to texts. This relationship to langiage is non-
negotiable. Thus Jesus® offering/urgings of another relationship to langiage is understood as a
devastatingobliteration to woman as a texiual being”. Staying truc to that which establishes
women’s relaionship to language, [ begin with the body of a woman in the text that I have
chosen, in particular I will focus on this woman’s stomach. This focus keeps the imag: ol
Mary Magdalen’s hidden T.eda within the threads of the present narrative thus continualty
reconfirming that the woman centred hermenutical tradition exists and this tradition is
responsible for gencrating other articulations regarding what “celebration’ means. In addition
to this feature, by focusing on the stomach of a woman, I maintain a constant and continual
neamess to the source of that which produces and maintains women’s subversive re-
memberings of what ‘celebration” means: it is the rounded stomach that invokes the rounded
shape of the beast/swan which signs woman’s unique textual relationship to the abyss or
that which exists bey ond imposed bourndaries.

In thetexi I have chosen, a mulliplicity of bodics in relation to other bodies exist and are
vitdly important. Accordingly, I will explore these relaionships; however, | maintain a
focus-body: in 7he Shawl 1T will focus on the body of Rosa Lublin. I have made the claim

that women’s bodies condition thetr textual relaionship to langiage; therefore, to focus on a

' Ozick, Cynthia. The Shaw!. New York: vintage International, 1980.
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body in this context is to ‘read” how women make ther prodamations.

The body maintains a very important feature. Theswollen, bulbous stomach. This is the

impregnated body or the body that has been pregnant. The pregnant body in this context
however is not a sign of motherhood as a bodly mode. Rather, the pregnant body in this
context 1s the re-membering of the woman centred hermenutical tradition’s structure and it
powerfully recals the crisis of celebration whidh means ‘to prodaim’. In this sense the
pregiant body of the contemporary text I have chosen re-members the woman centred
hermenutical tradition’s structure I have traced in Chapter 2: Reading the Tohannine
Narrative. The pregnant body then is a cross-roads: it sigos the biblical text that so aptly
ilfustrates the woman cenlred hermenutical tradition as it confronts the crisis of
celebratiow/proclamation in the realm of contemporary fiction.
Focusing on stomachs is to read curves leading into and breaking into the curves of other
bodies: with every ‘break’ or ‘curve’ into a new stomach/body -text the fragmented texture
of the body-text is invited to generale ils own articulations; no longer are ‘scraps of flesh’
discarded — indeed, these areas are targeted and vahued for the credive and critical energy
they generate. In this way not only is the body-text of one individual valuved, the process of
re-membering by which we arrive at that body-text is also valued.

As we move from the Johannine narrative into the actual space of subversive celebratory
postures (tha is women’s actual writings) I would like briefly to forge and re-member
Johannine body-texts within the metgphor of the stomach. The ballooning mother-belly re-
members the Virgn Mary in her own swollen absence in John 1, the sky-cult birth narrative
of Jesus, the only son from the father”. The bulbous sign re-members the women at the
well, the site of union recast by the Johannine Jesus as the site of ‘no-mion’. The
impregnated body here re-members those women that were chosen from the site of the well
to continue the blood lines in its child-packed weight as it also re-members the obliteration of

the text of the Samaritan woman’s voice as Jesus urgad the un-bodily condition of ‘no-thirst’

?z See Chapter 2: section 3.5, page 67
Qe Chapter 2: section 3.1, page 58
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or an alternative to the very thing that establishes woman textually — her body94 and here
the impregnated body heaves with the air-packed weight of exclusion. The maternal
distended belly re-members the woman taken in adultery. the body that smclled of thick ash
from the charring transition from the sexually charged space of moisture absorbing and
seeping into the dry seething space of the unthirsty Jesus with his text of dust. This is
woman put in a textual situation: between the gaze and the fingr/pen, she who has not been
allowed to touch/read, write or interp ret” is now the text who remains unread. The stomach
re-members her becaise pregnancy is the most avaiable sign of women’s naturally ordained
status — her body’s amazing ability for self-sufficiency — therefore, the round belly re-
members what Jesus refused to read The fat, tight mother-stomach finaly re-members
Mary Magdalen as a reader in Corregio’s St. Mary Magdalen (tigire 1). Mary Magdalen,
elbow on text, looks af us. Her blue robe does not conceal her nakedness; she is bodiy
avallable as signed by her visible breasts. Instead, her robe is house a bulbous glow, Ledd’s
hidden swan, and this is the most powerful sign that brings this joumey of re-membering
into the present moment. Here, Mary M agdalen’s distended stomach’s weight is suspended
in tension as she leans on the text to support her body. The language of the text upon which
sherests is signed by her swollen stomach — body and langiage here find ther shared image;
it is the image of the woman reader/writer par excellence. She Jooks at us. In her directness,
all lines of discussion within this inquiry intersect. To look away, to break the stare, is to
disregard the legtimacy of women as readers/writers maintaining their own articulations
regarding what “cekbration” means. To continue 1o look, 18 to agree to withstand the
possibilitcs of what is under her swollen gown; it is to be witness to the rawest response to
the crisis of women celebratingproclaiming’®.

Mary Magdalen’s pregnant posture directly links us with the swelling stomach 1 will
read in Ozidk. Her gaze not only looks at us, it looks into the countless other rounded

stomachs. The Pregnant body is two fold in task it is a sign of what it represents, the

** See Chapter 2: section 4.3, page 74
* Noli me tangere as and invocation of disallowal; See Chapter 2: section 2.8, page 53
% See Chapter 2: section 6.3, p 97
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woman centred hermenutical tradition, and thus it re-members bodks and it is an actual
mode that infects the present moment, re-membering bodies of the here and now. In the text
I will read, the focus body’s ability distend is a model of redefining or re-membering what
‘celebration’ means; it is the live possession of the crisis of celebration and the confronting
of it. I the case of this text, excess is a model that the woman centred hermenutical tradition
preseribes for itself thus making imiportant claims about how this tradition works and what
happens when you get to ‘theend of the story that cant be told’. With Corregio’s St. Mary
Magdalen, we follow the dark hem of Mary Magdalen’s robe as the inviting line curves into
its own folds. To follow this line is to meet other models of pregancy’s live action, kicking
and squirming in the smarting air: the crisis of women celebratingp roclaiming in action.

