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Chapter 1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Whose lives matter?  

In Torshov church in Oslo, where I used to work, there is a big stained glass window above 

the entrance door. You pass under it on your way into the holy space and it faces you, like a 

blessing, when you leave the church, and go into ordinary life again. The image in this stained 

glass window is of a woman holding a broom and a lamp. When my colleagues and I 

preached about this image, or told confirmands or children in the church about it, we 

explained that this is God, the good Searcher. God keeps looking out for us - always, like the 

woman who lost one of her coins and does not stop searching, in the parable in Luke 15.  

This is not true. I am telling you a lie. We have to start all over.  

In Torshov church in Oslo, where I used to work, there is a big stained glass window above 

the entrance door. You pass under it on your way into the holy space and you face it, like a 

blessing, on your way out of the church, into ordinary life again. The glass painting depicts a 

man, carrying a sheep in his arms. What my colleagues and I preached to the children and the 

young people and in sermons in this church, is that this is Christ, the good Shepherd, whom 

we hear about in the parable about the one and 99 sheep, also from Luke 15. 

I have never been to a church where any art portrays God as a female character from a 

parable of Jesus,1 but have been to several churches where God is seen through the lenses of 

male parable characters. There are far fewer parables attributed to Jesus with female, than 

with male characters. However, as the material of this thesis will show, the number is 

significant and the characters are diverse.  

This PhD project started in church ministry. For a number of years, I interpreted 

biblical stories when I preached, celebrated masses, officiated at funerals, baptisms and 

weddings, taught, counselled, discussed and chatted with people. During this time, I had a six 

months research leave where I investigated parables in Christian education in the Church of 

Norway.2 In that project I asked pastors and church teachers which parables they taught to 

children and young people in their Christian education and why.3 For me, as a woman and a 

feminist theologian, the findings were disturbing. Out of the ten most popular parables, only 

                                                 
1 Although I know there are some.   
2 With Olavsstipend from the Norwegian Church’s Bishops’ meeting (Bispemøtet).  
3 In Norwegian: Prester, as well as kateketer and trosopplærere/trosopplæringsmedarbeidere. 
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one parable featured a female character. Moreover, this parable was only number nine in 

popularity.4 The parables attributed to Jesus have extensive reception. Many scholars see 

them as the centre of the message of Jesus.5 This is also reflected in how respondent to the 

survey referred to above interpreted the parables about the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), 

the father with the two sons (Luke 15:11-32) and the man with hundred sheep (Luke 15: 1-7) 

as “central” to the Christian message or express the “core” of the Biblical material.6  

Based on this, I wanted study the “missing” parables with female characters and ask 

why these parables were not considered central or such a core.  

1.2. Intersectional female parable characters in current research  

My experience from church ministry and my research on parables in Christian educations 

share some similarities with feminist criticism of parable research and other parable reception. 

In 2012, Mary Ann Beavis argues the following 

(T)he four “women parables” have often been overlooked, or given short shrift, in academic and 

homiletical writings: the woman is silly for making such a fuss over a small coin; the widow plays 

second fiddle to the judge, who is supposed to stand for God; the unprepared bridesmaids are foolish, 

and their “wise” friends are harsh; the “unclean” leaven reveals the point of the parable, not the woman 

kneading it through the dough—if she is mentioned at all, she is made out to be as “unclean” as the 

leaven! 7 

 

Thus, according to Beavis, what she calls “women parables” have not only been ignored. If 

they have been studied or preached about, they have been interpreted in stereotypical ways or 

considered of little significance. This feminist criticism of parable interpretation and research 

was another starting point for this PhD project. I wanted to study the extent to which female 

parable characters are ignored, stereotyped and found less significant than male characters 

both in contemporary research and in earlier reception periods. 

                                                 
4 This is the parable about the wife with the ten drachmas (Luke 15: 8-10), which I tell about in the 

counterfactual story above. Of the 41 congregations, which answered the survey, six included this parable. Only 

one other parable with female characters was in use in one congregation, namely the parable about the ten virgin 

(Matt 25:1-13), See Ellen Aasland Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet velger vi lignelser som er sentrale.» «Kjernens» 

kostnad i trosopplæringens lignelseslæring," Prismet, no. 4 (2018): 266. 
5 David B. Gowler, The Parables after Jesus. Their Imaginative Reception across Two Millennia (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2017), 5., Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus 1., Sallie McFague, Speaking in Parables. A Study 

of Metaphor and Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 9. C.H. Dodd, The parables of the Kingdom 

(London: Nisbeth and Company, 1971), 13.  
6 Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet " 267. 
7 Mary Ann Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: Feminist Interpretations of the Parables," Review and 

expositor (Berne) 109, no. 2 (2012), https://doi.org/10.1177/003463731210900207. P. 220. For more feminist 

criticism of parable research, see p. x (State of the art).  
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 Beavis’ quote above shows yet another path into this project. I have earlier worked 

with intersectional analyses of biblical texts.8 The important feminist parable contributions, 

which this project is indebted to, mainly study female parable characters as “women,” and 

often miss how gender always intersects with other social categories, such as social and legal 

positions, sexuality, ethnicity and age.  

 Thus, my PhD research project started with my own experiences and research, as well 

as feminist criticism of how parables with female characters are interpreted, or not interpreted, 

in church settings and in contemporary research.  

1.3.This PhD project and its possible benefits 

In this PhD project, I attempt to supplement contemporary parable scholarship by studying 

female parable characters as intersectional female characters and put them in the centre of the 

interpretational attention. My project is within the still emerging field of reception studies. 

Since I believe contemporary research and earlier parable interpretations are influential voices 

in Church and societal discourses about meaning and significance, I study written 

interpretations of parables with intersectional female characters in contemporary research, in 

Luther’s writings and by theologians in Antiquity. However, in contrast to most of current 

reception research, I do not only study these interpretations, which I call attested reception, 

those interpretations, which are preserved and we have access to. I also investigate possible 

reception by what I call reflecting recipients, who hear about corresponding parable 

characters. These interpretations are not recorded or preserved; rather, they are imagined, but 

plausible interpretations, based on an extensive quantity of historical sources.  

 In these endeavours, I establish intersectional female characters as a new body of 

material and combine mainly two different lines of theory, namely intersectionality and 

Conceptual Blending Theory, into a novel way of studying parable. In this way, I hope to 

contribute to new broader, more nuanced studies of both parables with intersectional female 

parable characters and their reception.  

1.3.1. Research questions 

This project’s main research question is:  

How might intersectional blending perspectives on parables with female characters in 

attested and possible reception add to current research, where especially so-called 

                                                 
8 Ellen Aasland Reinertsen, "Å høre og bli hørt: En lytterorientert analyse av Mk 5, 25-34," Nytt Norsk 

Kirkeblad, no. 4 (2013). 
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mainstream parable scholarship tend to ignore or underrate female parable characters 

or interpret them in stereotypical, gender-biased ways, explicit feminist scholarship 

lack focus on parables and an intersectional perspective generally is missing?  

1.3.2. Material 

Parables with intersectional female characters in early Christian writings are the main material 

in this study. This includes all such parables attributed to Jesus, mainly from the four 

canonical gospels,9 but I also extend the scope to the extra-biblical Gospel of Thomas and the 

Shepherd of Hermas.10 Most of the parables I study explicitly mention a female character. In 

addition, some of them use group terms, where intersectional female characters might be 

included. I also theorize about possibly female characters the parable narratives do not 

mention. Within this rather extensive material, I study a number of parables in detail. These 

represent many antique social and sexual statuses, and are therefore helpful in my 

investigations. The parables are:   

 The parable about the so-called unmerciful slave (Matt 18:23-35), which features a 

slave wife and possibly slave daughters.  

 The parable about the widow and the unjust judge (Luke 18:1.8), where there is a free 

widow.  

 The parable about the baker wife (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-21, Thom 96), where there 

is a free or enslaved wife.  

 The parable about the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10), with a free wife, as well 

as free female friends and neighbours.  

 The parable about the foolish and wise virgins (Matt 25:1-13), where there are ten free 

or enslaved virgins. 

 

1.3.3. Theoretical and methodological approaches 

In this PhD thesis, I attempt to supplement contemporary research and fill gaps in existing 

research by investigate attested and possible reception of parables with intersectional female 

characters by combining theories and methods from more theoretical fields. The two most 

significant theoretical lines are intersectionality and conceptual blending approaches to 

conceptualization of stories and characters.  

                                                 
9 There are mainly parables with female characters in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. However, the gospel of 

John also has some parables, as seen on p. x (overview).  
10 There are several parables attributed to Jesus in the gospel of Thomas. Some of the parables with female 

characters are not found in the canonical gospel. The shepherd of Hermas shows the wideness of parable in the 

early Christian material. From the gospel of Hermas, I study one parable with female characters, which might be 

seen as attributed to Jesus. 
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  When I study attested reception, I compare “snap shots” cases of preserved parable 

interpretations from different periods of their attested reception history: contemporary 

research, Luther’s writings and Antiquity. As will be further explained in 3.1.3, I divide 

contemporary scholarship into research with feminist perspectives, which I call feminist 

research, and research without feminist or gender perspectives, which I call mainstream 

research. I do not aim to give a chronological or comprehensive overview of all 

interpretations of these parables. I focus on significant cases of “power voices.” These power 

voices, in line with Foucault’s analysis of knowledge as power, are written interpretations 

from recipients with formal education, mostly male scholars or theologians, but more recently 

also female scholars, which have been influential for later reception periods and in the current 

debate. Thus, attested interpretations, are also material I study in this thesis. Some of this 

material is often applied to study parables, however, the intersectional approach to parables in 

this project, also opens up for new material, which has rarely been applied in parable 

reception studies. 

In addition, to see new or overlooked interpretational potential in these parables, I 

explore possible reception. As a heuristic tool, I construct possible, and until now ignored, 

intersectionally varied audiences from the first and second centuries CE, who could have seen 

themselves, or been seen as reflected in the intersectional terms used for the female 

characters, such as virgins, wives, widows, slave wives and slave daughters. In contrast to 

contemporary scholarship, which rarely nuance which parable recipients they assume in their 

studies,11 I theorize about such possible recipients’ intersectional situatedness and how this 

might affect their parable interpretations. As mentioned above, I see these hypothetical, 

though plausible, listeners as reflective recipients who could have heard about corresponding 

characters in the parables. Based on theories about cognitive and emotional involvement with 

literary characters, I propose that such recipients would probably have focused more on the 

intersectional parable characters than what has often been the case in the attested reception 

history. In addition, by applying intersectionality in combination with conceptual blending 

theory, I suggest that they possibly could have perceived the parable characters in more 

nuanced ways than other interpretations have. Such hypothetical possible interpretations were 

never written down. They are gaps in our archives about parable interpretations. To theorize 

such gaps, I will, in line with other contemporary research on Antiquity-which studies 

marginalized groups with few attested sources, such as children, slaves and women, use 

                                                 
11 See 1.3.2. 
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imagination as a methodological tool.12 These possible interpretations are not random or mere 

speculations. Rather, I employ wide historical sources from epitaphs, inscriptions, archives, 

legal material, private letters, archaeological findings and Greco-Roman and Jewish literary 

texts, later rabbinic material. These possible interpretations are thus historically plausible. I 

suggest that possible reflecting recipients as well as other possible, but overlooked 

intersectional audiences, whose interpretations of the biblical texts we do not have access to, 

should be considered. Such unnoticed understandings may help us see what the later reception 

has neglected and what might still be missing. 

Thus, not only my combined methodological approach is new to the field, but also the 

combination of studying attested and possible reception.  

1.3.3.1. Conceptual blending 

In Matt 25:1 Jesus says: “The kingdom of the heavens is like ten virgins who took their lamps 

and went to meet the bridegroom.” How might recipients connect a story about ten virgins at a 

wedding to the kingdom of the heavens, as Jesus suggests? Mark Turner argues that 

interpretation of narratives happens when readers or listeners map and blend two different, 

and sometimes opposing, stories, in order to create a new emerging story.13 I have found 

Conceptual Blending Theory, which Turner developed together with Gilles Fauconnier, useful 

to study how recipients have or could possibly combine and interpret various elements in 

parables. In addition, since contemporary scholarship often discuss how the first audience or 

readers interpreted parables, without specifying which recipients they mean,14 blending 

theory, combined with recent cognitive and metaphor studies, which study meaning-making 

as based on prior knowledge, experience and cultural situatedness, is helpful to theorize about 

which recipients attested recipients assume and criteria for possible recipients.  

 I have adapted insights from these two theoretical lines, intersectionality and cognitive 

blending, into my own combined intersectional blending method. I apply intersectional 

blending method throughout this thesis, both when I analyse attested reception and when I 

suggest possible reception of parables with intersectional female characters. This applied 

intersectional blending method sees meaning-making as a blending process where recipients 

                                                 
12 See 3.1.3.2.1. 
13 See further presentation in 3.3.1.2. 
14 See 2.1.3. 
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map and fuse their own intersectional situated stories with both various stories in the parables, 

as well as intertextual and cultural stories.  

1.3.3.2. Intersectionality 

When I first started investigating parables with female characters, I asked people of all 

genders I met in various church settings which parables they thought I would study. These 

people would say that they were familiar with parables in general. Still, they hardly knew any 

parables with female characters. This project is in many ways related to discussions about 

representation, and the degree to which people are able to recognize important aspects of 

yourself in literature, art, media, or the public sphere.15 The following two examples from my 

own context show the importance of representation for a person’s own identity or for their 

understanding of the divine.  

The first example is from NRK children’s TV. The Children’s TV host, Salamatu 

“Sally” Kamara told www.Handikapnytt.no the following before she started as a TV host: “I 

have never seen anybody who looks like me on TV.”16 Sally Kamara was born during the 

civil war in Sierra Leone. When she was two years old, she and her mother fled Sierra Leone. 

While she sat on her mother’s back three bullets hit her, and led to permanent paralysis. 

Therefore, Sally now uses a wheel chair. Sally continued: “I think it is important that children 

get the opportunity to recognize themselves when they watch TV.”17  

The other example is Dagny Kaul’s, one of the first Norwegian feminist theologians,18 

reflection after the first time she saw a female pastor at the alter: “With this experience, 

something fundamental happened to my entire understanding of the sacred.”19 

                                                 
15 To see how representation is seen as “mirroring” the population in public debates, see, for example Catherine 

Achin, "Mirror Representation vs. Gender Parity. Parliamentary Debates about Gender Parity Seen through the 

Lens of Political Theories of Representation," [« Représentation miroir » vs parité. Les débats parlementaires 

relatifs à la parité revus à la lumière des théories politiques de la représentation.] Droit et société 47, no. 1 

(2001), https://www.cairn-int.info/article-E_DRS_047_0237--mirror-representation-vs-gender.htm 

https://www.cairn-int.info/load_pdf.php?ID_ARTICLE=E_DRS_047_0237. P. 237-256. 
16 From Norwegian: «Jeg har aldri sett en som ser ut som meg på TV» (Ivar Kvistum, "– Jeg har aldri sett en som 

ser ut som meg på TV," Handikapnytt.no (Online publication), 2021.) 
17 From Norwegian «og jeg synes det er viktig at barn får muligheten til å gjenkjenne seg selv når de ser på TV.» 
18 Most feminist or other liberation theologies, including much New Testament Feminist scholarship, might be 

seen as part of the representation discourse.  
19 My own transaltion of the Norwegian «Det skjedde noko fundamentalt med heile mi erfaring – oppleving – av 

det heilage,» This pastor was Sylvi Baardseth Panjawi, curate in Frogner church 1977- 2000. Kari Veiteberg, the 

first female bishop of Oslo, told this story at the 60 yera anniversary of the ordination of Ingrid Bjerkås, the first 

female priest in The church of Norway. See https://fb.me/e/16QOdU2t8. A version of this is published in Vårt 

Land (https://www.vl.no/meninger/verdidebatt/2021/03/24/gud-er-ogsa-ei-bakstekone/ 

http://www.handikapnytt.no/
https://fb.me/e/16QOdU2t8
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To be represented, to recognize yourself, or significant aspects of yourself in a public 

sphere, might do something with how people view themselves. In addition, it may alter how 

they understand reality or the sacred. This also applies to interpretation of biblical stories.  

According to the Norwegian theologian, scholar and author, Åste Dokka: “All lives 

need interpretation. Without interpretation, we become homeless in our lives.”20 Dokka 

argues that we might be able to find such representation, which she also calls “mirroring,” in 

the story world of Christianity.21 My investigations of attested reception show that most 

recipient understand parables to be somehow about “God” and “us.”22 If mainly male 

characters are interpretational significant in the dominant interpretations, only some human 

lives are reflected in interpretations of parables and the varieties of female lives are left out. In 

addition, if attested understandings of female characters have been narrow or stereotypical, 

little room is left for recipients to recognize themselves in their intersectional “lived” 

diversity. My overall purpose of this thesis is to open up the interpretational possibilities of 

parables with intersectional female parable characters. In this way, more diverse and 

intersectional characters, and thus “real lives” would be significant, when scholarship or 

churches make meaning from and with parables. Possibly this might enable more “real” 

human beings to see themselves as reflected or represented in parables.23 

A useful tool to study parable characters in wide and diverse ways is intersectionality. 

Intersectionality studies identity and discrimination as interdependent on various socio-

cultural categories, such as gender, class, social status, ethnicity, ability, sexuality and age. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coined the term, claims that research and public debates often 

overlook black women. During a public talk in San Francisco, USA, in December 2016, 

Crenshaw did the following experiment to show this. Crenshaw asked her audience to stand 

up and then started mentioning names.24 If the audience did not recognised a name, they had 

to take a seat and remain seated. Crenshaw first called out male names and when she had 

finished, half of the audience was still standing. Crenshaw continued with a list of female 

names, and after mentioning four names, most people were sitting down. The people 

                                                 
20 My own translation from the Norwegian: «Ethvert liv trenger fortolkning, for uten fortolkning blir vi hjemløse 

i eget liv» (Åste Dokka, Leve vanskeligere. En elendighetsteologi (Oslo: Verbum, 2020).p. 14. ). 
21 In “kristendommens fortellingsunivers.” (Dokka, Leve vanskeligere. p. 13). 
22 See explanations in 7.1.  
23 Although my present studies are not directly related to how “ordinary” or lay people recognize themselves in 

interpretations of parables, I do believe the power voices I study have had influence on this. In addition, the 

forgotten possible recipients I propose might give more possibilities for representation.  
24 This and the following is referred from Kimberlé Crenshaw, "The Urgency of Intersectionality," (TedTalks, 

published on YouTube, Sept 18th 2020. 2016), Lecture/Public talk. 
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Crenshaw brought up were all black Americans, who were killed by the police the years prior 

to Crenshaw’s talk. After this experiment, Crenshaw explained that she had performed the 

same experiment with multiple different groups, and the result remained more or less the 

same; The audiences were familiar with the male names, but not with the female. Gender was 

the only aspect, which distinguished the names the audience knew from the unknown names. 

According to Crenshaw, and what has become the Say Her Name-movement, the level of 

police violence black women face is far less recognised than what black men experience. 

Crenshaw argues that the reason for this, as well as why research and the public debates often 

overlook black women is that we miss the mental and methodological frames to see them. 

Since we cannot see them, we cannot fix the problem, Crenshaw argues.  

 The Black Lives Matter-movements have been prominent in media discourses during 

my PhD research period. It has moved from North America, to the rest of the world, including 

Norway, and has become part of my context, the same way as my former Torshov church 

context and the TV shows my children watch. At the same time, these protests have created 

an awareness to my other contexts. Whose lives matter in public debates, like children’s TV 

and in church preaching, Christian education and interpretations of parables? For this PhD 

project, it has shed new valuable light, both on the Biblical texts, their attested reception and 

my own positionality. Whose lives matters in parable interpretation? Which characters are 

central in such meaning-making processes, and how do we construe these characters?  

According to Crenshaw, black male lives matter more than black female lives in 

American public discourses. For the “church goers” I talked to and many New Testament 

scholars, male parable characters play a greater role in meaning-making than female parable 

characters. To compare the Black Lives Matter or the Say Her Name-movements to the lack 

of awareness of characters with female parables in the academic debates and in Norwegian 

church discourses is potentially problematic and might seem appropriative. I, as a white, 

European, middle class, cisgender, state employed scholar, who live in a traditional family, 

can, by no means, be compared to black American mothers who are afraid of letting their 

teenage children out to play or be with friends, in case the police will shoot them. Neither is 

my life situation anything like black women who, when they go for runs through a white 

neighbourhood have to shout: “I am just running, I am not dangerous,” which I heard about in 

a podcast when I myself was running without any danger.25 I far from claim that “not finding 

                                                 
25 On NRK radio. I have not been able to find it later.  
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your gender represented in biblical text interpretations” is on the same level as constantly 

facing racism and violence. I am, of course, in another world of intersectional privilege. 

People like me have often been part of the problem of discriminating woman in other 

intersections of ethnicity, geography and sexuality. For these reasons, I have wondered 

whether I can apply intersectionality, which comes from the struggle of black American 

women and even dare to suggest, that this project is even slightly related to issues related to  

Black Lives Matter.26 Still, it is important to acknowledge that I am indebted to the 

scholarship of Crenshaw and the reality from which it stems. Intersectionality as 

methodological lenses are valuable tools for research in many areas, also in mine. Inspired by 

these scholars and by intersectional criticism, I propose that the way we, as researchers or as 

church, focus on and make meaning from parables and their characters, are related to those 

whose “real” lives we see as meaningful.  

“Am I real or just a prop?” Ross Lynch and Maia Mitchell sing in the film “Can’t Stop 

Singing,” when they find themselves trapped in a plot of a film and are not able to control 

their actions – they cannot stop singing despite their wills.27 According to Eric Hart, a prop is 

a physical object that an actor uses during a performance.28 The are seemingly details that will 

enhance the world a character lives in, making it believable and possibly give layers to their 

story.”29 I borrow this term from theatre and film studies and employ it to describe a parable 

character as a prop when this character seems to mainly have a “support function” for the 

“real” characters in a parable. Such props are means for other characters’ goals and pawns in 

the game of someone else. Characters can be both props in the parable narrative’s plot or be 

interpreted as such by recipients. Are intersectional female parable props in the parable plots 

or in interpretations of these parables? I suggest that if female characters are not relevant or 

significant when scholars interpret parables and when theologians try to understand God and 

ourselves, it has implications for how we understand “real lives.” If female parable characters 

are overlooked, merely interpreted as a prop or a detail in somebody else’s plot, or understood 

in gender stereotypical and limiting ways, what does that say about real human beings in such 

intersections of power and oppression?  

                                                 
26 As suggested in the title of this introduction: “Whose lives matter?” 
27 Aris Archontis, Can't Stop Singing, Song in film. Disney Channel UK. 
28 Hart, Eric The Prop Building Guidebook, Routledge 2017, p.1-10.  
29 Nathalie Sejean “How Writing Props Can Help Add Layers to Your Story and Characters” 

(September 1, 2015, www.mentorless.com). 

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GCEA_enUS876US876&q=Ross+Lynch&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLSz9U3yMizNI0vWcTKFZRfXKzgU5mXnAEAdz6ciRsAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjRidfurqPxAhVp-ioKHQl4AwUQMTAAegQIAxAD
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GCEA_enUS876US876&q=Maia+Mitchell&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLSz9U3MCqriDdJWcTK65uYmajgm1mSnJGakwMAjryUfR4AAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjRidfurqPxAhVp-ioKHQl4AwUQMTAAegQIAxAE
https://bibsys-almaprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/search?query=creator%2Cexact%2CHart%2C%20Eric%2CAND&tab=default_tab&search_scope=default_scope&vid=UIO&lang=no_NO&mode=advanced
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1.4. Presuppositions and surprises 

This project started with the assumption that intersectional female parable characters are 

ignored in current research, in Luther’s writings and in Antiquity. In addition, if these 

recipients focus on them, they interpret them in narrow, stereotyped ways or underrate them, 

compared to male characters. However, this study has shown interesting exceptions to these 

proposed tendencies. From my starting point as a feminist, I have been surprised in two ways: 

Positively by parable interpretation before modern scholarship and more negatively by 

contemporary scholarship. This will be discussed throughout the thesis.  

1.5. Polyphonic parables 

My aim with this thesis is not to find the right interpretations of these parables. Even though 

this is a feminist project, which wants to challenge contemporary scholarship, I do not mainly 

seek to criticise biased or narrow interpretations or to find “correct” or feminist interpretations 

of these parables. Rather, by employing intersectional blending, I study various 

interpretational possibilities. This thesis’s various interpretations by different attested and 

potential listeners might be seen as polyphonic, in line with Mikhail Bakhtin’s understanding. 

Bakhtin claims that his source material, Dostoevsky’s novels, contains a polyphony of 

independent and unfused voices or consciousnesses in dialogical opposition. These voices 

have opposing points of views, worldviews and values. Still, they all have the same quality 

and right to exist. They are also in conversations or argumentations with each other, where the 

different voices dominate alternately.30 The parable material or the possible reception in Part 

3 are drastically different from Dostoevsky’s’ novels. Still, as M. A. Tolbert argues, parables 

have multiple meanings and are thus polyvalent.31 Gowler argues that multiple and dialogical 

parables interpretations, in Bakhtin’s sense, are not only possible, but also necessary.32 For 

Bakhtin, truth is always dialogical. It cannot rise only from the mind of an author, but rather 

when multiple opinions are allowed through numerous opposing voices within the same 

                                                 
30 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky´s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson (Minnesota: The University 

of Minnesota, 1984; repr., Seven). 6 and 16. Bakhtin mainly found polyphony in Dostoevsky’s novels. However, 

already in the antique genre, the menippea, Bakhtin’s own coined term, which according to Bakhtin, might have 

influenced the gospel authors, there are more and independent voices and elements of dialogism (for a thorough 

discussion of this term, see Christy Cobb, Slavery, Gender, Truth, and Power in Luke-Acts and other Ancient 

Narratives., 1 vols., vol. 1 (Wingate: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 42-49.).  
31 Mary Ann Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables: An Approach to Multiple Interpretations (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1979), 67. See for example  33-91 
32 Gowler connects his understanding of dialogic reception to Bakhtin’s quote above. See David B. Gowler, The 

parables after Jesus. Their Imaginative Reception across Two Millennia (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2017), 1-2. See also 3.1.3.1. Zimmermann also discusses polyvalent Parable interpretation (Ruben Zimmermann, 

Puzzeling the Parables of Jesus. Methods and Interpretation (Minneapolis Fortress press, 2015), 163-74.) 
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text.33 Might we be able to find, if not “truth,” then maybe new interpretational potential in 

parables with intersectional female characters, if we in addition to studying the many attested 

parable interpretations also study voices, which have previously been neglected?   

1.6. Overview of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into three parts. While Part 1 introduces current research, theories, 

methods, and material, Part 2 studies attested reception of parables with intersectional female 

characters and Part 3 possible reception of parables with intersectional female characters.  

 Part 1. Introductions to scholarship, approaches, theories, methods, and material, 

consists of four chapters. Chapter 1 is this introduction to the thesis. Chapter 2 discusses how 

contemporary scholarship studies parables with intersectional female characters and how my 

research builds on this research and challenges it in three ways. Chapter 3 presents the main 

theories and methods applied in this thesis, as well as how I combine and apply them. Chapter 

4 maps the parable material, provides a brief intersectional and narrative analyses of 

intersectional female characters, and zooms in on the five parables I study in detail.  

Part 2. Attested Reception of parables with intersectional female characters have 

three chapters following a brief introduction. In these chapters, I discuss three tendencies in 

contemporary research, namely that intersectional parable characters are ignored, stereotyped 

and underrated, and analyse the degree to which this is the case in both mainstream an 

feminist research, as well as in earlier attested interpretations in Luther’s preserved texts and 

in Antiquity. In each chapter, I analyse attested reception of two parables to discuss these 

proposed tendencies. In contrast to academic works on “women” in Antiquity, which often 

start with free women and end with slaves,34 I begin with the most marginalised female 

characters, namely slaves. These characters are also minor characters in the parable narratives 

and the most overlooked characters in the attested interpretations. I then move to free 

intersectional women with more prominent prop positions and more extensive attested 

reception. For free women, in line with intersectional concerns, I reverse the “career,” for an 

antique free female from virgin (παρθένος), to wife (γυνή), to widow (χήρα),35 so that I start 

                                                 
33 According to Bakhtin “truth is not born, nor is it found inside the head of an individual person; it is born 

between people collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interactions” (Bakhtin, Problems 

of., 110.).  
34 See for example Lynn H. Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: Illuminating Ancient Ways 

of Life (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009). More will come.  
35 As proposed by Turid Karlsen Seim (Turid Karlsen Seim, The Double Message: Patterns of Gender in Luke - 

Acts (London: T&TClark International, 1990), 231.) 
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with widows and end with virgins. In Chapter 5, I study the parable about the slave wife and 

possible daughters in danger of being sold (Matt 18:23-35)36 and the parable about the 

persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8) to discuss the extent to which recipients ignore intersectional 

female parable characters. In Chapter 6, I discuss stereotyping of intersectional female parable 

characters and analyse cases of attested interpretations of the parables about the baker wife 

(Matt 13:33/ Luke 13:20-21/Thom 96) and the wife with the ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10). In 

Chapter 7, when I discuss the extent to which recipients underrate intersectional female 

parable characters, I study other aspects of the reception of the parable about the wife with the 

ten drachmas, as well as the parable about the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-13). 

Part 3. Possible Reception of parables with intersectional female characters has four 

chapters that propose possible parable interpretations by hypothetical, but plausible 

intersectionally varied recipients from the first two centuries CE. In all chapters, I explore 

intersectional female characters and their parables by reading with reflecting recipients, who 

hear about corresponding parable characters. In each chapter, except for Chapter 10, I explore 

one parable with intersectional female characters. In Chapter 10, however, I focus on two 

parables, since they both have wives as main characters. Due to both the nature of the various 

parables and what the analysed cases of attested reception have found, my explorations vary. I 

again start with the most marginalised parable characters. In Chapter 8. Intersectional Female 

Slaves as Possible Parable Recipients (Matt 18:23-35), I explore whether listening enslaved 

wives and daughters would possibly have emphasised the slave wife and possible slave 

daughters in their interpretations, in contrast to most of the attested reception cases. In chapter 

9. Intersectional Widows as Possible Parable Recipients (Luke 18:1-8), I ask if intersectional 

varieties of listening widows would have emphasised the voice of the parable’s widow, or 

rather paid attention to Luke and the judge, as much attested reception has. In chapter 10. 

Intersectional Wives as Possible Parable Recipients, I study how reflecting recipients would 

have interpreted the two wives in the parable about the baker wife (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-

21; Thom96) and in the parable about the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10). Would they 

have stereotyped them, in ways similar to so many cases of attested reception have? In 

addition, I discuss the extent to which such reflecting recipients would possibly see these 

characters as significant and problematic for identification and theological imagery. In the last 

chapter of Part 3, Chapter 11. Intersectional Virgins as Possible Parable Recipients (Matt 

25:1-13), I consider how an intersectional variety of listening virgins could possibly construe 

                                                 
36 I deliberately chose to name the parables after the intersectional female parable characters. See 4.5.1.  
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this parable’s ten virgins. Would they find them significant as identification figures and as 

pointing towards the divine realm? Would they read the parable “with the grain” or possibly 

perform “resistant readings” of the parable, as especially contemporary feminist scholarship 

does?  

In the conclusion, I suggest how this research’s results might benefit contemporary 

parable research and contribute to more nuance and broader interpretational potential in 

parables with intersectional female characters.  
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Chapter 2. INTERSECTIONAL FEMALE CHARACTERS IN 

CONTEMPORARY PARABLE RESEARCH 

State of the art  

“…there is no need to allegorize details such as the woman, the three measures, or the whole 

lump of dough itself,” Donald A. Hagner writes about the parable about the baker wife (Matt 

13:33/Luke 13:20-21/Thom 96) in Word Biblical Commentary.37 A scholar in a major biblical 

commentary series sees the only human character in a parable as a detail. Is his view 

representative for current research? In this state of the art chapter, I will critically discuss this 

and other tendencies in current scholarship on parables with intersectional female characters. 

To do so, I will specifically focus on three lacunas in current research and propose some 

historical and contemporary reasons for these gaps.38 The three lacks are:  

1. Contemporary parable scholarship, especially mainstream research, often ignore 

female parable characters, interpret them in stereotypical ways or consider them 

insignificant, or less significant than comparable male characters, in their parable 

interpretation. 

2. Many New Testament scholars, who work with feminist approaches, have had little 

interest in parables. 

                                                 
37 Donald A. Hagner, Word Biblical Commentary: 33 A: Matthew 1-13, ed. David A. Hubbard et al., vol. 33 A 

(Dallas: Word Books, 1993). p. 390. 
3838 For parable research histories from other persepctives, see for example: Ruben Zimmermann and Gabi Kern, 

Hermeneutik der Gleichnisse Jesu: Methodische Neuansaätze zum Verstehen urchristlicher Parabeltexte, vol. 

231, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 25-51. P. 51-

63 might be included, sisce this is a reflections of the various hermeneutical perspectives in the edited book 

itself). or in Zimmermann, Puzzeling the Parables of Jesus. Methods and Interpretation, 21-174., Anders 

Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity" (PhD University of Oslo, 

2015). P. 116-169. See also his upcoming article. Stephen I. Wright, Jesus the storyteller (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 10-42. For state of the art of research on slave parables, see Martijn J. 

Stoutjesdijk, ""Not Like the Rest of the Slaves"? Slavery Parables in Early Rabbinic and Early Christian 

Literature" (PhD Monograph, Tilburg University, 2021), 62-78. For a research history, which particularly 

criticizes anti-Judaism in parable research, see Nathan Eubank, "Merit and Anti-Judaism in Matthew’s Parables 

since Jülicher," in Matthew within Judaism, ed. Anders Runesson and Daniel M. Gurtner, Israel and the Nations 

in the First Gospel (The Society of Biblical Literature, 2020). There are also brilliant introductions to feminist 

Biblical scholarship. In addition, Mary Ann Beavis has written about the state of the art for feminist scholarship 

and parable studies at two occasions: Mary Ann Beavis, ed., The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work and 

Wisdom (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002).p. 21-24 and Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: 

Feminist Interpretations of the Parables." See the entire article. For overviews and discussions, see, for example, 

the recent The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Gender studies : 1: Volume 1 : ASI-MUJ, vol. 1 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2014). And The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Gender Studies: 2: Volume 2: 

PAT-WOM, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Most of the articles in both volumes are of interest.  
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3. Most of both mainstream and the self-identified feminist research sees female 

characters primarily as “women” and lacks an intersectional perspective. 

 

2.1. First Lack: Mainstream parable scholarship neglect of intersectional female 

characters 

The first lacuna in contemporary research is that contemporary parable scholarship, especially 

mainstream research, often ignore female parable characters, interpret them in stereotypical 

ways or consider them insignificant in their parable interpretation. I addition, in cases where 

mainstream scholarship does find intersectional female parable characters interpretational 

significant, they somehow still underrate these characters in relation to comparable male 

character. As presented in 1.3.3, I see mainstream scholarship as research without feminist or 

gender aims or methods. This is the largest section in this chapter, since this neglect shows 

itself in more ways. First, there is less research on parables with intersectional female 

characters than on parables with comparable male characters. Secondly, when these parables 

are studied, scholars often ignore the intersectional female parable characters, interpret them 

in narrow, gender biased or stereotypical ways, or see them as insignificant, or as less 

significant than comparable male characters. By comparable male characters, I mean that 

these characters have similar narrative and grammatical roles and that the narratives use 

around the same amount of words to characterize these characters.39 First, to the scholarly 

lack of research on parables with female characters.  

2.1.1. Lost in research?  

Most mainstream scholarship has little interest in parables with female characters compared to 

parables with equivalent male characters. Beavis pinpoint this in the before-mentioned 2012 

article.40 Schottroff criticizes contemporary scholarship for letting the parable about the 

(male) shepherd (Luke 15:1-7) overshadow the parable about the woman with the drachmas 

(Luke 15:8-10) and the parable about the man with the mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32; Matt 

13:31-32; Luke 13:18-19) overshadow the parable about the woman with the leaven (Matt 

13:33; Luke 13:20-21; Thom 96).41 Annette Merz calls the parable about the baker wife “the 

                                                 
39 See 4.5.4.2. 
40 Beavis writes that what she calls “women parables” “…have often been overlooked, or given short shrift, in 

academic (…) writings.” (Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: Feminist Interpretations of the Parables." 

P. 220). 
41 Luise Schottroff, Lydia´s Impatient Sisters: A Feminist Social History of Early Christianity, trans. Barbara and 

Martin Rumscheidt (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994/5). p. 99. This is how Schottroff names these 
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lost parable among the parables of the lost.”42 This seems to reflect a broader lack in New 

Testament research, as pointed out by Carolyn Osiek, namely that female characters in the 

biblical material in general are understudied.43 

In addition to this general lack of interest in parables with female characters, when 

scholars do focus on these parables, the female characters are often interpreted in narrow and 

gender stereotyped ways. 

2.1.2. Narrow and stereotypical interpretations 

Many mainstream scholars interpret female parable characters in stereotypical ways. In line 

with Gabriele Griffin, I see stereotypes as simplistic ideas that people have of others which 

impact women’s and men’s lives negatively.44 To disclose and criticise stereotypes is 

important in feminist theory, as we will see in Part 2.45 Several feminist biblical scholars 

criticise mainstream parable scholarship for having narrow or stereotypical interpretations of 

female characters. In addition to Beavis’ criticism,46 Merz argues that most scholars 

stereotype the widow in Luke 18:1-10 as helpless and despairing.47 Schottroff criticises 

scholars before her for claiming that the woman with the drachmas was a housewife.48 In 

addition, Barbara E. Reid shows how the parables with female characters in Luke are 

stereotyped as stories about women tending to trivial tasks and the widow (the baker wife and 

the wife with the drachmas) as poor and marginalized . and the wife with the ten drachmas in 

as poor) as “wearisome” (the widow).49 

The clearest example I have found of stereotyping is Bernhard Brandon Scott, who 

sees all female parable characters as unclean. In addition, he believes that all first listeners to 

                                                 
parables. I try to employ recipients’ titles for parables when I refer to their interpretations. When I examine the 

parables, I use my own titles.  
42 Annette Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens (Von der verlornen Drachme)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse 

Jesu, ed. Ruben Zimmermann et al. (Güterloher Verlagshaus, 2015), 617. 
43 Carolyn Osiek, "Subsidiary Biblical Sciences and Feminist Perspective: A Fruitful Intersection," in Gospels: 

Narrative and History, ed. Mercedes Navarro Puerto and Marinella Perroni, The Bible and Women: An 

Encyclopeia of Exegesis and Cultural History (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015).p. 7. 
44 "Stereotypes,"  in Gabriele Griffin (1: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
45 "Stereotypes.". See also Introduction to Part 2. 
46 See Chapter 1, p.  
47 Annette Merz, "How the Woman who fought back and demanded her rights became an importunate Widow: 

the transformations of a parable of Jesus," in Jesus from Judaism to Christianity: continuum approaches to the 

historical Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén, Library of New Testament Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2007).p. 65). See 

5.2.5. for how Merz might possibly stereotype the widow in other ways. 
48 Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 87. 
49 Barbara E. Reid, "Beyond Petty Pursuits and Wearisome Widows: Three Lukan Parables," Interpretation 

(Richmond) 56, no. 3 (2002): 284, https://doi.org/10.1177/002096430005600305. 
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these parables would have found a female main character a scandal.50 Such gender 

stereotypical interpretations might also happen in more subtle ways.51 For example, most 

scholars interpret the widow in Luke 18:1-8 as poor and marginalized and the wife with the 

ten drachmas in Luke 15:8-10 as poor (and often miserable), even though this is not 

mentioned in the parables.52  

In addition to such stereotyping, the majority of the mainstream scholarship finds 

female parable characters insignificant when they interpret these parables.  

2.1.3. Insignificant characters 

Hagner’s statement in the beginning of this chapter about how the woman who hides leaven in 

flour is a detail in the parable seemingly resonate with several mainstream scholars. A number 

of mainstream scholars appear to consider this character an irrelevant detail in their parable 

interpretation. This is in accordance with Beavis’ analyses.53 Most mainstream scholars focus 

on something other than the female baker when they make meaning from this parable. The 

interpretational focus has either been the rising or fermentation of the dough (Adolf Jülicher,54 

Joachim Jeremias,55 C.H. Dodd,56 François Bovon,57 Snodgrass58), the hiding of the 

sourdough (Robert W. Funk,59 Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer,60 Mogens Müller61), or both the 

                                                 
50 Bernhard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Fortress, 1989), 304 and 07. 304 and 307. See discussions of this in Chapter 6, p. x. Beavis refers to 

the earlier The Parables of Jesus: The Red Letter Edition by Robert Funk, Bernard Brandon Scott, and James R. 

Butts, (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1988), 29, for such a view. See my broader analyses in 6.1.1.2. 
51 Or for Scott, possibly misogyny. 
52 See 5.2.5 and 6.2.1. 
53 For most scolars, according to Beavis, “the “unclean” leaven reveals the point of the parable, not the woman 

kneading it through the dough—if she is mentioned at all, she is made out to be as “unclean” as the leaven!” 

(Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: Feminist Interpretations of the Parables." P. 220.) 
54 Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, Second unchanged edition of the second edition ed. (Darmstadt: 

Darmstadt Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1976). P. 580-581. According to Jülicher, the parable do not say 

how, when and how far the kingdom will grow. Only that it will reach its goal.  
55 Joachim Jeremias, The parables of Jesus, 3rd rev. ed., [study ed.]. ed., Die Gleichnisse Jesu, (London: SCM, 

1972). P. 149. Interpretations point for Jeremias is that the little flock of Jesus, his “small band, through God’s 

miraculous power – swell into the might host of God in the Messianic Age, embracing the Gentiles.” 
56 Dodd, The Parables, 143. The fermentation is the point, according to Dodd, since the parable is placed 

together with the mustard seed parable. If it had been alone, the point would have been the sourdough. 
57 François Bovon, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament: EKK: Bd. 3 Tbd. 3: Das 

Evangelium nach Lukas Lk 15,1-19,27, vol. Bd. 3 Tbd. 3 (Zürich: Benziger, 2001), 420. 
58 Klyne R. Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Eerdmans, 2018), 233. 
59 Robert W. Funk, Funk on Parables. Collected Essays, ed. Bernard Brandon Scott (Santa Rosa, Calif: 

Polebridge Press, 2006). P. 104.  
60 Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, ed. 

Ruben Zimmermann et al. (München: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007).  
61 Mogens Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 2. reviderede udgave. ed., vol. 3, Dansk kommentar til 

Det nye Testamente, (Frederiksberg C: Eksistensen, 2020). P. 319.  
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hiding of the sourdough and the fermentation (Ulrich Luz62). Most of these scholars find the 

only human character in the parable, the one who puts the sourdough starter in the flour, 

irrelevant to their interpretations. In Chapter 5, I discuss how most scholars also ignore the 

slave wife and potential daughters in Matt 18:23-35 and one aspect of the widow in the 

parable in Luke 18:1-8, namely her voice.63 

 The most recent mainstream research, however, seems to have a broader approach to 

parables with female characters. 

2.1.4. Less stereotyped, but still underrated in recent research 

The mainstream parable research field seems to be changing, which is evident in certain 

publications. Some of the most recent mainstream parable studies have more focus on 

parables with female characters and the female characters within them and put female 

characters in the interpretational focus to a greater extend, than previous mainstream scholars 

did.64 These scholars’ understanding of the female parable characters also seem to be broader 

and less stereotypical than previous scholarship. Snodgrass, for example, does not see the 

wife with the drachmas in Luke 15 as necessarily poor. According to him, this character could 

possibly have been the typical woman one would find in a Galilean village.65 He also does not 

see the wife who bakes as unclean. However, as the discussions in Chapter 6 and 7 will show, 

stereotypical and limiting interpretations of these characters remain in mainstream 

scholarship.  

In addition, in the cases where contemporary mainstream scholars see female 

characters as interpretational relevant, they are somehow interpreted as less significant than 

comparable male characters. Such underrating happens in more understated ways than earlier. 

One example is from Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu where two contributors treat female 

parable characters in opposing ways. While Annette Merz puts the widow in Luke 18:1-8 in 

                                                 
6262 Ulrich Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, ed. Norbert Brox et al., vol. 1, EKK. Evangelisch-KAtholischer 

Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, (Zürich, Düsseldorf, Neukirchen-Vluyn: Benziger Verlag/Neukirchener 

Verlag, 1997), Biblical commentary. P. 334 and Ulrich Luz, Matthew 8-20 : A Commentary, ed. Helmut Koester, 

Hermeneia : A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001). P. 263. 
63 See 5.2. 
64 Examples are Ruben Zimmermann and Detlev Dormeyer, Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu (Gütersloh: 

Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007). Whether Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu is a mainstream publication, might 

be discussed. Some of the scholars, who are published in the book, do have explisit feminist aims. However, the 

majority does not. Others are Snodgrass, Stories with Intent., Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus: A 

Commentary, The Bible in its world, (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2000). and Gowler, Parables after Jesus. 
65 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 113. 



28 

 

the center of the interpretational attention,66 Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer describes the baker wife 

as unimportant in his interpretation of the parable.67 In subtle ways, some recent scholars also 

find female parable characters less theologically significant or relevant as an identification 

figure than comparable male characters. Snodgrass is an example of this. For him, the wife 

with the drachmas in Luke 15:8-10 does points towards the divine, however less than the 

shepherd in the preceding parable. Snodgrass writes: “The woman’s search is an analogy of 

God’s initiative and diligence in seeking to recover his people.”68 Still, for Snodgrass, the 

wife in this parable is less christologically significant than the shepherd is, because of the 

different resonances these two parables “set off” in recipients.69 This will analyzed further in 

7.1.1.  

Bovon and Scott also underrate the wife with the drachmas as an identification figure. 

While this character for Bovon mainly shows how also women are included in the Christian 

congregations, comparable male characters have much wider applications.70 Since Scott sees 

this wife as impure, she becomes a problematic identification figure, far more problematic 

than the surrounding male characters.71 

To sum up, mainstream scholarship has little focus on parables with female characters. 

If they do, the female characters are often seen as irrelevant for the parable’s interpretation or 

are interpreted in stereotypical ways. Even though the most recent research has more 

interpretational focus on female characters than scholarship before Beavis’ article in 2012, 

some mainstream scholars still find the female parable characters either insignificant or less 

important than comparable male characters in their interpretation.  

In the following, I will suggest three hermeneutical traditions or paradigms, which 

might be a background for mainstream scholarship’s ignoring and stereotyping of 

intersectional female characters. 

                                                 
66 Annette Merz, "Die Stärke der Schwachen (Von der bittenden Witwe)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, 

ed. Ruben Zimmermann et al. (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007). Merz is a explisit feminist,  
67 Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, ed. 

Ruben Zimmermann et al. (München: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007).  
68 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent.P. 115. The shepherd is also an analogy of God Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 

107. 
69 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. p. 107. 
70 Francois Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, ed. Joachim Gnilka Norbert Brox, Ulrich Luz, Juergen Roloff, 

3 vols., vol. III, EKK: Evangelisch-katholisch Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, (Düsseldorf: Neukirchen-

Vluyn, 2001), 30 and 33. See also analyses of Bovon’s interpretation in Chapter 7 (possibly chapter 6), p.x.  
71 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 311-13.-313  
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2.1.5. Hermeneutical paradigms or ideals 

In the history of modern parable research, especially three hermeneutical paradigms or 

tendencies are worthwhile analyzing, as a backdrop to the shortages I see in contemporary 

parable research. The first is Jülicher’s hermeneutical ideal of “one point of comparison.” 

When this paradigm prevails, scholars tend to see all other aspects than this one point as 

insignificant for the parable interpretation. Female parable characters are often viewed as such 

detail. The second is Dodd’s suggestion, that what appears to be “vivid or strange” in the 

parables, should be parables’ interpretational focus. Such an interpretational ideal seem to 

make scholars see female parable characters as “stranger” than necessary, and thus to interpret 

them in narrower, more stereotypical ways. The third reason comes from the study of parables 

as metaphors. This is the claim that metaphors are made sense of the same way by all readers 

or listeners.  

2.1.5.1. The “one point” of the parable is never the female character 

Most research histories agree that modern parable research starts with, or at least owes a great 

deal to, Adolf Jülicher and his Gleichnissreden Jesu (1886/1888-89).72 Jülicher’s “war against 

allegory,”73 and his hermeneutical model of one tertium comparations, one point of 

comparison, is one his many legacies. Jülicher fiercely opposed allegorical interpretations, 

which was the most influential way of interpreting parables from Antiquity unto the 

Reformation, and which also survived Luther’s and Calvin´s attempts to understand parables 

more historically.74 To “get back to” the original parables of Jesus, which was Jülicher’s aim, 

all later allegorical interpretations had to be removed. Jülicher claims that, even though the 

gospel editors used allegorical interpretations of Jesus’ parables, the historical Jesus would 

never have done so.75 The following Jülicher quote about why the historical Jesus would 

never use allegory is in German, since it loses some of its edge in translation (which follows 

in the footnote). 

Kein Mittel hat er unversucht gelassen, kein Mittel des Wortes, um das Wort Gottes an und in die 

Herzten seiner Hörer zu bringen, nur die Allegorie, die nicht verkündigt, sondern verhüllt, die nicht 

offenbart, sondern verschließt, die nicht verbindet, sondern trennt, die nicht überredet, sondern 

                                                 
72 See, for example, how most of the parable research histories I refer to above, start with Jülicher.  
73 As characterized by Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 5. 
74 Ref from Gowler will come. Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 15, 116-18, 24-5 and 59. 
75 Jülicher, Adolf. Die Gleichnisreden Jesu. Darmstadt: Darmstadt Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1976. 

p. 457-459). 
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zurückweist, die Redeform konnte der klarste, der gewaltigste, der schlichteste aller Redner für seine 

Zwecke nicht gebrauchen.76  

For Jülicher, comparison, and not allegory, should be the guiding principle in parable 

interpretation.77 Moreover, the parable and what it compares to, only meet at one point and 

the parable is meaningful exclusively from this point.78 Everything else becomes details. My 

analysis shows that for the majority of male scholars within this paradigm, female parable 

characters have become such details.  

Even though this “single point”-approach has been much criticised, it still lives on in 

contemporary research, as illustrated by the quote by Hagner in the start of this chapter, and 

as will be further studied in Chapter 6.79 The following longer Hagner quote shows the 

connection between the hermeneutical ideal of finding the one interpretational point, and 

neglecting the female character. 

 

The kingdom of God is like leaven in this way. Although at the beginning it looks unimpressive, it will 

have an effect that is out of all proportion with that beginning. This is the main point of the parable (…) 

Thus there is no need to allegorise details such as the woman, the three measures, or the whole lump of 

dough itself.80 

 

What really matters for Hagner’s interpretation of the parable is the leaven. Everything else, 

including the only human character and her actions, is irrelevant. However, Hagner does 

make meaning from other aspects of the parable, namely that the large amount of floor might 

have to do with “eschatological fulfilment.”81 He make no meaning from or with the female 

character. For the majority of mainstream scholars in this tradition, the “single point” seems 

always to be something other than the female character.82 

                                                 
76 “He left no medium untried, no medium of the word, to bring the Word of God close to and into the hearts of 

his listeners, except for the allegory, which does not preach, but rather covers up, which does not reveal, but 

closes, which does not connect, but divides, which does not convince, but rejects. The clearest, most powerful 

and plainest of all speakers had no purpose for this form of speech.” (own translation, with assistance from Karin 

Neutel) (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden, 118.)  
77 The parables of Jesus does not need an interpretation, according to Jülicher. “Eine richtig und vollständig 

erhaltene παραβολή bedarf keines deutenden Wortes, verträgt nicht einmals eins, denn alles in ihn ist deutlich» 

(Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden., 117).  All true parables has the “Grundform” “Vergleichen” (p, 112). Jesus 

simply places “Sachverhaltes neben einander” (1976, 54) and says: “Es werde im Himmelreich gehen wie in der 

folgende Geschichte” (1976, 448).  
78 Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden., 95. 
79 See later in this chapter, p. x, as well as in thapter x (recorded rec of sourdough parable) how many scholars 

who thinks there is only one point in the parable about the baker wife.  
80 Hagner, Word 33 A. p. 389-390.  
81 Hagner, Word 33 A, 390. 
82 See examples under the headline “Insignificant Characters” in this State of the arts, p. See also the chapter 

about the baking wife, p. x.  
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2.1.5.2. Searching for the “strange,” finding stereotypes.  

Another hermeneutical ideal, which might be a reason why scholars so often portray female 

parable characters in narrow and stereotypical ways, is clearest expressed by Charles H. Dodd 

in his famous parable definition: 

At its simplest, a parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer 

by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to 

tease it into active thought.83  

 

According to this definition, parables reflect familiar and common experiences from nature 

and everyday life. However, certain aspects of parables break with such common knowledge. 

This “vividness” or “strangeness” is what is significant in the parables.  

When the contrast between what is common and what is strange is the key to 

interpretation, scholars seem to find such vividness or strangeness to a greater degree than if 

they had not been looking for this. Possibly, this make scholars interpret female characters in 

more strange or clichéd ways, and thus stereotype the to a further degree than they would 

otherwise have done. In ways similar to Jülicher’s one tertium comparations, Dodd’s 

“strangeness ideal” seems to live on in contemporary research. Louise Schottroff, for 

example, criticizes Robert W. Funk for being so concerned about what is apparent 

extraordinary that he misses that hiding sourdough in flour in the parable about the baker wife 

is not necessarily strange, but could very well be how baking happened in the first century 

CE.84 This could also be the case for Scott, when he interprets the parable about the baking 

wife (Matt 13:33/Luke 13:20-21/Thom 96). According to Scott, all antique hearers would 

understand the female character, as well as the sourdough and her hiding of it as something 

negative and unclean. Scott writes: “Frustration is now intensified: how can the kingdom be 

like leaven, a woman, and hiding? Surely the proper terms are unleavened, a man, and 

open?”85 Is Scott looking so hard for what is striking or unusual, that he exaggerates his 

negative interpretation of the baker wife?86  

We could also ask Dodd’s definition whether there are “common life” seen as shared 

experiences. Rater, are not all parable interpretations results of recipients’ intersectional 

privileges and disadvantages? This leads us to the third hermeneutical tendency, which might 

                                                 
83 Dodd, The Parables, 16. 
84 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 79-80. 
85 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 326.  
86 This will be further discussed in 6.1.1.2.1. 
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be a reason why scholars ignore or stereotype intersectional female parable characters. This 

paradigm sees parables as multivalent literary texts, much in contrast to the two previous 

hermeneutical trends. Still, a number of scholars within interpretational traditions claim that 

all readers or listeners interpret parable metaphors or characters the same way.  

2.1.5.1.3. Parables are universally interpreted  

Literary or aesthetic approaches to parable studies started as a protest of the historical 

criticism, which both Jülicher and Dodd represent. Amos Wilder suggests that the parables of 

Jesus are not mere windows into the ancient world, which could be understood as a “single 

pattern,” in line with Jülicher’s hermeneutical ideal, but rather literary works of art. As such, 

their purpose is not to exemplify, but to reveal.87 Wilder was followed by, among others, 

Robert W. Funk and Dan O. Via jr. Via argued that the historical approach ignored the basic 

human element in the parables, leaving the parables irrelevant for the present, and ignoring 

the aesthetic function of parables as literature.88 Funk was the first to make the dynamic 

between the reader/listener and the parable significant for the interpretation of parables. 

Seeing the parables as open-ended metaphor, he suggested that listeners or readers participate 

in their interpretations.89 Such structuralist-narrative or semiotic approaches are also dominant 

in the “Parables Seminary” working group of the Society of Biblical Literature in the late 

1970s,90 as well as in the works of Sallie McFague.91 In European research, Paul Ricaeur is a 

prominent voice in understanding parables as metaphors, with non-translative, creative 

potential for bringing two opposing semantic areas together.92  

 These approaches broadened the interpretational possibilities of parables. For scholars 

in these traditions, parables do not only have only one single point of comparison, but a 

multitude of meaning potential. Neither is what is presumably strange in a parable necessarily 

its interpretational focus.93 Still, I have found that although most contemporary scholars see 

parables as metaphorical, figurative speech, many scholars still seem to think that all readers 

or listeners in a particular period would interpret such metaphors the same way or employ the 

                                                 
87 Amos N. Wilder, The Language of the Gospel: Early Christian Rhetoric (New York: Harper and Row, 1964). 

Find page nr… 
88 Dan O. Via, The Parables: Their Literary and Existential Dimension (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974). 
89 Robert W. Funk, Language, Hermeneutic, and Word of God (New York: Harper and Row, 1966). 
90 See the discussions that followed in for ex. Semeia 2 (1974).  
91 See for example, Sallie McFague, Speaking in parables : A study in metaphor and theology (Philadelphia:  

Fortress Press, c1975), Especially p. 71-72.  
92 See, for example, Ricoeur, P. (1975). La Métaphore vive. Paris: Seuil. 
93 Although, as seen above, surprisingly many contemporary scholars believe parables mainly have one, or a few,  

point of interest.   
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same sources of knowledge when they interpret them. Scott, for example, claims that every 

listeners all over the “ancient world” would conceptualize not only the woman, but also the 

sourdough in the parable about the baker wife the same way. According to Scott: 

… the parable’s significance lies in the metaphorical structure to which its individual words belong. 

Leaven belongs to conventional language (what is common in a specific time), to an established 

metaphorical network. That leaven in the ancient world was a symbol for moral corruption has long 

been recognized.”94  

 

Similarly, Klyne R. Snodgrass presumes that a parable would set off the same resonances in 

all hearers or listeners.95 Thus, both Scott and Snodgrass explore parables from the 

perspective of first audiences or first readers, without specifying which listeners or readers 

they mean. They share this approach with other scholars, such as Jeremias, who employs 

“first audiences,”96 Hagner, who simply writes “hearers or readers,”97 and Donahue, who 

discusses “first hearers.”98 Some scholars make some distinctions in how they describe first 

recipients. Luz, for example, separates between “original listeners” to Jesus and those in the 

Matthean community.99 Bovon distinguishes between male and female readers,100 and Levine 

sometimes describes how Jesus’ first century audience would make meaning of the parables, 

and sometimes specify them as a Jewish audience.101 Still, as I will propose in Part 3, it is 

necessary to discuss and identify which first or early recipients we propose. There is no 

“natural” or “generic” first reader or hearer. All scholars make conscious or unconscious 

choices about the hearers or readers they assume: For example about their intersectional 

situatedness or about the socio-cultural values, intertexts, or other stories they assume are in 

play when readers or audiences make meaning from or with parables. In addition, scholars 

also transfer their own values, understandings of gender and possible biases to their 

interpretations. The lack of focus on such choices and contextualisation might contribute to 

the above-mentioned lacuna in contemporary scholarship. 

                                                 
94 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 324. Her discussions of this in part two: Recorded reception, chapter about 

baker wife, p.x.  
95 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. p. 107. 
96 See, for example, Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. p. 149. 
97 Hagner, Word 33 A, 385. 
98 S.J. John R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable (Fortress Press, 1988). P. 149. 
99 Ulrich Luz, Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament: EKK : Bd. 1 Tbd. 2 : Das 

Evangelium nach Matthäus Mt 8-17, vol. Bd. 1 Tbd. 2 (Zürich: Benziger, 1990)., p. 332.  
100 Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, see for ex. p. 31.However, this distinction does not seem to affect how he assumes 

interpretation happens. 
101 Amy–Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus. The enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2015), see for example p. 6 and 11.  
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2.1.6. Feminist parable scholarship’s critique of mainstream research 

What I call mainstream parable research generally misses feminist, gender or queer 

perspectives. For a long time, most parable research was “mainstream.” Although an 

extensive part of parable scholarship could still be categorized as mainstream, feminist 

parable interpretation has made an impact in the field over the last 40 years. According to 

Beavis, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Luise Schottroff and Susan Marie Praeder during the 

1980s and 1990s addressed the shortcomings in parable research and highlighted what Beavis 

calls the “woman parables” in their feminist exegetical writings. In the first decade of this 

millennia, Schottroff´s The Parables of Jesus, Beavis’ own edited book The Lost Coin, as 

well as Elizabeth Dowling´s Taking away the Pound, according to Beavis, “expanded the 

application of methods and material for feminist theologians, but far from exhausted the 

directions that feminist parable interpretation could take.”102 I will add Annette Merz’ and 

Amy-Jill Levine’ contributions to broader studies of female parable characters.103 

As described above, a number of feminist scholars criticises mainstream parable 

scholarship for ignoring and stereotyping female parable characters.104 In contrast to, feminist 

scholars emphasis female characters and put them centre stage in their interpretations. As will 

be discussed in 5.2.2.2, Schottroff, Barbara Scheele, Mary W. Matthews, Carter Shelley and 

Merz argue that the widow in Luke 18:1-8 should be focused on, and not the judge, which 

most mainstream scholarship does. In addition, Holly Hearon and Antoinette Clark Wire, as 

well as Praeder and Schottroff maintain that the female baker, and not the sourdough starter, 

is the most significant in the parable about the baker wife.105 Beavis, Linda Maloney, 

Schottroff and Merz consider the woman for her lost drachma in Luke 15:8-10 as 

theologically significant as the man searching for his lost sheep in its preceding parable,106 

                                                 
102 In the 1980s and 90s: Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Sharing Her Word: Feminist Biblical Interpretation in 

Context (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998). See, for example, p. 21-24, when she applies four parables with female 

characters to discuss feminist New Testament hermeneutics., Schottroff, Lydia´s. and Susan Marie Praeder, The 

Word in Women's Worlds: Four Parables, ed. Susan Marie Praeder, Zacchaeus studies: New testament, 

(Wilmington, Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1988). From 2000: Schottroff´s The Parables of Jesus, Beavis own 

edited book the Lost Coin, as well as Elizabeth Dowling´s Taking away the Pound (når får tid, har jeg tenkt å 

fylle mer på fra Fiorenza og Encyclopedia of Gender studies. Tar gjerne imot tips til andre).  
103 Merz, "Die Stärke.", Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens.", Merz, "How the Woman."; Levine, Short 

Stories., Amy-Jill Levine, "Gospel of Matthew," in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom, Sharon 

H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley (Louiseville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992, 1998, 2012); Amy-Jill 

Levine, "The Gospels and Acts," ed. Benjamin H. Dunning, The Oxford Handbook of New Testament, Gender, 

and Sexuality (2019). Amy-Jill Levine and Ben Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, ed. Ben Witherington, New 

Cambridge Bible commentary, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).  
104 See Part 2 for more feminist critique of mainstream scholarship.  
105 See 6.1.1.2. 
106 See 7.1.1.  
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and Febbie Dickerson shows how various recipients’ perspectives might alter the meaning of 

the parable about the widow and the unjust judge.107 

 This feminist criticism shows that other reasons than interpretational paradigms and 

traditions influence how and why mainstream scholarship ignore, stereotype and underrate 

intersectional female parable characters. Throughout Part 2, I will analyse how male bias and 

possibly misogyny might play into this.  

Despite the feminist critique of mainstream research, some of the discussed tendencies 

are also present in the feminist discourses. Most feminist scholars ignore some intersectional 

female parable characters, as will be discussed below. Most feminist scholars also interpret 

the wife with the drachmas as poor and the widow as poor, marginalized and often 

desperate.108 In addition, Levine criticizes some feminist scholars for interpreting the baker 

wife as unclean as a Jewish woman.109 As Chapter 7 will discuss, feminist scholars also 

possibly underrate the ten virgins (Matt 25:113) as identification figures.110 Possibly, this 

might relate to what I see as contemporary research’s third lack, namely missing 

intersectional analysis. However, before this is discussed, I will present the general feminist 

New Testament research’s lack of interest in parables. 

2.2. Second Lack: The feminist discourse’s lack of interest in parables 

Apart from the extensive and important parable research contributions above, the broader 

feminist New Testament discourse mainly seems to lack focus on parables. This appears 

particularly to be the case in large edited volumes, which aim at giving broad feminist 

analyses of the Biblical material, such as commentaries, encyclopaedia, companions and 

dictionaries. For example, the recent The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Gender 

studies (2014) does not have an article about feminist parable research or about female 

parable characters. Such missing interest in parables is also reflected in explicitly feminist 

commentaries and companions from the three last decades.111 The most obvious examples are 

in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary, edited by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

                                                 
107 According to Yee these contributions are not surprisingly, from «scholars of color.” See Yee, "Thinking 

Intersectionally: Gender, Race, Class, and the Etceteras of Our Discipline," Journal of Biblical literature 139, 

no. 1 (2020), https://doi.org/10.15699/jbl.1391.2020.1b. p. 9. 
108 See 6.2.1.and 5.2.5.  
109 According to Levine, Barbara Reid and Susan Marie Praeder construe this woman is unclean as a Jewish 

women as part of their feminist project (Levine, Short Stories, 125-26. This will be discussed in 6.3.1.  
110 See 7.2.1. 
111 The criteria for my following analysis are different genres (Commentaries, Encyclopaedia, Companion and 

Dictionary), from both the German and Anglo-America discourses, within the last three decades. 
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(1994). In this edited volume, when Elaine Wainwright searches the gospel of Matthew for 

female characters with her “hermeneutics of remembrance or reclaimation,” she does not 

“remember” or “reclaim” any female parable characters.112 In addition, when Turid Karlsen 

Seim writes about widows in Luke-Acts, she does not mention the widow in the parable in 

Luke 18:1-8.113 Seim also just briefly mentions the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10) as 

one of the “gender pairs” in Luke-Acts.114  

In other works, there is some focus on parables. Such a limited interest is seen in 

Women’s Bible Commentary, edited by Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe and Jacqueline E. 

Lapsley (1992/1998/2012).115 In their book section about the gospel of Luke, Jane D. 

Schaberg and Ringe study five passages extensively, of which none are parables.116 Schaberg 

and Ringe only briefly mention the Lukan female parable characters. In contrast, Amy-Jill 

Levine, who writes about the gospel of Matthew in the same volume, treats the baking woman 

(13:33) and the ten virgins (25:1-13) the same way as stories about other Matthean female 

characters.117  

Feminist Companions to Matthew and Luke, edited by Amy-Jill Levine (2001 and 

2002) also shows such limited interest in parables. Within these two books, only one parable 

gets its own section. This is the parable about the ten virgins in Matt 25:1-13.118 Just one 

additional female parable character is studied in some detail, namely the wife with the 

drachmas (Luke 15:8-10).119  

                                                 
112 Elaine Wainwright, "The Gospel of Matthew," in Searching the Scriptures. A feminist commentary, ed. 

Elizabeth Shüssler Fiorenza (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1994), 639. 
113 Turid Karlsen Seim, "The Gospel of Luke," in Searching the Scriptures. A feminist Commentary, ed. 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Searching the Scriptures. (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1994), 

757. 
114 Turid Karlsen Seim, "The Gospel of Luke," in Searching the Scriptures. A Feminist Commentary, ed. 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1994). p. 730.  
115 Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe, The Women's Bible commentary (London: SPCK, 1992). 
116 Jane D. Schaberg and Sharon H. Ringe, "Gospel of Luke," in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. 

Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley (Louiseville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992, 1998, 

2012).p. 501-510.  
117 Levine, "Matthew." 
118 Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt, "Got into the Party after all: Women's Issues an the Five Foolish Virgins. ," in A 

Feminist Companion to Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and with Marianne Blickenstaff, Feminist Companion to 

the New Testament and Early Christian Writings (Sheffield Sheffield Academic Press, 2001). 
119 The wife with the drachmas is “re-viewed” by Carol Schersten LaHurd (Carol Schersten LaHurd, "Re-

viewing Luke 15 with Arab Christian Women," in A Feminist Companion to Luke, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and with 

Marianne Blickenstaff (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001).) p. 250-257. However, the baker wife (Matt 

13:33/Luke 13:20-21) is only mentioned in footnotes (note 18, p. 29, note 30, p. 150, note 17, p. 252), an 

overview (p. 51) or in the passing (p. 108). So is the widow in Luke 18:1-8 (p 42, 150, 151, 227).  
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The Feminist Biblical Interpretation. A Compendium of Critical Commentary on the 

Books of the Bible and Related Litterature, edited by Luise Schottroff and Marie -Theres 

Wacker (2012) also shows this partially lack of focus on parables. Although Martina S. Gnadt 

comments on the baker wife (Matt 13:33) to some degree,120 the other female parable 

characters are barely mentioned.  121 

I have found one exception, namely the recent Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of 

Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical books, 

and the New Testament, edited by Carol L. Meyers, Toni Craven, and Ross Shepard Kraemer 

(2001). This book presents almost all the parable characters, which I study in this thesis.122  

Why have these feminist New Testament scholars had so little interest in parables and 

female parable characters?  

2.2.1. Feminist scholarship’s search for “real” historical women   

 Modern biblical scholarship has often studied the historical-social worlds “behind” biblical 

stories. In response to both the lack of focus on “women” in the historical sources and most 

non-feminist scholars’ neglect of studying those “women” which the sources do attest, 

feminist New testament scholarship has focused on discovering historical genealogies and 

finding historical foremothers. We see this, for example in Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In 

Memory of Her.123 This focus on “real woman” might be one reason why feminist scholarship 

often neglect parable characters. Could it possibly be that parable characters are not 

                                                 
120 Martina S. Gnadt, "Gospel of Matthew: Jewish-Christian Churches in Opposition to the Pax Romana," in 

Feminist Biblical Interpretation. A Compendium of Critical Commentary on the boks of the Bible and Related 

Litterature, ed. Luise Schottroff and Marie -Theres Wacker (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 2012).p. 619-20.  
121 The parable about the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-10) is neither mentioned when Gnadt discusses “Entering the 

Kingdom of Heaven”, nor “”Doing the Will of the Father” (Gnadt, "Gospel of Matthew: Jewish-Christian 

Churches in Opposition to the Pax Romana." P. 616-620 and 611-613). For suggestions of how this parable 

could have been connected to both these topics, see my explorations in Chapter 11. The widow in Luke 18:1-8 is 

mentioned in the passing (Claudia Janssen and Regene Lamb, "Gospel of Luke: The Humbled Will Be Lifted 

Up," in Feminist Biblical Interpretation. A Compendium of Critical Commentary on the boks of the Bible and 

Related Litterature, ed. Luise Schottroff and Marie -Theres Wack (Grand Rapids: William. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 2012).p. 655) and the parable about the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10) is briefly 

mentioned as an example of how “…one woman’s struggle for survival becomes the image for God’s action…” 

(Janssen and Lamb, "Luke."p. 655).   
122 Carol L. Meyers, Toni Craven, and Ross Shepard Kraemer, Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and 

Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical books, and the New Testament (Grand 

Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2001). The exception is that this work do not explicitly see the potential daughters 

hidden in the term “children” in Matthew 18:25.  
123 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins 

(London: SCM Press Ltd., 1983). P will come.  
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considered “real” women, “only” literary figures, and therefore of little interest in the feminist 

New Testament mainly historical-critical quests? 

It is understandable that feminist research has felt the need for genealogies and 

establishing historical foremothers. However, if this is the case, we could argue that none of 

the Biblical figures are “real” historical persons. All “persons” in the Bible are products of 

literary and ideological constructions. Parable characters are possibly on a higher level of 

construction than other narrative figures. At the same time, could perhaps these highly 

constructed figures be of extra interest to feminist research? Since they are so clearly made 

up, they could show how gender and other social factors were construed and communicated in 

the early Christian discourses.  

In addition, many scholars see parables as the center of the message of Jesus.124 If this 

is the case, these central, preached characters should be of interest to feminist and other 

theological discussions.      

2.3. Third Lack: Missing intersectional perspectives 

The third lack I have found is that both mainstream and explicitly feminist research mainly 

see female characters as “women” and lack intersectional perspectives. Since mainstream 

scholarship generally misses a gender perspective, I will in the following concentrate on 

feminist research.  

Feminist biblical scholarship remained for a long time in the “second wave” of 

feminism, where “women” were seen as a more or less universal category and having the 

same goals. However, over the last 20 years biblical feminist scholars have studied gender in 

more diverse ways, for example together with other social factors, such as race, geopolitical 

dynamics and class.125 In 2009, Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza is the first to employ the term 

intersectionality.126 Intersectionality and biblical studies will be further presented in 3.2.2. 

Feminist parable studies seems to be a bit later than other New Testament research in 

                                                 
124 Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 5., Luise Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 

2005), 1., Sallie McFague Teselle, Speaking in Parables. A study of Metaphor and Theology (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1975), 9. 
125 Susanna Scholz, "Second-Wave Feminism " in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Gender studies 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). About how intersectionality slowly is making its way into more 

mainstream research, see SBL Presidential address,  Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally." p. 8-9, note 6-7.  See 

method chapter, p.X for further discussions.  
126 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, "Introduction," in Prejudice and Christian Beginnings: Investigating Race, 

Gender, and Ethnicity in Early Christian Studies, ed. Laura Nasrallah and Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 1-2.  
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applying intersectionality. The discussions I will present in 4.2, about how many parables 

which depict “women”, for example, might suggest this. In addition, the works above by 

Beavis, Schottroff, Dowling, Merz, Praeder, Reid, Scheele, Matthews, Shelley, Maloney, 

Hearon and Wire, all focus on “women,” as a common category. Levine comes closest to an 

intersectional approach, all though she does not employ the term.  

However, this lack of intersectional theory does not mean that these feminist scholars 

have not investigated difference among women, as has been one of the critiques of second 

wave feminisms. Schottroff, as mentioned above, calls into question the previously taken for 

granted position that all female parable characters were housewives.127 Merz shows how not 

all first century widows were meek and passive victims, as is generally assumes in 

scholarship.128 Levine suggests a great variety of interpretational possibilities of female 

parable characters. In addition, she employs “Jewish and “woman” as methodological 

categories and shows how scholars often interpret Jewish women in Anti-Jewish stereotypical 

ways.129 In addition, before Fiorenza applied intersectionality as a theoretical and 

methodological tool in 2009, she analysed how kyriachal domination discriminated various 

biblical wo/men, in different ways.130 

There are also some attempts to apply intersectional criticism to parable studies. In 

addition to the before-mentioned Dickerson, Mitzi J. Smith Cascade also does.131 In my own 

Norwegian context, Marianne Bjelland Kartzow,132 Anders Martinsen133, and Anna Rebecca 

Solevåg134 apply intersectional criticism to the study of parables.  

                                                 
127 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 96. 
128 Find ref. widow chapter.  
129 Levine, Short Stories, 128. (Also something in drachma chapter. Obs: This is very similar to what I write 

there.) Levine also refers to Barbara Reid and Susan Marie Praeder, who as part of their feminist concern, claims 

so (p. 125-126.  
130 Fiorenza writes:” I seek to articulate a critical feminist interpretation on feminist political terms. Such an 

articulation requires a different understanding of patriarchy, one which does not limit it to the sex/gender system, 

but conceptualizes it in terms of interlocking structures of domination [i.e. kyriarchal, eite male, relationas of 

ruling (Herr-schaft)] (Schüssler Fiorenza, Sharing Her Word, 7-8.). 
131 According to Yee these contributions are not surprisingly, from «scholars of color.” See Yee, "Thinking 

Intersectionally." p. 9. 
132 For example in Marianne Bjelland Kartzow and Loreen Iminza Maseno, "Widows, intersectionality and the 

parable in Luke 18," International Journal of Sociology and Anthropology 2, no. 7 (2010)., Marianne B. 

Kartzow, "Striking Family Hierarchies: Luke 12:35-48, Gender and Slavery," Acta patristica et byzantina 21, no. 

2 (2010), https://doi.org/10.1080/10226486.2010.11879120. 

And Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, "The Ambiguous Neighbour: Female Neighbourhood Networks and the 

Parable of the Lost Coin," Neotestamentica 53, no. 2 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1353/neo.2019.0019.  
133 Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity." However, he does 

not study female parable characters.  
134 Anna Rebecca Solevåg, "Døve, blinde og lamme i Guds rike? Helse og frelse i Det nye testamentet," (2020). 
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Still, more and explicit intersectional criticism would be of value to parable research. 

A reason for this is that some female parable characters are still overlooked or seen as 

insignificant, both by mainstream and by feminist scholars. According to my research, this is 

the case for characters, which are constructed at the bottom of the intersectional hierarchies of 

power and oppression, like female slaves. For example, the slave wife and the potential slave 

daughters in the parable about the so-called unmerciful slave (Matt 18:23-35) are hardly 

mentioned by any scholars, feminist or non-feminist, and never interpretationally important in 

any parable studies. This includes scholars with a particular focus on gender and slavery, such 

as Jennifer Glancy. Glancy, in a chapter about parables and slavery in her groundbreaking 

Slavery in Early Christianity, describe the slave wife and children as “the family of the slave,” 

who can be sold together with his other belongings, but misses that there are one or more 

female slaves in this text.135 According to Glancy, the only female slaves in canonical 

parables are the beaten female slaves (παιδίσκας) in the parable about the so-called wicked 

slave in Luke 12:42-48.136 An intersectional approach, where we “ask the other question,” for 

example about slaves when we hear about free women, could help us see and focus on these 

characters.137 Another example is, as described above, that the widow in Luke 18:1- is almost 

exclusively seen as poor and marginalized, also by most feminists. My analysis shows that 

contemporary research often ignore her voice in the parable. This includes New Testament 

scholars who have an explicitly feminist aim and seek to emphasize her role. Possibly, if 

scholars had seen her in other intersections of social factors, for example as rich or educated, 

they would have focused on her voice to a greater degree.  

2.3.1. Loyalty to mainstream research? 

Thus, despite some important intersectional studies in parable research, the majority of 

parable scholarship still misses intersectional perspectives. Esther Fuchs argues that feminist 

New Testament research has been more loyal to “…male-dominated conventional approaches 

than to feminist theories.”138Possibly, this is a reason why parable research still mostly lack 

intersectional perspectives. Parable scholarship seem to be mainly white, male dominated 

                                                 
135 Jennifer A. Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). p. 114. (Glancy, 

Slavery, 111.) For all the other scholars who have missed these characters or found them insignificant, see 5.1.2.  
136 Glancy, Slavery, 111. 
137 See 3.2 as well as Chapter 8, where I explore this parable from the perspective of listening intersectional 

female slaves. 
138 Cited in Scholz, "Second-Wave," 243. 
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European or North American.139 As such, parable scholarship might be slow in taking in new 

perspectives, such as intersectionality from race and feminist studies.  

2.4. State of the art and this research project 

This PhD research project builds on the significant contributions in mainstream and 

particularly in feminist scholarship. In addition, it tries to mend some of the gaps in the 

research. As a parable researcher, similar to other feminist parable scholars, I will focus on 

female parable characters and investigate them in broader and more significant ways than 

mainstream scholarship does. In addition, as a feminist scholar, I insist that parables are of 

importance, unlike much of the broader New Testament feminist scholarship. As both a 

feminist and a parable scholar, I will study female parable characters’ as intersecting with and 

in mutual dependency of other social factors. In this way, I will participate in bringing much-

needed intersectionality to the field.  

To do so, I will combine complex methodological approaches, which I will expand on 

in Chapter 3, and study a broad material of parables with intersectional female parables, 

which will be furthers presented in Chapter 4.  

 

  

                                                 
139 Voluminous parable volumes by white Western male scholars, like Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. and 

Hultgren, The Parables. are still published. In addition, the number of explicit feminists scholars is little, 

compared to mainstream scholars in for example Zimmermann and Dormeyer, Kompendium der Gleichnisse 

Jesu. Anders Martinsen argues that parable scholarship has a “great man syndrome” where Jesus is studied as the 

great, heroic, unique male storyteller (Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, 

Masculinity."p. 115-124). Might there be a conserving link between such understanding of this great man, and 

the “great men,” who study him? 



42 

 

Chapter 3. THEORY AND METHOD 

Intersectionality and Conceptual Blending in Attested and Possible Reception 

Studies. A Multifaceted Approach to Complex Questions 

When I, in this PhD thesis, aim at contributing to more nuanced research on parables with 

intersectional female characters,140 I place intersectional female parable characters in the 

centre of my studies and investigate attested and possible reception of parables with 

intersectional female characters.  

In these complex investigations, I have found it helpful to my material and aims to 

employ and combine more theoretical and methodological approaches. The two main theories 

and methods I employ are Intersectionality and Conceptual Blending Theory. In addition, 

imagination as a methodological tool is of great importance. So is also polyphony analyses. 

My research needs intersectionality in order to challenge mainstream parable scholarship’s 

tendencies to neglect female characters or interpret them in insignificant or limiting ways. It 

also requires it to see wider interpretational potential in the intersectional female parable 

characters than both mainstream and feminist scholars have. In addition, as an analytical tool 

to investigate how recipients interpret, or could possibly interpret, parables in various ways, 

depending on their socio-cultural and intersectional situatedness, experiences and other 

narratives they might know, I have found Conceptual Blending Theory and cognitive 

perspectives on characterization, helpful. Combined with a polyphonic approach, this 

becomes an important tool to investigate both attested and possible reception. Furthermore, 

similar to many scholars who study slaves, women, children or other marginalized groups, of 

whom few historical sources are preserved, I employ a historical approach, where I fill in the 

gaps in our historical sources, by the help of historically and theoretically informed 

imagination.     

 In this theory and method chapter, I will first describe how my reception studies are in 

continuation with and challenge the rest of the still emerging field of New Testament 

reception studies. Following this, I will present intersectionality and the ways I apply it, and 

                                                 
140 In these endeavours, I aim at challenging what I see as three lacunas in contemporary parable scholarship. 

The first is especially alleged mainstream scholarship’s, tendency to ignore or underrate female parable 

characters or interpret them in simplistic, narrow or gender-biased ways. The second is so-called feminist 

scholarship’s lack of focus on parables. The third is parable research’s general missing intersectional 

perspectives. See Chapter 2. 
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the cognitive theories and how I employ those. Finally, I will give an outline of this study’s 

combined intersectional blending method and how I will apply it throughout the thesis. 

3.1. Reception studies  

Similar to most current reception studies, I study what I call attested reception. In contrast to 

most of the scholarship, I do not only study these parable interpretations which are found in 

preserved sources. I also theorize about, and propose interpretations which are not attested. I 

call these possible reception. First, as an introduction to my approaches to reception studies, I 

will provide a brief research history of reception studies where I position myself in some of 

the formative discussions. 

3.1.1. A brief historical background of reception Studies 

Reception studies are related to, and inspired by, trends in literary studies, such as the German 

Rezeptionsästhetik (Esthetic Response Theories) and the American Reader Response Theory. 

However, other scholars trace the beginning of reception history as far back as to Hans-Georg 

Gadamer and his claim that all interpretive acts are situated.141 Rezeptionsästhetik and Reader 

Response theories started out as a “liberation movement” for readers, or as a “reader’s rights” 

movement, as a reaction to the earlier prevailing focus on the intention of the author or purely 

structuralist or narrative approaches to texts.142 Important contributors in Rezeptionsästhetik 

are Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss,143 while among others, Louise M. Rosenblatt, and 

Stanley Fish represent Reader Response.144 One formative discussion in these theoretical 

traditions is whether the reader or the text is most important in meaning-making processes. 

For the Rezeptionsästhetik the text has slightly more weight than the reader has. According to 

Iser, the text is a stable unit which limits the interpretational possibilities. The role of the 

reader is mainly to fill in gaps in the text and link it together in a consistent pattern.145 Reader 

                                                 
141 See for example Michael Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook of the reception history of the Bible, Oxford 

handbooks, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). P. 1-3 and Chris Keith et al., The Reception of Jesus in the 

First Three Centuries (London: T&T Clark, 2020)., p. xv-xvi). 
142 Craig A. Hamilton and Ralf Schneider, "From Iser to Turner and beyond: Reception theory meets cognitive 

criticism," Style (Article), 2002 Winter, 2002, 642, Gale, 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A98167917/LitRC?u=oslo&sid=LitRC&xid=a6314b21. (Possibly some 

reflections on Barthes and the death of the author.)  
143 For example in Wolfgang Iser, Der Akt des Lesens: Theorie ästhetischer Wirkung, Uni-Taschenbücher, 

(München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1976). And Hans Robert Jauß, Wege des Verstehens (München: München: 

Fink, 1994).  
144 See, for example, Louise M. Rosenblatt, The reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the 

Literary Work (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1978). and Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This 

Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1980). 
145 Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett, 

Der implizite Leser, (London: John Hopkins University Press, 1974), xiv. Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A 
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response approaches, in contrast, see the reader as the most important contributer in the 

meaning-making process. Rosenblatt writes: “…a text, once it leaves its author’s hands, is 

simply paper and ink until a reader evokes from it a literary work.”146 What has become 

biblical reception studies has similar concerns and discussions. Is it the Bible which causes 

effects in history, or does interpretation primarily happen through the various recipients? 

3.1.2. Applied in New Testament and parable research 

Reception of Biblical texts became widely popular in New Testament studies, as a contrast to 

and a criticism of former author focus, emphasis on structures “behind the text,” or the 

content and form of a work. Many scholars have found it an invigorating approach for 

creating new insights, through combining interdisciplinary methods and broadening the span 

of the studies of historical periods. An early representative is Ulrich Luz, who emphasised a 

text’s Wirkungsgeschichte (history of effect) in his work on the Gospel of Matthew.147 There 

                                                 
Theory of Aesthetic Response, Der Akt des Lesens, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 168; 

Iser, The Implied Reader. 
146 Rosenblatt, The reader, ix. Fish shares viewpoints with Rosenblatt, while Jauss is more in line with Iser. See 

also Fish’s influential criticism of Iser in Stanley Fish, "Why No One's Afraid of Wolfgang Iser," Diacritics 11, 

no. 1 (1981), https://doi.org/10.2307/464889. and Iser’s response to Fish in Wolfgang Iser, "Talking Like 

Whales," Diacritics 11, no. 3 (1981). The following quote by Iser shows some of their difference:  

 
The object is not purely perceived, but it is there. And because it is there it exerts some control on what we can do with it. Professor Fish 

would argue that because it is never perceived in an unmediated manner, it can offer no guidance to us. I disagree. The textual segments are 
not given in their determinacy, but given and subsequently determined. In the one instance, we have the given words or segments (e.g. Arca- 

dian Simplicity), in the other we have determinate interpretations of the words or segments. Both are or become 'objects', but in neither 

instance do I claim that there is any purity of percept (Iser, "Talking Like," 87.) 
 

Umberto Eco, however, positions himself more in a middle position, but closer to Iser than Fish. In line with 

Iser, he sees the reading process as a cooperation between text and reader. The text is open and interpretable, but 

has certain restraints. In addition, what Eco calls the empirical reader (this is the actual reader, in contrast to the 

model reader, established by the text) might have interpretations, which fall outside intentions of the author and 

the text’s “rights.” However, in line with Fish, the reader might also discover elements in the text, of which the 

author was unaware (Umberto Eco, The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts, Hutchinson 

University Library, (London: Hutchinson, 1981), for ex. p. [3]. 
147 Luz applies Gadamer’s term Wirkungsgeschichte in for example the Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar 

zum Neuen Testament commentary series (EKK) (Luz, EKK, 1.) EKK has been important in the development of 

biblical reception studies because it combines “protestant” historical criticism with “catholic” focus on church 

teachings (Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook, 3-6.). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mode_(literature)
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are continuously more academic works published on reception of biblical texts.148 Theories 

about liberal or cultural Bible are also part of such trends.149 

 In parable studies, Robert W. Funk was prominent in making the dynamic between 

reader/listener and the parable texts significant for the interpretation of parables. Funk claims 

that readers or listeners participate in creating meaning of the parables, whether a listener 

from the early Christian community, an evangelist or a modern reader.150 Another early 

representative is Mary-Ann Tolbert, who also suggests that the interpreter is a co-creator in 

the meaning-making process.151 Despite the growing interest in reception studies, the first and 

only book I have found which solely treats reception of parables, is David B. Gowler’s The 

Parables of Jesus: Their Imaginative Reception Across Two Millennia (2017), where he 

presents a variety of parable interpretations in texts and arts from Antiquity to today.152   

The field of reception history is still in its formative stages.153 One of the foundational 

discussions which are of importance to these studies, concerns the relationship between 

biblical texts and reception.154 Is there an original biblical text which can influence later 

interpretations or are there only interpretations or afterlives of the text? My understanding of 

reception is in line with Yvonne Sherwood, who argues that it is impossible to “get back to” 

an original biblical text. Rather, we can only study afterlives of these texts. Sherwood writes: 

 

                                                 
148 For example, Mogens Müller, Henrik Tronier, and Conference Nordic New Testament, The New Testament 

as Reception, vol. 230, Copenhagen international Seminar, (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002)., 

Encyclopedia of the Bible and its Reception (EBR- the first two volumes were published in 2009. Hans-Josef 

Klauck, Encyclopedia of the Bible and its Reception: 1: Aaron - Aniconism, vol. 1 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 

2009); Hans-Josef Klauck, Encyclopedia of the Bible and its Reception: 2: Anim - Atheism, vol. 2 (Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter, 2009).), The Oxford handbook of the Reception History of the Bible (Lieb et al., The Oxford 

handbook.), the Journal of the Bible and its Reception ("Journal of the Bible and its Reception," Journal of the 

Bible and its reception.  (2014).), Reception History and Biblical Studies (William John Lyons and Emma 

England, Reception History and Biblical Studies: Theory and Practice, vol. 615, Scriptural traces, (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2015).), and The Reception of Jesus in the First three Centuries (Keith et al., The Reception of 

Jesus.2020), ( upcoming: Nordic Reception). In addition, most of the work by Hugo Lundhaug, referred to 

below, are also within the field of Biblical reception.  
149 For an overview, see James G. Crossley, "God and the State: The Bible and David Cameron's Authority," in 

History, Politics and the Bible from the Iron Age to the Media Age: Essays in Honour of Keith W. Whitelam, ed. 

Keith W. Whitelam, Jim West, and James G. Crossley, Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament studies (London: 

T&T Clark, 2017).p. 152-153.  
150 Funk, Language, Hermeneutic, and Word of God. 
151 Tolbert, Perspectives. P. 71.  
152 There are other articles/book sections, though, like Renate Banschbach Eggen, "The Reception of the 

Parables of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels," in The New Testament as reception, ed. Mogens Müller and Henrik 

Tronier, Journal for the study of the New Testament / Supplement series (London ; New York: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 2002). In addition, Lundhaug’s reception studies also includes parables (for example, Hugo 

Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth. Cognitive Poetics and Transformational Soteriology in the Gospel of Phillip and 

the Exegesis of the Soul (Leiden.Boston: Brill, 2010).). 
153 Løland, “Pauline Refigurations” (2017), 7-14.  
154 A discussion, which is related to the whether the text or the reader in the main emphasis above.  
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“My premise is that biblical texts are literally sustained by interpretation, and the volume, ubiquity, and 

tenacity of interpretation make it impossible to dream that we can take the text back, through some kind 

of seductive academic striptease, to a pure and naked original state.”155  

 

In similar ways, Timothy Beal writes that there is no such thing as a stable Bible which could 

influence or travel through later reception periods. He criticizes what, according to him was 

the main view in reception history in the 1980s and 1990s, namely that reception history is 

“…the history of how a text has influenced communities and cultures down the centuries.”156 

According to Beal, “biblical reception history at its best conceives biblical literary history not 

as the history of the influence of an original «classic» text, but as the ongoing, cultural-

specific process of relationship between texts and readers.”157 

 Most recent publications on biblical reception problematize the Bible as a stable unit. 

However, they differ in how stable they consider it. For example, Encyclopedia of the Bible 

and its Reception (EBR) sees the Bible as reception history as both recipients’ interpretations 

of biblical texts, and “culture-forming influences of the Bible.”158 The Oxford Handbook of 

the Reception History of the Bible, on the other hand, is mostly concerned with how recipients 

interpret texts.159 The forthcoming The Nordic Bible: Bible Reception in Contemporary 

Nordic Identity sees reception as interpreter’s negotiations of cultural identities and biblical 

texts.160 

  In agree with Sherwood and Beal that there are no original Biblical texts we can “get 

back to” or which could have influenced later interpretations. The various versions of the 

Biblical texts are also reception. Still, I find it meaningful, to a certain degree, to separate the 

parables from later reception, as well as see parable stories in contrast to other “stories” which 

                                                 
155 Yvonne Sherwood, A Biblical Text and its Afterlives: The Survival of Jonah in Western Culture (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000).p. 2. Similarly, Brennan W. Breed asks whether there at all is a distinction 

between an original bible text and later meanings of the text. Is it possible for a historian to read a text in its 

“original” or “historical” context or is this effort already a result of choosing one of the “multiple irreconcilable 

points of view from which to read it”? He claims the text is nomadic, there is no original text. The text travels 

and functions and is created meaning from differently in varying settings and periods (Brennan W. Breed, 

Nomadic Text: A Theory of Biblical Reception History, Indiana series in biblical literature, (Bloomington, Ind: 

Indiana University Press, 2014).), 3 and 100). 
156As argued by John Sawyer, Sacred Languages and Sacred Texts (London: London: Routledge, 1999), 2. 
157 Timothy Beal, "Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural History of Scriptures," Biblical 

interpretation 19, no. 4-5 (2011): 354, https://doi.org/10.1163/156851511X595530. 
158 Klauck, EBR 1, 1., x-xi. 
159 Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook.,8 
160 Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, Outi Lehtipuu, and Kasper Bro Larsen, eds., The Nordic Bible: Bible Reception 

in Contemporary Nordic Identity Formation (DeGruyter, 2022). Introduction, p. 1, check in book). 
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participate in recipients interpretational processes.161 Nonetheless, I do acknowledge that the 

Biblical parables, to which we have access, are not stable units, but fluid reception of parables 

attributed to the remembered Jesus.162  

Another discussion concerns the categories of reception. Where should we look for 

interpretations and/or effects of biblical texts? EBR operates with different amount of 

reception categories. The story about Jesus, as 12 years old in the temple (Luke 2:41-52) has 

seven categories: New Testament, Christianity, Other religions, Literature, Visual Arts, 

Music, Film.163 In contrast, the reception of Job (both the book and person) has twelve 

categories.164 Both the editorial team of EBR and of The Oxford handbook look for 

interpretations and/or influence in a variety of fields.165 My approach is both more limited and 

wider than these efforts. I mainly study written interpretations.166 However, as a wider 

contribution, I do not only study attested reception, but also possible interpretations which 

cannot be found in textual or other sources. Thus, my approaches, which I will present further 

in the following, is both in continuation with much contemporary reception studies, as well as 

a critical extension of what reception might be. 

3.1.3. Reception studies in this thesis 

3.1.3.1. Attested reception 

Like most reception scholars, I study attested reception. I see attested reception as a contrast 

to all other parable interpretations which have not been preserved or were never written down. 

The attested reception cases I study are “snap shots,” from Antiquity, from Luther’s preserved 

texts and from contemporary New Testament research which I compare to show and discuss 

the tendencies I study in Part 2.167 I have chosen these cases because I see them as “power 

                                                 
161 As is visible in how I systematize this thesis, where I first present my material and then study attested and 

possible reception. In addition, in my applied hermeneutical model, I distinguish between parable stories and 

other evoked stories in the meaning-making process, see 3.4.5.  
162 See discussions about texts and fluidity, p. x.  
163 Christine Helmer and Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, Encyclopedia of the Bible and its Reception: 14: Jesus-

Kairos, vol. 14, EBR, (Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2017). p. 122-130. 
164 Helmer and Apostolos-Cappadona, EBR 14, 14. p. 305-375. According to Jon Morgan One of the strengths of 

reception studies is that it´s sources is not restricted to written words (Jon  Morgan, "Visitors, Gatekeepers and 

Receptionists," in Reception history and Biblical Studies: Theory and Practice, ed. William John Lyons and 

Emma England (London: Bloomsbury, 2015)., 73). 
165 “While not omitting anything that may shed light upon biblical traditions…” (Klauck, EBR 1, 1.p. xi). “We 

have aimed to ensure that a range of different historical circumstances and different books and methods of 

interpretations are covered” (Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook.p. 7). 
166 However, I also discuss some examples from art, as well preaching and Christian education. 
167 For a “snap shot” approach, see Hugo Lundhaug and Liv Ingeborg Lied, "Studying Snapshots: On Manuscript 

Culture, Textual Fluidity, and New Philology," (Berlin, Boston: Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2017), 9 and 11. 
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voices,” at specific moments of influence. The texts from Antiquity and Luther have been 

considered so important that they have been written down and preserved, unlike so many 

other interpretations. In addition, they seem to be influential for later periods, including my 

own academic and church contexts. In contrast to most reception studies, I study 

contemporary scholarship as reception, since these published scholars are prominent power 

voices in contemporary academic discourses which also influence church and possibly 

cultural reception. When I do this, I build on Gowler, who studies scholars like Jülicher and 

David Flusser as parable reception,168 alongside theologians, art, philosophy and literature. 

Gowler states that all such cases are interpretations, applications, reception and afterlives of 

the parables of Jesus,169 and that all such various interpretations are “…dialogues that (…) 

deepen and enrich our understanding of what Jesus’s parables denote and connote.”170  

Contemporary research thus has a threefold position in this thesis. First, in Chapter 2, I 

study it as research history and place my own studies within this research context. Then, in 

Part 2, I analyse cases of contemporary research as parable reception, employing the same 

criteria as for other attested interpretations. Finally, in part three, contemporary scholars are 

my discussion and dialogue partners when I propose possible interpretations.   

3.1.3.1.1. Present reception as starting point 

When I analyse these cases, I start with contemporary research and move back through time, 

to Luther and then to Antiquity. Most other reception studies structure the material the other 

way. Gowler, for example, starts with Antiquity, move through the Middle Ages and the 

reformers to more present interpretations. Luz in EKK mostly starts with the first hearers and 

then moves on to Wirkunsgeschichte, but in a few instances alsos start with 

“Wirkungsgeschichte” and later discusses how the first hearers would interpret the 

parables.171 My approach shares some similarities with genealogical approaches in the 

traditions after Nietzsche and Foucault.172 When I start with the present time, I focus on 

                                                 
The Oxford handbook of the Reception History of the Bible also employs “case studies” to describe the reception 

they study (Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook. p. 7). 
168 Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 201-5 and 40-43. 
169 Gowler, Parables of Jesus, xii. 
170 Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 1-2. 
171 Luz, Matthäus II, Bd. 1 Tbd. 2, 328-34. Will also check Oxford og De Greuyter og Reception of Jesus+ 

Bovon. 
172 See, for example, Michel Foucault, Archaeology of knowledge, Routledge classics, (London: Routledge, 

2002). In addition,  Oxford’s Dictionary of Gender Studies writes that  

…genealogical research was very important among feminist scholars in the 1970s and 1980s as a way of 

establishing histories of women’s writing or women’s cultural production in a situation where women’s work 

had been systematically side-lined or silenced so that their achievements were unknown and unreported. 
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present academic discourses, and study how current power voices interpret parables with 

intersectional female characters. Then I move back through time to earlier periods and inquire 

after interpretational similarities and differences to the present time and between the different 

phases. I also ask for possible reasons for the discussed tendencies and differences between-

and sometimes within-the different studied reception periods. Only in part three, Possible 

reception, I engage with first recipients, and then with some specific, hypothetical early 

listeners. 

This study divides contemporary scholarship into mainstream and feminist 

scholarship. What I call feminist scholarship is research from self-identified feminist parable 

and New Testament scholars.173 I do not call this category “gender scholarship” or 

“intersectional scholarship,” since, as discussed in Chapter 2,174 up until recently little parable 

scholarship move beyond the second wave of feminism. I employ “mainstream” inspired by 

Thomas Kuhn, who defines “mainstream science” as a scientific inquiry in an 

established field of study which does not depart significantly from orthodox theories.175 I also 

use it as a critical term for the parts of contemporary research which lacks explicit feminist or 

gender analyses. Still, a majority of scholarly works seems to miss this. Sarah Parks argues 

that research on gender and women in antiquity is still not considered mainstream Biblical 

scholarship; it is considered a “special interests” or a “niche.” According to Parks 

 

We have come a long way in the study of women in antiquity, but not in an integrated manner. 

Advancements in our knowledge of ancient women, which are not then incorporated into scholarly 

consensus and which never really “trickle down,” are not changing the field, but remain contained in 

their own bubble, safely away from “malestream” scholarship. This is what I mean by the “Brooten 

Phenomenon.”176 

 

                                                 
Genealogical research uncovered the huge numbers of women novelists who had shaped that genre, for example, 

but whose work had failed to be published beyond its initial runs. 

