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			editorial

		

		
			What is it that we call theology? On an epistemological level, there is no doubt that the response seems easy: theology is every discourse concerning God regardless of source or intentions. In ecclesiastical experience, however, theology is nothing less than the very evangelical word of Christ, who ‘explains’ (John 1:1-2) in the Spirit the things of the Father. And this ‘explanation’ does not consist primarily of an addition to the primordial metaphysical ‘great debate concerning being’ (the Platonic γιγαντομαχίαν περὶ τῆς οὐσίας). It is rather the proposal for our ontological introduction to a certain mode of existence through the Spirit, which occurs, according to St Nicholas Cabasilas, through the ‘Mysteries of the Embodiment’: Baptism, Chrism, the Divine Eucharist, and the attunement of our freewill by the grace they bestow. This ‘mode’ manifests the pre-eternal counsel of the Trinity within history for the eschatological gathering of Creation through its ecclesialisation in the human nature of its Creator, the enhypostatic God and Logos. Theology is manifested in this case as an imitation of Christ’s own consent to the Father’s loving good-pleasure. And in referring to imitation, we mean participation. Inasmuch as it is principally an event rather than a reductive intellectualism, theology is acted out in our burning desire, which responds to the divine unconditional desire that changes the rational creature’s mode of existence; it is the fruit, in other words, of our will-to-participation in the Eucharistic transformation of Creation in the Body of Christ. Thus theology can only be articulated as an ecclesialisation of language, as an expression of the Eucharistic transfiguration of the intellect, which in a doxological yet simultaneously critical fashion ecclesialises created concepts in light of the ‘obedience of Christ’, following the biblical-patristic sense of a right ‘discernment of spirits’. 

			In this sense, every form of authentic theology is contemporary or, as we say today, ‘contextual’. This indicates chiefly that this acted-out and never-ending event of gradual Eucharistic transformation of thought is expressed precisely as the assumption as gifts of all the created givens of human intellectuality, civilisation, science, etc. and their critical elevation to the possibility of their transformation in the Spirit into multiplicitous manifestations of the mystery of Christ. Put in another way, this event is a highly dynamic and creative activity, and should never be regarded as an apologetic for or defence of a mythologised or petrified ‘tradition’.

			When these aforementioned criteria are met, theology naturally passes into its ‘communicative phase’, as Rowan Williams terms it, who goes on to further define it as ‘a theology experimenting with the rhetoric of its uncommitted environment’.1 However, this communication in our era must be, first of all, intra-theological. Like von Balthasar, who never thought to dismiss his Barthian inspiration, or Pannenberg, who could not function without the synthesis of ‘Orthodox’ and ‘Roman Catholic’ sources in his ecclesiology, or Congar, De Lubac and Daniélou, who made the Greek Fathers an inseparable part of modern Roman Catholic theological awareness, modern theology needs to exist in dialogue. This real dialogue is, unfortunately, often far from being self-evident. For some representatives of the major Christian confessions, such an enterprise must bring about a kind of ultimate absorption, explicit or implicit, of any form of theological otherness, thereby rendering their own theological certainty unshakable. Centuries of alienation created isolated, ironclad identities in need of permanent theological support. It is supposed, for example, that Thomas Aquinas’ thought includes that of Gregory Palamas, Barth is more comprehensive than Maximus the Confessor, and Jonathan Edwards is more ground-breaking than John Chrysostom, etc.

			Cultural submission, in the sense given to this concept by Arnold Toynbee, unfortunately seems to still be the unconscious ideal of some Western Christian theologians. It is still possible, for example, to read serious handbooks striving to give an account of twentieth century theology where Orthodox theology is not even mentioned, as if it never existed.2 This is likely the case because some authors still insist in believing that there is nothing in Orthodox theology worth mentioning that is not already included in this or that Western theological sub-trend. Though things are rapidly changing today, confessionalism—a spiritual disease that touches theologians of all Christian confessions—is still the demise of any real theological communication. Nevertheless, it is absolutely possible to be Orthodox, or Catholic, or Protestant, and discuss theology since there are always better or worse theological expressions of the Christian experience. This discussion is not about who is saved by Christ or not (and it is good to know that Christ looks upon hearts and not upon good ideas), but about theologies to a greater or lesser degree facilitating or hindering salvation. Does this not provide sufficient ground for an honest theological communication?

