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There are numerous ways we could categorize the women of the Bible. Many groupings have been used – good girls and bad girls, faithful women and disobedient, wives and wise women. The problem with all of these, including the title of this treatise is that the boundaries are not that decisive.  Some wives were also wise women, some faithful women were at times disobedient, the good girls weren't always so good, and the bad girls are sometimes heroines. Nonetheless, categorizing the women, as is also done with the men, helps us choose women to examine and focus on their role in salvation  history.


So we begin our study of  the heroines, harlots and housewives in Scripture. As we proceed we will look at women such as Deborah and Jael who defeated and army, Esther who averted genocide, Judith who eliminated a tyrant, and some women who risked their lives for their faith. We will consider whether harlot is always a deserved description for some of the women who have been given that name and find two in the ancestry of the Holy Family.  Finally, we will consider some of the best and least known 'housewives' in Scripture such as Sarah, Hannah and Martha and examine the central significance of the role of wife and mother in the Biblical narrative.

HEROINES


What is it that defines a heroine? Usually we consider as heroes men who risk their lives in military roles to defend their nation or faith. There are women in scripture who fit this description, but just as often the risk that is taken may be as great but is not military but political or social. Those listed here are by no means all of the women who could be described as heroines in the Bible, but a sampling of some of the most noted. It is the willingness to risk everything for the sake of faith that sets these women in the list of heroines. 

Shiphrah and Puah, Jochebed  (Ex. 1:15-21)(Exodus 2:1-10,6:20, Num 26.59) 


These first two women are seldom recognized, yet their story is notable. We read of them in the beginning of Exodus, before the birth of Moses. 


“Then the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, on of whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah, “When you serve as  midwife to the Hebrew women, and see them upon the birth stool, if it is a son, you shall kill him; but if it is a daughter, she shall live.” But the midwives feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but let the male children live.”


It may take some understanding of the culture to appreciate the heroism of these women. The king of Egypt, the Pharaoh, was an absolute ruler worshiped by his people as an incarnation of the  sun god, Ra.  Imagine the strength of the faith of these two midwives to defy a direct order from the Pharaoh who, with a word,  could have them slain or worse. The midwives justify themselves to Pharaoh with the claim that the Hebrew women give birth to their sons without aid (unlike the Egyptian women!). These two brave women are rewarded by God with families of their own. Even though Pharaoh found others to carry out his genocidal scheme, these women did what they could to avert it, risking their own lives to do so.


Jochebed takes a similar risk. When Pharaoh sends his troops to slaughter all the male infants of the Hebrews she successfully hides her son for three months. When the infant is rescued from the river by a princess, Jochebed arranges through her daughter, Miriam,  to become wet nurse to her own son, Moses.


Rabbinic notes:  In Jewish rabbinic tradition, Shiphrah and Puah are identified with Jochebed and Miriam. The 'families' given to them are not just immediate but the royal and priestly lines of Israel. According to these same traditions, Jochebed was born 'between the walls of Egypt” as the nation of Israel entered into Egypt during the time of Joseph. She is the 70th of the descendants of Jacob, the 33rd child of Leah (Scripture says 70 entered Egypt, but names only 69) and thereby the one who guards the old traditions during the years in Egypt. This would certainly make her the fitting progenitor of the one who would lead Israel out of Egypt and back to the faith and homeland of the patriarchs.

Deborah and Jael
(Judges 4-5)

       I list these two women together, for their roles bracket the tale of Barak and Sissera.

Deborah is entirely unique in Scripture. She is the only female judge of Israel. She is also a prophetess. She is, surprisingly, a warrior.  She received a message from God concerning the defense of Israel against the impressive army of the Canannite king, Jabin. When she summons General Barak to relate God’s command concerning the marshaling of an Israelite army, Barak replies that he will only comply if Deborah goes with him!  Deborah agrees, but warns him that the Divine response to his weakness is that the Canaanite general, Sisera, will not fall to him but to a woman.

     As the story plays out, the Canaanites are roundly defeated, even their king falling to the Israelites. Sisera, however, flees the battle to the tent of a woman named Jael, with whose husband  his king had a treaty. Jael, however is alone. She sees how the wind is blowing, deceives and then brutally murders (by hammering a stake through his temple) Sisera.  The prose narrative of these events is followed by a long poem called the Canticle of Deborah. This is the companion to the Psalm of Miriam in being called the oldest narratives in Scripture. In Biblical criticism it is commonly considered that a poetic recitation is older than a parallel prose account. The poem is worth reading. In ti, Deborah recites how she was called to be ‘a mother in Israel’. Her song of summons to the tribes of Israel is stirring, her recounting of the sorrow  of Sisera’s mother is compelling. 

     Unfortunately, Deborah’s fame is short lived in the Scriptural record. The two times that this battle is referred to, it is under the name of  the failed general, Barak. Yet, rabbinic tradition makes up for it.  It records Deborah’s husband, Lappidoth, as an uneducated chandler to an Academy. We are told that the palm under which she sits in judgment is not named for her, but because it shadows the tomb of Rebekah’s nurse, Deborah.  The Talmud Nazir 23b also records that “Deborah blessed Jael, and she was considered even greater than Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah.” Yet, elsewhere in the rabbinic commentary, we find that the sages are uncomfortable with such a unique woman. They interpret Deborah’s name to mean ‘hornet’ and, in traditional reverse etiology, describe her as proud and arrogant.

  In Deborah, over 3 thousand years ago, we see a woman leading a nation. She is a respected ruler, a revered spiritual guide, and a distinguished war leader. The conclusion of her story is in one line: “And the land was at rest for forty years.”

Esther

(the book of Esther)






 Esther is the paragon of all beauty pageant queens! She is the orphan child of  a Jewish family, living as the ward of her uncle in the land of Persia during the Exile. The uncle, Mordecai, is an official in the palace. His great rival is a man named Haman. At a banquet the king seeks to impress his guests by summoning his queen, Vasti, to show her beauty.  When she refuses, she is no longer queen. To find a new bride a national  beauty pageant is held. Esther, disguising her Jewishness, wins. A Jewess is now Queen of Persia. The rivalry between Haman and Mordecai increases. Mordecai refuses, on religious grounds, to bow to Haman. Haman is jealous and convinces the king to issue a pogrom against the Israelites. Mordecai, desperate, explains the situation to Esther and begs her to intercede. At the risk of her life, Esther complies. While she is contriving to find a way of explaining to the king, the king himself has a sleepless night. To lull him asleep he has his own diary read to him. In it is an account of how Mordecai had saved him from assassins. Realizing that Mordecai had never been rewarded he asks Haman how he should reward a man he favors. Haman declares that such a man should be given kingly honors. He is livid when the recipient of the honor is not himself, but Mordecai, for whom he is having a gallows built. It is soon after this that Esther finally reveals her own identity as a Jewess and the king revokes the orders against the Jews. The, he learns from Esther that Haman had fomented this plot and has him hung. Esther is acclaimed as a heroine. The feast of Purim is held in her honor.


