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Abdract: Traditional pedagogyoften assumes that theteacher comes with all knowledge
that mug then bedeposted in the headsof the students. Performancae Criticism offersa
teaching strategy that moves power relationshipsin the classroomtoward mutuality asit
respects the Chodyof knowledgedthatall bring to class. Based on a specific course that
hetaught Ruge Jones argues for Performance Criticism asa holistic pedagogythat
embraces mutuality, embodiment, openness and multiplicity of interpretations As such it
offers an alternative to the dynamics of imperialism that so often rule in our world.

Few themes have so dominaed contemporary New Testament interpretation in recent
years as the Roman imperial context of those writings Whether interpreting the synopic
gods, Paulineletters or Revelation, New Testament scholars have shown howthe
kingdomor empire of God announ@d and embodied by Jesusand his followers offered
an alterndive to the empire of Caesar tha occupied ancent Palestine This pgoer asks not
aboutthe empire tha ruled then, but now. How might an anti-imperia alterndiveto the
current dynamics of Pax Americanabe explored throughbiblical interpretation?

Let me pause for amoment of confession regarding this chdlenge Given theabundance
of anti-imperia interpretations| mentionad above | am able to share this scholarship
with my students and it is eye-opening for some of them. Y et, and here the confession, |
often sugpect that | am promoting anti-imperial ideas throughan impeiaistic modeof
teaching. | struggle within therestraints and possibilities of the 21% century university
classroomas well as the expectationsand demandsof our own disciplineas| seek to
nurture learning as a liberative process for my students. | don® want merely to ddiver
ideas abouttrangormation and reciprodty, | want usto experience thisin someway in
theclassroom

Performance Criticism of Biblical Texts

While | have used Biblical Performance Criticism in several waysin my undegraduae
classrooms,* | will focuson themog satisfying of these. A few years back, students who
had seen me perform biblical textsin an Introdudion to Theology classroom asked me to
teach them this methodobgy. We set up two sectionsof a onecredit course each of
which involved my meeting for onehou aweek with agroupof five students. We
decided tha we would all work for six weeks on asingle pericopefromthe Gospd of
Lukel chose thestory of theten lepers because it would come up in thelectionay in
seven weeks and thusthe students could each go out and tell it in a congregation of ther
own choosng?

! In addition to the use | am about to describe | have performed biblical storiesin my Introduction to
Theology course, taught Performance Criticism in a section of a team taught course on interpretation, and
had offered a course where fifteen students learned the entire Gospel of Mark. While | will be focusing on
anti-imperial dynamicsin this article, goals intrinsic to biblical studies come across clearly through this
method.
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Every time we met we began with exercises that reminded ustha we are embodied
people.® Then we read thetext together, we performed thetext, and discussed what we
saw as aresult. Duringthefirst session, | taughtthem the story usngamethodin which |
would tell in an embodied way thetext lineby lineand they would repeat back to me the
wordsand motions| had offered them. This quickly led to an awareness tha my way of
embodying thetext, whileit looked natural when | did it, did notfit for them. Once the
text was learned in thisway, each had thefreedomto reinterpret it. We discovered tha
there are interpretationsof thetext tha have integrity in themselves, buttha may notbe
tranderable in unamplicated ways to other interpreters. We also discovered that bodies
make a difference. In fact, by theend of the six weeks, we foundit unbdievable that this
text which deals so much with therelationghip of bodies could be approached by an
interpreter in an unembodied way and still be undestood.