			 On the other hand, postmodernity—the misfires of which are comprehensively described by Charles Taylor as a thoroughly self-sufficient humanism existing under the aegis of globalisation—provides some fundamental characteristics that can potentially be received positively, in a sense helping us move towards the aforementioned venture of a diachronic Eucharistic transformation of thought. When, for instance, post-modern philosophy casts doubt upon the existence of knowledge or truth as the exact replication of or a precise correspondence to reality, or objects to the idea of absolutely normative descriptions manifested through causes and distinctions that are hypothetically valid for all time periods, or resists any kind of supposedly objective ethical philosophy combined with the great narratives laying claim to a global perspective, is it not in juxtaposition to the onto-theological equalising of metaphysics in a certain sort of Scholasticism, which culminates in the Hegelian abrogation of every difference through a unity that actually murders every form of otherness? The same can be said of the critique of metaphysical rationalism as well as of the influence of the Enlightenment and the idols of social rationalism, which, according to Horkheimer and others, reinstates the social function of religion. Even when post-modern thinkers like Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Deleuze, and Vattimo as well as Searle and the other members of the analytic school resist every transcendental presupposition of thinking, they can perhaps also be read as intending to re-evaluate the real, which has sank beneath the metaphysical domination exercised by the modern transcendental subject. 

			Moreover, on an anthropological level, the critique of the transcendentality of the subject has resulted precisely in the discovery of the somatic roots of the conscience as well as the innate communality arising from human nature. The students of Marx, Darwin, Freud, and Nietzsche discovered, conversely, the domination exercised upon the supposedly free transcendent Ego of Western Idealism by the coercive and absolute referentiality in the communal and natural realms. This referentiality embeds the subject in economic relations and/or in an unconscious world of instincts supported by its unavoidable somatic underpinning. Additionally, the referentiality of this kind of consciousness to the things of this world offered phenomenology—from Husserl to Marion and, in our own era, Kearney—a means of founding the subject directly in intersubjectivity, bringing along with it all of the outstanding problems associated with intersubjectivity’s ontological grounding.

			Despite the fact that (and, also, precisely because of it) we do not underestimate the accompanying problems that post-modernity created—beginning with the abrogation of nearly all common sources of meaning that determine, according to Castoriades, the ‘social imaginary’, to the deconstruction of the subject, which occurs, as Besnier observes, either ‘from above’, through the social sciences analysing modern collectives, or ‘from below’, through the discoveries of neurobiology—we are bound to say that there has never been such a time when the hour of theological inquiry was so imminent for the West. It is up to us at this juncture to take advantage of the post-metaphysical—or, better, the beyond-metaphysical—and post-ontological—or, more accurately, the beyond-ontological, as we are yet able to use the expression ‘ontology’—capacity of Christian theology to see enhypostatic nature fundamentally as a relationship between created and uncreated. This is a relationship that is constituted by dialogical reciprocity between created and uncreated. Consequently, enhypostatic nature as an open relationship is likely one of the most valuable gifts Christian theology can offer to Western thought today, which is exhausted by the ruptures between body and soul, matter and spirit, person and nature, transcendence and immanence, individual and person, history and eschatology, etc. 

			Apart from philosophy, a discussion must forthwith be extended also in the direction of psychology and sociology. Fundamental terms and dimensions within these fields—the meaning of selfhood or of social formation, for instance—must be discussed in a way that will bring mutual benefit. The same approach can be taken in relation to the contemporary theory of the state. Christian theology has the capacity to make a particularly significant contribution to the endeavour to locate an anthropocentric foundation for political theory. It is of the utmost importance that there also be engagement with the contemporary natural sciences and biology. Here theology can, though it may seem hyperbolic or paradoxical, contribute to the articulation of the methodological presuppositions of these scientific disciplines. And, naturally, theology is also capable of making a rather remarkable contribution to the theory of art.

			 Orthodox theology in particular can assist in bringing about these objectives and in engaging these various intellectual perspectives in a decisive way. Of course, it goes without saying that such engagements, along with many possible others, would enable modern theology to illumine hitherto undiscovered corners of Christian experience, and turn discussion in the direction of new and unexpected horizons. 

			As the mission statement clearly indicates, this new journal seeks to assist in the inauguration and promotion of discussions like those mentioned above. First and foremost, its goal is the facilitation of a dialogical Christian self-understanding in this seemingly meta-Christian world. Strangely enough for the heirs of the Enlightenment, this world still longs for a Christianity illumined by the Spirit. Orthodox theology, with its unbroken tradition, deserves a place in this dialogue. And no one doubts this today. It is therefore of the utmost significance that this academic journal is sponsored by the Holy Great Monastery of Vatopaidi, one of the largest, most ancient, and traditional monasteries of the Holy Mountain. Since its establishment more than a thousand years ago, this Monastery has given the Church dozens of canonized Saints, great Patriarchs, Bishops, and famous scholars as well as great works of philanthropy, education, and art.

