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Introduction

Luke 18:2-5, the Parable of the Widow and Judge, is a “problem text”' in multiple ways.
The encounter between a tenacious widow with a legal complaint and a judge who “neither fears
God nor has respect for people” (v.2), but who finds in her favor lest she strike him, raises
questions about women’s social roles, stereotype and history, ethics, law, tradition and redaction.
The reception history of this parable further complicates any secure understanding. Luke the
evangelist has provided the first interpretation: the widow’s tenacity becomes an allegorical
image for constant, faithful prayer, and the judge becomes an allegorical counter-image for God.
Luke’s reading removes many of the parable’s challenges, even as it leads to its own problematic
theology, one of pestering God. With both the parable detached from its Lukan context and the
parable understood as part of Luke’s larger narrative, interpreters must draw their own

conclusions, each tentative, and each rich with both liberative and constraining possibilities.

The Problems with the Text

The parable begins, “He [Jesus] said, ‘In a certain city there was a judge who neither
feared God nor had respect for people...”” (18:2). Already the parable asks for the reader’s
engagement. First is Jesus’ mention of a city. Although Luke mentions cities (singular: TOALG)
thirty-nine times, Jesus himself appears to have avoided the larger metropolitan units such as
Sepphoris and Tiberias; he concentrates his early mission in the smaller towns of lower Galilee.
When Jesus situates a story “in a certain city” (&v tivi moAer), the listener needs to determine how
to assess the context. Is the city, for example, the place where rich Pharisees, and equally rich

and sinful women, live (cf. 7:36-50)?

"'Yvonne Sherwood, The Prostitute and the Prophet: Hosea’s Marriage in Literary-Theoretical Perspective



Next, what should one think of a judge who has no fear of God, given that the biblical
tradition repeats, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10; Prov 9:10), “The
fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” while “fools despise wisdom and instruction”
(Prov 1:7), and “To fear the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Sir 1:14)? The question is not
simply one of history; it has implications today in places where a judge is expected to be a “good
Christian” or at the very least a “theist.”

That a judge has no respect for people (Kol GVOP®OTOV U1 EVIPETOUEVOS) raises
another set of problems. In a judicial context, this characterization may be exactly what one
wants: an impartial arbiter who is concerned about justice rather than about reputation. On the
other hand, perhaps a judge should respect all, including those who come to the court in the
search of justice. A judge who has no respect for the person who appears in court—the mother
who shoplifted to provide food for her children; the youth caught in gang violence; the mentally
ill old man picked up by the police for loitering; Esaw Snipes, the widow of Eric Garner, who
initially rejected a 5 million dollar offer to settle the wrongful death of her husband—will not be
able to temper justice with mercy, and that is intolerable. Indeed, this judge, who is connected
neither to a theology nor to a human community, challenges our notions of who judges are and
what they do. He may even be, in his perfect isolation, a figure ripe for satire. To recognize the
judge’s presumed independence and then realize that he is not independent at all sets in motion a

critique of both the judge himself and the entire judicial system.

? See “ACLU Is Challenging State’s Refusal to Allow Religious Oaths Not Sworn on the Bible,” ACLU, January 16,
2007, https://www.aclu.org/news/north-carolina-appeals-court-allows-aclu-lawsuit-over-court-swearing-practice-go-
forward, accessed September 29, 2016. Not only are judges expected to be good Christians, but witnesses are too.
In 2005, the ACLU, on behalf of Syidah Mateen, sued the state of North Carolina for Mateen’s right to be sworn in
as a witness using as her religious text the Quran. The ACLU asked that the court to clarify the state statute
governing religious oaths. The goal of the ACLU was to broaden the term “Holy Scriptures” to include religious
texts such as the Quran, the Tanakh, and the Bhagavad-Gita. The ACLU was successful.




Matters become increasingly complicated with the next verse. Jesus begins, “In that
city...” and so invites the listener, once again, to import images of the city into the interpretation
of the parable. What people do in the “big city” is not necessarily what they do in the small
villages. Luke’s phrasing, xjpot 8¢ fv év 1f] moLer £xeivn, “and a widow was in that city”
echoes Luke 7.38, kol 1800 yovi fitigc qv &v 1f ToLel opopT®AAG, “and behold, a woman
was in the city, a sinner.” Luke (inadvertently?) may have signaled that our widow is less
benevolent than the stereotypes would suggest. It is up to the listener to determine how to assess
characters located there, with options ranging from rich and successful to the begging poor to
individuals who left home for adventure.

In this unnamed city, there was a widow [yfjpa;] who kept coming (fjpx€to, the
imperfect), to the judge...the imperfect verb suggests continual coming. Whatever the widow’s
concern, she is tenacious about it; the case matters to her. And yet problems arise: does her
persistence speak to a thirst for justice, or to an obsessive/compulsive reflex? Has it consumed
her life? Should it have?

The reference to the widow brings up numerous associations, from her connection to
“the poor, the orphan, and the stranger” (cf. Deut 10:18) and so her place among society’s
vulnerable, to her association with trickster widows who achieve what they want by
manipulating men in power, from Tamar (Gen 38) to Ruth to Abigail (1 Sam 25) to Judith.
Complicating the characterization of the widow is Luke’s penchant for presenting widows as
pious, silent, and needy (e.g., the widow who puts her coins in the temple treasury [21:2-3]; the
widow of Zarephath [4:25-26]; the widows overlooked in the daily distribution [Acts 6:1]).>

The widow is the first to speak in the parable, but her words open to distinct

understandings. She says, €k3ikNGOV pe ATO T0V AvTLOikov Lov. The Greek is ambiguous.

3 See Luke 2:26-28, 7:11-17, 21:1-4.



The widow may be demanding, “Grant me justice against my opponent” and so represent the
side of the good and the true. Conversely, she may be insisting on the ethically problematic
“Avenge me against my opponent.” The Greek k8iknodv can be translated either way.* The
majority of New Testament uses suggest avenging, or revenging, and they include hints of
violence. Paul advises the Roman congregation, never avenge yourself, for “vengeance
(€xdixno1g) is mine, I will repay says the Lord” (Rom 12:19 NRSV cf. Deut 32:35); “it is the
servant of God to execute wrath (x81x0¢) on the wrongdoer” (Rom. 13:4 NRSV).> The violent
desires increase in Revelation, as the martyrs ask, “Sovereign Lord, how long will it be before
you judge and avenge (€kd1k€lg) our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (Rev 6:10). The
seer assures them, “he has avenged (€£ediknoev) on her [the great whore] the blood of his
servants” (Rev 19:2). Moreover, the term is also understood as retributive. Paul says, “We are
ready to punish (ékd1kfica) every disobedience (2 Cor 10:6), and the Petrine writer says, “For
the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution...as sent by him to punish
(éxdixnov) those who do wrong” (2 Pet 2:14). Given that €kdikno1g is most often understood
as vengeance, it is plausible that the widow is seeking vengeance rather than justice. Rather than
regard widows as weak, we may want to see widows as capable of acting in unpleasant, if

perhaps necessary, ways.’

* See Walter Bauer et al., eds. (BDAG), 4 Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature,
3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 300. 'Exdikéw can either mean granting justice or to punish or take
vengeance. See also Amy-Jill Levine, “This Widow Keeps Bothering Me (Luke 18:5),” in Finding A Woman'’s
Place: Essays in Honor of Carolyn Osiek, ed. David L. Balch and Jason T. Lamoreaux, Princeton Theological
Monograph Series 150 (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2011), 131. See also Amy-Jill Levine, “The Widow
and the Judge,” in Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of A Controversial Rabbi (New York:
HarperOne, 2014), 221-45.

> See also Paul’s comments: “No one should wrong or exploit a [sister or] brother, because the Lord is the avenger
(€xd1Kk0¢) in all these things” (1 Thess 4:6); “for it is indeed just of God to repay with affliction those who afflict
you...in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance (éxdiknoiv) on those who do not know God” (2 Thess 1:6-8).

6 Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 243.



The problems here are more than linguistic: they are also matters of cultural roles. We do
not know if we are to side with the widow, remain neutral, or withhold our own judgment
pending more information. Should we regard the widow as conforming to the stereotype of the
righteous woman under divine protection (Deut 10:18; 14:28-29; 24:17-22; 26:12; 27:19; Isa
1:17; Zech 7:10; Sir 35:18-22), and thus support her? Or should we see her as a trickster like her
fellow widows Tamar, Ruth, Abigail and Judith, and thus recognize that she might be morally
ambiguous if not primarily self-interested. Many interpreters, including most homilists,
following the biblical stereotypes of widows, Luke’s contextualization of the widow in the
parable, as well as the modern cultural view of widows (or older women in general) as righteous
and needy, read £kd1knodv LoV as “grant me justice” rather than “grant me vengeance.”
Readers assume the widow is the moral exemplar; they regard her as the one who has been
wronged and who is seeking a positive outcome for her situation. Readers do not read the widow
as vengeful because we readers like the widow, and we deem the “vengeful as out of control,
emotionally unhinged, perpetually angry, unable to turn the cheek, and incapable of moving on
with their lives.”’

299

The NRSV translates 18:3b, “‘Grant me justice against my opponent’” and so tames the
parable instead of prompting the question of how one distinguishes justice from vengeance. Not
all law cases are just. Because the parable offers no details on the widow’s opponent — the details
of the case, the relationship of the litigants — readers have no secure way of knowing what
specifically the widow wants beyond that ambiguous call for “justice/vengeance.” We may

speculate on the details, be they restitution of property, the payment of a debt, even the desire

that the adversary be imprisoned, tortured, or killed. Readers typically ignore the absent other

7 Thane Rosenbaum, “Eye for an Eye: The Case for Revenge,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, March 26, 2013,
http://chronicle.com/article/The-Case-for-Revenge/138155/, accessed April 26, 2017.




litigant, and they ignore as well, in interpreting this parable, Jesus’ usually negative statements
about law courts, such as “when you go with your accuser before a magistrate, on the way make
an effort to settle the case, or you may be dragged before the judge, and the judge hand you over
to the officer, and the officer throw you in prison” (Luke 12:58 cf. Matt 5:25).

The widow’s tenacity in coming is matched by, and likely prompted by, the judge’s
refusal to hear her case. The judge ovx M0eAev €ml xpdvov, literally, “not did he want upon
time” or, colloquially, “for a while he refused,” whether to hear her case or to grant her a
judgment. We are not told why the judge refuses to listen to the widow; we do not know if he
views her case as serious but time-consuming, or frivolous and therefore not worthy of time. He
may feel that time spent with this widow is a waste of time.

After the widow’s continual coming, the judge finally yields. Jesus gives us access to the
judge’s thoughts: “After these things he said to himself....” (ueT& 8¢ TODT EITEV €V EQVLTD,
18:4b). Interior monologue is rare in parables; indeed, the technique is rarely deployed in the
synoptic tradition. Speaking of the characters in the Lukan parables who think out loud, Philip
[Melissa] Sellew observes:

What great difficulties the leading characters of precisely these stories have long
posed for those seeking exemplary Christian heroes — including the gospel
writer! None of the personalities whose thoughts are described is particularly
commendable; indeed they tend to embody anything but noble characteristics.
The self-satisfied, amoral, or even immoral individuals who star in these
portrayals, who are looking out for their own interests above all, sometimes
encounter unexpected divine intervention or retribution (the Farmer, perhaps also

the Owner of the Vineyard), but more often they seem able to use their craftiness



or amoral reasoning to escape punishment (the Prodigal, the Steward, and the
Judge).®

Interior monologue is not, in the Gospels, just an indicator of the attitudes and emotions
of people in crisis situations.” It usually indicates connivance, at best. In Luke 7:39, Simon the
Pharisee, Jesus’ host at a dinner, says to himself (eirev év €qvTt®), “If this man [Jesus] were a
prophet...” he would have known the character of the woman anointing him. Jesus then reveals
to Simon that he knows not only the woman’s identity, but Simon’s own — improper—thoughts.
The rich fool “thinks to himself” (31eAoyileTo €v €avT®) about the problem (sic!) of having an
overabundance of crops (Luke 12:17). In more interior monologue, he states that he will “say to
his soul” (€p® TH WV Mov) that he has enough goods to eat, drink, relax, and be merry for
many years (Luke 12:19). The night the man showed satisfaction with his wealth is the night that
he lost his life (Luke 12:20), because Jesus has different ideas concerning the proper use and
distribution of possessions (see Luke 6:20-26, 35; 12:33; 14:12-13; 18:22).

In Luke 12:45, the parable of the unfaithful slave: Jesus describes, “a slave who might
say in his heart...” (€l 60 600AOG €KEIVOC €V TT KPSl ctvTOD), ‘My master is delayed in
coming,” and who then “begins to beat the other slaves, men and women, and to eat and drink
and get drunk....” The slave is not modeling fidelity. The Prodigal Son is apparently speaking to
himself when he asks, “How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare,
but here I am dying of hunger?”” (Luke 15:17). The interior monologue suggests not that the son
has repented, but that he will do whatever is necessary to sustain himself. Finally, the conniving
steward said to himself (eimev 8¢ €v €ovt®), “What will I do, now that my master is taking the

position away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg” (Luke 16:3).

¥ Philip [Melissa] Sellew, “Interior Monologue as a Narrative Device in the Parables of Luke,” JBL 111.2 (1992):
239-53 (242).
? Ibid., 239.



The result of this question is his dishonest handling of the accounts. The judge in our parable,
like his fellows who think to themselves, is apparently concerned with expedience, not justice.

The content of the judge’s interior monologue begins with his repetition of Jesus’
description: the judge reiterates that he has no fear of God and no respect for persons (v. 4). Yet
he will attend to the widow, first because she troubles (k0mo¢) him. His motive for action is her
troubling him. She initiates the process. His motive is, at best, annoyance. She bothers him; she
gives him trouble.

His verdict, £€k81KkNc® avTNV, can be translated: “I will grant her justice” or “I will
avenge her.” Because we do not know the details of the widow’s case, we cannot determine
whether the judge made the right decision in granting her justice or the wrong decision in
facilitating vengeance. Even here readers are morally implicated: is vengeance always a bad
thing?

The judge’s rationale further complicates the narrative: he states that he will grant her
plea “so that she may not VTOTIALN me by continually coming” (v. 5). Again, we have a
translation problem. The judge may be hoping that the widow will not “wear me out” (the
standard translation [e.g., the NRSV]). The Greek suggests his fears are more physical: that she
will not “give me a black eye”: vToOTIA{® is a boxing term.'® Paul, describing the need for
self-discipline, states, but I VToTIAl® my body and enslave it, so that after proclaiming to
others I myself should not be disqualified (1 Cor 9.27); the NRSV renders Onom1do as
“punish.”'' The judge, using the same verb, is not speaking of simply becoming weary.

The judge’s motive might be expedient self-interest, or necessary self-protection. Did he

make the right decision for the wrong reason, or the wrong decision for the right reason? Does

' See BDAG, 1043. The literal meaning of UT@TLAL® is to strike in the face or to give a black eye.
" See also the LXX use of \r®m1d{w in Prov 20:30; the NRSV reads “blows.”



his accession to the widow’s demand move him toward righteous behavior, or does it make him
complicit in her potentially unethical goal? Just as the widow has entrapped the judge, so the
parable entraps the reader.

The problems the parable poses continue: is the threat of physical violence ever
warranted? Do we find the threat appropriate, even humorous, if a widow gives it, while a threat
from a young man, particularly a young African American man, would be condemned? Do we
like the idea of a widow besting a judge, and so overturning standard gender roles? Has the
judge, in yielding to the widow for fear of a blow under the eye, also yielded his masculinity?
Who would think that a male judge would be afraid of a widow? Or, has the woman—in public,
in court—overstepped her culturally prescribed roles to the point of being shrill, a harridan rather
than a saint?

The major reason such questions are not typically posed to the parable is that Luke, the
evangelist, has already begun the process of foreclosing the more provocative readings. Within
the Third Gospel, the parable is embedded in a narrative frame, and the frame removes the
parable’s challenge.'” F. Scott Spencer asks, “What kind of redactional contortions (and
distortions) does Luke put our widow through to make his theological points?”"* Since the rise
of redaction criticism and following that, composition criticism, which recognized that what
appears to be the voice of Jesus may in fact be the voice of an interpreter, or the evangelist,
scholars desire to distinguish the ipsissima verba of Jesus from the voice of the narrator. Such

concerns are directly applicable to our parable.

12 See Barbara E. Reid, “A Godly Widow Persistently Pursuing Justice: Luke 18:1-8,” Biblical Research 45 (2000):
25-33.

3 F. Scott Spencer, Salty Wives, Spirited Mothers, and Savvy Widows: Capable Women of Purpose and Persistence
in Luke’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 266.



Some biblical scholars regard the entire pericope, Luke 8:1-8, as coming from Jesus,'*
and others are convinced that the entirety is a Lukan creation since it fails to conform to the so-
called criteria of authenticity.'> T am among those readers who see a disjunction between the
parable and what appears to be Luke’s interpretation of it.'® The disjunction leads me to regard
the parable proper as coming from Jesus, and Luke — struggling to make it conform to Luke’s
own interests — begins the process of interpretation. I regard 18:1 and 18:6-8 as Lukan redaction
designed to tame the parable of its ethical questions and coopt it both for Luke’s interest in
prayer and for Luke’s attempt to define women’s role in the church and society.

Conservative interpreters often follow the evangelist’s lead and tie the parable to Luke’s
discussion of the kingdom of God and the coming of the Son of Man in chapter 17."” The
Pharisees asked Jesus when the kingdom of God will come, and Jesus replied, “The kingdom of
God is not coming with things that can be observed” (17:20). He then tells his disciples, “The
days are coming when you will long to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you will not
see it” (17:22). Jesus then provides details concerning all that will take place at the Son of

Man’s coming (17:23-37).

' Klyne Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2008). See also See also John Mark Hicks, “The Parable of the Persistent Widow (Luke 18:1-8),” Restoration
Quarterly 33.4 (1991): 209-23.

!5 See John P. Meier, 4 Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Volume V: Probing the Authenticity of the
Parables, vol. 5, The Anchor Yale Bible Reference Library (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2016),
48. Meier maintains, “Relatively few of the Synoptic parables can be attributed to the historical Jesus with a good
degree of probability; few of the parables can meet the criterion of authenticity.”

' T am not alone in my suspicion that Luke assigns meaning to the parable proper. See Rudolf Bultmann, The
History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh, 2nd ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 100; Stephen
Curkpatrick, “Parable Metonymy and Luke’s Kerygmatic Framing,” JSNT 25.3 (2003): 289-307; Joachim Jeremias,
The Parables of Jesus, 2nd Revised (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1972), 156; Levine, “Widow and the Judge,” 235-
36; Reid, “Godly Widow, 27; Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of
Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 176.

'7 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 457. Snodgrass, linking the parable to Luke 17:20-37, suggests that Luke’s
concern “is not prayer in general, but praying and not becoming weary” or giving up while waiting. Joel B. Green,
The Gospel of Luke, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989),
637, argues that the parable is a response to the description of the coming Son of Man anticipated in Luke 17:20-37.

10



The evangelist then locates our parable following these eschatological comments by
contextualizing it as offering the appropriate response to the delay of the Parousia. In the interim,
disciples are “to pray always and not become discouraged (£yxak€w), literally, ‘enter’ (€v)
‘evil’ (Kocl(ég).”18 This introduction to the parable, the instruction to pray always and not loose
heart, represents Luke’s concern that followers will encounter hostility to their message, seek
deliverance from that hostility, and become disenchanted when the deliverance does not come. It
also shows that Luke has begun the process of allegorizing the parable: it is now a message about
constant prayer, and not about seeking either justice or vengeance.

The opening phrase of v. 1, “he said a parable to them” ("EAeyev 8¢ mapafoinv
o0T01¢) and its variations are standard Lukan formulae for introducing parabolic material not
found in Mark or Matthew." Further speaking to the argument for Lukan redaction here is the
fact that throughout the Gospel of Luke, Jesus is praying (3:21; 5:16; 6:12; 9:18; 9:28-29; 10:21;
11:1-6; 22:32, 39-44; 23:34, 46) or encouraging prayer (6:28). While Jesus himself may well
have prayed, the emphasis on prayer is Lukan. The parable, stripped out of its narrative context,
is not about eschatology or prayer, but about tenacity and threat and the overlap between justice
and vengeance.

Luke’s hand appears again at the conclusion of the parable, in vss. 6-8. V. 6 shifts from
the parable proper to the frame: “And the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the unjust judge says....””
The judge in the parable had said, in effect, “I’ll give her what she wants because she’s
threatened me.” This is not an impressive start for a moral lesson. Nor does the parable proper

identify the judge as “unjust”: foolish, perhaps, but not unjust. The frame controls the parable

'® The term éykakém appears in the NT also at 2 Cor 4:1, 16; Gal 6:9; Eph 3:13; and 2 Thess 3:13 with the
connotation of “become weary” or “lose heart.”

' Edwin D. Freed, “The Parable of the Judge and the Widow (Luke 18:1-8),” NTS 33.1 (1987): 39. Freed argues
that due to the vocabulary, style of writing, method, and special interests, the parable is entirely a Lukan creation.
Repetitions of "EAeyev 8¢ mopaBoArnv avtoig include Luke 5:36 and 14:7. Variations on this syntax, Eimev 8¢
Kol Topofolny avtolg, include Luke 6:39; 12:16 and 15:3.
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rather than allows the judge to appear in all his complexity. It is up to the reader to determine if
the judge is unjust, and if so, at what point: before he rendered the verdict, or after.

V. 7 continues Luke’s interpretation: “And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones
who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in helping them?” The argument appears to be
a gal v’homer, or ‘from the light to the weightier’: if the unjust judge grants justice, surely the
Just Judge will. The problem is that the analogy does not work. The rhetorical question suggests
that the answer to “Will he delay long in helping them?” should be “no,” but readers, whether in
Luke’s original audience or in the church today, know well that justice has yet to be given.
Readers, both then and now, might also choose to resist not only the idea that the unjust judge
serves as a cypher for God, but also that God expects believers, embodied by the widow, to bang
on the doors of heaven with repeated calls for justice or, perhaps, vengeance.”® Rather, David
Buttrick indicates, “We do not need to pray ‘all the time’ because God is instantly attentive and
eager for justice. If God is loving and attentive and concerned for justice, we may want to live in
constant communication with God” instead of incessantly crying out to God.*'

Luke concludes the pericope with the assertion — whether Jesus’ words or more likely the
redactor’s summary — “I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them. And yet, when the Son
of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”” (18:8). Justice was not granted quickly, as the
persecution of the followers of Jesus in the first several centuries indicates; it has not been
granted quickly today, as Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the
Age of Colorblindness and the events that prompted the formation of Black Lives Matter so

viscerally demonstrate.*

2% David Buttrick, Speaking Parables: A Homiletic Guide (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 225.

*! bid., 225.

22 See Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: New
Press, 2010). Alexander argues that justice is neither quick nor even in sight for those impacted by the various forms
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For the Third Gospel, the widow is to pray in light of the delay of the Parousia, so that
people do not lose heart. That Luke does not see the Parousia on the near horizon™ suggests that
the widow (and her sisters) will be praying a long time. As long as they are praying, they are not
challenging, or changing, the status quo. This contextualization is consistent with Luke’s other
depictions of women: rather than leaders of the church, their function is to provide support.**
Rather than active figures, they are silent or silenced. The Third Gospel reinforces rather than
challenges gender stereotypes: the widow, given Luke’s narrative frame, is a warrior for God
who fights in the realm of the spirit rather than on the streets of the city. She is, read within
Luke’s narrative frame, comparable to a cloistered nun who prays on behalf of the world, or an

% ¢

“old mother” of the church who prays on behalf of Jesus’ “children.” This is how the widow is
understood in many Black Church traditions, and this is how she is usually presented in Sunday

sermons. Such spiritual warriors should not be mocked or diminished, but neither should they be

the total of what women can do — and should do.

of discrimination carried out under the cover of the criminal justice system. “Rather than rely on race, we use the
criminal justice system to label people of color ‘criminals’ and then engage in all the practices we supposedly left
behind. Today it is perfectly legal to discriminate against criminals in nearly all the ways that it was once legal to
discriminate against African Americans. Once you’re labeled a felon, the old forms of discrimination—employment
discrimination, housing discrimination, denial of the right to vote, denial of educational opportunity, denial of food
stamps and other public benefits, and exclusion from jury service—are suddenly legal.” See also “Black Lives
Matter,” Blacklivesmatter.com, accessed August 6, 2016, http://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/. This movement
began due to the unjust nature of the Travyon Martin court decision as “Martin was posthumously placed on trial for
his own murder while George Zimmerman, accused of killing Martin, was not held accountable for his crime.”

3 See Michael Wolter, “Eschatology in the Gospel According to Luke,” in Eschatology of the New Testament and
Some Related Documents, ed. Jan G. Van Der Watt (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 91-108. Wolter argues that
while Luke does not know when the Parousia will take place, he does not rule out that the coming of the Son of Man
can take place quickly. Thus, Luke asks his readers to stay prepared for the coming of the Son of Man with proper
conduct. God’s disciples are to pray always (Luke 18:1), beware that they are not led astray (21:8), and to be alert at
all times (21:34-36). Rather than solely thinking of eschatology as the appointed time of the end, “Luke transforms
the question about the time of the eschatological consummation of the world into a question of proper conduct of life
for the Christians: they are liable to be always prepared like servants who await the return of their absent master at
every moment,” 105. This view of eschatology works with the Lukan contextualization of the parable as God’s
chosen ones who cry out day and night demonstrate proper conduct. Their conduct is an expression of faith
whereby Luke can rightly ask “when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

* See Ben Witherington, III, “On the Road with Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and Other Disciples--Luke 8:1-
3.” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, FCNTECW 3, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff (London and
New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 133-39. Witherington advocates that rather than the abandonment of
traditional roles, being a woman disciple of Jesus meant that the women’s roles were given new significance
because women could serve both the master (Jesus) and the family.
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Luke’s treatment of the judge similarly fails to raise any critique of the concept of justice,
of the judicial system, or of the benefits of power. The judge, in Luke’s view, is a negative
exemplar and “unjust judge,” but this is not what the parable itself calls him. Readers of the
parable need to determine if this judge is just or not, and in that very determination they
necessarily question their own definition of justice.

Next, the parable denaturalizes the judge’s unfettered authority, since he does relent
under the widow’s pressure; however, Luke’s redaction leaves the judge’s authority in place by
analogizing his role to that of God. By comparing the judge, albeit negatively, to the divine,
Luke forestalls reading the judge as a figure who demonstrates the limits of judicial authority and
who complicates constructions of masculinity. Luke’s restricting the parable to a message about
prayer dismisses the parable’s challenge to the legal system and to those who employ it, even as
it domesticates the message of Jesus by transforming his social critique and his interest in human
relationships into a teaching on personal piety.

Luke has taken a story about a tenacious widow and a strange judge and created an
allegory of prayer and divine response. The allegory reinforces stereotypes: the role of the
widow is to pray rather than to litigate or agitate; she is to be personally patient rather than
publically tenacious; she represents the faithful in an ecclesial setting rather than the justice-
seekers, or the revenge-seekers, in the court. The allegory also secures the role of the judge as
the one with authority who, whether just or not, is equal to God. Adolf Jiilicher, who asserted
that since “Jesus’s purpose was not to obscure his teachings, the parables cannot be viewed as
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allegories,”” was right in this case.

** Klyne Snodgrass, “From Allegorizing to Allegorizing: A History of the Interpretation of the Parables of Jesus,” in
The Challenge of Jesus Parables, edited by Richard Longenecker. McMaster New Testament Studies (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 7. See also Adolf Jiilicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1963).

14



My Problems with the Text in the Church

I stand outside of conventional norms for womanhood: I am a female African American
biblical scholar, ordained clergy, drummer, unmarried and without biological children. When
people see me, particularly if they do not know me, it is easy for them to ignore me because I do
not have the social accoutrements of marriage and children. I am easy going; I take things as
they come, and I focus on one day at a time. While I do not represent the traditional idea of
womanhood, married and with children, I do represent the complexity and diversity of
womanhood because there is a lot more to my story than meets the eye. Moreover, there is a
deeper story to the lives of most women and men. We, however, do not take the time to hear
those stories.

This issue of the deeper story is what attracts me to Luke’s Parable of the Widow and
Judge (Luke 18:2-5); I suspect there is more to the story than what Luke tells us, and what
commentators have said. And there are more readings to the story, both historical and
hermeneutical, than Luke offers. What the evangelist forecloses, I seek hermeneutically to re-
open.

My interest in this sparse story progressed as I wondered what lessons in addition to
“pray always” could be mined from the parable. Paul already provides for readers the
encouragement to pray without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17), but pray without ceasing is hardly Paul’s
complete message. He also exhorts the Thessalonians “admonish the idlers, encourage the faint
hearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them...” (1 Thess 5:14) and to “test everything” (1
Thess 5:21). That testing should include instructions from evangelists.

Thinking about the parable and its potential for other meanings led me to consider my

own faith community in which a number of women pray a lot. They see themselves in the place
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of the widow, and they are persistent in prayer. The reality, however, is that some of those
prayers go unanswered while the widow in the story receives what she wants. For real persons
and situations God is sometimes silent. And if God is sometimes silent, then the parable as only
an encouragement to pray can have limited import for a faith community. I think that with both
the widow and the judge, much more is going on than a lesson in prayer, and that “much more”
has implications regarding both personal expression and social justice for all people in the church
today.

To make sense of the parable, commentators typically stereotype both the widow and
judge. The widow is often an old, vulnerable and needy woman, while the judge epitomizes
(corrupt) power. Reading communities such as Bible study groups employ these stereotypes to
make sense of the story: they make comments such as: The widow is like the widows at the
church; she has to be old and good. Women weren’t independent back then, therefore she has to
be needy. The judge, a man with power, is taking advantage of the widow; powerful people are
always victimizing the less fortunate. Since the widow is vulnerable and needy, her cause must
be just. Since the judge represents the corrupt system, he is the subjugator who refuses to help
resolve an unjust situation. However, not all needy people are just; not all people in positions of
power are corrupt. Vulnerability and victimization do not necessary correlate with the moral
high-ground; “the System” does not necessarily correlate with the antichrist. That a woman is
persistent does not mean that she is persistent for the right reasons; that a man does not acquiesce
to a person of apparently lower social status does not necessarily suggest that he is uncaring
about justice.

African American preaching makes its contribution to both the stereotypical images of

the widow and judge and by extension to women as well as men. African American homilists,
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following Luke’s narrative frame, assert that the widow’s persistence is the result of continuous
prayer: because she prays, she has the strength to return to the court day after day.”® They view
Jesus as having told the parable to challenge us to pray always®’; when we pray, we need to stay
with it until we get an answer”®; Jesus assures those who believe that God will hear and answer
prayer”’; we should continue asking God for our needs.*® We should be persistent in prayer, we
should get on God’s nerves, praying day and night until we get what we want.”' The widow,
then, is the prayerful, faithful, petitioner; she is to be emulated by Christians, and especially by
women. The stereotype for the good African American woman is that of one praying; she
becomes the bearer of faithfulness for others and so, by extension, of morality. If one prays, one
is viewed as necessarily moral. The good woman also lives in a particular manner: she neither
raises her voice, like the widow who demands that the judge decide the case in her favor, nor
does she agitate for better circumstances when issues arise. She allows God to take care of
negative people, issues, and events. The good woman is also readily available to all in her
sphere of influence; she puts others before herself. Thus, a good woman is a praying woman; the
praying woman is depicted through the widow.

When readers limit the widow to an old, needy woman and the judge to an uncaring
person in authority, they recognize no possibility of ambiguity; the roles are set; readings are

constrained. As long as traditional readings keep women as victims, even tenacious ones, and as

2% Steven L. Glover, “The Unjust Judge, Change His Mind” at Perfecting Word Deliverance Ministries, 2008,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=betLfZ001x0, accessed February 6, 2013.

" Kent Price, “The Widow and the Unjust Judge” at Hillview Seventh Day Adventist Church, 2011,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eYm2FU2AAxM, accessed February 6, 2013.

8 J.0. Lawson, “The Unjust Judge” at Holy Light Church of God in Christ,

http://www texaswesternjurisdiction.org/Media.html, accessed February 6, 2013.

* L.V. Gibbs, “Hear What the Unjust Judge Saith” at Grace and Truth Prayer Temple, 2010,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z1EMDbbtKsk8, accessed February 6, 2013.

3% M. L. Graves, “The Persistent Widow” at Revelation of God and Christ Ministries, 2012,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wb79gUI7St0, accessed February 13, 2013.

*1'Van J. Alexander, “Persistency Paid Off” at Christ Kingdom Church, 2012,
http://www.facebook.com/video/video.php?v=2984835184321, accessed February 13, 2013.
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long as they leave intact the negative view of the judge, opportunities for interrogating
stereotypes of social roles (widow, judge), gender (femininity, masculinity), and structures of
power go unremarked. Women are perpetually weak, men are oppressors, and men in power are
not to be questioned. The challenge of the parable is eliminated. Reading communities miss the

chance to receive the unconventional insights from this unconventional story.

