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Dr. Jane Regan:  
We are pleased to continue our celebration with a lecture by Professor Amy -Jill Levine entitled Telling 
Stories About Women.  We’re very grateful to Dr. Levine for graciously giving us permission to 
videotape this presentation.  It will be available as a streaming video from the STM website within 
about four weeks.  That’s at bc.edu/encore.  You’ll find lots of other gre at resources there that I’m 
sure you’ll enjoy.  
 
On the note of videotaping, when we reach the question and answer portion of the presentation, 
please keep in mind two things.  First of all, if you want to ask a question, it will be videotaped, so 
whatever self -monitors you have, you might want to apply them.  Just keep in mind that these will 
then be available as a streaming video forever.  Not  … , but anyway.  And the second one, actually 
practical, is please raise your hand and wait for the microphone bef ore you begin speaking, so that we 
have the question on the video and people can follow the discussion.  
 
Our thanks to the Boston College Bookstore, who is here in the lobby with books by Dr. Levine at their 
customary 20% discount.  
 
And now it’s my honor to introduce our speaker for this afternoon.  Amy -Jill Levine describes herself 
as “a Yankee Jewish feminist who teaches in a predominantly Christian divinity school in the buckle of 
the Bible Belt.”  She is University Professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies, the E. Rhodes and 
Leona B. Carpenter Professor of New Testament Studies, and professor of Jewish studies at Vanderbilt 
Divinity School and College of Arts and Sciences.  She’s also an affiliated professor at the Woolf 
Institute Center for the Stud y of Jewish -Christian Relations in Cambridge, UK.  
 
Professor Levine is the recipient of many honors, including (laughter) —anyway, lots of honors, lots of 
books.  She’s done a lot, OK?  She’s held office in the Biblical Society.  OK, you get the gist.  She’ s 
done a lot.  Right, right, right.  Got it, got it, got it.  Come on, Jane.  Hurry up.  
 
She is a prolific writer, and we just found out that just before Easter of next year, she’s written a 
children’s book along with a couple of rabbis.  Is that right?  
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It was once said about religion that religion was invented to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the 
comfortable.  Think about the parables as doing the af flicting.  How, then, do we appreciate the 
parables as that first audience might have heard them —that first audience who had no idea that Jesus 
was going to die, let alone that he was going to be proclaimed God, let alone that we would be having 
the feast of Mary Magdalene le cture here because he came back?  
 
What did th ose first Jews think about this material?  Well, we begin with parables in early Judaism.  2 
Samuel 12 records the prophet Nathan’s famous parable of the ewe lamb.  The parable recounts how 
a rich man had many, many sheep, and there was a poor man living next door who had only one little 
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who lost his son.  And Jewish women appear in public and nobody faints, from the baker woman at 
the communal oven, to the virgins, to our tenacious woman in the court.  
 
I am not saying that first century Judaism was some egalitarian Eden.  What I am saying is that 
Judaism of the time did not epitomize misogyny, and Jesus’ s relationships with and stories about 
women should not be seen as disrupting normative gender roles.   
 
So if the par ables are not about how grand Jesus looks in comparison to early Judaism, how then do 
we hear them as provocative or unsettling or disruptive?  Well, we might start paying attention to 
titles.  Our first parable  is usually called the parable of the leaven or the parable of the yeast, and the 
reference is not to those little red packets that sit in the refrigerator door.  This is to sourdough 
starter, for anybody who’s ever baked.  I’ve tried it once.  I ruined the kitchen.  I’m a domestic 
disaster.  But I k now people can do this.  
 
The parable is better labeled the parable of the woman who hides yeast in too much dough, although 
we’d never know that from the standard translation.  Here’s the parable, and I’ll qu ote from the New 
American Bible  Revised Edition , because that’s the one on the USCCB website.  So if the Catholic 
bishops say we should use it, and I’m at Boston College, when in Rome … 
 
Here’s the New American B ible  Revised Edition .  “The Kingdom of H eaven is like yeast that a woman 
took and mixed with 
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So what seemed originally like a simple comparison has become humorous, if not farcical: t oo much 
flour, the wrong verb, the wrong element.  And so we turn to the interpreters, and perhaps we can do 
better than the obvious readings that I find in the study Bibles.  Might the message be that we should 
reevaluate the meanest of domestic materials?  Something that we see as negative or utilitarian may 
actually have spi ritual potential.  This would fit the companion parable, in which the mustard seed 
grows into an enormous tree rather than, as typical, a somewhat scrubby little bush.   
 
