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For the past 25 years, the Acts of Paul and Thecla (APT) has been reconsidered as an 

important source of information regarding early Christian history and discourse.1  The agenda 

was set by scholars like Stevan Davies, Dennis McDonald and Virginia Burrus, who reevaluated 

the purpose of the stories in the apocryphal Acts, suggesting that they bear witness to the 

struggle of women to assert authority within the patriarchal structures of the Christian 

communities in which these stories circulated.2  More specifi cally, the story of Thecla presents a 

rather free-roaming individual, who rejected social standing and marital obligation in favor of an 

ascetic life-style.  When viewed over against the largely hierarchical structures of the Pastorals 

(and perhaps the Pauline letters as a whole) this story seems, in addition, to embody a 

                                                 
1 The translation of APT is taken from J. K. Elliott (ed.), The Apocryphal New Testament: A 

Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1993). 

2 Stevan L. Davies, The Revolt of the Widows: The Social World of the Apocryphal Acts 

(Carbondale/Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1980); Dennis McDonald, The 

Legend and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon (Philadelphia: Westminster 

Press, 1983); Virginia Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy: Women in de Stories of Apocryphal Acts 

(Studies in Women and Religion 23; Lewiston/Queenston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1987). 
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signifi cantly different kind of ecclesial authority structure.3  Yet this particular reading of the 

character of Thecla has been called into question in recent times.  Scholars such as Kate Cooper 

have suggested that Thecla is functioning rather as a trope of male identity, wherein PaulÕs 

masculinity is staged over that of TheclaÕs fiancŽ, Thamyris, who loses his woman in the contest 

for male authority, thereby legitimating Paul.4  Such readings have in turn been challenged by 

scholars such as Shelly Matthews, who seek to mediate between the construction of Thecla in the 

text and the reconstruction of female experience behind the text of the APT in order to offer a 

ÒcountervoiceÓ to the univocal and hegemonic claims of the Pastorals.5  Here, then, we witness, 

as MacDonald observed, a ÒbattleÓ for Paul Òin story and canon,Ó one between ÒauthoritativeÓ 

and Ònon-authoritativeÓ traditions, whereby a lively exchange is fostered over the ÒtrueÓ legacy 

of Paul the apostle in the ancient world.6  One might even argue that the ÒbattleÓ over Paul (and 

now over Thecla) in modern scholarship is every bit as ÒrealÓ as it may have been in the early 

periods of Christian formation and development. 

One of the problems with discussions like these, however, is that they tend to construct a 

binary between ÒnormativeÓ and ÒheterodoxÓ forms of Christianity on the one hand and between 

                                                 
3 Graham Brock, ÒPolitical Authority and Cultural Accommodation: Social Diversity in the Acts 

of Paul and the Acts of Peter,Ó in The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (ed. F. Bovon, A. Graham 

Brock, and C. R. Matthews; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 145-69, esp. 165-67. 

4 Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1996), 55. 

5 Shelly Matthews, ÒThinking of Thecla: Issues in Feminist Historiography,Ó JFSR 17 (2001): 

39-55. 

6 MacDonald, Legend and the Apostle. 
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Òpatriarchal structuresÓ and Òfemale experienceÓ on the other, thus normativizing and 

naturalizing these categories in diverse and varied ways.  It is indeed tempting to read ancient 

texts as oppositional, to establish univocal and consistent textual and social ideologies, to 

construct broadly generalizing notions of early Christian experience, and to create often facile 

correlations between texts and communities and between identities and social locations.  Our 

models for reading and writing about the ancient world thus frequently reproduce the kinds of 

canonically unifying essences we are purporting to move beyond. 

Our interest in this paper is to explore some of these issues with respect to the APT, 

particularly examining what a gender-critical reading strategy might offer in terms of 

complexifying the historical and textual material.  We are especially interested in examining the 

correlation between bodily comportment in the narrative and how that construction informs the 

use and reception of early Christian texts, as well as in exploring how its bodies on display 

correspond with that textÕs own ÒinternalÓ character.  This exercise might also help us to 

appreciate more fully the ways in which ancient texts were situated and contextualized within 

their socio-historical locales. 

One place to begin this discussion is with the opening of the APT where PaulÕs physical 

appearance is described. As a piece of compositional ekphrasis, this description brings PaulÕs 

body palpably before the readerÕs eyes, and thus engages the spectatorÕs gaze from the very start.  

