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PREFACE
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In the spring of the first century, in a stretch of hill country between the Sea of Galilee and the Judean desert, a group of people began walking together toward Jerusalem. Among them was a rabbi from Nazareth whose name would outlast every empire of his age. Beside him, named and unnamed, walked women.

They are easy to miss on a fast reading of the Gospels. The four accounts of Jesus of Nazareth were written primarily around the actions of twelve men, and centuries of art, sermon, and stained glass have reinforced that frame until it feels like the whole picture. But read closely, and count carefully, and the women multiply. They fund the ministry from their own resources. They travel the roads that a respectable woman of the period was not supposed to travel alone. They ask theological questions that the disciples are too frightened to ask. They stand at the foot of a cross when every named male follower except one has fled. They are the first to see an empty tomb, and the first to be trusted with the news that would become the center of a new faith.

This book is about those women. Some have names that have survived twenty centuries, Mary Magdalene, Martha and Mary of Bethany, Joanna, Susanna, Salome. Others are known only by a title or a location, the woman at the well, the woman with the flow of blood, the Syrophoenician mother who would not be turned away. A few appear for a single verse and then vanish from the record entirely, their names lost to time even as their courage or their grief is preserved.

Writing about women in first century Judea and Galilee presents a particular difficulty, and it is worth stating plainly at the outset. The Gospels were written within a patriarchal society, by authors working within the conventions of that society, decades after the events they describe. They do not give us modern biography. They give us fragments, often just a scene, a line of dialogue, a gesture, and then the narrative moves on. Where this book describes what a woman may have felt or thought in a given moment, that description is offered as informed reconstruction of the historical and cultural setting, not as an assertion of fact beyond what the text supports. Where later Christian tradition added detail that the Gospels do not contain, marriage stories, physical descriptions, additional miracles, that tradition is identified clearly as tradition and not folded into the historical record as though it were equivalent to it.

The most persistent example of this problem is Mary Magdalene herself. For more than a thousand years, Western Christian art and preaching identified her as a reformed prostitute, a fallen woman redeemed by Jesus. This identification comes from nowhere in the four Gospels. It was constructed in the late sixth century by conflating three separate women who appear in different Gospel passages, a conflation that a Roman pope formalized in a sermon and that the Catholic Church did not formally correct until 1969. The real Mary Magdalene, the one the earliest Christian writers actually describe, is a woman of independent means who followed Jesus from Galilee, funded the ministry, stood at the cross, and was named by all four Gospel writers as the first witness of the resurrection. That is a very different woman from the one that centuries of art placed in a red dress at the feet of Jesus, weeping for her sins. This book tells the story the earliest sources actually support.

The approach throughout is to treat the Gospels as the primary historical documents they are, texts written by specific communities, for specific purposes, within a specific and recoverable historical setting, and to place the women who appear in them against the fullest possible reconstruction of that setting. Archaeology of first century Galilee tells us a great deal about the villages these women lived in. The writings of the Jewish historian Josephus, a contemporary of the apostles, describe the political and religious world they moved through. Rabbinic literature, though compiled later, preserves customs and attitudes that illuminate what it meant to be a woman in that world, what she could own, where she could go, and what price she paid for stepping outside the boundaries set for her.

Some readers will come to this book already familiar with these women from a lifetime of church attendance. Others will come with no religious background at all, curious about a group of historical figures who shaped, in ways still felt today, how half the world's population understands its place in matters of faith. Both readers are welcome here. The aim of this book is not to argue a doctrine. It is to recover, as far as the evidence allows, the lives of women who stood at the center of one of history's most consequential stories, and who have too often been pushed to its margins.

They were not marginal to the people who actually knew them. Jesus taught the Samaritan woman theology at a well when his own disciples would not have dared. He allowed Mary of Bethany to sit as a student at his feet, a position reserved for men, while her sister served the meal. He spoke his first recorded words after the resurrection not to Peter, not to John, but to a woman weeping in a garden who thought he was the gardener. The record itself insists on their importance. This book simply asks readers to look at what has been there all along.
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Chapter One: The World the Women Walked Through
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Villages Built Close Together

To understand what it meant for a woman to follow an itinerant rabbi through the towns of Galilee and up the long road to Jerusalem, it is necessary first to understand what her life looked like before she made that choice, and what it cost her to make it.

