Essay – Assessment Three
Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women in the first century. Discuss. 
In this essay, this statement will be analysed within historical context. We will outline the key arguments agreeing with the statement and disagreeing with the statement presented. Many would argue his attitude towards women was pioneering for that time. The Gospels would agree with this statement as they often depict Jesus as sympathetic to the low status groups of society. However, whilst academics agree that Jesus’ attitude towards women can be considered as more positive; Jesus did not reform Jewish attitudes towards women. Instead, his attitude towards the ‘marginalized’ marked the separation of Christianity and Judaism for many academics. For analytical purposes, the essay will be divided into four arguments. 
Firstly, to determine whether Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women, we need to look at attitudes before Jesus. Attitudes to women as a whole, were negative. Women were generally seen as the weaker gender and were a part of the low status groups of society. Often violence towards women was not unheard of and tolerated as normal. The position of women in the first century, often reflected attitudes. Unmarried, widowed and ‘foreign’[footnoteRef:1] women were seen as equal to slaves. Futhermore, married women were only seen as useful to society for giving heirs and maintaining households. As written in Jewish text, women belonged to men once married and all children born out of that marriage belonged to the husband. [1:  Anyone outside of the town or someone of different religion.] 

Women in Jesus’ Ministry:
Osieck focuses on the status of these women who became missionaries of Jesus. Osieck highlights in the status of these are described to be previously sinful, that is before Jesus repented their sins. However, she notices even though the women are low-status, they are all relatively independent. We can use Osieck’s analysis of the female missionaries to form an argument that Jesus was a reformer of attitudes to a point. Osieck particularly focus on the character of Mary Magdalene and how she is described in the Bible. Osieck also considers the language used referring Mary Magdalene and how it shows her importance as a disciple. Firstly, Osieck acknowledges the debate over Magdalene’s relationship with Jesus. She is described as being important and in the Gospel of Matthew, she is one of two people to see the Resurrection of Jesus (Matthew 28;1-10). The other is Mary, the mother of Jesus. This shows the importance of women within the movement of Jesus. Thus, can be used to suggest Jesus was a reformer of attitudes towards women. However, this happened only within his own movement. 
 
It is recorded in Josephus’ book Jewish Antiquities the feelings of the Jewish people at the time of Jesus’ movement and his account suggest that Jesus was accepted widely by society as the Messiah (Book 18). However, academics have said that a secondary author may have written that account in Jewish Antiquities to fit in with a Christian society. As this is suggested by his earlier books that Josephus agreed with Jewish teachings[footnoteRef:2] and the account did match an account in Book 20, which argues Jesus is not the Messiah.   [2:  Josephus was a Jewish academic from the first century – mentioned in the Bible. Josephus, Brittanica.com ] 

 

Jesus’ appeal for an equal society:

The treatment of low status groups such as women in the first century could be argued as a point of distinction between Christianity and Judaism. Jesus’ movement appealed to women particularly as it allowed them to be educated in teachings, be a part of rituals and become a missionary. All of which, in first-century Judaism  
 
Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes to a point according to Karen L King. Jesus allowed women to join rituals and learn his teachings . Naturally, this conflicted with Jewish teachings and the attitudes towards women. Ancient academics recorded accounts of the time and the feelings towards Jesus, referring to Jesus as a threat to Judaism. 

Biblical narratives of Jesus and Women: 

Paetzhold offers a possible argument for the statement. In her essay, Paetzhold again uses the biblical narrative of the Gospels and in particular, focuses on one interaction between a women and Jesus. The Story of the Samaritan Women (John 4)[footnoteRef:3]. In the narrative the women is foreign however, Jesus shows her kindness. Paetzhold points out the relevance and importance of the story is in the treatment of the women. Paetzhold clearly argues Jesus was a reformer as in the time of the narrative, women were not allowed to talk to men in public. Therefore, Jesus action in talking to the women reflects his reformed attitude towards women. Furthermore, she adds to her argument by noticing the foreign status of the women and the language of Jesus. Paetzhold comments on Jesus’ language in the narrative, saying it is positive and polite. This extract can be used as an example of Jesus being polite to the women; “Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”(John 4:10). It is mentioned later in the narrative the women has multiple husbands. Historically, in the first century, Jewish men would not speak or interact with her. On the other hand, further on in the narrative, Jesus orders the women to ‘call her husband’ so he can spread the word of the God. This, I would argue still suggests men are dominant in society. However, considering historical context, this was normal behaviour. The story of the Samaritan Women is important in the debate of deciding whether Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes as this is the first biblical moment in where Jesus gains a female missionary. Another point could be put forward to aid Paetzhold’s argument in the disciples’ reaction to Jesus talking to the women. It is mentioned in John that they did not question his actions. This suggests a profession in the attitudes of first century men.  [3:  In the New Revised Standard Version, this women is referred to as the women from Samaria] 

 
Jesus’ actions definitely did reflect a different attitude towards women that the Jewish attitude. A key example of this is Jesus had women as disciples. The most known and discussed is Mary Magdalene. Compton notes we have to remember the historical society Jesus lived in. For Compton, this explain why the argument of Jesus not being a reformer of attitudes towards women is not solid on the basis of biblical evidence as Jesus can be interpreted as showing typical attitudes towards women at the time. It also explains why the original twelve disciples were all male. 