Rabbinic note   It is written that it was Esther’s willingness to sacrifice herself for her people that atoned for their sins and so redeemed them from extinction. 

Judith
( Judith 8-16)

 
The book of Judith is a pseudo-historical work concerning the attacks of  Nebuchadnezzar against Judah. While such events did occur, leading to the  destruction of Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile, neither the general Holofernes nor the deeds accorded to him are historically verified. Indeed, it seems clear that the author of this story intentionally used inaccuracies as an equivalent to 'once upon a time'.  Nonetheless, the legend of Judith endures as a tale of true heroism.


The first half of the book is background, leading up to the arrival of Holofernes with his armies against the borders of Judah. In desperation under siege the people of the city of Bethuliah urge their rulers to surrender. The leaders say they will give God 5 days to rescue them and if He does not, they will surrender.  We are then introduced to the wealthy, beautiful and very devout widow, Judith. She summons the leaders and rebukes them for trying to bind God to their own desires. Judith develops a plot of deceit and prays God to give her strength to pursue it. Dressed in her finest Judith goes to Holofernes and convinces him that she is ready to betray her city to him at their weakest moment, which will be revealed to her by God.  While in Holofernes' camp Judith takes measures to ensure her own purity, by eating food she brought with her and bathing each night.


At length Holofernes demands her presence in his tent, with the predictable intent.  Judith pretends to comply. Holofernes is soon in a drunken stupor. Alone with him, Judith takes his sword and beheads him. Placing the head in the bag which had held her provisions she departs, no one suspicious of her because of her habit of going out of the camp for prayer each night. Judith escapes to her city where the army arranges itself on the walls from which they have hung the head of Holofernes. In fright and despair the enemy departs and Judith is honored by her people until her death at the age of 105.

Mary Magdalene
(Mat. 27: 55-56, 61, 28:1-10, Mk 15: 40, 47, 16:1,9, Lk 8:2, 24:10, 



 Jn 19:25, 20: 1, 11, 16, 18)


 We turn now to the New Testament and to a woman who has, mistakenly,  been much maligned. Mary of Magdala belongs here, not under the listing of harlots. She is never accused of any indecency in the Scripture. All we know of her past is that Jesus had rid her of seven demons (Luke 8:2). Here is what is said of Mary Magdalene:

in Matthew: 

 
 There were also many women there , looking on from afar, who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him; among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph , and the mother of the sons of Zebedee.  . . . Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the sepulchre.


. . . Now, after the sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary

 Magdalen and the other Mary went to see the sepulchre. (and so on with the appearance of  the risen Christ to the two Marys.)

in Mark: 


There were also women looking on from afar, among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome, who, when he was in Galilee, followed him, and ministered to him; and also many other women who came up with him to Jerusalem. . . . Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where he was laid.  And when the sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome, bought spices so that they might go and anoint him. ( and so as in Matthew to the angel in the empty tomb) Now when he rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared to Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons. She went and told those who had been with him . . . 

 in Luke:


And the 12 were with him, and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities; Mary called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Chuza . . . 


 after the appearance of  the angel to women at the empty tomb  Now it was Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James and the other women with them who told this to the apostles. 

in John :  Jn 19:25, 20: 1, 11, 16, 18)


 But standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. . . . Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was still dark, and saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb. . . . (Mary is greeted by the risen Christ) . . . Mary Magdalene went and said to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord” and she told them that he had said these things to her.


 In none of this is there any identification of Mary of Magdala with the woman caught in adultery, the sinful woman of Luke 7,  or any other. Nor is there any indication of any unique relationship between Mary of Magdala and Jesus. Rather we have a picture of a woman healed of seven demons (most scholars currently interpret this to mean that she was shad been healed of a life-threatening illness, though it is impossible to know the nature of her illness. The use of 7 indicates totality, demons were often blamed for serious maladies, whether physical or psychological);  who had become a devoted disciple along with a number of other women. With them she provides food and shelter for Jesus and his apostles.  Such is her devotion and that of a handful of other women that it is she, not any of the men who followed Jesus, who is the first to see the empty tomb, to be told of the resurrection, to speak with the risen Lord. 

 
What might a woman who was known not by the name of her menfolk but of her town, have sacrificed to follow Jesus? What did she risk, that the 11 male apostles were unready to risk, to go out that Easter morning to purchase spices to anoint the body of  a crucified criminal who had been convicted of blasphemy? When we read what is written of Mary of Magdala we see a woman of great faith and true conviction, ready to risk all for the sake of that faith.

Phoebe (Rom. 16.1-2)



Very little is written of Phoebe by Paul, but that little contains a lot of information.  “I commend to you our sister, Phoebe, a deaconess of the church at Chenchrae, that you receive her in the Lord as befits the saints, and help her in whatever she may require from you, for she has been a helper of many and of myself as well.”

 First, the commendation which Paul offers is a specific formula used to refer to a friend, so we know that Pheobe is personally known to Paul. Further, its use indicates that Phoebe was the bearer of the epistle to the Romans. We have no indication of what route she may have taken form Chenchrae to Rome, but it would have been  a long journey, and potentially hazardous for a woman. Likely, she was well-connected or wealthy so that she could arrange to travel in relative safety.  That he calls her his sister means only that she is a fellow Christian. She is referred to as a servant or deaconess (the word diakonos in Greek means servant but is commonly translated as deacon when used in reference to men). Whether deacon was at that time a specific ministerial position is undetermined. Yet, it certainly indicates that Phoebe was an active, prominent member of the Christian community. The particular community in which she lived was at Chenchrae,  a busy port city near Corinth (midway between Athens and Sparta). She is to be accorded respect by the church in Rome. Paul recognizes her a a great patroness (the literal translation of helper in this verse) of the Christian community. We cannot know what the nature of her patronage was – helping the poor and ill,  funding the ministry, being a preacher, defending Christians from secular authority, using her home as a church gathering place. Whatever it was, it was such that Paul was impressed by her and trusted her to carry his epistle and to prepare the community in Rome for his expected arrival.

    Why does this make her a heroine? Consider the risk taken by an apparently single woman (no mention is made of her husband or family) to belong to  and support a persecuted minority. She likely took a great risk in traveling such a distance bearing Paul's letter.  We know nothing more of Phoebe's fate. She may have made it safely back to her home, she may have moved to Rome, or, she may have eventually been arrested as so many other  Christians of the time and martyred for her faith. This was a risk she was apparently willing to take.

HARLOTS



Eve (Gen. 2:18-3:20)



Eve has for centuries been portrayed as the temptress, the woman who led man into sexual sin. She has been portrayed as the antithesis of the Virgin Mother, the symbol of the wantonness and disobedience. Is this truly a biblical view? Is  Eve truly portrayed as a harlot in Genesis or elsewhere in the Scripture?


