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Boundary Transgression
and the Extreme Point
in Acts 10:1-11:18

Ute E. Eisen

HE CONTEXT OF MY REMARKS 1S THAT OF NARRATOLOGICAL ANALYSIS
Tand interpretation of texts. Narratology (or better: narratologies) use(s)
categories to analyze the ways narratives create meaning. Every story can be
told in an infinite number of ways. Raymond Queneau demonstrates this
vividly in his 1947 book Exercises de style,' where he tells a story in ninety-
nine variants. Even the New Testament presents some very clear examples of
different narrations of the same story. The four Gospels all tell the same story
of Jesus of Nazareth, each in its own way. In each of these Gospels the world
is depicted somewhat differently, which shows us that narrating is also the
projection of a world. The world that is told, that is represented, is always a
designed, projected world. The focus of narrative analysis is this depicted
world; it attempts to grasp it in its structures and ways of functioning, to
describe it and unlock its meaning.

The framework within which my theories operate is classical narratology,
whose fundamental works appeared in the 1970s and 1980s,? but which has
experienced a considerable number of modifications since then. Especially in
the last several years, the discussion of theories of narratology has experienced
such an interdisciplinary differentiation that it is almost impossible to com-
mand the whole field.> David Herman writes:

Translated by Linda Maloney.
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Among the many recent articles and books that have promoted a rethinking of
classical narratological models are those written from a feminist perspective.. . .
those written from linguistic, sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic perspectives
... those written from a cognitive perspective . . . those written from a logico-
philosophical perspective based on the concept of possible worlds . . . those
written from a rhetorical perspective . . . and those written from a post-
modernist perspective that stresses the ludic, nonformalizable, and anti-

totalizing forces and effects of narrative. . . K

The works Herman mentions as representing feminist modifications (Susan
S. Lanser, Fictions of Authority; Kathy Mezeis, Ambiguous Discourse; and
Robyn R. Warhol, Gendered Interventions)’ are only the tip of the iceberg of
feminist narratology. In addition to the great number of studies on narratol-
ogy that have appeared, one should mention as one of the founding mothers
of classical narratology the highly creative Dutch literary scholar Mieke Bal,
who has also contributed feminist literary-critical studies of the First Testa-
ment.®

Out of the plethora of narrative-theoretical questions, I have chosen a cen-
tral concept, that of “events,” which I would like to explore, presenting first
the model suggested by the Estonian literary and cultural semiotician Jurij M.
Lotman, then its development by Karl N. Renner, and finally its application

to Acts 10:1-11:18.

Jurly M. LOTMAN’S THEORY
OF BOUNDARY TRANSGRESSION

In the eighth chapter of his principal work, The Structure of the Artistic Text
(1977), Lotman developed an independent concept of the event.” The previ-
ous concept of an event regarded the smallest unit of an action as an event.
According to this definition, narrative segments such as “Cornelius had a
vision,” “he saw an angel of God,” “it spoke to him,” and so on (Acts 10:3)
are events.® In contrast, Lotman’s concept of event is less attached to the nar-
rative microlevel; instead, he developed criteria for defining as events within
the multitude of incidents in a narrative act only those that are of central
importance for the happening. The sum of these events, in Lotman’s sense,
constitutes the sujet of a narrative. He is thus working within the dimension
of the space of the depicted world, and in this context with the concept of the
boundary. The depicted world is, according to Lotman, a semantic space
defined by a congeries of semantic features that only this space possesses in
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this combination. This reference to features leads to a division of the whole
space into disjunctive partial spaces that, in their totality, constitute the sta-
tic basic order of the narrated world, against whose background action can
occur. The central topological feature of a semantic space is its boundary,
which also marks off partial spaces and is posited as impassable. The figures
in the narrative are connected to particular spaces. An event happens when a
figure in the depicted world is displaced across the boundary of a semantic
field, that is, a limited space. Then a boundary transgression takes place.