Again, T acknowledge the untraditional nature that my own hermenutica method invokes by
‘not minding the diffcrence’ between academic concept-critical rhetoric and credive,
metaphoricd rhetoric and in the spint of women’s subversive articulations regarding

celebration/proclamation, I continue.
1.3 Types of Pregnancy: the Pregnant Corpse

I have said that the body I will focus on in the text I will read is a pregnant body/body
that has been pregnant. The pregnant body is a sign of a model of live excess actually
confronting the crisis of prodamation and celebration In 7he Shaw! by Ozidk, the focus
body is what I will call a pregnant corpse. Because this event is so unusual and will prove to
bear most interesting clams regading women celebratingprochiming, I would like to
comment on this phenomenon before moving directly into the text itself. In this section, I
wish only to establish and quadlify the unique position of the ‘pregnant corpse’; therefore, I
woukl request patience from my reader if he or she fecls that particular concepts are
unexplored. T’ he phenomenon of the pregnant corpse will be discussed in great detail in the
individual sections dealing specifically with the text.

The first important point of agenda regarding the event of the “pregnant corpse’ is to
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identify the conditions that establish a body as a pregiant corpse. The first condition
necessary to render a body a preghant corpse is that the bodics in question must be assigned
to the realm of death, yet not belong to that realm exclusively. Naturally, the most basic
proof of this condition comes from actual text description

In Ozidk’s The Shawl, we meet the focus-body of Rosa Lublin. Page 2 reads,

Rosa did not feel hunger; she felt light, not like someone walking but like somcone
in a faint, in trance, arrested in a fir, someone who is already a floating angel, alerxt

andseeing everything, butin the air, not there, not touching the road

Rosano longr feels the conditions that establish the body in the cycles of lite. She has eone
beyond the known grid in which the normal body lives. Her physical flesh is replaced by a
combination of both dead and live flesh. Indeed, the text actively names her as ‘someone
whois already a floating angel’. Rosa is the angel of death in so far that she wears deathly
qualities; however, her flesh still hangs onto herbeing, though it may be ‘dead’ flesh because
it no longr functions. Her unique flesh status prevents a totd death qualification for her
body. Pages 4 and 5 read,

Without complaining, Magda relinquished Rosa’s teats, first the left, then the right;
both were cracked, nota sniff of milk. The duct-crevice extinct, a dead volcano, blind
eye, chill hole, so Magda took the corner of the shaw and milked it instead’ .

and

Rosa did not menstruate’™.

The imagry used to describe Rosa’s breasts comjures up the word “abandoned’. In this

" Qzick. The Shawl. p 4
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context, it is the normal feminine bodily functions that have been abandoned, yet the flesh as
arele remains. That Rosano longr menstruates is a further sign of the abandoned femmine
bodily functions. The ‘nomal’ functions of the femmine body that have been abandoned are
replaced by a new condition: the bodily function of the pregnant corpse.

[ have madethe claim that women’s relationship to language is conditioned by her natural,
bodily status. Furthermore, 1 have said that the pregnant body or the body that has been
pregnant is not only a sign of the woman centred hermenutica tradition, thus re-membering
bodies, it is also a model of how women deal with the crisis of celebration’proclamation. In
the case of the pregnant corpse, we encounter a body whose unusual status, not qualified as
wholly live or wholly dead, disputes life and death boundaries and expands notions of
embodiment. This body makes strong abysmal connections which ultimately colours its
articulations/responses towards the issue of woman celebratingprocliming Rosa’s
abandoned sexual organs are our first subversive offerings of the resmembered understanding
of what ‘cekbration” mears.

The second, and perhaps obvious condition that renders a body a pregnant corpse, is this:
abody that is assigned to this rcalm, but does not exclusively belong to this realm must also
be a pregnant body or a body that has been pregnant.

In The Shawl, we are presented with the corpse/body that has been pregnant. Rosais the
mother, the walking cradle™, of Magda. Reading The Shawl is to read Rosa’s body, the body
of the pregnant corpse, as it contorts around and traverses the lengh of Magda. In this
sense, it is a painful story of curvatures.

Having established the two conditions of what qualifies a body as a pregnant corpse, |
hopel have begun fo reveal the interesting and complex nature of the model of the pregnant
body or body that has been pregnant as a model of confronting the crisis of re-membering
what ‘cekbration’” means. In subsequent scetions the issues [ have raised here will be more
fully explored.

* Ozick. The Shawl, p 5
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1.4 The Unique Status of the Pregnant Corpse: A Demand for the Realisation of the

Complex Nature of Issues regarding Women and Celebration

Before moving on, I am immediately aware of this uniquc bodily situation’s refisal to
locate itself in known embodiment theories. To demonstrate this refusal and to ultmately
decide what this refusal means, T will place the concept of the pregmant corpse in competing
understandings of embodiment. To fully realise the problematic nature of the issue at hand, T
have chosen embodiment understandings as voiced by Luce Irigaray and Camille Paglia, two
very different and opposing understandmngs — to say the least. Not only have both scholars
influenced me grealy, [ feel that the range between the two theories gives space 1o draw out
the problematic nature of the pregant corpse. Fully realising this problematic nature is the
mast appropriate place to begn indwidual and detailled examinations of each focus-body in
question.