Outside of the text of Genesis, we find mention of Eve in only 3 sentences. The first is in the 2nd century BC writings of Sirach.  In chapter 25 Sirach is bemoaning the hazards of life with an evil wife. In 25:24 he writes “From a woman sin had its beginning, and because of her we all die.”


From here we proceed to the writings of Paul. In the epistles attributed to him we find 2 references to the sinful Eve.

  “But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ.”  2Cor 11:3

   “For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.” 1 Tim 2:13 

 Concerning these two quotations, the first only acknowledges the success of the serpent’s deceit, it does not put any particular blame on Eve and the second  is of doubtful authorship. 

 
Yet, from these three small Scriptural references and a few non-biblical sources, the Church Fathers and those who followed after them wove a myth of Eve’s transgression and the superiority of Adam. They embellished the tale to demonstrate the wickedness of all women, to support male dominance in all matters spiritual and temporal. The temptation to which Eve succumbed came to be seen as sexuality, and therefore only a virginal woman could be a good woman, unless, as in 1 Tim 2:14, she accomplished a measure of salvation for herself through childbirth.


Let us continue with a look at the Genesis text itself. As we examine it, let us assume a certain reality to the  story. Even if  there was no such historical event, within the narrative there are events that make assumptions about the relationships within the account. What are these assumptions? What is the author not saying? How is the reader/listener being led to make conclusions that are not necessarily inherent to the events of the narrative? Do we have anything to learn from the Jewish accumulation of interpretation of this narrative?

 So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man(ha‘adam)  and while he slept took one of his ribs (tsela) and closed up its place with flesh; 22 and the rib(tsela)  which the Lord God had taken from the man (ha‘adam)     he made into a woman  and brought her to the man (ha‘adam). 

The translation of tsela  as traditionally been ‘rib’, compelling the standard question of ‘Why a rib?’ The contemporary answer had been that the rib is a symbol  of equality, partnership. God has been having the man seek a companion among the animals, none was found. This is God’s solution. 

However, an alternate translation is simply ‘side’, attested to by the use of the same term in architectural references (such as the ‘side’ of the Tabernacle). A curious interpretation which arose in rabbinic commentary was that the original human was an androgyn of some description, so that when God created woman, he split the female ‘side’ from the male. From this it was argued that neither male nor female is complete until they are united in matrimony as one unit.

23 Then the man(ish)  said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh;

she shall be called Woman(isha), because she was taken out of Man.” 24 Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and they become one flesh. 25 And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.   

Verse 24 is considered by scholars to be an addition to the text of the story made by a Priestly editor at a later time.  Chana Weisberg notes an interesting observation from the  Talmud concerning the relationship implied by the terms used for ‘man’ and ‘woman’.  “The male and the female, constituting two parts of a whole, represent two opposites. If man is worthy, they complement one another and merge into a single whole of one Divine entity.  . . .  This implied by their very names “Ish” (man) and “Isha” (woman). The common letters in each word are the “alef” and “shin”, spelling “eish” – fire.  The exclusive letter in each is “yud” and “hei”, forming one of the names of G-d.

    
When man and woman base their relationship on sincerity and holiness, then he contributes his “yud” , she contributes her “hei”, and their relationship assumes a Divine attribute. If, however, man and woman deny G-d’s entry into their lives, he surrenders his “yud”, and she, her “hei.” What remains is “eish,” a relationship fraught with fiery destruction and strife.”

3.1 Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild creature that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden’?” 

 Why did the serpent not speak to Adam? It was to Adam that God had given the command, we can only assume that he repeated it to his companion, perhaps less than accurately.  Another curious point here is that the narrative gives no indication of elapsed time, nor of any distance between Adam and Eve. 

If  we read this passage without bias, there is no reason to suppose Adam is not also present, but as only a silent observer of the dialogue.

2 And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden; 3 but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 

If we look back to the previous chapter, we will recognize that in the context of the story, this information had been given to Adam before Eve was a separate individual.   How accurately had Adam related the command? What God had told Adam was “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”
  There were two trees ‘in the midst of the garden’, the tree of  knowledge, and the tree of life.  There was no injunction against touching the tree of knowledge, and tree of  life has disappeared from the narrative. In the Talmud,  Rashi, one of the foremost Rabbis to write commentary, suggests  that once Eve introduced the mistaken phrase  “nor touch it” the serpent pushed her into the tree to prove her wrong and then proceeded with the arguments we find in Scripture.

4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die. 5 For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate. 

 Let us also try to forget, as we read this, any artistic image of where the serpent was or what its form was. Scripture does not describe the  serpent in any way in this passage. Perhaps it stood upright, or walked on four legs, or flew. Perhaps it stood next to Eve, or at her back, whispering in her ear.  All we know from the Scriptural account is that it managed to plant doubt and desire in Eve’s mind. Perhaps, too, this serpent actually first ate of  the fruit, for we read that Eve “saw that the tree was good for food”.

An equally interesting aspect of this passage is the sudden mention of Adam.  Scripture again notes no time or distance, simply a sequence of events. Was Adam there, watching? If so, why did he not intervene? Should he not have corrected Eve’s misquote, chastised the serpent? If Adam was there, is he not equally, perhaps even more, to blame than Eve for this act of disobedience?

Here, too, the Rabbis have interesting commentary. It is argued that Eve may have deliberately chosen to eat the fruit. The argument runs that Eve, being female and therefore wiser
, knew that overcoming external temptation was not as admirable as overcoming internal ones. By bringing temptation into the makeup of humanity, she was allowing for a greater eventual reward. 

7 Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves aprons.

 It is this verse which has historically encouraged the interpretation of the first sin as sexual. However, it is more recently agreed that such an interpretation puts too much weight on this verse. The first couple’s recognition of their nakedness is not an allusion to the nature of their sin. Rather, their need to cover themselves progresses to the following scene, it is the loss of innocence and the new willingness to deceive.

 8 And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the Lord God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” 10 And he said, “I heard the sound of thee in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” 11 He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” 13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?”  The woman said, “The serpent beguiled me, and I ate.” 

This passage is interesting in several ways.  It continues the deception the first couple have begun with their covering of themselves. They now seek to hide from God, both physically and in the sense of their guilt. God first addresses the man, who passes responsibility to “the woman you gave me”. The woman, in turn, blames the serpent. This passing of blame is further evidence of lost innocence. What is notable about it for the present discussion is that the woman is not addressed first, nor is there any accusation brought against her that is not also leveled at Adam. 

 Indeed, once we get past the poetic divine curse, Eve is far from vilified.

20 The man called his wife’s name Eve, because she was the mother of all living. 21 

It is here that the woman is first named. Up until now she has been merely isha,  the one ‘from man’. If one knew the  tradition before reading the narrative, a name reflective of the accusations against her might be expected. Instead, her name is Chava, which we transliterate as Eve, and which means ‘life’. Further, it was noted by the Rabbis that her name is also a cognate of the Hebrew for ‘to declare’, which led them to assign to her the role of adviser to Adam. (However, other Rabbis noted the similarity to the Aramaic word for serpent ‘chivya’,  and therefore an identity between her and the serpent. Indeed, this identity is reflected in some early renaissance art depicting Eve.)

