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What Factors Influenced Luke’s Presentation of the Women who Followed Jesus and Travelled with Him and the Male Disciples? 

Introduction



Of the four Gospel accounts the Book of Luke has historically been perceived to be the most affirmative towards the women within Jesus’s ministry. Some scholars have even suggested that “no book of the Bible is more dependent on the witness of women or more concerned with their welfare and work than the Gospel of Luke.”
 However, more recently some scholars have criticized the Book of Luke in terms of its minimalistic presentation of women, suggesting that it is not as positive as originally presumed.
 Jane D. Schaberg and Sharon H. Ringe, in “Luke,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, skillfully capture these contrasting views when they write,


“Warning! The Gospel of Luke is an extremely dangerous text, perhaps the most 
dangerous in the Bible. Because it contains a great deal of material about women that is 
found nowhere else in the Gospels, many readers insist the author is enhancing or 
promoting the status of women…But read more carefully! Even as this Gospel highlights 
women as included among the followers of Jesus, subjects of his teaching, and objects of 
his healing, it deftly portrays them as models of subordinate service, excluded from the 
power center of the movement and significant responsibilities.”


 This tension is apparent even in short pericopes such as Luke 8:1-3.  In this brief passage Luke states that there were women who followed and travelled with Jesus and the male disciples. He also names three of the women and mentions that some of these women financially supported Jesus’s ministry. But it is noteworthy that Luke remains silent about the exact nature of their ministry, support of the disciples, or how the male disciples and the New Testament world responded to the women who were travelling with males who were not their husband or a family member.
 


This research paper explores what other factors, besides Luke’s personal perceptions of the women, might have influenced how he chose to present them in his Gospel account. In attempts to answer this question this paper aims to:

· Briefly discuss two primary interpretations for the way Luke chose to present women in his Gospel account.

· Consider some alternative explanations for Luke’s presentation of women. 

· Concluding thoughts. 
Two Primary Interpretations Regarding Luke’s Presentation of the Women Who Followed Jesus

Several scholars have asserted that Luke’s presentation of the women was so minimalistic that it repressed their narratives, silenced their voices, and cast them in subordinate and conventional female roles.
 Yet, these perceptions contrast with how other scholars have historically interpreted Luke’s presentation of the women as being progressive and elevating.  These scholars suggest that because Luke names some of the Galilean women and wove the women into and throughout his narrative, he endorsed and promoted the women’s involvement and contributions.
 They also highlight how Luke used the “structural element” of parallelism, where he paired male and female parables, to affirm there was an equality between the males and females followers.
 Finally, because Luke’s bookended his account of Jesus’s ministry, by starting and ending it with women in prominent roles, it suggests he was deliberately choosing to highlight their involvement throughout.

Alternative Explanations Regarding Luke’s Portrayal of Women. 

However, rather than interpreting Luke’s presentation of women as his deliberately seeking to either minimize or elevate the women’s roles and responsibilities within Jesus’s ministry, there may be alternative, more nuanced ways to consider Luke’s presentation of women. 

Luke may have intentionally been minimalistic in his presentation of the women because his primary focus was on Jesus’s ministry. Had Luke chosen to provide additional commentary about the women’s ministry and the fact they were travelling with males who were not their husbands or family, it may have drawn attention towards their unprecedented behavior and away from Jesus and his teaching and his intentions.
 In addition, Luke’s factual and sparse presentation of women may have minimized the opposition or scandal that may have arisen in response to the women’s behavior, which contrasted with the norms and virtues for Jewish women in the New Testament world.


It is also possible that because, “all indications are that Christianity was perceived as a religion largely supported by women, slaves, and even minors,” Luke may have opted to highlight the male narrative, while minimizing the female’s narrative, as a way to draw in male believers and transform this perception of the Christian community.
 

The social and religious culture during Jesus’ ministry was patriarchal in nature. According to the rabbinic teaching of the time women were not allowed to be disciples, study under a rabbi, or teach religion.
 Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, in their book, Discovering Biblical Equality, note that these Jewish “restrictions for women were made for two reasons: (1) women were primarily to be homemakers, and (2) they were to be protected against unchastity.”
 As a result, most Jewish males would have vehemently opposed and condemned the women’s evangelizing, preaching, teaching, being away from their homes and families, and travelling with other males. Luke may have considered it prudent not to raise their profiles by elaborating on what would likely have been perceived as morally questionable behavior and further reduced their safety as they travelled through the various communities.
 


