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If not specific, Luke-Acts certainly share some of the feminist concerns at least in a generic way. The universalism, concern for the oppressed, concern for the representation of women and more than all these the liberation perspective are some of the important common platforms Luke shares with the feminists. Here I would like to trace the liberation perspective in interpreting the Luke-Acts, which in turn could become the voice of liberation for all the marginalized including women.  

Reading of Bible from the perspective of the oppressed or women means, removing all biases in biblical interpretations against any marginalized sections of society, especially women and call for a clear backing of marginalized women or all those who are in greater need of God’s mercy and help. In that sense the gospel of Luke is already an interpretation of the person of Jesus of Nazareth and his teaching, clearly backing the marginalized, especially women, one part of humanity that is in greater need of God’s mercy and compassion. 
1 Luke-Acts and its affinity to Feminist Concerns 
It is simply unrealistic to expect Luke-Acts fashioned 2000 years back in a firmly andocentric culture to satisfy the conditions of a feminist literature of today. As a product of the time, Lukan account of the life and teachings of Jesus in his gospel and the story of the beginning of the church narrated in Acts of the Apostles are andocentric and concentrates on the principal male figures, yet it contains and transmit many realities of women’s lives and their association with Jesus and his mission in the first century.
 In the historical and cultural context of Luke, women did not enjoy the same privileges as men. The most correct way of evaluating Luke’s concern in this matter is to compare and contrast his treatment of women with that of his fellow New Testament authors. A comparison of Luke with Hellenistic and Roman authors also will speak about the particular concern of Luke towards women. Luke is fond of parallel pairs, and these pairs help us to understand his stance toward women.

Feminism proper and women liberation of today were not a concern for Luke and his contemporaries but many of the feminist concerns like feminine representation, liberation perspective, feminist theology, feminist models of God etc are addressed in Luke as part of his own image of God, his concern for the marginalized and his universalistic perspective. He gives a liberation perspective to the life and message of Jesus in his gospel and this perspective in turn will give a pattern and model to make a feminist reading of the Word of God with a liberation perspective in our present cultural context. 

1.1 Universalism and concern for the marginalized in Luke

Exegetes of Luke unanimously agree that Luke shows a particular interest in women. “Feminist concerns have been ‘back-grounded’ in most chapters of Luke and ‘fore grounded’ in chapter 6; their influence, however, is consistently present”
. Most of the scholars settle the issue of particular feminist concern found in Luke as a bye product of his universalism and concern for the marginalized. According to them Luke could be better defined as a gospel of the disadvantaged. In that brand group, Luke presents women and widows as a category and presents their world to the rest of the visible world. In the broad brand of the oppressed women comes prominently in Luke and in that group, widows were more disadvantaged than other women, and so were particular favorites of Luke. Their needy and sometimes pitiable circumstances, but also their sense of prayer, determination, and generosity caught the attention of this evangelist.
  Feminist concerns in Luke has to be understood in a general way as concerned with the struggle of all people for liberation from whatever struggles of domination oppress them.
 

1.2 Liberation Perspective of the Gospel of Luke 

The liberation perspective of Luke clearly and explicitly stands out in the opening chapters of Luke itself. The magnificat and the programmatic sermon in Nazareth found in the gospel of Luke clearly articulate the liberation perspective of Jesus and the gospel of Luke.  The Hebrew scripture is quoted regularly in this gospel with this liberation perspective, thereby giving a pattern and perspective to read the Hebrew Scripture. In fact Jesus himself with his interpretation of the Old Testament provided us with the tool of liberation perspective in reading the scripture and salvation history. It is commonly agreed upon that the most crucial teachings of Jesus are hidden in his parables and the tool of liberation perspective is the key concept to open, understand and interpret the vision of Jesus about the Kingdom of God that are hidden in these parables. 

