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For Mum and Dad 

" . . . how can you repay what they have given to you?" 
—Sirach 7:28 





Preface 

The move to use cross-cultural anthropology in New Testament Studies has 
been one of the most important developments of this generation. The cultural 
gap that exists between the interpreted and the interpreter has at last taken 
centre stage, and the profound differences between cultural values in one 
place and another has been given due recognition. To understand the 'other' 
not as a 'native' or 'stranger' but as a fellow human being, born into a 
different social situation, also provides salutary reading for understanding 
cultural differences in our contemporary situation. Not least, since the world 
was rocked by the events of September 11th 2001. To understand the value 
and 'honour' of another is central if we are to understand the assumptions that 
underlie and inform their actions. The study of people (ethnography) and their 
values may therefore hold promise for development far beyond the parameters 
of this particular study, and the social-scientific programme that informs it. 

This book constitutes, as most books do, the end of a long, varied, at times 
difficult, but ultimately rewarding journey. Many who have implicitly 
contributed to the project are not named here, but as space allows, only those 
who have directly helped me in my work. Gratitude must first be expressed to 
Mohr Siebeck Publishing House for acceptance of my book and their efficient 
guidance in bringing it to print. In particular, I would like to thank Prof. Dr 
Jorg Frey and Dr Henning Ziebritzki for their invaluable recommendations 
and advice. I am also grateful to the respective editors of Theology in 
Scotland and The Catholic Biblical Quarterly for permission to use sections 
of articles I published in their journals as the basis for parts of this volume. 

This book is a slightly revised version of my doctoral thesis, submitted to 
the University of Exeter, United Kingdom, in 2002. I am indebted to the 
University of Exeter for financing my project with a Postgraduate Research 
Scholarship, and to my supervisor, Dr David Horrell, for his astute direction. 
It has been a delight and privilege to work with him and I am honoured to 
count him as my friend. I am also thankful to the examiners of the thesis, Dr 
Edward Adams and Dr Donald Murray for their positive reception of my 
project and their constructive pointers for editing. Thanks are also due to Dr 
Mario Aguilar for his constant encouragement and reading my work "as an 
anthropologist" and Dr Fern Clarke who gave constructive feedback on an 
earlier draft of this work. Prof. David Catchpole first sparked my fascination 
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with New Testament Studies and his continued interest in my work has also 
been greatly valued. 

I have benefited from many discussions with my colleagues over the last 
three years at St Andrews University, Faculty of Divinity. Prof. Ronald Piper, 
Prof. Richard Bauckham and Dr Bruce Longenecker have all been stimulating 
New Testament sparring partners. Also thanks to Prof. Philip Esler who 
(whilst I'm not sure may agree with me on many points) exudes infectious 
enthusiasm for social-scientific criticism and heartens everyone, including 
myself, working in this area. 

Thanks are also due to those who know me best, Poul Guttessen and 
Sharon Jebb Smith - two of life's most delightful people - for their unstinting 
support. Also to Dan Morgan for his joie de vivre and Dr Nathan MacDonald, 
Dr Robert Blackwood and Stephanie Smith for their friendship. The entire 
community of St Mary's College, Faculty of Divinity, should also be thanked. 
They welcomed me into their ranks and provided an inspiring and vibrant 
environment in which to work and grow. I am also grateful to my family who, 
across the years, have watched with interest this project unfold, most 
particularly Anne and Derek Fleet, Fred and Jean Gibson, Tracey, Jonathan 
and Thomas Lewis, Pat and Arthur Prowse, Judith, John, Hannah and Sam 
Yeo. 

Most of all I would like to pay special tribute to my Mum and Dad, not 
least for proof reading the manuscript. Without their love, humour and 
unstinting belief in me, I would never have dreamt I could begin, leave alone 
endure the adventure that has culminated in this book. They know more than 
anyone what this project has meant to me. They should also know that I could 
not have done it without them. It is fitting therefore that with love and humble 
thanks for everything, I fondly dedicate An Ethnography of the Gospel of 
Matthew to them. 

