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Abstract:

The historical church has consistently understood L uke's gospel to affirm the marginalised, including women. Recent
feminist critical methods, such as gender deconstruction, cause usto rethink this. The possibility must be consider ed
that underlying a seemingly innocent text are hidden social codes, which may not be so positive towar dsthe feminine.
Has a hidden patriarchal agenda been encoded into thistext? While acknowledging some of the claims made by critical
feminist authors, this essay looks at the text in a different light. Analysis of the key gynocentric text — the infancy
narrative — provides a model based upon the author'streatment of Elizabeth. Particular attention isalso payed to the
social context of meals, and table-service. This essay will survey the gospel of Luke, and literature surroundingit, to
critically evaluate the place that the narrative givesto women. Appropriately to the subject, it focuses on those
pericopesthat are gendered feminine, particularly the uniquely gynocentric infancy and table narratives. With regards
to scholarly literature, | engage feminist biblical scholars, and yet still come from my conspicuously male viewpoint. It is
hoped that this per spective will be a valuable one, seeing the text in question is (supposedly) written by a male author. |
also hold a confident belief in the value and equality of women. A further peculiarity of my perspectiveisreligious:
coming from a Refor med-Evangelical viewpoint with certain doctrinal presuppositions about the inspiration and unity
of scripture. Theimplication of thiswill becomes clear later on.

Since the patristic period, it has been noted that Luke’s narrative gives special place to women. Origen states that in
Luke, “Elizabeth prophesies before John. Before the birth of the Lord and Saviour, Mary prophesies... salvation had its

first beginnings from women.” [1] This observation has moved to the forefront in recent discussion on Luke-Acts.
Barbara E. Reid ties this growing recognition to “the rise of feminist consciousness” [2] She points to the number of

female characters in the narrative, especially in Luke’s unigue material, some of who are images of the divine 13:20-1,

15:8-20. [3] She also draws attention to the technique of pairing male characters with female. [4] Turid Karlsen Seim
documents as many as twelve of these gender pairs. [5] Jane Schalberg points to Luke’s tendency “to defend,
reassure, and praise women.” [6] This includes Luke pointing out the economic disadvantage of widows. [7] Luke

also presents Jesus praising marginalised (sick or outcast) women with such titles as “daughter of Abraham” — a title

used by Luke alone of the four evangelists. [8]

Thereason for Luke' s positive view of women may well be tied to a concern for the status of women among L uke'sreadership. [9]

Many have attempted to surmise the place of women within Luke’s community. For instance, Halvor Moxnes arguesthat Luke's

community (a Greco-roman city [10] ) suffered class and gender tensions. [11] Udo Schnelle suggests that much of Luke'srhetoric



addressestherich and the advantaged, to “ distance themselves from wealth in view of the danger of falling away from the faith”. [12]

Similarly, Luke's affirmations of women could be consider ed as a way of countering Greco-roman patriarchalism.

Yet, asReid, [13] Seim [14] and Schalberg [15] all point out, recent feminist scholar ship has also used critical techniquesto describe
the gender content of thethird gospel. Critical feminist scholarship has uncovered repressive patriarchal models encoded into
Luke stext. Having acknowledged some of L uke's affirmations of women, Amy-Jill Levine claims, “ The Gospel of L ukethreatens
any attempt made by women... to find avoicein ether society of church.” Thisisbecauseit paintstheir value only in terms of

procreation and service, and denies them discipleship or authority. [16]

However, from a Refor med-Evangelical per spective, it simply will not do to have Luke
—asourceof God’srevelation in Christ —as a sour ce of oppression towar ds minority
groups. Beforel begin to point out the empirical and rational textual arguments
againgt this, | surmise that to makethe gospel of L uke a sour ce of sexism would be an
abrogation of the unity of scripture. It failstorecognisethat it isthe same God who
rescued Hagaar in distress (Gen 21:8-21), who saw the tears of Hannah (1 Sam 1:17),
who proclaimed through Isaiah rejoicing for barren women (I sa 54:1-3) who now
speaksthrough Luke. Thisview of inspiration recognises on the one hand that L uke
was ‘moved by the Holy Spirit’, and ‘spoke from God’ (2 Pet 1:21), and on the other
that Luke'swork istruly Luke's, and radically male [17] making Luke arightly
androcentric text. However, thisview doesnot leaveroom for Luketo expresshis

malenessin the form of an abuse of power.

Admitting the presuppositional nature of my above argument, | will now bring
rational and empirical argument into play aswell. Thecritical feminist approach has

sometimes failed to see that works from different time periods must be viewed through




thegrid of their own cultural milieu, asdistinct from our own. Luke streatment of
women must then be discussed in relation to L uke’s own community and reader ship, being that Luke isa product of a different

cultureto our own, where women'’sissues are necessarily different to that of a post-industrial capitalist society.

