Jesus was a reformer for attitudes to women- Discuss

This essay aims to conclude as to whether or not Jesus was a reformer for attitudes to women. If he were, the second point of interest would be to what level Jesus acted as a reformer for attitudes to women. If he were not, the next question would be why was Jesus not a reformer for attitudes to women. Naturally, my primary source will be the NRSV Bible, but other sources will be used to form a rounded investigation.

This paragraph acts as a basic description of the gender culture surrounding masculinity and femininity, which, in Judaism, was shaped by war. Being a man meant to go to face the enemy and fight courageously for the cause (Reeder, 2015). Being a woman, or womanish, was taken in connection with inactivity and cowardice in not fighting for whatever reason you did not (Reeder, 2015). No matter the reason, on some level those who stayed behind or were left when others went to war were labelled woman and womanish (Reeder, 2015). It was the men who enacted war while the womanish men and the women were powerless victims of war and other forms of fighting (Reeder, 2015). This opinion is useful as it allows us to understand the basics of what would be reformed if one considers Jesus as a reformer for attitudes to women.

This ideology of the men being the ‘active’ sex while women are the ‘passive’ sex, has been seen throughout history and cultures (Reeder, 2015).
This text gives no mention of Jesus but allows for a good understanding of the underlying gender divide and expectations that Judaism had of either sex before Jesus had any impact.

While this source title indicates that Judaism concerning Jesus is going to be discussed, there is one mention of women in this source, and it, unfortunately, is something of an abstract detail, though useful in examining the bigger picture of Jesus and women in Judaic culture. According to this, the outer part of the Temple was known as the ‘Court of the women’ (Merenlahti, 2020). The ‘Court of the women’ was followed by the ‘Court of the men’ (Merenlahti, 2020). Beyond the ‘Court of the men’ only priests were allowed, as next came the altar for making sacrifices, a clear act of importance (Merenlahti, 2020). Please note that those allowed further were declared priests, as in the male. There is no mention of any female of standing being allowed further than the ‘Court of the women’. This source is useful in that it provides us with this cultural detail. It is unfortunate that while being titled ‘Judaism in the Time of Jesus’, it gives no information on Jesus’ stance on women concerning Judaism. This gives us a basic view on what Jesus would have faced from the religious institution of Judaism if he is to be considered as either a reformer for attitudes to women or not.

Jesus did have women followers and companions to complement his twelve to thirteen male disciples, such as Mary Magdalene, Joanna and Susanna, who provided for Jesus and his disciples and followers in their ways and with their resources. It has been posited that the women were followers and companions of Jesus as a highlight to the changes that Jesus’s egalitarian teachings had brought to the patriarchal culture that Judaism had at the time (Corely, 2002). 
The parables used imagery from everyday Palestinian life, so women and women’s activities were occasionally used as the point of comparison to the Kingdom of God, and as a means for Jesus to make a point about the good and evil in life and what people should see and learn (Corely, 2002). The parables can be sourced as a means of examining the juxtaposing roles of men and women.

The use of women in the parables is a positive indicator for Jesus as a reformer for attitudes to women as he is using them as main characters in his teachings. This also gives an anti-patriarchal and impartial view of his teachings. Unfortunately, women in the parables are often presented as members of a larger group of outcasts facing issues, rather than as a parable reflecting on women in Judaism as a whole. The role of women in the parables is generally secondary to its vital use. The issues with examining parables as a source for Jesus as a reformer to attitudes to women can be found in the, probably unconscious, higher utilisation of men in parables than women. Even if the parables were written as a primary source, they have their own biases. Due to these issues, the parables as a general source cannot work as clear evidence for Jesus as a reformer for attitudes to women. In specific cases, they could, however, prove useful. 

Two famous parables about women and their property and money can be found below. They clearly show that Jesus respected women in such areas and did work to change the attitudes to women tax collectors and the treasury had.
(Mark 12:40) shows Jesus watching the hub of the treasury and taxation within a temple and condemns tax collectors for taking a widow’s property because they can. 
(Mark 12:41-4) Again, while Jesus is in the hub of the treasury and tax collection within the Temple, a poor widow attempts to put two small copper coins into the treasury. Jesus points out that her contribution is worth more than that of the rich because those two coins are all she has.