The image of Eve, both from Scripture and from tradition, Jewish as well as Christian, is far from simple. She is both mother and seductress, temptress and advisor. As we have seen, however, the earliest tradition calls her mother before all else. The fall from innocence is not solely her responsibility, nor is it clear that Adam is any less to blame.


Dinah (Gen. 34)


 Dinah is one of the few daughters whose name and story we are given. As with the other named daughters of  the Old Testament, her mother is not mentioned (after her birth) in her story. Dinah was the daughter of  Leah and Jacob, she seems to have been the same age as Rachel and Jacob’s son, Joseph. According to some traditions, they were conceived and born within days of each other. A related tradition narrates that Leah was originally carrying a son and Rachel a daughter. Leah prayed that their genders be switched so that Rachel would bear two sons to Jacob.  Dinah’s name is said to mean ‘judgement’.


Dinah’s story begins just after Jacob has purchased an expanse of land from the king of Shechem.  She goes out to visit the local women, is seen by the prince (also named Shechem) who rapes and then woos her. His father the king seeks out Jacob to make betrothal arrangements. Dinah’s brothers require that all the men of Shechem be circumcised if the prince is to wed Dinah.  This is done, and while the men are recovering Dinah’s brothers exact their vengeance for her by slaughtering the men of the city and plundering  and/or capturing what remained. When Jacob learns of this he chastises Simeon and Levi who defend their actions as defending the honor of Dinah.


Dinah’s role in all of this is barely mentioned. She ‘went out’, was subsequently raped (or was she?) by, and taken into the house of Prince Shechem. The story is not clear on when Dinah went to dwell with Shechem, or even if she had ever returned to Jacob after the alleged rape. 

   Some of the sages blame Dinah for this entire event, siting that she ‘went out’ which they perceive as her refusing to stay home or dress and behave with the modesty which the rabbis expected of women. Others blame Jacob. 

    The whole question of the justification of her brother’s action rests in two curious verses: “and when Shechem the son of Hamor the Hivite, the prince of the land, saw her, he seized her and lay with her and humbled her. And his soul was drawn to Dinah the daughter of Jacob; he loved the maiden and spoke tenderly to her.”  (Gen. 34:2b-3)The question which comes to mind here is whether the claim of rape was added to the wooing of Dinah to justify her brothers’ jealous reaction. The expressions of tender love which follow immediately upon  the account of a rape seem incongruous. Or is it the contrary – did misogynist writers attempt to portray young Dinah as a seductress as well as a rape victim?  The text seems ambivalent, unwilling to judge Dinah or even Shechem.  It portrays Jacob as acquiescent in the abduction of his only named daughter, while her grown brothers are enraged to the point of calculated murder. Which was it? What was Dinah’s reaction to all of this? Was she indeed seduced by Shechem or was she a horrified victim of rape? Was she willing to be Shechem’s bride, or is her father truly callous, sacrificing her honor for a tribal alliance?  Was she pleased or stricken by the violent response of Simeon and Levi? None of this is answered.  

 A recent analysis of this passage by Suzanne Scholz results in a very different translation of these two significant verses: “And he took her, and he laid her, and he raped her. And he stayed close to Dinah the daughter of Jacob, and he lusted after the young woman, and he tried to soothe her.”


What is clear is that Jacob failed to protect his daughter and that her brothers did great harm to their own tribe in their deceit and slaughter of the men of Shechem. There was no divine command for war against an enemy, nor did the men consult their father. Jacob is a much a victim of the deception as is Shechem. He bore witness to a covenant between two peoples only to have two of his eldest sons (Reuben, the eldest, is absent from the story) betray the pact. All of this because a young teenage girl went looking for female companionship. Dinah is victimized by all three parties – raped by Shechem, marginalized by her father, made unmarriageable by her brothers. (At least, in the inverse manner of Judaism of  applying laws to long  past situations. According to Deut. 22:28-29, a rapist is expected to pay a bride-price and wed his virgin victim, as she is no longer a virgin and therefore considered unmarriageable by all others.)

     Curiously, although Scripture does not tell us more about Dinah, the sages redeem her. They accord her as either the wife of Job, or more commonly, claim that from her union with Shechem is born Asenath(who is transported by the angel Michael to the household of Potiphar), the princess of Egypt who will become Joseph’s wife. This would place her as the matriarch of the tribes of Ephraim and Mannessah.


Tamar ( Gen. 38, Mat. 1:3)


Our second ‘harlot’ comes from the same family.  This is Tamar, the childless widow of Judah’s sons. Tamar is wed to Judah’s son, Er. He dies without issue. In due course Tamar weds his brother, Onan, in fulfillment of custom. Onan, however, refuses to provide an heir for his late brother. He is struck down by God for spilling his seed on the ground. Tamar should now be given to the third son, Shelah. However, Judah claims the youth is too young and tells Tamar to ‘live as a widow in her father’s house’ until this third son should come of age. Tamar complies, but no marriage is ever offered. Twice widowed and childless, Tamar takes matters into her own hands. She veils herself and waits at the city gate for her father-in-law. Judah, thinking her a prostitute (as she intended), exchanges his tokens of identity with her in promise of payment for sharing her bed. Tamar, as she had intended, is now pregnant. She is soon taken before Jacob for judgment – she is an obvious adulteress. When told to name the man, Tamar holds forth the tokens given her by Judah. Her honor is redeemed and she bears twins- Perez and Zerah. Tamar is thus the ancestress of  King David (Perez-Hezron-Ram-Amminadab-Nahshon-Salma-Boaz(w/ Ruth)-Obed-Jesse-David).



There are several assumptions in this story that are not clear in the translation. Er has somehow offended God and thus dies quite young. Onan’s fatal sin was in failing to provide a son for his brother according to the custom of levirate marriage (not in the details which gave rise to the term onanism). Tamar’s veiling of  herself is to disguise herself as a  Canaanite temple prostitute.  While sitting at the gate, Tamar ‘lifts her eyes’. This is a term often used of prayer, and in Jewish tradition, that is how it is understood. Tamar was praying God to help her provide an heir to her first husband.


Tamar’s faithful persistence is rewarded, but in a manner perilous to her. She is accused of adultery. She reveals the identification Judah had left with her at which her father-in-law recognizes her right to have done as she did.

    The text does not tell us where Tamar is from or any other details about her. All we know of her is her apparent abandonment by Judah and her own persistence. Nonetheless, she is placed among the martriarchs of Israel as she one of 2 women listed in the Davidic genealogy.