In the gospel tradition, Luke is often the unique witness of many of the parables depicting his own unique image of God. Many of the parables and parabolic stories in the gospel of Luke are depicting the invisible world, the world of the unrecognized, marginalized and women and in this world Luke finds his model characters with ideal inner attitudes for discipleship and leadership. But in Luke, practically none of his women characters are presented as leaders. Probably it is Mary, mother of Jesus, Mary sister of Martha and Mary Magdalene, the three key women in the gospel of Luke and many other significant women in his gospel coming from the real world of Jesus or imaginative world of narrated stories of Jesus, who enjoy enviable characters of discipleship and they are presented as the model characters for discipleship in Luke with their ideal inner attitudes of discipleship but we do not find them involved in any significant ministry or leadership role neither in the gospel nor in the Acts of the Apostles. It is their inner world and attitudes that to the envy of the rest of the world, becomes parabolic models for leadership and discipleship. 
Here we have to distinguish the vision of society, Jesus creates through his stories or parables and the actual dominant male world that is present in the gospel or Acts of the Apostles of Luke. Some of the stories Jesus himself has narrated, presenting his vision of society and some others in which Jesus himself was involved are the vision of the society, Jesus has in mind. In those stories poor and sick women may receive honor than rich and powerful men. Widow’s two tiny coins are more valuable and mighty than the rich offerings of wealthy. In contrast to the real which is prevailing outside he creates the vision society of his kingdom inside his stories and parables. Jesus creates these stories foreseeing the reality of the outbreak of his kingdom. The magnifcat recorded in Luke could be taken as the summary statement of the evangelist regarding his vision of kingdom. 
“And Mary said, "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever." (Lk 1:46-55)

In spite of the fact that his stories are created in the powerful andocentric culture, Jesus in the gospel of Luke reveals his dream society of the kingdom where eschatological reversal happens between powerful and weak and men and women. In real world of Luke which he inherited from the cultural context of the contemporary world, women represented the world of the weak, voiceless, suffering and marginalized and this real world remains same in his gospel but it is for these people more than anybody else Jesus dreamt and visualized the kingdom where the eschatological reversal happens. So it is not anything extraordinary to find that in Luke-Acts we find the ideal and model discipleship figures among women but we do not find them in leadership roles. This presentation of women as week, powerless, unrecognized and marginalized may not appear as bright and encouraging for feminists of today. To a large extend this is the real picture of the world, Luke inherited but he has a vision of life for all the marginalized, weak and powerless, including women.

It is necessary to see the New Testament writings from the point of view of the cultural context of evangelists and their purpose of writing. In a world where men are the deciding factor in all aspects of life, including faith and religion, appealing to the men and convincing them was the primary motive of the evangelists. New Testament writings are not for its own sake but primarily to induce faith and turn people to Christ and so naturally it is directed to appeal to the people in the society who can make decisions. Evaluating in this cultural and historical context of Luke, it is remarkable to understand the extent of female world we find in the gospel of Luke.  They are presented as objects of understanding, admiration, acceptance and models of faith and possibly given to and directed towards men. 
Lukan vision of salvation was also not limited to the spiritual elite of the chosen race brand of Jewish religion but it was clearly directed to all, especially to the religiously marginalized. Luke has a comprehensive vision of salvation and about the reality of world which is a very important trait and characteristic of him. In summary we may say that the Gospel of Luke is in a special sense is the universal Gospel
. A Gospel with this marked antipathy to any exclusiveness and intolerance appropriately carries the ancestry of Jesus past David and Abraham to the parent of the whole human race (Lk. 3:38). All four evangelists tell us that the good tidings are sent to “all the nations” (Mt 28:19; Mk. 13:10; Lk 24:47) independently of his birth in a Jewish culture (Jn. 1:12, 13). But none of them teaches this so fully and persistently as St. Luke. He gives us, not so much the Messiah of the Old Testament but as the Savior of all mankind and the satisfier of all human needs. He consistently presents in his gospel that forgiveness and salvation are offered to all, and offered freely, independently of privileges of birth or legal observances. Righteousness of heart is the passport to the Kingdom of God, and this is open to everyone.

1.3 The Characteristic Presence of the World of Women in the Gospel of Luke 

Characteristic of his universalism, Luke has narratives from a wider world of men and women. In comparison to other gospels, the world of women in the gospel of Luke, which is wider, larger, ideal, model and proportionate has caught the attention of all the biblical scholars. Very often the greatest concern, the feminists speak about today is the absence of women or the removal of the memory of their sisters of the past from the history as often reflected in the literature and especially in the biblical literature under the influence of strong andocentric Jewish-Greco-Roman culture. But in contrast to contemporary biblical and non biblical literature where female is simply absence, in Luke we have the strong and proportionate presence of women from the very beginning of the gospel and he consciously and brilliantly alternates women and men characters in the stories and parables of his gospel. He had an unbiased plot and character selection as far as proportion of each gender is concerned. The greatest feminist character of the gospel of Luke is its characteristic feminine presence that is large enough and most of the time arranged in a very calculated plot and character selection by alteration between male and female stories which could be explained only as a deliberate hand of the evangelist. 

