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Chapter 1

Introduction and Methodology

In her now-classic work on feminist theory, Mary Daly declares, “if God is male, then the male is God.”1 This provocative statement not only highlights the exclusion and devaluing of women, but also emphasizes the problematic association of masculinity with divinity, which is often equated with virtue, power, and privilege. These associations, however, prove troubling in the context of the Gospel of Matthew, which highlights sacrifice, self-denial, suffering, and death as expectations of the male disciples of Jesus. What does masculinity mean in the context of a Gospel where John the Baptist is beheaded at the request of a woman, Joseph obediently protects the life of a vulnerable baby boy who is not his own son, Peter is known as much for denying Jesus as he is for outspoken leadership, and Jesus is handed over by Judas, one of his own disciples? And what, if anything, do these varied masculinities have to do with God?

The complex masculinities in Matthew introduce challenging questions about gender, power, and divinity. In this book I engage these issues, exploring the masculinities of several figures in Matthew’s Gospel—Joseph, John the Baptist, Peter, and Judas—in light of Greco-Roman constructions of masculinity, the imperial narrative of the ancient world that surrounds and shapes the New Testament. I also consider the masculinities of contrasting figures King Herod and Herod Antipas in the context of these discussions. I argue that the pictures of masculinity in Matthew’s Gospel involve ambivalence, inscribing certain aspects of the dominant construction of the ancient world while seeking to create distance from others.

For example, the Gospel’s privileging of obedient discipleship challenges the dominant cultural emphasis on wealth and the societal control of elites by valuing submission to God, but it clearly approves of other expressions of dominating control over self and others that serve divine purposes. Thus, even as some aspects of ancient masculinity are challenged, the essential problematic relationship between masculinity and power remains intact, ultimately reinscribing the pattern of divine sanction of the imperial status quo.

The central question that guides this project is, “How does the Gospel of Matthew construct masculinity and how do those constructions relate to Greco-Roman constructions of masculinity that dominate the world of the Gospel?” In this book, I provide possible answers to these questions by discussing the characterizations of individual male characters in Matthew in light of the characteristics of the dominant construction of ancient masculinity that support and communicate assumptions and values of the Empire. I focus on where and how the Gospel’s constructions intersect with this dominant construction by means of mimicry, resistance, redefinition, and negotiation.

This kind of contextualization is potentially fruitful particularly because of the social location of the New Testament as a non-elite text. Because of the fundamental relationship between masculinity and power in the Roman Empire, it is not difficult to find examples of Roman thought originating from and largely concerned with elite males.2 Indeed, Roman masculinity itself was an ideal, a perfect storm of factors enabling the flawless performance of a man. This ideal occupied one end of a gender spectrum that categorized males according to behaviors and characteristics; the remainder of the spectrum was occupied by those who did not meet the expectations of masculinity for various reasons. Movement along the spectrum was assumed, both toward and away from the ideal, creating a climate where performance and competition were integral to the assertion of identity. It is not surprising, then, that much of the ancient discourse on masculinity points to men who either exemplify or fail to meet the ideal standard in key ways, underscoring the qualities of masculinity that matter most to elites.3

The hegemonic masculinity characteristic of the ancient world was effective because its emphasis on valor and domination kept elite males occupied with competitive rhetoric and actions, and because most non-elite men either couldn’t compete for honor and power, therefore supporting it by default, or chose not to compete by removing themselves from public competitive environments focused on demonstrating masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity’s dominance means it is not always easy to determine other forms of masculinity that would have functioned in the lived experience of human beings, especially those whose lives were less than ideal.

Because of their non-elite origins, the New Testament texts provide a unique and potentially important example of a different kind of literature from a different kind of people.4 But what, precisely, is the difference? In what ways do the presentations of masculinity in the New Testament diverge from or replicate dominant constructions? And, if the former, what is the nature of the divergence? Is it simply a change of clothing, emphasizing different qualities while downplaying others? Or are these constructions fundamental?

From this research, what emerges is a complex picture of the way that masculinities in the Gospel of Matthew relate to the masculinities of their imperial context. In particular, three ideas emerge consistently from the discourse in the Gospel as sites for negotiation of masculine status: divine service, dominating control over self and over others, and wealth.5 While these are not the only possible themes that could emerge from such an analysis, they can be considered as particularly important and helpful themes when addressing constructs of masculinity in the Gospel of Matthew as they relate to those of Greco-Romans.

I contend that constructions of masculinity in the Gospel of Matthew attempt to challenge conventional elite masculine norms in antiquity, which are shaped by the Roman Empire, and to redefine them in terms of the story of Jesus of Nazareth and the social location of his followers. This attempted challenge is primarily visible in the Gospel’s rejection of wealth as an aspect of discipleship; the Gospel does not understand wealth to be a source of power or evidence of divine favor for men in divine service. This attempt, however, is ultimately limited by the same emphasis on discipleship, which sanctions dominating control over self and others as an aspect of divine service and retains a hegemonic understanding of God’s power.