My Approach

While I have no interest in erasing the “pray always” interpretation, I seek to show how
the parable has ethical meaning and even prompts to social justice. I question the traditional
interpretations; indeed, I question Luke’s interpretation. Praying always, while necessary, runs
the risk of becoming a platitude, if that is not already the case. To pray and not to act is
insufficient. Without exploring the characters of both the widow and judge, we are left with the
reinforcing of stereotypes. I ask the following questions: What does the parable make one do?
How does the parable make one act towards others? How might the parable influence one’s
thoughts about widows and judges, men and women, the judiciary system, the role of violence,
and so on. Rather than promote stereotypes—all widows are poor and sympathetic, all upper-
class people are the enemy of the poor, all Christians are good and men are oppressors—we
should interrogate them. To do so, I use the toolbox of biblical interpretation, from historical-
critical studies of women’s roles in first-century Jewish and gentile settings, to literary-critical
studies that help gain access to the agenda of the evangelist, to reception history, to a womanist
biblical hermeneutic, which centers biblical interpretations from the perspective of African
American women, to interrogate how the stereotypes the parable evokes impact both African

American women and men.
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Luke’s narrative frame is part of the Gospel, and for conservative readers, there is no
separation between what Jesus said and what the Gospel writers report. Interpreting Jesus’
parables, however, requires engagement with literary contexts (Luke’s Gospel; Luke-Acts; the
New Testament); historical contexts of the first and early second centuries (the approximate time
of the Gospel’s composition) and understandings of the historical Jesus. It also requires attention
to tradition history or reception history (Wirkungsgeschichte), for we do not come to the parables
without the past two thousand years of interpretation. While the Bible insists that “readers

»32 i.e., the world of the

consent to its mode of perceiving reality in order to grasp its claims
Bible, with its patriarchy, androcentrism, acceptance of slavery, etc. — the combination of
historical-critical work (the world behind the text; the world of the text) and reception history
(the world in front of the text) shows that meaning transcends the contextual interests specific to
the production of any text. Meaning is to be found also among readers in communities that hold
the biblical text sacred.”

I have found the academic approach to Scripture, including the exploration of redactional
issues, to be not only interesting but also liberative. Setting Paul in the context of the Roman
Empire allowed me to understand, if not necessarily agree with, some of his comments regarding
gender and class. I became able to ask how much of the text was speaking for all times and all

places, and how much of it was historically and culturally contingent. I find in showing my own

students at American Baptist College the distinct reception histories of the household codes —

32 Renita J. Weems, “Womanist Reflections On Biblical Hermeneutics,” in Black Theology: A Documentary
History, Volume II 1980-1992, ed. James H. Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993),
220.

33 Mark Allan Powell, Chasing the Eastern Star: Adventures in Biblical Reader-Response Criticism (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2001). Reader-response criticism takes into account readers’ social location,
understanding of meaning-making, and the choices they make when entering the story world of a biblical narrative.
These factors evoke the polyvalence of any narrative. This polyvalence discovered through reader-response
criticism does not mean, however, that there are no parameters for interpreting the biblical text; the use of historical
criticism can provide the balance between critically investigating the text in its own historical context and
appropriating the narrative for contemporary contexts.
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wives be obedient to your husbands remains in place; slaves be obedient to your masters is
rejected (see Ephesians 5) — that they come to realize, in part, the importance of looking at
history, of seeing the texts in their original contexts, and then in seeing how the texts have been
interpreted over time. They recognize immediately that texts require interpretation, and that not
all interpretation is necessarily “good news.”

At the same time, I have found frustrating, at best, the lack of integration of historical-
critical biblical studies with homiletics or praxis in the Black Church tradition.** Given the
current social climate of racial insensitivity, homophobia, and religious xenophobia, our
communities and those who hold the Bible sacred should expect more from Bible studies and
sermons than “Jesus can fix it.” The Bible forms the basis of our tradition, but approaches to it
remain generally detached from what the academy can offer. “Biblical studies is something white
people do” is a prevailing notion. In the black pulpit, the focus is almost entirely on the meaning

“in front of the text™>

and not on the meaning in the text itself, or on the text’s social-historical
setting. We claim the stories as “our stories,” but we do not give sufficient recognition to the fact
that they are stories with their own history, and history of interpretation.

This concern for historical-critical work is directly related to how one understands the

parables. For the Church Fathers, parables were allegories; for the Reformers, they were

moralizing tales. But today’s scholarship has made the convincing case that parables both should

3 The same problem of ignorance of, or ignoring, historical-critical and redaction-critical work exists in other
communities as well; the disjunct between what is learned in the biblical studies classroom and what is proclaimed
from the pulpit is a global problem.

3% See Anthony C. Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 160. “One looks at
the “world in front of the text” to determine the effect of the text. To examine the world behind the text suggests the
reader examines the origin of the text. Looking at the world in the text is examining the content of the narratives.”
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be understood, at least in part, as products of their own time, *® and that they are designed to
challenge the status quo.

Robert Funk, Dan Via, Amos Wilder, and Madeline Boucher, among others, following
the advent of the New Hermeneutic, argued that language not only describes, but has the power
to bring something into being.”” Thus they saw the parables not only as speaking in a non-
allegorical way to Jesus’ audience and as taking meaning from their historical context, but also
as creating new ways of looking at that context. John Dominic Crossan argues that Jesus’s
parables “push or pull us into pondering whatever is taken for granted in our world.”**
Similarly, Eta Linneman argues, ‘““a successful parable is an event that decisively alters a
situation by creating a new possibility that did not exist before.”*” Moreover, she asserts, “The
new possibility compels the person addressed to a decision.”*’

By the late 1970s, parable studies sometimes came to focus upon polyvalence, with
different meanings derived from the application of different methods as well as from the
perspective of different subject positions. Interpreting parables became the “engagement of
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context juxtaposed against the views and experiences of the interpreter.” Thus, parables have

been interpreted from the perspectives of feminism and the context of women’s experience in

3% C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom of God (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1961), 10. See also
Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1954), 13.
37 Dan Otto Via, Jr., The Parables: Their Literary and Existential Dimension (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967); Amos
Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971); Madeleine Boucher, Mysterious
Parable: A Literary Study, CBQ Monograph Series 6 (Washington, DC: The Catholic Biblical Association of
America, 1977); John Dominic Crossan, The Dark Interval: Towards a Theology of Story (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge,
1988). See also David J. Lose, “Whither Hence, New Homiletic?”, paper presented in Dallas, Texas, at the
Preaching and Theology Section of the Academy of Homiletics, December 2000. See Academy of Homiletics,
Papers of the Annual Meeting of the Academy of Homiletics (San Antonio: Academy of Homiletics, 2000), 255-265.
3% John Dominic Crossan, The Power of Parable: How Fiction by Jesus Became Fiction About Jesus (New Y ork:
HarperOne, 2012), 63.
zz Eta Linnemann, Parables of Jesus: Introduction and Exposition (London: SPCK, 1966), 31.

Ibid., 31.
*! Mary Ann Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables: An Approach to Multiple Interpretations (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1979), 55.
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antiquity,* historical reconstructions of the Greco-Roman world,* psychotherapy,** peasant
studies and patron-client relationships,*> Middle Eastern culture,*® theology and liberation
theology,"” haggadah,” and within the context of the canonical gospels.”’ Luke’s allegorization
via contextualization is indeed one way of reading the parable.

My concern for recuperating what may be originary readings that challenge all people to
interrogate our biases as well as to interrogate systems that keep us fully from loving our
neighbors and loving the strangers who dwell among us is informed by history. It is also
informed by reception history, whether for good or for ill, including the way the text has
traditionally been received by the Black Church.

My study adds a womanist voice to this polyvalence.® Womanist thought, the

interpretations that derive from the history and experience of African American women as well

*2 Mary Ann Beavis, ed. The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work, and Wisdom (London and New York: Sheffield
Academic Press, 2002); Susan M. Praeder, The Word in Women'’s Worlds (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1988).

* Wendy Cotter, “The Parable of the Feisty Widow and the Threatened Judge (Luke 18:1-8),” New Testament
Studies 51.3 (2005): 323-43; Dorothy Jean Weaver, “Luke 18:1-8,” Interpretation 56.3 (2002): 317-19; Pheme
Perkins, Hearing the Parables of Jesus (New York: Paulist, 1981), 4.

* Richard Q. Ford, The Parables of Jesus: Recovering the Art of Listening (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997).

* William R. Herzog I1, Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1994).

% Kenneth E. Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes: More Lucan Parables, Their Culture and Style (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1980).

7 Craig L. Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, Il: IVP Academic, 2012); Buttrick,
Speaking Parables; Green, Gospel of Luke; Snodgrass, Stories with Intent.

* Brad H. Young, The Parables: Jewish Tradition and Christian Interpretation (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998).
* Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).

%% Alice Walker originally used the term womanist in her 1979 short story “Coming Apart,” in which she writes
about a black husband and wife arguing over the effect of the husband’s consumption of pornography on their
marriage. By 1983, Walker describes a womanist as the opposite of the frivolous and irresponsible girl. She is an
emotionally flexible woman who appreciates women’s culture and strength, is responsible, in charge, and serious.
Walker also adds that while a womanist is a black feminist or feminist of color, she is committed to the survival and
wholeness of both African American women and men. Major contributions, in ethics, theology, and biblical studies,
to the womanist tradition include Katie Canon’s Black Womanist Ethics (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988) and Katie'’s
Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black Community (New York: Continuum, 1995); Renita J. Weems’s Just 4
Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women'’s Relationships in the Bible (San Diego: LuraMedia, 1988) and
“Womanist Reflections On Biblical Hermeneutics,” in Black Theology: A Documentary History, Volume II 1980-
1992, ed. James H. Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 216-24; Jacquelyn Grant’s
White Women'’s Christ and Black Women'’s Jesus : Feminist Christology and Womanist Response (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1989), Clarice J. Martin’s “Womanist Interpretations of the New Testament: The Quest for Holistic and
Inclusive Translation and Interpretation,” in Black Theology: A Documentary History, Volume II 1980-1992, ed.
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as men, creates its own, polyvalent hermeneutic; not all womanist thinkers think alike, but we do
share a particular reading approach, among others. This study then seeks to merge historical-
critical work with womanist sensibilities to see what the parable might have said to its first
listeners, as well as what it might say to listeners today, including widows and judges, people
invested in the judicial system and people harmed by it.

As I use a womanist approach to interrogate the parable, I am aware that the very use of
the term “womanist” puts into operation stereotypes concerning readings considered outside the
mainstream of traditional biblical interpretation. Nyasha Junior argues this point when she says,
“Even when a womanist scholar specifies the elements of her particular womanist approach, the
term ‘womanist’ is so consistently identified with African-American women that it may
overshadow attempts to specify one’s usage of this [womanist] approach.”' I have heard
colleagues describe “womanist” work as “uncritical,” “not real scholarship,” and “parochial.”

This dismissal of readings from particular subject locations (feminist, queer, post-

colonial, etc.) may be endemic to that part of the guild that still holds the historical-critical

James H. Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore, vol. 2 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 225-44; Womanist Justice,
Womanist Hope (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993) by Emilie Townes; Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of
Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993) by Delores S. Williams; Karen Baker-Fletcher’s Sisters of
Dust, Sisters of Spirit : Womanist Wordings on God and Creation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998) and Dancing with
God: The Trinity From A Womanist Perspective (St. Louis: Chalice, 2006); If It Wasn'’t For The Women: Black
Women’s Experience and Womanist Culture in Church and Community (New York: Orbis Books, 2001) by Cheryl
Townsend Gilkes; Layli Phillips’s The Womanist Reader (New York: Routledge, 2006); Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas,
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method as preeminent and rejects what they perceive to be readings that cannot speak to
“everyone.” They do not realize that no readings speak to everyone.

Conversely, | am drawn to bell hooks’s observation that “the term womanist is not
sufficiently linked to a tradition of radical political commitment to struggle and change.”* The
term “womanist” can be used to balkanize groups and set readers with similar goals against each
other rather than encourage collaboration or recognize the concerns of intersectionality.

Womanist biblical hermeneutics is a reading strategy among many other hermeneutical
strategies. Just as historical criticism asks different questions than post-colonial criticism,
womanist criticism, too, has its own set of concerns. Mitzi J. Smith locates womanist biblical
criticism as “audaciously start[ing] with and concern[ing] ourselves with the lives of black
women and our communities.”> While I do seek to “empower African American women as
readers, as agents, and as shapers of discourse by uncovering the program and agenda of both
biblical texts and dominant cultural readings... to decenter for marginalized readers the
privileged status of the dominant readings and the dominant community of readers,”** my
interests and my goals are broader than this. I also seek to understand history, specifically the
history of the New Testament story, as told by those who experienced it originally and those who
continued to tell the story over time. I regard womanist biblical hermeneutics as a necessary tool
for interrogating the text, and I find it to be particularly helpful when it is combined with other
biblical reading strategies. It is a personal choice to focus on readings behind the text, in the

text, and in front of the text; it is often the case that the three approaches overlap. Thus, my own

32 bell hooks, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South End, 1989, 181-82, cited in Junior,
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social location — I am an African American woman — necessarily impacts what I see on the page.
Yet my own social location — I am biblical scholar, an historian, a teacher, a student who loves
reading Greek, studying the Roman world, delving into the nuances of the Gospel texts.... —
intersects with that first location just as the reading approaches overlap. All of these identities
are constructed. I employ a womanist lens in order to challenge not only certain readings I hear
in the Church but also readings produced by the academy. Womanist and historian, womanist
and biblical critic, are interrelated terms. I am just as much one as the other.

I think that this reading approach has much to offer the church, the academy, and
individuals who seek to use the Bible as more than a prop for wagging a moral finger. A
womanist perspective, based upon the experiences of African American women, is just as
valuable as the so-called objective interpretation as it opens the framework of the Bible to be a

living as well as an inclusive text.

Stereotypes and How They Function

The history of how this parable has been interpreted is a history of stereotypes. A
stereotype is a fixed and oversimplified generalization usually focusing on unfavorable
characteristics about a group or class of people.”® Stereotypes function by identifying and
making visible differences between groups and maintaining boundaries by concealing
similarities between groups. The stereotypes applied to the characters in the Parable of the
Widow and the Judge appear across the interpretive spectrum, from academic study to homiletic

appropriate: Widows are needy, and women — in general — need men to fight their causes;

%> Andrew M. Colman, A Dictionary of Psychology, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015),
http://www.oxfordreference.com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/view/10.1093/acref/9780199657681.001.0001/acref-
9780199657681-e-7992?rskey=2GX5yJ&result=1. See also Lawrence Blum, “Stereotypes And Stereotyping: A
Moral Analysis,” Philosophical Papers 33.3 (November 2004): 251-89. Blum suggests that a stereotype involves
making and/or perpetuating a false or misleading generalization or image of a group.

25



powerful men abuse their authority. Women are emotional in comparison to men, who are
rational, and the rational is the preferred attitude. Because men are understood to be (and often
understand themselves to be) rational, they have the right to positions of leadership and decision-
making.>® The stereotype can become so normative that people conform to its power: men learn
that to be emotional is to be weak and feminized; to be like a women is to be unmanly, unnatural,
of a lesser order. At the same time, women who seek leadership positions or authoritative roles
go against the stereotype and, therefore, are perceived (or may perceive themselves) as unnatural.
The stereotypes lock us in, personally as well as culturally and ideologically. The outcome of
such stereotyping leads not to alliance but to identity politics, fear of critique rather than
productive relationships, and to the loss of the individual voice in favor of the predetermined
roles people are expected to play. Stereotypes both hide a sense of commonality among groups
as well as mask individuality and diversity within groups.”” While widows and judges may have
some common traits, all widows are not vulnerable and needy, and all judges are neither
uncaring nor impervious to justice.

Stereotypes not only communicate a message about those that are stereotyped, they also
communicate messages about those who do the stereotyping. Stereotyping often becomes a tool
of dominant groups. Social critic Walter Lippman argued in his classic study, Public Opinion,
that stereotyping is a “defense of society’s hierarchical positions.””® The “stereotypes imposed

by our culture... provide us with security in an unfamiliar world.... But of greater significance to

%% For example, hip-hop artist T.I. stated that he could not vote for a woman to be the leader of the free world
because women make rash decisions emotionally. See Iyana Robertson, “T.I. On Hillary Clinton: ‘I Can’t Vote For
The Leader Of The Free World To Be A Woman,’” Vibe.com, October 13, 2015, http://www.vibe.com/2015/10/ti-
hillary-clinton-woman-president/.

37 Lawrence Blum, “Stereotypes And Stereotyping: A Moral Analysis,” Philosophical Papers 33.3 (November
2004): 251-89 (274-76).
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decision-making is that if stereotypes determine what we see, our perceptions may be no more
than partial truths. What we assume to be ‘facts’ may be only judgments.””

In the 19™ and 20™ centuries, scientific racism provided stereotypes a particular authority
that impacted politics, economics, education, and a host of other policy decisions. Proponents,
using science to bolster their stereotypical conclusions, claimed that some racial groups were
naturally superior to others.®” Birthed out of these so-called discoveries was the eugenics
movement founded by Francis Galton, an English sociologist and anthropologist. The purpose
of the movement was to improve humanity by limiting the negative qualities of certain groups of
people through methods such as sterilization while encouraging the sexual reproduction of
persons deemed to have positive qualities. “People deemed to be morally degenerate, possessed
an overactive sex drive, feebleminded or insane were to be sterilized;”®' “healthy” people, who
usually correlated with people having status and wealth, were encouraged to reproduce. The
gendered and racial implications of such studies are well known. They alert us to any
interpretation we impose on characters, including widows and judges, and womanist scholars.
Stereotyping is usually if not inevitably, dangerous.

When stereotypes conceal similarities between groups, boundaries are reinforced and the

opportunity for collaborative work is aborted. The boundaries help to “map out acceptable and

legitimate behavior,” particularly in the case of women.*> The stereotype of the ideal, pure, and

% Ronald Steel, “Foreward to Walter Lippman, Public Opinion (New York: Free Press, 1997), xi-xvi (xiii)
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chaste woman presumes that a woman who is sexually experienced outside of marriage and who
enters into the public sphere is both inappropriately claiming the masculine role and perhaps
even morally degenerate. Such stereotypes import their own racialized judgments. As Stacy
Floyd-Thomas summarizes, “While white women have been regarded as feminine and chaste,
virginal and virtuous, black women have been regarded as ‘the mules of the word,” ‘matriarchs,’
‘superwomen,’ ‘mean and evil bitches,’ ‘castrators,” ‘Sapphires,” and ‘mammies.””®* The
stereotype of the macho man presumes that a man who fears any woman is himself feminized,
and therefore aberrant or even morally degenerate. Melissa Harris-Perry observes: “It may seem
inexplicable that a respected black woman educator would stamp her foot, jab her finger in a
black man’s face, and scream while trying to make a point on national television, thereby

reconfirming the notion that black women are irrationally angry.”®*

For Harris-Perry, this
accommodation to “degrading stereotypes” is influenced by the constraints of the broader
society.® Such stereotypes then can be traced to cultural productions.

Harris-Perry flags three major stereotypes of African American women that not only
prevail in the broader culture but are also named by focus groups of African American women.
First, according to Harris-Perry, “The academic literature on stereotyping traces the popular
representation of black women as uniquely and irrationally angry, obnoxious, and controlling to
the 1930s Amos 'n’ Andy radio show.”®® The stereotype is associated with the character of
Sapphire.

The stereotype of the angry black woman is not the only one imposed on, and sometimes

appropriated by, African American women. The stereotype of the sexually available and

53 Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas, Mining the Motherload, 40.
5 Melissa V. Harris-Perry, Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2011), 29.
:Z Ibid., 30. Harris-Perry, in a footnote (319 n. 2), mentions that the anecdote is autobiographical.
Ibid., 88.
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therefore deviant woman — “whore,” “slut,” “ho” — began during chattel slavery, when African
American women’s bodies were appropriated by men, from other slaves to slave owners. Their
bodies were more than simply sexual outlets for men, their pregnancies produced new laborers
for the plantation.®’

A major example of the negative critique of black woman’s sexuality is Saartjie
Baartman (1789-1815), also known as the Hottentot Venus. Baartman, a member of the Khoi
tribe of South Africa, was a part of traveling exhibits in London and Paris (1800-1815) where her
body captured the European imagination. “Her most remarkable features were a huge,
steatopygous bottom and an elongated genital ‘apron,’ characteristics that scientists of the day
argued linked her more closely to baboons and monkeys than to human beings.”®® The Baartman
exhibition showcased a semi-nude, one-woman spectacle along with a baby
rhinoceros.””  While it is not clear if Baartman consented to her participation in the European
exhibits, Zachary Macaulay, an abolitionist who attempted to prove in court that Baartman was
being exhibited against her will, argued that her exhibitor “would invite spectators to feel her
posterior parts and that she is exhibited to the public in the same manner that any animal of the
brute creation would be exhibited.””

After Baartman’s death in 1815, Georges Cuvier, a French naturalist, dissected her body
and attended specifically to her genitalia.”' In 1817 he published a report on her anatomy, which

reinforced the European view that Africans in general, and particularly African women, were
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“lasciviousness and wont to display animal passions.””> Following Cuvier’s study, Sarah
Baartman became the scientific evidence that defined all African women. “Her skeleton,
decanted brain, and other remains were preserved and studied at the Museé de ’Homme, where a
plaster cast of her body, naked and unadorned, stood on public display until 1982.”"* At the
request of Nelson Mandela, Baartman’s remains were repatriated to South Africa in 2002.

The critique and fascination with the sexuality of black women continued the stereotype
that black women were eager for sex. When freed African Americans economically sustained
themselves through domestic, field, and factory work, African American women and girls were
vulnerable to sexual violation by white men.”* Today, African American women are often
viewed not merely as available, but also as exotic, over-ripe and loose, as bodies to be enjoyed
rather than as individuals with integrated personality, intellect, memories, and goals. In her
womanist study of “antitypes, stereotypes, and antetypes,” Love L. Sechrest finds that “Jezebel
imagery like the one used in Revelation 2 lies behind a common stereotype of the hypersexed
uncontrollable foreign woman that disparages black, Latina, and Asian Pacific women.”” Harris-
Perry also remarks on the economic implications of the stereotype: “The myth of a plantation
Jezebel can be deployed to limit today’s welfare-dependent mothers.”’® This image of the
sexualized African American woman matches Harris-Perry’s second stereotype, that of
“Jezebel.”

Harris-Perry’s third image is that of “Mammy,” the sexless and self-sacrificing maternal

figure. Working for white masters and then employers, taking care of other people’s children,
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and called “mammy,” she was never quite a member of the household she nurtured. The Mammy
of the plantation, seen as happy and fulfilled in her work, served as an apologetic for slavery.”’
The Mammies of twentieth century television — Esther Rolle on “Maude” and the “Good Times”;
Nell Carter in “Gimme a Break,” and others — continued the stereotype, yet they also managed to
challenge it.

Sapphire, Jezebel, Mammy and their various permutations, from the Angry Black
Woman to the Strong/Super Black Woman to the Welfare Queen, can provide a heuristic for
interrogating stereotypes not only of today’s African American women, but also of the parable
and its interpretations.

For African American men, their masculinity may be in question if they do not play or at
least demonstrate an interest in sports. African American men are stereotyped sexually: they are
sexually aggressive and “hung like a horse.””® African American men, so it goes, are sexual
beasts; they are simple-minded, virile predators, and consequently, white women must be
protected from them.”” The 1923 Rosewood, Florida massacre occurred because a group of white
men heard the allegation that a white woman had been raped in her home. The woman’s
husband assembled men from his community to search for the rapist, and the ensuing violence
destroyed the predominantly African American city.*® In 1955, 14-year-old Emmett Till was
violently beaten and lynched in Mississippi for ostensibly flirting with a 21-year-old married

white woman. His encounter with the woman, and his perceived sexual aggression, was the

7 Ibid, 72, citing K. Sue Jewell, From Mammy to Miss America and Beyond: Cultural Images and the Shaping of
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worst crime a black man could commit.?' J. W. Milam, one of the confessed killers of Emmett
Till, said, “When a nigger gets close to mentioning sex with a white woman, he’s tire o’ livin’.

I'm likely to kill him.”®

This stereotype is still a pretext for racial violence. In June 2015 the
Charleston shooter of nine African American people attending Bible study at Mother Emmanuel
AME Church, reportedly said to his victims, “I have to do it. You rape our women and you’re
taking over our country. And you have to go.”

When we view both the widow and judge through stereotypes — the widow through the
image of vulnerability and need, and the judge as a representation of uncaring masculinity or
abusive power— our readings are influenced not only by gender codes, but also by historical
suppositions, themselves yet another form of stereotyping. The parable, then, forces us to look at
both the widow and judge from a different perspective. Since we do not know the widow’s
background, we cannot assume that she is needy; since we do not know the exact nature of her
request, we cannot presume the judge is being uncaring or abusing his power. The more we
attempt to locate the widow and judge in our stereotypes, the more the parable requires that we
take another look at both the characters and the stereotypes. Thus, the parable, if we allow it,
challenges the conventions that we readers hold so dear.

The challenge for readers, then, is to resist the stereotypes we import onto the parable,

and to read the text anew. Rather than tarnish the challenge of the parable, I examine the
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stereotypical images of both the widow and judge through a womanist biblical hermeneutic to
demonstrate that the parable calls readers to not only live piously but also ethically.

Because I am speaking in part to members of Black Church traditions, and because [ am a
minister in a Black Church tradition, I approach the text with both respect and inquiry. Faithful
biblical interpretation requires not acquiescence but engagement. It is not the text that we
worship (that would be bibliolatry, yet one more idolatrous practice that has crept into the church
and presented itself as legitimate), but the transcendent God to which the text points. Without
questioning what the text says, from the now common rejection of “slaves be obedient to your
masters” to the complicated issues of tithing and military action, we abdicate our responsibility
as human beings. Katie Geneva Cannon writes, “A womanist critique of homiletics challenges
conventional biblical interpretations that characterize African American women as ‘sin-bringing
Eve,” ‘wilderness-whimpering Hagar,” ‘henpecking Jezebel,” ‘whoring Gomer,” ‘Prostituting

Mary Magdalene,” and ‘conspiring Sapphira.””**

Similarly, we can do more than “poor widow”
and the “judge is somehow in the position of the divine.” And I argue that the text in general, and
the Parable of the Widow and Judge in particular, has much to say to my church, to other

Christians, and to anyone who seeks to interrogate issues of gender, power and stereotypes. It is

precisely through invoking and then interrogating stereotypes that I read this parable.

Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 begins with a select tradition history. Here I show how readers consistently dis-
empower the woman, either by making her the image of individual, non-public piety, or by

allegorizing her role away from one of social agency. I begin with patristic readings and examine

8 Katie Geneva Cannon, “Womanist Interpretation and Preaching in the Black Church,” in Mitzi J. Smith (ed.), /
Found God in Me, 56-67 (57).
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the reception history through medieval and Reformation commentary. I then turn to the 19" and
early to mid 20™ centuries to show how interpretations of the parable moved away from allegory
to historical-critical observations. The foundation for the historical-critical method of biblical
interpretation was actually the Reformers’ call for interpreting Scripture by using reason and
attending to the literal sense of Scripture. They desired to get away from the multiple
interpretations made possible by allegorical readings; for them the historical-critical method
provided the one meaning of the text.

By the mid 20" century, biblical interpreters were firmly planted in the historical-critical
method, but they were also beginning to question the relevance of the method. In the late 20"
and 21* century, interpreters influenced by the New Hermeneutic undergirded a move back to
multiple readings of the biblical text; several began to examine homiletic appropriations of the
parable. I recognize the parable is not only an ancient artifact but also a living word. The
homiletic appropriation, rather than claiming a living word that prompts action in the present, is
usually consistent with the tradition history: it serves to limit the widow to prayer warrior rather
than promote her as social activist.

I then turn to womanist and feminist interpretations: frequently, womanist readers view
the widow as a model for those seeking liberation albeit through prayer while feminist readers
seek to reclaim the widow as either an image of the divine or the representative of the voice of
justice.

Regarding the judge, in the history of interpretation either he is ignored, and so ignored
as well is the matter of understanding the legal system, or he is shown, in more recent readings,
as representing the corrupt (Jewish) system that includes no concern for women in general or for

widows specifically. In cases where the judge is understood, following Luke’s prompts, to be a
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negative image for God, no critique is offered. The sermons, by their silence, serve to locate
judges, and by extension other men (such as pastors), in positions of authority; their authority
itself is not questioned.

Chapter 2 turns to Luke, Women, and Widows. Feminist readings that query the Third
Gospel’s view of women™ — from the earlier view that Luke is a woman,*® given the numerous
passages featuring female characters, to the assessment that Luke offers a “double message™’ of
both empowerment and disempowerment, to the lament that Luke is the “most dangerous” text in
the Bible for women™ — help in the process of locating how the evangelist understands the
widow in the parable. Here I look to the Gospel’s portrayal of women in general and then
particularly of widows, in order to show how Luke draws from the rich biblical tradition of
widows and at the same time circumscribes their roles.

Luke knows the accounts of widows in the Scriptures of Israel who not only have agency,
but who through often clever if not deceitful machinations, achieve their goals: Tamar, Ruth, the
Widow of Zarephath, Judith, etc. Luke, however, domesticates the widows in his narratives.
Anna the prophet (Tpo@nt1c) stays in the Temple day and night, but we do not know the content
of her prophesies; the widow of Nain simply weeps, and it is incumbent upon Jesus to have
compassion for her; a widow loses her home to scribes, but Luke’s focus is not on the widow but

on Jesus’ ire against those who exploit her. Luke lacks other Synoptic stories of women with
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agency: missing is the Canaanite (Matt 15:21-28) or Syro-Phoenician (Mark 7:24-30) woman
whose faith (Matthew) or clever word (Mark) prompts Jesus to heal her daughter. Luke reframes
the story of the woman who anoints Jesus’ head (Matt 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9) and whose story
will be told “in memory of her”; instead, Luke offers a “sinner” who anoints Jesus’ feet and who
serves as an example not of one who anoints for kingship, messianic status, or burial, but as one
who, forgiven, loved much (Luke 7:36-50). Luke retains the reference to Herodias (Luke 3:19-
20), but omits the story of her agency and her daughter’s involvement in John’s death (cf. Matt
14:1-12; Mark 6:17-29). Whether Luke knew these stories and omitted or changed them, or
whether Luke did not have access to them, cannot be determined with certainty, although I am
quite suspicious that Luke had such access, and omitted or rewrote these accounts to fit his own
agenda (cf. Luke 1:1-4).*

For purposes of analysis, the chapter groups the women in Luke’s Gospel according to
categories related primarily to empowerment and status. I begin with the infancy materials,
where Mary the mother of Jesus and Elizabeth the mother of John the Baptist predict what looks
like social revolution, but they do so in private settings. Their primary role is to bear sons. Luke
even minimizes this role. According to Luke 11:27-28, a woman from the crowd blesses Mary’s
womb and breasts; Jesus responds, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey
it.

Next I address women in the healing narratives: Peter’s mother-in-law (Luke 4:38-39);
Mary Magdalene and her colleagues in Luke 8:1-3 who serve as patrons of Jesus’ movement; the
woman healed of a hemorrhage (Luke 8:43-48), and the bent-over woman in the synagogue

(Luke 13:10-17). The mother-in-law and the patrons, like the sinful woman/the woman who
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loved much, serve Jesus out of gratitude for his healing them rather than from an original call;
the bent-over woman is an object lesson for the synagogue ruler, not a figure with agency in her
own right. The wife of Jairus watches the raising of her daughter, but neither she nor the
daughter speaks (Luke 9:51-54); Luke shortens the story of the hemorrhaging woman, who does
show agency, with the result that it is Jesus’ pronouncement of her faith, rather than her active
search for healthcare, becomes the primary message. The healed women do not become
“wounded healers.”

As her healing prompts Peter’s mother-in-law to serve (Luke 4:39; dinkdvet) Jesus, and
as the patrons “had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities” to “serve” (Luke 8:2-3;
diMKkOvovV), so this chapter next turns to the depiction of women’s ministry. Here I show how
the connection of women’s ministry and women’s healings can serve to undercut women’s
authority. The account of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42) demonstrates how Luke
subordinates women and their work. Jesus tells Martha that “Mary has chosen the better part
which will not be taken away from her” (10:42). Thus dikoveé® when associated with women,
according to Luke, means women’s ministry becomes subordinate.

This chapter also looks briefly at the women in Acts. These include, along with women in
the crowds and references to women in Israel’s Scriptures: Hebrew and Hellenist widows (Acts
6:1-6); Tabitha and the widows with her (Acts 9:36-42); Mary the mother of John Mark, perhaps
a widow, and Rhoda (Acts 12:12-17); the “devout women of high standing” who reject Paul
(Acts 13:50); Lydia, perhaps a widow (Acts 16:13-15, 40); and the mantic slave (Acts 16:16-18).
For the most part, the women are silent, but Luke silences them further when their words are not

believed. Rhoda announces that Peter is at the door, but the church does not listen to her words;

% Cf. Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society (New York: Doubleday, 1979).
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the women and especially the widows pose problems to be addressed rather than offer counsel,
they are patrons, but they are not leaders.

The chapter concludes by applying its results to Luke’s parable. Just as Luke
contextualizes the parable of the woman with the lost coin (Luke 15.8-10) away from a woman
who discovers something lost, searches, and celebrates to an allegory of repentance, so Luke
contextualizes the widow away from a woman with agency as well as moral ambiguity to a
model for private prayer. Removing Luke’s narrative frame then opens the parable for new
interpretations.

Chapter 3 begins with a survey of the stereotypes of African American women: Mammy,
Jezebel, and Sapphire. Rereading the parable through the lens of womanist criticism, I examine
the genesis of these images and show how they persist through media and entertainment.