Jesus typically seems to draw on the experiences of women and highlights their exemplary actions and uses them in analogies in his work. This is clear in (Matt 13:33) when Jesus compares the Kingdom of Heaven to yeast that a woman has mixed with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened. This is an apparent use of feminine imagery and while not overt. This statement could be considered as Jesus acting as a reformer for attitudes to women by using a woman’s work as an analogy for the creation and labour that built the Kingdom of Heaven.

Some of the teachings implicitly examine the status of women with statements about adultery and divorce. (Matt 5:27-32) is written as part of the teachings of Jesus. In this teaching, Jesus informs that looking at a woman with lust is a sin and a form of adultery. The man who has looked is to avoid the woman who made him sin. In terms of a divorce, a man must see that the woman gets a certificate of divorce. Jesus then warns that divorcing a woman on any grounds other than unchastity sees the woman become an adulterer. A further statement declares that a man who marries a divorced woman becomes an adulterer. If this is genuinely teachings of Jesus, it does not paint him in a positive light as a reformer for attitudes to women. Admittedly, Jesus would have had his own internal and unconscious biases from being raised in Judaic culture. Still, it is unfortunate that his preaching had not acted as a means for change concerning the attitudes to women concerning adultery and divorce.  

(Matt 8-9) focuses on miracle stories centring on outcasts, including women. These include the healing of Peter’s mother in law of a fever that has seen her bed-bound, by merely touching her hand (Matt 8:14). Jesus also heals a woman who has had a haemorrhage for twelve years while on his way to bring a young girl back to life. Jesus goes to the dead girl’s house and sends away the mourners before bringing the girl back to life (Matt 9:18-26). Jesus here clearly has no qualms with healing women regard to purity and treated them with respect and did as much as he could for them. He could have refused to heal either the girl or the woman but healed without question. This is Jesus acting as a reformer for attitudes to women by declaring that women deserve equal care and treatment to men, particularly medically. 

There is a record of women being present at the crucifixion, burial, empty tomb, and resurrection of Jesus. (Mark 15:40-41) tells of women and other disciples holding a vigil at the death of Jesus. The women were Mary Magdalene, Mary; mother of James the younger, Joses and Salome. (Matt 27:61) shows that Mary Magdalene and Mary stayed at the tomb after everyone else had left. (Luke 23:49) all but mirrors (Mark 15:40-41) but declares that as well as women keeping vigil, others had followed Jesus from Galilee, though beyond this minor statement there is no information on them. This level of devotion indicates Jesus cared for the women and acted as a reformer for attitudes for women enough for them to be able to attend these points at the end of the life of the man they were devoted to. There is no statement from Jesus here, but the women are respected. No one is making them leave. This indicates that the attitudes to women had altered enough that the men saw their right to stay at the side of Jesus, even though women would not be allowed at these scenes before Jesus began changing views.

In Mark’s gospel, the absence of the disciples during Jesus’ death marks the emergence of the women; the faithful group of followers at the cross who have been previously mentioned (15:40), who sought no status but showed faith. Mary Magdalene and Mary are mentioned again as, according to Mark, after the Sabbath, they took spices to anoint Jesus and found the empty tomb (Mark 16:1-8). (Luke 24:1-11) reworks the discovery of the tomb, with more detail concerning discovery and the message from the man (angel?) in the tomb than Mark had. These sections in the Bible highlight the women in Jesus’ life. They also highlight the change in their position and attitudes to women due to his teachings as they are now respected enough to be present at these points in Jesus’ life, whereas the men are not present. They cannot, however, cast Jesus as a reformer for attitudes to women, as he did not write these scenes himself, and therefore had no direct influence on what was presented. This is evident respect companions of Jesus to the women; typically women would have been kept away from such situations.