(genealogy  (mer kommer) 

Oxford A Dictionary of Gender Studies 

Reference type:  

Subject Reference 

Current Version:  

2017). 
173 Some of the scholars I study are in some sort of “hybrid” position here. Amy-Jill Levine, for example, is an 

explicit feminist, and at the same time author of a biblical commentary, which are often “main stream”. As 

argued in Chapter 5, I consider most biblical commentaries mainstream.   
174 P. xxx 
175 Thomas Kuhn: «Reflections on my critics”. In: Imre Lakatos and A. Musgrave: Criticism and the growth of 

knowledge. Cambridge University Press, London (1974), pp. 231–278. (har bestilt) 
176 Sara Parks, "“The Brooten Phenomenon": Moving women from the Margins in Second Temple and New 

Testament Scholarship," The Bible and Critical Theory 15, no. 1 (2019): 51. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientific_inquiry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Field_of_study
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodoxy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191834837.001.0001/acref-9780191834837-e-173?rskey=jPkhGg&result=3
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191834837.001.0001/acref-9780191834837
https://www.oxfordreference.com/search?type_0=subjectreference
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Kuhn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imre_Lakatos
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When Parks writes the “Brooten Phenomenon,” she refers to the legacy of Bernadette 

Brooten’s Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue: Inscriptural Evidence and Background 

Issues from 1982. This book contains a broad catalogue of inscriptions, which, according to 

Brooten, provide probable evidence for female religious leaders in Jewish antiquity. In the 

book, Brooten also analyses the research history of these inscriptions. Brooten found that 

almost all male researchers rejected that these inscriptions actually described female religious 

leaders. The reason for this neglect is, according to Brooten, the apriori assumption that 

“there were no women leaders in Jewish antiquity.” Parks claims that still today, Brooten’s 

important work is merely discussed in feminist discourse, which she calls women’s research, 

or in special chapters about “women in antiquity,” but not in the mainstream academic 

conversation. According to her, this reflects a wider tendency in the field, where women are 

ignored. Building on this, when I call parable scholarship without feminist or gender 

perspectives mainstream scholarship, I aim to critically discuss whether most contemporary 

research still lack focus on the variety of female parables characters. Are gender perspectives 

and intersectional female parable characters still mostly of “special interest” or a “niche”? In 

addition, we could ask Parks’ analyses whether such a focus on “women” seemingly seen as a 

common category might reinforce such a division between feminist and mainstream 

scholarship. When I divide contemporary research into feminist and mainstream scholarship, I 

aim to ask these questions and thus challenge missing gender and intersectional perspectives 

in current scholarship.  

For contemporary research, I study major works on parables as well as biblical 

commentaries from different academic context. The cases sometimes go back to the time of 

Jülicher, but I mainly concentrate on contemporary scholarship. My selections are, of course, 

only a small representative, due to the limits such a research project has, however works in 

both English, German and Scandinavian languages are represented. In Chapter 5, when I 

analyse the attested reception of the parable about the widow, I have chosen to concentrate on 

mainstream research as Biblical commentaries. This “genre” seems to be especially influential 

for students of theology and preachers. I suggest that quite a lot of biblical interpretation 

today is created when theological students and preachers read biblical commentaries.177 For 

                                                 
177 An informal survey at the Norwegian Facebook group for ministers in The Church of Norway shows that 

preachers in the Church of Norway use biblical commentaries extensively in their sermon preparations 

(performed by myself in “Presteskapet i Den norske Kirke,” May 2019). The respondents told they found 

biblical commentaries in their own book shelf, on line, or sometimes in the university libraries. If this is 

representative, biblical commentaries are of major importance for transmitted interpretational knowledge. I 

suspect that the biblical commentaries in the bookshelves where bought when these pastors studied or started 
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the rest of the parables I look broader, since I am interested in wider mainstream discussions. 

For explicit feminist research, I have studied academic parable works by self-identified 

feminists. I have included feminist companions, dictionaries, handbooks and commentaries, 

as well as independent works on parables.  

3.1.3.1.2. Luther’s and Antiquity’s parable interpretations 

When I have studied Luther’s reception of parables with intersectional female characters, I 

have looked for all instances where Luther makes meaning of this material’s intersectional 

female parable characters. Luther’s writings and sermons are preserved in a multitude of 

versions. I have usually started with two major digital humanity search engines: The German 

Luthers Werke in WWW (Weimarer Ausgabe, WA) and the American The Works of Martin 

Luther in Past Masters, based on Luther’s Works (LW). WA has preserved more of Luther’s 

text than LW. However, LW is much more accessible than WA.178 In addition, I have looked 

for Luther interpretations in EKK,179 in Gowler’s The parables after Jesus,180 in other 

academic works and sometimes on line. Internet provides a variety of Luther sermons and 

texts translated and edited by private person or scanned and edited from old editions, of which 

I have not been able to find critical editions. However, some of these text are of great interest. 

I have therefore also engaged critically with these on line texts. In addition, I have searched 

the library systems on line and in the physical shelves, when the library has been open during 

the pandemic. 

In similar ways, I have search for antique material through many channels. The digital 

humanity database, BibleIndex has been useful.181  I have also found interpretations in the 

works mentioned above as well as in Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACC) as 

well as through various library and internet searches.   

                                                 
working, and are thus rather old. Accordingly, the interpretations conveyed to congregations, are based on older 

research. However, this is for another project to study. 
178 In LW, you can search on biblical chapters or verses, and get access to all the texts where Luther commented 

on these (according to the editors). For WA, you need to apply the exact term Luther used. LW is a 55-volume 

edition by among others Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann. Volume 56-75 is being published these days. 

The latest published volume is 61 (Pr. October 2021. However, my university library does not have digital 

access to the new volumes and only to a few of them physically.) 
179 Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3; Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, III. 
180 Gowler, Parables after Jesus. 
181 This database is made by the team of the French Sources Chretiennes, which aims at covering all biblical 

quotes in Jewish and Christian literature in late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. It also covers Biblia Patristica, 

the most significant source to biblical quotes in patristic literature. BibleIndex allows you to enter biblical 

references and see how many and which texts concerning this verse or these verses the database knows. 

However, it does not provide access to the concrete texts, which are often difficult to find. 
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Some of the material in this part is well known and some of it has been almost absent 

from the scholarly discourses. Especially this new material provides new insights about the 

reception history of intersectional female parable characters. 

Knowledge and interpretations are never neutral, but always results of intersectional 

privileges and positions. Knowledge as power is in line with Michel Foucault’s analysis: 

“There is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor 

any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time, power relations.”182 

Sjöberg writes about the antique sources we have access to, that they are produced by free, 

adult, male citizens and have limited information about women and slaves. In addition, when 

these sources discuss female related issues, they tend to focus on citizen women. There is 

hardly any information about women of other classes.183 The power voices I study as attested 

reception have decided which characters academic, church, art and cultural discourses have 

focused on and how these characters are interpreted. These voices, however, represent only a 

small minority of thinkable interpreters. Since so many recipients and reception are lost to 

our archives, I extend the scope of reception studies to possible reception.  

3.1.3.2. Possible reception 

In The Parables after Jesus, Gowler highlights what he sees as the often ignored voices in the 

history of interpretation, literature and arts.184 Even though Gowler looks for “imaginative” 

reception and wants to focus on those voices which are often not heard, he still limits his 

scope to what I call attested reception. Jonathan Roberts writes, in his introduction to The 

Oxford handbook of the Reception history of the Bible, that “the reception of the Bible 

comprises every single act or word of interpretation of that book (or books) over the course of 

three Millennia.” According to him, reception history has to choose its focus from all these 

interpretations.185 My possible reception studies investigate reception which Gowler has not 

studied, and which might also not be part of what Roberts calls “the reception of the Bible,” 

since these interpretations were never preserved or possibly not even articulated. Thus, to 

                                                 
182 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison, 

(London: Allen Lane, 1977). P. 27. 
183 Sjöberg writes that the antique sources we have access to are produced by free, adult, male citizens and have 

limited information about women and slaves. In addition, when these sources discuss female related issues, they 

tend to focus on citizen women. There is hardly any information about women of other classes. (Birgitta L. 

Sjöberg, "More than Just Gender: The Classical Oikos as a Site of Intersectionality," in Families in the Greco-

Roman World, ed. Ray Laurenz and Angneta Strömberg (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 

2012). P. 49.). 
184 Gowler (2017), 1-3.  
185 Lieb et al., The Oxford handbook. P. 1. 
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theorize about some of the gaps in the attested reception history, I include possible reception 

in my investigations. 

3.1.3.2.1. Imagination: An ethical requirement for a historian 

Imagination is a central methodological tool when I study possible reception. Most probably, 

there were multitudes of female listeners in all sorts of intersections of social and legal status, 

economic situations, ethnicity, marital and sexual statuses, health, education and age who 

listened to and made meaning from parables attributed to Jesus in the first two centuries CE.  

Some antique female Bible interpreters are attested and have also been influential. 

Examples are Marcella, Paula and Eustochium and other mid fourth century members of the 

Aventine Circle.186 Another example is Macrina, the younger, who also interprets parables.187 

However, none of these lived as early as the two first centuries CE. Thecla, however, in Acts 

of Paul and Thecla and other early apocrypha, could possibly be seen as an early female Bible 

interpreter. Thecla is probably a fictional character. Still, because of her enormous popularity, 

and how she became a model for varieties of women, who wanted to teach and baptist, I see 

her as important in early Christian imaginations as a female Bible recipient.188 Another such 

possible important figure is Grapte, to whom Hermas is ordered to send a book.189  

As Musa W. Dube argues: “Because women and minority groups rarely participated in 

writing, choosing interpreting, and translating canonical books, their experience, literature and 

history remain largely oral.”190 Because so many potential interpretations are lost, our 

archives have gaps. This could have been because these recipients did not have the 

intersectional powerful positions to be attended to and thus be influential. Perhaps such 

possible recipient did not have the “right” gender, economy, geographical and cultural 

                                                 
186 According to E. Glenn Hinson, these women deserve to be called biblical interpreters (see "Women Biblical 

Scholars in the Late Forth Century: The Aventine Circle," in Papers presented to the Twelfth International 

Conference on Patristic Studies held in Oxford 1995 : Vol. 33 : Augustine and his opponents, Jerome, other 

Latin fathers after Nicaea, orientalia, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone, Studia patristica (Leuven: Peeters Press, 

1997), 322 and the rest of the paper.).  
187 See for example, Suasanna Elm, Virgins of God: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1996), 39-46. For Macrina as a parable interpreter, see Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 44-47.  
188 For how Thecla was used in early Christian debates about female teaching and baptism, see Esther Yue L. 

Ng, "Acts of Paul and Thecla: Women’s Stories and Precedent?," J Theol Studies 55, no. 1 (2004), 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jts/55.1.1. For Thechla’s popularity, see Stephen J. Davis, The Cult of Saint Thecla: A 

Tradition of Women's Piety in Late Antiquity, Oxford Early Christian Studies, (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2008). 
189 Grapte has, according to The Shepherd of Hermas a role related to widows and orphans ("The Shepherd of 

Hermas,"  in The Apostolic Fathers, ed. and trans. Bart D. Ehrman, Epistle of Barnabas. Papias and Quadratus. 

Epistle to Diognetus. The Shepherd of Hermas (Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library 25. Harvard University Press, 

2003).9 (II.I p. 193). Possibly, since she is to receive this book, she could be seen as an interpreter. 
190 The Oxford Encyclopedia 2, 2, 157. 
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positions or roles in the growing early Christian hierarchies. Possibly, these interpretations 

were never written down, because the recipients could not write or others did not record them. 

Their interpretations could have remained oral, as Dube suggests. However, they could also 

never have been articulated, but have remained mental meaning-making processed. Thus, if 

such possible interpretations are to be studied, we have to imagine them.191  

Several scholars across different academic fields employ imagination as heuristic 

means in their historical works. This is especially the case for researchers who work with 

groups which have left little recorded sources, such as women, children or slaves.  

Saidiya Hartman, the winner of the US National Book Critics Circle Award for 

Criticism 2019, deliberately employs imagination in her social history study of young black 

American women at the turn of the twentieth century. However, according to Hartman, there 

are only traces of the young black women in the preserved historical archives.192 In these 

sparse sources, these woman are either not mentioned or the archives treat them as trouble 

makers. In order to study them as actors and authors of social upheaval Hartman has to 

recreate what the records do not tell about these women.  

 

I have pressed the limits of the case file and document, speculated about what might have been, 

imagined the things whispered in dark bedrooms, and amplified moments of withholding, escape the 

possibility, moments when the vision and dreams of the wayward seemed possible.193  

 

According to Hartman, to speculate and imagine, based on the limited sources we have access 

to, is not only a possibly historical methodology, it is an ethical requirement for a historian.194 

Hartman challenges all historians to do the same. 

 

Every historian of the multitude, the dispossessed, the subaltern, and the enslaved is forced to grapple 

with the power and authority of the archive and the limits it sets on what can be known, whose 

perspective matters, and who is endowed with the gravity and authority of historical actor.195 

                                                 
191 Method, p… 
192 She writes: "What I know about the lives of these young women has been culled from the journals of rent 

collectors; surveys and monographs of sociologists; trial transcripts; slum photographs; reports of vice 

investigators, social workers, ad parole officers; interviews with psychiatrists and psychologists; and prison case 

files, all of which represent them as a problem." (Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments. 

Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval (New York: WW Norton & Co, 2019). P. xiv). 
193 Hartman, Wayward Lives. p. xiv-xv. 
194 Hartman, Wayward Lives. P. xv. 
195 Hartman, Wayward Lives. p. xiii.  
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Another scholar, Marlene Manoff, suggests that across a growing number of academic 

fields, scholars study gaps in archives. This is especially the case in what she calls women’s 

studies. 

 

The suspicion of archives is especially strong in some disciplines. In women’s studies, for example, a 

considerable amount of scholarship has been devoted to redressing the limits of the official record. One 

way of defining women’s studies might be as a project to write women back into the historical record—

to fill the gaps and correct the omissions in the archive. Similarly, the new field of postcolonial studies 

is highly suspicious of the colonial record and could be defined, in part, as an attempt to locate the 

voices of the silenced native within the literature produced by colonial powers. In both fields, scholars 

focus on the absences and the distortions of the archive, as well as new contributions by contemporary 

women and postcolonial writers.196 

 

According to Manoff, such omissions in the archives need corrections, so that silenced voices 

in history might be located. My project is part of such a shift in many academic fields, where 

scholars ask for the missing parts of history and the marginalized groups participation.197 In 

line with Hartman, I also see an imaginative approach as an ethical requirement. 

Imagination as a historical tool is also employed in New Testament scholarship, 

especially when researchers study women, children, slaves and other marginalised groups. In 

1983, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza used “historical imagination” to describe how she, with 

feminist theory, rereads available historical sources to create “a feminist reconstruction of 

early Christian history.”198 Carolyn Osiek and Margaret Y. MacDonald have, based on 

existing sources, construed imaginary scenes to re-create “…the existence of the world of 

women about which the texts remain silent.”199 Dale Martin argues that we must allow room 

for more imagination to think about how people in Antiquity experienced both family and 

slavery.200 Bernadette Brooten creates “historically informed imagined scenarios” from the 

                                                 
196 Marlene Manoff, "Theories of the Archive from Across the Disciplines," Portal (Baltimore, Md.) 4, no. 1 

(2004): 15, https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2004.0015. 
197 This is also discussed in Nancy T. Ammerman, “Lived Religion as an Emerging Field: An Assessment of its 

Contours and Frontiers,” Nordic Journal of Religion and Society 1, no. 2 (2016): 84, 

https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.1890-7008-2016-02-01 
198 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins. 
199 Carolyn Osiek, Margaret Y. MacDonald, and with Janet H. Tulloch, A Woman´s Place. House Churches in 

Earliest Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 18. see also p. 70. In addition, Lillian Portefaix, Sisters 

Rejoice. Paul´s Letter to the Philippians and Luke-Acts as Received by First-Century Phillippian Women, 

Coniectanea Biblica, New testament Series, (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1988); Portefaix, 

Sisters Rejoice. Paul´s Letter to the Philippians and Luke-Acts as Received by First-Century Phillippian Women.  

Maria Ytterbrinks avhandling (Anders sier: på mitt kontor – du kan låna den). The Third Gospel for the First 

Time: Luke within the Context of Ancient Biography. 2004 (sjekk om de sier de bruker imagination) 
200 Dale B. Martin, "Slave Families and Slaves in Families,"  (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, c2003, 2003). P. 

230).  

https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.1890-7008-2016-02-01
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first century when she describes scenarios of hearers to the household codes in Colossians.201 

In addition, Reidar Aasgaard has written what his editor calls “a daring thought experiment” 

when he imagines a day in the life of the nine years old boy Constans in Constantinople in 

415CE. According to Aasgaard, this is historical work: “Except for the narrative framework-

the description of the children and their activities-all information is based on what can be 

historically documented.”202 This is in also line with how Lynn H. Cohick describes her 

historical research in finding what she calls “the world of the first Christians.” She writes: 

“My goal is historical plausibility or possibility, not certainty, with a good measure of 

informed imagination.”203 

In similar ways, the possible interpretations I propose in Part 3 are both imagined and 

historical plausible. I employ extensive historical sources from epitaphs, inscriptions, 

archives, legal material, among other from the Oslo papyri collection, private letters, 

archaeological findings, Greco-Roman and Jewish literary texts, and later rabbinic material to 

theorize about possible recipients’ situations, and the stories they could have evoked in their 

possible interpretations. In many ways, my methods are comparable to traditional exegesis, 

where all relevant historical sources are employed to interpret a text. However, intersectional 

focus, combined with conceptual blending approach utilize me to employ other sources than 

those who have often studied to interpret these parables, as Part 2 and 3 will show. Traditional 

historical-critical scholarship also deals with gaps in the archives and imagination. However, 

in contrast to much of this research, I am explicit about that I employ imagination, and which 

criteria I use, when I theorize about and fill in the gaps.  

I especially employ imagination as a historical tool in Part 3, when I use available 

sources about various intersectional enslaved or free women in Antiquity to propose possible 

reception of parables with intersectional female characters. In addition, I employ imagination 

when I present “missing” or “hidden” intersectional female characters in the parable material 

in Chapter 4. 

In addition, paintings or drawings are included in all chapters in Part 2 and 3 and play 

a role especially in Chapter 8. I am not an art historian, neither is reception in arts my focus in 

                                                 
201Bernadette J. Brooten, "Early Christian Enslaved Families (First to Fourth Century)," in Children and Family 

in Late Antiquity. Life, Death and Interaction, ed. Christian Laes, Katarina Mustakallio, and Ville Vuolanto 

(Leuven-Walpole, MA: Peeters, 2015). P. 127-128.   
202 Reidar Aasgaard, "Growing up in Constantinople: Fifth Century Life in a Christian City from a Child’s 

Perspective," in Children and Family in Late Antiquity. Life, Death and Interaction, ed. Christian Laes, Katarina 

Mustakallio, and Ville Vuolanto (Leuven-Walpole, MA: Peeters, 2015). P. 138 
203 Cohick, Women., 26. 
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this project. My aim for including these images is to show that these characters have been 

made meaning of in different ways by artists than in the written interpretations by attested 

recipients in part two of the thesis. According to Elsa Marie Bukdahl, what she calls “the logo 

centric disciplines” focus on concepts and categories, while the visual arts have a greater 

openness to details in a narrative.204 In similar ways, Massimo Leone suggests that to paint or 

draw a picture from a narrative, is to “provide a sort of commentary on it wherein many of the 

implicit elements of the word are made explicit because of the different way in which visual 

language works.”205 It is thus possibly a difference in genre between visual and written 

reception of a parable. Artists might also have other input stories when they paint or draw 

their new blended stories of parables, where other visual art might play a greater role. Such 

“openness” or alternative commentaries might focus on aspects in a parable which are often 

overlooked in written interpretations. While the images included in Part 2 in different ways 

depicture the studied tendencies, the art in Part 3 focus on aspects about the intersectional 

female characters attested written interpretations often have overlooked. Possibly, this shares 

some similarities with Antiquity’s focus on many details in parables, as will be discussed in 

Part 2. I include my own analyses of two images in chapter eight to suggest that intersectional 

female listeners’ meaning-making might have shared some of this “openness” and thus paid 

attention to various details in the parables, perhaps other than the written interpretations in 

Part 2 have.  

3.1.3.2.2. Reflecting recipients who hear about corresponding characters 

In Part 3, I have chosen possible recipients from the first two centuries CE which could have 

both focused on the female parable characters and seen them in more nuanced way than the 

attested reception history usually has.  

                                                 
204 According to Bukdahl: “Visual arts also has a particular, expressive power because it engages all the senses, 

the imagination, reason and often the entire body in a very direct way." (Else Marie Bukdahl, "Figuration and 

‘Aesthetics of the Sublime’: Aspects of Their Interplay in Christian Art," in Figurations and Sensations of the 

Unseen in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, ed. Meyer Birgit and Stordalen Terje (London: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2019).p. 229). This “… is because language is capable of suggesting an idea, for example, of God’s 

power of creation and love, without describing God as a person from the everyday reality." (Bukdahl, 

"Figuration and ‘Aesthetics of the Sublime’: Aspects of Their Interplay in Christian Art." P. 230.) 
205 Massimo Leone, Religious Conversion and Identity. The semiotic analysis of texts (London: Routledge, 

2004), 156. According to Leone, this it is due to the difference between a written source and figurative art. 

“When a verbal text does not mention an object, this does not mean that the object is not there. It means, 

trivially, that the object has not been described or mentioned. On the contrary, when an image does not show an 

object, this always means that the object is not there. This self-evident truth is connected to the main semiotic 

difference between images and verbal texts” (Ibid).   
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Various intersecting factors are involved when I construe these possible recipients. In 

addition to their different intersectional statuses as virgins, wives, widows or female slaves, I 

propose various social status as enslaved or free, ethnicity, economic situation, sexuality, 

degree of education and geographical location. I do not study recipients and their possible 

interpretations in one particular geographical place and historical time.206 In this study, I am 

interested in interpretational possibilities and possible discourses in various settings in the 

Greco-Roman and Jewish first two centuries CE. The parable material I study was written 

down and heard in different contexts. We are also not sure which places people wrote or 

listened to these parables in the first centuries CE. Therefore, I employ intersectionality and 

conceptual blending theory, as well as research on the variety of women in the first century 

and other relevant research to theorize about possible discourses and interpretations for an 

intersectional variety of women. 

I call these possible recipients “reflecting” because they could feasibly mirror 

themselves in the intersectional status of the female parable characters. I further propose that 

reflecting recipients’ focus on resembling intersectional female parable characters is a double 

mirroring process. Not only would they possibly see themselves in the parable characters. 

They would possibly also construe the intersectional female parable characters corresponding 

to how they perceived themselves or were perceived. Figure 3.1. shows how I see these 

                                                 
206 This is, however, valuable and has been done by, for example Lilian Portefaix, when she studied how First-

Century Phillippian Women could possibly have received Paul´s Letter to the Philippians and Luke. (Lilian 

Portefaix, Sisters Rejoice: Paul´s Letter to the Philippians and Luke-Acts as Received by First-Century 

Phillippian Women (London: Coronet Books Inc, 1988). According to Osiek, Portefaix’s method and 

reconstruction the social and religious environment of pagen women in Phillipim makes her a pioneer for a move 

toward a new direction of study of women in early Christianity makes life at Phillipi come alive, even though 

she is critical of other parts of her book, her method and descriptions in this part (Carolyn Osiek, "Book 

Reviews. Sisters Rejoice: Paul's Letter to the Philippians and Luke-Acts as Seen by First-Century Philippian 

Women by Lilian Portefaix," The Catholic Biblical quarterly 52 (1990): 359.). I value Portefaix’ significant 

work with archeology, epigraphs and literary sources as a background for understanding how female listeners 

would receive the letter to the Philippians and  Luke-Acts. However, it misses a nuanced of “women” provided 

by, for example, intersectionality. In addition, a more questioning attitude towards her recipients’ interpretations 

would have been valuable. Since we cannot know how possible interpreters would understand texts, I find it 

better to suggest possible interpretations, than to state that this is how it probably was interpreted. This is what I 

do when I suggest that if recipients had known this or had such practices, they could possibly have interpreted 

the parable this way. Another scholar, who focus on one particular geographical place, namely Corinth, is Jorunn 

Økland, when she studies interpretations of Paul’s demands about the order of ritaul gatherings. has also studied 

gender and santuary discourses in Corinth (Jorunn Økland, "Women in their Place: Paul and the Corinthian 

Discourse of Gender and Sanctuary Space," Journal for the study of the New Testament (London: T&T Clark, 

2004).). 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Lilian+Portefaix&text=Lilian+Portefaix&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
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possible listeners as reflective recipients who could hear about corresponding characters in the 

parables. 

3.1.3.2.1.1. Reflection 

through empathy or 

identification  

When I propose that 

these listeners could see reflections or representations of their own intersectional status in 

intersectional female parable characters, I employ theories from cognitive literary studies, 

especially those that focus on characterization, as well as research on “entertainment 

education.” Various terminology has been employed to describe recipients’ involvement with 

characters. Some scholars describe it as an identification process, others to sympathize or 

empathize with characters.207 For example, Keith Oatley argues that narrative identification is 

to emphasize so much with a character, that you “merge” with it. In this merge, you see the 

character’s plans and goals as your own and to experience emotions when the characters you 

identify with are threatened or prosperous208 According to Oatley: 

 

The meeting of identification is a species of empathy, in which we do not merely sympathize with a 

person, we become that person. But again, there is a contrast with ordinary life, in which we remain 

steadfastly ourselves, while the person we meet, and with whom we empathize, remains himself or 

herself.209 

 

It is this possible merge or blend, and at the same time difference between recipient and 

character, I try to capture when I call my possible recipients “reflecting.” Cognitive research 

on mirror neurons discusses how the brain is seemingly equipped with neurons which make a 

person automatically mirror and thus share another person’s feelings.210 According to 

Suzanne Keen, who employs research on mirror neurons in her literature research, such 

empathy, defined by her as a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect might be provoked 

when you witness another person’s emotional state. However, this does not need to happen 

only in “real” life. Such mirroring might also occur if you hear about another’s condition or 

                                                 
207 For this and the following, see Kirsten Marie Hartvigsen, ““Prepare the way of the Lord”: Towards a 

Cognitive Poetic Analysis of Audience Involvement with Characters and Events in the Markan World (Berlin: De 

Gruyter, 2012). P. 68-69.  
208 Keith Oatley, "Meetings of minds: Dialogue, sympathy, and identification, in reading fiction," Poetics 

(Amsterdam) 26, no. 5 (1999), https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-422X(99)00011-X. p. 445.  
209 Oatley, "Meetings." P. 446.  
210 For an overview of recent development in neuroscience’s research on mirror neurons, see for example Pier 

Francesco Ferrari and Giacomo Rizzolatti, New Frontiers in Mirror Neurons Research (Oxford: Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015). (finnes online på biblio). 

Audience: Listeners with
variously negotiated
intersectional situatedess

Intersectional female parable
characters: Characters, which
reflect/correspond to such
intersectional situatedness. 

 
 

Figure 3.1. Reflecting recipients and corresponding characters 
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read about it.211 Such mental processes might be central when reflective recipients mirror 

resembling intersectional female parable characters in parables.  

 A relevant question is whether my proposed listeners would have reflected themselves 

in the intersectional female characters or rather identified with other parable characters. We 

cannot know this, of course. Part 2 will show that numerous recipients have not identified 

with these female characters. In addition, these intersectional female parable characters might 

not be the intended identification figures. According to Keen, however, readers can “respond 

against the grain” and identify with other characters than the intended.212 Oatley argues that a 

reader or a listener might identify with other characters than the protagonist.213  

An interesting study of an Indian “entertainment education” TV production also 

demonstrates how audiences do not always choose the “appropriate” figures to identify with. 

In this TV show, some of the characters were deliberately set up as moral role models 

audience should identify with. Other characters were intended to have the opposite effect. A 

survey which addresses the way audience members relate to the intended “positive” and 

“negative” role models, showed, as expected, that the majority of the audience identified with 

the “positive characters.” However, this majority was only 53% of the viewers. Almost 23% 

reported that they identified with the “negative characters.” 24% identified with characters 

which were supposed to be “neutral.” The scholars who conducted this survey concluded that 

the modelling effects of this show were not decided by the intention of the show’s producers, 

but rather “were mediated by the viewer’s prior attitudes and experiences.”214  

Although from a very different time and place, this might be helpful in my studies. 

The theories above are modern theories about readers or TV audiences. However, a listener to 

a parable being read aloud might in similar ways be drawn into the narrative and identify or 

emphasis with, or distance herself from these characters.215 Possibly, my proposed listeners 

could have identified with other characters than those intended by the author or the rhetorical 

                                                 
211 Suzanne Keen, Empathy and the Novel (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 4. 
212 (Keen, Empathy, 74.) 
213 Oatley, "Meetings." P. 446. Jauss suggests five different ways readers could identify with a character. They 

can identify in associative, admiring, sympathetic, cathartic and ironic ways. See for example Jauss Ästetische 

Erfahrung, p. 244-292. Dewey and Ronning has applied this terminology to New Testament Studies (see 

Hartvigsen, n. 169, p. 68). 
214 Singhal and Rogers “Prosocial Television,” This survey is referred from Kirsten Marie Hartvigsen, 

““Prepare the way of the Lord”. Towards a Cognitive Poetic Analysis of Audience Involvement with Characters 

and Events in the Markan World (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012). p. 89.  
215 See, for example, how Kirsten Marie Hartvigsen applies these or similar theories to reconstruct how audience 

to Mark’s gospel might have involved with characters (Hartvigsen, Prepare the way, 68-76.). 
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structures in the parables. Still, they could also have focused on their corresponding 

character(s) and possibly identified with them. According to Keen, similarity is an important 

factor in identification or emphasizing.216 In line with this, I propose that intersectional 

similarity, or resembling intersectional status, could be a reason for focus or identification. 

There are far less parables with female characters than with male characters. Especially 

enslaved female characters would rarely have heard about female slaves in a parable.217 

Possibly, in the few instances when intersectional female recipients would hear about 

someone mirroring theirselves in a parable, they would likely focus on these characters and 

possibly emphasis or identify with them. 

3.1.3.2.1.2. Corresponding characters 

According to Marie-Laure Ryan, interpreters will construct fictional narrative worlds in ways 

which resemble their “real world” as closely as possible.218 As will be discussed in Chapter 7, 

Peri Parthenias’ describes the wise virgins in the parable similar to how the homily 

understands “real life” virgins, namely as lifelong sexually chaste virgins.219 Luther interprets 

the wife with drachma as a mother concerned with her sick child: a situation that is known 

from his own life.220 Fitzgerald sees the widow as similar to a desperate “bag lady” he seems 

to be recognise. Along the same lines, intersectional reflecting recipients could have 

conceptualized their corresponding characters as corresponding to how they perceived 

themselves or were perceived. 

3.1.3.2.3. Place and mode of possible parable reception 

I assume that reflecting recipients listened to parables read out load after they had been 

written down. Dan Nässelqvist argues: “There is no reason to doubt that early Christian 

writings, similarly to other literary writings at the time, were read aloud in group settings.”221 

                                                 
216 According to Keen, scholars are unsure what comes first, identification or empathy. According to her, 

empathy requires less “similarity” than identification. She suggests that “…empathy for fictional characters may 

require only minimal elements of identity, situation, and feeling,  not necessarily complex  or realistic 

characterization.” Keen, Empathy, 69. However, some recognizable personal experience, familiar feelings, or 

match in personal history would possibly need to be I play (Keen, Empathy, 72.). See also the rest of p. 68-72. 

See also discussion about similarity as basis for involvement with characters in Hartvigsen, Prepare the way., 

70-71, especially footnote 184 and Oatley, "Meetings.", 446. 
217 See 4.3.1. and 8.1.  
218 Marie-Laure Ryan «Fiction» (no page nr). Quoted from Hartivgsen, 48.  
219 See 7.2.3.2. 
220 See 6.2.2. 
221 See discussions about modes and settings of these readings in Dan Nässelquist, Public Reading in Early 

Christianity. (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 56 and 96-97. Nässelquist also writes “...most people in the Greek and Roman 

world experienced literary writings through public reading, partly due to the low levels of literacy.” (Nässelquist, 

Public Reading, 93. As argued by Snodgrass, the parables of Jesus were orally transmitted in an oral culture, 
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Possibly, reflecting recipients heard these parables at public readings. They could, however, 

also have been heard or overheard at private readings in homes while they were working or 

resting, or told by the fire or bedside. They could have been told by a friend, a parent or a 

slave.222 Important to this study is that reflecting recipients heard the parables and made 

meaning from them. I am aware that they did not hear the Nestle-Aland version I have 

applied. Listeners in the two first centuries CE in various contexts would have heard many 

variations of these parables. However, since it is beyond the scope of this study to explore 

possible oral version of the parables before they were written down, and since this is not a 

comparable manuscript study, I will assume that reflective recipients heard fluid versions of 

the parable narratives and frames which will be presented in Chapter 4.  

These recipients probably did not sit down and write a text, where their interpretation 

of the parables played a role, like most of the attested recipients in part two. Rather, their 

interpretations of the parables could have happened in many other ways. Depending on how 

they heard the parables and what they were doing while they did, these intersectional female 

listeners could have made meaning of the parables in different ways. For example, a widow, 

who attentively listened to a public or private reading, could make sense of the parable as a 

mental operation. Later, she could have articulated or expanded on this interpretation in a 

conversation with friends, family members, slaves or co-workers. A slave, who overheard the 

parable while working in the house, could pick up parts of the parable on one occasion and 

others on other occasions and piece them together in her meaning-making porcess. An elite 

girl, who possibly learned parables together with fables in order to learn grammar, could have 

focused on other elements, than the proposed recipients above. Even though such meaning-

making happens in different ways from the reception studied in part two, I still see such 

varieties meaning-making as interpretations and thus reception of the parables.  

Another question is on which level of interpretation such recipients interpreted these 

parables. This has been one of the greatest discussions in parable scholarship since its start. 

Were parables interpreted in literal-realistic or in transferred ways?223 Would recipients hear 

them as Greco-Roman fables, Jewish meshalim or see them as some sort of “own” genre?224 

Would they have been involved with the characters and narratives or rather seen them as a 

                                                 
often in slightly different versions. Even after they were written down,  even after they were written down, they 

were read aloud (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 25.). 
222 See Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place. for various domestic situations where varieties of 

women could have heard these parables. For example, p. 18, 66-67 and 79. 
223 See the different research histories presented in note (nå 37) in the introduction to Chapter 2. 
224 See discussions in 4.1. 
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moral lesson or a story with an application?225 According to blending theory, 

conceptualization happens the same way in all thinking.226 I suggest that these possible 

recipients could have blended these parables in more ways. Some recipients, or some recipient 

sometimes, could have interpret them in allegorical ways, others or others sometimes, as 

literal-realistic stories they could recognize from their lived situatedness. If listeners were 

familiar with fables or meshalim, they could possibly have made sense of the parables in light 

of these. Some listeners could have been drawn into the narrative and merged with characters. 

Others might have heard them as a story with a moral application. This would depend upon 

how they blended the various elements in the parable narrative and frame and the 

intersectional situated- and intertextual stories involved.  

It matters which Biblical characters scholars focus on and how we interpret them. In 

similar ways which hearers or listeners scholars construe as parable recipients is significant. 

All lost interpretative voices could be seen as part of a parable’s reception history. Possibly, 

such missing perspectives could contribute to wider understanding of these parable characters 

and thus the parables. In turn, this could also have consequences for how recipients of texts – 

real human beings- are perceived. I will contribute to write some of these previously ignored 

recipients into the imagined archives of these parables.  

In the following, I will present the main theories and methods I employ to study 

attested and possible reception of parables with intersectional female parables. First, 

intersectionality.     

3.2. Intersectionality 

According to Kimberlé Crenshaw, the founder of intersectional theory, most research and 

public debate ignore black women, because they miss the mental and methodological frames 

to see them.227 In parable studies, female characters are often overlooked or seen as 

interpretational insignificant. If they are focused on, scholars and other recipients tend to 

interpret them in constricted or conventional ways. Mostly, researchers see intersectional 

female characters as poor, marginalised, deprived or even unclean. They often ignore the fact 

                                                 
225 See how Beavis’ argues with scholars, who according to her focus too much on the involvement of the 

listener (Mary Ann Beavis, "Parable and Fabel," CBQ 52 52 (1990): 494-96.). 
226 See 3.3.1.2. 
227 See p. XX (in introductions) 
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that “women” can be understood in various ways, in complex roles and in intricate positions 

of privilege and oppression. In line with Crenshaw’s analysis, parable scholars possibly do not 

have the mental or methodological frames to 

see these characters or to interpret them in 

complex ways. Intersectionality provides 

such frames. In this thesis, it affords a tool 

to understand difference among women as 

results of multiple forms of privilege, 

oppression and discrimination, both in 

Antiquity and in later periods.  

Intersectional theory employs the 

metaphor of the intersection, a complicated 

traffic crossing, seen in Figure 3.1, to describe 

such complex systems of power, privileges, 

oppression and marginalization visible. Figure 

3.2 displays a contemporary model for 

intersectional analysis. 

After a brief history of intersectionality and its application in Biblical and parable 

studies, I will present how I employ it in my research.   

3.2.1. A brief historical background and the current theory  

The term intersectionality has travelled from black American feminism in the late 1980s, to 

most humanities and social sciences in both USA and Europe.228 Intersectionality was coined 

by the American criminologist, Kimberlé Crenshaw, as a tool to study “…how patterns of 

subordination intersect in women’s experience...”229 Crenshaw was not the first to study the 

                                                 
228 Ann-Dorte Christensen and Sune Qvotrup Jensen, "Doing Intersectional Analysis: Methodological 

Implications for Qualitative Research," NORA - Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research 20, no. 2 

(2012), https://doi.org/10.1080/08038740.2012.673505.,09-10. 
229 Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women 

of Color," in Applications of Feminist Legal Theory, ed. D. Kelly Weisberg (Temple University Press, 1996). P. 

363. First published in: Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, "Mapping The Margins: Intersectionality, Identity 

Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color. (Women of Color at the Center: Selections from the Third 

 
Fig. 3.1. American intersection (Source Bing).  

 

Fig. 3.2. The government of Canada’s model of 

their approach to Gender-based Analysis.  
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interconnectedness of various social categories, but she created a catchy term which could be 

used in a variety of ways. 230 

 Crenshaw’s work as a lawyer and criminologist led to her analyses that neither the 

legal system nor scholarships of law, feminism or race had the vocabulary or theories to 

understand the multiple discrimination of or violence against black women.231 One of the 

court cases important to this theory is DeGraffenreid v. General Motors (1976). In this case, 

five black women, who were not hired by General Motors sued they for discrimination. 

General Motors won the case since they did hire both women and black people. According to 

Crenshaw, both General Motors and the court lacked the mental and methodological frames to 

see that this is still discriminate against black women, since General Motors only hired white 

women and black men, not black women.232  

From the start, intersectionality was characterized by a focus on structural power 

relations and oppression. Gender was no longer analysed as a single category for identifying 

oppression, or just as one factor, which could be added with other features, to understand 

discrimination and privilege; it was now understood as interconnected with first race and 

class,233 and later also age, sexuality and ability.234 From being a tool in understanding 

discrimination and subordination, some scholars have moved to include difference in general 

                                                 
National Conference on Women of Color and the Law)," Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991), 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039. 
230 Ann Phoenix and Pamela Pattynama, "Editorial: Intersectionality," The European Journal of Women's Studies 

13, no. 3 (2006), https://doi.org/10.1177/1350506806065751. P.187 One reason for this, according to Kathy 

Davis, is that: “Intersectionality addresses the issue of differences among women by providing a “handy catchall 

phrase that aims to make visible the multiple positioning that constitutes everyday life and the power relations 

that are central to it.” (Kathy Davis, "Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on what 

makes a feminist theory successful," Feminist theory 9, no. 1 (2008), 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700108086364. p. 70.). 
231 Crenshaw writes: “I found that in most cases, the physical assault that leads women to these shelters is merely 

the most immediate manifestation of the subordination they experience. Many women who seek protection are 

unemployed or underemployed, and a good number of them are poor.” (Crenshaw, "Mapping The Margins: 

Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color. (Women of Color at the Center: 

Selections from the Third National Conference on Women of Color and the Law)," 363.) 
232 Information about the court case is referred from Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally," 10. For Crenshaw’s 

analysis about missing mental and methodological frames, hear for example Crenshaw, "The Urgency." To read 

more about Crenshaw and intersectionality, see for example Devon W. Carbado et al., "Intersectionality: 

Mapping the Movements of a Theory," Du Bois Rev 10, no. 2 (2013), 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X13000349. And Maria Teresa Herrera Vivar and Helma Lutz, eds., Framing 

Intersectionality: Debates on a Multi-Faceted Concept in Gender Studies, The Feminist Imagination : Europe 

and Beyond (Brookfield: Brookfield: Routledge, 2011). 
233 According to Crenshaw “… the experiences of women of color are frequently the products of intersecting 

patterns of racism and sexism” (Crenshaw, "Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 

Violence Against Women of Color." P. 365). 
234 Christensen and Jensen, "Doing Intersectional Analysis.", 110. Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, Destabilizing the 

Margins. An Intersectinal Approach to Early Christian Memory (Eugene: Pickwich Publications, 2012)., p. 15.  
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and how complex identities are negotiated.235 Intersectionality is now employed in most 

humanistic or social studies and has become the leading subject of feminist theories in recent 

years.236  

3.2.2. Intersectionality in biblical studies and parable research    

As also described in chapter 2, only the recent 20 years, intersectionality has been applied in 

Biblical studies.237 Earlier, scholars mainly considered “woman” a separate analytical 

                                                 
235 Shuddhabrata Sengupta, "I/Me/Mine-Intersectional Identities as Negotiated Minefields," Journal of Women in 

Culture and Society 31, no. 3 (2006).p. 632. All though often seen as powerful tool, these approaches have also 

been criticized for neglecting structures of power and subordination (Phoenix and Pattynama, "Editorial," 187.) 
236 For example, in historical research on Antiquity, which is relevant for this project, Birgitta L. Sjöberg finds 

intersectionality useful, since the antique sources we have access to are produced by free, adult, male citizens 

and have limited information about women and slaves. In addition, when these sources discuss female related 

issues, they tend to focus on citizen women. There is hardly any information about women of other classes. 

(Sjöberg, "More than Just Gender." P. 49.) 
237 This is especially the case among “ feminist scholars of color” (according to Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally." 

p. 8-9). By American scholars: See Delores S. Williams, "Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation," in 

Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, Christian and Muslim Perspectives, ed. Phyllis Trible and Letty M. 

Russell (Louisville Westminster John Knox, 2006)., Renita J. Weems, "The Hebrew Women Are Not like the 

Egyptian Women: The Ideology of Race, Gender and Sexual Reproduction in Exodus 1," Semeia 59 (1992)., 

Ahida Calderón Pilarski, "A Latina Biblical Critic and Intellectual: At the Intersection of Ethnicity, Gender, 

Hermeneutics, and Faith," in Latino/a Biblical Hermeneutics: Problematics, Objectives, Strategies, ed. Francisco 

Lozada and Fernando F. Segovia, SemeiaSt (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014)., M. I. Rey, "Reexamination of the 

Foreign Female Captive: Deuteronomy 21:10–14 as a Case of Genocidal Rape," JFSR 32 (2016)., Randall C. 

Bailey, Tat-siong Benny Liew, and Fernando F. Segovia, eds., They Were All Together in One Place? Toward 

Minority Biblical Criticism, vol. 57, SemeiaSt (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009)., Gay L. Byron and 

Vanessa Lovelace, eds., Womanist Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the Discourse, vol. 85, SemeiaSt 

(Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016)., Gale A. Yee, ed., The Hebrew Bible: Feminist and Intersectional Perspectives 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2018)., Jin Young Choi and Mitzi J. Smith, eds., Minoritized Women Reading Race and 

Ethnicity: Intersectional Approaches to Constructed Identity and Early Christian Texts, Feminist Studies and 

Sacred Texts (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2020). By scholars in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific, see for ex: Anne 

Pattel-Gray, "Not Yet Tiddas: An Aboriginal Womanist Critique of Australian Church Feminism," in Freedom 

and Entrapment: Women Thinking Theology, ed. Maryanne Confoy, Dorothy Lee, and Joan Nowotny 

(Melbourne: Dove, 1995)., Monica Melanchthon, "Indian Dalit Women and the Bible," in Gender, Religion and 

Diversity: Cross-Cultural Perspectives, ed. Ursula King and Tina Beattie (London: Continuum, 2004)., Monica 

Jyotsna Melanchthon, "Toward Mapping Feminist Biblical Interpretations in Asia," in Feminist Biblical Studies 

in the Twentieth Century: Scholarship and Movement, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Bible and Woman 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2014). and Madipoane Masenya, "The Bible, HIV/AIDS and 

African/South African Women: A Bosadi Approach," Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae 31 (2005).  

It has also moved to other scholarship. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Democratizing Biblical Studies: Toward an 

Emancipatory Educational Space (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 106–25., Lawrence M. Wills, Not 

God’s People: Insiders and Outsiders in the Biblical World, Religion in the Modern World (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2008)., L. Juliana M. Claassens and Carolyn J. Sharp, eds., Feminist Frameworks: 

Celebrating Intersectionality, Interrogating Power, Embracing Ambiguity, vol. 621, LHBOTS (New York: 

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017)., Denise Kimber Buell et al., "Cultural Complexity and Intersectionality in the 

Study of the Jesus Movement," Biblical interpretation 18, no. 4/5 (2010), 

https://doi.org/10.1163/156851510X517564., Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, ""Asking the Other Question": An 

Intersectional Approach to Galatians 3:28 and the Colossian Household Codes," Biblical Interpretation 18, no. 

4-5 (01 Jan. 2010 2010), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1163/156851510X517591, 

https://brill.com/view/journals/bi/18/4-5/article-p364_5.xml., and Joseph A. Marchal, "Pinkwashing Paul, 

Excepting Jesus: The Politics of Intersectionality, Identification, and Respectability," in The Bible and 

Feminism: Remapping the Field, ed. Yvonne Sherwood and Anna Fisk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 



67 

 

category when they studied female biblical characters and figures. Still, even before 

intersectionality entered the Biblical studies field with Schüssler Fiorenza in 2009, some 

scholars focused on how gender acts together with other social factors, as described in 2.3. 

 In 2019, Gale A. Yee, in her Presidential Address at the Annual Meeting of Society of 

Biblical Literature (SBL) in San Diego, encouraged all Biblical scholars to use intersectional 

criticism in their research. She suggested that researchers should use intersectionality 

especially as a tool to see how their own complex situations of privilege and/or oppression 

influence what they look for and how they interpret Biblical texts.238 Thus, from being 

marginal in Biblical and New Testament Studies, intersectionality has become part of the 

main theoretical and methodological discussions. Even though, as Yee also addresses, there 

are still only a small amount of Biblical scholars who apply intersectionality.239  

3.2.3. Intersectionality in this thesis 

My PhD project started early 2018, when intersectionality was still rather unknown in Biblical 

studies. Now, it is both part of a main discourse, as well as a much-needed contribution.  

I employ intersectionality as theoretical and methodological lenses throughout this 

thesis. It is an analytical tool to study both parable characters and their attested reception, and 

to suggest possible reception. Especially Mari J. Matsuda’s “asking the other question” is of 

value to my investigations. According to Matsuda:  

The way I try to understand the interconnection of all forms of subordination is through a method I call 

‘ask the other question.’ When I see something that looks racist, I ask, ‘Where is the patriarchy in this?’ 

When I see something that looks sexist, I ask, ‘Where is the heterosexism in this?’ When I see 

something that looks homophobic, I ask, ‘Where are the class interests in this?’240 

 

When the majority of the scholarship sees the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10) as poor, 

I ask how it would affect the interpretation of the parable if we imagine that she is rich.  

                                                 
These scholarly works are referred to by Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally." Note 6 and 7, p. 8-9. I will add 

Marianne B. Kartzow, "An Intersectional Approach to Early Christian Memory: The Case of the Pastoral 

Epistles," Journal of early Christian history 1, no. 2 (2011), https://doi.org/10.1080/2222582X.2011.11877247., 

Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse: 

Double Trouble Embodied, Routledge Studies in the Early Christian World, (London: Routledge, 2018); 

Kartzow and Maseno, "Widows, intersectionality."; Kartzow, "The Ambiguous Neighbour: Female 

Neighbourhood Networks and the Parable of the Lost Coin." The two latter also study parables. (possibly find 

more)  
238 Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally." See especially p. 7 and p. 26. 
239 Yee, "Thinking Intersectionally," 8-9.. 
240 Mari J. Matsuda, "Beside My Sister, Facing the Enemy: Legal Theory out of Coalition," Stanford law review 

43, no. 6 (1991), https://doi.org/10.2307/1229035. p. 1189. 
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Similarly, when most scholars discuss what kind of girls or women the virgins in Matt 25:1-

13 must have been, I ask whether different recipients possibly could have construed these 

virgins in various intersections of gender, sexuality, age and ethnicity.  

I also find “asking the other question” helpful when I look for intersectional female 

characters, which are not explicitly mentioned. For example, when possibly female parable 

characters are “hidden” in “group terms” in masculine or neutral grammatical term, such as 

potential slave daughters among the children (τὰ τέκνα), who are in danger of being sold in 

Matt 18:25, or are not mentioned in parable narratives, but could still have been present.241  

In addition, I employ “intersectional” deliberately as a term, for example in 

“intersectional female character,” to stress that a parable character should never be studied 

only in light of its gender, but must always be studied in junctions of various power and 

oppressive relations.242 This is the case for characters of all genders, of course, but it seems to 

be more the case for female characters.243  

As a third point, intersectionality is valuable for seeing my own position. These lenses 

make me ask how my own intersectional privileges and powerlessness influence my research. 

For example, it makes me ask questions to my material about variation in race/ethnicity and 

sexuality more than I would otherwise, since I, as cisgender majority Norwegian can be blind 

for “non-majority” ethnicities and sexualities.  

As a theory, intersectionality has been criticized for not contributing to a precise 

definition of gender and for not being an exact applied method.244 Many scholars also discuss 

which categories to include in the intersectional matrix.245 Possibly, this “openness” or 

                                                 
241 See 4.3.1. and Chapter 8. 
242 I have delibered whether it is a contradiction when I say I study intersectional female characters. Third wave 

feminism does not operate with strict gender dichotomies. My project is in line with such understandings. 

Following this, I could have employed queer or other more gender suspicious approaches. However, since both 

the biblical texts and the attested reception sources mostly see parable characters as either male or female, I have 

chosen an approach, which works with gender as a category. However, according to intersectionality, gender is 

never timeless or stable. Rather, gender is fluid and is influenced by and is influencing all other social aspects. 

Thus, gender should always be studied in intersections of various social factors, such as ethnicity, age, sexuality, 

disability, and economic and social status. I also study intersectional female characters, because the characters, 

which are mostly recognized as “female”, are more ignored and more stereotypically interpreted, than those, 

which are understood as “male.” 
243 See 6.1.1.2.1 and 7.1.1. for how gender seems to be the most significant category in both Scott’s and 

Snodgrass’ interpretation  
244 For a discussion about intersectionality as both theory and an operating method, see Catharine A. Mackinnon, 

"Intersectionality as Method: A Note: Intersectionality: Theorizing Power, Empowering Theory," Signs: Journal 

of Women in Culture and Society 38, no. 4 (2013)., 1023. See also Grace Ji-Sun Kim and Susan M. 

Shaw, Intersectional Theology: An Introductory Guide. 
245 For some of this criticism, see Phoenix and Pattynama, "Editorial."  See also the rest of the volume for 

discussions about bedefits and problems with intersectionality as theory and method.  

https://bibsys-almaprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_sage_journals_10_1177_0034637320947018i&context=PC&vid=UIO&lang=no_NO&search_scope=default_scope&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any%2Ccontains%2CIntersectional%20Theology%3A%20An%20Introductory%20Guide&offset=0
https://bibsys-almaprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_sage_journals_10_1177_0034637320947018i&context=PC&vid=UIO&lang=no_NO&search_scope=default_scope&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any%2Ccontains%2CIntersectional%20Theology%3A%20An%20Introductory%20Guide&offset=0
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“wideness” is one of intersectionality’s assets. Because of this width, it can be applied to 

multiple areas.246 For my research, it provides an instrument to both disclose stereotypes, 

power structures, marginalization and omissions in both Biblical texts and in their 

interpretations. Intersectionality, thus, enables me to see broader interpretational potential in 

parable characters, and thus in parables, and to move beyond the one-dimensional and unified 

notion of “women-parables.”  

I will keep in mind that intersectionality is not an exact applied method and at the 

same time value this “wideness”, which allows me to use it as a heuristic tool for my material 

and combine it with other approaches. Since I apply modern theories to ancient material, it is 

important to note that ancient categories are not the same as contemporary ones. The risk of 

oversimplifying complex social roles is also always present in analyses. By being critically 

aware of this and by employing the methodological approach of “asking the other question” in 

combinations with applying available historical research on the social worlds of the Greco-

Roman and Jewish first centuries CE, I hope I will be able to suggest broader interpretational 

possibilities than what has mostly been the case in current research.   

Intersectionality is not only an analytical tool, it is also a method for change, as 

Crenshaw applies it and in the Say Her Name-movement.247 In line with this, I hope my 

studies will be a contribution to change in parable studies, as both my main research question 

and my aim for this thesis show.  

I will now move to the second thoroughgoing theoretical and methodological line: 

Conceptual blending perspectives on characterization and meaning-making.  

3.3. Conceptual Blending Theory  

As described in 2.1.5.1.3, Scott, Snodgrass and a number of other scholars all these years after 

Gadamer’s call to acknowledge the situatedness of interpretation,248 still seem to assume that 

recipients in a specific period would understand a phenomenon the same way or that parable 

characters “set off” the same resonances for everybody. To challenge such missing analysis 

we need theory and method, which provide analytical tools to critically analyse and propose 

how variously situated intersectional recipients interpret parables in different ways.  

                                                 
246 As argued by the historian of Antiquity, Birgitta L. Sjöberg (Sjöberg, "More than Just Gender." P. 48). 
247 See introduction chapter, p.  
248 See 3.1.1.  , p.. See also Donna Haraway’s argument about the situatedness of the scholars  (Donna Haraway, 

"Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective," Feminist 

studies 14, no. 3 (1988), https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066.). 
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Conceptual Blending Theory offer such tools. Blending Theory also provides the 

terminology to describe and analyse how in a parable seemingly opposing stories may fuse, so 

that, for example a story about a wife who bakes, can make sense as a story about the 

kingdom of the heavens as well as about the lives of parable interpreters.  

According to Mark Turner 

 

«Human beings go beyond merely imagining stories that run counter to the present story. We take a 

great mental leap that I liken to plucking forbidden mental fruit: we connect two stories that should be 

kept absolutely apart, and we then blend them to make a third story.”249  

 

Thus, according to Turner, new meaning emerges when we mentally blend two or more 

different stories. This is helpful in my investigations. In line with Turner, I see all sources 

recipients employ in their parable meaning-making as such stories. Readers or listeners, who 

interpret parables, engage in complex embodied mental operations, where several different 

sources of knowledge participate. According to my analysis, recipients’ intersectional 

situatedness is one such source, which map onto and might blend with other sources, such as 

the different perspectives in parables or other socio-cultural stories they know. Turner’s 

theory about how stories fuse and blend when we conceptualize narratives gives me tools to 

structure and analyse the different sources attested recipients employ when they make 

meaning of a parable. Similarly, it provides a framework when I propose possible 

interpretations of parables. In addition, Blending Theory claims that new meaning, so-called 

emergent structure, appear when stories are mentally blended. This helps me see how a 

listener’s or reader’s interpretation of a parable is imaginative and more than the mere sum of 

all the sources they mix from life, culture, social settings, parables and other biblical or extra-

biblical stories they employ.  

 Conceptual Blending Theory is a complex theory. Therefore, I mich space in the 

following, when I introduce it and discuss its value for my research. In the following, I first 

provide a brief historical background. Then I present how such theoretical and methodological 

approaches are employed in New Testament and parable research and how I apply it.  

                                                 
249 Mark Turner, "Double-Scope Stories," in Narrative Theory and the Cognitive Sciences, ed. David Herman 

(Stanford: CSLI, 2003), 119. 
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3.3.1. A historical background and the current theory  

Conceptual Blending Theory derives from the cognitive study of metaphors. In the linguistic 

field before 1980, very generally speaking, metaphors were seen as figures of speech. 

Scholars considered such figures of speech “excess ornamentations” or a special mode of 

expression, something “extra” and very different from plain, ordinary language.250 As such, 

metaphors were believed to require talent and conscious use. It was more “advanced” than the 

“simple,” plain way of speech.251 Furthermore, most scholars held that metaphors were 

solemnly based on the principle of similarity and that only new, creative metaphors could be 

considered true metaphors. They considered the “frozen” metaphors found in used language 

“dead metaphors.”252  

 Metaphor had an even worse reputation in parable studies. Jülicher’s “war” against 

allegory in his Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (1886/1888-89) became formative for the field.253 

According to Jülicher, Jesus would never have used allegory or any speech form related to it. 

Jülicher divided sharply between Gleichnis und Vergleich, one the one side, and Metaphor 

und Allegorie on the other.254 To “get back to” the original parables of Jesus, you have to 

remove later allegorical interpretations of them. The Parables of Jesus, according to Jülicher, 

were spoken in ordinary language, and needed no interpretation.255 To Jülicher, metaphors 

were half way to allegory, and also needed to be removed. This understanding of metaphor 

shaped the approaches to parable studies for a long time.256  

In the 1970s and 80s, a new way of studying metaphor started in literature studies, 

linguistics and in what has become known as cognitive poetics, the application of the multi-

                                                 
250 See Doreen Innes, "Metaphor, Simile, and Allegory as Ornament of Style," in Metaphor, Allegory and the 

Classical Tradition: Ancient Thought and Modern Revisions, ed. G.R. Boys-Stones (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2003), 12. And Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 23.  
251 Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, "Conceptual Integration Networks," Cognitive Science 22, no. 2 (1998): 

133. 
252 Zoltán Kövecses, Metaphor: A Practical Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), vii-viii. 
253 See also 2.1.5.1.   
254 Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden, 95. 
255 According to Jülicher, in parables, “…jedes Wort [ist] eigentlich zu verstehen,” and not like metaphors and 

allegory, which is “uneignetlich”, not “gleich, sondern ähnliches”.  (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden, 55 and 117. 

(1976, 55)). „eigentlich“ has a twofold meaning here, I beleive. It is both „literal“ and „authentic“/“true“. 
256 However, already Rudolf Bultmann was more positive to metaphor than Jülicher. He claimed that metaphor is 

also a “vergleich,” only without “Vergleichungspartikkel.” (Bultmann, R. Die Geschichte der Synotische 

Tradition (Göttingen: Vandenhred&Ruprecht. 8. zulage. 1970), 183. However, it was first in the 1960s and 70s 

that metaphor was really back. For example, Amos Wilder claimed that the parables of Jesus were not mere 

windows into the ancient world that could be understood as a “single pattern”, but literary works of art. As such, 

their purpose is not to exemplify, but to reveal (Wilder, The Language of the Gospel: Early Christian Rhetoric. 

P.? ) 
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disciplinary field of cognitive sciences to the study of literature.257 Lakoff and Johnson’s book 

Metaphors we live by (1980) is often seen as the break-through of this new approach. As 

Gerard Steen puts it: «In the beginning was Aristotle. Then there were the Dark Ages, which 

lasted until 1980. And then there was Lakoff. There was a Johnson too...».258 This “new” way 

of understanding metaphor suggests that metaphors are not ornamentation or something 

“extra,” which belongs only to the sphere of language, but a, or maybe the, basic way of 

thinking. According to Lakoff and Johnson, metaphorical expressions in language are 

secondary manifestations of more fundamental conceptual patterns of thought.259 According 

to this view, metaphors are not only for people with specific talent. They do not require any 

extra mental effort or talent.260 Metaphors, which have been “frozen” or conventionalised are 

not dead, they are “one of the main muscles of thoughts,”261 or those we live by, in the 

language of Lakoff and Johnson. This “new” understanding of metaphor is also evident in 

Biblical and parable studies, for example in the works of Ricœur,262 McFague (Teselle),263 

Via,264 and Funk, 265 as presented in 2.1.5.1.3 and in Scott’s interpretations.266 

3.3.1.1. Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Lakoff and Johnson´s Metaphors we live by initiated what is commonly referred to as 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). According to CMT, the basic metaphors, which 

underlie all conceptualising structure the way we think and thus the way we live. We learn 

these basic metaphors very early, through common embodied experience, shaped by how our 

                                                 
257 For a more elaborate explanation of Cognitive Poetics, see Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, s. 22.See especially 

footnote 4, and Keith Oatley, "Writinganddreading: The Future of Cognitive Poetics " in Cognitive Poetics in 

Practice, ed. Joanna Gavis and Gerard Steen (London: Routledge, 2003), 161-62.) 
258 Gerard Steen, "Metaphor and Language in Literature: A Cognitive Perspective," Language and Literature 9, 

no. 3 (2000): 261. 
259 “Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 

nature” (George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors we live by (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

1980/2003), 3.). See also Vyvyan Evans and Melanie Green, Cognitive Linguistics. An Introduction (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 294-95. and Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 24. 
260 Raymond W.Jr.  Gibbs, "Psycholinguistic Comments on Metaphor Identification," Language and Literature 

11, no. 1 (2002): 79. 
261 Oatley, "Writinganddreading: The Future of Cognitive Poetics " 166. 
262 La métaphore vive, Paris: Seuil, 1975; translated as The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-Disciplinary Studies in the 

Creation of Meaning in Language, by Robert Czerny with Kathleen McLaughlin and John Costello, SJ., 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978. And Essays on Biblical Interpretation, edited by Lewis S. Mudge, 

Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980. 
263  Teselle, Speaking in Parables. A study of Metaphor and Theology ; TeSelle Sallie McFague, "Parable, 

Metaphor, and Theology," Journal of the American Academy of Religion XLII, no. 4 (1974), 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/XLII.4.630. 
264 Via, The Parables: Their Literary and Existential Dimension. 
265 Robert W. Funk, Parables and Presence: Forms of the New Testament Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1982); Funk, Funk on Parables. 
266 See 6.1.1.2.1. 
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cognition works. For example, we learn that “warmth is good”, “up is good” and “forward is 

good” through fundamental, universal embodied experience of being held or learning to walk 

as very young.267 Further, we employ these basic metaphors to conceptualise new or more 

complex matters, such as more abstract concepts. For example, love can be seen as warmth, 

since “warmth is good.” Simultaniously, we can apply other basic metaphors to conceptualize 

love, like “love is being off the ground” (from “up is good”) or “love is a journey” (from 

“forward is good”).268 CMT operates with the terms source domain and target domain to 

describe such metaphorical conceptualization. A more concrete or known source domain is 

employed to understand a more abstract or unknown target domain. Metaphorical 

understanding happens when these source and target domains map onto each other, and 

elements and structure project from the source to the target.269 To make sense of a target, you 

often need to access more source domains, since a source will only highlight certain aspects 

of the target.270  

3.3.1.1.1. Parables as extended metaphors 

A parable can be seen as having metaphorical structure: something concrete and familiar, for 

example a scene from a daily life situation where a wife searches for a lost coin, is employed 

to understand the more abstract and unfamiliar the kingdom of the heavens. I find CMT useful 

when I analyse reception of parables, especially to study which sources recipients might 

access in their interpretational processes.  

I have, however, some major objections to this theory. First, in line with many 

feminist scholars, I criticise CMT’s claim, in Lakoff and Johnson´s version, that metaphors as 

based on universal experiences.271 Recent metaphor studies, however, have put more 

emphasis on cultural and individual influences in metaphoric understanding. Ning Yu claims 

that metaphor emerges from interaction between body and culture. “While the body is a 

potential universal source for emerging metaphors, culture functions as a filter that selects 

aspects of sensorimotor experience and judgement for mappings. That is, metaphor is 

                                                 
267 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors we live by, 25. For this, see also Zoltán Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture. 

Universality in Variation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2. 
268 Example inspired by «Being happy is being off the ground», from Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 70. 
269 Hugo Lundhaug explains this: “Conceptual Metaphor Theory posits the mappings of counterpart relations 

between conceptual domains in such a way that conceptual structure from a source domain is projected onto the 

target domain it is being used to understand, according to the formula A IS B” Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 26. 

(Check, is this Hugo?) 
270 Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 70-72. 
271 See, for example Gail Labovitz, Marriage and Metaphor: Constructions of Gender in Rabbinic Literature 

(2012, 2021).p. 1-2. I am aware that CMT is still under development.  
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grounded in bodily experience, but shaped by cultural understanding.”272 Yu also suggests 

that personal history – the story of one´s life – may be a key factor in explaining individual 

variation in metaphorical conceptualisations.273 Zoltán Kövesces agrees that “…(m)etaphors 

are just as much cultural as they are cognitive entities and processes.”  274 According to 

Kövesces, metaphors are based on embodied experience, cultural considerations and various 

cognitive processes.  275 In recent year, there has also been more interdisciplinary cooperation 

in the research metaphors. According to Raymond W. Gibbs “…the interdisciplinary nature of 

metaphor studies now allows for greater recognition of the complex ways that metaphor 

emerge from the interaction of brains, bodies, languages, and culture”.276 My research, which 

studies variations in interpretations of characters and parables, will be informed by such 

theories, which emphasises the discursive, embodied and situational context of metaphorical 

understanding. 

In addition, CMT suggests that metaphorical understanding relies on conceptual 

structures that are relatively stable and simple and that information is projected from the 

source to the target. Cognitive studies in the field of conceptual blending, on the other hand, 

show that stored knowledge is more unstable and flexible than formerly held. Mental structure 

and elements can be projected in more directions, not only from source to target - not only 

from the more concrete and familiar to the more abstract, but also the other way, from the 

abstract to familiar. In addition, when mental simulation happens, when source and target 

meet, they can blend, and new, emerging meaning might appear.277 Such “fluid” 

understanding og meaning structures and projection is useful in these analyses.  

In the following, I will introduce Conceptual Blending Theory, which builds on CMT, 

but which, in contrast to CMT, sees knowledge structures and projections as going in many 

                                                 
272 Ning Yu, "Metaphor from Body and Culture," in The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought, ed. Jr.  

Raymond W. Gibbs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 247. See also p. 254: “…embodied 

experience, no matter how universal it is, has to pass through the filter of culture before it can be mapped 

metaphorically onto abstract concepts.” 
273 Yu, "Metaphor from Body and Culture," 243. 
274 Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 11. 
275 Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 4. 
276 Raymond W Gibbs, Jr. , "Metaphor and Thought. The State of the Art," in The Cambridge Handbook of 

Metaphor and Thought, ed. Jr.  Raymond W. Gibbs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 3 and 4. 
277 Fauconnier and Turner claim that CMT is valuable for studying  stable knowledge structures in long-term 

memory and helpful when trying to understand relative stable and simple conceptual structures, while Blending 

Theory deals with on-line meaning construction in working memory and the more complex and creative 

conceptual blends where there is input from more than one direction and also emerging structures not present in 

either of the input spaces (Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 142.). I agree with Hugo Lundhaug, who claims that 

CMT is a useful theory for analysing simple metaphorical relations. It does not, however, have the tools for 

dealing with more complex material (Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 29.)  
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directions and blend with each other. In addition, Conceptual Blending Theory leaves room 

for cultural and individual meaning-making processes. Conceptual Blending Theory thus 

provides better tools than CMT for studying how recipients across time, and in culturally and 

intersectional diverse situations might make meaning from and with parable characters and 

thus parables.  

3.3.1.2. Conceptual Blending Theory  

Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner´s Conceptual Blending Theory - also called Conceptual 

Blending Theory, Conceptual Integration, Mental Binding or Blending Theory - does not only 

focus on metaphorical understanding, but has 

developed into a general theory for how 

meaning is produced.278 Conceptual blending 

is, according to the founders, “the mental 

operation of combining two mental packets of 

meaning… selectively and under constraint to 

create a third mental packet of meaning that has 

new, emergent meaning.”279 It serves a variety 

of cognitive purposes and is a basic cognitive 

operation. “Blending happens the same way in 

‘spectacular cases’(…) as in routinely, everyday, non-special instances,” they argue.280 

3.3.1.2.1. The Web of Meaning-Making 

According to Fauconnier and Turner, conceptualisation happens in mental webs. A mental 

web consists of interwoven mental spaces. Turner writes: “A mental web has mental spaces 

and connections between them, and we build more mental spaces and more connections as we 

think about something.”281 Mental spaces are “specific short term cognitive constructs that 

depend on other more stable longer term knowledge structures, such as domains”, which are 

structured by frames and cognitive models.282 Blending Theory operates with at least four 

mental spaces, which are connected in mental webs – also called Conceptual Integration 

                                                 
278 Turner, "Double-Scope Stories," 120. Mark Turner writes: “Running two stories mentally, when we should be 

absorbed by only one, and blending them when they should be kept apart, is at the root of what makes us 

human». 
279 Mark Turner, "The Cognitive Study of Art, Languange, and Literature,»," Poetics Today 23, no. 1 (2002): 30. 
280 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 136. 
281 Mark Turner, The Origin of Ideas. Blending, Creativity and the Human Spark (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014), 13. 
282 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 137. 

Input space 1

Input space 2

Generic space

Blended space
with new, emergent meaning  

 

Fig. 3.3. Conceptual integration network 
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Networks, as shown in figure 3.3.283 These webs consist of two or more input spaces, the 

number of input spaces can in theory be infinite. The input spaces can be compared to CMT´s 

source and target domains, all though projection happens both ways, according to Blending 

Theory.284 The input spaces are connected through cross-space mapping of counterparts in 

the different input spaces. Projection does not only go from source to a target, but might go 

both ways.285 In addition to the input spaces, there is a generic space and a blended space. 

Generic space consists of what is common to the input spaces, which is often abstract 

structure. The generic space maps unto each of the inputs and helps keep the conceptual 

network together.286 The blended space (or the blend) is made up of elements and structure 

projected from the input spaces as well as elements and structure not provided by the inputs. 

They arise from the blend itself, by way of mental simulation.287
 

3.3.1.2.2. Blended meaning 

According to Blending Theory, mental work is done in the entire Conceptual integration 

network, not only in the blended space. When we conceptualize, we work in and over all 

mental spaces simultaneously. However, the blend gives structure, integration, and efficiency 

not available in the other spaces.288 In the blended space, new and creative meaning might 

appear. This emergent structure has, as mentioned above, no counterparts in the inputs: it is 

new.  

In the blended space, more processes happen, according to Fauconnier and Turner. 

Through composition, elements, which are selectively projected from the input spaces are put 

in new relations to each other. This process often entails fusion of some of the elements and 

creates new patterns in the blend. Through completion, these new patterns evoke information 

in long-term memory, from “common sense”/familiar frames etc, that is used to fill in the 

blend around the already composed elements. Through the process of elaboration, the event 

                                                 
283 This figure is based on Fauconnier and Turner´s Figure 6, Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 143. 
284 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 142. However, in contrast to CMT´s more stable knowledge structures in 

long-term memory, Blending Theory deals with on-line meaning construction in working memory. 
285 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN." 
286 In a network with many input spaces, they may not all share the same generic space. (Fauconnier and Turner, 

"CIN," 137.) 
287 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 133 and 38. According to Turner a “…blend is a mental space.  It results from 

the mental act of blending other mental spaces in a mental web. The blend is not an abstraction, or an analogy, or 

anything else already named and recognized in common sense.  A Blend is a new mental space that contains 

some elements from different mental spaces in a mental web but that develops new meaning of its own that is 

not drawn from those spaces.  This new meaning emerges in the blend.» (Turner, The Origin of Ideas. Blending, 

Creativity and the Human Spark, 14.) 
288 Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 34.  
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in the blended space is simulated mentally, according to its own principles. This is also called 

“running the blend”. In this process, the blend may potentially be elaborated limitlessly. Many 

things, which seem impossible in the “real world”, might happen.289 The following example 

of conceptual blending is borrowed from Hugo Lundhaug. He asks how the wine and the 

bread in the Eucharist might be conceptualised as the body and blood of Christ. Lundhaug 

suggests that, in order for this to happen, two different inputs have to fuse: the very concrete, 

physical elements in the Eucharist meal, the bread and the wine, and the abstract, more 

spiritual concepts of the body and blood of Christ. I will use the inputs wine and blood as an 

example. What seemingly are shared between the two inputs, like materiality, fluidity, colour 

etc, might be projected from the input spaces into a generic space and some sort of fusion 

between the input spaces might appear. At the same time, elements, which do not have 

common characteristics, are also projected into the blended space. Through completion, 

information from known frames or other shared knowledge about the projected elements from 

the inputs will be called on to fill in the blend, and though elaboration the blend will “run” 

and something new might appears: The wine in the Eucharist might be identifies as the blood 

of Christ.290  

3.3.1.2.3. Blending Narratives  

In Double-Scope Stories, Mark Turner applies Blending Theory to the process of making 

sense of stories.291 It is especially this version of Blending Theory which is helpful to my 

research. Turner calls the process of making sense of literary texts to “…run two stories at the 

same time in order to form a highly imaginative blended story.292 In this blended story, new 

meaning has developed.293 Turner has a wide-ranging understanding of what a story is. It is 

not simply textual narratives, but can be applied to all mental inputs. Turner provides several 

examples of how we simultaneously run and combine such different stories. For example, we 

can chain a story that is happening now to a story we remember. Additionally, we can blend 

two stories more or less simultaneously.294 

                                                 
289 Fauconnier and Turner, "CIN," 139 og 44. 
290 Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth. P 32-5. 
291 Turner, "Double-Scope Stories." 
292 According to Turner: “Running two stories mentally, when we should be absorbed by only one, and blending 

them when they should be kept apart, is at the root of what makes us human».Turner, "Double-Scope Stories," 

120.  
293Turner, "Double-Scope Stories," 126. Turner writes: “We take a great mental leap (…): we connect two stories 

that should be kept absolutely apart, and we then blend them to make a third story.” (Turner, "Double-Scope 

Stories," 119. 
294 I will give more examples of these stories.  
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As described above, I find it helpful to see the different aspects in parables as various 

stories recipient might blend when they interpret parables. In addition, I see all other sources 

of embodied and cultural knowledge as such stories. Turner is mainly concerned with how 

elements within a text connect and fuse for a reader or listener. In my view, he puts too little 

emphasis on how stories outside the text, from the life of recipients and their cultural and 

social worlds take part in the blending process. However, when he writes about double-scope 

stories, Turner briefly mentions than we can mentally fuse a story we read with a story from 

our own life. Turner uses a possible reading of the famous American picture book for 2 year 

old, The Runaway Bunny, as an example to illustrates how a story can be double-scoped, can 

have two focuses at the same time. In the book, a rabbit child talks to his mother and tells her 

that he is going to run away. His mother answers that if he does, she will follow him. The 

child who listens to the story read aloud, will, according to Turner, perform the blend that a 

rabbit child and a rabbit mother can talk like a human child and human mother can. The little 

bunny now tells his mother that if she runs after him, he will become a fish and swim away 

from her. His mother subsequently tells her child that she will then become an fisher and fish 

for him. The listener to this story has now blended a rabbit child and mother with a human 

child and mother, and with a fish and a fisher. More blends follow: the bunny becomes a 

crocus in a hidden garden, and the mother becomes a gardener who finds him. The bunny 

becomes a bird who flies away and the rabbit mother becomes a tree that the bird rests in. The 

little bunny becomes a sailboat and sails away, and his mother the wind that blows the little 

rabbit-child-sailboat to where she is. Turner moreover writes that he expects that for many 

children an additional story blended with each of these blended bunny stories, namely the 

story about the life of the child who listens to a parent reading this story. To listen to and 

mentally simulates this story is thus a process of multiple double-scope blending.295  

Other scholars, who have employed and developed Blending Theory, put greater 

emphasis on culture and experience. For example, Line Cecilie Engh writes that, “Mapping 

and conceptual blending are imaginative and creative operations, but do not work randomly; 

they are constrained by culturally contingent background knowledge and grounded in 

embodied experience.”296 Such an understanding, that meaning-making is embodied and 

culturally embedded, is central to my project. 

                                                 
295 Turner, "Double-Scope Stories," 133 – 35. 
296 Line Cecilie Engh, The Symbolism of Marriage in Early Christianity and the Latin Middle Ages: Images, 

Impact, Cognition, Knowledge Communities, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019), 17.  
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3.3.2. Blending Theory in biblical studies and parable research 

Cognitive approaches, including Blending Theory, has spread to most cultural and humanistic 

fields. Within New Testament and early Christian studies, it has growing popularity. John 

Darr was one of the first biblical scholars to draw on cognitive science to account for reader’s 

participation in character construction.297 Hugo Lundhaug was the first to apply Blending 

Theory to the study of the reception of the New Testament, including parables.298 Recently, a 

growing number of scholars have applied Blending Theory or other cognitive perspectives to 

New Testament narratives and characters.299  

                                                 
297 According to Fotis Jannidis, Figur und Person: Beitrag Zu Einer Historischen Narratologie, vol. 3, 

Narratologia, (Berlin/Boston: Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, Inc, 2004).p. 37 Check). Darr combines Iser’s Reading 

response with cognitive perspectives. According to Darr, characterization is “a temporal, cognitive activity that 

involves the processing of textual and extra-textual data." Characters are, thus, both communicated by the text 

and constructed by the reader’s cognitive processes. (John A. Darr, "Narrator as Character: Mapping a Reader-

Oriented Approach to Narration in Luke-Acts," Semeia 63 (1993). See also John A. Darr, On Character 

Building. The Reader and the Rhetoric of Characterization in Luke-Acts (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox 

Press, 1992)., 20 and 29.  
298 Hugo Lundhaug, "Conceptual Blending in The Exegesis On The Soul," Biblical Interpretation Series (2007). 

Hugo Lundhaug, "Canon and Interpretation: A Cognitive Perspective " in Canon and Canonicity: The Formation 

and Use of Scripture, ed. Einar Thomassen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2010)., Lundhaug, 

Images of Rebirth.  
299 An example of this growing interest is the SBL program unit “Mind, Society, and Religion: Cognitive Science Approaches to 

the Biblical World” (from 2007-2012 called “Mind, Society and Tradition”) and the edited book from the first six years; Bonnie 

Howe and Joel B. Green, Cognitive Linguistic Explorations in Biblical Studies (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2014). See also Lundhaug, 

"Conceptual Blending." As well as the rest of Lundhaug’s work in the Bibliography. In addition, see Frederick S Tappenden, 

"Aural-Performance, Conceptual Blending, and Intertextuality: The (Non-)Use of Scripture in Luke 24.45-48," in Biblical 

Interpretation in Early Christian Gospels. Volume 3: The Gospel of Luke, ed. Thomas R. Hatina, Library of New Testament 

Studies (London: T&T Clark, 2010). As well as his later works Frederick S Tappenden, Resurrection in Paul: Cognition, 

Metaphor, and Transformation (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016); Frederick S Tappenden, "Luke and Paul in Dialogue: Ritual Meals and 

Risen Bodies as Instances of Embodied Cognition " in Resurrection of the Dead: Biblical Traditions in Dialogue, ed. Geert Van 

Oyen and Tom Shepherd (Louven: Peeters, 2012). Christopher W. Skinner, "The Study of Character(s) in the Gospel of Mark: A 

Survey of Research from Wrede to the Performance Critics. ," in Character Studies and the Gospel of Mark  ed. Matthew Ryan 

Hauge and Christopher W. Skinner, Library of New Testament studies (London: London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2014). and 

W. Telford, Writing on the Gospel of Mark (Deo Publishing, 2009). https://books.google.no/books?id=_V5PAQAAIAAJ. P. 392 

to 403., Rikard Roitto, Behaving as a Christ-Believer: A Cognitive Perspective on Identity and Behavior Norms in Ephesians, 46 

vols., Coniectanea Biblica: New Testament Series, (Wiona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011, 2011). 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:ths:diva-416.; Uro Risto and Czachesz Istvan, Mind, Morality and Magic: Cognitive 

Science Approaches in Biblical Studies (Taylor and Francis, 2014).; Jan Rüggemeier, "Poetik der markinischen Christologie : eine 

kognitiv-narratologische Exegese" (458 Mohr Siebeck, 2017); E.E. Shively, "Becoming a Disciple Without Seeing Jesus: 

Narrative as a way of Knowing in the Gospel of Mark " in Let the reader understand: essays in honor of Elizabeth Struthers 

Malbon  ed. Edwin K. Broadhead, Library of New Testament studies (T & T Clark, 2018).; Sönke Finnern, "Narratologie und 

biblische Exegese: Eine integrative Methode der Erzählanalyse und ihr Ertrag am Beispiel von Matthäus 28," Wissenschaftliche 

Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, Reihe 2 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010); Hartvigsen, Prepare the way.; István Czachesz, 

Cognitive Science and the New Testament : A New Approach to Early Christian Research (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2017). Kazen Thomas, "Disgust in Body, Mind, and Language: The Case of Impurity in the Hebrew Bible," (SBL Press, 2017); 

Thomas Kazen, "Emotions in Biblical law: A Cognitive Science Approach," in Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions: Exploring 

Emotions in Biblical Literature, ed. F. Scott Spencer (Piscataway, NJ, USA: Piscataway, NJ, USA: Gorgias Press, 2020). See also 

the entire edited volume. Another example of the growing interest in cognitive approaches is the recent webinar “Cognitive 

Linguistics and New Testament Narrative. Investigating Methodology through Characterization”, Jan 15the 2021, hosted by 

Elizabeth Shively and Jan Rüggemeier. See also the upcoming publication Towards a Cognitive Theory of New Testament 

Characters: Methodology, Problems and Desiderata. 
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 We also see this rising interest in cognitive approaches and Blending Theory in 

parable studies. SBL 2019 had a panel on parables and Blending Theory within the session 

Mind, Society, and Religion: Cognitive Science Approaches to the Biblical World, where 

Frederich S. Tappenden, Bonnie Howe, Eve Sweetser and Rikard Roitto participated and 

David Parris presided.300 In addition to these scholars, Marianne Bjelland Kartzow applies 

Conceptual Blending to early Christian writings, among other things parables in her recent 

The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse.301 

Furthermore, Patrick Colm Hogan, who is not a Biblical scholar, but works within among 

other things cognitive science and literature, has also studied parables as cognitive simulation 

events.302    

3.3.3. Conceptual Blending in this project 

I apply Blending Theory, especially Turner’s understanding of how stories might connect and 

blend, as a framework for my applied method which I will present in the next part of this 

chapter. Blending Theory, as well as recent cognitive perspectives on characterizations, 

allows me to study situated variations in reception of parables and thus be in critical dialogue 

with those parts of contemporary research, where female parable characters are ignored, 

stereotyped or interpreted in insignificant or limiting ways. It also gives me tools to 

investigate both the “messiness” and the creativity of parable meaning-making: both, how 

meaning is construed in various ways by different recipients and how new and creative 

meaning might be produced from and with parables.  

In this following, I will show how I combine these two theoretical and methodological 

lines-intersectionality and Conceptual Blending-into the applied method for the study of 

attested and possible reception. 

3.4. Intersectional blending. A combined applied method.  

My applied method sees parable reception as interpretational processes where recipients map 

and blend their own intersectional situatedness with various stories in parables, as well as with 

                                                 
300 SBL_2019_AM_ProgramBook.pdf (sbl-site.org), p. 327. 
301 Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse: Double Trouble 

Embodied. 
302 Patrick Colm Hogan, "Jesus’s Parables: Simulation, Stories, and Narrative Idiolect," Narrative (Columbus, 

Ohio) 24, no. 2 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2016.0011. He was invited to do so by Kirsten Marie 

Hartvigsen and Hugo Lundhaug. 

https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/Meetings/SBL_2019_AM_ProgramBook.pdf
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different intertextual and cultural narratives.303 I see all these different inputs in the 

interpretational process as stories. Thus, I have borrowed Turner’s understanding that we 

make sense of narratives as double-scope blending processes where multiple stories 

simultaneously connect and fuse. I have further combined Turner’s concept of double-scope 

stories with a simplified version of Fauconnier and Turner’s Conceptual Integration Network 

described above. 

Intersectionality is a thoroughgoing theoretical and methodological perspective in this 

model. To a further degree than Turner, but in line with Engh, Yu, Kövesces above and 

scholars with cognitive approaches to characterisation in 3.1.3.2.1.1, I emphasise embodied 

and embedded knowledge as significant in meaning-making processes. In addition, parable 

scholars like Tolbert and other New Testament scholars who see interpretation as contextual 

also inspire this method.304 All listeners or readers employ knowledge they already have, to 

make sense of a new story or text.305 From all this knowledge, I focus on what I call 

intersectional situatedness, recipients’ embodiment and embeddedness in their socio-cultural 

and historical context, which involves knowledge about how gender, sexuality, ethnicity, age, 

economy and other social factors meet and interact in recipients’ socio-historical worlds. It 

also takes in other values, believes and ideologies, including hermeneutical paradigms and 

traditions. I translate recipients’ intersectional situatedness into the language of my applied 

intersectional blending method and call it situated intersectional stories. Such situated 

intersectional stories influence which other stories recipients focus on and how they make 

sense of these stories. They are also influenced by other stories recipients evoke.  

Polyphony, introduced in Chapter 1, is applied as tool to analyse the different, and 

possibly opposing stories or perspectives within parables, as well as to study which of these 

“voices” recipients have attended to or ignored, or propose which they have listened to. In 

addition, I explore polyphony in a specific way in Chapter 5, where I analyse which of the 

parable voices about the widow attested recipients seem to ignore, and in Chapter 9, where I 

explore the voices possible recipients might have heard. 

                                                 
303 I alternate between the terms reception, interpretation and meaning-making, and see all these terms as parable 

interpretation from the perspectives of readers or listeners.    
304 See below.  
305 Ralf Schneider, "Toward a Cognitive Theory of Literary Character: The Dynamics of Mental-Model 

Construction," Style (University Park, PA) 35, no. 4 (2001)., 607. 
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In my combined 

intersectional blending 

method, I separate 

between four different 

groups of stories that 

might connect and blend 

when hearers or readers 

interpret parables. These 

four groups of stories in 

this embodied mental 

meaning-making 

network are:  

1. Situated intersectional stories 

2. The story/stories in the parable narrative 

3. The story/stories in the parable frame 

4. Intertextual stories.  

Interpretation, and thus reception, of parable characters and parables happens when these 

different stories connect and fuse, as Figure 3.4 illustrates.  

In Fauconnier and Turner’s model, conceptualization happens when at least two input 

spaces connect to each other, to a generic space and a blended space when. My model 

simplifies both a complex theory and complex embodied mental processes. To do so, I have 

mostly not included generic stories in the figures I apply for analysing and proposing parable 

interpretations. Still, I am aware that something “generic”, some conceived similarities, needs 

to be in place for mapping and blending to happen.  

In addition, Fauconnier and Turner call the mental space where the blending happens 

the blended space. In this blended space, additional projection from more stable long-term 

memory might happen to make sense of the projection from the input stories. In my simplified 

model, this is not explicit. I do not separate between input spaces, seen as small mental 

packages in working memory, and more stable frames or cognitive models in long term 

memory. To make this method more easily available is not the only reason why I do this. 

More important is that recipients rarely sit down and read a parable and understand the stories 

in the parable in light of already established knowledge. Some researches and preachers might 

try to do so, but this is never “purely” so. Mostly, what is frame and what is less stable mental 

Intersectional
situated stories

Parable frame Parable
narrative

Intertextual
stories

Blended story

 

Figure 3.4. Model of Intersectional Blending. 
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inputs vary for parables recipients. A parable might be understood with help from cognitive 

models about what gender is, knowledge about a certain time, as well as by some intertexts 

we might evoke -what I call situated intersectional stories or intertextual stories. However, 

parable stories might also be the more stable knowledge that recipients employ as mental 

frames when they interpret bodies, sexuality, and intertexts.306 Thus, it is not certain that a 

heard parable is interpreted by more stable knowledge from cultural background, for example. 

It could also be that an intersectional situated story would be interpreted in light of more 

stable knowledge about a parable. Meaning-making is a fluid, messy process, where it is not 

obvious which stories are interpreted by which. For this purpose, I find it helpful to call all the 

different knowledge sources stories, which may all map on to each other and project in more 

directions. Sometimes one story is understood in light of another story- sometimes it is the 

other way around. 

In the following, I will present the four groups of stories in the intersectional blending 

method.  

3.4.1. Situated intersectional stories 

As mentioned above, situated intersectional stories are recipients’ intersectional experiences, 

life stories, theological, ideological and hermeneutical concerns and paradigms, and other 

inputs from their socio-cultural worlds. In contrast to scholars like Scott and Snodgrass, I 

suggest that situated intersectional stories are prominent in meaning-making. I agree with 

Tolbert when she argues: “The particular insights, understandings, and values of the 

interpreter become part of the interpretive process.”307  

Intersectional situated stories affect what recipients focus on in parables. In addition, 

they are both the basis for the other stories that are evoked and made sense of, and in constant 

negotiations with other stories in the network. Situated intersectional stories are important as 

an analytical concept, when I in Part 2 investigate attested interpretations of parables with 

intersectional female characters. For example, in Chapter 7, when the anonymous Greek 

homily, Peri Parthenias, preaches that people of all genders and ages can become wise 

virgins,308 I ask what kinds of situated intersectional understandings of gender, age, class, 

                                                 
306 This will be explicitly explored in 7.2.3.3. 
307 Tolbert, Perspectives. p. 69. The story, the context (within which the story is viewed), and the insights, 

sensitivity, understanding, and concerns of the individual interpreter are interwoven, according to Tolbert. 
308 Like half the group of virgins in Matt 25:1-13. 



84 

 

ethnicity and sexuality might underlie such an understanding.309 In addition, when I in Part 3 

propose possible reception by reflective recipients, it is exactly when the situated 

intersectional stories of these hypothetical listeners meet and blend with those of the possible 

corresponding characters that new or broader potential in the parables might be seen. Thus, 

this group of story is often a “leading tune” in parable interpretation.310 However, as 

deliberated above, stories from the parable narrative or frame or intertextual evoked stories 

might also dominate the interpretational process. The model I propose for parable reception 

allows for such a “messy openness” to meaning production, but still proposes a map for 

structuring and analysing this meaning-making messiness.  

3.4.2. The stories in the parable narrative and frame 

I divide parables into two groups of stories: The story/stories in the parable narrative and the 

story/stories in the parable frame. I, thus, see a parable as consisting of a narrative and a 

frame. Scholars use various terms for parable narratives and their framing.311 I apply the terms 

parable narrative and parable frame to emphasise both that the frame and narrative in the 

reception history often are interpreted together, but also that they also might be interpreted 

separately. The narrative is the parable story. However, in order not to confuse this story with 

the stories in my applied methodological model, I call this the parable narrative. As my 

analysis of, for example, the parable of the widow and the judge in Chapter 5 will show, there 

are often several stories or voices within these different groups of stories.312 The frame is 

what surrounds the parable narrative, and what is often read or heard together with the parable 

narrative. An example is “Luke’s” introduction to the story about the petitioning widow 

                                                 
309 See p. x.  
310 See 5.2.  
311 For example, Dodd distinguishes between parable story, and gospel setting. In addition, he also describes the 

narrative as the parable proper and the immediate frame after the story as application or moral (Dodd, The 

Parables, 17, 90 and 89.). Curkpatrick uses parable and frame (Stephen Curkpatrick, "Dissonance in Luke 18:1-

8," Journal of Biblical Literature 121, no. 1 (2002): 114, https://doi.org/10.2307/3268332.) Mary Ann Beavis 

describes the parable application as fabel epimythium (Beavis, "Parable and Fabel," 482.) Justin Strong writes: 

“These framing devices that follow Jesus’s parables have not gone unnoticed by exegetes, but have been 

frequently remarked on what they perceived to be barriers notes, lessons, and applications appended to the end of 

many of the gospel parables, Lucas in particular.”(Justin D. Strong, "How to Interpret Parables in Light of the 

Ancient Fable: The Promythium and Epimythium.," in Overcoming Dichotomies: Parables, Fables, and Similes 

in the Graeco-Roman World. , ed. A. Oegema, Pater J., and M.  Stoutjesdijk, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen 

zum Neuen Testament I (Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 11.) Strong, himself, sees the “framing devises” as promythium 

and epimythium. Zimmermann describes that what surrounds the narrative parable and “steers” its meaning as 

“contextual information” (Zimmermann, Puzzeling the Parables of Jesus. Methods and Interpretation, 137.). 
312 See p. x.  
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above, namely that this is a parable about praying and not losing hope (18:1). However, in this 

frame, there are also other stories, namely how “the Lord” interprets the parable narrative.313 

3.4.3. Intertextual stories 

I call the forth group of stories intertextual stories. These are other known sacred or cultural 

narratives that recipients might evoke when they hear or read a parable. However, it might 

also be the other way around. A recipient could hear or read an “intertextual” story, and a 

remembered parable could be activated as part of the meaning-making process of this story.314 

I could have classified the intertextual stories as part of recipients’ situated intersectional 

stories. However, intertextuality, often understood as other, often sacred, texts, which could or 

should shed light on a text recipients interpret, has been a vast focus in contemporary 

research.315 Therefore, I will treat this as a separate group of stories. In line with Lundhaug 

and the cognitive perspectives in this study, I suggest that intertextual connections are drawn 

the same way as other meaning is produced: Aspects of intertextual stories recipients have 

heard or read might be activated and blend with other stories when recipients interpret a 

parable. Alternatively, a parable or aspects of a parable might be evoked when readers or 

listeners hear or read another text.316  

3.4.4. The blended story 

In this network of stories, the different stories might map on to each other. One story might 

attach to one, more or all the other stories. Some elements and/or structure from the four 

groups of stories might also be projected into the blend. When the blend «is run», when 

mental simulation happens, new connections and meaning may arise – in the terminology of 

this intersectional blending method: when some of these stories fuse and blend, a new story 

may arise. In this way, parable interpretation happens and, for example, a narrative about ten 

virgins at a wedding might become a story about what the kingdoms of the heavens will be 

like, as well as a story about the recipients’ lives.  

                                                 
313 See 4.5.2.  
314 We see this, for example, when Luther employs the parables about the widow to interpret Matt 7:7-8 (5.2.3).   
315 Bør jeg skrive noe mer om intertextualitet? Kristeva? Eller Gérard Genette, som har differenciated Julia 

Kristeva’s terminiology… har noe om det et sted… 
316 To understand intertextuality this way, was first argued by Hugo Lundhaug (See Lundhaug, Images of 

Rebirth, 2-5. See also his later work Hugo Lundhaug, "The Fruit of the Tree of Life: Ritual Interpretation of the 

Crucifixion in the Gospel of Philip.," in Cognitive Linguistic Explorations in Biblical Studies, ed. Bonnie G. 

Howe and Joel B. Green (Berlin Walter de Gruyter, 2014), 82-84.). Eve Sweetser has also used Blending Theory 

to model intertextuality (Eve Sweetser, "Whose Rhyme is Whose Reason? Sound and Sense in Cyrano de 

Bergerac," Language and literature (Harlow, England) 15, no. 1 (2006): See especially p. 3, 32, 48 and 51, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947006060553.) 
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3.4.5. Intersectional blending in this thesis 

The different groups of stories might be translated into the language of more tradition 

exegesis. Situated intersectional stories could be called “socio-historical context,” 

interpreters’ contextually or “the reader”.317 However, in contrast to many scholars, I 

underline that such situatedness is intersectional. In addition, intertextual stories could be 

called “intertextuality,” and the stories in the parable frame and narrative could be named 

rhetorical or narrative structures in the texts. However, in line with the applied Conceptual 

Blending theory and Intersectionality, and to emphasis the meaning-making processes parable 

interpretation is, I find it helpful to call these different elements in such processes stories.  

When I in Part 2 study cases of attested reception of the parables with intersectional 

female characters, this method will be an analytical tool to structure and study the different 

input stories attested recipients might have made use of and to propose how they might have 

blended them. In Part 3, when I propose possible reception of parables with intersectional 

female characters, intersectional blending allows me to theorize about both possible input 

stories the hypothetical, but plausible intersectional female listeners to these parables might 

have evoked and also their possible blending processes. 

Chapter 4. MAPPING THE MATERIAL 

In this chapter, I present the main material of this thesis: parables attributed to Jesus with 

intersectional female characters. To do so, I first briefly discuss definitions of parables and the 

number of parables with intersectional female characters the early Christian material contains. 

I then give an overview of parables with intersectional female character, where I map these 

characters intersectional roles and plot roles. In the last half of the chapter, I zoom in on and 

present the parables I will study in detail in this thesis. 

4.1. Defining parables with intersectional female characters 

Are the parables of Jesus an ingeniously unique genre, distinct from Jewish or Roman 

storytelling, as Jülicher claimed?318 Are they rather Jewish meshalim, told by a rabbi, as 

                                                 
317 However, it is not the same as Darr’s “reader,” which seems to be the cognitive strategies readers employ 

when they make sense of texts. Possibly, it could also be related to what he calls the reader’s intertexts (Darr, On 

Character Building. The Reader and the Rhetoric of Characterization in Luke-Acts.p. 22.). However, to Darr, 

such intertexts seems to be the knowledge an “ideal” modern reader should acquire in order to understand the 

intent of the “original” text. The situatedness I propose is the knowledge, experience and values a reader or 

listener actually has and makes use of in the embodied mental process of meaning-making.  
318 To be able to speak in parables was a spectacular thing, according to Jülicher. He even refers to his 

contemporary phrenomenologists,F.j. Gall, who had found a specific area of the scull, which is used when you 
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Levine suggests?319 Alternatively, should they be compared to fables, as Beavis and Justin 

Strong propose?320 Are parables a separate genre with certain common traits, as argued by 

Ruben Zimmermann?321 Alternatively, are parables “… the group of stories told by Jesus of 

the gospels which the Christian tradition through the centuries has referred to without 

distinction as parables ...”, as Tolbert understands them to be?322 Thus, there is no scholarly 

agreement on what a parable is.323 If we go to the early Christian material, the Greek term 

παραβολή is used in a variety of ways. There are also stories, which these stories afterlives 

have called parables, where this term is absent. Many scholars now agree that both the term 

παραβολή and the parabolic material are more blurred than assumed earlier.324 

                                                 
have this ability (. Even more outstanding, according to Jülicher, was that Jesus came up with the parable genre 

himself. He did not learn it from Jewish or Roman storytelling. According to Jülicher, “The master has not been 

taught by anyone. He has not stolen paint or brush from anyone. What he gives, he has invented himself.” (Own 

translation of “Der Meister ist bei niemanden in die Schule gegangen, hat auch niemanden Farben oder Pinsel 

gestohlen; was er giebt, hat er allein erfunden.” (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden, 182.). Jülicher did, however, 

compare one parable sub category to Greek fables. According to Jülicher, parables can be classified in three 

“Untergattungen”, as similitude (Gleichnis), parable/fabel (Parabel/Fabel) or example story 

(Beispielerzählung)(Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, Second unchanged edition of the second edition 

ed. (Darmstadt: Darmstadt Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1976), 93, 98 and 114). To read more about 

modern parable research’s view that Jesus’ parables are unique, see “The Great Man Syndrome” in Martinsen, 

"Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity," 117-24. 
319 Levine, Short Stories, 119-20. 
320 According to Beavis: “The Synoptics, who wrote in Greek, and who almost certainly had at least a Greek 

elementary education, might well be expected to have further shaped the parables of Jesus into a well-known 

Greek popular little literary class: the fable.” (Beavis, "Parable and Fabel," 494. Beavis also argues that parables 

should be compared to meshalim (Beavis, "Parable and Fabel," 474.). See also Strong, "How to," 2. 
321 Zimmermann writes: “Based on the genre consciousness and use of terminology of the New Testament 

authors as well as the abundance of textual material, “parable” appears to me to be the only suitable genre 

description for the New Testament parable material: parables — and nothing else!” (R. Zimmermann, "How to 

Understand the Parables of Jesus. A Paradigm Shift in Parable Exegesis," Acta theol 29, no. 1 (2009): 169-72, 

https://doi.org/10.4314/actat.v29i1.44175.) According to Zimmerman’s own definition of this genre “a parable is 

a short narratival (1) fictional (2) text that is related in the narrated world to known reality (3) but, by way of 

implicit or explicit transfer signals, makes it understood that the meaning of the narration must be differentiated 

from the literal words of the text (4). In its appeal dimension (5) it challenges the reader to carry out a 

metaphoric transfer of meaning that is steered by contextual information (6) (Zimmermann, Puzzeling the 

Parables of Jesus. Methods and Interpretation, 137.).  
322 Tolbert, Perspectives. p. 16. However, Tolbert also suggests that what we call parables have some 

similarities: They are brief stories, display a sharp economy in presenting of characters/agents and plots and 

show a realism with extravagance (Tolbert, Perspectives, 17.). I am mainly in line with Tolbert in this question. 