The background for Lotman’s theory is his conviction that artistic works
—and in this sense literary texts are no different from pictures, buildings, or
films—are secondary, model-building systems, and that as semiotic systems
they project a specific view of the world. These designs for the world, accord-
ing to Lotman, follow the iconic principle—that “in the majority of cases vis-
ible spatial objects serve as the denotata of verbal signs. . . .” In light of this
significance of spatial categories in modeling the world, Lotman has shown
that spaces in literary texts therefore in many ways assume semantic functions
beyond their mere task of forming a backdrop for the actions of the figures.
Lotman formulates:

While serving as the principle of organization and disposition of the personae
within the artistic continuum, the structure of the fopos emerges as the lan-
guage for expressing other, non-spatial relations in the text. This determines

the special modeling role of space within a text.!?

This point of view can be illustrated also by the fact that nonspatial matters
are frequently expressed through spatial metaphors, for example, “left” and
“right” for political positions, or “above” and “below” for social relationships.

Lotman develops his concept of event against this background, and in this
context he unfolds his theory of the transgression of boundaries. It implies a
two-step analysis. First the depicted world is to be conceived at the textual
level, still sujer-less, that is, eventless. The depicted space is grasped and
defined in terms of a group of features. In the process of analysis, boundaries
become perceptible, and those boundaries divide the space into disjunctive
partial spaces. The boundaries are characterized by their impassability. The
sum of the partial spaces and their semantics constitute the static fundamen-
tal order of the depicted world in which the action takes place. In the process
of analysis, each element of the text (both objects and figures) must be
assigned to a semantic space. Clues for the definition of the “semantic space”
of the topological system are often found in the topographical, that is, the
geographical relationships within a text. However, topography is not always
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the basis for the topology. Topology is a more abstract reality in comparison
to topography and may be inferred from axes such as vertical versus horizon-
tal, or oppositions such as inner and outer, open and closed, alone or
together, and so on.

In a second step, our analysis should be directed to the movements of fig-
ures within the depicted world and its order, that is, the dynamic narrative
action in the “eventfull” (sujes-full) layer of the text. As soon as a figure moves
across a boundary within the fundamental order of the depicted world and
its borders, the narrative becomes eventfull (sujer-full). An event is thus
always an offense against the norms of the order of the depicted world in
which boundaries are posited as impassable.

We may in principle distinguish two groups of event types: restitutive and
revolutionary transgressions of boundaries. Restitutive transgression can take
the following forms:

1. Retraction of the transgression: return to the initial space. A figure moves
into the counterspace, thus damaging the existing order, and then returns to
the space from which it departed. There is a brief “disturbance of the bal-

ance’ !

at the moment when the heroine is in the counterspace, but she
returns to her point of departure and thus the previous balance, the given

order of the spaces, is restored. This can be illustrated by an advertising spot
for so-called K heels:

She’s quitting her job. The secretary marches angrily through the office door,
slaps her letter against her ex-boss’s tie, and leaves. Then it happens: the heel
of her shoe gets caught in the doorsill. Snide grins. But the heel holds solid, her

departure is saved, and the heroine achieves an especially effective exit.'?

The heroine enters the counterspace, the office of her former boss, and dis-
turbs the order of the space. The counterspace bears multiple markers: the
protagonist storms through a door into the office without knocking and slaps
her letter of resignation on her ex-boss’s chest. Moreover, in doing this she
stands out as a woman in a world in which men are the bosses. She massively
disrupts the order of the counterspace, but after doing so she returns to her
previous space. The order of the counterspace was damaged, but it, together
with that of the initial space, is restored.

2. The second variant of the restitutive type is departure into a new space;
that is, the hero accepts the condition of the space he has entered. The order
of the previous space is replaced by that of the new space. Here is an example
from an advertising spot for a Panasonic camera:
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Father comes home drunk from a business dinner. His family is waiting for
him at home. Mother films his entrance with their new Panasonic video cam-
era. Suddenly, he is sober.!3

Here the door of the apartment is the boundary between business and fam-
ily. There are different orders in the two spaces. With the change of space the
man’s behavior suddenly changes; he accommodates himself to the norms of
the family. The damage to order is repaired and order is restored.