Womanist thought has found its primary home in ethics and theology, and not in either
history or biblical studies.”’ Biblical readings from the disciplinary perspectives of womanist
ethics and theology, much like biblical readings from ethics and theology more broadly defined,
are frequently ahistorical, or the historical context is presumed rather than delineated or
interrogated. Original language work is often usually ignored (the NRSV or NIV or even KJV
suffices), and attention is rarely paid to the question of the “historical Jesus,” for example, so that
the Gospel narratives are taken as historically accurate or at least for granted. The Womanist
readings thus take the word of the evangelist as gospel rather than interrogate it as they would
interrogate the teaching of American history or presentations of race.

This frequent de-historicized and re-historicized approach is explicable given the focus of

womanist concerns on the lives and experiences of African American women. By reading “in

! Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, xxi, observes, “Much of the womanist work that engages
biblical texts comes from fields outside of biblical studies.”
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front of the text,” womanist interpreters find in the text resonances of their own lives and
inspirations for their own programs.

As the womanist tradition has further expanded into biblical studies, new volumes
demonstrating womanist hermeneutics have been published. Starting with Renita J. Weems’s
1998 Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women'’s Relationships in the Bible,” these
volumes include: I Found God: A Womanist Biblical Hermeneutics Reader edited by Mitzi J.
Smith (2015).” An Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation by Nyasha Junior (2015),
Womanist Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the Discourse edited by Gay L. Byron and
Vanessa Lovelace (2016)** and When Momma Speaks: The Bible and Motherhood from a
Womanist Perspective by Stephanie Buckhanon Crowder (2016).”> The collections by Smith and
Byron and Lovelace advance the discipline by employing womanist hermeneutics in a variety of
ways. The essays, mostly using the methods recognizable from the discipline of biblical studies,
address gender roles and sexuality, cultural constructions, familial roles, and issues such as
soteriology, Christology, and ecclesiology. As Emilie Townes, the final contributor to Byron
and Lovelace’s collection, summarizes, “This volume represents the authors’ insights, questions,
outrage, celebration, and more of what each sees through the disciplinary lens of biblical
hermeneutics as they use the variety of approaches (literary criticism, social scientific,
postcolonial, critical race theory, gender and sexuality studies) within biblical studies to interpret

and understand the text and the impact of the text in human lives in creation.”® This summary

92 Renita J. Weems, Just A Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible (San Diego:
LuraMedia, 1988).

% Mitzi J. Smith, ed., I Found God in Me.

% Gay L. Byron and Vanessa Lovelace, eds., Womanist Interpretations of the Bible.

%> Stephanie Buckhanon Crowder, When Momma Speaks.

% Emilie J. Townes, “The Road We Are Traveling,” in Womanist Interpretations of the Bible, 359-367 (360).
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models what I seek to contribute in this volume, and I seek as well to add historical criticism
more prominently to this list.”’

Crowder, writing primarily to women in the church (the study questions at the end of
each chapter in her volume make it useful in Bible study contexts), explicates both what it means
to be a mother in the African American context and how African American women tend to
interpret the Bible in light of our own experiences. Given this focus, her volume pays little
attention to Greek or Hebrew, to redaction-critical concerns, or to the broader contextualization
of the various stories under review. Junior explains how womanist biblical hermeneutics
emerged from feminist biblical interpretation. Within these volumes, interpretation is based
upon the social location and experiences of African American women authors; the contributors
seek to open new vistas in understanding how readers take up the text. Katherine Doob
Sankenfeld, a white feminist contributor to Womanist Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the
Discourse, says that “the interweaving of the contemporary and the biblical is remarkable
throughout, and at some points the contemporary material has left me feeling rather like a
beginning student in an introductory course, holding on by my fingernails, realizing how much
more there is to know.””® The womanist essays, then, allow readers and commentators to include
new and different perspectives to their own knowledge base. This, in turn, allows them to
expand their own interpretations as well as include different interpretations within their
respective communities.

While womanist hermeneutics is not typically aligned with traditional interpretative

methods, the use of historical-critical tools has proven helpful for several such biblical readings.

7 See Shively T. J. Smith, “One More Time With Assata On My Mind: A Womanist Rereading on the Escape to
Egypt (Matt. 2:13-23) in Dialogue With An African American Woman Fugitive Narrative,” in Womanist
Interpretations of the Bible, 139—63 whose contribution is a womanist historical-critical reading.

% Katherine Doob Sakenfeld, “Challenged and Changed,” in Womanist Interpretations of the Bible, 349-57 (351).
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Shively T.J. Smith, another contributor to Womanist Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the
Discourse, examines “Egypt’s literary, historical, and theological significance at the time of the
Gospel of Matthew’s composition in the later part of the first-century CE” to read the story of
Assata Shakur, a political refugee from the USA who received asylum in Cuba.” Shakur, a
member of the Black Panther Party, was intimately acquainted with law enforcement as she was
once charged and acquitted of bank robbery, murder of a drug dealer, and the attempted murder
of a police officer.'” “In 1977 she was convicted and sentenced to life in prison for the murder
of a New Jersey state trooper despite evidence to the contrary; in 1979 Shakur escaped prison,

59101

went underground, and reappeared in Cuba. Smith reads the Gospel of Matthew’s flight to

Egypt with Shakur’s flight to Cuba to highlight how “Shakur’s transition from the United States
to Cuba acts as a window into the exigencies of flight for Jesus’s family from Judea to Egypt.”'"?
Smith finds that reading the escape to Egypt in light of Shakur’s story makes visible “the contrast
between the dangerous Judea and safe Egypt” as well as “the culture shock that might
accompany radical and risky location.”'”® Reading Matthew’s flight to Egypt in light of
Shakur’s flight to Cuba provides new insight for understanding the Matthean narrative as well as
aligns the experience of an African American woman with the biblical text.

My study, too, seeks to join historical-critical biblical studies and womanist thought, in
order that each discipline can benefit from the other. For the Bible to remain relevant to those

who hold it sacred, it has to mean more than what it meant when Jesus spoke the words or Luke

included them in a Gospel.'™ Readers who are invested in multicultural perspectives, and

% Smith, “One More Time With Assata On My Mind,” 139-63.

1% Smith, “One More Time With Assata On My Mind,” 141.

1 Ibid., 142-143.

12 Ibid., 151-52.

' Ibid., 153-54.

14 Abraham Kuruvilla, Text to Praxis: Hermeneutics and Homiletics in Dialogue (London: T & T Clark, 2009), 2.
Kuruvilla asserts that it is the duty and role of the preacher to make “the text, which is historical and distant,
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especially for readers who have had their histories coopted by others, at least can avoid
hypocrisy by recognizing that Jesus and Luke are both products of their own cultures, and those
cultures also give rise to valuable readings. The historical-critical grounding claimed here is not
the older, falsely objectivist model: the past is necessarily constructed by the historian and thus
its representation necessarily has subjective elements. Yet the past is also a real thing, lived by
real people, and it is the task of the historian to know them as best as possible.'*

My womanist reading of the widow adduces three tropes, or stereotypes, of African
American women — Mammy, Sapphire, and Jezebel. Stereotypes are difficult if not impossible
to erase; the better process in several cases, then, is to reinterpret them and to deploy them for the
benefit of those who have previously been hurt by them. This dissertation delineates and then
reimages by putting them in conversation with the parable proper. For example, the stereotype of
Mammy is one of self-sacrifice, but Mammy — when understood in the context of the parable —
displays the security of her own body, forcefulness of pursuing her case, and fearlessness before
whatever “master” seeks to block her; she could in fact scare the judge by giving him a black
eye. The stereotype of Sapphire depicts a woman marked by conceit and bitchiness, but read
through the parable, she becomes a widow who has both assuredness of the truth of her claim
and righteous anger that will not be silenced. Jezebel’s stereotype is that of vixen, but seen
through the parable, she becomes a woman who uses whatever means necessary to accomplish
her goals, shamelessly and directly. Placing these stereotypes in conversation with the parable

thus offer new insights into the parable even as they complicate the stereotypes. The effect is to

contemporary and near to the congregation. Thus, a fundamental issue for preachers of the Bible is to be both
faithful to the textual intention and fitting for the listening audience.”

195 See Gina Hens-Piazza, The New Historicism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002). The new historicism acknowledges
that “the constructions of the past are tied to the present. Thus, the history has something to say to readers of the
present.”
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reclaim images that have been used to criticize, and condemn, African American women even as
the approach provides the widow distinct forms of characterization and agency.

These cultural tropes, especially that of Mammy, also give insight into the position of
widows in my own community. Women experiencing widowhood often report that “married
friends treat them as poor and lonely, hide their activities for fear of exacerbating the widow’s
vulnerability, or treat widows as special.”'” Even when widows attempt to move forward with
their lives forming new friendships or intimate relationships, expectations of friends
and, especially, immediate family can suggest that the widow is not being sufficiently devoted to
the deceased spouse.'’’ Rather than allowing widows to live life on their terms, the de facto
perspective is that the widow should live as if the husband were still alive. This means
continuing with stereotypes of women’s roles: she does not go out without him; she certainly
does not date anyone else; she exists not as an independent woman, but still as “Mrs.” There are,
however, other experiences of widows that posit a different response. A member of the women’s
ministry in one church community recounted to me that since the death of her husband, her
experience has been more positive than negative. Both church members and other friends have
treated her with compassion.'” Viewing the widow in the parable through multiple lenses thus
opens new perspectives for widows today, just as the experience of widows today can provide
insight into the text.

Chapter 4 applies a womanist reading to the figure of the judge. I start with Luke’s own
view of judges and judging; this contextualizing shows Luke’s ambivalent view of the judicial

process: it is necessary, but it is not a burden one necessarily wants. For example, in Luke 12:58,

106 Janine, “Widow’s Voice: Seven Widowed Voices Sharing Love, Loss, and Hope,” Is It Just Me?, December 28,
2011, http://widowsvoice-sslf.blogspot.com/2011/12/is-it-just-me.html.

107 Tammy Ruiz, “Catholic Stand,” 4 Young Widow On How to Treat Young Widows, August 6, 2013,
http://catholicstand.com/a-young-widow-on-how-to-treat-young-widows/.

"% Just A Sister Away Women’s Ministry, Ray of Hope Community Church, 2015.
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Jesus states, “when you go with your accuser before a magistrate, on the way make an effort to
settle the case, or you may be dragged before the judge, and the judge hand you over to the
officer, and the officer throw you in prison.” Then again, this making friends is precisely what
the widow in our parable did not do.

The primary cultural lenses through which I interpret this figure focus on the African
American critique of the judicial system, as well as American racism, via Dewey “Pigmeat”

. . 1
Markham’s routine, “Here come da judge,”'"’

and its reception. Put into conversation with these
tropes, the judge of Luke 18 can be seen as a figure of humor. Despite his insistence of his lack
of concern, or respect, for others, the judge emerges as respecting of the widow if not fearful of
her. Despite his almost god-like authority, he becomes her captive, or victim. At the same time,
he can be seen as a pathetic figure, and a womanist approach cannot be satisfied with the
humiliation of anyone. Finally, the womanist critique recognizes that the judge, as characterized
in the parable, is exactly the wrong image for the Divine. As Stacy Floyd-Thomas trenchantly
observes, “The moral crisis of identity within both the church and society, occasioned by the
unending violence, discrimination, poverty, hatred, and terror, is the fear that we may worship a
strange god who is blind to gender, class, and color and neither shares nor sees our interests,
concerns, and thoughts.”''’ One cannot read these words and fail to recall the judge of the
parable,” who neither feared God nor had respect for people” (Luke 18:2). And such a judge
must be resisted.

The conclusion to this study demonstrates the need for readers to take note of stereotypes

and how they deploy them.

1 pigmeat Markham, Here Comes the Judge, Record (Chicago: Chess, 1968). See also Kilph Nesteroff, “Last Man
in Blackface: The World of Pigmeat Markham,” WFMU'’s Beware of the Blog, November 14, 2010,
http://blog.wfmu.org/freeform/2010/1 1/the-forgotten-pigmeat-markham.html.

"9°Floyd-Thomas, Mining the Motherload, xiii.

44



Chapter 1

The Widow Through Time

Luke’s narrative framing has, until the rise of redaction criticism and then its use by some
feminist interpreters, guided the parable’s interpretation. Although the parable proper does not
mention prayer, Luke’s introduction, “Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always
and not to lose heart,” secured the interpretation. For centuries, the parable offered neither
challenge nor empowerment other than that of spiritual warfare. The widow was as Luke
explained, a metaphor for tenacious prayer. She was also, according to some early interpreters, a
symbol of the Church or the soul, both of which went into battle against enemies, whether Satan
or heretics or both. Thus the allegorical interpretation of the widow determined the identity of
her opponent: since the widow represented the side of righteousness and she sought to be
avenged, her opponent must represent a form of temporarily triumphant evil. Occasionally, the
widow becomes a negative example of one who seeks vengeance rather than displays love of
enemies. We must be very careful not to put our readings in the position of blaming the victim.
If we problematize the woman’s morality, as I will do, I am not suggesting that the morality of
victims should be questioned (see below). Generally, however, commentators affirmed her plea
as in the cause of justice.

Luke’s concluding frame typically determined the function of the judge: that a dishonest
judge granted the widow what she wanted assures faithful Christians that God would swiftly
respond to their prayers. The judge is thus a negative image for God. On occasion, commentators
take seriously the judge’s lack of religiosity or morality and regard the widow as responsible for

his conversion.
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The gaps between Luke’s frame and the parable proper bothered few interpreters prior to
the rise of critical biblical scholarship. Readers knew that Luke’s rhetorical questions at the end,
“And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay
long in helping them?” would often be answered in the negative: prayers for healing, for safety,
for peace, or for the myriad of other requests, public and personal, were not always answered
with swift help. Luke’s Jesus states, “I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them” (18:8a),
but the faithful knew that divine justice was sometimes different than what they thought justice
would be. To forestall even a modicum of doubt on the part of the believers and so to stop a
challenge to the narrative frame, Luke’s Jesus then asks, “And yet, when the Son of Man comes,
will he find faith on earth?” (18:8b). To ask about the timing of justice would then be to display
lack of faith; to display lack of faith would in turn threaten one’s salvation. For a few
commentators, Luke’s acknowledgment of lack of faith prompted by eschatological delay led to
an emphasis on good works. However, the widow herself does not usually become an example of
such good works.

When allegorical interpretations began to be rejected, whether because later exegetes
found them too fanciful or determined that they were lacking in moral relevance, the widow still
remained the symbol of individual non-public piety and the judge still remained a figure of
authority. These interpretations continued with the rise of redaction criticism: Luke’s message of
women as spiritual warriors as well as public supporters of the ecclesial status quo remained the
major claim. This is the approach of most homilies preached today, even in congregations that
explicitly promote social justice.

With the rise of feminist criticism, the parable finally broke free of its Lukan frame.

Some feminist readers regarded the woman not as the model of the faithful Christian or as an
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allegory of the Church but rather of the faithful God, who prays that indifferent humans will
listen to the divine call for justice. Again, the widow herself—understood to be a human being in
a judicial situation—is disempowered: this approach of reading the woman as a symbol for God
just replaces one allegory with another, and again it takes women out of the court.

More popular historical-critical work also serves to limit the woman’s agency by
emphasizing her dis-placement in the court: historians frequently cite the stereotype of the poor
widow rather than either query this particular widow’s economic status or grant her agency; they
note the biblical image of the socially vulnerable widow rather than the numerous biblical as
well as classical characterizations of a significant number of widows as wealthy, active in the
public realm, trickster figures who achieve their goals, and otherwise characters who contravene
the stereotype of the disempowered.

Like the widow, the judge remained — when he entered into the interpretation at all — a
figure ripe for allegory rather than one whose earthly authority should be questioned. When the
role of the judge is ignored, problems with legal systems and, by extension, people in power, go
unaddressed. When he is mentioned in more recent historical-critical work, he represents the
“corrupt Jewish system”—elitist, misogynist, and interested only in externals—against which
Jesus stands. Allegory again, this time of using elements in the parable to construct a negative
image of Jews and Judaism, reemerges. Rarely do commentators, and even more rarely do
homilists, note the problems of a reading that sees the parable’s particular judge as a divine
image, even if as a negative one.

This chapter provides a selective survey of the parable’s reception history as well as
select references to historical data from the time of Jesus and the time of Luke that challenge

common readings.

47



Patristic Interpretation

Luke’s narrative frame not only reduced interpretation of the parable of the Widow and
the Judge, it contributed to the view that parables are best, or only to be, understood, as
allegories.! Beginning already with Luke and continuing from the patristic period until the end
of the nineteenth century, the practice of using external referents as symbols for elements within
the parable was the common mode of interpretation. Church fathers elaborately “decoded the
vivid details of parables in theological terms.” Their focus was not ethics, but theology:
“Scriptures provided the basic catechism of the church,”* and thus the parables, as Jesus” own
teachings, had to be about theology and its related concerns: soteriology, ecclesiology, and
Christology.

Epitomizing this approach is Augustine’s interpretation of the Parable of the Good
Samaritan:

A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho: Adam himself is meant;

Jerusalem is the heavenly city of peace from whose blessedness Adam fell;

Jericho means the moon, and signifies our mortality, because it is born, waxes,

wanes and dies. Thieves are the devil and his angels. Who stripped him,

namely, of his immortality; and beat him, by persuading him to sin; and left

him half-dead, because in so far as man can understand and know God, he

lives, but in so far as he is wasted and oppressed by sin, he is dead; he is

therefore called half-dead. The priest and Levite who saw him and passed by,

signify the priesthood and ministry of the Old Testament, which could profit

nothing for salvation. Samaritan means guardian, and therefore the Lord

! Matthew Black, “The Parables As Allegory,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 42 (1959-1960): 273-87.
2 .

Ibid., 273.
3 Raymond E. Brown, “The Parable and Allegory Reconsidered,” Novum Testamentum 5.1 (1962): 37.
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Himself is signified by this name. The binding of wounds is the restraint of

sin. Oil is the comfort of good hope; wine the exhortation to work with fervent

spirit. The beast is the flesh in which He deigned to come to us. The being set

upon the beast is belief in the incarnation of Christ. The inn is the Church,

where travellers are refreshed on their return from pilgrimage to their heavenly

country. The morrow is after the resurrection of the Lord. The two pence are

either the two precepts of love, or the promise of this life and of that, which is

to come. The innkeeper is the Apostle. The supererogatory payment is either

his counsel of celibacy, or the fact that he worked with his own hands lest he

should be a burden to any of the weaker brethren when the Gospel was new,

though it was lawful for him “to live by the Gospel. (Quaest. Ev. 2.19)*
Missing in this interpretation is any historical connection such as Samaritan-Jewish enmity or the
role of the priest and Levite in Jewish society. The allegorical mode renders the parable eternal
rather than historically grounded, meaningless without the keys provided by the authoritative
teachers, and focused on Christology rather than on ethical challenge. The allegory also detaches
the parable from its own generic connections, whether the ethical parables found in Israel’s
Scriptures such as Jotham’s parable of the trees in Judges 9 or Nathan’s parable of the Ewe
Lamb in 2 Samuel 12, or the morality or practical wisdom stories told by Aesop. The allegorical
approach also removes the parable from its Jewish relations, the meshalim, as well as Jewish
exegesis in general, in which literal meaning rarely is so fully elided.

Augustine (354-430), defending the allegorical interpretative method, argues, “Whatever

appears in the divine that does not literally pertain to virtuous behavior, or to the truth of faith,

* Augustine, Quaestiones Evangeliorum, 11 19, slightly abridged as cited in C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the
Kingdom (New York: Scribner, 1961), 1-2.
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one must take to be figurative” (On Christian Doctrine 3.10.14.). For the parable of the Widow
and the Judge, Luke’s narrative frame provides the focus on virtuous behavior: the widow is the
model for prayer. Luke has also provided Augustine the allegorical referent for the Judge.
Augustine, as well as his fellow Fathers, generally followed Luke’s allegory. Occasionally they
enhanced it, but in no case I could find do they read in terms of an actual widow’s agency other
than to stress the role of prayer.

Augustine allegorizes the widow as the Church waiting in apparent desolation for

the Lord. He says:

The whole Church there is one widow, whether in men or in women, in

married men or married women, in young men or in old, or in virgins: the

whole church is one single widow, desolate in this world, if she feels this, if

she is aware of her widowhood; for then is help at hand for her. Do ye not

recognize this widow in the gospel, my brethren, when the Lord declared

“that men ought always to pray and not to faint?” “There was in a city a

judge,” he said, “Which feared not God, neither regarded man. And there

was a widow in that city; and she came unto him day by day, saying,

Avenge me (€kdiknoov ue) of my adversary. The widow, by daily

importunity, prevailed with him; for the judge said within himself, “Though

I fear not God, neither regard man, yet because this woman troubleth me, I

will avenge her.” If the wicked judge heard the widow, that he might not be

molested (VT®TLALN) ; heareth not God his Church, whom he exhorteth to

pray?” (exposition of Psalm 132 vs. 16)’

> Augustine, Expositions on the Book of Psalms, Translation and notes by A. Cleveland Coxe, ANF viii (London: T
& T Clark/Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, reprint 1989), 620.
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The widow in this exposition is the Church, not an independent woman. Augustine also ignores
here the identity of the opponent.

Modern translations of Augustine’s words have toned down the parable to make it
palatable to twenty-first century ears that do not associate widows with vengeance. Maria
Bounding translates the widow’s call for vengeance as “Do justice for me against my
opponent.”® Similarly she takes the judge’s promise to “avenge” the widow as “I will see justice
done for this widow.”” The harsher terms are appropriate, as they are consistent with Augustine’s
references to the parable elsewhere in the Expositions.

Prompted by Luke’s reference to swift judgment, Augustine also comments, “For to us
the time is slow; and in our person is this said, "When will Thou look on?" that is, when shall we
see vengeance (€k01kNo0V) upon those who insult us? When shall the Judge, overcome by
weariness, hear the widow? [Luke 18:3] But our Judge, not from weariness, but from love,
delayeth our salvation; from reason, not from need; not that He could not even now succour us,
but that the number of us all may be filled up even to the end. (Psalm 35, vs. 20).*

Augustine, like Luke, uses the parable as an occasion to defuse concerns over the delay of the
Parousia.

Augustine is one of several readers, from antiquity to the present, who recognize that the
widow in the parable is asking for vengeance rather than justice. Beginning with a reference to
the martyrs in Rev 6:10 (“They cried out with a loud voice, ‘Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how

long will it be before you judge and avenge [€kd1K€ig] our blood on the inhabitants of the

% Maria Bounding, translation and notes, Boniface Ramsey, ed., Augustine of Hippo, The Works of Saint Augustine.
A Translation for the 21° Century, Exposition of the Psalms (Enarrationes in Psalmos) 121-150 (Hyde Park, NY:
New City Press, 2004), 170.

7 Ibid.

¥ Saint Augustine, Expositions on the Book of Psalms, 84.
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earth?’”’) and the assurance that “there may be known before our eyes vengeance among the
nations,” he insists,
And this indeed, as we have said, is a prophecy, not a wish.... And the Lord in the
Gospel hath set before us the widow for an example, who longing to be avenged,
did intercede with the unjust judge, who at length heard her, not as being guided by
justice, but overcome with weariness; but this the Lord hath set before us, to show
that much more the just God will speedily make the judgment of his elect, who cry
unto him day and night, thence is also that cry of the martyrs under the altar of
God [Rev 6.9], that they may be avenged in the judgment of God. Where then is
the, “love your enemies, do good unto them that hate you, and pray for them that
persecute you”? [Matt 5.44]. Where is also the, “Not rendering evil for evil, nor
cursing for cursing:” [1 Pet 3.9] and, “unto no man rendering evil for evil”? [Rom
12.17].° (Exposition of Psalm 79, vs. 14).
Augustine concludes this section by referencing love of enemies and not rendering evil for evil
(Matt 5:45; Luke 6:27].

Unlike most modern commentators who insist that the widow is asking for “justice,”
Augustine regards her as wanting vengeance, or to be avenged; she becomes a voice echoing the
martyrs in Revelation. She also becomes, ironically, a negative exemplar, since she may, for
Augustine, be asking for the wrong thing: Augustine makes clear that vengeance belongs only to
God, but the faithful are to love their enemies.

The Church Fathers do, on occasion, address the transformation of the judge before
moving immediately to the negative analogy between the judge and God. Ephrem of Syria, who

spends more time on the character of the judge than on the widow, suggests that “in his iniquity,

? Ibid., 384.
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the judge was not willing to vindicate the widow, and in his wickedness he was not willing to put
her mind at rest.”'® By turning to her “mind,” Ephrem changes the widow from a figure seeking
resolution in the legal system to a figure who is mentally or spiritually troubled. The actual
details of her case — which, without the allegorical overlay, were likely to be monetary or more
broadly issues of personal injury given that such suits are the ones most likely to find their way
into the judicial system— are irrelevant to the spiritual message derived from the allegorical
approach.

By her prayer, according to Ephrem, the widow transforms the judge from the sinner to
the pious.'' Luke’s narrative frame prevents Ephrem from questioning the justice of the widow’s
case and discourages him from turning to Jesus’ advice that one make friends quickly with one’s
opponent before opening a court case (Matt 5:25). Ephrem also misses the parable’s suggestion
that it was not the widow’s prayer that transformed the judge, but the threat of her striking him.
The widow’s persistence did not transform the judge’s “wickedness”: his own fear caused him to
grant her petition. Ephrem makes the judge’s shift the result of prayer, and thus of divine
intervention; he thereby restricts the woman’s power by making any reaction the direct result of
divine initiative rather than human persistence.

Cyril of Alexandria (376-444) uses the parable to explain how prayer is one of the
pathways to an uncorrupt life. Because Jesus taught, through this parable, the importance of

prayer, people are to be diligent in praying. Using Luke’s widow as an example for all

' Ephrem, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary On Tatian’s Diatessaron, trans. Carmel McCarthy (United Kingdom:
Oxford University Press, 1993), 250.
" Ibid., 275-276.
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supplicants, Cyril says, “God will incline His ear to those who offer him their prayers not
carelessly nor negligently, but with earnestness and constancy.”"?

Cyril opens his discussion of the widow by remarking that she is “oppressed.”'® Then,
launching fully into allegory that associates the widow’s opponent with Satan, he begins, “Others
also there are who wrong the servants of God, and whom we may without sin attack in prayer.”"
The others represent Satan, so therefore “we say in our prayers to Him Who is able to save, and
to drive away from us that wicked being, ‘Avenge me of my adversary.” And this the Only-
begotten Word of God has indeed done by having become Man: for He has ejected from his
tyranny over us the ruler of this world....”"

In a footnote, Smith notes an alternative allegory ascribed to Cyril “which even
Theophylact, from whom it is taken... characterizes as curious (repiepyov).”'® In this version,
the widow stands for the soul, “which having divorced her first husband the devil, is therefore
persecuted by him as her adversary. On which account she prays to God, the Judge of injustice,
because He condemns the unjust....”"” The widow is the soul, the opponent is Satan, the judge is
God, and the vindication occurs with the incarnation.

These various allegorical readings then find their way into Late Antiquity and the
Medieval period. According to Stephen L. Wailes, Isidore of Seville (560-634) “omits the idea
of the conversion of enemies as vengeance on them” but does include, along with the devil as the

opponent, heretics.'® He cites Rabanus Maurus, “The Devil and Heretics,” quoting Isidore, “The

widow can signify the Church praying with perseverance for vengeance on her enemies, the

12 Cyril of Alexandria, 4 Commentary on the Gospel of St. Luke, trans. R. Payne Smith (New York: Studion
Publishers, 1983), 478.

" Ibid.

" Ibid., 479.

" Ibid.

' Ibid.

"7 Ibid.

'8 Stephen L. Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 263.
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devil or heretics.”'’ Wailes notes, however, that later sources do not develop the focus on “real
vengeance” following Augustine.”’ According to Nicholas of Lyra, the vengeance of which the
parable speaks is actually about justice; as Wailes summarizes, “he comments that temporal
punishment is one inducement to conversion, and so it is appropriate for Christians to implore
vengeance on their persecutors—not in wrath but out of zeal for justice (“because temporal
punishments are a kind of medicine which is effective for the emendation of life and the
declaration of divine justice, so it is very appropriate that the saints pray thus to God to be
avenged on their persecutors, not from the motive of anger but from zeal for justice”).?' The
distinction, or lack thereof, between justice and vengeance troubled the early commentators; it
tends not to trouble most modern ones, who — creating greater sympathy for the widow — insist
her case is just.

Wailes also observes that the medieval sources also drop the analogy of the widow to the
church in favor of regarding her as representing the soul.*> Once this allegory is in place, the
widow as woman is erased as is her agency in the court.

Isidore of Seville, in keeping with the patristic use of allegory, likens the widow to God.
Following Augustine’s commentary that the widow might represent the Church and that the just
are avenged when the evil perish by way of conversion or through their loss of power, he argues
that the widow is the “likeness of the Lord” (Allegoria quaedam Sacrae Scripture, col. 1274).*
This is the approach picked up by some feminist commentators who see the widow as God. It
does grant the view that female characters can represent the divine, but at the same time it

disempowers the widow: this particular divine figure can only call out in hope. Alternatively, if

" Ibid.
>0 bid.
*! Tbid.
> Ibid.
3 Ibid., 262. See also J.-P. Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. 83, cols 97-130 (Ann Arbor: ProQuest).
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the widow in the parable represents God, then it is not her prayers that yield results, but her
threats.

For the early commentators on this parable, prayer is essential, but entering the public
sphere to challenge the judicial system is not. The widow ranges from representing one who
models consistent prayer, to the image of the desolate church awaiting the return of her spouse,
to the human soul seeking vengeance for oppressors. The judge is usually the (negative) image of
the divine, but a few of the commentators do note that he is converted by the widow’s prayer.
Taking seriously the Greek term for vengeance (éxdikéw), the early commentators such as
Augustine inquired as to the distinction between the prayer for vengeance and Jesus’ concern
about loving enemies. For some commentators, the widow herself is the negative exemplar: one
should not pray for vengeance. In the more extreme allegories, the vengeance is appropriate,
since the opponent is Satan, or heretics, or both.

In no cases that I could find do the commentators explore the idea of a real widow in a
real court; in no cases that I could find do the Fathers have anything positive to say about the
opponent: he ranges from being ignored to being Satan. And in no cases that I could find do they
move to issues of women’s agency beyond prayer, or to the seeking of justice beyond the matters
of either defeating Satan or avenging the persecution of the Church, whether by pagan Rome or
by perceived heretics. Although allegory had a role in teaching faith, I echo Raymond Brown’s

sentiment that “we need not seek a return to allegorical interpretations.””*

** Brown, “The Parable and Allegory Reconsidered,” 37.
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Medieval Interpretation

Bible commentators, particularly in the early Middle Ages, “built upon” the
interpretations of previous generations.”” Their successors then increasingly moved away from
allegory and viewed the Bible as a “textbook” to be thoroughly interrogated.*®

For the Venerable Bede (672-735), the Widow and the Judge should be interpreted in
light of the following parable, that of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14): Jesus
shows that “it is not our protestations of faith that will be considered by God but our works. And
among these works humility holds the chief place.” >’ He then adduces the parables of the
Mustard Seed (Luke 13:18-21) and the Worthy Slaves of Luke 17:10 to indicate that “the proud,
who, though they are far from doing all things that are commanded them, nevertheless, not alone
do they dare to pride themselves upon their justice, but they also despise others; and so when
they pray they are not heard, since their faith is without works.”** The judgment is on the judge,
who anticipates the role of the Pharisee in the next parable; the widow would be analogous then
to the sinful tax collector, but Bede, appropriately, does not make this connection.

Following Isidore of Seville, the Frankish archbishop of Mainz, Rabanus Maurus (780-
856), anticipated feminist criticism not only by writing a commentary on the book of Judith but
also by finding the widow of the parable to be a symbol for the Divine: “And yet we heard the

voice of the widow, who is the likeness of God” (De Universo, col 81D).*

%3 Joseph W. Goering, “An Introduction to Medieval Christian Biblical Interpretation,” in With Reverence for the
Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Barry D.
Walfish, and Joseph W. Goering (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 198.
2% Ibid., 199. The advent of Scholasticism provided biblical commentators with a variety of apparatuses such as “a
Latin text of the Hebrew Bible and New Testament divided into chapters, a commentary, Gloss, and the Histories
drawn from multiple sources.”
2T Venerable Bede, Exploration of the Gospel, in M.E. Toal, The Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers I1l: From
f;entecost to the Tenth Sunday after Pentecost (San Francisco: Ignatius , 1996), 370

Ibid.
9 Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables, 262. See also Patrologia Latina, vol. 111.
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Haimo Auxerre (d. 865; Homiliae de tempore, Homily 131, cols 696-698) follows
Augustine and Bede by allegorizing the widow as the desolate church.*® Zacharias
Chrysopolitanus (d. 1155) adds that the widow’s seeking of vengeance does not contradict
Matthew’s exhortation to pray for enemies, but that “it is the vengeance of a just man, that the
wicked shall perish” (In Unum ex Quator sive De concordia evangelistrarum libri quatuor, cols
11-620, col 383B-D).”!