Oneof themod exciting thingsto take place in our repetition of this text over and over
agan was a growing awareness of themultiplicity of meaningspossible within a
relatively fixed text. Students are accusgomed to thinking of texts as having onecorrect
interpretation and therefore they mug choos oneinterpretation and reject all the others
which are wrongby definition. [l quietly note here tha many sessionshgppeningin this
audere professond gahering are premised on this same assumption.] Theact of
interpretation becomes profoundly more complex for students. While we still know tha
thetext refuses to play anumber of waysN mosg shoding, of course, is when we cannot
get thetext to dowhat we aready knew it shouldN we discover the amazing diversity of
ways tha thetext can bebodiy interpreted with integrity. Some of these ways are
mutudity negating, butthey stubbomnly stand there and mock us Jason played Jesusas
wanting distance between himself and thelepers. Taryn saw him drawn to them fromthe
start. Rachd thoughtJesusangty at theungrateful ninewho did nat return; | felt tha he
was wishing tha the celebration could have been even more grand. Oneof themog
interesting breakthroughmoments was when David, a self-defined conservative student,
had Jesusgot down and hdp theleper off theground while Jesus continued to squéa. This
image of Jesusphyscally looking up at theleper towering over him provided an amazing
moment of embodment tha shodked and changed usnotonly asinterpreters butas
human bengs Throughoutthis process, we learned how power is configured in and
between bodiesN those of the characters in thetext as well as our own, in aesthetic
performance and in the peformance we call life.

Onemain dynamic of this class continued to excite me. | was responsble for making sure
tha learning took place, but | was never unde theillusontha | could control tha
process. | guided wha oneperformance pedagogte described as Gigorousindeerminacy
and openess.d | broughtcertain skills to the meeting: storytelling experience,
knowledgeof Greek, knowedgeof the context in which Lukewrote, elements of many

% We used exercises from Richard Swanson( Provoking the Gospel. Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2004.

* Richard Schechner, GForwardOin Teaching Performance Studies, eds. Nathan Stucky and Cynthia
Wimmer, (Carbondale & Edswardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1002), x.



commentaries | have read over theyears. Some of the students broughtelements of these
fromthar prior training or their weekly homework. Yet | still had an advantage of
knowledgein these specific areas.

But these turned outto be only some of thetoolsthat hdped interpret thetexts. They may
not have even been themog essential. Everyonecame with abodyof knowledgethat
mattered for interpretation. Some broughttheatre experience, others muscal. Ritud
elements of thetext came out as students improvised with drums or pianoin the
background.A Spanish mgjor stepped into thetext in alanguaye strangeto othe's and
they saw thingsanew. A dam pod sammed thetext. Some used thar sense of humor and
timing. Othasin stillness told the tale. Beyondthese skills we foundtha lived
expeience mattered. Theillness that onesuffered in hisyouth broughtingght Time
spent as aforeigne in Central America or Africa shaped others. Harassment experienced
by alesbian shaped our interpretation. Rejection by one® own family turned outto bea
hermeneutical resource. Recognition of our own pregjudices even contributed to our
seeing thetext. Male bodies and female bodies offered different impacts. Large and small
aswell. Testimonyto healing eventsin life changed the convesation. The embraces we
had received came into play. Those who were emotiondly in touch and articulate hd ped
usddve into areas others of uswould have missed.

In fact, for me, oneof themos amazing thingshappened during a class sessionin about
thefourth week when | persondly was shéatered by my home congregaion®@violent
convesationsaroundsexudity. | foundmyselfN | definitely did notfeel in control
hereN beng cared for and attended to by my studentsin away tha | would never allow
to have hgppen in any other classroom, butwhich was clearly a gift for me. The
community tha had lived in that healing story provided a place of healing for me. At
other moments, the same happened for other members of the group. The peforming of
the story changad me, changed us in away tha was truly gracious

Performance Criticism as Critica Pedagogy

Aboutforty years ago, Paulo Freire foundhimself sitting amongilliterate peasantsin
Brazilian villages trying to teach them to read. Dissatisfied with the teaching methods
typicaly used in such contexts, hesoughtan aternative pedagogy. Freire articulated a
way of learning tha did not assume tha he astheteacher hdd al of theknowledgenor
tha hewas to depost his wealth of information in the heads of his students. Even though
heknew howto read and they did nat, he undestood tha education had to be co-
intentiond. Freire undestoodtha truelearning only could take place when the
participants, himself induded, respected the conaerns intentions and wisdomof al. Both
heasfacilitator and his students as participants read the world together as patne's. He
critiqued traditiond education referring to it as thebanking system. He states, On the
banking conoept of education, knowledgeis a gift bestowed by those who consder
themselves knowledgesble uponthose whomthey consder to know nothing. 3 Students

® Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New Y ork: The Seabury Press, 1969), 58.



