THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF THE
NATIVITY STORIES IN LUKE

James M. Dawsey

The purpose of this essay is to explore the form of Lk. 1:5—2:52 and
its function in the Gospel. Although some good work has been done
showing how the content of the first two chapters fits within the author’s
theological plan,® not much attention has been devoted to the relationship
of the form of Lk. 1 —2 to the author’s purpose.®

As a point of departure, I will suggest that the author intended his
gospel to be recited in worship, not piece meal, a few verses at a sitting, but
as a whole, from beginning to end. Whereas many have suggested that Lk.
1 —2 represents a translation of a Hebrew original, or on the other hand, the
product of the creative spirit of the author, I will try to show that these
chapters are best understood in connection with the worship of the
Christian community — that the language and the form of the material is
liturgical, and was intended to serve a special function in the recitation of the
gospel.

As is well known, the language of Lk. 1:5—2:52 presents a puzzle to
the New Testament reader. It is strongly Hebraic in flavour and notably
different from the rest of the Gospel. The section represents a shift in style
from the Lucan prologue (Lk. 1:1 —4) which shows a construction and
vocabulary fitting better with Attic Greek than with the remainder of the
New Testament.® At the other end, the section is framed by the speech of
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John the Baptist, which in several places betrays an Aramaic idiom. Thus,
for example, the Semitic use of a relative pronoun at the begmnmg of a
clause resumed by a reflexive at the end (cb to ntov &v rn XELPL auToy,
Lk. 3:17)® and the Semitic construction &p&note c. mf'imtlve to indicate
the future (LLk 3:8)® are probably Aramaisms and not Hebraisms.©®

The nativity stories themselves, however, betray no trace at all of this
Aramaic idiom,™ and, as already mentioned, are full of Hebraisms. The
contrast is so striking, in fact, that a number of Lucan scholars have con-
tended that this section of Luke represents a translation from a Hebrew
original.®

Especially interesting in this regard is Harald Sahlin’s claim that part of
Proto-Luke, Lk. 1:5—3:7a, was in Hebrew and shifted into Aramaic at Lk.
3:7b, precisely with the speech of John the Baptist.® The force of this
argument lies in the quantity of non-Aramaic Hebraisms, few of which are
exact replications of the Septuagint, present at the beginning of the third
Gospel. Thus, Sahlin thought that behind such phrases as &v tatg
fuepare Howbou BaoLAéwg (Lk 1:5), npopeBnudieqg Ev Tatle Auépole
oMrwv (Lk. 1 7), and £xaxe Tou Buuiaoxi(Lk. 1:9) could be found the
Hebrew of late Judaism."?® Since the idioms that Sahlin reconstructed were
sometimes foreign to the Septuagint, he reasoned that they could not repre-
sent imitation Biblicisms.

The evidence that he reproduced is extensive and includes discernible
Hebraisms in almost all verses of Lk. 1—2:elc t6v vadv(Lk. 1:9), nav
70 mARBog Hv Tov Axov mpooevxduevov EEw (Lk. 1:10), £oto with
yopd as subject, moArol, and vevéoe. (Lk. 1:14),&o0tur yxp unéyag
gvoniov wutlou , olvov nat oinepa and nmveluatog &ylou
mAngbhoetar £tu Ex wolAhlne pntpbe adtov (Lk. 1:15), ual abtde
npoeAeloetaL EvdnTiov ahTol , &v nveduati nal duvdper ‘HAfou,
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EMLOTpEPxL nopblag Tatépwy Ty Téuva, EMLoTpEDoL anecdele &v
ppovhoel buralwvand Etoipbotal nup(m Aadv  uaTeorevaguévov
(Lk. 1: 17),uou. sInsv(Lk 1: 18),EUOLYY5?\LOOLOE)OLL oor tabta(Lk. 1:19),
son ouwnwv nout pn Buvédpevog Aainoai, andoftiveg nknpwantovtau
ELC; Tov nou.pov abtwv (Lk. 1:20), £6aduazov (Lk. 1:21),xaxl adTog fv
Bravelwyv aldtolg (Lk 1:22), neprénpuBev Eowtnu phvag mEvte nd
Aéyovoo (Lk. 1:24), ol1uc , wipLog gnetbev and Everddg (Lk. 1:25),
etc.() Sahlin’s point is especially well illustrated by this last example, as he
followed Lagrange in seeing dve.dbc (without the article) as a conspicuous
Semitism avoided even by the Septuagint.(?