3. In contrast to restitutive transgression of boundaries, revolutionary
transgression is differently shaped. There is a transformation of order or an
elimination of order or destruction of space: These variants of boundary trans-
gression are also called meta-events.

The order of semantic spaces is changed by this kind of boundary trans-
gression, and the basic order of the depicted world is transformed. Bound-
aries shift, are removed, constitute themselves anew. There is no longer any
conflict between the heroine and the semantic space. The following advertis-
ing spot for adhesive stickers may illustrate this:

A teacher, of the old-maid type, is visiting a museum with her class, and has to
pass a roomful of nudes. She makes the class wait until she has applied black
adhesive strips to all the indecent spots. The boys tumble through the room
like a bunch of dummies, but two smart girls drop out of the group and take
a closer look at the interesting nudes—which is all the easier because taking off

the stickers is as easy as putting them on.'4

Here the protagonists rearrange the order in the space, and doubly so. The
teacher changes the order by covering particular parts of the nudes. The
young women alter that order by taking off the stickers, but they are also able
to put them back on. The order of the space is altered and reconstituted in a
new way.

KARL NikoLAUS RENNER’S RULE
OF THE EXTREME POINT

Karl Nikolaus Renner has suggested an expansion of Lotman’s theory of
transgression of boundaries: the rule of the extreme point.!> He thus attempts
to model the internal structure of spaces and the movements of the figures
within limited spaces, points neglected by Lotman.
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Renner’s rule of the extreme point begins with the concept that semantic
spaces are ordered according to internal structure and frequently according to
hierarchical elements, that is, extreme points. This last can be a topographi-
cal center or the summit of a mountain, the bow of the Titanic or political
and social structures such as the office of a president or the position of the
paterfamilias. According to Renner, it is striking that the figures do not wan-
der aimlessly within their limited spaces; instead, their moveménts are fre-
quently ordered toward such extreme points. Aiming at the extreme point
can fulfill two functions: arrival at the extreme point becomes either a turn-
ing point or the end point of the event.

Extreme points become turning points when the directions of movement
change and there is either return to the initial space or a transformation of
order. In the example of the “K” heels, we have a case in which the extreme
point, the boss's desk against the back wall of the office (where, in addition,
the hierarchically topmost figure in the space is located) is the turning point
of the movements of the secretary who is quitting; she then returns to the
space from which she departed.

Extreme points become end points when the movements of the figures
stop there. An advertising spot for fireplaces may serve as an example:

A fireplace with fire burning, an empty room. The door opens and, one after
another, a dog, a cat, and a mouse enter and settle down peacefully in front of

the cozy firewithout attacking each other. That is how pleasant the atmosphere

of a real fireplace is.16

The structure of the space is presented in such a way that the fireplace is the
focus, the center of the room. The animals’ route leads to the fireplace, which
here constitutes an extreme point, and there it ends. Thus, in every respect
the extreme point is the end point of their movements—for the animals who
enter this peaceful space behave differently than expected, namely, contrary
to their nature, equally peaceful. They adopt the condition of this peaceful
space. Renner also calls the extreme point the focus of the event.

Thus, Renner’s reception of Lotman’s theory of transgression of bound-
aries results in a modification: he reformulates and expands Lotman’s concept
of event as the disturbance of an order: an event happens when the bound-
aries (Lotman) and thus the order (Renner) of the depicted world are dis-
turbed. From the side of the protagonists this leads to a return to the initial
space or to acceptance of the order of the counterspace or—and then it is a
meta-event—to the transformation of the order of the depicted world.
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BOUNDARY TRANSGRESSION
AND THE EXTREME POINT IN ACTS 10:1-11:18

The story of Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10:1-11:18)"7 can be briefly sketched.
It is told in four scenes taking place on four days within an indeterminate
period of time, possibly one to two weeks:!®

First Scene (Acts 10:1-8): At the ninth hour the centurion Cornelius has a
vision in his house in Caesarea and is instructed by an angel to have Peter

brought from Joppa (10:1-6). He sends three of his people to Joppa (10:7-8).

