‘Jesus reformed Jewish attitudes to women. Discuss.’
As a Jew, Jesus’ attitude to women is often examined against first-century Jewish culture. Many Christian scholars argue that Jesus’ attitude to women was contrary to his Jewish contemporaries. To examine this statement, this essay is going to analyze Jesus’ attitudes to women in his teachings and during his ministry.  In doing so, it will argue that Jesus did not reform Jewish attitudes to women. In examining Jesus’ healing of a woman with a hemorrhage, the essay will argue that Jesus does not abrogate Jewish purity laws on the account that they were oppressive to women. Secondly, Jesus’ teachings seem to reinforce stereotypical gender roles. It will be argued that Jesus’ parables do not overtly challenge gender, but class. Thirdly, Jesus’ inclusion of female disciples was not revolutionary to his Jewish environment. Finally, the essay will argue that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce does not suggest that the Jewish divorce system was explicitly patriarchal.
It has been argued that Jesus abrogates Jewish purity laws, which socially excluded women from society. This has been interpreted in Jesus healing a woman who has had a ‘flow of blood for twelve years’ (Mt 9:20-22, Mk 5:25-34, Lk 8:41) with the language being identified with Levitical purity legislation (Lev 15:19, 25; 20:18).[footnoteRef:7104]According to Leviticus, women during their menstrual cycles would have been rendered impure for the first seven days, and anyone who touched them would have been ritually impure until the evening (Lev 15:19). However, the prolonged length of the woman’s blood flow in the gospel accounts would have pronounced the woman impure until she had been cured (Lev 15:25).[footnoteRef:22212]   [7104:  Marla Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations.” Journal of Biblical Literature 103, no. 4 (1984), p. 619]  [22212:  Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations’’, p. 619] 

According to Marla Selvidge, the woman would have been ‘‘socially restricted from the cult, society, and the home’’[footnoteRef:3943] because of her state of impurity. However, in examining the account in Mark, Selvidge argues that Jesus ‘‘subtly shatters the legal purity system and its restrictive social conditioning.’’[footnoteRef:13283] Selvidge argues that Jesus does not reprimand the woman for touching him, but instead shows compassion by calling her ‘daughter’[footnoteRef:30095] (Mk 5:34). Furthermore, in healing the woman, Selvidge argues Jesus liberates the woman from the physical and social suffering she has endured due to the androcentric nature of Jewish culture.[footnoteRef:14118]  However, Judith Plaskow argues that Christian feminists like Selvidge, showcase an anti-Judaism rhetoric, and do not critically examine the real historical lives of Jewish women. Instead, they try to make Jesus’ Jewish background look more misogynistic to present Christianity as being better to women.[footnoteRef:31638] [3943:  Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations’’, p. 619]  [13283:  Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations’’, p. 622]  [30095:  Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations’', p.622]  [14118:  Selvidge, “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations’', p.623]  [31638:  Judith Plaskow, "Anti-Judaism in Feminist Christian Interpretation". In Judith Plaskow, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2014), pp.11-17] 

However, as Susan Haber notes, there is no evidence that Jesus abrogates the purity laws. For instance, it is the woman who initiates touching Jesus (Mk 5:28) which possibly suggests that Jesus still abided to Jewish purity laws. Furthermore, if ritual impurity was passed on from the woman, Jesus could have followed the purification ritual to cleanse himself (Lev 15;19). Furthermore, Selvidge does not consider how first-century Jewish communities would have interpreted the Levitical purity laws. Amy Jill-Levine argues that Selvidge's interpretation of the text is a misrepresentation of the Jewish legal purity system in the Second Temple period. Haber notes how some Jewish sects such as the Pharisees would have likely had a stricter view of purity legislation outside of the temple.[footnoteRef:1535] However, other Jewish communities would have reinterpreted the laws according to their own lives.[footnoteRef:2321] This suggests that Jesus did not reform Jewish attitudes to women by abrogating Jewish purity laws. [1535:  Amy Jill -Levine, , “Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women: Yeast of Eden”, A Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament, ed. A. Brenner, (Sheffield, 1996), p.310]  [2321:  Susan Haber, A Woman’s Touch: Feminist Encounters with the Hemorrhaging Woman in Mark 5.24-34. Journal for the Study of the New Testament, 26(2), (2003), p.178 ] 