Or given the enormous yield, is the point that we a dapt our lives in light of the K ingdom and do 
something foolish, something extraordinarily generous, something that might seem wasteful to those 
on the outs ide?  Here we might recall the Pearl of G reat P rice or perhaps any organization that has set 
up a food pantry or that seeks to feed th e hungry.  Extraordinary generosity, and we do it even 
though we know the problem will not be solved.  
 
I’ve already noted the connection of yeast to Passover, but we can do more.  In Genesis 18, Abraham 
says to his wife Sarah, “make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make 
cakes.”  The occasion is the visit of three strangers.  If you’re Christian, it’s the Trinity.  If you’re 
Jewish, it’s God and two angels.  And if you’re a Biblical scholar, it probably never happened anyway, 
so it doesn’t matter who they are.  But the visit culminates with the prediction of the pos t -menopausal 
Sarah’s pregnancy.  A side note —were my husband to invite three strangers to lunch and then text 
me saying, sweetie, take 60 pounds of flour and start ba king, I will guarantee you that conceiving a 
child would not be on my agenda that evening.  
 
So hearing our parable, would Jesus’ s followers remember Genesis 18 and so think of the K ingdom in 
relation to Abraham’s hospitality and generosity or to the possib ility of a divine messenger standing at 
our door?  The connection to Genesis 18 is enhanced when we think of one common metaphor for 
pregnancy in antiquity.  Ancient writers compared women’s bodies to ovens.  And you can see this in 
Herodotus and Aristopha nes, or we might think of the relatively modern expression, she’s got a bun in 
the oven.  Uncivil, but you understand the metaphor.  
 
Metaphors for pregnancy were also used to express the urgency of the messianic age, as in the phrase 
the birth pangs of the  Messiah.  So does the parable speak to us not only of women’s work, but also of 
women’s ability e al
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who call out to him night and da y?  Will h e be slo w to answer them?  I tell you, h e will see to it that 
justice is done for them speedily, but w hen the Son of Man comes, will h e find faith on earth?”  
 
So how we identify this parable already determines how we understand it.  The tradition al designation 
is the parable of the importuning widow, and the NAB has it as the parable of the persistent widow.  
That’s not bad, because it’s her persistence that drives the plot.  But persistent or tenacious, they 
don’t really give her the agency that she has.  Persistence conveys neither the problematic of her 
motive nor the violence of her threat nor the impact on the judge, and it just makes her sound like a 
nag.  The parable of the unjust or dishonest judge is also popular, but he’s only unjust or d ishonest in 
verse 6, which is Luke’s commentary.  There’s nothing in the parable proper to prove that the judge is 
corrupt: self - important, yep; f oolish, most probably ; b ut unjust, not clear.  
 
I like the title Parable of the Vengeful Widow and the Co- opted Judge, but that doesn’t preach.  But it 
could be a starting point.  If a parable cannot be domesticated, if it cannot fit neatly into our 
preconceived notions of morality, if it shakes us up, then we’ re probably on the right track.  
 
The judge in this para ble says “ this widow keeps bothering me. ”   I agree with him.  The widow keeps 
bothering me, too, because she refuses every stereotype, every box into which I want to put her.  
Biblical widows, it turns out, are the most unconventional of conventional figur es.  The majority view 
today about biblical widows is that they are helpless and oppressed.  Exodus begins the convention —
this is Exodus 22 — “you shall not abuse any widow or orphan.”  And the mandate suggests that 
widows and orphans were especially vulner able since they lack the husband or the father who 
traditionally would have provided them support and protected them.  Deuteronomy 10 and 24 offer 
the preferential option, God “executes justice for the orphan and the widow and loves the strangers 
providing  them food and clothing.”  I would like to hear that verse cited at some presidential campaign 
at some point.  
 