In my survey about parables in Christian education in the Church of Norway, I did not define parable. I was 

surprised that most of respondents agreed in which Biblical stories were parables (Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet " 

265-66.).  
322 Schneider, "Toward a Cognitive Theory," 617. 
323 Most contemporary works on parables, in addition to those quoted above, discuss definitions of parables. For 

such a recent discussion, see, for example, Stoutjesdijk, "Not Like," 53-58. 
324 The recent edited volume Gleichnisse und Parabeln in der frühchristlichen Literatur shows the width of the 

parabloic material and terms in early Christian litterature (See Jens Schröter, Soham Al-Suadi, and Konrad 

Schwarz, Gleichnisse und Parabeln in der frühchristlichen Literatur: Methodische Konzepte, religionshistorische 

Kontexte, theologische Deutungen, vol. 456, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, 

(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021).) See also Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 303. and Tolbert, Perspectives, 17. 

Recent genre theory also argues that genres are fluid, also in Antiquity  (See Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, 

"Rewritten Stereotypes: Scripture and Cultural Echo in Luke's Parable of the Widow and the Judge," in Luke's 
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I apply a cognitive recipients approach to the definition of parables. My focus is what 

attested and possible recipient would understand as parables. In line with Ralf Schneider, I 

suggest that what is important is the kind of genre schema, what kind of cognitive model, 

readers or listeners activate when they hear or read a narrative, in this case parable.325 If 

recipients have a mental model, where a parable is a unique genre with distinct traits, they 

would probably make meaning of the parable in light of this.326 If they are mostly familiar 

with fables or meshalim, they could understand parables in light of these.  

The parables I study have some similarities. As described in 3.4.2., I study parables as 

consisting of a parable narrative and a parable frame. Within the narrative, there are 

characters (or a character), a plot and one or more parable scenes. I am also only interested in 

parables attributed to Jesus. Since I have such a “fluid” recipient oriented understanding of 

parable, I find parables with intersectional female characters in all four canonical gospel, as 

well as in the extra-Biblical gospel of Thomas and Shepherd of Hermas. I have not looked 

further in the varied Early Christian narratives.327 

After I have now established my understanding of parable, we will move to 

discussions about how many parables with intersectional female characters the early Christian 

material contains.  

4.2. Counting parables with intersectional female characters 

There are obviously far less parables with female characters than with male. However, since 

scholars differ in their understanding of parable, and in what material they search for them, 

the number of such parables also vary.  

When Nicola Slee in 1984 counted the number of what she calls woman parable 

characters, in contrast to male characters, she found that only 12 out of the 85 human parable 

characters in the gospel of Matthew are women.328 This includes the ten virgins in Matt 25:1-

                                                 
literary creativity, ed. Jesper Tang Nielsen and Mogens Müller, Library of New Testament studies (London: 

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 214.). See also Rüdiger Zymner’s overview of different theoretical genre 

positions in parable research (Rüdiger Zymner, "Parabolische Gattungen in literaturwissenschaftlicher 

Perspektive," in Gleichnisse und Parabeln in der frühchristlichen Literatur: Methodische Konzepte, 

religionshistorische Kontexte, theologische Deutungen, ed. Jens Schröter, Soham Al-Suadi, and Konrad 

Schwarz, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 319-28.).  
325 Schneider, "Toward a Cognitive Theory," 617. 
326 Whether it is interpreted in line with their model or breaks with their expectations.  
327 However, it would be interesting to do this a future project.  
328 I will write women here in line with how these scholars do, and not intersectional female characters, which is 

my term. 
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13. Thus, only three out of 104 Matthean parables mention women.329 In the gospel of Luke, 

Slee counted 94 parables with 108 human characters. Nine of these are women.330 Susan M. 

Praeder, however, in 1988, was not interested in parables that mention women, but rather 

those, which “portray women.” She suggests that there are only five parables attributed to 

Jesus, which do so. This is according to her the parable of the leaven (Matt 13:33/Luke 13:20-

21), the parable of the lost coin (Luke 15:8-10), the parable of the judge and the widow (Luke 

18:1-8) and the parable of the ten maidens (matt 25:1-13)331  

An important aspect of the discussions about how many parables with female 

characters there are, has been to look for female characters where the texts do not explicitly 

mention them. In addition to counting mentioned “women” in parables, Slee also reflects on 

all the parables where “women’s experience” is in play, but where no women are 

mentioned.332 When Beavis and her colleagues searched for “women’s parables” in Beavis’s 

edited volume The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom (2002), they extend the 

material, to not only the synoptic gospels, as Slee had studied, but to also include the gospel 

of John and the gospel of Thomas. In addition, The Lost Coin does not only count parables, 

which explicitly mention women. It also includes parables, which depicts “women’s 

works,”333  or refer to the female divine Sophia.334  

Beavis acknowledges that there might be parables about “women” she and her 

colleagues have overlooked.335 Schottroff is also aware that there are several “missing” 

                                                 
329 The other two Matthean female characters are the baker wife (Matt 13:33) and what she sees as a wife in Matt 

18:23-25. Slee has a broad understanding of parable, counting 104 parables in Matthew. 
330 In addition to the wives in Luke 13:20-21 and 15:8-10 and the widow in 18:1-8, Slee counts the mother, 

daughter, mother-in-law and daughter-in-law in 12:51-53. I have not been able to figure out the last two female 

characters she counts. I will look more. (Nicola Slee, "Parables and Women's Experience," Religious Education 

80, no. 2 (1985): 239.) 
331 Praeder’s titles. See Praeder, The Word, 9. 
332 Slee, "Parables and Women's."p. 240-245.  
333 Parables, which refer to traditionally female or domestic work, are the parables about sewing a patch on a 

garment (Matt 9:16; Mark 2:21; Luk 5:36), filling a wine skin (Mark 2:22; Matt 9:17; Luk 5:37-39) and 

spinning/carding thread (The lilies at the field in Matt 6:28-30; Luk 12:27-28; Thom 36). (Beavis, Lost Coin, 

18.) 
334 Parables, which presumably refer to Sophia theology are the parable about the mother hen (Matt 23:37-39; 

Luk 34-35), the parable where “Sophia-Jesus” implores the lowly to take her yoke upon them (Matt 11:28-30) or 

compares “this generation” to a crowd of petulant children (Matt 11:16-19; Luk 7:31-35, Thom 21) and the 

Johannine parabolic speech of new birth (Joh 1:13; 3:1-4). These are often called paroimia (check), but are, 

according to Beavis a part of the broad parabolic material of the New Testament.  
335 One of these is “The wife with the seven husbands” (Mark 12:20-23; Matt 22:25-28; Luke). According to 

Beavis, she missed this parable in The Lost Coin, since it is not told by Jesus, but is asked as a question to him by 

Sadducees. Since it, according to her, has the form of an exemplary story, in Jülicher’s sense, she studies this in 

later. See Mary Ann Beavis, "Feminist (and other) Reflections on the Woman with Seven Husbands (Mark 

12:20-23): A Neglected Synoptic Parable," in Hermeneutik der Gleichnisse Jesu: Methodische Neuansaätze zum 

Verstehen urchristlicher Parabeltexte, ed. Ruben Zimmermann and Gabi Kern, Wissenschaftliche 
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women, as well as other marginalized groups, in parables with male characters. For example, 

Schottroff writes the following about the parable about the so-called lost son in Luke 15: 

“…this patriarchal father governs male and female slaves, male and female labourers, his 

wife, his daughters, and the other female members of the household, who are so unimportant 

in the mind of the narrative that, insofar as they are female, they remain invisible.”336  

When I look for parables with intersectional female characters, I am also aware of, and 

ask for the multitude of missing female characters. In addition to the missing female 

characters Beavis and Schottroff describe, I propose that that we apply the intersectional 

method of “asking the other question” to look for hidden female parable characters in 

grammatical masculine or neutral groups or titles. Intersectional female parable characters 

might be “hidden” in so-called gender inclusive grammatical categories or groups.337 For 

example when the king almost sells children (τέκνα) together with their slave mother and 

father in Matt 18:23-35, I ask whether there might have been slave daughters among these 

children. In addition, when Matthew describes σύνδουλοι (fellow slaves), who are beaten by 

the “wicked” slave in Matt 24:49, I ask whether there could have been female slaves within 

this group. Luke, for example, distinguishes between female and male slaves, in his version of 

the parable (τοὺς παῖδας καὶ τὰς παιδίσκας, Luke 12:41 – 48).338 Likewise, other groups or 

titles might “hide” intersectional female parable characters, like female workers, female 

debtors and female guests. The intersectional approach of “asking the other question” has thus 

enabled me see overlooked parable characters, whom neither Slee nor Beavis and her 

colleagues have counted as “women” in parables. 

4.3. Overview of parables with intersectional female characters  

The following tables present overviews of parables with intersectional female characters. I 

will not follow a chronological thread and for example start with the earliest parable, nor 

present the parables gospel by gospel. Rather, I will divide the characters by social status as 

free or enslaved. In line with intersectional theory’s aim to emphasizing those, who are at the 

margins of and often outside scholars’ focus, I start with enslaved female characters. I will 

                                                 
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 604-05.) Since this parable is not 

attributed to Jesus, I do not study it.  
336 Schottroff, The Parables. P. 139.  
337 In ways similar to what Carolyn Osiek and Margaret Y. MacDonald write that grammatically and socially, 

women in the first centuries were considered included and embedded in men and male titles (Osiek, MacDonald, 

and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place, 6.). 
338 For an intersectional analyses of Luke 12:35-48 with its Matthean parallell, see Kartzow, "Striking " 

Especially p. 100.  
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look at various possible enslaved intersectional female statuses. When I move to free female 

characters, I will follow the “career” of an antique freeborn woman, but start with the oldest 

free women.339 I will also suggest possibly “hidden” or “missing” intersectional female 

parable characters.340  

I will mostly describe the narrative role/s of mentioned characters. However, 

sometimes I also propose possibly hidden intersectional female characters. Since the missing 

characters are exactly that, we can only imagine their roles in the narrative. Sometimes I 

theorize about that, sometimes I do not. I separate between main characters, secondary 

characters, minor characters and props. Main characters have prominent parts in the narrative. 

The plot development is dependent upon their actions. Main characters might be positive 

protagonists or negative antagonists. Secondary characters are almost as important as the 

main characters. However, another or other characters hold the most significant role(s). Minor 

characters have lesser narrative roles. Their actions might be of a certain importance, but the 

plot is not dependent upon them or their actions. I call characters props when they have no 

agency and do not act themselves in the plots. Other characters act with them or somehow use 

them.  

4.3.1 Enslaved intersectional female parable characters  

Parable  Term/s for 

mentioned 

intersectional 

female character/s 

Possibly hidden or missing 

intersectional female characters 

Narrative role/s 

The parable about 

the endangered 

slave wife and 

potential slave 

daughters 

(Matt 18:23-35) 

γυνή 

Wife, in this case a 

wife of a slave. 

 

Daughters possibly hidden in τὰ τέκνα 

(v. 25). 

 

Possibly hidden female slaves among 

the other slaves of the king (δοῦλοι, 

v.23, σύνδουλοι, v. 28 and 31).  
 

Possibly missing free women in the 

household of the king.  

The slave wife and 

potential daughters 

are props. They are 

only present in the 

king’s threat to sell 

them, together with 

their indebted 

husband and father.  

Possibly, this elite 

slave family could 

have had male and 

female slaves 

                                                 
339 See 1.6. 
340 Some of these might be of other legal statuses than the mentioned characters. Analyses of missing and hidden 

intersectional female characters could have been done with all parables. There might be intersectional female 

characters hidden in all groups of masculine or neutral grammatical forms and missing intersectional female 

characters, which the narrators have found too insignificant to mention. 
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themselves, hidden 

in πάντα ὅσα 341 

 

The parable about 

the so-called 

unfaithful slave 

(Luke 12:41 – 48) 

παιδίσκη  

Female slaves 

Other possibly missing female 

members of the household. 

 

The female slaves 

are props. Their 

function is that they 

are beaten.  

The father with 

the two sons 

(Luke 15:11-32) 

πόρνη  

Prostitutes 

Possibly missing mother, sisters and 

female slaves in the family.  

 

Hidden female citizens in the foreign 

land. Only “one of the male citizens” 

(ἑνὶ τῶν πολιτῶν) is mentioned (v. 15). 

 

Possibly hidden female day laborers. 

Only masculine μίσθιοι are mentioned 

(v. 17 and 19). 

 

Hidden female slaves among the 

masculine δουλοι (v. 22 and 26). 

Possible female friends among the 

masculine friends (φίλοι) of the elder 

brother (v.29) 

The prostitutes are 

props. They are only 

present in the older 

brother’s imaginings 

of how the younger 

brother lived in the 

foreign country. 

 

4.3.2 Intersectional free female parables characters  

Parable  Term/s for 

mentioned 

intersectional 

female character/s 

Possibly hidden or missing 

intersectional female characters 

Narrative role/s 

The foolish 

and wise 

virgins 

(Matt 25:1-13). 

παρθένοι 

Vigins 

A missing bride. This seems to have 

puzzled recipients from very early in the 

attested reception history, so much that 

there is a bride present in some early 

manuscripts.342 

 

Possibly hidden female traders among 

“those who sell” (τοὺς πωλοῦντας, v. 9).  

 

Possibly missing female guests of all 

ages at the wedding, and female slaves 

working at the wedding.  

The virgins are main 

characters. At the 

same time, they are 

stock characters. Half 

of them protagonists, 

half of them 

antagonists.  

 

The hidden or missing 

characters are minor 

characters or props.  

 

The 12 virgins  

(The Shepherd 

of Hermas 

παρθένοι 

Vigins 

 

γυνή (γυναῖκες) 

 The virgins are 

secondary characters. 

Stock characters with 

                                                 
341 Possibly, this elite slave family could have had male and female slaves themselves, hidden in πάντα ὅσα 
ἔχει (Martin, "Slave Families." p. 228-30.). 
342 See 4.5.5. 
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79(IX.2)-

94(IX.17)) 

Wives some individual 

differences.  
 

The 12 women are 

also secondary 

characters, but have 

lesser roles.  

No peace on 

earth 

(Luke 12:51-

53) 

μήτηρ  

Mother 
 

θυγάτηρ  

Daughter 
 

πενθερὰ  

Mother-in-law 
 

νύμφη 

Daughter-in-law 

Possibly missing female slaves in this 

household in conflict.  

Main characters 

The parable 

about the baker 

wife (Matt 

13:33; Luke 

13:20-21, 

Thom 96) 

γυνή 

(wife)/ⲧⲉ.ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ 

Wife 

There might have been other free or 

enslaved women or girls in the house, 

yard or bakery, where the wife baked.  

Main character. The 

only human character.  

The wife 

seeking a lost 

coin 

(Luke 15:8-9) 

γυνή 

Wife 
 
φίλας καὶ γείτονας 

Female friends and 

neighbours 

Possibly missing female slaves, 

daughters and other female household 

members in the wife’s house and in 

those of her friends and neighbors.  

The wife is the main 

character. 

 

The friends and 

neighbors are minor 

characters. 

A wife 

carrying a jar 

of meal 

(Thom 97) 

ⲧⲉ.ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ  

Wife 

Other possible free and enslaved 

women at the marked, along the way or 

in the wife’s home. 

Main character 

A wife giving 

birth  

(Joh 16:21) 

γυνή  

Wife 

Missing female slaves or free wives, 

virgins and/or widows (possible friends 

and neighbours?) helping with the birth. 

The child might be a girl.  

Main character 

Two women 

graining on a 

mill 

(Matthew 

24:41) 

γυνή  

Wife 

Possibly other enslaved or free women 

or girls at the mill. 

Main characters 

The widow 

and the unjust 

judge 

(Luke 18:1-8) 

χήρα  

Widow 

Other enslaved or free woman in the 

city, possibly female slaves or family 

members of the widow and the judge.  

One of two main 

characters 
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4.5. Zooming in 

When I in this thesis study attested and possible reception of intersectional female characters 

and their parables, I will concentrate on five parables. The rest of the material will be studied 

in dialogue with these main parables. I have selected parables with a wide intersectional 

variety of enslaved and free mentioned, hidden and missing female characters.  

From the various parables where there are female slaves,343 I have chosen to study  

 The parable about the Endangered Slave Wife and Possible Daughters (Matt 18:23-35). 

 

  

  

This parable has female characters in interesting intersections of power and 

marginalisation and is the only parable where slaves are described as members of a family.  

This is an interesting parable since there is one mentioned intersectional female characters, 

and one or more “hidden.”  

From the social world of intersectional free females, I have chosen parables, which reflect 

the “career” of a free woman, but where some of these characters also might be perceived as 

slaves. I have chosen two parables with wives, since the wife character is the most represented 

intersectional female character in the parables. In addition, I find it interesting that their 

attested reception has been very different, at least in contemporary research. These parables 

are:  

 The parable about the widow and the unjust judge (Luke 18:1-8). 

 The parable about the baker wife (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-21, Thom 96). 

 The parable about the wife seeking a lost coin (Luke 15:8-9). 

 The parable about the foolish and wise virgins (Matt 25:1-13). 

 

These characters have plot roles, which reflect their social statuses. The free female 

characters are main characters, while the enslaved characters are minor characters, possibly 

prop characters.  

                                                 
343 To study female slaves, I could also have studied the parable about the female slaves, who are beaten by their 

fellow slave in Luke 12:41 – 48 or the prostitutes in Luke 15:11-32. 
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In the following, I will present these parables with a brief narrative analyses. I divide the 

parables into parable frames and parable narratives with different scenes, plots and characters. 

The intersectional female characters will be in the centre of my attention and decide how I 

name, structure and present the parables. 

4.5.1. The parable about the endangered slave wife and possible daughters (Matt 18:23-35) 

The intersectional female parables in this parable are a mentioned γυνή and possible daughters 

hidden in τὰ τέκνα. These characters are minor characters, possibly props, in the parable 

narrative. The parable narrative tells very little about them. Early in this parable narrative, 

they are briefly introduced when the king orders the sale of his indebted male slave together 

with his wife and children and all his possessions. After this, the wife and children disappear 

from the story. When the king later sentences the male slave to torture until he can pay his 

colossal depth, the king does not mention what will happen to the wife and children. The 

narrative is silent about their destiny.  

This parable has a short interpretive frame (v. 23a and 35) and a longer parable 

narrative (v. 23b-34). Jesus is the narrator of both the narrative and the frame. I divide the 

parable narrative into four scenes.344  

4.5.1.1. The frame before the narrative (v. 23a) 

The frame prior to the parable narrative says: “Because of this, the kingdom of the heavens is 

made similar to…” (v. 23a). This frame is connected to the following through ὡμοιώθη.345 

Thus, what happens in the parable narrative, connects to, or in the terminology of my applied 

intersectional blending method, might blend with, this frame. 

The two kings in v. 23 also connect the frame and the narrative. The king implicit in ἡ 

βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν (the kingdom of the heavens) is made similar to a story about a human 

                                                 
344 Hanna Roose and Snodgrass distinguish between three scenes in the parable, but do not agree where the first 

scene starts. While Snodgrass suggests it starts with v. 23, Roose belives v. 23 is part of the framing of the 

parable (Hanna Roose, "Das Aufleben der Schuld und das Aufheben des Schulderlasses (Vom unbarmherzigen 

Knecht)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, ed. Ruben Zimmermann et al. (München: Gütersloher 

Verlagshaus, 2007), 445-46.) According to Snodgrass, scene one is v. 23-27, scene two v. 28-30 and the third 

scene v. 31-34. Snodgrass consideres the following v. 35 an explanatory nimshal, Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 

61-62.  
345 The verb ὁμοιόω is used in several parables in different verb tenses, and also as an adverb. I translate it is 

here “made similar to” to highlight that it is an aorist passive. Most translations use “compare,” or “is like” 

which are also possible. 



96 

 

king (ἀνθρώπῳ βασιλεῖ).346 While the first king belongs to a heavenly realm, the human king is 

a slave owner, most probably the owner of the wife and potential daughters.  

A broader frame some recipients employ when they interpret the parable starts with v. 

21, with Peter’s question about how many times he should pardon a brother who sins against 

him.347 Also in this verse, ἀφίημι is used, like in v. 35 in this parables’ narrower frame and in 

v. 27 and 32 in the parable narrative. This broader frame connects to the narrower frame 

through Διὰ τοῦτο (because of this, v. 23). 

4.5.1.2. The parable narrative 

4.5.1.2.1. Scene one: The threat to the slave family (v. 23b-27) 

In the parable narrative’s first scene, an indebted slave, the husband and father of the slave 

wife and potential daughters, is brought before the human king because the king wants to 

settle accounts with his slaves. The slave husband and father owes what most scholars 

describe as an almost unimaginable sum of money.348 When he is not able to pay, his slave 

master orders him sold along with his wife (γυνή) and children (τὰ τέκνα), and all his 

belongings (πάντα ὅσα ἔχει), so that his debt might be paid. It is interesting that the wife of a 

slave, probably a slave herself, is called γυνή, a term mostly reserved for free, married 

women.349 According to Roman law, slaves did not have legal marriages. Still, we hear that 

the parable narrator, Jesus, describes her as a wife. When I translate the term “wife,” I suggest 

that antique women were primarily seen as either virgins, wives, widows or female slaves in 

                                                 
346 A similar “Hebraism” to ἀνθρώπῳ βασιλεῖ is also found in Matt 13:45, where the merchant is called ἀνθρώπῳ 

ἐμπόρῳ. Also in this parable, something human is clinked to the heavenly ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν. 
347 For examples of this, see the studied cases in 5.1. 
348 Luz calls the ten thousand talents an “absurd grosse Summe” (“an absurdly huge amount of money”, my 

translation) (Luz, EKK, 1. Note 2, p. 64). In today’s value, it would be translated into millions or billions (Luz, 

EKK, 1.p. 71). The Egyptian text tradition (Sinaiticus, the Coptic witnesses and Origin) has “many talents.” This 

could supports that the amount in itself is not decisive. 
349 Walter Bauer, "BDAG. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature.," in BDAG. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature., 

ed. Fredrik Danker (3, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000-2002), Electronic Version, 208-9. Most of 

times the term γυνὴ is used in the canonical New Testament is to describe married women or a woman a man 

should take as his wife. However, there are some exceptions. In the story about the feeding of the 5000 men, 

where women and children (γυναικῶν καὶ παιδίων) are not counted (Matt 14:13-21), γυνὴ seems to not be 

limited to married women, but could include virgins (if they are not considered children), widows and female 

slaves, as well. Some women, who are not married, like Mary, is also described as γυνὴ, like when Elizabeth 

says: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb” (Luke 1:42). Mary Magdalene is 

also called γυνὴ, even though we never hear of a husband (John 20:13) and the Samaritan woman Jesus meets at 

a well is called γυνὴ even though it is explicitly stated that she no longer has a husband (John 4:7). In Luke 

10:38, Martha, the sister of Maria, is also described as a γυνὴ, eve we do not hear that she is married. In addition, 

in one instance a widow is described as γυνὴ (Matt 22:23-33; Mark 12:18-27; Luke 20:27-40), though it is as the 

wife of a dead man. 
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various slave roles, even though the term has certain openness, however, similar to many 

language that the apparently generic term for woman can mean both “woman” and “wife.”  

After this brief mentioned, the slave’s wife and children disappear from the parable.  

The slave family and the slave’s (other) belongings are not sold (v. 26-27). Instead, 

because of the husband and father’s begging and the king’s pity,350 the king released 

(ἀπέλυσεν) him or possibly manumitted him,351 and settled his depths (ἀφῆκεν).  

4.5.1.2.2. Scene two: The husband and father does not abandon his fellow slave (v. 28-30) 

In the next scene, the abandoned and released husband and father meets a new character, a 

fellow slave. He, who was showed pity, displays cruel behaviour. He seizes (κρατέω) and 

chokes (πνίγω) his fellow slave. When his fellow slave pleads to release him of a much lower 

debt in an almost identical manner as he begged the king,352 he has him thrown (βάλλω) into 

debt prison. 

4.5.1.2.3. Scene three: The grief of the fellow slaves (v. 31) 

In scene three, a new audience is introduced, the fellow slaves (οἱ σύνδουλοι) of the slave 

family. The fellow slaves become greatly distressed (ἐλυπήθησαν σφόδρα) when they see what 

the released debtor does to his debtor and tell all this to their slave master.  

4.5.1.2.4. Scene four: The husband and father is sentenced to torture (v. 32-34) 

In the narrative’s last scene, the king, who has abandoned and possibly manumitted his 

indebted slave, now withdraws all this. The king becomes angry (ὀργίζω), calls the husband 

and father “evil slave” (δοῦλε πονηρέ) and delivers him to the torturers (βασανιστής). The 

reason for this is that the slave has not shown his fellow slave mercy (ἐλεέω), as the king 

                                                 
350 I chose to translate σπλαγχνίζομαι pity, but wish I could have found a word more equivalent to the Greek 

term, namely a feeling of sympathy all the way from you intestines (σπλάγχνον). See for ex Bauer, "BDAG."p. 

938. 
351 The term ἀπολύω can both mean to legally set someone free, for example from slavery, and to dismiss 

someone (Bauer, "BDAG." p. 117.). If the king manumitted the slave, the king’s actions at the end of the 

narrative would be even more drastic. 
352 The second enslaved debtor’s reaction is almost an exact copy of how the first slave pleaded to his owner. 

They both fell down (πίπτω), they both talk or plead (λέγω) and ask their creditor for patience (μακροθυμέω). 

The only difference is the word used for begging. While the first slave προσεκύνει, the second slave παρεκάλει. 

This term is also used for begging or pleading (Bauer, "BDAG," 765.). 
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showed him.353 We do not hear what happens to the wife and children when their husband and 

father is tortured. 

4.5.1.3. The frame after the parable narrative (v. 35) 

The subsequent frame, connects, through οὕτως (so/in this way), the parable narrative and the 

slave wife and possible daughters, to a new character, namely “my heavenly Father” (ὁ πατήρ 

μου ὁ οὐράνιος), and what he will do to those who do not pardon their brother in their hearts 

(ἐὰν μὴ ἀφῆτε ἕκαστος τῷ ἀδελφῷ αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ τῶν καρδιῶν ὑμῶν). Since this father, like the 

king in the frame before the narrative, is heavenly, this frame connects him to ἡ βασιλεία τῶν 

οὐρανῶν in v. 23. Connections could possibly also be made between this heavenly father and 

the slave father in the narrative. The mentioned brother could evoke the question of Peter in v. 

21, before our parable: “Lord, how often can my brother sin against me (ἁμαρτήσει  εἰς ἐμὲ ὁ 

ἀδελφός μου) and I will pardon him? (ἀφήσω αὐτῷ;)”  

4.5.2. The parable about the persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8) 

In contrast to enslaved minor characters in the previous parable, this parable’s intersectional 

female character, the widow, is a free main character that is present throughout the parable 

narrative. She also speaks herself, unlike the slave wife and potential daughters. In addition, 

all the other perspectives in the parable somehow concern the widow and her voice.  

Similar to the last parable, I divide this parable into a parable frame and a parable 

narrative with different scenes and. In addition, as an analytical tool, I focus on different 

perspectives in the parable, which I see as various parable voices. This parable contains 

different perspectives, which have puzzled contemporary scholars. According to François 

Bovon, it is as though there were several individuals, who commented and competed over the 

meaning of the parable through its pre-gospel transmissions.354 In similar ways, Stephen 

Curkpatrick sees dissonance in the parable and claims that “(a)ny attempt to read Luke 18:1-8 

together with a single interpretation is folly.”355  

                                                 
353 The king reinterprets his own feeling of pity (σπλαγχνίζομαι) from v. 27, as mercy. I chose to translate ἐλεέω 

“have mercy on,” in line with common liturgical translations of “κύριε, ἐλέησόν”. For example, Book of 

common prayer translates “κύριε, ἐλέησόν” “Lord, have mercy” (TEC, 1979.p. 389). 
354 François Bovon, "Apocalyptic Traditions in the Lucan Special Material: Reading Luke 18:1-8," Harvard 

Theological Review 90, no. 4 (1997): See the entire article, but especially p. 389-90, 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017816000030935. 
355 Curkpatrick, "Dissonance " 114. He mainly focuses on the tensions between the frame and the narrative. Such 

as, for example, that the narrative talks about Jesus, and the frame uses "The Lord." See p. 107-8, note 1, for 

other scholars who have noted such tensions. See also Stephen Curkpatrick, "A Parable Frame-up and Its 
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These various parable perspectives are at different narratives levels. Still, with a 

reception approach, it makes sense to describe them as different voices attested and possible 

recipients might pay attention to or miss. 

4.5.2.1. The frame before the narrative (v. 1) 

If we apply my analytical tool, to distinguish between various voices in the parable, the first 

parable voice is frame, before the parable narrative and belongs to “Luke,” the narrator of the 

greater gospel narrative. Luke says: “And he told them the following parable about the 

necessity of them always to pray and not to be discouraged” (v.1). Luke introduces the 

parable, and at the same time indicates how it should be understood. According to him, the 

parable and consequently the widow’s words and actions are about constant praying and not 

being discouraged. Luke speaks aloud, to the reader or listener, from a meta-setting outside 

the narrative. He narrates all the other voices in the parable. 

4.5.2.2 The parable narrative (v. 2-5) 

The parable narrative contains three voices, the second, third and fourth parable voices.  

The second voice (v. 2-5) is the protagonist of the greater gospel narrative, Jesus, who 

tells the narrative and thus presents the widow and the judge and their voices. He says: 

 

In a certain city, there was a certain judge, who was not fearing God nor was feeling ashamed before 

people. A widow was also in that city, and she kept coming to him saying: Grant me justice/vengeance 

against my opponent! However, for a while he was not willing. But after this he said to himself: Though 

I have no fear of God and no shame before people, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will 

grant her justice/vengeance, so that in the end she will not come and give me a blue eye. 

 

Within the gospel narrative, Jesus addresses the disciples and possibly also the Pharisees 

(17:22/37 and 20). What Jesus says about the widow the narratives first scene.  

4.5.2.2.1. Scene one: The widow’s voice (v.3)  

Jesus present this intersectional female character as a widow (χήρα) who is in a city. This 

widow kept coming (imperfect of ἔρχομαι) to the judge and is talking, asking, appealing to, or 

demanding of him (participle of λέγω, followed by an imperative). What the widow says, 

“Grant me justice/vengeance (Éκδικέω) against my opponent!” is the third parable voice (v. 3 

b). The widow speaks aloud to the judge. Éκδικέω has several translational possibilities. It 

                                                 
Audacious Reframing," New Testamtament Studies 49, no. 1 (2003): 22-38, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002868850300002X.  
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might be translated as “procure or grant justice for someone,” “carry out one´s obligations in a 

worthy manner” or to “inflict appropriate penalty for wrong done.”356 The widow´s words can 

thus be either translated “grant me justice against my opponent” or “grant me vengeance 

against my opponent.” 

 According to Jesus, the judge is not willing to do this. 

4.5.2.2.1. Scene two: The judge’s voice (v. 4-5) 

After a while (ἐπὶ χρόνον), the judge changes his minds and speaks: “Though I have no fear of 

God and no shame before people, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her 

justice/vengeance, so that in the end she will not come giving me a black eye.” Jesus has 

already introduced this judge more thoroughly than he did with the widow. Not only is he a 

judge in a city, Jesus has also described him as “not fearing God nor feeling ashamed before 

people” (v. 2). Later, the judge repeats this about himself (v. 4). The parables last voice, the 

Lord, in the frame after the narrative, also connects the judge to injustice (“ὁ κριτὴς τῆς 

ἀδικίας,” “the judge of injustice.”). The judge is thus the only speaker, who is characterized in 

negative terms.357 This is done by three different voices.358 He is also the only person, who 

does not speak aloud, but has an inner dialogue- he speaks ἐν ἑαυτῷ - similar to other 

unethical characters in Luke.359 The judge is, thus, “the bad guy” in the story, although some 

commentators see him as ambiguous.360 The unjust judge gives his interpretation of the 

actions and voice of the widow. In his view, she bothers him and is potentially violent.361  

                                                 
356 Bauer, "BDAG," 300. 
357 A concept that I have found helpful, is ethos attribution, as employed by Liesbeth Korthals Altes. She builds 

on Aristotle’s concept of ethos as persuasion through character, in addition to Cicero, who included prior ethos, 

the image an audience already has of the speaker, on the basis of his reputation, previous leads, or generally 

known character traits (Liesbeth Korthals Altes, Ethos and Narrative Interpretation: The Negotiation of Values 

in Fiction, Frontiers of narrative, (Lincoln, Neb: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 2 and 5.). Ideas about 

characters or authors sincerity, reliability, authority or irony, are of importance for ethos assessment. I suggest 

that the parable narrative construes the judge as a unethical character. 
358 Four voices, if we assume that Luke agrees with Jesus.  
359 Other such silent speeches are in 12:17, 15:17, 16:3 and 18:4. For a discussion about these inner dialogues or 

monologues in Luke, see Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 282-83. 
360 Stephen Wright suggests that “not fear God” could mean that the judge did not follow the law in a too 

detailed way and “not respect human beings” could signify that he did not show bias or partiality. The judge 

could thus be seen as a split or an ambiguous character (Wright, Jesus, 133-34.). Levine and Witherington 

believe he could be perceives as “fiercely independent” and exactly the person you would want to have to rule in 

your case. However, according to them, it is more probable that he would be perceived as a bad judge (Amy-Jill 

Levine and Ben Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, New Cambridge Bible Commentary, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2018), 482.).  
361 “ὑπωπιάζῃ με” can also mean punish or beat him and possibly also damage his reputation (see for ex Bauer, 

"BDAG," 1043. John R. Donahue, In Parable, 183. and Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, "Rewritten Stereotypes: 

Scripture and Cultural Echo in Luke´s Parable of the Widow and the Judge.," in Luke´s Literary Creativity, ed. 
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4.5.2.3. The frame after the narrative (v. 6-8) 

The fifth and last voice of the parable belongs to the Lord:  

 

And the Lord said: Hear what the unjust judge says. 7And will not God grant justice/vengeance to his 

elect who cry to him day and night? And will he delay long in helping them?/And he is patient towards 

them.8 I tell you (that), he will provide justice/vengeance to them quickly. Yet, when the son of Man 

comes, will he find pistis on earth?  

 

This speaker would probably be heard as the same person as Jesus, the storyteller.362 

However, to distinguish between these two voices, which are at different narrative levels, I 

will call this voice “the Lord.” The lord gives two perspectives on the parable narrative. The 

parable is about God granting justice or vengeance (ποιήσῃ τὴν ἐκδίκησιν) to his elect who cry 

to him day and night and/or about the pistis that the Son of Man might or might not find when 

he comes.363 

I have thus 

divided the parable into 

five voices, at three 

different narrative levels, 

as Figure 4.1. shows. The 

two voices in the frame 

are Luke’s voice before 

the narrative and the 

Lord’s after the narrative. Jesus, the widow and the judge speak in the narrative. Luke narrates 

all the other voices in both the frame and the narrative, while Jesus is the narrator of the 

voices inside the parable narrative. Four of the voices can be heard by others, but the 

unethical judge speaks to himself. The voices in the frame offer at least three perspectives on 

the widow’ voice. The frame before the narrative interprets it as a parable about praying and 

not being discouraged (Luke). The frame after the narrative connected the parable to the 

                                                 
Jesper Tang Nielsen and Mogens Müller, Library of New Testament Studies (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 

2016), 216-17. 
362 Though, according to Stephen Curkpatrick, though, this is Luke’s risen Lord (Curkpatrick, "Dissonance " 

113.).  
363 In the following, I will apply the Greek word pistis, since the translation of πίστιςis is highly debated. The 

interpretations and commentaries I have studied mainly use the English term faith or the German Glauben. I 

employ the Greek term to keep more of the “width” in the term. For a thorough discussion of pistis, see Teresa 

Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith: Pistis and Fides in the Early Roman Empire and Early Churches 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). I will not go into the much discussed translation of “καὶ μακροθυμεῖ 

ἐπ’ αὐτοῖς” here, since it is not relevant to in my analysis. 

Parable Frame

Parable Narrative

«Luke»

«The Lord»

Jesus

The 
widow

The 
judge

 
Figure 4.1: Various Voices about the Widow 
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justice/vengeance God will grant to his crying elect and about pistis on earth (both these two 

last perspectives come from the Lord). Within the parable narrative, Jesus says that the widow 

repeatedly came to the judge and talked when she pleaded. The widow´s voice says: “Grant 

me justice”, or possibly “vengeance”. The judge claims that what the widow is doing is to 

bother him and to threaten him with violence.   

4.5.3. The parable about the baker wife (Matt 13:33, Luke 13:20-21 and Thom 96) 

In three version of this parable, Jesus tells a story about a wife who bakes with sourdough. 

This is the only one of the five parables that has synoptic or extra-canonical parallels. In all 

three parables, this baker wife is both a main character and the only human character. This is a 

brief parable, and the parable narrative, with two short scenes, is just slightly longer than the 

frame.  

4.5.3.1. The frame before the narrative364 

In all three versions, Jesus connects the parable narrative about the baker wife to a divine 

kingdom. In Matthew, this is to ὁ βασιλεία ὁ οὐρανός ζύμη (the kingdom of the heavens), in 

Luke to ὁ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ (the kingdom of God), and in Thomas ⲧ︤ⲙ︦ⲛ︥ⲧⲉⲣⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ (the 

kingdom of the Father).  

In all three frames, Jesus is introduced by the narrator of the larger gospel narrative. 

While the Thomas version starts like most logoi with ⲡ̣[ⲉϫ]ⲉⲓ︤ⲥ︥ ϫⲉ (Jesus said), Matthew 

introduces the parable with Ἄλλην παραβολὴν ἐλάλησεν αὐτοῖς (he told them another parable) 

and Luke with Καὶ πάλιν εἶπεν (and again he spoke).  

The frame in Luke’s version is slightly longer than Matthew’s is. Luke’s Jesus makes 

a double connections between the frame and the parable, where ὁμοιόω is first employed as a 

verb in future tense, and then as an adjective. Matthew somehow also stresses a double 

connection, by first saying that this is a parable, and then Jesus’ὅμοιος (adj). 

                                                 
364 Since these parables are so brief, I will not reference to verses. 
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4.5.3.2. The parable narrative  

The three parable narratives resemble each other in many ways. The synoptic versions are 

almost identical.365 However, there are some significant differences in both the first and the 

second scene. 

4.5.3.2.1. Scene one: The baking 

The first difference between the gospel of Thomas and the synoptics is the order of the wife 

and the sourdough starter. In Matthew and Luke, the narrative starts with sourdough starter 

(ζύμη).366 Thus, the kingdom is like or similar to sourdough starter, which a wife (γυνὴ) took 

and hid in flour. In the gospel of Thomas, however, the order is reverse. The narrative starts 

with the wife (ⲧⲉ.ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ). The kingdom is then like a wife who took a little sourdough starter 

(ⲥⲁⲉⲓⲣ) and hid it in flour or dough. Another difference between is that in Matthew and Luke 

Jesus tells how much flour the wife uses (three measures) while Thomas’ version describes is 

as a little.367  

4.5.3.2.1. Scene two: The result of the baking 

The synoptic parable narratives end with the fermentation of the dough (ἕως οὗ ἐζυμώθη) 

What Jesus does narrate in the gospel of Thomas, is instead the result of the baking: that the 

wife made the dough into big loafs of bread (ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲟ[ϭ ⲛ̄]ⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ). 

4.5.3.3 The frame after the narrative 

The gospel of Thomas is also the only version that has an explicit frame after the parable 

narrative. Here, Jesus says: “Whoever has ears, let him hear!” Luke, moves on to say “Jesus 

went through one town and village after another, teaching as he made his way to Jerusalem.” 

(13:22). While, in the gospel of Matthew, Matthew narrates:  

 

Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; without a parable. he told them nothing. This was to 

fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet: “I will open my mouth to speak in parables; I will 

proclaim what has been hidden from the foundation of the world.” (13:34 -35).  

 

                                                 
365 Some Lukan variants have έκρυψεν, in stead of [ἐν]έκρυψεν, which Matthew has. The Matthean version 

might thus highlight the hiding in a bit more than the Lukan. However, there are also similar manuscripts 

variants for both versions. 
366 How ζύμη is translated, varies, as you see in the cases below. I chose sourdough starter, since this is the term 

which it used when sourdough baking happens. When I analyse interpretations of this parable, I aim at using the 

term various recipients employ, or I write ζύμη. 
367 I am immensely grateful to the Coptic Reading Group, Hugo Lundhaug and Joanna Hypszer for translational 

help! 
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If this is seen as a subsequent frame in the gospel of Matthew, this parable’s two references to 

“hidings” could connect to each other. 

4.5.4. The parable about the wife with the ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10) 

While there is only one character in the previous parable, the next “wife parable” have several 

intersectional female characters. The main character is a γυνὴ. We also meet female friends 

(φίλας) and neighbours (γείτονας) of this wife. In addition, there might be possibly missing 

female slaves, daughters and other female household members in the wife’s house and in 

those of her friends and neighbours.  

This parable narrative, also with two scenes, is slightly longer than the last. What is 

interesting with this parable is that, in addition to a narrow frame surrounding the parable, the 

entire chapter 15 might be considered frame.  

4.5.4.1. The frame before the narrative 8a and 1-7. 

The parable narrative starts with only Ἢ as an explicit foregoing frame. However, this “or” 

connects the parable narrative to the previous parable about the man with 100 sheep (15:4-7) 

and the introduction before this parable.   

In 15:1-3, before the first parable in Luke 15, Luke narrates that Jesus tells this parable 

as a response to Pharisees and Scribes, who accuse him of welcoming sinners and eating with 

them. Since the parable about the wife with the drachmas attaches to the previous parable, 

what Luke says about Pharisees and Scribes, as well as tax collectors and sinners, could also 

be seen as connected to this parable. 

4.5.4.2. The parable narrative 

4.5.4.2.1. Scene one: The search 

Jesus’ question to the Pharisees and Scribes Possibly, and possibly, also to the tax collectors 

and sinners, who kept close to Jesus to listen to him (v. 1-3) also describes the first narrative 

scene; A wife has lost one of her ten drachmas. To recover it, she lights a lamp (ἅπτει λύχνον) 

and sweeps the house (σαροῖ τὴν οἰκίαν) and searches (ζητεῖ) until she finds it.  

4.5.4.2.2. Scene two: The Celebration 

The second scene is what the wife does when she has found it. She calls together (συγκαλεῖ) 

her (female) friends and (female) neighbours φίλας καὶ γείτονας and asks them to rejoice 

together with her (συγχάρητέ μοι), since she has found her drachma. 
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4.5.4.2. The frame after the narrative (v. 10) 

Through οὕτως (the same way), this story about a wife who invites her female friends and 

neighbours to celebrate her recovery of a drachma, connects with joy (χαρὰ) before God’s 

angels (ἐνώπιον τῶν ἀγγέλων τοῦ θεοῦ), over one repenting sinner.  

This frame has several similarities with the frame after the previous parable narrative 

about the man with the hundred sheep. In this narrative (v.4-6), the male character invites his 

male friends and male neighbours to a celebration his recovery of his lost sheep and the 

following frame (v.7) connects this joy to heavenly joy.368 Many scholars connect these two 

parables.369 In addition to the connecting conjunction, the length and the structure of the two 

first parables resemble each other.  

The third parable in this “sandwich,” the man who has two sons (15:11-32), has no 

concluding remarks by Jesus, as the two first have. Still, there are some structural and 

thematic similarities between all three parables: They all start with a person, a man 

(ἄνθρωπος), a wife (γυνή), a man (ἄνθρωπος), who has a number of something (100 sheep, 10 

drachmas, two sons) and one of these is lost.370 When it is found/has returned, there is a 

celebration. For these reasons, a number of scholars also interpret all three parables in Luke 

15 together, as for example “the parables of the lost”371 Thus, the rest of chapter 15 could be 

seen as an extended frame for our parable. The searching wife might then also be connected to 

the male characters in the two surrounding parables. Because of the similarities between these 

three parables in Luke 15, I see these two male main characters as “comparable male 

characters.”372 Due to the resembling structures and wording of the two first parables, this is 

especially the case for the man with the 100 sheep.  

                                                 
368 “The same way, I tell you, there will be joy in heaven over one sinner who repents, rather than over ninety-

nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” (v. 7). 
369 The two first ones: could be seen as “twin parables” “…play on the contrast between man and woman, and 

perhaps between rich and poor.” (Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. P. 132-133.) Or gender pairs with first man 

and than a woman (Turid and Sarah Parks, will come)  
370 Schottroff argues that there is a connection through the decreasing numbers of “possessions” in the three 

parables and the increasing value of these “possessions.” (Schottroff, The Parables, 138.). 
371 For example, Susan Durber, "The Female Reader of the Parables of the Lost," Journal for the study of the 

New Testament 14, no. 45 (1992): For ex, p. 59, https://doi.org/10.1177/0142064X9201404503. Nicholas Lunn, 

"Parables of the Lost?: Rhetorical Structure and the Section Headings of Luke 15," The Bible translator 60, no. 3 

(2009): 158, https://doi.org/10.1177/026009350906000304., Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens," 617. 

Snogdrass, who calls them “parables of lostness” (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 93.). 
372 I explore this further in 2.1. 
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4.5.5. The parable about the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-13) 

The parable about the ten virgins contains 10 intersectional female characters. These παρθένοι 

are main characters and are emphasized throughout the parable narrative. This narrative (v. 

1b-12) is a rather extensive story, which I divide into five scenes. Its surrounding 

interpretative frame is brief (25:1a and 13). Jesus narrates the entire parable.  

4.5.5.1. The frame before the parable narrative 25:1a 

In the frame before the parable narrative, Jesus connects the kingdom of the heavens (ἡ 

βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν) to the following narrative by employing ὁμοιόω. However, in contrast 

to in the parable about the endangered slave wife and possible daughters, where an aorist is 

employed to do so, this parable’s future passive (ὁμοιωθήσεται) might indicate that the 

connection might be made in the future. 

4.5.5.2. The parable narrative (25:1b-12) 

4.5.5.2.1. Scene one: Processing virgins (25:1b-4) 

In the first narrative scene, we are introduced to the ten virgins (παρθένοι) who brought lamps 

or torches (τὰς λαμπάδας) and went out to meet (ἐξῆλθον εἰς ὑπάντησιν) the bridegroom. Some 

late or possibly more dubious manuscripts has “and the bride".373 These 10 virgins are stock 

characters; they do not have individual characteristics, but function as two groups. We are 

told what divides the two groups of virgins as early as in v.2:  “five of them were μωραὶ, and 

five were φρόνιμοι.” The Greek term μωρός is often translated foolish or stupid.374 The word 

φρόνιμος has to do with insight and wisdom, to be sensible, thoughtful, prudent or wise.375 I 

have chosen to translate the terms “foolish” and “wise.”  

The virgins are divided into wise or foolish related to whether they brought or did not 

bring flasks of oil (ἔλαιον) together with their lamps or torches (v. 3-4). We do not know 

whether they were foolish or wise because they did not or did bring flasks of oil or did or did 

not bring flasks of oil because there were wise or foolish.376 The γὰρ, which links their 

                                                 
373 This is Codex Bezae, as well as the Latin and Syrian traditions. One manuscript from the middle ages also has 

“the bridegrooms.” See Neste-Alans 28 Apparatus (Holger Strutwolf). 
374 Walter Bauer, "BDAG. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature.," in BDAG. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature., 

ed. Fredrik Danker (3, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000-2002), Electronic Version, p. 663.  
375 Bauer, "BDAG."p. 1066. 
376 For example, readers or listeners familiar with the wisdom traditions in the Hebrew Bible/the Septuagint 

would know that a fool cannot be anything but foolish. 
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characterization as foolish or wise together with the bringing or not bringing of flasks, could 

be a marker of course or reason, or of clarification.377  

How foolish or wise the virgins in the parable are, also depend on how recipients 

understand the term λαμπάς in the parable: As torch or as lamp? The term can mean both.378 A 

torch would need extra oil faster than a lamp. If λαμπάς is understood as torch, the foolish 

virgins would probably be assumed more stupid than if it is seen as lamp. Accordingly, the 

wise virgins did not need to be very clever to remember flasks of oil, if they brought torches. 

However, if it was lamps, to bring extra oil might be an act of greater planning.  

This classification of the virgins as either foolish or wise continues through the parable 

narrative.379  

4.5.5.2.2. Scene two: Sleeping virgins (v.5) 

In the second scene all (πᾶσαι) the virgins fall asleep as the bridegroom is delayed. 

4.5.5.2.3. Scene three: Waking virgins (v.6-9) 

The next scene starts with a cry (κραυγὴ) at midnight (μέσης νυκτὸς). The cry announced the 

arrival of the bridegroom. The cry, which the text does not tell us whom belongs to, wakes all 

the sleeping virgins. However, the immediate arrival of the bridegroom does not follow this 

cry. Before the bridegroom actually appears, there is time for a dialogue where the foolish 

virgins ask the wise to share their oil with them and the wise virgins to refuse to do so. The 

foolish virgins also had time to go away to those who sell (πρὸς τοὺς πωλοῦντας). These 

characters, the dealers, are merely presents in the speech of the wise virgins, when they ask 

the foolish to go to them. 

4.5.5.2.4. Scene four: Absent and entering virgins (v.10) 

We do not know whether the foolish virgins ever met the oil dealers. However, the foolish 

virgins did not have time to come back. While they were away shopping after midnight, the 

bridegroom came, “and those who were ready went with him into the wedding (γάμος,); and 

                                                 
377 Bauer, "BDAG." P. 189. 
378 We do not know which of the two who were employed in Palestinian Jewish weddings in the first century. In 

Greek and Roman weddings, it was mainly torches. (Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen," 490-91). 
379 V. 2: “five of them were foolish, and five were wise” 

V. 3: “for when the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them” 

V. 4: "but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps" 

V. 8: “and the foolish said to the wise, give us some of your oil...”  

V. 9: "but the wise answered, saying: since there will be not enough for us and for you...”  
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the door (θύρα) was shut” (v. 10).  There are several translational possibilities for γάμος. It 

can mean a public ceremony associated with a wedding, the wedding celebration, the state of 

being married or a wedding hall.380 I choose to translate it “wedding,” to keep the possibilities 

open. 

4.5.5.2.5. Scene five: Knocking virgins (v. 11-12) 

In the last narrative scene, the foolish virgins arrives at a closed door, and are not let in, since 

the voice behind the closed door says that he does not know (οἶδα) them (v. 12). The term 

οἶδα, which I translate know or recognise has a great range of meaning, which includes to 

have information about, be intimately acquaintance with and to recognize.381 This voice, 

which answers when the foolish virgins say: “Lord, lord (κύριε κύριε), open to us!” is another 

anonymous voice, which belongs to a “he.”  It is, however, uncertain who this “lord” or “he” 

is. Is it the bridegroom or possibly a guard of the door?382 

4.5.5.3. The frame after the narrative (v. 13) 

The following frame is both connected to this narrative and somehow at odds with it. The οὖν 

might suggest that somehow the narrative is a reason for what Jesus says in the frame. In 

addition, οἶδα from v. 12 appears again, when Jesus says: “Keep awake (Γρηγορεῖτε), 

therefore, for you do not know (οἶδα) neither the day nor the hour.” Since the virgins are 

mainly characterized as foolish or wise, I find it interesting that knowledge, or being known, 

is also connected to them, both in the narrative and the frame. The virgins with the right 

wisdom are known, the foolish virgins are not recognised. 

Thus, in the frame, the virgins and their stories are connected to the kingdom of the 

heavens, to a demand to keep awake and to knowledge about the “the day and the hour.”383 

What is at odds in the last frame, however, is this call to keep awake. All the virgins in the 

parable fell asleep, none of them stayed awake.  

  

 

                                                 
380 Bauer, "BDAG," 188. 
381 Bauer, "BDAG." P. 694. 
382 See 11.2.4.1. 
383 This “time and hour” also connects this parable to other eschatological texts in the last part of the gospel of 

Matthew. See 11.2.2 for how a number of scholars connect this parable to exchatology. 
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PART 2.  

ATTESTED RECEPTION 

OF PARABLES WITH 

INTERSECTIONAL FEMALE 

CHARACTERS 
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INTRODUCTION TO PART TWO  

In this part of the thesis, I study cases of attested reception of parables with intersectional 

female characters. As defined in Chapter 1, I see attested reception as written parable 

interpretations which are preserved and thus available to us.384 As such, they are influential 

‘power voices’. I consider these attested interpretations a contrast to all other interpretations, 

which have not been preserved or were never written down. This part of the thesis discusses 

three possible tendencies in attested reception, namely that intersectional female parable 

characters are ignored, stereotyped and underrated. I discuss one of these tendencies in each 

of the three chapters. To do so, I analyse attested reception of two parable in each chapter. I 

have chosen the parables, which attested reception mostly demonstrate these tendencies. 

However, the findings also somehow exceeds these distinctions.  

The three tendencies, that intersectional female parable characters are ignores, 

stereotyped and underrated, share some similarities with Mary Ann Beavis’ earlier discussed 

criticism of research and preaching on what she calls the four ‘women parables.’385 According 

to this commentary from 2012, “women parables” are in general ignored or interpreted in 

superficial ways. In addition, their female characters are stereotyped as silly, foolish, harsh or 

unclean or are underrated compared to male characters.  

These three tendencies connect to important themes in feminist discourse. To ignore 

and underrate intersectional female parable characters could be compared to what Deborah 

Cameron calls to culturally silence women. According to Cameron, silencing women is one 

way of patriarchal suppression. Such silencing happens on several levels. One is 

straightforward censorship of women’s speech in religious and political contexts. However, 

women might also be silenced “…through the ridicule of their utterances as meaningless 

chatter or gossip.”386 As the following discussions will show, especially in Chapter 5 and 7, 

such silencing of intersectional female characters also happen in contemporary research; 

Recipient ignore or underrate intersectional female parable characters both explicitly and in 

more subtle ways. Stereotyping is also an important concept in feminist theory. According to 

Sarah Gamble, it is“… an ideological discursive strategy, which demarcates an us/them 

binary, which functions to reinforce the dominant discourse.”387 The example she uses is how 

                                                 
384 See 1.3. 
385 See 1.2 and 2.2. 
386 Referred in Sarah Gamble, The Routledge Companion to Feminism and Postfeminism (New York: Routledge, 

2001), 315. 
387 Gamble, The Routledge Companion, 323. 
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patriarchy operates on the level of stereotype to categorize the roles and characteristics of 

women. These roles and characteristics are viewed as essentially different to those of men and 

are often categorized as inferior to the valued masculine roles and characteristics. Such gender 

stereotypes affect all geders’ lives negatively. Thus, to disclose stereotyping has been an 

important feminist task.388 I am especially interested in discussion stereotyping as 

interpretations of female characters in simplistic, gender biased ways.389 Especially Chapter 6 

will show examples of stereotyping in contemporary scholarship.  

However, the attested reception history of these parables seems to be more nuanced 

than Beavis’ criticism. Sometimes, female parable characters are ignored, stereotyped or 

underrated. There are, nevertheless, also variations in time and within the studied reception 

periods, as well as exceptions worth paying attention to. In addition, in some instances these 

tendencies are present where one should perhaps not expect them to be. Thus, such tendencies 

need to be discussed.  

I discuss this by employing my combined intersectional blending method as an 

analytical tool to study cases of attested reception. One way I do this is to analyse the 

different input stories recipients seem to use when they interpret the parables. In addition, I 

apply it to theorise about possibly different ways these recipients blend these different stories 

when they make meaning with the parables and thus create new blended stories.   

Now, to the first discussions: Are intersectional female parable characters ignored? 

  

                                                 
388 "Stereotypes." 
389 I view gender bias in line with Andersen & Taylor as an ideology, which defines females as different from 

and inferior to males. (Jennifer Rothchild, "Gender Bias," in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, ed. G. 

Ritzer (2014).) 
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Chapter 5. IGNORED?  

“This is the only canonical parable that feature female slaves: the overseer beats both 

male and female slaves”390 

 

Jennifer A. Glancy argues this about Luke 12:41-48, and thus does not count the endangered 

slave wife and potential daughters in Matt 18:23-35. 

In this chapter, I discuss a tendency the analyses in Chapter 2 show, namely that 

contemporary mainstream scholarship often ignore intersectional female parable characters. 

These analyses discuss the extent to which this is also the case in feminist scholarship and in 

earlier phases of the attested reception history.  

To do so, I applying intersectional blending method and study two parables with 

intersectional female characters, namely the parable about the endangered slave wife and 

possible daughters (Matt 18:23-35) and the parable about the persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8). 

First, I analyse cases from contemporary research, and analyse whether or how these cases 

ignore these parable’s intersectional female characters. Then, in line with this project’s snap 

shot approach presented in 3.1.3.1, I move to Luther’s interpretations and to interpretations in 

Antiquity and ask whether these recipients also ignore the endangered slave wife and potential 

daughters and the widow. I also look for similarities, differences, nuances and exceptions in 

the different reception periods. For all the cases, I propose and discuss possible reasons why 

these intersectional female characters are ignored or emphasized.    

I start with the parable where the intersectional female characters are the most 

marginalised in this material, as both slaves and minor prop characters, as well as the most 

ignored characters in the attested reception history.391 The neglect of the slave wife and 

possible daughters in danger of being sold (Matt 18:23-35) seems to run through the different 

studied reception phases and also include scholars with a particular focus on women and/or 

slaves, as the quote from slavery scholar, Glancy, above shows. I have not been able to find 

any scholarly works, which study the reception history of these characters. However, there are 

also interesting exceptions to this tendency from Antiquity. To find these cases, I have studied 

material, which is seldom part of the parable research discourse. These cases show one of the 

important findings in this thesis, namely that attested recipients in Antiquity focus more on 

                                                 
390 Glancy, p. 111.  
391 As described in Chapter 1.5. 
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intersectional female characters than later reception, especially than contemporary 

mainstream research. My analyses of these intriguing cases suggest why this might be. 

The intersectional female character in the second parable, the widow (Luke 18:1-8), 

has a very different socio-historical and narrative role. While the enslaved wife and children 

are mentioned only once, this free widow is one of the main characters throughout the 

narrative. The attested reception history of these characters are also immensely different. 

While the slave wife and potential daughters are almost totally ignored in most of the studied 

phases, the widow has extensive attested reception. Both, however, suffer the tendency of 

being ignored in the attested reception history. The widow seems to be ignored on a more 

subtle level, when her voice in the parable is often ignored. Instead of listening to her or what 

the parable narrator, Jesus, says about her, most attested recipients have attended to what 

other voices in the parable say about her. Since one of these dominant voices is both inaudible 

and comes from the most ethically dubious character in the parable, the judge, this is 

surprising. My analyses shows that not only mainstream scholarship and Martin Luther ignore 

the widow’s voice, but also several self-identified feminist scholars. Antiquity, again, might 

be an exception. 

These inquiries are related to the overall questions of this thesis: Whose lives matter 

when recipients interpret parables? Whose perspectives are taken into interpretational 

consideration? 
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5.1. Whose lives matter?  

Endangered slave wife and possible daughters (Matt 18:23-35). 

 

 

Ill. 5.1. Eugène Burnand (1850-1921) The unmerciful Servant.  

 

23 Διὰ τοῦτο ὡμοιώθη ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν  

ἀνθρώπῳ βασιλεῖ, ὃς ἠθέλησεν συνᾶραι λόγον μετὰ τῶν δούλων αὐτοῦ. 24 ἀρξαμένου δὲ αὐτοῦ 

συναίρειν προσηνέχθη αὐτῷ εἷς ὀφειλέτης μυρίων ταλάντων. 25 μὴ ἔχοντος δὲ αὐτοῦ ἀποδοῦναι ἐκέλευσεν 

αὐτὸν ὁ κύριος πραθῆναι καὶ τὴν γυναῖκα καὶ τὰ τέκνα καὶ πάντα ὅσα  ἔχει, καὶ ἀποδοθῆναι. 26 πεσὼν οὖν 

ὁ δοῦλος προσεκύνει αὐτῷ λέγων· μακροθύμησον ἐπ’ ἐμοί, καὶ πάντα ἀποδώσω σοι. 27 Σπλαγχνισθεὶς δὲ  

ὁ κύριος τοῦ δούλου ἐκείνου ἀπέλυσεν αὐτὸν καὶ τὸ δάνειον ἀφῆκεν αὐτῷ.  
28 ἐξελθὼν δὲ ὁ δοῦλος ἐκεῖνος εὗρεν ἕνα τῶν συνδούλων αὐτοῦ, ὃς ὤφειλεν αὐτῷ ἑκατὸν 

δηνάρια, καὶ κρατήσας αὐτὸν ἔπνιγεν λέγων· ἀπόδος εἴ τι ὀφείλεις. 29 πεσὼν οὖν ὁ σύνδουλος αὐτοῦ 

παρεκάλει αὐτὸν λέγων· μακροθύμησον ἐπ’ ἐμοί, καὶ ἀποδώσω σοι. 30 ὁ δὲ οὐκ ἤθελεν ἀλλ’ ἀπελθὼν 

ἔβαλεν αὐτὸν εἰς φυλακὴν ἕως ἀποδῷ τὸ ὀφειλόμενον.  
31 ἰδόντες οὖν οἱ σύνδουλοι αὐτοῦ τὰ γενόμενα ἐλυπήθησαν σφόδρα καὶ ἐλθόντες διεσάφησαν τῷ 

κυρίῳ 1ἑαυτῶν πάντα τὰ γενόμενα.  
32 Τότε προσκαλεσάμενος αὐτὸν ὁ κύριος αὐτοῦ λέγει  αὐτῷ·  δοῦλε πονηρέ, πᾶσαν τὴν ὀφειλὴν 

ἐκείνην ἀφῆκά σοι, ἐπεὶ παρεκάλεσάς με· 33 οὐκ ἔδει καὶ σὲ ἐλεῆσαι τὸν σύνδουλόν σου, ὡς κἀγὼ  σὲ 

ἠλέησα; 34 καὶ ὀργισθεὶς ὁ κύριος αὐτοῦ παρέδωκεν αὐτὸν τοῖς βασανισταῖς ἕως  οὗ ἀποδῷ  1πᾶν τὸ 

ὀφειλόμενον.  
35 οὕτως καὶ ὁ πατήρ μου ὁ οὐράνιος ποιήσει ὑμῖν, ἐὰν μὴ ἀφῆτε ἕκαστος τῷ ἀδελφῷ αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ 

τῶν καρδιῶν ὑμῶν392 
 

23 Because of this, the kingdom of the heavens is made similar to  

a king who wanted to settle accounts with his slaves.  
24 When he began to settle, one debtor of 10 000 talents was brought to him. 25 However, when 

he did not have anything to pay back, the lord ordered him to be sold with the wife and the children and 

all which he has and (the debt) to be paid back. 26 Then the slave fell down begging him on his knees, 

saying: Be patient with me and I will pay back everything to you! 27 And having pity with this slave, the 

lord released/manumitted him, and abandoned his debts.  
28 However, when this slave came out, he found one of his fellow slaves, who owed him 

hundred drachma. And seizing him, he strangled him saying: Give me back if you owe me anything! 29 

                                                 
392 This parable text is presented in line with how I structure it in parable frame, narrative and different scenes in 

the presentation of the parable, p. x.  
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Falling down, his fellow slave then pleaded with him, saying: Be patient with me, and I will pay you 

back! 30 However, he did not want to, but rather he went and threw him to the guard until he could pay 

back the debt.   
31Then seeing what happened, his fellow slaves grieved greatly and went and made clear to 

their Lord all, which had taken place. 
32Then his master summoned him, saying: Wicked slave! All this debt I freed you from, since 

you pleaded with me. 33 Should not also you have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on 

you. 34 His master then became angry and delivered him to the torturers until he could pay back all the 

debt.  
35 So will also my heavenly father, do to you, if each of you do not pardon your brother from 

your hearts.  

 

This parable’s enslaved wife and potential daughters, who are only mentioned once in the 

parable, are mainly ignored in their attested reception history. The few recipients, who do 

notice them, mostly do just that; notice them. They point out that there is a wife and children, 

whom the king orders sold and sometimes briefly discuss their social or ethnical status. The 

vast majority of recipients do not consider what could possibly happen to them in the rest of 

the parable narrative, where the parable narrative does not mention them. In line with this, 

most recipients do not find them significant when they interpret the parable. In addition, 

hardly any recipients suggest what it might imply that the wife is both married and probably 

enslaved, or that she might have had both boys and girls. I have found, however, a few 

interesting exceptions from Antiquity, where recipients do make meaning from these 

characters.   

5.1.1. Contemporary scholarship and the slave wife and potential daughters 

Ignored by both mainstream and feminist scholarship  

Current scholarship, surprisingly also scholars with specific focus on women and slaves, 

hardly notices the slave wife and her children.393 Such ignoring seems to happen the most in 

mainstream research, where most scholars just mention these characters.394  

Some mainstream scholars discuss the wife and children to a certain degree. However, 

this is mostly to consider the ethnicity of their husband and father. Jeremias, for example, 

suggests that the king’s “servants” must have been gentile, since the sale of a wife was 

                                                 
393 As also argued by Stoutjesdijk, "Not Like," 117. This recent PhD is one on the few academic works, which 

recognizes that the slave wife and slave children is “[a]n often overlooked aspect of the parable…” Stoutjesddijk 

also acknowledges that the wife and children’s double vulnarability as a female slave and as children should be 

studied through intersectional analyses. 
394 Such ignoring is shown from Adolf Jülicher, who in his Gleichnissreden Jesu, just mentions the wife and the 

children when he presents the parable (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden, 311  to the recent Mogens Möller (Müller, 

Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 3, 402.). In addition, David B. Gowler’s recent book about parable 

reception, The parables after Jesus. Their Imaginative Reception across Two Millennia (2017) does not study 

any cases where the wife or the children are mentioned. 
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forbidden under Jewish jurisdiction.395 Scott briefly refers to the wife and children in a 

comment about how this selling of the wife and children is Jewish stereotyping of Gentiles.396  

Ulrich Luz gives the slave wife and children slightly more attention than these other 

mainstream scholars do. In a note in EKK, he asks what in general would happen to a wife 

and children if their husband or father were sold into debt slavery.397 In addition, in Semeia, 

he suggests that “[t]orturing debtors who had been sold into slavery was one way of 

compelling relatives and friends to purchase the tortured person’s freedom.”398 Other than 

that, he also just mentions them when he discusses whether it was allowed for Jews to sell 

their wife and sons into slavery.399  

Thus, the parable’s wife and children are not either of these scholars’ interpretational 

focus. Snodgrass, for example, argues that to reflect theologically on the wife and children 

and their potential destiny “are out of bounds and violate the character of parables.”400  

In the self-identified feminist New Testament discourse, the general lack of interest in 

parables also includes this text. Elaine Wainwright does not write about this parable in her 

articel “The Gospel of Matthew,” in the explicit feminist commentary Searching the 

Scriptures. A feminist commentary,401 or Martina S. Gnadt in another feminist commentary,   

Feminist Biblical Interpretation. A Compendium of Critical Commentary on the boks of the 

Bible and Related Litterature.402 Schottroff studies this text in Parables of Jesus, as will be 

discussed under. However, in her earlier excplicitly feminist oriented Lydia’s Impatient 

Sisters. A Feminist Social History Early Chritianity (1995), she does not mention this parable. 

An exception is the dictionary Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed 

Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical books, and the New 

Testament (2001), where Amy-Jill Levine discusses the wife and children in this parable on 

                                                 
395 Jeremias, The parables of Jesus, 211. 
396 Scott comments that Jewish law forbade the selling of wife and children to settle a husband’s debt. According 

to him, this is Jewish stereotype propaganda against Gentiles, who would sell wife and children. (Scott, Hear 

Then the Parable, 274-75.). (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 276). 
397 Luz, EKK, 1, Note 38, p. 70. 
398 Luz, Matthew 8-20, 474. 
399 Luz, EKK, 1, 69-70. Since Luz sees these characters as enslaved, I wonder why he refers to sources, which 

seem to discuss the sale of a free wife and free sons. 
400 Page Snodgrass, Stories with Intent., 71.  
401 Wainwright, "Matthew.". 
402 Gnadt, "Gospel of Matthew: Jewish-Christian Churches in Opposition to the Pax Romana." 



117 

 

the same level as the volume discusses other female characters.403 In addition, Slee mentions 

the wife in this parable as part of “a handful of unspecified wives.”404 

Thus, most contemporary scholars ignore the slave’s wife and children. However, 

there is a slight difference between those scholars, who see the male debtor as a slave and 

those who consider him a free man. In 2002, Glancy points out that New Testament scholars 

mostly overlook slaves in early Christian texts. According to her, they do not see that slaves 

were employed “to think with” in early Christian imagination. When the remembered Jesus 

told parables, he played on and with slaves, as he did with other familiar elements of 

Mediterranean life; mustard seeds, shepherds, and sourdough.405 Before Glancy, many 

scholars saw the male δοῦλος in our parable as a servant and hence his wife and children as 

freeborn wives and children.406 Glancy’s own work, as well as scholars from Schottroff,407 to 

Anders Martinsen’s,408 have attempted to mend scholarship’s previous neglect of slaves and 

the ideology of slavery in parables attributed to Jesus. When the focus has been on this 

parable’s δοῦλος as a slave, the slave’s family has received more attention. Schottroff, who 

has explicit feminist and liberation theological concerns, understands the debtor as a slave, 

and as such, has more focus on the slave’s family than for example, William R Herzog II, 

who also employs liberation hermeneutics, but does not see the δοῦλος as a slave. In The 

parables of Jesus, Herzog describes a free bureaucrat and has little focus on the wife and the 

children.409 Schottroff, in contrast, discusses whether slaves could have their own property 

and families.410 In addition, Schottroff and Luz are the only contemporary scholar I have 

found who mention the slave’s family when they interprets the end of the parable. According 

                                                 
403 Meyers, Craven, and Kraemer, Women in Scripture, 414. 
404 Slee, "Parables and Women's," 240. 
405 For instance, the Matthean Jesus assumes that those who heard him would be familiar with the idea that 

slaveholders who wants to punish the slaves, could call on the services of torturers, like the king does in our 

parable (Glancy, Slavery. P. 102). For the scholarly neglect of slaves in parables, also see Glancy, Slaves and 

Slavery in the Matthean Parables, especially p. 85-86.  
406 According to Scott, the debtor with the biggest debt is a servant who has bought the right to be a tax collector. 

“A king would normally farm out tax collections at the auctions to the bidders.” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. 

p. 270). William R. Herzog II suggests the male protagonist is a high ranking bureaucrat, who is not enslaved, 

but can be reduced to slavery at the will of the absolute and ruthless tyrant (p. 136-138 and 141-142).  
407 Schottroff, The Parables. Also reflected in Roose, "Kompendium."  
408 Forthcoming  Martinsen … Also see Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early 

Christian Discourse: Double Trouble Embodied. 
409 In his Parables as Subversive Speech. Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed mentions the debtor’s “family” 

once. This is when he discusses how the debtor, whom he sees as a bureaucrat, is dependent on the King, “the 

absolute and ruthless tyrant, who gives and takes away at will.” (William R. Herzog, Parables as Subversive 

Speach. Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994).,136-138. 
410 She argues that they can (peculium and conternium). However, male slaves did not have the same rights in 

their marriages and their property as freeborn men. 
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to Schottroff, the male slave was tortured to make him and his family pay his depths.411 She 

does not consider what would possibly happen to the slave’s family if they were unable to 

pay. Hanna Roose’s also considers the husband and father in this parable as slave and takes 

some interest in his family. For example, Roose discusses whether the male slave could be 

sold together with his family and refers to historical sources about male and female slaves in 

Antiquity.412 However, neither Schottroff, nor Roose see the slave’s wife and children as 

possible identification figures or relevant to the theological interpretations of the parable.413 

A rather paradoxical example of how the slave wife and potential daughters is ignored 

is found in Jennifer Glancy’s own research, as discussed 2.3. As quoted at the beginning of 

the chapter, the only female slaves in canonic parables, according to Glancy, are the beaten 

female slaves (the παιδίσκας) in Luke 12:41-48. 

Thus, with some exceptions, the slave wife and possible daughters are mostly ignored 

in contemporary scholarship. Scholars who see these characters and their husband and father 

as slaves focus slightly more on them, than scholars who consider them free family members 

of a male servant. However, the characters are mostly just mentioned. Neither of the cases I 

have studied, discuss the gender of the children or show much interest in the intersectional 

status of the wife. I have also not found any cases that discuss what could possibly happen to 

the slave wife and possible daughters when their husband and father is tortured. In addition, 

only Luz and Roose suggest possible consequences of their selling and only Scottroff and Luz 

discusses the slave’s family when they interprets the end of the parable narrative. Neither of 

the studied scholars seem to view these characters as important in their interpretation of the 

parable. In this way, they seem to be props, both in the parable plot and in contemporary 

research reception.  

Possibly, their combination of plot roles and social roles as slaves make these 

characters easy to neglect. Still, not all minor slave characters in this parable are ignored. 

                                                 
411  Schottroff, The Parables., p. 197-199. Sjekk om Anders Martinsen gjør det.. 
412 Roose, "Kompendium.", p. 451-2. 
413 According to Schottroff, most readers will identify with the second slave, who is subordinating in the 

hierarchy to more wealthy slaves, who. For her, the king is not a symbol of God. Rather, the parable “… is about 

forgiveness among human beings and its absolute importance.” The indebted slave should have forgiven 70x7, 

like Jesus tells Peter in v. 22 (Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus, p. 199 and 201). Roose sees possibly 

identification figures as the male protagonist slave, or the fellow slave, whom the protagonist threw in prison. 

The king is probably an intended image of God in this parable about forgiveness, as Matthew frames the 

narrative. From Roose’s own perspectice, Matthew’s interpretations of the parable narrative is problematic 

(Roose, "Das Aufleben der Schuld und das Aufheben des Schuldenerlasses: Vom unbarmherziger Knecht-Matt 

18:23-35," 456-60.) 



119 

 

Scott, for example, interprets the fellow slaves in v.31 as the parables identification figures. 

According to him, they are a narrative audience, which invites contemporary audiences into 

the story.414 In similar ways, Luz suggests that listeners can mirror their own feelings in these 

fellow slaves’ emotions.415 The parable narrative has slightly more focus on the fellow slaves 

than on the slave wife and children, however, not very much.  

In line with this thesis’ snap shot case study approach, we will now take a long leap 

back through time, to Martin Luther’s preserved writings and investigate how he relates to the 

wife and the children in this parable. 

5.1.2. Luther and the slave wife and potential daughters 

Ignored 

Luther seems to ignore the enslaved wife and her potential daughters. When Luther interprets 

this parable in “Commentary on Psalm 51” and “Lectures on Galatians,” he does not mention 

the slave wife and children.416 Luther’s interpretational focus seems to stress hypocrisy and 

ruthlessness among humans,417 and God’s mercy as the main reason for human forgiveness.418 

The characters Luther makes meaning from, are the slave owing king, who, according to him, 

represents God, the enslaved husband and father, who seems to be the main identification 

figure for Luther, as well as the slave who had debts to the slave husband and father, who, 

according to Luther, represent “your brother” or fellow Christian/human being. Since Luther 

does not mention the wife and children, this analysis of Luther’s reception is very brief. I can 

only theorize why he does so. Perhaps his overall hermeneutical concerns, to read the Biblical 

                                                 
414 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 276. 
415 Luz, EKK, 1, 72. 
416 These are the two preserved texts I have found, where Luther comments on this parable. For more 

information, see below.  
417 As shown in the following quote: (…)That is shown by the parable of the servant (…) In the presence of the 

lord he was so humble and pious that he obtained the remission of all his debts through the mercy of the 

householder, but hardly had he left the master, before he fell upon his fellow servant and became a merciless and 

cruel murderer”(Martin Luther, "Commentary on Psalm 51," in The Works of Martin Luther. Selected 

Commentaries on the Psalms, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (Charlottesville: Past Masters, InteLex, 2013). P. 381).  
418 We see this when Luther uses this parable to interpret 1 Cor. 13:2: “This is what Paul is saying here. They 

think they are something, that is, that they have the Spirit, that they understand all the mysteries of the Scriptures 

(1 Cor. 13:2), that they cannot err or fall, that they do not need any forgiveness of sins. Therefore Paul adds 

correctly that they are nothing, but that they deceive themselves with their foolish presumptions of holiness and 

wisdom. Thus they understand nothing either about Christ or about the Law of Christ; otherwise they would say: 

“Brother, you are having trouble with this fault; I am having trouble with another. God has forgiven me ten 

thousand talents. I shall forgive you ten denarii.” (Martin Luther, "Lectures on Galatians," in The Works of 

Martin Luther. Lectures on Galatians, Volume Two, ed. and trans. Jaroslav Pelikan (Charlottesville: Past 

Masters, InteLex, 2013).) CH6.4 p. 115-6 (from year 1535).  
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texts in light of Was Christum treibet (literally “what drives Christ”), 419 makes him focus 

solemnly on the characters who receive and could possibly give abandonment and thus 

neglect the other aspects. While Luther was trained in and employed allegorical interpretation, 

as we will see further down in this chapter, his later writings are critical of interpreting all 

parable elements allegorically. Luther writes about another parable, the parable of the workers 

in the vineyard: “We must not consider this parable in every detail but confine ourselves to 

the leading thought, that what Christ designs to teach by it... For such parables are never 

spoken for the purpose of being interpreted in all their minutia.”420 According to Luther, 

parables, as the rest of the teachings of Christ, show that humans cannot “storm their way into 

heaven by their good works.”421   Thus, since Luther’s hermeneutical concern is to find Was 

Christum treibet in this this parable, everything, which is not relevant for this, seems to fall 

outside of his focus.  

We will now move to Antiquity, where at least some recipients have emphasized these 

characters. 

5.1.3. Antiquity and the slave wife and potential daughters 

They matter (Somewhat)! 

While Luther has no and contemporary scholarship has hardly any focus on the slave wife and 

children, they are seen in Antiquity! I have found three texts where recipients make meaning 

from the parable’s wife and children.422 To be fair, the majority of preserved attested antique 

reception do not. Most early theologians do not mention them, but mainly emphasize the king 

and the two male debtors, and through this consider the interpretational focus in the parable 

the relationship between God and inter-human forgiveness. These few cases, which do make 

meaning from these characters, are thus both unexpected and interesting. Some of them have 

to a little degree so far been part of the studied reception history of this parable. In addition, 

                                                 
419 See, for example, Andries G. Van Aarde, "The "Cause of Jesus" (Sache Jesu) as the Canon behind the 

Canon," Hervormde teologiese studies 57, no. 1/2 (2001), https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v57i1/2.1850.  
420 Quoted from Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 118. For a further reading about Luther’s general parable 

interpretation, see also p. 116-120.  
421 Quoted from Gowler, Parables after Jesus, 118. 
422 They are all from the fourth and fifth century, but from different parts of the Mediterranean world and are 

different genres. In addition, two are in Greek, and one in Latin. I have found these by looking at the search 

database BiblIndex, as well as Ancient Christian Commentaries to Scripture. The reason I investigate these three 

texts, is not that they are especially important in the history of this parable’s reception, although the three early 

theologians or so-called church fathers have been widely influential, but rather because these three texts are 

those I have found where the parable narrative’s wife and children are factors when recipients interpret this 

parable.   
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these texts have, to my knowledge, never been employed to study this parable’s the slave wife 

and children.423 This material is thus a new contribution to parable reception discourses. 

There are far less preserved texts, which refer or allude to v. 25 in this parable, the 

threat to sell the slave family, than to the other verses in this parable.424 An example of how 

most antique attested recipient focus less on the slave wife and children than on other parable 

elements is Origin, who in his commentary on Matthew looks for the transcendental meaning 

of many of the elements and characters in the parable. According to Origin, it is the holy spirit 

who reveals such significance to him.425 Origin writes what the significance is for the king, 

the husband and father and his fellow enslaved debtor. However, even though he asks “Who 

was his wife and who his children?” he does not convey any interpretations of these 

characters. Apparently, the Holy Spirit did not reveal the significance of these characters.  

We will now move to the three cases where recipient do make meaning of the enslaves 

wife and children and ask how they blend these characters. Since these three texts are 

exceptions to the overall tendency, I will analyse them in more detail that the cases above. I 

will ask: Do the recipients find them theologically significant or see them as possible 

identification figures? Are the wife and children somehow reflected upon as intersectional 

characters? Do they consider what happens to them in the parts of the parable narrative where 

they are not mentioned? 

                                                 
423 All three texts are found in Ancient Commentary (Thomas P. Scheck, Ancient Christian Commentary on 

Scripture. New Testament 1a: Matthew 1-13/Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. New Testament 1b: 

Matthew 14-28, Accessed through Accordance Bible Software ed., vol. 12, Journal of early Christian studies, 

(Baltimore: Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 84-85.). However, the interpretation about the 

wife and the children are not present in the “Overview” of the Ancient Commentaries (Scheck, ACCS, 12, 82.). 

Roose also refers to the text by Chrysostom, but only to what she sees as Chrysostom’s and other “classical 

allegorical interpretations” main point, namely that the heavenly father will treat you like the king treated the 

slave, who did not forgive his fellow slave (Roose, "Kompendium," 456.) She does not refer to what Chrysostom 

writes about the slave wife and children.  
424 The most extensive data basis of biblical references and allusions in Antiquity, BiblIndex, has merely found a 

few works, which refer or allude to v. 25. In addition to the text by Origins under and by Chrysostom analysed 

here, there are also two more texts by Chrysostom. In contrast, it refers to more preserved texts about all the 

other verses of the parable 
425 After Origin has asked what many elements in the parable might signify, he writes: “…but whether it shall be 

the case that such things shall be dictated to us in connection with this scripture or not, may God in Christ 

suggests the doing of that which is pleasing to him”(The Ante-Nicene Fathers : translations of the writings of the 

Fathers down to A.D. 325 : 10 : The Gospel of Peter, the diatessaron of Tatian, the apocalypse of Peter, the visio 

Pauli, the apocalypses of the Virgin and Sedrach, the testament of Abraham, the acts of Xanthippe and Polyxena, 

the narrative of Zosimus, the apology of Aristides, the epistles of Clement (complete text), Origen's commentary 

on John, books 1-10, and commentary on Matthew, books 1, 2, and 10-14, 5th ed. ed., vol. 10 (Grand Rapids, 

Mich: Eerdmans, 1986).p. 497-498).   
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5.1.3.1. Chrysostom: The Wife and Children as Means in the Pedagogy of Unspeakable Care.  

In Chrysostom’s homily on this parable, Homily LXI, the slave’s wife, and briefly the 

children, appear.  

 

It was brought to him, he says, one who owed him ten thousand talents. When he could not pay back, he 

ordered that he should be sold – and his wife and children. Why-pray tell me? Not out of brutality or 

inhumanity. For the loss would have come back to him [the king], for she herself was also a slave. But 

out of unspeakable care. For he wanted to scare him with this threat, so that he could lead him to ask for 

supplication, not that he should be sold.426 

 

This text is one of Chrysostom’s at least 90 preserved homilies on the gospel of Matthew.427 

John Chrysostom lived from about 347 to 407 and was, among other things, archbishop of 

Constantinople. His nickname “Golden mouth” reflects his popularity as a preacher.428  

 According to Chrysostom, the threat to sell the enslaved wife and children, as well as 

their husband and father, is a pedagogical threat, which happened out of “unspeakable care,” 

not out of brutality or inhumanity. The slave family was never in any real danger of being 

                                                 
426 Greek text: 

Προσηνέχθη γὰρ αὐτῷ, φησὶν, εἷς ὀφειλέτης 

μυρίων ταλάντων. Οὐκ ἔχοντος δὲ αὐτοῦ ἀποτῖ- 

σαι, ἐκέλευσεν αὐτὸν πραθῆναι, καὶ τὴν γυναῖκα 

αὐτοῦ, καὶ τὰ παιδία. Τίνος ἕνεκεν; εἰπέ μοι. Οὐκ     

ἐξ ὠμότητος, οὐδὲ ἀπανθρωπίας· καὶ γὰρ εἰς αὐτὸν ἡ 

ζημία περιίστατο πάλιν· δούλη γὰρ ἦν κἀκείνη· ἀλλ’ ἐξ 

ἀφάτου κηδεμονίας. Βούλεται γὰρ αὐτὸν πτοῆσαι διὰ 

τῆς ἀπειλῆς ταύτης, ἵνα εἰς ἱκετηρίαν ἀγάγῃ, οὐχ ἵνα 

πραθῇ. Εἰ γὰρ διὰ τοῦτο ἐποίει, οὐκ ἂν ἐπένευσεν αὐτοῦ    

τῇ αἰτήσει, οὐδ’ ἂν τὴν χάριν ἔδωκε. Διατί οὖν πρὸ τοῦ 

λογοθεσίου τοῦτο οὐκ ἐποίησεν, οὐδὲ ἀφῆκε τὸ ὄφλημα;  

 

(J.-P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus (series Graeca) (MPG) 57:13-472; 58:471-794, Paris: Migne, 1857-

1866: Retrieved from: http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/Iris/Cite?2062:152:1788112). 

} Volume 58 column 592 line 37. The translation from Greek to Norwegian is by great assistance from 

Vemund Blomquist, with support from the ancient Latin translation: 

 

Oblatus est, enim, inquit, unus qui debebat illi decem millia talenta. Non habente autem illo unde 

redderet, jussit eum vendi et uxorem ejus et filios. Cur uxorem quaeso? Non ex crudelitate vel 

inhumanitate : nam in aliud detrimentum incidisset, cum uxor ejus et ipsa serva esset; sed ex inneffabili 

providentia. Vult enim illus tali comminatione perterrefacere ut ad supplicandum induceret, ne 

venderetur (MPG Vol 58, 592). 

  

The translation into English is mine.  
427 J.-P. Migne, In Matthaeum (homiliae 1-90) Patrologiae cursus completus (series Graeca) (MPG) 57:13-472; 

58:471-794, Paris: Migne, 1857-1866. 
428 M.B. Riddle writes about him:  

Despite the many reversals of judgement that have resulted from modern historical investigations; no voice has 

been raised against the popular verdict, repeated in every age, that awards to him the first place among pulpits 

orator’s in the Eastern Church. 

(Chrysostom, "Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew," in A select library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene 

Fathers of the Christian Church (Ann Arbor, Mich: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1956).p. xvii.)  

http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/Iris/Cite?2062:152:1788112
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/Iris/inst/csearch_red.jsp#doc=tlg&aid=2062&wid=152&q=In%20Matthaeum%20(homiliae%201-90)&dt=list&st=work_title&per=50
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sold: the threat was merely a scare for the husband and father, in order to lead him to ask the 

king for supplication. In this brief quote, where Chrysostom has made a new intersectional 

blended story, the slave wife receives more attention than the children do. Chrysostom gives 

the wife more attention.429 First, he has some sort of historical-realistic interpretation of the 

potential sale of the wife.430 In addition, later than our quote, he interprets her implicitly in a 

figurative way. In the historical-realistic interpretational blend of the parable, Chrysostom has 

what I will call an intersectional understanding of the parable’s wife. It matters for his 

interpretations that she is not only a woman; she is a wife and a slave. Studies into 

Chrysostom’s overall work show how interwoven slavery was in Chrysostom’s own society 

and how he applied metaphors of slavery in his ethics and theology.431 Our text might 

demonstrate how Chrysostom’s intersectional situatedness blends in his interpretation. 

Chrysostom states that it would not make economic sense for the king to sell the slave’s wife 

(and possibly also the children). Since she was a slave, as her husband also was, “the loss 

would have come back to him.”432 The logic behind this seems to be that the king would 

regain less of the debt by selling his female slave, than by keeping her. Chrysostom then 

explains the king’s intention by this threat: It was merely to alarm him and teach him a lesson. 

This pedagogical threat was thus not cruel, according to Chrysostom, but rather came from 

“unspeakable care,” as mentioned above. The wife is thus far from the centre stage in 

                                                 
429 After the retelling of the parable, Chrysostom does no longer comment on the children. 
430 Chrysostom could see the wife’s children as included when he discusses the social staus of the slave wife. 
431 For research on Chrysostom and slavery, see Chris De Wet, Preaching Bondage: John Chrysostom and the 

Discourse of Slavery in Early Christianity (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015). For Chrysostom’s 

use of slave metaphors, the unpublished Ph.D. dissertation by Wulf Jaeger, "Die Sklaverei bei Johannes 

Chrysostomus" (PhD Christian-Albrechts-Universität zu Kiel, 1974). might be helpful. In addition, for 

discussions of this thesis, as well as more research on Chrysostom and slavery, see Chris De Wet, "John 

Chrysostom and the Discourse on Slavery: The Status Quaestionis," Journal of Early Christian History 4, no. 2 

(2014). 
432 My translation is in this instance in line with A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 

Christian Church (NPNF), which has “for the loss came back again upon himself, for she too was a slave.” 

(Chrysostom, "Homilies on Matthew," 376. However, I do not agree with the translation/interpretation which is 

given in Ancient Christian commentary, namely, “his wife was already trapped like a slave to his folly" (Scheck, 

ACCS, 12, 84.). This imaginative translation seems to rely on an understanding that the first debtor was a 

servant, and not a slave. Therefore, the wife could not be a literal slave.  



124 

 

Chrysostom’s blended stories. She is of importance in relation to her husband. Her purpose is 

supposedly to teach her husband a lesson. See Figure 5.1 for a visualisation of the possible 

intersectional blending process of Chrysostom’s new, emergent story. 

Secondly, and later in his sermon, Chrysostom blends the parable in a more allegorical 

way. He connects the king in the parable to God. The king’s release of the slave’s debt is 

blended with what seems to be Chrysostom’s situated story. It becomes God’s forgiveness of 

the sins of those Chrysostom addresses. The indebted slave’s dealing with his own debtor 

becomes Chrysostom’s 

contemporaries’ patience with and 

forgiveness of each other.433 In 

this double scoped Chrysostom 

does not mention the wife and the 

children. Still, since the family, 

especially the wife plays a role in 

the “historical-realistic” 

interpretation, the family of the 

husband and father implicitly 

plays a role here, as well. In the 

so-called historical-realistic interpretation, these characters show how much a debtor can lose 

and teach him patience and forgiveness towards his debtors. I write “him” because 

Chrysostom seems to address a male audience, who would find it meaningful to have a wife 

and children. In the allegorical blend, the function of the wife and the children seems to be to 

show how much a sinner can lose and how much and why he should forgive those who sin 

against him. Chrysostom’s interpretations of this parable thus include theological meaning. 

Here, the wife and children are means for God to teach his subject how much he will lose if 

he does not forgive “his brother.” Thus, similar to Luther, on a theologically level the parable 

                                                 
433This also becomes clear earlier in the sermon, where it says:  

(…) He brought forward His own love to man, that by the comparison, as He saith, though mightest learn, that 

though thou forgive seventy times seven, though thou continually pardon thy neighbour for absolutely all his 

sins, as a drop of water to an endless sea, so much, or rather much more, doth thy love to man come short in 

comparison of the boundless goodness of God, of which though standest us in need, for that thou art to be 

judged, and to give an account. (Chrysostom, "Homilies on Matthew," 376.) 
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Figure 5.1. Chrysostom’s first blended story: The slave wife and 

children as means in a royal pedagogy.  



125 

 

is about how much and why “we” should forgive “our brothers.” Chrysostom starts with 

Peter’s question about how many times he should forgives his brother, who sins against him 

(Matt 18:21) and sees our parable as an addition to Jesus’ answer in v. 22. It is, according to 

him, a “pedagogical parable” about God “desiring to teach him, from how many obligations 

He is delivering him, that in this way at least he might become more mild towards his “fellow 

slaves,””434 as shown in Figure 5.2. 

The parable’s children and especially the wife are significant in Chrysostom’s new 

blended stories. However, they do not seem to be possible identification figures for 

Chrysostom. The real identification figure is their husband and father. Chrysostom and his 

(male?) audience could identify with this father and husband; they could blend their own lives 

with what happens to 

this character and what 

he does. More than this, 

they should also model 

themselves after this 

character. Or rather, after 

how the enslaved male 

debtor should have 

behaved, namely 

released his fellow slave 

from his debt. The slave 

wife and children are, in 

comparison, a means in such pedagogy. They are pawns in the game of someone else and thus 

props in the plot. Still, listeners to or readers of Chrysostom’s homily, who themselves felt 

like props in the lives of others, could possibly have identified with the wife or children as 

pawn characters.  

5.1.3.2. Cyril and the Sale of the Wife and “the others” as alienation from God  

A fragment of Cyril of Alexandria’s commentary on the gospel of Matthew also interprets the 

sale of the wife and possibly the children. It says:  

Because the sale of the wife and the others signifies the removal and fall from all of God’s delights. In 

addition, the sale reveals obviously the separation from God. Because those who are alien to God, to 

                                                 
434 Chrysostom, "Homilies on Matthew."p. 378. 
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them is this bitter and terrible word: Move from me, workers of lawlessness! Because by no means do I 

know you.435  

 

Cyril (c. 376 – 444), known as Patriarch of Alexandria, apparently wrote a commentary on the 

Gospel of Matthew. Much of this text is lost, but 321 fragments in Greek are known.436 Only 

two brief fragments concerning our parable are preserved. I will analyse fragment 217.  

In this quote, Cyril interprets the sale of “the wife and the others.” In this brief 

reading, the sale seems to have been more than a threat, as it is in parable and for 

Chrysostom-it seems to have happened. Cyril interprets this sale in two ways, both as “the 

removal and fall from all of God’s delights” and as “the separation from God.” Again, the 

wife receives more attention than the children do. The children, if they are included at all, are 

part of “the others.”437 The wife is neither a prop for Cyril, nor only important as a means for 

the real identification figure, her husband. Rather, she can herself be understood as an 

identification figure. However, she is not someone Cyril’s addressees should model 

themselves after, but a negative figure. She points to those who have fallen from or been 

removed from all of God’s delights and have been separated and alienated from God. 

Furthermore, if we apply my methodological model, we see that Cyril quotes another 

Matthean story and links it to this parable. “The wife and the rests” who are sold are also 

those Jesus calls “workers of lawlessness” in Matt 7:23. In this intertextual story, these 

“workers of lawlessness” are those who are unknown by Jesus, even though they call him 

Lord. Even though the wife and “the others” are not characters, which Cyril identifies with, 

nor figures he wants his addressees to identify with, still, both he, and those he addresses, 

could become like these negative figures in that they could be alienated from God. “The wife 

and children” are thus possible identification figures, although in a negative way.  

                                                 
435 This translation  is based on the following Greek text:   

 Διὰ τῆς πράσεως τῆς γυναικὸς καὶ τῶν λοιπῶν σημαίνεται τῶν    

παρὰ θεοῦ τερπνῶν ἡ εἰς ἅπαν ἀφαίρεσις καὶ ἀπόπτωσις παντελής. ἡ 

δὲ πρᾶσις δηλοῖ τὴν ἀλλοτρίωσιν δηλονότι τὴν ἀπὸ θεοῦ· ἀλλότριοι γὰρ 

θεοῦ πρὸς οὓς ἂν γένοιτο λόγος ὁ πικρὸς ἐκεῖνος καὶ ἀμειδής· «ἀπό- 

στητε ἀπ’ ἐμοῦ ἐργάται» τῆς ἀνομίας· «οὐδέπω» γὰρ «ἔγνων ὑμᾶς».  

(Joseph Reuss, Matthäus-Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche, vol. 61, Texte und Untersuchungen zur 

Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1957).Fragment 217,  P. 225.  

I am again grateful to Vemund Blomkvist for his tremendous translation assistance. 
436 Reuss, Matthäus-Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche, 61. p. XXXIV and 269.  
437 The Greek “τῶν λοιπῶν» can be translated both “the others” and “the rest,” and could thus mean either “the 

children” or the slave’s other properties, or possibly both. 

http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/help/BetaManual/online/Q6.html
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/help/BetaManual/online/Q6.html
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.ezproxy.uio.no/help/BetaManual/online/Q6.html
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In this brief fragment, there are no historical interpretations, only allegorical ones, as 

shown in Figure 5.3.438 In contrast to Chrysostom’s interpretation, the wife and children seem 

to be of little or no importance as a historical family or as slaves. Still, in these transferred 

theological 

interpretations, 

where the king is 

blended as God, it 

might matter for 

Cyril that these 

characters are 

slaves, as it did 

for Chrysostom. 

We could ask if 

their slave status 

made it easier for 

Cyril to interpret 

them in these negative ways.439 In addition, is it also easier for him to interpret a female 

character, a wife, in such negative ways? Rather, is it this combination, this intersection of 

wife and slave, which makes her easy to “think with” in this negative way for Cyril? 

5.1.3.3. Chromatius and Tortured/Divided Wives and Children 

The third case is from Chromatius’ Tractate on Matthew. Chromatius lived around 345-407 

and is known as bishop of Aquileia and friend of Ambrose of Milan and Hilary of Poiters. 

According to Thomas P. Scheck, even though his writings frequently have been attributed to 

others and his Latin style is known to be rather simple, Chromatius deserves to be ranked as 

one of the great Latin patristic gospel expositors.440 59 tractates on the first 18 chapters of the 

gospel of Matthew are extant. Our text is part of the last of Chromatius’ preserved tractates. 

                                                 
438 For further reading about Cyril’s biblical hermeneutics, see for example Matthew R. Crawford, Cyril of 

Alexandria's Trinitarian Theology of Scripture, Oxford Early Christian Studies, (Oxford: Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014). 
439 As Glancy argues Jesus often does. See See 5.1.2. 
440 Aquileiensis Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, ed. Thomas P. Scheck, vol. 75, Ancient 

Christian writers, (New York, Mahwah, New Jersey: Newman Press, 2018). P. 1.  
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Figure 5.3. Cyril interpretation: The slave wife and children are separated from god 
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Chromatius does not directly mention the parable slave’s wife and children. However, 

he writes about the wives and children of the Jewish people, when he interprets the parable 

verse where the slave’s wife and children are present.  

After so many great benefits, they [the Jewish people] could not keep the law received through Moses. 

Since they did not have the means to repay such debt, that is, how to make it good, the lord had ordered 

them to be divided up, along with their wives and children. That is, this same people along with their 

synagogue and all their offspring were to be divided in death.441 

 

In Chromatius’ brief quote, the wives and children, whom the lord had ordered to be 

divided up, are juxtaposed with synagogues and Jewish offspring, who are to be divided in 

death.  

 Immediately before our text, Chromatius sums up the parable: If we do not forgive 

our fellow brothers and sisters (!) who sin against us, we will be punished as gravely as the 

unmerciful debtor.442 He also identifies the king in the parable as the son of God and the debt 

as the human race’s infinite sins. The ten thousand talents show the seriousness of this sin. 

Chromatius also argues that while all men are debtors to the Heavenly King; however, the 

Jewish people are particularly guilty.443 The reason for this is that they have received so 

much, without repaying. Following our quote, Chromatius concludes that this debt, which 

both the Jewish people and the gentiles, which he himself identifies with, owe the Heavenly 

King, can only be annulled through Christian baptism. “Hence today each of us, when he 

comes to the grace of baptism, approaches as a debtor, in order that by confessing his sins, he 

may through these very mysteries received pardon of the whole debt, that is, of all sins.”444 

Since the Jewish people reject Christian baptism, according to Chromatius, God will punish 

them gravely. 

Similar to Cyril, Chromatius seems to have little concern for historical interpretations 

of the parable; He seemingly has no historical-realistic understanding of the wife or the 

children. They mainly function as vessels for transferred meaning. It is in this allegorical 

sense, as the wives and children of the Jewish people, that he seems to be interested in these 

characters. Chromatius does not mention that the characters are slaves. However, their status 

                                                 
441 Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, 75. Tractate 59.5. p. 323.  
442 Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, 75. Tractate 59, 4, p. 323. 
443 Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, 75. Tractate 59, 5, p. 323.  
444 Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, 75. p. 324.  
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as slaves might, in a similar way as for Cyril, make them easy to “think with” as what he sees 

as negative “real” people from his own intersectional situatedness, namely Jewish people. 

Further, we find a possible second interpretation of the “wives” in our quote. First, 

Chromatius writes: “…the lord had ordered them to be divided up, along with their wives and 

children.” However, he also possibly blends the parable in a new way. In this second ‘round’ 

of interpretations, he says: “That is, this same people along with their synagogue and all their 

offspring were to be divided in death.” While the parable’s enslaved father and husband 

continues to be the Jewish people and “the children” more or less are seen in the same way, 

“the wife” has possibly become the synagogues of the Jewish people.  