Furthermore, Jacob Milgrom argues that Leviticus 15 does not suggest that the woman passes on ritual impurity by touching.[footnoteRef:11992] This challenges Selvidge’s argument that the purity laws would have marginalized the woman, as she would have been able to stay at home with her family and would have been able to continue her activities such as cooking and housework.[footnoteRef:3211] Similarly, Levine notes that society did not shut down during a women’s cycle, with them being able to go to the mill or market.[footnoteRef:23573] Furthermore, Jewish purity laws were not exclusive to women, with men also given the responsibility.[footnoteRef:22393] This suggests that Jewish purity laws were not overtly oppressive to women. To conclude, Jesus did not reform Jewish attitudes to women as he did not abrogate the Jewish purity laws on the account that Jewish purity legislation was androcentric. The next point will examine Jesus’ attitude to women in his parables.  [11992:   Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: a Book of Ritual and Ethics, (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2004), 942-43
]  [3211:  Milgrom, Leviticus, 942-43]  [23573: Amy Jill -Levine, , “Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women: Yeast of Eden”, A Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament, p. 311 ]  [22393: -Levine, , “Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women: Yeast of Eden”, A Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament, p. 312 ] 

Jesus’ teaching reinforces stereotypical gender roles. In Jesus’ parables, women play a central role in a minority.[footnoteRef:30110] These include: The parable of the Leaven (Mt 13: 3, Lk 13:20-21, GTh 96), the Lost Coin (Lk 15:8-9), the Unjust Judge (Lk 18:2-8), the wise and foolish virgins (Mt 25:1-13), and the Empty Jar (GTh 97). The parables reinforce gender roles, with women kneading bread, carrying jars and grinding meal.[footnoteRef:14994]  Kathleen Corely argues this is emphasized with the women being juxtaposed with the roles of men.[footnoteRef:14401] These include planting seeds and shepherding sheep.    [30110:  Witherington, B., 'Women in the parables and Judgement sayings, Women and the Genesis of Christianity (Cambridge, 1990), p.55]  [14994:   Katheleen E Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, (Santa Rosa, 2002) p.55]  [14401:   Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.56 ] 

However, Witherington argues that some of Jesus’ parables reverse expectations. For instance, in the parable of the Leaven and the Dough (Mt 13:33; Lk 13:20-21), Witherington argues that due to the large amount of meal, it is possible that the dough was for a special occasion.[footnoteRef:12023] Witherington argues that Jesus possibly challenges gender roles, as it would have been the priest who would have baked the bread. Some commentators argue that Jesus values the domestic woman, by comparing the woman’s work to the activity of God.  However, Corley argues that Jesus’ aim of the parables is not focused on the woman. She argues that the activity of God is compared to the leavening of the dough, not the women’s work.[footnoteRef:21768] Interestingly, Corley notes that leaven was seen as a symbol of corruption (Ex 12:15). Corley argues that Jesus instead reverses expectation by suggesting that God’s activity will reverse expectations as God will include the lower class and outcasts in the Kingdom of God.[footnoteRef:5667]   [12023:  Ben Witherington, 'Women in the parables and Judgement sayings, Women and the Genesis of Christianity (Cambridge, 1990).p.56]  [21768:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.56
]  [5667:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.56
] 

However, the parable of the feast (Mt 22:2-13, Lk 14:16-23) is attested as showing an inclusive attitude towards women. It states that ‘tax collectors and sinners’ (Mt 9:10-17, Mk 2:15-22, Lk 5:29-39) were welcomed to the banquet, being allegorical for how the Kingdom of God will except all people from society. argues that this shows Jesus’ egalitarian attitude towards men and women.[footnoteRef:9174] However, it is perhaps anachronistic to suggest that Jesus tried to reform gender issues.[footnoteRef:24442] Furthermore, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argues that Jesus shatters the Jewish purity system by allowing women to sit at the table.[footnoteRef:24705] However, as previously discussed, it seems likely that this reflected the more fluid attitude to purity legislation and does not suggest Jesus reformed Jewish attitudes to women. Instead, Corley notes that Jesus’ banquet ‘‘challenges ancient social paradigms of honor and wealth’’[footnoteRef:23844] with the lowly, not the rich being present at the banquet. Jesus’ teachings do not focus on challenging gender roles, but instead show concern for the poorer social classes.[footnoteRef:7910] The next point will discuss Jesus’ inclusion of women disciples.  [9174:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.59]  [24442:  Dunning, B. H., 'The New Testament and Early Christian Literature in the History of Gender and Sexuality', in Benjamin H. Dunning (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of New Testament, Gender, and Sexuality, Oxford Handbooks,(Oxford Academic, 2019). ]  [24705:  Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Sharing Her Word: Feminist Biblical Interpretation In Context. (Bloomsbury, 1998), p.128]  [23844:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.59]  [7910:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.59] 