Both Irigwy and Paglia offer volumes of commentary on gender issucs. For the purposes
of this inquiry, I will briefly examine three characteristics that shape their understandings of
gender and then attempt to locate the ‘pregnant corpse’ between these understandings. The
three characteristics I will focus on include: a basic and brief review of their gender theories, a
basic and brief review of ther understandings of motherhood, and findly T will briefly
examine therr understandings of the relationship between gender and writing (calling out).

By way of offering a basic and brief review of Luce Irigray’s understanding of gender, 1
offer her constitutional style commentary on human dignity for women'®. Human dignity
for women means a) stopping the comnercial use of women’s bodies and images, b) valid
representation of women in actions, words, and imags i all public places, and c) stopping
the exploitation of motherhood, a functional part of women, by religious and civil powers
alike. In all of Irigaray’s points of action, the body is implicated. Human digpity for Irigway
is a state in which women’s bodies are honoured. She is seeking to pitch the de-valued

femmine body into a new realm of relaion. Irigaray celebrates difference and cites an

” Ozick, The Shawl. p 2
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inherent difference between male and femak logic which she argues underlies western
thought and has been suprussed by phallocentric principles™!.

Regarding motherhood, as Irigaray s commentary on human dignity for women indicated,
she reacs religious and civil powers as institutions of exploitation regading the maternal
body. Her own undarstanding of motherhood locates the preghant body as the sitc for a new
¢thic of responsibility. In this model the relationship between woman and placenta becomes
a new map or code for a type of relating to the other (the placenta negotiates and reveals the
other), Motherhood to Irigary then envsions the exciting possibility of a realm where

people relate to the other in a whole new context'®

. Irigary and others, notzbly Helene
Cixous', champion aspedific typeof feminine writing. This type of writing is grounded in
the body and the celebrated difference of this body. One writes out of ther body towards
life. In this context writing yourself/story equates to one’s body ‘being heard”'™*.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, Camille Paglia would rather not choke on the
afterbirth, so to speak. In Paglia’s text, Sexuxr! Personae, she reclaims phallocentric

stereoty pes of gender and boldly reinstates themas working truths. On page 9 she writes,

Woman was an idol of belly-magic. She seemed to swell and give birth by her own
law. From the beginning of time, woman has seemed an uncanuy being. Man
honoured but feared her. She was the back maw that has spat him forth and would
devour him anew. Men, bonding together, invented culture as a defence against
female nature. Sky-cult was the most sophisticated step in this process, for its switch
of the creative locus from earth to skyis a shift from belly-magic to head-magic. And
from this defensive head-magic has come the spectacular glory of male civilisation,
~ which haslifted woman with it. The very language and logic modern woman uses to

assail patriarchal culture were the invention of men.

oo Moi, Teril, ed. French Feminist Thought: « Reader. Oxtord; Basil Blackwell, 1987

ot Irigaty, Luce. 4n Ethics of Sexual Difference. London: Athlone Press, 1993,

' Toril. French Feminist Thought: a Reader.

"% Toril, EFrench Feminist Thought: a Reader.

104 Iriparay, Luce. Je, Tu, Nous: Towards a Culture of Sexual Difference. London: Routledge, 1993,
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For Paglia, the body of woman is a chthonian realn: a swanpy, unstable arena that bursts
with its own fatty -slimed tissues from which no matrix can become anything more than a
blood-jelled clot.

Regarding motherhood, Paglia writes:

Woman does not dream of transcendental or historical escape form natural cycle,
since she is that cycle. Her sexual maturity means marriage to the moon, waxing and
waning in lunar phases...She knows there is no free will, since she is not free. She
has no choice but acceptance. Whether she desires motherhood or not, nature yokes

herinto the brute inflexible rhythm of procreative law'™,

Mothethood is not a choie, but a condition to be endwed for better or worse. In this
context, menstrual blood is the *bithmark of orignal sin, the filth that transcendental religion
must wash fromman’ that is remembered each month as woman’s will is defeated again until
shebecomes pregnant which in the best case scenario is a ‘happy sacrifice” and in the worse
case scenario, ‘(the) foetus is a benign tumour, a vampire who steals in order to hve. The so-
called mirade of birth is nature getting her own way ' According to this prescription of
motherhood, mothers and children, specifically sons of mothers, maintain a specific
relaionship in which mothers are fatal. Though mothers give life, ther connection to the
chthonian realm reeks death. Culture, a male invention, is a defence, a safe-hold from the
unstable, organic body thal devours and dissolves, To be caught in the realm of the mother is
to suffer the stidky swamp that constitutes woman’s body: jellied fragments, faity tissue,
placental jelly-fish, aborted membranes and it is in this way par excellence that the mother
blodks freedom from her son, drowning him in his worst nightmarem.

Like Irigaray ’s commentary on gender, writing makes an important appearance in the work

105
16

Paglia, Sexual Personae. p 10.
Paglia. Sexuai Personae. p 10.

07 Paglia. Sexued Personae, p 14
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of Paglia. Paglia understands men as sexual conceptualsers and projectors who ‘ruk art’
because art is his response towad and away from the body of woman'®. This status

nvolves writing,

Male sex is repitition-compulsion: whatever a man writes in the commentary of his

phallic projections must be rewritten again and again'®.

Writing, ‘calling out’, is a male invention. It is the line drawn against mother nature’s
dangerous curves. Woman could not have invented writing because the line, the mark, the
word, is always written agamst her, Furthermore, this writing bears the feature of ‘repitition
compulsion’. Man must confinually re-mscribe his phallic progctionfvord because he must
continually scpaate himself from his slimy orign which is represented by the body of
woman' ",

Irigaray and Paglia sit on opposite ends of the embodiment spectrum and by engaging
these extremes, I would now like to posit the ‘pregnant corpse’ in-between these competing
theories to illustrate the rich complexity of the crisis of re-membering what ‘celebration’
means.