Whenever the theme of the characteristic presence of women in the Luke-Acts is taken up, the immediate attention goes to the Lukan fondness for parallel pairs, because these pairs help us to understand his stance toward women. Of interest here is also the order Luke gives to this pairs. In some cases the pairs involve with a given order of first men and then women. The examples are not much significant for us here. But some times Luke in these pairs refers first to the woman then to the man. Elijah goes first to the widow of Zarephath, and later Elisha to the leper, Naaman the Syrian. Jesus heals the infirm woman (Lk 13:10-17) and the man with dropsy (Lk.14:1-6) on the Sabbath. In both these miracle stories, Jesus justifies his action by referring to how people treat their animals better than human beings on the Sabbath. Paul in Acts accepts the hospitality of Lydia located in Macedonia, Jason is his host (acts 17:5-9). It might be more correct to note that Paul first converts Lydia and then the Jailor. Finally, the evangelist Philip has four unmarried daughters who prophecy. In the next verse the prophet Agabus comes down from Judea and predicts Paul’s imprisonment (acts 21:8-11). This shows that even in an andocentric culture Luke inherited, he is personally open for equality or impartiality as far as his treatment of both genders is concerned.
 

1.3.1 The World of Women in Luke-Acts: a Statistical Survey 

It is simply a statistical fact that compared with the other parts of New Testament, the gospel of Luke contains more materials about women. There are as many as forty two passages in Luke with women or female motifs. In Luke there are details regarding the world of women that express both their experiences of faith and their ordinary work. 

What is remarkable and significant about Luke is that in spite of the cultural context of its production, Luke-Acts do show remarkable affinities to feminist concepts of theology, models of God, metaphors of God, character selection, plot selection, feminine representation by alternating parables and stories with male and female as characters and the presentation of the feminine world. It is often said that, within the universality of Luke, feminism and female world is a detail, but an important one and within the universality of the Third Gospel, in a special sense it is the Gospel for women. In the contemporary culture and history of Luke, the Jews and the Gentiles alike looked down on women. But all through this Gospel they are allowed a prominent place, and many types of womanhood are placed before us: Elizabeth, the Virgin Mary, the prophetess Anna, the Widow at Nain, the nameless sinner in the house of Simon, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, the Woman with the issue, Martha and Mary, the widow with the two mites, the “daughters of Jerusalem,” and the women at the tomb. 

In comparison with other New Testament writers, Luke gives a particularly important place to women as disciples and so as people who have an important contribution to make to the community of Jesus’ followers. Women in the Gospel of Luke, appear more often as exemplars of faith and faithfulness, sometimes in contrast to male disciples (e.g., 24:1-11). 

1.4 Feminist Theology and Models of God in Luke 

McFague’s model of God as Lover particularly helpful for the analysis of Luke. This is not only because the woman in Luke 7:36-50 is expressing her love for God through Jesus, but also because McFague’s
 description of the model in terms of what it says about God’s love, God’s activity and God’s ethic parallels the features of God image of Luke’s writing.  A brief description of her model below will itself suggest applications to Luke-Acts. Arriving at a positive theology of failure in Luke will be an end result of analyzing the theme of God as supreme manifestation of passionate love which is present in Luke.

By proposing new constructive models for the relationship between God, the world and human beings, McFague is showing how the process of theological reflection can be done so as to challenge the idolatrous claims of certain dominant models, while creating new models suited to the needs, sins and spiritual resources of our own time. 

1.4.1 Feminist Models of God as Lover and the Lukan Picture of God as an Extravagant Lover 

According to feminist theologian McFague God’s love is passionate, based on desire. It values the beloved, the world and its people positively and continues to do so even when there is betrayal and estrangement. It needs the beloved and therefore encourages human beings’ responsibility for the world. And God’s love manifests itself especially in those people who are open to and responsible to God.