It has been argued that Jesus reformed Jewish attitudes to women because he included women as his disciples. For example, Mark states that many women, among them Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of James and Salome, were present at the crucifixion (Mk 15:40-44). It states these women followed and ministered to Jesus with the verb ‘to follow’ being seen as an indication that the women had full discipleship[footnoteRef:9521] (Mk 2:14; Mt 8:19-22). Furthermore, women such as Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna accompanied Jesus and The Twelve in their travels (Lk 8:1-3). Ben Witherington argues that prior to Jesus there is no indication that women were able to become disciples, or travel with a teacher like Jesus. He argues that it must have seemed ‘radical’ and ‘scandalous in Jewish circles’[footnoteRef:15782] for women to become disciples. [9521:  Witherington, ''Women in the Ministry of Jesus'', p.116]  [15782:  Witherington, ''Women in the Ministry of Jesus'', p.110] 

However, there is no explicit evidence that women were unable to become disciples before Jesus. For instance, Josephus notes how women followed the zealot Simon bar Gioras[footnoteRef:5259], and a charismatic prophet to the temple.[footnoteRef:3321] Furthermore, aristocratic women were attracted to joining Pharisaism and Tan Ilan argus this suggests women were able to make independent political and religious choices to become members of a Jewish sect prior to Jesus.[footnoteRef:23252] Admittedly, Ilan does not dismiss that this could have been difficult for most women, or that it was commonplace for women to become disciples.[footnoteRef:22079] However, it does suggest that it was not revolutionary for Jesus to have women disciples at the time.  [5259:  Josephus, Jewish War, 4.505]  [3321:  Josephus, Jewish War, 6.283]  [23252:  Tan Ilan, "In the Footsteps of Jesus: Jewish Women in a Jewish Movement". In Transformative Encounters, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2000), p.127]  [22079:  Ilan, "In the Footsteps of Jesus: Jewish Women in a Jewish Movement", p.127
] 

However, Witherington argues that Jesus’ discipleship of women gave them a renewed significance. For instance, Witherington notes how Joanna, being ‘the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza’ (Lk 8: 3), would have left her husband behind. Witherington argues that this shows the Jesus movement broke down social barriers for women, allowing them to leave home.[footnoteRef:748] Although, Witherington admits that Jesus did not break down all social barriers, for it was likely that these women still had to prepare food for the group. However, he argues that Jesus gave these women's domestic roles a renewed significance as disciples, as they were not providing food for the physical family, but the family of faith.[footnoteRef:19921] However, women following Jesus does not reveal why they followed Jesus, or that Jesus had reformed Jewish attitudes to women.[footnoteRef:11550] The next argument will discuss Jesus’ attitude to divorce. [748:  Witherington, ''Women in the Ministry of Jesus'', p.112]  [19921:  Witherington, ''Women in the Ministry of Jesus'', p.112]  [11550:  Ilan, "In the Footsteps of Jesus: Jewish Women in a Jewish Movement", p.128] 