Hugh of St. Cher (1200-1263), the French Dominican and Bishop of Ostia, introduces
exegesis by catch-word and in so doing emphasizes the problem of corrupt judges who oppress
the socially marginal; he cites in connection with the parable Isa 1:23 ( “Your princes are rebels
and companions of thieves. Everyone loves a bribe and runs after gifts. They do not defend the
orphan, and the widow’s cause does not come before them” [NRSV]), Jer 5:28 (“They have
grown fat and sleek. They know no limits in deeds of wickedness; they do not judge with justice
the cause of the orphan, to make it prosper, and they do not defend the rights of the needy”
[NRSV])), and Sir. 35:14-15 (“Do not offer him a bribe, for he will not accept it; and do not rely
on a dishonest sacrifice; for the Lord is the judge, and with him there is no partiality” [NRSV]).*
His focus is on corrupt power and thus by extension the widow’s plight. The texts he cites
reinforce the image of the widow as helpless and consequently prevent reading the widow of the
parable as a person with agency. The increasingly common portrayal of the widow as desolate —
whether as the desolate church, or the desolate soul — eventually becomes, for the modern

interpreter, the widow as epitomizing the desolate socially vulnerable.

30 Ibid., 262. See also Patrologia Latina, vol. 118.

' Ibid. See also Patrologia Latina, vol. 186.

32 Desiderius Erasmus, Collected Works of Erasmus: Paraphrase on Luke 11-24, trans. Jane E. Phillips, vol. 48,
Collected Works of Erasmus (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 117.
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Bonaventure (1221-1274) the Franciscan begins his study of the parable by insisting that
“this parable is not to [be] understood as a metaphor of similitude, since the judge of a city is in
no way to be likened to God, who is to be petitioned. Rather, it is to be understood by
dissimilitude and by means of the contrary, so that the Lord is teaching them via the argument
from the lesser to the greater to understand the efficacy of prayer.”** Following Bede, he then
makes the practical, critical observation that praying always “does not apply to every moment of

time, but for designated hours....”**

He goes on for several more lines about the times and
manners in which one prays. For the parable itself, he mentions “Three components in its
development: the hard-heartedness of the judge, the insistence of the poor, and the efficacy of
prayer.”> The widow herself is subsumed into the category of the “poor”’; Bonaventure may
assume that women are poor, that the poor are weak and therefore appropriately compared with
women, or that the gendered figure is insufficient. While he recognizes the judge as a character
type, he erases the “widow” in favor of the broader category.

In his exposition of the parable proper, he speaks of the widow, “namely, a widow
deprived of the support of her husband.”*® Robert Karris, the editor of this commentary, notes
that Bonaventure follows Augustine’s Letter 130, ch. 16, n. 29-30: “Now what makes this work
[earnestness in prayer] especially suited to widows but their bereaved and desolate condition?”’
Because for Bonaventure the widow represents the poor, her claim must necessarily be just and
her opponent must necessarily be evil: she “needs the protection of the judge against the

oppression of wicked people.” To support his reading, he cites Sir 35:16-19 on the “prayers of

the fatherless and the widow.”

33 Saint Bonaventure, Commentary on Luke 3, chapters 17-24, translated and annotated by Robert J. Karris (St.
Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2004), 1702.

* bid.

1bid., 1707.

3% Ibid., 1708.

37 Ibid., 1708 n. 27 cf. NPNF1 Vol 1, 468-69.
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When Bonaventure does look at the widow as a character rather than a symbol, the
characterization is less than positive. He compares the widow’s tenacity “to what Judges 14:17
says about Samson’s wife: ‘She wept before him the seven days of the feast. And finally, on the
seventh day, since she had become a bother to him, he expounded the riddle.”” Bonaventure
similarly compares the widow’s complaint to the importuning friend in Luke’s parable (Luke
11:7-8). The comparison reinforces the interpretation that her cause is just — the importuning
friend needs to feed his guest, so the widow must need to do something on behalf of others. It
also ignores the widow’s perceived threat of doing the judge physical harm.

Karris translates Bonaventure as speaking of the widow’s desire for “justice,” but he
concludes that the case is one of punishment, not monetary recompense or apology. He cites
Num 31:1-2, “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Avenge first the children of Israel on the Midiantes....”
Of course, the judge “should not do this out of hatred for the person, but out of love for justice
like Matthias, about whom 1 Maccabees 2.24 says, ‘His wrath was kindled according to the
judgment of the law, and he sprang upon this man and killed him.”” To extend Bonaventure’s
reading: the widow is requited by the death of her opponent.

The judge finds his counterpart among the unfaithful against whom the prophets
complained (cf. Isa 1:23; Jer 5:28). Bonaventure next speaks of him in terms of the proud (cf.
Job 15:26; Ps. 13:3). The judge’s motive in granting the widow her request stems not “on
account of zeal for the law, but to avoid the bothersome petition.” The judge specifically fears
being strangled; as Bonaventure explains, “So the Glossa says that the verb ‘to wear me out’
stems from the verb ‘to suck’ and refers to having been seized by vampire bats, and thus
ultimately refers to the verb ‘to strangle.” For vampire bats kill little children and suck their

blood.” That is, the judge feels that his blood is being sucked out of him by the widow
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(Bonaventure refers to Lam 4:3, “Even the jackals offer the breast and nurse their young, but my
people has become cruel, like the ostriches in the wilderness” [NRSV]).*® The image is not a
pleasant one.

The remainder of his exposition echoes that of the earlier commentators: It is God who
will “avenge his elect” (citing Rom 12:19; Deut 32:35 as well as Sir 35:23-25 and 28:1), and the
martyrs of Rev 6:9-10 who call for this same avenging. Bonaventure then, following Hugh of St.
Cher, includes the murdered Abel in the list of those who seek to be avenged (Gen 4:10).*° He
concludes with the note that there are “two types of vengeance. The first is designed to make one
return to God. The second is designed to stop a person from foolish action. The saints can ask
for the first type with no conditions. The second, only if it pleases God. But the saints should
abhor vengeance for a personal injury and must pray against the vengeance of eternal
damnation.”*°

By associating the woman with the poor and the judge with corrupt figures of Israel’s
past, Bonaventure assures that her case is just. By stressing through textual allusion the violent
role of avenging as well as by insisting that one should not seek “vengeance” in the sense of
harming another, he both raises the question of the widow’s motives as well as, given his
associations of the widow with Samson’s Philistine wife, works to prevent any reader from
identifying with her. Such identification is also generally precluded by the vampire bat
references. Bonaventure’s intertextual reading as well as his general resistance to allegory will

find their way into the commentaries of the Reformers.

¥ Karris (1712 n. 40) references early commentators’ discussion of “sugillare (‘to wear out’), suggere (‘to suck”)
and strangulare (‘to strangle).” The origin of the metaphor appears to come from Albert.

*Ibid., 1714-15.

“1bid, 1715.
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Reformation Period

The great Desiderius Erasmus (1456-1536), in his Paraphrase on Luke 11-24, adds details
to the parable that make the widow more sympathetic and the judge more venal, and thus he
moves the parable away from allegory to a case for justice even as he continues the earlier
readings that see the widow as desolate and oppressed. He also reinforces the stereotypes of the
widow as impoverished and “hard-pressed” by her opponent: she says, “I am being worsted in a
good case... because of my opponent’s riches and influence. I am a widow and destitute. Defend

! The parable says nothing about the opponent:

my rights against the ferocity of my opponent.
we know neither whether he is ferocious or docile. Regarding the judge, Erasmus begins by
paraphrasing the parable and then glossing it: “His impiety made him have no fear of God, while

. . 42
his power made him have no respect for humans.”

The charge of “impiety” makes clear that
the judge is not an impartial figure; the concern for “power” shows a move toward the critique of
individuals who hold power: power, for Erasmus’s reading, can be a corrupting agent.

Erasmus continues: the judge should have aided the widow, since “great power is given
to certain individuals precisely so that they can assist the orphaned and fatherless, the widows
and humble folk, against the wealthy and powerful.”** Thus power can be a problem, but wielded
correctly, it can parry the power of “the wealthy and the powerful.” The move toward a social
justice reading begins.

This discussion concludes with Erasmus’s glossing the final lines of the Lukan frame:

“Will God, who is most just and merciful towards his chosen, shut his ears when he is appealed

to day and night.... Will he refuse to free them from the violence of their oppressors and instead

* Desiderius Erasmus, Collected Works of Erasmus: Paraphrase on Luke 11-24, trans. Jane E. Phillips, vol. 48,
Collected Works of Erasmus (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 117.

2 Ibid., 117

* Ibid.
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calmly and coolly allow them to be assaulted with impunity? No, I tell you he will not. He will
either turn the hearts of the wicked so that their will is changed and they cease to attack, or he

will remove their capacity to do harm....”**

Erasmus recognizes not only that people will be evil,
but also that they have the capacity, through wealth and power, to create oppressive conditions.
While he does not depict the widow as herself challenging the powerful, he opens the parable
toward a function as social critique rather than only theological instruction and assurance.
Martin Luther (1483-1546) returns to the patristic approach by reading the parable
allegorically: the widow is a representation of the Church. Luther says, “But in the mean time
the Church is sighing and groaning in the midst of danger and wishing for vengeance on her
enemies: as Christ shows in his parable of the unjust judge, Luke xviii.”* Luther, in a manner
similar to patristic interpreters, asserts that the widow wants vengeance on her opponent, but due
to God’s patience the widow must “sigh and groan” or pray while waiting for recompense.*®
Luther’s reading of the parable is in service to what he views as the destruction caused by
those he deems “enemies to the Gospel.”*” Quoting Pss 55:23, Luther maintains, “the wicked
shall not live out half his days” because “although the Son himself is one whose wrath is kindled
in a moment, the godly also ply him with their entreaties and supplications. And therefore, as
Christ says concerning the widow and the unjust judge, ‘God also shall avenge his own elect,
who cry day and night unto him; and shall avenge them speedily’”*® Although Luther follows
Luke’s contextualization that the parable is about prayer, he reads the parable as not about

finding faith on earth (18:8), but as the Church crying out to God day and night to be relieved of

the distress caused by the Gospel’s enemies.

“1Ibid., 117-118.

* Martin Luther, Select Works of Martin Luther: An Offering to the Church of God in “The Last Days,” 2 Tim. iii.
1., trans. Henry Cole, vol. IV (London: T. Bensley, 1826), 484.

“Ibid., 484.

“71bid., 552.

* Ibid.
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John Calvin (1509-1564) starts by latching onto the Lukan frame concerning
perseverance in prayer. He finds such perseverance to be “a rare and difficult attainment because
it [persistence in prayer] is a manifestation of unbelief” since “when our first prayers are not
always successful, we immediately throw away not only hope, but also all ardor of prayer.”*’
Wary that Christians would think that prayer is the means by which spiritual warriors “gain a
victory over God,” he insists, “The actual facts do not all at once make it evident that he
graciously listens to our prayers.””” Otherwise put: God hears all prayers, but sometimes the
answer is not what the supplicant desires. Calvin concludes by exhorting his followers to faithful
prayer, regardless of “however wretched and despicable may be the condition of those who pray
to him.”"

Calvin’s commentary concerning the widow is limited. He says, “In the parable Christ
describes to us a widow, who obtained what she wanted from an unjust and cruel judge, because
she did not cease to make earnest demands.”™* “Cruel” is an addition to the parable: it presumes
that the widow’s case is just and that the judge maliciously ignores her. It obviates any
possibility that the widow is harassing the judge for vengeance. The widow, for Calvin, becomes
the exemplar of the uninterrupted exercise of prayer. Just as God “opened his eyes to the
distresses of the widow, we have no reason to doubt that believers will derive, at least, equal

advantage from their prayers, provided they do not cease to plead earnestly with God.”>® Calvin

is concerned with neither vengeance nor justice, but that believers pray.

* John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries: Harmony of Matthew, Mark, Luke, trans. William Pringle, vol. II, 3 vols.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 198. See also https://deovivendiperchristum.wordpress.com/2016/02/18/john-
calvin-1509-1564-on-the-parable-of-the-persistent-widow-luke-181-8/.

>0 Ibid.

> Ibid., 198

>2 Ibid.

> Ibid., 199.
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Through this history of interpretation, symbolic, allegorical, or figurative readings
generally fade to proof-texting, where terms in one place (such as “vengeance’) are used to
interpret terms in another. The parable morphs from being a lesson on the desolate Church’s
prayer for Satan’s defeat to a concern that the poor be protected to an overall focus on the
importance of prayer. The woman does not receive attention as an individual person, although
the judge does. Whatever agency she has is typically corralled into that of a model of patient and
persistent prayer. Her search for vengeance becomes, either through alternative translations or
through appeals to divine concern, a search ultimately for justice. But the mere suggestion that
she wants vengeance, coupled with analogies connecting her to Samson’s nagging Philistine
wife, removes her from the category of moral exemplar. This removal will itself be removed in

the later studies.

The Widow, Judge, and Historical Criticism

By the 19" century, allegorical interpretations were mostly a method of the past, and
biblical interpreters increasingly located themselves in the historical-critical movement. The rise
of historical criticism, however, was a result of the Reformation and its “appeal to reason” when
interpreting the Scripture.”* The appeal to reason bolstered the claims of the Reformers that the
literal sense of Scripture, interpreting the Bible from what is written in the text, was a better
mode of interpretation than focusing on the spiritual sense, which was a by-product of allegorical
interpretation. The Reformers, such as Luther, argued, “the ‘spiritual’ meaning of the Bible gave

license to multiple meanings.” Instead they argued, “Scripture should not therefore have a

> Travis L. Frampton, Spinoza and the Rise of Historical Criticism of the Bible (New York and London: T&T
Clark, 2006), 2.
> Ibid., 30.
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twofold meaning. Instead, it should retain the one meaning to which the words refer.”>® “To
discern the literal meaning of the Scriptures, “interpreters needed to employ a grammatical and
historical method,” which examined the Hebrew and Greek language and sought the “context
and purpose of biblical writers.”’ This concern for interpreting the Bible based on a literal sense
caused a revolution in biblical hermeneutics. No longer did interpretation solely reside in the
hands of the Church and priest. The Reformation empowered individuals to interpret the Bible
for themselves; by the 19" century, biblical interpretation was being performed not only by the
Church and priest, but also by a variety of individuals in multiple disciplines.

Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1904), a 19" century suffragist, calls upon the parable in
support of the persistence of the activists working to secure women’s right to vote. Comparing
the judge to the Irish Legislature, she says, “The parable of the unjust judge will probably not be
found inapplicable to a masculine Legislature, when poor widows (and also rich ones, and other
single women), by their continual coming, become wearisome.”® Cobbe excellently captures
what could become a twenty-first century womanist or feminist reading: women who are often
not in positions of power get what they want by continually seeking their desire, and by uniting
across class lines.

Cobbe’s reading also raises questions of sexism for the parable. In a style of diatribe
similar to Paul, Cobbe puts forth and then answers the questions of an imaginary conversation
partner. When asked why women desire the right to vote, Cobbe answers, “Women can lose

nothing, and have much to gain by entering a field on nobler interests than has hitherto been

%% Timothy F. Lull and William R. Russell, eds., Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2012), 56.

3" William Baird, History of New Testament Research: Volume 1: From Deism to Tiibingen (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1992), xviii.

% Francis Power Cobbe, “Why Women Desire the Franchise,” in Before the Vote Was Won: Arguments For and
Against Women'’s Suffrage 1874, ed. Jane Lewis (New York and London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), 179-83
(180).

66



open to them.”” Similarly, the widow has nothing to lose but everything to gain by pressing the
judge to rectify her situation.

John Millais (1829-1896), a 19" century artist and author, was a member of the Pre-
Ralphaelite Brotherhood, a group of artists who sought expression through “realistic detail and
brilliant colors.”® Although Luke provides sparse details concerning both the widow and judge,
Millais’s realistic detail fills in the gaps of the parable by adding to the portrait male onlookers
and a scribe who appears to be taking notes of the proceedings, but whose view towards the
widow seems to show a level of compassion for her.

Millais’s depiction of the judge appears to be that of a religious rather than a civil figure:
He is dressed in priestly vestments. Millais also adds a guard who can be seen pulling the widow
away from the judge. Thus, the religious and the civil are combined in his interpretation of the
parable. Rather than sketching an old widow, Millais depicts the widow as a young woman. Her
posture of kneeling in front of the judge suggests that she is seeking justice rather than revenge.
Although the parable does not provide information about the economic status of the widow,
Millais depicts her as a peasant. She is wearing plain clothes with a scarf covering her hair; she
is also without jewelry, lace, or other trinkets that suggest a woman of means. Millais, in many
ways, follows the literal sense of the parable: a widow goes before the judge and he refuses her
request. There is nothing to hint that she represents the prayers of the faithful, or the judge is a

negative image for divine justice.

*Tbid., 181.

5 Walker Art Gallery, Millais: An Exhibition Organized by the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool & the Royal Academy
of Arts, London (Liverpool/London: Walker Art Gallery/Royal Academy of Arts, 1967), 6. See also Christine
Riding, John Everette Millais: British Artists (Tate Publishing, 2006), 16. Riding suggests, “The use of the term
‘Pre-Raphaclite’” was to indicate that the [Brotherhood’s] inspiration came from paintings before the High
Renaissance (approximately pre-1500).”
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William James Webbe (1830-1904), influenced by the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood of
John Millais, also illustrates the parable of the widow and judge.®’ His depiction is a civil
context, as indicated by two guards standing behind the judge and wielding swords as well as the
by a guard standing in front of the judge’s chambers. Rather than a note-taking scribe as in
Millais’s depiction, Webbe shows the judge passing a note, perhaps his decree to one of the
guards behind him as he listens to the widow beg. She is also grabbing the judge’s tunic.

Webbe, like all interpreters, fill in the gaps when information is missing from the story.
His widow appears a bit older than Millais’s young widow, but she is also kneeling before the
judge. She, too, is dressed in peasant clothes. The guards seem to be protectors of the judge. As
with Millais’s painting, there is nothing to indicate that Webbe follows Luke’s contextualization
of the parable. Webbe simply shows a poor widow in a juridical scene who, apparently, does not
win her case. The result is a message of pathos, not justice.

Harold Copping (1863-1932), a student of London’s Royal Academy like John Millais,
depicts a kneeling widow, dressed in peasant clothing and grabbing the sleeve of the judge as he
looks away.®* Copping includes a man pulling the woman away from the judge as a crowd stands
by. Unlike the Millais and Webb depictions where soldiers are standing guard or pulling the
widow away from the judge, Copping offers a community rather than juridical setting. Again,
however, the stress is on pathos. Viewers may judge the situation as unfair to the widow, but
they are not prompted to challenge the court system.

While the 19" century artists were concerned about detail and realism, their paintings

also communicated their social thoughts. Women were poor and needed the help of men to

51 See “William James Webbe,” The Victorian Web: Literature, History & Culture in the Age of Victoria,
http://www.victorianweb.org/painting/webbe/, accessed March 10, 2017.

52 Harold Copping, The Parable of the Jude and the Widow, Painting, accessed March 11, 2017,
http://www.biblepicturegallery.com/pictures/gparables/The%20parable%200f%20the%20Judge%20and%20the%20
Widow%20-%20painting%20pa.htm.
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survive. In the three paintings of the widow and judge narrative, each shows a begging woman
rather than a threatening one. While Millais and Copping add onlookers, at no point does anyone
speak for or stand on behalf of the widow. Thus the artists retain the idea of the widow as a
pathetic figure. By adding guards, both Millais and Webbe suggest judicial systems are not
independent of the government. When the judicial system and the Empire are intertwined, it can
be impossible for individuals, particularly poor people, to receive fair hearings.

The realistic depictions by Millais, Webbe, and Copping anticipate late 19" and early 20"
century interpreters who argued for simplicity in parable interpretation. Biblical interpretation is
moving further away from the allegorical interpretations that held sway for earlier generations of
interpreters.

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) argues, “The original meaning of a parable is
irrecoverable.”®® Disagreeing with the notion that there is one special lesson in Jesus’s teachings,
Bultmann proposes, concerning the parable of the widow and judge, that “the general meaning is
clear enough, but not the special point, because the occasion which prompted the similitude is

not known.”**

He concludes that the parable had “originally been an exhortation to prayer,” but
he queries, is it an exhortation “to some specific petition? To prayer for the coming of God’s
reign?”® Readers can never know.

Bultmann, a proponent of the demythologization, argues that because the New Testament
depicts earth as “a theater for the working of supernatural powers,” it is impossible to

“repristinate a past world picture, especially a mythical world picture.”®® For Bultmann, then, a

widow praying to a power in heaven to help with her situation on earth is “unintelligible and

63 Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh, Rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Row,
1968), 199.

** Ibid.
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% Rudolf Bultmann, The New Testament and Mythology and Other Basic Writings, trans. Schubert M. Ogden
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 1, 3.
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impossible” for [his] contemporary readers.” The parable, to be intelligible to Bultmann’s
readers, must be demythologized or exclude the workings of supernatural powers in order to
“talk about the authentic reality of human beings.”®® Through this hermeneutical approach
Bultmann both moves away from allegorical readings and in the direction of historical criticism.
He also opens the door for commentators to argue that the parable proper (vv. 2-5) is not
concerned with divine response to prayer or to a heavenly intervention into an unjust world, but
that Luke uses the narrative to suit his theological purposes.

Joachim Jeremias (1900-1979) also rejected allegory as the best way to interpret the
biblical narratives. In his examination of the parable, he suggests that the “widow need not be
regarded as an old woman because the result of the early marriageable age was that widows were
frequently quite young.”®® Similarly, John R. Donahue warns, “In imagining the world of this
parable, we should avoid thinking of the widow as aged and infirm. In a culture with short life
spans where women married in their early teens, the ‘widow’ as the narrative presumes, would
most likely be young and vigorous.”’® The New Testament itself tells us that there are older
widows (cf. 1 Tim 5:9, “Let a widow be put on the list if she is not less than sixty years old”).
Widows could be of any age, so any attempt to determine the widow’s age, or her economic
status, requires narrative imagination, not historical-critical claims.

Jeremias does not however show consistency in recognizing the different circumstances

of individual characters. Rather, he surmises both that a money issue is the reason for the case

7 1bid., 5.

% Ibid., 161.

% Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 2nd Revised (New Jersey: Prentis Hall, 1972), 153. See also Eric
Francis Fox Bishop, Jesus of Palestine: The Local Background to the Gospel Documents (London: Lutterworth,
1955), 229. See also Ross S. Kraemer, “Jewish Family Life in the First Century CE,” in Jewish Annotated New
Testament, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 537-540 (538).
Kramer suggests that “free women married for the first time between the ages of about twelve and twenty, to men
who were typically ten to even fifteen years older.”
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and that the widow is too poor to bribe the judge. Hence, he presumes her to be poor and her
opponent to be a rich and influential man.

Rather than viewing the judge as afraid of the widow’s actions, Jeremias argues that the
judge’s fear of the widow should be read figuratively rather than literally. His translation of
dmomaln pe is “to finish off” (German: fertig macht),” which is similar to the common
translation “to wear out,” and he reads the line as, “So that she may not finish me off (Vr@mTAin
ue) completely (gic Téhoc) by her obstinacy”’* For Jeremias, the judge is tired of the widow’s
nagging and “wants to be left in peace.””

Jeremias’s interpretation is a perpetuation of stereotypes. The widow, a woman, is a nag;
the judge, a man, does not want to be bothered with a nagging woman. The judge acquiesces
because of the widow’s perpetual nagging.

Historical criticism became the dominant approach to the Bible in the mid-twentieth
century because of the assumption that the literal sense would produce the one true or accurate
interpretation. There are, however, multiple angles to take when using historical criticism. Some
commentators use as a lens of inquiry the Roman judicial system; others seek to reconstruct the
early Jesus movement, and still others the thought of Jesus himself. Several adduce cultural
constructions that they presume to underlie the actions and reactions of both storytellers and the
figures in their stories. While the purpose of the historical-critical method is to produce an
interpretation based upon a rigorous analysis of historical details rather than an individual’s own
thoughts, biases necessarily creep in. The historical lens one adopts cannot fail to impact the

conclusions one draws.

! Joachim Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 8th ed. (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970), 153.
72 Jeremias, Parables of Jesus, 154.
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For example, Kenneth Bailey appeals to the cultural construct of an honor-shame system.
Therefore, he concludes that the “problem [of the judge] is not a failure to respect people in the
sense of giving respect to persons of learning or high position, but a failure to sense the evil of
his actions in the presence of someone who should make him feel ashamed.”* The presence of
the widow should make the judge ashamed of his harming the widow in his failure to vindicate
her. The first gap in this conclusion is that readers do not know if the widow should be
vindicated. Second, the judge has no shame, because he does not care what people think; why he
should suddenly worry about his reputation remains unclear. Unclear as well is why his
reputation would be salvaged if he responds to threats rather than to petitions.

Bailey’s interpretation, from a modern Middle Eastern context that he then retrojects to
the first century, proposes that the court system is a man’s world and therefore that women are
not expected to participate; however, if they do, he argues that such women are respected,
honored, and can express their feelings or opinions without being mistreated.”” The problem here
is that nothing in the parable suggests that the woman is honored. That she operates without fear
of mistreatment is possible, but not necessary. We can read her either as aware of her rights and
therefore her safety, or — as the nineteenth century artists suggest — perhaps facing armed guards
who would drag her away.

Bernard Brandon Scott takes the honor-and-shame template in a different direction. He
argues that the widow’s action, her continual wearing down of the judge, is a “viable metaphor
for the kingdom of God” (cf. Matt. 11:12).”° “The widow, like the kingdom, keeps coming

battering down [the judge] regardless of honor or justice. It may even come under the guise of

™ Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, 132.
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shamelessness (lack of honor).””” The lack of honor that Scott suggests the widow has in her
fight against the judge codes her as inappropriate. He further claims that “she does not begin

with a respectful address™”®

to the judge.

For Scott, the widow represents lack of honor; apparently, it is not the judge who lacks
concern for what others think, it is the widow. To seek justice or simple answers may require
inappropriate behavior. Scott manages, however, to disempower the widow by returning to the
widow as metaphor for the kingdom. Moreover, it is not clear whether lack of appropriate
behavior in a court is the best way of achieving one’s goals. Finally, Scott presumes that the
parable is a full narrative, which it is not. The parable does not record all that the woman could
have said, just as it does not record the words the judge used in his consistent referrals. It is not
beyond reason to presume that the judge has also not spoken with appropriate address in his
responses to the widow. Basing a reading on what is not said is a good literary approach, but it
moves beyond claims of historically grounded honor-and-shame contexts.

Determining that a parable is a proclamation of the kingdom of God confronting hearers
with a new vision of reality,” John Donahue argues, “The story demonstrates a reversal of
human expectation. In this kingdom in the world of the parable, victims claim their rights and
seek justice—often in an unsettling manner.”* Donahue’s depiction of both the widow and
judge contributes to what he views as unsettling and transformative. To make his case, he has to
regard the widow as justified in her petition and the judge as doing the right thing in finally
granting it. He also presumes that the widow is a “victim” who has “rights” and seeks “justice”;

whether such seeking requires threats of violence goes unaddressed. Finally, it is not clear that

77 Ibid.
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the parable gives a “reversal of human expectation”: in stories, especially biblical stories,
widows usually get what they want. It would be surprising for Jesus to tell a story of a widow
who has a just petition, and who fails.

The shocking portions of the parable, according to Donahue, are the widow’s public and
persistent cry for justice and that she may have physically struck the judge. “Women,” says
Donahue, “would rarely, if at all, claim their rights by appearing constantly, and presumably

alone, in public, raising a public outcry.”!

The presumption that the widow is alone is just that, a
presumption. The other shocking aspect of the parable is the notion that the widow would, if
needed, physically attack the judge. Donahue could go farther: what is to be made of this shock?
Is the widow a moral exemplar? Does she show the fragility of the court system? Commentators
correctly note the surprising behavior of the widow, but they rarely transfer this notion to ancient
or modern court contexts. The praxis take-away remains at best inchoate.

Dorothy Jean Weaver follows Donahue’s concern for justice by arguing that “the parable
setting is a world of powerful people who practice injustice and powerless peasants who suffer

the injustice.”™

She locates the parable as a “call to action and a word of hope for the Jesus
community.” However, although justice/injustice is the framework of the parable, Weaver
suggests these concerns are not what move the plot. Her focus is rather on the widow’s
persistence. The conflict is the widow's insistence that the judge grant her justice. The
resolution is the judge's acquiescence. The persistence of the widow propels the plot from
conflict to resolution.

For Weaver, the widow's persistence stands for what Luke names as prayer. “Urgent,

persistent, and bold prayer becomes the essential medium through which the world’s injustice is

! Ibid., 182.
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transformed into God's justice.”®

The widow becomes the model for prayer for Jesus' disciples.
Weaver then links justice and prayer by asserting that “justice is the name for God's action;
prayer is the name for the collaboration of humans in that act.”® Moreover, prayer is also
among "those sturdy, audacious, or even outrageous acts that go by the name of faith and also
drive one to action."*

This reading proposes a paradigm by which the community can work together to create a
more just world. It also is a reminder that God is with the community as they sometimes engage
hostile forces. The question of the violence goes unaddressed even though one might presume
Weaver has violence in mind when she names the 1% century legal world of Jesus’ context as
“ugly, oppressive, and full of corruption and major power imbalances.”’ She, however, never
questions the widow’s own sense of justice. That the widow may want vengeance cannot be
acknowledged when the widow is a “vulnerable person at the bottom of the heap.”™®

Charles Hedrick, reading the parable in light of what can be known of legal systems,
argues that the story is designed to focus on the judge rather than the widow. He suggests that by
following Luke’s contextualization of the judge as “unjust” (18:6, a line that I do not think is part
of the parable proper), readers miss the positive qualities of the judge. He finds the judge to be a
“thoroughly honest man bound neither by the limitations of religion nor by ties to anyone in the

community.” The description of the judge as neither fearing God nor having respect for

people, according to Hedrick, indicates neither a corrupt nor an immoral judge. Rather, he was
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neither “religious in the sense of traditional Jewish piety” nor intimidated by people.”® Hedrick
also argues that the widow does not fit the stereotype of vulnerability that, in turn, gives widows
a protected status; in his view, she is not a sympathetic character: she shows no respect for the
court or judge; “her demand for vengeance violates Torah.”' For Hedrick, the widow is the
negative exemplar and the judge is honorable; this reading turns Luke’s interpretation inside-out;
it also contravenes more pronounced biblical tropes.

Hedrick’s reading also limits assessment of the judge. To suggest that the judge is a
thoroughly honest man contradicts the Torah’s concern that one not only judge justly, but that
one rebuke a neighbor who is behaving unjustly. Leviticus 19:15,17 states, “You shall not render
an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you
shall judge your neighbor.... you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself.” If
the judge found the widow’s case to be unjust, he should rebuke her. If he found it to be unjust,
further, by granting her what she wants, he colludes in injustice. Thus, although Hedrick initially
praises the judge for neither being religious nor intimidated by people, he concludes that in
Luke’s “humorous, sarcastic, and complex story with its unexpected reversals, the judge is a
hopelessly ridiculous figure.””

Wendy Cotter also examines both the widow and judge from the perspective of the
Empire’s judicial system.”” Her goal is to destabilize the common thoughts concerning both
widows and judges in the Greco-Roman world. While Donahue asserts that women would not

show themselves in court without a male counterpart, Cotter shows that women did appear in
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court on their own behalf.”* These include Carfania (80 B.C.E.),” wife of Roman senator Sulla,
who provided her own defense in court;”® Hortensia (42 B.C.E.)’’ who defends women against a
taxation law; Fannia,”® whose husband attempts to extort her of her property; Maesia of
Sentinum,”” who defends herself in court; and Babatha,'® a 2™ century Jewish widow who goes
to court to fight against the court appointed guardians of her son Yeshua as well as to make a
claim on property within her late husband’s estate.

Cotter then claims that the judge is not the ideal official because he fails to demonstrate
pietas toward the gods and citizens. Pietas acknowledges the superiority of the gods and the
responsibility of those with resources towards dependents. Leaders are to show piefas both
toward the gods and toward the state by acting for the good of all people. Cotter’s historical
points are valid, but they do not in the end help fully with a resolution to the parable. By
acquiescing to the widow, it is not clear that the judge is displaying pietas. His motives are not
honoring the gods or honoring the state, but avoiding physical harm. Perhaps the parable
subverts the idea that the courts display pietas; perhaps it questions any necessarily connection

between pietas and justice.
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Annette Merz grounds her interpretation on the biblical tradition of widows as vulnerable
and needy to show how Luke’s widow transgresses social boundaries. Merz argues that the
constant scriptural appeals to care for “widows and other underprivileged groups” as well as the
“threat of divine retribution” suggest that there was failure on the part of those responsible for
upholding the scriptural mandates.'”" She goes on to claim that the early hearers of the parable
would identify with the widow’s situation because they knew widows were not getting the
mandated care.

Merz next suggests that Luke’s widow is not a powerless and hopeless person, but one
who has found ways to make herself visible by transgressing “restrictive codes of conduct for
women.”'" As Cotter’s study illustrates, it is not necessarily the case that the widow is
transgressing anything. There is no law preventing widows from appearing in court; if Hedrick
and Bailey are correct, not only could the widow appear in court, she could presume that she was
safe there.

Merz supports her claim that the widow was not the vulnerable widow so often seen in
the biblical tradition by citing the examples of Tamar (Genesis 38), Ruth, the widow of Tekoa (2
Samuel 14), Judith, and the mother of the seven sons (4 Macc 16:5, 12) to show how each
narrative depicts a widow “becoming active as well as enforcing God’s will” in order ultimately
to get what she wants.'”> Tamar takes matters into her own hands to force Judah into providing
her children; Ruth chooses her own path: it is her choice to accompany Naomi, to work in the
fields, to tell Boaz what to do. That she walked from Moab to Bethlehem and then worked on her

feet all day in the fields suggests she is physically strong. The widow of Tekoa only pretends to
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be a mourner to save the life of her son and so, in manipulating David, to have the king recall his
son Absalom back to Jerusalem. Judith is the wealthiest woman in her community, and she takes
the lead in defending her town of Bethulia against Holofernes and his army. Finally, the
Maccabean mother epitomizes the philosophical spirit: she is not pathetic but determined in
possessing the “soul of Abraham” in being willing to sacrifice her children and indeed herself.