Engaging these Matthean figures through the lens of divine service, dominating control over self and over others, and wealth illuminates these issues in a variety of ways. By rejecting wealth and emphasizing obedient service, the Gospel challenges, undermines, and redefines several key aspects of masculinity from ancient conventional constructions. At the same time, it appropriates and imitates others, namely the presumed relationship between masculinity and divine service and the demonstration or execution of masculinity by control over self and over others when it serves divine purposes.

The resulting concepts of masculinity in Matthew display an inherent tension both for original and contemporary interpreters. On the one hand, the Gospel makes a strong case for an alternative masculinity that eschews the role of status defined by wealth so prized by other ancient writers and emphasizes self-denial and discipleship oriented toward submission to God and service to others. This construction is potentially a powerful challenge to the Empire, resisting and rejecting its values. On the other hand, this challenge is undercut by the persistence of a fundamental relationship between masculinity and dominating power that connects masculinity both with divine service and with control over self and over others. This connection to control produces an understanding of masculinity that is problematic for both ancient and contemporary hearers and readers of the Gospel who would consider its concept of masculinity to carry authoritative weight or to portray a model to be emulated.


Methodology: Masculinity Studies

My conversation partners for this project come primarily from those engaged in work investigating the function of masculinity in the Gospels: Colleen Conway,6 Susanna Asikainen,7 Brittany Wilson,8 Eric Thurman,9 Tat-siong Benny Liew,10 Stephen Moore, and Janice Capel Anderson.11 My study utilizes similar methodology and asks similar questions. However, I turn my attention to exploring aspects of masculinity in the Gospels that differ from what others have done thus far, notably applying consistent themes of divine service, dominating control over self and over others, and wealth to multiple characters within the Gospel of Matthew.

Broadly conceived, the discipline of masculinity studies foregrounds questions of masculinity in the interpretation of biblical texts. My particular approach to this methodology employs questions that seek to identify (1) where masculinity is present in the text, (2) how it is variously constructed and represented, and (3) how those constructions function with respect to power. This last task is interested in tracing and exposing the relationship between masculinity and power, problematizing facile interpretations, and working through the implications of this relationship for the use of Gospel texts in faith communities.

In order to put this methodology into practice, I utilize scholarship on ancient masculinity to construct a context within which to consider the Gospel text. This constructed context highlights important aspects of ancient masculinity, such as a focus on elites, competition, a continuum of masculine status, a culture of outside interpretation, and exhibition and evaluation of behaviors and traits. To provide language for the interpretation of this constructed context, I draw on theories and concepts from contemporary studies of masculinity, which in turn are influenced by disciplines such as feminist theory and gender studies.

One important concept for this study is “hegemonic masculinity.” Coined by Connell, the term refers to a particular kind of masculinity that emphasizes power and dominance over women, as well as men who do not meet its standards.12 Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women.”13

Connell’s compelling concept has been used widely by scholars in many different fields. It has also undergone some revision and challenge, notably by Demetrakis Demetriou. Demetriou’s critique draws attention to the social forces at work in hegemonic masculinity, highlighting what he calls the “internal” and “external” dynamics that exist both between masculinity and femininity, and among different expressions of masculinity.14 Demetriou problematizes Connell’s categories and argues for a more nuanced understanding of the ways that alternative masculinities not only are oppressed by hegemonic masculinity, but also contribute to it.

New Testament scholars interested in masculinity have also critiqued the term, particularly in its usage. For Wilson, the concept has become too closely aligned with “imperial masculinity,” and so is understood more in terms of its content than its function.15 Asikainen emphasizes this same point, critiquing the reduction of the concept to a list of traits, and preferring to talk about the way that different masculinities (including subordinate or marginalized forms) compete for ideal hegemony.16

I concur that such usage misses a critical element of power dynamics present in Connell’s concept. However, while the term may be contested and imperfect, the concept of hegemonic masculinity remains important because, in the words of Connell, “we still require a way of theorizing gendered power relations among men, and understanding the effectiveness of masculinities in the legitimation of the gendered order.” Hegemonic masculinity does not simply refer to one type of masculinity. Rather, it recognizes various constructions of masculinity and refers to the process by which masculine power is asserted, shifted, and reasserted in order to maintain the desired structure of privileging some kinds of men and oppressing women. Connell considers this dynamic (what Demetriou calls the “external” dimension of hegemony) to be the context within which the construction of gender plays out.