It is argued that Jesus’ view of divorce exhibited a feminist attitude which was contrary to his Jewish contemporaries. However, Jesus’ teaching on divorce contains several discrepancies[footnoteRef:10510] (Mk 10:5-10, Mt 5:32; 19:1-12, Lk 16:18, Cor 7:9-10). For instance, in Matthew an exception clause for divorce is made in the case of unchastity (Mt 5:32; 19:9). However, it is argued that this has been inserted by Matthew to coincide with his Jewish audience.[footnoteRef:28919] With Mark being the earliest of the gospels, Mark’s viewpoint that Jesus prohibited divorce is most accepted. In doing so, Jesus challenged Mosaic law (Deu 24:1) which enabled a man to divorce his wife by simply giving her a certificate. Michael Muonwe argues that this meant Jewish men could whim fully divorce their wives,[footnoteRef:29051] Leonard Swidler argues that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce displayed a revolutionary egalitarian attitude to women in marriage. He argues this is because being able to divorce was exclusively the right of the male in first-century Jewish culture.[footnoteRef:4332]   [10510:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.69]  [28919:  Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.70]  [29051:   Michael Muonwe., "Jesus' Teaching on Divorce: Lessons for Fruitful Feminist Engagement with Society." The International Journal of Religion and Spirituality in Society 6 (4), (2016),p.7]  [4332:  Leonard Swidler, Jesus Was a Feminist: What the Gospels Reveal about His Revolutionary Perspective.(Sheed & Ward, 2007),p.114] 

However, as Amy Jill-Levine notes, second temple literature suggests that women could file for divorce. For example, Josephus states that Salome, Herod’s sister, sent a divorce bill to her husband.[footnoteRef:5316]  Furthermore, Herodias initiated divorce to her husband Herod Antipas.[footnoteRef:24299] However, these accounts are of elite women divorcing their husbands. Levine admits that it would have been difficult for other women, who would have had to rely on their father or male relative to initiate divorce. [footnoteRef:7636] Despite this, Jesus also seems to suggest that women were divorcing their husbands at the time (Mt 10:10-12). Commentators argue that this reflected Mark’s gentile setting, and was not in accordance with Jewish attitudes, but Roman law.[footnoteRef:29684] However, Levine argues that it is not improbable that Roman culture had influenced the Jewish divorce system.[footnoteRef:11352] [5316:  Josephus, Antiquities, 15.259]  [24299:  Josephus, Ant, 18.110]  [7636:  Amy Jill-Levine, “, Divorce, and Sexuality: A Jewish Critique,” B. Lebeau, L. Greenspoon, and D. Hamm (eds,) The Historical Jesus Through Catholic an Jewish eyes.(Trinity Press International, 2000), p.118
]  [29684:   Corely, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins, p.69]  [11352:  Levine, “Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women: Yeast of Eden”, p. 119] 

 Furthermore, the viewpoint that Jewish law took advantage of women often refers to the rabbinic sources, such as the Hillelite interpretation of divorce, which suggested a man could divorce his wife for trivial reasons, such as burning the dinner (M.Gittin 9.10.).[footnoteRef:26954]  [footnoteRef:9944]￼ For instance, women received a marriage contract (Ketubah) which protected the women’s financial rights if her husband wanted to divorce. Interestingly, Tan Ilan notes that records of divorce during the second temple period were small. Ilan argues this was due to economic reasons, because the ‘‘man would have had to pay his former wife her Ketubah,[footnoteRef:6185] This contradicts the perception that Jewish men whim fully divorced their wives. [footnoteRef:18376] This suggests that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce could be seen as feminist or anti-feminist according to Jewish women’s individual situation.  [26954:  George, R.E.,Jesus and Divorce: A Biblical Guide for Ministry to Divorced Persons, (Herald Pr, 1991).p.18 ]  [9944:  Bernadette J Brooten, "Early Christian Women and their Cultural Context: Issues of Method in Historical Reconstruction," in A. Yarbro Collins (ed.), Feminist Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship, (Chicago, CA: Scholars, 1985), p.73]  [6185:  Tan Ilan, Jewish women in Greco-Roman Palestine, (Hendrickson Publishers,1996), p.137. ]  [18376:   Brooten, "Early Christian Women and their Cultural Context: Issues of Method in Historical Reconstruction,"p.74] 

In conclusion, Jesus showed an egalitarian attitude towards women, placing as much value on them as men. However, to see Jesus as reforming Jewish attitudes to women is misconstrued. There is no clear indication that Jesus prohibited purity laws on the account that the Jewish purity laws were patriarchal. Furthermore, Jesus’ parables do not challenge gender roles, but instead focusses on status. Moreover, even though Jesus had women disciples, evidence suggests that it was not revolutionary for Jewish attitudes to women. Finally, the argument that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce liberated women from the androcentric Jewish divorce system does not seem to reflect how women were protected by the marriage contract, and in some cases could initiate divorce.
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