The Portrayal of Women in the Gospel of Luke


1.  Introduction  

Luke is often described as the gospel for the marginalized and oppressed (cf. 4:16-30). Several women are depicted (42 passages), many of whom are only found in Luke’s own source (23 
passages). There are numerous references to widows, the almanah (2:37; 4:25-26; 7:12; 18:3; 20:47; 21:2-3). Luke seeks to defend and reassure women: e.g., the penitent prostitute is contrasted with the Pharisee (7:36-50), whereas the crippled woman is given the title ‘daughter of Abraham’ as a sign of her dignity (13:16).

Note also the prominence of ‘the pairing motif’ (for a list of ‘gender pairs’, see T.K. Seim, “Luke”, 729-731): one version of a teaching/narrative refers to a man and the other refers to a woman. A man plants a mustard seed, the woman takes yeast to bake bread (13:18-21Q); a man searches for a lost sheep whereas a woman searches for a lost coin (15:4-10). Cf. also healing narratives: the widow’s only son followed by Jairus’ only daughter (7:12; 8:42).


2.  The L Source 

This includes: parts of the birth narrative (Luke 1-2); the raising of the widow’s son at Nain (7:12-17); the penitent prostitute who anoints Jesus’ feet (7:36-50); Galilean women followers of Jesus (8:1-3); Martha and Mary (10:38-42); a woman crying out from the crowd (11:27-28); the woman described as ‘the daughter of Abraham’ (13:10-17); the parable of the sweeping woman (15:8-10); the parable of the persistent widow (18:1-8); the daughters of Jerusalem (23:27-32); women at the cross (23:49); women preparing burial spices (23:56).


3.  Key Lukan Narratives

3.1 Mary and Elizabeth in the Birth Narratives Elizabeth and Mary are the first to receive the message of Jesus’ birth. Elizabeth is a barren woman whom God makes fruitful; she also functions as a kind of prophet and praises Mary (1:42: ‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb’). Mary communicates directly with the angel Gabriel and is portrayed as the model female believer (1:38: ‘Here am I, the 
servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word’; cf. vv. 47-49). She is the only woman who is given a full speech of proclamation (the Magnificat), which is a song of deliverance praising God for his liberating acts (cf. I Sam. 2:1-10). In the case of both Elizabeth and Mary we have examples of the lowly being exalted as part of God’s plan of reversal through the coming of Jesus. Anna, like Simeon, represents the old order; her widowhood is stressed and her continual fasting and praying in the Temple: ‘At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem’ (2:38).

3.2 The Penitent Sinner (7:36-50) Accounts of a woman anointing Jesus appear in all gospels (Mark 14:3-9; Matt. 26:6-13; John 12:1-18; Luke 7:36-50). 

Luke: a woman sinner (prostitute) anoints Jesus during his ministry in Galilee at the house of Simon the Pharisee. 

Mark/Matthew: she brings an alabaster jar of expensive ointment and pours it on the head of Jesus (cf. I Sam. 15:1; 16:13). 

According to Luke, the sinner wets Jesus’ feet with her tears, wipes them with hair, kisses his feet and anoints them with ointment. Male characters in the other gospels draw attention to the wastefulness of her act, to which Jesus responds that she has embalmed him for burial (a prophetic act). Luke focuses on her ‘emotional extravagance’. Simon the Pharisee exclaims: ‘If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him - that she is a sinner’ (7:39). But Jesus states that her act embodies her love: ‘Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love’ (7:47). Some claim that Luke, by removing the connection with Jesus’ death, has omitted this woman’s prophetic role (if Luke regarded this tradition as recording the same event).


3.3 The Galilean Women Companions (8:1-3) ‘Soon afterwards he went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward, Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources’.  


Several questions are raised: 


i) How could they travel in this manner? Some claim that they were the wives of some 
disciples or widows independent of male authority. 

ii) What was their precise role? The verb used to describe their activity (diakoneô) also occurs in Mark 15:40-41, where the women are said to have served or provided for Jesus (him alone). Luke indicates that the women were providing for them (i.e. the whole group), which points to a role of service or support for the male disciples. But what kind of work did they carry out? Possibly domestic activity, although it could denote table community (due the use of diakonia for eucharistic table service in Rom 11:13; I Cor 12:5; Acts 6:1, 4). Many claim that the women were wealthy benefactors who took care of the group’s material needs ‘out of their own resources’ (for women of wealth and status, see Acts 3:50; 15:24; 17:4, 12; 25:13). This is possibly a retrospective image of a later situation in Luke’s own community: the role of Graeco-Roman female benefactors (Roman law allowed women to inherit and own property). Is this the image of a male-led but female-supported movement?

3.4 Mary and Martha (10:38-42) Martha is ‘distracted with much serving’ (diakonia) (v. 40), while her sister Mary sits at Jesus’ feet listening to his teaching. Martha says to Jesus: ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me’ (v. 40). Jesus rebukes her: ‘Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her’ (vv. 41-42). Is this Jesus’ response to the Jewish denial of a woman’s right to study Torah? This is the view of Ben Witherington, who claims that a male could not be alone with two women (is he alone?), and that, whilst Jewish women could study privately, it was unusual for a rabbi to come into a woman’s house and teach her. Even Martha’s role was untypical, since women were not allowed to serve at meals if men were in attendance. Thus according to Witherington, both sisters respond in a way that exemplifies the liberation brought about by Jesus’ teaching. However, no rabbinic evidence 
is cited by him to support his thesis. 