Another point of interest is what Chromatius claims happen to these wives/synagogues 

and children. In the parable narrative, the threat to the wife and children is that they might be 

sold. In Chromatius’ text “the Jewish people,” along with their wives and children are 

distrahi. In the next sentence, the second interpretation of what he means by “the wives and 

children,” he writes that “this same people along with their synagogue and all their offspring” 

are distrahendus.445 How is this verb distraho to be understood? Thomas P. Scheck has two 

different translations: in ACS, he translates distraho in the first sentence as “tormented”, while 

in the second as “thrashed, to the point of death.”446 In Ancient Christian Writers¸ however, 

he first writes “divided up” and then “be divided in death”.447 The verb distraho can be 

translated both “tear apart” and “divided up”, in the meaning “to be sold.”448 Are they, 

according to Chromatius, divided, which could be understood as sold away from each other, 

or are they tortured, like the male slave in the end of the parable? If the latter is the case, if 

Chromatius sees “wives and children” as tortured (although in an allegorical sense), this is the 

only case, in addition to Luz and Schottroff’s interpretations, I have found where recipients 

make meaning from the characters of the enslaved wife and children in the last scene of the 

                                                 
445 The Latin text: «et uxorem eius et filios, id est cum synagoga atque omni progenia sua, idem populus 

distrahendus» (R. Étaix & J. Lemarié, ed., Chromatii Aquileiensis Opera, vol. IX A, Corpus Christianorum Seria 

Latina (Brepols: Turnholt, 1977).).  
446 “... the lord had ordered them to be tormented, along with their wives and children. That is, this same people 

along with their synagogue and all their offspring were to be thrashed, to the point of death” (Scheck, ACCS, 

12.). 
447447 “……the lord had ordered them to be divided up, along with their wives and children. That is, this same 

people along with their synagogue and all their offspring were to be divided in death.” 

(Chromatius, Sermons and tractates on Matthew, 75.) 
448 FiND NEW?…Johanssen, Nygaard, Schreiner, Latinsk ordbok. Tredje reviderte utgave. J. W. Cappelens 

Forlag. 1965. p. 179.   
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parable narrative.449 The torture, which happened to their husband and father, has hence 

possibly also affected them.450 

Chromatius 

thus seems to blend 

aspects of the 

parable narrative 

with what he sees as 

an historical (or 

wished for?) event 

in his own 

intersectional 

situatedness, namely 

the shattering of the 

Jewish people and 

the destruction of their offspring and their synagogues. In Chromatius’ new blended stories, 

the parable’s human king who threatened the parable characters has become the heavenly 

king, who acts on real humans and their buildings. It is both interesting and problematic that 

these marginal characters play a role in Chromatius’ anti-Jewish polemics. The parable’s wife 

and children are important in Chromatius’ theological interpretations and could in addition 

somehow be seen as figures who step out of the parable and into the recipients’ own time: the 

children are the offspring of the Jewish people. They could thus be seen as both girls and 

boys. The wife has become the spouses of the male Jewish people, but also as their 

synagogues. In addition, Chromatius’ fuses his negative understanding of the Jewish people 

and their synagogues and the positive interpretation of Christian baptism with the parable 

stories.451  

                                                 
449 Neither Chrysostom, nor the text we have from Cyril mentions the wife and children when they interpret the 

last scene of the parable. See Schottroff’s interpretation above. 
450 In his first sentence, Chromatius follows the parable text in the Vulgate, except for the word for “sale.” While 

the Vulgate has venundari, which more clearly means the sale of, Chromatius employs the more ambivalent 

distrahi (Vulgate: «…iussit eum dominus venundari…». Chromatius: «…iusserat eum dominus distrahi…”). 

Without pretending to know Chromatius’ intentions when writing this text, he could possibly let the last scene of 

the parable, when the male slave is tortured color this double allegorical interpretation of the slaves wife and 

children. Since Latin is not one of my languages, I am even more grateful for the help of Vemund Blomquist in 

understanding this text. 
451 For discussions about Chromatius’ anti-Jewdaism, see Robert, McEachnie 

 Chromatius of Aquileia and the Making of a Christian City (obs: find chapter when book arrieves).  
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In contrast to Cyril, the wife and the children are not potential identification figures for 

Chromatius or those he addresses. For him and his “us,” the male slave is the only possible 

identity figure. He has potential for both being a negative figure, as the Jewish people who 

cannot repay the Heavenly King, but also a desired identification figure. Chromatius and 

those he addresses can become like this male slave, who has agency and can alter his fate. In 

similar ways, they can repay the heavenly King. In Chromatius blend: they can seek Christian 

baptism. The wife and children, however, do not have such possibilities. However, in ways 

similar to Chrysostom’s’ readers or listeners, they might become identification figures for 

recipients who feel they have no agency. See Figure 5.4. for Chromatius’ possible 

intersectional blending process.   

5.1.4. Ignored or emphasised?  

In contrast to the other periods I study, these three cases from Antiquity find the parable’s 

wife and children meaningful for interpretation. These characters play important parts in the 

recipients’ theology, as means in the divine pedagogy (Chrysostom), as those who are 

separated from God (Cyril) and as the shattered (and possibly tortured) spouses and offspring 

of the Jewish people, as well as the Jewish synagogues (Chromatius). Why do recipients in 

Antiquity focus more on these intersectional female characters than the later studied phases 

do? My suggestions is that the antique interpretational paradigm, where most elements in the 

parable are projected into recipients’ interpretational blends and made meaning from, allow 

recipients to see and use intersectional female characters more in their meaning-making 

processes than later and more literal or “scientific” approaches opens up for. This is especially 

the case for the parable paradigm after Jülicher, when parables are supposed to have only one 

point of reference. In this parable, the slave wife and children seem to fall outside of what 

most scholars considers the parable is “really” about. 

In the three antique cases where recipients emphasise these characters and find them 

significant in their interpretations, the enslaved wife and children are mainly important in 

relation to their husband and father. Both their status as slaves and as wife and children seem 

to be of importance. The wife and children hence function as means to teach their husband 

and father a lesson, as subjects to God’s wrath or as undesirable identification figures. Are 

they thus still props in the interpreted parable plot? Possibly not. In addition to their central 

role in Chrysostom, Cyril and Chromatius’ theological meaning-making, they might become 

identification figures. If we employ intersectional criticism, we can theorize that these 
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characters, which are not seen as the main figures for identification for the antique recipients, 

who have interpreted this parable, could possibly become important identification figures for 

recipients on another level, namely those who heard or read Chrysostom, Cyril and 

Chromatius. Such possible listeners or readers, who could have seen themselves as without 

agency, or as props in somebody else’s story, could perhaps mirror themselves in these 

interpretations of these parable characters. 

These characters studied in this parable are slaves, they are a wife and children, and 

they are minor characters. As suggested, these intersecting factors might be a reason why 

contemporary scholarship and Luther ignore them. This could also have made these characters 

available to “think with” as negative figures or as means in the pedagogy of someone else or 

for Cyril, Chromatius and Chrysostom. In the next parable, however, the intersectional female 

character is both free and one of the main characters. Still, recipients often ignore central 

aspects of this character. 
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5.2. Whose voice matters?  

A persistent widow’s voice (Luke 18:1-8) 

 

 
John Everett Millais (1863) 

 

Ἔλεγεν δὲ παραβολὴν αὐτοῖς πρὸς τὸ δεῖν πάντοτε προσεύχεσθαι αὐτοὺς καὶ μὴ ἐγκακεῖν,  
2 λέγων· κριτής τις ἦν ἔν τινι πόλει τὸν θεὸν μὴ φοβούμενος καὶ ἄνθρωπον μὴ ἐντρεπόμενος.  

3 χήρα δὲ ἦν ἐν τῇ πόλει ἐκείνῃ καὶ ἤρχετο πρὸς αὐτὸν λέγουσα· ἐκδίκησόν με ἀπὸ τοῦ ἀντιδίκου μου. 4 

καὶ οὐκ ἤθελεν ἐπὶ χρόνον. μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα εἶπεν ἐν ἑαυτῷ· εἰ καὶ τὸν θεὸν οὐ φοβοῦμαι οὐδὲ ἄνθρωπον 

ἐντρέπομαι, 5 διά γε τὸ παρέχειν μοι κόπον τὴν χήραν ταύτην ἐκδικήσω αὐτήν, ἵνα μὴ εἰς τέλος ἐρχομένη 

ὑπωπιάζῃ με.  
6 Εἶπεν δὲ ὁ κύριος· ἀκούσατε τί ὁ κριτὴς τῆς ἀδικίας λέγει· 7 ὁ δὲ θεὸς οὐ μὴ ποιήσῃ τὴν 

ἐκδίκησιν τῶν ἐκλεκτῶν αὐτοῦ τῶν βοώντων αὐτῷ ἡμέρας καὶ νυκτός, καὶ μακροθυμεῖ ἐπ᾿ αὐτοῖς; 8 λέγω 

ὑμῖν ὅτι ποιήσει τὴν ἐκδίκησιν αὐτῶν ἐν τάχει. πλὴν ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐλθὼν ἆρα εὑρήσει τὴν πίστιν 

ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς; 
 

1 And he told them a parable about the necessity for them to pray always and not to be discouraged,  
2 saying: In a certain city there was a certain judge who was not fearing God nor was feeling 

ashamed before people. 3 A certain widow was also in that city, and she kept coming to him, saying: 

“Grant me justice/vengeance against my opponent!” 4 For a while he was not willing. But after this, he 

said to himself: “Though I have no fear of God and no respect/shame for human beings,  
5 yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that in the end she will not 

come giving me a black eye/punishing/beating me.”  
6 And the Lord said: Hear what the unjust judge says. 7 And will not God grant justice to his 

elect who cry to him day and night? And will he delay long in helping them?/And he is patient towards 

them. 8 I tell you (that), he will do/provide justice to them quickly. And yet, when the son of Man 

comes, will he find pistis on earth? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Everett_Millais
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Who gets to tell a story? Whose voices are ignored? The second parable I employ to discuss 

whether intersectional female parable characters are ignored in attested reception, is the 

parable about the persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8). While the previous parable characters are 

enslaved family members of that parable’s main male character, this character is a widow, 

who is presented alone, without a husband or children. Still, despite her prominent plot role 

and social status as a free widow, as well as her substantial reception as an identification 

figure and in some cases as pointing towards the divine, attested recipients seem to ignore one 

aspect about her, namely her voice. What most of the attested reception history has heard 

instead, is the judge or “Luke”, the parable narrator.452 Such silencing of the widow and her 

voice is also a way of ignoring this character.  

As presented in Chapter 4, this parable contains different perspectives, which have 

puzzled contemporary scholars.453 As an analytical tool, I study the different competing 

“commentaries” or the parable’s “dissonance” as various parable voices. When I study cases 

of attested reception of this parable to discuss the degree to which recipient ignore the widow 

character, I will ask which of these parable voices recipients emphasise and which they 

ignore. In addition, I will enquire how they possibly consider the relationship between these 

parable perspectives. Have they heard the parable as a “harmony, with one of the voices as the 

leading tune? Have they listened to more than one voice? Are there some of these voices they 

do not pay attention to?  

In line with my applied methodological approach, I see the parable’s different voices 

as stories in the parable narrative and frame. My analysis of this parable’s attested reception 

will be structured after these parable voices. In ways similar to the last parable, I will analyse 

interpretations first from contemporary scholarship, then Martin Luther and then Antiquity. 

However, in line with the nature of this material, I will see how attested recipients blend the 

various voices with intersectional situated stories and intertextual stories. Following this, I 

study which of these voices the cases of attested reception have heard and which have mostly 

been ignored. I will also discuss why the talking voice of the widow is so often overpowered 

by the internal voice of the judge. 

                                                 
452 An earlier and shorter version of this analysis will be published in Encountering the Parables in Contexts Old 

and New, T.E. Goud, J.R.C. Cousland, and John Harrison (ed), (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 2022).  
453 See 4.5.2.  
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We will now move to the parable’s attested afterlives - or, perhaps we should rather 

call this its reverberations, aftersounds454- and ask how recipients have blended this parable 

by discussing which of these voices attested recipients have listened to and which they have 

missed. 

5.2.1 Contemporary scholarship and the widow 

Divided 

To a greater degree than with the last parable, the scholarship is divided between feminist and 

mainstream scholars in whether they ignore this character.  

5.2.1.1. Mainstream scholarship 

Luke and the judge 

In the mainstream cases I have analysed, the tendency is that recipients mainly listen to the 

voices in the frame when they interpret this parable. Mostly, they attend to Luke, who says 

that this is a parable about persistent prayer. When this perspective has dominated, the parable 

narrative, including the widow and her voice, has usually been seen as an example of this 

prayer. I have found that four of the five mainstream commentaries I have studied, see the 

perspectives in the frame as dominant.455 Three of these five authors understand this as a 

parable about prayer. An example is Joseph A. Fitzmyer’s commentary on Luke (The Anchor 

Bible): 

If a dishonest judge would yield to the persistence and prayer of a widow, how much more would the 

upright God and Father of all! If the helpless widow´s persistent prayer accomplishes so much with a 

dishonest judge, how much more will the persistent prayer of Christian disciples!456  

                                                 
454 To play with Yvonne Sherwood´s term “afterlives” (Sherwood, A Biblical Text and its Afterlives.).  
455 In addition to the following example by Fitzmyer, Luke Timothy Johnson in Sacra Pagina understands it as a 

parable about prayer (Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, vol. 3, Sacra Pagina, 

(Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1991), 268.). Bovon in EKK sees all the perspectives in the frame together, as 

in harmony, even though he, as described earlier, is aware of the “competition of meaning” within the parable 

(Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3.p. 189-197). Ben Witherington in New Cambridge Bible Commentary believes it is 

primarily about persistent prayer (Levine and Witherington, Luke, 489. His author companion, Amy-Jill Levine, 

is an exception. She only studies the parable narrative, where she believes there are many perspectives, and 

leaves out the frame. See explanations of why I study biblical commentaries as mainstream research for this 

parable, p.x. (method) My criteria for choosing these four commentaries: These are “main stream” biblical 

commentaries present in most university libraries. In addition, they represent four decades and are from North 

America, the European Continent and Great Britain. One of the commentaries has two authors. 
456 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (X-XXIV), vol. 28A, The Anchor Bible, (New York: 

Doubleday & Company, 1986), 1177. He claims that the parable talks about this persistent prayer in a “from the 

lesser to the greater” (a minori ad majus) – way.  
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Thus, for Fitzmyer, Luke’s take 

seems to be so dominant that it 

silences the other voices. 

“Prayer” appears to colour all 

the other perspectives in the 

parable, as shown in Figure 5.5. 

He also describes the widow as 

“praying” when she approaches 

the judge.457  

Another tendency in 

mainstream scholarship is that 

when these researchers focus 

on the voices in the frame, the judge’s voice often overpowers the rest of the narrative voices. 

This happens in two ways. One is that most recipients give the judge more interpretational 

attention than the widow. The other is that when most recipients focus on the widow and her 

demand, how they interpret her voice is coloured by the judge silencent description of her. An 

example of the first is again Fitzmyer, who focuses on the judge almost exclusively in his 

commentary. Fitzmyer calls the parable “The Parable of the Dishonest Judge,” and thus leaves 

out the widow from the title. He also claims that this is mainly a parable about an unjust judge 

and not about what he calls “the importunate widow.”458 The widow seems for him to be 

almost a part of the setting for the one point of the parable, which the character of the judge 

shows. This one point, according to Fitzmyer is that “(i)f even an unjust judge can be 

prevailed upon to do justice, how much more will the upright God listen to the persistent 

prayer of his own.”459 In Fitzmyer’s interpretation, the widow seems to be a prop; she is 

completely ignored.  

An example of the other way the widow’s vice is ignored is from Luke Timothy 

Johnson (Sacra Pagina). Johnson writes: “The parable makes its point so forcefully and 

                                                 
457 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1176. 
458 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1176, 78 and 80. 
459 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1180.The judge thus holds significant theological value: He is a a minori ad maius – 

symbol of God Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1177. The widow, in contrast, does not have any symbolic meaning. She is 

neither important for identification, nor for theology. In contrast, the other contemporary biblical commentaries 

focus on both the judge and the widow, Sacra Pagina calls it a parable about prayer, and does not mention any of 

the characters.” (Johnson, Luke, 3, 268.) In EKK and the New Cambridge Bible Commentary, both the widow 

and the judge are in the title (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3. P? and Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 

479.). 

Parable Frame
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«Luke»

«The Lord»
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Figure 5.5. Luke’s voice as leading tune 
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humorously that little comment is required. Contemporary readers can easily imagine an 

enraged bag lady hitting the negligent magistrate over the head and literally “giving him a 

black eye.”460 This portrayal of a hysterical, desperate and violent woman can only come from 

the judge´s inner dialogue, not from the widow, nor from Jesus’ narration about her. To 

recapitulate, the widow says: “Grant me justice, or possibly vengeance, against my 

opponent!”, while Jesus says that the widow comes repeatedly or with endurance and talks 

when she approaches the judge. Johnson therefore must be listening to the judge, blended 

with imagination takes from his ow socio-cultural context. This also happens in more subtle 

ways in the interpretation of other scholars. Fitzmyer, for example, describes the widow’s 

actions as “continual nagging.”461 François Bovon, even though he at first seems to listen to 

Jesus and the widow, lets the silent voice of the judge come through when he calls the widow 

“hartnäckig” (stubborn), says she speaks with “schneidenen Imperative” (cutting imperative) 

and that she “pocht auf ihr Recht” (she pounds on her rights).462 

5.2.1.2. Feminist Scholarship 

The Widow (Sometimes Voices by the Judge)  

In the feminist New Testament discourse, in contrast to mainstream scholarship, scholars 

emphasise the widow. Schottroff, for example, argues that the widow’s demand for justice 

should determine the interpretation of the rest of the parable.463 Thus, Schottroff explicitly 

asserts that the widow’s voice should be the leading tune. The following quote shows 

Schottroff´s harmonious understanding of the parable´s voices, with the widow’s voice the 

other voices follow this leading tune: “Praying and crying to God against injustice describes 

the whole life of believers: their efforts, their protest against injustice. It describes also their 

trust in God, for they know that God acts very differently than the unjust judge.”464 Thus, for 

Schottroff, praying, from “Luke´s” voice, is praying for justice. Pistis, from “the Lord´s” 

                                                 
460 Johnson, Luke, 3, 273. 
461 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1179..  
462 “Hartnäckig”’s meanings range from persistent to stubborn and could well reflect the voices of Jesus and the 

widow. However, followed by the next quote, it reflects the judge. (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 191.)  
463 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 101. p. 116.  
464 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 102. 
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voice, is trust in a God 

who wants justice. In 

addition, the actions and 

words of the widow in the 

parable narrative (voiced 

by Jesus), is “…an 

example in which faith is 

pictured as the patient 

labor of resistance in 

everyday like, a crying for 

justice”.465 The voice of 

the judge, however, is not 

in agreement with the 

other voices, according to 

Schottroff. Unlike some of the Biblical Commentaries analysed above, Schottroff does not see 

the judge as a “from the lesser to the more”-image of God. To the contrary, the judge is the 

image of what is “diametrically opposite to God.”466 In Schottroff´s words: “The judge´s 

“sarcasm” is 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”467 Such a voice should not 

affect the understanding of the parable, as Figure 5.6 suggests. 

The widow’s demand for justice is also the interpretational focus in all three 

commentaries on this parable in Mary Ann Beavis’ edited book, The Lost Coin: Parables of 

Women, Work and Wisdom (2002). In her editor´s introduction, Beavis only presents v. 2-5 of 

the parable, which is the parable narrative. The voices in the frame are thus absent. Possibly, 

Beavis in this way argues that the parable narrative is the most significant and does not need 

the interpretative surrounding perspectives. All the three commentaries in the edited book also 

focus on the parable narrative and within it the widow.468 Matthews quotes Reid’s argument 

that Luke “… softens the parable´s impact by posing the widow as an example of persistent 

                                                 
465 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 116. “Faith” is Schottroff´s interpretation of pistis from “the Lord´s” voice, “the patient 

labor of resistance in everyday” is the widows actions (what Jesus is telling about) “a crying for justice” (is from 

“the Lord” comments). 
466 Schottroff, The Parables, 193. 
467 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 104. 
468 Although some of them also analyse the frame.  
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prayer, a docile and acceptable role.”469 Shelley argues that Luke´s main concern is to make 

this into a parable about prayer. This is so successfully done that Jesus and the widow are 

silenced.470 According to Scheele “This parable is like a large onion. To find the woman at its 

heart, we need to peel away many layers of Lukan interpretation within the text.471 Scheele 

also argues that the widow, who demands justice, reveals who God is.472 Thus, all the studied 

contemporary scholars with a feminist aim emphasise the widow and want her demand to 

dominate the interpretation of the parable feminists focus on the widow and her demand.  

What is surprising in the feminist discourse is that most of these and other scholars 

also let the judge’s silent and unethical voice describe how they understand the widow. A 

striking example is Mary W. Matthews. She writes “… this parable must have boggled the 

minds of its first audience: a mere woman, a widow – by definition in their minds, weak, 

foolish, silly, impotent, chattering, useless – was not only taking part in a court case, she was 

browbeating the judge!”
 473 Matthews also uses terms like “pestering” to describe the widow 

and writes that she wishes that Jesus would have said: “When the Messiahs comes, Mama will 

spank.”474 We also hear an echo of the judge´s voice in the metaphorical language Sheele uses 

to describe the widow´s actions: “She finds that justice by elbowing her way through the 

corrupt political machine.”475 Some of the same applies to another self-identified feminist, 

Amy-Jill Levine.476 She lets the judge´s opinion colour how she understands the widow when 

she characterises the widow as “nagging” and writes about the judge that: “By ignoring the 

woman, he faces physical threat.”477 Levine makes it clear that she will not use stereotypes 

about widows always being moral persons. Still, nagging and the threat of physical violence - 

that is the judge speaking. Also Schottroff, who in Lydia´s Impatient Sisters, is very clear that 

                                                 
469 Referred from B.E. Reid Choosing the better part, p. 194 
470 Carter Shelley, "A Widow without Wiles," in The Lost Coin. Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom, ed. 

Mary Ann Beavis (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 58 
471 Barbara Scheele, "´Will She Find Faith on Earth?´," in The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work and 

Wisdom, ed. Mary Ann Beavis (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 68. 
472 The widow seeks justice and shows faith on earth. God is here the female figure of Holy Wisdom, and shows 

us that God suffers with us, as shown  in The Book of Wisdom, Proverbs (8:1-4 and 8:20) and Wisdom of Jesus 

Sirach 35:14-19 (Scheele, "Will She," 69.). 
473 Mary W. Matthews, "“Go Thou and Do Likewise” " in The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work and 

Wisdom, ed. Mary Ann Beavis (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 50. 
474 Matthews, "Go Thou," 52. Barbara Scheele writes in the same book: “She finds that justice by elbowing her 

way through the corrupt political machine.”( Scheele, "Will She," 65.) However, this is the only time Scheele 

seems to listen to how the judge describes the widow. The third commentary, by Carter Shelley, seem to hear the 

voices of Jesus and the widow over the judge’s. 
475 Scheele, "Will She," 65. This “elbowing,” however, is the only example of Sheele listening to the judge 
476 As argued earlier, Levine is in a hybrid position in this chapter. As co-author of a Biblical commentary, she is 

a mainstream scholar. At the same time, she describes herself as a feminist.   
477 Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 486-87. 
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all descriptions of the widow as violent or hysterical are sexist slander,478 seems to be affected 

by the judge in her later book, The parable´s of Jesus, where she writes: “The widow also 

expresses her resistance by violating her social boundaries. She behaves loudly and 

aggressively in public; she may even scream and shout.”479 Annette Merz also writes that the 

widow’s potential violence is in the head of the judge. Still, Merz briefly lets the judge’s 

voice decide her understanding of the widow and writes that the widow “…pesters a powerful 

man,” and does not indicate that it is the judge, who thinks she does so.480 All these examples 

seem to agree with the opinion of the judge and not that of Jesus or the widow. An exception 

is Carter Shelley, who, in ways similar to the early Schottroff, sees violent or other 

stereotypical descriptions of the widow as product of the patriarchy. Shelley argues that this 

parable, both in the first and in the 21th century, is mostly understood incorrectly and in 

stereotypical ways… 

 

…to illustrate how a woman´s nagging can finally wear down the worst of scoundrels, leading to the 

woman getting what she wants in the end. Such a reading is commonly accepted and enjoyed in 

androcentric cultures which relish jokes about poor, henpecked husbands and use such material as a way 

of suggesting that since women already (indirectly) run the world through whining and nagging, there´s 

no reason to let them get the upper hand in other spheres.”481  

 

According to Shelly, interpretations of the widow as “nagging” make the widow’s demand 

irrelevant for readers or listeners. Such women will always get their will eventually. 

According to Shelley, these interpretations reshuffle the power dynamics in the parable when 

“…the unjust judge becomes a poor, helpless man, cruelly besieged a powerful, insistent, not-

to-be-denied woman.” 482 In the language of my analysis, we could say that such 

interpretations make recipients deaf to the widow’s voice. I will discuss this further later 

below.  

Thus, in contemporary scholarship, most mainstream scholars listen to Luke’s voice in 

the parable frame. When they focus on the parable narrative, the judge gets most of their 

attention. In addition, his voice affects the majority of these scholars understanding of the 

widow and her voice. Feminist scholars, in contrast, emphasise the widow and her demand. 

                                                 
478 According to Schottroff in this earlier book “…it is typical of sexism to slander women by accusing them of 

being violent” (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 114.). 
479 Schottroff, The Parables, 192. Skriv også hvor i Lydias… 
480 Merz, "How the Woman," 63 and 65. 
481 Carter Shelley, "A Widow Without Wiles," in The Lost Coin. Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom, ed. 

Mary Ann Beavis, A Widow (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 56. 
482 Shelley, "A Widow Without Wiles," 59. 
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However, their interpretations of the widow is also to a surprising degree influenced by the 

voice of the judge.  

 When we move back through time, does Martin Luther also ignore the widow’s voice? 

5.2.2. Luther and the widow 

Luke, the lord, and the judge. but not the widow?  

This parable is, as I have found, never the main focus of any of Luther’s preserved texts. 

Nevertheless, Luther refers or alludes to this parable quite extensively. I found 23 Luther-

texts, which mainly focus on other biblical texts, but which contain quotes from this parable 

or possibly reference it in other ways. However, despite his rather wide interest in this 

parable, only in one of these texts Luther explicitly makes meaning from the widow character.  

Similar to most of the mainstream scholars above, Luther seems to be more interested 

in the voices in the frame than those in the parable narrative. The voices of “Luke” and “the 

Lord” are referred to or interpreted the most, sometimes separately, sometimes in 

combination.483  

                                                 
483 An example of the first is in Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony. Here, Luther 

instructs: 

 

First, they should teach that God has commanded us to pray. Just as it is a great sin to commit murder so 

also it is sinful not to pray or to ask God for something. Indeed this commandment is meant to urge us 

on to pray. So great is the goodness of God that not only does he help those who ask for help but also 

bids us pray, as we read in Luke 18 and many other passages, which pastors should teach their people. 

If we knew of a prince who not only gave what was asked of him, but commanded everyone to ask for 

what he needed, we would look on such a one as a gracious master and ask much of him. (Martin 

Luther, "Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony " in The Works of Martin 

Luther, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann and C. Bergendoff, Church and Ministry II (1968), CH6.1.5, 279.) 

 

Thus, this parable, which might be what Luther refers to, when he says “Luke 18,” becomes an example or 

illustration of what praying is. Later in these Instructions Luther seems to combines Luke’s voice about praying 

with the Lord’s voice about God’s possible delay. 

 

Thirdly, the people are to be instructed to pray God both for temporal and spiritual things. Indeed each 

one is to be encouraged to bring his wants to God. One suffers from poverty, another from sickness, a 

third from sin, a fourth from lack of faith and another from shortcomings. Many therefore seek help of 

St. Anthony, or St. Sebastian, etc. But whatever it may be, help should be sought from God. And if God 

delays in helping us we should not therefore cease to pray, as we are taught in Luke 18. For in this 

manner God gives us practice in faith. Even if God does not give what we pray for, still we should not 

doubt that he has heard our prayer. We should realize that instead of what we have asked he will give 

something better. Committing such requests to him, we ought not set time or measure for his answer. 

How long did not Abraham and the other patriarchs have to wait before the promised land was given 

them? Such examples are plentiful in the Scriptures. (Luther, "Instructions." CH6.1, CH6.1.5, p. 280). 

 

In Lectures on Genesis, however, Luke’s summon to prayer is combined with the Lord’s voice about those who 

pray day and night.  
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I have also found that within the parable narrative, Luther gives the judge more 

interpretational attention than the widow, also similar to what contemporary mainstream 

scholarship does.484 In addition to The Sermon on the Mount where Luther dwell on the 

widow to some degree, only two more texts mention the widow. This is in his Commentary on 

Psalm Two and Lectures on Genesis.485 In The Sermon on the Mount Luther makes meaning 

                                                 
(…) for we, too, pray against Antichrist, the Turk and the sects. And we surely have very important and 

desperate causes—so much so that we are unable to think of or to understand any relief or help apart 

from imploring God’s mercy to hasten the coming of the Last Day. Therefore one must not cease 

praying, but those who are strong must cry out boldly, and those who are weak must cry out weakly, as 

Christ Himself says in Luke 18:7 about the godly, who cry out to Him day and night. (Martin Luther, 

Lectures on Genesis, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Works of Martin Luther 4. 55 vols. (Charlottenville: Past 

Masters, InteLex, 2013). Ch25.2.15 , p. 264).  

 

This is also the theme later in this Lectures: “Therefore one must not cease praying, but those who are strong 

must cry out boldly, and those who are weak must cry out weakly, as Christ Himself says in Luke 18:7 about the 

godly, who cry out to Him day and night” (CH25.2.15, p. 364). Thus, Luke’s or the Lord’s voices color how the 

begging voice of the widow should be interpreted.  
484 There is only one excerpt, where Luther mentions he widow without the judge. This text will be studied in 

detail under. However, there are more excerpts, where the judge are made sense of, but not the widow. For 

example, in Luther, "Lectures on Galatians.", Ch4.1, p. 384, Marin Luther, Selected Commentaries on the 

Psalms, Psalm 2, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Works of Martin Luther 3. 55 vols. (Charlottesville: Past Masters,  

InteLex, 2013). Ch2.1.5), 29-30, Luther, Lectures on Genesis., CH30.1.24, 362.  
485 In commentary on Psalm two, Luther mentions the widow seemingly as an example of praying (Luke’s voice) 

as crying to God day and night (The Lord’s voice): 

 

Moreover, another reason for this judgment and the ruin of the godless, besides the Son growing angry 

so quickly, is the fact that the pious also press for it in their prayers. And so as Christ says concerning 

the wicked judge and the widow: “God will also vindicate His elect, who cry to Him day and night. He 

will not delay long over them.” So it is in the Apocalypse: “He will come soon.” To us, indeed, who are 

suffering in the meantime, the wrath seems to be delayed a long time and to be very slow. For a hope 

which is slow in coming afflicts the heart. But for the godless it comes very swiftly. For when they 

think they are the safest, they will be ruined. And so they seem to perish in a moment. Now when they 

hear these warnings, they disregard them without concern. It is like the story that is told about a certain 

highway robber. When he was holding up a traveler, the man reminded him that he would be punished 

on the Last Day. “Oh, ho!” said the robber, “if the… (Luther, Selected Commentaries on the Psalms, 

Psalm 2. Ch2.1.13, p. 92) 

 

In Lectures on Genesis Luther mentions the widow and the judge as an example of how God no longer can 

endure our cries:  

 

Finally let us knock at the door with confidence and with incessant raps. Then we shall experience what 

James says (5:16): “The prayer of a righteous man has great power”; for it penetrates heaven and earth. 

God can no longer endure our cries, as is stated in Luke 18:5 about the unjust judge and the widow. But 

one should not pray only one hour. No, one must cry out and knock. Then you will compel Him to 

come. Thus I fully believe that if we devote ourselves to prayer earnestly and fervently, we shall prevail 

upon God to make the Last Day come.  

(Luther, Lectures on Genesis. Ch25.2.1, page 341) 

 

This again shows how the voices in the frame are leading tunes for Luther. In the parable story, the widow 

doesn´t cry, she is speaking (λέγουσα). The cry is from the Lord’s voice. Even though Luther does not seem to 

make meaning from the widow character in these quotes, he understanding of the widow might still be present. 

For example in the last text, when he writes “one must cry out and knock,” he might refer to his interpretation of 

the widow, who does cry, according to him, as my analyses of Luther’s Sermon of the sermon on the mount 

discusses.  

https://d.docs.live.net/71451767f7867794/Dokumenter/PHD/Enka/view?docId=luther_w/luther_w.26.xml;chunk.id=div.CH4.1;toc.id=front;brand=default;query=Luke%2018
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with the widow when he interprets Jesus’ command to “pray, seek and knock” in Matt 7:7-

8.486  

It would be possible to interpret the three statements to mean that He is repeating the same thing in 

different words to point to that constancy in prayer about which St. Paul admonishes in Romans 12:12: 

“Constant in prayer.” Then it would be equivalent to His saying: “It is not enough just to begin and to 

sigh once, to recite a prayer and then to go away. As your need is, so should your prayer be. Your need 

does not attack you once and then let you go. It hangs on, it falls around your neck again, and it refuses 

to let go. You act the same way! Pray continually, and seek and knock, too, and do not let go.” This is 

the lesson of the parable in Luke 18:1–8 about the widow. She was so persistent and importunate in her 

refusal to let go of the judge that he was overpowered and had to help her in spite of himself. How 

much more, Christ argues there, will God give us if He sees that we do not stop praying but go right on 

knocking so that He has to hear it? This is all the more so because He has promised to do so and shows 

that such persistence is pleasing to Him. Since your need goes right on knocking, therefore, you go right 

on knocking, too, and do not relent. For you have His Word, and He will have to say: “All right, then, 

you may have what you want.” St. James speaks of this in his Epistle when he says (James 5:16): “The 

prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects” if it is serious and persistent; and in support 

of this he cites the example from the Scriptures of the prophet Elijah (James 5:16, 17). By urging you 

not only to ask but also to knock, God intends to test you to see whether you can hold on tight, and to 

teach you that your prayer is not displeasing to Him or unheard, simply because His answer is delayed 

and you are permitted to go on seeking and knocking.487  

 

Luther says the following about the widow:488  

Learn from the widow, who eagerly and persistantly would not let go of the judge’s throat, and acted so 

outrageously, that he became convinced and had to help her, in spite of his own will.489  

                                                 
486 As often, Luther pulls on several different biblical texts in his interpretation.   
487 Martin Luther, The Sermon on the Mount, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Works of Martin Luther. 55 vols. 

(Charlottenville: Past Masters, InteLex, 2013), 7.11, p. 235-36. The Weimarer Ausgabe’s (WA) version of this 

text is:  

 

Man moechte aber die drey stueck dahin deuten, das er einerley mit andern worten widder hoelet an zu 

zeigen das anhalten des gebets, davon [Röm. 12, 12] auch S. Paulus Rom. 12. vermanet ‘Halten an am 

gebete’, Als solt er sagen:  Es ist nicht gnug anheben und ein mal seufftzen und das gebet her sagen 

und [18]darnach davon gehen, Sondern gleich wie die not ist, so sol das gebet auch thun, Denn sie 

greiffet dich nicht ein mal an und lesst darnach von dir,  sondern hanget jmer an und fellet dir widder an 

den hals und wil nicht ablassen. Also thu du auch, das du jmer bittest und dazu suchest und  [Luk. 18, 1 

–8] anklopffest und lassest nicht ab, gleich wie das exempel Luce .18. leret von der Widwen, die nicht 

wolt jrem Richter vom hals lassen mit geilen und anhalten und machtes so unverschampt, das er 

uberteubt ward und must jr on seinen danck helffen. Wie viel mehr (schleusset Christus daselbs) wird 

uns Gott geben, wenn er sihet das man nicht ablesst mit bitten sondern jmer und jmer klopfft, das er 

mus erhoren, sonderlich weil ers geheissen hat, und zeigt das er gefallen habe an solchem anhalten. 

Darumb wie die not jmer anklopffet, so klopff du auch jmer an und las auch nicht abe, weil du sein wort 

hast,  So wird er auch mussen sagen: Wolan so fare hin und habe was du begerest.  [Jak. 5, 16] Davon 

sagt auch S. Jacob jnn seiner Epistel, das das gebet des gerechten viel  [Jak. 5, 17. 18] vermag, wenn es 

ernstlich anhelt, und zeucht da zu das exempel Elie des Propheten aus der Schrifft &c.. So thuts auch 

Gott darumb das er dich treibet nicht allein schlecht zu bitten sondern an zu klopffen, das er dich 

wil versuchen, ob du koennest fest halten, und dich lere das darumb dein gebet nicht ungeneme noch 

unerhoret ist, ob er gleich verzeucht und dich offt lesst suchen und klopffen &c.. (Martin Luther, 

"Wochenpredigten über Matth 5-7," in D. Martin Luthers Werke. Gesamtausgabe. 32. Band (WA), ed. 

Paul Pietsch (Weimar: Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1906), Sermon, 493.) 
488 For this first excerpt, I will employ WA’s version of the text and translate it myself, since LW’s translation 

lacks some details. 
489 My own translation of “…leret von der Widwen, die nicht wolt jrem Richter vom hals lassen mit geilen und 

anhalten und machtes so unverschampt, das er uberteubt ward und must jr on seinen danck helffen” (Luther, 

"Wochenpredigten," 493.). Pelikan’s translatation is in Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 7.11, p. 235-36.) 
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In this quote, the widow is 

significant in Luther’s meaning-

making. She becomes an 

identification figure for Luther’s 

addressees; they are to learn from 

her. Which of the voices are Luther 

influenced by when he describes 

this significant widow? For Luther, 

the widow becomes an example of 

prayer. Thus, for this, he listens to 

Luke’s voice. In addition, the 

judge’s inner dialogue seems to determine how Luther describes the widow as outrageous and 

violent, similar to both mainstream scholarship and to a certain degree feminist scholarship. 

However, while the judge in the parable describes the widow as potentially violent, this 

violence has become realised when Luther’s widow is choking the judge. Thus, in this text, 

especially Luke’s and the judge’s voices seem to influence how Luther describes the widow 

and her actions, as the Figure 5.7.  shows. 

Another relevant aspect in this text describes Luther’s addressees’ need.490 How 

Luther descibes this need seems to be connected to his understanding of the widow. 

 

“As your need is, so should your prayer be. Your need does not attack you once and then let you go. It hangs on, 

it falls around your neck again, and it refuses to let go. You act the same way!”  

 

Both the widow and “your need” in Luther’s sermon repeatedly attack someone and will not 

let go of their throat. Thus, the widow does not only signify right prayer, but possibly also the 

reasons for such prayer. If this is the case, Luther has blended the story so that both the widow 

and the judge are identification figures for Luther’s addressees. The widow shows Luther’s 

“you” what prayer is to be. However, the judge shows them what the reasons for this prayer, 

namely their need. According to Luther, “your need” repetedly tries to choke his addressed 

“you”, like the widow does to the judge. Thus, if “your need” is similar to the widow, 

Luther’s addressed “you” is compared to the judge, to whose throut the widow clings. Luther 

                                                 
490 Not in German. 

Parable Frame

Parable Narrative

«Luke»

The 
widow

The 
judge

 
Figure 5.7. Luther and the Voices 

 



145 

 

might focus on the widow’s voice when he describes this need, since justice or vengeance 

could possibly be such a need. However, how Luther describes this need, is influenced by the 

judges’ silent muttering. In addition to Luther’s blending of the different parable voices, 

several intersectional situated stories might participate in this interpretational blend. He might 

draw on how he experiences his own needs, or the needs of those he addresses. In addition, 

Luther’s conceptualisations of both contemporary widows and judges might be involed. How 

gender and power might be part of this, will be discussed at the end of the chapter.  

To sum up, in 23 texts by Luther, where interpretation of this parable is involved, 

Luther makes meaning of the widow once. The voices of the frame seem to be the most 

influential for Luther. Within the parable narrative, he pays more attention to what the judge 

says, than what the widow’s voice. Thus, both the voices in the frame as well as the judge’s 

voice seem to be influential voices in Luther’s new blended stories. Sometimes one of them is 

leading tune, other times they sound together and interpret each other in harmonious ways. In 

the Sermon on the Mont, where the widow is significant as an identification figures for 

Luther’s addressees and possibly their need, it is still Luke’s and the judge’s voice, which 

mostly influense Luther’s descritpion of her.  

5.2.3 Antiquity and the widow 

The frame and possibly the widow 

Also in Antiquity, the voices in the frame seem to have most influence. Augustine is a 

representative for how many antique theologians consider this a parable about prayer, as seen 

in the following quote:  

He [The Lord] said: ‘We ought always pray and not to faint,’ and He used the example 

of a certain widow who wished to be avenged of her adversary, and who petitioned an 

unjust judge so often that she made him listen to her, not through any motive of justice 

or compassion, but through weariness of her importunity. In this way we were to be 

taught how surely the merciful and just God hears us when we pray without ceasing, 

since the widow, because of her continual petition, could not be treated with contempt 

even by an unjust and wicked judge (…).491 

 

For Augustine, as for many later recipients, the widow and her voice becomes an example of 

correct prayer. Other antique theologians have similar interpretations, where either Luke’s or 

                                                 
491 Aurelius Augustine, "Letters " in The Fathers of the Church, ed. S.N.D. Sister Wilfrid Parsons (Washington: 

Catholic University of America Press, 1966), 387–8. 
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the Lord’s voice function as leading tunes in the recipients new blended stories.492 When 

antique recipients focus on the parable frame, there are more preserved texts, which emphasis 

the judge than the widow, in similar ways as in Luther’s texts and for many mainstream 

scholars.493  

However, in contrast to these cases, in the instances when antique recipients describe 

the widow, they seem to listen to what Jesus says about her, as well as her own voice. Jerome, 

for example, emphasises her as an example of persistence, and does not describe her as 

desperate or violent.  

“How often did he beg me in his letters from across the sea to write something for him! How often did 

he remind me of the man in the Gospel who sought help by night, and of the widow who importuned the 

harsh judge!» 494  

                                                 
492 Related interpretational blends occur in John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, Origen and Martyrius. 

Chrysostom: “Dost thou wish to learn a third way of repentance? Fervent and diligent prayer, and to do this 
from the bottom of the heart. Hast thou not seen that widow, how she persuaded the shameless judge? But 
thou hast a gentle Master, both tender, and kind. She asked, against her adversaries, but thou dost not ask 
against thine adversaries, but on behalf of thine own salvation”. (Johannes Chrysosotomus, "De diabolo 

tentatore," in Three Homilies Concerning The Power Of Demons (http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf109.html, 

345-407).) Cyril: “The present parable assures us God will bend his ear to those who offer him their prayers, not 

carelessly nor negligently but with earnestness and constancy. The constant coming of the oppressed widow 

conquered the unjust judge that did not fear God or have any shame. Even against his will, he granted her 

request. How will not he who loves mercy and hates iniquity, and who always gives his helping hand to those 

that love him, accept those who draw near to him day and night and avenge them as his elect?” (Cyril, 

"Commentary on the Gospel of St. Luke," in COMMENTARY ON LUKE, HOMILY 119. (Studion Publishers, 

Inc), 478. Origin: “He prays for those who pray and appeals with those who appeal. He does not, however, pray 

for servants who do not pray continuously through him. He will not be the Advocate with God for his own if 

they are not obedient to his instructions that they always should pray and not lose heart. It says, “And he told 

them a parable to the effect that they should always pray and not lose heart. In a certain city there was a judge, 

etc.” … Who would hesitate a moment to be persuaded to pray if he believes that the mouth of Jesus cannot lie, 

when he says, “Ask, and it will be given you … for everyone who asks, receives” (Origen, "On Prayer," in An 

Exhortation to Martyrdom, Prayer and Selected Writings, ed. Origen (New York: Paulist), 101. Martyrius “As 

our Savior pointed out, even the cruel and wicked judge eventually looked into the poor widow’s case because 

she had wearied him with her insistence. It is quite clear that God does not neglect us. Even if he makes us wait, 

he will nonetheless answer us and see to our case all of a sudden. When we pray all the time, we should not 

weary. We should eagerly cry out to him day and night, begging him with a broken heart and a humble spirit. “A 

humble spirit is a sacrifice to God, and God will not reject a broken heart.” (Martyrius, "Book of Perfection," in 

BOOK OF PERFECTION 75, ed. Kalamazoo (Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1973), 233.) An exception is 

found in Ephrem the Syrian´s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron. In this text, he recognizes more of the 

voices. For Ephrem, the parable is both about persistence in prayer (“Luke´s” voice) and about justice (the voice 

of the widow/Jesus, and/or of “the Lord”). The following quote shows this: “If we persist in prayer, we should be 

even more able to prevail on the grace and justice of God to give us fruit that agrees with their nature. Let justice 

vindicate us, and let grace refresh us. Accordingly, the fruit of justice is the just reward of the oppressed, while 

the giving of refreshment to the afflicted is the fruit of grace.” (Ephrem, "Commentary On Tatian’s Diatessaron " 

in Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron: An English Translation of Chester Beatty Syriac MS 

709, ed. C. McCarthy, Journal of Semitic Studies Supplement 2 (Oxford, 1993), 250–51.). Biblical Patristica has 

an even broader collection of references and also suggest that Antiquity’s main focus was on the parable frame. 

27 preserved patristic writings comment on v. one: “Luke’s” voice. V. 6-8, “the Lord’s” voice, has 68 hits. 

However, most of these 68 text passages do not connect these verses to the longer parable. In contrast, the 

narrative has 20 hits. 
493 A search on BiblIndex gives 16 hits on v. v. 5 (the voice of the judge), but only four on v. 3 (the widow’s 

voice) 
494 Jerome, "Letters," in Letters, LCL (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2019), 286-87. loebclassics.com.  
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Thus, Jerome does not highlight anything else about her, than this importunity. For Ephrem, 

also, “persistence”, both in prayer and in general, seems to be the most important when he 

makes meaning with the parable.  

How was that unjust judge immoral and wicked? How was the upright judge gracious and just? The first 

in his iniquity was not willing to vindicate the widow, and in his wickedness, he was not willing to put 

her mind at rest. The justice of God knows how to vindicate, and his grace discerns how to give life. 

The iniquity of this wicked judge was contrary to the justice of God, and the wickedness of this rebel 

was in opposition to the grace of the gentle One. His wickedness therefore was stubbornness, for it 

dared to go against the fear of God. His boldness was stubborn, for it refused the lowly person. These 

two were stubborn, but persistent prayer was even more stubborn. The persistence of the widow 

humiliated both the iniquity that was rebelling against God and the boldness that was behaving 

arrogantly towards human beings. She subjected them to her will, so that they might provide her with a 

vindication over her adversary. Persistence transformed these two bitter branches, and they bore sweet 

fruit that was against their nature. The iniquity of the judge brought about a righteous judgment and a 

just retribution for the falsely accused woman. His wickedness gave peace to the afflicted one, although 

iniquity does not know how to judge, and wickedness does not know how to give refreshment. 

Persistence forced these two evil and bitter branches to give good fruit against their nature. If we persist 

in prayer, we should be even more able to prevail on the grace and justice of God to give us fruit that 

agrees with their nature. Let justice vindicate us, and let grace refresh us. Accordingly, the fruit of 

justice is the just reward of the oppressed, while the giving of refreshment to the afflicted is the fruit of 

grace.495  

 

According to Ephrem, the widow’s persistence is more stubborn than the wickedness and 

boldness of the judge. It was this persistence, which humiliated the judge and subjected him to 

the widow’s will. It is also the widow’s persistence, which make her an identificatiuon figure. 

However, again, she is an example of prayer for an Ephrem. 

These antique cases are thus the only instances where recipients, when they focus on 

the parable narrative, seemingly listen to the widow and Jesus more than they do to the judge. 

Thus, similar to the last parable, recipients in Antiquity are again an exception to both 

Luther’s and contemporary scholars’ interpretations. At the same time, most theologians from 

Antiquity interprets the widow’s demand and actions as prayer, as both Luther and most 

mainstream contemporary scholarship do. 

5.2.4. An ignored widow and the power of a silent voice  

Thus, most attested recipients have interpreted the various and possibly opposing voices in the 

parable as a harmony with one leading tune, with which the other voices tune in. It differs, 

however, which of these parable perspectives recipients have considered dominant. While 

feminist scholars emphasis the widow and her demand, most other recipients pay most 

                                                 
495 Ephrem, "Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron," 250–51. 
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attention to the voices in the frame. Luke, who says that this is a parable about persistent 

prayer, is listened to the most. Thus, for many recipients, this voice, or that of the Lord in the 

frame after the parable narrative, determines how they understand the parable narrative, 

including the widow and her voice. Within the parable narrative, the widow, who speaks 

aloud, has been overpowered by the silent inner dialogue of the judge. His “inside voice”, and 

even more than that, his “inner voice,” has become the “outside voice”. The majority of 

recipients have trusted this unethical voice and interpreted the widow along gender 

stereotypes, like the “bag lady” Johnson describes. Most feminist scholars, as well, who want 

to emphasise the widow, seem to be influenced by the judge. Why is this dodgy, silent voice 

so persuasive that even most feminists listens to it? Does it have to do with underlying 

assumptions about gender and authority? A judge, a man in an authoritative position, seems to 

constantly be attended to. This is also the case with a bad judge. Are even contemporary 

feminists so used to listening to a powerful man, no matter what and how he speaks, that his 

voice persuades them, even when they do not want it to?  

In addition, do recipients fail to hear the widow’s voice because they construe her in 

stereotypical ways? Even though the parable provides very little information about the widow, 

recipients assume quite a bit about her. In almost all the cases I have studied, recipient 

interpret her as a marginalised, deprived, despairing, maybe violent victim. In the former 

phases of the reception history, the only antique text I have found, which emphasises social 

factors in its interpretation of the widow, sees her as poor.496 Apart from this characteristic, 

antique reception, whether she is humble, desperate or poor, seem not to be of importance. In 

contrast, as discussed above, Luther’s widow is desperate. He also connects her to suffering 

and deprivation.497 In contemporary mainstream scholarship, Johnson understands her as 

“endemically vulnerable.” She has lost hope and courage, and therefore has to turn to 

desperate means.498 Bovon sees her as the embodiment of vulnerability.499 Levine and Ben 

Witherington, in The New Cambridge Bible Commentary, have a dual understanding of the 

widow. Witherington sees the widow as helpless, marginalized, and disenfranchised. At the 

same time, he sees her as a “moral exemplar”.500 In contrast to these scholars, Levine believes 

                                                 
496 Martyrius describes her as poor (Martyrius, "Book of Perfection," 233.). OBS: Easier in antiquity widows as 

poor, than wives? 
497 His text compares the need and suffering of Luther’s audience to the widow. The widow could, thus, also be 

seen as suffering and in need. 
498 Johnson, Luke, 3, 273. 
499 She is “die Verkörperung von Abhängigkeit und Sozialer Zerbrechlichkeit,”, the embodiment of dependence 

and social vulnerability“ (my own translation) (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 191.). 
500 Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 484. 
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listeners could construct her as active, subversive, rich and powerful, dangerous, a trickster, 

wise and demanding, in addition to being in need of help, marginalised or disfranchised.501 

Most other feminist do not share her understanding. In ways similar to most mainstream 

research, they interpret the widow as poor, marginalized and despairing, with a right to her 

claim to justice.502 Schottroff describes her as a victim of injustice.503 Carter Shelley writes: 

“The very word widow conjures images of economic insecurity, vulnerability, loneliness, and 

desperate need on behalf of herself and her children.”504 Most recipients, in all the studied 

phases of the attested reception history, seem to have understood the widow as entitled to the 

justice she, according to them, demands.505 Also in the cases where recipients perceive the 

widow as violent or potentially so, they seem to find her actions justified, since she, as poor 

and marginalised, allegedly has a claim to justice-and to be violent to get it. This is visible not 

only in Ben Witherington’s comment, when he calls her “a moral exemplar.” We also see this 

what Matthew hopes Jesus would have said: “When the Messiahs comes, Mama will spank,” 

as well as in Luther’s positive description of that the widow as an example of correct prayer 

when she “would not let go of the judge’s troat.” Thus, this widow seems to be stereotyped in 

varied ways; as poor and marginalised, and as desperate, hysterical, and thus potentially 

violent. In addition, she is stereotyped as a morally entitled. As presented in Introduction to 

Part 2, Gamble argues that female literary voices often are silenced through ridicule of their 

utterings as meaningless chatter or gossip.506 Scottroff, in Lydia’s Impartient Sisters also 

argues that is is typical sexist slander to accuse women of being violent. This is one way of 

dismissing this widow.507 Even though Schottroff in later Parables of Jesus briefly herself 

seems to be persuaded by this slandering voice, this is important criticism. Some of the 

studied cases clearly ridicule the widow, and thus silence her, as is also Shelley’s analyses. I 

                                                 
501 The intertexts she proposes are about the tricksters widows (see definition of “intertexts” in footnote 49), such 

as Tamar (Gen 38), Ruth and Naomi (Ruth 3, for ex), Abigail (2 Sam 3:3), the wise woman of Tekoa (2 Sam 

14:5), Bathsheba (2 Sam 11) and Judith (the book of Judith). Judith is also both rich and beautiful and an 

assassin. Or about the demanding widow of Sarepta (1 King 17). Levine also states that the New Testament 

knows of both rich widows and young widows with their own income, as well as poor widows who were 

dependent on the church (1 Tim 5). (Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 484.) Noe av dette heller I 

del tre… 
502 With Merz as a possible exception For Merz, the widow is definitely a victim of injustice. At the same time, 

she is definitely not helpless and despairing, “but empowered by the knowledge that she has God’s law on her 

side” (Merz, "How the Woman."p. 65). 
503 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 101. 
504 Shelley, "A Widow Without Wiles," 58. 
505 See discussions, p. x (Ignored?) 
506 See p. x.  
507 In line with Schottroff’s analysis, that to see this widow as violent is sexism. According to Schottroff, “… it is 

typical of sexism to slander women by accusing them of being violent” (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 114.) Still, 

Schottroff herself seem to listen to this slandering voice (see p. x).  
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agree with both Gamble, Shelley and Schottroff . In addition, I propose that other forms of 

stereotypical interpretations of the widow also might make it difficult for interpreters to hear 

her voice, namely that she is stereotyped as poor, margenalised and as morally entitled. 

5.3. Summing up: Are intersectional female characters ignored? 

Whose lives matters when we interpret a story? Which characters are emphasised and which 

are silenced, in such meaning-making processes? As my analyses show, the lives of the 

enslaved wife and possible daughters in Matt 18:23-35 hardly seem to matter in any of the 

cases of attested reception. Contemporary scholarship mostly ignores these characters, 

including scholars with explicit focus on slaves and women. Luther is also silent about them. 

In Antiquity, however, there are a few interesting exceptions, where recipients emphasize and 

make meaning from these characters, especially the wife. As we have seen, Chrysostom, Cyril 

and Chromatius see the wife and children either as means to teach their husband and father a 

lesson, or as negative figures: as those who are removed from God’s delights and separated 

from him, as well as the Jewish people’s wives, offspring, and synagogues. The slave wife 

and children are significant in these recipients theological meaning-making. They are not seen 

as desirable identification figures. However, they could still possibly could become such 

identification figures. With these exceptions, they remain props in the parable plots in most 

studied phases of their attested reception history.  

 On another level, the widow’s voice in Luke 18:1-8 is also ignored or silenced in a 

number of cases from Antiquity to contemporary scholarship, while other voices about her, 

including the judge’s negative words, cry out load. Recipients in Antiquity, Luther and 

mainstream scholars primarily see this as a parable about prayer, and thus hears Luke’s voice 

as the leading tune. Within the parable narrative the judge’s voice is mostly listened to. While 

feminist scholarship is an exception to the first tendency, antique recipients pays the least 

attention to the voice of the judge.  

What might be the reasons why these intersectional female characters are ignored? 

5.3.1. Intersecting plot roles and social roles 

Is it perhaps these characters’ plot positions, which make recipients ignore them to such a 

large degree? This could be the case for the endangered slave wife and potential daughters, 

which are only mentioned once in the parable narrative. Thus, their intersectional roles as 

slaves and as wife and children might be another reason why contemporary scholars and 
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Luther ignore them and the antique recipients use them to “think with” as means or negative 

figures. Possibly, the 

combinations of their 

narrative roles and 

intersectional social positions 

as slaves and wife and 

children, as shown in Figure 

5.8, make it easier for 

recipient to ignore them or interpret them as pawns in other characters’ games. 

  In this thesis’ parable material, all female slaves have marginal roles in the plots. For 

example, the only thing we hear about the female slaves in the parable about the “unfaithful” 

slave (Luke 12:42-48), is that they are beaten. In two other cases, the female slaves do not 

appear in the scenes themselves. Rather, others narrate them: Like in this parable where the 

wife and children are only present in the king’s threat to sell them. In The parable about the 

father with the two sons (Luke 15:11-32) the prostitutes are only mentioned when the elder 

brother accuses his younger brother of having spent their father’s fortune with prostitutes. 

Neither of these female slaves have any agency. They are props in the plots. In contrast to the 

enslaved characters, most of the free characters have prominent narrative roles. The ten 

virgins in Matt 25:1-13 are main characters: Half of them are protagonists and half 

antagonists, although they also function as stock characters, without individual differences. 

The 12 virgins in The Shepherd of Hermas are secondary characters, but have individual 

names and abilities. The wives are always main characters in the parables, except for this 

enslaved wife in Matt 18:23-35, and the friends and neighbours, who might be wives. The 

widow in Luke 18:1.8 is one of two main characters in the parable. The intersectional social 

and plot roles of these female characters seem to be interrelated. Those who are furthest down 

in the intersectional webs of dominion and marginalisation in “real life,” also have a less 

important narrative role: the more of a “prop” in “real life,” the more a prop in the parable 

plot.  

The free widow, who is a main character, has far more attested reception than the 

enslaved wife and potential daughters. Her plot or social position should not make recipients 

ignore her. Still, this happens to her voice. Chapter 6 and will analyse how contemporary 

mainstream scholarship also ignore the baker wife (Matt 13:33/ Luke 13:20-21/ Thom 96), 

and underrate the wife with the ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10), compared to comparable main 

 

Figure 5.8. Combination of intersectional socio-historical and plot 

roles. 
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characters in the two surrounding parables. These three female characters are both main 

characters and free women. Are there, thus, other possible explanations for why these 

intersectional female parable characters are ignored?  

5.3.2. Interpretational paradigms 

Another possible reason might be difference in interpretational paradigms and ideals. In 

Antiquity’s paradigm, where most parable elements are considered interpretationally 

significant, more recipients emphasise the slave wife and children. The exegetical traditions 

after Jülicher, where some elements fall outside of what scholars see as the main point of the 

parable, might be a reason why so many contemporary scholars ignore these minor characters. 

Luther’s theological hermeneutics might also be a reason why he ignores these characters.  

5.3.3. Sexism and silencing 

In addition, male bias or sexism possibly seem to decide which characters are ignored and 

which are emphasised. Most recipients, including feminists, seem to be persuaded by the male 

judge, even though this is an unethical character with a silent voice. In addition, whether 

attested recipients listen to the widow, might also be connected to the stereotypical or 

ridiculing ways the widow is interpreted by most of these recipients. Recipients seem to be 

death to what the poor, marginalised, morally entitled, desperate widows says. 

These last discussions takes us to the next chapter: Are intersectional female 

characters stereotyped.  
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Chapter 6. STEREOTYPED?  

 

 “(T)he “unclean” leaven reveals the point of the parable, not the woman kneading it 

through the dough—if she is mentioned at all, she is made out to be as “unclean” as 

the leaven!”508   

 

Mary Ann Beavis observes this about existing research on the parable about the baker wife. 

The previous chapter ended with asking why it is seemingly easier to believe an unjust and 

silent, but powerful judge than a poor, marginalised and desperate widow and whether 

stereotypical descriptions of this widow contributes to why so many recipients ignore her 

voice. This chapter will pick up these questions and discuss the extent to which intersectional 

female parable characters are stereotyped. As presented in the introduction to Part 2, this 

project sees stereotyping as simplistic, gender biased interpretations of female characters. To 

discuss this, I will employ conceptual blending method and analyse cases of attested reception 

of two parables with wives as main characters. These are the parables about the baker wife 

(Matt 13:33/ Luke 13:20-21/Thom 96) and the wife with the ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10). 

My starting point is especially contemporary mainstream scholarship’s, tendency to 

stereotype intersectional female parable characters, as analysed in Chapter 2.  

For the parable about the baker wife, I will start with how mainstream scholarship 

often sees the baker wife either as an insignificant detail or as unclean, and ask for reasons for  

these two ways of stereotyping this intersectional female character. Following this, I will 

study how feminist scholarship and earlier periods of the attested reception history interpret 

this wife and discuss the extent to which these recipients also stereotype her.  

The second intersectional female parable character, the wife with the drachmas, is by 

the majority of both feminist and mainstream scholarship seen as poor. I will ask how and 

why they construe this character this way. Then I will analyse whether Luther’s 

interpretations and power voices in Antiquity describe this wife as poor or in what other ways 

they interpret this wife.  

At the end of the chapter, I ask about possible connections between stereotyping and 

ignoring intersectional female characters. 

                                                 
508 Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: Feminist Interpretations of the Parables," 220. p. 220.  
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6.1. Are intersectional female character irrelevant details or scandalously 

unclean?   

The baker wife (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-21; Thom96) 

 

Etching by Jan Luyken illustrating the parable in the gospel of Matthew,  

from the Bowyer Bible (1795). 

 

Ἄλλην παραβολὴν ἐλάλησεν αὐτοῖς ὁμοία ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν ζύμῃ, ἣν λαβοῦσα γυνὴ 

ἐνέκρυψεν εἰς ἀλεύρου σάτα τρία ἕως οὗ ἐζυμώθη ὅλον. 

He told them another parable: The kingdom of the heavens is similar to sourdough starter, which a 

woman took and hid in three measures of flour, until all was leavened.  (Matt 13:33) 

 

Καὶ πάλιν εἶπεν· τίνι ὁμοιώσω τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ; ὁμοία ἐστὶν ζύμῃ, ἣν λαβοῦσα γυνὴ [ἐν]έκρυψεν 

εἰς ἀλεύρου σάτα τρία ἕως οὗ ἐζυμώθη ὅλον. 
20And again he said: To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? 
21It is similar tosourdough starter, which a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, until all was 

leavened.          (Luke 13:20-21) 
 
ⲡ̣[ⲉϫ]ⲉⲓ︤ⲥ︥ ϫⲉⲧ︤ⲙ︦ⲛ︥ⲧⲉⲣⲟ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲥⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲱ[ⲛ ⲁⲩ]ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲥϫⲓ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁⲉⲓⲣ ⲁ̣[ⲥϩ]ⲟ̣ⲡϥ ϩⲛ̄ⲟⲩϣⲱⲧⲉ ⲁⲥⲁⲁϥ 
ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ⲛⲟ[ϭ ⲛ̄]ⲛⲟⲉⲓⲕ ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲩⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ ⲙⲁ[ⲣⲉ]ϥ̣ⲥ̣ⲱⲧⲙ  
Jesus said: “The Kingdom of the Father is like [a] woman. She took a little sourdough starter, hid it in 

dough, and made it into [great] loafs [of] bread. He who has ears, let him hear!  (Thom 96) 

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Hagner claims the following about this parable: “Thus there is no 

need to allegorize details such as the woman, the three measures, or the whole lump of dough 

itself.” 509 Scott, as also mentioned in the same chapter, argues that all antique hearers would 

                                                 
509 Hagner, Word 33 A. p. 390, see 2.1.1. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Luyken
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bowyer_Bible
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have interpreted this woman as “unclean.”510 What might cause such stereotyping and how do 

recipients in other periods of the attested reception interpret this character?  First, I will show 

how these two ways of interpreting the baker wife are representative for contemporary 

mainstream research.  

6.1.1. Contemporary scholarship and the baker wife 

Irrelevant detail, unclean scandal or interpretational significant.  

6.1.1.1. Stereotyped as an irrelevant detail 

A majority of mainstream scholars seem to treat the only human character in this parable as 

an irrelevant detail, in line with the Hagner’s quote above. Some scholars, like William 

Foxwell Albright and C. S. Mann in The Anchor Bible, do not mention the baker wife at all.511 

In addition, Donahue only briefly mentions this parable.512  

Other scholars comment on the female character, but either explicitly state that 

interpreters should not make theological meaning from this character, or in praxis do not do 

so themselves.513 Snodgrass argues: “The woman is not a symbol for Jesus. The concern is not 

the woman, but the process of leaven fermenting a huge amount of dough.”514 This quote 

reveals a possible reason for this neglect. As discussed in Chapter 2, with the hermeneutical 

ideal of “one single point of comparison” inherited from Jülicher, focus on female parable 

characters disappears. Hagner is more explicit than Snodgrass, as Hagner’s longer quote in 

2.1.1 shows, where he writes that this parable has one main point in the parable, namely the 

dynamic power of the small amount of leaven.  

For a majority of mainstream scholars, the parable’s main point always seems to be 

something other than the female character. It is the rising or fermentation of the dough 

                                                 
510 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 326. See also 2.2.2.  
511 They hardly mention this parable. For example, they have no independent note for this parable, which they 

have for the comparable parable about the mustard seed (William Foxwell Albright and C. S. Mann, Matthew, 

ed. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman, vol. 26, The Anchor Bible, (New York: Doubleday, 

1971), 169.)  
512 He does analyse the comparable parable about the mustard seed (John R. Donahue, In Parable. p. 36-39). 
513 Neither Bovon nor Luz seem to find this wife significant in their interpretations (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3. 

And Luz, EKK, 1; Luz, Matthew 8-20 : A Commentary.) Arland J. Hultgren hardly mentions the female 

character, except when he introduces the version in the Gospel of Thomas (Hultgren, The Parables.p. 404-405). 

Except from that, she seems to be irrelevant in his study. In comparison, the male character is not much more in 

focus (p. 392-403). In Ostmeyer’s study, the female character hardly plays any role in the interpretation. It could 

have been any character who hides sourdough in flour, or it could have been a parable without a human character 

(Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 186.). Müller hardly mentions her (Müller, Kommentar til 

Matthæusevangeliet, 3.). 
514 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 233.  
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(Jülicher,515 Jeremias,516 Dodd,517 Bovon,518 Snodgrass519), the hiding of the ζύμη (Funk,520 

Ostmeyer,521 Mogens Müller522), or both the hiding of the ζύμη and the fermentation (Luz523).  

Thus, the female baker becomes a “detail”, which is viewed as irrelevant for the interpretation 

of the parable, in line with Hagner’s quote.  

Not all these scholars would say they have a “one single point of comparison”-

approach. For example, Snodgrass argues that Jülicher’s one point-interpretations of parables 

is too narrow.524 However, according to him, there are some parable elements intended to be 

interpretational significant, while others are not.525 For this parable, as we have seen, the 

baker wife is not.  

Some scholars 

employ a syntactic 

argument to describe 

what is relevant and 

what is not in this 

parable. According to 

this point of view, the 

kingdom in the 

synoptic gospels is 

not compared to the 

baker wife, but to the 

ζύμη. We find such a 

                                                 
515 Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden. P. 580-581. The parable do not say how, when and how far the kingdom will 

grow. Only that it will reach its goal.  
516 Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. P. 149. Interpretations point for J (this together with mustard seed): This 

little flock of Jesus, his “small band, through God’s miraculous power – swell into the might host of God in the 

Messianic Age, embracing the Gentiles 
517 Dodd, The Parables, 143. This is, however, since the parable is placed together with the mustard seed 

parable. If it had been alone, the point would have been the sourdough. 
518 Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 420. 
519 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 233. 
520 Funk, Funk on Parables. P. 104.  
521 Ostmeyer claims that this parable narrative is written as a chiasm, where the hiding of the dough is at its 

center. The hiding of the sourdough should thus also be the focus of the interpretation. This is strengthened since 

there is no kneading of the dough. That would have been the normal way of baking.  (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet 

nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 185.).  
522 Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 3. P. 319.  
523 Luz, EKK, 1. P. 334 and Luz, Matthew 8-20 : A Commentary. P. 263. 
524 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 26. 
525 Snodgrass argues that parables are “…analogies, that show pieces of reality but may contain other elements 

for a variety of purposes.” Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 71. See also p. 26-27.   
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Figure 6.1: Mainstream scholarships and the baker wife as an irrelevant detail 
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syntactic argument for saying so as recent as in Arland J. Hultgren’s The parables of Jesus: A 

Commentary (2000) and Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer’s treatment of the parable in Kompendium 

der Gleichnisse (2007).526  

In addition to this syntactical argument, Ostmeyer employs knowledge about ancient 

rhetorical strategies to further argue that it is not the wife, but the sourdough that is the 

interpretational center of the parable. According to Ostmeyer, this parable is structures as a 

rhetorical chiasm, where the hiding of the dough is located at its center. The hiding of the 

sourdough should thus also be the interpretational focus.527 See Figure 6.1. for a visualization 

of such a blending.  

These scholars do not always stick to their hermeneutical ideal of “one single point,” 

however. Even though Hagner finds no need to allegorize “details” such as the baker woman 

and the three measures of flour, as quoted above, he still goes on to give some sort of 

interpretation, possibly allegorical, of one of these so-called details, namely that the large 

amount of flour might have to do with “eschatological fulfillment.” He does not, however, 

interpret the female character.528  

In addition, these scholars sometimes treat male characters differently than they treat 

female characters. Our parable shares many similarities with the parable about the mustard 

seed, which a man took and sawed in his field (Mark 4:30/Matt 13:31-32/Luk 13:18-19/Thom 

20). From the first attested interpretations, these two parable have often been read together.529 

These two parables are In Matt and Luke placed next to each other and have the same 

syntactic structure.530 Most of these scholars do not see the male sower in this parable as the 

parable’s point. Still, the male character is often in subtle ways more in focus than the female 

baker is. Müller writes about the male sower, that “the man in v. 32 is obviously again the son 

                                                 
526 For Hultgren, the subject in the sentence (the sour dough) is significant in the meaning production (Hultgren, 

The Parables, 404.). Ostmeyer writes: “Syntaktisch kommt die Frau und ihrem Nehmen ebenso wie dem 

Weizenmehl und seiner Quantität innerhalb der Parabel eine Nebenrolle zu.” (Syntactically, the wife and her 

actions play secondary roles inside the parable, in the same way as the flour and its quantity do. My own 

translation). (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 186.  
527 Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 185. 
528 As also described in 2.1.1 (will cut one of them). 
529 They are also connected through “Another parable he told them”/”and again he spoke.” The gospel of 

Thomas does not have them together. Mark only has the mustard seed parable. For a possible parallel between 

first this male and then this female character see Sara Parks, Gender in the Rhetoric of Jesus : Women in Q 

(Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2019), 51-150.).  
530 ἄνθρωπος might be a human being of both sexes. However, the New Testament material only employs the 

masculine, according to Bauer (Bauer, "BDAG," 81.). Therefore, I translave it “man”.  
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of man” while he hardly mentions this female character.  531 The before-mentioned Hagner 

compares the small mustard seed that becomes a tree, to Jesus with his small amount of 

disciples that become the huge universal church.532 Event though Hagner does not state that 

the male sower signifies Jesus -the main point of this parable is, according to him, how 

something small can become very big, still, implicitly, the man with the small seed might be 

compared to Jesus with his “small” amount of disciples. In contrast, Hagner does not mention 

Jesus when he explains the parable with the wife baking.533 Snodgrass also does not claim that 

the male character is theologically relevant. However, he gives other scholars’ interpretations 

of the male character much more space than he does with the female character.”534 See also 

how Albright, Mann and Donahue in notes above comment more on the parable about the 

man with the mustard seed than the wife with the sourdough. Thus, the gender of these two 

characters, who have comparable roles in the parable, seem to be involved in the extent to 

which they are found interpretational significant. To, in this way, narrow the baker wife down 

as an irrelevant detail, while a comparable male character is more significant, is one way 

contemporary mainstream scholarship stereotypes intersectional female characters.  

6.1.1.2. Stereotyped as unclean 

When modern “non-feminist” scholars do make meaning from this female character, they 

often interpret her in narrow or gender biased ways. The most explicit version, as discussed in 

2.1.2, is that Scott interprets the baker wife as unclean. Another example of stereotyping is 

that scholarship prior to Schottroff almost uniformly sees the baker as a housewife. Very few 

scholars mention that she could have been a professional baker.535 In the following, I will 

focus on the baker wife as an impure or unclean character, since this is the most explicit 

example of stereotyping of intersectional female characters.  

  Other scholars share Scott’s understanding of the baker wife as unclean. Amy-Jill 

Levine refers to the Jesus seminary, of which Scott was part, as a source for this 

interpretation. According to Levine, also several feminist theologians, like Susan Marie 

Praeder and Barbara Reid, also interpret Jewish women as unclean as part of their feminist 

                                                 
531 Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 3, 319. My own translation from the Danish: «Manden i v. 32 er 

åbenbart igen menneskesønnen.“) 
532 Hagner, Word 33 A, 387. 
533 In fact, he does not have any explanation of Matt 13:33. He only writes in brackets that “for comments 

appropriate to the parable about the leavened loaves, see the Explanation section for the preceding pericope.” 

(Hagner, Word 33 A, 391.) 
534 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 233. 
535 For example, Jülicher and Jeremias both describes her as a “Hausfrau” (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden. p. 577 

and Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. P. 147). See also Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 87. 
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project. This will be discussed further below.536 Since Scott’s interpretation of the wife as 

unclean is the most characteristic of this view, I will analyse his interpretation of the parable 

in further detail in the following.  

6.1.1.2.1. Scott’s unclean woman as a scandal 

“Woman as a symbolic structure was associated in Judaism, as in other Mediterranean 

cultures, with the unclean, the religiously impure,” Scott writes.537 Because of this, a woman 

as a main character in a parable about the kingdom, would have been heard as a scandal.538  

According to Scott, the woman is not the only “unclean” element in the parable. Both 

the ζύμη – which he translates “leaven” - and the fermenting process were, according to Scott, 

viewed as destructive and corruptive, both in the biblical material and in Antiquity 

generally.539 In addition, listeners to this parable would also have interpreted the hiding of the 

ζύμη in flour as dubious.540 This “negative triad” makes Scott write the following about what 

he calls ‘a hearer’ of the parable: “Frustration is now intensified: how can the kingdom be like 

leaven, a woman, and hiding? Surely the proper terms are unleavened, a man, and open?”541  

Scott applies two argument when he describes the baker wife as unclean. First, 

according to him: “This is so well established that it needs no comment.”542 In addition to this 

“everybody knows”-argument, Scott employs Jer 7:18 as an intertext to say that the baker 

woman should be interpreted in negative ways. Jer 7:18 says: “The children gather wood, the 

fathers kindle the fire, and the women knead dough.”543 Scott applies this intertext to say that 

baking normally was a family activity, where everybody participated. Since the woman is 

alone in our parable -the others are “blocked out”- there is thus an unusual amount of focus on 

the woman, which would be striking for listeners and strengthen the interpretation of her as 

                                                 
536 Levine, Short Stories, 125-26. Beavis refers to the earlier The Parables of Jesus: The Red Letter Edition by 

Robert Funk, Bernard Brandon Scott, and James R. Butts, (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1988), 29, for the source of 

such a view. 
537 Scott, Hear Then the Parable., 326.  
538 Scott, Hear Then the Parable., 312-13.  
539 They would all understand ζύμη and this parable the same way as people today understand the proverb “one 

rotten apple spoils the whole barrel” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 324). “One Rotten Apple” is also the title 

he gives his treatment of the parable. This contagious rottenness is the main point of the parable narrative, 

according to Scott. This was the case for both Jewish and other antique listeners. He writes: “In Israel there is an 

equation that leaven is the unholy everyday and unleavened the holy, the sacred the feast.” (p. 324). In addition, 

it was also allegedly so for the total of antique audiences. Scott writes about ζύμη that “…only the negative sense 

is evident in ancient literature (Scott, Hear Then the Parable., 321). 
540 See below. 
541 As presented in 2.1.2. 
542 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 326. 
543 Scott’s translation. 
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unclean.544 In addition, according to Scott, this text shows that the parable about the leaven 

does not describe “normal” baking, which is to knead.545 To hide the leaven in flour is thus 

strange, and requires interpretational attention.  

In Scott’s interpretation, the unclean woman and unclean leaven seem to be connected. 

According to Scott, all antique listeners to the parable about the leaven, as he calls it, would 

have understood the leaven as having a contagious rottenness.546 Scott writes:  

 

Leaven belongs to conventional language (what is common in a specific time), to an established 

metaphorical network. That leaven in the ancient world was a symbol for moral corruption has long 

been recognized.”547 

 

In addition to this second “everybody knows”- argument, Scott also claims that the “physical 

characteristics” of the leaven “support the metaphor for corruption.”548 Scott does not say 

what he means by the “physical characteristics of leaven.” Is this how the sourdough looks? 

Smells? Feels? Raises? Tastes? Scott also employs some intertexts to describe the ζύμη as 

unclean. One text is Jesus’ warning about the sourdough of the Pharisees, Sadducees and 

Herod.549 Two others are when Paul writes “a little leaven leavens the whole lump” in Gal 5:8 

and 1Cor 5:6-8.550 Scott uses most space on 1Cor 5:6-8. In this passage, Paul writes: 

 

                                                 
544 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 326. 
545 Similar to how Funk focuses on the features in parables, who he sees as not fitting into everyday life (as 

criticized by (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 86.) 
546 They would all understand it the same way as people today understand the proverb “one rotten apple spoils 

the whole barrel” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 324). “One Rotten Apple” is also the title he gives his 

treatment of the parable. This contagious rottenness is the main point of the parable narrative, according to Scott. 

This was the case for both Jewish and other antique listeners. He writes: “In Israel there is an equation that 

leaven is the unholy everyday, and unleavened the holy, the sacred the feast.” (p. 324). In addition, it was also 

allegedly so for the total of antique audiences. Scott writes about ζύμη that “…only the negative sense is evident 

in ancient literature (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 321.). 
547 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 324. Scott writes: “That leaven in the ancient world was a symbol for moral 

corruption has long been recognized.” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 324.) He quotes A. Kennedy, who 

writes that “In the view of all Antiquity, Semitic and non-Semitic, panary fermentation represent a process of 

corruption and putrefaction in the mass of dough.” (A. Kennedy. “Leaven.” Encyclopedia Biblica, 2752-54. 

London: A. and C. Black. 1902). Later, he also refers to Israel Abraham, who in Studies in Pharisaism and the 

Gospels. (Library of Biblical Studies. New York: Ktav, 1967 (1917, 1924), p. 328) says than in Rabbinic usage, 

leaven is something negative. 
548 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 324 (?). 
549 Matt 16:6-12, with parallels in Mark 8:15 and Luke 12:1. In Matthew, it is the leaven of Pharisees and 

Saducees. I Mark, however, it is the sourdough of the Pharisees and Herod, for Luke, only the Pharisees. Luke 

further writes that ζύμη is take to mean hypocrisy (ὑπόκρισις), while it in Matt 16:12 it is said to be the teachings 

(διδαχή) of the Pharisees and Saducees). 
550 In both instances, Paul, according to Scott, plays with a common saying, which for all listeners would mean 

the same as the modern proverb “one rotten apple spoils the whole barrel,” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 

324.) 
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Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole batch of dough? 7Clean out the old yeast so that 

you may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened. For our paschal lamb, Christ, has been 

sacrificed. 8 Therefore, let us celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the yeast of malice and evil, 

but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.551 

 

Scott lets this be interpreted by Ex 12:15-20. In Ex 12:15-20, JHWH commands the people to 

eat unleavened bread for seven days, from the tenth day of the first month. In this period, all 

leavened bread should be removed from all houses. For Scott, the fact that leaven had to be 

removed during the festival signifies that leaven was something bad, corrupt and unholy.552  

According to Scott, because of leaven’s “conventional negative proverbial 

character”553 listeners to the parable would have been appalled, shocked, frustrated and 

disoriented when they heard that the divine kingdom was compared to leaven,554 similar to 

how they would react when they heard about a female main character.  

Scott’s interpretation of leaven as unclean and corruptive is a wider shared view in 

contemporary scholarship. Scott is here in line with a multitude of scholars from Jeremias to 

the recent Müller.555  

                                                 
551 NRSV. However, I have changes their «yeast” to “leaven,” since this is the term Scott uses.  
552 Scott writes: “In Israel there is an equation that leaven is the unholy everyday, and unleavened the holy, the 

sacred, the feast.” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 324). 
553 “Given the conventional negative proverbial character of leaven, a hearer initially responds with shock and 

wonder. How can the kingdom be like leaven? Surely the appropriate conventional metaphor is unleavened?” 

(Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 325). In this way, according to Scott, the hearer is confronted with frustration 

and disorientation.  
554 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. P. 325. 
555 Jeremias believes the first audience would understand leaven as “malice and wickedness”, the way Paul uses 

it in 1 Cor 5:6 and that Jesus was using something negative to say something positive (Jeremias, The parables of 

Jesus. p. 149.). According to Funk, the unleavened represents the holy and the unleavened the profane. He 

writes: “God’s imperial rule inverts the terms of the sacred and the profane” (Funk, Funk on Parables.p. 104.). 

Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza calls the leavening a corrupting process, even though this corruption is a positive, 

deconstructive activity. She writes that the leaven mixed into flour by the baker wo/man is the ’fomenting’ and 

’corrupting’ activity of Divine Sophia at work through feminist theologies. (Schüssler Fiorenza, Sharing Her 

Word, 181-82. Susan Marie Praeder writes that: “Leaven and leavening were also associated with corrupting 

influence, ritual uncleanliness, and spoilage”(Praeder, The Word, 24.). Still, since the idea of corruption is not 

applied to leaven and leavening in this parable, it should be excluded from the interpretation of the parable 

(Praeder, The Word, 26.). In addition, Bovon believes the “people of Israel” understood the Sauerdough as a 

negative element, Despite the positive fermenting effect (“Trotz dieser positive Wirkung wurde der Sauerteig als 

negatives Element betrachtet.” It would thus be shocking  for Jewish ears to hear about it in connection to the 

divine kingdom (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 418-19.) Luz is of the same opinion (Luz, Matthew 8-20 : A 

Commentary. P. 262). P. 418-419. Other recent works do not see sourdough as something purely negative in the 

New Testament, HB or Antiquity. For example, Osmeyer sees it as an ambivalent term, which is used in both 

positive and negative ways in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom 

Sauerteig).", p. 188-189). Levine believes most listeners would have positive associations to the term, but that it 

could be used as “good” and “bad” sourdough (Levine, Short Stories, 122.). Snodgrass does not see the 

sourdough as a negative metaphor. However, he feels the need to discuss it. One of Snodgrass’ main questions to 

this text is: “Is leaven always a negative symbol?” (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent., 288.) Still, according to Uwe-

Karsten Plisch: «the provocation characteristic of sayings of Jesus lies in using yeast as a positive metaphor, 

which is unique in early Christian literature and only found in this simile. Yeast is usually a rather disreputable 
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(the following paragraph might be moved to Part 3:) In this analysis of mainstream 

scholarship’s interpretation of this parable, it is useful to ask whom Scott’s and other 

researchers’ see as recipients to these parables. Like many contemporary scholars, Scott 

writes about ‘the first hearer” without giving more information about these listeners.556 From 

what he writes, however, we can attempt to reconstruct them. Scott’s recipients all know that 

both a woman and leaven is something unclean and impure. The leaven, but possibly also the 

baker woman, is contaminating in its impurity.557 In addition, Scott’s listeners seem to get 

their knowledge about sourdough and baking exclusively from a few biblical stories, and not 

from, for example, baking or eating bread. More recent metaphor theory presented in 

3.3.1.1.1could possibly supply Scott’s CMT understanding of metaphors as shared by all 

people in a certain period. Scholars like Yu and Kövesces argue that metaphors are just as 

individually conceptualized, as they are universal or shared. This is due to life stories, cultural 

understanding and bodily experiences. In Chapter 10, I will propose other sources recipients 

could have evokes to make meaning of this parable, such as experience with baking or 

different associations to the possible result of this baking, namely bread. Such intersectional 

situatedness could possibly also have made recipients evoke other intertexts or interpret these 

intertexts in other ways than Scott’s listeners do. 

 

6.1.1.2.2. All female characters are unclean scandals 

Scott also sees the wife with the drachmas as impure.  

“A hearer is caught up in the search, the search of a woman, the search of a woman for a thing of little 

intrinsic value. Thus is the kingdom. This parable is a burlesque, similar to the mustard seed (…), or the 

father’s embarrassing greeting of his prodigal son and his tolerance of the elder son, or their recruiting 

of only the outcast to fill up the banquet hall. The burlesque may even dampen a hearer’s enthusiasm for 

the search. And it is a woman’s search, not that of a mighty warrior or even an eminent rabbi. On 

reflection, a hearer begins to understand at the parable’s proposed metaphorical network for the 

kingdom is less than anticipated and may even be a burlesque of the traditional expectations. Yet most 

serious is the scandal of identifying God’s ruling, kingly activity with the unclean.” 558 

                                                 
agent (cf Mark 8:15 and parallels; 1 Cor 5:6-8 and the proverbial usage in gal 5:9). (Uwe-Karsten Plisch, The 

Gospel of Thomas: Original Text With Commentary (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2008). P. 213 and the 

recent Danish commentary on the book of Matthew, writes that sourdough in the rest of the New Testament 

appears as negative (Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 3.p. 319). The dictionary BDAG also claims 

“that which negatively permeates attitude or behavior” is the only other meaning of the term than “fermented 

dough, leaven” (Bauer, "BDAG," 208.). 
556 See, for example, Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 324 
557 I agree with Beavis and Levine that Scott’s interpretation of the baker wife and the leaven reinforce each 

other. Ref will come.   
558 According to Scott, the parable “depends on the ironic observation that what is of little value is of high value 

to God” (Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 310.). Scott, Hear Then the Parable.p. 312-313. Men det sier så mye om 

underrated.. 



163 

 

 

Since it is an unclean woman who searches, this parable is, according to Scott, a burlesque. 

Scott hermeneutical model for interpreting both these parables seems to be to search, not only 

for the strange, but also for the scandalous and the burlesque. I will discuss this further at the 

end of this chapter. 

6.1.1.2. “The bearer of the action” 

Feminist scholars have criticized modern and non-feminist research for their lack of focus on 

this female main parable character. Holly Hearon and Antoinette Clark Wire criticize scholars 

for focusing so much on the leaven that the female character disappear.559 Praeder argues that 

the parable does not only compare the kingdom to the ζύμη, but also to the woman and her 

work.560 Schottroff claims that the baker wife in the synoptic versions “is the bearer of the 

action just as much as in the Gospel of Thomas.”561 She criticized previous scholarship for 

both ignoring this character and making women’s work invisible and thus theologically 

unimportant.562  

If we analyse Schottroff’s interpretation, the baker wife is not an insignificant detail. 

Nor is she stereotyped as unclean or a housewife. Rather, according to Schottroff, she could 

be either a housewife or a working woman. In addition, she is of high theological relevance. 

According to Schottroff: 

“Her hands, which 

knead the bread dough, 

become transparent of 

God’s actions.”563 For 

Schottroff, whose 

interpretations also seem 

to be in the anti-

allegorical tradition after 

Jülicher, this baker 

                                                 
559 Holly Hearon and Antoinette Clark Wire, "Women’s Work in the Realm of God," in) The Lost Coin. 

Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom, ed. Mary Ann Beavis (London/New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 

2002). p. 138. The title often given to the parable: “The Parable about the Leaven suggests this neglect.  
560 Praeder, The Word, 22. 
561 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 87. 
562 Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 79-80. 
563 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 85. 
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Figure 6.2. Schottroff and the Baker wife. 
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woman does not signify God. However, through what she calls a metaphorical leap, women’s 

work and everyday lives are transparent of God and God’s work. Schottroff employs the 

Lord’s prayer’ “Give us today our daily bread (Matt 6:11; Luke 11:3) as an intertext to 

interpret this parable as one way God provides daily bread, as Figure 6.2 shows. Even though 

Schottroff emphasises this character and interprets her in broader ways than mainstream 

scholarship, is she possibly also stereotyping her? Schottroff sees this parable mainly as 

relevant for the poor.564 Possibly, she sees this baker woman also as poor. As will be 

discussed later in this chapter, Schottroff also interprets the wife with the drachmas as poor. In 

addition, Schottroff, similar to Hearon and Wire, focuses on the baker wife as a “woman.” 

Even though all these scholars have written about baking as the work of both free women and 

slaves, none of them suggests that this could have been a slave wife.565 Praeder, in contrast, 

offers the possibility that this might have been a freeborn woman, a freedwoman or a slave 

woman.  566 Neither Schottroff nor the other feminist scholars ask about this baker woman’s 

marital status; whether she could have been an unmarried woman or a widow, or about her 

age or ethnicity. 

Thus, in feminist scholarship, which criticizes male scholarship for stereotyping 

female parable characters, some stereotyping possibly still possibly happens. These scholars 

interpret the baker wife as a “women” without asking about which intersections of legal, 

ethnic or marital roles she could be studied in. Schottroff might also see this character poor. In 

addition, as Levine points out, some self-identifying feminists stereotype the character as an 

unclean Jewish woman. What could possibly happen to the interpretation of this baker wife 

and her parable it these “other” questions were asked? I will explore this in the next part of 

the thesis. 

When we now go back in time to Luther and Antiquity, I will ask how these recipients 

interpret the baker wife and whether stereotyping might take part in these interpretations. 

6.1.2. Luther and the baker wife 

She bakes the justifying Word of God into our conscience 

                                                 
564 Schottroff, Lydia´s, 86. 
565 Schottroff writes about the invisible hands of slaves of both genders, as well as of “women” (Schottroff, 

Lydia´s. p. 81). Thus, Schottroff distinguished between women and female slaves. Hearon and Wire have “class” 

as an analytical category and discusses women, who could not afford slaves to do their work (Wire, "Women’s 

Work in the Realm of God," 140, 42-43.) 
566 Praeder, The Word, 34-35. 
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Up until the dawn of modern parable research, recipients seem to have found the female 

character in this parable highly significant in their interpretation.567 In contrast to 

contemporary scholarship, the baker wife is mostly interpreted in positive ways. Recipients 

often interpreted her theologically as a symbol of Christ, or the church.568 In Luther’s 

preserved writings, we find both these interpretations, as we see in his Lectures on Galations. 

 

For this reason Matt. 13:33 says: “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven which a woman took and hid in 

three measures of meal, till it was all leavened.” The “woman” namely, the church, or the wisdom of 

God, “takes the leaven,” that is, the Word of the Gospel, “and hides it…” because the Word of faith 

thrives within the conscience, not in the outward works of the Law, as we read in Ps. 119:11: “I have 

laid up Thy Word in my heart.” For faith justifies spiritually in the sight of God. “In three measures of 

meal” means in the definite number and measured sum of His elect. For according to Jerome, satum is 

related to a Hebrew word for a kind of measurement customary in the province of Palestine. It has a 

capacity of a peck and a half. And it is just about this much that women usually take for meal that is to 

be leavened. So whatever symbolic interpretation anyone may have for the three “measures” must be 

allowed, provided that one understands it as a definite number and a measured sum of people, whether 

by election on the part of the Holy Trinity or otherwise. “Till it was all leavened”; that is, as I said 

above, the faith by which we are spiritually justified is, so to speak, a hiding of the leaven and a sort of 

commingling of the Word of God with our soul. The effect of this is that it chastises the flesh, destroys 

sin, and purges out the old leaven, so that it alone holds sway in all members and leavens the whole 

person.569  

 

The baker wife is, thus for Luther, both the church, and the wisdom of God, namely Christ.570 

As this, she is important in Luther’s new blended story about how “the Word of the Gospel” 

works and justifies peoples’ consciences through faith. Thus, according to Luther: “the faith 

by which we are spiritually justified” is, so to speak, a hiding of the leaven and commingling 

of the Word of God with our soul.571 In ways similar to Luther’s case in the last chapter and 

the cases in the next chapter, Luther’s main theological and hermeneutical concerns are 

                                                 
567 See Shannon McAlister, "Christ as the Woman Seeking Her Lost Coin: Luke 15:8-10 and Divine Sophia in 

the Latin West," Theological studies (Baltimore) 79, no. 1 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1177/0040563917745830. 

McAlister, "Christ as the Woman Seeking ".and Daniel Sheerin, "The Theotokion 'o thn eyΛoΓhmenhn; Its 

Background in Patristic Exegesis of Luke 15.8-10, and Western Parallels," Vigiliae Christianae 43, no. 2 (1989), 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1584137, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1584137; McAlister, "Christ as the Woman 

Seeking ". See the entire articles. 
568 Ibid. 
569 Martin Luther, Lectures on Galatians, ed. Walter A. Hansen, The Works of Martin Luther (Charlottesville, 

Virginia, U.S.A.: Fortress Press, 1964), 341-42.  
570 See 7.1.3. for how Luther see Wisdom/Sophia as Christ. 
571 This will be further discussed below and in Chapter 7, where I analyse how Luther also sees the wife with the 

drachmas as Christ and the Church. According to Luther, Christ, the divine wisdom, is at work in the church.   
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significant in these interpretations. In contrast to contemporary, especially mainstream 

research, the baker wife is not seen as unclean. Luther seems to have little socio-historical 

interest in her. However, the historical baking process is significant for Luther. The hiding of 

the leaven and the three measures of flour is, according to Luther-in contrast to for example 

Scott-how baking happens.  

Thus, for Luther, the baker wife is neither irrelevant nor stereotyped as unclean. 

Rather, as the church and as the divine wisdom, she is central in Luther’s theological 

meaning-making. In Luther’s new, emergent story, the parable about the baker wife has 

become a parable about how the wisdom of God works in the church to bake the justifying 

word of God into our conscience.  

6.1.3. Antiquity and the baker wife 

No impure detail, but Christ and the church 

The baker wife is also interpreted as Christ and the church in Antiquity.572 She is seen as 

Sophia, the divine wisdom incarnated in Christ (by Ptolemais and Augustine, among 

others),573 or as the church (Origin, Cyril, Ambrose of Milan).574 An intersectional blending 

analysis of Augustine’s interpretation shows how he makes meaning of many aspects of the 

parable. Augustine writes:  

Hence the Lord says, “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three 

measures of meal, till the whole was leavened.” What is this woman, but the flesh of the Lord? What is 

the leaven, but the gospel? What the three measures, but all nations, on account of the three sons 

of Noah?” 575 

                                                 
572 This is also the case in the Middle Ages. During the middle Ages, female parable characters continued to be 

interpreted as Christ, the divine wisdom, or as the church. An example is Aelred of Rievault (1110-67), who saw 

the baker wife as the divine Sophia, who holds in her hand the leaven of the Kingdom of God (McAlister, 

"Christ as the Woman Seeking ". P. 21-22.) Our parable was also important in the discussions before the great 

church chiasma, in 1054, where part of the conflict, which resulted in break of communion, was about whether 

the bread in the Eucharist should be leavened or unleavened. The Latin and Armenian Churches claimed the 

Eucharist bread should unleavened, with reference to the Passover meal Jesus celebrated with his disciples. The 

Greek Churches, however, employed this parable to argue for leavened bread (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht 

(Vom Sauerteig)."p. 191). 
573 For Augustine, see under. For Ptolemais, see next footnote.   

574 Ambrose describes the character as the church more times in his Exposition of the Holy Gospel according to 

Saint Luke, in book seven (Ambrosius, Exposition of the Holy Gospel according to Saint Luke : With Fragments 

on the Prophecy of Isaias, ed. Theodosia Tomkinson and Ambrosius (Etna, Calif: Center for Traditionalist 

Orthodox Studies, 2003).7.187, p. 312 and 191, p. 314). For the other mentioned interpretations, see  Bovon, Das 

Evangelium nach Lukas, III. p. 421-422 (he studies the Lukan version). Luz, in his study of the Matthean 

parable, makes some of the same points. He writes about how this parable has been interpreted both in 

ecclesiological and individual ways (Luz, Matthew 8-20 : A Commentary. 259). Luz, however, does not focus 

much on the female character.   
575 Augustinus Aurelius, "Lectures or Tractates on the Gospel of St. John," in St. Augustin: Homilies on the 

Gospel of St. John. Homilies on the the first Epistle of John, ed. Phillip Schaff (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1986), 

Tractate 9, 17. p. 68.)  

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08646a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15687b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15687b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11088a.htm
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In Augustine’s new blended story, elements from the parable narrative, frame, as well as his 

intersectional situated interpretational paradigm seem to have fused and blended, so that the 

baker woman has 

become the divine 

wisdom, Sophia, 

incarnated in Jesus, 

who bakes the gospel in 

the world, as shown in 

Figure 6.3.  

In ways similar 

to Luther, these 

interpreters in Antiquity 

do not see the baker 

wife as a detail in the parable. They neither interpret her as unclean, nor seem to stereotype 

her in other ways. A reason for this might be that these recipients have even less interest in 

socio-cultural aspects of this character than Luther has and mainly make transferred meaning 

from her. Still, if “all” antique hearers in the first century would connect both a female 

character and ζύμη to impurity or at least interpret them in negative ways, as Scott claims, this 

has disappeared by the time of Origin and Augustine. In the antique interpretations above, I 

have found no understandings of the baker wife or her sourdough as impure. Possibly, there 

might be a trace of negative interpretation when Hilary sees the woman as the synagogue. 

According to Hilary:  

Yeast comes from flour and returns the potency it received to the batch of its own kind. The Lord 

compared himself with this yeast. It was taken in hand by the woman, that is, the synagogue, and buried 

with the judgment of death, affirming that the law and the prophets are dissolved in the gospel. This 

yeast, covered with three measures of flour in equal parts—that is, the law, the prophets and the 

gospel—makes everything one, so that what the law established and the prophets proclaimed is 

completed by the added ingredient of the gospel. Everything, possessing the same contents and potency, 

is brought about through the Spirit of God, so that there is no disunity in what is fermented in equal 

parts.576 

                                                 
576 Hilary, "ON MATTHEW 13.5," ed. J. Daniélou  H. de Lubac (Paris: Sources Chrétiennes, 1941), 254:98–

300.Translated by Scheck, ACCS, 12. p. 280. In a more recent translation, it is not clear that Hilary identified the 

wife as the synagogue. D. H. Williams translates the sentences with the wife “The Lord compared himself to the 

yeast that the woman took. In other words, the synagogues leads to the judgement of death.” (Hilarius, 

Commentary on Matthew, ed. Daniel H. Williams, vol. Vol. 125, The Fathers of the Church, (Washington D.C: 

Catholic University of America Press, 2012), 155.).  

Parable narrative:
• Woman
• Leaven
• The three 

measures

1

Blended story: 
This is a parable 
about how the 
wisdom of God 
incarnates and 
bakes/preaches 

the gospel.

Intersectional
situated stories:

• Most parable
elements are
significant.

• Parable elements 
are mainlys
significant in 
transferred ways.

Frame:
Christ and the
kingdom are

connected to the
woman and the
other elements.

 
Figure 6.3. Augustine's incarnated Sophia, who bakes the gospel. 
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Possibly, Hilary interprets the baker wife in negative ways, as the synagogue, which is 

connected to “the judgment of death.”577 Still, the yeast has a positive interpretation, as Christ, 

and this yeast will leaven both the Jewish law and the prophets-the two first measures of 

flour-, as well as the third measure, which is the gospel. These three are thus united “through 

the Spirit.” In the parable narrative, it is the same wife who ads all three measures of flour. 

Possibly, Hilary then also connects the baker wife to the work of the spirit of God and does 

not interpret her in negative ways. 

6.1.4. Summing up: Stereotyped and significant baker wife.  

Thus, in contrast to contemporary, especially mainstream scholarship, neither Luther nor 

antique theologians seem to interpret the baker wife in stereotypical ways, at least not in 

negative stereotypical ways or as an irrelevant detail. Rather, this character is significant in 

their theological meaning-making. For Luther, this parable’s wife, as the church and divine 

wisdom, bakes the justifying word of Christ into our consciences. For antique theologians, the 

baker wife also becomes the divine wisdom or the church. Possibly, at least in Antiquity and 

in Luther’s preserved texts, recipients seem to have found the female baker as theologically 

relevant as the comparable male mustard seed sower.578  

Earlier phases interpretational focus on more elements in the parables, and that these 

elements could/should be interpreted in more, often figurative ways, in contrast to the post-

Jülicher ideal of one point of comparison, might again be a reason for the pre-modern 

emphasise of the baker wife. However, this does not explain why mainstream scholarship 

stereotype this character in such negative ways and the role gender seems to play in this 

stereotyping. Gender also seems to be influential to how Luther and antique theologians 

interpret the baker wife. This wife becomes the church, which is often seen as female and the 

                                                 
577 For Hilary’s complex views on Jews, the law, prophets and the gospel, see for example Charles Meeks, 

"Superseding Patristic Supersessionism: Hilary of Poitiers and Cyril of Alexandria on Hosea 1–3," Journal of 

theological interpretation 14, no. 1 (2020): See especially p. 92-95, https://doi.org/10.5325/jtheointe.14.1.0087. 
578 If we look for amounts of preserved interpretations, searches on BiblIndex find one more text about the 

sourdough parable than mustard seed parable in Luke (29 and 28), for Matthew, however, there are far more for 

the mustard seed than the sourdough (90 vs. 30). In Luther’s Works there are far more texts about leaven than 

mustard seed parable. See also the “Wirkungsgeschichte” in Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3. P. 420-423, And in Luz, 

EKK, 1. P. 328-331 and Arthur A. Just and Thomas C. Oden, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture : 3 : 

New Testament Luke, vol. 3 (London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2003). P. 227-9 and Scheck, ACCS, 12.p. 280-82. 