Second Scene (Acts 10:9-23a): The next day, at the sixth hour, Peter goes
up to the roof of the house of Simon the tanner in Joppa; there, in ecstasy, he
sees heaven opened and three times a vessel descending from heaven filled
with the greatest variety of animals. A voice instructs Peter to kill and eat
them, something he emphatically refuses to do. At the same time Cornelius’s
envoys arrive, and after they have reported Cornelius’s vision, they are
received by Peter into the tanner’s house.

Third Scene (Acts 10:23b—48): Peter’s departure on the next day, together
with brothers and sisters from Joppa and Cornelius’s envoys (10:23b) is very
compactly summarized. The scene itself begins—on the fourth day, accord-
ing to narrative time—with the arrival of Peter and his company at Cor-
nelius’s house in Caesarea. The house is already filled with Cornelius’s family
and close friends (10:24, 27, 44). When Peter is about to enter, Cornelius
throws himself at his feet; Peter rejects this (10:25-26). Only after this
encounter does Peter enter the house, justifying this step (which is not per-
mitted to him as a Jew) by a summary reference to his vision (10:27-29).
Then Cornelius tells his vision (10:30-33). A speech by Peter follows (10:34—
43). At the same moment, the Holy Spirit descends on all the hearers and is
poured out upon them (10:44-46). Peter decides to baptize these Gentiles,
who are filled with the Holy Spirit (10:47-48). He is entreated to remain a
few days in Cornelius’s house (10:48).

Fourth Scene (Acts 11:1-18): Days later. In a summary note it is reported
that the apostles and believers in Jerusalem learn that the Gentiles, too, have
accepted the word of God (11:1). When Peter comes to Jerusalem, he is
accused of having entered the house of non-Jews and eaten with them
(11:2-3). Peter gives an account of the events in Joppa and Caesarea (11:4-
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17). His report closes with a summary note telling of the agreement of the
brothers and sisters in Jerusalem (11:18).

The world depicted in this narrative sequence is characterized by two strik-
ing axes, vertical and horizontal. On the horizontal axis three cities are par-
ticularly significant: Caesarea, Joppa, and Jerusalem. The figures in the
narrative are oriented to these cities, and they acquire significance through
particular groups of features.

Caesarea is a city that, as its name already indicates, was founded in honor
of the Roman emperor. (It was built under Herod the Great.) It was thus part
of the pagan Imperium Romanum and since 6 C.E. had been the seat of the
Roman procurator. Its belonging to the /mperium Romanum is emphasized
also by the characterization of Cornelius as a centurion. Cornelius is intro-
duced as centurion of the Italian cohort, which at the same time semanticizes
the city as a base for Roman troops. It was not such a base at the time of the
narrative, however, although it may have been one beginning in 69 C.E.1”
Cornelius, as his extended Latin name tells us, is a Roman and, as a Roman
officer, a member of a Gentile nation. These features are all in contrast to
Judaism, yet he is portrayed sympathetically by the narrator—from a Jewish
perspective—as devout and generous toward the people of God, that is, as a
sympathizer of the Jewish faith and people (10:2, 4, 22, 31).2° However, that
does not alter Cornelius’s life context, which stands in opposition to Judaism,
something that is further underscored by the geopolitical situation of Caesa-
rea in Samaria.

Joppa, in contrast, was a Jewish port city in Judea after 145 B.C.E. (1 Macc
12:33; 13:11) and thus constitutes a geopolitical opposition to Caesarea.
Moreover, in 66 C.E. Joppa was one of the centers of the Jewish revolt against
the Roman occupation. Joppa thus stands in sharp contrast to Roman Caesa-
rea and the pagan Imperium Romanum.?!