			It is therefore appropriate that this journal takes its point of departure from Mary, the Theotokos, the most venerated person, after the Triune God, on the Holy Mountain, the Garden of the Panagia, as it is called by its inhabitants. Mariological theology is extremely rich in both East and West, and the articles of this issue aspire to catch a glimpse of this theology’s splendour. Starting from the New Testament, Dr Karakolis’s article gives an excellent account of Christ’s deep spiritual communion with his mother, demonstrating the uniqueness of Theotokos’ role in Divine Economy. Archimandrite Ephraim, the Abbot of Vatopedi, offers an excellent panorama of the patristic literature concerning the Virgin’s sinlessness, correcting some modern theologians’ views concerning this matter. Dr Andreopoulos suggests a re-interpretation of the Areopagite’s description of Mary’s funeral, connecting it with the deeply Eucharistic dimension of Patristic theology. Dr Cunningham provides an exceptional essay on the connection of the Theotokos with the natural world in the Byzantine patristic sources. Prof. Bronwen Neil offers us exciting new material concerning the role of the Theotokos as selective intercessor for souls in Middle Byzantine apocalyptic literature. She concludes by proving that ‘the theme of Marian discrimination in intercession reflects an anti-Judaism found in some Marian hymns and homilies of the early Byzantine period, such as sixth-century Ephesus, but is not the standard in the hymns and homilies of John of Damascus, Andrew of Crete, or Germanos of Constantinople’. Dr Tsironi gives a convincing account of the Palamite affinities of Anthony Bloom’s Marian theology. Finally, I strive to articulate a modern systematic discussion of Cabasilas’ and Bulgakov’s hesychastic Mariological humanism in dialogue with the contemporary theological and philosophical adventures of humanistic ideas.

			– Nicholas Loudovikos 

			Senior Editor 

			
				
					1 On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), xiv.

				

				
					2 See, for example, the massive and erudite work by Rosino Gibellini, La Teologia del XX secolo (Brescia: Editrice Queriniana, 1992). Contrast this with David Ford, ed., The Modern Theologians: An Introduction to Christian Theology in the Twentieth Century, 2nd edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997).
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			This study attempts to analyse the narrative function and the theological significance of Jesus’ mother for the overall theology of the fourth gospel, mainly based on the exegetical method of narrative criticism.In the first part, the problem of the anonymity of Jesus’ mother in juxtaposition with the anonymity of the beloved disciple is dealt with. The second part consists of a detailed exegetical approach to the narrative of Jesus’ first sign in Cana within the Johannine narrative context as a whole. On this basis, in the third part a response to further relevant questions about the significance of Jesus’ mother according to the overall fourth gospel’s witness is attempted. The article is concluded with a summary of exegetical and theological positions, including a hypothesis about a possible Johannine background of the current Orthodox understanding of Theotokos.

			The fourth evangelist presents the mother of Jesus quite differently from the synoptic gospels. Specifically, he never mentions her name, and omits the nativity stories altogether, although apparently having some knowledge of at least parts of the synoptic tradition.1 Instead, he refers to her in two incidents that are unknown to the synoptic gospels, namely the miraculous change of water into wine at Cana of Galilee (John 2:1-11), and her presence along with the beloved disciple at the foot of the cross (John 19:26-27). Through these two stories the fourth evangelist apparently complements the synoptic tradition and at the same time interprets it anew. The obvious question arising from these observations regards the particular significance of the ‘mother of Jesus’ in the Johannine narration and theology.

			In my attempt to answer to this question, I will base my analysis on a relatively new method in New Testament studies, namely narrative criticism.2 Using the tools of this method I will try to understand the narrative function and the theological significance of Jesus’ mother for the overall theology of the fourth gospel.

			I hope that my approach will shed some more light on the origins of the significance of Theotokos in Orthodox theology, worship and spirituality,3 thus contributing to the general question about whether Mary’s veneration in the Orthodox, as well as in the Roman-Catholic tradition, is indeed based upon the New Testament witness or whether it reflects a much later theological development.4

			In the first part of the article at hand, I will deal with the problem of the anonymity of Jesus’ mother in conjunction with that of the beloved disciple. In the second part, I will attempt a detailed exegetical approach to the narrative of Jesus’ first sign in Cana in light of John’s gospel as a whole. On this basis, in the third part I will try to respond to some further relevant questions about the significance of Jesus’ mother according to the fourth gospel’s witness. I will close my considerations with a summary of my exegetical and theological conclusions, including my view on a possible Johannine background of the current Orthodox understanding of Theotokos.

			I

			The Johannine narrative mentions several anonymous individual characters. However, reference to them is usually limited to only one specific narrative context. The following narrative characters belong to this category: the bridegroom and the steward (John 2:8-10), the Samaritan woman (John 4:7-42), the royal official (John 4:46-53), the lame man (John 5:5-15), the man born blind (John 9:1-38), and the sister of Jesus’ mother (John 19:25).5

			On the contrary, although also anonymous, the mother of Jesus appears in two different narrative contexts, namely in John 2:1-5 and in 19:26-27. In addition to her, one more anonymous character appears repeatedly in different narrative occasions, namely the ‘other disciple’ or ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’, referred to in John 1:37-40, 13:23-25, 18:15-16, 19:26-27, 20:2-8, 21:7-24.