Reading the parable through models of honor and shame becomes limited in terms of
what the interpreter considers “shameful”: the widow’s importuning and lack of respect; the
judge’s lack of fear; the initial behavior of the judge or his acquiescing; the widow’s concern for
vengeance rather than justice, etc. Appeals to history show women do appear in law courts, so
claims that the woman is somehow transgressive by her appearance do not hold. On the other
hand, her threat of violence may be the actual transgressive move, and that move the critics who
want to read for social justice will underplay. Appeals to biblical tropes falter given the diversity
of widow characters.

The majority of the major commentators, as the survey below indicates, keep the parable
neatly tucked into Luke’s contextualization. For example, Luke Timothy Johnson identifies the
parable’s main character as the unjust judge given Luke’s conclusion that “God’s patience is

19 Yet he also suggests that

greater and that God’s response to prayer is faster for his elect.
“readers will too easily see themselves as the widow, subject to oppression and daily retribution,

and by losing hope and courage become those who ‘have faith for a time but in a season of

testing fall away.””'®> Thus, the widow’s persistence demonstrates that she is able to withstand

%1 uke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina 3 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991), 273.
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continuous rejection. She now demonstrates, as P.T. O’Brien suggests, the Lukan model of the
“disciple who stands” in the midst of trial (21:36).'

Joel Green, also drawing on the parable’s narrative context including the eschatological
discourse in Luke 17, argues that “Luke’s interpretative introduction (Luke 18:1), Jesus’ words
concerning faith on earth (v. 8), and Luke’s characterization of the widow as persistent should
aid readers in discerning that the proper disposition for Jesus’ followers prior to the eschaton is
that of continuous prayer.”'®” Green also argues that the widow is the paradigm for both women
and men. Like Buttrick, Green does not find Luke promoting that “one ought to pray for the
same thing over and over as though repetition could wear God down in order to achieve one’s
desire.”'® Rather prayer, as Green describes it, is “having confidence in and openness to the
benefaction of God.”'"”

Brad Young argues that the characterization of the judge makes the reader “understand
the divine nature by using exaggerated characterizations of action that are unlike God.”""
Young adduces the story of Honi the Circle Drawer who prayed to God for rain, drew a circle
around himself on the ground, and declared that he would not leave the circle until God granted
the prayer request to show that prayer with expectant faith is linked to chutzpah and can be
expressed as persistence or brazen tenacity.'"

Klyne Snodgrass maintains that “Luke’s concern is not prayer in general, but praying and

not becoming weary or giving up with respect to the eschaton, the time when deliverance

9P T.O’Brien, “Prayer in Luke-Acts,” TynBul 24 (1973): 111-27 (119-120). O’Brien argues that since God
knows that people have need of earthly things (Luke 12:30), Luke’s purpose for prayer is to encourage people to
stand in the midst of trials. He compares Luke to Matthew 6:33 in which there is no admonition to stand before the
Son of Man.
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comes.”''? Thus, “people praying are in a much more advantageous relation to a righteous God
who loves and hears his elect.”''* Snodgrass also argues that the parable “is not about

persistence, seeking justice, or badgering God until we get our desires.”''*

Rather, the parable
functions to reveal the merciful character of God and to encourage Jesus’ followers to remain
vigilant for the Parousia. Snodgrass does recognize that without Luke’s contextualization, the
parable proper, vv. 2-5, is not eschatological.

Declaring that “the Lukan-style prayer is in the trenches,” F. Scott Spencer recognizes
that the widow, “far from being toned-down and kid-gloved, [she] emerges as a vibrant model of
a prayer warrior, fighting with God—both in the sense of actively arguing with and allying with

God and God’s just cause—with all her might.”'"®

Spencer locates the parable in the lament
tradition, whose focus is on divine justice.''® The move to lament is a helpful one, since to
lament, in the biblical tradition, is substantially focused on systemic issues, such as exile or
poverty.

This brief survey of historically informed exegetical works yields little in the way of
moving from the parable to the actual work of justice, and it shows that few interpreters are
willing to challenge stereotypes. Widows remain, for the most part, poor and victimized; the

opponent goes unnoticed; little is done with the question of whether the woman wants justice or

vengeance; Luke’s contextualization remains the dominant lens.
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Preaching the Parable

By the middle of the 20" century, questions about the relevance of historical criticism
flourished. “The emphasis of biblical interpretation centered upon the relevance of the Bible for
the modern listener.”'!” “A literalistic representation of the text cannot guarantee that it will
speak to the modern hearer.”''® Interpreters no longer thought it necessary to confine the
interpretation of parables to a particular meaning, time frame, or reconstructed history.
Interpreting parables became an engagement of context juxtaposed against the views and
experiences of the interpreter.!”” Thus, the New Hermeneutic was born with its question of “how
might the Bible speak to hearers anew?”'?’ Each generation or community of interpreters
discovers meaning in the parables, which speaks to their contexts. Parables are interpreted, for
example, via theology, culture, politics, feminist studies, liberation theology, and psychotherapy.
Thus, for contemporary commentators, the widow is more than a symbol of prayer; she
represents the oppressed, the socially vulnerable, or all people who require God to act on their
behalf; she can also represent God. To some extent, by moving away from historical-critical
readings, the newer approaches resemble the patristic allegories. Likewise, the judge becomes
more than an authority figure; he represents the subjugator or an oppressive power. The
watchword in much of these readings was “counter-cultural”: the parables were read as
subverting the status quo (a reading appropriate for the genre of parables), and the counter-
cultural person was the hero. The culture — America, Western Europe — became the enemy.

Writing in the late 1960s, Clarence Jordan, a popularizer and author of the Cotton Patch

version of the Scriptures, had as his goal “stripping away the fancy language, the artificial piety,

17 Anthony C. Thiselton, “The New Hermeneutic,” in New Testament Interpretation: Essays on Principles and
Methods, ed. 1. Howard Marshall (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 308.

¥ Ibid., 309.

"9 Mary Ann Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables: An Approach to Multiple Interpretations (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1979), 55.

"% 1bid., 309.

82



and the barriers of time and distance to put Jesus and his people in the midst of our modern
world, living where we live, talking as we talk, working, hurting, praying, bleeding, dying, and

99121

conquering alongside the rest of us. Jordan, telling the parable in a colloquial manner,

describes the judge as not believing in God and not giving a hoot about people. His widow says

: 122
“please, hear my case against so-and-so.”

While his desire was to bring the parable into what
was then modern times, Jordan could have done more to show readers how an interpretation of
the widow and judge might have been heard during the late 1960s, a time of social
transformation that included the Civil Rights movement, the United States-Russian space race,
and the Vietnam conflict.

Taking a psychological approach to the parable, Richard Ford outlines several barriers
that prevent the widow and judge from understanding each another: the differences in their social
worlds,'? differences in communication styles such that the judge misperceives the widow’s
tenacity as badgering,'** the lack of “outside authority to correct their differences” so that the
two figures must rectify the situation on their own,'* and the imaginary worlds they have created
about each other. This helpful start derails when Ford imposes his own constructed views onto
the parable.

For example, he claims “the widow is probably illiterate and clearly lacks political
influence.”'*® The story gives no indication of either her education level or her political clout.

The opposite could very well be the case; that she visits the judge with impunity may suggest

how smart and politically astute she is. Ford also alleges that the judge’s resistance to the

121 Clarence Jordan, The Cotton Patch Version of Luke and Acts: Jesus’ Doings and Happenings (New York:
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widow’s demand renders “her progressively more incompetent.”'?’ Perhaps the proper scenario
is that the judge is incompetent for not doing the job assigned to a magistrate. Whereas Ford
suggests that the judge’s need to be in control, which he calls self-deception, inhibits his ability
to judge appropriately, the parable itself does not mention this need for control. Perhaps his need
was more to be left alone.

Ford next seeks to demonstrate how parables speak to modern situations.'*® In reading
the parable in light of debate over climate change, he reads the judge as a fossil fuel executive
who has chosen self-sufficiency over community care. Ford maintains that the judge’s inability
to care for the widow not only is a betrayal of his community, but also is a betrayal of God’s
covenant with His people. Ford’s assessment of the widow is more hermeneutically appealing.
He acknowledges that it is not clear what the widow seeks. Yet he then locks her into the place
of justice: perhaps she is seeking a “rebalance of the way things should be between the powerful
and powerless.”'*’ The move to contemporary justice issues is splendid; the allegorical
associations are both intriguing and restricting.

The reception of the Parable of the Widow and Judge in Black Church traditions shows
how the new hermeneutic becomes instantiated. Published sermons (and my own personal
experience) show the focus is on the theme of prayer. Homilists, following Luke’s lead, often
focus on the widow and either negatively depict or ignore the judge. The widow is the prayerful,
faithful, petitioner, and she is also the exemplar for women in the churches. This exemplary role
often plays out on the intercessory prayer teams: women are the ones who often lead this

ministry. Women pray for the congregation, for church leadership, and for the community in

27 1bid., 68. Ford argues that the “incompetence” is a result of the distortion between the two because of their
different social locations. Because the judge has not been a patient listener, the widow is reduced to fewer words
and therefore looks to be incompetent.
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which the church sits; they are not, however, encouraged to lead the congregation, appear in the
pulpit, or run for office.

Sermons on the parable frequently declare that the widow’s success is the result of her
continuous prayer'~° and that Jesus designed the parable to challenge us to pray always.">' We
are to continue asking God for our needs'*? as well as believe that God will hear and answer
prayer.'?® These emphases, consistent with Luke’s framing, neatly fit into the history of the
Black Church’s participation in seeking civil rights for African Americans. The Church regarded
prayer as providing the strength to fight for racial as well as social equality. If the widow, seen
as vulnerable in her time, could continuously pray and so continuously have hope, so could
Church members.

Some pastors in the Black Church do develop the theme of prayer: we need to stay with it
until we get an answer' " even to the point that we should get on God’s nerves and pray day and
night until we get what we want."*® That extended reading is simply bad theology. If God will
not forsake the faithful ones (Ps 37:28) and longs to be gracious (Isa 30:18), then there is no need
to nag. Rather than helping persons to be confident in their communication with God, these
interpretations create a sense of angst. When the answer to prayer is delayed or does not come,
supplicants can erroneously think that they were deficient in their actions or prayer. As David

Buttrick argues, “we do not need to pray ‘all the time’ because God is instantly attentive and
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eager for justice.”'*® The concern for moving from divine eagerness to taking action ourselves,
however, sometimes fails to find voice in the sermon.

Homiletical readings of Luke’s parable, like scholarly assessments, depend upon which
character the preacher chooses to examine. When the focal character is the widow, most often
the preacher presents the widow as an example of a model supplicant; her persistence in prayer
allows her to obtain her desires. The judge as the focal character most often is the subjugator,
the one refusing to help resolve an unjust situation. There are, however, other aspects of the
parable to highlight for congregational hearers, although few actually lead to the work of justice.

John Piper, prominent pastor and chancellor of Bethlehem College & Seminary, views
the parable from the Lukan standpoint of persistent prayer. He asserts that the parable is in
response to the eschatological dialogue between Jesus and the disciples and that it should be read
as a conclusion to the section on the coming of the kingdom (Luke 17:20-37). He argues that the
widow is being oppressed unjustly and that she represents readers and hearers—*“she is weak,
poor, and has no husband to speak on her behalf.”"*” “Her only source of help is the judge,
whereas our only source is God.”"*® There is no room here, in a theological explication, for
community solidarity. The individual is the focus of both prayer and salvation. In the case of the
judge, Piper follows Luke in stating that God is not like the unjust judge but is much more kindly
disposed to us. Therefore, he concludes, persons should not grow weary in prayer. He says
nothing about their engaging the present judicial system. Given the eschatological setting, such

political involvement is not necessary.

136 Buttrick, Speaking Parables: A Homiletic Guide, 225.
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David Buttrick, like Piper, also reads the parable through eschatology, but he takes the
concern for eschatology in a more liberal way. He suggests that the delay of Jesus’ return (the
Parousia) was a source of discouragement for the Lukan community; therefore, Luke situated the
parable as a teaching on prayer. While Buttrick reads both the widow and judge as stock
characters,'”” as we have seen, the conventions are less tidy when the biblical canon is fully
considered and external references are made. Buttrick concludes that people do not need to pray
all the time by “banging incessantly on heaven’s door; God is instantly attentive and eager for
justice.”'® Buttrick concludes his interpretation, helpfully, by suggesting that people should be
attentive to those who are oppressed by being eager for justice also. He therefore needs to move
out of the parable proper to find a “good news” import. The widow is not in solidarity with
anyone, as far as we know.

William H. Morley of St. Thomas Episcopal Church in Reidsville, North Carolina veers
away from traditional interpretations. He argues, “The parable is not about being persistent in
prayer, but the certainty of being heard.”'*' He asks his congregation to consider with which
character they identify in the parable. Morley asks if “they’ve done all they can to be the just
judge, that is, seeking God's love and guidance in making the ‘right’ choices around their
thoughts and actions in how they treat their neighbors and by respecting the dignity of every
human being?”'** He insists that the just judge’s work is that of reconciliation. “Reconciliation”

1s, however, precisely what is not accomplished in the parable. He instead presents “a modern
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day parable of the Gospel story in which an elderly woman continues to pray for her atheist
neighbor.”'*

Craig L. Blomberg argues that the parable should be read through the eyes of each
character so that hearers may gain one lesson from each. He suggests that the parable has three
characters: the widow, judge, and God. Blomberg describes the widow as a “classic victim, a
paradigm of helplessness” and the judge as wicked, neither concerned with what the Lord thinks

' He also acknowledges God as the one who responds to the elect

nor how the public views him.
who cry day and night.

To ask hearers to read through the lens of each character while describing the widow as a
classic victim is to keep in place stereotypes about women and widows. Not all women lived on
the fringes of society; nor were they all victims. Although there may be some “classic victims”
in the community, everyone is not a classic victim; the term “classic” reinforces the stereotype
rather than allows the parable to challenge it. Framing the judge as wicked also limits how the
parable might be interpreted even as it threatens to rehash a stereotype: powerful persons do not
care about others.

Blomberg goes on to argue that while the parable concerns persevering prayer, prayer
should be given towards social justice. His three lessons from the parable include: pray
perseveringly with optimism that God desires to grant prayer requests, consider the helpless and

the injustice they experience as a larger focus of prayer, and recall that God remains eager to

grant prayer requests but has good reasons for his delay.'* The conclusions do not undermine
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stereotypes, do not exhort people to find justice on their own, and provide little comfort to those
for whom the divine delay might mean jail time or starvation or eviction.

David Lose, president of Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia, acknowledges
the complexity and polyvalent nature of the parable. He provides three avenues for preachers as
they prepare a sermon on the parable, but he warns that preachers must exercise homiletical,
pastoral and contextual judgment in determining a reading for their congregations. Rather than
comparing God to the unjust judge, Lose focuses on the gal/ v’homer argument found in Luke’s
explanation: “if you then who are evil, give good gifts to your children, how much more will the
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?” (11:13). Lose suggests that even
though God may seem like an unjust judge, God's actions are just and God will deliver justice in
due time."*

Regarding the widow, Lose follows the common reading that the widow is seeking
justice, but he also recognizes that the judge’s fear concerns more than her wearing him out. He
explains how translations dilute the meaning of VTl m, which is to give a black eye, and he
concludes that “insolent, obnoxious, even intolerable behavior sometimes results in justice.”'*’
In describing what it might take to receive justice, Lose tacitly communicates that it is alright to
be obnoxious or insolent if such behavior is for the cause of justice. Women, however, caught
up in the criminal justice system know very well that an attitude to insolence or obnoxious
behavior will not likely get them the verdict they want.

Mark Driscoll, former pastor of Mars Hill Church in Seattle, Washington, distinguishes

between good and bad persistence to get to his point of “holy persistence.” He argues that
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“persistence isn’t always a good thing; it depends on who or what you are persisting in or for.”'**

Holy persistence is a virtue; it is also a character trait, ability, or endowment that God gives.
Holy persistence is the foundation of good persistence. For Driscoll good persistence is working
to have a good marriage, being good parents, or running a successful business. An example of
bad persistence is remaining in a marriage where a spouse is abusive.

Rather than identifying with the widow, Driscoll asks his congregation to think of the
ways they are like the judge. His argument for this line of questioning is, “We’re a culture of
victims.... "' We love to be victims because it puts us in a position where we have power and
people owe us.”">* He has a point. The problem is that victimization does not grant an individual
the moral high ground. To rely on victimization rather than on justice, or to argue that social
status rather than the merits of the case should determine the verdict, substitutes politics for
ethics. Given what we know of systemic inequities, those who are not victims are also not
blameless given that they sometimes perpetuate inequitable systems. Nevertheless, granting a
judicial system of “vengeance” will do nothing to create solidarity, equity, or justice; it will just

leave stereotypical categories in place.

Womanist and Feminist Readings
Womanist readings of the parable take up the justice issue, but rarely do they move

women from the Church into the courthouse. Stephanie Crowder suggests that the “widow
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represents those who continue to pray to God to resolve an unjust situation. She, as many
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commentators, leaves intact the frame rather than recognizes its problem; God does not always
act; women should not be restricted to prayer. Crowder also presumes the widow is just.
Doreen McCalla reads the widow in the parable from the perspective of a woman being

152 This lens celebrates the widow for her

taken advantage of in the Church by a religious leader.
tenacity and it appropriately brings the parable into a present-day setting. Pastoral abuse of
congregants happens more than we would like to think. The parable opens us to conversations
about this type of clergy negligence. McCalla’s reading could be expanded by assessing the
community voices that ignore such happenings. The parable is silent as to why the widow needs
court action. The widow’s community is silent and thus betrays the injunction to make sure
widows receive justice (Deut. 27:19). On the other hand, McCalla’s reading keeps the parable
inside the Church; any systemic problem that allows women to be abused must wait for another
sermon.

Renita Weems, like Crowder, regards the widow’s complaint as just (I could find no
sermons, in the Black Church tradition or otherwise, that regarded the women as even morally
ambiguous). She compares the widow to subjugated people and contends that, like the widow,
subjugated people always push back and find ways to subvert the system. Weems argues, “The
widow’s persistence was her way of getting the judge to acknowledge her existence and give her
what she needs.”'>® The reading helpfully moves the lesson to women away from “pray always”;
it too can do more to interrogate sow the widow achieves her goal, and it can take the next step
and determine whether we regard the woman as just. The widow’s threat of violence has

particular implications for the African American woman. The widow can be seen as violent. Is

her violence an appropriate reading of the parable or a response to the widow’s situation?
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All these readings reinforce the view that women or, particularly, widows, are in a
marginalized position. They do not take into account that African American widows, like
widows in the Bible or the Roman world, have different forms of access to power. The opening
move of seeing the widow as needy or vulnerable can reinforce the very stereotypes the sermons
seek to combat. Such readings also resist forms of biblical interpretation that engage Luke with a
hermeneutic of suspicion and so refuse to detach the parable from its narrative context.

Feminist commentators, “bringing new perspectives” to and sometimes asking
“unorthodox questions” of the biblical text,'>* attempt to explore how to interpret critically in the
“interest of women.”'>> Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza views the feminist interpretative task as “a
tool for becoming conscious of structures of domination that are inscribed in our own [women’s]
experience as well as in that of text.”'>® Feminist interpretation is not a one-size-fits-all model;
feminist commentators examine the text to make women visible, to unmask dominant structures,
and to offer means of liberation.

Approaching the text in a manner similar to that of Hedrick and Cotter, Luise Schottroff
argues that resistance in court, like that of the widow, may not have been remarkable in
antiquity. She argues that both women and men resisted injustices in court and that the widow is
a part of that tradition."®” Schottroff goes on to propose that “the outcry of women is often found
in descriptions of their resistance” and that “persistence is often associated with transgression

. . . 1 . .
against socially assigned roles.”'*® She offers as an example of women’s resistance the wise
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woman of Tekoa who, disguising herself as a widow, asks David to protect her remaining son (1
Sam. 14:7) from the avenger of blood (14:11). The woman persistently asks David to protect her
son. Schottroff opines, “The story assumes quite simply that widows have to take legal action
and that the king does not think it unusual that a widow keeps after him so stubbornly.”"*® Luke,
too, may have believed that the widow is transgressing a socially assigned role and so
reinterprets what she signifies. The story of the widow and judge itself says nothing about
prayer: the widow is not praying to the judge; she is making demands. Whether demanding
justice is “socially transgressive” will depend on the person doing the demanding and the setting
in which the demand occurs.

While commentators easily view the judge as not caring about the widow, not too many
regard the judge as sexist. Schottroff argues that rather than fearing the widow will give him a
black eye, the judge was being sarcastic. She says, “The judge’s ‘sarcasm’ is the sexist sarcasm
about a woman who does not behave as a woman is supposed to; he surmises that she is now
capable of anything, even violence...the sarcasm of the judge in Luke 18:1-8 is an expression of
sexism and a cynical reversal of that reality in which the people seeking justice are beaten up by
the servants of order.”'® While progressive in her interpretation, Schottroff goes beyond what
the story provides. The most that can be said is the judge fears the widow will resort to a
physical altercation.

Barbara Reid argues that the widow, rather than the judge, is the God-like figure. She
asserts that when one “doggedly resists injustice, faces it, names it, and denounces it, until right

39161

is achieved, then one is acting as God does . The “widow as God” raises the status of the

widow, and as feminist interpretation does, makes her visible in a new light. The widow is no
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longer poor and needy, but in a position of power which she deliberately withholds. She, as
God, has the ability to compel the judge to change his decision; she moves through tenacity,
however, and not through violence. In a similar move, Barbara Scheele connects the widow both

59162

to “God, who like the widow, suffers with us in our poverty and doubt” °* and to Wisdom, who

raises her voice and walks in the way of righteousness along the path of justice (Prov 8:1, 20).'%
Such approaches echo the pre-critical allegorical interpretations, but they provide a
feminist spin. These feminist appropriations, while encouraging, are not without problems. They
presume the widow’s cause is just; they ignore or downplay the violence; they do not fully

interrogate the judge’s motive; they do not consider the widow’s opponent.

Mary Matthews’s feminist reading is a homiletical commentary that draws upon the
construct of honor and shame to consider how first-century hearers would have assessed the
parable; it also moves to allegory. First, “the widow would have been expected by Jesus’ first-
century audiences to be a victim—passive, subordinate to whatever surviving male relatives she

164 .
> 164 One wonders how those widows

had, silent, meek, discreet, rarely stirring out of her home.
addressed in the Pastoral Epistles would have responded. Then, for Matthews, the widow
represents every Christian, since “Every Christian is to be persistent, to keep badgering unjust
authority until it finally gives in, while the judge represents structural injustice.”'®® Her

assessment of the judge is that “for Jesus’ audience, this judge was the opposite of what a judge

should be: he was not righteous and God-fearing, and he did not care about his own reputation or
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what others thought about him—he was without honour.”'®® Whether he achieves honor must
remain an open question.

Carter Shelley argues that the widow is one of the many people whom Jesus identifies as
powerless.'®” One of the ways that powerless persons act, according to Shelley, is to nag.
“Nagging is what one does when one is powerless, but not voiceless.”'®® The parable, in
Shelley’s estimation, encourages the believing community to pray and act. The widow
represents prayer and her continuous coming to the judge is the act.'® “The community is to
pray for wisdom, guidance, and persistence and to act through nagging, persisting, and speaking
on behalf of those allowed no voice.”' "

The weakness of this interpretation is that while it attempts to put a positive spin on the
term “nagging,” the term is too much of a negative stereotype of women. The nagging wife is a
trope that impacts real marriages; since the wife nags, the husband ignores her. Rather than
interrogating this stereotype, trying to redeem the term “nagging” further attaches women to the
stereotype. Nor is nagging a biblical virtue, especially when predicated on women, as the stories
of Samson’s first wife as well as of Delilah indicate. As Judg 14:17 states in describing
Samson’s Timnite wife, “She wept before him the seven days that their feast lasted; and because
she nagged him, on the seventh day he told her. Then she explained the riddle to her people.”
The results of this episode are good for no one. Similarly, after Delilah “had nagged [Samson]
with her words day after day, and pestered him, he was tired to death” (Judg 16:16). Women’s

nagging can be successful, but it can also indicate a danger to men. Women’s nagging could

also be redefined as persistence; the difference is in the eye of the reader.
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Amy-Jill Levine, focusing on stereotypes, acknowledges the complexity of widows by
recounting the problematic motives and actions of women found within the biblical widow
tradition (Tamar, Abigail, Wise Woman of Tekoa, etc.). She argues that Luke tucks away the
widow of the parable within conventional images of poor, dependent, or powerless widows and
so undercuts the idea that the widow’s actions can be viewed as problematic, and as indicative of
strength and cleverness.'”' Levine suggests that the widow’s time to be persistent coupled with
the articulation of her own voice provides clues that she may not be the destitute person that so
many other readers find. She points out that readers give widows, in general, the benefit of the
doubt and side for Luke’s widow, which in the end allows the widow to be read through a
stereotype. The widow becomes the model supplicant as well as the justice seeking exemplar.'”?
Levine then attempts to reclaim the problems of the parable in terms of judicial power, threat of
physical violence, and the unclear distinction between vengeance and justice.

Susan Praeder interprets the parable as instructing a group about persistent prayer. Where
she diverges from many commentators is in her critique of assessments that over-rely on Old
Testament images. Praeder finds an “overrepresentation of Old Testament portrayals of judges
and widows and underrepresentation of 1% century C.E. sources for images of judges and
widows.”'”® She acknowledges, “My descriptions of the judge as a corrupt local official and the
widow as an unusually persistent and self-sufficient representative of an oppressed group rely on
the OT. The first-century C.E. texts required for conducting a complete or representative

comparative study are not available to us; either there were no such texts, or they have been lost
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. 174
for centuries.”!”

Praeder concludes that the judge is corrupt but that the “widow departs from the
stereotypical image of widows as poor, defenseless women.”'”> She argues, “There is no reason
to doubt her view of the case,” while acknowledging that “Jesus doesn’t state whether the widow

is right or wrong.”'"® Thus she helpfully opens the possibility of addressing the widow’s ethical

stance.

Conclusion

The reception history demonstrates how readings of this parable are often constrained in
the midst of the multiple critical readings. The widow is restricted to stereotypes of oppression
or low socio-economic status while the judge is also restricted to the person who abuses power.
Luke, in the midst of stereotypical images, adduces the narrative to show his understanding of
God, and by extension, to show what he thinks of women and their place within the early
community. Stereotypes of women as well as people in authority also guide how readers
understand the parable. Ignoring or even unaware of the stereotypes in the parable, readers
follow suit by mapping on to their reality what they conclude about the widow: she is vulnerable
and in need of God’s help against an uncaring judge.

A closer look at women within the Gospel provides another hermeneutical lens for
reading the parable. While Luke’s Gospel includes multiple stories about women, these
narratives depict women in certain roles within the early community. Uncovering and freeing
the women from Luke’s limitations also provides a way for readers to uncover new insight about

the widow in the parable. I now turn to examining Luke, women, and widows.
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Chapter 2

Luke, Women, and Widows

The Gospel of Luke is often called the “Gospel for women” because of the many woman-
centered narratives. Elizabeth is pleased that the Lord looked favorably on her with the
conception of a child (1:25), while Mary accepts Gabriel’s message from God and says, “Here
am I, the servant (i.e., slave) of the Lord, let it be with me according to your word” (1:38). A
woman anoints the feet of Jesus (7:36-50); other women support the Jesus movement financially
(8:1-3); a woman is a homeowner who welcomes Jesus and his followers (10:38-42), and women
are the first to see the empty tomb (24:3). Jane Koppas suggests, “One cannot deal with the
ministry of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel without giving careful attention to the dynamic role and value
of women in making the Christian message come alive.”'

Other assessments of Luke’s view of women are less positive: while there are many
women-centered stories, Luke’s presentation can be seen to limit women’s agency and voice.
According to Barbara Reid, “closer study reveals that women disciples who appear in Luke-Acts

. . 2
do not share the same mission as their male counterparts.”

Men who are disciples “participate in
Jesus’ mission by doing what he did: preaching, teaching, healing, exorcising, forgiving, feeding,
serving, and enduring conflicts and persecution” whereas “Women in Luke-Acts do not imitate
Jesus’ mission of preaching, teaching, healing, exorcising, forgiving, feeding, or praying.”* Jane
Schaberg takes a more extreme view: concerning women, “The Gospel of Luke is an extremely

dangerous text, perhaps the most dangerous in the Bible.”

! Jane Kopas, “Jesus and Women: Luke’s Gospel,” ThTo 43.2 (1986): 192-202 (192).

? Barbara E. Reid, “Luke: The Gospel for Women?,” CurTM 21.6 (November 1994): 405-414 (406).
* Ibid., 407.

* Ibid., 413.

> Jane D. Schaberg and Sharon H. Ringe,“The Gospel of Luke,” 493.
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While Luke depicts women as followers of Jesus who also receive his teaching and are
the beneficiaries of his healing, they are “excluded from the power center of the movement and
from significant responsibilities.”® Rather, women are models of prayer who are “quiet, grateful
women supportive of male leadership and forgoing the prophetic ministry.”’ Schaberg is
concerned that these depictions entice readers to accept Luke’s presentation of women’s limited
roles as divinely ordained.® Mary Rose D’Angelo argues that Luke intentionally “increased the
number of stories about women” to show that women also play a role within the early
community.” But quantity of reference is not the same thing as quality of leadership. Although
today’s readers may rejoice in Luke’s numerous stories about women, in light of the Greco-
Roman world, the stories serve the “purpose of edification as well as control.”'® Luke must
show the contribution of women in the early movement and in the churches the Third Gospel
addresses, but in both settings, women must appear fully compliant with the strictures of the
Roman world. The problem, as D’ Angelo views it, is that Luke needs to protect his community
from Roman critique. While women are to be catechized, “an expanded role for women must
not cause the community to be seen as practitioners of un-Roman activities.”"' In Luke’s
context, women “ are not heard, not necessarily seen, and by no means talked about.”"?

D’ Angelo concludes that while Luke appears to provide agency for women, he imitates Roman

society by limiting women’s participation in the public sphere and so in ecclesial leadership.'

% Ibid.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

? Mary Rose D’ Angelo, “Women in Luke-Acts: A Redactional View,” JBL 109.3 (1990): 441-461 (442)
19 1bid., 443.

" Ibid.

12 Ibid., 451.

13 Ibid., 453.
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“Luke is most careful to assure the reader that the women (and men) who welcome the Christian
mission are respectable.”'*

Although Luke offers more stories about women than do the other Gospels, Luke also
lacks the two major pericopae present in the other Gospels concerning women’s agency. Gone is
the Canaanite or Syro-Phoenician woman (Matt 15:21-28; Mark 7:24-30) who convinces Jesus to
heal her demon-possessed daughter; absent are Herodias and her daughter and Herodias’s prompt
to Herod Antipas to execute John the Baptist (Matt 14:1-12; Mark 6:14-29; contrast Luke 9:7-9).
Absent as well, although less likely known to Luke, are both the Samaritan woman of John 4,
who becomes the first successful evangelist, and the aggressive Martha who publicly challenges
Jesus regarding his failure to aid her brother Lazarus (John 11:21). These accounts would
compromise Luke’s pattern of restricting women to reactive rather than proactive roles. More,
these women do what women should not: they violate Luke’s “world divided by gender in which
men and women keep to their own sphere of life.”’* Both the Canaanite or Syro-Phoenician
woman and Herodias invade masculine space to secure their desires. The Canaanite woman
invades Jesus’ private time on the border of Tyre and Sidon (Matt 15:21), and the Syro-
Phoenician woman barges into a house where Jesus was hiding (Mark 7:24). Herodias gets the
best of Herod through manipulation: he must keep his word to serve John the Baptist’s head on a
platter (Matt 14:9; Mark 6:26). The Samaritan woman proclaims the Gospel: “Come and see a
man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” (John 4.29);

for John’s Gospel, Martha takes Peter’s place as making the correct Christological claim: “Yes,

Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world” (John

" Ibid., 451.
15 Karlsen Seim, Double Message, 24.
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11:27). Luke has none of this: the Samaritans, minus any explicit mention of women are simply
models of fidelity; Martha is restricted to her home and silenced for speaking out (Lk 10:38-42).

In Luke’s orderly account, the agency and voice of women characters are reduced;
women serve Jesus and the Church and contribute to its financial stability; women receive Jesus’
teaching and healing and respond in gratitude, but they are not themselves commissioned as are
the Twelve. Luke may well retell stories of women’s agency in order to restrict their public
roles, as we see with the distinct accounts of the woman who anoints Jesus (Luke 7:36-50
compared to Matt 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-8). And women in the parables — the woman
who hides yeast in dough, the woman who searches for her and finds her lost coin; the widow
who enters the public court — find themselves constrained by Luke’s narrative framing.
Marinella Perroni rightly says, “Investigating women in Luke’s works has to do with the study of
Luke, not the study of women.”'® That is, Luke’s presentations do not tell us primarily about
women’s roles in antiquity; they tell us about what Luke thinks of gender.

