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COURSE DESCRIPTION

Contemporary debates about the proper role of women in church, society and family are often
grounded on claims about the Bible and early Christianity. How true are these claims? In this class,
you'll explore the way women were viewed in Greco-Roman society and the revolutionary, if not
entirely liberating, way Christians regarded women instead. In particular, we'll explore the theme
common to much early Christian (and male-authored) literature that women could not be saved as
such, but that their path to salvation--and church leadership--lay in "becoming men" first. What was
it about the cultural construction of women that placed that extra hurdle in their path on the way to
heavenly life? How did early Christian women deacons, missionaries, prophets, martyrs and ascetics
take up that challenge? And why did so many early Christian men write women's stories in this way?

You might be interested in the Web site I've developed for an undergraduate course at Santa Clara
University titled SCTR 26 Gender in Early Christianity:

http://www-relg-studies.scu.edu/facstaff/murphy/courses/sctr026/index.htm
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SCHEDULE

MARCH 31
WHAT DID JESUS DO?

A lot of people today would like to hope that “what Jesus would do” about the
inequality of the sexes is eradicate it. But what we want might not be what the

. historical record allows. How much was Jesus a product of his (patriarchal)
Q culture, and how much did he break with it? How did he treat women, and
was this a radical departure from common Jewish practice? How “masculine”
is the portrait of Jesus in the gospels compared to the conventions of the time?
And what evidence to we use to reconstruct these historical scenarios?

Giancola’s “First Century
Jewish Man”
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APRIL 7
SAVED BY CHILDBIRTH OR CELIBACY? PAUL & HIS INTERPRETERS

The seven genuine letters of Paul are our earliest pieces of the New Testament. In
them, Paul speaks of women as deacons, co-workers, and benefactors. There’s
even a female apostle (Rom 16:7)! But does this mean that Paul thought that in
Christ, there was “no male and female,” or did he still hold to a gender hierarchy?
In either case, he definitely advocated celibacy for both sexes. So why, after his
death, did people invoke his name in support of two diametrically opposed
positions: (1) that women must marry and can only be saved through childbirth,
and (2) women must be celibate and avoid marriage? What social tensions do
Thecla Pilgram Flask  these practices reveal as Christianity spread in the Roman Empire?

Further Reading
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APRIL 14
DYING FOR A LIFE: THE GENDER DIFFERENCE IN THE COST OF DISCIPLESHIP

Beginning with Jesus, many Christians were persecuted for their faith in the first
three centuries of the new millennium. The persecutions were sporadic and
regional until the mid-200s, when inflation, border incursions by Rome’s
enemies, and a series of plagues and other disasters led to a long-term crisis for
which Rome sought scapegoats. Christians proved to be one easy target, for they
had a history of distancing themselves from public, civic duties. Men and
women were harassed, arrested, publically humiliated and executed.

Because of the assumptions about men and women, the accounts of martyrdom
took on a different cast for men than for women. We'll start today with the
graphic account of the Lamb in Revelation as an example of how the martyrdom
of a male figure (Jesus) is recounted. Then we’ll look at two accounts of female
martyrs, the martyrdom of Perpetua and her slave Felicitas in North Africa, and
the account of the young adolescent Agnes” martyrdom in Rome. How does the
author of Revelation deal with the penetration and conquest of Jesus and the
144,000 celibate male martyrs, given that this would have rendered them
“effeminate” in people’s eyes? And how are the normal feminine virtues of
modesty and virginity transgressed in female martyr accounts? Why is the
account of the virginal Agnes’ execution so heavily eroticized that it verges on
pornography? And why does it seem that the women’s virginity —and therefore
their sanctity —is never quite secured until they manage to die?

Further Reading
The Actual Texts [see the Clark and Kraemer titles on p. 1 under anthologies]
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APRIL 21
READING GENDER IN THE GNOSTIC TEXTS

Gender is put to multiple uses in the gnostic material from Nag
Hammadi. Here is a body of (heretical) literature that features
women prominently as protagonists and recipients of special
revelation. For example, this is the group of texts that includes the
Gospel of Mary (Magdalene), in which Mary is the privileged
recipient of Jesus’ most important post-resurrection revelation. In
other Gnostic texts, salvation is conceived as the consummation of a
relationship between the Gnostic and his God, and so the metaphor of
a bridal chamber and sexual consummation is used.

So are we to agree with Dan Brown that sex lies at the true heart of the
Christian tradition and that is why the Gnostics were suppressed? We
will take a closer look than Dan Brown did into how is “the feminine”
is figured in these books. And more importantly, we will ask why are
female characters and attributes deployed in this way.

A fragment of the Berlin Gnostic Codex
with the Gospel of Mary Magdalene
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APRIL 28
HOLY HARLOTS & TRANSVESTITE SAINTS: GENDER TRANSGRESSIONS & REDEMPTIONS

In the fourth and fifth centuries, with the legalization of
Christianity and its eventual institutionalization as the
only legal religion in the Roman Empire, stories of
martyrs and penitents from the past became all the rage.
This is when the notion that Mary Magdalene was a
prostitute began to be fixed (one wonders if in response
to her popularity in Gnostic circles?). But there were
other famous whores like Mary of Egypt and Pelagia the
actress who renounced their wicked ways, only to be
made the objects of the lust for holiness in Christian
literature. In renouncing their wicked ways, they often
renounce their clothing as well—assuming the garb or
the physique of men in the process. What social forces
Mary Magucntin Metsys (1466-1530) were at work to create this representation of female

ey Magdatenc (el and Maxy of Beypt (ght) holiness as the Roman Empire was disintegrating? Why,
in the final analysis, do women’s bodies always have to
be destroyed as such in order for the women to achieve
sanctity?
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The Actual Texts

[see the Clark and Kraemer entries on p. 1 under anthologies]
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