This is an intriguing passage because it is the only ancient depiction we have of PaulÕs 

appearance.  Paul is described as being short in stature, bald, having crooked legs, possessing a 

hooked nose and eyebrows that meet in the middle of his forehead.  This description has in some 

instances been read in light of ancient physiognomic speculation, the ancient ÒscienceÓ of 

taxonomizing and reading bodily appearance as a signifier of internal character.  Especially 
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noteworthy is the widespread attempt by scholars to offer a positive reading of a description with 

ÒuglyÓ connotations.  In 1982 Robert Grant argued that the description of Paul in the APT, when 

read in light of Greek poetry, yields a reading of Paul as the ideal general.7  Somewhat later 

Abraham Malherbe elaborated on GrantÕs method, arguing that Paul was rather to be compared 

to Augustus and HeraclesÑ as the ideal hero.8  Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey offer one of the 

most extensive semiotic readings of PaulÕs flesh, elaborating extensively on the ancient practice 

of physiognomic interpretation, using each element in the description to show how Paul is 

configured as the ideal male in terms of his physical representation.9  Jan Bremmer, however, 

offers a divergent perspective, suggesting that the author of the text actually seeks to have Paul 

appear less than physically ideal so as to make clear that Thecla falls in love with his words 

rather than his beauty.10 

                                                 
7 Robert M. Grant, ÒThe Description of Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla,Ó Vigiliae 

Christianae 36 (1982): 1-4. 

8 Abraham Malherbe, ÔA Physical Description of Paul,Õ in idem, Paul and the Popular 

Philosophers (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 165-70. 

9 Bruce J. Malina and Jerome H. Neyrey, Portraits of Paul: An Archeology of Ancient 

Personality (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 100-52. 

10 Jan N. Bremmer, ÒMagic, Martyrdom and WomenÕs Liberation in the Acts of Paul and 

Thecla,Ó in The Apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla (ed. J. N. Bremmer; Studies on the 

Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles 2; Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1996), 36-59. However, as Burrus 

notes, PaulÕs ÔuglyÕ appearance does not necessarily make him less appealing. Virginia Burrus, 

ÒMimicking Virgins: Colonial Ambivalence and the Ancient Romance,Ó Arethusa 38 (2005): 49-

88; 57 n. 16. 
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More important than the particular arguments offered in support of these views, however, 

is the intriguing question as to why scholars are so fixated on reading PaulÕs body in the first 

place.  In some ways, TheclaÕs attraction to and obsession with Paul and his words finds a 

corollary in this modern (mostly male) scholarly fascination with and fixation on PaulÕs body, 

read and interpreted as an ancient ideal masculine type.  Yet it should be pointed out that not all 

physiognomic readings of the text have focused on Paul.  A compelling reading of TheclaÕs 

bodily transformation from female to male has recently been offered by Willi Braun, who uses 

ancient physiognomic theory to interpret the process of Thecla becoming ÒmaleÓ after her 

baptism.11  Perhaps it should hardly come as a surprise, then, that the bodies on displayÑ

TheclaÕs repeatedly in the theater and PaulÕs for a moment in passingÑ evoke a need for 

reflection on the gendered performance of bodies in this text, since how bodies speak, act, and 

move interconnects with broader discursive features of the argumentation. 

Thecla is introduced in the APT as a virgin willing to subvert her societal position by 

refusing her fiancŽ Thamyris in order to follow another manÑ Paul.  Her desire is thus 

transferred from her intended husband to the apostle.12  She herself, however, is desired by other 

men, first by Thamyris in Iconium and later on in Antioch by Alexander.  Her body is further 

eroticized in the spectacle of the arena, where she is displayed nude before the gaze of the 

                                                 
11 Willi Braun, ÒPhysiotherapy of Femininity in the Acts of Thecla,Ó in Text and Artifact in the 

Religions of Mediterranean Antiquity (ed. S. G. Wilson and M. Desjardins; Studies in 

Christianity and Judaism 9; Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2000), 209-30. 

12 Burrus, ÒMimicking Virgins,Ó 55. 
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crowd13Ñ although, in the end, her body is shown to be impenetrable both to the physical threats 

as well as the gaze of the crowd, at least in Antioch where she is protected by a cloud of fire.  