God’s activity in this model is saving activity. While the model is based on “the vision of salvation as an inclusive one of fulfillment for all,” it recognizes that not all will be saved: this adds a new dimension to the vision; the need of our willingness to consent to the way things are in this world of ours. At the same time, this model reconceived sin and also reconciliation of sinner to God. The reconciliation of the failed one to God is also presented passionately, with the image of God as lover. The picture of Jesus in his relation to the failed in the gospel of Luke is significant. God in the gospel of Luke is the one who passionately seeks for the lost one; he is the one who celebrates at the return of lost one. He is one who finds a positive advantage of repented sinner as far as emotional attachment to the God is concerned. McFague articulates the concept of sin and reconciliation in this model of God in the following words:

Sin is the turning away not from a transcended power but it has a horizontal dimension, it is cutting oneself off from interdependence with all other beings, including the matrix of being from whom all life comes. It is not pride or unbelief but the refusal of relationship, ……. the refusal to be the beloved of our lover God and the refusal to be lover of all God loves. It is the pretension of hierarchies, dualisms and outcasts so as to retain the superiority of the self.
 

1.4.2 Models of God as Lover and its Implication on the Salvation and the Salvific Suffering of Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke

The model of God as lover reconceived salvation from evil or return of sinner to God as well: God saves by the passion of suffering with the beloved, but only after active efforts to heal, make whole, and mend the body of the beloved. For Christians, this model transforms the view that salvation comes through Jesus as a result of his sacrificial death. Jesus does not act alone to save: rather, because the world and its people are God’s body in solidarity, manifesting God’s love in different ways and in different times, the work of salvation is done by all of  them, together with God. Salvation is not a negative, just setting right what was wrong but a positive event. 

Suffering of Jesus is the communication expense of this love. Jesus’ passion is simply the expression of his passion for Father and equally his passion for world. The word ‘passion’ has a word play in the language and it is in the paradox produced by the word play, the suffering of Jesus makes sense in the gospel of Luke. The word ‘passion’ means deep desire, it also means suffering for something.

The heart of salvation in this view is the making manifest of God’s great love for the world. God as lover values the world and all its creatures so passionately and totally that God enters into the beloved, becoming one with them. From time to time we see God in these beloved ones, working and suffering to overcome the divisions and heal the wounds of selfish sinfulness and tragic evil… The work of salvation is, in this model, the address not to sinner but to the beloved… the revelation …..that we are loved deeply and passionately …. (which) calls forth a response in kind… what is needed on this view of salvation is not the forgiveness of sins so that the elect may achieve their reward, a ‘metanoia’ …. A conversation or change of sensibility, a new orientation at the deepest level of our being … directed toward the well-being, the health, of the whole body of the world.
 
Suffering and death is not the price Jesus paid to achieve salvation. Suffering and death of Jesus is the manifestation of his love for the people, taking the paradoxical meaning of the word ‘passion’.

Luke in comparison to Mark and Mathew avoids the raw, perplexing traditions which stand in Mark in all their crude nature and offensiveness in the presenting the passion of the Lord. He transformed the concept of salvific suffering in Mark and made them something less scandalous, and more easily understandable. If the Soteriology of Luke is being compared with Markan ideas or with Pauline theology it is clear that Luke has a different theology than Mark and Paul. The result of the life, death, and resurrection of Christ is the forgiveness of sins, but this forgiveness in Luke is not specifically connected with his death.