Therefore, while some types of masculinity may exhibit traits more obviously associated with power, all expressions of masculinity contribute to a system that perpetuates male privilege. And the relationships among the different kinds of masculinity (what Demetriou calls the “internal” dimension) are critically important for examining the ways masculine power is executed and upheld. For Connell, “‘hegemonic masculinity’ is always constructed in relation to various subordinated masculinities as well as in relation to women. The interplay between different forms of masculinity is an important part of how a patriarchal social order works.”17 Studying New Testament texts, then, is not just a window into alternative masculinities. It is an examination of hegemonic masculinity itself. Therefore, I continue to make use of the term with its modifications and critiques in view.18

An integral part of the assertion of hegemonic masculinity is an awareness of sexuality and the wider conceptualization of the social construction of gender.19 Connell argues that because of the way hegemonic masculinity has asserted itself in the last few centuries, marked by dominance of self and oppression of others, homosexuality was an obvious and immediate casualty.20 Likewise, Butler and Foucault both identify the force of the heterosexual paradigm on the negotiation and performance of gender.21

These perspectives come out of a contemporary Western paradigm, so their conclusions cannot be assumed to be immediately applicable to a discussion of gender in the ancient world. But the larger question of the role of sexuality in a conversation about masculinity remains important, especially because the construction of masculinity is played out in a variety of arenas, including sexual experience.

Using a nuanced concept of hegemonic masculinity as a hermeneutical filter for the New Testament texts is helpful, therefore, as it focuses the interpreter’s attention on (1) manifestations of ideal masculinity, (2) forms of alternative masculinity, and (3) the hegemonic system upheld by the construction and interplay between these various constructions. The concept provides an indispensable framework for asking questions and grasping the complex dynamics at work.

Moreover, I share Conway’s conviction that masculinity studies from a feminist perspective is critically important.22 Not only does this approach de-center masculinity as a social construct, opening it up to critique and possible reconstruction, but it is interested in the ways that normative assumptions about masculinity in the past have done significant damage to men and women, creating a context in which gendered oppression remains possible and perhaps inevitable.

Ancient Masculinity: Overview

I next provide a discussion of ancient masculinity as context for applying this methodology to the New Testament. A comprehensive description of ancient masculinity is a full-length project in itself, so I do not attempt one here. Rather, the next discussion is tailored to the questions I consider in this project, naming important concepts in how masculinity was constructed and understood, and focusing on its relationship to power and how that relationship functioned in the imperial world. After an introduction to ancient masculinity, I introduce my three themes of dominating control over self and others, wealth, and divine service, and then discuss arenas where these issues are negotiated.23 I return to these same themes and relationships to provide points of entry and comparison as I engage the male characters in Matthew.

Ancient masculinity was an ideal focused on elites, and consequently reflects elite realities and concerns. Ancient masculinity was so tied to status that to be “masculine” was to be “elite.”24 Even the conversation about masculinity was elite. Ancient thought on masculinity is found primarily in the writings of elite males comparing themselves to one another, which would not have been part of public discourse available to other classes.25 Because of this exclusive focus on elites, there is no such thing as a “real man” from the lower classes. Some elements or aspects of masculinity might be present in some individuals from those classes, and perhaps even recognized as such, but the absence of elite status meant that those men could never truly compete.

In contemporary terms, non-elite men might be categorized as R. W. Connell’s “marginalized” masculinities.26 In the ancient world, they were “less masculine” than other men. Contemporary understanding of gender stresses a binary opposition based in biology. Ancient understandings of gender suggest more fluidity along a continuum or spectrum. Movement along that spectrum had powerful consequences, including the possibility that “male and female bodies were considered not so much different in kind as in degree.”27 Male bodies, then, occupied positions along a spectrum of gender, and, while noteworthy variants exist, the emphasis on ancient masculinity is placed heavily on elites.

This association with elite values is important in several aspects. For example, as a marker of elite status, the achievement of masculinity was characterized by high-stakes competition. Ancient masculinity was designed to be a limited commodity, earned by a few, and inaccessible to the rest. Once achieved, it was very difficult to maintain because of the constant striving of others. As Gleason argues, it “was not a state to be definitively and irrefutably achieved, but something always under construction and constantly open to scrutiny.”28 And, the consequences of failure, what Conway calls “the specter of lost manliness . . . was frequently raised before the eyes of the literate male audience.”29

The visible consequences of loss as well as the tangible rewards for performances of dominance raise the stakes of the competition for achieving masculinity. Those elite males who demonstrate ideal masculinity are truly hegemonic. They claim the task of leadership (ἡγεμονία) in all realms of life: political, military, economic, religious, societal, and cultural. Those who do not demonstrate masculinity risk losing not only their status as a “man,” but also their power in all other aspects of life. This hegemonic system, where power is in the hands of a very few, advances their interests at the expense of the many and perpetuates a system where the elite males are the powerful and the powerful are the elite males.