In (John 20:1), Mary Magdalene is said to have found the empty tomb and angel. In (John 20:11-18) Jesus is there and talks to her. In this scene, Mary Magdalene calls Jesus ‘Rabbouni’, meaning teacher. This is a clear indication that Jesus, at least, taught Mary Magdalene directly. This is the most explicit information that we have on Jesus acting as a teacher for a woman, which certainly marks him as a reformer for attitudes for women. Before this, there is no evidence that any women were able to learn more than her gender allowed, and this provides the first evidence of a man teaching a woman in Judaic culture.

In the popular image of the feast, which was held for the lowly and derelict, Jesus is shown how he overturns Judaic purity conventions and eats with a woman (Corely, 2002). Such was not atypical of Jesus, as he has been known to overturn the purity conventions before, but this image was one of the most impactful moments (Corely, 2002). There may have been an influence of Roman culture in the women eating with the men, but it is evident in this image that Jesus instigated the change.

The parable and image of the feast, in combination with the typical characterisation of Jesus’ dinner guests as those not typically accepted in society (tax collectors, sinners and whores) indicates that Jesus’ teachings were an open subject inclusive to women (Corely, 2002).

In a statement noted on page 61, Jesus calls the women entering the Kingdom of God (Heaven?) ‘whores’ (Corely, 2002). Today, this is a derogatory term by which to address someone. There was likely a similar understanding about addressing a woman so bluntly in the time of Jesus. It is unlikely that Jesus was insulting the women, but was merely making a statement of fact about their role in life. Such blunt acceptance of the role indicates that Jesus understood about the positions that some women had to take to live, which was far more progressive than Judaic society as a whole was towards such women.

There is little information on the stance Jesus had on divorce, as there is no evidence that can be used as an original statement from him. Women, such as Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, clearly joined Jesus and followed him as he travelled. Beyond the necessary report concerning Mary Magdalene, there is no evidence of Jesus taking women other than her as pupils and teaching them directly.

The canon surrounding Jesus (otherwise known as the Bible) must be taken into account when examining Jesus as a reformer for attitudes to women. However, the Bible is difficult to use as a primary source if one is looking for objectivity on the life and teachings of Jesus. Even the evangelists who are posited to have written where Jesus could not have had their own biases, both personal, intentional, and unintentional.

On page 313 of Levine’s journal is an interesting quote from Witherington on the topic of the education that women received from Jesus and the impact of it (Levine, 1994).
There is no evidence that prior to Jesus’ ministry, Jewish women were ever allowed to be disciples of a greater teacher, much less travel with such a teacher, or instruct anyone other than children. In such a restrictive context, Jesus’ relationship to women must have seemed radical indeed (Levine, 1994)






This quote interests me because I both agree and disagree with Witherington. Thus far, I have found very little evidence to support the idea of Jesus officially teaching women. However, it is likely that women learned from the teachings he gave widely, and that they followed him to learn in whatever way they could. The concept of learning and being able to pass on what they learned would have been incredibly new to the Judaic women of the time. Furthermore, following Jesus on his journey would also have been something the women could not or would not have done before. They would have stayed in their place and their roles.
Jesus and his teachings in all their forms were a catalyst for reforms in attitudes for women. They allowed women to reform their views towards themselves, primarily when he used them in clear examples for situations, marking them as able and notable in many contexts. However, I would hesitate to say that Jesus, directly, was a reformer for attitudes to women when teaching in that the man did not personally teach them lessons. The woman learned from the speeches and parables he gave, not in direct teachings.

Despite these issues, it is widely noted that Jesus had a clear connection with those who were marginalised in society, including women. The so-called ‘Jesus movement’ is typically considered to be a positive development that happened for women (Levine, 1994). It allowed women to look at themselves and be looked at in a different light than they had been before.

Overall, Jesus was a reformer for women. However, he was not a reformer for women on the level that we expect from society and our understanding of gender culture today. He did not teach a woman directly but respected them for their positions and stance in society and gave them a means of changing it where they could.
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