Lent 2003 Louise Joy Lawrence 
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Part One 

Introduction 

To do something interdisciplinary it is not enough to 
choose a subject (a theme) and gather around it two or 
three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists in creating a 
new object that belongs to no one. 

—Roland Barthes, Jeune Chercheurs 

In recent years social-scientific methods have impacted New Testament 
Studies in a number of ways.1 One of the most influential wings of this 
interdisciplinary movement has been promoted by Bruce Malina's cross-
cultural modelling project.2 Malina's central contention is that cross-cultural 
insights constructed from anthropological studies of Mediterranean 
communities can help North American and European exegetes to appreciate 
the strange culture of the ancient (and modern) Mediterranean. 

Following Malina's lead, many other scholars have since accepted his 
complement of models as encapsulating normative characteristics of the 
ancient Mediterranean world. The values of honour and shame are seen as 
core value concerns of Mediterranean people. Other models commonly 
utilised include an anti-introspective conception of the self. This model 
contends that public manifestation of the self, rather than private conscience, 
is appreciated and developed. The agonistic or competitive environment of the 
Mediterranean world is also accentuated and the correlate model of limited 
good is acknowledged as the major cognitive orientation of such cultures. A 
model of dyadic personality is used to contrast the individualism of our North 
American and European traditions with the collective traditions of the 
Mediterranean. Also, the sexual division of labour that entails different roles 
and values for the respective sexes is emphasised. Taken together, Malina 
claimed these models provided a coherent and integrated cultural script with 

1 For an overview of methods see Horrell 1999; Tidball 1983; Osiek and Balch 1992; 
Holmberg 1990; Elliott 1993; Scroggs 1983; Van Aarde and Van Staden 1991; Joubert 1991. 

2 Malina 1981; 1986a; 1993a. 
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which one could navigate and understand the high-context3 texts constituting 
the New Testament. 

Malina's magnum opus, The New Testament World, was re-released in 
2001 for a third time since its original publication over twenty years ago 
(1981). Lightly edited (with two additional chapters) this edition confirms that 
the models originally constructed continue to enjoy normative status4 for 
those working within this area.5 The self-declared aim of those using the 
models remains, in alignment with Malina's original vision, to understand 
"how and why people thought, behaved, and spoke the way they did" and 
"how and why these modes of action and communication made sense within 
the cultural parameters of the ancient Mediterranean".6 Malina is without 
doubt, an innovative, creative and courageous scholar who has changed the 
map of New Testament scholarship. He boldly went into new disciplinary 
fields that few had ventured into and definitively questioned the long-held 
assumption that cultural difference was something to which lip service was 
paid but which practically had little impact on exegesis. His book, though 
relatively short, made a compelling and effective case and the dialogue 
initiated between biblical studies and cross-cultural anthropology has since 
birthed a number of creative research projects, including my own. 

Whilst Malina's project is a 'great' amongst New Testament developments 
of this generation, it has not, in recent years, been without its critics. Whilst 
few question the central assumption of acknowledgement of cross-cultural 
difference through use of anthropology and literary sources of the time, many 
have felt increasingly uncomfortable with some of the broad brush methods 
that appear, to some, to be endemic to the methodology proposed. For this 
reason, I seek here to constructively engage with Malina's cross-cultural 
modelling project with reference to a single text, Matthew. I also investigate 
an avenue of research that links reading of literary texts with current insights 

3 High context societies constitute situations where "people have been socialized into 
widely shared ways of perceiving and acting; therefore, much can be assumed." (Malina 
2001b, 2). 

4 Herzog has recently stated that "Bruce Malina is more than an isolated scholar, he is a 
leading voice in a movement in biblical studies" (Herzog 2001, x). "The Bible of the Malina 
School" is a rather pejorative term used for Malina's work in a critical review of those 
seeking to make constructive use of Malina's insights (Bauckham 1998b, 250). 

5 This is confirmed in the recent publication of a Festschrift for Malina (Pilch 2001). I 
would not wish to submit that all scholars using Malina's models do so in exactly the same 
form he originally proposed (important developments have been made by some in their 
application). Nevertheless, it is true to say that the central elements of the models have had 
enduring status in New Testament Studies. 