Like other systems of hegemonic masculinity, the association of permanence and strength with ancient ideal masculinity is accompanied by a secondary message of vulnerability and crisis.30 Gleason refers to this as a “double face,” calling masculinity a project “representing itself as natural and inevitable to outsiders, but stressing to insiders the importance of nurture and the vulnerability of the entire project to lapses of taste and self-control.”31 Because ideal masculinity is difficult to achieve, it can be understood to be in short supply, particularly when the masculinity of so many is subjected to frequent critique and challenge. If masculinity is threatened by competition or critique, the need to reassert its dominance becomes prominent.

In the words of Conway, this dynamic produces “a paradox: the rhetoric of instable and threatened masculinity juxtaposed with the reality of stable and continuous masculine power.”32 In the ancient world, this juxtaposition equates to a nearly constant effort to assert dominance and masculine power. Tension between stability and vulnerability brings to mind the work of both Traister and Connell, who stress the ability of hegemonic masculinity to sustain itself. Despite operating in the interests of the very few at the expense of the very many, the power of elite males thrives in the ancient world, making it important to consider what role the ambivalent “double face” plays in this process.

Connell identifies three types of alternative masculinities—subordinate, marginalized, and complicit—and characterizes them in terms of their relationship to hegemonic masculinity.33 She argues that other forms of masculinity that do not conform to the ideal are still identified with respect to that ideal. “Subordinated” masculinities, for example, are contrasted with ideal masculinity, devalued, and often associated with femininity. They are “foils” set up to fail.34

“Marginalized” masculinities, by contrast, may bear some resemblance to ideal masculinity, but are identified with racial, ethnic, or class distinctions that preclude full hegemony. Since these masculinities are subject to “the authorization of the hegemonic masculinity of the dominant group” (emphasis original), they are understood to be marginalized.35 The ambivalence of the imperial world toward the masculinities of its enemies is an example.

Finally, the concept of “complicit” masculinity describes the reality that although most men cannot achieve ideal masculinity, they still benefit from what Connell calls the “patriarchal dividend.”36 These men are not understood to be “slackers” or “bad guys,” whose expressions of masculinity are shadows or perversions of the ideal. In some respects, they may even be called “good guys” as they are not overt aggressors and often exhibit support of women or critique of some masculine power. Nevertheless, the system of hegemonic masculinity provides them with advantages and authority that are not available to women in the same way.37

As I consider the masculinities described in the Gospel of Matthew, these terms—hegemonic, subordinated, marginalized, and complicit masculinities—may prove to be helpful starting points in describing and understanding what is encountered there. And yet, as imperial critical scholars have pointed out, dealing with hegemonic power is never as simple as it seems.38 Demetriou’s complexified understanding of Connell’s categories advocates for a more careful analysis of the ways that alternative masculinities interact with more hegemonic expressions in order to support the prevailing system.39 Sometimes this can be described as complicit, but sometimes it is not; hegemonic masculinity can co-opt for its own use even those alternative forms that seek to challenge the system.40

Bryce Traister offers another way to view the way that masculine power establishes and protects its dominance.41 According to Traister, discourse on masculinity has frequently employed the concept of “crisis” to claim that masculinity itself is somehow vulnerable or that the phenomenon of masculinity puts “real men,” who are separated from the theoretical concept of “masculinity,” in a position of threatened vulnerability.42 Traister finds the crisis narrative to be extremely problematic as it often results in reactionary movements to reassert masculinity’s strength and power, as well as removing accountability from human beings for the oppression that hegemonic masculinity can cause.43

Building on Traister’s work, Conway also raises questions about this “crisis” theory of masculinity and its implications for the New Testament.44 The idea of masculinity in crisis, although a relatively recent one, fits in well with the ancient understanding of masculinity that simultaneously communicates vulnerability and stability.45 Scholars like Conway have found it a helpful way to address the paradox apparent in ancient attitudes.

Another implication of the association of masculinity with elite identity is the connection between masculinity and virtue. Prescribing and policing virtuous behavior was a key strategy for defining who qualified for elite status.46 Catherine Edwards notes that alignment between elite status and virtuous behavior was a key strategy for defining who qualified for elite status, as well as controlling those who had elite status.47 The intimate tie between elite status and masculinity means the same demonstration of virtue strengthened one’s claim to masculinity.

According to Gleason, “to exhibit courage or excellence (virtus) was by definition to exhibit the qualities of a man.”48 The close linguistic relationship between the word vir (man) and virtus emphasizes the connection.49 The courage and excellence Gleason describes relate to many aspects of a man’s life, including
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