Jesus the ‘Feminist’:
Firstly it is important to note that Jesus was not a feminist in the contempary sense of the word.  
In his book, Swidler uses biblical narratives from the Gospels and the way Jesus uses to describe himself to the people to create an argument for Jesus being a feminist. However, Swidler is very careful to note in a historical context Jesus was a feminist and agrees that Jesus would not stand up as being labelled a feminist by modern standards.  Swidler argues that the Synoptic Gospels (Mark, Luke and John) all show positive examples of Jesus treating women of low status with respect and equality. Swidler argues that before Jesus women were thought of a voluntary slaves, submissive and easily led to sin. When Jesus came along, he offered some equality in a male-orientated world to women who were oppressed by their husbands and other males in society. However, Swidler also acknowledges Jesus’ ‘mission’ was not just to liberate the women but all the other low status groups of society. For example, the slaves and the disabled. 
 
Women required a man to reach high society and to achieve a high ranking position as the Jewish society of the first century was very patriarchal. Women were not allowed to be educated in the Torah. As noted by Swidler, Eliezer once said it is better to ‘burn the words of the Torah than entrust it with a women’. Thus, we can be in no doubt that an argument can be made for assuming Judaism was a male-orientated religion. 
 
 
Witherington argues in his book, Women in the Ministry, the disciples that were women served no real purpose to Jesus and were only kept around to perform tasks deemed fit for a women like cooking and cleaning. But as stated before, Jesus commands the Samaritan Women to spread his message.  Witherington suggests that women had no importance in the Ministry and suggests women were treated in a positive way by Jesus because his movement required him to appeal to marginalised groups in society. 
 
In the New Testament, Jesus is conveyed in a way which suggests his attitude was different to what was considered normal Hewish attitude for a man. This has sparked a debate amongst academics as many believe Jesus did reform Jewish attitudes towards women and instead, this ‘equal’ treatment of women was the marking point for the separation between Christianity and Judaism. However, other academics agree that Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women as the birth of Christianity came after the biblical narratives used in the arguments. 
 
The main argument against Jesus being labelled as a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women is gender was not Jesus primary concern. As mentioned before, Jesus was concerned with the laws that oppressed the low status groups in society. The main groups being the disabled, slaves, women and children. Subsequently, Jesus’ teachings appealed to them, meaning Jesus can be interpreted as a social reformer when he was not. However, sometimes academics who support this argument do not remember the historical context and the type of reform implied. For instance, many academics refer to Jesus as social reformer when he is a religious reformer. This means appealing for it bringing about changes in a religion’s culture. 
 
There has been debate over whether the disciple of Jesus were equal over the years. The language suggests, in some Gospels (for example Matthew) the women who were disciples and in some cases, even favoured by Jesus. However, some accounts of the female disciples can be interpreted as mixed, in regards to the attitudes towards women. As even though they are allowed to travel with the male disciples and Jesus. However, they remain nameless or are referred to as the the property of a male. 
 
From biblical accounts in the Gospels, King states that Jesus seemed to  treat women equally . However, Nicola Slee argues the opposite. When examining the Gospels, Slee found that women were significantly under-represented. She uses Matthew as an example with twelve of the eighty-five characters being female. Five of those women being labelled as ‘foolish’ and most of the female characters were portrayed as not important to the narrative. 
 
However, many theologians dispute argue that the ration of male character to female characters is not important and does not contribute towards the debate of whether Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women. Instead, it is Jesus’ interaction with women and the importance of women in individual narratives that determine this. 
 
Conclusion

To conclude, when we have analysed all arguments over whether Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women. We can be in no doubt that he was a reformer as he let women be educated in religious teachings and take part in rituals, even become missionaries. The argument that he reformed Jewish attitudes towards women in particular is not so convincing as Jesus movement was not primarily focused on gender equality but on liberating the low status groups of society. Therefore, a more agreeable statement is Jesus was a reformer of attitudes amongst his own movement and the Gospels reflects that. However, in terms of the statement, ‘Jesus was a reformer of Jewish attitudes towards women’. I would disagree as his treatment of marginalised groups marks the start of Christianity and Jesus isn’t accepted as the Messiah. 
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