Chapter 3

Gender & Class in
the Teaching of Jesus

Certain scholars explain the presence of women followers
in Jesus’ retinue on the basis of his teaching of the Kingdom of
God: Jesus’ message would have been clearly understood as an
explicit challenge to the patriarchal bias of his culture. Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza calls this aspect of his message a “critical
feminist impulse that came to the fore in the vision and min-
istry of Jesus.”! Both John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg
see Jesus’ message of the Kingdom similarly and cite his “radi-
cal egalitarianism” in the midst of a culture that devalued both
women and the poor peasant underclass.? Yet little in the say-
ings generally considered authentic merits such elaborate claims
insofar as women are concerned. Although his teaching demon-
strates a clear awareness of poverty and a critique of class
inequity in ancient Palestine, it does not show an equivalent
critique of patriarchy, nor a similar interest in gender concerns.
Thus, although there is reason to describe aspects of his mes-
sage concerning the Kingdom of God as “egalitarian,” this egal-
itarianism does not extend to the concerns of women, nor was
it aimed at a clear social program geared towards major social
change for women.

Women in the Parables of Jesus

The parables of Jesus have long vexed New Testament
scholars. Only recently freed from centuries of misleading alle-
gorical interpretations, the parables continue to attract the
attention of many serious commentators, and books on the sub-
ject have become legion.? Most scholars now agree that the para-
bles were not intended to be complex allegories containing
several points of reference, but are stories that create their own
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