Rahab (Joshua 2, 6:22-25, Mat. 1:5)


Here we find a  woman who is not only characterized as a harlot, but is a foreigner as well. Yet, she  becomes a cornerstone in the continuance of salvation history. We read of her in the second chapter of Joshua: And Joshua the son of Nun sent tow men secretly from Shttim,as spies, saying, 'Go, view the land, especially Jericho.'  And they went, and came to the house of a harlot whose name was Rahab, and lodged there. (Rahab then hides the men, claiming to the king that they had left.) But she had brought them up to the roof, and hid them with the stalks of flax which she had laid in order on the roof.  Rahab then agrees with the spies to let them out of the city if they will assure the lives of herself and her family. She let them down by a rope through the windo, for her house was built into the city wall, so that she dwelt in the wall.  The men then tell her to hang a scarlet cord  from her window so that the Israelites will know to spare her. 


Even though the author of Joshua clearly understood Rahab to have been a harlot (there is no ambiguity about the term here), the accuracy of this statement has recently come into question. Rahab is drying flax on her roof. Drying of flax would have been an early step in the process of making cloth.  This has led to the speculation that she was not a harlot, but a weaver. However, there is no further textual support for this. Others have interpreted her trade as that of innkeeper, based on Rashi's translation of the word for harlot in its alternate possibility of  'one who sells food' as according to the Targum Jonathan.  In recompense for her hiding them, Joshua’s spies promise that she and her clan will be spared when Jericho is laid waste. They keep their word. 

  There are two traditions as to her life after Jericho. In one rabbinic tradition it is said that she wed Joshua. In this primary tradition she becomes the ancestress of eight priest/prophets, including Jeremiah and the prophetess Huldah.  In an alternate tradition, which is followed by Matthew’s geneaology of  Jesus,  she became the wife of  a descendent  of  Perez (remember, he was one of the twin sons of  Judah and Tamar) named Salmon. Rahab and Salmon are the parents of  Boaz, who married Ruth. This tradition therefore puts Rahab in the direct line of ancestry of King David and consequently of the Messiah. Whichever tradtion is correct,  it is clear that Rahab the Harlot became a convert to Judaism and a well respected woman of faith, her past forgiven because of that faith. 


the woman caught in adultery (John 8:3-11)


This passage is of uncertain origin, as it is not found in extant manuscripts prior to the third century (NJBC p.965). Yet, it shows us what was at the time a novel approach to the subject of adultery. The old testament  gives little leeway in the punishment of adultery. According to Deut.22 13-28 if a woman is proven to not be a virgin upon marriage, she is to be stoned. If her husband has falsely accused her he is to be whipped and fined and may never divorce her. If a man is found lying with the wife of another, they are both to be killed. If a betrothed girl is raped in the city and does not cry for help, then she and her violator are to be stoned. If  they are far from the city, then the girl is held innocent. Finally, if a man seduces a virgin he is to pay a bride price and must wed  her without any possibility of divorce. 


We read in John 8:3 that the scribes and Pharisees brought to Jesus a woman caught in adultery. No mention is made of the man with whom she was found.  If the woman was caought 'in the act' then the man must also be present (hence, the first situation of an unvirginal bride does not apply). According to Deuteronomy, he also should be stoned. Perhaps there is no question concerning the man, he is guilty. The question concerning the girl may be one of whether she cried out for help as they are in the city. If she did, she is innocent, if not she is to be stoned. 


However, the question really seems to hang more on the conflict between Jewish and Roman law. Jewish law mandated death, but Roman law allegedly proscribed capital punishment unless approved by a Roman judge. The trap being laid for Jesus was a conflict between religious and secular law. 


Jesus avoids this trap by writing in the dust of the ground. What he wrote is unknown. The action may be a reference to  Jeremiah 17:13 “those who turn away from thee will be written in the earth, for they have forsaken the Lord, the fountain of living water.”


What of the woman? Her accusers fall silent and leave when confronted by Jesus' challenge to their own virtue.  Jesus tells the woman ”Neither do  I condemn you; go and do not sin again.”  Not only does this absolve the woman, but it reflects the theme of the reformed harlot which is common in Old Testament narrative. Indeed, Israel herself is in Hosea compared to an adulteress who is pardoned and cherished when she has reformed her ways. 


the Samaritan woman (John 4:7-42)


 
On route between Galilee and Judea Jesus crosses through the territory of Samaria. This was a common route to follow, although not one  which the Jews were fond of travelling. There was a centuries old feud between the Jews of Samaria and all other Jews. In 721 BC the tribes of Israel (but not the 2 tribes that comprised the kingdom of Judea)were conquered by Assyria and thousands of the people were deported. Those Jews who remained intermarried with their oppressors and with other nations. When the Temple of Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 BC by the Babylonians, a rival center of worship was established on Mount Gerizim in Samaria, where a temple was eventually built (roughly 330-125 BC). Samaritan beliefs were greatly influenced by the gentile culture with which they intermarried during the time of the Exile, so that there is a marked difference between Samaritans and Jews in the sacred writings and in their practices and beliefs. 

           A woman arrives at the well at midday to find Jesus seated there. They have an extended conversation concerning living water, the woman's life, and the anticipated prophet.  We are here mostly concerned with the woman herself. She has come to the well at midday. This is not the common time for gathering water. Rather, the village women would have made the half mile trip either at dawn or dusk, when it was light enough to see well, but the heat of the day was not to be felt. That this woman is at the well in the middle of the day indicates a degree of ostracism from the village. This is supported by what Jesus discusses with her of her life. She has had 5 husbands, and lives now  with a man to whom she is not wed.  This suggests that, whatever the cause of her multiple husbands (was she a black widow, going through her first husband's brother's one after the other, unable to produce a son?) she is now living in sin. 


Yet, it is to this ostracized woman of a despised caste that Jesus speaks. He reveals himself to her as the messiah who is to come. It is through her testimony that the entire village comes to hear Jesus and to accept his message. 

HOUSEWIVES

Sarah

  What do we know of this first mother of  the tribes of Israel, this matriarch of matriarchs? We know she was the wife of Abraham, whose name had been changed from  Abram, as hers had been from Sarai. We know that she is claimed by Abraham as his sister, alleging that they have a common father but different mother.  She was twice taken into a king’s harem because of this. She had no son until her old age. She had assigned her handmaid to her husband as concubine then kicked her and her son out when she had her own son.

  This is the core of what is commonly known about Sarah, but her story is much more than this sparse outline. If we read carefully, we find a woman of  distinct personality. We often think of Sarah as quiet, obedient to the will of her husband. But was she? Was it truly Abraham who led this first family?

  Our first encounter with Sarah as other than a name is in Gen. 12:11.  Abram, recognizing the astonishing beauty of his wife, begs her to dissemble to the Egyptians, calling herself his sister, not his wife. (There seems to have been an ancient tradition in the region whereby a man could ‘adopt’ his wife as sister and thus enhance her social standing. This may have some relation to Abraham’s deception. Alternately, it is suggested by some of the rabbinical commentary that she is to be identified with Haran’s daughter, Yiskah named in Gen. 11:29.) What is intriguing here is that Sara is by no means a young woman already. If we count backward from 17:17 where Abraham declares her to be 90, she is at this point already a venerable 65 years old! Why is Abraham so concerned? What is the source of such overwhelming beauty?  The rabbis were equally intrigued by this question.  To simplify their discussions, they see in Sarah’s name a cognate with a term for discernment. From this they call her a prophetess of such great holiness that her sanctity radiates from her causing her to seem beautiful and attractive to all who see her. 