When Peter is called to Joppa, there is already a group of Jews in the city
who believe in Christ, centered on the disciple Tabitha, a Jewish woman
empbhatically identified as having devoted herself to the poor (9:36; cf. 9:39).
Her charitable work is described in the same vocabulary that will later be used
to characterize Cornelius (9:36; 10:2). Giving alms is to be understood in
Tabitha’s case, as in that of Cornelius, in the larger context of the exercise of
justice.?? Peter’s raising of Tabitha from death (9:36-41) brings many more
people to the faith, as is summarily told in 9:42. Thus, Joppa is the semantic
place of Jews who believe in Christ and exercise justice. Peter is staying there
in the house of Simon the tanner.
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The third geographical pillar of the narrative is Jerusalem. Like Joppa,
Jerusalem is a Jewish city; moreover, it is the center of Judaism and at the
same time the place of the culmination of the events surrounding Jesus of
Nazareth and the point of departure for the witness given by Jesus’ disciples
(Acts 1:8). Acts tells how the group of Jesus apostles is reconstituted in Jeru-
salem with the election of Matthias; here all his disciples receive the Holy
Spirit and begin to spread the message about Jesus as the Christ (Acts 2ft.).
In Jerusalem, since Jesus’ ascension, what may be called the central office of
Christian believers has existed; here decisions are made about the norms for
the group, its organization, and so on (see Acts 5; 6; 15). It is thus only nat-
ural that Peter should go up to Jerusalem to give a report on the events in
Caesarea (11:1-18). In accordance with the geographical and geopolitical
order, the depicted world is divided into the space of the Jews, the Jews who
believe in Christ in Joppa and Jerusalem, and the (different) Gentiles in Cae-
sarea and in the house of Cornelius. With regard to the much-discussed ques-
tion of the relationship between Jews and Christians in Acts,? it is important
for this narrative sequence that a boundary cannot here be determined
between Jews and Jews who believe in Christ. The boundary is clearly laid
between Jews and Gentiles.

Within this triangle of cities, the house of the Gentile Cornelius consti-
tutes the focal point of the event. Peter and his company, all figures from the
Jewish initial space, enter the counterspace of Caesarea (eiselthen eis tén
kaisareian) (10:24). There they find the house of Cornelius. At this point
there is a scenic intermezzo that prepares for Peter’s monumental crossover.
As the Jew Peter is about to enter the house of a Gentile (hds de egeneto tou
eiselthein ton Petron) (10:25), Cornelius meets him and throws himself at
Peter’s feet. At the doorstep of the house of the pagan Cornelius, the Jew Peter
is venerated by Cornelius as if he were a god. Peter raises Cornelius up and
explicitly rejects this veneration by emphasizing that he is only a human
being. Only after this short episode does Peter finally enter (eisélthen) the
house (10:27). Here Cornelius has gathered his relatives and closest friends,
which is clearly emphasized (10:24, 27). Those assembled in Cornelius’s
house are members of Cornelius’s own nation and can be interpreted, pars pro
toto, as non-Jewish people: Gentiles. Thus the house of Cornelius becomes
the extreme point of Caesarea, which is semanticized as Roman and Gentile.
The transgression of the impermeable boundary of the space takes place as
the Jew Peter enters the house of the Gentile Cornelius—and Peter is not
alone. The Jewish believers in Christ from Joppa are with him; they cross the
boundary with him and later serve as witnesses in Jerusalem.
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The size of the groups associated with the conversion of the Roman Cor-
nelius distinguishes this narrative from the first story of the conversion of a
Gentile in Acts 8. There the God-fearing court official from Ethiopia, while
traveling through Samaria, is converted and baptized by the evangelist Philip
(Acts 8:26-39). Philip and the Ethiopian are alone on the road in a lonely
place (this is emphasized; see Acts 8:26). In contrast, Cornelius’s conversion
by Peter affects a large group of people and is narrated as a boundary trans-
gression by Peter. It is explicitly so characterized by Peter when he says: “You
yourselves know that it is unlawful (athemiton estin) for a Jew (andri ioudaio)
to associate with (kollasthai) or to visit (proserchesthai) a foreigner (allophylo);
but God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean
(koinon e akatharton)” (10:28).

