Francine Asonibare 2317773
Assessment 2
Jesus was a reformer of first century Jewish attitudes to women - discuss
The single most important system that influenced the lives of men and women in first century Palestine was Judaism. Judaism covered all aspects of first century life and integrated the interrelated religious beliefs, social and economic customs for the specific purpose of enabling the Jews to fulfil their side of the Mosaic covenant as described by the Torah. Despite Roman rule, the Jewish judiciary system and political organisation were largely allowed to continue under the lead of the High Priest until the fall of Jerusalem n 70CE. The Temple in Jerusalem was the institution at the apex of the system as well as being the place for offering sacrifice.
Women’s bodies and Ritual Impurity[image: The miracles of Jesus: Jairus and a woman of faith | Front Royal Church of  Christ]
Religion is one of many social practices that is both gendered and gendering[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Kraemer, Ross S., Unreliable Witnesses: Religion:Gender and History in the Greco-Roman Era, (Oxford University Press, 2010) p. 243, https://doi-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199743186.001.0001 ] 

The ancient Jewish construct of women assigned to them cultic impurity due to the loss of bodily fluids during menstruation and childbirth. In the story of the healing of a woman with a long-term bleeding condition (Matthew 9:18-19; 23-26 and Mark 5:35-43) the woman confesses to touching his cloak, an action she had intended to do in private, hoping not to be seen. She was healed immediately but he called her into the public space to praise her faith and to affirm her healing to the onlookers. The crowd would have interpreted the miracle not just as a healing of her medical condition but as a transformation of her status from impure to purified. She had been purified by faith.
The problem for women in general was that even a normal monthly menstrual bleed made them impure. They could not allow another person to use a chair or lie on a bed that they without passing on that impurity. In short, the whole household would become aware of the timing of each woman’s period, allowing her no dignity. According to Lev 15:25 every day a woman bled she was impure until she made a sacrifice after her period. In the first century CE this sacrifice was due seven days after their period, further limiting women’s interaction with men in their households to about 14 days per month. In the 2nd Temple era the menstrual laws or laws of Niddah (Lev 15:19-30) were strictly adhered to by most Jews[footnoteRef:2]. The overall impact on women to constrain their freedom of movement outside and at home. That this was meant as a ‘punishment’ can be seen from the Mishnah written in 200 CE. It was a deserved punishment on all women for Eve’s role in bringing suffering and death into the world. They were not only regularly impure, but they were also innately impure. Amy-Jill Levine has argued that as women got married from the age of 14 upwards, and had many children, they had fewer periods than modern women and these purity constraints would have been less limiting. The implication is that women did not suffer the impact of the systemic bias because of female bodily functions all the time, but nonetheless the bias existed.  [2:  Ilan, Tal, Post-biblical and Rabbinic Women, Shalvi/Hyman Encyclopedia of Jewish Women, https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/post-biblical-and-rabbinic-women accessed 04 May 2026] 

In this miracle Jesus challenges the bias against women that says they are impure but does not suggest changing the Levitical Purity code. He does say that faith is the defining characteristic of being in right standing with God, and that the woman was healed by her faith. This is a gender-neutral statement. For Jewish women hearing this message in the first century, this would have been an improvement because it gave them agency over their ‘impurity’. 
D’Angelo [footnoteRef:3] flags the difference between the account of this miracle Matthew and Mark noting that Matthew’s shorter version has been interpreted as liberating women from the Levitical Purity code. In Mark’s version the woman ‘heals herself’ by faith, so it could be concluded that this is the reforming version because it gives women more agency over their ‘purification’. [3:  D'Angelo Mary Rose, (Re) Presentations of Women in the Gospel of Matthew and Luke-Acts in Women and Christian Origins, ed. by Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D'Angelo (Oxford University Press, 1999) p.175, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=556364 accessed 11 April 2026
] 


Valuing the girl child
A synagogue ruler asks Jesus to come and heal his daughter who is at the point of death. Before Jesus can get there, the people from the synagogue tell the father not to bother, Jesus because the girl has died.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Mark 5:22-23; 35-43] 

Unlike the resignation in the message from home, the father’s attitude is one of hope mixed with fear. His individual love for his daughter is clear, but the messengers portray a more systemic attitude to death (fatalistic). In fact a crowd of people had already arrived at his house to wail and weep. Levine cited in D’Angelo states that the purpose of this miracle is to serve as an image of resurrection[footnoteRef:5].  If so, this miracle sends the message that girls and women will also be resurrected which may not have been the dominant view. But he orders the parents, who would have been in a good position to spread the news to members of the religious establishment, not to let anyone know. Reform denotes action(s) on or against a system or organisation to improve how it works or what it achieves[footnoteRef:6]. And is best undertaken from within. Insiders reform, but despite being an observant Jew, Jesus is distrustful of the systems and institutions of Judaism.  [5:  D’Angelo Mary Rose, (Re) Presentations of Women in the Gospel of Matthew and Luke-Acts in Women and Christian Origins p.175]  [6:  https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/reform accessed 24 April 2026
] 