To begm with Irigaray, I will restate her understanding of writing and gender. She argues
for a feinmnine writing that is grounded in the body. In this context, woman writes {rom the
site of her body towads life. This motion equates story and body so that making one’s
story heard is to make one’s body heard. My inquiry agrees with Irigaray that a fundamental
difference between male and femde logk exists and that this difference has been supressed
by historical phallocentric principles. My own understanding of the woman centred
hermenuticd tradition I have traced, seeks to ‘cekbrate’ this differenceas well Like Irigaray,
I toobelieve woman’s body and writing are inherently linked. FHowever, Irigiray writes from

the site of her body towards /jfe. The pregnant corpse, a defmite textual event that signs

s Paglia. Sexual Personae. p 31.
109 Paglia. Sexwal Personce. p 27
o Paglia. Sexual Personae. p 28.
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woman’s own prescriptions for dealing with the crisis of ‘celebration’ as it offers counter-
articulations towards actual working modds of excess for women, disputes this imotion
Irigary champions. The pregant corpse disputes boundaries concerning life and death. This
ability to ‘go beyond’ the normal grid of experience resonates back to the woman centred
hermenutical tradition that it represents in which features of this tradition included disputing
‘supposed ends’ and going beyond narrative boundaries. The pregiant corpse houses the
tension and vioknce of both life and death realms. Indeed she will write from the site of her
body, but not only towads life. Rather, her unique embodiment gives her the expanded
vocibulary to addiess the abyss, the realm that spans life and death. Accordingly, this
disruption by the pregant corpse into Irigiray’s understanding of woman’s body and
writing calls into question her understandings of woman’s body and motherhood by
revealing the complex nature of issues surrounding celebratingproclhiming,

Unlike Irigaray whounderstands women writing towards life, Paglia understands writing
as a male invention that writes against his own death that ultimately must be re-nscribed
repeatedly. In this context the body of woman, which is the thing written agamst, is
repeatedly re-mscribed. To demonstrate the problematic features of Paglia’s undetsianding, I
offer the pregnant corpse body of Rosa, the focus-body I will ‘read’ in The Shaw!. The text
strongly indicates that Rosabecomes pregnant as a result of being raped by SS officers in a
concentration camp'' . As [ stated earlier, Rosa's body is assigned to the realm of death but
does not exclusively belong to this reaim and it is this type of body that is raped. To cntertain
Paglia’s theory, we might understand these men insaribing their phallic projection unto a
death text, the body of Rosa Death fext in this context equates to atype of pulp fiction: the
text meant to stay on the floor of the brothel, the vermin text, the text never meant to be
read. That Rosa becomes a pregnant corpse is not somcthing these phallic projctions
counted on. In this sense, she becomes the page that got away. In other words, the pregnant
corpse becomes the page that reads against Paglia’s understanding of woman’s body and

writing because for Paglia, it 15 woman’s body, an unstable watery ream that is written

"™ Ozick, The Shawl. p 5.
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against because of male fear of death; however, the pregnant corpse writes agamst the nature
boundaries Paglia establishes. In the case of Rosa woman’s body is not so simply confined
to ‘earth cult’. The body traverses the arenas of life and death. To only write against woman
because she represents chthonian nature, literally the bowels of the earth''?, is to miss half
of her territorial span. Accordingly, as the pregnant corpse distupts Paglia’s understanding of
the body and writing, the dy namies of her understandings of woman's body and motherhood
are calkd into question by the demand to review and re-member what ‘celebration” means
for women.

Having posited the condition of the pregiant corpse in-between two embodiment
theories, | have hopad to expose the pregnant body or body that has been pregrant as a rich
and complex modd that signs other articulations towards models of excess for women as it
actively feels and re-members the crisis of what “celebration’ mearns. If the pregnant corpse
as a sign of thc woman centred hermenutical tradition and a modd presently engaged in
dealing with the crisis of celebrationfproclamation does not mean these things, two theories
that represent a rang of embodiment theories, what then does it mean? To begin to answer
this question I will now movcon to examine the focus-bodies in question in a more thorough

exp loration.

2.1 The Shaw!: Introduction

I began this chapter’s disaussion with focusing on the preghant body or body that has
been pregant. This bodily status is not a sign of woman’s biological function but rather a
sign that forges a link to the woman centred hermenutica tradition I traced in biblical
narrative to women’s contemporary fiction. In this sense, the pregrant body or the body
that has been pregnant re-members the woman cenired hernenutica tradition it represents as
it signs a model prescribed by this tradition in which subversive articulations regarding

women and celebration emerge.

i Paglia. Sexual Personae. p 13.
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There are two guiding features that establish the conditions that qualify a body as a
pregnant corpse. The fist feature is that the body in question must be assigned to the realm
of death but not belong to this realm exclusively. The second feature that begins to colour
this unique bodily status emerges when this typeof body is pregnant or this type of body
has been pregnant. This unique condition demands a radical review and/or re-membering of
what ‘celebration’ mears as demonstrated by attempting to place this bodily condition in
known embodiment theories.

The focus body of Rosa in The Shaw! brings the condition of the pregnant corpse into
this narrative fromthe point of view that Rosa moves from the live, normal femmnine bodily
functions into the realm of death where she becomes pregnant and bears a child, Magda. My
goal in the following pages is to ‘read’ Rosa’s bodily condition. To do is to examine a
subversive posture of woman celebrating This posture is signed by the fact that the story of
Rosa is by a woman writing Rosais the manifestation of a woman’s ‘calling(s) out’. In
addiion to this, the specific attention that will be paid to the condition of Rosa is attention
paid to her stomach, the stomach signing the woman centred hermenutica tradition and the
actual crisis of women celebratingproclaiming

As T havejust said, [ will ‘read’ various moments within The Shewl, This ‘reading’ is in
the same spirit of Chapter 2: Reading the Johainine Narrative, in which I engage my own
hermenutica formula for exploring texts and making particular claims. The hermenutical tool
I employ to accomplish this are my own readings of various narrative moments. This
hermenutical method is critical, however it does not require specific academic rules to
montor its movement.