6 Elliott 1993,67. 
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from anthropology (literary ethnography). I wholeheartedly affirm the use of 
anthropology to overcome cultural difference in biblical interpretation and 
thus view those positively utilising social-scientific insights from 
anthropology as allies of my cause. However, I am also aware that the very 
important contributions made in this area risk being overlooked if constant 
development and innovation in response to critique does not occur. 

The study is presented in two parts. Part I sets out first to examine six 
selected applications of the honour and shame 'model' (and its related 
dimensions) and second, to construct the methodological foundations for the 
following ethnographic study. It is shown that honour and shame as currently 
defined can be verified in places but the actual methodology of model 
application can make it difficult to account for variation or flexibility within 
these values.7 Anthropology has of course always held empirical and 
theoretical dimensions in tandem. Fieldwork is often predicated upon a 
theoretical basis or the testing of an abstracted generalisation. If this were not 
the case, all anthropological research would necessarily be relative and 
specific, with no hope of drawing constructive conclusions as regards cultural 
difference. However the stress in biblical studies on the utility of these 
generalised abstractions often means the individual aspects of different texts 
and cultures can be overlooked. When the text seems opposed to the 
abstracted model, it often leads the interpreter to label it counter-cultural — a 
conclusion recently reached in relation to Matthew's Gospel.8 

As a supplement to the use of models (general abstractions), an 
ethnographic research methodology (empirically based) will be delineated. It 
is of course reiterated here that the people of the Bible cannot be studied by 
the participation method of most traditional fieldwork but are only accessible, 
however imperfectly, through the medium of texts. The recent literary turn in 
anthropology has proved central in this respect. In contrast to the symbolic 
anthropology enterprise typified by Clifford Geertz which sought to read 
cultures metaphorically as texts,9 a wing of anthropology which now seeks to 
peep over the native's shoulder and read indigenous literature to gain insider 
pictures of individuals is outlined. Through such texts, the anthropologist can 
often gauge diversity within communities (not least by literature's ability to 
comment and portray hidden, internal thoughts), development of social 
memory and fluidity in social patterns. 

7 Gerald Downing's recent comment that "it has been all too easy for social 
anthropologists' models to be imposed on the ancient sources, rather than deployed 
heuristically as research tools" (2000, 13) is, it seems, in part correct. 

8 Neyrey 1998a, 227. 
9 Geertz 1973,452. 
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Whilst literary and social-scientific approaches have, in some instances, 
been rather passively coupled in biblical studies (the abstracted model is often 
'applied' to the particular literary world studied) I will contend that both 
approaches should be actively engaged. To this end, Mikhail Bakhtin, a 
theorist used widely in both literary and social-scientific circles has proved 
particularly valuable.10 Attuned to the construction and production of culture 
in particular interactions, Bakhtin highlights the importance of diverse social 
voices (heteroglossia) representing different status and ideological groups and 
the complex responses of utterances to another (dialogism) in specific 
interactions. His perspective prioritises the identification of plural value 
systems inherent within the social scale and gives credence to the fact that 
individuals often live in a nexus of multiple social value options 
simultaneously. Bakhtin's notion of society (in which literary texts have an 
important part to play) is therefore marked by fluidity, diversity, individual 
choice and open-ended interactions. Whilst acknowledging 'general' 
characteristics of a society (formulated by abstractions) the micro-level 
instances of social exchange should also feature in exegesis and be allowed to 
accordingly impact on future abstraction. 

Part I finally documents features of Matthew's literary world (its field, 
informants and dialogic dimensions). This includes a brief listing of 
characters (informants) both elite and non-elite and their contribution to the 
speech within the gospel. It is seen from this that Matthew's world affords a 
significant amount of its script to non-elite characters, and this opens up the 
possibility that this world will be one in which different values will be 
potentially observable. I also introduce the social dialogism of the first 
century context by citing diverse ancient voices at this point. These voices 
constituting the social ecology of the time (including selected philosophical 
traditions of the ancient world, ancient historical data relating to the non-elite 
and the religious traditions of Judaism) do not seem to subscribe to the 
abstracted honour and shame model as currently defined. It is proposed that 
the designation of all cited evidence as counter-cultural may overlook in 
Bakhtinian terms, the inherent diversity and dialogic nature of concepts such 
as honour, shame and virtue. 