are to (patiently receive, memorize, and repest.(d According to Freire, this system created
passive subjects as cogsin the economc machine Freire deplores how educators with
progressive idess often fall into the same nonprogressive pedagogy.He saysin a
conveasation, At bottom, thisis education reprodudng the authoritarianism of the
capitalist modeof produdion. It is deplorable how progressive eductors, as they andyze
and fight againg thereprodudion of thedomnantideology in theschools, actudly
reproduce the authoritarian ideology inhaent in the capitalist modeof produdion3

L et me extend the econonic metaphorof capitalism. While many progressive educators
do work to oppo® the blatantly imperialistic modes of fundanentalism, we often do so
with a pedagogytha more closely resembles Gree tradeOmodds. We desire to lift the
pooroutof thar state of undeveloped resources. We wish to providethem with thetools
they need to betruly moden. We claim to seek amutudly beneficial modd of economic
exchange Y et people outside of the centers of power point out that this modetha
appears kinde or gentler in fact uses therhetoric of mutudity to cloa thered
domnationtha occurs. As onemember of my congregation putit aboutliberal
intervention in Chile@ econony, Qt is goodfor the Chilean econony, butnotfor the
people of Chile.O

Thelack of mutudity in the classroomreplicates the values of thelarger systemsin
which it isembeddel. Freire bdieved tha education as asking questionsand seeking
answers in community would create a different kind of world; he expected aworld to
arise out of dialog that would embodythevirtues of 1) faithin our companionsonthe
joumey, 2) hopefor thetrandormation of theworld, 3) love actively serving theneghba
4) hunility and 5) findly continued dialog in mutuality.? While | may betoofearful to
list any of these as course objectives on my syllabi, the students | remember and cherish
mog are those with whom| foundmyself humbly learning into practices of faith, hope
love and mutudity. Amongthos bdoved students are those with whom| studied the
story of theten lepers.

Critical Pedagogy and Performance Criticism

At agaheringsuch asthis, | could easily and without much risk point out how
fundamentalism in its variousformsin both content and process replicate imperiaistic
paterns However, | return to my earlier point; | often find myself lecturing onthe
transforming freedomtha God@reign promisedN as |®n doing now... | struggle to find
strategies that would move toward mutudity, butthen often find myself relinquishing the
real professoria contributions! could make to a discussion. The students sit in small
groupsand share their ignorance or boredomor more likely what went on at last night3®
paty. While thisis notinevitable and skilled educators know how to avoid these traps |

8 |bid.
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continueto look for methodsthat respect wha my students and | each bringto the
classroom Performance Criticism as | described it abovehas been the best resource |
have foundto do this.

Thework of Paulo Freire has been built on and expanded by bdl hooks Shewrites
passionaely aboutthe need for new modds of education tha may moveusin the
direction tha Freireindicates. | will try throughoutto connect the dynamics she speaks of
within classrooms to imperiaist or anti-imperiaist optionsoutside of theclassroons. |
will ask howthevaluesin class are or might bereplicationsof thelarger systems of
which they are apart or dternatively of the hopes for different systemsin thefuture.

hooksnotes tha traditiond classroons are organized hierarchially. Professors are those
who come with knowledge students at best are those withoutknowledgeresources, or at
worst are perceived as those who only have prejudicial and misguided resources that
mug bewiped away beforereal intellectud condruction can begin. In theology thisis
often felt by professors as they look at students and see biblical illiterates E or worse
Sunday-School educated people with wrongideas tha mug first be cleared away before
thereal learning can take place. In this modd, the professor has the resources and the
students bring only deficits. hookswrites of her own experience, On theinditutions
where | have taught the prevailing pedagogical modd is authoritarian, hierachical ina
coercive and often dominaing way, and certainly onewhere the voice of the professorsis
the (privilegedOtranamitter of knowledge@ This reflects internaiond relationships
where the centers of power come filled with econamic wisdomto bring alongthose who
are boggel down in backwardsways. Once the situaion is defined thisway, theonewith
postive resources will need to control the convearsation and practices to produc the
desired outcomes. These outcomes are, of course, desired by the center, notthe margins

Themultiple resources that facilitate interpretation via Performance Criticism destabilize
the power relationdhips If knowedgeis based strictly on disciplinary research, the
teacher has amajor edge But if we recognize themultiple resources tha provideingght
into Performance Critical interpretation, then thereis amovein thedirection of mutudity
because al parties bring resources tha will affect the course. This does not mean tha |
am no longe responsble for theintegrity of thelearning process, buttha | guideit
seeking reciprodty tha moves usin thedirection of mutudity. Even the sharing of my
own expertise becomes away of better equipping students for thar own biblical work.