			Both the mother of Jesus and the so-called beloved disciple appear in the first and last narrative parts of the Johannine narrative. Concretely, the mother of Jesus appears at the beginning of Jesus’ activity, namely in the story of Jesus’ first sign at Cana, while the beloved disciple appears even earlier than that as one of Jesus’ first two disciples alongside Andrew.6

			In the final part of the narrative, the beloved disciple appears again in the last supper enjoying, as it seems, a special relationship with Jesus since Peter uses him as a mediator to their master. Apart from that, the beloved disciple follows Jesus to his trial by entering the house of the high priest, he follows Jesus to his very crucifixion and death, and he witnesses the events of his resurrection and post-Easter appearances. The mother of Jesus is also present beneath the cross. Jesus connects his beloved disciple with his mother by proclaiming that from now on his disciple will be the son of his mother, and she will be the mother of his disciple. The gospel ends with an indirect reference to the disciple’s death and a note of the narrator providing an explanation of the unexpected death of the disciple before the second coming of Jesus.

			According to the above mentioned, while at the beginning of the narrative the mother of Jesus and the beloved disciple are presented separately from each other,7 toward the end of the narrative they are connected with each other most closely as mother and son. What is more, they appear at the most crucial points of the gospel narrative, namely at the very outset of Jesus’ public appearance and activity, as well as at the culminating end of his earthly presence, namely at the foot of the cross just before his death, thus forming a narrative inclusio.8 The way both of these particular narrative characters are positioned in the Johannine text adds to their significance compared to all other important narrative characters, who are absent at Jesus’ crucifixion, the most crucial moment of his earthly presence and salvific work.9

			The actual names of these two most important narrative characters are certainly known to the Johannine community.10 The beloved disciple cannot just be an archetypal, symbolic and even a non-historical personality because there is clear reference to the frustration experienced by his community due to his death, since the community members had been under the impression that he would not die until Jesus’ second coming (John 21:21-23).11 Also the disciple’s personal testimony (John 19:35, 21:24) would have had a very limited effect (if at all) on the gospel’s historical recipients had he not been a historical person himself.12

			Since this particular disciple accepts the mother of Jesus as his own mother and takes her to his house, we have to assume that the mother of Jesus had also somehow been known to the Johannine community members. Because of the fact that she is linked to the beloved disciple who is crucial for the formation of the community’s identity, his ‘mother’ could not but be well known to its members and probably even highly revered by them.13 Even if one does not accept a direct historical connection of the fourth evangelist and his community to the historical events that the gospel refers to, one has to at least accept that traditions about the mother of Jesus were broadly known whether directly from one or more of the synoptic gospels or indirectly from the fluid Christian tradition of the first century.

			Of course other named protagonists in the history of Jesus are definitely also known to the community. Therefore, the anonymity of Jesus’ mother and his beloved disciple is a trait that betrays or even constitutes a possible qualitative differentiation of them in relation to all the other characters of the Johannine narrative.

			Furthermore, it is important that the way these two narrative figures are referred to is based on their special relationship with Jesus, a unique feature of anonymous individual characters (Jesus’ brothers and sisters are a collective character and are therefore not taken into consideration here). It is characteristic that the fourth evangelist does not even enter into any details about the significance of the name Peter that was attributed by Jesus to the most prominent disciple in the fourth gospel right after the beloved one (John 1:42).14

			Since in biblical thought names (either proper or descriptive ones) express actual individual identities, both the mother of Jesus and the beloved disciple are presented as being entirely defined by their relationship with Jesus and not by their proper names. In other words, their identity is based on their relationship with Jesus while their individual traits are of secondary importance, if at all.15 It is indicative of the importance of the relationship with Jesus, which overshadows every other relationship or personal traits, that Andrew’s name is mentioned in connection with the name of his brother, Simon Peter, and not of his father (John 1:40) because of Peter’s historical and narrative significance. Furthermore, the ‘sister of Jesus’ mother’ is identified by reference to her sister and not to her husband or her father (in the case that she is unmarried). Even more importantly, the mother of Jesus is herself determined by her son and not by her husband Joseph (see John 1:45, 6:42).

			The fourth evangelist tends to conceal what is sacred in view of his obvious expectation for his gospel also to be read by non-believers as well (disciplina arcani).16 Such a case is the omission par excellence of any reference whatsoever to the Eucharist during the last supper (John 13-17). In this case, the fourth evangelist conceals the identity of both the beloved disciple and Jesus’ mother, resulting in the failure of his unknowledgeable readers to identify them. It is then perhaps not too far-fetched to assume that both the fourth evangelist and his community might consider these persons as being sacred in an analogous way to the sacredness of the Eucharist, to which only indirect references are made in the fourth gospel (see esp. John 6:48-58).