Taketheinstance of Luke's presentation of Elizabeth in 1:5-25. This opening of the narrativeis seen from Elizabeth’s per spective
(Zechariah being presented as an ‘absent father’, afoil to Elizabeth [18] ), making it the first of the many L ukan textsthat are
gendered gynocentric, and form a balance to L uke s standard androcentricity. Elizabeth isan elderly and barren woman from a
priestly family (v. 5-7), whose greatest concern is“the disgrace” that she has“endured among [her] people’ because of her
barrenness. Elizabeth’sresponse hereisacommon biblical one. The parallel of Hannah, cited above, seemsintroverted, if not pale
in comparison to Rachel’s suicidal cry, “ Give me children, or | shall die!” (Gen 30:1). To say that Lukeis propagating the view of
women as functionaries whose purposein lifeisonly to bear children [19] overlooksthe need expressed by Elizabeth, and the women
of her era. Thereislittle point in telling Elizabeth that she ought to need such modern constructions as ‘equal opportunity’, if only to

overlook the need which she her self expresses. It a strange feminism that overlooks the concer ns of real women on a grassroots level.

That being said, Lukein no way co-oper ates with the social and moral marginalisation of barren women. If Luke doesnot overtly
attempt to overturn this marginalisation, heregardless assumesthat it isnot a reality with thereign of God. By presenting Elizabeth
asbeing “righteous before God, living blamelessly” (Luke 1:6) in close context of describing her asbeing “barren” (v. 7), Luke shows

that barrennessisnot a sign of God’sdispleasure.

Luke sview of women is persistent in the narrative. Indeed, therest of the story continueswith ‘Elizabeth’s paradigm’, as L uke
continues not so much to assert, but to assume the spiritual and social equality of women. An examplefollowsclose: in Luke 1:26-
38, the angel Gabrid (cf. Dan 8:16; 9:21-22), comesto tell Mary of God’s plan that she shall be the mother of “the son of the most
high” —v. 32. Mary inquires how thiscan be, seeing sheisavirgin. Gabriel explainsthat the conception will be a miraculous one,

and Mary acceptsthe commission. By thisaction, her soul magnifiesthe Lord, as her following song inter prets (v. 46-56).
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parallel) pericope of Elizabeth’s conception of John the Baptist,
L uke does not use aggressive meansto overturn patriarchalism,
but rather smply assumesthat in thereign of God it isnot a
reality. Schalberg pointsout that Elizabeth’spraise of Mary in
v. 45, “blessed is she who believed”, blesses her spirituality
instead of defining her “by her biological motherhood”. [20] |
notice that L uke showsthat men do not grant thisappraisal to

them, asthough their equality somehow depended on that.

Rather, it is Elizabeth, a woman, who makes the observation, b
showing that women’s value, given by God, isinherent within them. Their statuswithin any given society may be an expression or
abrogation of, but isirrelevant to, this spiritual reality of God’sreign. | also noticethat thisideaisconfirmed by Mary’s own song.
Within ancient historiography, songs are used to interpret the narrative events. [21] So by giving the song to Mary’svoice, Luke
shows a woman defining the meaning of her pregnancy herself, in her own words, on her own terms. Thisstandsas a stark contrast
to a culturethat told barren women that they werea “disgrace’. It isalso a prophetic witnessin our own culture, causing usto
guestion whether our social structures adequately model the divinely bestowed, and self-languaged value of women seen in Elizabeth

and Mary.

Throughout the body of Luke'stext, this‘paradigm of Elizabeth’ continues as women are presented at meals. [22] Thisisthelocus

of much of Luke sgender content. Mary Douglas has pointed out that,

If food istreated as a code, messagesit encodes will be found in the pattern of social relations being expressed. The
message is about different degrees of hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across the

boundaries. [23]

Kathleen E. Corley has analysed each of the Synoptic Gospelsin ter ms of the cultural encoding of Greco-Roman meals. Corley



showsthat in early Greco-roman culture, respectable women did not attend meals. [24] However, in Judeo-Christian contexts,
women had always been present at meals. [25] Itisin Luke' s gospel, Corley argues, that women do not recline with Jesus at tables,

but are seen serving, in the manner of conservative Greco-Roman women. [26]

Central to Corley’sargument is her reading of the wor ds dlakovew - to serve and dlakowla - service. Accordingto Corley, women
are often portrayed ‘serving’, which refersto serving tables but “ as an activity of a woman, dlakovia (the noun) occursonly oncein

Luke-Acts, in Luke 10:40 where Marthaiscriticised for being distracted with ‘much service'” . [27]