The Form of the Nativity Stories

In spite of his ability to parallel Greek forms in Lk. 1—2 with the
Hebrew language, Sahlin seems to have overstated his case in at least two
ways. On the one hand, the so-called Hebraisms of Luke are not confined
to the first two chapters of the Gospel. There are certain formulas used
frequently in the Septuagint to represent the Hebrew, which also occur

often in the narration of Lk. 3:7b —24:53. Thus, (xal) &yéveto with a
following verb, &noup1L9elc elnev ,ua. 600, and Ev ’E(E) c. infinitive
following ol £y£&veto might all be said to be Hebraisms.!» On the other
hand, as has often been pointed out since the time of Harnack, the theory of
a Semitic original behind Lk. 1 —2 does not adequately explain the multitude
of specifically Lucan vocabulary and grammatical constructions that are
found in this section of the Gospel.!'"? In fact, these types of idioms are so
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pronounced, that in a recent dissertation on the unity of Lk. 1 —2 and Lk.
3 — Acts 28, D.S. Tam claimed that ‘‘the concentration of Lucanisms in Lk.
1 -2 is the highest in the gospel, and at least as high as that in Acts.”’(9

As Tam correctly pointed out, the real linguistic difficulty of Lk. 1 -2
is that this section of the Gospel is both strongly Semitic and Lucan. And
actually, when the so-called Hebraisms and Lucanisms in Lk. 1—2 are
regarded with care, one must admit the somewhat overlapping nature of the
two groups. Thus, to look again at the first three examples above, where
Sahlin described the phrases ¢v tatg Auépalc ' prbou BaaglAéwe (Lk
1:5), npoBannétsg tv 1ol Auéparg adtdvLk. 1: :7), and Ehaxe Tou
Bupiaoal (Lk. 1:9) as Hebraisms, Tam described &véveto Ev tale’
'r]p.épcx_l,g prbou (Lk. 1:5), &pobtepor mooBeBnndteg (Lk. 1:7), and
Tov Bup LCX.OO(.L(Lk 1:9) as Lucanisms.!9

Tam theorized that Luke retained and in fact emphasized the Semitic
quality of the sources behind Lk. 1—2 — the Magnificat, Benedictus,
Gloria, and perhaps the Nunc Dimittis — which originated from the circles
of Jewish Christians.(!? Unfortunately, Tam did not clearly specify a
motive for this tendency on the part of the author to emphasize the Semitic
character of his sources, but one can imagine that he might have been
sympathetic to both John Drury’s suggestion that Luke intended by his Old
Testament language to woo the reader into the new story of salvation,®® and
to the implication carried by H.H. Oliver’s work, that Luke intended by his
Semitic language to indicate something of the theological plan of Luke-
Acts. (19

But, the real difficulty with these types of solutions is that they seem to
assume a modern definition of the reading public. For example, it does not
seem likely that the author had in mind to hook readers ‘‘coming to the
book freshly’’ into the story. In this regard, one only need think of the
last phrase of the prologue,@) or of the narrator’s penchant for calling
Jesus “‘Lord’’ to realize how he presupposes a Christian audience already
familiar with the story. And certainly one should not think of the author
primarily as a theologian.®?
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22. Oliver attempted to show that Lk. 1—2 fit within the overall purpose of Luke-Acts
gleaned from H. Conzelmann’s The Theology of St. Luke, trans. Geoffrey Buswell (New
York: Harper and Row, 1961). He did not claim, however, as strong a theological motive for
Luke as did Conzelmann, who thought of Luke’s scheme of salvation history as an answer to
the problem of the delay of the parousia.
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A much more appropriate solution to the special language of Lk. 1 -2
has been offered by Paul Minear, who almost in passing drew attention to
the liturgical nature of these chapters.?® Thus, he indicated the pre-
valence of such words as 5086w , edhovéw , and &yalA{aoig; of such
themes as worship, the temple, fasting, prayer, joy and peace; the reliance
in this section upon epiphany and angels; and the use of hymns as
“programmatic entrances.”” He also pointed out that prophecy in this
section of Luke is a communal response in the Spirit to the fulfillment of
God’s promise, and in this way shows a close kinship to the Pentecost event.

This insight into the tone of Lk. 1—2 seems to fit nicely with Fred
Horton’s position that the Lucan Septuagintisms do not indicate a Hebrew
source or a conscious attempt at imitation-Biblicisms but rather a specializ-
ed language of worship.® The Semitisms of Lk. 1—2 would have been
then, a type of “‘Synagogue Greek’ paralleling the ‘“‘mixed style of
Hebrew’’ discovered by C. Rabin for the religious vernacular at Qumran.®
Thus, the language of Lk. 1 —2 might well have originated and had its life in
Greek worship. There is no consensus yet that Horton’s view is correct, but
at least the theory gives an explanation that accounts for both the
Lucanisms and the non-Septuagintal Hebraisms of the Gospel.