			In the gospel of John there are also references to other persons bearing the names of Mary and John, which were common for Palestinian Jews of the New Testament era. Maria is also the name of the sister of Lazarus (John 11:1-2), of Mary Magdalene and of Mary of Klopas (John 19:25), while Ioannes is also the name of the father of Peter (John 1:42), and of John the Baptist (John 1:6). By avoiding any mention of the actual names of Jesus’ mother and the beloved disciple, the fourth evangelist also avoids any case of confusion or misconception with regard to their importance. The anonymity of these two particular narrative characters can draw the knowledgeable reader to the conclusion that there may be other narrative characters bearing their names, but only one disciple who is loved by Jesus in a special way, and only one Mary as important as Jesus’ mother.

			Furthermore, the non-disclosure of these two characters’ names indicates that the attribute given to them is fully sufficient. In the fourth gospel, a corresponding example would be the reference to Caesar only by his title and not by his proper name (John 19:12, 19:15). This is a practice that has been, and still is widely followed in the political, social, and not least the ecclesiastical field, when referring to persons with significant and/or unique positions, such as the king, the president of the republic, or the patriarch.17

			On the basis of the above, it should be clear that the designations ‘mother of Jesus’ and ‘beloved disciple’ are not simple attributes, but indeed high titles of reverence.18 It would then seem that these two characters’ special relationships with Jesus stand on the highest level from a narrative-critical and a theological point of view. Conversely put, usage of their proper names would lower them to a similar level with the other important narrative characters. Indeed, assuming that the gospel’s readers are a priori aware of the superiority of these two particular persons, the mere use of their names instead of their titles could well signify a relative depreciation, in a similar way that it would be depreciating for a leading political or religious personality to be publicly addressed by his/her proper name and not by his/her title.

			At this point an objection could be raised with regard to John the Baptist, who, although being God’s envoy, is usually referred to simply by his own proper name. However, John the Baptist rejects any prophetic title whatsoever (John 1:19-23), and declares himself unworthy of even unbinding the strap of Jesus’ shoes (John 1:27). It is then clear that the fourth evangelist deliberately downplays John the Baptist compared to the relevant synoptic tradition,19 obviously having in view some of the latter’s followers, who even at the time of the fourth gospel’s composition apparently believed that their own master excelled compared to Jesus (cf. John 3:26-36).20 This explains the omission of any honorary title in connection with John the Baptist apart from the ‘man sent from God’21 and the ‘friend of the bridegroom’, who stands aside and rejoices with the bridegroom’s joy (John 3:29).

			In the case of Jesus himself, his name should also be understood as one of his titles. The Hebrew name Yeshua means ‘God saves’22 and, as is evident, the fourth evangelist knows the etymologies of words derived from Hebrew or Aramaic.23 Jesus is the incarnate God himself (John 1:18, 20:28), who saves the world in the name of God the Father (John 3:16-17, 5:43), and is therefore the living and real presence of God in the world (John 14:9). Thus, the name ‘Jesus’ does not fall under the rules of any other common name.24 Besides, the name ‘Jesus’ has to be explicitly mentioned to avoid any possible misunderstanding about the actual identity of the saviour of the world (cf. John 3:17, 20:30-31). It is important in this regard that the fourth evangelist not only refers to those who believe in Jesus, but also to those who believe ‘in his name’ (John 1:12, 2:23). Since not only the person, but also the name of Jesus is sacred its appeal in faith, combined with all other christological titles, leads to salvation (John 20:31).

			II

			Focusing now again on the mother of Jesus, the quality of her relationship with Jesus on a narrative level and the way her narrative character is developed appear most clearly in the narrative of the first miracle at Cana.

			The mother of Jesus appears in the scene of the marriage feast before Jesus and his disciples (John 2:1-2), as is evident by the use of the verbs ἦν and ἐκλήθη. In the continuation of the story, the mother of Jesus perceives the problem of the shortage of wine even before the steward and the bridegroom (cf. John 2:3, 2:9-10). She also possesses the authority to command the servants of the house (John 2:5). Therefore, it is clear that one way or another she is related to the family of the bridegroom,25 and that she has an organizational role of responsibility.26

			Interestingly enough, when the mother of Jesus perceives the problem of the lack of wine—a serious problem that could destroy the celebration and damage the social image of the bridegroom27—she does not communicate the problem to those responsible, namely the steward and the bridegroom, but only to Jesus, although he is just a simple guest.