A very different interpretation is offered by E.Schüssler Fiorenza (But She Said, 1992, 51-
76). Martha and Mary represent women who engage in two different kinds of activity: Martha preaches the word within the house church, whereas Mary listens passively to the teaching of Jesus. Luke portrays Jesus as rejecting the egalitarian relationship between himself and his assertive host Martha (and favours the subordinate behaviour of Mary). How does Martha’s role as host (in a domestic sense) bear relation to the function of preaching the word (this reading of diakoneô as ‘preaching’ is not borne out by other examples of its usage).

 Adele Reinhartz focuses on serving and listening to Jesus as epitomizing belief and discipleship (cf. 10:8). Why then does Jesus rebuke Martha? Care for physical needs should not be allowed to foreshadow the importance of hearing Jesus’ words. ‘While service to others is important, hearing the word for oneself is the essential ingredient of discipleship’ (208). This is echoed in Jesus’ words in 11:28: ‘Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it’. True disciples will centre their actions on Jesus; this passage does not specifically deal with issues of gender. However, there is no suggestion that Mary was meant to communicate this teaching to others; she acts as a passive disciple in a private atmosphere.

3.5 Women at the Cross and Empty Tomb (23:49; 24:1-2) Luke speaks of ‘all his acquaintances, and the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance and saw these things’ (23:49). Luke (different from Mark) neither mentions them by name nor notes their service. These same women return with their prepared spices and ointments (24:1-2): ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen. Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be crucified and on the third day rise again’ (vv. 5-7). The women are not commissioned to inform the disciples (different from other gospel traditions), whereas they are reminded of Jesus’ own words. They were among those who followed Jesus in Galilee (8:1-3) and are now called to be obedient to his word (cf. 11:28). 


The women tell all to the disciples. They are the first to hear the news of the resurrection, and their testimony results from initiative rather than a commission. It is interpreted by the male disciples as ‘an idle tale’ (24:11); the faith of the men is not based on the women’s testimony (with the exception of Peter), but on the appearances of the risen Jesus. Thus from within the narrative the women’s testimony confirms their role as disciples and as credible witnesses, but the unbelieving reactions of the men demonstrates the gulf between them. Their importance lies in their ability to hear the word, but not in the sense of taking part in public proclamation and teaching (as in fact becomes apparent in Acts).
4.  Feminist Interpretations of Luke’s Gospel 


4.1 Jane Schaberg

Schaberg asks: Does Luke really promote the status of women and give them a new identity? Not only the number of women in this gospel must be considered, but also their function and activity within the narratives. Luke, according to Schaberg, ‘portrays them as models of subordinate service, excluded from the power centre of the movement and from significant responsibilities’ (275).

Power of Luke to persuade the reader that the given gender roles are divinely ordained; this duality leads to the inclusion of women, but also serves to identify distance and segregation. Men and women belong to the same believing community, but they somehow form separate groups (explicit references to a group of women in 8:2-3; 24:10) in the sense that women are grouped with other women and men are grouped with other men.

But what do such assessments disclose about the role of women in Luke’s Gospel? According to Schaberg, women are portrayed as ‘the nurturers of men’, and as ‘prayerful, 
quiet, grateful women, supportive of male leadership, forgoing the prophetic ministry’ (p. 275). Women are never called disciples or apostles. Luke 18:29 adds the term ‘wife’ when 
speaking of the cost of discipleship: ‘Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or wife ...for the sake of the kingdom of God’, thereby indicating that the disciples are regarded by Luke as men (18:28-30). Women are often linked to the home (1:26-28, 40-56; 15:8-10) and their proper function is to listen and learn in silence (described as the ‘hearing community’). Only the men in Luke’s gospel are empowered to speak and act (9:1-6; 10:1-16; 24:47-49).

Schaberg believes that this reflects the Graeco-Roman background of Luke’s own community, for even wealthy Roman women were not involved in decision-making and leadership: ‘Women are included in Jesus’ entourage and table community, but not as the 
equals of men.... Women are models of ‘listening to the word’, but their prayer and study, unlike that of Jesus or of other male characters, does not lead beyond itself to decisive action or to their being recognized as teachers in their own right’ (291). Once this ambivalent tradition is recognized, the reader is freed in relation to the text - a freedom to answer back. The call in a contemporary context is to offer a critique of this given strategy.


4.2 Turid Karlsen Seim
Seim offers a more moderate assessment of the evidence and warns that one should avoid simplification when reading Luke’s gospel in terms of hostility or friendliness to women. This gospel cannot be reduced ‘either to a feminist treasure chamber or to a chamber of horrors for women’s theology’ (The Double Message, 249). She claims that Luke transmits a double message. On the one hand, his narratives reveal the establishment of 
structures that impose silence on women and promote male leadership. But on the other hand, important traditions are recorded about the role of women as disciples in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. ‘The women are brought to silence, but at the same time they continue to speak through the story. There is an ironic twist to the double message: the women from Galilee were indeed capable and qualified, but the men suspected and rejected them’ (“Luke”, 761).

5.  Comparison with the Book of Acts 

Reduction of interest in women in Acts: is it because Luke’s own perspective becomes more visible? For example, women speak 15 times in the gospel, but in Acts this is reduced to 5 times. With the exception of Priscilla, who is recognized as a missionary (18:18) and teacher (18:26), the primary female role in Acts is as a mother to the community; out of her wealth she provides home, hospitality and material aid to believers. With regard to teaching and preaching, women are always on the receiving end.
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