According to these works, there is as much “Wirkungsgeschichte” and preserved interpretations in Antiquity and 

the Middle Ages for this parable as for the mustard seed parable. It is, of course, possible that these works do not 

have the overview of all attested reception. However, number of interpretation is not what is significant, rather 

that female parable characters clearly had theological potential for these recipients. 
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female divine wisdom, Sophia. However, these interpretations do not contain negative 

stereotypes about women. After I have discussed stereotyping in attested interpretations of the 

wife with the drachmas, this will be discussed further.  
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6.2. Are intersectional female parable characters poorer than comparable male 

characters? 

The wife with ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10) 

 
                  Sir John Everett Millais, Bt. The Lost Piece of Silver, 1864. 

 
Ἢ τίς γυνὴ δραχμὰς ἔχουσα δέκα ἐὰν ἀπολέσῃ δραχμὴν μίαν, οὐχὶ ἅπτει λύχνον καὶ σαροῖ τὴν 
οἰκίαν καὶ ζητεῖ ἐπιμελῶς ἕως οὗ εὕρῃ; 9 καὶ εὑροῦσα συγκαλεῖ τὰς φίλας καὶ γείτονας λέγουσα· 
συγχάρητέ μοι, ὅτι εὗρον τὴν δραχμὴν ἣν ἀπώλεσα. 
10 οὕτως, λέγω ὑμῖν, γίνεται χαρὰ ἐνώπιον τῶν ἀγγέλων τοῦ θεοῦ ἐπὶ ἑνὶ ἁμαρτωλῷ μετανοοῦντι. 
 

8 Or what woman, who has ten drachmas, if she loses one drachma, would not take a lamp and sweep 

the house and search attentively until she found it? 
9And when she finds (it), she calls together her (female) friends and (female) neighbors, saying: 

“Rejoice together with me, for I have found the drachma, which I lost.  
10 The same way, I tell you, there is joy before God’s angels, over one repenting sinner (Luk 15:8-10). 

 

Contemporary scholars often assume that the wife who loses and finds one of her ten 

drachmas (Luke 15:8-10), is extremely poor. The parable does not say that this wife is poor. 

Still, both mainstream and feminist scholarship argues this. After I have analysed cases of 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/sir-john-everett-millais-bt-379
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contemporary scholarship’s attested interpretations and analysed what sorts of arguments and 

stereotypes that might underlie this assumption, I study whether Luther’s writings and 

Antiquity’s attested interpretations stereotype this character as poor or in other ways.  

6.2.1. Contemporary scholarship and the wife with the drachmas 

She is poor 

The assumption that this female character is very poor seems to go back to Jeremias’ Die 

Gleissnisse Jesu from 1947.579 The arguments Jeremias employs, or perhaps rather the picture 

of the wife he paints, seem to have travelled more or less unquestioned into contemporary 

scholarship. Jeremias writes: “She was indeed a very poor creature… ‘She lights a candle’ not 

because it is night, but because the low door lets very little light into the miserable, 

windowless dwelling.”580 According to Jeremias, the ten drachmas were her dowry, which she 

wore as a headdress.581 Since this is a small sum and it is all the wife possesses, according to 

Jeremias, “she was indeed a very poor creature.” Jeremias’ three arguments are thus:  

 Since the woman has to light a lamp, or, according to him, a candle, the house must 

have no windows and just a very low door. Such a building must be the home of a 

poor person.  

 The sum of ten drachmas is of very little value.  

 The ten drachmas are the entire property of this wife.  
 

Surprisingly many scholars after Jeremias follow all these three points of view. This is the 

case for both mainstream and feminist scholars. For example, Fitzmyer sees the character as a 

poor woman, because she lives in a dark house.582 Scott quotes Jeremias’ writing about the 

miserable, little dark house and sees the drachma as “a thing of little value.”583 Schottroff 

describes a “tiny, windowless house” and assumes that the ten drachmas are the entire 

property of the woman. According to her, this makes the woman very poor, poorer than the 

man is in the preceding parable about the hundred sheep.584 The same goes for Linda 

                                                 
579 Jülicher, already, considered the character poor (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden. p. 317). However, it seems like 

it is the picture Jeremias paints, which mostly has been “repainted” in the later reception history.    
580 Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. P. 135.  
581 According to Jeremias: “The ten drachmas will remind every one who is familiar with Arab Palestine of the 

woman’s head-dress bedecked with coins which is part of her dowry, and may not be laid aside, even in sleep.” 

(Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. p. 134). This claim is now refuted by most scholars. 
582 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A., 1080-81. 
583 Scott, Hear Then the Parable. p. 310. According to him: “The Parable depends in Luke on the ironic 

observation that what is of little value is of high value to God.” He also follows Jeremias in claiming that the 

drachmas comes from a headdress and dowry 
584 Schottroff, The Parables. p. 154. Schottroff calls her book section about this parable “… Women’s daily 

Struggle for Money and Bread” (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 91.).  
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Maloney, who claims that “she lives in a mean, dark house, with a low door that doesn’t let in 

much light” and the ten drachmas is, apparently, all she possessed.585 Merz, as recently as 

2015, follows the same line and sees the female character as extremely poor, since ten 

drachmas is all the character owns and the house is small, dark and humble with no 

windows.586 Even Erin K. Vearncombe, who works with Egyptian papyri to question some of 

the historical assumptions she argues have been adopted by contemporary scholar without 

historical testing, and who discusses the different types of property a woman could own, 

claims that this woman did not possess more than these ten drachmas and thus lived at a 

subsistence-level.587 If the friends and neighbours are commented upon, they are considered 

as poor as the wife with the drachmas.588  

There are exceptions to this view, namely Donahue, Michael Wolfer and Snodgrass, 

who do not necessarily interpret this wife as poor.589 In addition, Amy-Jill Levine writes that 

the woman could very well be considered rich. Levine claims that to describe her as poor is 

part of modern parable research’s anti-Judaism, as I will discuss at the end of this chapter.590  

Why do so many contemporary scholars consider this wife poor? The socio-historical 

paradigm of most contemporary research is much more interested in biblical characters’ 

economy than earlier phases. This could be a reason why contemporary research emphasizes 

the economic situation of this wife more than earlier phases do. However, why do 

contemporary scholars mostly consider her poor and not rich? Jeremias’ main argument is that 

the wife needed artificial light in her search. Because of this, the house must have been 

windowless, with only a low door. Somehow, it must also have been very small. In addition, 

ten drachmas are a small sum and this is the entire property of the wife. As I will discuss 

in10.2.2.2, a small, miserable house and hence a poor wife might not be the only reason why 

an antique person who searched for something in doors needed artificial light. 10 drachmas 

                                                 
585 Linda Maloney, "'Swept under the Rug'; Feminist Homiletical Reflection on the Parable of the Lost Coin (Lk 

15:8-9)," in The Lost Coin: Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom., ed. Mary Ann Beavis (London. New York: 

Sheffield Academic Press).p. 35-36.  
586 «Extrem arm.» According to Merz, the searching woman is part of the poorest and the “little people, who live 

from hand to mouth. (Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens."p. 612 og 615. 
587Erin K. Vearncombe, "Searching for a Lost Coin: Papyrological Backgrounds for Q 15,8-10," in Metaphor, 

Narrative, and Parables in Q ed. Dieter Roth, Ruben Zimmermann, and Michael Labahn, WUNT (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2014). She shows evidence of varieties of possisions on page 8-11, but writes that the ten 

drachmas was the only possesions of this woman on page 14.  
588 See Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 100 and 7.1.2. 
589 John R. Donahue, In Parable. P. 149, Michael Wolter, Gospel According to Luke: Volume two (Luke 9:51–

24), ed. Simon Gathercole, trans. Christoph Heilig, vol. 2, Studies in Early Christianity, (2016)., 215. 
Snodgrass, Stories with Intent., 113. 
590 Levine, Short Stories. P. 45. 
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are also not necessarily a very small amount of money. In addition, why should we think that 

the ten drachmas is all that the wife possessed? Which understandings of gender might 

underlie contemporary scholarship’s assumption that the wife in the parable is poor? No 

scholars suggest that the man in the first parable only owed 100 sheep and nothing else in the 

world. Or, that the father in the third parable only had two sons, and becomes surprised when 

they hear about the father’s other possessions, such as the fortune he gives his youngest son 

half of, his hired hands, slaves, food, jewellery, clothes and cattle. The wife in our parable 

could have owed more, as will be explored in the next part. Still, both mainstream and 

feminist scholars stereotype her this way.  

Possibly, theological or ideological situated stories might play roles in this. Scholars 

with liberation theological concerns, for example, like Schottroff and Merz, might see Jesus 

as first and foremost coming to the poor.591 Still, why does Schottroff see this wife as poorer 

than the man with the 100 sheep in the first parable in “the sandwich” in Luke 15?592 Jeremias 

is another example of such a view. According to him, this wife is poorer than the preceding 

male sheep owner is,593 so is Fitzmyer and Bovon.594 Fitzmyer writes: “The parable of the lost 

coin makes almost the same point as that of the lost sheep, but now, instead of the moderately 

rich Shepherd, the main figure is a poor woman who has lost one of her 10 drachmas.”595  

Feminist scholars also seem to share the stereotypical understanding that it is easier to 

understand a female character as poor than as rich. Maloney, Schottroff and Merz see the wife 

as poor, even though they are aware of and contradict other stereotypes. For example, before 

Schottroff, it was generally held that also the wife with the drachmas was a housewife. She 

had allegedly lost one of the coins her husband had earned or her father had given her as 

dowry. Schottroff, however, argues that the wife could have been a hardworking day labourer 

who had earned the money herself.596 Still, it seems like these feminists are not aware that 

seeing the woman only as poor, is stereotyping female characters and women in Antiquity, 

                                                 
591 Schottroff’s emphasise that the kingdom is for the pooris often visible, including in how the parable about the 

baker wife is seen in relationship to the Lord’s prayer and food for the poor (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 86.). 
592 Schottroff, The Parables., 154. I will later look at the comparative value of sheep and coins in Chapter 9. 

However, my point is that the ten coins is not necessarily the wife’s only property. 
593 The man’s flock was “medium-sized” according to Jeremias. However, he cannot afford a watchman 

(Jeremias, The parables of Jesus, 133.). 
594 Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3, 31. 
595 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A.p. 1080.  
596 According to Schottroff, she could also have had a working husband or could have been a single woman. 

(Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 96). Merz follows Schottroff.  
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and is thus part of patriarchal readings of the parable. Gender stereotypes, thus, seems to be in 

play. 

Is this wife also considered poor earlier in the attested reception history? 

6.2.2. Luther and the wife with the drachmas 

Not a poor Wife, but a Mother  

I have not found any texts by Luther, where he describes the wife with the drachmas as poor. 

Rather, Luther interprets her as Christ, the church or an identification figure for Luther’s 

“we.” In addition to the texts I study in this chapter, Chapter 7 will analyse more texts. 

Even though Luther does not see this wife as poor, he still employs traditional gender 

roles when he interprets this character as a mother.597 In a sermon from third Sunday after 

Trinity, seems to be influential in how Luther interprets this wife as Christ.598 In this sermon, 

Luther compares the searching wife to a mother, with many children. This mother loves all 

her children equally and does not want to lose any of them. However, when one of them gets 

sick, all her love is transferred to this one sick child. According to Luther, Christ treasures a 

sinner as highly as this mother does her sick child.  

If we see Luther’s interpretations with intersectional blending lenses, Luther makes 

two different interpretations, where gender and social status is involved. Luther first blends 

the searching wife as a mother, where one of her many children are sick. This mother is again 

interpreted as Christ, who also has many children, and one of them is sick, namely is a sinner. 

Luther’s own intersectional life story of losing two children might play a part in this last 

theological blend. Martin Luther, and his wife, Katharina von Bora grieved deeply when their 

two daughters, Elisabeth and Magdalena died.599 See the figure 6.x about such a possible 

blending process.  

                                                 
597 It could however, be seen as stereotyping if “stereotype” in line with Hilary Putnam as an “an idealized 

mental representation of a normal case, which may not be accurate.” (Quoted from George Lakoff, Women, Fire, 

and Dangerous things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind (Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 

1987), 116. ) For example, that tigers have stripes and gold is yellow, despite the “real-worlds” exceptions. 

Mostly, according to Putnam, such categorization happens automatically and unconsciously and we only become 

aware of it in problematic cases. 
598 Martin Luther, Predikener over alle søn- og helligdagers evangelier, Nytt opplag, med en oversikt over 

Luthers liv. ed. (Oslo: Det Evangelisk lutherske kirkesamfunn, 1968), 373. It does not say which year this should 

have been preached and I have only been able to find this Norwegian translation.598  
599 Susan C. Karant-Nunn and Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, Luther on Women: A Sourcebook (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003), 187. 
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Luther did not stereotype this wife as poor. However, gender seems to be imperative 

in this interpretation. He could have interpreted the searching wife as a father, who lost a 

child, similar to what he himself had experienced. Thus, some stereotypical gender roles seem 

to be in involved. In Chapter 7.1.2, I will discuss how also Snodgrass interprets this character 

as a mother as well as more texts where Luther interprets the wife with the drachmas as the 

divine female wisdom, Sophia, which is also Christ. 

Gender might also be determinate when Luther interprets this wife as someone “we” 

should identify with and imitate in Sermon of 16.6.1523, of which I have not been able to find 

a critical edition.600 

Likewise, ye women, when you come together, conceal the shame of others, and do not cause wounds, 

which you cannot heal. Should you meet with anything like this (a sinner) in some one’s house, then 

throw your mantle over shame and wounds, and close the door. A very good reason for doing this is, 

that you would have others do, the same to you. Then, if you have kept the matter secret, bring the 

parties before you afterwards, and read them a good lecture; and let it remain with you as a 

secret. Christ, too, acts thus. He keeps silent and covers our sins. He could, indeed, expose us to shame, 

and could tread us under foot, as our text shows that the Pharisees did. But he does not do so. All will 

be brought to light, however, at the final judgment. Then everything hidden must be revealed. Then the 

virgin must place her crown upon the harlot, the pious woman must throw her veil over the adulteress, 

and everything we have must serve as a garment to cover the sins of others. For every man shall have 

his sheep, and every woman shall have her piece of silver. All our gifts must be the gifts of others. 

 

In this text, where Luther sees Christ as a searching woman for Luther’s addresses, these 

addresses are also to be such a searching woman to each other. Gender also seems to be 

influential for the way this intersectional female characters becomes an intended identification 

figure especially for Luther’s contemporary women, while the shepherd is so for men; “For 

every man shall have his sheep, and every woman shall have her piece of silver.” 

The wife with the drachmas is possibly also the church for Luther. In a text I have 

only found in a private Danish translation,601 the searching wife is seen as the church, while 

                                                 
600 I have not been able to find this Church postil in any critical editions which are available in the university 

library systems. I have found this sermon on more pages (for example 

www.lectionarycentral.com/trinity03/LutherGospel.html). What is says about the sermon is: “The following 

sermon is taken from volume IV:58-66 of The Sermons of Martin Luther, published by Baker Book House 

(Grand Rapids, MI). It was originally published in 1904 in English by Lutherans in All Lands Press 

(Minneapolis, MN), as The Precious and Sacred Writings of Martin Luther, vol. 13. This e-text was scanned and 

edited by Richard Bucher, it is in the public domain and it may be copied and distributed without restriction.” 

The quote is from paragraph 16 and 17.  
601 The Danish Theologian, Finn B. Andersen, has translated and published this text himself, based on the 

German Haußpostil D. Martin Luthers, uber die Sonntags und der fürnembsten Fest Euangelia, durch das 

gantze Jar. Mit fleis von newem corrigirt und gemeret mit XIII. Predigen, von der Passio oder histori des leidens 

Christi. 1545. I have not been able to find this. The Münchener Digitalisierungszentrum has digitalised many 

house postils, however not this one from 1545. 

The Danish text:  

 

http://www.lectionarycentral.com/trinity03/LutherGospel.html
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the male sheep owner is interpreted as Christ. With reservations that this is a text, which I 

have also not found critically published, there are still interesting things here. Gender, sexual 

status and the marriage metaphor might be important influences in this interpretation. Female 

characters and imagery seem to be especially important for how Luther perceives the church. 

The wife becomes the Christian church, who will unite, as in a marriage, with Christ. The 

church, thus, for Luther becomes the bride of Christ.602 Although both female and male 

biblical characters and stories about mothers from Luther’s intersexual situatedness take part 

when Luther interprets Christ, Christ seemingly still can marry a female church. The female 

Church seems to be slightly inferior to the male Christ for Luther, as the human male is 

superior to the human female. As an example of this, see for example Luther’s Commentary 

on the third day of creation in his Lectures on Genesis. 

In order not to give the impression that He was excluding the woman from all the glory of the future 

life, Moses includes each of the two sexes; for the woman appears to be a somewhat different being 

from the man, having different members and a much weaker nature. Although Eve was a most 

extraordinary creature—similar to Adam so far as the image of God is concerned, that is, in justice, 

wisdom, and happiness- she was nevertheless a woman. For as the sun is more excellent than the moon 

(although the moon, too, is a very excellent body), so the woman, although she was a most beautiful 

work of God, nevertheless was not the equal of the male in glory and prestige. 603 

 

Thus, even though Luther does not stereotype the wife with the drachmas as poor, he again 

seems to have gender-typical interpretations of this female character as a mother, as the 

female divine wisdom and the female church. In addition, this character is particularly 

relevant as an identification figure for women. Still, the wife with the drachmas is highly 

                                                 
Men den anden lignelse om kvinden, går på den kristne kirke, som fører sit prædikeembede, for at de arme 

syndere skal kaldes og lokkes til omvendelse, reddes fra evig død og fordømmelse, og blive evig salige. Denne 

kvinde, som er kirken, glæder sig også, ligesom hyrden, når hun finder sin mønt. Hun tænder et lys, det vil sige, 

Guds ord, og fejer huset, det vil sige, hun lærer os, hvordan man skal blive from, og hvordan man for Gud og 

hans dom skal trøste sig med Guds nåde på grund af den herre Kristus. Ved denne prædiken genfinder hun sin 

tabte mønt (Martin Luther, "Haußpostil D. Martin Luthers, uber die Sonntags und der fürnembsten Fest 

Euangelia, durch das gantze Jar. Mit fleis von newem corrigirt und gemeret mit XIII. Predigen, von der Passio 

oder histori des leidens Christi. 1545," in Huspostillen, ed. Finn B. Andersen (København: Books on Demand, 

1545/2018), Privately transalted text, 364.). 
602 Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds., Luther's Works (St. Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia 

Publishing House and Fortress Press, 1955- 1972), 37, 367.). 

 
603 The female Church seems to be slightly inferior to the male Christ, as the human male is superior to the 

human female. As an example of this, see for example Luther’s Commentary on the third day of creation in his 

Lectures on Genesis,  

In order not to give the impression that He was excluding the woman from all the glory of the future life, Moses 

includes each of the two sexes; for the woman appears to be a somewhat different being from the man, having 

different members and a much weaker nature. Although Eve was a most extraordinary creature—similar to 

Adam so far as the image of God is concerned, that is, in justice, wisdom, and happiness- she was nevertheless a 

woman. For as the sun is more excellent than the moon (although the moon, too, is a very excellent body), so the 

woman, although she was a most beautiful work of God, nevertheless was not the equal of the male in glory and 

prestige (Luther, Lectures on Genesis, 69-70.). 
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significant for Luther. When Luther interprets this character as the church, the wife’s lamp 

signifies the preached word of God. Her sweeping is how the church teaches Luther’s “us” 

faith and to trust the mercy of God because of Jesus Christ. The church finds her “lost coin”-

faith and trust- through preaching this way.604 Thus, a new emergent story has appeared. The 

searching wife becomes the preaching Church, which through this preaching finds her lost 

coin/lost people. This text shows how the parable’s wife is involved in the most important 

feature of the church, according to Luther, the preaching office. This preaching office calls 

and lures sinners into repentance. According to Luther, the intersectional female character is 

also here pointing to, or at least towards, the divine, since the church is where Christ is active 

and where God’s saving activity happens.605  

6.2.3. Antiquity and the wife with the drachmas 

“Do not consider this drachma to be a small thing…” 

In Antiquity, I have also not found any interpretations that see this wife as poor. Antique 

recipients mainly see also this character as a vehicle for allegorical or other transferred 

interpretations. The only case where I have found a trace of interest in her economic situation 

is in Ambrose’s commentary on the gospel of Luke. Ambrose might touch upon whether the 

woman is rich or poor, when he writes: “Do not consider this drachma to be a small thing, but 

remember that it bears the likeness of the august emperor,” suggesting that he might have 

                                                 
604 The Danish text:  

 

Men den anden lignelse om kvinden, går på den kristne kirke, som fører sit prædikeembede, for at de 

arme syndere skal kaldes og lokkes til omvendelse, reddes fra evig død og fordømmelse, og blive evig 

salige. Denne kvinde, som er kirken, glæder sig også, ligesom hyrden, når hun finder sin mønt. Hun 

tænder et lys, det vil sige, Guds ord, og fejer huset, det vil sige, hun lærer os, hvordan man skal blive 

from, og hvordan man for Gud og hans dom skal trøste sig med Guds nåde på grund af den herre 

Kristus. Ved denne prædiken genfinder hun sin tabte mønt (Luther, "Huspostillen 1545," 364.). 
605 According to Luther: 

 

In this Christian church, wherever it exists, is to be found the forgiveness of sins, that is, a kingdom of 

grace and of true pardon. For in it are found the Gospel. baptism, and the sacrament of the altar, in 

which the forgiveness of sins is offered, obtained, and received. Moreover, Christ and His Spirit are 

there. Outside this Christian church there is no salvation, or forgiveness of sins, but everlasting death 

and damnation. (LW 37, 368.) 

 

How Luther understood the church is an enormous field of knowledge. My treatment of this sermon will not 

make it justice. For further reading, see for example Luther's famous definition of church in the Smalcald 

Articles (I 537) as "the holy believers and lambs who hear the voice of their Shepherd" (1II:XII) in “Luther's 

Understanding of "Church" in His Treatise On the Councils and the Church of 1539” by Eugene F. A. Klug, 

CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY- Volume 44.. Number 1. 1980,  p. 27. See also an overview of 

different understandings of how Luther saw the church: Frostin, Per. Luther's Two Kingdoms Doctrine : A 

Critical Study. Studia Theologica Lundensia. Vol. 48, Lund: Lund University Press, 1994. 
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thought a drachma was not worth much.606
 He quickly moves on to argue that it is not this 

historical worth of the drachma that is important, but rather the transferred value of its 

imprint. The same way as a coin has an imprint of the emperor; human beings carry the image 

of God.  

Chapter 7 will further analyse how also many other antique theologians find this wife 

theologically significant, for example as the divine Sophia, who searches for and finds 

humanities the lost image of God. Now, I will analyse how gender seemingly plays a role in a 

different interpretation, when Ambrose of Milan blends the searching wife as the church.  

In his commentary on the three parables in Luke 15, Ambrose interprets the male 

sheep owner in the first parable as Christ and the man with the two sons in the third parable as 

God Father. The woman in the middle signifies the church.  

 

Who are they, this father, the shepherd, this woman? I would say that the father is God, the shepherd is 

Christ, and the woman is the Church. Christ carries you on his shoulder, having taken on himself your 

sins; the Church goes looking for you; the Father welcomes you. As a shepherd He carries you, as a 

mother He searches for you, as a father He clothes you. In the first place comes mercy, then follows 

assistance, and thirdly there is reconciliation. Every detail fits perfectly into place: the Redeemer comes 

to help, the Church assists us, the Father is reconciled with us. All is the same mercy, all is the same 

divine work, but grace varies according to the merits of each.607 

 

At first, I, with my contemporary feminist theological glasses, thought that the wife, for 

Ambrose, did not become an image of God, but rather signify humanity and the “community 

of believers.” Thus, while the two other main characters in Luke 15’s triad represent the two 

first persons in the trinity, the wife did not become the third person in the trinity, but “only” 

the church.608 However, according to Ambrose, the church’s tasks and actions are part of the 

divine work. The spirit fills the church, and it is in the church the spirit conceives Ambrose’s 

“us”.609 In addition, the Church is where the believers become the bride of Christ.610 

                                                 
606 In his Luke Commentary, he writes: “Nor is it of small importance that this woman should be so delighted at 

finding her lost drachma. Do not consider this drachma to be a small thing, but remember that it bears the 

likeness of the august emperor. This likeness to the King is the tribute that the church pays. We are sheep, let us 

ask Him to be so kind as to lead us to the waters that revive the spirit. I repeat it, we are sheep; let us beg Him to 

give us pastures green. We are drachmas, let us keep our value. We are children, let us run to the Father.” 

Ambrose, "Commentary of Saint Ambrose in the Gospel According to Saint Luke," in Commentary of Saint 

Ambrose in the Gospel According to Saint Luke (Dublin: Haleyon Press, 2001). 7.211, P. 259 
607 Ambrose, "Commentary of Saint Ambrose in the Gospel According to Saint Luke." 7.208, p. 258. 
608 Which is, of course part of the third part of the Christian creeds/the Holy Spirit’s domain. Still, I had expected 

that Ambrose would have said that the wife is the Holy Spirit.  
609 Expos. In Luc 2.7.  
610 John Moorhead, Ambrose: Church and Society in the late Roman world, The medieval world, (London 

New York: Longman, 1999). P. 110. See 7.2.4 for how the virgin characters take part in this blend. 
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According to Ambrose, all the three parables in Luke 15 tell about God and “us”- in three 

different ways. “Christ carries you on his shoulder, having taken on himself your sins; the 

Church goes looking for you; the Father welcomes you.” The three parable characters 

represent God in three different ways, as the quote above says: “All is the same mercy, all is 

the same divine work.”611 The searching wife-church, who is also a helping mother, seems to 

be as important as the others. Earlier in Commentary, Ambrose states that God’s work is like 

a “threefold cord,” as the following quote shows. 

 

So the Good Physician has to His remedies for those who go astray and once again He shows these to 

you. This merciful Judge holds out to you the hope of pardon. Saint Luke has a very deliberate purpose 

in proposing to you these three parables that follow one after the other: the sheep that went away and 

was found; the drachma that was lost and recovered; the son that was that and was restored to life. By 

this triple remedy He undertakes to cure you of your wounds: for, “A threefold cord cannot perish” 

(Eccl 4:12). 612  

 

Gender seems to be influential in how Ambrose interprets the wife with the drachmas the 

church. For Ambrose, female biblical figures often signify the church.613 In addition to 

Ambrose, several other early theologians saw the wife with the drachmas as the church. For 

example Petrus Chrysologus, Quodvultdeus of Carthage, Verecundus of Junca, Isidore of 

Sevilla and the anonymous author often called Ps-Athanasius or Ps-Chrysostom.614 This 

church is also a mother, for Ambrose. Luther also interpreted this character as a mother, when 

he also interprets this character as Christ. Thus, for Ambroese, as for Luther, even though this 

wife is highly significant in his interpretations, gender, and what I would see as gender 

stereotypical roles, as a mother, plays a role in how he interprets her. 

In addition, several antique theologian interpreted the female character as the soul, the 

self or the individual, and thus as figure “we” can identify with. This applies to Origin, 

Mathodius, Gregory of Nyssa, Paulinus of Nola, Ps-Cyprian, Besa of the White Monostary 

and anonymous author Ps-Jerome/Ps-Chrysostom/Ps-Pelagius sees615 

                                                 
611 7.208 (Ambrose, "Commentary of Saint Ambrose in the Gospel According to Saint Luke.", p. 258). 
612 Ambrose, "Commentary of Saint Ambrose in the Gospel According to Saint Luke." 7.207 p. 257 
613 For discussions about Ambrose’s biblical female images of the church, see Anni Maria Laato, "Biblical 

mothers as images of the Church," International journal for the study of the Christian church 19, no. 1 (2019), 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1474225X.2019.1585039. and Moorhead, Ambrose: Church and Society. p. 106-110.  

According to Moorhead, and in his commentary of Luke: Lots of female characters from Eve to Mary (and a lot 

from parables) symbolizes church. See also this latter book for discussion of Ambrose’s biblical hermeneutic. 
614 Sheerin, "The Theotokion.", Appendix I, p. 181-182.  
615 See Sheerin, "The Theotokion." Appendix II, p. 182. My understanding of idetification figure is broader than 

seeing the character as the individual self/soul/being. She could also have been seen as “us.” Thus, possibly, the 

woman seen as the church could also possibly have been an image for the church as “us”. However, as my 

exploration of Ambrose’s interpretation will show, the church could also be understood as devine.  
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 Thus, theologians in Antiquity do not stereotype the wife with the drachmas as poor. 

Neither do they see her as unclean, as Scott does. Even though gender and gender roles seem 

to be in play when Ambrose interprets this character as the church and a mother, I have not 

found any negative stereotypical interpretations of this character. In similar ways, with Hilary 

as a possible exception, I have not found any antique negative interpretations of the baker 

wife. 

6.2.4. Poor wife? 

While contemporary scholarship, with a few exceptions, stereotypes the wife with the 

drachmas as poor, neither Luther, nor antique recipients do so. In ways similar to the baker 

wife, even though gender and gender roles seem to be significant in how Luther and 

theologians in Antiquity interpret this wife, I have not found that any of these recipients 

employ negative stereotypes in their attested interpretation. After a brief summary of the 

analyses in this chapter, I will discuss why this might be so. 

6.3. Summing up. Are intersectional female characters stereotyped? 

To sum up these analyses and discussions; intersectional female parable characters seem to 

both be and not be stereotyped in the studied attested reception cases. Stereotyping appears to 

happen the most in contemporary scholarship. In mainstream research, the baker wife is either 

narrowed down as an irrelevant detail or interpreted in other gender stereotypical ways as a 

housewife and in the most extreme cases, as unclean. Feminist scholarship, in contrast, does 

not see this character as irrelevant or as a detail, but rather interpret her and her baking as the 

center of the parable. Most of these scholars also have a wider understanding of the character, 

as possibly not only a housewife, but also a woman who works in a bakery. While a majority 

of feminist researcher do not see her as unclean, some understand her as an impure Jewish 

women. In addition, feminist scholars like Schottroff possibly stereotype her when they define 

her as a “woman,” and sees this “woman” as a free person, and not ask whether she, for 

example could have been enslaved. In addition, they limit her interpretational possibilities by 

not asking about her marriage status, age or ethnicity. The other parable character, the wife 

with the drachmas, is in the majority of contemporary cases interpreted as poor, both by 

feminists and mainstream scholars. In contrast, Luther and antique theologians do not ignore 

these wives or see them as poor, housewives or as unclean. Rather, they emphasized the baker 

wife and the wife with the drachmas as significant figures in their meaning-making. For 

Luther, the baker wife is Christ and the church, who bakes God’s word of justification into 
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our consciousness. Luther also does not consider the wife with the drachmas poor, but rather 

of high significance as an identification figure and as an image of Christ and the church. In 

similar ways, different antique “church fathers” also see them as important for how they 

understood the church, Christ and “us”.  Still, gender and stereotypical gender roles are 

involved in both Luther’s and the antique interpretations when the wife with the drachmas as 

a mother, and both these characters become the divine wisdom, Sophia and the church. 

However, still Luther and antique theologians stereotype these female characters to a lesser 

degree than contemporary research and do not ignore them or interpret them in negative ways. 

What reasons might there be for this?  

There were plenty of available stereotypes about women in Antiquity and in Luther’s 

time, including negative stereotypes. As presented above, Luther considers women inferior to 

men. Susan C. Karant-Nunn and Merry E. Wiesner-Hank argues that women’s anatomy, for 

Luther, bespoke their destiny as mothers, rather than as thinkers. Women’s broad hips made 

them suitable for giving birth, while their broad shoulders symbolise their head’s lack of 

weight.616 In his table talks, he also makes jokes about women, including his wife, who are 

too strong-headed and do not know that their “proper place” is within the walls of the 

household.617 In similar ways, as also presented in Chapter 5, ancient writers freely employed 

stereotypes about women when they describe women in court, for example.618 The Roman 

matron was also often stereotyped in negative ways.619 Theologians in Antiquity are also 

known for their gender stereotypes and misogyny.620 Still, none of these negative stereotypes 

are employed in interpretations of these two parable wives. In contemporary times, where 

stereotypes are frowned upon, however, more stereotypes seem to be present in the 

interpretations, including negative stereotypes. In the following, I will discuss some possible 

reasons for this.  

6.3.1. Intersectional stereotyping? 

In contrast to Antiquity and Luther, who often see parable characters as vehicles for figurative 

interpretations, most contemporary scholars interpret parable characters in historic-realistic 

                                                 
616 Karant-Nunn and Wiesner-Hanks, Luther on Women, 10. 
617 Scott H. Hendrix and Susan C. Karant-Nunn, Masculinity in the Reformation Era, vol. 83 (Kirksville: 

Kirksville: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008), 167-86. 
618 See 9.2.3.2. 
619 Patricia Watson, "Juvenal's scripta matrona: Elegiac Resonances in Satire 6," MNEM 60, no. 4 (2007), 

https://doi.org/10.1163/156852507X169582. p. x? 
620 See for example, Rosemary Radford Ruether, "Sexism and Misogyny in the Christian Tradition: Liberating 

Alternatives," Buddhist-Christian studies 34, no. 1 (2014): 83-84 and 85-86, 

https://doi.org/10.1353/bcs.2014.0020. 
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ways. Thus, they are mostly more concerned about socio-historical factors than earlier 

recipients. However, why do they so often stereotype female parable characters, and often in 

negative ways? One possible reason might be Levine’s criticism of contemporary scholarship. 

According to her, many scholars in the dominant Christian New Testament research tradition 

see Jewish women in the first century are impure or marginalized, as a contrast to the 

liberative Christian message. This is, according to Levine, overstated, and it is anti-

Judaism.621 Levine argues that most commentators, including some feminists, see Jesus as 

“elevating the role of the ‘despised’ women within an early Judaism or at least a Pharisaic 

context that makes the Taliban look progressive.”622 According to Levine, the wife with the 

drachmas “is by no means marginal, outcast, or poor. She is not only relatively well off; she 

has her own home and her own set of friends she can invite for a party.”623 In similar ways, 

the wife with the sourdough is not unclean. Moreover, if she had been in a state of ritual 

impurity, it would not have been as scandal, like many contemporary scholars believe.  

... as far as women’s impurity goes, the commentators overstate (at best). Given the late onset of 

menstruation, the early onset of menopause, frequent pregnancies, and the likely secession the 

menstrual cycle during lactation, it may well have been the case that men-who are impure after the 

ejaculation- were more often impure than women. Somehow, this point never finds its way into 

sermons. I similarly doubt that most Jewish women who gave birth or men who ejaculated thought to 

themselves, “Damn. I’m in a state of ritual impurity.624 

 

Levine’s argument is that there is no historical basis for the claim that Judaism made outcasts 

of people who did not observe the purity laws or that these laws should be an unbearable 

burden for ordinary people, as New Testament scholars often have proposed. 

To the contrary, they (the purity practices) are a recognition of the boundaries between the sacred and 

profane, then as now. Going to the temple should not be the same thing as going to the market. 

Attending to a birth of the child or the burial of a corpse should not be followed immediately by a return 

to the world of business as usual, but should require taking the time to recognize the power of life and 

death. By engaging in distinctive practices concerning diet and immersion, Jews recognize the 

importance of the body. For those early Jewish, the practices not only manifested their participation in 

the covenant; they also affirmed their identity as Jews within the wider Roman Empire. We might think 

of purity concerns as an ancient form of what we today call “multiculturalism” or “identity formation.” 

As soon as “purity” gets on the menu of certain forms of New Testament exegesis, the taste is 

predictably a bad one, and the food is again spoiled.625 

                                                 
621 Levine, Short Stories, 128. Nathan Eubank has also recently shown that modern parable research is perhaps 

the NT research area where Anti-Judaism and “soft” Anti-Judaism in mostly in play (Eubank, "Merit and Anti-

Judaism in Matthew’s Parables since Jülicher.") He does not, however, like Levine does, write about how the 

feminist quest for a liberation Jesus has been part of this Anti-Judaism. In fact, he does not examine any feminist 

or female scholars at all. It is as if he is saying that the various feminist discourses should not be part of the 

parable research history. 
622 Levine, Short Stories. P. 45. 
623 Levine, Short Stories, 46. 
624 Levine, Short Stories, 128. 
625 Levine, Short Stories, 128-29. 
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In similar ways, a female main character would not be surprising for Jewish first century 

listeners, according to Levin. She reminds us that that female main character has been 

featured since the beginning of the Hebrew Bible. First century hearers would also be familiar 

with female images of the divine; Lady Wisdom of Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon, the 

female presence of the divine, the Shekhina, from rabbinic traditions, and the female prophets 

Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, and possibly also Phillip’s four virgin daughters.626  

My analyses are in agreement with this. Women make up around half of the 

population of the world. All sorts of women have listened to parables from the very 

beginning. If women in the first centuries, in all their variety, with all the intersectional 

situates stories they could evoke, heard about a woman, a female character like “themselves,” 

I find it absurd that they would think: “Aha, this must be about something unclean.” Should 

this be the only association (or even one of the main associations) they would have? What 

about children, who had mothers? Would they primarily hear their mother as unclean? 

Alternatively, slaves, who would have female slave owners? Would their first evoked though 

be: “Unclean!” Would both slave wives and free wives be heard as unclean? Both rich and 

poor wives? Wives of all ethnicities? Moreover, by listeners in all intersections of gender, 

sexuality, social status and ethnicity? This will be explored further in Chapter 10.  

I also mainly agree with Levine in her criticism of “Christian” scholarships 

stereotyping of Jews. To describe first-century Jewish women as miserable and marginalized, 

is part of a failed and dangerous “Christian” project to make Jesus seem like the great 

liberator of women.627 Thus, ethnicity seems to be a factor when scholars stereotype 

intersectional female characters. However, as we have seen, gender is also an important 

ingredient in this. Female parable characters are interpreted as poorer than comparable male 

characters. In similar ways, Scott sees the female baker, who bakes with the, in his opinion, 

corrupting sourdough, as unclean, however not the male character, who sows the seeds of 

what Scott sees as impure mustard plant. The majority of both feminist and mainstream 

scholars studied in Chapter 5 view the widow who petitions with the judge in Luke 18:1-8 as 

poor, marginalized and desperate, and not rich, resourceful and at fault, which could also have 

                                                 
626 In addition, before Eve, Tiamat, Isis, Astarte and Gaia. (Levine, Short Stories, 130.) 
627 In addition, Nathun Eubank has recently shown that modern parable research is perhaps the NT research area 

where Anti-Judaism and “soft” Anti-Judaism in mostly in play (Eubank, "Merit and Anti-Judaism in Matthew’s 

Parables since Jülicher." He does not, however, like Levine does, write about how the feminist quest for a 

liberation Jesus has been part of this Anti-Judaism. In fact, he does not examine any feminist or female scholars 

at all. It is as if he is saying that the various feminist discourses should not be part of the parable research history. 

I will write more about Levine’s criticism in the thesis.  
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been a possibility. Male bias seem to affect scholarship as a whole. Male bias makes 

recipients of all genders consider male parable characters wide, neutral and universal and thus 

open to many interpretational possibilities, while female characters are considered particular 

and narrow, and thus ignored or considered of limited interpretational interest. Such male bias 

seem to be part of contemporary scholarships’ narrowing down of the baker wife as an 

irrelevant detail and of the other ways of stereotypes these female characters, as having 

traditional roles as housewives, as poor or unclean. Possibly, when Jewish and woman 

intersect, it has been even easier to construct this character as marginalized. As the previous 

chapter showed, other intersectional factors might also be of influence, such as whether the 

character is enslaved or free. I call this intersectional bias. Possibly, such intersectional bias in 

combination with the two contemporary hermeneutical traditions I will present in the 

following, might by reasons why contemporary scholarship stereotype female parable 

characters to a greater degree than earlier recipients.   

6.3.2. Searching for the strange, finding stereotypes 

As discussed in Chapter 2, modern parable scholarship’s hermeneutical ideal about looking 

for the strange in parables seems to invite contemporary scholarship to stereotype female 

parable characters.628 In their pursuit for the extraordinary, a number of scholars seemingly 

exaggerate their narrow or biased understanding of female parable characters. Scott’s 

interpretation of both the baker wife and the wife with the drachmas as unclean, contaminant 

and scandalous are the clearest examples I have found of this. When Scott’s hermeneutical 

model for interpreting parables is to search not only for the strange, but also for the 

scandalous and the burlesque, Scott seems to bring stereotyping as far as possible. Such 

interpretations mostly happens for female parable characters. For example, in ways similar to 

how Scott interprets the leaven in the parable about the baker wife as being conterminously 

impure, he also sees the mustard plant in the mustard seed parable as unclean.629 However, 

while both the leaven and the woman are unclean for Scott, as if the impurity of the leaven 

contaminates the woman baking with it, only the mustard plant, and not the man sowing its 

seed, is impure. Thus, the impurity of the mustard plant does not seem to affect how Scott 

interprets the male character in this parable. Scott also comments that this parable shows how 

“Jesus himself associated himself with the unclean, the outcasts.”630 Jesus, similar to how the 

                                                 
628 See p. x.  
629 This plant is unclean since it spreads in uncontrolled ways, and should therefore not be grown in a garden 

(Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 380-83.) 
630 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 387..  
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sowing man is not contaminated by the seed of the impure plant, is also not affected by his the 

unclean people he associates with. There is a big difference between being unclean, and freely 

associate yourself with others, who are unclean. The only male parable character Scott sees as 

impure, is “the unclean and forbidden Samaritan.”631 Thus, it is seems to be those Scott 

perceive as “the others”, namely women and Samaritans, which he describes as unclean. For 

the wife with the drachmas, Scott combines his assumption of this woman as unclean with his 

interpretation of her as poor and searching for a drachma of little value. According to Scott, 

this woman is a character which readers or listeners are led to identify with. However, Scott 

sees this woman as a problematic identification figure. This is because, Jesus, according to 

Scott, addresses men when he tells these parables.632 Now, they are led to identify with a 

scandalously unclean woman. In addition, the woman’s search is pathetic, since it is a search 

for a coin of so little worth, as Scott’s quote in 6.1.1.2.1, shows. Thus, there seems to be a 

connection between Scott’s stereotyping of this wife as poor, searching for a petty coin, and 

his interpretation of the parable as a burlesque.  

6.3.3. One important point, the other elements are belittled 

For contemporary scholars who has a “single point”-approach to parable interpretation, this 

single point seem to never be related to the female character. Jülicher argues that the single 

point of a parable should be the “general” and “widest possible application.”633 In Jülicher’s 

legacy, female characters and elements from the wide variety of women’s lives seem to not be 

found “general” or “wide.” In this way, the scholarship reflects male bias, namely that women 

and female characters are not considered general, neutral or wide, but rather specific, 

subjective and narrow. In addition, is it possibly so that recipients in this or resembling 

paradigms “belittled” or narrowed down other elements in the parables, in order to elevate 

the, or the few, interpretational point? This does not seem to be conscious choses, but more 

results of combined views of gender and hermeneutical paradigms. This might possibly be the 

case when Hagner and Snodgrass explicitly writes that the female character in insignificant 

for the parable interpretation. In this way, they narrow this character down as an irrelevant 

detail. Another way this might happen is when, for example, Scott’s associate Funk interprets 

the baker wife as unclean. Is this done to strengthen his point that the hiding of the leaven 

                                                 
631 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 386.  
632 “Which one of you” in  v. 4 refers to the male Pharisees and scribes in v. 2, according to Scott (Scott, Hear 

Then the Parable, 311.). While I agree with Scott that Jesus in Luke 15 addresses men (seen as humans; 

ἄνθρωπος), and talks about wives, 10.2.3.3 will discuss how other recipients than the intended, still would be 

able to identify with this characters. 
633 According to Tolbert, Perspectives., p. 24. 
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according to him is the concern of the parable?634 In these cases of stereotyping, 

contemporary scholars seem to create a distance between these characters and significance. 

To interpret the wife with the drachmas as poor might also distance this characters from 

recipients, who are mostly wealthy. For Luther and even more for antique recipients, where 

more or all elements in parables were loaded with meaning, there seem to not have been 

“competition” between elements, so that one had to be elevated, while the others are pushed 

down. All, or most, elements may point to the divine or be identified with.  

Possibly, the female church is subordinate to the male Christ for Ambrose and others. 

However, she is an identification figure for all people and signifies the church and Christ. As 

part of seeing the searching wife as Christ, Luther blends her as a loving mother, as we saw in 

6.2.2. Both in this, and in the shared understanding that the wife signifies the female church 

and the female divine wisdom, gender, sexuality and social status, seem to take part. For 

Luther, the character is also especially important as an identification figure for women in his 

time. For the theologians in antiquity, all genders might identify with her. 

6.3.4. What is the relationship between stereotyping and ignoring? 

In the beginning of this chapter, I asked whether there possibly is a connection between 

Hagner’s view that the baker wife is an irrelevant detail and Scott’s understanding of her as 

unclean. These discussions suggest that there is. Both interpretations are ways of stereotyping 

intersectional female characters, either to narrow the character down as an insignificant detail 

or to stereotype these wives in negatives ways so that distance between them and significance 

appears. Possibly, this might also be a reason why the stereotyped widow in Chapter 5 for 

many receipients is so hard to hear. In similar ways, contemporary scholarship’s stereotyping 

of the wives in this chapter might make them easier to ignore.  

Possibly these ways of stereotyping I have discussed in this chapter, to see 

intersectional female characters as irrelevant, in narrow gender biased ways or as impure, also 

connect to the analyses in Chapter 7, where I will discuss whether intersectional female 

parable characters are underrated. Does stereotyping make these intersectional female 

characters less significant as identification figures and for theology than comparable male 

characters or than they have been in earlier phases of the attested reception history?  

                                                 
634 See 6.1.2. and Beavis, "“Like Yeast That a Woman Took”: Feminist Interpretations of the Parables.", note 1, 

p. 229. 
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Chapter 7. UNDERRATED?635 

 

“This parable is less christologically significant than that of the Lost Sheep because it 

does not have resonances with OT promises the way the shepherd image does, but its 

picture of God diligently searching is poignant.636 

 

When recipients find intersectional female parable characters worth discussing and 

interpreting, do they still somehow underrate them? By underrate, I mean that these recipients 

find intersectional female parable characters less significant than they find comparable male 

characters,637 or than other periods of the attested reception history have done. The quote from 

Snodgrass above is a good starting point for this chapter’s discussions. According to 

Snodgrass, the parable about the wife with the ten drachmas, with a female main character, 

gives us a touching image of God. Still, it has less christological significance than the parable 

about the comparable man with the hundred sheep.  

The starting point is again contemporary scholarship. The two aspects I will focus 

particularly on is whether recipients underrate intersectional female characters as 

identification figures and when they construct theological meaning with the parables.638 My 

attested reception studies show that when recipients interpret parables to be about “God” and 

“us”, this happens in a variety of ways. The antique interpretations and those of Luther’s often 

point out that a certain character signifies Christ, the gospel, or the church, while another 

character is a figure you should model or avoid resembling. In contemporary scholarship, 

however, this happens in different ways. Some scholars suggest that a character depicts the 

divine, possibly in a metaphorical or analogical way. Others describe how the author, the text, 

or the first recipients see some parable elements as pointing toward the divine. Contemporary 

scholars also discuss identification figures the text or the author construe or which ancient or 

contemporary readers or listeners could or should identify with. Even though this “God” and 

“us” are made meaning of differently, I still find it meaningful to compare the cases across 

time and interpretational paradigms.  

To discuss the extent to which intersectional female parable characters are underrated, 

I will again analyse attested reception of two parables. The first is the parable about the wife 

                                                 
635 Synonymer: Disregard/undervalued/found less significant… I will not include this note. Am still looking for a 

better term… 
636 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. p. 116. For ex psalm 23.  
637 See how I understand “comparable male characters,” in 4.5.4.2. 
638 I apply “theological” in a broad sense here, as all speech about the divine. 
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with the ten drachmas (Luke 15:8-10), which I also studied in the last chapter. In this chapter, 

however, I explore other aspects of its attested reception: not how or whether recipients 

stereotype this wife, but the extent to which they consider this intersectional female character 

theologically significant. In all the studied phases of the attested reception history, recipients 

find this character theologically significant. However, some recipients, especially in 

contemporary mainstream scholarship, seem to see her as less significant than the man with 

the 100 sheep in the preceding parable in Luke 15 or the man with the two sons in the parable 

following the drachma parable.  

The second is the parable about the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-13), where I study the 

extent to which the intersectional female characters are considered identification figures. 

From an early period, the ten virgins became important figures believers and Christian 

communities were to model or avoid being like. In contemporary scholarship, however, a 

number of feminist and mainstream scholars not consider this parable’s wise virgins relevant. 

If they do, it is mainly as negative figures or through resistant reading.  

For both parables, I suggest possible reasons why recipients underrate these 

intersectional female characters or find them interpretationally significant. At the end of the 

chapter, I will consider potential connections between ignoring, stereotyping and underrating 

these intersectional female characters. 
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7.1. Theologically underrated intersectional female characters  

The Wife with the drachmas as a possible image of god (Luke 15:8-10) 

 

 

The three parables of the lost illustrated together. The Illustrated Bartsch. Vol. 82, German 

Book Illustration before 1500: Anonymous Artists, 1478-1480 

 
οὕτως, λέγω ὑμῖν, γίνεται χαρὰ ἐνώπιον τῶν ἀγγέλων τοῦ θεοῦ ἐπὶ ἑνὶ ἁμαρτωλῷ μετανοοῦντι. 
The same way, I tell you, there will be joy before God’s angels over one repenting sinner. 

           (Luke 15:10) 

When I discuss intersectional female parable characters’ potential theologically underrating, it 

is interesting to study a parable that is “sandwiched” between two parables, where their main 

characters often are considered theologically significant.639 I will compare the attested 

reception of the searching wife with the other two main characters in Luke 15, especially the 

comparable man with the 100 sheep in 15:4-7.640 

                                                 
639 These two parables are among the three most popular in Christian education in the Church of Norway. The 

reason they are chosen, are that they are “central” or “the core” of the gospel, and signify God’s love to humans, 

according to my survey about parables in Christian education in the Church of Norway (Reinertsen, "I 

utgangpunktet " 267-68.). 
640 See presentation of the parable in 4.5.4. 
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7.1.1. Contemporary scholarship and the wife with the drachmas 

Celebrated parable and “the lost parable among the parables of the lost” 

Contemporary feminist New Testament scholarship embrace this parable and see great 

theological potential in its female main character. This parable character has especially been 

celebrated as a symbol of divine wisdom (ḥokmậh/sophia), found in both Hebrew Bible, 

Jewish and early Christian traditions.641 An example of how significant this parable character 

is in the feminist discourses is how the Latin American Conference on Liberation Theology 

from Women’s Perspective used this parable as an overarching theme for their conference in 

1985, where Luke 15:8-10 was employed as a lens for looking for liberating theology for 

women.642 The parable also gives the title to Beavis’ edited book The Lost Coin: Parables of 

Women, Work and Wisdom. According to Beavis, this parable is paradigmatic for where 

female divine imagery can be found, but often has been lost.643 In the same work, Maloney 

writes that this parable is a model of God’s relationship to human beings.644 Louise 

Schottroff, sees this character as highly theological relevant. According to Schottroff, this 

parable…” uses happy neighbor women to paint a picture of God. If you want to see the 

angels’ happiness, look at happy women.”645 For Schottroff, the wife in this parable is as 

theologically significant as the male sheep owner in the previous one, even though she has 

often been overshadowed by this parable.646 According to Schottroff: 

                                                 
641 In addition to the parable scholars I have studied, the personification of wisdom (ḥokmậh/sophia) as a female 

image of God is prevalent in the academic works of Elisabeth A. Johnson, Susan Cady, Sandra M. Schneiders, 

Marian Ronan, Hal Taussig, Joan Chamberlain Engelsman, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Johanna W. H. van 

Wijk-Bos, Lucy Reid and Jann Aldredge-Clanton. For an overview of their works, see for example, McAlister, 

"Christ as the Woman Seeking " 138. Note 1, p. 8-9. 
642 Maloney, "'Swept under the Rug'; Feminist Homiletical Reflection on the Parable of the Lost Coin (Lk 15:8-

9)." P. 35. 
643 Beavis, Lost Coin.20.  
644 Maloney, "'Swept under the Rug'; Feminist Homiletical Reflection on the Parable of the Lost Coin (Lk 15:8-

9)."p. 35.  
645 Schottroff, The Parables.p. 154-155. Schottroff would not say this wife is God in an allegorical sense, but 

rather in a metaphorical way. 
646 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 99. Still, Schottroff does not find this parable as significant as the following parable, at 

least in how “Luke” saw it. The third parable’s positioning in the text, at the end of discussed by Jesus, problem 

means that it is meant to dominate that of the others, according to Schottroff (Schottroff, The Parables. P. 138.).  
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“The very struggle for survival of women, who have to work twice as long as men to earn one drachma, 

is a parable for the struggle of God, the One searching for lost human beings who repent. The solidarity 

of a group of women neighbors becomes a parable for the angels’ joy.”647 

 

Merz sees the searching woman as an image of God, since God and his angels are compared 

to this woman and her friends and neighbors.648 Figure 7.1 shows how feminist scholarship 

employs this parable to 

create a new, emergent 

story, where the searching-

woman-Sophia-God 

celebrates liberation of 

women with a women’s 

party. However, while the 

majority of feminist scholars 

see this parable and its 

character as a long searched 

for (!) female imagery of 

God, it has received less 

attention in mainstream scholarship. 

Mainstream scholarship studies this parable less than the other two in Luke 15. 

According to Schottroff: “The parable stands in the shadow of the shepherd’s parable, just as 

the leaven stands in the shadow of the mustard seed.”649 Merz argues that this is the lost 

parable among the parables of the lost.650 I agree with her. Dodd is an example of this. In The 

parables of the Kingdom he does not give this parable an independent treatment, since he sees 

it as a “companion parable” to the parable about the lost sheep and more or less just repeats its 

content.651 The only comments he has on it, are in brackets.652 Fitzmyer also seems to 

consider this a “companion parable”, when he writes” “The parable of the lost coin makes 

                                                 
647 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 100.  
648 Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens," 617. 
649 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 99.  
650 Merz, "Last und Freude des Kehrens," 617. 
651 Which he examines more thoroughly (Dodd, The Parables. P. 89-90). 
652 As shown in the following quote: “Now the story itself (and their companion parable of the lost coin follows 

the same line) depicts vividly the concern which a person feels about a loss which an outsider might consider 

comparatively trifling, and his (or her) corresponding delight when the lost is found." (Dodd, The Parables.p. 

90).  

Parable frame:
• A connected

celebration before
the angels of God.

• Jesus told «them»  
this parable (v.3).

Parable narrative:
Wife who finds her 
lost drachma invites
female friends and 

neighbours to party.

1

Blended story: 
The searching wife-

Sophia God 
celebrates 

liberation of 
women with her 

female hosts.

Intersectional
situated story:

• Female liberating 
images of God is 
mostly overlooked, 
but required.

• Parables are about
«God and us»

 
 

Figure 7.1. Feminist Scholarship and the Celebrating Liberating Sophia 

God 



192 

 

almost the same point is that of the lost sheep, but now, instead of the moderately rich 

shepherd, the main figure is a poor woman who has lost one of her 10 drachmas.”653 

 Mainstream scholars in the anti-allegorical tradition after Jülicher are reluctant to see 

this parable characters, as well as other characters, as images of God. However, they still find 

that the parable and its main character do tell us something of theological value. Fitzmyer, for 

example, does not explicitly say that the wife is an image of God, but that this parable 

contains a ‘from the smaller to the greater’ argument about “how much more” God will 

forgive and rejoice.654 Still, since he sees this parable as mainly repeating the point of the 

previous parable, he spends very little time discussing it.655   

In contrast, Donahue is overt that this wife is a female metaphor for and an image of 

God.656 Unlike Scott, Donahue does not say that the wife is poor and unclean, nor that this 

would be understood as a shameful parable, as described in 6.1.1.2.1. He does argues that a 

female image of God would be a surprise to the first hearers, in similar ways as Scott does.  

 

...even though there is metaphorical language in the Hebrew Bible which describes God in feminine 

imagery, women in the first century suffered religious and social discrimination. It would still be 

shocking surprise for the audience to hear God compared to a woman. This will challenge the 

fundamental image of God. The hearers are now challenged to see the searching woman as a metaphor 

for God’s searching love, which paves the way for a new way of thinking about how got God acts 

toward the sinner and at cost.657 

  

Still, Donahue does not say that a female character would be appalling and a scandal to these 

hearers. In addition, he seems to make as much meaning with this female character as he does 

for the two male main characters in the surrounding parables.  

 Snodgrass represents recent mainstream scholarship, with more interest in parables 

with female characters.658 Snodgrass considers the searching woman, as he sees her, of high 

theological value, as the quote at the beginning of the chapter shows. She is also significant as 

an identification figure.659 Snodgrass is also explicit that this parable is not a copy of the 

preceding parable, but is entitled to a separate interpretation, in contrast to Dodd and 

                                                 
653 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A.p. 1080.  
654 Fitzmyer, Luke 28A, 1080. 
655 He first spends about nine pages discussing the Lost Sheep-parable, then slightly more than two pages on the 

lost coin. The third parable is treated over more than 12 pages. 
656 John R. Donahue, In Parable, 149-50. 
657 John R. Donahue, In Parable., 149 (I will check quote) 
658 See 2.1.4. 
659 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent., 116. 
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Fitzmyer.660 Similar to Schottroff and other scholars mentioned above, Snodgrass disregards 

allegorical readings. Rather, according to Snodgrass, we should see the searching woman and 

her actions as analogies of God’s work. “The woman’s search is an analogy of God’s 

initiative and diligence in seeking to recover his people,” Snodgrass argues. The following joy 

is also an analogy of God’s joy.661 This character is, thus, highly theologically relevant for 

Snodgrass. Still, in subtle ways, he interprets this character as less significant than the male 

sheep owner. This man should also be understood as an analogy, according to Snodgrass. 

However, in addition to this parable’s christological relevance, the parable about the male 

sheep owner also especially teaches theology,662 seemingly more than our parable does. 

Snodgrass remarks the following about the parable about the man with 100 sheep:  

 

This parable (the parable about the man, who has 100 sheep) is not saying that God is a shepherd, nor 

do the following parables make God a woman or a father. These parables are implied analogies. The 

action and attitudes portrayed- not the people portrayed- mirror the actions and attitude of God. The 

parable of the Lost Sheep is an analogical “how much more argument.” The shepherd is not God, Jesus, 

or anyone else, and the sheep is not a person or group. These figures reside in and stay in the story. 

Certainly the mountains/wilderness and the friends do not “stand for something.” At the same time, 

images selected for stories are not chosen at random; they are specifically chosen to set off resonances, 

and reference to a shepherd and sheep would bring to mind the OT use of these images for God, leaders, 

and hope for God’s people. (…) The logic of the parable is this: If, as surely you would agree, a 

shepherd will go after a lost sheep and rejoice when he finds it, how much more will God search for a 

lost/strayed person and rejoice when he recovers that person? Both Evangelists points to God as the 

analogue of the shepherd in the way they frame the parable, which fits with the OT imagery.663 

 

According to Snodgrass, it is this “framing,” where both evangelists who have included this 

parable connect the male sheep owner to shepherd imagery in the Old Testament, which 

makes it especially theological and christological significant.664 This framing makes the 

character significant in three ways. First, theologically, since the male sheep owner resonates 

with OT imagery of God as a shepherd for his people.665 Secondly, this image is a criticism of 

the Jewish leadership at the time of Jesus for failing to be good shepherds for the people. 

Thirdly, it shows how Jesus is a good shepherd.666 Thus, this framing makes the sheep-owing 

male more christologically significant than the drachma-owing female character. 

                                                 
660 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 113. 
661 “If a woman will search diligently for a lost coin, how much more will God diligently search for his lost 

people?” (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 114.P. 114). See also p. 115.  
662 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. P. 107.  
663 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. p. 107. 
664 According to Snodgrass, although a despised occupation at the time of Jesus, «…the shepherd image is used 

of God’s tender care of his people and for leaders of the people in the OT and Judaism, including the 

eschatological deliverer” (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 102.). 
665 Since Snodgrass applies «OT» for Hebrew Bible and LXX, I will also do this when I analyse his texts.  
666 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 106-07. 
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Christologically, according to Snodgrass, both parables refer to the activity of Jesus in the 

gospels, like his eating with sinners.667 However, since the searching woman does not have 

resonances with OT promises the way the shepherd image does, this character is less 

theologically significant. According to Snodgrass, the parable about the searching woman’s 

framing has mainly to do with texts where other women are compared to God, like a mother 

comforting her children in Isa 66:13. 668 Could possibly Snodgrass underrate the searching 

wife when it is apparently this character’s gender, which “sets off resonances” to this parable? 

For the parable about the male sheep owner, it is that he owes sheep, or, according to 

Snodgrass resemble a shepherd, which resonates with significant texts. What would happen to 

the interpretation of the this parable if Snodgrass had looked for other elements to find 

resonances for than her gender?  

Such possible male bias might influence Snodgrass’ argument that while the framing 

of the first parable shows that Jesus criticizes Jewish leadership, the female character mainly 

show Jesus’ relationship to women. According to Snodgrass, “her appearance reminds us of 

Jesus’ valuing of women in a patriarchal society.”669 While a male character has wide 

application, the female character mainly “resonates” with other female characters, characters 

that are women and mothers. For Snodgrass, the male sheep owner has resonances that exceed 

his gender. These resonances are also somehow more significant than those of the female coin 

owner are. Thus, Snodgrass also seems to underrate the wife compared to the man in the 

preceding parable. 

We could also ask Snodgrass if he believes there are natural or objective “resonances” 

which would be the same for all readers of or listeners to this parable. Possibly, Snodgrass 

misses the point that he makes choices about which aspects of the parable to focus on and 

these aspects’ possible resonances. What happens if recipients focused on other elements in 

the parables, than those Snodgrass emphasizes? What if they resonate in different ways, 

according to the intersectional life experiences of readers or listeners? In earlier allegorical 

interpretations that Snodgrass dismisses, other features in the parable about the wife with the 

drachmas are emphasized, as we saw in Chapter 6 and will study further below. 

Snodgrass’ interpretation might be compared to how Bovon interprets this female 

character. According to Bovon, neither the man with the 100 sheep nor the searching woman 

                                                 
667 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. P. 107.  
668 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 114. 
669 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. P. 107. 
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are pointing to the divine, but rather to leaders in the Christian congregation (the man) and as 

exemplifying that women are of irreplaceable worth and have a place in the congregation (the 

wife).670 The two characters seem equally important in Bovon’s interpretations. However, 

while a male character is seemingly “neutral” and can be interpreted in many ways, the 

female character is only relevant for other women. This is also visible when Bovon describes 

which intertexts he employs to analyse the parable. For the male character, it is again relevant 

that he owns sheep. Thus, important intertexts are where God is described as a shepherd, like 

Psalm 23 and Jer 13:10-14. For the searching wife, however, if is important that she is 

female.671 A relevant intertext is thus a story about another woman, like Rachel, who cries 

over her children and whom the Lord promises reward (money) for her work (Jer 31:15-16). 

The wife, thus, seems to be underrated for Bovon, since she is only relevant for understanding 

other women, in contrast to a comparable male character, who is significant for other things 

than only his gender. This also makes the male character theologically significant, men not 

the female character. 

         To sum up contemporary research; self-identified feminist scholarship finds this 

intersectional female parable character of high interpretational value. Many scholars see her 

as a paradigmatic figure for how we are to understand God, the relationship between God and 

human beings and the divine concern for liberation of women. Mainstream scholarship, on the 

other hand, with Donahue as an exception, sees this character as significant, but most of the 

scholarship in different ways underrate her and find her less significant than especially the 

male sheep owner in the previous and comparable parable. This parable is either merely a 

“companion parable” or a repetition with a twist of the first parable and therefor does not need 

much comment, as Dodd and Fitzmyer claims. Alternatively, this character is theologically 

significant, but underrated compared to the man in the previous parable, as Snodgrass argues. 

If we go back to first Luther and then Antiquity, do we see similar interpretations? 

7.1.2. Luther and the wife with the drachmas 

“The woman is the divine wisdom, she is Christ himself .”  

This intersectional female character seems to be significant both theologically and as an 

identification figure for Martin Luther, as we have seen in Chapter 6. Still, this wife is less 

present, or at least less preserved, in Luther’s writings than the male sheep owner in the 

                                                 
670 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, III, 30 and 33. 
671 “Frau,” in German can mean both woman and wife.  
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preceding parable is. For example in a sermon about Luke 15:1-10 in Summer Postil (1544), 

Luther emphasizes the male sheep owner in the first parable. However, the wife with the 

drachmas is not mentioned, even though this parable is included in the text he preaching 

about.672 Nevertheless, I have found a number of texts where Luther makes meaning of the 

wife with the drachmas as Christ, and possibly also as the Church and as an identification 

figure. Iin addition to those analysed in Chapter six, in Predigt am Donnerstag nach dem 3. 

Trinitatissonntag (June 16th 1524) Luther sees the searching wife as the divine wisdom, which 

is Christ, as the following quote shows:  

 

The sheep, which is lost, is we; the one who seeks yet again, is Christ. The drachma is we. The woman 

is the divine wisdom, she is Christ himself, who rejoices when he finds. In these two things, Christ is 

concisely configured. That means, let whatever we imagine to obtain through what we will do for 

salvation be called reprehensible deeds, no matter how (they are). The sheep cannot help itself; it cannot 

find a way where it might escape the wolf. If, therefore, it should be liberated, he must come, he who 

owns it, because the sheep does not seek the master, but vice versa.673 

 

In this text, the sheep signify Luther’s “we” are the male sheep owner represents Christ. In 

similar ways, “we” are also the drachma, and the wife, who rejoices when he finds “us,” is 

Christ. Luther, thus, equates the main characters in these two parable, when they both signify 

Christ.674 Luther similarly interprets the two characters in the same way in his Lecture on 

Hebrew:  

For nowhere He takes hold of the angels [but He takes hold of the descendants of Abraham]. 

                                                 
672 Two sermons by Luther is collected in this work, the first preached on August 23the, 1532m the second on 

August 24. The first sermon does not make meaning from any of the human characters, mainly the introductory 

frame, 15:1-3. In the second, the male sheep owner is central (Martin Luther, Luther's Works: Vol. 78: Church 

Postil IV, ed. Christopher Boyd Brown et al., vol. Vol. 78 (Saint Louis, Mo: Concordia Publishing House, 2015), 

128-52.). These are also preserved in WA 22:52-53 and WA 36:270.24-303.33.  
673 The Latin text from WA is:  

 

Ovis, quae perdita est, nos sumus; qui iterum querit, est Christus. Drachma nos sumus. Mulier est 

sapientia divina, est Christus ipse, qui ubi invenit letatur. In his duabus breviter est figuratus Christus 

i.e. damnata , quicquid praesumimus facere per hoc, quod facere volumus ad salute, nominentur opera, 

quomodocunque tandem. Ovis non potest sibi auxiliare, non potest invenire viam, ubi possit effugere 

lupum. Si ergo liberari debet, oportet is veniat, cuius est, quia ovis non quaerit dominum, sed econtra. 

(Martin Luther, "Predigt am Donnerstag nach dem 3. Trinitatissonntag " in D. Martin Luthers Werke. 

Weimarer Ausgabe (Weimar: Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, June 16th 1524 (1966)), 633-34. 

 

The translation is again made with great assistance from Vemund Blomkvist.  
674 Even though Luther make more meaning with the male character. In addition, a sermon about these texts I 

have only been able to find online, (see footnote x about every woman should have her drachma), says: “Christ is 

both the shepherd and the woman; for he has lighted the lamp, that is, the Gospel, and he goes about in the 

desert, that is, the world. He sweeps the house, and seeks the lost sheep and lost piece of silver, when he comes 

with his Word and proclaims to us, first our sins, and then his grace and mercy.” Also in this version, Luther 

equates the male sheep owner and the woman as images of Christ. To light the lamp and to search in the 

wilderness are equally important. Here, the two characters together bring the gospel to the world. Also in this 

sermon, it is interesting how both a female and a male character might signify Christ. 
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Chrysostom notes the emphasis on the verb “to take hold of.” For the apostle did not say that He 

received, but that “He took hold of,” namely, from the figure of persons pursuing and doing everything 

to seize and take hold of those who are fleeing. For when human nature fled far away, He pursued, and 

took hold of it. He showed that He did this only out of mercy and grace and because of the care He has 

for us. This is what Chrysostom says. And this is clear in the Gospel from the parables of the lost sheep 

and the lost coin which He sought and found, certainly not because of what they did, but out of 

compassion.675 

 

Here as well, Christ is the one who sought and found the lost coin, the same way as he sought 

and found the lost sheep. In contrast to Snodgrass above, the gender of the wife does not seem 

to hamper Luther in seeing her as Christ. However, as suggested in, 6.2.2. it possibly makes 

him see her as the incarnated female divine wisdom,. 

Thus, Luther finds the parable wife theologically significant, as Christ, and, and as 

analysed in Chapter 6, as the church. Gender seem to be of importance to how Luther blends 

the wife as the church and in his female images of Christ, as the divine wisdom and possibly 

the church here and as a loving mother in 6.22. This still makes this wife christologically 

significant. How does reipients in Antiquity interpret this searching wife? 

7.1.3. Antiquity and the wife with the drachmas 

The wife signifies christ, the church (and “us.”)  

This parable has less preserved interpretations than the two parables sandwiching it.676 Still, 

the parable seems to be highly significant in the antique attested reception I have studied.  

The three ways Luther interprets the wife with the drachmas, as Christ, the church and 

“us,” are also represented in interpretations in Antiquity. According to Daniel Sheerin, these 

are the three main modes of interpretation for this female character in Christian Antiquity. In 

Sheerin’s terms: As Christ, as the church, and as the individual Christian.677 Chapter 6 treats 

ow this wife is interpreted as the churchis and as an identification figure. In this part, I will 

                                                 
675 Martin Luther, "Lectures On Hebrews," in The Works of Martin Luther (1973), 142-43. Sjekk hva det er I 

WA… 
676 A search on Biblindex shows that our parable has 128 search results. The proceeding parable, about the male 

sheep owner and the sheep, which is about the same length as our parable, gave 237 results. The third, much 

longer parable about the father and the two sons resulted in 355 hits. Thus, based on preserved interpretations of 

these parables, also in Antiquity this parable received less attention than the two surrounding it. Daniel Sheerin’ 

research confirms this. The Parable of the Lost Drachma is the least frequently commented upon and alluded to 

of the three parables of repentance in Luke 15, the Parable of the Lost Sheep (vv 4-6), the Parable of the Lost 

Drachma (vv 8-10), and the Parable of the Prodigal Son (vv 11- 32). Interpretation of the Parable of the Lost 

Drachma is frequently found in association with the interpretation/application of the other two, more popular 

parables (Sheerin, "The Theotokion." 183, note 6). 
677 Sheerin also calls this ecclesiological, ascetico-moral and christological exegesis (Sheerin, "The Theotokion." 

P. 168). 
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study what Sheerin calls the dominant mode, both in the antique east and west, namely the 

Christological exegesis.678  

In these interpretations, the female character is mainly understood as Sophia, the 

divine wisdom. This divine wisdom is Christ, as it is for Luther. Origen is an early 

representative of this view. According to him, both the male sheep owner and the wife signify 

how Christ searched and found the gentiles, before they sought him. Origen, in his 

Commentary on Romans, writes:  

 

Now it is certain that there were Gentiles who neither knew how to seek Christ nor had they learned to 

ask about him. Yet they found him whom they had not sought, because he sought them first. For he is 

the good Shepherd and he searched for the sheep that was lost; and he is the wisdom that searches for 

the lost drachma and by seeking found.679  

 

Thus, for Origen, both the wife and the shepherd signify Christ and show his saving activity. 

In similar ways, Gregory the Theologian, Ephraem Syrus, Cyril of Alexandria, Severus of 

Antioch and Romanos the Melode and a number of other eastern theologians, interpret the 

wife as divine wisdom searching for lost humanity.680 In the West, Tertullian, Rufinius, 

Augustine and others have similar Christological interpretations. An example of this is 

Augustine’s Expositions of Psalm 138.  

As long as we are in this life, it is night for us. How was our night illuminated? By Christ’s descent into 

the night. Christ took flesh from this world and lit up the night for us. A woman in the gospel had lost a 

drachma, and she lighted a lamp. The wisdom of God had also lost a drachma. What is a drachma? A 

coin, but on it is stamped the image of our Emperor himself, for men and women were made in the 

image of God, and they were lost. What did that wise woman do? She lighted a lamp. A lamp is made 

from clay, but it carries a light by which the drachma can be found. Wisdom’s lamp was the flesh of 

Christ; it was made from Earth’s clay, but it shone with the light of the Word and found those who were 

lost.681 

 

                                                 
678 Sheerin, "The Theotokion." P. 168.  
679 Origenes, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans : 104 : Books 6-10, ed. Thomas P. Scheck and 

Aquileiensis Rufinus, vol. 104, The Fathers of the Church, (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America 

Press, 2002). 8.6.11. p. 154.  
680 Gregory the Theologian is also in this tradition. According to Sheerin, he has picked up and expanded 

Origen’s interpretation (Sheerin, "The Theotokion." p. 169). Since Sheerin has done such a wonderful job in 

finding antique interpretations of this parable, I mainly refer to his work. However, for the texts I analysed, I 

have found other versions. For Ephrem, see Carmina Nisibena 46.3.5-6 (Sheerin, "The Theotokion." Note 8, p. 

169/183). For the rest, see Sheerin, "The Theotokion." P. 170-177. 
681 Aurelius Augustinus, The works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century : Pt. 3 Vol. 20 : 

Sermons Expositions of the Psalms : 121-150, ed. Michel Pellegrino et al., vol. Pt. 3 Vol. 20 (Hyde Park, N.Y: 

New City Press, 2004). Exposition of Psalm 138, v. 11. P. 267. He has some of the same readings in his 

commentaries on psalm 103.  
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Augustine, thus, employs this parable to describe how and why God became a human being 

and of God’s saving activity. The intersectional female character, which Augustine considers 

wise, and her lamp take part in these blends. The clay of the oil lamp is Christ’s flesh. The 

light’s flame is the light of God. Augustine sees the wife as the wisdom of God, who 

possesses this light. The lost drachma represents lost humanity, and the coin’s stamp of the 

emperor, signifies humans of both genders, who are created in the image of God. The 

woman’s search for her coin and her finding of it, represent the divine wisdom’s search and 

finding of lost humanity. Thus, both Augustine’s theologies of incarnation and soteriology are 

made meaning of from this parable and its female character.682 

The perhaps most influential western interpretation of this parable, was by Gregory the 

great (pope 590-604). His interpretation became the universal periscope for the Latin church, 

first on the Third Sunday after Pentecost and later third Sunday after the Octave of 

Pentecost.683  

He who is signified by the shepherd is also signified by the woman. For He is God and also the Wisdom 

of God. And because an image is stamped on a drachma, the woman lost a drachma when man, who had 

been created in the image of God, departed from the likeness to his Creator through sin. But the woman 

lit a lamp, because the Wisdom of God appeared in humanity. You see, a lamp is light in a clay vessel, 

but the light in the clay is divinity in flesh. The Wisdom of God says about the clay vessel of His body: 

“My strength dried up like clay (Ps 21.16),” for since a clay vessel is made firm in fire, His strength 

dried up like clay, because He strengthened the flesh He had assumed for the glory of the Resurrection 

through the suffering of the Passion. But after lighting the lamp He ransacked the house, because as 

soon as His divinity shone through His flesh, every human conscience was smitten. For the house is 

ransacked when the human conscience is shaken up by pondering on its guilt. This “ransacked” does not 

significantly disagree with “cleans,” the word which is read in other texts, because, of course, and evil 

mind cannot be cleansed of its vices unless it is first ransacked through fear. And so, when the house is 

ransacked, the drachma is found, because when the human conscience is shaken up the image of his 

Creator is restored in man. “And when she finds it, she calls together her neighbors and friends, saying: 

Rejoice with me, for I have found the drachma I had lost.” Who are her friends and neighbors but the 

heavenly powers mentioned earlier. They are nearer to heavenly Wisdom because they draw nigh to it 

through the grace of unremitting vision. But in this connection we certainly must not neglect to mention 

why this woman through whom Wisdom is portrayed, is described as having had ten drachmas, of 

which she lost one, and then found it when she searched. You see, the Lord created the nature of angels 

and of men to know Him. Since He wanted that nature to endure eternally, He created it, clearly, in His 

own likeness. Now the woman had ten drachmas, because there are nine orders of angels, but to fill out 

the number of the elect, man was created as the tenth. And not even after his sin was man lost to his 

Creator, because eternal Wisdom, shining with the light of the lamp through the wonders of His flesh, 

restored man. But we have mentioned nine orders of angels, because, of course, we know on the 

testimony of Scripture that there are Angels, Archangels, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Dominations, 

Thrones, Cherubim, and Seraphim... .etc.684 

 

                                                 
682 For further reading, see McAlister, "Christ as the Woman Seeking ". p. 13-15.  
683 For a thorough overview, see Sheerin, "The Theotokion." P. 177.  
684  
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Similar to earlier interpretations, both the wife with the drachmas and the man with the sheep 

signify Christ. In addition, Gregory has an extended understanding, compared to the other 

interpretations we have seen. The image stamped on the drachma signifies humanity, created 

in the image of God. However, as the wife lost the coin, humanity departed from God’s 

likeness. The clay of the lamp and its light is the incarnated wisdom - divinity in flesh. The 

wife’s searching is how Christ’s divinity shone through his flesh and “smitten” every human 

conscience into a cleansing pondering on their guilt. When the coin is found, the image of the 

creator is restored in humanity. The wife’s friends and neighbours are the heavenly powers. In 

addition to the 

interpretations studied 

earlier, Gregory 

understands the nine kept 

coins as the nine orders of 

angels.685 Thus, Gregory 

employs this parable to 

explain his entire 

Christian universe: 

Creation of human beings 

(the image on the 

drachma), the heavenly 

powers (friends and neighbours), the orders of angels and human beings’ place among them 

(the nine kept drachmas and the one lost), the incarnation and God’s saving activities. As 

such, the parable could possibly not be more significant.686  

Figure 7.2 exemplifies how all the studied antique cases find this parable theologically 

significant and blends its main character as Christ, the searching wisdom of God.  

6.1.4. Summing up theologically underrated wife 

To sum up, the antique interpretations do not seem to underrate this character. For some 

theologians, like Gregory, it is as if his entire theological system makes meaning from this 

                                                 
685 For further reading, see McAlister, "Christ as the Woman Seeking ". p. 16-18.  
686 Both Augustine’s and Gregory’s interpretations were immensely influential, and were recapitulated and 

elaborated throughout the middle ages, in writings, commentaries and liturgies both in the east and in the west, 

as shown by McAlister and Sheerin. We see this, for example in Bede’s commentary on Luke, Peter Lombard’s 

commentary on the Psalms, Glossa ordinaria (the influential patristic biblical commentary of the high middle 

ages), in Nicholas of Lyra’s Postilla, in Eastern and Latin liturgies (McAlister, "Christ as the Woman Seeking "., 

15-26. D Sheerin, "The Theotokion." P. 178-180. 

Parable frame:
• Celebration

before the
angels of God.

• Jesus told
«them»  this
parable (v.3).

Parable narrative:
Most aspects of

the parable

1

Blended story: 
The searching 

wife is the divine 
Sophia, Christ.

Intersectional
situated stories:

• Allegoric 
interpretation

• Parables are
about «God and 
us»

Intertextual
stories: 

The two parabels 
sandwiching it. 

 

Figure 7.2: The searching Wife as Sophia-Christ in Antiquity 
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intersectional female character. Still, the surrounding parables have possibly been made more 

meaning from in Antiquity – at least there are more preserved texts about them- and as such, 

this parable could be seen as underrated. Luther also finds this character highly significant and 

seems to employ the same three modes of interpretations – although we also from Luther has 

less sermons and writings about this character than the male sheep owner. In this way, Luther 

– or Luther’s legacy – possibly undermines her. However, in his meaning-making, Luther 

seems to consider this wife with the drachmas owner as significant as the preceding man with 

the sheep. Although intersectional situated stories about gender roles seemingly influence 

how both Luther and antique recipients blend this searching wife as the divine wisdom and as 

the church, this does not appear to make him underrate this character. 

Contemporary scholarship mostly finds the searching wife theologically significant. 

This is especially the case for feminist research, where this character is celebrated as a female 

image of the divine. In mainstream scholarship, however, either this parable is the “lost 

parable among the parable of the lost,” as analysed by Merz, or scholars find the parable and 

its female character theologically significant, but on a subtle level less significant than the two 

main male characters surrounding it, as I will discuss further at the end of the chapter.  
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7.2. Underrated narrow characters  

The wise virgins as possible identification figures  (Matt 25:1-13) 

 
Baptistery wall painting at Dura Europos: Procession of women ca. 240–45 CE Paint 

on plaster 95 × 140 cm (37 3/8 × 55 1/8 in.) 

Yale-French Excavations at Dura-Europos 

 

Τότε ὁμοιωθήσεται ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν δέκα παρθένοις, αἵτινες λαβοῦσαι τὰς λαμπάδας ἑαυτῶν 

ἐξῆλθον εἰς ὑπάντησιν τοῦ νυμφίου.2 πέντε δὲ ἐξ αὐτῶν ἦσαν μωραὶ καὶ πέντε φρόνιμοι. 3 αἱ γὰρ μωραὶ 

λαβοῦσαι τὰς λαμπάδας αὐτῶν οὐκ ἔλαβον μεθ’ ἑαυτῶν ἔλαιον. 4 αἱ δὲ φρόνιμοι ἔλαβον ἔλαιον ἐν τοῖς 

ἀγγείοις μετὰ τῶν λαμπάδων ἑαυτῶν. 5 χρονίζοντος δὲ τοῦ νυμφίου ἐνύσταξαν πᾶσαι καὶ ἐκάθευδον. 6 

μέσης δὲ νυκτὸς κραυγὴ γέγονεν· ἰδοὺ ὁ νυμφίος, ἐξέρχεσθε εἰς ἀπάντησιν αὐτοῦ. 7 τότε ἠγέρθησαν πᾶσαι 

αἱ παρθένοι ἐκεῖναι καὶ ἐκόσμησαν τὰς λαμπάδας ἑαυτῶν. 8 αἱ δὲ μωραὶ ταῖς φρονίμοις εἶπαν· δότε ἡμῖν 

ἐκ τοῦ ἐλαίου ὑμῶν, ὅτι αἱ λαμπάδες ἡμῶν σβέννυνται. 9 ἀπεκρίθησαν δὲ αἱ φρόνιμοι λέγουσαι· μήποτε οὐ 

μὴ ἀρκέσῃ ἡμῖν καὶ ὑμῖν· πορεύεσθε μᾶλλον πρὸς τοὺς πωλοῦντας καὶ ἀγοράσατε ἑαυταῖς. 10 

ἀπερχομένων δὲ αὐτῶν ἀγοράσαι ἦλθεν ὁ νυμφίος, καὶ αἱ ἕτοιμοι εἰσῆλθον μετ’ αὐτοῦ εἰς τοὺς γάμους καὶ 

ἐκλείσθη ἡ θύρα. 11 ὕστερον δὲ ἔρχονται καὶ αἱ λοιπαὶ παρθένοι λέγουσαι· κύριε κύριε, ἄνοιξον ἡμῖν. 12 ὁ 

δὲ ἀποκριθεὶς εἶπεν· ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, οὐκ οἶδα ὑμᾶς. 13 Γρηγορεῖτε οὖν, ὅτι οὐκ οἴδατε τὴν ἡμέραν οὐδὲ 

τὴν ὥραν 

 

Then the kingdom of the heavens will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went to meet the 

bridegroom. However, five of them were foolish, and five were wise. “Then the kingdom of the heavens 

will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2 However, five of them 

were foolish, and five were wise. 3 When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; 4 but 

the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. 5 As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became 

drowsy and slept. 6 But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet 

him.’ 7 Then all those virgins got up and trimmed their lamps. 8 The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us 

some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ 9 But the wise replied, ‘No! there will not be enough for 

you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’ 10 And while they went to 

buy it, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with him into the wedding; and the door 

was shut. 11 Later the other virgins also came, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ 12 But he replied, ‘Truly I 

tell you, I do not know you.’ 13 Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour. 

           (Matt 25:1-13) 
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The second parable I employ to discuss underrating of intersectional female parable 

characters is the parable about the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-13). This might the parable in my 

material, which has been most interpreted.687 The wise virgins early on became identification 

figures a variety of recipients tried to model their lives after. In similar ways, the foolish 

virgins became negative figures you should avoid imitating. In addition to the extensive 

written interpretations, reception of this parable is found in several fields. We might have 

reflection in arts as early as from the Christian building at Dura Europos.688 The virgins 

appear at numerous church portals, often as a moral warning to the devotees.689 In my 

Norwegian context, we meet the virgins in Bekkelaget church in Oslo and in Austråttborgen 

outside Trondheim. This is also the only parable, which had its own scene in the virgin 

mystery games in the Middle Ages.690  

In my own lived religion in the church of Norway, I have sung numerous hymns with 

bridal mysticism, where elements of this parable seem to be in play.691 In the Christian youth 

group, when I grew up, we sang: “Give me oil in my lamp keep me burning, burning, burning, 

give me oil in my lamp, I pray.”692  

In the Church of Norway, this parable, which used to be so central in Christian 

catechism, is no longer one of the stories, which children hear in Christian education.693 This 

fall in attention seems to apply to the academy as well, which I will discuss in the following. 

                                                 
687 See Moisés Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen kommen überall hin (Von den zehn Jungfrauen) - Matt 25,1-13)," 

in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, ed. Ruben Zimmermann et al. (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 

2007). p. 502). For how Moyordomo describes its “Wirkungsgeschichte,” see this book section, P. 501-502) or 

Luz, EKK, 1. 477-485. 
688 On the wall in what is presumed to be the baptistery in the Christian building in Dura Europas, there is a 

partly preserved fresco depicting two women, as well as a number of feet, carrying lighted torches, as we see 

above. Previously, these women were presumed to be Mary Magdalene and the other women on the way to the 

empty tomb. However, more recently a.o. Sandra Kastfelt argues that this might be the virgins on the way to the 

wedding (Sandra Kastfelt, Den tidlige kristne billedverden (København: Forlaget Orbis, 2020), 114-16. 
689 Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.", p. 502. See illustration to chapter 11.  
690 Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.", p. 501.  
691 For the relationship between this parable and bridal mysticism, see for example Mayordomo, "Kluge 

Mädchen.", P. 501, BWV 140, 1731; M. Walter 1999, 256-262).   
692 I have not been able to find any author or composer of this song. On the Internet, there are a variety of 

versions, with some small varieties in text or melody. According to Wikipedia "Oil in My Lamp", also known as 

"Give Me Oil in My Lamp" and "Sing Hosanna", is a traditional Christian hymn based on the Parable of the Ten 

Virgins. The song has been attested many times and was a hit in Jamaica in 1964 for Eric "Monty" Morris, as 

well as appearing on The Byrds' 1969 album Ballad of Easy Rider." 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oil_in_My_Lamp, accessed February 6, 2020). 
693 In the Church of Norway, this parable is hardly in use in catechism teaching any longer. Only one of the 41 

congregations, who answered the survey referred to in the article below, included this parable in their teaching 

the children and young people (Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet " 272. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_hymn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parable_of_the_Ten_Virgins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parable_of_the_Ten_Virgins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_%22Monty%22_Morris
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Byrds
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ballad_of_Easy_Rider_(album)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oil_in_My_Lamp
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I am especially interested in how the virgins and their potential wisdom are 

interpreted. After I have discussed the extent to which contemporary scholarship underrates 

these ten intersectional female parable characters as identification figures, I move back 

through time and analyse Luther’s interpretations of these characters. After that, I will spend 

the majority of the analyses of Antiquity on two early cases, namely periscopes from 

Irenaeus’ Against the Heresies and the mostly undiscovered anonymous Peri Parthenias. 

These cases show how significant this parable and its ten virgins were in Antiquity. I will also 

discuss possible underlying reasons for the contemporary underrating of this parable, and why 

earlier periods find it significant. 

7.2.1.Contemporary scholarship and the virgins 

Resistant and Narrow Interpretations of the Virgins and their Wisdom  

This parable receives relatively little attention in recent parable scholarship.694 Scholars, who 

do not study this parable, are Scott, in Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the 

Parables of Jesus,695 William R Hertzog II in Parables as Subversive Speach. Jesus as 

Pedagogue of the Oppressed,696 and Levine in Short Stories by Jesus. The enigmatic Parables 

of a Controversial Rabbi.697 In addition, if scholars have studied this parable, they mostly 

problematized the virgins and their alleged wisdom.  

The majority of feminist scholars question what up until recently was the dominant 

interpretation of the wise virgins, namely that they are identification figures for the right 

attitude or behaviour towards God. The oil these virgins brought was consequently seen as the 

correct Christian moral, view or attitude.698  

For Schottroff, for example, this is not a parable about wisdom or foolishness, but 

rather about how the patriarchy pressures young women to fit into the expected norms, 

namely, to find a proper husband. Schottroff claims: “It is a story that speaks of social 

                                                 
694 See Vicky Balabanski, "Opening the Closed Door: A Feminist Reading of the 'Wise and Foolish Virgins' (Mt, 

25:1-13)," in The Lost Coin. Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom, ed. Mary Ann Beavis (London/New York: 

Sheffield Academic Press)., Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 509. and Rosenblatt, "Feminist Companion to 

Matthew," 174. 
695 He only mentions this parable in the passing( Bernhard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A 

Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1989).). 
696 William R. Herzog II, Parables as Subversive Speach. Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994). 
697 Levine does not have an independent study of this parable. She only briefly comments on it (Amy – Jill 

Levine, Short Stories by Jesus. The enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New York: HarperCollins,, 

2015)).   
698 Rosenblatt, "Feminist Companion to Matthew," 174-76. 
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oppression, indeed, of violence.”699 Schottroff translates μωρός naïve and φρόνιμος clever and 

claims that this “cleverness” is not God’s will. The clever virgins are consequently also not 

positive identification figures for Schottroff. “The clever women are behaving in unsoldierly 

manner and subjecting themselves to the socially expected condition of competition.” 

Schottroff also refuses to see the bridegroom as signifying God or Christ, as much of the 

church´s earlier interpretation has done. For her, Christ rather identifies with that many people 

in the world who “stand before closed doors because they suffer from poverty and 

violence.”700 The real wisdom in the parable is, according to Schottroff, to side with Christ in 

this solidarity. Jesus’ words about keeping awake at the end of the parable, is for Schottroff a 

challenge to the listening community: “It can keep awake and recognize that now there is still 

time to act according to God’s will.701  

Other scholars also read the parable against the grain. According to Balabanski, the 

five “wise” young women are shrewd, not wise. She writes: “In this parable, therefore, 

phronimos wisdom is in stark contrast to Sophia wisdom.”702 The “shrewdness” in this 

parable is not liberating to women, and thus not true wisdom. A resembling view is also 

shown in the structure of the edited book she contributes to, The Lost Coin. In this work, this 

parable is not treated in the books section “Parables of Wisdom/Sofia,” but rather as “‘Lost’ 

Parables of Women.”703 Another feminist, Marie-Elioise Rosenblatt, sees this as a double 

parable, where two stories are inflated. One “bridegroom parable”, which “emphasizes the 

liberation aspects of the kingdom to which women have access, and into which their light 

leads the whole community” and one “wisdom-foolishness parable,” which is polemic and 

hostile to women.704 

Many mainstream scholars read the parable in more traditional ways.705 However, 

when they consider the virgins as identification figures, this is mainly for the first recipients 

                                                 
699 Luise Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005). P. 33 
700 Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus  p. 33. Even though Schottroff does not speak about the parable as an 

allegory, she writes that at the same time as it mirrors socio-historical conditions, it is also an image of what she 

calls “the terrors of this age” – the injustices God will put an end to. 
701 Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus  37. 
702 Balabanski, "Opening the Closed Door," 81.  
703 Beavis, The Lost Coin. Parables of Women, Work and Wisdom, 5-7. 
704 Rosenblatt, "Feminist Companion to Matthew," 193-94. (obs: vill muligens sjekke flere feminister including: 

Schüssler Fiorenza: Miriams child…+ E. Johnson: She who is). (Some feminists read with grain: Praeder). 
705 Some feminists do, as well. For example Susan M. Praeder, who writes that “the parable of the ten maidens is 

part of illustration of the relationship of the Son of Man and the members of the Christian community  at the end 

of time.” the groom and the virgins are identification figures for “Lord and community.” And that “The faith of 

the ten maidens serves as a preview of the possible fate of the foolish and wise members of the Christian 

community” (Praeder, The Word, 93 og 104. 
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of the gospel of Matthew or the early church, not for contemporary recipients. According to 

Donahue, for example “the five virgins who are prepared for the return are symbols of 

eschatological existence and proper Christian discipleship during delay of the Parousia.”706 

Donahue further interprets the oil in the parable to symbolize good deeds and proper actions 

as an eschatological ethos in the gospel of Matthew.707 For Luz, the virgins are at the same 

time “real persons” the first readers could relate to, and, in Matthew’s version of the parable, 

positive and negative identification figures for the early church.708 The wisdom in the parable 

is about being prepared and always doing the will of the Father, because the Parousia can be 

here any minute.709 Luz himself, finds such a wisdom problematic and distinguishes between 

the meaning Jesus intended with the parable, which has to do with joy and a wedding feast 

everybody is invited to, and how Matthew has changed it, into a parable about being prepared, 

because not everybody will be allowed into the kingdom of the heavens.710 For Moisés 

Mayordomo, the virgins are mainly meaningful as early Christian allegorical identification 

figures. Like them, listeners to the parable should be prepared for the arrival of the 

bridegroom, Christ. Their wisdom is a practical reason (praktischer Vernunft), in line with 

with Aristotle’s phronesis.711 To be wise is to employ the appropriate ethical mean to their 

task, to do the will of the father (7:21), such as it is laid out in the sermon of the Mount.712 

Hultgren is an exception and seem to sees the virgins as warning figures (the foolish virgins) 

and as “wondrous good news” to recipients, who know they belong to the bridegroom, also 

today (the wise virgins).713 Stephen I. Wright, however, agrees with Schottroff and Luz in that 

we should not necessarily identify with the so-called wise virgins and take their “wisdom” at 

face value.714 

Contemporary scholarship’s, especially feminist scholarship’s, reluctance towards this 

parable’s alleged wisdom seems to be related to general ideological and possibly theological 

changes among scholars. A rising number of Norwegian priest do no longer preach that God 

                                                 
706 S.J. John R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable (Fortress Press, 1988). p. 103.  
707 John R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable.,104.  
708 Luz, EKK, 1., 474 and 485. 
709 Luz, EKK, 1., 486.  
710 Luz, EKK, 1., 486 
711 Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.",498.  
712 Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.",489 and 495-500. 
713 Hultgren, The Parables, 178. Hultgren, has little focus on the wisdom in this parable. He calls the two men in 

Matt 7:24-29/Luke 6:47-49 “Wise and foolish builders,” while he names these wise and foolish virgins: “the 

maidens” Hultgren, The Parables., viii). Thus, even though the terms describing wisdom and foolishness are the 

same, he focuses more on the characters and not their wisdom in the parable about the wise and foolish virgins, 

than he does with the male house builders. 
714 Wright, Jesus, 169-70. Om tid, Snodgrass også.  
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sends people to eternal damnations, as this parable has often been employed to say.715 This 

might also be a reason why this parable is no longer present in most Children’s Bibles or 

taught to Children in Christian education in the Church of Norway.716 If also scholars share 

such intersectional situated stories, it could make them more reluctant to see any figures in 

this parable, where half of the virgins are left out, as pointing towards “God” and “us.” As 

Schottroff argues, true wisdom and Christ cannot be like this.  

Another 

possibility is the aspects 

of gender, age, marriage 

and sexual undertones, 

which has often been 

interpreted together in the 

attested reception history 

of this parable; when the 

wise virgins in different 

ways have been seen as 

brides, who will 

somehow marry the 

bridegroom, which is Christ, as I will explore under. Today, such intersections of gender, age, 

power, closed doors and possible sexuality become very problematic. The hought of girls or 

young women locked together with a powerful adult man behind closed doors, is not an 

attractive one. In addition, from a disability perspective, which has growing attention, it is 

scandalous to shut out half a group of wedding guests because they are foolish, possibly in a 

cognitive way. See Figure 7.3 for a possible analyses of such resistant readings.  

7.2.1.1. Virgins in a single way 

Another tendency in contemporary research is that although scholars perceive the virgins in 

various ways, they mostly do this in a single way. They are interpreted as friends or playmates 

                                                 
715 See Bjarte Leer-Salvesen’s PhD dissertation about preaching in Norwegian funerals, Bjarte Leer-Salvesen, 

"Levende håp: En praktisk-teologisk analyse av 51 presters forkynnelse ved gravferd" (PhD Universitetet i 

Agder, 2011), 271-72. 
716 This parable is not present in any of the contemporary Childrens’ Bibles Louise Heldgaard Bylund studies in 

her recent work (Louise Heldgaard Bylund, "Børnebibler som traditionsformidling: En litterær og teologisk 

undersøgelse af fem populære danske børnebibler fra 2010’erne" (PhD Aarhus University, 2021), 240.) and  

Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet " note 16, 270-71. 
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of the bride,717 as girls or young women, who belongs to, or at least arrive from, the house of 

the bride,718 as chaste virgins,719 as young women, usually twelve to twelve-and-a-half years 

old, who are regarded and as marriageable and available under the marriage marked,720 as 

maids from the house of the bridegroom,721 as bridesmaids who are waiting for the groom,722 

or simply as “virgins.”723 Snodgrass provides two interpretational possibilities. According to 

him, they might either be virgins in the husband’s clan or friends of the bride.724 In both cases, 

they are young, free women. In line with this, scholars mostly have a one-dimensional view of 

how to interpret the φρόνιμος in the parable. For example, Donahue, who see the virgins as 

chaste virgins, writes that the wisdom, represented by the oil in the parable, symbolises an 

eschatological ethos of good deeds and proper actions.725 Schottroff, as presented above, sees 

them as young women available on the marriage marked and considers the “cleverness,” in 

this parable as what patriarchy has decided young women need in order to fit into the 

expected norms of being “marriageable.”726 Such one-dimensional interpretations might be 

ways of narrowing down and thus stereotyping these characters, which often happen to 

various intersectional female characters in contemporary scholarship, as we saw in Chapter 6. 

Is there possibly a connection between such narrow understandings and contemporary 

research’s disregard of the virgins and their wisdom? I will discuss this further at the end of 

the chapter. In Chapter 11, I will also explore what could possibly happen to the interpretation 

of the parable if a mostly lacking intersectional perspective is applied. In the following, 

however, we will take a leap backwards in the attested reception history and discuss Luther’s 

interpretation and whether he underrates the virgins.  