1.4.3 Models of God: An Appraisal of God as Father in Luke 

The biblical and popular image of God as a patriarch in heaven, rewarding and punishing according to his mysterious and seemingly arbitrary will, has been the imagination of millions of Christians for two thousand years.
 God as father is the theological model retained in Luke and God as mother never appears anywhere in Luke. But very often it is these two models of God that is the issue in many of the conflict stories of Luke between Jesus and Pharisees. Pharisees carry a typical patriarchal God and Jesus presents God with passionate love and desire. The models of God in parables of Luke often bypass contemporary concept of God as a patriarch, an authority figure, a judge, rewarding and punishing in a seemingly arbitrary way, instead Lukan God put on a motherly figure, with motherly emotions of passion and compassion. He wins the failed with the power of passion and compassion. He shares the model of God as father with the other evangelists, but the father figure that Luke has in his parables is an extravagant father. Extravagant up to what? Extravagant up to a mother? A motherly heart presented by Luke for God in his gospel earned the gospel, the title of ‘gospel of compassion’. Father in the prodigal son story is not the father of the Jewish culture, an andocentric culture where the father figure is the symbol of power, authority, instead the model of God Luke unfolds in his unique parables are a merciful mother. A mother who says that heart has a law, justice and reason which the arbitrary and stubborn justice or reasoning of the head cannot see. God’s compassion in Luke often covers a strict father image with a motherly image. Father figure in the prodigal son story, the parable of the woman who looks for her lost coin or the shepherded who searches for his lost sheep are much more near to Isaiah  image of God as mother than an authority figure, symbol of power as is often imagined of a father figure of a Jewish patriarchal culture.
Sing for joy, O heavens, and exult, O earth; break forth, O mountains, into singing! For the LORD has comforted his people, and will have compassion on his suffering ones. But Zion said, "The LORD has forsaken me, my Lord has forgotten me." Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb? Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you. (Is 49:13-15)
The images of God in Luke who shows woman like sensitivity and tenderness are often caught the attention of the artists and scholars. Luke’s image of God from the parable of the lost coin shows that Luke is open to feminine image for God as far as attitudes, emotions of concern, passion, compassion and affection etc. are concerned. Luke’s innate refusal to present anything absolutely negative, his innate difficulty to present anything violent in a crude way, his attitude to present sober anything cruel is representative of his tenderness or feminine emotions. His refusal to take in anything absolutely negative, his attempt to present Jesus always sober, gentle even in the passion narratives, his refusal to carry anything perplexing from his source like the event of the cursing of the fig tree associated with the cleansing of the temple in the gospel of Mark, and probably making it a parable in the form of a benevolent farmer and his pleading with his owner etc are significant in this context. Gospel of gentleness, a reader of Luke would easily attribute a feminine heart for the evangelist behind the gospel from the inner contents of Luke. A narration speaks about the event but much more it speaks about the author who narrates. An attentive reader will always read more about the author than the content. This is true about the gospel of Luke too. Gospel of Luke carries the feminine emotions, attitudes, perspectives and feminine world, feminine models of God and feminine theology immensely irrespective of the content of the narration. 

1.5 A Feminist Ethics of God in Luke 

Jesus in the gospel of Luke is the great healer. Jesus in the public ministry is the healer and he continues this ministry even in the passion narratives. It is easy to see why, in the model of God as lover, McFague describes the “ethic” of God as “healing,” healing the wounds of division and separation. In the gospel of Luke this is the ministry of Jesus, healing and reconciling people with God and fellow beings. 

“The Pharisees and their scribes were complaining to his disciples, saying, "Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners? "Jesus answered, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance." (Lk 5: 30-32)

McFague states that the “ethic” of God is healing and she states that this is ethic in feminist concept as well.  According to her it is not based on a plan for systematic reformation of the world’s institutions but on the will, the desire to do the salvation. We are enabled to do so “in the knowledge and by the power of God, the lover of the world.”

God’s ethics and justice in Luke is not one of a law enforcer, one executes the arbitrary justice or one who executes justice of a penal code like a patriarch or judge. His ethics and justice is centered on compassion for the failed and a deep passion for their return; a motherly image of God who cannot simply leave or abandon a failed child. Failure of one will not make God to disown his ownership over him or her. He continues to own him/her like the sheep which is lost continue to be owned by the owner. Many of the stories in Luke contain the presence of a moral police in the form of Pharisees and their representative characters in the parables like elder son in the parable of the prodigal son. Sin is separation from God the symbol of love and reparation for sin is love and gratitude. In the story of the sinful woman, the reparation the woman has made is her immense love and gratitude. The nature of God is love and everything associated with God is explained by this key concept of love. Sin, failure, reparation and salvation and everything associated with God and man’s spiritual life is understood in terms of love. All conflict stories in the gospel are teachings on God’s way of dealing with the failed and his way of offering salvation to them.  It is often said that it only when we separate we understand the depth of the love. Sin and separation in the gospel of Luke is a means to read the depth of the love of God. It has something to do with the repented sinner. A temporary separation will make the separated ones much more deeply the awareness of their love, unity and togetherness and longing for that unity, love and togetherness.  
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