Apart from being defined in terms of her relationship with/to men, she is also explicitly linked 

with other females in the text. Her mother, Theoclia, opposes and rejects her, while queen 

Tryphena adopts her as her own daughter, offering her protectionÑ and so does the lioness who 

is set loose to attack Thecla in the arena of Antioch.  The female spectators all the while bewail 

the fortunes of the city calling TheclaÕs punishment an evil judgment, coming to her defense by 

throwing perfumes into the arena to knock out the animals, and cheering when she is finally 

released. As a result, her identity as ÒfemaleÓ is further highlighted by this associationÑ females 

generally support Thecla, males generally seek to harm her.  On another level, however, she 

comports herself increasingly as a male counterpart to Paul.  She wants to cut her hair, ends up 

dressing like a man, and travels in the mixed company of both young men and maidens. Her 

behavior is composed, she takes the initiative in baptizing herself and in literally going her own 

way, instructing others in the word of God.  Thus, at one level, a gendered bipolarity is in place, 

and Thecla both reacts against and moves between these gendered extremes.  Against this 

background virginity appears as a condition that ÒpervertsÓ this bipolarity. This is also suggested 

by those who criticize Paul when they state that he leads astray the souls of young men and 

                                                 
13 As actant in this theater of cruelty, Thecla also evokes notions of the sensuality and deviancy 

of the actor on the stage.  As ancient writers make clear, being on this stage invited the ÒbreachÓ 

of the bodyÑ being a form of deviant exhibition by the non-elite, non-citizen, on display before 

the penetrating gaze of elite spectators (Shadi Bartsch, The Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-

Knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early Roman Empire [Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 2006], 154-56); in part we see this taking place with Thecla. 
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deceives virgins (11) and deprives husbands of wives and maidens of husbands (12).14  Virginity 

has this effect largely because marriage (gamos) functions as the structuring telos of the 

gendered polarity in the textual world, with chastity subverting the normative cultural telos of the 

narrative and opening up the first space for transgression by closing off a normative culmination 

point. 

Spatial dimensions perform a unique role in situating both Paul and Thecla within this 

larger framework.  While Paul is present in public spaces and places elsewhere in the Acts of 

Paul, much like he is in the Acts of the Apostles, in the APT he is generally relegated to enclosed 

spaces.  Although we meet him on the road to Iconium at the beginning of the story, his major 

initial location is in the house of Onesiphorus, where others come to see and hear him.  From 

there, via a trial before the local magistrate, he is transferred to prison.  Paul is then thrown out of 

the city and is next found inside an Òopen tomb.Ó  Here, again, we find Paul contained within an 

enclosed type of spaceÑ from house, to prison, to tomb.  The symbolic sequence aside, it is 

striking that TheclaÕs spatial placement is significantly different.  She moves from her house to 

the prison where she visits Paul and from the Òjudgment seatÓ to the theater, where she 

undergoes her first public martyrdom.  After meeting Paul in the tomb, they both enter Antioch. 

Paul appears to deny he knows Thecla and rapidly vanishes from the scene when the suitor 

Alexander seeks to possess her.15  Thecla meanwhile repeats her Iconium experience in a similar 

trial scene, but this one with even more intensity. 

                                                 
14 As Burrus points out, in the APT and other novels, virginity functions Òas a site of articulated 

cultural ambivalenceÓ (ÒMimicking Virgins,Ó 53). 

15 An interesting parallel are the Abraham/Sarah and Isaac/Rebecca denial stories in Genesis 

12:10-20 and 26:6-11.  In both cases, the husband denies his wife out of fear for his life; one 
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After a short stay in TryphenaÕs house, Thecla moves on to Myra in search of Paul. She 

meets with him in HermiasÕs house, but goes back to Iconium and moves on from there to 

Seleucia. Although the story has thus come full circle, a double shift can be discerned in TheclaÕs 

behavior: from female to male comportment and simultaneously from private to public space. In 

both cases, moreover, a crossing of boundaries takes place, marked by shifting roles, spaces, 

loyalties, and identities.  These are the kinds of moments that the APT seems to relish flirting 

withÑ crossings, cross dressings, intersections, but then not quite either.  On display is rather a 

transgendered individual who easily crosses back to play the daughter againÑ the bride-to-be 

who readily becomes the follower of a magos, the devoted virgin and chaste ascetic who must 

meet up with her beloved.  So which role then represents the ÒrealÓ Thecla?  At what point is 

ÒsheÓ not ÒheÓ or ÒheÓ not ÒsheÓ and at what point is she neither, thereby opening up a ÒthirdÓ 

space of gender identity?  This indecisiveness is further enhanced by the fact that she is 

portrayed as a virgin, a woman in the liminal state of not yet being incorporated into the marriage 

bond.  Here also lies the danger perceived in PaulÕs preaching, that he Òmakes virgins averse to 

marriageÓ (16). As such, he threatens the status quoÑ which is a charge that actually turns out to 

be true!  Indeed, Thecla offers a case in point, as her own mother states: Òburn her who will not 

marryÉ t hat all the women who have been taught by this man may be afraidÓ (20). 