                                                 
717 “Gespielinnen” and “Freundinnen” (Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (Darmstadt: Darmstadt 

Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1976). P. 449-450. ) 
718 Luz, EKK, 1. P. 468. 
719 John R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable. s. 103.  
720 “This refers to young women, usually twelve to twelve-and-a-half years old, who are regarded and as 

marriageable. The word designates their status in patriarchal society: They are available on the marriage market, 

which, as a rule, was the regulated by the girl´s fathers and their potential husbands. It is the duty of the young 

women to present themselves as good future wives. And that is what the story is about”.Schottroff, The Parables 

of Jesus P. 29. As well as Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen."p. 497 and Wright, Jesus, 167. 
721 «Allerdings is es nicht abwegig, dass es sich bei den erwähnten Jungfrauen um Mägde des Bräutigams 

handelt, die auf der Rückkehr des Bräutigams ins Haus seiner Eltern warten.” My own translation: “Indeed, it is 

not absurd, that the virgins mentioned are maids of the bridegroom…”    (Ruben Zimmermann, "Das 

Hochzeitsritual im Jungfrauengleichnis. Sozialgeschichtliche Hintergrunde zu Mt 25.113," New Test. Stud. 48, 

no. 1 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688502000048. p. 68.)  
722 Hultgren, The Parables, 171-73. 
723 Levine, Short Stories by Jesus. The enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi., p. 303. Levine doesn’t 

explain what she understands by “virgin.” 
724 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 513. 
725 John R. Donahue, In Parable. p. 104. 
726 Schottroff, The Parables. P. 33 and 37. 
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7.2.2. Luther and the virgins  

Virgin wisdom as Sola Fide 

In contrast to contemporary scholarship, Luther seems to find the ten virgins highly 

significant as identification figures and in his theological system. Luther employs this parable 

and its intersectional female characters to argue what true Christian life should be, and to 

describe the relationship between faith and good works, in contrast to the prevailing 

interpretation in the time of the reformations. What Luz calls the classical catholic mode of 

interpretation sees the lamps all the virgins brought, as the given faith or grace of baptism and 

the oil as good deeds. The wise virgins, thus, had both faith and good works, while the foolish 

only confessed the Lord, but did not bring forward good works. 727 Luther, however, argues 

that it is the other way around. According to him, the oil in the parable does not represent 

your own work, but rather grace and faith in the work of Christ. We see this in his Judgement 

on monastic vows, among other texts.728  

 

For since Christ alone ascended into heaven, who also descended and is now in heaven, it is impossible 

for a Benedictine, an Augustinian, a Dominican, a Carthusian, and their like to ascend into heaven. The 

whole lot of them are seeking heaven with lamps that have no oil. In other words, they seek heaven by 

means of their own works. Without their own works they expect nothing of God, for this is what their 

way of life and their vows teach them. But a Christian man ascends to heaven by virtue of the works of 

another, and that other is Christ, in whom he has been baptized and with whom he has been raised. It is 

no longer he himself who lives, but Christ who lives in him [Gal. 2:20] and grants him a perfect sabbath 

rest from all his own works. What a dreadful thing it is, therefore, to be held bound by such a 

conscience! You cannot be saved unless you keep the rules of your order, and you can only be saved if 

you do! Is not Christ in all his power made silent and ineffective by this?729 

 

                                                 
727 As for example, Jerome argued. For this and more of Luz’ thorough Wirkungsgeschichte, see Luz, EKK, 1, 

477-85. 
728 He also sees the oil as faith in Predigt von 1537 and as the holy spirit in Predigt von 1537 (WA 45,387). See 

Luz, EKK, 1, 483. 
729 Martin Luther, "The Judgement of Martin Luther on Monastic Vows," in Luther's Works, ed. Helmut T. 

Lehman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1955-1986), 320. 
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In Luther’s new 

emergent story in this 

text, elements from his 

intersectional 

situatedness seem to 

blend with elements 

from the parable 

narrative and frame, as 

well as from anther 

intertext, as Figure 7.4 

shows. The monks 

Luther argues with in 

“real life” fuse with the parable narrative’s foolish virgins. In this new story, these monks now 

go with their lamps empty. Their lack of oil is that they miss faith in what Christ has done for 

them. Rather, they rely on their own works, which is not sufficient in order to reach heaven. 

The narratives’ door to the wedding, mixed with the heavenly kingdom from the parable 

frame, thus seems to have become heaven for Luther. To rely on your own work only makes 

the power of Christ inefficient, according to Luther. Following this logic, those who do not 

rely on their own good deeds, but rather trust Christ’s work and their own baptism are like the 

wise virgins. This wise virgins’ wisdom, in Luther’s new story, is hence that the Christian 

man is baptism and trust that he now has become one with Christ.730 We here see a new blend. 

The wise virgins, who have become a Christian man, is also fused with Christ. In this new 

blend within the blended story, Christ and the baptised man are one, and Christ lives in this 

man. Luther employs Gal 2:20 as an intertext to say so. This takes the Christian man to 

heaven.731 It also allows this wise virgin-Christian man-Christ to rest from all his own work. 

This described relaxation also seems to be a new blend of being allowed into the parable 

narrative’s door to wedding. 

 Hence, Luther does not underrate the wise and foolish virgins. Rather, they are 

important identification figures for what he sees as right and wrong Christian way of life: the 

foolish virgins for those living by monastic vows/trust their own work, and the wise virgins 

for the Christian man/those who trust Christ and his work Their female gender does not 

                                                 
730 Sjekk WA om dette er mann… 
731 Må jeg sjekke om Luther også mener de er id.figurer for kvinner? Viser vel at Luther også mener menn det 

religiøse hovedsubjektet…. Se noe i denne Luther og kvinner – boka… 
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hamper them in being identification figures for the Christian apparently male addressee. The 

virgins and their potential wisdom are in this way also employed in Luther’s fundamental 

theological arguing: As those who have faith alone (sola fide) and trust Christ alone (solus 

Christus) and as this faith and trust.732 

7.2.3.Antiquity and the virgins 

Varied and significant identification figures  

Antiquity gave us numerous creative interpretations of this parable.733 Characters from this 

parable narrative seem, from the earliest time, to be involved in the hugely popular and long 

lasting blend; Christ is a bridegroom and the church or the individual devotees are his 

bride.734 How important the metaphor “bride of Christ” became in early Christian discourses, 

might be seen in inscriptions like the one about deacon Sophia, who is described as a “slave 

and bride of Christ.”735 In addition to the “classical catholic mode of interpretation” described 

above, the parable’s virgins and their potential wisdom is interpreted in a variety of ways in 

Antiquity. Luz has given an extensive overview of this reception. 736 I will not do this, but 

rather concentrate on two antique texts, where the virgins are seen as identification figures.  

Against the Heresies and the anonymous homily Peri Parthenias are among the 

earliest written texts I have found, where recipients interpret this parable. I have further 

chosen these two texts based on the criteria that they have some similarities and some 

variation in their understandings of the virgins and wisdom and how the virgins are 

understood as identification figures, that the cases are both interesting and difficult, and that 

recipient make meaning with the parable in both representative and surprising ways. The texts 

are also different genres: Irenaeus’ text is polemic writing from and Peri Parthenia is a 

                                                 
732 There are numerous discussions in scholarship about Luther about whether faith or trust is fully God’s gift or 

whether Luther’s “you” have to contribute in this. See, for example Tuomo Mannermaa, Christ Present in Faith: 

Luther's View of Justification, ed. Kirsi Stjerna, Der im Glauben gegenwärtige Christus, (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 2005). 
733 A search on BibleIndex, shows that 614 texts from the first four centuries refer to this parable. In contrast, the 

popular parable about the wife with the ten drachmas above has 128 hits. An example is Chrysostom’s creative 

allegorical interpretations. Chrysostom interpret the lamps in the parable as the grace of virginity, the marvellous 

purity, and the oil as love, the alms or the help we can give our neighbours. (Hom.(Mt) 78. Referred from 

Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.", P. 501). Obs: also check the Gospel of Phillip (check Hugo’s book about the 

interpretation of the wisdom and oil). Luz has some parts aboout so-called gnostic interpretations.  
734 See, for example Elizabeth A. Clark, "The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides: Metaphor and the 

Marriage of Jesus in Early Christian Ascetic Exegesis," Church Hist 77, no. 1 (2008): 13-14, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640708000036. 
735 This Sophia, from forth century Jerusalem, is also referred to as a deacon and “the second Phoebe” (Osiek, 

MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place, 216.). 
736 See Luz, EKK, 1.under volume 3, 477-483. 
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homily.737 In addition, one of the texts is well known and the other is rather unknown. The 

latter, Peri Parthenias, has, according to my knowledge, only been translated and published in 

a critical French edition in 1953.738 This mostly unknown material might shed new light on 

the reception of this parable.  

7.2.3.1. Irenaeus’ foolish virgins who run back to those who parcel out explanations of the 

parables in darkness   

In a passage in Irenaeus of Lyon’s Against the Heresies, several elements from this parable 

are involved.739   

 

And when the bridegroom comes, one who has not prepared his lamp, with the result that it does not 

shine with the brightness of a clear light, will run back to those who parcel out the explanations of the 

parables in darkness. Since he forsakes him who by his clear preaching gratuitously grants him 

entrance, he is also excluded from his wedding hall.740 

 

In this text, we can recognise more of the parable characters and parts of the plot. A 

bridegroom arrives, people, who do not have their lamps ready, seek support in the dark. In 

addition, these same are excluded from a room connected to a wedding. 

7.2.3.1.1. Virgins-Brides-Interpreters 

Irenaeus never explicitly mentions wise or foolish virgins in this quote. Still, if we know the 

parable narrative, we might hear how the foolish and wise virgins so-to-say act in the 

background of the story Irenaeus tells. In Irenaeus’ quote, we can recognise someone like the 

foolish virgins. They do not have their lamps ready and shining when the bridegroom arrives. 

Because of this, they run away in the dark to seek assistance, and are therefore excluded from 

the wedding. When we know the parable, we are aware that the situation is the opposite for 

the wise virgins. Their lamps are ready and shining and they are let into the wedding together 

with the bridegroom.  

Still, something new have happened to the parable’s virgins. Irenaeus seems to have 

made two new different interpretational blends where the parable’s virgins are involved. The 

                                                 
737 Even though both contain elements which could be perceived as both polemic and preaching. 
738 Unknown, "Peri Parthenias," in Une curieuse homélie grecque inédite sur la virginité adressée au pères de 

famille, ed. D. Amand de Mendieta and M. Ch. Moons (RBen, 1953). However, as you will see, Susanna Elm 

has translated substantial parts of it into English.  
739 Irenaeus might have lived around 125 - around 203. Exactly when he lived, is debated. See discussion in the 

PhD diss of Åste. One of the first pages I printed.  
740 Against the Heresies 2.26.2. in Irenaeus, "Against the Heresies (Book 2)," in St. Irenaeus of Lyons: Against 

the Heresies, ed. John J. Dillon (New York: The Newman Press, 2012). P, 86..  
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first is uncertain. Irenaeus might see the virgins in the parable as potential brides. If he does, 

the wise virgins will marry the bridegroom, whom Irenaeus later identifies as the Saviour, 

thus Christ.741 If Irenaeus makes this blend, the foolish virgins are excluded from marrying 

the bridegroom-Christ. This marriage blend is explicitly in Peri Parthenias. However, as I 

will discuss under, “Christ is a bridegroom” and “virgins are potential brides, who will marry 

this bridegroom,” could have been known blends for Irenaeus. According to the translation 

above, the foolish virgins, in Irenaeus’s understanding, are kept out of the “wedding hall”. In 

most other translations of this text, wedding hall is rather translated “bridal chamber” or 

“marriage-chamber,” which have more sexual connotations.742 In most of the Greek 

documents of the New Testament parable text, the term γάμος is used, which has a variety of 

meaning from wedding feast, wedding hall, marriage ceremony, or possible the state of being 

married.743 We do not have access to the Greek texts Irenaeus wrote, only Latin translations. 

Thus, we do not know whether Irenaeus wrote about a wedding feast as Dillon’s translation 

above suggests, or rather a bridal/marriage chamber, thus signalling that this is the room 

where the marriage will be consummated. Hence, we do not know whether Irenaeus thought 

of the virgins as potential brides or as, for example, servants or guests at the wedding. Where 

does this blend pair “Christ is a bridegroom” and “wise virgins are brides”, who will marry 

the Bridegroom-Christ come from? 

7.2.3.1.1.1. Christ is a bridegroom 

In the first centuries, there might have been a shared understanding that bridegrooms in 

biblical stories often signify Christ. Thus, “Christ” and “bridegroom” might have fused and 

been established as a commonly recognized new story, so that many people would connect 

                                                 
741 Irenaeus, "Against the Heresies (Book 2)," in St. Irenaeus of Lyons: Against the Heresies, ed. John J. Dillon 

(New York: The Newman Press, 2012), 86. 
742  Bingham, Ireneus' Use of Matthew's Gospel in Adversus Haereses.p. 86? See also Martyr Justinus and 

Irenaeus, The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (1979). The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations 

of The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325. 2.26.2: 

“And when the Bridegroom comes, he who has his lamp untrimmed, and not burning with the brightness 

o2.26.2. f a steady light, is classed among those who obscure the interpretations of the parables, forsaking Him 

who by His plain announcements freely imparts gifts to all who come to Him, and is excluded from His 

marriage-chamber.” 
743 See 4. 
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bridegroom to Christ.744 I call this established blend.745 Against the Heresies, Peri Parthenias 

and those hearing or reading these works, could have a shared this blend. This blend could 

have been constructed from elements from several intersectional and situated stories.746 For 

recipients who evoked this possible established blend, clues in the parable narrative could 

have strengthened this interpretation. In the parable, the voice behind the closed door 

suddenly speaks like Jesus elsewhere in the gospel, when it says, «truly I tell you…» 

(25:12).747 In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus utters the exact same phrase several times.748 The 

parable’s attested reception has often claimed that the voice behind the closed door belongs to 

the bridegroom.749 If the bridegroom speaks like Jesus, it is easy to connect him to Jesus or 

Christ. 

God has also often been described as, or compared to, a bridegroom, both in the 

Hebrew Bible/LXX and in the New Testament.750 If Jesus was understood as divine, this 

could have further fortified this bridegroom-Christ blend. 

                                                 
744 At least in the areas where these two texts arose. Carolyn Osiek discusses when the marriage metaphor was 

employed in understanding the church. According to her, “Tertullian and Irenaeus begin to show signs of 

awareness of its ecclesiological load” (Carolyn Osiek, "The Bride of Christ (Ephesians 5:22-33): A Problematic 

Wedding," Biblical theology bulletin 32, no. 1 (2002): 36, https://doi.org/10.1177/014610790203200106. See 

also discussions in Clark, "The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides." and  
745 This has some similarities with what Fauconnier and Turner calls "conventional blend" (Gilles Fauconnier, 

The Way we Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind's Hidden Complexities, ed. Mark Turner (New York: 

Basic Books, 2002). Find page nr. ) 
746 For example, from some or all of the following texts: 

 The synoptic texts where Jesus tells people not to fast as long as he is with them. In this story, he 

compared himself to a bridegroom (This is a story known from all the synoptic gospels: Matthew 9:5, 

Mark 2:9, Luke 5, 34.). 

 The Johannine story where John the Baptist compares himself to the friend of the groom and Jesus to 

the bridegroom (John 3:29.). 

 The wedding banquet for the king’s son (Matt 22:1-14/Luke 14:16-24), were the bridegroom could have 

been seen as Jesus.  

 2Cor 11:2, were the recipients of the letter are compared to a pure virgin, zealously watched, because 

she is promised to their bridegroom, Christ (This text might not have had relevance for Irenaeus. We do 

not know whether Irenaeus knew about the Pauline letters or what sort of authority he attributed to 

them, if they were familiar to him (see Bingham, Ireneus' Use of Matthew's Gospel in Adversus 

Haereses.p. 86). 

 Ep 5 and the household codes where wives are both to be chaste and subjected to their husbands to 

model themselves after Christ and this bridegroom’s marriage to his bide, the Church. 

 Rev 19:6-9 with the heavenly weeding feast of the Lamb of God.  
747 ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν 
748 For example in Matthew 5:26, 6:2, 6:5, 6:16, 8:10, 10, 15, 10:42. In 25:40 another character in the parable 

also uses this phrase. 
749 Like we see in both these cases. 
750 For example: 

 Jes 62:4-5, where God is compared to a bridegroom rejoicing over his bride. 

 Stories from Song of Songs where one of the lovers describes the other as his «bride». It would thus be 

likely to understand the speaker as the bridegroom. At least as early as in early rabbinic interpretations, 

Song of Songs were interpreted to be about the relationship between God and his people (Jonathan 

Kaplan, My Perfect One: Typology and Early Rabbinic Interpretations of Song of Songs (Oxford: 
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7.2.3.1.1.2. Wise virgins are brides of the Bridegroom-Christ  

In most versions of the biblical parable narrative, there is no bride.751 At least in Peri 

Parthenias and perhaps in Adversus Heresis, all the wise virgins are understood as brides, 

who will somehow marry the bridegroom-Christ. Where does this come from? In biblical 

texts where “bridegroom” is interpreted as God or Christ, there is mostly a bride connected to 

this bridegroom.752 Furthermore, while the bridegroom is seen as God or Christ, the bride 

seems to point to “the people” or to the readers of or listeners of the stories. For ex, in 2 Cor 

11:2, recipients of the letter are compared to a pure virgin, zealously watched, because she is 

promised to their bridegroom, Christ. In addition, connections are drawn between God and 

God’s people, and bridegroom and bride in Revelations 21. Is 54, Jer 3 and the book of 

Hosea, see Israel as the bride of God. Both Jewish and Christian allegorical interpretations of 

Song of Songs and Psalm 45 view the love story in Song of Songs as wedding between God 

and his people.753 Thus, there might also have been an established blend that if God or Christ 

is the bridegroom, then “the people” is or “we” or “you” are the bride. In addition, the 

heteronormative system recipients of our parable are parts of, seems to require a bride, when 

there is a bridegroom. Consequently, since the bride is missing from the parable story, other 

characters seem to have been constructed as the bride. Since it possibly was an established 

understanding that “the bride” could be a group of people, it was possible to understand the 

group of virgins as “the bride” and thus also as “us.” 

7.2.3.1.2. Irenaeus’ Virgin Interpreters and their Bridegroom-Christ- Preacher  

The other emergent story in Irenaeus’ text is easier to see; The virgins have become parable 

interpreters. “Those who parcel out the explanations of the parables in darkness,” are like the 

foolish virgins. In Irenaeus story, they listen to others than to the bridegroom-Christ. Those 

who are like wise virgins, on the other hand, have their lamps prepared, so that they, unlike 

the lamps of the foolish virgins, “shine with the brightness of a clear light.” They are not away 

seeking interpretational assistance in the darkness, but rather attend to «him, who by his clear 

                                                 
Oxford University Press, 2015)., 2). As written sources, the rabbinic material is later than the first 

centuries. However, similar interpretations could have been present in the first centuries. Also from 

early Christian interpretations: Christ and the church/individual believer (Clark, "The Celibate 

Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides," 9 and 11.). 

 The connections drawn between God and God’s people, and bridegroom and bride in Revelations 21.750  
751 See 4.5.5. 
752 John 3.29 is more unclear. There is a bride here, which the bridegroom has, but the text does not say whom 

the bride is compared to. In this story, Jesus is baptising people in Ainon by Salim, so “the people” could 

possibly by understood as the bride. 
753 See above.  
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preaching gratuitously grants him entrance…(to the) wedding hall”. The bridegroom-Christ 

seems to be the one both with clear preaching and the power to grant or reject entrance to the 

wedding. Those who are like foolish virgins have forsaken this clear preaching bridegroom-

Christ. Therefore, he excludes them entrance. Thus, the virgin wisdom has been connected to 

true or false interpretation of parables. Irenaeus, hence, has created a “Bridegroom-Christ- 

Preacher” blend, and the blends “foolish virgins-false interpreters” and “wise virgins-true 

interpreters.”  

 Which aspects from Irenaeus’ intersectional situatedness and other stories he might 

know seem to be involved in this blend? In Against the Heresies, Irenaeus is concerned with 

defending what he sees as orthodox faith against those he calls heretics and identifies as “the 

Gnostics.”754 Often, he describes them as Marceon and his associates.755 When the virgins in 

the parable for Irenaeus have become interpreters of parables, Irenaeus’ conflict with these 

“heretics” seems to be heavily involved. While the character of the bridegroom fuses with 

Irenaeus understanding of Christ, the virgins turn into Irenaeus’ contemporaries and become 

figures for identification or contrast. As we have seen, Irenaeus has created a blend where the 

foolish virgins mix with his contemporaries who listen to “those who parcel out the 

explanations of the parables in darkness.” Irenaeus later writes about these adversaries that 

they “say that it was in secret that Savior taught these things not to all but to those disciples 

capable of grasping them, who understand what he pointed out through enigmas and 

parables.”756 Following this, the wise virgins are those who do not run to these exegetists of 

darkness, but believe this clear message. As Irenaeus writes elsewhere: “…the entire 

Scriptures, the prophets, and the Gospels, can be clearly, unambiguously, and harmoniously 

understood by all, although all do not believe them.”757 Thus, there seem to have been 

                                                 
754 AH I, 0.2. I will not go into the long-lasting discussion on whether the opponents of Irenaeus was “Gnostics,” 

or whether Irenaeus’ description of "Gnosticism" is historical correct. I do, however, acknowledge that his text is 

polemic and that his portrayal of his adversaries is coloured by this polemic. For more information about this 

debate, see  Mary Ann Donovan, One Right Reading? A Guide to Irenaeus (Collegeville, Minn,: Liturgical 

Press, 1997). And Michael A. WIlliams, Rethinking "Gnosticism": An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 

Category (Princeton, N.j. : Princeton University Press, 1996). What I am interested in is the text we have 

preserved of the Irenaeus and the blends we find in this text.   
755 See under. 
756 Irenaeus, "Against the Heresies, Book 2.", p. 86. 
757 Against the Heresies 2.26.2. Translation: Martyr Justinus and Irenaeus, The Apostolic Fathers with Justin 

Martyr and Irenaeus (1979). The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 

325. A more recent translation and a fuller quotes:  

Since, therefore, the entire Scriptures, both the prophets and the Gospels, clearly and unambiguously - 

so they can equally be heard by all, even though all do not believe that there is only one God to the 

exclusion of others  - preach that through his own Word God made all things, whether visible or 

invisible, whether heavenly or earthly, whether aquatic or subterranean creatures, as we have 

demonstrated from the very words of the Scriptures. Furthermore, since the very creation in which we 

testified, by the things that come under our our eyes, to this same thing, namely, that there is one who 
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mapping between elements of the virgin characters and “characters” in Irenaeus situated 

intersectional story, namely those he sees as true and false Scripture interpreters. The foolish 

virgins merge with Irenaeus’ opponents, Marceon and his associates. The wise virgins signify 

Irenaeus and those who agree with him. In this way, both they and the bridegroom step out of 

the parable story, as they do for Luther. They now participate in a new story, a story about 

Christ, Irenaeus and his contemporaries.  

Elements from the parable frame could have supported this blend for Irenaeus. In v.1, 

before the parable narrative, Jesus connects a story about ten virgins at a wedding to the 

heavenly kingdom. As presented in 4.5.5, in the frame after the narrative (v.13) Jesus links 

both the narrative and the frame about the heavenly kingdom to a “you” outside the story. 

This “you” is ordered to stay awake “…for you know neither the day nor the hour!”758 

Irenaeus could see this appeal as directed towards himself and his contemporaries.  

 Irenaeus’ might possibly have evoked Marceon’s interpretations of the wise virgins as 

an intertextual story when he construed his blend. For Marceon, according to Irenaeus, the 

wise virgins were the spiritual gnostic. They were the few who had understood the truth, or 

had the right wisdom.759 For Marceon (again according to Irenaeus), these spiritual Gnostics 

are brides of Christ, the bridegroom. In Irenaeus’ polemics, those who are like wise virgins 

are the opposite of what Marceon claimed. Marceon’s wise virgins are foolish, they do not 

have the right wisdom, but has obscured the truth. True wisdom, for him, is harmonious and 

clear, and for everyone to see. In this way, the wise virgins, for Irenaeus, become “us.” They 

are his “we” who receive the bridegroom-Christ’s clear message. While Irenaeus employs a 

male character, the bridegroom, to understand Christ, female characters are identification 

figures both for himself and those he agrees with, as well as for him male opponents, female 

                                                 
made it (creation and governance it, those persons will seem very dull who blind their eyes in the face 

of such clear manifestations and refused to see the lights of the preaching. 

(Irenaeus, "Against the Heresies, Book 2." P, 86. Book two.)  
758 V. 13.  
759 According to Bingham, Irenaeus employs this parable to illustrate the arbitrariness of Marcosian typology 

(Bingham, Ireneus' Use of Matthew's Gospel in Adversus Haereses., p. 48 – 49.) For another discussion about 

Irenaeus’ interpretation of this parable, see Gowler, Parables after Jesus., 17-18. The varied parable 

interpretation in the different early Christian movements formerly known as “gnostics”, require more attention 

than this study has allowed. 
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characters are considered possible to “fit into” for both male and female “real” persons. See 

Figure 7.5.for a visualisation of Irenaeus’ possible blending of this parable.  

7.2.3.2.Peri Parthenias’ wise virgins, who will progress with generosity towards the 

immaculate bridal chamber of christ  

In the anonymous Greek homily, Peri Parthenias, it says: 

 

…so that that she (your daughter), desiring eagerly, might enter into the immaculate bridal chamber of 

Christ, joining together with the wise virgins, and in order that you, the one who begot (her), might reap 

(the benefits of)? (the) bridal chamber of (the) kingdom (of heaven?), and she might receive the crown 

of incorruptibility.760 

 

Peri Parthenias is much less known than Irenaeus’ Against the Heresies. As far as I have 

found, the Greek Text has only been published and translated into French by D. Amand and M.-

Ch. Moon in 1953. Susanna Elm has translated parts of the text in Virgins of God: The Making 

of Asceticism in Late Antiquity. Since Peri Parthenias is of anonymous origin, we do not know 

the text’s provenance or date. Amand and Moon dated it prior to 325 and the council of Nicea 

                                                 
760 Translation of the Greek text from Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias," in Une curieuse homélie grecque inédite 

sur la virginité adressée aux pères de famille, ed. and trans. D. Amand and M.-Ch. Moons, Revue Bénedictine 

(Belgium: Abbaye De Maredsous, 1953).: 2. 44. Thank you, Sam Cook and Florian Graz, for tremendous 

translational help! See also Elm’s translation: 

… So that (your daughter) will progress with generosity towards the immaculate bridal chamber of Christ, 

where she will do well in the company of the wise virgins, so that you, who guided her as well will be 

admitted to the bridal chamber of the heavenly kingdom, and that she, on her part, will receive the crown 

of immortality.” (Elm, Virgins of God, 36.)  
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based on internal evidence and suggested a Syriac origin.761 The sermon has often been 

attributed to Basil.762 

 Peri Parthenias addresses parents, especially fathers, and has as an explicit aim to 

persuade parents to keep their daughters “pure for Christ” or not to hamper them if they want to 

practice virginity. 

In this text excerpt, more explicitly than in Irenaeus’ text, we find characters and scenes 

from the parable narrative. We hear about wise virgins and someone who moves towards, and 

will be admitted into, a room connected to a wedding. The kingdom from the parable frame is 

also here. Still, as in Irenaeus’ text, the recognisable parable narrative has become a new story. 

Now it is a story about wise virgins and others who will be allowed into an immaculate and 

heavenly bridal chamber of Christ. Let us look at the interpretational blends in this new story. 

7.2.3.2.1. Virgin-Brides-Real Chaste Virgins 

The first interpretational blend in this new emergent story seems to be that the wise virgins in 

the parable are brides who, more explicitly than in the text by Irenaeus, will somehow marry 

the bridegroom, blended with Christ. However, there is also a second blend, or possibly a 

build out blend, where these virgins have become real, embodied virgins, who after death will 

marry this same bridegroom-Christ. This marriage is of a heavenly, non-sexual sort, though 

with sexual undertones. In this new story, the parable’s bridegroom takes parts in an 

“immaculate bridegroom-Christ” blend. The wise virgins participate in a “wise-chaste-virgin-

brides” blend. Also in this text, the parable characters step out of the biblical text and become 

identification figures for the recipients. In this new emergent story in a very bodily way. In the 

following, I will analyse the second blend story about wise-ascetic virgin-brides who will 

marry the immaculate bridegroom-Christ and especially look at how elements from the 

author/speaker and listeners’ intersectional situated story might have met and blended with 

the established blend mentioned above to create the blend pair the immaculate bridegroom 

and his chaste brides. 

                                                 
761 Among other things because of the absence of Trinitarian themes and an ancient description of Christ as 

"child of God". D. Amand and M.-Ch. Moons, "Une curieuse homélie grecque inédite sur la virginité adressée 

aux pères de famille," Revue bénedictine 63 (1953): 236-8 (ref from Elm, Virgins of God, 34.). 
762 See A. Vööbus, "Syrische Herkunft der Pseudo-Basilianischen Homilie über die Jungfraulichkeit," Oriens 

Christianus, no. 40 (1956). (Find page nr or ref from Elm, Virgins of God., 34). 
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7.2.3.2.2. The immaculate bridegroom and his chaste brides 

In Peri Parthenias’ new emergent story, the virgins do not only signify real human beings. 

Rather they have become real, embodied virgins in a specific sense. They are lifelong ascetic 

virgins who in this life are betrothed to Christ and will marry this heavenly bridegroom after 

their deaths.763 This Christ has a bridal chamber. However, while the term bridal chamber is 

full of sexual connotations, the homily emphasizes that this is an immaculate bridal chamber. 

Christ allows the wise virgins from the parable and real people addressed in the homily into this 

immaculate bridal chamber. This latter is the audiences’ daughter(s), who will “enter into the 

immaculate bridal chamber of Christ, joining together with the wise virgins.” Hopefully “she 

might receive the crown of incorruptibility.” The talked about daughter is a girl or a young, 

unmarried woman. She is thus a virgin, like the virgins in the parable. However, the chance of 

becoming like the wise virgins- or rather to become a wise virgin- is also offered to the 

addressed parent. Even more, all members of the household is invited to become chaste, wise 

virgins. This applies to “son or daughter, male slave or female slave.”764 According to Peri 

Parthenias, even married people, after they have fulfilled their duty of procreation, can live 

together as brothers and sisters. 765 The entire household might live together in chastity and 

hence receive immortality and eternal bliss.  

In contrast to the text by Irenaeus, what makes the virgins wise in Peri Parthenias, is not 

how they interpret parables, but rather whether their outer and inner chastity, as we will discuss 

further underneath. 

7.2.3.2.2.1. Intersectional negotiations of the chaste virgins and their ascetic wisdom 

Marriage is not condemned in Peri Partheias. Nevertheless, virginity is considered better. The 

homily preaches: “Whoever has decided in his heart to keep his daughter as a virgin has done 

well, in the sense, says he, that he who marries his daughter acts well, but he who keeps her as a 

virgin, says he, does better.”766 This is a hard job for a parent. According to the homily, chastity 

is easy to loose. Therefore, the father has to guard his daughter zealously. According to Elm, the 

addressed father is compared to a priest guarding his temple.  

He must keep his daughter in absolute seclusion like a prisoner (sic!) No man must come near her, not 

even under the pretext of religion. Dangers lurk on all fronts. The daughter cannot visit the church at night, 

                                                 
763 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." II.12.  
764 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." II. 11.   
765 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." VIII.118. 
766 I.2. This is Elm’s translation (Elm, Virgins of God. 35). 
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for fear that ‘she may lose the lamp of chastity while lighting that of the night virgil (…), And she may not 

attend funerals. Her father must constantly guard her bed (even in his own house!); He must control her 

laughter, anger, and words, in short all her passions and desires. He may not concede anything, because the 

enemy is everywhere (2. 27-40).767 

 

Such guarding of the daughter, keeping her away from all men and in seclusion like a prisoner, 

is in stark contrast to the parable’s virgins, who seemingly wander around and fall asleep in the 

middle of the night, without any mentioned guardians. The homily’s emphasis on devoted life 

as lifelong chastity and asceticism within the household, is shared with other contemporary or 

later texts, as will be further explored in 11.2.2.  

In Peri Parthenias’ new, emergent story about ascetic virgins and their immaculate 

bridegroom-Christ, the virgin wisdom necessary to become this sort of wise virgin, is seemingly 

not your age, whether you are married or not, whether you are enslaved or free or your 

ethnicity. It is sexuality – that you live a sexually ascetic life. Peri Parthenias states this 

explicitly. You do not need parents, to be rich, well known and beautiful, to become engaged to 

the heavenly bridegroom.768 Such virgin wisdom would not only be the outer chastity and moral 

behaviour, it also involved sincerity in thoughts.769 Still, various social factors would probably 

still intersect. In Peri Parthenias, a virgins is first seen as a daughter, but could be of all genders 

                                                 
767 Elm, Virgins of God.P. 35-36.  
768 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." 8.99-105.  
769 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." 7.82-98. We also find instructions for how the oil of the virgins should be 

understood in the contemporary Athanasius’ On Virignity. To be pure is not only to keep you flesh chaste, but 

also follow the other nine beatitudes in Matt 5: 2-12 (David Brakke, "Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism," 

Oxford early Christian studies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 306-07.). 
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and ages.770 In the sermon, it is emphasised that virginity should be a person’s own choice.771 

We could question 

whether free 

children, wives or 

slaves would be 

able to choose this 

for themselves. 

Probably, it would 

be up to the 

paterfamilias to 

decide. Slaves 

would have even 

less control over 

their sexuality 

than sons, daughters, and wives, as will be explored further in 11.2.2. Thus, both gender, social 

status and ethnicity probably intersected in whether you could choose ascetism yourself.  

To sum up, I propose that by blending intersectional situated stories about virginity is 

lifelong chastity and that chastity is the correct way of Christian life, as well as projecting the 

characters of the virgins, understood as ascetic virgins, from the parable narrative and evoking 

intertextual stories about believers as chaste virgins, a new emergent story has been created. 

This is story about the real embodied wise virgins the immaculate bridegroom-Christ will 

marry. These virgins are ascetic persons of more genders, ages and social and marriageable 

statuses, who to a various degree would be able to choose their own chastity. See Figure 7.6. 

7.2.3.3. Virgins to think with and become 

These two early cases show these parable virgins’ significance as identification figures in 

Antiquity. The addressees of both Irenaeus’ text and Peri Parthenias should model 

                                                 
770 For how virgins could be old, see The martyrdom of St Theodotus of Ancyra and the 7 virgins with him (360-

363), where there are seven Christian old ladies, describes as virgins, who were among the first victims of 

Theotecnus persecution. (Referred from Elm, Virgins of God., 52-54). For how the parable’s wise virgins could 

be identification figures for both male and female recipients, see also Acts of Thomas, where Judas Thomas, 

presents himself a one of the wise virgins with blazing light, who will receive the Lord (Acta Thmoae 146. Ref 

from Clark, "The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides," 18.) During Easter 372, Gregory of Naziazus 

composed a poem, in which he pleaded for the tax exception of 10 needy monks and clergy. In this poem, he 

refers to parthenikas yunaikas, who are eagerly awaiting the coming of their heavenly bridegroom through their 

ascetic efforts. He writes about them, that these women have become like men, not only in wisdom, but even in 

body (245-6), (Elm, Virgins of God.154(Bas Ep. 104)).  
771 Anonymous, "Peri Parthenias." I.1. 
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themselves after the wise virgins and their wisdom in different ways. For Irenaeus the virgin 

wisdom is to interpret parables, and in a broader sense all that what he sees as scripture, the 

right way. In Peri Parthenias this is to live a morally and sexually ascetic life. In both cases, 

there is some sort of union between the wise virgins and the bridegroom, who is blended as 

the Bridegroom-Christ. The new emergent meaning that wise virgins will marry the 

Bridegroom-Christ is most clearly present in Peri Partheias.   

 In the early Christian material, virgins often became figures “to think with” as we see 

in both these cases. This also happens in the 9th parable in the Shepherd of Hermas. The 12 

virgins Hermas meets are beautiful women, who talk, build, play and pray. At the same time, 

their descriptions are full of symbolic connotations; they are presented as holy spirits and they 

bear symbolic names.772 In addition, in order to enter the kingdom of God, the addressed 

“you” have to be clothes in their garments and bear their names.773 In similar ways, Irenaeus’ 

Against the Heresies and Peri Partenias’s new stories, where foolish and wise virgins are 

involved, are stories about Christ and “us.” In addition, they could be an example of the 

dominant marriage symbolism, which was prevalent in early Christian and mediaeval 

cultures, where Christ’s union with the church is seen as a marriage.774  

To become a wise virgins in Against the Heresies mainly has to do with the right 

Scripture interpretation. In Peri Partenias, to be a wise virgin would be to pursue chastity 

with your entire inner and outer life. This demonstrates an important insight from blending 

theory, namely that projection between mental spaces go in more directions. It does not only go 

from source to target, not only from the virgins in the parable, to identification figures outside 

the parable, but also the other way around. We see such projection both ways in both these 

cases, however, it is clearest in Peri Parthenias. In Peri Parthenias, the wise virgins in the 

parables are models for how real embodied virgins should be and behave. At the same time, 

how real, embodied virgins are understood, and the new blended story, which is made when the 

parable stories and intersectional situated and intertextual stories fuse, project back onto the 

interpretation of the parable and the parable’s virgins. The virgins in the parable are now 

                                                 
772 The four most important are called Faith, Continence, Power and Long-Suffering. The others are Simplicity, 

Guilelessness, Purity, Cheerfulness, Truth, Understanding, Concord and Love. Will refer to Loeb. 
773 Shepherd of Hermas (11 (88 (: 3 – 11 (88): 7). (2) 79): 3-4). (15 (92): 2). More will come.   
774 Engh, The Symbolism of Marriage in Early Christianity and the Latin Middle Ages: Images, Impact, 

Cognition. p. 13. Another example is how Ambrose saw the church as where the believers become the bride of 

Christ (Moorhead, Ambrose: Church and Society. P. 110.). See also Clark, "The Celibate Bridegroom and His 

Virginal Brides." For how important the wedding metaphor and the understandings that Christ is a celibate 

bridegroom and the “I”, “we” or the church am/are/is his virginal bride. See the entire article, but esp. p. 13. For 

discussions of the marriage metaphor in Rabbinic literature, see Labovitz, Marriage and Metaphor. 
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understood the same ways as the embodied virgins are perceived; they are also ascetic, chaste 

lifelong virgins, who will marry the immaculate bridegroom-Christ. I see this as double 

mirroring process where interpreters are reflecting recipients, who hear about corresponding 

characters in the parable. Real virgins addressed in Peri Parthenias, those outside the parable, 

are perceived as the virgins in the parables. Simultaneously, the wise parable virgins are seen as 

the real, embodied virgins outside the parable. I will explore this further in Part 3. 

7.2.4. Significant and underrated virgins 

The wise virgins in Antiquity were significant characters you could and should model your 

Christian life after, while the foolish virgins described those you should not become. 

According to what Luz calls the classical catholic mode of interpretation, the virgin wisdom 

in this parable is something “you” need to do. This is also present in Against the Heresies and 

Peri Parthenias’ interpretation of the parable. In Against the Heresies this is to interpret 

scripture the right way, while it in Peri Parthenias is to lead a chaste outer and inner life. In 

contrast, contemporary scholars often find the virgins irrelevant as identification figures or 

only significant through resisting readings.     

7.3. Summing up: Are intersectional female parable characters underrated? 

In this chapter, I have ask cases of contemporary attested reception, which find intersectional 

female parable characters interpretationally significant, whether these characters are still 

underrated in relation to comparable male characters or to earlier reception periods.  

In the first parable I have studied, the parable about the wife with the ten drachmas 

(Luk 15:8-10), the female main character is understood as an image of God, or at least to 

point in that direction, from Origin, Tertullian, Cyril, Ambrose and Augustine, via Luther to 

both contemporary feminist researchers and more gender-unconscious scholars. Even though 

gender seems to affect how this searching wife is interpreted as the divine wisdom and as the 

Church, and that fewer interpretations of this parable than the preceding about the man with 

the 100 sheep are preserved, this parable still seems to be highly theological significant in 

Antiquity and in Luther’s writings. Possibly, it is as significant as the two parables 

sandwiching it. Why does mainstream contemporary scholarship, in contrast, underrate this 

character as s a “companion parable” to the preceding parable or as less theologically 

significant than the comparable male characters?  
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In addition, the ten virgins in the second parable I have studied (Matt 23:1-13) are 

underrated as identification figures in contemporary scholarship compared to earlier phases. 

In Antiquities’ early Christian discourses, the wise virgins were figures listeners or readers 

could become like-or even possibly become. These female characters were not only 

identification figures for other virgins or other women, but at least in theory, for people in all 

intersections of gender and other social categories. For Luther as well, the virgins exemplified 

core understandings of what Christian life should be also for “the Christian man”. In 

contemporary scholarship, some scholars, like Hultgren, still find the ten virgins meaningful 

for identification. Most other mainstream scholars, however, either ignore this parable or see 

the virgins as significant for the early church/first recipients, and thus not in contemporary 

times. The feminist discussions engage more thoroughly with the virgins and the parable. Yet, 

this discourse also disregards these parable characters the most: since this is a patriarchal or 

sexist parable, the wise virgins cannot unproblematized be identification figures for 

contemporary recipients. Interpretational strategies like resistant reading and reading against 

the grain are required. Why is this the case? 

7.3.1. Male bias and underrating 

One reason seems to be male bias. While intersectional situated stories about gender seems to 

influence both how recipients in Antiquity, Luther and contemporary scholars interpret the 

wife with the drachmas as theologically relevant, this does not make antique theologians or 

Luther underrate this character: According to my analyses, the searching wife signifies Christ 

as much as the comparable man with the sheep. Contemporary mainstream scholars like for 

example Snodgrass, in contrast, argues that this female character is less christologically 

significant than the man with the sheep is. Snodgrass does not argue that this is due to her 

gender. However, since, according to him, this character only resonates with other biblical 

texts where other women or mothers are used as analogies of God, gender still seems to affect 

why he finds her less christologically significant.  

7.3.2. No Longer “open” characters? 

In 7.2.11, I asked whether there is a connection between the one-dimensional ways much 

contemporary research interprets the virgins and the underrating of these virgins as relevant 

identification figures. I propose there is. Luther and antique recipients seem to have found the 

virgins “open figures,” which they could fill with their concerns, worldviews and theologies. 

When these virgins in contemporary scholarship are narrowed down, they become less 
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significant. This seems to be related to how other intersectional female characters are also 

narrowed down or stereotyped. When the widow in Chapter 6 is interpreted as a poor, 

marginalised, desperate “bag lady,” her voice becomes difficult to hear. When the baker wife 

in Chapter 7 is stereotyped as unclean, she becomes a difficult identification figure. The same 

seem to be the case for the wife with the drachmas, who is so often interpreted as poor and by 

Scott seen as impure. A poor character seems to be more difficult to identify with, except for 

people who are poor. In addition, a poor character might also be less open for theological 

interpretations. An unclean character is possibly even further “removed” from the divine. In 

Antiquity, this wife is not considered poor. Possibly, also here, in a paradigm where most 

elements are potentially filled with meaning, to interpret her as poor would have moved this 

wife further away from the divine? Rather, Augustine, for example, describes her as wise, as 

seen in 7.1.3. Such a wise wife could easily connect to the divine wisdom of God.    

 There might, however, be other reasons than male bias and narrow and stereotypical 

interpretations in why contemporary scholarship underrate these characters. 

7.3.2. Problematic metaphors and identification figures.  

Possibly, other parable elements than the female character’s gender are involved in 

mainstream scholarships’ underrating the wife with the drachmas theologically, compared to 

the two parables in Luke 15. In the first parable, if the man is Christ, the sheep represent “us.” 

In the last parable, if the father points to the divine, “we” become the two sons. If Christ is the 

searching wife, however, “we” are a coin. Today, it seems to be more difficult to imagine 

ourselves as money than as sheep or children. I have song multiple songs which compare me 

to a child embraced by the loving father-God or to a lamb carried in the safe arms of Christ. 

However, it is more difficult to sing “I am a coin in Jesus’ purse.”775 A coin is not a soft, 

breathing animal or a human being. A coin, is hard and lifeless and is for most people 

connected to capitalism. Augustine and other recipients, in contrast, seem to have no problem 

seeing themselves or humanity as coins where the image of the creator is stamped, lost and 

restored. Luther also seemingly finds it easy to see himself or other people as a drachma. In 

contemporary times, this image seems no longer to be relevant. Possibly, when characters and 

metaphors now are less “open,” there must also be more similarity between source and target 

in a comparison. Living beings, like sheep and sons, can represent human beings. A coin 

cannot. 

                                                 
775 Thank you, Karin Neutel, for that image! 
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 In similar ways, the ten virgins have become difficult identification figures in 

contemporary times. Many contemporary scholars see this as a problematic parable in many 

ways. Theologically, it is demanding, since its attested reception history so often has 

interpreted it to mean that God closes some people out of the kingdom of the heavens. 

Another perspective is the aspects of gender, age, marriage and sexual undertones, which has 

often been interpreted together. Recipients seemingly do not want be likened with young girls 

fighting over a man,776 or brides, who are to marry the heavenly bridegroom.  

 In addition, in contemporary times, both identification figures and elements that are to 

signify the divine, have to be “good” to a further degree than earlier. Schottroff, for example, 

refuses to see the φρόνιμος in the virgin parable as true and divine wisdom, since it does not 

want to share. Luther and antique theologians seem to have no problems with that. In the 

studied interpretations, they also do not problematize that half of the virgins as left outside the 

closed door. As discussed in Chapter 5, most contemporary scholars interpret the widow as 

morally entitled. Perhaps this happens so this character becomes more easily available as an 

identification figure. This might be one reason why the ambivalent ἐκδίκησόν με ἀπὸ τοῦ 

ἀντιδίκου μου almost exclusively is translated “grant me justice against my opponent” and not 

“grant me vengeance...” Antique cases sometimes translate this “vengeance” and does not 

seem to find it problematic to identify with a vengeful character.777 In addition, what we 

consider problematic figures or elements could symbolise God or represent “us”. 

 Despite these problematic metaphors and images, we could still ask whether the 

characters female gender plays a role in contemporary scholarship’s underrating of these 

characters. If the wife with the drachmas had been a man, would this character also then be 

seen as less christologically significant, as Snodgrass interprets her? Possibly, while the 

metaphor of the coins might have been challenging, would perhaps a man searching for 

something lost more easily connect to the male Jesus, who tells this parable and who, 

according to Luke, says: “For the Son of Man came to search for (ζητέω) and save the lost” 

(18:10)? For many contemporary scholars, male characters seem to be considered broad and 

open and can usually point to God or Christ, while female characters are seen as particular 

and narrow, and are often interpreted in stereotypical or gender biased ways. This has 

implications for both their potential as identification figures and as possible images of God. 

Narrow characters seem to become less “flexible” as identification figures, fewer recipients 

                                                 
776 Except for in some reality TV shows.  
777 As argued by Levine, Short Stories. P. x. See also Cyril’s interpretation in 5.2.4, footnote 525.  
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might find them “open” enough to mirror themselves or their contemporaries in them. At the 

same time, it seems like narrow characters, like this poor and possibly unclean wife, become 

less theologically significant. Wider, more intersectional interpretations of the wife and virgin 

characters might possibly also make them more available as identification figures and 

symbols of the divine for a greater variety of recipients, also in current, feminist and 

mainstream scholarship. 

7.3.4. Wider intersectional and resistant readings?  

Intersectional analyses might show wider interpretational potential for these parables. Still, 

such analyses would not necessarily make us see the wife with the drachmas as an image of 

God or the wise virgins as positive identification figures. Thus, also with intersectional 

analysis, the need for resistant readings might remain. Some parables should be read against 

the grain. Five of the virgins are excluded from a party no matter how you understand them. 

In the parable about the wife with the ten drachmas, all the mentioned female parable 

characters are invited to the party, which is connected to the celebration of God’s angels. 

However, what about all intersectional female characters, which are not mentioned? Are they 

invited? Perhaps intersectional analysis will also allow for more and more varied resistant 

readings of the different parables. Part 3 will explore this.  
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CONCLUDING CONSIDERATIONS TO PART 2 

Ignored, stereotyped and underrated  intersectional female characters?  

In this concluding section of Part 2, I will consider how employing intersectional blending 

method has allowed me to discuss the extent to which and why contemporary scholarship 

ignored, stereotyped and underrated intersectional female parable characters more than in 

earlier periods of the studied attested reception history. These reflections also show the value 

of comparative attested reception studies and of studying contemporary research as reception. 

My studies surprised me in two ways. First, I was surprised that recipients before 

modern parable research make more positive meaning with female parable characters than I 

had expected. The other is that contemporary scholarship, especially mainstream research, 

ignore, stereotype and underrate female parable characters the most. Theologians in Antiquity 

as well as Luther focus more on intersectional female parable characters than contemporary 

mainstream research. I have also found less negative stereotypical interpretations of these 

intersectional female characters in antique cases than in current mainstream scholarship. 

Antique theologians never see the baker wife or the wife with the drachmas as unclean. 

Neither do these recipients see the wife with the drachmas as poor. Luther also has more 

positive interpretations of most intersectional female parable characters than contemporary 

scholarship. It also surprised me that even though feminist scholarship highlights female 

characters and studies them in a variety of important ways, so many feminist scholars also 

stereotype and possibly underrate intersectional female parable characters. 

To combine conceptual blending and intersectionality has been valuable in these 

analyses in more ways. It has been useful to make visible how recipients have emphasised 

some elements in the parable narratives or frames and let these be “leading voices”, which 

have influenced their overall interpretations. In addition, intersectional blending has been 

helpful to indicate the possible intertextual connections that have been significant in these 

interpretational blends. As a third, and possibly most important point, intersectional blending 

and “asking the other question” has enabled me to theorise about the intersectional situated 

stories that seemingly affect the interpretations of these recipients. It has especially been 

interesting to see how hermeneutical paradigms, theological and ideological concerns as well 

as intersectional constructions of gender and gender roles interconnect in these interpretations.  

To combine intersectional blending with comparative studies of cases from different 

reception periods has further strengthened the analyses of how intersectional situated stories, 
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like interpretational paradigms and constructions of gender, converge. In Antiquity’s 

interpretational paradigms, and in the majority of Luther’s interpretations, where most parable 

elements are loaded with potential meaning, female parable characters, female characters, 

including minor characters that are barely mentioned in the parable, become important, both 

as identification figures and theologically. In comparison, contemporary scholarship’s “one 

single point of comparison” facilitates recipients to see some parable elements as 

interpretationally irrelevant. Intersectional blending and the comparing of the different cases 

have helped me see that, especially for mainstream scholars, the character’s gender seem to 

influence which characters scholars emphasis.  

Further, since so many parable elements are considered significant in Antiquity and 

often to Luther, there are seemingly no “competition” between the different elements in these 

interpretations. In contrast to contemporary scholarship, no elements seem to be “pushed 

down” in negative, stereotyping ways, so that other elements can become interpretationally 

“elevated.” Thus, in periods with much ridiculing and stereotyping of women, this hardly 

happens to intersectional female parable characters. If we compare this to contemporary 

times, when scholars try not to stereotype, it is remarkable that negative stereotyping of 

female characters and of Jewish female characters happens to such a large degree. These 

combined analyses have also helped me see how interpretations ideals like “searching for the 

strange” and gender stereotypes seem to reinforce each other. Although intersectional situated 

stories about gender appear to affect how intersectional female characters are interpreted, their 

gender seemingly does not make antique recipients stereotype female characters. However, 

another intersectional factor, namely whether the characters are free or enslaved, seems to 

play a role. In the three studied cases where recipients make meaning from the endangered 

enslaved wife and potential daughters, two of the interpretations see these characters as 

undesirable or negative figures. Possibly, legal status as slave or free are of greater 

importance than gender to antique recipients when they use female slaves as negative figures 

“to think with.” Alternatively, it is perhaps these characters’ combination of plot roles and 

intersectional legal status, which contributes to such negative interpretations. If we compare 

this to contemporary cases, this might allow us to see how combinations of plot roles and 

intersectional status is also important in contemporary interpretations.  

These analyses have also shown how significant intersectional female parable 

characters are in Antiquity’s and in Luther’s theological meaning-making, and ask about the 

role theological and ideological concerns play in contemporary scholarship. Luther, for 
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example, both makes sense of female characters when he argues against theologies he 

criticises and in his own theological systems. Also in the few cases where Luther does ignore 

or stereotype intersectional female parable character, such theological concerns are “leading 

tunes” in his interpretations. Possibly, Luther ignores the endangered enslaved wife and 

potential daughters because they fall outside his scope of Was Christum Treibet. In addition, 

Luther’s understanding of what he needs from God seems to intersect with his construal of 

how a widow is mostly poor and desperate in his stereotyping of the persistent widow. The 

fact that antique recipients and Luther do not underrate female characters theologically, even 

though understandings of gender and gender roles influence these interpretations, has also 

shown that especially in mainstream research, characters’ gender does play a role in how 

many recipients find them less significant, both theologically and as identification figures.  

Part 2 has analysed contemporary research, applying the same criteria as with other 

attested reception. In similar ways as this approach contextualises antique recipients and 

Luther when they study how their parable interpretations are influenced by intersectional 

situatedness and which intertexts recipients use when they interpret parables, it contextualises 

contemporary scholars. This, in combination with comparative approach, has shown how and 

possibly why contemporary scholarship to such a degree ignore, stereotype and underrate 

intersectional female parable characters. Since contemporary scholars are my colleagues, and 

because the discussed tendencies happen the most in contemporary scholarship, I have, as a 

feminist and parable scholar, discussed more with the contemporary cases than I have with 

earlier cases. In Part 3, I will continue to take part in contemporary scholarship’s discussions. 

As a fellow scholarly parable recipient, I will propose how early parable recipients might have 

interpreted parables with intersectional female characters. In ways similar to other scholars, 

my interpretations are influenced by intersectional situated stories and possibly is biased. In 

Chapter 2, where I present my background and concerns as well as in Chapter 4, through 

presenting the theories and methods I employ, I try to contextualise myself. In the 

Introduction to Part 3, I will make my further research choices visible.   
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INTRODUCTION TO PART 3  

While Part 2 studied the extent to which intersectional female parable characters are ignored, 

stereotyped or underrated in cases of attested reception, Part 3 moves away from the power 

voices Part 2, and studies possible parable interpretations by plausible, but hypothetical 

intersectional varieties of female recipients in the two first centuries CE.778 Part 3 explores 

wider and more nuanced ways of studying female parable characters and is thus a critical 

challenge to those parts of contemporary scholarship that ignore, stereotype or underrate 

intersectional female parable characters. As a heuristic tool to do so, I read the parables with 

reflecting recipients who hear about corresponding parable characters. As part of these 

explorations, I will rethink two concepts in contemporary scholarship, namely who the first 

recipients of parables were, and what a female character in the two first centuries might have 

been. 

Nuanced first recipients 

While Luther and recipients in Antiquity were mainly concerned with biblical interpretation 

as significant in their current situations, most scholars in the contemporary scientific paradigm 

try to “get back to” the socio-historical world of these parable characters or to study how “the 

first recipients” would have interpreted them.779 In the following Part 3, I participate in these 

research discourses. As presented in 1.3.2, Scott, Snodgrass and a number of other parable 

scholars often discuss how the first audience or readers interpreted parables, without 

specifying which recipients they mean.780 These discussions need more nuances. First, there is 

no “natural” or “generic” first reader or hearer. Different recipients would make sense of 

characters, metaphors and stories in different ways, depending on their socio-cultural 

situatedness and which other stories they would employ in their meaning-making process. All 

scholars make conscious or unconscious choices about the audience or readers they assume, 

as well as about the various input stories these listeners or readers might have employed to 

interpret parables. Secondly, when scholars assume there is a first recipient, they are in danger 

of reinforcing their own privileged interpretational positions and perspectives. All scholars 

possibly inflict their own values and positionality onto their interpretations. Because of this, it 

                                                 
778 By possible reception, I mean, as explained in 1.3 and 3.1.3.2, all thinkable interpretations, which never have 

been part of the attested reception discourses of these parables. This includes those interpretations, which were 

never preserved and possibly never written down. 
779 Although, as analysed in the last part, contemporary scholars are often on various levels concerned with the 

meaning of the parables “for us.” See 7.1.   
780 See also 6.1.1.2.1 and 7.1.1. 



234 

 

is important to be transparent in the choices we, as scholars, make for the recipients we 

propose, as it is essential to reflect upon our own positionalities. I will, by employing 

intersectional blending, explicitly theorise about the intersectional situatedness of the specific 

recipients I propose and how this situatedness can affect their meaning-making of the various 

parable stories and other possible evoked stories. 

Nuanced female parable characters 

As the analyses in Part 2 show, contemporary scholarship often studies female parable 

characters as “women in parables” without much further gradation. Since these “women” are 

often interpreted in narrow or negative stereotypical ways and there seems to be a connection 

between stereotyping, ignoring and underrating of these female characters, this calls for more 

distinction in the research. To contribute to such nuance, as well as in who the first parable 

recipients might have been, I propose Part 3’s heuristic tool, to read these parables with an 

intersectional variety of reflecting recipients, who hear about corresponding parable 

characters. Informed by research from a variety of fields on Greco-Roman and Jewish 

Antiquity and my applied combined theories, as well as in discussions with contemporary 

scholars and the other studied attested interpretations, 781 I imagine an intersectional variety of 

enslaved wives and daughters who would listen to and interpret the parable about the 

endangered slave wife and potential daughters (Matt 18: 23-35). I also propose various 

intersectional widows, who would make sense of the widow parable (Luke 18:1-8) and free 

wives in different intersectional roles, who would interpret parables about free wives (Matt 

13:33; Luke 13:20-21; Thom 96 and Luke 15:8-10). Furthermore, I suggest listening virgins, 

whose virgin status were negotiated in various ways, who would make meaning with the 

virgin parable (Matt 25:1-13).  

Situations, stories, scenes and scenarios 

When I, in the following, explore such possible interpretations, I will propose how possible 

recipients’ intersectional situated stories and intertextual stories might interact and blend with 

elements from the parable narrative and frame. As part of this, I will also propose possible 

scenarios these recipients might have imagined, based on various parable scenes. As 

presented in Chapter 4, scholars who apply narrative criticism often divide parable narratives 

                                                 
781 Thus, the scholars I studied as attested reception cases in Part 2, will in Part 3 be discussion partners. The 

antique interpretations studied Part 2 will be of value, because of their nearness in time and often cultural 

understandings to the first two centuries CE. In line with Gowler’s “dialogical” understanding of reception, ( see 

3.1.3.1), Luther’s parable interpretations will also be emphasised.. 
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into different scenes.782 Imagined scenarios are in cognitive neuroscience sometimes studied 

together with memory and empathy.783 If reflective recipients’ situations, stories, scenes and 

scenarios connect and blend, what could possibly happen to the interpretation of the 

intersectional female characters and their parables? 

The following chapters explore intersectional female parable characters as well as 

intersectional female listeners to parables in the Greco-Roman and Jewish two first centuries 

CE in broad ways. Through employing a multitude of attested sources, I discuss varieties of 

women in different life spans: from young girls, to girls in puberty to old women. I also 

explore different relationships between free and enslaved mothers, daughters, female friends 

and neighbors. In addition, daily life, education and work, power and dependency, as well as 

intersectional negotiations of social, marital, sexual, economic and legal statuses are 

discussed. Moreover, these various aspects of being an intersectional female character are 

studied as influencing each other. By proposing varieties of “real” intersecting women 

listening to these parables, I hope to challenge contemporary scholarship by providing more 

nuanced understandings of both who the first recipients might have been and of the wide 

variety of female characters.  

In the following chapters, I will propose four different groups of intersectional 

reflective recipients’ possible interpretation of the five parables, which were particularly 

studied in Part 2. In addition, I will explore varied ways both these female recipients and their 

corresponding parable characters could be made meaning of within these chapters.  

 

  

                                                 
782 See presentations of this parable, p . (trolig de andre forskerne sine ting I footnote I pres av lignelsen). 
783 See for example, Brendan Gaesser, "Constructing Memory, imagination, and Empathy: A cognitive 

Neuroscience Perspective," Front Psychol 3 (2013), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00576. 
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Chapter 8. INTERSECTIONAL FEMALE SLAVES AS POSSIBLE PARABLE 

RECIPIENTS (Matt 18:23-35) 

 

 

   Image 8.1 Peter Coecke Van Aelst, (1502 – 1550). The unforgiving Servant. 

 

What could possibly happen to the interpretation of the mostly ignored slave wife and 

potential slave daughters in Matt 18:23-35 if intersectional female enslaved family members 

heard this parable and made meaning from it?  

The slave wife and possible daughters are minor characters in this parable narrative. 

They are only mentioned once, when the king in the first scene of the parable orders them 

sold together with their husband and father and his (other) belongings (v. 25). After that, they 

disappear from the plot. These characters have also mostly been ignored in the cases of 

attested reception studied in Chapter 5. This ignoring happens the most in contemporary 

scholarship and in Luther’s preserved texts, where most recipients do not, or barely, mention 

these characters. However, in the three antique cases, which are exceptions to this tendency, 

recipients’ meaning-making with the enslaved wife and her children is essential to how they 

interpret the parable. The slave wife and children are far from center stage in these 

interpretations, rather they are either seen as negative contrast figures or as means to teach 

their husband and father a lesson. Thus, these intersectional female characters appear to be 

props in the parable plot and mostly in their attested reception history. To focus on these prop 
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characters, I will first ask how such listeners could have emphasized these characters and kept 

them in their interpretational focus throughout the parable, in contrast to most of the cases of 

attested reception. Following this, I consider two relevant scenes from the parable narrative, 

based on how I structure the parable in Chapter 4,784 and propose possible scenarios my 

audience could have imagined for the enslaved wife and potential daughters, when they 

conceptualised these parable scenes. As part of this, I will ask how reflecting recipients could 

possibly understand their corresponding characters. At the end of the chapter, I will explore 

interpretational possibilities if our audience blended the parable narrative and frame with 

focus on the enslaved wife and potential daughters. 

8.1. Reflecting recipients and their corresponding characters 

The selected characters in this parable are slaves. In addition, they are enslaved wives and 

children - with my focus, potential daughters. In addition, there could be more female slaves 

in this parable. I have already suggested that slave daughters could be “hidden” in the term 

slave children (τὰ τέκνα, v. 25). In addition, as proposed in 4.3.1, there might be hidden 

female slaves in the term οἱ σύνδουλοι (fellow slaves, v. 31) and missing female slaves 

throughout the narrative.785 

The reflective recipients I consider as a heuristic tool are also female slaves, who are 

members of slave families. These enslaved wives could have been young or older women. 

They could have been mothers to few or many children. The enslaved daughters could have 

been young girls, girls in puberty or 

young women. As will be explored 

further in the following, these slave 

girls could have lived in a slave 

family or lived separated from their 

birth mothers or fathers. In addition, these female slaves could have been rich or poor, they 

could have had privileged or subordinated slave roles and had different ethnicities. These 

varied intersectional enslaved female listeners, could have reflected their own intersectional 

situatedness in the parable’s slave wife and potential daughters. In addition, they could 

conceptualise these parable characters correspondingly to their own varied intersectional 

situatedness, as Figure 8.1 visualizes.  

                                                 
784 See 4.5.1. 
785 P. x. 

Audience: 
Listening intersectional
varieties of slave wives and 
daughters. 

Intersectional female
parable characters: 
Enslaved wife and 
potential daughters.

Figure 8.1. Intersectional Female Wives and Daughters as 

Reflecting Recipients 
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We have no sources from the first two centuries CE where female slaves interpret 

parables attributed to Jesus. However, in slavery societies like Greco-Roman and Jewish 

Antiquity, at least 15-20 % of the population was enslaved.786 The early members of the 

Christian movements were mixed groups, consisting of both slaves and slaveholders, both 

women and men, from the cities and from the countryside.787 Female slaves are also present 

throughout the New Testament,788 however, there is only one other parable, which explicitly 

mentions female slaves, namely the parable about the co-called “unfaithful” slave (Luke 

12:42-48) where the so-called faithful and wise enslaved household manager beats male and 

female slaves (τοὺς παῖδας καὶ τὰς παιδίσκας). However, as my overview in 4.3 proposes, 

there might potentially be more female slaves in the parables than those, who are explicitly 

mentioned. The narrated prostitutes in the parable about the father and the two sons (Luke 

15:11-32), might have been slaves. In addition, there are probably numerous “hidden” female 

slaves included in masculine terms for slaves or missing from the narratives, as hidden 

daughters in this parables and also discussed in chapter four.789 Female slaves could have 

heard parables read aloud at public or private readings while they were sitting down and 

actively listen or while working in the house, baking bread, working with wool, shopping, wet 

nursing, watching children etc. In addition, friends or other members of their household could 

have told them these parables. We also know that female slaves were confidents of their 

maters or masters.790 As such, they could possibly have discussed parables with their 

slaveholders. They could also have talked about parables with fellow slaves, their families or 

other members of the households, such as children. We know that some female slaves were 

well educated and some were teachers.791 Some of these slaves could possibly have read the 

parables in public or private settings. In addition, as I have suggested in my article about 

parables in Christian education in the Church of Norway, children could possibly have 

learned reading and writing with the help of parables.792 Female slaves could have been their 

                                                 
786 Walter Scheidel, "The Slave Population of Roman Italy. Speculation and Constraints," Topoi Orient Occident 

9, no. 1 (1999): 130, https://doi.org/10.3406/topoi.1999.1808. 
787 For research on slaves in the early Christian congregations, see, for ex Meek The first Urban Christians, p. 16 

and 73. and Glancy, Slavery, 130-31. 
788 The most common term is παιδίσκη (Matt 26:69; Mark 14;66 and 69; Luke 12:45; Luke 22:56; John 18:17; 

Acts 12:13; Acts 16:16; Gal 4:22 and Gal 4:30). However, δούλη is also employed, as Mary calls herself (Luke 

1:38). This is also used in Acts 2:18.   
789 P. x.  
790 See 8.2.2.1.2.1.c.  
791 Cohick, Women, 259. 
792 Reinertsen, "I utgangpunktet " 272. 
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tutors and thus possibly tellers of parables. Thus, most probably, there were enslaved wives 

and daughters in the first centuries, who listened to and made meaning from this parable. 

8.2. Listening female slaves’ possible interpretations of the parable 

My analyses in Chapter 5 show that only a few attested recipients seem to notice the slave 

wife and children in their interpretation of this parable. How would listening enslaved wives 

and daughters have focused on these characters? 

Few audience members in Antiquity would identify with slaves in a story, Jennifer A. 

Glancy argues.793 Anders Martinsen reasons along the same lines when he discusses this 

parable. He writes: “It is unlikely that tales of brutalised slaves evoked the same sympathy as 

tales of martyrs and innocent noblemen and women whose suffering evoked self-

identification from readers.”794 However, what if the audience themselves were enslaved? 

Would slave audiences sympathise or identify with brutalized slave characters? Moreover, 

what if recipients mirrored themselves in the wider intersectional situation of these characters, 

not only as slaves, but also as slave wives and slave daughters? Possibly, they would then 

involve with these characters and keep them in their interpretational focus when they made 

meaning with the parable.  

The slave wife and potential daughters are not forgotten in the entire attested reception 

history of this parable. In addition to the three discussed antique cases, some post-

Reformation European artists visualise these characters, including the potential daughters. In 

similar ways as with written attested reception, most of the art I have found focus on the 

enslaved husband and father. In most pictures, this male main character either begs the king 

for patience or attacks his fellow slave. I have found two images, however, where the slave 

wife and possible daughters are made meaning of. These are by the Swiss artist, Eugène 

Burnand (1850-1921), an image which is also an illustration in Chapter 5 and on the front 

page, and by the Dutch artist, Peter Coecke Van Aelst, (1502 – 1550). This image which 

introduces this chapter.795 

                                                 
793 Glancy, Slavery. P. 128. 
794 Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity." P. 427. 
795 See p. x.  
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Image 8.2: Eugène Burnand (1850-1921) The unmerciful Servant 
This image is part of a series of 76 illustrations of 32 parables. 

 

These two images portray the parable scene in very different ways. However, both 

include a woman and possibly one or more children. In addition, interestingly all these 

children seem to be girls or young women.  In Burnand’s picture, we see four people in the 

upper left corner of the picture. They are dressed in modest clothes, and look poor. I 

understand these as the begging debtor’s family. The possible wife looks sad or distressed. 

The children, all seemingly young girls, cling to their mother and look fearsome. While the 

woman looks down and one of the girls hides her eyes behind her hands and possibly cries, 

the other two daughters observe the scene with their father and the king. One of them might 

look out of the picture, at the observer, as if to invite us into this scene. For me as a spectator, 

their presence shape my impression of the image. The distress and despair of this wife and 

daughters interpret the other characters who take up most of the space of the image. This 

colours the begging attitude of their father and husband, as well as the king’s pondering facial 

expression. 

In Coecke Van Aelst’s painting, we see an older and a younger woman at the far left 

of the lively scene. The older woman, whom I interpret to be wife, has placed an arm on the 

shoulder of one of the men who surround the king, as if she wants to get closer to her begging 

husband, and possibly participate in his plead. Behind her, the young woman, also here a 

daughter, is very pale. Both her face and hand are deadly white. It looks like the king watches 

them, and not the begging man in front of him. Some of the other figures in the image also 

gaze in their direction. Their presence, and their potential fates, which the deadly white 

daughter might suggest, clearly affects how I view the scene. 
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Both of these artists have drawn or painted the slave wife and potential daughter(s) in 

the parable with expressions, body language and possibly life stories. In addition, these 

characters seem to interpret the rest of the images. A reason why these artists have 

emphasised these intersectional female characters, unlike Luther, who is Van Aelst’s 

contemporary, and later theologian or scholars, might be the more open or alternative 

approaches artists have, compared to the written interpretations of theologians, preachers, or 

scholars, as proposed in 3.1.1. In addition to the studied cases of antique written 

interpretations, these two pieces of art show that the enslaved wife and possible daughters can 

be emphasized. In similar ways, I suggest that reflecting recipients in the first two centuries 

CE could also have emphasized the mostly neglected slave wife and possible slave daughters 

in the parable. These possible interpretations were never written down. Their possible 

interpretations would thus either have been transmitted orally, or never been articulated at all 

– they could have been kept as mental processes. Such constructions of meaning could have 

more in common with the “freedom” of artists Bukdahl and Leone describes,796 than with the 

more restricted form of the written interpretations studies in part two. Such an openness could 

allow these recipients to move more freely around in a narrative world, to see or create more 

details, to focus on more characters and more perspectives than the attested interpretations 

have.  

If enslaved female family members listened to this parable, it was perhaps the first 

time they heard about female enslaved family members in a parable attributed to Jesus, since 

this is the only parable that explicitly mentions an enslaved wife and the children of a slave.797 

Similar to what Kamara and Kaul express in 1.3.1., your understanding of texts or reality 

might change if you find yourself reflected or represented for the first time. According to 

Hartvigsen, sympathy with a character, or identifying with it, makes an audience more likely 

to draw attention to this character in a story.798 In addition, the more emotions a text contains, 

the greater the possibility for transference into the narrative world and thus for recipients to be 

involved in plots and characters.799 Keen argues that empathy occurs more readily for 

                                                 
796 See 3.1.1. 
797 In Luke 12:41-48 and 15:11-32 no family-relations are mentioned. 
798 Kirsten Marie Hartvigsen, "““Prepare the way of the Lord”. Towards a Cognitive Poetic Analysis of 

Audience Involvement with Characters and Events in the Markan World" (PhD University of Oslo, 2009), 27-

28. 
799 Kirsten Marie Hartvigsen, "““Prepare the way of the Lord”. Towards a Cognitive Poetic Analysis of 

Audience Involvement with Characters and Events in the Markan World" (PhD University of Oslo, 2009), 78-

79. 
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negative emotions.800 This 

parable is full of emotional 

language. A lot of it is 

brutal and likely to stir 

negative emotions in 

recipients. I propose it 

would especially do so, if 

this would be dramatic or 

harmful to characters 

recipients would mirror. 

The parable narrative starts 

with the king’s order to sell the slave family (v. 25) and ends with torture (v. 34).801 5.1.2 Luz 

suggests that listeners to this parable can mirror their own feelings in the fellow slaves’ 

emotions. If listeners saw themselves as reflected in this highly emotional parable, with more 

potential harmful fates to their corresponding characters, I find it likely that listening enslaved 

wives and daughters would mirror themselves in the slave wife and potential daughters’ 

emotions and thus emphasise these characters and keep them in interpretational focus 

throughout the parable, as Figure 8.2. shows.  

I will now propose how reflecting recipients could possibly have emphasized and 

interpreted the parable’s slave wife and potential daughters in two parable scenes. For each 

scene, I will propose more scenarios such listeners could have imagined. 

8.2.1 Scenes and scenarios for possible reflective recipients  

I will begin with exploring the first scene of the parable narrative, where the king orders the 

sale of the slave husband and father, together with his wife, children and other possessions (v. 

23b-27). The other scene I will study is the fourth and last scene, where the king sentences the 

slave husband and father to torture, but does not say what will happen to his wife and children 

                                                 
800 Keen, Empathy, xii. 
801 In between, the language also describes many emotions: the enslaved husband and father falls down (πίπτω) 

and prostrates (προσκυνέω) when he asks the king to be patient (μακροθυμέω) (v. 26) and the king felt pity or 

sympathy (σπλαγχνίζομαι) with his male slave. It is due to this pity, that the king does not only have patience 

with his slave, but releases him and abandons his debts (v. 27). In v. 33 the king further interprets this pity as 

compassion or mercy (ἐλεέω). Later, the enslaved husband and father seizes (κρατέω) and chokes (πνίγω) his 

fellow slave (v.28), while the fellow slave also fell down (πίπτω), and plead for patience (μακροθυμέω) (v. 29). 

He does not get patience, rather the slave husband and father throws (βάλλω) him into the debt prison (v. 30). 

The fellow slaves feel greatly distressed (ἐλυπήθησαν σφόδρα) when they see this (v. 31). In addition, the 

king claims that the enslaved husband and father is wicked or evil (δοῦλε πονηρέ) and becomes angry (ὀργίζω). 

1

Blended story: 
This is a parable 

about a slave family 
and their potential 

destinies. 

Audience:
Listening enslaved 

wives and daughters

Parable narrative:
• Enslaved wife and 

potential
daughters

• Emotional
language and 
potential harm to 
reflecting
characters

Generic story:
Characters and 

listeners are
enslaved female
family members.

 

Figure 8.2. Listening Female Slave Family Members Focusing on their 

Corresponding Characters. 
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(v. 32-34). In contrast to most attested recipient, who ignore the slave wife and children or 

just mention them when they comment on the first scene of this parable,  I will focus on the 

slave wife and potential daughters in both these scenes and suggest possible scenarios 

reflecting recipients could have imagined for the slave family. What could enslaved wives and 

daughters have believed could possibly happen to the slave wife and her daughters in such 

situations?  

8.2.1.1 Scene one: The threat to sell the slave family (v. 23b-27) 

24 ἀρξαμένου δὲ αὐτοῦ συναίρειν προσηνέχθη αὐτῷ εἷς ὀφειλέτης μυρίων ταλάντων. 25 μὴ ἔχοντος δὲ 

αὐτοῦ ἀποδοῦναι ἐκέλευσεν αὐτὸν ὁ κύριος πραθῆναι καὶ τὴν γυναῖκα καὶ τὰ τέκνα καὶ πάντα ὅσα ἔχει, 

καὶ ἀποδοθῆναι. 26 πεσὼν οὖν ὁ δοῦλος προσεκύνει αὐτῷ λέγων· μακροθύμησον ἐπ’ ἐμοί, καὶ πάντα 

ἀποδώσω σοι. 27 Σπλαγχνισθεὶς δὲ ὁ κύριος τοῦ δούλου ἐκείνου ἀπέλυσεν αὐτὸν καὶ τὸ δάνειον ἀφῆκεν 

αὐτῷ.  
 

24 When he began to settle, one debtor of 10,000 talents was brought to him. 25 But when he did not have 

anything to pay back, the lord order him to be sold with the wife and the children and all which he has 

and (the debt) to be paid back. 26 Then the slave fell down begging him on his knees, saying: “Be patient 

with me and I will pay back everything to you!” 27 And, having pity with this slave, the lord 

released/manumitted him, and abandoned his debts.  

 

When I, in the following, study the first parable scene, the king’s threat to sell the slave 

family, I will first discuss how listening enslaved wives and daughters could possibly 

conceptualise such a family of slaves. Then I will consider two possible scenarios reflective 

recipients could have imagined based on this threat: one where the king sold the wife and 

children and one where he possibly did not.   

8.2.1.1.1 The slave family 

The parable narrative describes a male slave, a δοῦλος of the king, his wife, τὴν γυναῖκα, and 

children, τὰ τέκνα. How would reflecting recipients possibly imagine this group of slaves?  

First, would they see the γυνή in this parable as a married to the δοῦλος? As discussed 

in 4.1.4, the term γυνή is mostly employed about a free woman or wife. However, this is the 

γυνή of a slave and most probably enslaved herself.802 In Roman antiquity, there were no legal 

marriages for slaves. However, slave families and marriages are attested.803 Dale Martin has 

                                                 
802 There is a small possibility that the slave’s family were not enslaved. Dale Martin describes one inscription, 

which suggest that a husband and father, Dionysios, is a public slave of high status, while the other family 

members are free. (Martin, "Slave Families." p. 215). 
803 In addition to the following from Martin, Glancy argues slaves throughout Antiquity formed families, 

including marriages. She writes: “Bits of scattered evidence suggest that many slaves throughout antiquity 

formed family bonds, including marriages. Such marriages existed at the whim of the slaveholder and had no 

legal status but would still have been important to enslaved spouses." (Glancy, Slavery., 28). According to 

Carolyn Osiek, “the will of two persons to live together as married constituted an unofficial marriage, even 
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investigated 115 slave funeral inscriptions from Asia Minor, where 74 provide some evidence 

of family structure. 11 of these inscriptions indicate slave couples, and 36 slave families with 

husband, wife and at least one child.804 An example is the following inscription from Asia 

Minor: “Gamikos, slave of the associates of Menodoros, constructed the tomb for himself and 

children and for his wife (γυνή) Theutiske and her children and daughters-in-law (…) and 

descendants.”805 Thus, at least from the slave Gamikos’ perspective, he is married to 

Theutiske. In the discussed parable, it is not the slave husband, which calls the intersectional 

female character γυνή, but the Matthean Jesus. Thus, someone outside the slave family 

recognizes this family relation. Listening slave wives and daughters could have perceived the 

γυνή as a partner in a non-legal slave marriage, possibly corresponding to their own family 

situation. As several sources show, a slave marriage was only valid as long as the slaveholder 

allowed for.806 Slave master had authority over their slaves’ sexuality so that all slaves were 

available for their owners’ sexual usage. This included slaves in marriage-like unions.807 

Listeners female slaves would know that female slaves, unlike free virgins and wives, had no 

right to sexual exclusiveness. Slaves were forced to provide sexual pleasures that freeborn 

women would find shameful. Sometimes, they functioned as sexual surrogates for their 

female owners.808 Slaves as sexual surrogates, is also known from the LXX/Hebrew Bible, in 

                                                 
without any documents.”(Carolyn Osiek, What we do and Don't Know about Early Christian Families (2011). p. 

207). In addition, according to Lynn H. Cohick, epitaphs of imperial slaves and freedmen shows that slave 

unions often lasted a long time, many of them at least thirty years (Cohick, Women. P. 262). This could be the 

case for many slave marriages, or possibly mostly for elite slaves. Later rabbinic sources recognize marriages 

between enslaved persons, even though the marriages were not legally binding (Mishnah. Gittin 4:5 (Brooten, 

"Early Christian Enslaved Families.", P. 127).) The legal situation was the same for Jewish slaves as for other 

ethical groups in the Roman Empire 
804 Martin, "Slave Families." P. 209. Only 17 of the inscriptions mentions other relationships, as to indicate 

extended families. According to Martin, this suggests that it was more difficult to keep an extended family 

together than what he calls the nuclear family (p. 212).  
805 TAM 2. 1019. Found in Martin, "Slave Families." P. 212. 
806 Cohick, Women.p. 259 and 261. According to Glancy, “Such marriages existed at the whim of the 

slaveholder and had no legal status..." (Glancy, Slavery., 28). (See also Karin Neutel: chapter on slavery in 

thesis, which deals in part with family related matters.) 
807 Slaves were not considered to possess dignity and were vulnerable to abuse and penetration. However, female 

and young male slaves were most often exploited. Mainly by male slave owners. Some matrons exploited their 

male slaves sexually. However, these were limited by the constraints put on freeborn women’s sexuality 

(Glancy, Slavery. p. 12).  
808 According to Glancy, “…a wife who wished to limit and control her sexual activities, could rely on household 

slaves to serve as surrogate bodies available to satisfy her husband’s particular appetites without endangering her 

own status or her children’s position as heirs.” (Glancy, Slavery. P. 22). However, some slave owners in the 

Ancient world also respected slave families. Karin Neutel discusses regulations concerning sexual activity in an 

inscription belonging to a Hellenistic religious group from Philadelphia, in Lydia in western Asia Minor, 

probably dating to the end of the 2nd century BCE.  “According to the regulations, a man is forbidden to have 

sex with a married woman, other than his own wife, regardless of whether this woman is slave or free. He is not 

forbidden to have sex with an unmarried woman, nor is sex between men regulated in any way. The object of the 

rule seems to be to protect marriage, whether between free people or slaves.” (book will come: Chapter 5, Slaves 

Included? Sexual Regulations and Slave Participation in Two Ancient religious Groups. p. 5 in what I got from 

her. Not the same in book…Also, same chapter, p. 12: sexual relationships between slaves and masters are not 
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the case when the slave’s Hagar, Zilpah and Bilhah functioned as their mistresses Sarai, Leah 

and Rachel’s substitutes in producing children with their husband.809 Later rabbis also took 

free mens’ sexual relations with slaves for granted, although they were seen with disdain.810 

Reflecting recipients, who could possibly evoke similar intersectional situated stories, would 

probably know about such limitations of slave marriages. 

Furthermore, how could our listeners possibly perceive the children in this parable 

narrative? The τέκνα could be perceived as children of both genders. Furthermore, the 

children could either be young girls and boys or older daughters and sons. Slaves in the two 

first centuries CE had no legal bonds to their offspring.811 Gamikos’ inscription above shows 

some of the complexities in slave families. It mentions both Gamikos’ children and the 

children of his wife. This might suggest that both he and his wife, Theutiske, had been part of 

other family constellations or sexual relationships earlier. The children in our parable could, 

hence, be seen as young or older female and male slaves, who all were children of the slave 

wife, but perhaps not of the male slave. Possibly, they could have had another enslaved father 

from an earlier relationship of their mother. Alternatively, their slave master or one of his sons 

could have fathered them. The following inscription might reflect such a family relation: 

“Vitalis, slave of Gaius Faustus, likewise son…”812 Reflecting recipients would know that if 

the children in the parable were fathered by their masters, they would still be slaves, since 

their mother was enslaved.813  

                                                 
acceptable for Paul. This would be in line with the views of his Jewish contemporaries Philo of Alexandria and 

Josephus, who also limit sex to marriage.) 
809 Gen 16:1-4; Gen 30:1-13. See also Catherine Hezser, Jewish Slavery in Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 192. 
810 Catherine Hezser, "The Impact of Household Slaves on the Jewish Family in Roman Palestine," Journal for 

the Study of Judaism 34, no. 4 (2003), https://doi.org/10.1163/157006303772777026. p. 417. According to 

m.Kiddushin 1.2, Hebrew female slaves should be released when they reached puberty. Hebrew fathers were 

also not allowed to sell wives or daughters who had reached puberty. This was possibly to prevent masters from 

sexual exploiting Jewish female slaves (Hezser, "The Impact." P. 497). 
811 Ancient law did not recognize slaves as having fathers. Free men who fathered children with slaves had no 

obligation to acknowledge their paternity and only rarely did so (Glancy, Slavery. p. 9). See also Brooten, "Early 

Christian Enslaved Families." p. 18.  
812 Hermann Dessau, Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae 7479. Referred from Martin, "Slave Families." P. 227. 
813 Children’s legal status would follow their mother. If she were a slave, they would be slaves. Legal documents 

from the first centuries CE never mentioned a father, but often the birth mother. According to Glancy, this was 

only as a means of identification, as an identifying marker, not to indicate legal ties between mother and children 

(Glancy, Slavery. 36). However, Status as a slave could be fluid. Glancy writes: “Under some circumstances 

even a slave or infant raised from a dung heap could be ascribed the status of a son.” (Glancy, Slavery. p. 37. On 

the other hand, children born to freeborn mothers could be exposed and raised as slaves, if their father did not 

recognise them. Others could be sold as slaves. (Glancy, Slavery, 37.) In addition, some children born by slaves 

could play the role of “ersatz children” in the homes of others. They were some sort of hybrid children. Son or 

daughter, but at the same time a slave, as I will explore further in Chapter 11 (Martin, "Slave Families." p. 225). 

In biblical times, children by free men and enslaved women would be legitimate children of their Israelite 
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 This slave family would most probably be perceived as an elite slave family, since 

they were royal slaves.814 In addition, even though slaves in Antiquity could not legally own 

property, the father and husband in this parable was both a creditor, and a debtor of a huge 

sum. V. 25 possibly suggests that his property was so huge, that when it was sold, together 

with him and his family, the enormous debt could be paid.815 The slave debtor himself also 

claims that with time, he would be able to pay it all (πάντα) back (v. 26). The audience knew 

that some slaves were rich and influential. They could also belong to wealthy elite slave 

families themselves.816 Our audience could have perceived the slave father and husband as a 

steward or enslaved business partner, who handled the king’s money.817 Alternatively, the 

money he owed the king and borrow to his fellow slave could be considered his property, 

through the Roman peculium system.818
  

Listening female slaves could thus understand the male slave, his wife and children, as 

a wealthy, royal slave family, who could have persisted as a slave family for a long time, 

since wealthy slaves were more able to maintain family structures than less prosperous slaves 

were.819 However, they could also know the paradoxes of elite slavery, namely that although 

these slaves had access to power and wealth, it could all disappear at a whim. It all depended 

                                                 
fathers, since the family line was patrilineal, irrespective of the mother’s origin. For the later rabbis, this had 

changed to a matrilineal principle, in line with Roman law. Now, only unions between freeborn individuals were 

considered legal marriages. All children of illegitimacy unions, with slave mothers, were considered slaves. 

(Catherine Hezser, "Women, Children, and Slaves in Rabbinic Law," in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Law, 

ed. Pamela Barmash (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019). P. 494). 
814 I am aware that slave families could have owners from more households. However, for these explorations I 

will assume that they all belong to the king’s household. 
815 Possibly, they could have been very valuable slaves. 
816 An example of such elite slave families are Familia Caesaris, the houshold of Caesar. Slaves who belonged 

to the Emperor or other members of the Royal household exercised considerable influence and controlled 

massive sums of money (Glancy, Slavery. P. 111.) Other examples of rich slaves are the personal slaves of 

Herod, whom Josephus describes. One of them was a political administrator for the king. He was also so intimate 

with the king that he helped him to bed (Hezser, "The Impact." p. 404). Slaves with great influence also appear 

also in the gospels of Matthew: We hear about important messengers who collect and invite guests (21:33-41, 

22:1-14), slaves who are deeply involved in household financial affairs and serve as their masters financial 

agents (25:14-36, with a parallel in Luke 19:11-27), and slaves who are trusted with important parts of the 

owner’s property (24:45-51).  
817 The intersections of power and influence slaves were entangled in, was complex. A slave could be a patriarch 

in a family where the other members were free, slaves could own slaves themselves (as the slaves in this parable 

might have done, see 4.3.1.), they could be clients of their owners and could run their business for them. They 

could also be clients of others than their owners and even be in patron positions of their own slaves or freed 

persons, but also for freeborn persons who were not their own slaves and free persons (Martin, "Slave Families." 

p. 215, 222 and 228-30. 
818 Slaves could have their own property (peculium). However, they did not have the same rights in their 

property. (Schottroff, The Parables. P. 197). In later rabbinic sources, slaves were also not expected to possess 

their own property. However, high status slaves are also recorded, such as slaves of Rrabbis (Hezser, "Women, 

Children, and Slaves in Rabbinic Law." P. 491 and 497.). 
819 As argued in Martin, "Slave Families." p. 213. This also include preservation of extended familis. An 

example is the slave of Caesar, Telephoros Julianos, a managerial slave who was rich enough to provide an 

impressive burial complex for his huge extended family. 
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on the will of their owner.820 We see two examples of this in our parable. First, the owner 

could demand the sale even of an elite slave and his family. Additionally, even though the 

king had released the slave husband and father from all his debt and the slave no longer owes 

him money - the Greek text could even mean that the king manumitted him -821 the king took 

all this back and condemned the slave to torture.  

We now move to the first imaginable scenario based on this scene. If this elite slave 

family were sold, what could listening enslaved wives and daughters have imagined would 

happen to the parable’s corresponding characters?  

8.2.1.1.2 Scenario A: The slave family was sold 

The slave husband and father, his family and other possessions are not sold in the parable 

narrative. However, if the king had not pities his indebted slave, the sale would have goen 

through. The slave family’s possible sale is thus present in the threat. How could listening 

slave wives and daughters envision such a sale? What would have been at stake for the 

parable’s enslaved wife and potential daughters? 

If the king sold the slave family, would they still be a family unit? Our listener would 

know that slave owners had no legal obligations to preserve slave marriages or slave families 

with children. However, they could also be aware of what a few sources indicate, namely that 

some slave owners tried to preserve (parts of) slave families. According to sale transactions 

bills, mothers and children were sometimes sold together. One example is an Egyptian bill 

from around 250 CE. It states that a woman, Tereus, who is 21 years old, was sold along with 

her son, who is specified in the contract as a nursling. Another example is a correspondence, 

dated 199 CE, where an Egyptian man informs his wife and daughter that he has manumitting 

a number of slaves. Among these slaves are two named women, Sarapias and Soteria, who are 

manumitted together with their offspring.822 These sources might indicate some concern for 

preservation of relationships between mothers and children. Bernadette Brooten also suggests 

that papyri from Tebtynis in Upper Egypt, dated to 48CE, possibly show effort to keep entire 

slave families together. One papyrus tells about 18 enslaved laborers who are testamented to 

be distributed among six siblings. In this testament, one of the mothers is willed together with 

her named son, another together with her older daughter. Male and females also configure 

                                                 
820 As also Glancy argues (Glancy, Slavery. P. 114). 
821 See Bauer, "BDAG," 117. 
822 Glancy, Slavery. p. 4-5. 
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together.823 Listening enslaved wives and children could have known similar stories and could 

thus have envisioned that the slave family would have been sold together, at least the mother 

and children, or possibly only the mother and very young children. However, they would 

probably also know what a great quantity of records display, namely that several young 

children were sold alone, without reference to a mother and always without their father.824  

Other destinies than scattering could also be at stake for the slave wife and children in 

the parable. If they were sold to other owners, they could lose the status, influence and wealth 

they had as elite, royal slaves. With new owners, they would perhaps suffer harder work, 

more abuse and general tougher life conditions. If these listeners were familiar with Jewish 

texts about debt slavery,825 they could have hoped that the sale of the family would only last 

for a limited period. However, they would also know that it would be up to the king to decide 

when the debt was paid. It could very well become permanent. 

8.2.1.1.3 Scenario B: Would some Family Members Possibly not be Sold? 

An audience of female slaves could know that the wife in the parable possibly have children 

by more men. She could have been part of more slave unions, or could have had children from 

both her master, her slave husband and possibly other men her slave owner ordered her to 

have sex with. In addition, in the parable narrative the king orders his male slave to be sold 

together with the wife and the children and all his possessions (ἐκέλευσεν αὐτὸν ὁ κύριος 

πραθῆναι καὶ τὴν γυναῖκα καὶ τὰ τέκνα καὶ πάντα ὅσα ἔχει, v. 25). In Greek, it is not necessary 

                                                 
823 See P.Mich. V326 from Tebtynis in Upper Egypt. Brooten, "Early Christian Enslaved Families." p. 116. 

Later, in the 4th century, Constantine ordered that slave families on imperial properties should not be separated. 

He applied the legal term agnatio (family relationship or kinship) about enslaved families. However, this was not 

valid for slave families in private ownership. 
824 Brooten, "Early Christian Enslaved Families." p. 118. Glancy, Slavery. P. 4. Dale Martin has also found that 

there are few complete nuclear families mentioned in the epitaphs. An example is the epitaph of Georgos, dated 

to around 150 C. E, where this slave man has established a sarcophagus for himself and members of his extended 

family without mentioning a wife. Is says that Georgos, slave of Platon Obrimotes, “established the sarcophagus 

for his children Agorastos and Artemis and for his former brother Polydeukes and for himself by permission of 

the master,” «SEG 41 #1302; Termessos III 224/225= Termessos IIIA 29 no. 27.  Found in Martin, "Slave 

Families."). The situation was seemingly the same in later rabbinic discussion. Although many rabbis 

encouraged slaves to form non-legal marriages, the slave children belonged to the slave owners. There were no 

guarantee that slave mothers would be allowed to keep their children with them. Catherine Hezser, "Part Whore, 

Part Wife. Slave Women in the Palestinian Rabbinic Tradition," in Doing Gender - Doing Religion. Fallstudien 

zur Intersektionalitaet im fruehen Judentum, Christentum und Islam, ed. Ute E. Eisen, Christine Gerber, and 

Angela Standhartinger, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament (Tübingen: Ute E. Eisen / 

Christine Gerber / Angela Standhartinger (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 302), : 

Mohr Siebeck 2013). P. 315. Many female slaves try to abort or kill their slave children.  P. 313. Children being 

sold: Siff Deutr 26 

Many slave masters would have killed or expose the child to avoid the costs involved in raising it. 314  she refers 

to a mass grave of infants which has been discovered near a brothel Ashkelon. P. 314. 
825 Such as Exodus 21:2-6 or Deut 15:12, were debt slavery is to end after six years or Lev 25:40, where it shoul 

end at the Jubilee. 

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/lightbox-bible-passage.aspx?passage=Lev+25%3a40
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to employ personal pronouns to show belonging. What is interesting here, is that some 

versions of this texts include αυτου (his) after τὴν γυναῖκα (the wife), but not after τὰ τέκνα 

(the children).826 Could this be to specify that at least the wife belonged to the indebted male 

slave, but possibly not the children? It is, thus, possible that enslaved listeners could have 

imagined that some of the children could have had other biological fathers than the indebted 

slave. They could also know that possibly the king or other members of his family could have 

fathered some of the children. Would listening female family members have imagined that 

these children also would be sold? Alternatively, that the king rather would keep them as 

slaves in his household?  

The next scene I find particularly relevant for exploring how reflective recipients 

would possibly emphasise the parable’s slave wife and potential daughters is the fourth and 

last scene in the narrative. In this scene, the king delivers the slave husband and father to 

torturers. When their husband and father was tortured, which scenarios could reflecting 

recipients have imagined for the slave’s wife and potential daughters? 

8.2.1.2 Scene Four: The enslaved husband and father are sentenced to torture (v. 32-34) 

Τότε προσκαλεσάμενος αὐτὸν ὁ κύριος αὐτοῦ λέγει αὐτῷ· δοῦλε πονηρέ, πᾶσαν τὴν 
ὀφειλὴν ἐκείνην ἀφῆκά σοι, ἐπεὶ παρεκάλεσάς με· 33 οὐκ ἔδει καὶ σὲ ἐλεῆσαι τὸν 
σύνδουλόν σου, ὡς κἀγὼ σὲ ἠλέησα; 34 καὶ ὀργισθεὶς ὁ κύριος αὐτοῦ παρέδωκεν αὐτὸν 
τοῖς βασανισταῖς ἕως οὗ ἀποδῷ πᾶν τὸ ὀφειλόμενον.  
 

32 Then his master summoned him, saying: Wicked slave! All this debt I freed you from, since you 

pleaded with me. 33 You did not find it necessary to show your fellow slave compassion, as I showed 

you compassion. 34 His master then became angry and delivered him to the tortureres until he could pay 

back all the debt.  

 

The slave wife and children disappear from the narrative after the king orders their sale. At 

the end of the parable narrative, when their father and husband is delivered to torturers, the 

parable is silent about their fates. Hardly any attested recipients suggest what could possibly 

happen to the male slave’s family when he was tortured.827 If listening enslaved wives and 

daughters kept them in the centre of their interpretational attention also in this part of the 

parable, which possible scenarios could they have imagined for the parable’s slave wife and 

potential daughters? 

                                                 
826 This include interesting witnesses like many Western texts, Codex Washingtonianus, a group of minuscules, 

the entire Byzantine, Latin and Syria versions, according to Nestle-Aland 28. 
827 However, as discussed in 5.1.4.3, Chromatius might implicitly interpret them as tortured. As seen in 5.1.2, 

Schottroff suggests that the male slave was tortured to make his family pay the debt. 
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8.2.1.2.1 Scenario C: The wife and children would also be tortured 

Our audience would know that slaves were frequently tortured for a number of causes. This 

included female slaves and children. Often, slaves were tortured for “pedagogical reasons”. 

Such torture often happened in public, as lessons to other slaves.828 Slaves were also 

frequently punished for wrongdoings of other slaves.829 According to Glancy, a slave who 

acted against the will of the slaveholder, threaten the well-being of other slaves in the 

household, including offspring and lovers. Tacitus reports such collective punishment, when 

the Senate voted to execute 400 slaves because one of the slaves murdered his slaveholder.830 

Through evoking similar possibly known stories, listening slave wives and daughters could 

imagine that the male slave’s family would be tortured as punishment or a “pedagogical” 

lesson to other slaves. They could also know that torture sometimes was used as a vehicle to 

make friends and relatives pay the debt.831 Our audience could have heard stories like the 

following, reported by Philo, where entire family were tortured because a family member was 

not present to pay.  

 

Not long ago a certain man who had been appointed a collector of taxes in our country, when some of 

those who appeared to owe such tribute fled out of poverty, from a fear of intolerable punishment if 

they remained without paying, carried off their wives, and their children, and their parents, and their 

whole families by force, beating and insulting them, and heaping every kind of contumely and ill 

treatment upon them, to make them either give information as to where the fugitives had concealed 

themselves, or pay the money instead of them,  

 

Philo further narrates that when family members were not able to pay, the torture was 

extended to friends, neighbors and fellow inhabitants of towns or cities.  

 

…when there were no relations left, the cruelty proceeded on to the friends and neighbours of the 

fugitives; and sometimes it was extended even into the cities and villages, which soon became desolate, 

being emptied of all their inhabitants, who all quitted their homes, and dispersed to places where they 

hoped that they might escape detection. (163) But perhaps it is not wonderful if men, barbarians by 

nature, utterly ignorant of all gentleness, and under the command of despotic authority, which 

compelled them to give an account of the yearly revenue, should, in order to enforce the payment of the 

taxes, extend their severities, not merely to properties but also to the persons, and even to the lives, of 

those from whom they thought they could exact a vicarious payment.832 

                                                 
828 Glancy, Slavery. p. 121. See also Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, 

Masculinity." 423-429). This is also reflected in New Testament texts, according to Glancy: “In the parables of 

Jesus, the bodies of slaves are vulnerable to abuse. Beaten, stoned, executed, the failure of the parabolic slave is 

repeatedly the locus of corporal discipline and other bodily violations." (Glancy, Slavery. P. 103) 
829 According to Glancy, slaves expected to be blamed for incidents outside of their control. See story about the 

cook, who was expected to be beaten when a wild dog stole meat (Glancy, Slavery. P. 134). 
830 Glancy, Slavery. P. 137. 
831 Luz, Matthew 8-20, 474. See also 5.1.2. 
832 Philo On the Special Laws 3:159-63.  

http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/philo/book29.html 
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The people tortured to collect owed money or give information about the debtors in this report 

are possibly not slaves. However, since the slave husband and father in our parable is an elite 

slave, listening slave wives and slave children could expect that he had wealthy connections, 

including his immediate family. Our enslaved listeners could thus imagine that also the slave 

wife and slave children could be tortured so that they or other relatives would pay the rest of 

the dues. Slaves’ gender played a major role in how vulnerable they were as slaves.833 Would 

reflecting listeners imagine that the parable slave wife and potential daughters might be 

tortured in other ways than their husband and father? Would there, perhaps, be more sexual 

violence involved wen female slaves were violated, than when male slaves were beaten? 

Reflecting recipients would most probably know that all slaves could be sexually violated, but 

that mostly female and young male slaves were used for sexual pleasure.834 Thus, they could 

know that the slave wife and daughters possibly could have been sexually tortured. 835 Sexual 

violence could also be used against their husband and father, but were more likely to be used 

against these female slaves and their possible sons and brothers. 

If the slave wife and children were tortured until the depth was paid, which was 

possibly never since it was such a huge sum, the slave holder would not only lose one slave, 

but an entire family or possibly valuable slave. Are there other possibilities for the slave wife 

and children our listeners could have envisioned? 

8.2.1.2.2 Scenario D: The slave wife or daughters could have been spared 

Could listening enslaved wives and daughters have imagined that the parable’s slave wife and 

possible daughters would be spared from torture, or even manumitted?  

Catherine Hezser argues that slaves had a twofold position in Jewish and Greco-

Roman households. They were powerless and exploited, while could at the same time have 

significant roles in the household. According to Hezser: “Master and slave were linked to 

each other through mutual ties of dependency which counteracted the basic powerlessness of 

                                                 
833 According to Glancy, “…embodiment as male or female largely determined the condition of the servitude. At 

the same time, their identity as slaves would condition their experience and reception as male or female.” 