This al hgppenswithin the honest recognition that complete mutudity will nat be
possiblesinceintheend | assignthegrade Thecloaing of my real authority does not
serve the process well since that same authority tendsto assert itself in unde thetable
wayswhen | do notplaceit clearly onthetable. One of themajor issuesin thefree trade
agreementsis tha they are puldicly presented as a dialog and decision made between
equd patnasat thetable. Y et unde thetable or behind the scenes, the center imposes
regulationsand restrictionsthat limit thereal optionsavailable to ther so-called partners.
Within our classroom, we were able to mitigate theimbdance of power by having the
course be pass/fail and allowing the public peformance rather than agradeto bethe

° bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress (New York: Rouutledge, 1994), 85.



motivating factor in student preparation. In area sense thar fellow classmates and ther
find audience provided them with feedback on the quality of their work. Both content
and form come together nicely as we explored power relationships between characters
within thetext while trying to create alternaive power relationshipswithin anon
hierarchd context.

Oneof thelovdy results of this educationd processistha thestudents al share and see
theintellectud work of therr peers. In my other courses, mog of theassignmentsinvolve
writing pgperstha only | ever read and that are unlike thework mog of my students will
ever need to produce after graduaion. ThroughPerformance Criticism their persond
reflectionsgo public. The students have exerted local control of the produd they
producd tha both serves theworld and serves as an oppotunity for the enrichment of
thar own lives.

Performance Criticism makes its mos impressive contribution to liberative education by
acknowledging therole of our bodiesin the process of learning. hooksnotes tha
Q.iberative pedagogyreally demandsthat onework in the classroom, and tha onework
with thelimits of the body, work both with and throughand againg thoe limitsEO*°
While those traditiondly granted educationd authority can have Qheprivilege of denying
ther body®, thisis notaluxury offered her as a black woman. Thefocus on academics
as OnindQ@ctivity at the expense of bodyleadsto an illuson of neutrality that is aluxury
notuniversaly offered. She states,

Theerasure of the bodyencourages usto think tha we are listening to neutral,
objective facts, facts that are not particular to whois sharing theinformationE.
We mug return ourselves to a state of embodimentin order to decondruct the
way power has been traditiondly orchestrated in the classroom, denying
subjectivity to some groupsand according it to others. By recognizing
subjectivity and thelimits of identity, we disruptthat objectification that is so
necessary in a culture of dominaion

What is more, the QuxuryQof disesmbodiment is healthy for neither the privileged nor
those denied privilege We all suffer this separation of mind from body as brokenness and
fragmentation. Throughthe possibilities of Performance Criticism we can begin to Ge-
member wha has been dis-membered. G* When students Gitruggle bodiy with course
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content3* we come to know thingsaboutourselves, our world, and the texts we struggle
with in amore profoundway. We create a literal body of knowledge

This holistic experience of education in theinterpretation of biblical texts also alows us
to explore emotiond dimengonsof texts. These were stories tha were told with passion.
To know them only aswordson apageis fundanentally to beignorant of theway tha
they were first sent into theworld. Knowingin thisway is also ignotance of ourselves as
human bengs While Western epistemology has been over attentive to the way emotiond
passion can imprison rationdity, our students are aware of how rationdity stripped of
passionimprisonsonein dullness and bandity. Embodied interpretation demandsthe
exploration of our own passionae impulses as well astho< of theorigind authors. This
too has atrandormative effect as we deal with pan in our own livestha we are often
taughtto ignae, aboveall in the classroom And having become aware of our own
experiences of brokenness, we are broke open to engage compassionaely othe's who
suffer. Yet the whole rangeof human emotionscome into play throughPerformance
Criticism. Thejoy and laughter tha inevitably pous out of these classrooms makes them
ddightful placesto occupy.