Our second encounter with Sarah is in the narrative concerning Hagar (who, according to some mishnah, is Pharaoh’s daughter!) and Ishmael.  It is here we first see some of Sarah’s own personality. She gives over Hagar her maid to Abraham. Yet, when the plan works and Hagar is with child, Sarah erupts in jealousy, abuses the maid, who flees. (An angel appears to Hagar and tells her to submit to Sarah, as well as foretelling the fate of her son.)  

     The next encounter with Sarah is in the visit of the three ‘men’ who foretell Isaac’s birth. We do not get to see her reaction to Abraham’s injunction to quickly prepare rolls, but we learn that she was curious about these visitors, for she is eavesdropping on their conversation from just inside the tent flap. Her reaction to the news of her impending pregnancy is incredulous laughter. She is practical – at her age, long past the physical signs of being able to bear children,  the notion seems a cruel joke. Yet, she also appears to be a woman of faith. When the messenger invokes God while repeating his promise she is awed and refutes her laughter.

   The very next time we encounter Sarah, Abraham is once again claiming her as his sister and not his wife, this time with the residents of Gerar. We read, however, that this time Sarah added to the deception by herself claiming Abraham as her brother. Yet, it is revealed through a dream which the king, Abimelech, reports, that Sarah was never defiled.  Further, it is she whom the king addresses in Gen 20:16: “See, I have given your brother a thousand shekels of silver. Let that serve you as a vindication before all who are with you; your honor has been preserved with everyone.”


Sarah soon has the son she was promised. She rejoices, but soon grows jealous of Hagar and Ishmael. She demands their expulsion in strenuous terms: “Drive out that slave and her son! No son of that slave is going to share the inheritance with my son Isaac.”  Here is no mild and obedient wife! Yet more interesting that Sarah’s jealousy is God’s response to Abraham’s resulting concerns. He is told to heed Sarah in all things! It is from this that the rabbis drew support for their classification of Sarah as a prophetess. Not only was there the semantic of her name as we have already seen, but here God Himself tells Abraham to obey her.


This is our last encounter with Sarah. When we next read of her, it is in the account of her burial. Curiously, she is the only woman whose age  at death and burial place are recorded in scripture.
We never hear of how he may have reacted to the binding of Isaac. Yet, probably because the account of her death follows close on this story, (interrupted only by the genealogy of Nahor’s family) it was proposed in midrash that she died (of a broken heart) upon hearing of  the intended sacrifice, never learning that Isaac had been saved.

  What can we surmise about this woman? Timid, she was not. She apparently conspired with her husband in a ruse to protect them both from foreigners in a manner that would gain them wealth ( both the king of Egypt and Abimelech paid Abraham handsomely to take his wife back!) She conspired with him to fulfill, through a surrogate,  the divine promise of a son when she was no longer of an age to bear one herself.  Yet, when that plan was fruitful, she twice expressed furious jealousy  of the younger woman and her son. Her name means princess, and her husband, in their old age, is told by God to obey her in all things. 

What was the perception the great rabbinic commentators had of her?  They name her one of the 7 prophetesses, and, in some traditions, extol her holiness to the point that it could be said that her tent was so holy (full of Shekinah, the glory of God) that the Temple would later emulate it.
 And further the Kabbalah claims   that in the changing of their names, God was giving to Abraham a portion of Sarah’s sanctity (i.e.  Sarai becomes Sarah, removing a ‘yud’ whose value is 10 and replacing it with a ‘hei’ whose value is 5, the other ‘hei’ then being inserted in Abram’s new name, Abraham.)

Where, indeed,  would Abraham have gotten without her help? Would he have survived the time in Egypt – perhaps it was even Sarah who urged him to go there during the famine! Was the plan to pass Sarah off as his sister his or hers? Was it a deliberate scam? If it was, either of them is likely to have planned it. Sarah was not be  crossed in the matter of providing an heir for Abraham.  We have seen Sarah’s resourcefulness, and we know that Abraham was not afraid to bargain even with God (witness his plea for Sodom). While we truly have no good reason to place Sarah as prime mover in their relationship, it would seem to be a mistake to see her as Abraham’s meek and obedient wife.

Rebekah

  
What can possibly be said for a woman who, as no more than a girl, willingly rides forth from her family home with a stranger to become the wife of another stranger? There are two things we learn at about Rebekah when we first encounter her. She is very beautiful, and she has a generous spirit (matched, apparently, by supple strength – it is no small task to haul water for 10 camels!) We may, perhaps, learn something about her also from the way in which her brother deals with Abraham’s servant, Eliezar. If we read Gen. 24 with care we see that Laban is easily influenced by wealth. Our first image of him reflects this: “As soon as he saw the ring and the bracelets on his sister . . . Laban rushed outside to the man . . .” (Gen. 24:30)  After dinner Eliezar presents more gifts to Rebekah, and to her mother and brother. When Eliezar wishes to depart in the morning, Laban tries to forestall him, expecting Rebekah to demur and with thinly veiled hope for more gifts. 


Isaac weds Rebekah, but it is 20 years before they have children. At last Rebekah bears twin sons. While pregnant and in distress, Rebekah consults God, who gived her answer that she is bearing twin sons who wil each become a great nation, and that the older will serve the younger. We read two verses later that one son is the favored of each parent. The mother’s favoritism will have great consequences. The mishnah places great emphasis on this revelation given to Rebekah. It is an indication of her holiness and status as a prophetess ( therefore her suitability to inherit Sarah’s tent!), it is also the validation for all her scheming in favor of Jacob. The rabbinic accounts inform us that even though other passages may fault the scheming of Rebekah and Jacob, Rebekah managed it because she knew through her gift of prophecy that Jacob receiving the inheritance would be in the best interest of the future of their people. 


Rachel


Oddly,  although Rachel has more story than her aunt, there is less commentary to be found on her. It is her sidelined sister, Leah, about whom more has been written.

Rachel and Leah are the daughters of Rebekah’s brother, Laban.  In their story we see even more of the avarice of their father, who compels 14 years of manual labor from Jacob for the right to wed them.


Even though it was Rachel who was promised, the first wedding is for Leah. According to midrash, Rachel suspected that Laban would substitute Leah and so arranged a signal with Jacob. When the wedding day came, she realized that Leah also must ewed Jacob and so told her sister of the prearranged signal. Likewise, according to Jewish tradition, the two sisters had been intended to marry Esau and Jacob. When Esau demonstrated  disinterest in fulfilling God’s intent to found the tribes of Israel, his intended bride, Leah, knew she must wed Jacob. Indeed, the reason her eyes are ‘weak’ is that she had wept copiously when she thought she must marry Esau, for he was known as a wicked man.