Cynthia Ozid’s The Shawl contains two separate texts that brutally intersect to forma
concentrated and powerful narrative. To begm the following disaussion, I offer this brief
sumumary of the narrative. The first part of The Shaw! is a short story, *The Shawl” (pags
3-12). The second text which forms the second half of the narrative is a novella, ‘Rosa’. The
diptych texts area Holocaustic tale. “The Shawl’ takes place in a concentration camp. A

woman, Rosa, houses her child, Magda, in a shawl while Rosa’s nicee, Stella, a ravenous girl
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of fousteen, looks onto this maternal scene with sadiess and envy. The shawl conoeals
M agda from being fourd out by the camp guards who would certainly kill her as it also
sustains her by providing a type of super-natural form of nourishment that Rosa’s own
body cannot provide. As the shawl sustains and protects Magda it proves to be « brutal
form of security that maintains a devestating sct of conditions that shape life for Magda.
Rosa cannot give the shawl with its hidden bundle away because the reciever may reject it
by dropping it thus kiling Magda. In addition to this, as long as Magda stays within the
realm of the shawl she remains mute. During a camp rolk-call Rosa leaves M agda on a bed in
Lthe bunker quietly nesting under her shawl. Stclla removes the shawl claming that she was
cold thus exposing Magda to the open air. Magda toddles on her ulcerated bones into the
sunlight where she is found by camp guards who murder her by throwing her into a wire
fence. This horrible scenario is completed by Rosa taking the shawl and swallowing it, and
drinking it ‘until it dried’.

In “‘Rosa’ (pages 13-70) the same woman, Rosa Lublin, appears thity years later in a
Miami hotel. The Miam hotel is her home after having to leave New York where she
destroyed her business, a bric and brac shop, with her own hands. She is waiting for Stelia,
her niece living in New York, to return the sacred vestige of Magda’s babyhood to her, the
shawl. Whik waiting for the return of the shaw! she meets ‘Persky’ at a laundry-mat. By a
mis-adventure, Rosa loses a pair of her underwear, an event she views with shame. In
seeking her lost underwear, she has a serks of adventures that pitch her relaionship to the
shawl into its most painful context, thus raising edges of her ‘story’ that constitute a
powerful testimony of experience. ‘Rosa’ ends with the return of the shawl and Rosa’s

‘calling out’ to M agda, her daughter, with whom she maintains an unusual relaionship,

2.2The Shawl Emerges

‘The Shawl” is where we first meet Rosa, the pregnant corpse. The pregnant corpse’s body

buzzes with a tension that herdds the emergence of the shawl, ‘The Shawl’ begins,
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Stella, co]d, cold, the coldness of hell, How they walked on the roads together, Rosa
with Magda curled up between sore breasts, Magda wound up in the shawl.
Sometimes Stella carried Magda. But she was jealous of Magda. A thin girl of
fourteen, toosmall, with thin breast of her own, Stella wanted to be wrapped in the
shawl, hidden away, asleep, rocked by the march, a baby, a round infant in arms.
Magda took Rosa’s nipple, and Rosa never stopped walking, a wailking crade. There
was not enough milk; sometimes Magda sucked air; then she screamed. Stella was

ravenous. Her knees tumours on sticks, her¢lbows chicken bones’.

Upon meeting these bodies walking, immediately the conditions of their breasts come to our
attention: Rosa’s sore bressts and Stella with ‘thin breasts of her own’. Between these sets
of bressts atrocity has causcd a horrible collapse. In Karl Plank’s work, Motker of the Wire
Fence: Inside and Outside the Holocaust'”, he discusses this ty pe of ‘maternity infected by
atrocity ™ ‘Such acts violate our expectation of motherhood, but leave us no ground from
which to understand, let alone jud@’“j. Indeed, it is this type of maternity that conditions
the scene we now face. Stella is fourteen, she is just becaﬁing a woma,; however, the
atrocity of the Holocaust has frozen her in a passage of physical muteness: she cannot go
o to assume her womanly body, nor can she reassume her childhood body. Rosa’s body is
the impotent stalk that hovers between the competing wants of those with whom she
‘walked on the roads together’. The body of the premant corpse camnot provide
nourishment for the two dependants, Magda and Stella. The atrocity of the Holocaust has
collapsed a mother’s ability to nurture and sustain: the body that had passed puberty into
the realm of the cy clic and the seif sufficient now seethes in its own still and hollow dryness.
The anxety that hovers on the dry cdges of the four abandoned breasts and the infant finds

its most devestating articulation in the lack of nourishment. There is no nowishment from

" Ozick. The Shawl. p 3.
1 Plank, Kart A. Mather of the Wire Fence: Inside and Quiside the Holocaust. Westminister John Knox Press, 1994,
" Plank. Mother of the Wire Fence: Inside and Qutside the Holocaust, p 30. 109




the site where we expect it, the maternal body; however, something €lse arises: a super-
natural form of nourishment fromthe shawl which sustains as it simultaneously establishes
brutal conditions for existence.

The shawl becomes the other: the wound of our violated expectations of motherhood.
The shawl maintains three functions as it entars the abandoned habitat of what was a normal
womamly body: it sustains, it is the invocation of a deathly silence, and it is the “choiceless

choice’.