Gender in Divorce and Marriage Rights 
The teaching of Jesus on divorce was challenging to first century CE Jews. Speaking directly to the Pharisees who consulted him, in the second person singular in Mark, Jesus says that Moses only created the possibility for a man to divorce his wife by simply presenting them with a certificate because they (men) were (currently and historically) stubborn. According to him this was not God’s will. It does not appear that the society could conceive of women requesting a divorce because the answer in Q refers only to men’s right to divorce. Jesus is against both. The disciples are still discussing it when they go inside (the house) and Jesus is more emphatic, adding that re-marriage after divorce is effectively the same as adultery. (Mark 10:2-12). His views could also be read affirmation of the rights of women not to be divorced by their husbands given how easy it was. There is no doubt that women’s limited access to money and wealth put them at greater risk of impoverishment after divorce and Jesus was always mindful of the suffering of the poor and marginalised. The fact that the topic engendered so much discussion as to be recorded suggests how controversial it was. It is now known that some Jewish women did sue for divorce in 1st century. Matthew’s inclusion of divorce on the basis of sexual immorality is considered to be his own addition. (Matt 19:9)

Women in the parables (the Kingdom of Heaven)
Place
For the majority of people learning took place at home and in synagogues.  Groups like the Pharisees, the scribes and the scroll communities had centres or schools for and learning. There is not much mention of where women studied but the archaeological evidence of female Pharisees and synagogue leaders in the more Hellenised parts of Palestine is proof that they did[footnoteRef:7]. Various scroll sects and ‘denominations’ had women members. These may have been women from the upper class. Mary Magdalene who in the Gospel of Mary has many detailed discussions with Jesus was probably quite rich before becoming a disciple.  But ordinary women would have been prevented from it by housework, childcare responsibilities and carrying out domestic covenantal obligations like lighting the Sabbath lamp on behalf of the household.[footnoteRef:8] Jesus took his teaching into outdoor spaces and homes of people like Martha who were willing to host large groups at home. This allowed more women and children, not just men to learn from him, mostly in the Galilee area which had long been Hellenised. He also taught in synagogues when permitted. But when teaching at the Temple he was restricted by its rules and the layout. Women could only access the women’s court.   [7:  Marks, S., ‘Women in early Judaism: Twenty-five years of Research and Reenvisioning’, Currents in Biblical Research, (2008) Vol 6.2, p.291 https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/format/tiles/mod_view.php?cmid=556365 accessed 04 May 2026]  [8: Kraemer Ross S., Her Share of the Blessings : Women’s Religions among Pagans, Jews, and Christians in the Greco-Roman World, (Oxford University Press, 2024) p.100, 
https://doi:10.1093/oso/9780195066869.001.0001. 
] 

Content
To explain his ideas Jesus used parables, five of which involve women and the Kingdom of Heaven was a common theme.(Matt 13). Taking the story of the yeast or leaven as an example, (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-21) breadmaking, is a typical gendered role for women. A piece of leaven is hidden in some dough which results in enough dough for a huge quantity of bread, much more than expected. On further inspection, hiding the leaven is suspicious and not the intentional action of someone setting out to bake bread. Worse, in the Bible leaven is associated with corruption and evil, so not expected to be present in the Kingdom of Heaven. The earlier Christian explanation was one of evil entering and spreading through the Kingdom as it grows. Many scholarly interpretations have been suggested and debated but the role of the leaven remains difficult to explain[footnoteRef:9]. The reputation of the female gender is not exactly redeemed by this parable. Looking at the images in the story, the small piece of leaven is the focus, the huge amount of bread from the divine activity fills the view while the woman seems to fade away.   [9:  Levine, Amy-Jill, Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women Yeast of Eden, Biblical Interpretation, (Jan 1994) Vol 2 pp 321-323. , https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=556366 [accessed 30 April 2026].

] 

Style
Jesus frequently used gendered couplets while teaching. This is a pair of stories to illustrate the same lesson – one version involving a man and the other centred on a woman e.g. the woman who loses a coin Luke (14:8-10) is paired with a man who loses a sheep (Luke 15:1-7). This supports the thesis that Jesus’ teaching is egalitarian.  Couplets without human characters are gendered, in Matt 7:9-10 aligning the good parent who gives bread (usually the mother) with the good parent who provides fish, usually the father. [footnoteRef:10] Unfortunately modern versions of the Bible have used the masculine pronoun for both parents which obscures the meaning. Gendered couplets have been used as evidence that Jesus was against the patriarchal attitudes of Judaism and was more egalitarian, but deeper analysis shows some couplets have been arranged to reflect the author’s interests or just represent the typical division of labour in the society. [footnoteRef:11] Jesus’ style was certainly more attractive to women and possibly accounts for a rapid expansion in women followers and disciples, but he shows the same patriarchal bias as the society he lived in.  [10:  D’Angelo Mary R., (Re) Presentations of Women in the Gospel of Matthew and Luke-Acts in Women and Christian Origins p.181]  [11:  Corley K., Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins (Polebridge Press, London (2002). https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=556367 [accessed 30 April 2026]] 

Conclusion
Apart from his teaching on divorce, Jesus did not express any opinion of the gendered rules of Judaism. At the healing of Jairus’ daughter it becomes obvious that gender is irrelevant to the power of the resurrection. In the healing of the woman with the issue of blood, he makes it known that gender is irrelevant to the power of God to heal. His parables may not be clear but even in the Kingdom of God, gender becomes a hapless bystander. It seems that Jesus’ underlying escatological beliefs are gender-neutral but important to him. His attitude to women’s learning and women teaching was egalitarian and he gave women agency over their situations, by faith. The evidence shows that he did not seek to reform attitudes to Jewish women .
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