If space plays an important role in this narrative, so does visuality.  The narrative opens 

with the sighting of Paul and the description of his appearance that follows.  Thecla is first said 

to hear PaulÕs words (7) from her window.  Her explicit desire to stand before Paul and hear his 

words in person is based on her seeing Òwomen and virginsÓ going into him.  Her mother 

                                                                                                                                                             
wonders if that kind of operative cultural logic also implicitly configures the relation between 

Paul and Thecla here. 
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describes her thus: she fasts, Ògazing intently as if on some delightful sight, she so devotes 

herself to a strange man who teaches deceptive and ambiguous wordsÉÓ (8).16  The intricate and 

also intimate connection here between seeing and hearing runs throughout the text, and there is a 

dexterity of movement between the two fields of senseÑ here again there is fluidity and crossing.  

Thecla is drawn to PaulÕs words, and yet she also has this deep desire to be with him in person 

and even to imitate him.  Devotion seems to center the narrative flow, and yet the object of this 

ascetic commitment moves back and forth between PaulÕs person and PaulÕs words.  Given 

ancient texts like the Symposium that link desire with imitation,17 it is perhaps not so strange to 

see TheclaÕs character vacillate between the twoÑ as they are often interconnected. 

Focalization helps to illuminate further some of these dynamics between visuality and 

speech, particularly with respect to narrative action.  In the first part of the story, which takes 

place in Iconium, male speech plays a prominent role, especially when uttered by Paul, whose 

main ÔactivityÕ is in fact speaking.  Thecla, by contrast, mostly listens and only starts speaking at 

and after the trial (21, 23-25), which also happens to be the moment she is on display and 

becomes a spectacle for the crowd (21).  The second part of the story, however, which takes 

place in Antioch (26-43), is dominated by female speech.  Thecla here replaces Paul in a way, as 

she becomes the witness (martyr) and proclaimer of the word of God.  She also becomes 

increasingly active, and in this respect the spectacle (32) in this second instance is also more 

vivid.  Thecla is thus focalized and refocalized throughout the narrative.  She moves back and 

forth between different (if not also at times androgynous) identities in a way that Paul cannot 

                                                 
16 For the erotic connotations related to sight, see Burrus, ÒMimicking Virgins,Ó 58. 

17 .Indeed, Paul, like Socrates in the Symposium (215c), speaks in a way that overwhelms his 

audience, casting a spell on them (and Thecla is without a doubt spell-bound). 
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possibly do.  Given these dramatic developments it is striking that PaulÕs response to Thecla is so 

remarkably ambivalent.18  This focalization also destabilizes the readerÕs own gaze, as the 

spectator, just like Paul himself (40), is ÒastonishedÓ by TheclaÕs performance (when she 

displays a virility and courage unexpected of her ÒsexÓ).  The more active Thecla grows, the 

more masculine her performance becomes and the more antagonism she encounters. 

These dynamics in the APT are further illuminated when we compare them to what we 

find in the New Testament Acts of the Apostles.  As we have argued elsewhere,19 the Acts of the 

Apostles from beginning to end offers a thoroughly conventional portrait of male 

comportmentÑ not only stereotypical, but also unsophisticated in terms of its at times almost 

cartoonish character.  Paul in particular moves in and out of public and private spaces, 

dominating all of them fully.  However, unlike with the APT, there is no giving up the social 

bonds of marriage for celibacy, no transgression of cultural boundaries, no cross-dressings And 

                                                 
18 As Burrus notes, Paul Òapparently does not know how to read the shifting signs of a womanÕs 

appearanceÓ (Burrus, ÒMimicking Virgins,Ó 59). 

19 See our ÒGendering Violence: Patterns of Power and Constructs of Masculinity in the Acts of 

the Apostles,Ó in Feminist Companion to Acts (ed. A.-J. Levine and M. Blickenstaff ; New York: 

T&T Clark International/Pilgrim, 2004), 193-209; ÒÔAll the WorldÕs a StageÕ: The Rhetoric of 

Gender in Acts,Ó in Luke and His Readers: Festschrift A. Denaux (ed. R. Bieringer, G. Van 

Belle, and J. Verheyden; BETL 182; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2005), 373-96; and 

ÒScript(ur)ing Gender in Acts: The Past and Present Power of Imperium,Ó in Mapping Gender in 

Ancient Religious Discourses (ed. T. Penner and C. Vander Stichele; Biblical Interpretation 

Series 84; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 231-66. 
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women, like Lydia or the prophet-daughters of Philip, who play a less stereotypical role, are 

readily reinscribed within the space of the domus. 