Thus is the norm formulated that will be violated by Peter’s crossing of the
boundary. Entering the house of a foreigner, that is, a member of a foreign
nation, is excluded by this norm as something forbidden to Jews. This rigid
norm?* is sharpened by the next statement, which describes foreign people,
in opposition to Jews, as common or unclean. Within the narrative sequence
this ordering of the depicted world in stark contrasts is repeatedly brought to
the fore, varied, and ultimately transformed.

In Peter’s vision he is called upon to slaughter and eat unclean animals,
something that as a Jew he must resolutely refuse to do, as demanded by the
order of the depicted world (10:13-15). This order, based on the opposition
between clean and unclean, is challenged by the scene in Peter’s vision, but it
remains intact because Peter refuses to establish the new order that is
demanded of him. But this changes in the subsequent scene: when Peter
enters the house of the Gentile Cornelius, who is regarded as unclean, the
order of things whereby Jews are to avoid what is unclean is massively
attacked. Peter’s transgression of this boundary accomplishes a transforma-
tion of the order of the depicted world when he, as a Jew, accepts “that 1
should not call anyone profane or unclean (koinon € akatharton)” (10:28).

In the fourth scene in Jerusalem, then, it is not the news that the Gentiles
have also accepted the word of God that causes outrage. What awakens resis-
tance is Peter’s transgression of boundaries, his entry into the house of a non-
Jew. That is the real offense against order that is the subject of controversy. It
is addressed in two different ways. Peter is reproached, first, because he, a Jew,
entered the house of uncircumcised men (eisélthes pros andras akrobystian
echontas) and, second, because he ate with them (synephages autois) (11:3).
With this the offense against norms that Peter himself spoke of in Cornelius’s
house (10:28) is repeated, with variation. The repetition emphasizes that
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Peter’s boundary transgression—his entry, as a Jew, into the house of non-
Jews and his eating with them—is the meta-event in this narrative sequence.
The consequence of this boundary transgression is a transformation of the
order of the depicted world: from now on, for Jews who believe in Christ, the
boundary between what is Jewish and the Gentiles, who until this point have
been regarded as unclean, has been removed. The sharply drawn parallel nar-
rative of the conversion and baptism of Lydia, the God-fearing dealer of pur-
ple goods, and the matter-of-fact entry and exit of Paul and his companions
into and out of her house is an example of this fact (Acts 16:13-15, 40).

The transformation of the order of things as presented in Acts 10:1-11:18
contains an additional refinement. In a further presentation, in Peter’s speech
in Cornelius’s house, told from Peter’s perspective, we read at the very begin-
ning (10:34-35): “I truly understand that God shows no partiality
(prosopolemptes), but in every nation (en panti ethnei) anyone who fears God
(phoboumenos auton) and does what is right (ergazomenos dikaiosynen) is
acceptable to God” (10:34-35). Thus a shift has occurred. In the transformed
order the fundamental difference between the people of Israel and the other
nations has been removed; what counts in the new order is not belonging to
this or that nation, but fear of God and righteous action. Against this back-
ground it is clear that the repeated description of Cornelius as devout, God-
fearing, and a person who is generous in giving alms (10:1-2, 4, 22, 31) is
not mere ornamentation. Within this narrative sequence the character of
Cornelius as a God-fearing and generous Gentile is a precondition for his
vision. The narrator causes the angel himself to express this causality (10:4),
and it is also presented in Peter’s speech (10:35).