 Ben Witherington asserts in, Women and the Genesis of Christianity, that “Romans valued religion largely because of its usefulness in sustaining the Roman commonwealth, and Christianity did not fit this description”… because early Christians were perceived to be fanatics who undermined the social and civic order, and challenged the status quo and power structures.
 Other scholars concur with this line of thinking, suggesting that because the expanded roles for women would have been perceived as subversive it could have furthered complicated the relationship between Christians and the Empire.
 Perhaps then, because Jesus’s ministry was already challenging the religious establishment and the prevailing social and political culture, Luke elected to underplay the women’s controversial behavior so that it would not magnify what was already being perceived as the “radical reversal of status taught by Jesus,” and intensify the persecution, condemnation, and resistance to Jesus and his ministry that Jesus and his followers were already experiencing.
 

 Susan Hylen asserts in her book that “even if early Christians innovated distinctive roles for women, they  would have communicated these changes through language that made sense to people of that time period.”
 Therefore, even though contemporary audiences may interpret Luke’s presentation of women as being minimalistic, the ancient audience in contrast, being fully aware of the context and the norms for women during that time period, would have quickly grasped all that Luke was communicating by his merely mentioning that these women were travelling, learning, and engaging in kingdom work alongside Jesus and the male disciples. The ancient audiences would have understood Luke’s presentation as being an inclusive and elevating message for females.

Perhaps another explanation might be drawn from Robert Alter’s and Frank Kermode’s book, The Literary Guide to the Bible, in the way they describe Luke’s unique literary style.
 They describe Luke’s writing as being subtle and full of “space,” “light” and the “long perspective.”
 They suggest that “he is aware that history does not begin and end with his Gospel. It flows out of the Old Testament’s Jewish past and into the Christian future of the Acts of the Apostles.”
 Further, in terms of narrative writing as a whole they contend that it “engages its readers by feeding them a mixture of the hidden and the open,” where the reader is provided enough information to keep them interested, but also spaces where the reader seeks to “understand by reading on or reading again more carefully.”
 Given this context, Luke’s literary style may be a factor in the way he presented women. Where he chose to use spaces to draw his audiences in, motivating them to consider the meaning of each space, and inviting them to read the entire narrative in search of meaning and understanding.
Conclusion


We can only speculate about what influenced Luke’s presentation of women in his Gospel account. Due to the lack of objective, historical documentation focusing on women during this time period, and specifically on the women within Jesus’s ministry, it has been difficult to definitively verify what influenced Luke’s presentation of the women who followed Jesus.
 Even in the small pericope contained in Luke 8:1-3, where Luke provided some significant details about the women who followed Jesus, the absence of other details speaks volumes. Luke’s silence in some areas is conspicuous given his meticulous research, his “gathering evidence, verifying the sources, evaluating critically, and arranging the material in an orderly manner.”
 As a result, his silence about things he would’ve surely known, has created a vagueness around what the women’s ministry exactly encompassed, how they supported and provided for Jesus and the disciples, what their travelling with Jesus and the disciples specifically looked like, how the disciples, their families, and the New Testament world viewed the women given they were traveling with males who were not their husbands or family, and what exactly influenced Luke’s presentation of the women who followed Jesus.

Luke is a conundrum in terms of his presentation of women. He mentioned women more times than all the other Gospel accounts combined, he used parallelism to pair female and male parables, he named several women who remain unnamed in the other gospel accounts, and he mentioned the women at the beginning, throughout, and at the conclusion of his account of Jesus’s ministry. As a result, many scholars have interpreted Luke’s presentation of the women followers as being affirmative. In contrast, other scholars are suggesting that Luke’s account cast the women in secondary or subservient roles to the male disciples.

This paper has investigated several alternative ways to consider what influenced Luke’s presentation of the women who followed Jesus. Some, or any number of these factors may have worked together in complex ways to shape Luke’s narrative as a whole and specifically how he chose to present the women. 

To form a clear, more definitive understanding of Luke’s presentation of the women in Jesus’s ministry this investigation ought to be pursued. Gaining clarity would provide a foundational context which could help guide how we interpret Luke’s portrayal of the women who followed Jesus. This lens could lead to a more precise understanding of the women’s roles and responsibilities within Jesus’s ministry. Overtime, such research could form a more accurate interpretation of the women’s ministry which could redefine or transform the church’s current theology of gender and perceptions of women’s ministry, and free women to start using their spiritual giftings and strengths endowed by the Spirit and  how they are called by the Father.
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