A liturgical setting also makes sense out of the poetic form of much of
the material in Lk, 1-2. It is common to refer to the Magnificat, the
Benedictus, the Gloria in Excelsis, and the Nunc Dimittis as early specimens
of Christian hymnody®® — and their liturgical use can in fact be traced
back as far as the 6th century and probably goes back to the earliest

23. Paul S. Minear, ‘““Luke’s Use of the Birth Stories,”” Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. L. Keck
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Third Gospel and that the compiler — out of respect for his source and in an endeavour to
deviate as little as possible from it — retained the flavour of the original even at the price of
suppressing his qualms as an author™ (*“Birth and Infancy Stories of the Third Gospel,”” pp.,
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church.®” Drury actually indicated that there are thirteen psalms in the
opening chapters of Luke,® and R.A. Aytoun discovered ten hymns of the
nativity.@® Aytoun’s work, however, is especially intreresting because he
tried to show that these hymns, when translated into Hebrew ‘‘with as much
literalness’> as possible, betrayed a regular Hebrew metre. Aytoun’s
purpose was to prove that there was an original Hebrew document behind
Lk. 1 —2, but his findings with the Gloria in Excelsis actually suggest an
original Greek rather than Hebrew hymn. According to Aytoun’s own test-
imony, his Hebrew reconstruction of Lk. 2:14 proved of exceedingly clumsy
metre. From this, he concluded that el®oniog had been added interpret-
ively tod&vOpdmore .69 The truth, however, is that in the Greek, it is the
couplet without the eb6oniag which is rhythmically clumsy. Thus, AbEx
tvbylorole Ba@ nor Ene yhg elpnim v dvBodnoig ebdoning is formed
with two repeating feet, followed by a chiastic construction of short and
long elements.

The rhythmic patterns of Lk. 2:14 in Greek indicate a liturgical setting
for the Gloria exactly as it stands in Luke,®)

Again, the hymns in Lk. 1-—2 are of poetic form, which seems to
indicate a proper setting in public worship. There are many poetic features
in the speech of the characters in Lk. 1 —2. Robert Tannehill, in a recent
analysis of the form of the Magnificat enumerates several.®? Some which
he mentions are the synonymous parallelism including the extensive use of
“‘coupling”’ in the rest of the hymn; the rhythm developed by the repetition
of action verbs in the first position clauses; and the repetitive strophic
pattern which binds the hymn into a unity. These kinds of characteristics
recur in all of the hymns in Lk. 1 —2.

Finally, a liturgical setting for Lk. 1—2 also makes sense of the
familiarity that it must be assumed that Luke’s early audience had with
Jewish conventions and customs. In this, Paul Winter was right. It is not
feasible that an outsider could have been expected to understand the
meaning of such story elements as ‘‘the priest of the course of Abijah,”’
“‘the drawing of lots for liturgical assignments,’” ‘‘the burning incense,”’
‘“‘the angel of the Presence,”’ ‘‘the féte after John’s birth,”” ‘‘the shepherds
keeping watch,”” and ‘‘the calendar division of day night.”’®® It is not

27. H.T. Kuist, ‘““Sources of Power in the Nativity Hymns: An Exposition of Luke 1 and 2,”’
Interpretation 2 (1948):288 — 298.

28. J. Drury, Tradition and Design, pp. 187f.

29. R.A. Aytoun, ‘“The Ten Lucan Hymns of the Nativity in Their Original Language,”’ JTS
18 (1917):274 —288.

30. Ibid., p. 286.

31. This is not to say, however, that there was no Hebrew original behind the hymn (cf.
Ernest Vogt S.J., ¢ ‘Peace Among Men of God’s Good Pleasure’ Lk. 2:14,’” in The Scrolls and
the New Testament, ed. K. Stendahl (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1957), pp. 114 —117).
32. R.C. Tannehill, ¢“The Magnificat as Poem,’’ JBL 93 (1974)263 — 275.