(Glancy, Slavery.P. 16-17.) 
834 Glancy, Slavery, 9. And M. I. Finley, Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology, ed. Brent D. Shaw, Expanded 

ed. ed. (Princeton, N.J: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1998).161-64 (check). 
835 For intersectional approaches to punishment of slaves, see Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, "Slave Children in the 

First-Century Jesus Movement,"  (Routledge, 2018), 116-19. To read more about male slaves and sexual 

exploitation, see for ex Martinsen, "Men and Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity," 

207-12. 
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slaves.”836 How important or disposable slaves were depended on whether they had 

specialised training or skills and the nature of their relationship to their owners.837 Several 

literary sources report slaveholders’ sympathy or emotional connections with their slaves.838 

Josephus accounts his mother’s close relationship with her slave.839 Achilles Tatius,’ in his 

Greek novel Leucippe and Clitophon, describes how a free woman, Melite, intervenes to 

secure the slave Lacaena’s manumission because “Feelings of sympathy and pity unite a free 

woman with the abused slave woman who seeks assistance from her as one woman to 

another.”840 The gospel of Luke also tells about a slave owner’s attachment to his favourite 

household slave.841 It is important to consider that these reported close relationships are from 

slaveholders’ perspectives.842 However, since it is the slave holding king who could possible 

spare the parable’s enslaved wife and possible daughters, these reports are relevant. Female 

members of slave families, which listened to this parable, could be aware of such bonds or 

sympathies. 

8.2.1.2.2.1. Roles and relations for intersectional female slaves  

In the following, I will consider different roles and relationships female enslaved listeners 

could imagine for slave women and daughters, which could possibly protect these parable 

characters from torture and maybe even contribute to their manumission.  

a. Wet nurses 

A female slave in childbearing age was often used as a nurse for her owner’s children. This 

nurse was a wet nurse, who after weaning fed the child and was its primary caretaker.843 Some 

nurses even remained with their former nursling as personal servants when they grew up.844 

Our listeners could have perceived the parable’s slave wife or daughters as nurses for the 

                                                 
836 Hezser, "The Impact.", p. 375. See the entire article, but especially p. 391and 402 for the complex 

intersectional relations for household slaves in the Greek-roman and Jewish first centuries. 
837 Hezser, "The Impact." 391 and 402 
838 See examples of Greek-Roman and later rabbinic idealised relationship between masters and slaves in Hezser, 

Jewish Slavery, 155-62. 
839 See Hezser, "Part Whore, Part Wife. Slave Women in the Palestinian Rabbinic Tradition," 319. 
840 Hezser, "Part Whore, Part Wife. Slave Women in the Palestinian Rabbinic Tradition." p. 320. 
841 Luke 7:2-3 
842 S. Joshel, "Nurturing the master's child: slavery and the Roman child-nurse," Signs: Journal of Women in 

Culture and Society 12, no. 1986 (1986): 20. 
843 As Bernadette Brooten points out, wet nursing did not only decide the use of a slave’s breasts, but also her 

vagina and uterus. This could endanger the life of her own potential child. A wet nurse was usually only allowed 

to nurse the designated nursling. In addition, she had to abstain from sex to not get pregnant. Female enslaved 

nurses could also be rented out to other households (Brooten, "Early Christian Enslaved Families." P. 122). 
844 Roman nurse: Joshel, S. "Nurturing the Master's Child: Slavery and the Roman Child-Nurse." Signs: Journal 

of Women in Culture and Society 12, no. 1986 (1986): 3-22. 
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king’s children, or the slave wife could possibly have been a former nurse of the king. If they 

were still nurses, they could as such be of value to the king.845 Possibly, this usefulness could 

trump the king’s wish to punish them for what their husband or father had done, to use them 

as vehicles to collect the debt or to teach the other slaves a lesson.  

Our listeners could imagine that the king or members of his family had formed 

emotional bonds to their current or former nurses.846 Literature from the period describes 

nurses as the closest companions of their slave owners.847 Listening enslaved wives and 

children could have pictured that if the king considered the wife or daughters valuable or 

beloved nurses, he could possibly have spared them. He could even have manumitted them, 

either now or later. These listeners would probably know that slave nurses often were 

manumitted.848 However, they might also know that a slave, who was beloved by her 

household members for nurturing them in their youth, could be sold to another household for 

financial reasons or when estates should be settled.849 

b. Sexual partners 

Listening enslaved wives and daughters could have imagined the wife and/or one/more of the 

daughters as possible sexual partners of the king or other members of the royal household. If 

the king wanted to keep this/these sexual partners, he could have saved one or more of them. 

Our audience could be aware of similar stories to the one Josephus tells about a female slave 

whom Pheroras, the brother of Herod had fallen in love with. According to Josephus, Pheroras 

                                                 
845 Female slaves were especially valued for laxation and childbirth (Glancy, Slavery. p. 17). 
846 According to Hezser, Jewish and Greek-Roman nurses stood in intimate contact with the nurslings and would 

often remain their confidants and servants once they were grown up (Hezser, "The Impact," 391.) 
847 As with emotional bonds between slave owners and slaves above, these reports are from slave holders’ 

perspectives. We lack sources about the sentiments slaves had. I agree with Sandra Joshel, when she writes: “At 

least we could suspect that the feelings of nurse and nursling might differ and that their views would involve 

contradiction and ambivalence.” (Joshel, S. "Nurturing the Master's Child: Slavery and the Roman Child-Nurse." 

Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 12, no. 1986 (1986): 3-22.)  Joshel compares the situation of 

nurses in Antiquity to those of enslaved nurses in the American South. Here, slaves reported other relationships 

to the masters than masters did to them. The Masters often idealised the relationship. Enslaved nurses were more 

ambivalent about the baby they nursed, and who grew up as their owners (p. 20.). Our listeners could have 

shared the sentiments in the following story or heard other enslaved nurses- stories similar to how Rabbi 

Tanhuma describes an ambiguous relationship between a nurse and the child she cares for. “R. Tanhuma said 

(the matter may be compared) to the son of Kings who was sleeping in his cradle and his nurse was confused. 

Why? Because she knew that in the future she would receive hers (i.e. her fate, such as, e.g.lashes) under his 

hand” (Referred from Hezser, "The Impact." p. 408.). Now, the nurse provides nutrition, care, and maybe love 

for this child who will one day become her slave master. 
848 However, also after manumission, the ex-master, usually the nursling or his/her parent, maintained a claim to 

the ex-slave's labor (Joshel, S. "Nurturing the Master's Child: Slavery and the Roman Child-Nurse." Signs: 

Journal of Women in Culture and Society 12, no. 1986 (1986): 3-22. p. 5.  
849 Glancy, Slavery. p. 19. Data from Egypt during the Roman period show that female slaves usually were 

manumitted later than male slaves. Male slaves were manumitted around 30, female slaves not until menopause, 

when they were in their late 40s (Glancy, Slavery. p. 17). 
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was so much in the power of this slave that he neglected Herod’s daughter, to whom he was 

engaged.850 They could also have known about similar situation to the before mentioned 

Sarapias and Soteria, who were released together with their offspring, possibly because they 

were sexual partners of their owner. They could also know that female slaves often were freed 

to serve as wives of their masters.851 Possibly, they could have imagined that the king or one 

of his sons would have wanted to marry one of these female slaves. Our audience could thus 

have perceived one or more of the parable’s female slaves as valuable for sexual or emotional 

reasons, and thus thought the king would possibly spare them. 

c. Confidents 

Our listeners could also have seen the slave wife or daughters as confidents of the king or one 

of the other royal family members. In addition to nurses, former nurses and sexual partners, 

slaves who had served a long time, like a slave girls a wife bought with her into the marriage, 

often became confidents.852 Josephus reports about maidservants who acted as messengers in 

confidential communications between the owners and conspirators and lovers.853 Another 

example of such an enslaved confident is Judith’s female slave in the book of Judith. This 

slave administrates Judith’s extensive property (8:10). Throughout the book, she is her 

constant companion, confidant, messenger and helper. She travels with Judith to the Assyrian 

camp, joins her when she bathes and prays, assists her when she chops off the head of 

Holofernes and hides Holofernes head in her bag (13:9-10). Our listeners could know about 

such slave confidences from their own life experience, from life stories of other slaves or 

from these or other known intertextual stories. Through blending such input stories, they 

could have construed one or more of their corresponding characters as confidences and hoped 

that would spare them torture. Our reflective recipients could know that slave confidents 

sometimes were manumitted. For example, Judith’s slave is rewarded with freedom for her 

faithfulness and loyalty (16:23-24). However, our listeners could know that often 

manumission did not have happened, or happened very late in life.  Judith’s slave is 

manumitted when Judith dies at the age of 105 (16:23-24). The slave would then probably be 

very old herself.  

                                                 
850 These “mad passions” angered Herod (Hezser, "The Impact.", 415?) 
851 Catherine Hezer, Jewish Slavery in Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). p. 216).  
852 Hezser, "The Impact."p. 391. 
853 (Josephus Antiquities of the Jews - Book XVII, chapter 1. 

http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/josephus/ant17.html). (I might also look up similar from the Greek 

tragedy Medea). 

http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/josephus/ant17.html
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d. Children of the master 

As discussed earlier, reflective recipients could also have perceived some of the possible girls 

in the parable as children of the king or of one of his relatives. If this was the case, the king or 

his relatives could possibly have had emotional ties to these children. This was possibly a 

reason why the offspring of Sarapias and Soteria were manumitted.  

Reflecting recipients could also perceive the children to have other treasured roles in 

the household. If the king and his wife could not have children, they could have taken one or 

more of the slave daughters in the parable as “ersatz” children. Such children were raised as 

sons or daughters, but remained slaves.854 If some of these enslaved daughters already were in 

the roles of ersatz children, we do not know whether such “hybrid” children would be seen as 

belonging to the tortured male slave, and could therefore be tortured with him, or would be 

spares as members of the royal family. The slave girls in the parable could also be perceived 

as beloved playmates of the kings children and would perhaps therefore be spared. 

8.2.1.3. Sold, spared or tortured – all up to the king 

To sum up, slaves could have a variety of intersectional roles in the household. Slaves in these 

various roles or relations experienced different levels of suppression or influence. Audiences 

of enslaved daughters and wives could have evoked various intersectional situated stories or 

intertextual stories about such possible different roles and relations and created such scenarios 

as those suggested above.855 However, similar to all slaves, their value and their lives, death 

and welfare, were in the power of their owners. In light of this, enslaved listening wives and 

children could have imagined that the slave’s wife and children would not be sold or would be 

spared from torture. However, they would also know that it would be all be up to the King. 

The enslaved husband and father has some agency in this parable narrative. It is his actions, 

which both move the king to pity, and later enrages him.856 The wife and the children have no 

say. Reflective recipient would possibly see the enslaved wives and children as double 

vulnerable.857 Not only are their lives and wellbeing totally in the power of their slave owner, 

                                                 
854 “Some slaves could “serve" as husbands, wives, children, parents, lovers, siblings, patrons, and clients in 

relations with slave, freed, and free people.” (Martin, "Slave Families." P. 230. and p. 207). See further 

explorations of this in chapter 10.  
855 They could of course also have created other scenario.   
856 If our listeners had interpreted the king’s release of the male slave (v. 27) as manumission, they could know 

that he and his family still could be sold. For example, a later rabbinic parable tells about a king who sells a free 

person with wife and children into debt slavery. See Hezer, Jewish Slavery, 235-40.Also in Marteins or 

Albertinas phd.? 
857 For how female slaves were “twice vulnerable, see Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place, 95-

117. Stoutjesdijk applies this term for the female character in this parable (p. 117), 
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as all slaves are. In addition, as wife and children, they are also dependent upon their husband 

and father.  

 I have now explored possible scenarios reflective recipients could have imagined from 

scenes from the parable narrative. Now I will explore 

what could possibly happen to the interpretation of this 

parable if the parable frame becomes part of such 

blends. 

8.2.2 Possible interpretations if reflecting recipients 

blended the parable narrative and the frame  

Frame before the narrative (v. 23a):  

Διὰ τοῦτο ὡμοιώθη ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν (…) 

Because of this, the kingdom of the heavens is similar to (…) 

 

 

Frame after the narative (v. 35):  

οὕτως καὶ ὁ πατήρ μου ὁ οὐράνιος ποιήσει ὑμῖν, ἐὰν μὴ ἀφῆτε ἕκαστος τῷ ἀδελφῷ αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ τῶν καρδιῶν ὑμῶν. 

Thus will also my father, the heavenly, do to you, if each of you do not pardon your brother from your hearts. 

 

As presented in 4.5.1, the parable frame before the narrative connects a heavenly kingdom (ἡ 

βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν, v. 23) to the narrative. Such a kingdom could presuppose a heavenly 

king. In addition, a heavenly father (ὁ πατήρ μου ὁ οὐράνιος,) is connected to the parable 

narrative in the frame after the narrative. A “you” in plural (ὑμῖν) is also addressed in this 

frame (“Thus will also my father, the heavenly, do to you…” both in v. 35). How could 

reflective recipients have interpreted this parable if a heavenly realm and heavenly characters, 

as well an addressed “you” are blended with reflecting recipients’ already blended stories.858 I 

will especially ask about the extent to which our reflecting recipients would see themselves as 

included in this addressed “you.” 

8.2.2.1 God is a king and “we” are the king’s subjects 

If reflective recipients blended the parable frame and narrative, they might connect the two 

kings in the parable’s first verse, as Figure 8.3 exemplifies. The heavenly king implicit in ἡ 

                                                 
858 When I do so, I assume that these listeners, similar to many attested recipients, understand parables to be 

about God and “us.” There are, however, also other possibilities. If listeners understood this parable more as a 

fable, for example, involvement with characters might not have been so important, but rather the possible moral 

story you could withdraw from it (See discussions, p…). 

 

Fig. 8.3. Heavenly king and slave owing 

king 



257 

 

βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν is thus made similar to a human ἀνθρώπῳ βασιλεῖ for these 

interpreters.  

As Chapter 5 shows, most of the parable’s attested reception history see the king in the 

parable as somehow pointing to God. This is particularly the case in Antiquity and in Luther’s 

interpretations. Possibly, our reflective recipients could have done the same. Evoked 

intertextual stories could have participated in this blend. “King” is a popular metaphor for 

God in the Hebrew Bible and one of the most used metaphors in rabbinic parables.859 In 

Greco-Roman king myths, kings are often pronounced gods after their deaths.860 In addition, 

other New Testament parables and stories also connect “king” to God or Christ.861 There are 

also elements within the narrative, which might lead the interpreters in this direction. In v. 26, 

the slave husband and father went down on his knee, begging (προσκυνέω.). This term, 

according to a number of scholars, applies to praying to a divine being.862  This term is not 

used for the second slave’s pleading in v. 29.863 If reflective recipients interpreted the begging 

this way, they could possibly see this king as more than a human king. Based on these 

possible input stories, enslaved female listeners could have created the blend “God is a king.”  

If God is king, the parable’s addressed “you” can be understood as the king’s subjects. 

Before I hypothesise about whether reflecting recipients would see themselves as included in 

this “you” as God’s subjects, I will further explore other possible blends of God and “you.” 

8.2.2.2 The king-god is a slaveholder and “we” are slaves 

The human king in the parable narrative owns slaves, according to v. 23. Similar to other 

contemporary slaves, these slaves are totally in their owner’s power. If the king wishes, he 

can sell them (v.25), keep or even release them (v. 27). He can also chose to go back on his 

decision about releasing/manumitting his slaves and instead torture them (v. 34). If the 

                                                 
859 See Roose, "Das Aufleben.", 454-455, Hezser, Catherine. "The Impact of Household Slaves on the Jewish 

Family in Roman Palestine." Journal for the Study of Judaism 34, no. 4 (2003): 375-424. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/157006303772777026.) as well as. the Parting of the ways-project (will come). 
860 See for example, David McIntee, The War of Horus and Set (London: Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2013), 

30. 
861 In other parables in the gospel of Matthew, for example, the kingdom of the heavens is compared to a king, 

who arranged a wedding for his son (22:2). The Son of man and a king is likened to a king in 25:31-46. In 

addition, the newborn Jesus is called a king (2:2), Jesus riding on a donkey into Jerusalem is connected to a king 

(21:5) and the question whether Jesus is the king of the Jews is central in Matt 27.  
862 Bauer, "BDAG," 882. See Hezser Rabbinic_Body_Language_Non-Verbal_Commun.pdf (in digital library) 

and BDAG.; see also Uri Ehrlich, The Non-Verbal Language of Prayer (2004).Also: EKK 
863 In addition, Arland Hultgren writes that σπλαγχνίζομαι (v. 27) “is not used in reference to the emotions of 

persons. It is used in reference to God, expressing the divine compassion that is revealed in Jesus. In this parable 

(…) the term is used in reference to persons who reflect divine compassion.” (Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus, 

26.) His reference is to Helmut Koester’s entry into TDNT. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/157006303772777026
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heavenly king is connected to 

this human king, our listeners, 

who probably would be familiar 

with such slave lords from other 

both intertextual and 

intersectional situated stories, 

could possibly see the already 

blended “God is a king” as a 

slaveholder. If God is a 

slaveholder, the addressed you 

are slaves.  

It might be familiar to 

reflective recipients that a devote person is called slave of God or Christ. In the early 

Christian Shepherd of Hermas, for example, the most common name for “Christians” is 

“slaves of God.”864 The slave metaphor is also found in the canonical gospels and in the 

gospel of Thomas, in Paul’s writings and other epistles as well as in early Christian 

apocrypha.865 Both the Hebrew Bible and later Jewish traditions describe Israel’s relationship 

with God as that of slaves and slave master.866 Also in Greco-Roman worship, devotees of a 

number of pagan gods referred to themselves in inscriptions, as slave of a god.867 Thus, that a 

listener to a story about the divine realm should identify as God’s slave, would possibly have 

been familiar to our interpreters, as Figure 8.4 shows.  

The reflecting recipients are not only slaves of God, they are slaves in real life. They 

could probably also recognise their corresponding characters and many of the other parable 

characters as “real” slaves. They are not only to obey God as slaves, but also their human 

masters. Several New Testament stories these listeners might have heard, could possibly have 

strengthened this blended story. Some of the household codes in the Pastoral Epistles likens 

the will of the slaveholder to the will of Christ. In Ep 6:5-7, for example, slaves are told to: 

                                                 
864 Osiek, What we do and Don't Know about Early Christian Families, 205. 
865 For discussions about early Christianity and slavery metaphors, see Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and 

Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse: Double Trouble Embodied. 
866 For example, Aseneth in Joseph and Aseneth, describes herself as the Lord’s maid servant (Jos.Asen. 13:15). 

In later rabbinic parables, many applications link a parable’s king or slave master to God, while the listeners or 

readers are invited to identify with the slaves. For a more thorough discussion about the Jewish theological use 

of the slave metaphor, see Hezser, "The Impact.", P. 418-424. 
867 There are several inscriptions where devotees of a number of pagan gods refer to themselves as slaves of a 

god (Glancy, Slavery. P. 105). 

 

Fig. 8.4. “We” are slaves of God. 
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“obey your masters with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as you obey Christ; not 

only while being watched, and in order to please them, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will 

of God from the heart.” Thus, when slaves obey their slave masters, they obey Christ.868 

Listening slaves, who identified as “slaves of God” would thus be slaves to a double 

degree.869  

There is also another term, which might be connected to the slaveholding king-God in 

the parable. 

8.2.2.3 God is also a father. Are “we” children? 

In the frame after the narrative (v.35), a new character appears, “my heavenly Father” (ὁ 

πατήρ μου ὁ οὐράνιος). If reflecting recipients connect this heavenly father to the heavenly 

kingdom (βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν) and the already blended king of this kingdom, a new 

emergent blend might appear. The king-God of the heavenly kingdom would then not only be 

blended as a slave owner, but also as a father. If this God is a father, the addressed “you” are 

constructed as children. It is Jesus, the narrator of the parable, which calls this heavenly 

character his father (ὁ πατήρ μου, v. 35). Would reflecting recipients see this heavenly father 

who is also a king and a slave holder, as their father and thus themselves as his children?  

There are numerous LXX/Hebrew Bible, early Christian and rabbinic stories, which 

our listeners could have evoked to understand God as a father and human beings as God’s 

sons or children.870 Reflective recipients’ intersectional situatedness, however, would possibly 

make such a blend more complex. Slaves have no legal fathers. Still, they could have had 

various father figures. Possibly, they had many good experiences with these fathers. 

Nevertheless, if their father were enslaved, he would not be able to protect them or keep them 

with him, if their slave master wanted otherwise. Alternatively, their owner could be their 

father. Another input story is the father in the parable narrative. What kind of father is this? 

Our listeners could possible construe this slave father as a caring father. Possibly, it was 

                                                 
868 In addition, Tit 2:9-10 exhorts slaves : “Tell slaves to be submissive to their masters and to give satisfaction 

in every respect; they are not to talk back, not to pilfer, but to show complete and perfect fidelity, so that in 

everything they may be an ornament to the doctrine of God our Saviour.” See also Glancy’s treatment of this and 

other texts in Glancy, Slavery, 143-45. 
869 Kartzow discusses how slaves thus are in “double trouble” when the slave metaphor is so prevailing in the 

early Christian discourses. See Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian 

Discourse: Double Trouble Embodied. Esp. 91-102. 
870 In the gospel of Matthew, for example, God is described as “your heavenly father” throughout the sermon on 

the mount (5-7) and the rest of the gospel. The other synoptic gospels do the same, while God is termed father 

the most in the gospel of John. Hezser argues that early Christian texts put more emphasis on the father-son 

relationship than later rabbinic texts. See for example Hezser, "The Impact." p. 423. 
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because of the potential sale of his family and his care for them, that he begged the king to be 

patient with him (v. 26). Possibly, they could also have heard his throwing of his fellow slave 

into debt prison (v. 28-30) as fighting for his family’s income and survival, since the fellow 

slave could be partly responsible for the slave husband and father’s debt. This would mean 

that the fellow slave’s inability to repay his debt would endanger the slave husband and 

father’s wife and children. Alternatively, they could have heard him as an unreliable father. 

Perhaps it was not care for his family, but rather greed or lack of concern, which made him 

jeopardise his and his family’s fate by behaving as he did towards his fellow slave (v. 30). In 

addition, it was his debt, which led to the king’s threat to sell the entire family in the first 

place (v. 23-24). If such different stories are seen together with the already established blends, 

the new blended story might be even more complicated.  

The king in the parable narrative is also called lord (ὁ κύριος, v. 27 and 31, 32, 34). 

For our listeners, these different terms: king, slaveholder, father, and lord would possibly be 

conceptualised much the same way. Antique men, who could be legal fathers, were free men. 

These fathers were mostly slave owners. The Roman Paterfamilias was lord of both children 

and slaves. Both free children and slaves were subject to his power and possible punishment, 

although slaves were treated rougher than children were.871 A human king could be all these 

things. Thus, female enslaves listeners could have blended the narrative’s slave owing king, 

who is possibly also a father, with the frame’s heavenly king and father. Depending on which 

scenarios our listeners would have construed for the enslaved wife and daughters: Whether 

they would have been sold or kept as slaves, tortured, spared or manumitted, This heavenly 

father and king could have been seen as indifferent to the parable’ slave wife and potential 

daughters or as caring for them. 

Reflective listeners could possibly be both slaves, children and subjects of such a slave 

owning-lord-father-king.872 Would such listeners possibly understand themselves as addressed 

by the parable.  

                                                 
871 Cicero already wrote that “different kinds of domination and subjection must be distinguished”: children 

should be taught to obey their father whereas slaves had to be coerced and broken (20 Cicero, Rep. 3.37, referred 

to in Hezser, "The Impact," 378-79.) Later Rabbis told parents to be careful when the hit a son. No such 

restrictions applied to slaves (Hezser, "The Impact." 380). Will also include something by Fiorenza… 
872 Mulig ta inn noe med at blir fortalt av Jesus, kompliserer det mer for rr? 



261 

 

8.2.2.4  Are reflecting recipients addressed by the parable? 

Most attested recipients have interpreted this parable to be about the relationship between 

God’s forgiveness and “our” forgiveness. Reflective recipients could have done the same.873 

In such an interpretation, whether “we” forgive others, is crucial to whether God forgives us. 

Thus, agency to forgive is central to the addressed you. As analysed above, the parable’s slave 

wife and daughters have no agency in the narrative. They are double vulnerable, since they 

are in total dependence on their partner/father and the king. If our audience would blend the 

parable so that the frame’s heavenly father and king is connected to the king character, our 

listeners could construct the parable’s slave wife and potential daughters as triple vulnerable.  

 

As Figure 8.5 exemplifies, female slaves are not only dependent on the actions of their 

father/partner and slave owner, but also of the heavenly king and father. In their potentially 

new blended story, this heavenly king and father might be a blend of the unreliable or feeble 

slave father and the powerful slave owner-king-God. He is thus likely to jeopardize their 

destiny, sell, or torture them. The parable’s intersectional female slaves have no influence in 

how their fate might be. They are in triple trouble, without agency. Such characters possibly 

does not have agency to forgive. Our listeners, who could mirror themselves in these 

characters, are also female enslaved family members. As such, they would probably see 

themselves in similar powerlessness to their corresponding characters. Following this, they 

could possible interpret the parable to not address them, since they do not have the agency to 

make the choices necessary to forgive.  

                                                 
873 For example based on the greater parable frame, with Peter’s and Jesus dialogue about forgiveness (v. 21-22) 

and all the other times ἀφίημι (from v. 21, 27, 32 and 35) are used about forgiveness of sin in the gospel of 

Matthew: in the Lord’s prayer (Matt. 6:12), as well as in Matt. 9:2, 9:5-6; 12:31-32 and 13:30. 

Figure 8.5. Intersectional female slaves 

in triple trouble 
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 Alternatively, the intersectional female characters’ status as slaves could rather make 

them important characters in reflecting recipients’ parable plot. As presented above, “slave” 

was one of the most significant terms for a Christian/a devotee in early Christian discourses. 

Even though this parables’ intersectional female characters are details in the parable plot and 

their reflecting recipients could see their lives outside in front of the parable, correspondently, 

their lives could possible matter, on a more transferred level, namely as slaves of the Lord. 

The before mentioned early Christian texts above about how the relationship between 

God/Christ and his people as master and slaves could take part in this blend. In addition, the 

story where Mary calls herself ἡ δούλη κυρίου (the Lord’s female slave) when the angel tells 

her she is going to give birth to Jesus (Luke 1:38) could have been another important intertext 

for a female slave. Also in this story, someone else decides the destiny of a person who calls 

herself slave. In addition, another early Christin text about slaves and slave owners, 1. Pet 

2:18-25, states that the punishment of slaves, especially for things they have not done wrong, 

is to follow the example of the innocent, suffering Christ. To be submissive, even to those 

owners, who are morally unethical (σκολιός, v. 18) and to suffer unjustly is, according to this 

text, the calling of slaves.874 If listening enslaved wives and daughters envisioned that the 

parables slave wife and potential daughters would be the tortured, they could possibly see 

their suffering as following the calling of a slave/a Christian and the example of Christ. As 

such, the parable’s slave wife and potential daughters are not ignored, but rather important 

examples of what and how a devotee, a slave of God, should be.  

8.3. Summing up listening intersectional female slaves’ possible parable 

interpretations 

Props or Centre Stage? 

Whose lives matter when scholars interpret parables, I asked cases of attested reception in 

Chapter 5. According to the majority of these attested cases, the parable’s enslaved wife and 

potential daughters seem to not, or hardly, matter. This chapter explores possible 

interpretations, where these characters could have been significant. Listening enslaved wives 

and daughters from the two first centuries CE would probably focus on the slave wife and 

potential daughters throughout the parable. For them, these female enslaved family members 

                                                 
874 See 1Pet 2:18-25. See also Glancy, Slavery, 150. 
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could be at the centre of their interpretation throughout the narrative and could also be made 

meaning of if these recipients blended the parable narrative and frame. 

Even though these listening female slaves would be likely to focus on their 

corresponding characters, they could still understand these characters as ignored in the 

parable. Reflecting recipients could possibly be more conscious of the slave wife and 

children’s absence after the king’s threat to sell them (v. 25) than what the attested reception 

cases have. Following this, reflecting recipients could see their corresponding characters as 

props in the parable plot. Similar to Chrysostom’s interpretation discussed in Chapter 5, they 

are only mentioned as a threat to the important character-their husband and father. 

Correspondingly, the listeners themselves, who as female slaves do not have agency, are not 

addressed by the parable. Thus, their lives do not matter: not in the parable narrative, not to 

the heavenly king and father and not in real life. Alternatively, their status as slaves could 

make recipients see them as significant as suffering slaves of God.   

Whether listening enslaved wives and daughters would see the intersectional female 

parable characters as props or as significant in the parable plot also depend on which 

scenarios they possibly conceptualized for the two parable scenes. If they pictures that their 

corresponding characters would be sold or tortured, their lives would possibly not matter. On 

the other hand, if they imagine that the king would spare the family, or possibly even 

manumit them, their lives would. In such a blended story, the heavenly father-king could be 

interpreted as the helper and saver of enslaved wives and daughters.875  

 These explorations show the importance of intersectional analyses. The intersectional 

female slave characters, who are mostly ignored by the attested reception history, share some 

similarities with the African-American women, who according to Crenshaw’s analyses, 

became invisible when the legal system’s categories were either “African-American,” which 

for most people meant male African American, and “women,” which was usually understood 

as white Caucasian women. In similar ways, most interpretational glasses in this parable’s 

attested reception history have not been able to see these characters, which are both slaves, 

minor and female characters. To read this parable from the perspectives of the slave wife and 

potential daughters rise important questions. Not only about how scholars interpret text, but 

also how we relate to real people. If marginalised characters play no role in how scholars 

                                                 
875 As God has often been pictures the helper of widows and orphans, for example in Sir 35:12-29.  



264 

 

construe theology when they interpret biblical texts, what does this say about the theological 

significance of marginalised real people?  
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Chapter 9. INTERSECTIONAL WIDOWS AS POSSIBLE PARABLE 

RECIPIENTS 

 (Luke 18:1-8) 

  

In contrast to the enslaved wife and potential daughters in the last chapter, the widow in Luke 

18:1-8 is not a detail in this parable narrative. Rather, she is one of the main characters. In 

addition, she has been interpretationally significant throughout the parable’s attested reception 

history. Still, as the analyses of the studied attested cases in the last part of this thesis shows, 

the widow’s voice has mostly been ignored. Rather, what the widow says has been coloured 

by how the judge describes her, as nagging and screaming desperation, which might very well 

lead to violence. In addition, Luke’s voice, which interprets the widow’s voice as prayer, has 

been the “leading tune” for recipients from Antiquity to contemporary Biblical commentaries.  

In Chapter 5, I asked whether this ignoring could possibly be connected to the 

stereotypical understandings Luther and many contemporary scholars have of her as poor and 

marginalized. Because of this, it is easy to construe her as desperate, hysterical and potentially 

violent. I have also suggested that other stereotypical or narrow interpretations of this widow 

might make her voice difficult to emphasize. Possibly, this is why so many recipients have not 

heard her voice as a talking plea, in line with how Jesus describes it.876  

                                                 
876 To recap, Jesus says that she kept coming (imperfect of ἔρχομαι) to the judge and is talking, asking, appealing 

to, or demanding of him (participe of λέγω, followed by an imperative). See 4.5.2. 

Ill.9.1. Pieter de Grebber,  

Parable of the Unfair Judge 

(1628). 
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In this chapter, to focus on the neglected voice of the widow, I will ask what could 

possibly happen to the interpretation of the widow’s voice and thus the parable if we consider 

recipients who are more likely to both focus on the widow and conceptualise her in wider 

ways, than most of the attested reception history has. To do so, I will read the parable with a 

variety of listening intersectional widows from the first two centuries CE. I will first discuss 

whether and how these widows could possibly emphasis the widow’s voice over the parable 

voices the attested reception history has seen as “leading tunes.” Since attested recipients’ 

understandings of the widow seem to influence whether and how they hear her voice, I will as 

part of this consider in which intersections of social factors listening widows could possibly 

construe this widow character. Following this, I will explore how such reflective recipients 

could have interpreted the widow’s voice. What does she ask for – and what is hence the 

parable about?   

9.1. Reflecting recipients and their corresponding characters  

Again, as a heuristic tool and as a counterbalance to the attested reception history, I propose 

reflective recipients, who would hear about a corresponding parable character. For this 

parable, I imagine an intersectional variety of listening widows, who, through a double 

mirroring process, could reflect themselves in the widow character, and also construe the 

widow 

corresponding to 

their own 

intersectional varied 

situatedness, as Figure 9.1 suggests.  

Even though we do not have attested interpretations of this parable by widow 

recipients, later widow Bible interpreters as Marcella and other members of the Aventine 

Circle and the “virgin widow” Macrina the younger, presented in 3.1.3.2.1, are recorded. 

Most probably, varieties of widows listened to parables attributed to Jesus in the first two 

centuries CE. Some estimations show that 30 % of “women” in the Ancient world were 

widowed.877 In contrast to what Luther and most contemporary scholars seemingly presume, 

to be a widow in the first century CE was not necessarily equivalent of being poor and 

                                                 
877 J.-U. Kause, Witwen und Waisen im Römischen Welt, I, p. 73. Referred from Bruce W. Winter, Roman Wives, 

Roman Widows. The Appearance of New women and Pauline Communities (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William 

B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), 124. It does not say whether this is only free women or includes, 

slaves, who did not have legal marriages or limited sexuality and could then, possibly, not become widows. 

Audience: 
An intersectional variety of
listening widows. 

Intersectional female
parable character: 
A widow.

Figure 9.1. Intersectional Widows as Reflecting Recipients 
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marginalized. As the later explorations will show, there were also rich widows and widows of 

high statuses in this period. In addition, while most people today conceptualise a widow as an 

elderly woman, most of Antiquity’s widows would be young, seen with modern eyes. 

According to K. Hopkins, most antique widows would be 30-39 years old. However, between 

5 and 9 % of women in their 20s would also be widowed.878  

 Even though this character is the only widow, who features in a parable attributed to 

Jesus, there are varieties of widows in other early Christian texts, described by the term χήρα 

and in one instance γυνὴ χήρα.879 Within the canonical gospels, especially Luke-Acts features 

widows. Luke tells the story about the old widow prophetess Anna, who interpreted the infant 

Jesus as significant for Jerusalem’s freedom (2:36-38). He also portrays the starving widow of 

Zarephath (4:26), the widow in Nain, who’s dead son Jesus raises (7:11-17), a poor widow, 

who put two copper coins in the temple treasury (21:1-4), and widows, who get their house 

devoured by scribes, according to Jesus (20:45-47). Tthere are hardly any widows in the other 

canonical gospels.880 Acts tells about Hebrew Widows, who are allegedly overlooked (6:1) 

and the widows Peter meets in Joppa when he raises Tabitha (9:36-43). In 1Cor. 7:8, Paul 

advises widows and the unmarried to remain in such unattached states. In 1Tim 5, we hear 

about widows who differ with regard to age, family situations, piety and moralities, as will be 

discussed further later. James 1:27 described distressed widows.881  

In addition, as the following analyses will show, various archeological, historical and 

literary sources report about widows in various social intersections.  

Thus, probably, widows who listened to and made meaning of this parable would also 

come in all sorts. Which of the parable voices would such intersectionally varied widows 

emphasize? 

                                                 
878 One reason that there were so many young widows, is that life expectancy was short and women were often 

7-8 years younger than the men they married (Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows, 125 and 30.) 
879 Luke 4:26. 
880 The gospel of Mark has the story where Jesus criticises the scribes behaviour towards widows (Mark 12:40) 

and the story about the widow with the copper coins (Mark 12:42).  
881 obs: les om I enke-bøker og referrer) In other early Christian writings widows played a great role, both for å 

bli tatt vare på, men også I liturgien og diakonien…. 
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9.2. Listening widows’ possible interpretations of the parable 

In contrast to Chapter 8, where I first proposed how reflecting recipients might possibly have 

blended the parable narrative, and then explored possible interpretations if they blended the 

narrative and the frame, the explorations in this chapter will move the other way. I will start 

with discussing the relationship between the parable frame and narrative, and then move on to 

discussing possible interpretations, if recipients interpreted the various voices within the 

parable narrative. There are two reasons why I do this. The first that I divide the parable into 

five voices, as described in 4.5.2 and as the recapitulated Figure 4.1 shows. The second is that 

the attested reception cases have attended to some of these voices and ignored others  

Chapter 5 discussed how “Luke” has created a powerful composition, which 

reverberates in the parable’s attested reception history, when his voice says that this is a 

parable about prayer. 

Many attested recipients 

have also attended to the 

other speaker in the frame, 

namely the Lord, more 

than the narrative’s 

voices. Would reflecting 

listening widows also 

have made meaning from 

the parable based on these frame voices? 

9.2.1. Frame voices or narrative voices? 

If listening widows heard this parable, it is possible that they would also hear the parable as 

Luke or the Lord interpret it. For example, in order not to hear this as a parable primarily 

about prayer, this audience would need to disregard Luke´s instruction in the beginning of the 

parable: to “unblend” Luke´s blend, so to say. If first-century widows would hear the frame 

together with the narrative, it is rather likely that they also would hear the parable as Luke 

says it should be understood, namely as a parable about prayer. In addition, according to 

cognitive theories about priming, information, which has once been evoked together, primes 

the brain, so that you are likely to evoke this information together later.882 If mirror-listeners 

first heard “Luke´s” voice, telling them that this is a parable about prayer, this information 

                                                 
882 See for ex Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, 39.  

Parable Frame

Parable Narrative

«Luke»

«The Lord»

Jesus

The 
widow

The 
judge

 
Figure 4.1: Various Voices about the Widow 
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could have been activated when they heard the parable narrative, and it could possibly have 

made them hear the words and actions of the widow as about prayer. If they knew the before-

mentioned Lukan story about the widow, Anna, who prayed day and night in the temple or 

about 1Tim’s “real” widows who remains in supplications and prayers night and day,883 they 

could have evoked these stories as intertextual stories. Listeners could have made connections 

between widows in all these three stories, as well as about praying day and night in these two 

intertexts, and God´s elect who cry day and night in our parable’s frame (v. 7-8a). Possibly, 

listening widows could also know about praying widows from their own intersectional 

situatedness. According to Seim, the later Order of widows is possibly initiating already in the 

period of Luke-Acts.884 If this is the case, listening widows could know of, or even be part of, 

this possible emerging order, where one of the tasks was praying. Figure 9.2. shows how 

listening widows could possibly have conceptualised this as parable about prayer. In such a 

new blended story, they could connect and blend two aspects of the parable frame, namely 

Luke’s voice, who says this is a parable about the necessity of praying always, and the aspect 

of the Lord’s voice, which talk of God’s elect, who cry to him day and night. Intertextual 

stories, such as Luke 2:36-38 and 1Tim 5:5, as well as their possible intersectional situated 

stories about praying widows could also have been activated as parts of this possible 

interpretational blend. 

Most of the 

parable´s later attested 

reception has 

understood v. 6-8 

“And the Lord said: 

Listen to what the 

unjust judge says. And 

will not God grant 

justice to his 

elect…”(the first 

                                                 
883 These texts have often been employed to interpret this parable. See for example Levine and Witherington, 

Luke. P.x? 
884 Seim, "The Gospel of Luke," 757-59. This might have been an ascetic order, whose main task was 

intercessory prayer. Seim refers to Luke 1:45-55; 2:36-38; Acts 21:9 for Luke´s redefinition of women´s lives 

from the destiny of marriage and childbearing, to permanent ascetic discipleship (Seim, "The Gospel of Luke," 

756.).To hear a story about a widow as a story about prayer, would then be a likely possibility. Seim refers to 

Luke 1:45-55; 2:36-38; Acts 21:9 for Luke´s redefinition of women´s lives from the destiny of marriage and 

childbearing, to permanent ascetic discipleship (Seim, "The Gospel of Luke," 756.). 

1

Blended story: 
This is a parable
about a widow, 

who prays day and 
night.

Intersectional
situated story:

Widows could be 
praying day and 
night, as in the 

possibly initiating 
Order of widows. 

The Lord’s voice: 
This is a parable

about God’s elect, 
who pray day and 

night.

Intertextual
stories:

Widows who pray
day and night
(Luke 2:36-38 and 
1Tim 5:5)

Luke’s voice: 
This is a parable
about praying

always.

 
 

Fig. 9.2: Intersectional widows hearing this as a parable about prayer. 
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element of “the Lord´s” voice) as a qal v´homer/a minori ad majus-argument. With such an 

argumentation, the meaning of the parable could possibly be; If even an unjust judge 

eventually will help a petitioning widow, how much more, and how much faster, will the 

righteous God help his elect?885 This interpretations is present all the way from Antiquity and 

for example Cyril of Alexandria,886 to the recent Levine and Witherington.887 It is possible 

that listening widows would also be boxed in by this argument, which goes well together with 

the understanding that this is a parable about prayer. If our listeners understood this as a 

parable about prayer, this would also influence which voices within the frame they would 

emphasize. If this is a parable about prayer, the judge would be in focus as an image of God. 

To focus more on the widow’s voice, than that of the judge, listening widows would 

need to separate the parable narrative from the frame. In the following, I will suggest whether 

and how they could possibly do this.  

 9.2.2. Listening widows could possibly hear the voices in the narrative over the frame  

As seen in 5.2.2.2, some contemporary feminist scholars purposely chose to only analyse 

what I call the parable narrative, and leave out the frame. Would intersectional widow 

listeners from the two first centuries CE also be able to do this, without the feminist education 

21th century scholars have had?888 As many antique listeners, listening widows could know 

that parable narratives might have different frames, and also know that they could be 

interpreted differently in light of these various frames. In addition, they might have had the 

knowledge that parable narratives could be made meaning of independently of their frames. 

For example, they could have heard parable narratives with different frames, from what we 

                                                 
885 Qal v´homer is an argument “from the minor to the major’ in Rabbinic literature. Louis Jacobs writes: “There 

are numerous instances of the argument in Rabbinic literature, dating from pre-Tannaitic times down to the close 

of the Talmud. The argument runs: if A is so then B must surely be so; if the ‘minor’ has this or that property 

then the ‘major’ must undoubtedly have it. It is of interest to Old Testament scholars that the Rabbis purported to 

detect many examples of the use of this argument in Scripture. The Rabbis use the argument as one of their 

hermeneutical principles by means of which they expand and elaborate on the Biblical teachings. However, they 

rightly contend that they did not invent the argument but that it is found in the Bible itself” (Louis Jacobs, "The 

Qal Va-Ḥomer Argument in the Old Testament," https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/bulletin-of-the-

school-of-oriental-and-african-studies 35, no. 2 (1972): Extract, 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X00109346.).  
886 “The present parable assures us God will bend his ear to those who offer him their prayers, not carelessly nor 

negligently but with earnestness and constancy. The constant coming of the oppressed widow conquered the 

unjust judge that did not fear God or have any shame. Even against his will, he granted her request. How will not 

he who loves mercy and hates iniquity, and who always gives his helping hand to those that love him, accept 

those who draw near to him day and night and avenge them as his elect?” (Cyril of Cyril, "HOMILY 119," 478.), 
887 Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 486.   
888 See also the discussion in 11.2.4about Durber’s claim that prior to feminist criticism, it was impossible for 

female parable interpreters to read as “women.” 
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call the synoptic gospels, or from other early Christian parables in oral form.889 They could 

perhaps also know rabbinic parables, where a parable narrative, a mashal, could have 

divergent applications.890 Alternatively, they could possibly hear this parable as a fable, with 

different morals, and thus have understood it in light of this. According to Beavis, the 

synoptic parables are similar to the popular literary genre appealing mainly to children and the 

uneducated, a part, namely the gymnasma, which included fables.891 She argues that”…with 

the spread of Greek education in Hellenistic Greco-Roman times, people of many different 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds, including Jews, and later Christians, would have had direct 

experience of Aesopic fables through their elementary schooling. 892 Justin Strong further 

suggests that this parable is one of the clearest examples of traditional fables genres in the 

New Testament. Our listeners could have heard 18:1 as a promythium, an introduction, which 

announced the topic or lesson of the fable narrative, addressed its reader or listener or which 

connected the fable narrative to the broader literary context. They could also have heard v. 6-8 

as two or three as epimythia. Epimythia could include more either complementary or 

unrelated morals. Sometimes it even had opposing morals.893 This shares some similarities 

with the different voices in this parable narrative, and possibly also with the various elements 

in the voice of the Lord in the frame after the narrative. The few educated listening widows 

could be aware of the formal resemblances between fables and parables. Widows without 

education could still be familiar with the widely popular fables and could have heard parables 

as fable narratives with various framing. 

It is, thus, possible that widow listeners could separate the parable narrative from the 

parable frame, and not let the narrative voices be overpowered by those in the frame. I further 

suggest that listening widows, in similar ways as listening female slaves in the last chapter, 

would emphasize their corresponding character and keep this widow in their interpretational 

focus throughout the parable. It is the parable narrative, which tells the story about the widow. 

                                                 
889 Several parable narratives in the gospels have more and different frames. In this study’s main material, it is 

only the parable about the baker wife which are present in different parables and thus have (slightly) different 

frames. As another point, Stephen Wright suggests, that the historical Jesus might have told the same parables 

with different applications (Wright, Jesus., 89.) If this is the case and this parables lived orally with different 

frames before they were written down, our listeners could be aware of such oral stories with different frames. 

However, since this project studies parables after they are written down, this falls outside the scope of this study. 
890 See for ex David Stern, Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge, 

Massachussetts: Harvard University Press, 1991)., 16. Ta med noen parting of the ways-ting også? The written 

sources we have of these rabbinic parables are of later dates than our audience is. However, the oral traditions 

could have been known earlier.   
891 Beavis, "Parable and Fabel.", 497. Obs, have to check more:Is gymnasma the exercises or the “curriculum”.  
892 Beavis, "Parable and Fabel.". 478.   
893 Strong, "How to.", 3-5.  
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Possibly, such a focus on their corresponding character might make listening widows pay 

more attention to the voices in the narrative, where the widow appears, than those in the 

frame.  

If they did focus on the voices in the narrative, which of these would they possibly 

have emphasized. 

9.2.3. Listening widows could have heard the widow’s voice as the leading voice. 

Within the parable narrative, most attested recipients have listened more to the judge that to 

the widow and to what Jesus narrates about her. Even though most feminist parable scholars 

focus on the widow and want her demands, which they see as justice, to dominate the 

interpretation of the parable, surprisingly many are also influenced by how the judge 

construes her. In visual arts depicturing this parable, most artists also seem to listen to the 

judge’s voice when they paint or draw the widow as a desperate person. This widow 

sometimes tries to hit the judge or must be held back by guards, so that she does not strangle 

him, as the image introducing the analyses of the attested interpretations of this parable in 5.2 

shows. Would intersectional widow listeners from the two first centuries CE also have 

accepted the judge’s story about the widow, as so much of the attested reception history has? 

Probably, these widows were also used to listening to men with power over female speakers. I 

still propose that thorough emphasising and possibly identifying with the widow character, 

listening virgins would be more eager to focus on her voice, and Jesus’ potential positive 

words about her, than the slandering of the judge.  

 I propose that listening widows would have constructed the judge as an unethical 

character in line with Altes’ concept ethos attribution.894 As presented in 4.5.2.2.1, the judge 

is the only speaker who is characterized in negative terms, as not fearing God nor feeling 

ashamed before people and as unjust – and this is done by three different voices.895 These 

listeners could possibly know that to fear God and respect your fellow human beings is what a 

pious, wise or good person should do according to Jewish or early Christian stories.896 In 

                                                 
894 See note in 4.5.2.3. 
895 Four voices, if we assume that Luke agrees with Jesus.  
896 See for ex: Ex 10:16, Lxx Ps 14:4, 21:23, 24:12, 32:18, 67:5, 145:9, Prov 1:7, Sirach 35:14-18, or the later 

Ket 4:12; 11:1-6; 12:3-4; Git 5:3. See also Luke 10:27. The gospel of Luke also employs the term “God-fearers” 

for gentiles attracted to Judaism (10:2, 22, 35; 13:15, 26). References for not respecting men or being incapable 

of shame:1 Cor 4:4; 2 Tess 3:14; Titus 2:8; Matt 21:37; Mark 12:6. This double description is also used by 

Josephus to describe King Jehoiakim (Ant 10.5.2) and by Dionysius of Halicarnassus (10.10.7) about those who 

“neither fear divine wrath nor respect human fate.” (referred from Levine and Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, 

482.) 
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addition, the fact that he at first did not want to help the widow, would propbably convince 

these listening widows that he is unethical. However, for a few seconds, the judge could be 

heard as virtuous, wise and with good will. Initially, the audience hears that “in a certain city 

there was a judge” (v.2). The word “judge,” prior to the negative characteristics, could 

possibly evoke positive associations, especially if these listeners would recall stories from the 

wisdom traditions about “the just judge” in, for example, Sir 35:14-18. Listening widows 

might have an established blend that a judge is (supposed to be) just. Then, when the audience 

hear that he neither fears God nor has respect (or feels shame) for human beings, the 

audience´s understanding of the judge will probably turn. This judge is the opposite of the 

“good judge.” 

In addition, I suggest that intersectional widow listeners would more likely 

conceptualize the parable widow in wider ways, than in the stereotypical intersections of poor, 

desperate and potentially violent, which have often silenced her voice. Reflecting recipients 

would possibly invoke other and less stereotypical intersectional and intertextual stories to 

interpret the widow character. If they do, would they then construe a character, which speaks 

more easily to them?  

9.2.3.1. Poor Widow? 

Listening widows in the two first centuries CE would know that a widow does not need to be 

poor and marginalised. They could, for example, be rich themselves or know of other rich 

widows. We know of such rich widows from, for example, the Babatha archives.897 These 

archives report that a Jewish widow, Babatha, owned four date-groves. Research on these 

archives suggests that the property was held by her in her own right.898 According to these 

archives, her mother, Miriam, was also a wealthy woman. She was given all her husband 

Shimeon’s possessions, as a “gift forever” in case she became widowed. This was also at least 

                                                 
897 The archive was found in the Cave of letters near Egedi, in Maoza, on the southern shore of the Dead Sea, in 

what had been the kingdom of Nabataea, and which in 106 CE became the Roman province of Arabia. The first 

appearance in the archive is in120 CE. See e.g. Emanuel Tov, The Texts from the Judaean Desert: Indices and 

an Introduction to the Discoveries in the Judaen Desert Series, ed. Emanuel Tov, Discoveries in the Judaen 

Desert Series, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 2002), 112. and Hannah M. Cotton and Jonas C. Greenfield, 

"Babatha's Property and the Law of Succession in the Babatha Archive," Zeitschrift für Papyrolpgie und 

Epigraphik 104 (20-082019 1994): 103 and 211-2, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20189237. 
898 Hannah M. Cotton and Jonas C. Greenfield, "Babatha's Property and the Law of Succession in the Babatha 

Archive," Zeitschrift für Papyrolpgie und Epigraphik 104 (20-082019 1994): 211, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20189237. Babatha was declaring it at an registering (P.Yadin 16, Cotton and 

Greenfield, "Babatha's Property.", 212). It might have been given to Babatha at the on the occasion of her first 

marriage as a deed of gift. (Ibid Cotton and Greenfield, "Babatha's Property.", 217). Babatha seemed to think 

herself that she was capable of doing good business. Could she probably have earned the money to purchase the 

groves herself? 
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four date groves.899 Such property, which was given a woman as a deed of gift seems to have 

stayed with her if she were widowed, and even if she remarried.900 Wealthy Roman widows 

are also recorded.901  

In addition to such intersectional situated stories, listening widows could have evoked 

intertextual stories about rich widows. While the attested recipients often have used intertexts 

where widows are poor, crying and begging for help to understand this parable’s widow,902 

widow listeners could have evoked other stories. There are definitely available intertexts, 

where widows are poor and marginalised. However, widow listeners could also have known 

the Jewish story about the rich widow, Judith. Judith, in the book of Judith was a wealthy 

widow since “(h)er husband Manasseh had left her gold and silver, men and women slaves, 

livestock, and fields; and she maintained this estate.”903 They could also possibly evoke early 

Christian stories about women, who supported Jesus and his disciples or were patrons for Paul 

or Ignatius.904 Several of these women are mentioned without reference to men and widow 

listeners might have conceptualized them as widows. Thus, also such possibly evoked 

intertextual stories could have participated if listening intersectional widows blended the 

parable widow as potentially rich. Listening widows could possibly know that ethnicity would 

be in play in such interactions. While Roman law did not allow women the right to inherit, 

Jewish law might have.905 Still, as will be discussed in the following chapter, Roman women 

had greater financial independence in the two first centuries CE than earlier. In addition, it 

depended upon the wealth of your family and thus the dowry/ketubbah you would get when 

you married, whether a widow would be rich or poor. A widow would most probably keep 

such property if she became widowed, possibly under the guidance of a tutor or guardian.906 

Ethnicity also played a role in whether women could appear alone in the courts. 

                                                 
899 Cotton and Greenfield, "Babatha's Property," 214. 
900 Cotton and Greenfield, "Babatha's Property," 220. Catherine Hezser also discusses Jewish widows who 

inherited their husbands (Hezser, Jewish Slavery, 80.). 
901 Elaine Fantham, "Aemilia Pudentilla: Or the Wealthy Widow’s Choice," in Women in Antiquity: New 

assessments, ed. Richard Hawley and Barbara Levick (London: Routledge, 1995). See also Cohick, Women, 296. 
902 For an overview, see for ex Johnson, Luke, 3, 269. 
903 Judith 8:7. 
904 See 10.2.2.1. 
905 Cotton and Greenfield, "Babatha's Property," 220-22. 
906 While a dowry is money or property a Roman woman would bring into a marriage, and which is owed to her 

if her husband dies or divorces her, a ketubbah is a marriage contract, as well as the amount of money, which is 

guaranteed to a Jewish wife by her husband, if he should die or divorce her. In the first two centuries CE, dowry 

possibly became more common than ketubbah also in Jewish circles (Cohick, Women, 112-15.).  
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9.2.3.2. Desperate Widow? 

In the parable narrative, the judge says to himself that her repeated approaches or possibly 

lengthy petition is bothering him and probably will result in violence. As shown in 5.2, this 

silent voice has become an “outside” voice in the attested reception history. Following this, 

Luther and attested contemporary recipients often see the widow as desperate. An argument 

contemporary scholars employ when they describe the widow as desperate is that she 

approached the judge herself, without a male guardian or tutor.907 Would listening 

intersectional widows also interpret the parable widow’s solemn approach and her 

repeated/lengthy appeal as desperate acts?  

  Reflecting recipients could know from their intersectional experience or the life stories 

of other widows, that to repeatedly ask a judge for help was not necessarily the result of 

desperation. They could know that it was acknowledged that a widow or other women could 

ask a magistrate for help. From the Babatha archives, we know that Babatha initiated a legal 

case against her son’s guardians.908 Babatha complained to the Governor/courts about her 

sons guardians because they did not give him “the tenants money commensurate with the 

income from the interest of his money and the rest of his property.”909 In addition, she argued 

that the sum he, according to his guardians, was entitled to was insufficient to maintain the 

life style the boy was accustomed to. Babatha also argued that if they gave her the money on 

security, she could invest it wiser than the guardians had and thus provide better for her 

son.910Another example, is the Papyrus P.Oslo II 22, which tells about the woman, Sarapous, 

who petitions the a strategus to assist her against a man who verbally and physically assaulted 

her.911 We do not know whether this woman is a widow. She does not introduce herself in 

relation to a husband, but as the “daughter of The… (text missing).” She could, thus, possibly 

be a woman who lived without a man.  Listening widows could be aware of resembling cases.  

                                                 
907 For example, Schottroff claims that by doing so, she violates her social boundaries (Schottroff, The Parables, 

192.) Matthew writes it must have boggled the minds of its first audience that a woman was taking part in a court 

case (Matthews, "Go Thou," 50.). Hultgren claims it was extremely rare for a woman to appear in court 

(Hultgren, The Parables, 255.). 
908 P.Yadin 15. Hannah Cotton, "The Guardianship of Jesus Son of Babatha: Roman and Local Law in the 

Province of Arabia," The Journal of Roman Studies 83 (20- 08- 2019 1993): 103, Www.jstor.org/stable/300980. 
909 P.Yadin 15. 
910 Hannah Cotton, "The Guardianship of Jesus Son of Babatha: Roman and Local Law in the Province of 

Arabia," The Journal of Roman Studies 83 (20- 08- 2019 1993): 103, Www.jstor.org/stable/300980. and  

Benjamin Isaac, "The Babtha Archive: A  Review Article," Review Israel Exploration Journal For 2, no. 1/2 

(20-08-19 1992): 64, Www.jstor.org/stable/27926254. 
911 P.Oslo II 22 (inv. 449) - OPES (uio.no). A great thank you to Glen O Wehus for his paper presentation at 

NNTF in 2019, where he discussed Papyrus P.Oslo II 22 and for sending me his slides from the presentation. 

https://ub-baser.uio.no/opes/record/48?q=standard_designation+contains+22
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   Ill. 9.2. P.Oslo II 22.  

In addition, they could also know that a widow could bring a plea to a judge more than 

once. One of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri from the early first century shows the second of two 

depositions from a widow who pleads to the court about injustices done to her.912 These 

listeners could also have heard of tales where women at courts were mocked, such as the 

Greco-Roman stories told by Valerius Maximus. In his Memorable doings and sayings, 

Valerius Maximus wrote an entire section about “women who pleaded before magistrates for 

themselves and others”. One of these examples is Fannia, the first woman recorded as having 

conducted her own defence where she also initiated legal action. She pleaded for the return of 

her dowry, which according to her was wrongfully held back by the husband who wanted to 

divorce her.913 The senator’s wife, Carfania, who died around year 40 B.C.E. was, according 

to the same Valerius  

ever ready for lawsuits and always spoke on her own behalf or the Praetor, not because she could not 

find advocates but because she had pupils impudence to spare. So by constantly pleading the tribunals 

with ‘barking,’ to which the foreign was unaccustomed, she became a notorious example of female 

litigiousness, so much so that women of shameless public habits are taunted with the name, Carfania by 

way of reproach.914  

 

                                                 
912 Referred from Schottroff, Lydia´s, 103.  
913 Valerius Maximus Memorable doings and saying VIII.3. Written around 14-37 CE. Referred from Winter, 

Roman Wives, Roman Widows, 176-78. 
914 Valerius Maximus Memorable doings and saying 8.3.2. (Ref from Richard A. Bauman, Women and Politics 

in Ancient Rome, vol. 106 (Gronningen: Routledge, 1994)., 50.) 
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Even though these women “of shameless public habits” were ridiculed, desperation or poverty 

were seemingly not the grounds that moved them. 

In addition, listening widows could possibly know of other literary female characters 

who would argue with public male figures. One example is the Matrona in Rabbinic 

literature, who would ask valid questions to a rabbi and sometimes persuade him.915 Perhaps 

they could also know other early Christian stories about women who negotiated with Jesus, 

such as the Syrophoenician/Canaanite woman (Mark 7:24-30/Matt 15:21-28) or Martha of 

Bethany (John 11:20-27), both female characters mentioned without reference to husbands. 

Hence, our listeners could know that to approach a judge and repeatedly petition him did not 

need to be a desperate, potentially violent act, as in the interpretation of the judge. Rather, it 

could be construed in many possible intersections of power and discrimination. In addition, 

they could know that to do so alone, did not need to be a sign of desperation.  

Listening widows could possibly know that ethnicity also played a role in whether 

women could appear alone in the courts. While the Jewish Babatha had to be represented by a 

guardian in her contact with the authorities, another widow in The Babatha archives, Julia 

Crispina, could act in her own right and serve as a guardian herself, probably in her capacity 

as a Roman citizen.916 A widow’s independence might also dependen upon the number of 

children she had. According to the Augustan Lex Julia and Lex Papia Poppeae, free women, 

who had three live births and freed woman with four live births, were allowed to conduct 

business and legal affairs without a tutor.917  

Thus, there are various other plausible ways listening widows could interpret this 

widow character than poor and out of place, and thus desperate. Rather, they could possibly 

conceptualize her as a rich, possibly Roman widow, who had mothered at least three live 

children and therefore not needed a tutor.  

                                                 
915 See, for example, ROSALIE GERSHENZON and ELIESER SLOMOVIC, "A SECOND CENTURY 

JEWISH-GNOSTIC DEBATE: RABBI JOSE BEN HALAFTA AND THE MATRONA," Journal for the Study 

of Judaism 16, no. 1 (June 1985 1985): 2, Brill. This written evidence is later than the first century. It is, 

however, possible, that such literary figures would be known already in the first century. See also Tal Ilan, 

"Matrona and Rabbi Jose: an Alternative Interpretation," JSJ 25, no. 1 (1994), 

https://doi.org/10.1163/157006394X00104., which also discusses whether this is possibly not a Roman figure, 

could be a Jewish intellectual married women. and Hezser, Jewish Slavery, 183-84. 
916 Benjamin Isaac, "The Babtha Archive: A Review Article," Review Israel Exploration Journal For 2, no. 1/2 

(20-08-19 1992): 71- 70, Www.jstor.org/stable/27926254. See also other Roman women speaking in the senate 

or in the court without a guardian/tutor in Lynn H. Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: 

Illuminating Ancient Ways of Life (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 286-87..  
917 Cohick, Women, 135. For it to be a “live” birth the child had to live 8 or 9 days, at least.  
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To sum up, an audience of intersectional widows would possibly also have listened to 

the voice of the powerful judge, as even modern feminists do. Still, with their specific focus 

on the widow, I find it possible, that they also could have attended to the other narrative 

voices, especially that of the widow and Jesus, who describe her in a more positive light that 

the judge does. Through reflecting their own intersectional situatedness as widows onto their 

corresponding character, and, based on this, evoking a variety of stories about intersectional 

varieties of widows, listening widows could possibly have perceived this parable characters in 

more nuanced ways than the studied interpretations in Chapter 5 have. Such a widow would 

possibly be easier to hear. Listening widows could thus have emphasized the widow’s voice 

to a further degree than most attested reception cases have. Possibly, they could have heard 

the widow’s voice as a “leading tune” 

in the parable, as illustrated in Figure 

9.3. If so, the widow’s voice would 

influence the interpretation of the 

other parable voices and thus the 

parable. What would such reflecting 

recipients hear the widow say?   

 9.2.4. Intersectional widow voice 

What the widow says, ἐκδίκησόν με 

ἀπὸ τοῦ ἀντιδίκου μου, has several 

translational possibilities, since ἐκδίκησόν με can be a plea for both justice and vengeance. As 

described in 5.2.5, most recipients, in all the studied phases of the attested reception history, 

seem to understand the widow as morally entitled to her demand, which for most recipients in 

at least contemporary scholarship, is justice. Would reflecting recipients also have attributed 

such a moral ethos to this widow and interpreted her claim as legitimate? 

In addition to their own possible intersectional life stories that widows come in all 

moral types, there are also numerous Greco-Roman literary stories warning against the 

wanting morals of widows, after they were “released” from marriage. Cicero, for example, 

tells about unrestrained and amorous widows leading “loose” lives.918 Petronius describes the 

promiscuousness of young widows. Among other tales, he refers to a story about an Ephesian 

widow, who was renowned for her chastity. Even this alleged chaste and moral widow was 

                                                 
918 Cicero, Pro Caelio, 38. This and following Greek-Roman stories are referred from Winter, Roman Wives, 

Roman Widows, 129-30.  

 
Figure 9.3: The widow’s voice as “leading tune.” 
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tempted and slept with a young man she was consoled by while she was grieving by her 

husband’s tomb.919 These might be slandering stories by male authors, and might not reflect 

reality. Still, reflecting recipients could both know such stories and be aware that widows had 

freer legal position and less social control than a virgin or a wife.920 

When attested recipients describe the parable widow as entitled to her demand for 

justice, they mostly employ intertextual stories, which group widows together with the poor, 

orphans and foreigners in need of help. A main intertext is Sir 35:12-29, where God is 

described as the helper of crying widows and others in need.921 Our listeners, based on their 

intersectional situatedness, could possibly also have evoked alternative stories about widows. 

These widows are not only deprived, needy or desperate, but also smart, capable, bold and 

sometimes cunning or morally bad.922 Examples of such widows are Tamar, who, when she 

did not receive her right as a widow, worked out a daring plan to get it.923 Another is the 

before-mentioned rich Judith, who more or less singlehandedly fooled and overpowered the 

Assyrian enemies.924 Others are the widow from Tekoa, who persuaded King David to 

intervene in her son’s trial,925 Ruth, who had to be cunning to receive her and her mother in 

laws’ kinship obligation from Boas,926 or the widowed mother of the seven sons, who in the 

fourth book of the Maccabees, convinced her sons to oppose the tyrant.927 Some of our 

listeners could possibly also be aware of similar discourses to those in the before-mentioned 1 

Tim 5:3-16. In these stories, there are widows with a variety of morals. Widows who, 

according to the text, are pious or, in contrast, are self-indulgent and live for pleasure. There 

are widows who care for their families, or those, who do not; widows, who do good deeds, 

show hospitality, wash the feet of the holy, help the suffering, or alternatively, those who do 

                                                 
919 Petronius, The Ship of Lichas, 111. in the first half of the first century CE 
920 During the 3rd century much concern about widows who gained, bargain-hunted, neglected their duties, and 

failed to accept the authority of the bishops and deacons. Widows taught, baptized, healed and wished to be 

wiser and to know better, not only than them, but even than the presbyters and the bishops, page 172) Widow 

book, Må lete etter bok. Muligens i Osikeks’s bok. 
921 For more texts, see for example, Johnson, Luke, 3, 269, as also suggested above (or refer to this footnote 

further up in document) and Kartzow, "Rewritten Stereotypes." 
922 Merz employs some of these stories. However, she seemingly does so to describe a moral widow fighting for 

justice: “Despite all the differences in points of detail, these stories of Tamar and Judith, of Ruth, the prudent 

widow of Tekoa and the mother of the seven sons embody a narrative type in which a widow – traditionally the 

embodiment of a powerless woman who is dependent on help from others – becomes active and enforces God´s 

will against opposition within Judaism or from external foes.” (Merz, "How the Woman," 69.) Levine, in 

contrast, argues that these stories,as well as Luke 7: 36-50, about a women, who was also “in the city,” could 

also have made listeners see the parable’s widow as morally dubious (Levine and Witherington, Luke, 483.). 
923 Gen 38. 
924 The Book of Judith.  
925 2 Sam 14. 
926 Ruth 2-4. 
927 4 Macc 14:11-17:6. 
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none of these acts. 1 Tim 5 also describes widows who are with or without sensual desires, 

who are idle or not idle, who gossip, speak inappropriately and meddle in things they should 

not. Alternatively, who do not.  

Thus, 

reflecting 

recipients could 

have 

constructed the 

widow in the 

parable as 

capable, 

resourceful, 

rich, cunning, 

sly and 

revengeful and 

not only as poor, desperate and potentially violent and entitled to the justice she demands. 

Possibly, in such potentially wider understandings of the parable’s widow, her demand could 

be interpreted as either justice or vengeance. What the widow demands, whether it is “grant 

me justice” or “avenge me,” is in my opinion not to be determined. It is thus also not certain 

how reflecting recipients would perceive it: As a rightful claim to justice or a greedy or 

immoral demand for vengeance. Alternatively, listening widows could think vengeance could 

be a legitimate moral claim. Figure 9.4 makes such possible interpretations visible.  

9.3. Summing up listening intersectional widows’ possible interpretations of the 

parable  

A Persistent Widow in a Polyphonic Parable?  

Is this a parable about praying and not losing hope? Is it perhaps rather about a persistent 

person who demands justice or vengeance? Is it about an “enraged bag lady hitting a negligent 

magistrate over the head and literally ‘giving him a black eye’,” as Johnsons claimed. 

Alternatively, is it a parable about God´s elect with true pistis? Who gets to describe the 

widow and thus to interpret this parable? Whose perspectives matter?  

Figure 9.4. Intersectional widows possible interpretations of the parable. 
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In such endeavors, it is helpful to see both the parable and the various parable voices 

as polyphonic, as presented in 1.5. This parable’s different perspectives, which seem to go in 

different directions, could be understood as opposing voices in dialogue with each other, 

where the different voices dominate alternately. Like Dostoevsky’s consciousnesses, the 

perspectives in this parable are also at different narratological levels. However, the parable 

voices might not have the same quality or right to exist. The judge’s voice is characterized as 

more dubious than the others are. Still, I believe polyphony is a helpful term.928 If we see this 

parable’s voices in multivalent dialogue, the interpretational potential of the parable would be 

greater. In addition, this could help us highlight those parable voices, which have often been 

ignored, like the widow’s voice.  

In this chapter, I have tried to do so by suggesting various possible interpretations by 

intersectional widows in the two first centuries CE. Such unnoticed understandings may help 

us see what the later attested reception has neglected and what might be missing today. In this 

instance, I propose that it provides a broader understanding of the widow and her demand and 

thus the parable. 

In addition, this chapter aims at exploring the polyphonic potential for one of these 

voices, namely that of the neglected widow. This might be a parable about a poor, desperate 

and marginal widow with a legitimate claim to justice. It might also be about a rich, 

resourceful, shrewd elite widow, who demands more than her share. However, it might also 

be a parable about prayer, about God’s crying elect, who has true pistis or about a powerful 

judge, who becomes afraid of a widow.  

 

  

                                                 
928 I will not speculate whether “Luke” thought the different voices were polyphonic and dialogic or not, but 

rather use this modern theory to explore the interpretational potential of the text. Bakhtin’s literary theories are 

already employed in New Testament Lukan studies by Raj Nadella to study the many, and often seemingly 

contradictory, perspectives in Luke´s gospel as a multivalent literary dialogism. Nadella claims that the gospel 

“offers a new, creative, and dialogical version of the truth” (Raj Nadella, Dialogue Not Dogma: Many Voices in 

the Gospel of Luke. , Library of New testament Studies, (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 5.). Bakhtin, and Nadella´s 

understanding of him, is also recently employed in Cobb, Slavery, Gender, Truth, and Power, 1. As she does, I 

also engage polyphony to analyses opposing voices, as well as a tool to focus on often-ignored voices. 
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Chapter Ten 

Chapter 10. INTERSECTIONAL WIVES AS POSSIBLE PARABLE 

RECIPIENTS 

(Matt 13:33/ Luke 13:20-21/Thom 96 and Luke 15:8-10) 

 

 

                           Ill 10.1: Jan Luyken, Parable of the lost 

drachma 

This chapter explores intersectional wives’ possible interpretations of parables with 

intersectional wives, namely the parable about the baker wife (Matt 13:33/ Luke 13:20-

21/Thom 96) and the parable about the wife with the drachmas (Luke 15:8-10). The reason 

why I study these parables together is that although the two parables have noteworthy 

narrative similarities-both parables feature wives as main characters-there are interesting 

differences in their attested reception history. As discussed in Chapter 6 and 7, while 

theologians in Antiquity, Luther and contemporary feminist scholars interpret these two 
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parable wives in equally important ways in their theological meaning-making and as 

identification figures, mainstream scholarship has dissimilar interpretations of these two 

parable wives. Whereas the wife with the drachmas is mostly considered theologically 

significant and an important identification figure, although possibly underrated, contemporary 

mainstream scholars mainly interpret the baker wife as an irrelevant detail or as unclean.  

 How could listening intersectional wives possibly have interpreted these two wives 

and their parables? How could possibly their narrative similarities as well as the differences 

between the parables affect listening wives interpretations? In these two different parable 

narratives with dissimilar framing, the baker wife is the only human character in her parable, 

while the parable about the wife with the drachmas also include female friends and 

neighbours. Furthermore, the parable about the baker wife is preserved in three versions, 

while only Luke narrates the parable about the wife with the drachmas. In these explorations, 

I will touch upon all the tendencies discussed in Part 2 and structure the chapter after these 

tendencies. After I have presented this chapter’s reflecting recipients, I ask whether listening 

wives could have interpreted the baker wife as an irrelevant detail and in this way ignored or 

stereotypically narrowed down this character, as so much of mainstream scholarship does. 

Then, I deliberate the extent to which these listeners would also have stereotyped these wives 

as poor or unclean. At the end of the chapter, I propose how these possible recipients could 

have interpreted the parable wives as signifying the divine and as potential identification 

figures. I will propose more theological interpretational possibilities for the baker wife than 

the wife with the drachmas. This is because fewer contemporary scholars consider this 

character theological significant than the wife with the drachmas. Possibly, this is because this 

character so often have been stereotyped as irrelevant or unclean. I will explore what could 

possibly happen if recipients interpreted this character both as interpretational significant and 

in more nuanced ways. For the wife with the drachmas, which has such extensive positive 

theological reception, I will explore whether reflecting recipients’ possible theological 

meaning-making would also have more problematic sides.   
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10.1. Reflecting recipients and their corresponding characters 

Reflecting recipients to 

these two parables are 

wives from the two first 

centuries CE, who could 

either reflect themselves in 

the baker wife, in the wife, 

who lost and found her 

tenth drachma or in her friends and neighbours, as Figure 10.1 shows. The Greek term used 

for these parables’ main characters’ is γυνὴ.  The female friends and female neighbors of the 

wife with the drachmas are φίλας and γείτονας. As in all parables, there might also be missing 

intersectional female characters.929  

I will explore this chapter’s reflecting recipients as married, free women, and possibly 

slave wives, as well as in various intersections of economy and ethnicity. These reflecting 

recipients had or were friends and neighbors and had experience with baking, as well as 

loosing and finding coins.  

Even though the preserved archives do not have attested parable interpretations by 

wives from this period, there were most probably wives who listened to and made meaning of 

parables attributed to Jesus in the two first centuries CE. In addition, these listeners might 

have been familiar with parabolic wives and neighbors, baking and lost coins. As an example, 

the rabbinic parable about the mother of Rabbi Shim’on Bar-Yohai include all these elements. 

Once there was woman who went to knead dough at her neighbour’s house, and in her shawl, she 

wrapped three dinars. She sat down and put them next to her. When she was sitting and rolling out the 

dough, they got mixed in with the bread. She looked for them and did not find them.930 

 

                                                 
929 See 4.3.2. See further intersectional analyses of these characters in 4.4.2. 
930 Leviticus Rabbah 34.16. See Galit Hasan-Rokem, Tales of the Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in 

Late Antiquity, 1 ed., vol. 4, Taubman Lectures in Jewish Studies, (Berkeley: Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2003), 14-15. For connections between this mashal and the two parables in this chapter, see p. 14-27. The 

book studies other parables about women, baking, loosing coins, lighting lamps and searching in this work. 

While female neighborhood and friendship relations have been understudied, the last period has seen new 

interest in the field. In addition to the works referred to in this chapter, see Jessica M. Sisk, "Female Friendship 

in Greco-Roman Antiquity" (PhD Monograph, Bryn Mawr College, 2013). For women as hosts and participants 

in Greek dining and drinking parties, see Joan Burton, "Women's Commensality in the Ancient Greek World," 

Greece & Rome 45, no. 2 (1998), https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383500033659. 

 
 

Figure 10.1: Reflecting wives and corresponding wives 
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After a tragically outcome, where all three sons of the visiting neighbour wife die, because 

their mother swears an oath, the three dinars are found in a bread roll.931 Listening wives 

might also have heard stories about the Roman Matrona, as those in Juvenal’s Satire Six.932As 

discussed in Chapter 9, they could possibly also know stories about the Matrona in later 

Rabbinic literature. This Matrona would sometimes be ridiculed and sometimes be a wise 

person, who would ask clever questions to rabbis and sometimes persuade them.933 In 

addition, wives are the intersectional female characters, which appear the most in parables 

attributes to Jesus, as presented in 4.3.2.934 There are also numerous wives depicted in other 

Hebrew Bible and New Testament stories.935  

Thus, in addition to their own intersectional life stories as wives, listening wives could 

be familiar with stories about wives as hosts, as friends and neighbours, with baking and 

searching for coins. 

 

Ill 10.2: Artist Unknown, The Leaven (1936). 

                                                 
931 The mashal’s following nimshal interprets the parable as about the risks of swearing oaths, true or false. 
932 Watson, "Juvenal's scripta matrona." p. x? Juvenal lived around 55 – 127 AD. 
933 See p. x. 
934 In addition to these two parables, Thom 97 contains a parable about a wife carrying a jar of meal, Joh 16:21 

depicts a wife giving birth, Matthew 24:41 narrates about two women graining on a mill and the ninth parable in 

the Shepherd of Hermas tells about twelve wives 
935 See for examples the HB stories about wise and foolish wives as hosts in 11.2.1.1 and note 377 in 4.4.1 for an 

overview of where the term γυνὴ is used in the New Testament. 
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10.2. Listening wives possible interpretations of the parables 

When I in the following explore how such intersectional wives could have interpreted these 

parables, I will first propose how they could possibly have conceptualised the baker wife. 

10.2.1. Irrelevant baker wife or a parable about baking? 

Would listening wives have found the baker wife significant in their parable interpretation? 

As discussed in Chapter 6, a number of contemporary mainstream scholars employ a 

syntactical argument to state that it is the sourdough, which is compared to the kingdom in the 

synoptic versions of this parable, and not the female character baking with it. Ostmeyer, as 

recently as 2007, combines such a syntactical argument with knowledge about ancient 

rhetoric and advocates that since this parable is built as a chiasm, where the hiding of the 

dough is at its middle, this should thus also be the interpretations centre.936 Would audiences 

of baking wives from the first centuries CE interpret this parable in light of grammatical or 

rhetorical structures?  

While some listening wives could have been educated and familiar with grammar and 

rhetoric, the majority would not.937 Moreover, even if these wives had schooling, I propose 

that hearing about a corresponding wife as the only human character in this parable, would 

trump grammar or rhetoric. I propose that reflective recipients would recognize this parable 

narrative, in all its three versions,938 as a familiar scene - as a known story about baking.939 If 

recorded recipients conceptualized this narrative as familiar baking, they could recognize the 

different elements in the narrative as part of such a known scheme, and interpret them in light 

of this. Possibly, it would not matter whether the wife appeared first the parable narrative, like 

in the Gospel of Thomas or rather after the ζύμῃ, as in the synoptic versions, or which term, 

which would be in the middle of the chiasm. If reflective recipients understood this parable 

narrative as a story about baking, they would know from their intersectional situatedness and 

thus established blend that somebody needs to bake. Similar to how Schottroff argues the 

baker wife is just as much agent of the baking in the synoptic gospels, as she is in the gospel 

                                                 
936 See discussions in 6.1.1.1. as well as Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 185. 
937 See presentation of girls and education in 11.2.1.1.1. 
938 The age of the gospel of Thomas is highly debated. Possibly, listeners in the two first centuries CE could not 

have heard it, since it did not exist or where not read where they were. However, this is a thought experiment 

where I will considered what might happen if they had heard it. 
939 Often called a frame or scheme, as discussed in 7.2.3.1.1.1. See also Fauconnier, The Way we Think: 

Conceptual Blending and the Mind's Hidden Complexities, 285. for how we blend new information based on 

familiar scenes. 
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of Thomas, where, according to the above scholars’ syntactical arguments, the kingdom is 

compared to her, and not to the sourdough.940 

Attested recipients in Antiquity, Luther and contemporary feminist parable scholars 

emphasis this baker wife. Similar to how I in Chapter 8 and 9 suggest that listening female 

slaves and listening widows would have focused on their corresponding characters, I, find it 

probable that this baking wife would have been in the center of listening wives 

interpretational attention. How would such reflecting recipients possibly have construed this 

intersectional female parable character?  

10.2.2. Stereotyped or “open” wives? 

According to Scott, all listeners in Antiquity would have encountered a female character, 

especially a main character, in a parable with shock and unbelief and mainly interpreted her as 

impure.941 Would listening wives possibly also have seen this wife as unclean?  

10.2.2.1. Impure wife? 

In Chapter 6, I discussed what Scott’s interpretation of this wife as unclean says about his 

proposed recipients of this narrative. I also asked whether the wide intersectional varieties of 

women in the first centuries CE, including wives with baking experience, would see this 

parable wife as unclean. Should “impure” be the only association (or even one of the main 

associations) recipients would have? What about children, who had mothers? Would they 

primarily hear their mother as impure? Alternatively, slaves, who would have female slave 

owners? Would their first evoked thought be: “Unclean!” Would both slave wives and free 

wives be heard as unclean? Both rich and poor wives and wives of all ethnicities?942 I propose 

that similar to all the studied antique recipients, as well as Luther and feminist scholars, 

reflecting recipients from the first two centuries CE would probably not see this wife as 

unclean. 

Scott’s negative understanding of the baker wife seems to be interconnected to his 

interpretation of the sourdough, which he calls leaven, as well as other elements in the 

parable. According to Scott, all antique hearers would perceive leaven as corruptive, unholy 

                                                 
940 See 6.1.2.2. and Schottroff, Lydia´s, 87. 
941 See p. x 
942 See 10.2.2.2. 
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and impure.943 If we ask which recipients Scott assumes in this interpretation, they seemly do 

not have experience with baking. Rather, their main sources for this understanding appears to 

be a few biblical texts, which interpret leaven in negative ways. That the result of baking, 

namely bread, is as essential to life, wellbeing and celebrations, is apparently of no influence.  

In contrast to Scott, the possible listeners I propose have baking experience. In the 

following, I will suggest how listening baker wives’ intersectional situated experience with 

baking could blend with the parable narrative so that the different narrative elements would be 

made sense of in light of their established baking blend. This blend might also influence 

which other stories, including intertextual stories, reflecting recipient could have evoked in 

their possible interpretational processes. 

10.2.2.1.1. The ζύμη (Sourdough starter) 

Would listening wives have seen the sourdough starter and the fermentation as corruptive or 

negative? In the intertexts Scott employs to interpret this parable, Jesus and Paul uses the 

metaphor of sourdough starter to illustrate destroying and contaminant corruption. However, 

why would destruction and corruption be the only association listeners would have to ζύμη in 

these texts? Is it perhaps rather the fact that leaven rises and spread, which are of importance 

to Jesus and Paul when they employ this metaphor? In these cases, they employ sourdough’s 

rising and spreading to describe something negative. However, this rise could just as well be 

seen as something good, which would spread and affect its surroundings. Interpretations from 

Antiquity and Luther’s preserved texts do not see leaven as purely negative. Ambrose, for 

example, writes that Jesus uses the term to speak about both good and bad things, Paul, 

however, only about negative.944 Luther interprets it in both positive and negative ways.945 

When interpreting this parable, Augustine sees the leaven as signifying the gospel, which 

spreads throughout the nations (the three measures of flour) and Luther sees it as the word of 

the gospel.946  

                                                 
943 As my analysis in 6.1.1.2.1. shows,  Scott’s impure leaven seems to “contaminate” his understanding of the 

woman baking with it. Such contamination seems to only happen to female characters and the ethnical “other” 

for Scott, not for most male characters. 
944 Ambrosius, Exposition of the Holy Gospel according to Saint Luke : With Fragments on the Prophecy of 

Isaias. 7.189-90, p. 313-14 
945 Luther, Lectures on Galatians.p. 340-342. When he sommetns on Paul’s letter to the Galatians and the other 

instances Jesus uses this term, he sees the sourdough as something negative. Only negative in, for example, 

Lectures on Deuteronomy (Vol 9. P. 158-9). However, when he interprets this parable, the sourdough is “the 

word of the gospel” (p. 341).   
946 See 6.1.2 and 6.1.3. 
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Even if listening baker wives would have interpreted the ζύμη in the sayings of Jesus 

and letters of Paul, as something negative, why would we think these biblical texts are the 

only sources listeners would employ to make sense of this parable? Would they even be a 

“leading tunes” in their meaning-making? Probably, listening baker wives would not see the 

ζύμη as something bad, but rather as a vital ingredient in one of the two common ways of 

making bread, as leavened or unleavened. Unleavened bread was quick to bake. Leavened 

bread was more filling, and kept longer than unleavened bread.947 Therefore, it was a valued 

part of the diet. In addition, why would not listeners rather invoke some other biblical texts in 

their parable interpretation? This will be explored further below. 

10.2.2.1.2. The hiding 

Another element many researchers consider significant for the interpretation of the parable is 

that the wife hid (ἐγκρύπτω) the sourdough in flour. This is supposedly not the “normal” way 

of baking bread, which would be kneading. This hiding must therefore be specifically 

relevant. We remember this from Scott’s exegesis, but it is also present in later research.948 

For many scholars, this “strangeness” seems to be the point of the parable. Possibly, our 

reflective recipients could also find it strange that the wife would hide the sourdough in the 

flour. However, perhaps not. Their own baking experience could allow them to know that 

there are numerous ways you can mix sourdough starter with the rest of the ingredients in 

order to make a dough. I agree with Schottroff, who writes: “Many interpreters of this text 

have not seen a baking through or even looked into a cookbook. This is evident in the 

tradition of this texts interpretation.”949 Scott’s only source for how baking happens, for 

example, seems to be Jer 7:18. Based on this text, he sees the baking in the parable as 

unrealistic. Schottroff, in contrast, refers to her grandmother’s recipe book, which prescribes 

that the prepared sourdough should be covered with flour and left under a blanket to ferment. 

According to Schottroff, this is a sort of “hiding.”950 My own knowledge of baking also tells 

me that if I use little yeast or sourdough starter and allow the dough to rest a long time, I only 

need to mix the ingredients lightly. I definitely do not need to knead the dough. A quick 

                                                 
947 Cynthia Shafer-Elliott, https://asorblog.org/2013/07/02/cooking-in-the-hebrew-bible.html, "Cooking in the 

Hebrew Bible," The American Schools of Oriental Research (ASOR) ed. ASOR Website, The American Schools 

of Oriental Research, 2.2.21, 2013. 
948 In addition to that hiding is in the centre of the chiasm, Ostmeyer says that this parable does not describe the 

“normal” way of baking. This is another reason why hiding must be significant (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht 

(Vom Sauerteig).")). See also Funk, Funk on Parables. P. 104.,  and Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 

3, 319.  
949 Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 79.  
950 Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 80.  
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search on “no need to knead” or “sourdough” on internet will give you plenty of relevant 

recipes for how you can “hide” sourdough starter or yeast in flour or dough.  

10.2.2.1.3. Three measures of flour 

The three measures of flour is the only part of the parable narrative listeners would have 

positive associations to, according to Scott. However, several scholars have also found the 

usage of so much flour “strange” and thus requiring extra focus.951 We are not sure how much 

“three measures” are, but possibly almost 40 kg.952 Our reflective recipients would not 

necessarily find this strange. They could know that, since baking sourdough bread was a time 

consuming process, free or enslaved wives from different households could take terms baking 

for their communities.953  Alternatively, they could have perceived the parable narrative as a 

scene from a bakery.954 Our listeners could have had positive associations to this large amount 

or flour and possibly connect it to abundance or community, as we will see later. 

Alternatively, they could have been neutral towards it or could have connected so much flour 

too extra hard and possibly unpleasant work. Both enslaved and free women could find 

baking, especially with so much floor, a hard job they did not chose, but had to do. 

10.2.2.1.4. …until all was leavened 

For Scott, the leavening process is the ultimate destruction. Levine, in contrast, argues that no 

Jewish listeners would find ζύμη in itself or the process of fermentation ritually unclean. She 

argues that if ζύμη had been considered impure, so would leavened bread, and it would never 

have been in Jewish houses, not at the temple alter.955 For reflective recipients familiar with 

baking, rising of a dough is what will happen if you succeed with sourdough. This is what 

makes the dough ready for the next part of the baking process, where it becomes loaves of 

bread, as written out in the gospel of Thomas. Of course, if reflecting recipients detested 

                                                 
951 See Schottroff’s note 79, p. 241 for an overview of scholars who find the three measures of flour uncommon. 

In addition, scholars as late as Ostmeyer and Müller still see this as strange and thus significant (Ostmeyer, "Gott 

knetet nicht (Vom Sauerteig)," 185. and Müller, Kommentar til Matthæusevangeliet, 3, 319.). 
952 According to Schottroff, it is 39,4 liters (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 80.  
953 Wire, "Women’s Work in the Realm of God." p. 139.  
954 Our listeners could know that this baker wife could have been a professional baker in a bakery, where they 

could have been employed, owners or slaves. An inscription on a (epitaph) tomb stone from Rome from the 

Imperial Period tells about the freedwoman Fonteia Fausta, who had been the slave of a female baker. They 

could probably also know that a tannur or tabun, owns for baking leavened bread (see, for example, Reich 

Ronny, "Baking and Cooking at Masada," Zeitschrift des Deutschen Palästina-Vereins (1953) 119, no. 2 (2003): 

142.), could be places in private homes or in courtyards, for communal baking. Some could also be moved 

between inside and outside, depending on the weather (Wire, "Women’s Work in the Realm of God," 139.). 
955 Levine, Short Stories, 126-27. See also how Leviticus 3:17 instructs an offer of “…two loaves of bread as an 

elevation offering, each made of two-tenths of an ephah; they shall be of choice flour, baked with leaven, as first 

fruits to the LORD” (NRSV).   
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baking or the possible hard or forced labor, hearing about the sourdough or the fermenting 

process could fill them with disgust, as it sounds like it does for Scott. Levine is explicit that 

for her the thought of “sour smell combined with a bubbly mixture created by the process of 

fermentation” has an “ick” factor.956 In similar ways, baking wives could have evoked 

negative or mixed feelings when they heard the parable. From an intersectional perspective, 

not all wives would have baking experience. Elite wives probably had slaves to do their 

baking,957 and could possibly be just as confused as some contemporary scholars who have 

never dug their hands into a dough.  

10.2.2.1.5 Corruptive or life-giving baking? 

I have argued that reflective recipients would probably not have conceptualized the baking in 

this parable as destructive, impure or strange. In contrast, I suggest that they would 

conceptualize the parable as a story about baking, where the different elements in the parable 

are made sense of in light of this. Reflecting recipients, according to their intersectional 

situatedness as enslaved or free, poor or rich wives, could have seen this baking as life-giving 

and good, and/or as hard or forced work. In contrast to Scott and other attested contemporary 

recipients who evoke intertexts where ζύμη is employed in negative ways, I propose that 

listening wives with baking experience would not employ such texts to make sense of the 

parable. Alternatively, they could have done so if baking was an undesirable task for them. I 

will explore such possible evoked intertexts and meaning potential for these reflecting 

recipients later this chapter, when I explore how these parable wives could have been 

significant in listening intersectional wives’ theological meaning-making and whether they 

would identify with the characters. Before that, I will how reflecting recipients could possibly 

interpret the wife with the ten drachmas, which by both explicit feminists and mainstream 

scholars mainly have been seen as poor, often poorer than the man with the 100 sheep in the 

comparable preceding parable. 

10.2.2.2.Poor or rich wife 

Listening wives could have been both poor and rich. A wealth of Egyptian papyri attest that 

women owned, controlled and disposed property such as “houses, parts of houses, workshops, 

sums of money, and objects such as furniture, slaves, animals, equipment and tools, clothing, 

                                                 
956 Levine, Short Stories, 122. 
957 According to both Greco-Roman and later Rabbinic sources, women who owed three slaves or more, could 

pass tasks on to them (see, for example Wire, "Women’s Work in the Realm of God," 142-43. 
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jewelry, produce and provisions.”958 According to Osiek and Macdonald, the earlier Roman 

institution of tutela, male guardianship over women’s property, was mostly inactive by the 

Augustan age. Many wealthy women had the legal status sui iuris; they were not under the 

potestas of a man, which mean they could mostly dispose of their own means.959 The sine 

manus marriage many wives in imperial Roman society had, also let women maintain control 

over their own property, also as married.960 It might have been different for Jewish wives. 

According to later rabbinic sources, married women’s property belonged to their husbands.961 

Still, evidence from the Babatha archives, discussed in Chapter 9, might suggest otherwise.    

From what became the canonical gospels we know of many wives with wealth. Luke 

8:2 narrates how Mary, called Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, and many others (ἕτεραι 

πολλαί), provided for Jesus and others ἐκ τῶν ὑπαρχόντων - out of their possessions. Matt. 

27:55 reports a number of women, who followed Jesus from Galilee and provided (διακονέω) 

for him.962 Luke also narrates a story about a wife who has had property, but spent it all (ὅλον 

τὸν βίον) to be healed (Luke 8:43).963 In addition, the various gospels tell four version of a 

story about a woman, who was able to obtain costly ointment to pour over Jesus (Mark 14:3-

9; Matt 26:6-15; Luke 7:36-50; Joh 12:1-8). Other early Christian writings also describe a 

variety of women of means, such as Phoebe, who is a benefactor of many, including Paul 

(Rom 16:1-2).964 In addition, there are numerous other possibly female patrons of Paul, or 

wives, who host house churches in their own homes, like Mary the mother of John Mark in 

Jerusalem (Acts 12:12), Nympha (Col 4:15), Lydia (Acts 16:14-15, 40) and Prisca (Rom 

16:30).965 In addition, Ignatius reports about wives wealthy enough to be patrons, such as 

Tavia, Alke and several unnamed wives.966  

 

                                                 
958 (Vearncombe, "Searching." (Vearncombe 2014:314;). see, e.g., P.Bad. 2.35; P.Mert. 2.83; P.Brem. 63; 

P.Tebt. 2.389; P.Oxy. 1.114, 6.932; P.Berl.Dem. 3142).  
959 Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place, 199. 
960 Hezser, "The Impact," 381. 
961 Hezser, "The Impact," 382. 
962 Osiek and Macdonald reminds us that in the patron-client Roman society, it was often patrons who provided 

services for someone, such as giving food or clothes was often done by, in a power position to their clients (A 

woman’s place, et eller annet sted mellom 199 og 216) 
963 βίος is also the term used for the extensive property of the father in the parable about the lost son(s) (Luke 

15:11-32).  
964 Phoebe is described by Robert Jewett as “wealthy and influential.”See Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A 

Woman´s Place, 216. 
965 For these and possible other early Christian female patrons, see Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s 

Place, 214-18. According to Osiek and MacDonald, some of these might also have acted as patrons, 

independently of their husbands, who might have been unbelievers. 
966 Osiek, MacDonald, and Tulloch, A Woman´s Place, 218-9. 



293 

 

Thus, listening wives would probably know that parable wives could be both poor and 

rich. Are there, though, clues in the parable, which would make them consider this particular 

wife with the drachmas poor? Jeremias, and the host of scholars following him, seem to think 

so. In the following, I will discuss the arguments Jeremias employ to interpret the wife as 

poor. Jeremias’ first argument is that the wife lit a lamp and because of this, the house must 

have been windowless and therefore very small and poorly. With the help of new research on 

lighting in first century Roman houses, I look for other reasons than poverty for why the 

woman needed artificial light. The two last arguments are that the ten drachmas are the wife’s 

entire possession and that these coins had very little value. I both discuss the value of 

drachmas and employ contemporary poverty studies to ask if a woman who was able to save 

up ten drachmas should be considered extremely poor. In addition, I employ research on 

Egyptian papyri to inquire why scholars think the woman did not possess more than the 10 

drachmas. By doing this, I question the understandings of gender, which seem to underlie 

contemporary scholarship’s assumption that the wife in the parable is poor, and whether she 

could she also have been understood as rich.  

Argument one: The need for artificial light tells us the wife is poor.   

Was this wife necessarily poor because she needed artificial light? Could reflecting recipients 

have seen other reasons for this?  

Henrik Boman’s architectural work on lighting in atrium houses in Roman Pompeii 

and Herculaneum shows that even large elite first century houses had few and small windows. 

Enough light was an issue even in large atrium houses with many sources of natural light. 

This includes houses with more than one window, peristyles and atriums.967 In Ill. 10.3, 

Boman’s Fig. 2, borrowed from his article, you can see an image of a large atrium house with 

small windows.968  

                                                 
967 Henrik Boman, "Let there be light. Light in atrium houses in Roman Pompeii and Herculaneum," Vesuviana 3 

(2011). P. 94-95 and 99. Read the entire excellent article for more insights into lighting situations of Roman 

atrium houses. Snodgrass also argues that most first century house were small and had few, if any, windows. 

This was the case for both poor and richer people. (Snodgrass, Stories with Intent. p. 114-5). 
968 From Boman, "Let there be light. Light in atrium houses in Roman Pompeii and Herculaneum." P. 92. Is it ok 

to just copy an image from an article when I refer to it? 
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According to Boman, several areas in most houses needed artificial light and the 

preferred source was the oil lamp.969 With situated knowledge about this, reflecting recipient 

would be aware that the need for light could have several other reasons than that the female 

character in our parable is poor. For example, she could have searched in other parts of the 

room than near the door or possible window/s. She could have searched in one of the rooms, 

which did not have any sources of natural light. It could also have been early in the morning 

or late in the evening, or possible in the winter season. In addition, she could have covered the 

door or the possible windows to keep the heat or cold out or to protect her property from 

theft.970 Thus, our audience could know that the need for a lamp does not say anything about 

the wife’s financial situation. The next argument is that 10 drachmas are a very small sum.  

Argument Two: A sum of ten drachmas is of little value. 

Would reflecting recipients see ten drachmas as very little money? We do not know the 

exactly worth of a drachma.971 If we follow Schottroff, it is equivalent to a denarius, which is 

one day’s wages for male day labourers, or possibly two days wages for female workers.972 I 

                                                 
969 Boman, "Let there be light. Light in atrium houses in Roman Pompeii and Herculaneum." p. 94. Jeremias 

suggest that the wife lights a candle, as seen in chapter six, p. x. Other scholars, including me, translate λύχνος 

lamp, most probably an oil lamp. 
970 See what I write about and neighbor conflicts in Egyptian papyri under.  
971 Vearncombe, "Searching." p. 12.  
972 Schottroff, The Parables, 154. Vearncombe agrees that the amount could be about this (Vearncombe, 

"Searching," 12-13.) Wolter, Gospel According to Luke: Volume 2, 2. p. 215 (sjekk: Her er det visst også en 

veldig interessant text fra Dio Crystom som sier at å miste en drachme svir!!! Venter på bok. Dio-Chryst er visst 

Ill 10.3. Façade of Ramona atrium house 

with few and small windows. 



295 

 

this wife possessed ten drachmas, would that make her “very poor?” Contemporary poverty 

research tells us how hard is for people who are considered poor to save up any money at all. 

Those who are defined as “extremely poor” usually do not have any savings.973 To save up10-

20 days wages would probably have been tremendously difficult, if not impossible, for a 

person who lived on subsistence-level.974 Thus, listening intersectional wives could know that 

ten drachmas was not necessarily very little money.   

Argument three: The ten drachmas were the wife’s entire property  

In addition, why should we think these ten drachmas is all this wife owes? As discussed in 

part two, many contemporary scholars, including self-identified feminists, seem to find it 

easier to construct female characters than male characters as poor. The 100 sheep the man in 

the first parable in Luke 15 had, was more valuable than the ten drachmas the wife had. Still, 

the wife in our parable could have owed more. No scholars suggest that the man in the first 

parable only owed 100 sheep, or that the father in the third parable in Luke 15 only had two 

sons and no other possessions. We hear about the house she sweeps, and that she has, at least, 

a lamp as well as sweeping equipment.975 She could seemingly also afford lamp oil, which, 

according to Ernest van Eck, was expensive.976 Furthermore, she was at liberty to invite 

friends and neighbours to celebrate with her, possibly to a party, where food and drinks might 

be served. In addition, she could have had possessions we do not hear about, as those 

described in the Egyptian papyri above; houses, parts of houses, workshops, additional 

money, furniture, slaves, animals, equipment and tools, clothing, jewelry, produce and 

provisions. It is possible that the character in our parable owed all or some of this. Thus, the 

parable does not necessarily tell us that the wife is poor.  

Based on these discussions, reflecting recipients could possibly have interpreted the 

female character in the parable as poor, in ways similar to what many contemporary scholars 

do. However, that is not the only possibility. Based on both their intersectional knowledge 

                                                 
også studert av Mathias Becker Lukas Und Dion Von Prusa: Das Lukanische Doppelwerk Im Kontext Paganer 

Bildungsdiskurse: 3  
973 See for example, Abhijit V. Banerjee and Esther Duflo, "The Economic Lives of the Poor," The journal of 

economic perspectives : a journal of the American Economic Association 21, no. 1 (2007), 

https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.21.1.141, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19212450 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2638067/. 
974 Possibly, I will also check Book Karin Neutel talked about. The poorest are outside money economy 
975 As also argued by Levine. See Levine, Short Stories. P. 46 and under.  
976 Upcoming work “A realistic reading of the parable of the Lost Coin in Q: Gaining or losing even more?” 

Page number will come. Van Eck also believes that the woman was poor, however, and uses the high price of the 

oil to show how much of a risk she was taking, when using the expensive oil.  
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about houses, lighting, and economy, as well as elements in the texts, they could have 

conceptualized the wife as a rich wife. Alternatively, as somewhere in-between.  

10.2.3. Wives significant for identification and theology  

The last part of the chapter has explored how reflecting recipients could possibly have 

conceptualized their corresponding main characters in the parable. The following will suggest 

how such listeners such listeners could possibly interpret these parables’ various intersectional 

female characters as identification figures or as significant in their theological interpretations  

10.2.3.1. The wife with the drachmas as an identification figure 

According to Susan Durber, the parable of the wife with the drachmas does not invite readers 

to identify with this main character. The reason for this is that the parable is not addressed to a 

“you” as the first parable in Luke 15 is, where the narrator, Jesus, says: “Which man among 

you (τίς ἄνθρωπος ἐξ ὑμῶν), having a hundred sheep…” The parable about the wife with the 

drachmas rather has “which wife” (τίς γυνὴ). Durber argues that Luke 15 calls on both male 

and female readers to identify with the man in the first parable and perceive the woman in the 

second as “the other.”977 While I agree with Durber that Luke 15 possibly constructs the 

recipient as male and female characters as “the other,” discussions in 3.1.3.2.1.1 show that 

audiences might identify with other characters than the intended. I suggest that listening wives 

could possibly have identified with their corresponding character. During modern 

excavations, numerous coins from the first centuries CE are found.978 This might suggest that 

to lose a coin, and possibly finding it again, would be relatable to many wives in the two first 

centuries CE. The rabbinic parable above featuring the visiting neighbour who loses three 

coins, might also suggest that loosing coins was recognisable experiences.  