      Midrash also includes a conversation between Jacob and Leah in the morning. Jacob asks his bride why she consented to the deceit. Leah answers that he is also a deceiver, as he achieved the blessing from Isaac by deception.


Rachel and Leah vie for the attentions of Jacob. He loves Rachel more, but it is from Leah that he has his first three sons. There follows a sequence of surrogate births, a fourth son for Leah, then finally Rachel is with child. At this point we are again given more insight through midrash. It is said that Leah was pregnant at the same time. She prayed that her child be a daughter, that Rachel would have a son. She was well aware of Rachel’s desperation – in the prvious few verses we read how Rachle had ‘sold’ Jacob to her for a night in exchange for mandrakes – a supposed aphrodisisac and fertility drug. Through her matriarchal gift of prophecy she knew that Jacob was due 12 sons. Already she and the concubines Bilhah and Zilpah had borne him 10 sons. She wanted the last two to be her sister’s. Her prayers were answered, she had Dinah and Rachel bore Joseph. 

   It is when Jacob and his now large family are about to depart (secretly) from Laban’s household that Rachel takes the many small idols which constitute the gods of Laban’s house.  The possession of these idols was a status symbol, ranking Laban as head of his family and giving him authority over the clan. In taking htem, Rachel is taking that status. It is symbolic of Jacob’s departure, for it was largely through his efforts that Laban’s wealth had increased. Further, when Laban seeks the idols she hides them in a saddle and sits on them, claiming she cannot rise as ‘the way of women is upon me’.  Thus, she is debasing the idols rather thoroughly. 


This is the last we learn of Rachel until she bears Benjamin, whose birthing takes her life. Indeed, she would have named him Ben-oni, son of sorrow, had not Jacob declared him to be Benjamin, son of the right hand.

      We read of Rachel again in a much later Scripture passage. In a prophecy of Jeremiah, which is quoted by Matthew, it is said : “A voice is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter weeping. Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are not.”  This is a response to the destruction of the northern tribes. Ramah is the traditional burial place of Rachel. In the prophecy, God replies to Rachel’s tears with the assurance that her descendants shall return from exile.  Various commentaries see in this and in Leah’s tears the greatness of the compassion of these two martriarchs.  They are both so bound to God’s intention of establishing the nation of Israel that they weep at the prospect that it shall not exist.

  The question still remains – should Rachel and Leah be categorized as obedient wives? No more so than their aunt Rebekah. They both took upon themselves, as had Sarah and Rebekah, the responsibility for ensuring the continuance of the nation of Israel. They are both viewed a prophetesses(Although of a minor sort, not listed among the 7 female nevi’ah). Rachel, as were Sarah and Rebekah, is written of by the sages as having been a vessel for the Shekinah. It is even said that once the number of Israel was fulfilled with the birth of Benjamin Rachel died so that the Shekinah could dwell with the whole house of Israel.


Naomi and Ruth (the book of Ruth)

 The short book of Ruth is one of the most poignant stories in the Old Testament. Ruth is well known for her promise of fidelity to her mother-in-law, Naomi. Naomi and her husband, Elimelech, along with their two sons and fled a famine in Judah and migrated to Moab. While there the sons married  women named Orpah and Ruth. Elimelechand his sons die. After a while, the famine is over and Naomi decides toreturn home. She releases her daughters-in-law. Orpah goes home, but Ruth insists on accompanying Naomi. They return to Judah where they  settle near the property of Boaz, a close relative of Naomi. After a sequence of events by which she impresses, Ruth weds Boaz.  Their son, Obed was the grandfather of King David.

    The brief tale of Ruth is full of interesting material. First, the names. Elimelech means ‘God is King’, Naomi means sweetness (when she returns to Judah she renames herself Mara for bitterness), their sons were Mahlon (sickly) and Chilion (weak). Orpah means returner and Ruth, faithful. Boaz, we will find in Matthew’s genealogy, is the son of Rahab. 


The person of Moab was the son of the incest between Lot and his daughter. The nation of Moab was a rival and enemy of Israel, they had refused the Israelites passage at the time of the Exodus/Conquest. In light of this, Israelites were forbidden intermarriage with Moabites. This prohibition was later intepreted to, at the time of Ruth,  forbid only the marriage of Israelite women to Moabite men.
 This may be an unnecessary qualification as Ruth became a full convert. Indeed, it is written in Talmud and Midrash that her speech of loyalty to Naomi is an acceptance of the various articles of conversion.
 Naomi’s own return home and her willingness to go alone are considered indications of her great faith, she is compared to Job.


The interactions between Ruth and Boaz acquired a great deal of commentary from the Jewish sages. Ruth is accredited with a great modesty, none of which is derictly evident in Scripture. She is said to be beautiful and wise. She is accredited with a deep knowledge of Torah, based on her behavior in Boaz’ field. Naomi is credited with a gift of prophesy when she sends Ruth to Boaz at night – she knows that from their union will come the lineage of  the Messiah.
 When Ruth goes to Boaz, she uncovers his feet. This is often interpreted as part of the act of ‘chalitza’, the removal of a related man’s shoe by a widow as part of the process of levirate marriage. In similar fashion, when Boaz covers her, it is also part of this process. In essence, their nocturnal meeting is a proposal and acceptance of marriage. 

Tradition relates that Boaz died the day after his first union with Ruth.

Yet, Ruth lived to see her great-great-grandson, Solomon, attain the throne.


Martha (Luke 10:38-42, John 11, 12:2)



Martha occupies only a few brief lines in the gospels, appearing only once in Luke and twice in John. It is in the gospel of Luke where we find her contrasted with her sister Mary.  If this is the only story we remember of her, we can easily come away thinking of her as the rebuked one, the woman who was too busy to heed Jesus. But is that really her story?  


Now, as they went on their way, he entered a village; and a woman named Martha received him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and listened to his teaching. But Martha was distracted with much serving; and she went to him and said, 'Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”


 It might be instructive to look at this pericope not on its own, but in context. If we look into the gospel we see that the evangelist has placed this scene between the parable of the good Samaritan and the sayings on prayer which begins with short Lucan version of  the Lord's Prayer.  This entire section of Luke's gospel relates to the explanation of discipleship. The emphasis in the Mary and Martha pericope is more evident if we keep this in mind while noticing a few choice words in the narrative.

                 First, we are not here told anything about Lazarus, he appears only in John's gospel.  We are introduced first to Martha who invites Jesus into her house(in the Greek, it is actually the verb here translated as 'received' which implies Martha's ownership). This does not jump out to the modern mind, but in the first century it would have indicated Martha's status. She is likely a widow, for there were few circumstances under which a woman had her own house. If she lived with a husband or male relative that would probably have been noted. This also implies at least a modest wealth, as the narrative seems to imply that she does not have family living with her. We do read that she has a sister, Mary. 