33, Paul Winter, “The Cultural Background of the narrative in Luke I and II,”” JOR 45
(1954):160 — 67, 230 —42.
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necessary, however, to jump from this conclusion to a setting in Southern
Palestine, The inside view could just as well come through the cultic repeti-
tion of the story.®

The Function of the Form of Lk. 1-2

The form of the birth narratives seems to link Lk. 1—2 to public
worship. A liturgical tone explains both the so-called Hebraisms and
Lucanisms of these chapters. But the key question concerns the author’s
purpose in the special language of Lk. 1-2. As demonstrated in the
prologue, and in many other places in the Gospel,®% the author of Luke was
a writer who could control his style. Even if he appropriated the form of
Lk. 1 -2 from his sources, he did so consciously. But why then, did he
choose to begin his Gospel with hymnic material? It seems to me that the
author must have wanted to set the proper mood for the story of
salvation.®® However, we must not be led astray by a modern concept of
“‘private readers.”” Rather, we should think in terms of a community of
Christians who heard the Gospel read in worship. Instead of a literary
device, it seems to me that the form of Lk. 1—2 served as a liturgical
device.® The form of the chapters indicates that they functioned liturgical-
ly to establish the atmosphere of joyous praise to God for his saving activity
which is told by the Gospel story.

This matter of the function of Lk. 1 —2 intended by the author is not
one that can be settled conclusively. Let me, though, offer a modern
parallel to what I think accounts for the language and the form of these
chapters. In modern religions songs often serve to allow the congregation to
make the transition from secular to sacred time at an emotional level,
thereby facilitating participation in the sacred event. Elizabeth Fernea gave
us a good example of this use of hymnic material in her first-hand account
of the recitation of the story of the killing and betrayal of the martyr
Hussein during the Muslim fast of Ramadan:

Finally, when it seemed that not a single person more could be
jammed into the court, the mullah stood up and clapped her hands to

34. So E.D. Burton, “The Purpose and Plan of the Gospel of Luke,”” Biblical World 16
(1900):258. Douglas Jones has argued convincingly that the Psalms in Lk. 12 are Christian
and not Jewish Psalms (“‘Background and Character of the Lukan Psalms,” JTS 19
(1968):19 50,

35. Cf. H.J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke.

36. So also J. Drury, Tradition and. Design, pp. 46 - 66. C.T. Ruddick’s attempt to show a
connection between Lk, 12 and Genesis is also helpful (*‘Birth Narratives in Genesis and
Luke,”” NT 12 (1970):343 — 48.

37. This is especially clear to the student of the relationships of poetry to the Jewish cult. Two
points should be remembered. The universal custom at that time was to deliver poetry in
musical tone and not in a speaking voice; and there was no separation of music or poetry from
liturgy (cf. Edward Dichinson, Music in the History of the Western Church (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1969), pp. 20—~ 30.

38, Elizabeth Fernea, Guests of the Sheik (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc,, 1965),
pp. 1151,
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quiet the crowd. The two young women who sat near me took their

places on each side of her (they were novices, I later found out, in

training to be mullahs themselves) and the kraya began.

The mullah sat down and the two young girls stood to lead the
congregation in a long, involved song with many responses. Gradually
the women began to beat in time to the pulse of the song, and occasion-
ally joining in the choruses, or supplying spontaneous responses such
as ‘A-hoo-ha!’ or a long-drawn-out ‘Ooooooh!” This phase lasted
perhaps ten minutes, the girls sank down into their places, and the
mullah rose to deliver a short sermon. She began retelling the story of
the killing and betrayal of the martyr Hussein, which is told every night
during Ramadan and is the beginning of the important part of the
kraya. At first two or three sobs could be heard, then perhaps twenty
women had covered their heads with their abayahs and were weeping;
in a few minutes the whole crowd was crying and sobbing loudly. When
the mullah reached the most tragic parts of the story, she would stop
and lead the congregation in a group chant, which started low and
increased in volume until it reached the pitch of a full-fledged wail.
Then she would stop dead again, and the result would be, by this time,
a sincere sobbing and weeping as the women broke down after the
tension of the wail.G®
Even though an early Christian setting would have been different from

Ramadan in many ways (and certainly the mood which is one of great
sorrow in the Shi-ah representation is very different from the joy demanded
by the christian story), one can imagine that the function of the hymnic
material in drawing the congregation into the story might have been the
same, then as now.

The peculiar combination of literary and liturgical elements in Luke
does not disturb me. If the story of Jesus was an integral part of early
worship, kept alive and repeated orally on special cultic occasions by the
‘‘eyewitnesses and ministers of the word,’” and not simply a literary form
created by Mark, then Luke, in writing his Gospel, might well have filled
out the narrative and made it more literary, while at the same time
attempting to capture and pass down some of the formal characteristics of
the recitation.