Part II begins ethnography proper. Each of the chapter divisions in Part II 
is respectively representative of five major interests in ethnography: Power, 
Religious Practice, Exchange, Kinship, Gender and Social Stratification. 
These ethnographic themes have been coupled for critical evaluation with 
dimensions of the honour and shame model. These couplings are as follows: 

1 0 Bakhtin 1968; 1981; 1984; 1986; 1990. 
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Ethnographic Interest Mediterranean Model 

Power 

Religious Practice 

Exchange 

Kinship 

Anti-Introspective Mediterranean Self 

Agonistic Interaction and Challenge-

Riposte 

Limited Good 

Dyadic Personality and Collectivist 

Culture 

Gender and Social Stratification Sexual Division of Labour 

Taking Bakhtin's notion seriously, that culture is observable and 
constructed through particular interactions, the gospel narrative situations 
have been accordingly segregated in reference to each theme (see Appendix 
1). This comprises an important methodological development in this study. In 
contrast to a schematic reading of the gospel through the lens of 
Mediterranean models, here in-depth readings of particular interactions 
presented within the gospel world are assessed on their own terms, before 
comparative material is brought to bear on research. Thus both micro 
(empirical) and macro (abstraction) levels of analysis are given due attention. 
My selection of passages is not meant to imply that these are only important 
in reference to the theme or model under review. Rather the physical 
limitations of the project do not allow for detailed investigation of all the 
narrative situations in reference to all the themes. 

Each chapter in Part II follows the same ethnographic scheme. First, an 
elucidation of the dimension of the honour and shame model under review 
and an explanation of why it has been coupled with a particular ethnographic 
theme. Second, data collection from character interactions in Matthew's world 
will seek to confirm or question the model by a close reading of the text. 
Third, theoretical and comparative sources, involving the citation of relevant 
ethnographic and ancient evidence, will seek to provide other voices with 
which to compare the reading of Matthew's constructed world and critically 
evaluate the model under review. Finally, the ethnographic reading will be 
discussed and tabulated. 

Whilst this book's tone may at times seem critical of the model proposed 
and defended by various social-scientific critics, it is true to say that the vision 
of my project has always been to further the cause of the use of 
anthropological insights in New Testament interpretation. I continue to accept 
that Malina's mandate of recognising cross-cultural difference through 
constructive use of anthropology remains one of the most powerful ways for 
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exegetes to experience a 'cultural shock' in interpretation." I also affirm the 
use of generalised abstractions, but modify their use by giving supreme 
importance to specific data acquired by empirical research. This may in turn 
qualify or change generalised theories. 

Ultimately this study offers, as all ethnographic reports do, a presentation 
of what must be termed only fragmentary truth.12 It takes its agenda from an 
engagement with cross-cultural modelling and the perspective it draws is 
dictated by this position. It is also acknowledged that Matthew's constructed 
world can only inform my thick reading13 in its literary form; the researcher is 
bound to the text itself and the specific construction of reality that emerges 
from it. 

Nevertheless, the interaction between disciplines seeks to render this 
project legitimately interdisciplinary - emulating and respecting the research 
traditions of those with which it works. It is hoped that the following 
discussion will also hold promise for anyone who wishes to creatively engage 
diverse disciplinary resources for the task in hand. As Malina did over twenty 
years ago, the spirit of this book also urges others to reject choosing a theme 
and uncritically gathering around it two or three sciences. It rather encourages 
them to produce creative readings that could be usefully read in a number of 
disciplinary contexts and in so doing, also create "an object that ultimately 
belongs to no one". 

11 The fact that I have sought to develop an ethnographic method that incorporates 
contemporary anthropological analysis and Mediterranean fieldwork confirms this. 