            Let us look more closely at what is said of Mary. She is Martha's sister, but contrary to popular traditions, the text does not state that they shared the house. In looking at the original Greek, we might further infer that Martha frequently was to be found 'seated at the Lord's feet' – that is , among his disciples. The verb used for Mary's action, an aorist,  is one which implies continued action rather than a single instance. 


Martha is not providing simple hospitality, but is distracted by her efforts to prepare a full meal.  Distraught with the amount of work she has given herself, she feels Mary should be helping wait table. Jesus essentially tells her ' the dishes can wait, come and listen'. It was Martha's choice to try to provide more than a simple meal for her guest. Jesus is reminding her that he did not enter their village to be feasted, but to teach.


That the lesson here is that of simplicity seems to be reinforce in the passages which follow in which 'daily bread' and the bread of hospitality are mentioned. Discipleship requires balance, simplicity, and a recognition that what is done should be done in love and service of God, not out of self-driven desires.


The Martha in John's gospel is recognizable as the same anxious woman. Now, though, her anxiety is more understandable. Her brother has died. She runs to Jesus, her words sounding almost like a rebuke. ' If you had been here, my brohter wold not have died.” She follows with a near-demand that Jesus pray for her brother to be returned to her. Mary, by contrast, waits to come out of the house until Martha tells her that Jesus has asked after her.  It is here that we find one of John's seven 'I am' statements.  Jesus declares “ I am the resurrection and the life.” Martha expresses her profound belief in who Jesus is. 


Again, in the following chapter, while Jesus is at supper in Bethany (we are nto told at whose home), Martha serves. This time,however, she is nto rebuked. Rather, the focus is on Mary who anoints Jesus' feet, provoking an outburst from Judas.


Martha is the typical lady of the house, anxious to please her guests, concerned that everything go smoothly. She is the picture of the grief-stricken woman, anwilling to accept the mortality of those she loves. She is also, though, the picture of the devoted disciple, anxious to serve, vocal in her faith. It is she, not the contemplative Mary, who runs to Jesus' arms for comfort, who announces her faith publicly.


Joanna (Luke 8:3, 24:10,  Rom. 16.7)



These three verses seem barely enough to contruct a picture of this disciple of Jesus, but a few words can often carry a wealth of information. 


“And the 12 were with him, and also some women who had been heald of evil spirits and infirmities: . . . and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's steward,  . . . who provided for them out of their means.” 


“Now it was Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James . . . who told this to the apostles.”


“Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinfolk and my fellow prisoners; they are eminent among the apostles, and they were in Christ before me.”


In looking at these passages we should, first, remember that Paul wrote before Luke did. What does his greetign tell us about Junia? In the middle ages ( close to the 12th C) the name of this inidvidual was altered to be masculine. Until that time the majority of church fathers accepted that the name was Junia and referred to a woman. She is apparently the companion of Andronicus, some conjectured that they were a married couple. Paul refers to Junia as his kin – this does not necessarily mean that she was a blood relation, but rather that he thought of her as a fellow Christian for whom he had affection. (Paul is frequently addresses his letters to his 'kinsmen' or 'brothers and sisters in Christ'.) Ceratinly, she was someone personally known to Paul for him to refer to her so specifically. Junia is a prisoner, possibly in Rome (that is where this letter is being sent, carried by a woman!). We can only conjecture that she is being held because she is a Christian missionary. The next phrase is somewhat ambiguous as to whether Andronicus and Junia are known to or among the apostles. Either way, Junia is a prominent member of the community and of sufficient status to be recognized by Rome as a threat. 


This is quite a lot to glean from one sentence. Suddenly, we seem to know who this woman was and to have some idea of the strength of her faith and of her personality.


Many scholars have linked this Junia with the woman named Joanna in Luke. The names are Greek/Hebrew homophones and may indeed refer to the same person. It was fairly common for Jews to have an alternate name by which they were known to Gentiles (such as Paul/Saul).


What does Luke tell us about Joanna/Junia? She is, firstly, a close disciple of Jesus. She follows him in his ministry among a  group of female disciples. She has left a life of comfort for one of mission. She was the wife of Chuza, Herod's steward. Such a man would have been wealthy and influential, responsible for the collection of taxes and other financial management of a large region of Herod's realm. She was healed by Jesus, left everything, and followed him. Yet, Luke aslo tells us that this group of women 'provided for them out of their means.” Apparently, Joanna/Junia still had resources. Perhaps she was independently weathly ( from a deed of gift from her father or husband) or Chuza approved of her mission and allowed her to draw on his funds. Some have even theorized that Chuza can be identified with Andronicus and that he also became a disciple.


If Joanna and Junia are indeed the same woman, we have a rather poignant life story. We can imagine a woman of society married to an influential man. They are frequently in the  elgant, Romanized court of the imperially appointed  king of Judea. Junia becomes desperatley ill. She and Chuza find Jesus, who heals Junia of her malady. Converted by Jesus' teaching, Junia leaves her life of ease to follow him. Sometime later, Chuza joins her.  After the resurrection they become attached to Paul in his ministry to the Gentiles. They work as missionaries, using their Greco-Roman names. Eventually, they are arrested for their preaching, presumably to be martyred for their faith.  


Lydia (Acts 16:14,40)


Lydia's  tale is much more simple. She is a woman of independent means. She has a business selling purple cloth from the region of her home. This would have been a very upscale market and an expensive business to manage. She is a 'worshipper of God', a term generally used to refer to Gentile converts to Judaism. Upon hearing Paul, she comes to believe in Jesus and offers her home to him and those with him.


Prisca 
(Acts 18:2. 18, 26, Rom 16:3, 1 Cor 16:19, 2 Tim 4:19)


Prisca is among the better known names of women in early church. She and her husband, Aquila were tent-makers in Corinth (to which they had fled from persecution in Italy) and had become friends of Paul and travelled with him from Corinth to Ephesus. While Paul is away, a charismatic young man named Apollos begins preaching Christianity in the local synagogue. The couple “expounded the way of God to him more accurately”. (Acts 18:26)

 
In 1 Cor Paul sends greeting from the couple and  the church in their house. In 2Tim he sends greetings to them.  


In Romans 16:3, Paul sends them greetings and expresse his appreciation for their risking of their lives for him.  We do not learn what they did, but it is evident that Prisca and her husband were active and prominent members of the early church who risked much for the sake of their faith.
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� It is postulated by some of the Rabbis that women are by nature holier than men. This is based on a rather convoluted etymology.  The word Scripture uses when God creates Eve is ‘wayyiven’. This is taken to mean that she is built for babies, as ‘wayyiven’ is similar to the word ‘binyan’ meaning storehouse. From this it is argued  that God braided ‘binyata’ Eve’s hair (part of a bridal ritual) when he presented her to Adam. Finally, the similarity of ‘binyata’ to ‘binah’ , which means understanding, is used to argue that He endowed her with greater compassion. What is more, according to the Kabbalah, Binah is one of the aspects of God, similar to what we would understand as the Holy Spirit, therefore, women are holier, or more spiritual, than men. F p. 29
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