The image of Paul mediated in the Pauline corpus is little different.  Far from 

undermining the status quo, he endorses it, resisting any confusion between the proper behavior 

of men and women.20 One might well compare, for instance, PaulÕs weak protest against 

TheclaÕs plan to cut off her hair in the APT with his strong statement in 1 Cor 11:6 that it is 

disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off.  Moreover, far from exclusively promoting 

chastity as he does in the APT, in 1 Cor 7 Paul leaves room for different options, without 

however subverting gender roles.  There is no little place for gender-bending in his world. The 

Pastorals in this respect are not really an exception, but more fully display the already dominant 

image of Paul as one in control.  In this way, the image of Paul in the epistolary corpus aligns 

itself quite well with the dominant image in the Acts of the Apostles, while the public forum in 

Acts unequivocally matches the private stage in PaulÕs letters.  We are addressing here the 

rhetorical construction of the text and do not suggest that it was this way historically.  Still, the 

potency of Paul in both the canonical Acts and his letters (including here the entire corpus 

ascribed to him) stands in marked contrast to the less than stalwart image projected in the APT. 

                                                 
20 See our discussion in ÒUnveiling Paul: Gendering ! thos in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16,Ó in 

Rhetoric, Ethic, and Moral Persuasion in Biblical Discourse: Essays from the Heidelberg 

Conference 2002 (ed. Thomas H. Olbricht and Anders Eriksson; New York: T&T Clark 

International, 2005), 214-37; and ÒPaul and the Rhetoric of Gender,Ó in Her MasterÕs Tools? 

Feminist and Post-Colonial Engagements of Historical-Critical Discourse (SBL Global 

Perspectives on the Bible 9; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature and Leiden: Brill, 2005), 287-

310. 
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Comparisons like these, while admittedly sketchy, can help us to consider a different way 

to think about the so-called Òbattle for Paul in story and canon.Ó  Since the declaration of 

Tertullian that the APT was problematic because it inspired women to follow in the 

ÒprogressiveÓ steps of Thecla (On Baptism 17), it has been argued that the APT represents a kind 

of ÒhereticalÓ text, even if only in terms of its praxis.  Modern attempts to recover its 

signifi cance suggest that somehow this text offers a different perspective on the history and 

development of earlier Christianity and that it challenges the status quo of patriarchal structures 

in particular.  Indeed, it is rather tempting for scholars to reinscribe mimetically the oppositional 

structures of this textual body and the unique comportment of its bodies on display in their 

modern renderings of its socio-historical context and import (i.e., scholars see the challenge that 

Thecla offers to the social values of the city and seek to reinscribe those, in part, as a social 

challenge to orthodox Christian structures of patriarchy).  Yet, as we have noted in our analysis, 

the crossing facets of TheclaÕs performance, thinking broadly of her trans-gendering acts as well 

as her trans-gressive cultural actions, offer a more complex spectacle of border and boundary 

crossing.  While the conventional approach is to query what kind of readers would be invoked by 

such imagesÑ ascetic women? Christian male power-brokers?Ñ we suggest that this approach 

may be too simplistic.  Perhaps we should rather ask what broader identities could be produced 

by these kind of images offered for imitation and adoration.  Both ancient and modern readers of 

APT, on the one hand, might well find themselves enamored with the kind of crossings and 

passings that Thecla initiates and embodies.  There is a fluidity here that has attestation 

elsewhere, even in so-called ÒorthodoxÓ literature,21 both on individual and corporate levels in 

                                                 
21 See also Burrus (ÒMimicking VirginsÓ) for a discussion of virginity in Joseph and Aseneth, 

Achilles TatiusÕs Kleitophon and Leukippe and HeliodorusÕs Ethiopian Story. 
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terms of the production of identitiesÑ shifting, morphing, crossing, passing, transcending.  Such 

identities reflect a network of interrelated and complex public and private performances.  Our 

modern scholarly impulse to correlate text and contextÑ one type of narrative with one type of 

reader and one specifi c Sitz im LebenÑ often occludes these more complex dynamics. 