Galilee in the early first century was a region of small villages and a handful of larger towns, ringed by a lake that supported a substantial fishing industry and crossed by trade routes that connected the Mediterranean coast to Damascus and the lands beyond. Archaeological excavation at sites such as Capernaum, Magdala, and Nazareth has given historians a fairly detailed picture of daily life there. Houses were built of local basalt stone, dark and rough, clustered tightly together around shared courtyards. Families lived in extended units, several generations and often several married siblings sharing a single household compound. Privacy in the modern sense barely existed. A woman's activities, her comings and goings, who she spoke with and for how long, were visible to an entire community of relatives and neighbors in a way that would feel suffocating to many people today.

Under a Father's Roof, Then a Husband's

Jewish law and custom in this period placed a woman's life under the authority first of her father, then of her husband, a pattern common across the ancient Mediterranean world and not unique to Judaism. A daughter could be betrothed by her father as young as twelve, though marriages more commonly took place in the mid to late teens for girls and the early twenties for men. Marriage contracts, known as a ketubah, specified financial obligations and protections, and Jewish law did give women certain rights that some neighboring cultures did not, including a right to receive a settlement in the event of divorce and a right to own property under specific circumstances. But the overall framework was one of male guardianship. A woman's testimony carried less legal weight than a man's in most contexts. Her movement outside the household was expected to have a clear and limited purpose, drawing water, marketing food, attending a wedding or funeral, and it was generally expected that she would be accompanied.

Rabbinic sources compiled later, though reflecting customs that likely predate them by generations, record teachers who advised against unnecessary conversation between men and women in public, and who considered it beneath a teacher's dignity to instruct a woman in religious law. One well known saying attributed to a first century rabbi held that a man should not talk much with a woman, including his own wife, and that this reluctance should extend all the more to another man's wife, for fear of gossip and impropriety. Whatever the precise origin of individual sayings, they reflect a broader current in the religious culture of the period, a current that treated formal religious instruction as the domain of men and viewed a woman's public presence with suspicion by default.

An Unusual Teacher

It is against this backdrop that the Gospel accounts of Jesus's ministry read as genuinely unusual, not because the authors were writing modern feminist literature, they were not, but because the behavior they describe departs so consistently from the social expectations of the world around them. Jesus speaks theology directly to a Samaritan woman at a well, alone, in a conversation his own disciples find shocking enough to remark on when they return. He allows a woman to sit at his feet in the posture of a formal student while her sister handles the domestic labor expected of women, and when challenged about it, he defends the woman's right to that position instead of sending her back to the kitchen. He heals a woman with a chronic bleeding disorder, a condition that Jewish purity law treated as a source of ritual contamination for anyone she touched, and instead of recoiling from her touch, he calls her daughter. None of this was normal. The Gospel writers do not comment extensively on how unusual it was, likely because they and their earliest audiences understood the social context well enough that the point did not need spelling out. Modern readers, removed from that context by two thousand years, often need the point spelled out for them, and that is one purpose of this book.

Women Who Paid the Bills

There was also an economic dimension to the women who followed Jesus that the Gospel of Luke records with unusual specificity. Luke names Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, along with unnamed others, as women who supported Jesus and his disciples out of their own financial means (Luke 8:1-3). This detail matters enormously and is often passed over quickly in casual reading. An itinerant teacher and a group of twelve men traveling together for an extended period required food, lodging, and likely some means of travel. Someone paid for that. Luke tells us plainly that women paid for it, women who had access to their own money or property, a detail that tells us something important about who these women were. Joanna was married to a senior official in the court of Herod Antipas, placing her in a social stratum with real resources at her disposal. Mary Magdalene's name, tied to the prosperous fishing town of Magdala on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee, and the complete absence of any father's or husband's name attached to her in the Gospel text, has led many historians to conclude she was likely a woman of independent means, possibly a widow, who controlled her own property in a way that most women of her time could not.