12 Clifford and Marcus 1986, 42. 
13 A play on Geertz's term "thick description", an endeavour in which anthropologists 

attempt to describe the webs of symbolic meaning that constitute a particular culture (1973, 
3-30). Whilst the term encapsulates the direction of this project (a reading of Matthew's 
literary world), subsequent discussion does not endorse the whole spirit of Geertz's symbolic 
project, nor its penchant for neat and holistic pictures of cultural forms and life. 



Chapter 1 

Honour, Shame and Biblical Interpretation: 
The Story So Far... 

Owing to the pioneering research of Bruce Malina and other members of The 
Context Group1 who have adopted and variously employed his insights, 
honour and shame have been firmly placed on the biblical scholar's agenda.2 

At one time such concerns seemed peripheral,3 but Malina's project 
encouraged, even demanded attention to be paid to cross-cultural difference.4 

A case for the applicability of cross-cultural models in general, and honour 
and shame in particular, has been made by a chorus of scholars who now seek 
to use or accept these values as representative models of both authors and 
readers of the biblical texts they seek to interpret. 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and document representative 
applications of the honour and shame model within biblical interpretation, and 
to illustrate the various differences between methodologies in the sample. As 
a largely North American development, constructive use of the models 
produced has been mainly confined to English speaking scholarship.5 

Accordingly six scholars' approaches have been selected for this task. First, 
Bruce Malina's pioneering modelling of the Mediterranean world; second, 

1 These are a group of scholars, making constructive use of cross-cultural models in 
exegesis. There has been a special meeting for 'Social Science and New Testament 
Interpretation' at the Society of Biblical Literature meetings since 1983. The journal Semeia 
devoted an entire issue in 1996 to honour and shame (Sem 68). 

2 The immediate focus of the Context Group is macrosociological. Namely, it seeks to 
construct models of general dynamics of circum-Mediterranean society, and posits 'scenario 
models' which provide a mediating point for the contemporary exegete. 

3 W. R. Smith (1889) did refer to the value of honour in his Lectures on the Religion of 
the Semites and J. Pedersen considered 'honour', 'shame' and 'name' as important elements 
of the ancient Israelite cultural milieu (1963, 213-44). Despite these significant exceptions 
however, biblical exegesis in general, and New Testament interpretation in particular, 
remained largely unaffected by such interests. 

4 An important stimulus in this area was Pitt-Rivers' reading of Genesis (1977a). 
5 English texts have however been translated into a number of languages. Those 

publishing new research on cultural anthropology and the New Testament, in languages other 
than in English include Guijarro 1993; 1994; 1995; 1996a; 1996b; 1998; Moxnes 1994; Pesce 
1990; 1994a; 1994b. 
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Vernon K. Robbins' social and cultural texture of texts; third, David deSilva's 
honour discourse; fourth, Timothy Laniak's socio-literary reading; fifth, Barth 
Campbell's classical rhetorical reading; and sixth, Jerome Neyrey's 
anthropological and ancient historical reading. The various strengths and 
weaknesses of each will be considered, before cumulative conclusions 
regarding the utility of the range of projects are documented. A threefold 
critique of the methodologies will then be offered. This comprises problems 
regarding (i) Research Methodology, (ii) Outdated Views of Culture and 
(iii) Reification. On account of these weaknesses, it will be argued that a 
revised perspective from which to consider 'cultural values' presented within 
biblical texts is needed. 

1.1 Honour and Shame in Biblical Studies 

1.1.1 Bruce Malina: Modelling the Mediterranean World 
Bruce Malina forged the enterprise to utilise cultural anthropology in biblical 
interpretation and established honour and shame as pivotal core values6 in the 
world of the early Christians. His 1981 work The New Testament World: 
Insights from Cultural Anthropology (reissued in 1993 and 2001) has become 
the subsequent benchmark for all such discussion within biblical studies. 
Malina highlighted anthropology's sensitivity to anachronism (the 
representation of something as existing other than at its proper time) and 
ethnocentrism (interpreting other cultures from one's own perspective), and 
consequent assistance in allowing the strangeness of the Mediterranean world 
to surface.7 His guiding premise was that a deep gulf, initiated at the time of 
the Industrial Revolution, separated Western (post)-modernity from the 
Mediterranean ancient world. He submitted that this divide could only be 
crossed with the aid of appropriate cross-cultural comparisons, where the 
differences between the social context of the interpreter and the interpreted 
became apparent. 