Further, if we take seriously the structural dynamic of TheclaÕs multiple crossings (and 

her returns), we also need to acknowledge that in some respects the APT reproduces some of the 

critical features of the AA and the Pauline letters.  That is, there is transgressive border crossing 

because there are boundaries to transgress in the first place.  Contrasting the APT with canonical 

literature in fact fails to catch the nuance of the act of crossing over itself.  Not only is there a 

shared concern for control and authority, but the body is something to be harnessed as a source 

of power, and those who control the body are the ones possessing such power.22  If boundaries 

invite transgression, transgression in turn calls for boundaries, mapped out on the gendered body.  

There is thus a correlative enterprise of identity construction underway in both corpi of texts.23 

                                                 
22 Further, social class and cultural position, particularly among the elite in the Greek eastern 

polis, are still something to be regulated and negotiated.  This kind of ideologeme need not 

reflect a complete lack of interest in the social elite of empireÑ in fact, the APT as much as the 

AA rather courts the elites of empire (at the very least the literature fantasizes that the elite strata 

engages Christians).  It does, however, suggest that social status in empire is not to be equated 

necessarily with the same in early Christian social mappingÑ early Christians (at times) 

developed their own (diverse) framework for social hierarchies that reshaped and resituated the 

constructs of the broader culture. 

23 If this is the case, one would also have to admit that there seems to be a difference still 

between how readers appear to be more corporately mapped with respect to the image of Paul in 
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These insights may also help us understand more fully how it is that one corpus became 

canonized while another one was not, or, more precisely, help us rethink the act of canonization 

itself as a social operation.  In other words, when thinking about the canonical process, we may 

also gain some appreciation for why, despite their similarities at some levels, the AA might have 

been canonized for normative purposes while the APT was not.  In this light, the differences 

seem to have been more important than the similarities.  That is, the clearly boundaried nature of 

the canonical AA and the Pauline letters ensures a certain kind of structural unifying function 

that is lacking in the APT.  This would suggest that canonical formation may have in part been a 

process directed by the texts themselves.  That is, it is not so much the particular theo-ideological 

proclivities of this text or another that marked it for inclusion or exclusion, but perhaps, in the 

end, how it was constructed and read based on the bodies that were comported within it.  In this 

way, particular texts cohered rather well togetherÑ cementing between them a boundaried 

system while erasing the traces of more transgressive aspects within those same texts. 

Returning to the point raised at the outset of this paper, we conclude by suggesting that 

postulating either a univocal female or male use of this text hardly does justice to the 

complexities that this text evokes.  Moreover, we also note that a simple delineation of the APT 

as a challenge to patriarchal, canonical, ÒnormativeÓ Christian corpi does not fully appreciate the 

ways in which APT both aff irms and transgresses those other textual enterprises.  Modern 

interest in this story seems at least in part based on its ability to posit a space for Ònarrative 

                                                                                                                                                             
the AA/Pauline letters and more individually identified with respect to Thecla in the APT.  In 

other words, are we perhaps looking at somewhat similar comportments but effecting different 

ends?  Here we may begin to rethink how narrative rhetorically constructs (rather than just 

reflects) larger communities or at least processes of social formation. 
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heterogeneity and freedomÓ from the domination of other hegemonic modes of realism in the 

contemporary context.24  But precisely for this reason we should give pause, as we might also see 

here something of a mimetic reinscription in the scholarly gaze of the panoptic view offered in 

this ancient text.  Seeking and seeing the complex and multivalent social mappings that Thecla 

inscribes throughout the narrative, one may well wonder if, in the end, thinking of Thecla is 

really that much different from thinking with Thecla.  What matters rather is the end to which she 

is put to useÑ therein, we would argue, lie the politics and ethics of scholarship.  In our view, a 

gender-critical reading should serve the purpose of raising a different set of historical questions, 

in order to move us into a fuller appreciation of the complexity of human experience, both 

ancient and modern.  Perhaps we can also catch a glimpse herein of a hybridity based in 

everyday lifeÑ shifting, morphing, crossing, and then coming back again.  These are not the 

kinds of subjectivities that scholars are used to explore in the ancient world.  And this may be a 

problem that also confronts and confounds our readings of the APT.  Though there is no doubt an 

effective edge to the rhetorical constructions of the APT, particularly with respect to canonical 

matters, there may also be something here of the reflective edge as wellÑ herein rhetoric seems 

to imitate life. 

                                                 
24 Fredrick Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982), 

104. 