2.3The Shawi: the Sustainer, the Invocation, the Choiceless Choice

The shawl answers the void of the abandoned crevices of Rosa’s flesh left behind as she
passed into the condition of the pregnant corpse. The shawl’s first response to this dry and
brittle landscapc is to be the sustainer. In this context, it sustains by protecting Magda and

nourishingher. The text reads,

The duct-crevice exfinct, a dead voleano, blind eye, chill hole, so Magda took the
corner of the shawl instcad. She sucked and sucked, flooding the threads with
wetness, The shawl’s good flasour, milk of linen. It was a magic shawl, it could
nourish an infant for three days and three nights. Magda did not die, she stayed

alive, although very quietm’.

And

Rosa knew Magda was going to die very soon; she should have been dead already, but

she had been buried away deep inside the magic shawl, mistaken there for the

shivering mound of Rosa’s breasts',

"6 Ozick. The Shawl. pp 4-5.
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Sustaining M agda by nourishing her and protectingher, the shawl proves to be the “foul’
nounsher. Indeed, the second function of the shawl is to be an invocation of a deadly silence.
This invocation of silence is deadly in two senses: it silences Magda, freezing her in the
deathly realm of the non-verbal and when the shawl is taken away from Magda this silent
ban is released and she *speaks’ and accordingly is kilked. Not to speak is to be exiled from

normaley ; it is to be a half-formed being symbolic death:

Ever sinee the drying up of Rosa’s nipples, ever since Magda’s last scream on the
road, Magda had been devoid of any syllable; Magda was a mute. Rosa belicved that
something had gone wrong with her vocal cords, with her windpipe, with the cave of
herlarynx; Magda was defective, without a voice; perhaps she was deaf; there might

be something amiss with herintelligence; Magda was dumb'™,
To spesk is also death: once the shawl] has been removed from Magda,

But now Magda’s mouth was spilling a long vicious rope of clamour. ‘Maaaa’ It was
the first noise Magda had ever sent from her throat since the drying up of Rosa’s
nipples...She saw that Magda was grieving for the loss of her shawl, she saw that
Magda was going to dic. A tide of commands hammered in Rosa’s nipples: Fetch, gef,
bring! butshe didnot knowwhich to go after first, Magda or the shawl. If she jumped
out into the arena to snatch Magda up, the howling would not stop, because Magda
would still not have the shawl; butif she ran back into the barmacks to find the shaw,
andif she found it, and if she came after Magda holding it and shaking it, then she
would get Magda back, Magda would put the shawl in her mouth and turn dumb

. 119
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The shawl, no matter its location, is always the invocation of deadly silence.

The third function of the shawl is that it is the ‘choiceless choice’. The ‘choiceless choice’
is a dilemma that reveals ‘maternity infected by atrocity’ in its most horsific context. The
‘choiceless choice’ describes the vacuum space of the Holocaust where every choke is only
always death. In the words of Plank, ‘Is this choice between two horrors any choice at
all?*®* The shawl as an invocation of a deadly silence most certainly reeks of the horror of
the ‘choiceless choice’; the shawl prevents “calling out’, If Magda were to put the shawl in
her mouth, she would ‘tum dumb agam’ and would not “speak’. That which replaces the
normal function of the maternal breasts, the shawl, alters Magda’s relaionship to langiage;
therefore, the shawl pitches Magda outside the realm of her body: in order to speak, she
must die.

The dilemma of the *choiceless choice’ is also felt as Rosa meditates on possibilities for

saving M agda:

Rosa, floating, dreamed of giving Magda awayin one of the villages. She could leaw
the line for a minute and push Magda into the hands of any woman on the side of the
road Butif she moved out of line they might shoot. And cven if she fled the line for
halfa second and pushed the shawl-bundle at a stranger, would the woman {ake it?
She might be surmised, or afraid; she might drop the shawl, and Magda would {all

outandstrike herheadanddie'®,

To keep Magda means choosing death (deah by SS guards or dcath by the ‘fouf
nourishment of the shawl), to give Magda away means choosing death (Magla andbor her
own). The only choke is death: not hierarchica motions arrange questions; all questions

become the singde answer - death.

2.4 Tasting the Supernatural Depths of the Shawl: the Abysmal Connection

" Plank. Mother of the Wire Fence: Inside and Quiside the Holocanst. p 27.



Rosa has left the normal feminine functions of her body; as she passed into the condition
of the pregnant corpse, a shadow marking and unreturnability to her previous condition as a
normal live-flesh body makes a permanent appearance on the scere. The pregnant corpse
condition of Rosa cannot undo what atrocity has collapsed: the ability to nourish in a normal
live-fleshed way . In the spirit of not being able to function in a live-flesh manner, Rosa does
something quite extraordinay that no live-flesh body could ever do: she consumes the
shawl, tasting its supernatural depths.

Thetext reads,

She (Rosa) only stood, because if she ran they would shoot, and if she et the wolfs
screech ascending now through the ladder of her skeleton break out, they would
shoot; so she took Magda’s shawl and filled her own mouth with it, stuffed it in and
stuffed it in, untif she was swallowing up the wolfs screech and tasting the
cinnamon and almond depth of Magda’s saliva; and Rosa drank Magda’s shawl until

it dried"™,

Rosa’s fantastic swallowing is the response to the death of Magda whose ‘feahered round
head and her pencil legs and ballonish belly and zigzag arms splashed against the fence...'?".
The significance of Rosa’s gesture beghs to be sensed in Plank’s own commentary regarding

motherhood within concentration camps:

The very factof the fence’s two sides had, in one sense, already effected her release
of the child and set her at a distance. It docs not seem, however, to have overcome a
manifest will to accompany, Although the mother cannot finally surpass the harrer,

she acts to establish a presence that joins te the forbidden edge. As noted in other