Luke’s presentation of widows also belies the thought that Luke is a friend to women.
Widows in the Third Gospel are always either in service to others or in need for themselves. If
they are not praying for someone or something, they are losing children or their homes. They
spend their lives in prayer and fasting (Anna, 2:37), support prophets (the widow of Zarepath,
4:26), serve as test cases regarding resurrection (20:28) and scribal venality (20:47), and
contribute to religious institutions (21:2-3), but they do not lead. Rather, they are either behind-
the-scenes caretakers or they are the objects of the care of others.

In this chapter, | examine Luke’s presentation of women and widows to show that

although Luke provides many stories about women, Luke deliberately limits their roles. Luke’s

' Marinella Peronni, “Disciples, Not Apostles: Luke’s Double Message,” in Gospels: Narrative and History, ed.
Amy-Jill Levine, vol. 2.1, The Bible and Women: An Encyclopedia of Exegesis and Cultural History (Atlanta: SBL,
2015), 176.
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“orderly account” (1:1) reinforces for the early community and so for readers today gender-
specific roles. Women are to support but not to lead; they are to take direction rather than to
direct; their role is dedicated to prayer and piety and not to pedagogy or protest.

I begin with the infancy narratives and focus upon the presentation of Elizabeth and
Mary. Both Elizabeth and Mary express themselves; they have a voice. Yet three factors mitigate
against regarding their voices as models for other women. First, the pair are restricted to the
time before the Church. Second, they speak in response to miracles directly involving their
bodies: their rejoicing is related to their conceiving special sons. To limit women to processes of
biology turns women into wombs and thereby denies their contributions as patrons, moral
exemplars, and even challenges to convention. Third, the infancy accounts may well be
additions to the original Gospel, designed not to promote women, but to counter incipient
Marcionism that denied the value of both the “Old Testament” and the flesh.

Following the naming of her son, Elizabeth disappears from the narrative. Mary becomes
the first of those who do not understand her son (2:48-50), and by Acts 1:14, she is safely tucked
away as yet another praying woman: “All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer,
together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.”

I then assess Luke’s depiction of women who are healed by Jesus. Some respond to their
healing by serving the Twelve (8:2-3), and thus rather than proclaim political manifestos, as does
Mary the mother of Jesus, they remain in traditional, gender-determined roles. As Ben
Witherington indicates, “Being a disciple of Jesus neither lead the women to abandon traditional
roles nor caused Jesus to see it as inconsistent with the high calling of discipleship.”'” Other
recipients of Jesus’ healing— the hemorrhaging woman (8:47), the bent-over woman (13:12)—

serve to demonstrate Jesus’ abilities, not their own.

'7 Witherington, “On the Road with Mary Magdalene,” 138.
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In conjunction with the evaluation of the healed women in Luke 8:2-3, I look at Luke’s
use of dtakovia (to serve) and show how service for women takes on different connotations than
for men, since service in Luke’s Gospel appears to be gender determined and then, eventually,
subordinated to preaching and teaching. The Twelve do not think serving people, indeed,
serving widows, should interrupt their service of the word (Acts 6:2), and even the seven
appointed to serve at table (Acts 6:3-6) are never shown doing so.

I also examine Luke’s presentation of women through the lens of Luke’s concern of
wealth and possessions. Consistent with 1 Tim 6:10, which says, “For the love of money is a
root of all kinds of evil,” Luke does not count wealth as evil. “Luke’s primary concern is not
wealth itself, but the way wealth is obtained and employed.”'® Women dedicate their resources
for the benefit of ancient prophets, Jesus, and Jesus’ (male) representatives (Luke 4:25; 8:1-3;
10:38-42; 21:2-3; Acts 16:15; etc.). Although women “of high standing” (Acts 17:12) join the
movement, they play no explicit role. Jesus then corrects women’s words (10:38-42; 11:27).
Although the women correctly report their experiences at the tomb (24:1-11; 24:22-24), their
witness 1s marginalized: they do not have a direct resurrection appearance (contrast Matt 28:9-
10; John 20:1-18). Their witness is also marginalized by the account of the two disciples on the
road to Emmaus. Jesus rebukes the disciples not for their lack of belief in the women’s
testimony, but for their being “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared”
(24:25); he then gives them, but not the women, a Bible study lesson (24:27). Upon returning to
Jerusalem, the proclamation is that Jesus appeared, not to the women, but to Simon (24:34). At
the end of the Gospel, at the final resurrection appearance, the women are not (explicitly)

present.

'8 Alan P. Sherouse, “The One Percent and the Gospel of Luke,” RevExp 110.2 (Spr 2013): 285-293 (285).
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My final assessment in this chapter is a brief discussion of Luke’s presentation of widows
in light of other biblical accounts of widows. Luke relies on the trope of the “helpless” widow
who, along with the poor, the orphan, and the stranger, is the object of divine care and therefore
to be the object of the community’s care as well. However, not all biblical widows are poor or
helpless; from Tamar to Bathsheba to the widow of Zarephath to Judith to the Maccabean
mother, widows in the biblical tradition are variously active agents, public teachers, and political
operatives. They are not mono-dimensional, despite Luke’s attempt to limit their roles. It is
within this broader tradition of biblical widows that I will then locate the widow of Jesus’

parable, and thereby release her from the constraints of the Third Gospel.

The Infancy Narratives

Luke’s presentation of women begins with Elizabeth, wife of Zechariah and mother to
John the Baptist. In an allusion to Israel’s Scriptures, Luke adduces the barren-woman type
scene including the “initial barrenness of the wife, the divine promise of conception, and the
birth of a son.”"” The scene frequently begins with the plea of the husband to God, or by the
prayer of the mother; divine promise can be announced to the father or mother through direct
address or by emissary such as an angel or priest. God tells Abraham, “Your wife Sarah shall
bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac” (Gen 17:19); Isaac “prayed to the Lord for his
wife, because she was barren; and the Lord granted his prayer, and his wife Rebekah conceived”
(Gen 25:21); Hannah prays, “O Lord of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your
servant, and remember me, and not forget your servant, but give your servant a male child...” (1

Sam 1:10). Hannah’s prayer is answered: “In due time Hannah conceived and bore a son. She

' Esther Fuchs, “The Literary Characterization of Mothers and Sexual Politics in the Hebrew Bible,” Semeia 46
(1989): 151-66 (152). See also Robert Alter, “How Convention Helps Us Read: The Case of the Bible’s
Annuciation Type-Scene,” Prooftexts 3.2 (May 1983): 115-30.
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named him Samuel, for she said, “I have asked him of the Lord” (1:20). Although the type

scene implies that YHWH is “the sole proprietor and master of human life,”*

and although
nothing in the biblical text suggests that the infertile women of Israel (Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel,
the wife of Manoah, Hannah, the great woman of Shunem) are being punished for sin,' it also
suggests that the barren woman is deficient.

Only in Luke is this deficiency identified as shameful. Elizabeth is the aging infertile
woman (1:7); an angel announces to Zechariah the birth of a son who “will be great in the sight
of the Lord” (1:13-15) and tells Zechariah to name his son John (1:13). After becoming pregnant,
Elizabeth says, “This is what the Lord has done for me when he looked favorably on me and
took away the disgrace I have endured among my people” (Luke 1:25).

Barrenness is the disgrace that cancels what ancient standards regarded as a woman’s
main function.”> However, once she becomes pregnant, Elizabeth secludes herself for five
months. Commentators remain baffled by this otherwise unknown practice. Rick Strelan
suggests rather than understanding Elizabeth as hiding her pregnancy, readers should view
Elizabeth as “covering her face with a veil for five months to honor the mercy of God shown to
her.”* Francois Bovon suggests, “Childlessness was, in that time, the fault of the woman.”**
Therefore, “Perhaps she stayed home because of her disgrace (her barrenness) and now lingers

there until people can see that she is pregnant.”** Joseph A. Fitzmyer argues, “The seclusion is

not to be explained psychologically as the result of some modesty...rather, the five-month

0 1bid., 152.
2! See Candida R. Moss and Joel S. Baden, Reconceiving Infertility: Biblical Perspectives on Procreation and
Childlessness (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 135.
22 Schaberg and Ringe, “Gospel of Luke,” 502.
3 Rick Strelan, “Elizabeth, Are You Hiding?,” Neotestamentica 37.1 (2003): 85-93. Strelan argues that while
meplEkpuPev is a hapex legomenon in the New Testament, outside of the New Testament, though still rare,
nepikpvPo is best understood as to cover rather than to hide.
2% Francois Bovon, Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible: Luke 1, ed. Christine M.
;l;homas, trans. Helmut Koester (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), 40.

Ibid.
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seclusion is a preparation for the sign to be given to Mary” in response to her question to Gabriel
“how can this be, since I am a virgin?”’ (1:35). Robert Tannehill states that Elizabeth is in
seclusion so that her “pregnancy does not become public knowledge.”*® Raymond Brown argues
that her “seclusion is a literary device to prepare for the sign to be revealed to Mary in 1:36”
when Gabriel says, “And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son.”*’
Similarly, I. Howard Marshall says, “Since Luke wished to ensure that the revelation of the
pregnancy was first made to Mary six months later, the delay is probably a literary device.”*®

Darrell Bock says, “To put the matter simply, Elizabeth withdrew and Luke does not tell
us why” and Joel Green agrees, “Elizabeth’s five month seclusion remains a mystery.”*’
Regardless of the rationale, the seclusion does have the narrative effect of removing Elizabeth
from any public event. The first action taken by a woman in the Gospel is to speak about
disgrace and to seclude herself. If Luke presents the seclusion as a literary device to enable
Mary to receive the news from the angel, then the good news for women is decreased:
Elizabeth’s silent seclusion is for Mary’s benefit. One possible feminist take-away from that
scenario is that Luke arranges for the needs of one woman to silence another.

The Gospel foregrounds the male, public role. “A male, Zechariah, receives the promise

of a son. The man will name the child. The father will experience joy and gladness and many

will rejoice with him. The male child will be filled with the Holy Spirit from the womb. He will

26 Robert C. Tannehill, Luke (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 47.

2" Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of
Matthew and Luke (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 282.

% . Howard Marshall, The New International Greek Commentary: A Commentary On Luke (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978), 63.

% Darrell Bock, Luke: Volume 1: 1:1-9:50, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 3 (Grand Rapids:
Baker Books, 1994), 98. See also Green, Gospel of Luke, 81.
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turn many sons of Israel to God, and in the spirit of the male prophet Elijah turn the hearts of
fathers to the children.”’

Female commentators take a slightly different stance toward Elizabeth and her seclusion
than that of their male colleagues. Loretta Dornisch highlights Luke’s presentation of Elizabeth
as “not subordinated” to Zechariah.’' Elizabeth, like Zechariah, is righteous, but she receives
God intervening on her behalf while Zechariah, encountering an angel, was “terrified and
overwhelmed with fear” (1:12). Elizabeth is also perceptive; she recognizes Mary as the
“mother of my Lord” (1:43) while Zechariah is “full of disclaimers and resistances.”** He
demonstrates unbelief by asking Gabriel “how will I know that this is s0?” Elizabeth is thus
more than an avenue to get to John the Baptist and Jesus; she “articulates that God is equally
concerned to show graciousness to her” as God is concerned about honoring Zechariah with
offspring.*

Although Barbara Reid follows the argument that Elizabeth’s seclusion indicates that the
“news of her conception will be a sign given by Gabriel,” she also suggests Elizabeth’s seclusion
is a “time of contemplation.”* Elizabeth “sees God’s hand in the new life she bears and in the
lifting of her public disgrace.”®> Her deliverance from disgrace is reminiscent of the “God who

delivers oppressed people from their plight and who rejoices in their liberation.”*® Elizabeth

declares the conception is what “the Lord has done for her” (1:25) rather than what the Lord has

3% Joseph Vlcek Kozar, “Reading the Opening Chapter of Luke From A Feminist Perspective,” in Escaping Eden:
New Feminist Perspectives on the Bible, ed. Harold C. Washington, Susan Lochrie Graham, and Pamela Thimmes
(Washington Square: New York University Press, 1999), 57.
3! Loretta Dornisch, 4 Woman Reads the Gospel of Luke (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1996), 16.
32 1o
Ibid., 15.
33 Barbara E. Reid, Choosing the Better Part: Women in the Gospel of Luke (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1996),
63.
*1bid., 3.
 Ibid., 62.
% Ibid.
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done for Zechariah.”” Reid suggests, “One might expect that in her [Elizabeth’s] culture the
conception of John would be seen as what God is doing for Zechariah, or for God’s people.”®
Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit and pronounces a blessing upon Mary (1:42) while
Zechariah, the one who should be pronouncing blessings, cannot speak. Reid’s readings are
plausible, and indeed inspirational. They employ a hermeneutics of imagination to fill in what
Luke does not state. Elizabeth may well be contemplative, but Luke does not record her
contemplation. Elizabeth may well stand in the place of redeemed Israel, but she does so “in
seclusion.” She may well carve out time to herself and thereby show her independence and
spiritual depth. Yet all Luke mentions is “seclusion” and “disgrace.”

At John’s circumcision, Elizabeth does make a public appearance. Neighbors and
relatives sought to name the baby after Zechariah (1:59), although the angel had told Zechariah
that the child was to be named “John” (1:13). Elizabeth was not privy to the angel’s revelation,
and Luke does not record the mute Zechariah providing her the details of his encounter. Yet
Elizabeth says, “No, he is to be called John” (1:60). Reid argues, Elizabeth’s “speaking out at
John’s naming with authority, daring, and boldness” is “taking up a stance that is more properly
male, by the mores of her day.”’ Reid is correct, although Luke immediately contains this
boldness and authority by having the relatives and neighbors first reminding Elizabeth that she
has no relatives named John (1:61) and then “motioning to his [baby’s] father to find out what
name he wanted to give him” (1:62). Like the women who witnessed the angelophany and the
empty tomb, Elizabeth — although speaking the truth — is not heeded. It could be said that for

Luke, whatever women proclaim has to be affirmed by men in order to receive community

37 1bid., 63.
38 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
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acceptance. The naming is settled only when Zechariah affirms Elizabeth’s demand that he is to
be called John by writing on a tablet, “His name is John” (1:63).*°

Elizabeth does make the Gospel’s first Christological confession and the only one by a
woman when she identifies Mary as “the mother of my Lord” (1:43). Though the Holy Spirit
prompts Elizabeth’s confession, Luke does not explicitly recognize it as prophecy; rather, Luke
limits women’s prophetic roles.* Prophecy is public, and Luke seeks to align with the “Roman
imperial conviction that the political and public world of men is safeguarded by limiting the

2 Even though the “Holy Spirit is poured out over all flesh expressing

public voice of women.
itself in the gift of prophecy, so that women speak prophetically just as well as men,”** Luke is
not a fan of women speaking in public. Luke knows of female public “prophets” such as the
slave girl who prophesied (Acts 16:17),* but although the slave speaks the truth, Luke silences
her by depicting Paul as casting out her spirit of divination. In the Gospel, however, Luke
celebrates a man doing the work of a disciple by saying, “Whoever is not against you is for you”
(Lk. 9:50). Men in the public sphere, if they follow the concerns of Jesus even while not
members of the movement, are affirmed; prophetic women in public, even if they speak the truth,
are silenced. Elizabeth anticipates other women whose publicly spoken words must be
corrected (11:27-28) or verified by males (24:10-12). Luke presents women as integral parts of
the early community, but they must be subordinated to their male counterparts.

Luke’s infancy narrative moves from Elizabeth’s conception of John the Baptist to

Mary’s conception and the birth of Jesus. Luke also restricts Mary’s role. Never identifying

Mary as a disciple (the only explicitly named female disciple is Tabitha of Acts 9; along with

% James L. Boyce, “For You Today A Savior: The Lukan Infancy Narrative,” Word & World 27.4 (Fall 2007): 374.
*'' D’ Angelo, “Women in Luke-Acts: A Redactional View,” 453.

2 Ibid., 450. See also David L. Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter, SBLMS 26 (Chico:
Scholars Press, 1980), 81-95.

43 Seim, Double Message, 164.

* Ibid., 172.
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numerous references to “the disciples,” Luke explicitly names as disciples James and John
[9:54]), Luke depicts Mary as a slave to God. She affirms Gabriel’s annunciation: “Here am I,
the slave (30VAN) of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (1:38). Rather than
using the term didkovog, “servant” (the term does not appear in Luke-Acts, but see Matt 20:26;
22:13; 23:11; Mark 9:35; 10:45; John 2:5, 9; 12:26); Paul uses this term to describe Phoebe in
Rom 16:1), Luke uses 80VAM, “slave.” Mary repeats this self-identification in the Magnificat
when she proclaims, “he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his slave” (0VANg, 1:48).
Conversely, Luke calls the male disciples neither servants nor slaves; they are disciples, apostles,
and catchers (Coyp®v) of men (5:10). Only Simeon speaks of himself as a slave (2:29).
Although Luke uses the term d0VA0¢ frequently, especially in the parables, it does not mark the
male followers directly. In the Bible, only free people call themselves slaves of God, with the
term being applied especially to Israel (Lev 25:25) and Moses (e.g., Josh 1:3, 15; Neh 10:29 cf.
Heb 3:5) and substantially adopted in the Pauline literature (e.g., Rom 7:25; Eph 6:6). The
parables are replete with slave language, and the slaves there are often models for appropriate
behavior (e.g., 23:37, 43; 14:22-23; 17:10; 19:13-17; 20:10-11), but it appears that Luke does not
want the Church leaders associated with this term. Even in Acts, the term appears only in the
quote from Joel in 2:18, in the proclamation of the silenced slave girl in 16:17, and once, in a
positive reference to the apostles, in 4:29.

Some Christians conceive their relationship to God as that of a slave to a master,” and I
find that many of my students at American Baptist College are ready to state that they are “slaves
to God.” I understand this usage. To speak of being a slave to God puts one in the category of

Moses and Jesus; it states that one only has God as Master and therefore there is no human

* See Alec Hill, “The Most Troubling Parable: Why Does Jesus Say We are Like Slaves?” Christianity Today 58.6
(2014): 76-79.

110



master to enslave. However, for others aware of the horrors of slavery, and in my context
especially, who are aware of the enslavement of Africans and the effects of that slavery two
centuries later, the metaphor is untenable. Elizabeth A. Johnson, who is not African American,
writes, “the master-slave relationship” is “no longer suitable as metaphor for relationship to God,
certainly not in feminist theological understanding...Slavery is an unjust, sinful situation. It
makes people into objects owned by others, denigrating their dignity as human persons. In the
case of slave women, their masters have the right to not only their labor, but to their bodies them
into tools of production and reproduction at the master’s wish. In such circumstances the Spirit
groans with the cries of the oppressed, prompting persons not to obey but to resist, using all their
wiles.”* Therefore, many persons choose to use the translation “servant” rather than “slave.” I,
however, choose to use the literal translation “slave,” both to make my students aware of the
context in which the Bible emerged and to remind them that their own history matters. To erase
the repugnant term “slave” is to erase the opportunity to encourage persons to think about how
they deploy the biblical text.

Although Mary agrees to cooperate with the plan Gabriel outlined, she, as F. Scott
Spenser argues, is “not entirely compliant and passive in response to Gabriel’s announcement.”*’
Mary ponders Gabriel’s words; she took the time to think about what was presented to her.
Barbara Reid enhances Mary’s agency by noting, “while many [readers] envision the
annunciation scene as wrapped in an aura of joy and delight, there is an undercurrent of terror,

upheaval, and scandal in the story.”* The details scream potential scandal! Mary is a virgin

(rapBévoc) engaged to Joseph (1:27). Gabriel tells her she will conceive and bear a son by the

% See Elizabeth A. Johnson, Truly Our Sister: A Theology of Mary in the Communion of Saints (New Y ork:
Continuum, 2003), 55. I thank Barbara Reid for calling Johnson’s text to my attention.

" Spencer, Salty Wives, 58.

8 Barbara E. Reid, “Prophetic Voices of Elizabeth, Mary, and Anna in Luke 1-2,” in New Perspectives on the
Nativity, ed. Jeremy Corley (London: T & T Clark, 2009), 39.
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Holy Spirit, which is to “come upon” and “overshadow” her (1:35). Yet no scandal appears;
Luke has no notice of Joseph’s concern regarding Mary’s pregnancy (contrast Matt 1:19). Luke’s
Mary is less concerned with public response than with biological details. There will be no
scandal regarding women in Luke’s text.

Nor are Mary’s parents in evidence, which creates a contrast to Elizabeth. Luke observes
that Elizabeth is a righteous daughter of Aaron (1:5-6). In biblical narratives genealogies
provide identity and pedigree.*’ Concerning the genealogies in 1 Chronicles, Antje Labahn notes,
“These references construe women as fulfilling a variety of roles in society, and characterize and
identify them in various ways.”® For Luke, the notice of Elizabeth’s Aaronic descent serves to
affirm the Baptist’s priestly pedigree.

Despite lacking a genealogy (some early manuscripts accredit the Lukan genealogy to
Mary, in order to eliminate contradictions with Matthew’s version), Mary emerges as
theologically superior to Elizabeth; she is the “favored one” and the “Lord is with her” (1:28).
Todd Klutz argues, “One of Luke’s primary aims in portraying Mary and her mode of conception
as virginal was probably to accentuate Jesus’s superiority to John. John’s birth was not unlike
several other well-known births in which the God of Israel had intervened; but conception by a

virgin is an altogether different story.”"

Elizabeth acknowledges Mary’s superiority: “Blessed
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has this happened to

me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me” (1:42-43)? Her affirmation, done in the privacy

of the home, is correct; it is also limited. Elizabeth will never see Jesus himself. Like the women

* Yigal Levin, “Understanding Biblical Genealogies,” Currents in Research 9 (2001): 16. Genealogies appear in
Gen 4:17-22; 5:1-32; 11:10-24, 25:1-4, 1 Chron 1-9; Mattl:1-17; and Luke 3:23-38.

%% Antje Labahn, “Observations on Women in the Genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1-9,” Biblica 84.4 (2003): 457.

*! Todd Klutz, “The Value of Being Virginal: Mary and Anna in the Lukan Infancy Prologue,” in The Birth of Jesus:
Biblical and Theological Reflections, ed. George J. Brooke (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 84-85.
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at the tomb, her connection to her Lord is secondary. Jesus does not appear to her, and he does
not appear to the women at the tomb.

In response to the angel’s announcement of both pregnancies, Mary visits her cousin
Elizabeth. She acknowledges Elizabeth’s greeting with her “Magnificat” (1:46-55), a manifesto
of God’s acts of liberation. The hymn can be read as Mary’s expression of both personal and
national liberation; it can also be seen as the most Luke will accord women: their role is to praise
God. Mary’s self-acknowledged “slave” status (1:48) eventually recedes into a masculinized
focus: on “his servant Israel” (IopamA Tod0g avToD, 1:54) and the promise he [God] made to
our fathers (TPOC TOVG TUTEPUG NUAV), to Abraham and to his seed forever” (T® "APpooip
KOl T@ OTEPUOTL OOTOD €1 TOV al®dvar, 1°55). Mary is a model of faithfulness, expressed
with good biblical knowledge, in hymnic form, but to another woman, in the privacy of a home.

The depictions of both Elizabeth and Mary, although limited, nevertheless present
women with agency and independence. Therefore, they can be seen as diverging from Luke’s
depiction of women in the Gospel’s later chapters and in Acts. Raymond Brown argues that the
“Gospels developed backwards” as “those in the early community wanted to know more about

Jesus’ earlier life: his family, his ancestors, his birthplace” >

and that the infancy narratives
derived from “a Judaism skeptical about a Messiah who came from Galilee.””® Extending this
view, some scholars regard the infancy materials—with their “Old Testament” allusions and
motifs, affirmation of the God of Abraham, stress on the physicality of pregnancy, birth, and

circumcision, and appreciation for the Temple — serve as an anti-Marcionite prologue.’

Marcion’s own canon contained the Gospel of Luke, but it begins with a conflation of Luke 3:1a

32 Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of
Matthew and Luke (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 28.
53 11
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>4 Joseph B. Tyson, Marcion and Luke-Acts: A Defining Struggle (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
2006), 25-27.
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and 4:31: “In the fifteenth year of the rule of Tiberius Caesar in the times of Pilate, Jesus Christ
came down to Capernaum, a city of Galilee, and he was teaching them in the synagogue.””
Marcion thus argues, in effect, “the God of Jesus had been totally unknown before the fifteenth
year of Tiberius” to conclude that “there could be no connection between Jesus and the Hebrew
Scriptures.”® If the infancy materials are additions to Luke’s Gospel, then readers may wish to
delete Mary and Elizabeth from the assessment of Luke’s construction of gender roles.’’
Conversely, I find that the depiction is in fact relatively consistent with what follows: women
speak, but in private; their role is to praise God and to witness with their bodies to God’s

gracious acts, but they are not prophets, teachers, or leaders. Their words are true, but they

nevertheless must be sanctioned by men.

Luke, Women, and Healing

Women and men in the Gospel of Luke both are beneficiaries of Jesus’s healings. Their
responses are gendered. Peter’s mother-in-law (4:38-39) and the women who traveled with Jesus
(8:1-3) respond to their healings by serving others, mainly men. The hemorrhaging woman
(8:43-48) announces “in the presence of all the people why she had touched him, and how she
had been immediately healed,” but we do not hear her voice. Jesus dismisses her with the epithet
“daughter,” which is both ironic given the women’s (likely vaginal or uterine’®) hemorrhages and

potentially infantilizing. Jairus’s daughter (8:40-56) and the bent-over woman (13:10-17) do not

> Ibid., 32.

>0 bid.

°7 Barbara E. Reid, “The Gospel of Luke: Friend or Foe of Women Proclaimers of the Word?,” CBQ 78.1 (2016): 1—
23, suggests that the Infancy Narratives should be read with 23:49-24:12, where the women find the empty tomb and
announce it to the other disciples. She argues that “strong verbal and thematic links,” connect these women as
“faithful disciples.”

%% See Amy-Jill Levine, “Discharging Responsibility: Matthean Jesus, Biblical Law, and Hemorrhaging Woman,” in
A Feminist Companion to Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff, FCNTECW 1 (T & T Clark,
2001), 70-87.
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speak. Simon Peter’s mother-in-law, healed by Jesus, immediately gets up and serves (31nKOvel)
the people (0101, the reference to this plural pronoun is not clear) in Peter’s home (4:38-39).
Luke redacts Mark’s version in order both to heighten Jesus’ miraculous power and to decrease
the connection between healer and beneficiary. Mark indicates Peter’s mother-in-law has a fever
(Mark 1:30) and that Jesus took her by the hand and lifted her up, after which the fever left her
(1:31). According to Luke, the mother-in-law has a high fever (Tvpet® peydio 4:38) and
Jesus stands over her and rebukes the fever (4:39), but he does not touch her.

Luke’s narrative demonstrates that women had a place in the Jesus movement, but their
place is limited by gender. Joanna Dewey notes that Peter’s mother-in-law “is healed in a
private home, the proper sphere for women” (Mark 1:29-31).” Moreover, “this healing of a
woman in private balances the preceding healing of a man in public” (Mark 1:21-28).® Jesus
while in Capernaum had healed a man with an unclean spirit in the synagogue. Although
Elizabeth Struthers Malbon argues, “God’s power for wholeness knows no gender boundaries,”®"
responses to this power do know these boundaries. Mark has Jesus entering the home with
Simon, Andrew, James, and John (Mark 1:29). Both Matthew and Luke have Jesus entering
Peter’s home without noting who else, besides the sick mother-in-law, was present (Matt 8:14;
Luke 4:38). Matthew says the mother-in-law served Jesus (d1mkovel avT®, Matt 1:14), while
Mark and Luke says she served them (dimxover avtoic, Mark 1:31; Luke 4:39).

In all these cases, the woman’s service is gender-coded. Marla Selvidge argues that for

the Gospel of Mark, “diakovéw is never used of the Twelve and is only employed in a context

% Joanna Dewey, “The Gospel of Mark,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary, ed. Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza with the assistance of Ann Brock and Shelly Matthews, vol. 2 (New York: Crossroad, 1994),
477.
50 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “The Gospel of Mark,” in Women s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom,
Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 481.
61 1p.:
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762 A similar case can be made for Luke. The Third

with women and Jesus (other than angels).
Gospel uses d100kovE® eight times ( 8:3; 10:40; 12:37; 17:8; 22:26-27), and the term appears
twice in Acts (6:2; 19:22). Luke applies diokovE® to Peter’s mother-in-law (4:39), the women
from Galilee whom Jesus healed (dikovouv 8:3), and to Mary, whose service Martha seeks
(drakovelv 10:40). To this point, the term is not predicated of men. Its next appearances are in
parables and relate to slaves (ditakovnoet, 12:37; dwakovet, 17:8). Only in Luke 22:26-27 does
Jesus exhort the disciples to “be like one who serves.” At this point, however, the disciples have
many other roles not accorded (explicitly) to women, such as evangelizing, curing the sick, and
casting out demons (10:1-17). Acts 6:1-6 details how the Twelve did not think it was necessary
that they should serve (dtakovelv, 6:2) the community’s widows while in Acts 19:22, Paul
sends Timothy and Erastus to serve (d1(kovoyvt®mv) in Macedonia.

E. Jane Via suggests that Luke’s use of dtakove falls into two categories: S1OKOVE®D
as roles for women or models of discipleship.”® Luke’s message is that women and slaves, like
Jesus, exist for the service to others. Other men besides Jesus serve in light of discipleship: they
take the lead in bringing people into the movement.

Along with her serving in response to the healing, Peter’s mother-in-law sets up a second
trope: Jesus verbally rebukes the fever in “language reminiscent of exorcisms.”** Luke then
reinforces the connection of exorcism and women with the notice that Mary Magdalene is
exorcised of seven demons and then she and other women serve (dinkévouv; 8:2-3) Jesus and his
disciples. Although Mary Magdalene appears in all four Gospels, only Luke depicts her as

having suffered demonic possession. Carmen Bernabé Ubieta states that “even if these women

62 Marla Selvidge, “‘And Those Who Followed Feared’ (Mark 10:32),” CBQ 45.3 (1983): 396-400 (398).

8 E. Jane Via, “Women, the Discipleship of Service, and the Early Christian Ritual Meal in the Gospel of Luke,”
Saint Luke’s Journal of Theology 29.1 (December 1985): 37-60 (38).

64 W. Barnes Tatum, “Did Jesus Heal Simon’s Mother-in-Law of a Fever?,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought 27.4 (Winter 1994): 148-58 (154).

116



did not preach the good news with words, they made their new existence, their healed bodies,
evident to everybody just by their presence in Jesus’ company.”® The result — the proclamation
of Jesus as Lord — may be the same, but the means of that proclamation are distinct. Like Mary
and Elizabeth, the women proclaim Jesus more because of what was done to their bodies, and
less because of their words.

The bent-over woman (Luke 13:10-13) who is healed in the synagogue on a Sabbath
praises God after Jesus says to her, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment” and she is able
to stand up straight (13:12-13). Like the hemorrhaging woman, her exact words go unrecorded.

Unlike the hemorrhaging woman (8:43-48) who seeks Jesus for healing (also Mark 7:24-
30; Matt 15:21-28), Jesus initiates the healing of the bent-over woman. The synagogue leader
accuses him of doing work on the Sabbath. Jesus, defending his right to heal on the Sabbath,
compares the woman to an animal. He responds, “does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his
ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water?”” (13:15). He then relates the
woman’s sickness to the work of Satan (16:16) and so locates the woman in the same context as
Peter’s mother-in-law and the Galilean women of 8:2-3. They all witness to Jesus; they are all
beneficiaries of his care. They are also relegated to service roles, associated with Satan and
compared to animals, and finally silenced.

The Galilean women (8:1-3), while not described in terms of d1ak0VE®, provide for
Jesus and the male (and possibly female) disciples out of their own resources. Luke does not
explain precisely what they do, and their service could range from preparing food to catechizing
newcomers. Given that Luke primarily associates service to others with women, it is most likely

the women performed their service as domestic duties; thus Luke implicitly masks their

65 Carmen Bernabé Ubieta, “Mary Magdalene and the Seven Demons in Social-Scientific Perspective,” in
Transformative Encounters: Jesus and Women Re-Viewed, ed. Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, trans. Lucia F. Llorente
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 217.
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patronage roles. Like Simon Peter’s mother-in-law, the three named women, Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, and Susanna, are “cured of evil spirits and infirmities” (8:2). Their support thus
implicitly takes the form of a debt of gratitude; it is not prompted by Jesus’ commissioning.
Esther A. de Boer argues, “Luke is portraying the serving women in a discipleship role.”*® But
again, the service is gender-determined. Whereas Mark and Matthew attest to women serving
Jesus; Luke adds the Twelve (the aOtoig of 8:3) to those being served. Mark 15:40-41 says
that Mary Magdalene along with Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and
Salome provided (the Greek indicates “ministry” or “service,” dimxovovv) for Jesus in Galilee.
Matt 27:55 repeats the point but uses the present active participle diakovoboo. Esther A. De
Boer argues that for Matthew, the women’s service was a “ministry to” Jesus instead of “support
for” Jesus as in Luke.®’ But in Luke, as Schaberg and Ringe assert, “The women are cast in a
nonreciprocated role of service or support of the males of the movement.”®®

Luke often limits dtokovia to table service offered by women and slaves. Martha, a
homeowner, welcomes Jesus into her home. Her sister Mary sat at Jesus’ feet and listened to his
teaching while Martha was “worried about much service” (TepIECTATO TEPL TOAANV
dwakoviay, 10:40). Martha asks Jesus, “Do you not care that my sister has left me alone to
serve?” (d1akovelv). Jesus responds, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many
things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the good part, which will not be taken

away from her” (Luke 10:41-42).