In addition to this horizontal axis, the vertical axis of the narrative
sequence is also sharply delineated. It presents the opposition between heaven
and earth, the divine and human spheres. Figures and objects from heaven
cross the boundary between heaven and earth, the human realm. This is
explicitly the case on three occasions. In the first scene, the angel’s appearance
in Cornelius’s house represents a first boundary transgression between heaven
and earth and constitutes an event in Lotman’s sense. Angels are beings that
belong to the heavens, and this angel is additionally characterized in the nar-
rator’s discourse as an angel of God (10:3) and thus unmistakably belonging
to God’s space. The case of the second boundary crossing between heaven
and earth, the descent of the “sheet” in Peter’s vision (10:11) is analogous. It
is accompanied by a massive violation of order. The Jew Peter, who lives
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according to Torah, is asked to slaughter and eat unclean animals. This
boundary transgression also has event character. Both transgressions of
boundary are, however, retracted, because the figure (angel) and object
(sheet) return to the place from which they came. It is said of the angel that
Cornelius sees him enter (eiselthonta pros auton) (10:3), but he also departs
(apélthen ho angelos) (10:7). Of the “sheet” it is said that Peter sees the heaven
opened (ton ouranon anesgmenon), and this container desccndrng to earth
(kai katabainon skeuos ti hos othonen megalen tessarsin archais kathiemenon epi
tés ges) (10:11), and that this happened three times. But this vessel is also
taken up again into heaven (anelemphthé to skeuos eis ton ouranon) (10:16). As
events that emphasize the axis heaven—earth, these happenings function here
as prelude. They lead to the meta-event and lend it divine authorization.

It is different with the descent of the Spirit in the third scene. The Spirit is
also associated with the heavenly world through the epithet “holy.” In the
third scene, the Spirit descends on the hearers (epepesen to pneuma to hagion
epi pantas tous akouontas ton logon) (10:44), and soon afterward the Holy
Spirit is poured out even upon the Gentiles (epi 1a ethne hé dorea tou pneu-
matos tou hagiou ekkechytai) (10:45). Nothing is said about a return to the
place of origin. The descent of the Spirit can thus be interpreted as the divine
sealing of Peter’s boundary transgression and thus as a way of expressing the
transformation of the order of things. The order of the Christ group, as it had
been analogously constituted through the event of Pentecost (Acts 2), is now
established among the Gentiles. In the Peter—Cornelius sequence only certain
paradigmatic bits and pieces are narrated: namely, the ability to speak in
tongues and to praise God (lalounton glossais kai megalynonton ton theon)
(10:46). Reception of baptism is proleptically referred to (10:48). With the
outpouring of the Spirit the meza-event of Peter’s boundary transgression and
the transformation of the order of things that occurs as a result, which is told
as something coming from heaven and thus from God (and prepared for by
Peter’s vision), is now sanctioned on that basis.?’

The result to be affirmed is that an analysis of the text in terms of Lotman’s
theory of boundary transgression puts us in a position to explicate the central
event in the narrative sequence in a methodical manner. In this narrative that
event is not, as appears at first glance, the conversion of Cornelius but rather
the “conversion” of Peter. His movement across the boundary of the counter-
space of the Gentiles, coded as forbidden, is the central event in this narra-
tive sequence; and staying in the house of a non-Jewish person is the turning
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point for Peter the Jew. He returns to the center of his Jewish place of origin
and transforms its order. The boundary between the place of origin (the peo-
ple of God) and the counterspace (the Gentiles) has become permeable. A
few verses later in the narrative, the group-name “Christians” is introduced
(Acts 11:26). The Jewish group of “Christians” forms within Judaism—cer-
tainly not outside of it?*—and acquires a profile. This ultimately leads to
conflict within the Jewish people, with groups that cannot accept this trans-
formation of order. But that is another story.

Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza’s vita is also characterized by the crossing and
transgression of boundaries. She crossed the boundaries of her place of ori-
gin, Europe, and she has transgressed boundaries as a Roman Catholic
woman. She has established herself as a Catholic exegete in North American
universities, which when she began her work were still primarily dominated
by men. But she did not lose herself in this male-dominated counterspace.
Elisabeth’s boundary transgression is, instead, a meta-event. It led to a trans-
formation of the order of things, an enormously effective transformation of
the order of the space of the university and of the church. She has sustained
women’s joy in theology and given them self-confidence; she has encouraged
both women and men to lift up their voices and not allow themselves to be
silenced. For this I, together with many others, owe her immense gratitude.
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