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It wasn’t very easy to be a woman in Jesus’ day. 
   
"A woman," said Jewish historian Josephus, is in every respect of less worth than a man." In Jesus’ time, women were not allowed to enter the temple. Ten men were needed to hold religious meetings at the synagogue. Nine men plus all the women of a city were not enough. Rabbis never taught or spoke publicly to women. In lists the rabbis made, women were grouped with slaves, the week-minded, the deformed and gentiles. Husbands could divorce wives if they didn't like the cooking.


It wasn’t very easy to be a woman in Jesus’ day. But it was even worse if you were a “so-called” unclean woman, like the one in our text.

The basic idea behind the notion of religious uncleanliness—whether of men or women—was pretty simple. In Leviticus 19.1 God demands of Israel that they "Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy." Israel’s holiness, in other words, was supposed to point to God’s holiness, like a GPS points you to a destination. Israel’s holiness was supposed to be a sort of cosmic advertising billboard for God’s high and mighty holiness.

And the way Israel was supposed to be holy was by keeping all the moral, political, and purity laws in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. Let me read some of those laws as they relate to a woman’s ritual purity from Lev. 15:19-23. 

So, while it wasn’t easy to be a woman in Israel, in Jesus’ day, it was even worse during those days each month you, as a woman, were ritually unclean.

Except that the woman in our story was always unclean. She had a flow of blood that had not stopped for twelve years—a disease known today as menorrhagia. We treat it with hormones, but even then, it can be an uncomfortable regime. A woman cannot ovulate during the illness, so she cannot conceive a child. Loss of blood causes anemia and leaves patients tired and drawn out. But a Jewish woman with this disease had it even worse. Not only was there no cure, but she was always shunned, as unclean, like a leper. She wasn’t allowed in people’s homes, to sit on a public bench, or in the market, or anywhere she might bump into people who knew she was unclean. 
   
So now you understand this nameless woman's position. As a woman she was already at the bottom of the ladder in Judah. But she was also always and forever unclean and therefore an untouchable. 

   
It is against this background that we must imagine the woman's journey to see Jesus. It was a risk. The rabbi Jesus would likely be outraged if a woman—never mind an unclean woman—touched him. She must have thought "I dare not ask him to actually lay hands on me. I'll just sneak up and touch the edge of his cloak, the part that drags in the dust. He'll never know. But there is magic in that man and maybe I’ll get a miracle!"

   
So, with fear and trembling she sneaks up and touches Jesus' hem. Incredibly—according to the story, and now isn’t the time to get into a sidebar about what the miracles really were—incredibly, according to the story, her plan works, and she is cured. But Jesus feels the magic leave him. So, he turns around and asks who touched him. The woman is horrified. Her worst fears have come to pass. She is sure Jesus means to condemn her for making him unclean. 

   
So, the nameless woman grovels in the dirt and begs for forgiveness. But the blow she waits for does not occur. Instead Jesus says, "Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace."


Male scholars I consulted about this passage mostly seemed embarrassed by this woman’s menstruation, sort of like how I felt embarrassed to read Leviticus 15—even though it is in the Bible. Male scholars pass over the details of her illness. But the male gospel writers have no such compunction at all. They make a big deal out of this woman and her disease. In fact, this is the longest healing story in the New Testament. Why all this press?

   
Well, first, in part, stories like this confirmed something revolutionary about Jesus' attitude to women. Jesus rejected Jewish stereotypes about women. During his entire time on earth, Jesus always singled out women for honor in the most scandalous ways. He let a prostitute wash his feet in public. He had a leisurely conversation with the floozy Samaritan woman. Jesus took time and effort to teach the law to Lazarus’ sister, Mary. As a result of this inclusive attitude, women thronged to Jesus. For example, Luke says several rich women followed Jesus all over Palestine. Jesus was the first rabbi with female disciples. 

So, while within our popular culture it is usual to portray Christianity as backward and old fashioned, a historical perspective reminds us that one of the most profound changes that Christianity, over time, convinced the Western culture of, was a refusal to view women as second-class citizens. Now, I understand that the process was a slow one. Often cultural mores—say of classical Greece or Rome or of medieval Europe’s barbarian ethos—slowed the adoption of this basic Christian insight from Jesus’ teaching. People are often stubborn and slow to change their minds. But, without a doubt, the fuse of gender equality was lit in the early days of Christianity by the revolutionary attitude of Jesus. 
   
But second, there is more going on here than just Jesus’ attitude towards women. There is an even more basic reason why the disciples focused on this story, even more important than the miracle of it. It was Jesus’ attitude towards purity—and to all those Old Testament laws about purity.

You see, by not getting angry at her for making him unclean, Jesus was making it plain that there was a new standard for purity—for holiness—among Jesus’ followers. The Old Testament purity laws of Leviticus and the rest of the Torah were out, for Jesus. Arguing about what the Bible allows or doesn’t allow is out for Jesus. Even though it was right there in black and white, in the Torah—circumcision, what to wear, sacrifices, who could have sex with who under what circumstances, etc. etc.—even though it was all right there in the Bible, Jesus shrugs his shoulders and by his actions insists that all those rules are rubbish if there is real love involved in finding a new way forward.

Which is why, once before, when he was challenged about breaking another set of required Old Testament laws and rituals, the laws involving what you could and could not do on the Sabbath day, Jesus said, “The Sabbath, and its rest, was made for humans, and humans were not made for the Sabbath” When asked, then, what the new standard for purity would be amongh Jesus’ disciples—what laws counted—Jesus said, “Love God—that is the first commandment. And the second is love your neighbour.” Everything else in the Torah needs to be judged by those two commands. The Apostle Paul, commenting on the freedom Christians have to ignore Old Testament purity and ritual laws, writes, “let no one judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a festival, a New Moon.” After all, he continues, “You have been raised with Christ, so seek the things above.” 

In sum, this miracle for an unknown woman—or even more, Jesus’ refusal to worry about how she might make him unclean—puts Jesus’ heart on display detached from our obligation to be there for our neighbours. Our faith isn’t about rules and regulations. Jesus’ heart isn’t about gender or sex or orientation—unless it is about loving people without regard to their gender or orientation or race or abilities or disabilities. Jesus’ heart isn’t about status, about what everyone else thinks of you, or your wealth, or lack of it. 


Jesus’ heart is about making sure that when people left his presence, they left happy and blessed. Whoever they are.

Which is exactly what Jesus told this woman. “Go in peace!” How those words must have rung in her ears! Can you picture her joyfully running home, along the most crowded streets, touching everyone she sees, brushing against them, not worrying about making them dirty? She was part of God's people, again. It didn’t matter who she was, whether or not she brought birds to the temple to sacrifice, what her name was—in Jesus’ eyes she was holy. She was God's reflector, God’s advertising board, going in peace and making peace.
John Suk 
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