Deuteronomy 27 requires economic care for the alien —let’s just stop there for a minu te —the orphan, 
and the widow , and includes the threat, “curse d be anyone who deprives the alien, the orphan, and 
the widow of justice.”  And the Torah’s concern for the widow continues into the prophets and 
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as she epitomizes the strength, cleverness, and indeed problematic motives of many of her husband -
bereft predecessors.  But what happens?  We readers, beguiled by Luke, still want to see her as the 
victim.  Perhaps we want to stereotype women as helpless.  I’d hate to think that the scholarly move 
to depict the woman as a victim is prompted by lingering anti -Jewish tropes, but that may be the 
case.  
 
Here are the comments I found in major academic research studies.  One scholar describes her as 
almost resourceless, probably illiterate, and clearly lacking political influence.  Another  invokes the 
image of “the enraged bag lady.”  A third sees her as “the victim of a man who undermined the 
economic foundation of her life, for although” —I’m  still quoting here —“the parable gives no indication 
that the widow was an exception to the rule of  social reality, the majority of the population was poor, 
and the majority of widows were extremely exploited and oppressed on account of their class and 
their gender.”  A fourth goes as far as to call her an outcast.  And a fifth sets her in the “ugly and  
oppressive socio - legal world of first century Palestine.”  
 
Well, how would we know that the majority of widows in Jesus’ s time were extremely exploited and 
oppressed?  I think we’re doing stereotyping here and not history.  No one mentioned any exploitati on 
or oppression to Bab atha of Maoza, the early second -century twice -widowed woman whose personal 
papers, preserved in th e Cave of Letters, attest inter alia  that she seized her deceased second 
husband’s property in Ein Gedi, petitioned the Roman courts to gain custody of her son by her first 
marriage, and was actually sued by her second husband’s co -wife over the estate.  She’s got access to 
the courts, she’s got money, and she’s got gumption.  
 
Whereas Jewish law encoded in the Mishna prevented widows from  inheriting —here’s Mishna Bava 
Batra —“a woman bequeaths property to her sons, a wife to her husband and maternal uncles, but 
they do not inherit from the m” —the law could easily be circumvented by a deed of gift.  And the very 
idea that the law says a woman  can bequeath property suggests that women can own property.  
Moreover, Jewish widows had two means of receiving support, their marriage contract as well as her 
claim for alimentation.  You can find this in the Mishna as well.  
 
Even the church had problems  with independent widows who had their own money, which is why 
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and whom the NABRE calls “ the pardon of the sinful woman, ”  is by no means poor, as her high -end  
alabastron indicates.  And as Sister Barbara Reid has trenchantly and appropriately noted, why do we 
keep calling her the sinful woman, when she should be called “ the woman who loves much, ”  because 
that’s what Jesus calls her?  
 
A third clue to our widow’s economic security is her persistence.  The  woman kept coming —ercheto , 
the imperative—to the court.  Tim e to continue to visit the court is a luxury those who work in a 
subsistence economy would not have.  And the widow finally presumes she will be heard.  She makes 
no argument and presents no evidence, but she does repeat, “ avenge me against my opponent. ”   Her 
desire i s comparable to the vengeance—same term —executed upon Egypt’s first -born sons by God, by 
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More, the parable asks us if we can distinguish between justice and vengeance.  We ignore the 
widow’s interest in vengeance when we ignore her opponent.  He too has a story to tell.  Reference to 
an adversary or opponent appears elsewhere in Luke to show the potential violence that litigation 
creates.  This is Jesus speaking: “For as you go with your opponent before a ruler, on the way work to 
settle the case, lest you be dragged before the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, and 
the officer throw you in prison.”  The widow does not follow Jesus’ s advice, and everyone, including 
the reader attempting to make some sense of the parabl e, suffers.  
 
We should also query the idea of vengeance at the end of the parable.  The NABRE’s, “will not God 
then secure the rights,” or the NRSB’s “grant justice to them” is literally, again, “ avenge them. ”   Do 
we want God to do avenging?  Do we want es chatological vengeance?  For some people, it’s 
unimaginable that God could be anything but merciful.  But others, perhaps those who have been 
tortured, sex trafficked, imprisoned, or killed in the name of whatever deity or government, perhaps 
they might wa nt the perpetrators to suffer.  Justice without mercy is intolerable, but so is mercy 
without justice.  
 