'_21 Ozick. The Shawl p 4.
"2 Qick. The Shawt. p 12.
" Ozick. The Shawl p 12.
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instances, it is possible for her to despair or to turn away. She does nof. She speaks.
She gestures. In these acts she freights the moment with a tangence that touches the

other side'**,

Rosa’s stuffing of the shawl into her mouth is the gesture that ‘towches the other side’. It is
the pregnant corpsc that can weather the violence of such a fantastic “stuffing’, and it is the
pregiant corpseé which maintains the extra-sensory abifity to taste the ‘cinnamon and
almond depth of Magda’s saliva’. The pregnant corpse can do these things because its
condition erases boundaries between life and death; the condition of the pregnant corpse is to
span the abyss — to inhabit freely (though not painlessly) the reaim that exists past imposed
boundaries. It is in this sense that the ‘pregnant’ feature of the pregnant corpse recdls the
stomach which signs the woman centred hermenuticd tradition. What is the result of this

ability to spantheabyss? Theresult is a subversive celebratory posture.
2.5 FTwo Lost Things: the Shawl and the Underpants

We leave the site of the fantastic swallowing to re-visit the character of Rosa Lublin thirty

years later, ‘a madwoman and a scavenger’, living in a resilential motel in Florida'™

Again,
we re-neet those who ‘walked on the roads together’. Then, the dry crevices of breasts
collapsed by atrocity screeched through the text. Returning to those same breasts thirty
years later, the screeching remains, caught in the hell-hot air of a roasting Florida. Rosa is
waiting for Stella to retun the sacred vestige of Magda’s babyhood'?® - the shawl.

Immediately, within ‘Rosa’ two things are lost: the shawl and Rosa’s underpants'?’

. In
order Lo arrive at the subversive celebratory posture inherent within this tale, we must first
chart the mis-advenfure of the fost underwear until the underwear intersects with the other

lost thing: the shawl,
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2.6 The Underwear Pilgrimage

Rosamakes the scorching joumey to the laundry -mat where she meets Persky, a Polish-
American, In extreme counter-distinction to the character of Rosa Persky is the essence of
{riendliness and flittation. Rosa rebuffs Persky’s advances. This series of rebulfs; however,
in no way deletes Persky ’s presence within the narmative; not only does she leam his story,
he leams parts of hers. After returning from Persky’s company, Rosa discovers that a pair
of her underpants are missing, ‘An old womanr who coukin’t even hang on to her own
underwear' . Rosa believes Persky, ‘a sex maniac;, had them in his possession; however,
she begins a pilgimage of seeking the lost underwear as the tension of Persky’s perversion
prevades her quest.

Rosabegns her pilgimage of finding the lost underwear in the residential motd where she

lives,

To retrieve, to reprieve. Nothing in the elevator; in the lobby, nothing. She kept her

head down. Nothing white glimmered up'®.

She moves on to search the road,
The whole day’s burning struck upward like a moving weight from the sidewalk.
Rosa’s nostrils and lungs were cautious: burning molasses air. Her underpants were

notin the road"",

Her pilgiimage lead her to trash cans,

%7 Ozick. The Shawi. p 33
% Ozick. The Shawl. p 33.
" Ozick. The Shawl. p 33.
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Dented garbage barrels, empty near the curh Pants already smouldering in ash
heap, among blackened tomato cans, kitchen scrapings, conflagarations of old

magazines' .
not finding them she remembers the laundry-mat,

Or: a simple omission, an accident, never fransferred never removed. Ovedooked,
Persky unblemished The Laundry-mat was locked up for the night, with a metal

accordian gate stretched across the door and windows'*%,
Her pilgrimage then leads her to a newspaper store,

Persky might have bought his paper there. Suppose later in the day he had come

down for an afternoon paper, her pants in his pocket, and dropped the m?'*,
Rosa’s pilgimage now takes a poighant turn,

If someone wanted to hide — to hide, notdestroy ~ a pair of underpants, where would
he put them? under the sand Rolled up and buried. She thought what a weight of
sand would feel like in the crotch of her pants, wet and heavy sand, still hot from the
day. In herroom it was hot, hot all night. No air..She came to a gate; a motded heach
spread behind it. It belonged to one of the big hotels. The latch opened...In the dark,
in silhouette, the towered hotel roofs held up their merdless teeth, Impossible that
any architect pleasurably dreamed these teeth..The sand was littered with

bodies...Her pants were under the sand or else packed hard with sand, like a piece of
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torso, a broken statue, the human groin detached, the whole soul gone, only the Ioins
left for kicking by strangers..When she came back to the gate, the latch would not
budge. A cunning design, it trapped the trespasser. She gazed up, and thought about

climbing; but there was barbed wire on topm.

Rosa’s pilgrimage does not lead to the finding of the underwear. Her lost possession
cannot be found where she lives, in the street, in the frash, in the laundry -mat, or in the news
shop. Her underwear haunts none of these domans. Moving towards the hot sand, her
pilgimage scene invokes another familiar scere: life within a concentration camp: barbed
wire, anony mous architects of death, mounds of bodies, hot burning coals of incineration. It
is the beach that recalls the concentration camp, the sitc of the loss of her daughter, that the
underpants intersect and powerfully meet the shawl in a moment of the utmost relevance,
Her pants under the sand are like ‘the human groin detached, the whole soul gone’. The gross
and humourous imag of an old lady’s shapeless missing undarwear is a powerful image of
the other lost thing: the shawl.

2.7The Lost Things Re-member One Another

Rosa’s underwear are a sign of her genitalia, the most intimate part of a woman’s
anatomy, It is her underwcar, the sign of genttalia which re-members woman’s non-
negoliable relaionshp to langiage as manifested by her bodily status, which she has lost:
she has lost access to that which maitains her relgionship to langiage. Rosa was able to
swallow the shawl by her pregnant corpse condition which enabled her to exceed normal
boundaries. This fantastic gesture changed her relatioship to langiage: the shawl became part
of her body and it is the body that establishes how woman ‘calls out’ in any way. To be
apart from the shawi is to be isolated from langiage. It is to be unable to testify because the

subversive articulations of what ‘celebration’/ proclamation” means is rendered unavailable.