			Consequently, she knows in advance that, although being a simple guest, Jesus can provide a solution to this particular problem that even those responsible could not.28 This implies that Jesus’ mother knows that her son is capable of solving problems that are insurmountable from an exclusively human point of view. This in itself seems like a paradox. But it is not the only paradoxical feature of the story under consideration.

			At a second step, the mother of Jesus notifies him about the problem in a seemingly neutral way, as if merely transferring some casual piece of information, and not as submitting a request for a specific action on his part.29 This behaviour is not typical of a mother towards her son. In line with the decalogue commandment to honour one’s own parents (Exod 20:12; Deut 5:16), Jewish mothers obviously did not lack the authority to directly ask their sons for any favour.

			However, Jesus’ mother does not merely make Jesus aware of the problem of the lack of wine matter-of-factly, but her statement implies an indirect request on her part.30 This is obvious from the ensuing reaction by Jesus, who recognises this request and responds to it accordingly, as well as from his mother’s subsequent command to the servants to follow Jesus’ orders.31

			Normally the implied readers of the gospel are supposed to know more than most of its narrative characters since they have already read the prologue (John 1:1-18), a key to understanding the gospel’s plot and theology,32 while they also continue to read the evangelist’s enlightening comments on the narrated events.33 At this point, though, the mother of Jesus definitely knows more than the gospel’s readers. Even John the Baptist does not reach this level of knowledge. He has to see the Holy Spirit descending in the form of a dove and remaining in Jesus in order to identify Jesus as the one God told him about (John 1:32-34). On the other hand, Jesus’ mother does not need to see any sign in order to understand or to be convinced of anything.34 On the contrary, she seems to possess solid knowledge in advance, either from the time of Jesus’ conception and birth35 or in any case before the start of the narrative time of John’s gospel.36

			Therefore, the mother of Jesus is not preoccupied with the problem of Jesus’ true identity and the nature and meaning of his work, as is the case with both John the Baptist (John 1:19-36, 3:25-36) and all other important characters of the narrative, even including his own brothers and sisters (7:3-5). Instead, she perceives the indirect signals of Jesus’ attitude, signals so subtle that the evangelist does not or even cannot portray them. No other narrative character in John’s gospel has this kind of access to Jesus’ personality. Even Jesus’ disciples, who have the most stable and close relationship with him (with the obvious exception of his mother), repeatedly misinterpret or fail to understand their master’s words and actions.37

			In Jesus’ response to his mother’s indirect request, the phrase ‘τί ἐμοὶ καὶ σοί’ is a Semitism, meaning ‘what may be the relationship between me and you’,38 and is therefore an expression of intense distancing, differentiation, and detachment.39 Of course, Jesus does not deny his relationship with his mother per se. Had this been the case, the fourth evangelist would not designate the mother of Jesus as such in the first place. However, at this point Jesus’ mother intervenes into the very core of Jesus’ salvific work, because if Jesus would indeed perform a miracle according to his mother’s wish, he would set into motion the events that would eventually lead him to the cross, hence the reference to Jesus’ ‘hour’, which in the fourth gospel hints at his passion.40 Jesus stresses that his hour has not yet come, and in any case it is not for his mother, but for his heavenly Father to determine when his hour will actually come.41 The mother of Jesus then indeed intervenes indirectly, and probably also unintentionally and inadvertently, into Jesus’ salvific work. The problem here is not whether Jesus should perform a miracle or not,42 but performing a miracle at an inopportune time in view of the realisation of God’s salvific plan through his earthly activity.

			Jesus also distances himself from his mother by calling her γύναι (woman). This way of addressing her is not pejorative in and of itself, since it was the normal way of addressing a woman in New Testament times.43 Nevertheless, it was certainly not the proper address of a son to his mother.44

			According to the above mentioned, the expressions ‘what is it between me and you’ and ‘woman’ express Jesus’ distancing himself not just from his mother’s specific request, but even from her as a person.45 Furthermore, they are certainly not the usual and expected words of a son who is supposed to honour his mother. As crucial as the impact of the lack of wine on the social status of the bridegroom and on the wedding feast may be, it is totally unimportant when compared to the significance of Jesus’ ‘hour’ that is to come. Jesus does not yet want to reveal himself, nor manifest his glory (cf. John 2:11). Therefore, he does not want to initiate his path to the cross and his final glorification by means of a premature sign. Of course, as we have already seen, even before his distancing from his mother, she had already distanced herself from him, as can be deduced by her indirect way of submitting her request.

			However, Jesus does not actually refuse the request of his mother since there is no actual denial in his words. Although the first impression of the readers might be that Jesus will not respond to the request of his mother in a positive manner, he merely expresses his dissatisfaction with her involvement in matters concerning the salvation of the world. On a symbolic level, Jesus’ dissatisfaction could be paralleled to that of a king, who in the face of very important strategic decisions receives a request from his mother with regard to some trivial issue that could, nevertheless, affect his planning.