So when we, to put it on a more mundane level, participate in a court case or sit on a jury or attend a 
parole hearing, are we seeking justice, or are w e seeking vengeance?  And there’s a fine line between  
the two.  I walked this line —that’s an allusion to Joh nny Cash, I am from Nashville —since for the past 
14 years  I’ve been teaching Vanderbilt classes at Riverbend Maximum Security Institute in Nashville.  
(This is where Tennessee’s death row is located. )   My students at Riverbend well understand the drive 
for vengeance.  It’s that drive that leads to the death penalty.  The widow’s desire for vengeance wil l 
prompt her violent approach to the judge, and the judge perpetuating the system of vengeance makes 
a decision that likely prompts violence against the opponent.  
 
So this widow should keep bothering us.  I can’t support her or the judge, and I don’t have enough 
information to speak about the opponent.  And since I cannot find justice in the parable, I have to look 
elsewhere.  For example, I have to cross -examine myself.  What are my presuppositions about widows 
and judges?  Or , what are our presuppositions  about what some of us describe as the “ criminal justice 
system ”  and others describe as the “ New Jim Crow” ?  What about human nature and the desire for 
vengeance?  
 
Parables should afflict the comfortable.  They’re like stink bombs tossed into the status qu o.  They’re 
profound teachings that force us to ask the right questions, challenge our presuppositions, require 
creative reflecti on, and bring us closer to the K ingdom of God if we just listened enough.   
 
How do we hear our parable of the Woman with the L ost C oin?   I’ve noted that she stands in the same 
position as the man who lost his sheep and the father who lost his son.  Christian tradition takes the 
man and the dad to be God.  She should be, too.   
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So my friend Deborah Appler, who teaches at the Moravian Seminary in Pennsylvania, mentioned to 
me that she was reading this parable with friends in Tanzania, and her friends in Tanzania responded, 
“I f the sheep goes astray, we shoot it. ”   I don’t think that’s what Jesus had in mind either.   
 
Nor would the first listeners get a message about repenting.  Sheep do not repent.  There is no such 
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I couldn’t put together how this religion , which seemed so lovely and so beautiful,  was saying hateful 
things about me.  Obviously I came in under the wire of Nostra Aetate .  So I started asking questions, 
and I started attending ca techism class with my friends—religious education class.  I thought it was a 
translation problem, because in the synagogue, we were learning Hebrew.  Nobody told me the New 
Testament was written in Greek.  Plus, I’m seven years old.  
 
I had very, very wise parents who basically said to me, “ as long as you remember who you are, go.  
You might learn something.  It’s good to know about other people’s religions. ”  
 
I mean, great parents.  The sisters who taught me my catechism did not mind that I was there, 
because I actually wanted to be there, and I was probably the only one who did.  And what happened 
was I fell in love with the stories.  When I got older, I realized not only did I like the stories qua  
stories, I liked them because they were Jewish stories, and I was getting my own history back to me.  
 
So I have multiple reasons for doing this.  Now, my primary job is to train people who want to be 
Christian  ministers or religious educators, and I want to make sure that when they get up in front of 
the classroom or they’re in the pulpit, they don’t say something that will bear false witness against 
women or against Jews and Judaism or against gay people or ag ainst any of the folks who have been 
harmed by the biblical text —to make sure that it comes out as a text of love, r ather than a text of 
prejudice.  
 
Questioner:  
This is my second time seeing you.  I saw you last time you were here, and I own some of your books.  
I’m a Christian chaplain in a Jewish facility.  My job is to help the people who live in this Jewish facility 
see each other and hear each other and make choices about how they want to live their lives together.  
You have been so incredibly helpful to me, and I just wanted to tell you that your writing, your work 
really is changing the world.  
 
Dr. Levine:   Oh my God.  
 