5 Esther A. de Boer, “The Lukan Mary Magdalene and the Other Women Following Jesus,” in 4 Feminist
Companion to Luke, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff , FCNTECW 3 (London: Sheffield Academic,
2002), 14061 (144).

57 Ibid., 141.

5% Schaberg and Ringe, “Gospel of Luke,” 506.

118



Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza sees Luke as pitting Martha and Mary against each other.*’
By depicting them as rivals, Luke demonstrates that while women contribute to the early
movement, they should not take leadership positions. Martha is the active woman who cares for
her household whereas Mary is the contemplative woman; her primary concerns are “study,
prayer, contemplation, and service to the Lord.””® Fiorenza suggests that “the Lukan account is
not concerned with the two women as individuals: rather it is interested in them as
representatives of two competing types of or roles of discipleship: diokovia -service and
listening to the word.””' “While the narrative emphasizes Martha’s service it is subordinated to
Mary’s listening, neither type of service is serving the word of God like the Twelve (Acts
6:2)."

Some commentators, perhaps uncomfortable with Jesus’ rebuke or with Mary’s failure to
serve, suggest that Jesus was giving a nod to women’s education.” The point is possible, but not
necessary. Although there is a paucity of sources concerning the education of women in the
Roman Empire, Emily Ann Hemelrijk indicates, “With the spread of education in the first two
centuries of the empire, we hear of more well-educated women. Not only in the upper classes,

2974

but probably also among well-to-do urban sub-elite families.””™ Mary’s desire and ability to sit

and listen to Jesus should not be taken as evidence either that there is something innovative about

% Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1992),
60.
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her posture. Mary is, rather, doing something expected. More, she is showing appropriate
deference — silent, at his feet — to her male teacher.

Conversely, Warren Carter argues that Luke 10:38-42 not only “evidences the women’s
leadership but also instructs the gospel’s readers and hearers about important aspects of the task
of leadership and ministry.””> Following J.N. Collins, Carter argues that Siokovia has a larger
interpretative range than waiting on tables. Collins sees diakovia as indicating Jesus’s salvific
work, service to other people such as footwashing, as well as holding an ecclesiastical office or
functioning as a community leader. "® Carter suggests that the term may be understood as
“participation with others in leadership and ministry on behalf of the Christian community.”’’
He argues, “Luke’s audience has encountered the noun dwakovia eight times in contexts that do
not concern kitchen activity.”’® His point requires nuance. As we have seen, dwacovia is most
often used in the Gospel to describe the work of women and slaves. Even Jesus’ self-description
as “one who serves” (22:27b) relates to serving in light of the table: “For who is greater, the one
who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table?” (22:27a). Although the
male master serves, his action is aligned with “the most basic form of service that is implicit in
Sokovém: that of a meal.”” In Acts 6:2, the Twelve assert, “It is not right that we should
neglect the word of God in order to serve tables” (1oeKOVeLv TpaUTECLG).

Likewise, in 17:8-10 Jesus uses dwakovia to demonstrate to the disciples that their
purpose is to follow orders. Jesus asks them, “Who among you would say to your slave who has

just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the field...would you not rather say to him,

7> Warren Carter, “Getting Martha Out of the Kitchen: Luke 10:38-42 Again,” CBQ 58. 2 (1996): 264-80 (265).

76 See John N. Collins, Diakonia: Re-Interpreting the Ancient Sources (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).
Basing his study upon Mark 10:45, “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a
ransom for many.”
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‘Prepare supper for me, put on your apron and serve (01axovel) me while I eat and drink...””
(17:7-8). Thus, as Jane Via argues, “it is to the servant’s role that Jesus compares the role of his

89 For the disciples, service is a marker of their leadership roles; for the women and

disciples.
the slaves, service is marker of their restricted and subordinate status. The men give up what they

have but in doing so obtain glory; the women and the slaves remain in place.

Luke, Women, and Power/Status

That Luke takes a critical stance toward the wealthy is a scholarly consensus. Erik M.
Heen notes, “Luke-Acts is often characterized in terms of God’s ‘preferential option for the
poor’ as epitomized in Jesus’ inaugural sermon on Isaiah 61 in Luke 4:18-19.”%' According to
Joel Green, “Issues of wealth are inescapable for the people of God, according to Luke, because
wealth is intricately spun together with issues of status, power, and social privilege.”® Alan P.
Sherouse finds Luke’s use of avOpwmdg T v mAvcioc [“there was some rich man”] to be a stock
phrase indicating to the audience “connotations of superfluity, selfishness, and separation from
the poor.”® Luke’s ideal community appears in Acts 5:34, “there was not a needy person among
them,” and the ideal disciples give up all of their possessions so that they might have treasure in
heaven (12:33; 14:33; 18:22). For Luke, wealth must be subordinated to the “supreme call of
following Jesus.”**

But Luke does not anticipate that all readers will engage in complete divestment. The

Gospel “falls neither on the ideal of poverty nor on the evil of material possessions nor even on

*1bid., 41.
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total renunciation as a prequisite for membership in the early community.”®* Interested in the
proper use of wealth, Luke shows women dedicating their resources to promote Jesus and, in
Acts, the male-led church.

Joanna (8:3), one of Jesus’ patrons, is Luke’s initial image of women demonstrating the
proper use of money; she spends her own resources, or perhaps those of her husband, on Jesus
and his other followers. Joanna is marred to Chuza, Herod’s steward, although she appears to
have left him in order to travel with Jesus. Her connection to Chuza and so to the court of

2 86

Antipas grants her, if not “contact with the highest circles of government,” ™ a certain status. She

is likely among the elite women who could “expand their influence outside the house and engage
in various social, financial, and political activities.”®’

In Acts, Luke depicts other women of high status in opposition to the new movement.
Describing Paul’s experiences in Antioch, Luke says “the Jews incited the devout women of high
standing (EVoXMUOVOG, i.€., respected, cf. Mark 15:43 referring to Joseph of Arimathea) and
stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas™ (13:50). In Acts 17:12, Luke acknowledges
that women of status (E0oYMUOV®@V) became believers. None is introduced as an individual. The
believing women are, however, accompanied by not a few believing men.

While Tabitha’s economic status is not clear, she has status in the Joppa community.
Tabitha, also known by her Greek name Dorcas, is the one woman Luke explicitly calls a
“disciple” (nabnpia); her status comes not from her teaching or healing or evangelizing, but

from having devoted herself “to good works and charity” (9:36). Tabitha’s status is evident in the

disciples’ sending for Peter in nearby Lydda to come to Joppa without delay (9:38) in order to
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Companion to the Acts of the Apostles, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff, FCNTECW 9 (London and
New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 167.

¥ Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman Elite, 11.

122



save her from her illness. When Peter arrives, he finds weeping widows surrounding her body
(9:39).

Luke reports that Tabitha made clothes, although no mention is made of the reason: out
of charitable kindness; to run a business; to be engaged in women’s (distaff) work, etc. Mikael
Parsons states that because Tabitha made clothes by her own hand, while she may have been a
benefactor toward widows, she was not herself wealthy.® Conversely, Margaret Aymer suggests
that Tabitha may have her own finances to make clothes with the widows,* and F. Scott Spencer
notes that women in the textile business, such as Lydia of Acts 16, had a degree of wealth and
independence.”® The message from Luke concerning Tabitha is that what she has, sewing ability
as well as financial resources, is properly used for the benefit of others within the community.

Luke does depict a few women as householders; to own property was to enjoy some
social status.”’ Along with Martha (Luke 10.38), both Mary, mother of John Mark (Acts 12:12-
17) and Lydia (Acts 16:14) of Thyatira were homeowners; both use their status and resources in
service to the movement. Neither, however, functions as a leader in her own right. Mary serves
as a foil to Peter; Lydia is Paul’s patron, and she subordinates herself to his needs.

Mary is wealthy: she owns a large home with a gate (12:14); the house is large enough to
accommodate a prayer group (12:12). Mary is also a slave-owner, although the NRSV translates
nondiokn (12:13) as maid. James Arlandson argues that “Mary’s house is an independent factor
that reveals her wealth™” and surmises that the “urban and rural poor—the vast majority of the

population in the entire empire—could never have afforded a house large enough to hold a
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congregation implied in the ‘many’ who gathered there.””* C. Clifton Black (generously) names
Mary as “Peter’s patron,” which further suggests that she is a woman of wealth.”* David Bidnell
describes patrons as “providing support for clients via the provision of food, money, security, or
legal support. In turn, the patron receives an enhanced reputation for generous benefaction.””
Mary’s home is thus used in support of the movement, and in return she is honored for making
this provision. However, Mary’s patronage status is first mocked and then rejected. When
Rhoda announces that Peter was at the gate, the ones inside — an anonymous “they” (o1) that
likely includes Mary -- tell her, “you are out of your mind” and insist that what she saw was
Peter’s angel (Acts 12:14-15). They not only disbelieve Rhoda, they also demonstrate a lack of
belief that their prayers (likely) for Peter’s release would be answered. When “they” finally open
the gate, Peter rejects their company. Instead, as Black wryly notes, “The narrator of Acts
whisks Peter off the premises almost as quickly as he arrives” (12:17).°® Martha may be a patron,
but she lacks faith in her own prayers, she does not listen to her (female) slave [nothing new
here], and Peter ultimately rejects her hospitality.

Lydia, from Thyatira, sells purple cloth (Acts 16:14). Luise Schottroff argues that textile
production was “women’s work and that it was a despised profession in the Roman world.”’

Ivoni Richter Reimer concurs, “Processing textiles was women’s work.”® She also indicates,

that since “inscriptions attest to the presence of ‘dyers’ in Thyatira” rather than purple dyers as is
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ascribed to Lydia, “this means that a variety of colors were made there.””” Lydia’s profession,
then, is not remarkable because she “comes from a region known for the production of dyed
wool and woolen clothing.”loo Moreover, “the texts of Acts 16:14 does not—as do 13:50; 17:4,

»101 Elisabeth Shiissler Fiorenza

12—say that Lydia was ‘well-to-do’ or ‘of high standing.
proposes that Lydia was a free-born woman who sold luxury items.'%*

Lydia, like Tabitha, is not clearly a woman of high income, but she like Tabitha has high
status because she serves the Church. As a businesswoman, Lydia would have made financial
decisions.'” But Luke does not depict her as determining her use of funds. Luke’s message,
perhaps to women of independent means who engaged in the waged economy by creating and

“selling textiles, baking, midwifery, teaching, hairdressing and inn-keeping,”'**

etc., is that they
are to be in service to others, but they do not themselves run the Church.

Lydia meets Paul when he joins the women gathered for prayer outside of the city gates
(16:13). Dennis R. MacDonald notes that the women were outside of the synagogue and thus
they were not constrained by the male-dominated city worshipping their god'®’; his thought is
viable, but he misses the role Diaspora women had as “leaders of the synagogue.”'*® Ironically,

by being baptized and then inviting Paul to stay at her home (16:15), Lydia cedes her

independence to Paul. Lydia now supports Paul’s mission as Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and

* Ibid., 100.

' Ibid.

! bid., 98.

192 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins
(New York: Crossroad, 1983), 178.

1% Miriam Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies: Rabbis, Gender, and History (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1997), 64

" Ibid.

1% Dennis R. MacDonald, “Lydia and Her Sisters as Lukan Fictions,” in 4 Feminist Companion to the Acts of the
Apostles, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff, FCNTECW 9 (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 105-11.
1% Bernadette J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue, Brown Judaism Studies 36 (Chico, CA:
Scholars Press, 1982); Brooten, “Female Leadership in the Ancient Synagogue,” in Lee 1. Levine and Zeev Weiss
(eds.), From Dura to Sepphoris: Studies in Jewish Art and Society in Late Antiquity (Portsmouth, RI: Journal of
Roman Archaeology Supplementary Series, 2000), 215-23 (218).
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Susanna supported Jesus’s mission. While the leaders change, women’s work and their

performance of it does not.

Luke, Women, and Silent Voices

Luke makes it clear that women hold secondary status in Jesus’ mission. The Twelve are
primary; they are the leaders; their job is to serve the word of God to people. Women form a
separate category: “The Twelve were with him, as well as some women...” (8:1-2). These
women are not disciples. To be a disciple, one must “hate father and mother, wife and children,
brothers and sisters, and even life itself” (14:26). Nor can a woman replace Judas; the
replacement has to be “one of the men (&v3p®v) who have accompanied us during all the time
that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us” (Acts 1:21). The one explicitly named disciple,
Tabitha, serves silently, and serves ultimately to show Peter has his Lord’s ability to raise the
dead.

In the Gospel, women’s voices are either muted or corrected by a male character. A
woman from the crowd hailed Jesus: “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that
nursed you!” (11:27). The woman does more than pronounce a blessing on Jesus’s mother; she
celebrates women’s bodies in public. The woman brings what is reserved for the domestic
sphere, wombs and breasts, into the public sphere. On the other hand, her praise reduces Mary’s
role to the biological: women are more than simply wombs and breasts. Rather than respond by
remarking on Mary’s nurturing or teaching, Jesus strips out even this physical recognition:

“Blessed on the contrary (Levodv) are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (11:28).'"”

197 Joseph Fitzmyer argues, “The compound Greek particle menoun (used only four times in the NT and, against
classical usage, at the head of a sentence) can have three different senses: (a) adversative, ‘nay, rather,” ‘on the
contrary’: so commonly in classical Greek (Sophocles, 4jax 1363; Aristophanes, Eccl. 1102) and in the NT (Rom
9:20; 10:18); this would mean that Jesus was rejecting the woman’s blessing of his mother (it seems to be the sense

126



Critics might regard Jesus as correcting the view that women are only breasts and wombs, or
challenging the idea that women gain their worth by bearing children. Whereas the infancy
accounts praise the mothers Mary and Elizabeth and emphasize the pregnancies of both, the
Gospel and Acts show no other interest in fertility, conception, or childbirth. Yet Jesus silences
the woman; he dismisses her opinion and along with it, he dismisses her notice of women’s
distinct attributes.

Luke also suppresses women’s voices with the need for male validation. Mary, who has
been obedient to God (2:38) as well as demonstrated praises to God (2:47-48), is left with the
blessing as well as the warning of the male prophet Simeon, “This child is destined for the falling
and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts
of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too” (2:34-35). She may have
given birth to Jesus, but Simeon knows more of her future than she does. The sword Simeon
prophesies about is the sword of division (12:51) in which households will be divided. Fathers
and sons will be against each other and so too mothers and daughters (12:53). Jesus
demonstrates this division when he says, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the
word of God and do it” after being told that his mothers and brother wanted to see him (8:19-20).
Luke nullifies Mary’s favor with God to show the importance of Jesus’ work. Similarly, Luke

nullifies Martha’s work when he suppresses her critique of the silent Mary.

advocated by T. W. Manson, I. H. Marshall, M. P. Scott, et al.). (b) affirmative, ‘indeed,” expressive of agreement
with what was said. See Phil 3:8. (¢) corrective, ‘yes, but rather,” meaning that what was said is true as far as it goes
(Plato, Rep. 489D). M. E. Thrall (Greek Particles in the New Testament, 34-35) points out that for Luke the first
two uses are to be eliminated since, when he wants to express contradiction, he uses ouchi, legoce hymin (12:51;
13:3, 5); and for affirmation he [Luke 10-24, p. 929] employs nai (7:26; 10:21; 11:51; 12:5). Hence, the last
corrective sense is to be preferred.” See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According To Luke X-XXIV, AB 28A,
(New York: Doubleday, 1985), 928-929 and Margaret E. Thrall, Greek Particles in the New Testament: Linguistic
and Exegetical Studies (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), 35. I, however, suggest wevoiv can be read in the
adversative because Luke may have chosen to use variety in his expression of contrast. I thank Barbara Reid for this
reference.
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On his way to his death, Jesus tells the mourning women to weep for themselves and
their children rather than weep for him (23:28). The disciples reject the women’s announcement
that Jesus had risen (24:11). Peter, hearing the women’s declaration and “becoming confused,”

£.'% While Luke uses €Leyov (the imperfect) to demonstrate

went to the tomb to see for himsel
that the women continued to tell the disciples that Jesus had risen, their words were “like an idle
tale” because they lacked authority within the group of disciples.'” Peter’s voice, however is
authoritative because after the two men went back to Jerusalem from Emmaus, they heard the
disciples saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!” (24:34). Luke’s
message is that women’s declarations must be verified.

In Acts 16:16-18, Paul silences the slave girl with a spirit of divination. D’Angelo states,
“The only ‘prophetic’ utterance by a woman in Acts is the mantic servant girl’s proclamation of

Paul’s and Silas’s mission.”''’ Her silence is more important than the truth that she tells. Luke,

. . . . . 111
in alignment with Roman social practices, makes sure that “respectable women are not heard.”

Luke and Widows
Luke refers to widows more frequently than do the other Gospels (2:37; 4:25-26; 7:11-

17; 18:2-5; 20:27-40; 20:47; 21:1-4; Acts 6:1-6; 9:39-40) and often in passages that presuppose

112

their economic helplessness (20:47; Acts 6:1-6). © Widows are objects of compassion rather

:gz Esther A. de Boer, “The Lukan Mary Magdalene and the Other Women Following Jesus,” 156.

Ibid.
1o D’Angelo, “Women In Luke-Acts,” 453.
"!'bid., 451.
12 Schaberg and Ringe, “The Gospel of Luke,” 497. See also Barbara E. Reid, “The Power of the Widows and How
to Suppress It (Acts 6:1-7),” in A Feminist Companion to the Acts of the Apostles, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with
Marianne Blickenstaff, FCNTECW 9 (London: T & T Clark, 2004), 71-89. Reid, following Elisabeth Schiissler
Fiorenza (In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins [New York: Crossroad,
1983], 164-66), notes that there is nothing in the narrative that suggests the widows are poor. Rather, Reid suggests
that the Hellenist widows are being “overlooked in the assignment of ministries, that is, not being given their proper
turn to serve (83).” She notes, while “widows as objects of charity are only one strand of the tradition visible in
Luke and Acts; there is also a strand in which they are the ones doing the ministry (73).”
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than subjects (7:11-15), silent, objectified, and embedded in Levirate marriage (20:27-40),
victims to rapacious scribes (20:47), neglected in the daily distribution of food (Acts 6:1).'"?
Luke’s ideal widow is Anna who prays, who is pious, who is paired with a man, but in
subordinate status (here in terms of quantity of verses), and whose voice is not heard. She sets
the tone for how readers should understand the other Lukan widows; “they are tame, traditional,

and respectable.”' '

Luke presents Anna, a prophet (mpooijtic) and the only person named so in the Gospel,'"
as a worthy widow who has given her life to the continuous worship of God. After the death of
her husband, Anna did not remarry but is a univera or once-married woman.''® In the Roman
world, a univera was “a woman of high social standing who lived all her life under the auctoritas
(authority) of her father or husband.”'"” We do not, however, know Anna’s social status, but
Theophilus, the ideal reader would have recognized her connection to this trope. Luke’s
emphasis upon Anna’s age as well as how long she was a widow demonstrates her commitment

to her one husband.'"® In turn, her fidelity to her husband matches her fidelity to God and

prayer; she “never left the Temple but worshipped there with fasting and prayer night and day”

29 lst 19

(2:37). Thus, Anna was an “exemplary century widow.'

"3 F. Scott Spencer, “Neglected Widows in Acts 6:1-7,” CBQ 56.4 (1994): 715-33.

14 Reid, “The Power of the Widows and How to Suppress It (Acts 6:1-7),” 73.

15 Andres Garcia Serrano, “Anna’s Characterization in Luke 2:36-38: A Case of Conceptual Allusion?,” CBQ 76.3
(July 2014): 464-80.

"¢ Marjorie Lightman and William Ziesel, “Univira : An Example of Continuity and Change in Roman Society,”
Church History 46.1 (March 1977): 19-32.

"7 1bid., 20. Although Luke does not provide information concerning Anna’s social standing, her exemplary status
demonstrates the feminine propriety of a univera.

""¥ The commitment to a deceased husband could also be a community expectation. “In the public perception, the
material conditions in which the widow lived were designed to foster certain virtues. The true widow was devout,
wise, and chaste. These virtues, however, were ascribed to the widow through the traditional image of widows. See
Jan N. Bremmer and Lourens van den Bosch, eds., “The Public Image of the Widow in Ancient Israel,” in Between
Poverty and the Pyre: Moments in the History of Widowhood (London: Routledge, 1995), 19-30 (24).

""" Bonnie Bowman Thurston, “Who Was Anna?: Luke 2:36-30,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 28.1 (Spr 2001):
47-55 (50).
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Anna is called a prophet, but as Robert Price observes, “the last thing we hear is any
prophecy attributed to her.”'*® Luke conversely provides readers with direct quotes from the
devout Simeon (2:29-32). Anna is the paradigm for Luke’s widows: subordinate to her male
counterpart Simeon, dedicated to God rather than to her own family, asexual/celibate (we hear no
reference to children), and prayerful. She prays as God, but we never hear her voice. She speaks
about the child, but unlike Simeon we do not hear her words. She conforms to Luke’s sense that
widows, or women in general, should pray rather than speak.

The model continues in Luke’s mention of the widow of Zarephath (4:25-26 cf. 1 Kgs
17:8-24). In his synagogue sermon (Luke 4:16-30), Jesus remarks that although there were many
widows in Israel during a severe famine, Elijah was sent to the widow at Zarephath in Sidon.
This widow receives Elijah’s help. Luke withholds reference to the widow’s agency. The widow
has only a handful of meal and a little oil, but she shares what she has with Elijah. Moreover,
when her son dies, she, like the widow in court, confronts the judge: she confronts Elijah and
demands, “What made you interfere, you man of God?” (I Kgs 17:18). In Jesus’ synagogue
sermon, the widow serves only as the object of Elijah’s beneficence.

Luke’s account of the widow of Zarephath anticipates the Third Gospel’s reference to the
widow of Nain. This widow’s son has also died, and Jesus, like Elijah, will resuscitate him (Luke
7:15). The widow of Nain is the weeping widow rather than a speaking widow. She foreshadows
both the woman in the city (7:36-50) and the daughters of Jerusalem (23:27-31). For Luke,
women weep and Jesus consoles them.

Luke’s depiction of a third widow plays upon the stereotype of the vulnerable widow.

Readers know nothing about this widow except that she lost her home to devouring scribes

120 Robert Price, The Widow Traditions in Luke-Acts: A Feminist Critical Scrutiny, SBLDS 155 (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1997), 48.
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(Luke 20:47 cf. Mark 12:40)."*! With the exception of Anna, Luke is sparse on the details
concerning widow’s lives. The widow is silent, and neither Luke nor Mark shows any concern
about the recourse taken to rectify her situation. She fits nicely into the stereotype of the widow
who has no male help in her daily life. Rather, the male scribes take advantage of the widow.
Luke’s widow tradition continues with the story about the widow giving money to the
temple (21:1-4). Luke’s Jesus observes that the widow, out of her poverty, has put in all she had
to live on in the temple treasury (21:4). Like Anna who dedicates her life by choosing to
worship God in the temple with fasting and prayer day and night, this widow, too, dedicates her
life to God by giving all of her resources to the temple. Both Luke and Mark emphasize the
intensity of the widow’s giving; aOTfig Tdvta TOv Blov Ov eixev €Bakev (she put out all her
life, Luke 21:4) and giyxev éBadev 6Aov 10V Plov adThg (“she put out her whole life,” Mark
12:44). To give all of one’s money to a religious community suggests that the community is or
will be the caretaker. Thus, Levine argues, “The very temple to which she gives her last two

coins will be the institution that will provide for her.”'*

Although the widow exercises agency
in deciding to put her copper coins in the temple’s coffers, Luke’s message is that widows and,
by extension, women sacrifice. He aligns the widow with Jesus; she dedicates her life just as
Jesus dedicates (to the cross) his life.'** She is an object lesson to the disciples —they are to “see
her” — and by extension they are to be like her. However, they are to do much more than she

does. The widow speaks by her actions, which must be interpreted by the men. The men, Jesus

and the Apostles, will speak with words, and they will be understood.

! See also Mark 12:38-40.

'22 Amy-Jill Levine, ““This Poor Widow...” (Mark 12:43): From Donation to Diatribe,” in A Most Reliable Witness:
Essays in Honor of Ross Shepard Kraemer, ed. Susan Ashbrook Harvey et al., Brown Judaic Studies 358
(Providence: Brown University, 2015), 183-93 (186). See also Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “The Poor Widow in
Mark and Her Poor Rich Readers,” CBQ 53.4 (1991): 589-604.

' bid., 189.

131



With all the giving up her life that she does, the widow in the temple does not speak, nor
does Luke provide insight into her thoughts. Luke’s point is to show her contributing to the early
community; women give what they have to support the community (cf. Luke 8:1-3).
Commentators and readers alike enjoy hearing how the widow gave all of her life to the temple
even if they are not going to do the same. Andre Resner says, “we preachers love her. We
praise her: ‘She had so little, but gave so much.”'** Others state, “If she, out of her poverty,
could be so generous, how much more should we give generously of our wealth” or “It must
have hurt for her to dig so deep. Do you have faith to give “til it hurts?!”'** The widow becomes
an exemplar whom believers should emulate. Had Jesus thought the widow was being exploited,
he would have said something. For Luke, widows as well as women support religious
movements although they neither vocally contribute nor sit at the table to provide leadership.

Luke’s portrait of destitute widows continues with the issue of food distribution in the
early Jerusalem community. The Hellenists widows were being overlooked in the daily
distribution (Acts 6:1). The narrative is not centered upon the widows; it rather sets up the role of
the seven appointed to “serve” (dioukoviqt), and then the stories of Stephen and Phillip. Luke
notes that men are appointed to care for the widows, but Acts never depicts this actual care.

Luke’s presentation of widows continues the stereotype of the vulnerable widow. The
Third Gospel suppresses details about the lives of the widows and then demonstrates how the
early community must emulate as well as provide for them. Widows fast and pray day and
night. They are models of the proper disposition of faith for those within the early community.

Other than these restricted images, for Luke, widows are not trouble-makers in the community.

124 Andre Resner, “Widow’s Mite or Widow’s Plight,” RevExp 107 (2010): 545-54 (545).
125 :
Ibid.
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Widows in the Bible

While Israel’s Scriptures depict widows as needy (Ex 22:22-24; Deut 10:18; Ps 72:4) and
demonstrate God’s bias towards toward them (Deut 10:18; 24:17; 27:19; Jer. 22:3; Zech. 7:10;
Ps. 68:5; 146:9; Prov. 15:25), they also recount stories of widows who are neither vulnerable nor
helpless. “Biblical widows are the most unconventional of conventional figures: expected to be
weak, they move mountains; expected to be poor, they prove savvy stewards, expected to be
exploited, they take advantage where they find it.”'*° Widows can be seducing, tricksters, and
conniving. Tamar (Genesis 38), Ruth and Naomi all take action to secure their desires.

Tamar, the first widow, seduces her father-in-law Judah (Genesis 38) when he refuses to
honor the levirate agreement and marry his surviving son Shelah to her. Both Ruth and her
mother-in-law Naomi follow in Tamar’s path: Naomi concocts a plan to get economic and social
security by telling Ruth to seduce Boaz, a kinsman-redeemer. In the Apocrypha, Judith, a
widow, seduces and then murders the enemy general Holofernes. The widow of 4 Maccabees
proves the philosophical hero who urges her sons to martyrdom and then dies a martyr herself.
Sarah, the frequently widowed woman of the Book of Tobit, fits better into the mold of the
victim who requires both divine and human rescue. Yet she too engages in action, including her
care for her parents. There are other widows in the text who also show agency, but Luke either
ignores them or, as with the widow of Zarepath, only tells part of the story. It may well be the
case that Jesus’ own teachings fall into the broader biblical category of stories of widows who
have agency, who defy the status quo, who seek their own good, who act as tricksters. For Luke,
these more active categories are foreclosed.

The New Testament in general promotes widows as vulnerable and needy. 1 Timothy 5

sets the stage for the ideal Christian household within the Roman Empire. The writer takes a

126 Amy-Jill Levine, “This Widow Keeps Bothering Me (Luke 18:5),” 124.
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special interest in the widows by determining which widows are eligible for financial support.'?’
Widows eligible for financial support had to be well attested for their good works, raised
children, demonstrated hospitality, helped the afflicted, and devoted themselves to doing good in
every way (1 Tim 5:9-10). Young widows are encouraged to marry, have children and manage
their households because their sensual desires will alienate them from Christ (1 Tim 5:3, 14).
Like Luke, the author of 1 Timothy is not a supporter of active widows who may view
themselves as more than servants of the patriarchal household.'*®

While Luke presents many stories about women in general and widows specifically, the
details of those stories do not suggest that Luke is the friend to women, as commentators and
reading communities believe. The Third Gospel maintains gender roles and in so doing, depicts
women and widows with secondary status. Both women and widows play a role in Luke’s
Gospel: women demonstrate discipleship by serving others; widows are models of piety.

The results of this brief survey suggest the likelihood that Luke has domesticated the
widow of the parable. Set loose from Luke’s context, our widow becomes more interesting, more
active, more morally ambivalent, and more dangerous. Put into new contexts, she reveals both
the dangers of stereotyping and the possibility of recuperating those stereotypes into something

positive.

27 Dillon T. Thornton, “‘Saying What They Should Not Say’: Reassessing the Gravity of the Problem of the
Younger Widows (1 Tim. 5:11-15),” JETS 59.1 (March 2016): 119-29.

128 See Joanna Dewey, “1 Timothy,” in Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsome, Sharon H. Ringe, and
Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 595-601 (600). Dewey argues that from
the perspective of the widows in 1 Timothy, they would not see themselves as busybodies, so named by the 1
Timothy writer. Rather, “they probably understand themselves as going about teaching, proclaiming the faith, and
giving pastoral care.

134



Chapter 3

Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire in Conversation with Luke

Parables are designed to challenge readers; their role is therefore often more to challenge
stereotypes than to reinforce them. Rather than reading the Parable of the Widow and the Judge
for the interpretative challenges concerning widows, and by extension women, as well as
concerning judges, and by extension both masculinity and the legal system, interpreters read the
parable through stereotypes. They frequently determine that the widow must be old, that she has
no male relative to aid her in her case, that she is socially vulnerable and that the judge mistreats
her. Such interpretations are at best stale; they offer few challenges to stereotypes and therefore
limited possibilities of transformation for Church or society.

Putting the parable into dialogue with the constructions of African American women,
both those imposed on us by American society and those we sometimes impose on ourselves, we
find not only a challenge to these stereotypes. We also find that Luke’s parable, read through
these constructions, has something to tell us both about the Gospel message and the possibilities
opened by awareness of our social constructions.

Interpreters within the Black Church tradition as well as numerous feminist interpreters
have already begun the challenge to the stereotype of the widow as helpless. They read her not as
a figure of helplessness; instead they celebrate her for her boldness and tenacity. Yet even with
this rereading, women, and African American women in particular, find a second stereotype, for
our tenacity and boldness are not necessarily culturally valued. Women, and African American
women in particular, are often denigrated for displaying these same traits: being bold slides
easily into being shrill, and being tenacious becomes just a polite term for being a nag. The

parable can create a “damned if you do; damned if you don’t” impression. Either the widow is

135



helpless and therefore at best an object rather than an active agent, or she displays culturally
inappropriate, unfeminine behaviors and therefore cannot serve as a role model.

Placing three cultural constructions of African American women into dialogue with the
parable provides one helpful means of challenging the various stereotypes of women that surface
or become reinforced in the usual readings. At the same time, the parable provides its own
challenge to, and even recuperation of, some of the negative stereotypes associated with the more
modern constructions. Audre Lorde, who writes from the explicit position of a black, lesbian
feminist, famously stated, “It is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths.
For the master's tools will never dismantle the master's house. They may allow us temporarily to
beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.”' By
taking African American stereotypes, initially used to degrade, to debase, and to control, and by
reading them into and in light of the parable, African American women can both reclaim their
differences and find strength in them. Applications of the standard tools of historical criticism
and theological interpretation have shown how the parable’s meaning can be limited. More fully
to see what the text not only meant but can mean — to keep the meaning both open and yet
faithful to the challenge of that initial parable in its initial historical context — acts of cultural
imagination are essential. This chapter presents one such act in relation to the widow. The

following chapter will perform the same type of re-imagining by addressing the judge.

Three stereotypes of African American women particularly lend themselves to an

intertextual conversation with the widow of the parable.” First is the highly maternal and self-

" Audre Lord, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” in Sister Outsider: Essays and
Speeches (Berkeley: Crossing Press, 1984), 110-14 (112).

2 See Carolyn West, “Mammy, Jezebel, Sapphire, and their homegirls: Developing an

"Oppositional Gaze" Toward the Images of Black women,” in J. Chrisler, C. Golden, & P. Rozee (Eds.), Lectures on
the Psychology of Women, 4th ed., (New York: McGraw Hill, 2008), 286-299.
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sacrificing Mammy, best known from Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind and associated
with Hattie McDaniel, who played this role in the movie. Overweight and sexless, Mammy will
fight for her (white) family. However, she has no clearly independent purpose apart from her
care for others. Her very name — “Mammy” is not a given name but a name that comes from

others — denotes her dependence on relationships.