			As already mentioned, it is clear that the mother of Jesus indeed realises that her son will respond in a positive manner to her request since, without waiting or asking for any clarifications on his part, she commands the servants to follow his instructions.46 This confirms that here indeed a non-verbal communication between Jesus and his mother does take place, which is implied clearly enough, although not explicitly mentioned.47 Moreover, the fact that the mother of Jesus tells the servants to follow her son’s instructions means that not only does she know that Jesus will fulfill her request, but also that he will do so by giving specific instructions to them.48

			The unique quality of this non-verbal communication between Jesus and his mother can be exemplified by comparing it to Jesus’ communication with the royal official, who in John 4:47.49 asks him to come to his house in order to heal his dying son. It has been observed that the two narratives of the wedding at Cana (John 2:1-11) and of the healing of the royal official’s son (John 4:46-54) parallel each other with regard to both their structure and content, as is evident by several common elements.49 However, there are also some notable differences between these two stories. As we have seen, Jesus’ mother avoids submitting a direct request to her son, but merely indicates the problem while completely leaving in his hands the decision and the way of handling the problem (John 2:3-5). On the contrary, the royal official dictates to Jesus not only what to do but also how to do it (4:47-49). Furthermore, the mother of Jesus does not repeat her request because she already knows from Jesus’ initial response that her request will be met, despite his seeming refusal and his distancing himself from her. On the contrary, the royal official perceives the answer of Jesus as a refusal to meet his request or, at least, he is unable to understand its meaning, which leads him to submit his request once more. Only when he hears Jesus explicitly saying that his son lives, does he trust Jesus and believe that his request has been satisfied (John 4:50). Finally, the royal official certifies the miracle by asking about the exact time of his son’s healing (John 4:52). It is only in this way that he is able to reach the final stage of faith towards Jesus (John 4:53). Conversely, the mother of Jesus does not need to verify anything. She merely commands the servants to follow Jesus’ instructions (John 2:5) and subsequently disappears from the Johannine narrative’s front stage until Jesus’ crucifixion (John 19:25-26). In the end, those who indeed reach a higher level of faith than they already had are Jesus’ disciples, not his mother (John 2:11).

			Jesus confirms his mother’s command to the servants by giving them specific instructions, and letting them play a certain role in his changing the water into wine (John 2:7-8). Furthermore, Jesus handles it in such a way that only his own disciples and the servants are able to perceive his miracle, while the wedding’s hosts and guests remain ignorant of it (John 2:9-11). Consequently, Jesus manages to actually maintain his incognito. The transformation miracle does not after all initiate his public activity,50 and hence his ‘hour’ does not yet come. The servants play the role of the objective witnesses to the fact that the new wine presented to the bridegroom was indeed produced miraculously by Jesus and did not come from the bridegroom’s store, as was the steward’s impression.51

			From a different point of view, however, Jesus is presented as indeed giving in and doing his mother the favour she asked him.52 This is the only case in the fourth gospel in which Jesus gives in unwillingly53 to somebody’s request, thus not maintaining the initiative of his actions. The case of the royal official in ch. 4 is different, as he does not ask Jesus to change his ‘hour’, but simply to perform one more miracle after the miracles he had already performed in public while being in Jerusalem for the Pesach (John 2:23, 4:45). Moreover, Jesus’ rebuke refers to the unbelief toward himself (cf. John 2:24-25, 4:44-45), and not to the requested healing as such. Since the royal official indirectly proclaims his faith by repeating his request despite Jesus’ dismissive words, Jesus performs the healing without any further objections. In other words, the difficulty in the case of the royal official lies in his lack of faith, not in some involvement of his with God’s salvific plan. On the other hand, Jesus’ exchange with his mother demonstrates that meeting her request could potentially affect his path to the cross. This has no parallel in John, as no other narrative character comes so close to making Jesus deviate from his planned course of action.54 Even in the extreme case of the Jews who attempt to seize or stone him, Jesus is not in the least worried because his time has not yet come.55

			III

			After examining some relevant Johannine texts, there are still issues that need some clarification, which I will attempt in this third and final part of the present article.