Questioner:  
I know.  I do this really little thing, but I do it so much better because I can see the Jewish 
perspective on the Christian stories, and I can see the Christian’s dependence on the Jewish 
perspective.  It’s fascinating to hear you talk about texts I’ve heard about all my life.  And I can take 
that to them.  I can have respect for everyone in the room, and they can start to have respect for 
everyone in the room.   
 
Dr. Levine:   That’s lovely.  
 
Questioner:  
It’s hard to say to somebody, “ well, they’re just like you, ”  because nobody wants to hear that.  That’s 
maybe not even true.  But to know that you share stories in a way, it’s just very powerful stuff.  I just 
wanted to say thank you.  
 
Dr. Levine:    
I appreciate that.  Thank you so much.  Just let me say something  about that as the mic’s being 
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argument that the original was debt, because Jesus was intere sted in eco nomic reform and a p ay it 
forward model.  Somebody needs, you have, you give, and you give without expectation of return.  
And then the church got into the sin - forgiving business, so it was the church that shifted it over, 
because it’s easier to forgive a sin than a debt.  If you sin against me, I can forgive you.  But if you 
owe me $100,000 and I’ve got two kids, I want to put them through BC, I want the money.  
 
One of my guys looked at me  and he said, in effect, “L ady, you don’t have a clue. ”   He went on to talk 
about being a participant in a victim -offender mediation program, part of what’s known as restorative 
justice.  He met with the family members of the people, plural, he killed.  After about a year, they said 
to him, as he explained tha t night, “ we’ve come to realize you’re not the person you were when the 
murders took place.  This was a drug deal that went very, very wrong.  We’ve gotten to know you as a 
person.  We can’t hold this anger in us any longer.  We forgive you. ”    
 
And  he looked at me, and he said, “L ady, your problem is that you don’t understand sin.  Because you 
don’t understand sin, you don’t understand forgiveness. ”   What they had offered him was worth more 
than any economic that could ever be offered.   
 
This is the sort of thing you hear in prison.  I am not saying, “ let’s open up the doors of every single 
prison and let people out. ”   For some of these people, I’m very, very happy they’re locked up.  Very 
happy they’re locked up.  Because they have told me that if they were out, they would offend a gain.  
And a number of others —when we talk about, in the book of Acts, there are prison break stories.  So I 
said to them, “L et’s say an angel opened up the door to your cell.  What would you do? ”   To a man, 
they said “W e would s tay here. ”   Either “we’re afraid if we got out, we would sin again, ”  or “we are 
here because we are paying the penalty for what we did. ”   Or “ if we left, the guards would get into 
trouble, and they are our friends. ”   Or “we would have no place to go. ”  
 
These guys are  my friends, and I don’t want —the incarcerated American is yet another one of our 
minority groups, and we tend to ignore them.  They may have done horrible things, and my guys have 
done horrible things.  But they are also in the image and likeness  of God.  Thank you for asking.  
 
Questioner:  
Good afternoon.  Thank you very much for your talk.  It has been a very enlightening opportunity  
here.  You spoke a lot about Matthew, Luke, and Mark, but I didn’t hear much on John’s perspective of 
wome
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The fellow says, “T hat’s works righteousness.  You’re saying she’s earned her way into heaven.  But 
getting into heaven is supposed to be a free gift. ”  Jesus says, “G o back to John 14, where I make it 
very clear that I am the W ay.  Now, let me repeat that.  I am.  I am.  Not you, and not your narrow 
understanding of salvation, and not your constipated view of soteriology.  I say she gets in.  Do you 
want to argue? ”   And the last thing, b efore going off to get my heavenly accessories, is I have this 
image of Jesus handing the man a tissue to help get the log out of his eye.  
 
So if the Christian wants to make Jesus the gatekeeper, by all means, make him so, because that’s 
what the New Testament says he is.  And I don’t think, as mentioned before, you give up the 
particulars of your own religion on the altar of interfaith sensitivity.  Hang on to that.  That’s what 
makes you Christian.  But the Jesus that I understand through history, this Je wish guy, is going to be 
a whole lot more concerned about how I love my neighbor as myself than of the particulars of my 
theology.  So this one works for me, and I hope it works for you, too.  Thank you very much.  
 
 
 

  