2 Qzick. The Shawl. p 47,
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The lost underpants, then, intersect with the shawl: the two together become a powerful
sign of her unique relationship to langiage. Rosa’s seaich for the underpants is a pilgimage

because she is seeking to re-member her aby smal connections by which she can speak.
2.8 The Upwards Motion of Woman’s Celebratory Posture
After Rosa’s pilgrimage,

In the morning, washing her face — it was swollen, nightmares like weeds, the bulb of

hernose pale — Rosa found, curled inside a towel, the missing underwear™™,

Within moments of this discovery, Rosareceives the shawl sent from Stella.

Rosa writes to Magda. Thetext tells us that ‘the room was littered with these letters™®.
These letters however litter the room; they remain unsent, inactivated until the found
underwear and shawl meet, re-member Rosa’s connection to the abysmal, and restore
Magda’s presence. Recaling the image of M agda’s feathered head as the gramy voices of the
barbed wire popped her ballooned belly, we know Magda is dcad. However, the letters to
Magda present another picture; one in which Magda is a grown, successful woman or
sometimes a shy pubescent young lady. In other places however, Rosa seeks to tell Persky
that she was a mother™’. The point is not to qualify Magda as eitber living or dead, but to
reiterate that Rosa’s bodily condition by which she cannot return to normal live-flesh
functions allows her to span the abysmal distances between life and death, past normal
imposed boundaries.

From the in-descrep ancics regarding M agda’s status, however, a subversive celebratory
posture emeiges; through these cracks we must begn fo look upwards to take m what this

posture looks like Rosa’s story that ‘can’t be told’, is signed by these in-discrepancics so

" Ozick. The Shawl. pp 47-48.

% Ouick. The Shaw!. p 61.
¥ Ozick. The Shawl. p 14.
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that to tell Rosa’s story is to tell several stories at once It is to tell the story of Magda’s
simultancous death and life. As [ read Rosa’s story I cannot proclaim it under the
vocebulary ceiling of what ‘celebration’ means traditionally. I requirc a subversive
articulation that allows me to celebrate/proclam not froma grounded focus, but from several
locuses at once this is what is required by the body-text that spams life and death.
Encountering Rosa’s story, not only am I encountering a subversive celebratory posture, 1
am participating in the proliferations of these postures.

The shawl and underwear returned, M agda filk Rosa’s room with her presence (a lovely

girl of sixteenm), allof Rosa’s letters activated, sent, delivered. The phone then rings,
* — Mr. Persky: should he come #p or would she come down?’

‘He’s used to crazy women, so fet him come up,’

Shy, she (Magda) ran from Persky.

Magda was awaym.

To take in the full view of the subversive celebratory posture inherent within this body-
text is to look/come up. To not do 50 is to say that this story is “unreadable’. Celebration for
women means that as we call out in any way we not only exceed imposed boundaries by
proclaimingthe ope story, we tell multip le stories simultancously.

3.1 Condusion: The End (The Beginning)

Throughout this inquiry I have maintained multiple discourses on scveral levels,

7 Ozick. The Shawl. p 59.
% Ozick, The Shawl, p 64,
™ Ozick. The Shawl. p 70,
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occasionally acknowledging the dangers in doing so. Woman, who is naturally ordained and
therefore maintains a unique relaionship with ‘calling(s) out’, houses the natural response to
go past imposed boundaries; therefore, the ‘danger’ in not honouring rhetorical convention
was in the spinit of what proves to be the answer to the question: sow does reading and
writing become a celebratory act for women?

How does reading and writing become a celebratory act for women? Reading and writing
become celebratory acts for women when ‘celebration’ expands to traverse the distances that
awoman’s body travels regularly. For women, celebration means proclaiming ot calling out
in any way to tell multiple stories at once ~ in much the same way that this inquiry has
maintained multiple dialogues on several levels, using multiple metaphoss to carry across
dialogues.

The severed femmine body within Detweiler’s notion of ‘religious reading’ and the
femmine bodies of the fourth gospel read, write and interpret amyway. These subversive
callings out find ther fragnented manifestation in the posture of St. Mary Magdalen, Under
her bublbous robe, the profoundly untraditional (by phallocentric standards) beast squirms.
The lengh that such a posture traverses — what is known (traditiond cxpectations of the
figure of Mary Magdalen) to that which is past what is known (the hidden swan in union)
can weather the fragmented references to the subversive subaitture of women reading,
writing and interpreting anyway. Mary Magdalen, our central guide throughout this inquiry,
leans and becomes one with text: the text is a part of her posturc and it is her posture whidch
presents to us her body. This text, signed by her posture, is not one story, but many;
indeed, it is her posture which collects the fragnented texts of so many othe femining
bodics. To look away from woman’s celebratory posture is to refuse to hear'see womm
textually and physically.

With Rosa we encounter the celebratory posture that Mary M agdalen represents. Here is
woman mairtaining this posture. ‘Reading’ Rosa is lo take that which this inguiry had
discussed and to see and hear it. Rosa leave us with the wisdom of this posture when she

tells the operator, ‘He’s usedto crazy women, so let him ¢ome up’. This statement is not a

133




comical stalement — indeed, in no way is it haphazard and to assume it as simple is to not
hear and not see. Her statement 15 a host of storics; it represents a multitude of testimonies,
some conflicting and some not, that pitch the moment into the desire and pain that living
truly requires.

‘.50 let him come up’ signs the upward spiraling motion that woman’s celebratory
posture maintains, It is at once a beautiful and powerful affrmation of woman’s textual and
physical situation. Findly, it is an invitation to all who truly seek to read, write and

interpret, to call out, indeed — to celebrate fo celebrate.
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