This combination, women with real financial independence, choosing to leave settled households and travel the roads of Galilee and Judea with an unmarried rabbi and a band of men who were mostly strangers to their families, would have been remarkable enough to draw comment and likely censure in the communities they left behind. The Gospels do not record what their families said. It is not difficult to imagine.

A Fractured Religious World

The religious landscape these women inhabited was also more varied and more contested than a simplified modern picture of first century Judaism sometimes suggests. The region was under Roman occupation, administered through a combination of direct Roman rule in Judea proper and client kingship under the Herodian family in Galilee and other territories. Religious authority was similarly fractured. The Sadducees, drawn largely from priestly and aristocratic families, controlled the Temple in Jerusalem and rejected teachings, such as bodily resurrection, that were not explicitly grounded in the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. The Pharisees, a lay movement with substantial popular support, held a more expansive view of scripture and tradition and emphasized ritual purity in daily life, not only in the Temple. The Essenes, a separatist community associated by most scholars with the Dead Sea Scrolls, withdrew from mainstream society altogether in pursuit of ritual purity. Samaritans, who considered themselves the true inheritors of the ancient Israelite religion and worshipped at their own temple on Mount Gerizim instead of in Jerusalem, were regarded by many Judeans as a related but estranged people, a rift with roots stretching back centuries and still very much alive in the first century.

It is worth pausing on the Samaritan situation specifically, because one of the most significant women in this book, the unnamed woman Jesus meets at a well outside the Samaritan town of Sychar, sits directly inside this fracture. Jewish travelers moving between Galilee and Judea frequently avoided passing through Samaria altogether, taking a longer route through the Jordan Valley instead, precisely to avoid contact with a population many considered ritually and religiously suspect. The Gospel of John tells us plainly that Jews did not associate with Samaritans. That a Jewish teacher would not only pass through Samaria but sit down at a well and ask a Samaritan woman, of all people, for a drink of water, and then proceed to have the longest recorded theological conversation in any Gospel with her, is a detail whose full weight is easy to miss without understanding just how deep and how old the animosity between these two communities ran.

Excluded From the House of Learning

Women in this fractured religious landscape occupied varying positions depending on their community and status, but common to nearly all of them was exclusion from formal roles of religious authority and instruction. Women did not serve as rabbis, did not typically receive formal training in the study of scripture, and were seated separately from men in synagogue worship, though the extent and rigidity of that separation in the first century is debated among historians, since much of the physical evidence for formal women's galleries in synagogues dates from later periods. What is clear from multiple sources is that religious learning, the study and interpretation of sacred text, was understood as a male domain, and a woman who sought that kind of engagement with scripture was stepping outside her expected role.

This is precisely what several of the women in this book did, and precisely what makes their stories worth recovering with care. Mary of Bethany chose to sit and listen instead of serve. The Samaritan woman engaged Jesus in a debate over the correct location of worship and the nature of the coming Messiah, a conversation that reads, on close examination, like a genuine theological exchange between two people who both had something to say. These were not passive bystanders swept along in the wake of a great man. They were active participants who, in choosing to follow, to question, to serve, or to remain at a cross when safety would have counseled flight, made decisions that carried real personal risk and that history has, at various points, tried very hard to forget.

What This Book Attempts

This book attempts to restore what can be restored. Where the Gospel accounts give specific detail, that detail is presented with care for what it actually says instead of what centuries of tradition later imagined it to say. Where the historical and archaeological record can fill in the world around these women, the towns they came from, the customs they navigated, the risks they accepted, that context is offered to help modern readers see clearly what a first century audience would have understood instinctively. And where genuine uncertainty exists, about names, about relationships, about later legend layered onto earlier fact, that uncertainty is stated plainly instead of smoothed over for the sake of a tidier story.

The women of this book do not need a tidier story. The one the earliest sources actually preserve is remarkable enough.
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