Second, as Mia Moody notes, “the sexually promiscuous black woman, also known as the
‘oversexed-black-Jezebel,” is an extreme opposite of the ‘mammy.””” The seductive and
lascivious Jezebel is named for the foreign queen of 1 Kings 16-21; 2 Kings 9. Ironically, this
original Jezebel of the Deuteronomic historian is actually a faithful wife, although she murders
both those who worship in a different manner than she does, and those who own what she, or her
husband, wants. Her power becomes sexualized in metaphors used by the Deuteronomic
Historian and John the author of the Book of Revelation, and it remains there. The Jezebel of
today is marked by a luscious body and a conniving mind that lead men astray.

Like Mammy, Jezebel’s body is marked as black. From the depiction of the ancient
Phoenician queen as black (the Phoenicians were a Semitic population group, comparable to that

of ancient Israelites; nothing in the Bible marks them by skin color), Jezebel has coded black,

See also Lisa Rosenthal and Marci Lobel, “Stereotypes of Black American Women Related to Sexuality and
Motherhood,” Psychology of Women Quarterly 40.3 (2016): 414-27. They note that “[c]ertain stereotypes of black
women are similar to, or the same as, stereotypes of black men or white women, but there are also unique
stereotypes of black women that are not applied to black men or to white women. Three prevalent, pernicious,
images or archetypes of black women that have been promulgated dating back to the period of American slavery are
the ‘mammy,’ ‘sapphire,” and ‘jezebel’” (416). They follow C.M. West , “Mammy, Jezebel, Sapphire, and their
Homegirls: Developing an ‘Oppositional Gaze’ toward Images of Black Women,” in J. Chrisler, C. Golden, and P.
Rozee (eds.), Lectures on the Psychology of Women, 4™ ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 2008) and J. B. Woodard and
T. Mastin, “Black Womanhood: Essence and its Treatment of Stereotypical Images of Black Women,” JBS 36
(2005): 264-81. For one more iteration of this trinity, see Marilyn Yarbrough with Crystal Bennett, “Cassandra and
the “Sistahs’: The Peculiar Treatment of African American Women in the Myth of Women as Liars,” Journal of
Gender, Race and Justice 3 (1999-2000): 625-57.

* Mia Moody, “From Jezebel to Ho: An Analysis of Creative and Imaginative Shared Representations of African
American Women,” Journal of Research on Women and Gender 4 (2012): 74-94 (79).
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from Dorothy Dandridge as “Carmen Jones” to “Zulu Lulu” swizzle sticks to “The obligatory
‘black whore’ ... added to urban-themed movies.” * Jezebel, the smart, sexy, black woman, both
is objectified by the culture and escapes that objectification through her sexual threat. Jezebel
uses her assets to get what she wants; she recognizes how others view her, and she can turn their
objectivizing to her own advantage. She also teaches black women both that we need not be
ashamed of our bodies and that others will attempt to use our bodies for their own desires. She
thus provides lessons on both pride and prudence, satisfaction and shame.

The third stereotype is the argumentative and castrating, never satisfied and always
complaining Sapphire, best known from the Amos and Andy radio and then television shows.
This trope is often revived, from Aunt Esther on the 1970s comedy Sanford and Son through
new incarnations in the “Angry Black Woman.” Unattractive in personality, Sapphire
nevertheless has the ability, to use the cliché, to “speak truth to power”: she has no patience for
men who are lazy, for any who would take advantage of her, or for stupidity. The stereotype can
function to tell African American women that if they demand more from their husbands, such as
“Justice” ranging from work around the house to production in the public sphere, that they are
ugly and mean. And this stereotype too can be reversed and reclaimed.

Making these tropes particularly apposite to analysis of the parable is that none of these
women requires a husband. Mammy’s allegiance is to others, whether the children of upper-
class white people or to her own children; a husband or male partner is not a concern. Jezebel is
concerned with self-gratification, has no worry about shame, and has no fear of manipulating

men. Sapphire thinks for herself, and she does so often at the expense of men who would seek to

* David Pilgrim, “Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia: Jezebel Stereotype,”
http://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/News/jimcrow/jezebel/, accessed May 24, 2017.

> David Pilgrim, “Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia: The Sapphire Caricature,”
http://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/News/jimcrow/sapphire/, accessed May 24, 2017.
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control her. Despite the negative reactions her comments create, she perseveres, for she will be
heard.

Reading the widow as representative of each of these tropes—in effect, “casting” her into
the role of the widow—both changes the interpretation of the parable and challenges the negative
aspects of the stereotypes. Used against African American women, the stereotypes cannot be
erased, but they can be challenged and, in some cases, reclaimed. Yet the attempt to
reappropriate culturally negative images,’ must be, as with all such experiments in cultural
reconstruction, done carefully. Patricia Hill Collins observes, “Unlike the controlling images
developed for middle-class white women, the controlling images applied to black women are so
uniformly negative that they almost necessitate resistance. For US black women, constructed
knowledge of self emerges from the struggle to replace controlling images with self-defined
knowledge deemed personally important, usually knowledge essential to black women’s

survival.”” The following is just such an exercise in reclamation, reconstruction, and survival.

Mammy
One of the most enduring stereotypes of African American women is that of the Mammy;
in her various incarnations, she has had a profound influence on American culture in general and

on African American women in particular.® “From slavery through the Jim Crow era (1877-

% For example, Jewish women have reclaimed the night-demon “Lilith” as a figure of women’s empowerment; the
term “queer” has achieved its own normativity in cultural discourse; more problematic is the use of the term
“nigger” in the black community. While many have claimed the term ‘nigger’ for intra-communal use, I do not see
the need for using the term. See Michel Foucault’s discussion of “reverse discourse,” exemplified when
“homosexuality began to speak on its own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be acknowledged,
often in the same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was medically disqualified.” History of
Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction (New York: Vintage Books, 1990 [ET 1978]), 101.

7 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, 2nd
edition; Revised Tenth Anniversary Edition (New York: Routledge, 2000), 100.

¥ Kimberly Wallace-Sanders, Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender, and Southern Memory (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 2008), 1. On the persistence of the stereotype, see also Marilyn Kern-Foxworth, Aunt Jemima,
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1966), the Mammy image served the economic, political, and social interests of white ideology
and history in the United States.” Two other stereotypes, Jezebel and the mule, were created
alongside Mammy, and in the comparison among the three, the delimitation of roles becomes
clearer. While Mammy was stereotyped as asexual, Jezebel was sexually promiscuous. While
Mammy worked inside the house, the mule (note the lower-case; the mule was animal rather than
human) worked the fields. Rupp Simms writes, “the mule cast black women as insensible brutes
and subhuman beasts who were to be valued for their labor.”"

Designed to categorize and so restrict the role of African American women, Mammy —
like her sisters Jezebel and the mule as well as the later trope of Sapphire — both delimited
African American women’s social and cultural options even while she provided a recognized
role in serving her masters.

The term itself, a variant of “mamma” and so “mother,” was primarily part of the
Southern dialect. By 1820 the term was almost exclusively associated with black women serving
as wet nurses and caretakers of white children.'' Mammy was thus of value in part because of
her body: just as her name, given to her by her white owners, removed any personal name she
might have claimed and located her in the position of maternal care, so her milk nourished
children other than her own. Mammy was not “mother”; that role, whose biological details were
kept unspoken, belonged to the white wife of the master. That mammy would have given birth

herself in order to produce the milk is irrelevant to her role: the children of her owner, rather than

her own children, are the focus of her care.

Uncle Ben, and Rastus: Blacks in Advertising Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1994), 88.

? Emilie M. Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006),
31.

' Rupp Simms, “Controlling Images and the Gender Construction of Enslaved African Women,” Gender & Society
15.6 (December 2001): 879-897 (883).

""'Wallace-Sanders, Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender, and Southern Memory, 4
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Mammy’s role was not limited to lactation, and in many instances she aged out of the
ability to provide milk. Her primary role was household caretaker, and therefore she held a
position of responsibility and authority. Yet here too, she is a prisoner of her body, of what was
seen to be her “natural” instinct. “Her ‘natural’ maternity is constructed as primitive, instinctual,
base. Simultaneously, her maternal devotion to whites is constructed as sublime, extraordinary,
superhuman. Her behavior and maternal status are inextricably linked when her biological
(black) children function only to reaffirm her attachment to her surrogate (white) children.”'?

Early in my work on the Parable in relation to Mammy, Mammy reminded me of the
biblical pastor’s description of the ideal widow: “She must be well attested for her good works,
as one who has brought up children, shown hospitality, washed the saints’ feet, helped the
afflicted, and devoted herself to doing good in every way” (1 Tim 5:10). It has now become
much more evident how such descriptions limit women’s options, shame them if they fail to
conform to the ideal, take women away from their own interests and place them in the service of
the authority, and set up an impossible ideal against which women can only fail.

Mammy is often depicted as a large, dark skinned woman. According to Emilie Townes,
Mammy’s depiction as a “desexualized, fat, old black woman” served to counter charges that
masters were sexually abusing their slaves; the “de-eroticized and safe” Mammy thus made
white men safe from rumors of miscegenation. Similarly, Simms argues that Mammy “was
neither a sexual temptation to the slave master nor a threat to the mistress.”"*

Mammy of Southern plantation culture also functions as the sign of happiness-in-slavery.

Mammy’s image teaches that African American women find their fulfillment not with their own

families, however configured, but in caring for the families of the white mother, and the white

" Ibid., 19.
13 Townes, Womanist Ethics, 31-32.
' Simms, “Controlling Images and the Gender Construction of Enslaved African Women,” 882.
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owner. As Kimberly Wallace-Sanders states, “the mammy’s preference for white children will
become inextricably linked to her ability to embrace and affirm her inferiority.”"’

Descriptions of Mammy in the antebellum South present her fearless, proud, and
possessed with a temper.'® Jessie W. Parkhurst indicates that Mammy “could handle delicate
situations and if she took a certain cause to the master, it would be attended to according to her
advice.”'” Her influence was based on her reputation as a good caregiver, and she gained that
reputation not because she resisted the system of slavery, or even manipulated it, but because she
accepted it.

She even insured that others accepted it. Moreover, if there was a difficulty with the
household servants, Mammy adjudicated the dispute.'® That is, the white system found Mammy
trustworthy, and Mammy supported the system. Like the widows in the Pastoral Epistles who are
commended for providing instruction to the younger women, and so keeping them in line,
Mammy’s role was to socialize others into accepting the status quo. She can be compared to the
intended listeners of Titus 2:3-5, “Likewise, tell the older women to be reverent in behavior, not
to be slanderers or slaves to drink; they are to teach what is good, so that they may encourage the
young women to love their husbands, to love their children, to be self-controlled, chaste, good
managers of the household, kind, being submissive to their husbands, so that the word of God

may not be discredited.” Mammy would not be the first, or the last, woman to reinforce the status

quo by socializing younger women into the system.

'S Wallace-Sanders, Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender, and Southern Memory, 2.

16 Jessie W. Parkhurst, “The Role of the Black Mammy in the Plantation Household,” The Journal of Negro History
23.3 (July 1938): 349-69 (351).

"7 Ibid., 353-354.

" Ibid., 353.
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And yet, she would not be the first, or the last, to subvert that same status quo when
circumstances demanded her action. The Mammy figure can be used against injustice, against
“the system,” all depending on who deploys the image.

Proslavery writings prior to the Civil War begin the deployment in favor of the status
quo.” In “Black Diamonds” (1859), Edward Pollard (1831-1872) responds to abolitionists’
demand for the end of slavery. Using the form of a letter to a northern acquaintance, identified
as C., who was seeking information concerning the plight of the enslaved, Pollard sought to
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detail the “natural portraits™ of Negro character. Pollard describes “Aunt Debby,” an “aged

colored female of the very highest respectability, and, with her white apron, and her head

mysteriously enveloped in the brightest of bandannas, she looks like a new pin.””'

The image,
with the apron and bandanna suggesting domestic servitude resembles that of Mammy. Rushdy
argues, “The aim of those writings was to personify the ideal slave as well as the ideal
woman.””* The ideal slave and woman accepts her role as a servant as well as her role in the
broader society. Calling Aunt Debby respectable means she demonstrates acceptance of her
servant role. Pollard confirms Rushdy’s assertion when he tells C., “Some of your northern
politicians would represent the slaves of the South as sullen, gloomy, isolated from life—in fact,
pictures of a living death. Believe me, nothing could be further from the truth. Like Aunt
Debby, they have their little prides and passions, their amusements, their pleasantries, which

constitute the same sum of happiness as in the lives of their masters.”* The use of “Aunt”

functions like the use of “Mammy”’: both terms suggest that the woman who bears them is a

' Ashraf H. A. Rushdy, Neo-Slave Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 159

% Edward A. Pollard, “Black Diamonds,” in Slavery Defended: The Views of the Old South, ed. Eric L. Mckitrick
(Englewood Cliffs : Prentice-Hall, 1859), xi.

*! Ibid., 165.

?2 Rushdy, Neo-Slave Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form, 159.

* Pollard, “Black Diamonds,” 166.
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member of the family, of the senior generation, beloved and respected. The terms “Mammy” as
well as “Aunt Debby” also suggest a degree of familiarity if not infantilism: Mammy not
“mother”; Debby not (the proper) “Deborah.”

Pre-civil war popular literature also celebrated and even romanticized the Mammy. In
The Scout (1854), William Gilmore Simms (1806-1870) describes a “negro house servant” Mira,
who is to watch over an injured woman through the night. Mira is a “staid family servant such as
are to be found in every ancient southern household, who form a necessary part of the
establishment, and are, substantially, members, from long use and habit, of the family itself. The
children grow up under their watchful eyes, and learn to love them as if they were mothers, or at
least grandmothers, maiden aunts, or affectionate antique cousins.”** Again, the Mammy nurses
physically helpless white charges. She is sexless (so the “maiden aunt”), selfless, and faithful.
She is a member of the family. She is also enslaved.

Along with descriptions of Mammy’s trustworthiness and loyalty, another consistent
theme in Old South legends is how much the white family loved Mammy. In Dem Good Ole
Times (1906), a volume that romanticizes the relationships between slaves and slave owners,
author Sallie Mae Dooley writes in “memory of the dear old southern mammies whose love and
fidelity were the inspiration of the book.”* The story is narrated through an old slave,
granddaddy Ben, who recounts stories of plantation life to a child who wants to know “bout dem
good ole times befo de war.”*® Granddaddy Ben talks of old Mammy Chloe who, in name only,

was the mammy to everyone on the plantation, how she “loved to knit socks fur de men, un

*'W. Gilmore Simms, The Scout or The Black Riders of Congaree (W.J. Widdleton, 1854), 332-333.
%3 Sallie May Dooley, Dem Good Ole Times (New York: Doubleday, 1906),
https://archive.org/details/demgoodoletimes00doolrich, accessed November 15, 2016.
26 11,

Ibid., 3.
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gloves fur de wimmen” as well as how she “hope nuss the sick, big un little.”*’ He also
reminisces about how Mammy Chloe’s bedroom on Christmas mornings was like a “sto’ caze
twar nobordy too po’ to member her.”*®

Questions of whether Mammies actually existed show exactly how powerful, and how
pernicious, this trope can be. Patricia Hill Collins argues that Mammy is a myth because the “life
expectancy of enslaved women was 33 years;” slave women would not have lived long enough
to fit the Mammy image.”’ Similarly, Catherine Clinton argues that the lack of historical
evidence for Mammy suggests she does not exist.*® Townes, following Herbert Gutman
suggests, “most domestic workers of the time were young girls who did not fit the stereotypical

image of an older black woman.”"

Moreover, Townes suggests “the conditions of slavery did
not allow for an older black woman to be taking care of the master’s family.”** Thus the
stereotype may be a myth, and like all myths, it serves the purposes of the dominant culture even
as it opens up to possibilities of subverting that same culture.

Townes argues that while “Mammy is a mythical construction, there were real African
American domestic workers who performed the duties of the mythological Mammy.”** She also
notes that “these women departed from the Mammy image both by continuing to care for their
own families and by recognizing the economic and social constraints placed upon them.”** Thus,

as both cultural construct and unstable myth, the Mammy provides a helpful intertext to the

widow in the parable, herself a cultural construct and unstable image.

*7 Ibid., 110.

> Ibid.

29 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New
York: Routledge, 2009), 51.

30 Catherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress: Woman'’s World in the Old South (New York: Pantheon, 1982), 202.
3 Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil, 32. See also Herbert G. Gutman, The Black
Family in Slavery and Freedom 1750-1925 (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), 443, 632.
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3 Ibid., 35.
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Although antebellum proslavery writings created the Mammy image, the image prevails
in writings after the civil war when the “slave system was disrupted.””> The Mammy image was
a way in which black womanhood was made acceptable to whites dealing with the move of
African American men and women into the workforce.

Drawing upon the slave image but cleaning it up for post-slavery readers, one highly
visible version of Mammy is the Quaker Oats Company’s pancake mix icon, Aunt Jemima. The
pancake mix, initially sold by the R.T. Davis Milling Company, debuted in 1890 with Nancy
Green as Aunt Jemima. By 1893, Green as Aunt Jemima served pancakes at the World’s
Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Following her Chicago debut, Green, called the “Pancake
Queen,” signed a lifetime contract to promote the mix.

The Aunt Jemima image received an update in 1989. Prior to the remake, Aunt Jemima
was a smiling, dark-skinned, large woman wearing a bandanna and apron.’® She appeared fully
satisfied in her domesticity, and in her role of providing (white) America with comfort food. The
updated Aunt Jemima is still smiling, but now she lacks the bandanna; instead she is wearing
pearl earrings. While the new look makes Aunt Jemima more attractive and of a higher class, the
message is still that of an African American woman serving the needs of others by cooking their
food. On the other hand, the image can be viewed as subversive. One viewer may see a
subservient cook; the more attuned viewer may notice the expensive jewelry and conclude that

“Aunt Jemima” is doing very well economically, especially because shoppers purchase her

3% Cheryl Thurber, “The Development of the Mammy Image and Mythology,” in Southern Women: Histories and
Identities, eds. Virginia Bernhard, Betty Brandon, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Theda Purdue (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1992), 87-109 (90).

3% Kern-Foxworth, Aunt Jemima, Uncle Ben, and Rastus: Blacks in Advertising Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow,
74. Kern-Foxworth also asserts that many of the black dolls of the late 19" century were characterized in the
familiar Aunt Jemima format: heavy-set, wearing an apron, thick red lips with a broad toothed smile. See also Doris
Wilkerson, Images of Blacks in American Culture: A Reference Guide to Information Sources, ed. Jessie Carney
Smith (New York: Greenwood Press, 1988). See also Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of
Evil.
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products. Whether she is a product of the American economy or a subversion of it remains in the
eye of the beholder.

As Mammy and Aunt Jemima and their various permutations became popular in the early
20™ century, their influence spread to the film industry. In the 1934 film adaptation of Fannie
Hurst’s 1933 novel Imitation of Life, Louise Beavers plays the role of an Aunt Jemima-like
Mammy named Delilah.>” Her name already hints at the subversion the Mammy role can
indicate. Delilah, like Jezebel, is the pagan, shameless, powerful, and sexual opponent of all that
stable society seeks. When the faithful Mammy is revealed to be the traitorous Delilah, nothing
is stable, or safe.

Delilah, having a family recipe for delicious pancakes (the novel speaks of a waffle
recipe), shares the details with her (white) employer Bea Pullman. Pullman markets the recipe as
“Aunt Delilah’s pancakes” and goes on to become a mogul. Delilah, the acquiescent Mammy,
does whatever is needed to satisfy Bea. Delilah, by sight alone, fits the Mammy stereotype: she
is a large, dark-skinned woman, and she bakes. Fannie Hurst describes her as an “enormously
buxom figure of a woman with a round black moon face.”*® The description hints at the
complexities in Delilah’s character however, for the moon both waxes and wanes.

To convince Delilah to sign away her rights to her own pancake recipe for 20 percent of
the Aunt Delilah pancake business, Bea tells Delilah that if she signs, she will be able to have her
own house and car. Delilah responds, “You gonna send me away Ms. Bea? I can’t live wit ya?
Oh, honey chile, please don’t send me away. Don’t do that to me.”*® When Bea asks if Delilah

wants her own house, Delilah replies, “Nome, how am I going to take care of you and Miss

37 John M. Stahl, Imitation of Life, DVD (Universal Studios, 1934).

3% Fannie Hurst, Imitation of Life, ed. and with an introduction, Daniel Itzkovitz (Durham: Duke University Press,
2004), 75.
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Jessie (Bea’s daughter) if I ain’t here?”*® Delilah located her quality of life not in her own
accomplishments but in what she could do for Bea Pullman. In Delilah, Beavers represents the
perfect, faithful servant, unconcerned with her own success and completely content with
servility.*!

While Beavers’s depiction of Mammy resonates in many ways with stereotypical images,
it has its divergent moments. Although Mammy typically gives priority to white children over
her own, Delilah does not. Delilah, seeking a job as a domestic worker, explains to Bea that she
is good with children and willing to work for room and board. However, Delilah also has a
young daughter, Peola, who is “mixed race”; she explains to Bea, “That’s the draw back about a

9942

job, folks don’t want Peola.””” Delilah continues, “I could get jobs except for Peola, but I just

can’t be separated from Peola no matter what happens.”* Bea responds, “That’s 200 pounds of

2944

mother fighting to keep her baby.”™" Delilah is willing to care for Bea’s daughter just as long as
she is able to care for her own daughter. Whereas the film adaptation does not acknowledge that
Delilah had married and thus leaves the suggestion that Peola was born out of wedlock, the novel
explains that Delilah’s husband died in an Atlantic City Hospital due to complications with his
lungs.* Delilah thus sets the model of the Mammy of the first part of the twentieth century:
subservient to the white mistress, and subscribing to white culture to the extent that her daughter

sought to assimilate. This combination of subservience and subscription follows from the

Mammy of the South; it reappears in another novel of the same decade, Margaret Mitchell’s

“* bid.
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Gone with the Wind.

In the film adaptation of Gone With The Wind (1939), *® Hattie McDaniel, a large, dark-
skinned woman, plays Mammy. The casting matches the 1936 novel’s details. Author Margaret
Mitchell describes Mammy as “a huge old woman with the small, shrewd eyes of an elephant.
She was shining black, pure African.”*’ This description, on a number of fronts, betrays white
American construction of African (and African American) women. Comparing Mammy’s eyes to
that of an elephant, Mitchell continues the animalistic imagery: the black woman remains
something not-quite-human.

As Mammy to Vivien Leigh’s Scarlett O’Hara, McDaniel is less seen as raising a child
than as attempting to control an adult who has not grown up to face her own responsibilities.
Scarlett’s self-interests show the harm Mammy’s indulgence, despite her seeming strictness, can
cause; the same case can be made for Delilah in Imitation of Life. Mammy, although fearless and
fearsome, remains finally under the control of the agenda of her white owners, and their children.

When Scarlett learns that Ashley Wilkes, whom she loves, is going to marry his cousin
Melonie Hamilton, Scarlett runs out of the house. Mammy shows her maternal caring by yelling
at her, “Miss Scarlett! Whare you goin’ without a shawl? The night air is fixin’ to set in!”**
Continuing her maternal scolding, Mammy asks Scarlett, “And how come you ain’t ask them
gentleman to stay for supper? You ain’t got no more manners than a field hand!”* Similarly,
Mitchell describes Mammy as being indignant that Suellen, Scarlett’s sister, could “climb a tree

or throw a rock” as well as boys.”> Mammy’s retort to Suellen’s abilities was “ack lak a lil

* Victor Fleming, Gone with the Wind, DVD (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1939).
*" Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind (New York: Macmillan, 1936), 25.
*® Fleming, Gone with the Wind.

“ Ibid.
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31 Mammy here displays the knowledge of southern womanhood that Scarlett and Suellen,

lady.
free white women of privilege, seek to flaunt. Otherwise put: the enslaved woman educates the
white ladies on how to conform to (white) cultural expectations.

The narrator explains Mammy’s attitude: “Whom mammy loved, she chastened. And as
her love for Scarlett and her pride in her were enormous, the chastening process was practically

32 Readers have choices in how to assess this comment. There is no reason to doubt

continuous.
Mammy’s love for Scarlett and loyalty to the O’Hara family; however, Mammy’s chastening
may be one of her few options of critiquing the people who owned her. Mammy is part of the
plantation system: she can attempt to improve it by manipulating its representatives, but she will
never critique the system itself.

Although in 1940 Hattie McDaniel (1893-1952) was the first African American to win an
academy award for best supporting actress, her portrayal of Mammy and perceptions of the
film’s racial insensitivity sparked protest: the NAACP and some black media groups condemned
Hollywood’s unwillingness to cast blacks in roles other than servants.”® Roy Wilkins, co-worker
to NAACP executive secretary Walter White, said the main concern of the NAACP “was to get
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blacks into movies in some capacity other than clowns or servants.””" Prior to the shooting of

the film, the NAACP sought to enlist technical advisors aware of racial stereotypes as well as to
seek the removal of the term “nigger.”’

Reviews of the movie in black newspapers were ambiguous. Some critics chastised black

actors for perpetuating racial stereotypes while others saw the appearance of blacks in film as a

*! bid.
*21bid., 25.
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sign of progress.”® In a 1938 column, Earl J. Morris, the movie editor for the Pittsburgh Courier,
“denounced Hollywood for ‘telling the world that the Negro is only a clown... is lazy, a dolt.””’
At the time, black actors had few casting opportunities, and few had any desire to abandon the
remunerative and glamorous work of Hollywood.”® We can see here the background of the 2015
concern “Oscars so White”; the stereotypes of the film industry still provide, at best, occasions
for learning.

McDaniel had her own concerns about the stereotypes perpetuated in the film. She, too,

5% and asked, to no avail, that it be removed from the Gone with

“objected to the term ‘nigger
the Wind script, especially in the scene where Mammy uses the term in reference to other slaves.
The novel describes the scene: Scarlett’s mother Ellen O’Hara decides to visit the home of a poor
white family, the Slatterys, to baptize a dying newborn. Speaking of Ellen, Mammy says, “She
doan never git no res’ on her piller for hoppin up at night time nursin’ niggers and po’ w’ite trash
dat could ten’ to deyseff.”® For Mammy, “poor white trash” and “niggers” are equivalents: both
are subordinate to the educated, wealthy, white slave owners. Perhaps it could be said that
Mammy recognizes that class is just as much a social division as race: for both the poor and the
“nigger,” Ellen’s chosen role was to serve as nurse. At the same time, Ellen becomes the ideal
care-taker, an ideal that Mammy could never achieve. Ellen had a choice; Mammy, the enslaved,

faced numerous constraints that the wife of her master did not. Yet Ellen too faced social

constraints: she was, as a good Christian woman, expected to show benevolence. All women

**Ibid., 148.
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were trapped in cultural roles, rich and poor, black and white, alike. Ellen and Mammy do not
recognize these constraints.

McDaniel herself was often caught between black and white audiences: black audiences
wanted her to represent African Americans in terms of independence and power, while white
audiences desired to see her as Mammy, in terms of nurturing and self-subservience.®’ In public
spats with the NAACP about her portrayal of Mammy, McDaniel asks, “What do you want me to
do? Play a glamour girl and sit on Clark Gable’s knee? When you ask me not to play the parts,

what have you got to offer in return?”®?

Here we see one African American woman standing up
to the (male-dominated) African American establishment. Melissa Harris-Perry, former
correspondent of MSNBC, says, “McDaniel’s story is a complex mixture of ambition,
compromise, resistance, rejection, and success.”® While McDaniel’s embodiment of Mammy
won her public praise, her dilemma was livelihood over and against social critique in service to
an entire community.

In 1959, following the contentious debate between McDaniel and the NAACP concerning
representations of African and African Americans in film, and reflecting the emerging civil
rights movement, Douglas Sirk produced a second version of Imitation of Life. In this second
adaptation of Hurst’s novel, the Mammy figure Annie, played by Juanita Moore, literally
changes shape. No longer is she a large, dark-skinned woman. Rather, she is slender and brown-

skinned. Mammy now wears pearls and form-fitting dresses. Yet she remains a supporting

actress, in all senses of the term. In a line indicative of this role, David Edwards, the playwright
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http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1947/12/14/page/196/article/hattie-hates-nobody, accessed November 28, 2016.
53 Melissa V. Harris-Perry, Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2011), 76.
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for Annie’s employer, Lora Meredith, tells Annie, “you are much too pretty to be a watch dog.”**

Pretty, yes, but Annie cannot be the love interest, or her Mammy role would be compromised.
Watch dog, yes — the animal coding, in light of racial stereotypes, speaks more than it says.
Mammy remains primarily the care-taker, and not a sexually available, or sexually coded,
woman.

After the success of both Gone with the Wind and Imitation of Life as books and film, the
stereotype of the Mammy moved to television. Both Hattie McDaniel and Louise Beavers
continued their mammy portrayals as Beulah Brown in The Beulah Show (1950-1952), while
Esther Rolle, who played the domestic servant Florida Evans in the Norman Lear “feminist”
comedy Maude (1972-1978), carried Mammy into the 70s.%> The next decade saw Nell Carter
portraying Nell Harper, a Mammy figure on the series Gimme A Break (1981-1987).

The characteristics of the television Mammy converge as well as diverge from the
stereotype. The television Mammies generally remain large. Conversely, they either have an
implied love interest, a husband, or ex-husband. Beulah shows interest in Bill Jackson, the
handyman; Florida is married; Nell has an ex-husband, but is always hopeful of finding a love
interest as she goes on dates and celebrates her sexuality.

Both Beulah and Nell care for their employers’ children. The only child in Maude’s

household is her daughter Carol’s son Phillip. However, Florida does not serve as his caretaker.

% Douglas Sirk, Imitation of Life, DVD (Universal Pictures, 1959).

5 While Florida Evans is a domestic worker that diverges from the more common mammy image (see Townes,
Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil, 35), she codes as a Mammy figure because of her “obedient,
faithful, and nurturing” demeanor. In “Priming Mammies, Jezebels, and Other Controlling Images: An Examination
of the Influence of Mediated Stereotypes on Perceptions of an African American Woman,” authors Sonja M. Brown
Givens and Jennifer L. Monahan define Mammy as an “African American woman housekeeper or nanny who
appeared to be obedient, faithful, and nurturing.” See Sonja M. Brown Givens and Jennifer L. Monahan, “Priming
Mammies, Jezebels, and Other Controlling Images: An Examination of the Influence of Mediated Stereotypes on
Perceptions of an African American Woman,” Media Psychology 7.1 (2005): 87-106 (91). In many of the early
episodes of Good Times, Florida was always in the kitchen, nurturing her children and appeasing her husband
James, the patriarchal head of household. See Kendra Talley, “Portrayals of African American Women in Media,”
accessed July 29, 2017, http://kendratalley.weebly.com/the-mammy.html.
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She has a family of her own and her concern is to work in order to help provide for them.
Florida, however, stands up to the overbearing Maude. Nell, with no children of her own, sets the
rules for the family in her care and even keeps her boss, the father of the household, in line.
These Mammies are often marked by sharp one-liners; moving into the Sapphire role of speaking
truth-to-power, yet by body type and general loving demeanor removed from Sapphire’s
bitterness, they remain likeable and respectable. They also remain economically subservient and
dependent.

These television Mammies do reflect on their social roles; they do so primarily with pride
rather than with critique. For example, in an episode of Maude, Florida’s husband Henry
expresses shame that his wife is a maid. Florida reminds him, “Your mother was a maid; that’s
how your brothers got through school and you got to be a fireman. My grandmother was a maid;
that’s how my daddy got a little schooling. There are a lot of women, Henry, on both sides of
my family who worked all of their lives in white kitchens so that their kids could get some of the
things they should have. You wanna be proud of something you be proud of them ‘cause they
was all black women and I tell ya there ain’t never been a better woman than that.”®® The
statement reflects pride; it does not, however, delve into why other social roles or economic
assets were not available to those mothers. In an episode of Nell entitled “the Unmarried
Couple,” Nell speaks to the subject of a (white) pregnant, unmarried woman. When her (white,
male) employer complains about this apparent lack of social mores, Nell tells him, “She’s just a

nice kid, a nice kid who is going to have a baby.”®’ Nell expresses an alternative vision of what

% Maude (Television), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZQuvK2pBxrA, accessed March 30, 2017. The National
Black Feminist Organization as well as the San Francisco based Black Women Organized for Action was
instrumental in the development of the Florida Evans character. These groups worked with producer Norman Lear
and his Tandem Productions unit in depicting minorities on television. See Kimberly Springer, “Good Times for
Florida and Black Feminism,” Cercles 8 (2003): 122-35.

7 Gimme a Break (Television), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nL-
ujbgRdoo&list=PLznaep8vEBgHNEt030JXRkG-YxM0SqDRx&index=42, accessed March 30, 2017.
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for the time would be seen by many as social progress: there is no reason to stigmatize a woman
pregnant out of wedlock. That an African American woman voices this point has a double-edged
aspect to it. Positively, Nell represents the progressive approach; negatively, she can reinforce
the impression that African Americans have a defective ethical system. We might wonder how
the scene might have played differently were the pregnant, unwed mother African American.
The 2011 movie The Help moves the Mammy stereotype into the twenty-first century.
The title of Katrina Dyonne Thompson’s article, “‘Taking Care of White Babies, That’s What [

Do’: The Help and Americans’ Obsession with the Mammy,”®®

neatly frames the discussion. In
The Help, the Mammy image is shared between the non-threatening and acquiescent domestic
worker Aibileen Clark and the aggressive maid Minny Jackson.”” Aibileen highlights Mammy’s
care of white children rather than her own. Sharing her story with Skeeter, the white writer who
seeks to record the thoughts and feelings of the maids, Aibileen remarks that she had raised 17
children: “Looking after white babies, that’s what I do.””® She tak