Space will notalow meto gointo all of the other ways tha Performance Criticism hdps
usbecome whole, butl would like to at least suggest some of theborders within and
outside of ourselves tha Performance Criticism causes usto cross. As bible stories
intersect with our own lives, we see divisionsbetween religiousaspects of lifeand the
rest of life tranggressed. We see sacred dimendonsas well asthose that call for lamentin
al of life. Asareault, classroomlife becomesfilled with therest of life and our lives
become more reflective of what was learned in theclassroom Study and praxis come
togehe as dowork and pleasure. Our explorationsin the particular discipline of biblical
studies also leadsto self-knowledgeand awareness of the world. Thedisciplinary lines
tha runlike scars throughour ingitutionsalso begin to fade as aesthetics, politics,
literature, and dramatic media find common grourd in peformance. Findly thedivisons
of ourworld can begin to break down as we try on, hear, and engagein multiple
interpretationsbodiy. We can learn new ways to interact with each other since
(peaformance enables an imaginaive leap into other kindsof bodies, other ways of being
in theworld, andin so daing, it opensup conaete and embodied possibilities for
resistance, reform, and renewal.3°

This holitic practice moves usto know beyondwha we have known andto do thiswith
embodiment. hooksmapsouta pedagogythat | have tried to follow in thehopethat it
will yield something new,

Urging all of usto open our mindsand hearts so that we can know beyondthe
boundaies of wha is acceptable, so tha we can think and rethink, so tha we

14 Elyse Lamm Pineau, (Critical Performance Pedagogy: Fleshing Out the Politics of Liberatory EducationO
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can create new visions | celebrate teaching that enables trangyressiondN a
movement agang and beyondboundaies. It is tha movement which makes
education a practice of freedom?*®

Find Confession

| began with a confession and | return to make anather. | am aware tha these little
gatheingsof learning communities will not bring those who orchestrate the Pax
Ameicanato thar knees. Globd forms of imperialism did not crumble as a handful of us
gathered in a classroomin Seguin, Texas, and embodied God® Word any more than
Rome rolled over and died in the presence of Jesus and the empire heannouned. | am
aware tha | may beguilty here of wha McLaren and Farahmandpurcalled Girbrushed
insurgencyG’ or Jacuzzi sodaismQ™ Yet there areways that | have soughtto movethe
andysis of these texts beyondthe dynamics of classsoomimperialism and outinto the
world for trandormation.

First of al, we linked power chdlenges within thetexts to power relationshipsin our
context. Where it was not possible to do thisin performance, we did discussit in
convasation. Wha are the mechanisms of exclusonin our own world tha mirror the
dynanmics of thoe reported in thetext? In another course, the key to awakening students
and remind myself of these dynamics has been immersion experiences in margindized
communities. A trip to the US-Mexican border opensours eyes to see globd dynamics
tha are hidden fromuson our insolated campus Severa of our paticipants lived for a
full semester in Africa, Span and other globd contexts. They returned with lived
experiences and tools for political, econonic interpretation. We welcomed the
perspectives tha these events offered on thetexts.

|deally the participants might become as diverse as the campusit takes place oninduding
members of variousclasses, races, gendeas, naionalities, sexud orientationsand even
religiousidentifications And beyondthis, we mug struggle to make our universities
places tha more accurately represent these same kindsof diversity presentin our
surrounding communities. In aworld where even hints of mutudity are all toorare,
perhgpsa conaete taste of patnership in alearning community creates alongng and
ingpires usto ask wha mighttheworld belike if thiskind reciprodty were to spring up
in the cracks of globdization like weeds--decentralized, multiformed, out of control, but
aliveN like themustard seed infestation of JesusOparable.’® Thusthe classroomwhile not
bringing in the kingdomof God in its fullness could embody G staging groundfor self
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and sodal renewa Cby requiring students and teachers to rehearse more equitable and
impassioned ways of being and behaving G°

% pineau, 53. Paraphrasing and expanding a Western States Communication Conference K eynote address
by Earnest Boyer in 1994.