In my opinion, the distinction Corley makes between the noun and verb forms of the same word is not a strong enough exegetical
ground for the claim she makesfrom it. Upon analysing L uke’'s uses of these words, | note that Corley’sassertion that diakovia only
occursonce as an activity of awoman in Luke-Acts omitsthe fact that thisword isonly used oncein Lukeat all. When Luke usesthe
word in Acts, it hastaken on a theologised meaning dueto itslater position in salvation history. For instance, in Acts 1:17 and 25, it
refersto theunique ministry of the Twelve, and in 6:1, 4, to the diaconate. Furthermore, in 10:40 the only instance of a noun form in

Luke, theverb form isalso given the same referent: Martha swork.

In fact, my own reading of L uke' susage of the verb diakovew in his gospe shows that his approach is sensitiveto the position of
women. Theverb isused seven timesin the gospel. 1n 4:39, Peter’s mother servesfood to Jesus and Peter as soon as she has been

healed. In 8:1-3, several wealthy patronesses (another rolefor polite Greco-Roman women [28] ) “dinkovouv autolg” (provided for

them). Thethird useof theverb isthat of Marthain 10:40. Sheisdistracted by many “dlakoviav” (the noun form: service), and

complainstothe Lord (Kupi€) that her sister hasleft only her to do all thework (‘ povnv pe KateAITEV dIAKOVEIV').

Thesefirst three examples of dilakovew show women in a servant role at thetable. In
doing this, L uke has made his gospel appear polite to conservative Greco-Roman table

manners. AsCorley putsit, they are “silent, submissive, and ready to learn at Jesus

feet.” [29] Taketheinstance of Peter’s mother-in-law. Interestingly, the pericopeis



Markan material. | noticethat Lukerecordswith Mark that they entered tnv oikiav

>1hwvog, but omitsthe following words: kot Avdpeou peta lakofou Kal lwavvou. This
makes the scenemoreprivate. AsCorley notes, “when men ‘serve' ... to the community it

symbolises a leadership role... had Peter’s mother-in-law ‘served’ several men... it might have had scandalous overtones.” [30]

We must concede that Corley haswell documented L uke’ sinsistence that women in his narrative adhere to Greco-roman table
manners, and excludesthem from meals. Even in the case of the woman who was a sinner in 7:36-50, Greco-roman mannersare
observed; she does not approach Jesus except “from behind”. [31] However, thismay also be viewed through the ‘par adigm of
Elizabeth’: Luke hasindeed shown women within conservative Greco-Roman meals, but thisis merely a bland observation, neither
affirming nor attempting to overturn the peculiarities of Greco-Roman culture. However, Lukeisactive in affirming the value of

women within their cultural milieu, aswill be seen in the next four examples of dlakovew that L uke gives.

Viewing the narrative structure of Luke, | note that these three examples have established diakovew as atheme (or motif) in Luke's
narrative, but in the next four uses of theword, thethemeisdeveloped. Asthejourney to Jerusalem progresses, Luke beginsto
picture Jesus, instead of polite women, asthe one who ‘serves - dlokovew. First, thisisdescribed eschatologically (12:35-40). At the
Parousia, Jesus will serve those among his followers who waited and watched for hiscoming. Theremaining three usesarefound in
acluster in 22:26-27. Jesussays, “ ...the greater among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like ‘o diakovwv’. For
who isgreater, the onewho isat thetableor ‘o dlakovwv’? But | am among you as‘o diakovww’”. | notethat in saying this, Luke
continuesin the ‘paradigm of Elizabeth’. Luke doesnot attempting to overturn Greco-roman patriarchal table customs. However,
once dlakovew has been established asthe behaviour of polite women, L uke encour ages the men to behave as servants aswell for the
very reason that Christ has behaved thudy. Indeed thisisthe very opposite of ‘affirmative action’. Rather than attempting to ‘fight’

for women’sright to avoice at thetable, Luke simply joinsthem in the position of their service, and shows Christ doing the same.

In conclusion, an investigation of the text and narrative does not support the claims of critical feminism, that L uke promotes
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models. But rather, | have discovered that Luke prefersto show Christ joining women in their marginalisation, and encour aging
otherstodoso. Truly, Luke smethod of affirming women reminds us mor e of the peaceful Satyagraha method of M ohandas Gandhi
than it doesthe militant campaigning of the suffragettes. Although western feminisms have matured since then, their rootsdo liein
thedirection of thelatter. Could it bethat with this cultural memory, and a desire to take equality by ‘force’, recent analysis has
missed the fact that L uke' s Jesusis standing not apart from, but quietly with the marginalised women of hisday, and whatever is

said or thought about them istherefore borne by him.
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