Baking was also known experience for most wives.979 In addition, as will be explored 

below, this wife could be seen as a significant identification in relation to the parable’s divine 

kingdoms  

                                                 
977 Durber, "The Female Reader " 74. 
978 See for example, Richard A. Horsley, "Archaeology and the Villages of Upper Galilee: A Dialogue with 

Archaeologists," An archaeological response to a New Testament scholar 297, no. 297 (1995): 7, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1357385. 
979 Private baking was often performed by wives and female slaves. For Greco-Roman sources, see for ex, Wire, 

"Women’s Work in the Realm of God." 141-143. According to the later Mishna (Ketubot 5.5) baking is one of 

the seven forms of labor a wife has to perform for her husband. The others are grinding flour, doing laundry, 

cooking, feeding the children, making the bed and working with wool (referred from Levine, Short Stories, 137.) 
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10.2.3.1. Baking the divine kingdom? 

Above, I explored how listening wives with baking experience could have made meaning of 

the parable narratives as a story about baking. Now, I will deliberate how they could possibly 

blend such a parable narratives with the parable frame. Our reflective recipients heard 

versions of the parable narratives together with parable frames, which compares or “makes 

similar” these narratives to a divine kingdom.980 In addition, the narrator of the parable is said 

to be Jesus. These elements could be significant in the meaning-making of the parable. How 

could listening wives have interpreted this parable as a story about the divine kingdom?  

In the history of parable scholarship, researchers have often argued that a parable 

should either be understood in transferred or in historical-realistic ways. However, is this 

necessarily so? If conceptualization happens trough blending elements and/or structure from 

various input stories, as Conceptual Blending Theory suggests, this meaning-making could 

happen both on historical-realistic levels and in more transferred ways. Possibly, the different 

elements, or the entire narrative, could both be interpreted as a story about baking, as well as 

in a more transferred way, as a story about the divine kingdom. The recipients could have 

interpreted the baking narrative as a whole, as a story about the divine kingdom. In addition, 

they could have given the different elements transferred meanings.  

10.2.3.1.1. As a whole: A story about baking life 

In Jewish and Greco-Roman Antiquity, bread was a mainstay of most people’s diet. Possibly 

bread and other “grain products” provided more than half of people’s daily calorie intake.981 

A story about baking bread connected to a divine kingdom could thus become a story about 

God’s provision of food. Following this, recipient could conceptualize the kingdom as where 

giving of life, strength, hope and community happens. In addition, possibly they could also 

connect the kingdom to hard work or mixed emotions. In such interpretations blends, many 

stories about God as giver of life, hope and community could take part. For example, all 

stories where God creates, where JHWH feed the people with manna in the wilderness or of 

God’s prophets Elijah and Elisha who provided food to the hungry.982 Additionally, so could 

possibly known stories  about Christ as food or feeder. Examples are the story about Jesus, 

                                                 
980 See presentation of the parable in 4.5.3. 
981 Like the triad of bread, wine, and oil for the entire Mediterranean world earlier and later (Nathan MacDonald, 

What did the Ancient Israelites Eat? (Grand Rapids, USA/Cambridge, UK: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 2008), 19. 
982 For example, Gen 1 and Prov8:32-31; Ex16, Num11 and Deut8, as well as 1Kings 17:8-24 and 2Kings 4:38-

44. 
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who was 

laid in a 

feeding 

trough 

when he 

was born 

(Luke 2:7); 

who said he 

was eatable 

(John 6:54-

56) and the 

bread of 

life, (John 

6:51); who 

took a piece of bread and proclaimed that it was his body (Mark 14:22; Matt 26:26; Luk 

22:19), or who is remembered so by Paul (1 Cor 11:24). Alternatively, reflecting recipients 

could have remembered stories about Jesus meeting various people at dinners or parables, 

where the kingdom, for example, is compared to a giant banquet where participants came 

from all parts of the world.983 In addition, similar to the Greek church later, this parable could 

have been important in how they possibly understood the Eucharist.984 See Figure 10.x for 

how this could possibly happen.985  

In addition to interpreting this parable “as a whole”, they could also have attributed 

figurative meaning to various elements in the parable. 

10.2.3.2. The sourdough and the leavening process: The rising of the kingdom? 

At the same time as reflecting recipients could have seen sourdough and fermentation 

as standard elements in the baking process, reflecting recipients could also see them in 

relation to the frame’s divine kingdoms. Positive stories about how ζύμη functions and how 

you can feel, watch and smell the fermenting dough could have made listeners conceptualize 

                                                 
983 Matt 8:11; Luke 13:29. According to Levine, Jewish listeners could associated to several of these stories 

above, when they heard this parable.  
984 If they celebrated some sort of Eucharist. See intro to chapter Underrated. 
985 For an exciting study of how women and/as food from the Ancient near East might be made meaning of, see 

Esther Brownsmith, "To Serve Woman: Jezebel, Anat, and the Metaphor of Women as Food," in Researching 

Metaphor in the Ancient Near East, ed. Marta Pallavidini and Ludovico Portuese (Wiesbaden: Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz Verlag, 2020). 

1

Blended story: 
This is a parable

about how
God/Christ feeds

the world/his 
people

Intersectional
situated story:

• Bread is 
essential to life.

• Baking bread is 
essential to life.

Parable narrative: 
A wife bakes with
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and about God, 
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This is a story about 
the kingdom of 
God/the 
heavens/the Father

 
 

Figure 10.x: How baking wives could have blended the parable narratives and frames as stories 

about baking life 
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the kingdom as similar to sourdough or a rising dough. Possibly, this could have happened in 

resembling ways as later reception has interpreted this as a parable about growth. 

Intersectional wives could possibly have made sense of the kingdom as small, though potent, 

as a collaboration between the hands of the baker and God, as developing in mysterious ways. 

Alternatively, they could see it as spreading and provide life, joy, hope and community. 

Likewise, negative memories and emotions might also make reflecting recipients produce 

negative blended stories about the rise or spread of the kingdom – or make them wonder why 

Jesus used this image. Wives who both liked and disliked baking could also see ζύμη and 

fermentation as destruction to new life. Possibly, they would not know that enzymes in the 

sourdough would break up the starches in the flour, for the fermentation to happen,986 

however, they might have observed or learned that somehow, the flour would break or 

change, for the rise to happen. If they did, they could possibly see this as a destruction, in 

order for the dough to rise, as death to life, so to say. They could connect this “death to life” 

to the grand narrative about Jesus, whose death from the earliest sources are interpreted as 

exactly that, as a death to life, which has implication for “us.”987 In addition, intertexts from 

the Hebrew Bible/LXX where the lack of fermentation and sourdough is connected to fleeing 

from you enemies could make our recipient connect fermented bread to peace and stability 

and thus to the divine kingdom.988 Leavened could then mean time for fermentation, and thus 

peace and stability.989  

                                                 
986 See for example, The Science Behind… enzymes – The Bread Maiden. 
987 This is a possible interpretation of for example, 2 Cor 5:14-17.  
988 Unleavened bread was the bread, which was quick to make, you did not need the time for fermentation. 

Listeners could have imagined that unleavened bread meant danger and hurry to flee, since the people did not 

have time for the dough to rise when the fled from Egypt (Like how it is set up in Ex 12:34/Deutr 16:3.) 

Leavened could then mean time for fermentation, and thus peace and stability. Similar to many contemporary 

rituals, we are not quite sure why we started to do as we do. Often, the rituals get a meaning attached to them 

after the use is established. However, audiences in the first two centuries would hear the command to remove 

leavened bread and eat unleavened together with the story about the flight from Egypt. If listeners blended the 

commands and the story about the fleeing people, the interpretations I suggest, are probable Some scholars 

employ Lev 2:11 to say that leaven had negative connotations in the Hebrew Bible. In Lev 2:11, it says: “No 

grain offering that you bring to the LORD shall be made with leaven. However, in the same verse it also says 

that you should neither offer honey as a grain offering. Nobody claims that honey signifies corruption or is a 

negative metaphor.988 In addition, what about Leviticus “3:17, which instructs the listener to JHWS command to 

offer “…two loaves of bread as an elevation offering, each made of two-tenths of an ephah; they shall be of 

choice flour, baked with leaven, as first fruits to the LORD”.988  There are also other biblical stories listeners 

could have employed to interpret ζύμη in positive ways. In Dtn 16:3, unleavened bread is called “the bread of 

affliction”.  ִעֲני, can also mean depression, misery, or trouble (The most likely meaning of חָמֵץ is “ferment or 

leavened”, according to James Strong (Hebrew Strong’s Dictionary, nr. 2557. Accesses through Accordance) 

Fermented bread could then be taken to mean the opposite; joy, contentment, peace and order.  
989 Like Ostmeyer claims that outside Passover Fermented bread is the normal (Ostmeyer, "Gott knetet nicht 

(Vom Sauerteig)," 188.). Lev 6:10 also takes about unleavened grain offering. 

https://thebreadmaiden.com/2016/06/22/the-science-behind-enzymes/
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10.2.3.1.3. The Hiding: The hidden kingdom? 

Likewise, the hiding of the sourdough could have more meanings for our recipients. Not just 

as a way to prepare dough, but could also connect to evoked stories where hiding is seen as 

good or bad, as for example the extended frame after the Matthean version might connect 

to.990 In this way, they could possibly have conceptualized the kingdom as something hidden, 

which will later be revealed. Levine suggest that in the first century CE, the image of an oven 

was used about a woman’s body.991 Thus, for listening wives, for whom pregnancies or stories 

about pregnancies would be familiar, this parable could be heard as a story about a hidden, a 

possibly unexpected child. As a text from Plini the Elder might suggest, ζύμη could be 

compared to life-giving male seed.992 Thus, similar to antique theologians, they could possibly 

have heard it as a parable about the incarnations.   

10.2.3.1.4. The three measures of the kingdom? 

Similar meaning-making could also have occurred with the three measures of meal. 

Recipients could have perceived it as ordinary to bake with so much flour in a bakery or for 

an extended family or a community, but that it possibly also could have more meanings. For 

example, the flour could have seen it as a sign of a divine visit, for example. Like Sarah, who 

are told to bake bread out of three sat, or measures, of flour when JHWH visited her and 

Abraham (Gen 18:6), Gideon, who bakes with an ephah of flour, which might have been 

equivalent to three sat,993 and the ephah of flour Hannah offers when she dedicates Samuel to 

the temple (Sam 1:24). The huge amount of flour could have activated fond memories of 

parties, community and surplus. Recipients could have related this to the kingdom. This large 

amount of flour could also have evoked other stories about huge amounts of food, like the 

mentioned stories about God’s prophets or Jesus feeding multitudes.994 If listening wives 

performed such blends, the divine kingdom could thus be interpreted as a realm of surplus, 

                                                 
990 “Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; without a parable. he told them nothing. 35 This was to 

fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet: “I will open my mouth to speak in parables; I will proclaim 

what has been hidden from the foundation of the world.” (13:34 -35). See p. (presentasjon). See also Mark 

4:11ff. Other examples are the Matthean parable about the treasure hidden in the field (Matt 13:44) or the slave 

who in fear hid his owners talent (Matt 25:14-30) and sayings about how Father has hidden things from the wise 

and understanding (Matt 11:25; Luke 10:21). Funk employs more of these texts to make meaning of the hiding in 

this parable (Funk, Funk on Parables. p. 100-101). In addition, other various cultural stories where hiding or 

finding is in play, could have been activated. For further examples, see Levine’s suggestions of implications of 

“hiding” (Levine, Short Stories, 131-33.). 
991 Levine, Short Stories, 136. 
992 Ref will come (I diskusjonene med Scott I Stereotyped, kuttet tidligere?) 
993 According to, for example, BDB Complete, p. 684 (Accessed by Accordance).  
994 The stories about Jesus as a feeder is employed by Holly and Wire (Wire, "Women’s Work in the Realm of 

God," 156.) to make sense of this parable.  
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community and celebration. The large amount of flour could also make reflecting recipients 

blend “hard work” into the new blended story about the kingdom.  

10.2.3.2. The baking wife as identification figure and as signifying the divine 

Our reflective recipients could have seen the only human character in the parable as 

symbolizing the human participating in “baking the kingdom.” Her hands and work are 

necessary for and shows God’s realm.995 If the baking wife were seen as a slave, this 

understanding could have been strengthened. To be a “slave of God” was, as discussed in 

8.2.2.4, one of the most important metaphors for peoples’ relationship with the divine, both in 

the Hebrew Bible, in early Judaism and Christianity. This slave does what is important to the 

kingdom; she performs servitude to God. This way, she could possibly become an 

identification figure for all believers. 

 Could reflective recipients also have seen her as signifying God, in ways similar to 

much of the parable’s attested reception history has, with contemporary non-feminist research 

as an exception? I find it likely that reflective recipients possibly could have. Such blending 

processes could share similarities with how reflecting recipients possibly blended the slave 

owner king as God in 8.2.2.2 . I agree with Levine, that Jewish listeners from the first 

centuries would be familiar with female images of the divine; the Woman Wisdom of 

Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon, the female presence of the divine, the Shekhina, from 

rabbinic traditions, and the female prophets Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, and possibly also 

Phillip’s four virgin daughters.996 Greco-Roman listeners would also know several stories 

about female deities.997 Reflecting recipients could possibly have evoked intertextual stories 

about God as blessing the basket and kneading bowl (Deutr 28,5), stories where people pray 

for bread,998 and the multitude of stories about God as giver of bread, and Jesus as food and 

feeder, described earlier could be evoked. Such stories could mix with their own knowledge 

that somebody needs to bake if we are to have bread. Baking slaves, who were familiar with 

the gospel of John, could know that he who said he was the bread of life, also acted like a 

slave when he washed the feet of his disciples (John 13:4-17). I find it likely that our listeners 

                                                 
995 As Schottroff proposed (Schottroff, Lydia´s, 85.). 
996 In addition, before that, with Tiamat, Isis, Astarte and Gaia. (Levine, Short Stories, 130.) 
997 For example, Vesta, who was served by the Vestal Virigns. For an overview, see for example, Stuart James, 

"A Comprehensive Dictionary of Gods, Goddesses, Demigods, and Other Subjects in Greek and Roman 

Mythology2004416Andrew S. Glick. A Comprehensive Dictionary of Gods, Goddesses, Demigods, and Other 

Subjects in Greek and Roman Mythology. Lewiston, NY and Lampeter: Mellen Press 2004. iv + 133 pp., ISBN: 

0 7734 6513 8 £64.95/$99.95 Mellen Studies in Mythology, Volume 1," Reference reviews 18, no. 8 (2004), 

https://doi.org/10.1108/09504120410565602. 
998 For example, for the so-called Lord’s prayer (Matt 6:11and Luke 11:3). 

https://bibel.no/nettbibelen?chapterto=0&verseto=0&query=tSvxRhJI9Wr8xkfTy7PG4DnGbxYhaXY/vn14GhJiK6gGSG2y7rn7SFlM59gugFirmjEceFH4owc=
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could, through a cal-va-

humer, from the smaller to 

the greater interpretation, 

this human baker could 

point to the ultimate baker 

of the kingdom, God, as 

Figure 10.x proposes.999  

Thus, the baker 

wife could have been an 

identification figure and 

possibly pointed towards God for baker wives. What about the wife with the drachmas? Could 

they conceptualize her in similar ways? 

10.2.3.4. Celebration with female friends and neighbours as a divine celebration 

In similar ways as with the parable about the baker wife, reflecting recipients could have 

blended the parable narrative about the wife who invites her female friends and neighbors to 

share her joy (like 15:9) with the parable frame about the joy in front of God’s angels (15:10). 

How could reflecting recipients understand this wife and her friends and neighbors in relation 

to this divine celebrations? This is the parable where most attested recipients see the 

intersectional female parable character as theologically significant, even though contemporary 

mainstream research somewhat underrates in. Possibly, reflecting recipients could also see 

this wife as an image of God, or the scene as significant for how they should think about the 

divine kingdom, resembling later attested reception as those described in chapter seven.1000 

However, there are also problematic elements in this parable, especially from intersectional 

perspectives, which could complicate such “positive” theological interpretations of this 

parable. In the last part of this chapter, I will explore this. 

                                                 
999 The recipients could have blended God in these kingdoms in ways similar to as listening female slaves in 

chapter 8.  
1000 Snodgrass could have proposed other aspects to interpret, like the house, the lamp and the light, which could 

set off a multitude of other relevant theological intertexts from the biblical material For example, the lamps and 

light could connect to wisdom and foolishness in the virgin parable (see discussions of this in…). All other 

periscopes where creation is seen as light, Jesus compares himself or others to light, or light is employed 

positively in other ways. Or where a house is connected to God in HB and NT, all the times Jesus visits people in 

their homes, that there were no room for Jesus in any house when he was born or house build on rocks, or where 

searching is seen in positive ways (for example, Luke 11:9). 

1
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Figure 10.x: Blending the Baker wife and the kingdom 
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10.2.3.4.1. Pure joy? 

The parable narrative about the wife with the drachmas ends with an invitation to celebration: 

“And when she finds (it), she calls together her (female) friends and (female) neighbors, 

saying: “Rejoice (together) with me, for I have found the drachma, which I lost” (v. 9). The 

frame after the narrative connects this possible celebration to joy before God’s angles over 

one repenting sinner. The two other parables in Luke 15 also conclude with summons to 

celebrations. However, while problematic issues taint these other two celebrations, most 

contemporary scholars, as well as earlier recipients, understand the celebration at the end of 

the parable about the wife with the drachmas as “utter joy,” as we will see under. In the first 

parable, the 99 sheep are seemingly left alone in the desert, while the sheep owner celebrates 

with his friends and neighbours. The third parable ends with the elder brother’s refusal to join 

the party, which celebrates his younger brother’s return. We do not know whether he follows 

his father’s appeal to take part or remains outside. In contrast, in the parable about the wife 

who finds her drachma, contemporary scholars agree that there is nothing but happiness in the 

end of this parable. An explicit example is Bovon, who claims, that at this party, “…there is 

only pure joy!”1001 Even the potential problematic issues in the parable are given positive 

velour. For example, Schottroff believes the wife is too poor to host a proper party. However, 

Schottroff gives this an optimistic and even divine interpretation. Since the woman could not 

pay for a banquet, her friends and neighbors would have to bring food to the party.1002 This 

solidarity, as she describes it, becomes an image of God:  

The very struggle for survival of women, who have to work twice as long as men to earn one drachma, 

is a parable for the struggle of God, the One searching for lost human beings who repent. The solidarity 

of a group of women neighbors becomes a parable for the angels’ joy.1003 

 

Earlier reception periods also interpret the end of this parable in positive ways.1004 In the 

following, by again “asking the other question,” by some contemporary reflections and again 

                                                 
1001 My own translation of “Es herrscht nur eitel Freude.” (Bovon, EKK, Bd. 3 Tbd. 3. P. 31.) 
1002 Schottroff, Lydia´s. P. 97. Schottroff follows Jeremias in claiming that the celebration the poor woman had 

together with her friends and neighbors must have been humble (Jeremias, The parables of Jesus. p. 1359. 
1003 Schottroff, Lydia´s. p. 100.  
1004 Martin Luther employs this parable to say how saints rejoice today: 

 

So the preachers first hunt us like wild beasts in the forest of sins, they pierce us with the javelins of the 

Word of God and thus divide our members dead to sin that they might serve righteousness. Then they 

prepare and put us into temptations and sufferings, that is, the pot of Moab, until we are well cooked. 

Then we are poured out of the pot into vessels of gold and silver, and offered as a dish to a seated God, 

Christ, together with His saints in heaven. Why, then, do you try to run away from temptations and 

trials? For they are a sign that you are being prepared for glory and are being called to be a dish for all 

the saints, who will be refreshed by you in heaven. Or will they not be refreshed? Truly there is joy with 
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research on Egyptian papyri, I will discuss the potential problematic issues in this parable. 

First, I will discuss which other anticipations than joy hearers could have had when they heard 

about this celebration. Secondly, I will ask whether this is an inclusive celebration.  

10.2.3.4.2. Neighbours as friends and enemies 

Listeners to our parable, who were or had friends and neighbors, could know the many 

pleasures of neighborhood, where neighbors are friends and valuable life companions.1005 

They would also possibly also be familiar with fun and joyful parties with friends and 

neighbors.1006 They might however, also be aware that tensions could lurk in the background 

of such relationships and parties. Den jævla naboen (The Fucking Neighbor) is the name of a 

popular Norwegian book a few years ago. This book portrays neighbors who poison each 

other’s trees, saw the neighbor’s shed in two, and have all sorts of other neighbor conflict.1007 

The resent edited book The Ambiguous Figure of the Neighbour in Jewish, Christian, and 

Islamic Texts and Reception,1008 also shows how neighbors, both in Antiquity and 

contemporary times, could be perceived as both “angels and monsters.”1009 Galit Hasan-Rokit 

refers to Jewish antique parables where neighbours are mean to each other.1010 Erin 

                                                 
the angels over one sinner who repents joy is their refreshment. They eat of you, and yet you will 

remain whole and safe. Therefore there is great hope for all to whom Moab becomes a pot. (Martin 

Luther, Commentary on Psalm 60. , ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, vol. 10, The Works of Martin Luther, (Past 

Masters ), Edited text by Luther. p. 288). 

 

In Antiquity, Ambrose of Milan interpreted the joy in this parable as the joy a human soul experiences if it has 

found its lost faith.  

 

The price of the soul is faith. Faith is the lost drachma that the woman in the Gospel seeks diligently. 

We read that she lit a candle and swept her house. After finding it, she calls together her friends and 

neighbors, inviting them to rejoice with her because she has found the drachma that she had lost. The 

damage to the soul is great if one has lost the faith or the grace that he has gained for himself at the 

price of faith. Light your lamp. “Your lamp is your eye,”17 that is, the interior eye of the soul. Light the 

lamp that feeds on the oil of the spirit and shines throughout your whole house. Search for the drachma, 

the redemption of your soul. If a person loses this, he is troubled, and if he finds it, he rejoices 

(Ambrose, Letters, ed. R. J. Deferrari, 86 vols., vol. 26, Fathers Of The Church. A New Translation 

Volume, (Washington, D.C.: Fathers Of The church, Inc. Catholic University of America Press, 1954). 

P. 106.) 

 
1005 In addition to the stories of good neighbourhood in Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, The Ambiguous Figure of 

the Neighbour in Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Texts and Receptions, The Ambiguous Figure of the Neighbor 

in Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Texts and Receptions, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020)., Galit Hasan-Rokem, 

Tales of the Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in Late Antiquityreports about rabbinic relationships 

between female neighbours which are good, but also ambigious (Hasan-Rokem, Tales, 4. Obs: Elisabeth sine 

naboer som rejoice med henne… og det er også naboer i Luke 14.  
1006 Cohick reports about female hosts, which recline at the table with groups of women (Cohick, Women, 89.)  
1007 Ronny Berg and Olav Brekke Mathisen, Den jævla naboen (Oslo: Kagge, 2015). 
1008 Kartzow, The Ambiguous. 
1009 Kartzow, "Monsters and Angels: The Function and Evaluation of the Intersectional Neighbours in the 

Gospels," 80. 
1010 See, for example, the narrative about the wife of Rabbi Hanina be Dosa (Hasan-Rokem, Tales, 4, 31-32.). 
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Vearncombe, when searching first century Egyptian neighbourhood, found that both legal 

documents and private letters about neighbours mostly contained complaints, accusations of 

theft or hostility in other ways.1011 One papyrys, P.Oxy. 10 1272, dating to 144 C.E., 

describes a petition the woman, Diemous, had about a theft in her house, which happened 

while she was away.  

 …I shut up the door of my house and the door of the terrace, and when I returned I discovered that a 

box which I had in the terrace had been gone through and from it two gold bracelets of the weight of 

four minae, a gold figure of Bes, and two large silver bracelets had been taken, and the door of the 

terrace had been raised. Since I have some suspicion against my neighbours Heras son of Kalathus, 

weaver, and those working with him, because my house is easy to access from the house of Heras, I 

present this petition…1012  

 

Various intersectional listeners to this parable could know of similar situations where 

neighbors suspected each other of theft. Free wives, who listened to this parable, could be 

aware that all people who had visited the house, including friends and neighbors and the wife 

herself, could be under suspicion of stealing the lost coin, until the wife found it.1013 These 

possible suspicions or complaints, as well as other neighbor conflicts could have spoiled the 

later celebration. Listening enslaved wives could know that hidden slaves in the parable 

narrative would have been suspected easier of theft than free wives would. Slave listeners 

would also know that slaves were often tortured to reveal information of such missing 

property.1014 Likewise, we may ask whether married female listeners, who perceived 

themselves as foreign to the majority setting, could also imagine that “foreign” neighbors 

would be met with more suspicion than majority wives would. This brings us to the second 

discussion: Was everyone included in this celebration? 

10.2.3.4.3. An exclusive celebration? 

The wife in our parabel searches her house for the drachma. Would there have been people in 

or around this house who would not participate in this celebration? In addition, if the wife in 

the story was a freeborn wife, would then only other freeborn married women be invited? 

                                                 
1011 Vearncombe, "Searching." p. 19-24.  
1012 [……]ο̣ν ἀπέκλε̣[ισα τὴν θύ]ρ̣[αν τῆς ...] [……] οἰκίας µου καὶ τὴν τοῦ πεσσοῦ θύ- [ραν, καὶ ἐ]π̣ανελθοῦσα 

εὗρον ὃ εἶχ[ο]ν ἐν τῷ [πεσσῷ π]ανάριον ἐξηλωµένον βαστα- [χθέ]ντ̣̣ων ἀπ' αὐτοῦ κλαλίων χρυσῶν 10 [δύο 

ὁ]λκῆς µναιαίων τεσσάρων καὶ Βήσι- [ος χρ]υ̣σο̣ῦ καὶ κλαλίων ἀργυρῶν µ̣εγά̣̣- [λω]ν δύο καὶ τὴν τοῦ πεσσοῦ 

θύραν ἐπηρ- [µ]ένην. ὑπόνοιαν οὖν ἔχουσα κατὰ [τ]ῶν γειτόνων µου Ἡρᾶτος Καλάθου 15 [γερ]δίου καὶ τῶν 

σὺν αὐτῷ ἐργαζοµένω[ν] διὰ τὸ εὐυπέρβατον εἶναι τὴν οἰκίαν µου ἀπὸ τῆς τοῦ Ἡρᾶτος οἰκίας ἐπιδίδωµι τὸ 

ἀναφόριον…  (Translation by Erin Vearncombe, "Searching.", p. 22) 
1013 Erin Vearncombe, "Searching." p. 20. 
1014 Glancy, Slavery, 26 and 130. See also the quote from The Younger Pliny, in a letter to Trajan, who reported 

to have tortured female slaves, to seek information about the new Christian movement and the discussions about 

torture of slaves, p… (Slave wife chapter).   
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What about free virgins and widows? And what about female slaves? Would slaves have 

taken part in the celebration, or would they more likely have prepared the food, served the 

guests and cleaned up afterwards? Would the celebration for them only have meant more 

work? In addition, would neighbour viwes of different ethnicities and socio-economic statuses 

celebrate together? Is a party utter joy if several people potentially are excluded?1015 Whether 

this celebration could be seen as “pure joy” clearly depends on whom we construct as parable 

recipients. As part of the discussion, whether and how reflective recipients would have seen 

this parable and its intersectional female character as theologically relevant, I have 

problematized the mainstream view of the celebration as “pure joy”, and thus also this 

parable’s theological potential. The interpretation of the celebration depends on whose 

perspective we take when we read the parable. From the viewpoint of freeborn wives of the 

same ethnicity as the wife with the drachma, it could be understood as an inclusive 

celebration. However, for enslaved female listeners, the celebration could mean more hard 

work. For “foreign,” single or other intersectional women who do not fit with the categories 

“friends and neighbors” of this γυνὴ, it could have been a story about exclusion. In addition, 

some listeners could have heard it as a parable about neighbor conflicts, accusations or threats 

of punishment.  

10.3. Summing up listening intersectional wives’ possible parable interpretations 

In this chapter, I have employed a possible audience of intersectional wives from the first two 

centuries CE as a heuristic tool to explore the two parables where wives are main characters. 

These reflecting recipients are wives, who are or have friends or neighbours or who have lost 

and potentially found coins and who have baking experience. Since I study two parables in 

this chapter and these explorations thus are in dialogue with a more extensive cases of attested 

reception than the other chapters in this part, I engage with all the tendencies discussed in part 

two. When I first discussed whether listening wives would also see the baker wife as an 

irrelevant detail in the parable, as so much of contemporary mainstream scholarship does, or 

whether they would rather consider her significant in their meaning-making, I raised the issue 

of  ignoring intersectional female parable characters. When I explored how listening wives 

could have conceptualised these parable wives, I am in dialogue with attested cases, which 

stereotype these characters as poor or impure. When I proposed how reflecting recipients 

possibly could have interpreted these wives as theologically significant or relevant 

                                                 
1015 The gramatical terms in the parable text leave out male friends and neighbours. Female or male family 

members are also not mentioned. 
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identification figures, I discussed with cases, which underrate these characters. According to 

the explorations in this chapter, listening wives would possibly have emphasised the baker 

wife in their possible interpretations. In addition, I have argued that they would probably not 

necessarily have seen these characters as poor or unclean, but rather conceptualised them in 

broader, wider ways, mirroring their own varied intersectional situations as wives. The last 

part of the chapter also suggested that listening wives would have seen these parable wives as 

possible identification figures, both as wives who bakes, who lose and find coins or who are 

invited to celebrations, but also if they blended these parable narratives with the frames about 

a divine kingdom. For these possible recipients, the parable wives could signify both human 

beings’ roles in the divine kingdom, and possibly also the God of this kingdom. However, 

from intersectional perspectives, such theological meaning-making could also be problematic. 

Possibly not all intersectional female parable characters would be included.   
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Chapter 11. INTERSECTIONAL VIRGINS AS POSSIBLE PARABLE 

RECIPIENTS 

(Matt 25:1-13) 

 

 Ill. 11.1. Detail from Wise and Foolish Virgins Portal at Cathedrale de Notre Dame, Strasbourg. 

 

Matt 25:1-13 is the parable with the most extensive attested reception in my material. 

However, while the majority of the earlier studied attested interpretations consider the wise 

virgins as central identification figures and as theologically significant, contemporary 

reception seems to underrate these intersectional female parable characters. As discussed in 

Chapter 7, contemporary scholars no longer study the parable or do not find the virgins 

relevant as contemporary identification figures - or only important through resistant readings. 

I have suggested that one reason for this might be that most scholars interpret the virgins and 

their potential wisdom in narrow ways. Would the parable have broader interpretational 

possibilities it the virgins and their wisdom were studied in more nuanced ways? 

Alternatively, does this parable have too many problematic elements? In this final chapter of 

studying possible parable reception, I will theorize about three different ways being a virgin 
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could have been intersectionally negotiated in the two first centuries CE. These three ways are 

as girls or young women, who would possibly soon be married off, as women who wanted to 

remain unmarried because the kingdom of the heavens soon would break through, and as 

enslaved “virgins.”  

In this parable, the ten virgins are thoroughly linked to wisdom and foolishness, and 

this is again connected to oil or not oil. Based on lack of oil and thus wisdom, the foolish 

virgins are closed out of a door to a wedding, since they are not known or recognised by the 

voice behind the closed door. There is thus a type of wisdom the virgins need in order to be 

known. I call this virgin wisdom. 

In this chapter, I will propose how such varied intersectional virgins as reflecting 

recipients might influence the interpretation of the parable’s virgins and their potential virgin 

wisdom. By employing these heuristic readings, I will also suggest broader resistant readings 

of the parable.  

11.1. Reflecting recipients and their corresponding characters 

The three “modes” of being 

intersectional virgins I 

propose as reflecting 

recipients for this parable, 

could possibly 

conceptualize the parable’s virgins and virgin wisdom correspondingly in at least three 

different ways, illustrated in figure 11.1.  

In contemporary times, most people understand a virgin as a person who have not yet 

had sexual intercourse. In Antiquity, the term παρθένος had a much wider usage. As will be 

explored throughout the chapter, a παρθένος could be a free girl, a daughter, a young woman, 

a teenager on the brick of being married off, or a female or male chaste person. In addition, 

sometimes enslaved young women are described as παρθένοι, as will be presented in below. 

Different types of virgins are recorded in the New Testament, in addition to these parable 

characters. When παρθένος is used in connection with the angel’s announcement that Mary 

will give birth to Jesus (Matt 1:23; Luke 1:27) or when Paul discusses the disadvantages of 

marriage in 1Cor 7, it could mean girsl in marriageable age. When the four daughters of 

Phillip are described as virgins (Acts 21:9), it could mean girl, young women or daughters, 

but possibly also indicate that they were young women, who stayed chaste for the sake of the 

Audience: 
Listening intersectional
varieties of slave wives and 
daughters. 

Intersectional female
parable characters: 
Enslaved wife and 
potential daughters.

Fig. 11.1. Reflecting virgin recipients and their corresponding characters. 
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kingdom, which will be explored further later in the chapter. In 2Cor 11:2 παρθένος is used 

metaphorically to compare the congregation to a pure virgin, who will marry Christ and in 

Rev 14:4 about men “who have not defiled themselves with women.” How people negotiated 

their status as a virgin, or how their status was negotiated for them, would depend on the their 

intersecting social position. A freeborn girl from an elite Roman family would be perceived in 

another way than a slave girl, raised as a daughter in a Jewish family, for example. A woman, 

who was considered a παρθένος because she wanted to remain unmarried, was something else 

than a girl who would soon be married off. I will continue to use the term “virgin” to describe 

all these possibilities, since I find this the best “common” term for the different antique ways 

a παρθένος could be understood. In contrast to contemporary research, which either see the 

ten parable virgins in as friends of the bride, as girls in a marriageable state, as maids of the 

bride or the bridegroom, or as ascetic virgins,1016 I explore intersectional varieties of ways the 

parable’s virgins could be construed. 

Most probably, virgins with differently negotiated virginities listened to and made 

meaning of this parable. Similar to the intersectional female parable characters studied in the 

rest of Part 3 we do not have attested parable interpretations by virgins in the two first 

centuries CE. However, later virgin Bible interpreters and teachers are attested. Thecla and 

Macrina, the younger, presented in 3.1.3.2.1 are such examples. In addition, at least one of the 

seven virgins from The martyrdom of St Theodotus of Ancyra and the 7 virgins with him (360-

363) are also possible virgin interpreters. In this group, which were among the first victims of 

Theotecnus’ persecution, one elder member is called both presbytera (elder) and mother. She 

might have been some sort of spiritual mother and teacher for this group.1017 In addition, as 

we will see below, from the early second century consecrated virgins possibly had cultic roles 

in the early Christian congregations. 

In the wider Greco-Roman and Jewish Antiquity, virgins are also connected to cult or 

philosophical endeavours, such as the Vestal Virgins or the Therapeutae I will present below.  

11.2. Listening virgins’ possible interpretations of the parable 

In the folioing, I will explore how such intersectionally varied virgins could possibly interpret 

the parable’s virgins and their wisdom and foolishness. First, to virgins in a marriageable 

state.  

                                                 
1016 See 7.2.1.1. 
1017 Elm, Virgins of God, 52-58. 
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11.2.1. Tweens hearing about wedding wisdom 

Virgin listeners could have been girls or young women, who were on the threshold of 

potential marriage. The recipients I propose are thus “tweens.” Today, tweens are youngsters 

between childhood and adolescence. These reflecting recipients, however, is between 

childhood or adolescence and life as a wife.  

The majority of modern parable scholars see the virgins in Matt 25 as young 

unmarried women or girls.1018 Schottroff has most prominently investigated the ten virgins as 

girls in a transitional state where they would possibly soon be married off. As described in 

Chapter 7, according to Schottroff, this parable is about young women who use their 

cleverness to present themselves as good future wives in order to fit into patriarchy´s expected 

norms for young women, namely to find a proper husband.1019 According to Walter Bauer, a 

“female of marriageable age” is how the majority of the antique texts understand the term 

παρθένος.1020 In addition to the New Testament virgins mentioned above, παρθένος is used 

about a number of Jewish and Greco-Roman antique girls or young women on the threshold 

of marriage. Two of these are Aseneth from the Jewish novel Joseph and Aseneth Sarah, 

whom Tobias marries in the book of Tobit.1021 Another virgin is Antheia, who after several 

tumults gets to marry her Habrocomes in the Xenophon’s Greek novel An Ephesian tale.1022  

Listening virgins could negotiate themselves, or be understood, as such virgins on the 

verge of marriage. However, various intersectional factors would be involved in whether and 

how a girls would be seen as a marriageable. Since there were no legal marriages for slaves, 

only freeborn or freed girls would be “marriageable.” In addition, sexual chastity played a 

major role. Sexual exclusiveness was the mark of female free persons.1023 When ethnicity 

                                                 
1018 For Adolf Jülicher, the παρθένοι are friends and playmates of the bride. They are “Gespielinnen” and 

“Freundinnen” (Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden. P. 449-450.) Ulrich Luz calls them young women (Junge Frauen) 

(Luz, EKK, 1. P. 465) and Moisés Mayordomo girls (Mädchen) (Moisés Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen kommen 

überall hin (Von den zehn Jungfrauen) - Matt 25,1-13)," in Kompendium der Gleichnisse Jesu, ed. Ruben 

Zimmermann et al. (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007). P. 488) In her recent brief discussion of the 

parable in Short stories by Jesus, Amy-Jill Levine suggests they are young women, who meet a delayed suitor 

(Levine, Short Stories, 302-03.).  
1019 Schottroff, The Parables. P. 33-37.  
1020 Bauer, "BDAG." For research on rabbinic understanding and Jewish antique understandings of virgins as 

girls or adolescents, see Hagith Sivan, Jewish Childhood in the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2018), 131. 
1021 Sarah is a virgin who has been married to seven men, who were all killed during the wedding night, but 

before they had sex with her (bibelselskap Det Norske, Det gamle testamentes apokryfiske bøker: De 

deuterokanoniske bøker (Oslo: Det Norske bibelselskap, 1988).6:11-8:18,p. 18-24.  
1022 Xenophon of Ephesus, "An Ephesian Tale," in Xenophon of Ephesus: An Ephesian Tale, ed. B. P. Reardon, 

Collected Ancient Greek Novels (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989). 
1023 Cohick, Women. P. 33-34. 
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becomes a factor in such negotiations, chastity seems to be of even greater importance. We 

see an example of this in the Jewish novel Joseph and Aseneth. This is an expanded retelling 

about Genesis’ Josef, who marries the Egyptian virgin Aseneth, who, for a Jewish audience, 

would be foreign.1024 In the novel, Aseneth’ virginity appears to be exaggerated. Again and 

again it is emphasized how chaste this beautiful upper class 18 year old young woman is. In 

contrast to all other Egyptian women, who chase Josef to have sex with him, Aseneth is so 

chaste the no man has as much as sat on her bed. Not even a women has sat there. In addition, 

Aseneth is not only a chaste virgin herself, she is also surrounded by layer and layer of 

virginity. She lives in a tower together with seven other extraordinarily chaste virgins. No 

man has ever spoken to these virgins, not even a male child. In this novel, it seems like 

Aseneth, as a foreign, non-Jewish young woman, needs “excessive chastity” to be recognised 

as a virgin fit to marry the Jewish hero Joseph.1025  

Listening “tween” virgins could possibly construe the virgin characters in similar 

intersectional negotiations of age, class, chastity and ethnicity as themselves. The parable’s 

wedding setting could further strengthen their interpretation of their corresponding characters 

as “in a marriageable states,” possibly as female friends of the bride or as other female 

wedding guests, who were at the threshold of potential marriage. In the following, I will 

explore how such listening “tween” virgins could possibly interpret the wisdom in the 

parable. 

11.2.1.1. Wedding wisdom 

“Tween” virgin listeners, who heard about corresponding characters at a wedding scene could 

have conceptualised the virgin wisdom in the parable as a “wedding wisdom” – the 

transitional wisdom you need to be married off. Listening virgins could have had the 

experience that virgins in a wedding would constantly be judged for their potential for 

marriage.1026 Unlike Schottroff, who does not see this “cleverness” as wisdom, as discussed in 

7.2.1,1027 I chose to employ the term “wisdom.” Even though I agree with Schottroff that such 

                                                 
1024  Gen 41:45 and 50-51 and 46:20.  
1025 "Josef og Asenat,"  in Tre jødiske legender. Josef og Asenat, Jobs testamente, Abrahams testamente. , ed. 

Jørgen Ledet Christiansen og Bendikt Otzen Karin Friis Plum (København: Anis, 2009). 7./3-7, 2./9 and 2./6. 

For further reading about constructions of Aseneth’s sexuality, gender and ethnicity, see B. Diana Lipsett, 

Desiring Conversion. Hermas, Thecla, Aseneth (Oxford University Press, 2011), 86-122. See also Kartzow, The 

Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse: Double Trouble Embodied, 61-62. 

and Kartzow, Destabilizing the Margins, 59-69. 
1026 Schottroff compares the wedding setting to the vine fields in Mishnah Ta’an 4:8, where young women 

present themselves as skilled for marriage (Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus P. 30) 
1027 See p. x. 
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a wedding wisdom is a product of patriarchy’s pressure and is not desirable, I still suggest that 

it is historically plausible that reflecting recipients could have understood such knowledge, 

needed in order to be married off, as wedding wisdom. In the last part of this chapter, 

however, I will suggest how listening virgins could also be resistant to such wisdom wisdom. 

In addition to the wedding setting, there are also other narrative element such listeners 

could have projected into this wedding wisdom blend. At the end of the parable narrative, the 

foolish virgins are shut out from the wedding, because an anonymous voice behind the door 

says he does not know (οἶδα) them (25:12). The term οἶδα can be translated in more ways. It 

can mean to possess intellectual or practical knowledge, but also “to be intimately acquainted 

with or stand in a close relation to” someone.1028 Listening virgins could possibly also have 

evoked intertexts from the LXX or Hebrew Bible where “knowledge” might also mean sexual 

knowledge.1029 Possibly, hearing about οἶδα in our parable could evoke such double meanings 

and this could hint to sexual knowledge. Thus, “virgin wisdom” could be understood as the 

knowledge you need to possess in order to move to a new sexual and legal status, namely 

marriage.1030  

Listening virgins could also possibly have evoked other know stories, which link 

wisdom and marriage. Both Aseneth, Sarah and Antheia, who married their heroes, are 

described as wise.1031 In addition, several stories in the Hebrew Bible describe the good wife 

as wise or prudent.1032 One of these is the story about the good wife from Proverbs 31. 

Especially v. 18; “She perceives that her merchandise is profitable. Her lamp does not go out 

at night” could have been relevant.1033 If reflecting recipients knew the stories about Lady 

Folly and Lady Wisdom in Proverbs 8-9, these could also have been evoked to make sense of 

the parable’s wisdom as wedding wisdom. In Proverbs 9, Lady Folly and Lady Wisdom seem 

to be stereotypes or caricatures, similar to the virgin characters in our parable. Equally to our 

                                                 
1028 Bauer, "BDAG." P. 693.  
1029 For relationships between knowledge and sex, see for example: Genesis 3, Genesis 6, 1-4. For stories about 

sex/marriage as wisdom/civilization, see for example Genesis 6, 1-4, the book of Judith, early interpretations of 

Song of songs, psalm 45. For the relationship between marriage and wisdom, see Tobit 7-8. 
1030 As claimed by Schottroff (Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus , p. 29?) 
1031 Aseneth is given the spirit of wisdom when Joseph kisses her (19./11). However, she is also called wise 

before this (16./12). I refer from "Josef og Asenat." The story about Aseneth’s wisdom is also retold in Liber 

antiqitatum biblicarum 40.4. (Refered from Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians, 52-54.). 

Sarah is described as wise in Det Norske, Apokryfene. 6:12, 18. Ref in “An Ephesian Tale” will come. 
1032 Examples of these are Abigail, the wife of Nabal (1 Sam 25.3); Prov 19:14, where it said that house and 

inheritance is an inheritance from the fathers, but a wise wife is a gift from the Lord; Prov 31:10 ff, which talks 

about a prudent wife, which will be found worth more than pearls. Other examples of varied wise wives are 

Esther, Susana, Ruth and Naomi and Tamar, the wife of Er. There are also several stories about foolish wives, 

for ex. Job 2:10 
1033 NRSV. 
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characters, they also have many similarities; Both of them has a house, both are a calling to 

people, asking them to listen to them. What separates Lady Folly and Lady Wisdom, is that 

Lady Wisdom acts like the “the good wife” and Lady Folly does not.1034  

11.2.1.1.1. Intersectional wedding wisdom as practical wisdom?  

Could listening virgins this parable’s φρoνιμος to Aristotle practical reason, which is to 

employ the appropriate mean to a task.1035 Although few girls received formal education in 

Jewish and Greco-Roman Antiquity, some listening virgins might have been educated and 

know Aristotle. We know that some Greco-Roman elite girls were educated.1036 According to 

the Stoic philosopher and teacher, Musonius Rufus, (c. 30 – 100/101), “You should educate 

daughters in the same way you educated men. They should be able to get an ’understanding’ 

(fronesis), so they should not act in foolish (!) ways.” Through such education, they should 

learn to exercise judgement (afrosynes).1037 We also find educated women in Jewish sources. 

Susana, in the addition to the book of Daniel, is introduced as a daughter trained according to 

the Law of Moses (Sus 1:3.) In later rabbinic sources, fathers are encouraged to teach both 

sons and daughters Scripture.1038  

Uneducated listening virgins might not know Aristotle, but these thoughts could still 

be present in the broader culture. In addition, the majority of both freeborn and enslaved girls, 

would get practical education in the home or workplace from older females.1039 Based on such 

intersectional situated experience, many virgin listeners could understand virgin wisdom as a 

practical sort of knowledge. Elements from the parable narrative could contribute to the blend 

“this is practical virgin wisdom.” For example, the parable narrative’s wisdom could be seen 

as knowing what to bring in a particular situation, also in case of a potential delay. As 

presented in 4.5.5, λαμπάς might be translated both lamp and torch. If listening virgins 

understood λαμπάς as lamp, they would probably have perceived the wise virgins as more 

forward-looking than if they had seen it as torch.  

                                                 
1034 Lady Wisdom is hospitable and invites to table. She also serves her own food and wine. The food and wine 

lead to life for her guests. Lady Folly talks about stolen or hidden water and food. At her party, the guests are in 

the depths of   שׁאַָל  (“Sheol”), the underworld (9:18 and 9:1 and 5). For a broader discussion on Lady Folly and 

Lady Wisdom, bad and good wives, as well as images of foreign women, see Marta Høyland Lavik, "Forholdet 

mellom Den framande kvinna, Fru Visdom og Fru Dårskap i Proverbia 1-9," Norsk Teologisk Tidsskrift, no. 4 

(2005): 258. Of 
1035 Which is done by Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.", p. 498. 
1036 Cohick, Women, 69. See also Emily A. Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman élite 

from Cornelia to Julia Domna (London: Routledge, 1999). 
1037 Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows, 67.  
1038 See Cohick, Women, 55. 
1039 This could be from the mother or both the father and mother, like in Proverbs 1:8. 
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Wisdom texts from LXX or Hebrew Bible, such as those about wise wives mentioned 

earlier, describe practical prudence, could also have taken part in the interpretational blend 

“this is a practical wisdom.” In addition, if listening virgins were familiar with other Matthean 

stories about being φρόνιμος or not, these stories could also have been evoked. The parable 

about the house builders (Matthew 7:24- 27) contains both terms for wisdom and foolishness 

from this parable.1040 In this parable, the wisdom apparently has to do with knowledge about 

which fundament a house needs, which is a very practical skill. The term φρόνιμος is also 

found in the parable often called “The faithful and wise slave” in Matthew 24, right before our 

parable (24:45-51). The wisdom here also seems to be practical: For the slave, it is to know 

what a slave master expects from a slave in charge of the household, also when the slave 

master is delayed.1041 φρόνιμος is also present in 10:16, where Jesus says: “See, I am sending 

you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents innocent as doves.” Here, 

φρόνιμος seem to refer to the practical wisdom sheep will need in order to survive among 

wolves. These stories could also have been evoked. If listening virgins evoked such or similar 

stories and blend these with their interpretation of the parable’s wisdom as weddig wisdom, 

they could conceptualise the wisdom in the parable as the practical wisdom you need to be a 

potential future wife. What further implications might this have had for the interpretation of 

the parable?  

                                                 
1040 Another similarity between our parable and the parable in Matthew 7:24- 27 is that they share the verb 

ὁμοιωθήσεται, will be like, in the same future passive tense, in the introductory frames of both parables. 
1041 For example to give the other slaves their allowance of food at the proper time, instead of beating his fellow 

slaves and eating and drinking with drunkards. 
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11.2.1.2. Intersectional wedding wisdom and the interpretation of the parable  

Listening “tween” virgins could thus conceptualize the ten virgins in the parable as young, 

free women who were ready to be married off. Their chastity and ethnicity played significant 

roles in how valuable they were on the marriage market. They could interpret the virgin 

wisdom in the parable, represented by the oil the wise brought and the foolish forgot, as the 

practical skills, cleverness or prudence you need in order to be an attractive future wife. The 

bridegroom could be an actual, potential bridegroom tween virgins would possibly marry. The 

door the foolish are not let through, could signify entrance to the marriage states. The voice 

behind the closed door could possibly be the voice of the potential husband, his family, the 

virgins’ 

paterfamilias 

or others who 

had authority 

over the 

marriageable 

virgins. The 

knowledge or 

recognition of 

the 

doorkeeper 

could be seen 

as whether 

there virgins were recognised as a good, future wives or had to remain unmarried. See the 

Figure 11.2 for how such possible interpretation. 

11.2.2. Virgins waiting for the coming kingdom hearing about ascetic watchful wisdom  

Listening virgins could alternatively be virgins who wanted to remain unmarried for the sake 

of the coming kingdom of the heavens. Reflecting this, they could construe the virgin 

characters correspondingly. 

Most contemporary scholars connect this parable, in its Matthean context, to 

eschatology. As described in 7.2.1., Luz sees the wisdom as being prepared and always do the 

will of the Father, since the Parousia can be here any minute. For Mayordomo, the virgins are 

early Christian allegorical identification figures, who ask listeners to be prepared for the 

arrival of Christ.  

Intersectional situated
story: 

• Wise virgins will
soon be married
off.

• A wedding is a 
setting where a 
virgin can show off
her good wife
skills.

Evoked intertextual
stories: 
Stories form LXX/HB about
wise good wives and bad, 

foolish wives and 
knowledge as sexual

knowledge.

1

Blended story: 
This is a story about 

wise virgins who show 
their potential as future 
good wives. The foolish 

virgins will not get 
through the door to the 

new marriage status.

Parable narrative: 
Ten virgins in a 

wedding. They are
either wise or foolish. 

 
Fig. 11.2: Blended wedding wisdom 
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Listening virgins could have been inspired by, or have shared the ideas of, the 

eschatological thoughts surrounding our parable, in other early Christian writings and/or in 

the broader culture of the two first centuries CE. If they were familiar with the rest of the 

gospel of Matthew, they would know that the unmarried Jesus, who mainly had single male 

and female followers, praised people who became eunuchs for the kingdom of the heavens 

(19:12). In addition, who told stories about weddings, where everything went wrong; People 

did not want to come, or who are violently thrown out because their clothes are not 

appropriate, even though they were forced to come to the wedding directly from the streets 

(22:2-14). Alternatively, like in our text, where there is a wedding without a bride.1042 Jesus 

possible scepticism to marriage and procreation in “the times to come” might also be heard in 

the following word attributed to Jesus: “Woe to those who are pregnant and to those who are 

nursing infants in those days!” (24:19-21).1043  

Eschatological ideas linked to remaining unmarried are also present in other early 

Christian texts. For example, Paul writes that it is best for å man not to have sexual relations 

with a women (1 Cor 7:1) and that he wishes all men were unmarried like himself (1 Cor 7:7). 

As described above, Paul also describes how married man and woman care about the affairs 

of the world and how to please their spouse, while the unmarried man and the virgins care for 

the affairs of the Lord (1Cor. 7:33-34). In Acts 21:9, the four virgin daughters of Phillip 

(θυγατέρες τέσσαρες παρθένοι) could have been understood as women who remained 

unmarried for a higher goal, namely to be prophets. The apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla 

holds virginity as  the highest ideal for the devout.1044 The teachings of Paul are called “the 

teaching about chastity.”1045 Paul is described as someone who taught words from God about 

chastity and resurrection.1046 It is also said that unless the believers are virgins, they will not 

resurrect.1047 Lifelong virginity consequently seems to be the foundation for salvation. In the 

                                                 
1042 As also argued in Amy-Jill Levine, "Apocalyptic Sexuality: Jesus and Family Values" (The Dahl Seminar 

2019, University of Oslo, Nov. 7, 2019). 
1043 Such ideas are also present in other early Christian Literature, like: 1 Cor 7 (Best to not get married), 

possibly the four virgin daughters of Phillip (θυγατέρες τέσσαρες παρθένοι) in Acts 21:9 could also have 

been heard as women who remained unmarried for a higher goal, namely the prophetesses? If the apocryphal 

Acts of Paul and Thecla were written in the 2nd part of the 2nd century,1043 and virgins living in this period knew 

about this story, they could also know that this narrative claims that virginity is the highest idea for the believer 

and that wise virgins should be lead chaste lives. 
1044 This text could be from 170-180 BC, but could have circulated orally before that. see Acts of Paul and Thecla 

(Tidligkristne Apokryfer, ed. Reidar Aasgaard, Verdens hellige Skrifter, (Oslo: Bokklubben, 2011)., 55)  
1045 Tidligkristne Apokryfer.7 
1046 Tidligkristne Apokryfer. 5. 
1047 Aasgaard, "Growing up in Constantinople: Fifth Century Life in a Christian City from a Child’s 

Perspective."12. In the opening of this book, there is a beatitude where especially the chaste are praised: The 

bodies of virgins, said to please they God (6). Also those who have wives as if they did not have them (5). 
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beginning of the Acts of Paul and Thecla there is also a beatitude where the chaste and pure 

are praised as blessed. We hear about the blessed men who have wives as if they did not have 

them, and the blessed bodies of virgins.1048 In this passage, those who received the wisdom of 

Jesus Christ are declared blessed. Virginity and wisdom thus seem to be linked.  

Listening virgins could also know stories about women who refrained from family life 

for a greater good from the broader cultural world. They could possibly have heard about the 

Roman Vestal Virgins, who took a 30-year vow of chastity in order to devote themselves to 

the study and correct observance of state rituals. As part of this, they should remain unmarried 

and not bear children.1049 Alternatively, the “Therapeutae” described by Philo, who were 

chaste unmarried Jewish female philosophers, who took part in Greek symposiums and after 

dinner activities.  

And the women also share in this feast, the greater part of whom, though old, are virgins in respect of 

their purity (not indeed through necessity, as some of the priestesses among the Greeks are, who have 

been compelled to preserve their chastity more than they would have done of their own accord), but out 

of an admiration for and love of wisdom, with which they are desirous to pass their lives, on account of 

which they are indifferent to the pleasures of the body, desiring not a mortal but an immortal offspring, 

which the soul that is attached to God is alone able to produce by itself and from itself, the Father 

having sown in it rays of light appreciable only by the intellect, by means of which it will be able to 

perceive the doctrines of wisdom.1050  

 

These virgins were not only young girls, who would soon be married off, but of all ages, 

including old women.1051 They should not seek “the pleasures of the body,” nor to have 

“mortal offspring”, but pursue a higher aim, namely wisdom.  

Listening virgins’ reluctance to get married could also be based on their intersectional 

life experience with married women and the stories they told. Virgins could fear the 

                                                 
1048 Acts of Paul and Thecla 5-6 (Tidligkristne Apokryfer., p. 58-59). 
1049 The College lasted probably from about 700BCE- end of forth century, so many women in the Jewish and 

Greco-Roman world could have known about them. In relation to our parable, the Vestal virgins could also be 

seen as connected to enduring light. Vestal virgins cultivated the Roman sacred fire, which was not allowed to 

go out. Read more about Vestal Virgins in Ariadne Staples, From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgins: Sex and 

Category in Roman Religion (London: Routledge, 1998). To read about how the Vestal virgins later were 

contrasted by the “true Christian virgins” see Sissel Undheim, "The Wise and the Foolish Virigns: 

Representations of Vestal Virginity and Pagan Chastity by Christian Writers in Late Antiquity," Article, Journal 

of Early Christian Studies 25, no. 3 (2017), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1353/earl.2017.0034. 
1050 Phil. Contempl. 68 (Refered from Undheim, "The Wise and the Foolish Virigns." p. 391.  
1051 For further reading about the Therapautae, see for example, Lynn H. Cohick, Women in the World of the 

Earliest Christians. Illuminating Ancient Ways of Life (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 90. And Joan E. 

Taylor Jewish Women Philosophers of First-Century Alexandria. For discussions about the historicity of these 

Therapeutae, see for ex Mary Ann Beavis, "Philo’s Therapeutai: Philosopher’s Dream or Utopian 

Construction?," Journal for the study of the Pseudepigrapha 14, no. 1 (2004), 

https://doi.org/10.1177/095182070401400102. 
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potentially many childbirths with the severe death risks, the extensive duties of a wife, what 

sort of lord the husband would be, or could have non-heterosexual preferences. 

Such intersectional situatedness, these or similar evoked stories or shared cultural 

values could have been important for listening virgins, who wanted to remain unmarried and 

not give birth to children, since they expected the world to end soon, and the kingdom of the 

heavens to arrive. Marriage or children would then only be in the way. They had another and 

higher goal, namely to enter into the kingdom of the heavens. Reflecting this, they could have 

perceived the virgin characters correspondingly.  

For virgins waiting for the kingdom, age was seemingly not important, but rather not 

to be hampered by family relations or children.1052 Thecla, in the before mentioned Acts of 

Paul and Thecla, allegedly lived as a virgin until she was 90 years old.1053 However, girls in 

the Jewish and Greco-Roman first centuries would not be in control of whether they would 

marry or not. While Peri Parthenias tells parents that to preserve your daughter as a virgin is 

better than to marry her off, fathers in the first centuries CE might not have shared this 

view.1054 In addition, the later widespread Orders of virgins were probably not yet an 

established institution, and thus not a possibility for women who wanted to stay 

unmarried.1055 However, there could have been instances in the first centuries where virgins 

had. Possibly, from the early second century virgins started taking part in the role consecrated 

widows had in many Christian congregations, which might be why Ignatius Smyrna writes 

about “virgins called widows” or Tertullian’s criticism of the “virgin widow.”1056 We might 

also see traces the possible central roles virgins had in established cult in the prominent role 

the twelve virgins hold in the 9th parable in the gospel of Hermas, as presented in 7.2.3.3, 

where the addressed you have to wear their garments and bear their names in order to enter 

the kingdom of God.  

Thus, it could possibly be an option for virgins to stay unmarried. However, only if the 

head of their household shared their ideals of not marrying, and allowed it. Social status 

                                                 
1052 After our standards, such a virgin would possibly not be considered very old, since life expectancy was 25 

years (Cohick, Women.99). However, for a woman without the risks of childbirths, it could possibly be longer. 
1053 Tidligkristne Apokryfer. P. 74.  
1054 As we might see in Thecla’s mother reaction towards her daughter, discussed below. 
1055 According to Elm, Basil of Caesarea’s (dead 379) letters present the Order of virgins as a fully developed 

institution. (Elm, Virgins of God. p. 142) 
1056 Ignatius Smyrn. 13. and Tertullain Virg. Vel 9.2-3. Both referenced from Charlotte Methuen, "The "Virgin 

Widow": A Problematic Social Role for the Early Church?," Harvard Theological Review 90, no. 3 (29012020 

1997), https://doi.org/10.1017S0017816000006350., p. 288-289. For a more thorough discussion of the role of 

virgins and widows in the second century, see this article. 
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would play major roles for virgins who wanted to reject marriage. It is undoubtedly no 

coincidence that Thecla, in the before mentioned Acts of Paul and Thecla was a Roman elite 

woman.1057 As discussed in Chapter 10, elite Roman women were probably the most 

independent women in the ancient world. Still, it was only through miraculous rescues that 

Thecla was able to reach old age as an unmarried virgin. In these Acts, the Roman authorities, 

as well as her mother, tried to hinder her and even multiple times have her executed. This is of 

course not an accurate historical text. Still, it could reflect some of the obstacles facing virgins 

who wanted to choose unmarried life in the first centuries CE. Also later, only freeborn, elite 

women could choose this way of life for themselves. Female slaves’ bodies and spirituality 

were subjected to their owners will. An example is from the later Acts of Andrew, set in the 

early 3rd century, Maximilla, a wealthy Roman married woman, wanted to become sexually 

chaste after listening to Andrew.1058 To be spared from her now unwanted sexual duties 

towards her husband, she dressed her slave, Euclia, as herself and made her have sex with her 

husband, as a substitute for herself. The Acts of Andrew condemns Euclia, who boasted about 

having had sex with her slave master, but not Maximilla, who made her do so.1059 Still, also 

for free girls or young women, as understated in Peri Parthenias, it would be the 

paterfamilias who had the authority to decide whether his daughters should marry or not. In 

some instances, it could also be the mistress of the family, like Macrina the Younger who 

chose ascetism for both herself and her slaves.1060 Whether a virgin, both in the two first 

centuries CE and later, could hope to remain unmarried, thus depended on complex 

intersectional connections of different social categories.  

In the following, I will explore how listening virgins waiting for the kingdom could 

possibly have constructed the wisdom in the parable. 

                                                 
1057 According to herself, she was the most prominent person in her city. Acts of Paul and Thecla 26. This and 

the following is referred from Tidligkristne Apokryfer. 
1058 It can be debated whether this was Maximilla’s own decision. Andrew insists that Maximillia should to be 

chaste. Possibly, she could have been forced by him (Francois Bovon, Ann Graham Brock, and Christipher R. 

Matthews, eds., The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles Harvard Divinity School Studies (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999). P. 237.) 
1059 "The Acts of Andrew,"  in The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature 

in an English Translation, ed. J. K. Elliott and M. R. James (Oxford: Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 

14-22. p. 249-51. See also Glancy, Slavery. P. 21 and 156 and Christy Cobb, "Hidden Truth in the Body of 

Euclia: Page duBois' Torture and Truth and Acts of Andrew," Biblical interpretation (Print) 25, no. 1 (2017), 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1163/15685152-00251p04. 
1060 Elm, Virgins of God. P. 45.  
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11.2.2.1. Wisdom prepared for the kingdom 

For virgins, who wanted to remain unmarried for the sake of the coming kingdom, elements 

from the parable frame could have been more dominant in their blending of the parable than 

for virgins on the verge of marriage. Elements like the kingdom of the heavens (ἡ βασιλεία 

τῶν οὐρανῶν), the future tense of ὁμοιωθήσεται (will be made like) before the parable 

narrative, as well as Jesus’ warning to stay awake, watch or to be alert (Γρηγορεῖτε) after the 

narrative, could be projected as “leading tunes” into their interpretational blend.1061 These 

elements could also fuse with components from the parable narrative, to create an 

understanding that the wise virgins are wise because they were prepared for the approaching 

kingdom. In addition, the instruction to stay awake or watchful in v. 13 is addressed to a 

“you” in plural tense. Virgin listeners, who reflect themselves in the virgin characters, could 

hear this “you” as themselves. In addition, the “you” in “I do not know you” in v. 12 could 

also have been projected into the blend. Combined with the already blended story, that this is 

a parable about wise virgins, who are prepared for the coming kingdom of the heavens, 

listening virgins could have conceptualised a new blend, which says that this is what will 

possibly happen to me and us when the kingdom of the heavens will come. Like the wise 

virgins in the parable, who did not have time for unnecessary dealings, like going shopping 

for oil in the middle of the night, since they were waiting for the bridegroom, these listening 

virgins did not want to avert themselves with things like getting married or having children. 

Since the new era was dawning, procreation and family relations would only be in the way.  

The missing bride in most versions of the parable narrative could strengthen such an 

interpretation. Listening virgins could assume that marriage, in the way it had been known, 

now is abolished and virgins should no longer become brides and marry a mortal husband. An 

                                                 
1061 These “voices” in the frame link the parable narrative to texts in the rest of Matthew about the soon 

approaching kingdom of the heavens, where “to be awake” and “the day and the hour” are central. Chapter 24 is 

full of texts about destruction (24:2), a coming kingdom and the end of the world (24:3). One is the parable 

about the fig tree (4: 32- 36). This parable frame claims nobody knows the day or the hour when heaven and 

earth perish, only the father (35 -36). Another is the parables about “Noah’s days" (24:37-49), “the men in the 

field” and “the women grinding meal together” (24:40-41) with the following frame in v. 42: “Keep awake 

therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming,” which can also be frame to the parable about 

“the thief in the night” (24:43). Chapter 24 also includes the parable about the so-called faithful and wise slave 

(24: 45- 51). V. 5 says that the “the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at 

an hour that he does not know.” Our parable is also connected to the next parable, the so-called parable about the 

talents, with “for it is as if...” (Ωσπερ γὰρ). At the end of this parable narrative, there is not a shutting out of 

something, like in our parable, but a throwing into something. One of the slaves will be thrown “into the outer 

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” These two parables are also linked to the next 

parable with a δὲ. In the frame before this next parable narrative, it says: “When the son of man comes in his 

glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory… (25:31). 
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important intertext to construct such a wisdom could be Matt 22:30,1062 which says that there 

will be no marrying or giving in marriage in heaven. From now on, the only bridegroom a 

virgin nees is Jesus, which the listening virgins could have blended in similar way ways as 

Irenaeus and Peri Parthenias might have done.1063 Parallel to being “eunuchs who made 

themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of the heavens” (Matt 19:12), these listeners would 

remain virgins for the kingdom of the heavens. In the first two centuries CE, such ascetism 

could be grounded in an expectation that the world would end soon. Thus, there was no need 

to get married or reproduce. In Peri Parthenias and other texts of later dates, virginity seems 

to have developed into a way of devout life when life on earth did continue after all.1064 We 

see this in Athanasius’ letters to virgins and writings about virginity,1065 and in Basil’s 

writings. In his Letters he urges a consecrated virgin not to fall:1066  

 

What then of him who gave the bride to her husband, the holy and blessed Paul—I mean both the Paul of old 

and this Paul of to-day, under whose mediation and instruction you left your father’s home and were married to 

the Lord?1067  

 

In this text, we do not hear about wise virgins, but we find a devout person who is married to 

the Lord: Thus, the believer addressed is/has been a bride, and the Lord, Christ, is the 

husband. In addition, during the 3rd and 4th century, the Order of virgins became a fully 

developed church institution, according to the letters of Basil. This was one of the choices 

available for young women in some early churches. The order was increasing in number and 

was by Basil considered as ranking higher in status than the order of widows.1068 Also in the 

                                                 
1062 With Luke 20:35 as a parallel. 
1063 See 7.2.3.2.2. 
1064 From the 4th century, “Christian authors increasingly came to promote chastity and virginity as a mark of 

ascetic and distinctive Christian virtues and ideals.” (Undheim, "The Wise and the Foolish Virigns." P. 383.). 

See also how Clark describes the development of the bridegroom metaphor for Jesus (Clark, "The Celibate 

Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides."). 
1065 Elm, Virgins of God. p, 158-159.  
1066 Basil the Great was born ca. 330 CE at Caesarea in Cappadocia into a family noted for piety. He was at 

Constantinople and Athens for several years as a student with Gregory of Nazianzus and was much influenced 

by Origen. For a short time he held a chair of rhetoric at Caesarea, and was then baptized. He visited monasteries 

in Egypt and Palestine and sought out the most famous hermits in Syria and elsewhere to learn how to lead a 

pious and ascetic life; but he decided that communal monastic life and work were best. About 360 he founded in 

Pontus a convent to which his sister and widowed mother belonged. Ordained a presbyter in 365, in 370 he 

succeeded Eusebius in the archbishopric of Caesarea, which included authority over all Pontus. He died in 379. 

Even today his reform of monastic life in the east is the basis of modern Greek and Slavonic monasteries. 

Introduction to of The Loeb Classical Library edition of Basil's Letters is in four volumes. 
1067 Basil,  in Letters, Letters 1-58 (Cambridge: Harvard University press, 1926), Loeb Classical Liibrary 190. 

Letter XLVI, p, 293. (jeg må kanskje se litt mer på denne. Hvem tiltales? En mann eller kvinne? Chaste?)  
1068 Elm, Virgins of God. 137 and 141-142. 



323 

 

Acts of Thomas, lifelong abstinence seems to have become the main ideal for believers.1069 

Here, Jesus urges a young newlywed couple refrain from engaging in sexual activities, but 

rather go together into another bridal chamber, which is filled with immortality and light. The 

next morning, the newlywed bride, who is still a virgin, tells her parents that she now despises 

her husband and will leave him, because she has entered into another marriage, with her true 

husband. The bridegroom in the Acts of Thomas- texts proclaims that his love now also 

belongs to Jesus and not to a mortal woman.1070  

For listening virgins in the two first centuries CE, however, the parable’s wisdom 

would possibly rather be about remaining unmarried and be ready for the soon approaching 

kingdom of the heavens.  

11.2.2.1.2. Wisdom as “doing the will of the father” 

In much of the parables’ attested reception history, the oil the virgins brought or did not bring 

is connected to good deeds.1071 Could listening unmarried virgins have conceptualize the 

wisdom in the parable in similar ways? One important story from Matthew, which listening 

virgins could have evoked to make sense of the wisdom in the parable this way, is: 

 

Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heavens, but only the one who 

does the will of my Father in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 

prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’ 
23 Then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; go away from me, you doers of lawlessness’ (Matt. 

7:21 -23)   

 

In this text, someone is excluded from the kingdom of the heavens, because a voice (here 

Jesus) says he does not know them.1072 In this text, to do the will of the father is to follow the 

law. In the same chapter as our parable, we find the parable about the king, who separates the 

nations based on visits in jail, clothing and feeding (Matt 25:31-46). Listening virgins’ 

“staying alert” wisdom could possibly blend with this text and be interpreted as a law-abiding 

wisdom.1073 If “doing the will of the father” was inserted into the blend, reflecting recipients 

could interpret virgin wisdom as practical, law-abiding wisdom. It could be to stay constantly 

                                                 
1069 Probably written around 220-240 in Syria in Syrian. Both Greek translations and Syrian texts are preserved. 

("Tomas Judas", "Tomas' gjerninger," in Verdens Hellige Skrifter, ed. Reidar Aasgaard, Tidligkristne Apokryfer 

(Oslo: Bokklubben, 220-240? 2011), Early Christian Apocrypha. P. 153.). 
1070 Judas", "Tidligkristne Apokryfer." 1.12. P. 164. 
1071 Se 722, how Luther made a counter interpretation.   
1072 A different term for “know” is applied. However, listeners might still connect these terms. 
1073 Find ref til Anders Runesson og noen om dette  
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ready for the kingdom by leading an unmarried, chaste life and doing the appropriate required 

law abiding actions. 

11.2.2.2. Intersectional watching wisdom and interpretation of the parable 

As Figure 11.3 

illustrates, for 

listening “virgins 

for the kingdom of 

the heavens,” the 

virgin characters in 

the parable could 

be interpreted as 

women in all ages, 

possibly Roman 

women, who had a 

high enough social 

status and independence, or who were allowed by their father or guardian to pursuit unmarried 

life. Further, they could conceptualise the virgin wisdom as wise virgins’ preparedness for the 

kingdom of the heavens. This eschatological wisdom includes remaining unmarried and not 

be hindered by children or family relations or care for earthly husbands, but instead be freed 

to do “the will of the father.” In such ways, “the virgins for the kingdom of the heavens” 

would be prepared, like the wise virgins in the parable, who did not have time for anything 

unnecessary, like buying oil/ marrying and bearing children. This wisdom would allow wise 

virgins through the door to the kingdom of the heavens, since they are known by the one with 

the opening and closing authority. The bridegroom in the narrative could be Christ, possibly 

blended through many of the same processes as with Peri Parthenias and Against the 

Heresies.1074 To enter the heavenly kingdom could be interpreted as wedding with Christ, a 

bridegroom unlike earthly bridegroom. It could possibly have some similarities with how such 

a union is interpreted in Peri Parthenias. However, in contrast to Peri Parthenias this would 

not happen after death, but in the soon approaching hour. 

                                                 
1074 See 7.2.3.1-2. 
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Fig. 11.3: Intersectional unmarried watchful wisdom. 
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11.2.3. Slave virgins hearing about enslaved virgins.  

As another option, listening virgins could have been slave girls or young women. 

Correspondingly, they could have conceptualised the virgins in the parable as enslaved 

virgins. According to Zimmermann, this is a plausible role for the parable virgins. He argues: 

“Indeed, it is not absurd, that the virgins mentioned are maids of the bridegroom, maids who 

are waiting for his return to his parent’s house.”1075 An antique maid was enslaved. As 

discussed earlier, a slave girl would usually not be considered a παρθένος. Female slaves were 

often valued for their capacity for childbearing and lactation.1076 Accordingly, most 

slaveholders would probably not want their slave girls to remain abstinent for a long time 

after they had reached puberty. Slaves would be of greater value to their owners if they started 

producing children. Thus, in contrast to free women, female slaves’ sexuality was without 

boundaries. As described in Chapter 8, owners could use them as they pleased for pleasure, 

prostitution, childbearing or wet nursing. For example, a Jew, who was enslaved as a young 

girl would automatically be labelled a non-virgin, even if she were one in the physical sense. 

Slavery presumed sexual activity.1077 Still, in some instances, παρθένος is used about young 

women who are or possibly are enslaved. Philo describes a young woman as both enslaved 

and a virgin. In The Life Of Flavius Josephus, it says:  

 

For when the siege of Jotapata was over, and I was among the Romans, I was kept with much care, by 

means of the great respect that Vespasian showed me. Moreover, at his command, I married a virgin, 

who was from among the captives of that country.1078 

 

As a Jewish captive in Rome, Josephus’ bride was enslaved. However, it seems important for 

Josephus to insist that she is still a virgin.1079  

                                                 
1075 This is my own translation of his German «Allerdings is es nicht abwegig, dass es sich bei den erwähnten 

Jungfrauen um Mägde des Bräutigams handelt, die auf der Rückkehr des Bräutigams ins Haus seiner Eltern 

warten.” (Zimmermann, "Das Hochzeitsritual im Jungfrauengleichnis. Sozialgeschichtliche Hintergrunde zu Mt 

25.113." p. 68.) Women’s Bible Commentary, p. 476: also servants waiting for the groom to come home. 
1076 Glancy, Slavery, 17. 
1077 Both in Greco-Roman and Jewish mentality, slaves were connected to sexual immorality. An example of this 

is a proverb ascribed to Hillel in m. Abot 2:7, “the more female slaves the more unchastity, the more male slaves 

the more theft.” (Hezser, "The Impact." P. 60). According to Cohick, later rabbis claimed that a Jewish enslaved 

girl would authomatically be labelled a non-virgin, even though she was one in the physical sense (Cohick, 

Women.p. 275.).  
1078 Josephus, "The Life Of Flavius Josephus " (Earlyjewishwritings.com). 75. The complex relationship for 

enslaved is seen in this report.  
1079 For further reading, see Gail Labovitz, "More Slave Women, More Lewdness: Freedom and Honor in 

Rabbinic Constructions of Female Sexuality," Journal of feminist studies in religion 28, no. 2 (2012), 

https://doi.org/10.2979/jfemistudreli.28.2.69. 
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Another example is the before-mentioned seven virgins in Joseph and Aseneth. These 

virgins seem to be some sort of hybrid between slaves, friends and family. The novel 

describes them as loved as sisters by Aseneth, one of them is even her foster sister. They also 

all have their own room in Aseneth’s father’s house, similar to Aseneth. At the same time, 

these very chaste virgins wait on Aseneth and serve her.1080 Listening enslaved girls or young 

women could have had, or been familiar with, similar complex slave roles. 

Alternatively, listening enslaved virgins could have played the role of “ersatz 

children” in the homes of their slave owners, as discussed in 8.2.1.2.2.1d. Such girls were 

both slaves and daughters. Both Roman and Jewish households had slaves as ersatz 

children.1081 Such girls could be seen as virgins and slaves at the same time.  

It is thus possible that listening enslaved girls or young women could be considered 

“virgins” and heard the virgin characters correspondingly. How could such listening enslaved 

virgins possibly have construed the wisdom in the parable?  

11.2.3.1. Enslaved virgin wisdom 

Our listeners and their corresponding characters were in tricky hybrid social positions; They 

were both enslaved and part of a family. Could enslaved virgin wisdom be seen as the almost 

impossible manoeuvrings between these roles?  

In the parable, half of the virgins enter the wedding together with the bridegroom, 

since they acted in wise ways. The other halves’ alleged foolishness kept them outside the 

closed door (v. 10-11). Listening enslaved virgins could possibly conceptualize the parable’s 

virgin wisdom as complex manoeuvrings similar to those in their own lives. “Wise” slave 

girls, who functioned as a surrogate daughters or sisters in a household, could possible remain 

family members and perhaps one day be manumitted. If they were “foolish”, they might be 

beaten harder than a daughter would or possibly be sold to another household.1082  

                                                 
1080 "Josef og Asenat." 2./1-6 and 17./4. As discussed in the section about the virgins on the wedding way, these 

seven “slave-friends-sisters” virgins are not only unmarried, their chastity is overstated. No man has ever spoken 

to them, not even a male child (1080 "Josef og Asenat." 2./6). 
1081 Hezser, "Women, Children, and Slaves in Rabbinic Law." 
1082 I write “wise” and “foolish” this way, to show that this is “wisdom” and “foolishness” as wanted by slave 

holders and adapted by slaves, in their vulnerable position. All over the Greco-Roman and Jewish world, slave 

owners tried to enforce their values of obedience, submissiveness and faithfulness onto slaves (Glancy, Slavery. 

P.142). 
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According to Dale Martin, “ersatz children” were seen as second-class children.1083 

Enslaved virgin audiences would probably know that it was difficult to be a “wise virgin” and 

consequently “get through the door” to safety, freedom or full family membership. For most 

slaves, manumission did not happen. They were still enslaved when they died.1084 For those 

slaves who were manumitted, female slaves tended to be in slavery longer than male slaves 

were.1085 Slave girls, who functioned as daughters, would possibly be more likely to be 

manumitted than other slave girls would.1086 They could remain a slave in her family for their 

entire life. Alternatively, they could be sold to another household. For example, their foster 

parents could die before they had released them or they could be sold as the result of financial 

problems.1087 Female slaves of prime childbearing age (17 to 27 years) were at particular risk 

of being sold, because of their value. Listening enslaves virgins could know this. They could 

also possibly evoke stories about slaves, who had been promised manumission, but then, in 

times of crisis or if their owner had died without releasing them, had remained slaves. In 

addition, they could know of slaves, like Judith’s maid, who was only manumitted in their old 

age.1088 Since manumission was such a long shot, what most virgin slaves could strive for, 

was to avoid beatings, sexual violence or being sold away from their families. Enslaved 

virgins wisdom would thus include what you needed to do in order to stay unharmed or 

unsold. I will, in the following, focus on two qualities such enslaved virgins would need to 

negotiate, namely obedience and chastity.  

11.2.3.1.1. Enslaved virgin wisdom as negotiated obedience and chastity 

According to Glancy, slaves would know that obedience towards their owner was 

needed to stay safe and unharmed. 

 

Throughout the Empire, slaves understood that obedience and hard work might promote their own 

interests. With their eyes cast deferentially down, slaves hoped that their faithful execution of duties 

might spare them from the sting of the whip or aid them in securing their own manumission or the 

manumission of others they loved,”1089  

 

                                                 
1083 Martin, "Slave Families." P. 225 
1084 Glancy, Slavery, 143. 
1085 Data from Egypt during the Roman period show that male slaves were usually manumitted around 30, while 

female slaves usually not until menopause, when they were in their late 40s. Many female slaves would have 

died before that (Glancy, Slavery., 17.) 
1086 See discussions about manumission of nurses and lovers, p. x 
1087 See discussions about beloved nursed, who were still sold in 8.2.1.2.2.1.a. 
1088 See 8.2.1.2.2.1.c. 
1089 Glancy, Slavery in early Christianity. P. 145. 
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Daughters in the Jewish and Greco-Roman first two centuries CE would also be required to be 

obedient and dutiful. Both children and slaves were subject to their fathers or master’s 

authority and would be punished if they failed to obey. However, slaves were punished harder 

than children were, since slaves were outside the realm of honor and shame.1090 Listening 

enslaved virgins could have heard teachings about slave obedience in many early Christian 

stories. In addition to the household codes discussed in 8.2.2.2, enslaved virgins listener could 

know such stories from the gospel of Matthew. One example is the before-mentioned parable 

preceding our text. Matthew 24:45-51 about describes a wise and faithful slave (ὁ πιστὸς 

δοῦλος καὶ φρόνιμος). The contrast to this slave is not a foolish slave, but a wicked slave 

(κακὸς δοῦλος). The wicked slave, who has acted against the will of his master, is punished in 

the harshest possible way; the slave master cuts him in two.1091 A later rabbinic mashal 

describes foolish and wise slaves who were invited to a meal by a king, without getting the 

exact time for this meal.1092 The wise slaves put on their nicest clothes and sit down outside 

the door of the King. The foolish go to work, probably work for the king. When the king 

arrives, those who are dressed and ready are invited to sit down and eat at his banquette. The 

foolish have to stand and watch.1093 In these stories, we find obedience as the main value, in 

the mashal even in a situation where it to a modern mind seems absurd.1094 The Matthean 

parable in addition shows how brutally punished disobedient slaves could be. Could enslaved 

virgin wisdom possibly include how to avoid such punishment or be in the favour of their 

owner? 

In the Matthean parable, the disobedient slave is male. There are, however, other 

possible female slaves in the parable, namely those whom he beats (τύπτειν τοὺς συνδούλους 

αὐτοῦ). In the parallel parable in the gospel of Luke (12:42-47), the foolish slave does not beat 

                                                 
1090 According to Cicero, “different kinds of domination and subjection must be distinguished”: children should 

be taught to obey their father whereas slaves had to be coerced and broken (20 Cicero, Rep. 3.37). Similar 

thoughts were displayed by later rabbis. A father should be careful when hitting a son. However, no such 

restrictions apply to slaves For this and Jewish parents’ disciplining of their children, see Hezser, "The Impact," 

378-80. 
1091 For extensive discussions about punishment, honor and masculinity in this parable, see Martinsen, "Men and 

Unmen in the Parables of Luke: Reception, Slavery, Masculinity," 405-14. 
1092 Refer to Martein. As written earlier, the rabbinic written sources are of much later dates than the first 

centuries. However, they could have circulated orally earlier. Or such discusses could also have been present in 

the first centuries. 
1093 Babyl. Talmud Schabbat (bShab) 153a, referred from Mayordomo, "Kluge Mädchen.", 499. 
1094 For a discussion about the potential absurdity in this rabbinic parable, see Reuven Kiperwasser, "A Bizarre 

Invitation to the King's Banquet: The Metamorphosis of a Parable Tradition and the Transformation of an 

Eschatological Idea,"  

Prooftexts 33, no. 2 (2013), https://doi.org/10.2979/prooftexts.33.2.147 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/prooftexts.33.2.147. 
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his σύνδουλοι, but rather female and male slaves (τύπτειν τοὺς παῖδας καὶ τὰς παιδίσκας). The 

term τύπτω can include many forms of beating and wounding.1095 Would female slaves be 

hurt or punished in other ways than male slaves would? Female slaves and young male slaves 

were most vulnerable to sexual exploitation by their owners.1096 Was one of the reasons that 

the slave owner was so upset with the male slave in the Lukean parable, that he had sexually 

violated his female slaves, whose sexuality only the slaves master should decide over? 

Knowing about such instances, the blended enslaved virgin wisdom could also be knowledge 

about how to avoid being molested both by slave owners and fellow slaves.  

This last discussion shows the other difference between female slaves and daughters, 

namely their sexuality. As discussed above, chastity was one of the most important capitals 

for a virgin. In contrast, slaves, as bodies without boundaries, could not limit their 

sexuality.1097 In Joseph and Aseneth, Aseneth’s virginity is overstated, possibly to legitimize 

how the Jewish hero Josef could marry a foreign woman. Would perhaps enslaved daughters 

also need to exaggerate their purity, since slaves were so connected to unchastity? In addition, 

would enslaved virgins also need to “overdo” slaves’ obedience and submission? 

11.2.3.1.2. Enslaved virgins wisdom and Jesus as a slave owner 

In the parable’s attested reception history, the voice behind the closed door has mostly been 

interpreted as the bridegroom’s voice and the bridegroom has been seen as Christ. Listening 

enslaved virgins could possibly have blended this voice in a double way, and understood this 

voice as both belonging to Jesus and to their slave owner. In similar ways, as for the enslaved 

listeners in Chapter 8, the authority of Jesus and their slave owner could possibly blend.1098 

Possibly, with such a “double scope” blending, “Jesus” might give the slaveholder’s authority 

theological support. Enslaved virgin wisdom would then be to obey both Christ and your 

slave owner. 

11.2.3.2. Intersectional enslaved virgin wisdom and the interpretation of the parable 

Enslaved virgins could thus interpret the parable to be about wise or foolish female enslaved 

virgins, who, due to their enslaved virgin wisdom or lack thereof, were let through or shut out 

                                                 
1095 Bauer, "BDAG." p. 1020.  
1096 Glancy, Slavery in early Christianity, 9. Some matrons exploited their main slaves sexually. However, these 

were limited by the constraints put on freeborn women’s sexuality (Glancy, Slavery in early Christianity, 21.) 
1097 According to Glancy, Slavery, 27. 
1098 See 8.2.2.2 
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of the door to 

manumission, or at 

least not beaten, 

killed or sold away 

from their family or 

loved ones. As Figure 

11.4 suggests, this 

could be the complex 

manoeuvres between 

the roles of a free girl 

or young woman and 

that of a slave. 

Enslaved virgins 

possibly needed to be obedient, submissive and loyal like slaves, and more chaste and 

honourable than most daughters. The voice behind the closed the door could be seen as their 

slave owner/head of family, who had absolute authority over them. Possibly this owner could 

be blended with Jesus, so that enslaved virgins conceptualised virgins wisdom as obedience to 

the “double-authority” slave lord and heavenly lord. 

11.2.4. Resisting virgin wisdom 

So far, I have argued that intersectional virgins, with variously negotiated virgin status, could 

interpret the virgin characters and their wisdom correspondingly. Based on the listening 

virgins’ intersectional positions, the parable’s wisdom could be perceived as a wisdom to 

become married, as an unmarried watchful wisdom and enslaved virgin wisdom. However, 

these are only a few interpretational possibilities. The interpretations I have proposed so far 

are readings “with the grain.” The recipients I suggest in different ways accept the parable’s 

rhetoric about what wisdom and foolishness is. What could possibly happen to the 

interpretation of the parable if listening virgins where more resilient interpreters? In the 

following, I will suggest some possibilities.  

Would all listening virgins identify with and thus want to become like the wise virgins 

in the parable? In most of the parable’s afterlives the recipients have interpreted the wise 

virgins as those who have the appropriate faith or good deeds, and thus as the ones “we” 

should identify with. As discussed in chapter seven, especially feminist New Testament 

scholars the last 15 years have questioned this assumption. Schottroff and most other 

Intersectional
situated story: 

Enslaved virgins
had to maneuver
the different roles

as slaves and 
daughters/free

virgins.

Evoked intertextual
stories: 

• Stories about
slave wisdom as 
obeying wisdom.

• Stories about
how virigns
should guard
their virginity. 

1

Blended story: 
This is a story about 
enslaved wise virgins 
who get through the 

door to manumission, 
or possibly are aloud 

to stay with their 
family. Their wisdom 

is negotiations 
between obedience 

and chastity.

Parable narrative: 
The wise virgins

and their wisdom
understood as 

slaves and their
wisdom.

 

Fig. 11.4. Blended enslaved virgin wisdom 
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contemporary feminists do not think the wisdom in the parable as “true” wisdom. Neither do 

they see the virgin characters as positive identification figures. Could also listening virgins in 

the first centuries CE have resisted being “wise” the way they heard about it in the parable? 

Durber argues that feminist resisting reading is not possible before the feminist paradigm. 

According to her, the biblical texts forces its patriarchal structures on its recipients and that 

«...until the patriarchy is gone, we cannot read as women».1099 If this analysis is correct, it 

would also be valid for these reflecting recipients. As I see it, Durber is partly right. Feminist 

criticism of patriarchal, or for enslaved virgins, denunciating of the slave system, would 

hardly be possible in Antiquity. However, the multitude of early Christian interpretations 

shows many readings, which could be seen as resistant. For example, the studied passage 

from Irenaeus’ Against the heresies illustrates that our parable was understood in conflicting 

ways by Irenaeus and those who according to him “parcel out the explanations of the parables 

in darkness.” Thus, conflicting, and then possibly resisting, interpretations of parables were 

possible in Antiquity.  

As I have proposed above, a variety of virgins in the first centuries could possibly 

have identified with the parable’s wise virgins. However, perhaps listeners would rather have 

reflected themselves in the foolish virgins. As discussed in 3.1.3.2.1.1, audiences do not 

always choose the “appropriate” literary figures to identify with. Whether listening 

intersectional virgins identified with the wise virgins in the parable or not, would depend upon 

which other intersectional and intertextual stories they blended with the parable. In the 

following, I will suggest three possibilities for virgins with resistant interpretations of this 

parable. 

11.2.4.1. Virgins resisting their virgin role 

If freeborn listening virgins understood the wisdom in the parable as wedding wisdom but did 

not want to become married, this could make them identify with the foolish virgins, who, 

according to this interpretation, were shut out from the door into the marriage chamber. To 

not bring oil and thus not be married could possibly be interpreted as insisting on an 

alternative destiny for themselves.1100 Alternatively, if enslaved virgins saw the wisdom as 

wedding wisdom, they could think that this was not relevant for them, or that the door was 

                                                 
1099 Durber, "The Female Reader " 74 and 76. 
1100 This could have been in line with what Schottroff writes: “Women who heard the story at that time would 

have taken notes of the pressure to belong to the group of “clever” woman. Perhaps a few would have identified 

with the naïve ones.” (Schottroff, The Parables of Jesus p. 32.)  
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already shut for them. The foolish virgins, who remained outside the closed door, would then 

perhaps be more likely identification figures. 

I have suggested above that enslaved virgins could have blended the voice behind the 

closed door as both their slave owner and as Christ, who both wanted to keep them in slavery. 

Alternatively, these listeners could know that slaves, including female slaves, could be 

doorkeepers. Such slaves would decide who could enter a house.1101 In Joh 18:17 reports 

about ἡ παιδίσκη ἡ θυρωρός - the female slave who kept the door. Acts 12:13-15 tells about 

Rhoda, a slave and doorkeeper in Mary’s house in Jerusalem. Our enslaved listeners, who 

could know about these or other female enslaved doorkeepers, could interpret the voice 

behind the closed door in the parable as belonging to a slave, possible a female slave. This 

slave thus had the power to decide who were wise and who were foolish virgins. Would such 

a wisdom, recognized by a female slave, be different from wisdom enforced by slave holders?  

Various intersectional virgins’ possible resilience of their virgin roles could also make 

them interpret the parable in ways that are more figurative. Perhaps such virgins were more 

likely to interpret the parable allegorically. This could be the case both for young women, 

who were expected to be married, but resisted this, and for slave virgins, who longed for 

another life. Allegorical interpretations of this parable, where union with the heavenly 

bridegroom, Christ, is the essential, could then possibly be attractive possibilities. What really 

matter is not whether you are married or not or whether you are a slave or not, but Christ and 

the coming kingdom. 

11.2.4.2. Virgins, who did not see the parable wisdom as wisdom 

Another probability of resistance is virgins who did not find the so-called wise virgins’ 

behaviour in line with how they considered wisdom.1102 Discussions about whether sharing 

sparse resources is ethically required could have been known for listening virgins. Rabbi Ben 

Petura (early second century) is supposed to have had a dispute with rabbi Akiva about two 

men, who are travelling in the desert but lack water. One of the men has a pitcher containing 

enough water to permit one of them to reach a place of habitation. If they share the water, 

both will die. If one of them drinks, his life will be saved. According to rabbi Petura, they 

should share the water and die together. Rabbi Akiva, however, argues that the man who 

                                                 
1101 As Hezser writes about in Hezser, "The Impact." P. 402 
1102 This could perhaps be in line with how Schottroff, Balabanski and Levine question the wisdom.  
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brought the water should drink it himself.1103 Alternatively, if listening virgins knew the rest 

of the gospel of Matthew, they could argue that the none-sharing of the so-called wise virgins 

was not in accordance with the earlier discussed “will of the father who is in heaven” (Matt 

7:21). Rather, they could have evoked other part of the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus 

interprets what “the will of the father” is by saying that if someone sues you to take your coat, 

you should give him your cloak as well.1104 Listening virgins could, thus, possibly attribute a 

negative ethos to the so-called wise virgin characters and interpret their alleged wisdom as 

foolishness.1105 

Thus, some listening virgins might not have wanted to become “wise” virgins. For 

them, wisdom could be perceived as something else than what we find in the story. Others 

possibly wanted to be wise virgins, but were not able to, since they, as enslaved or free girls 

or young women, did not have agency over their own bodies and lives.  

11.3. Summing up listening intersectional virgins’ possible parable 

interpretations  

To explore interpretational possibilities of this parable, I have suggested different 

intersectional reflective recipients who could possibly have found corresponding characters in 

the parable narrative. Through imagining, with historical basis in research and attested 

sources, I have proposed three different ways being a virgin in the two first centuries CE 

could have been negotiated. With such intersectionally varied reflective recipients, I have 

suggested three different interpretations of the parable’s virgins and thus its intersectional 

virgin wisdom. In addition, I have suggested a number of more resisting interpretations. I 

have, however, only scratched the surface of these possibilities. This parable could have 

provided identification figures or contrast characters in a variety of ways from an early period. 

In addition, the wisdom in the parable has and could have been interpreted multiple ways. 

  

                                                 
1103 Zvi Kaplan, "Ben Petura," in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik (Gale, 

2007), 371. 
1104 Matt 5:40. 
1105 See discussions about ethos attribution in 54.5.2.  
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Chapter 12. PROPS IN THE PARABLE PLOT? 

Concluding discussions 

Are intersectional female characters props in the parable plots? Within the great variety of the 

New Testament’s mentioned, hidden and missing intersectional female parable characters, 

some characters have prominent plot roles and some are minor characters, possibly prop 

characters. In addition, different attested and possible recipients see these characters as props 

or as centre stage to various degrees. By studying attested and possible reception of parables 

with intersectional female characters, this PhD thesis has tried to emphasise intersectional 

female parable characters and study them and their parables in broader and more nuanced 

ways than most current research does. In addition, it aims to challenge explicit feminist 

scholarship lack of focus on parables, and add a much needed intersectional perspective to the 

field.  

This study shows parable study’s need for intersectional analyses. By employing 

intersectionality, this study has established a new body of material: parables with 

intersectional female character. Intersectionality has also enables the wished-for broader 

approach to intersectional female characters and their reception. In addition, intersectional 

focus on parable characters has also opened up for employing new source material in the 

study of these characters.  

This research also demonstrated how parable research requires theories and methods 

which analyses how and why recipients interpret parables differently. Conceptual blending 

theory has provided the theoretical background and framework to investigate how parable-

interpretation is contextualised and dependent upon which other input sources recipients 

employ in their parable interpretation. Combined with intersectionality and theoretical 

approaches which emphasise the influences of culture and life stories in meaning-making, this 

has become a valuable method to analyse which stories attested recipients employ in their 

parable interpretation, which parable elements they highlight, and how these different stories 

influence each other and blend when meaning is produced. This combination of 

intersectionality and conceptual blending has also enabled me to study how underlying 

understandings of gender in combination with other social categories are such input stories 

and interact with other intersectional situated and intertextual stories. In addition, these 

analytical tools have allowed me to propose varieties of source stories possible recipients 

might have employed and combined in their hypothetical, but plausible interpretations. 
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 This thesis also shows the benefits of studying reception these ways. First, it displays 

how comparing various phases of the attested reception history allows us to analyse 

interpretational similarities, variations, nuances, and interesting exceptions. This comparable 

case study also shows how various hermeneutical paradigms and ideals interact with 

underlying intersectional understandings of gender. Secondly, it shows the benefits of 

studying contemporary research as reception. When the same criteria and analytical tools are 

used on contemporary research cases as in other reception cases, scholars are contextualised 

in similar ways as earlier attested recipients. This gives valuable insights in scholars’ own 

intersectional situatedness, as well as about the choices they make for in their parable 

interpretations. For example, which aspects of the parables they focus on, which recipient 

they construe in their reading of the parables, which intertexts they engage with, and which of 

these stories that become “leading tunes” in their parable interpretations. As a third point, this 

approach to reception studies shows the value of including possible interpretations in parable 

reception studies. These possible interpretations shows a multitude of ways intersectional 

female parable characters and thus the parables could have been interpreted from an early 

period. In this way, this study contributes to establishing a formerly lost archive of attested 

and possible interpretations of this new body of material, namely intersectional female 

characters.  

Thus, not only is this thesis’ combined methodological approach hopefully beneficial 

to the field, so is also the combination of studying attested and possible reception.  

In addition, by applying traditional exegetical tools in new ways as part of reception 

studies, I also hope to help expand of what exegesis might be. Possibly, this might also 

contribute to gap the bridge between reception studies and exegesis.    

The searching wife in the stain glass window 

Whose lives matter when scholars interpret parables? Which characters are focused on in such 

meaning-making processes and which recipients of these parables are emphasised? As argued 

in the introduction to this thesis, this has implications which variety of “real” lives scholars 

find significant. The starting point of this research was my experiences from church ministry 

and research on parables in Christian education in the Church of Norway, that parables with 

female characters are ignored, not considered “central” to the Christian message, or 

interpreted in narrow ways. Thus, even though this PhD project started out as a feminist quest, 

I do not argue that the attested interpretations in Part 2, including contemporary scholarship, 
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are “bad” and my own suggested interpretations in Part 3 are “good.” There are nuances and 

exceptions to all the tendencies I discuss in Part 2, also within the different reception periods. 

Nevertheless, from a feminist perspective, it is important to point out that especially in 

mainstream scholarship ignoring, stereotyping and underrating of female parable character 

happen to an extensive degree. It is also important to focus on that also feminist research 

displays some of the same tendencies. As a third point, it is worth highlighting this study’s 

positive surprises from a feminist perspective, that in Antiquity and Luther’s interpretation, 

intersectional female parable characters are more emphasised and significant and less 

stereotyped than I had expected. In addition, my proposed interpretations in Part 3 are not the 

correct parable interpretations. However, since contemporary scholarship often disregard 

female parable characters, I wanted to emphasis these characters, study them in more nuanced 

ways, and explore them as significant in recipients meaning-making. To provide nuanced 

interpretations of these parable characters and thus their parables, I have explored polyphonic 

possible parable interpretations for an intersectional variety of female listeners from the two 

first centuries CE. Not all these “good” interpretations from a feminist point of view. For 

example, possible interpretations where virgins see wisdom as that what makes you attractive 

on the patriarchal wedding marked, or that what you need to be a submissive slave, are not 

feminist interpretations. In addition, listening enslaved wives and daughters who possibly 

would consider the slave wife and potential daughters significant as slaves of the Lord it they 

were innocently tortured, are extremely “bad.”  Still, such interpretations are historical 

plausible interpretations of these parables.  

In the introduction to this thesis, I told a counterfactual story about the stain glass 

window in Torshov church. In this story, it is the wife, whom with lamp and broom searches 

for her lost coin, who gets to tell the people in Torshov church the story about “God” and 

“us,” and not the male sheep owner, who loses and finds one of his 100 sheep. I did this to 

propose that intersectional female parable characters could have been more significant in the 

church’s interpretative discourses. The main purpose of this thesis is to study broader 

interpretational potential in parables with intersectional female characters. If intersectional 

female characters are interpreted in broader, more nuanced ways, could more “real” varied 

intersectional recipients might be able to find identification figures or characters to contrast 

themselves from, and thus reflect their varied, intersectional lives in parables attributes to 

Jesus?  
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