			The Johannine Jesus is presented as loving all his disciples (John 13:1, 13:34), his Father (14:31), his friend Lazarus and Lazarus’ sisters Martha and Maria (11:5), and finally in a particular way also the anonymous beloved disciple (13:23, 21:7, 21:20). In the latter case, being loved by Jesus is the most dominant trait of this disciple, which even replaces his proper name. On the other hand, Jesus’ relationship with his mother is much more complex. To begin with, Jesus’ love towards his mother is not expressly mentioned. However, according to the above reading of John 2:1-11, Jesus is obedient, and therefore also respectful and loving toward his mother.56 Furthermore, in the story of the first Cana-miracle Jesus and his mother mutually understand each other not only through verbal communication, but also on a non-verbal level. Finally, Jesus, even at his very last moments on the cross expresses his deep care and provides for his mother.57 Besides, love is naturally expected within every family, so it should be considered as self-evident in the relationship between Jesus and his mother.58

			It is also very much telling that the mother of Jesus is never said to believe, although faith is one of the most fundamental theological themes of the fourth gospel.59 It is through faith that people are led to eternal life (John 3:16, 11:25-26), while through unbelief to eternal damnation (John 8:24). Quite differently from the mother of Jesus, the beloved disciple reaches the final stage of faith in Jesus upon entering the empty tomb (John 20:8). It would then seem that the mother of Jesus does not need to believe in the first place because she already knows what nobody else seems to know,60 namely that Jesus can provide solutions to urgent and serious problems that are impossible to resolve.61 Consequently, she also knows Jesus’ actual identity (cf. John 10:38).62 From the point of view of faith, the mother of Jesus definitely stands on a higher level than the beloved disciple.63

			As the incarnate Logos and pre-existing Son of God, the earthly Jesus is the moving force of the history of salvation. Both his mother and the beloved disciple are presented as playing some role in the fulfilment of God’s salvific plan.64 The role of the latter is simply to give an authentic witness about the salvific significance of Jesus’ presence and work in the world.65 Quite differently, the role of Jesus’ mother is to introduce him to the world not only by enabling his incarnation (cf. John 1:14) through his birth, but even by bringing him up. John’s emphasis on the incarnation of the Logos right from the start of the gospel clearly implies the irreplaceable importance of Jesus’ mother therein, and hence her crucial part in the realisation of his salvific work for the world.66

			There is a certain correlation between the expression ‘my Father’ that Jesus repeatedly uses in the gospel,67 and the expression ‘the mother of Jesus’, which may not be used by Jesus himself, but is the way the evangelist refers to her. On the other hand, never in the gospel narrative is God referred to as the ‘Father of Jesus’. It would then appear that the fourth evangelist discerns between the Logos’ heavenly descent exclusively from his divine Father, and his earthly descent exclusively from his human mother.68 The uniqueness of Jesus’ mother makes her crucially important not just with regard to her motherly function, but also as a person, since her function and personality are inseparably connected with each other by the replacement of her proper name through the title μήτηρ τοῦ Ἰησοῦ.

			On the other hand, while the beloved disciple is indeed the one with whom Jesus is more closely related compared to any other disciple, he lacks the particular uniqueness of Jesus’ mother: Though being the beloved disciple, he still belongs to the group of the disciples, being one of them. It is in this sense that he is also referred to as ὁ ἄλλος μαθητής.

			From a different perspective, it is significant that in the last part of the Johannine narrative the beloved disciple becomes the son of Jesus’ mother, and thus Jesus’ brother.69 At a later stage, this kind of upgrade in his relationship with Jesus applies to all disciples (John 20:17), as well as to all believers (John 1:12-13).70 This could well mean that the mother of Jesus also becomes the mother of all disciples and believers.71 In other words, as believers become Jesus’ brothers and sisters through their spiritual rebirth (John 1:13) after Jesus’ resurrection, and thus share his heavenly Father with him (John 20:17), they may be implicitly sharing his earthly mother as well. According to this reading, the newly established relationship of Jesus’ beloved disciple with Jesus’ mother functions as an exemplary story that could be understood as spiritually applying to all believers as well.72

			Lastly, it is noteworthy that Jesus entrusts his mother to the beloved disciple, and not to his brothers and sisters in the flesh.73 On a symbolic level, this means that the relation with Jesus surpasses any kind of earthly kinship and blood-ties according to the prologue of the Gospel (cf. John 1:12-13).

			IV

			On the basis of the above analysis it should be beyond any doubt that in John’s Gospel the mother of Jesus occupies a uniquely significant position. Her anonymity makes way for her title of reverence since her name is replaced by a designation that clearly indicates her maternal relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal and incarnate Logos. In the Johannine narrative she is presented as being able to understand Jesus in a unique way that differentiates her from all other narrative characters. She does not need to believe in Jesus because she is already aware of his capabilities, and therefore also of his true identity.74 In the brief references to her person, she is presented as approaching Jesus with unusual respect and discretion for a mother communicating with her son. She seems indeed to know not only that as a rule Jesus can provide solutions to otherwise insurmountable problems, but also that he will indeed act in this particular case too. She even knows in advance that he will engage the servants.
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MARY,

THE

THEOTOKOS

My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my
Saviour. For he hath regarded the low estate of his handmaiden: for,
behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed. For he that
is mighty hath done to me great things; and holy is his name. And his

mercy is on them that fear him from generation to generation.

(Luk 1:46-50)
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