His methodological endeavour to overcome the incommensurability 
between the cultures of the interpreter (biblical scholar) and interpreted (the 
people originally producing and reading the biblical texts) was accomplished 
by abstraction and model use. Given that the New Testament was fashioned in 
the eastern Mediterranean, Malina based his models on the study of advanced 
agrarian societies from that area. Such models dealt with stable elements 

6 Pivotal values are those expected in all human interactions, Malina and Pilch 1993, xix. 
7 Malina 1993a. 
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of the region that have, he asserted, endured from ancient times.8 

Mediterranean anthropology is accessible to the interpreter and is assumed to 
correlate at least in part with ancient Mediterranean contexts and situations. 
This abstraction in turn provides the raw material for the construction of a 
model that seeks to define cultural characteristics of the ancient 
Mediterranean world. The process can be figuratively presented as follows: 

Antiquity 

Biblical 
Interpreter 

Line of 
Distinction 
Between Contexts 

Fig 1. Malina's Abstraction and Modelling 

Applying this methodology to John Peristiany's 1965 edited work, Honor and 
Shame: The Values of a Mediterranean Society,9 Malina encountered honour 

8 Malina postulated desiderata for a good social scientific model for biblical 
interpretation. These can be summarised as follows: (i) Similarities should be established so 
that legitimate abstraction can take place, (ii) The model should be abstracted from situations 
and experiences that can be compared with what we know of the biblical world, (iii) The 
features of the model should be agreeable to practitioners of social-scientific disciplines 
(1983a, 22). 

9 Peristiany 1965. 
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and shame as "The two poles of social evaluation . . . the reflection of the 
social personality in the mirror of social ideals."10 Whilst Peristiany et al. did 
not seek to provide a unified model or indeed be explicitly comparative11 their 
work became the main wellspring from which Malina's original conception of 
honour was constructed. Honour denoted the socially approved and expected 
attitudes and behaviour in areas where power, sexual status and religion 
intersect. Accordingly, honour comprised two basic and balancing elements: 
the assertion of worth and the acknowledgement of that worth by others. 
Malina also identified two main sources of honour. First, ascribed honour 
referring to status which comes from birth and second, acquired honour 
referring to esteem earned by an individual or group by deeds of heroism or 
verbal challenge.12 In a structural functionalist vein Malina submitted that the 
purpose of honour was "to serve as a sort of social rating which entitled 
people to interact in specific ways with his or her equals, superiors, and 
subordinates according to the prescribed cultural cues of the society".13 Since 
shame was dependent on views of the group, it was claimed to function as a 
measure of social sanction in the kin based collective social structure of the 
Mediterranean. 

Also presented in Malina's volume were models that were integrally linked 
to the pivotal model of honour and shame. These related models (briefly listed 
in the introduction) are summarised as follows: 

Anti-Introspective Self: As honour is predominantly dependent on the 
opinions and estimations of others, people within an honour culture are 
outwardly (publicly) orientated rather than internally orientated (shame-
based rather than guilt-based).14 As a result, people afford little 
significance to individual consciousness and thought. 
Agonistic Interaction and Challenge-Riposte: Cultures that hold honour as 
their core value, are inherently competitive (agonistic).15 Accordingly, 
males defending their honour in public engage in a social confrontation 
known as challenge-riposte, in which an evaluating audience accords 
honour to one or other of the participants. Challenges can be both positive 
(gift giving) and negative (insults) but in all instances demand some sort of 
response on the part of the person challenged. 

10 Peristiany 1965, 21. 
11 Davies states, "It is a constant theme that Mediterraneanists have failed in their plain 

duty to be comparative and to produce even the most tentative proposition concerning 
concomitant variations." (1977, 5). 

12 Malina 1993a, 33-34. 
13 Malina 1981,47. 
14 Malina 2001a, 58; Malina and Neyrey 1996. 
15 Malina 2001a, 33. 
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