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      Dear Reader,
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      We invite you to join us in a whirlwind tour of history, theology, imagery, and popular lore as we draw close to this familiar stranger. The Mary shared by Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Protestants, and Muslims is available to all. Her own simple “yes” continues to inspire millions as we struggle with our own spirituality, as we embrace the hope, pain, and possibility that defined her life and permeates our own earthly journeys.
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      Top Ten Facts about Mary

      
        	Dante said that Mary's face is the one that most closely resembles the face of Christ.

        	Apparitions of Mary have been reported in every era in history and every country in the world.

        	The early church fathers compared Eve to Mary. As Eve was the mother of humanity who fell into sin, Mary was the mother of a new humanity.

        	The Christian representation of Mary helped early converts from paganism connect with the Church.

        	Mary is regarded as a helper for those who grieve and to those who are in need of comfort. Grieving parents have taken comfort in her because she lost her own child in a tragic way.

        	Despite the widely secular nature of the twenty-first century, pilgrimages to Marian sites seem to be increasing in frequency.

        	Many of the earliest churches devoted to Mary were built on old pagan holy sites.

        	Despite Mary's significant place in the lives of the Christian faithful for centuries, she is mentioned less in the Bible than in the Koran.

        	Many scholars think that Mary may have only been thirteen or fourteen years old when she gave birth to Christ.

        	Mary has garnered the praise of writers such as Dante, Jack Kerouac, Flannery O'Conner, and Sue Monk Kidd.
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      Introduction

      You've probably seen evidence of devotion to Mary in our society —
you may have seen the shrines that adorn backyards across America, an image of Our Lady of Guadalupe dangling from the rear-view mirror in a taxicab, or statues or icons of the Virgin Mary in people's homes. Perhaps you've wondered what is at the heart of this love for the Virgin Mary.

      The phenomenon of devotion to the Virgin Mary is wider and deeper than you may imagine. Apparitions of her are reported to have occurred in every country in the world, spanning the centuries, and crossing cultural barriers. She has inspired more artistic renderings than any other woman in the history of the world and has nudged the pens of poets, the hearts of kings, and the history of nations.

      Her influence even extends to our gardens. Did you know that in a very simplistic way the flowers and plants in your backyard witness to the history of Marian devotion, with its many peaks and valleys? Originally, flowers and plants were named for ancient pagan gods and goddesses. In the medieval era, hundreds of them were renamed with Marian names, which helped the faithful to draw close to her even in the fields. Think about the names of marigolds, lady's slippers, and Madonna lilies. After the Reformation, when devotion to the Virgin Mary was curtailed, these flowers were again renamed — or in some cases, their connection to Mary just became more subtle, so that only a serious devotee would be able recognize the connection. For example, the Milk Thistle was known before the Reformation as “Our Lady's Milk Drops,” and forget-me-not was known as “Our Lady's Eyes.”

      Think of this book as a quilt of the Virgin Mary with many squares stitched together to tell the story of the history, legends, art, culture, and controversies that have been connected to Mary. Most of us know only our own square; by stepping back from that one square and glimpsing the whole quilt, we have an opportunity to glimpse the whole — to see patterns, shapes, and possibilities that may not have been apparent before.

      It is an exciting process of discovery to learn how people have related to the Virgin Mary throughout the ages, how her presence has inspired and transformed lives, how her very being has helped Christianity to connect with the patterns and seasons of Earth, and how we can be strengthened as we face the great mysteries of life — birth and death.

      As we remember the way that Mary walked through these thresholds, we find courage as we face our own thresholds. We see that there is more to life than meets the eye, that only by stepping back to see the whole can we begin to see patterns in the ways in which devotion to Mary crosses cultures, spans seasons, and transforms lives around the globe, both historically and in the present day.

      If we come to Mary with humility, with an open and seeking heart, we are sure to learn something, no matter who we are and where we come from. This book discusses so many cultures and peoples. For some of us, it may help us to better understand our spouses, our in-laws, our neighbor's devotion and it may help us make sense of the bewildering variety and intensity of devotion to this lady whose life, in so many ways, still remains a mystery.

    

  
    
      

      
      Foreword

      There is simply no doubt about it. The woman who has had the most impact on the history, art, culture, and literature of the human race from the dawn of time till now is clearly Mary, the mother of Jesus. The ironic thing about this, however, is that good information about Mary is not always easy to come by. Usually what you can find is either incomplete, dry, or sectarian.

      This book is none of the above. It represents something that has been desperately needed for a long time — a fascinating, comprehensive, provocative, and eminently readable introduction to every aspect of Mary and her 2,000-year relationship with the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve.

      The Everything® Mary  Book does not stop with the various and sundry Christian perspectives on Mary. It also reviews the very important role she plays in the Islamic faith confessed by over a billion of the earth's inhabitants. In fact, the book makes a rather startling claim — that the Virgin Mary, far from being a bone of contention, is actually a bridge-builder of monumental proportions. This book explores Mary's ability to cross boundaries and build connection between Jewish and Christian Scriptures, Christians and Muslims, poor and rich, and men and women.

      In fact, in a feminist age fascinated by the “divine feminine,”
Mary holds greater importance than ever. What she represents is the key to unlocking the secret of true feminine dignity and power, and how best to understand and access the feminine dimension of the Divine.

      But make no mistake about it — this is no academic tome of mere theoretical interest. Its focus throughout is how Mary has impacted the faith and lives of real  people. Here we learn about devotions as well as doctrines, art as well as literature, and folk customs along with their surprisingly profound meanings. Weeping icons, statues crowned with May flowers, apparitions, healing Marian springs, rosaries, and scapulars are covered along with what church councils, Protestant reformers, New Testament Scriptures and even the Koran have had to say about the most modest, yet most pivotal, woman in human history.

      This book will not only provide you with information about  Mary, it will also introduce you to  her. As you read about the ways she has influenced the lives of millions across the centuries from every religious tradition imaginable, you may just find her story striking a chord in you. Your knowledge of culture and religion will certainly be enriched, as will the quality of your own life and spirituality.

      This book demonstrates that Mary is more than a plaster statue on a pedestal or an icon on a wall. She is a very real person who is strangely approachable, given her lofty role, because she is not very much different than we are. She experienced many of the same doubts, fears, and limitations that beset us every day. Perhaps that's why she's been such a sought-after prayer partner and an inspiring model. For Mary achieved what many of us, at least secretly, desire to achieve — loyalty to the truth, courage in the face of fear, and surrender to the One whose love and power surpasses everything we can possibly imagine.

      Marcellino D'Ambrosio, Ph.D. 

      Adjunct Professor of Theology 

      Ave Maria University 

      Naples Florida 
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      Our Lady of Paradox

      M any people are surprised to discover how little the New Testament says about Mary, especially in light of her profound influence throughout the ages. Although few, if any, would claim to know exactly what Mary looked like, artistic renderings of her appear in almost every culture in the world. Likewise, millions continue to be inspired or baffled by news of her “appearances.” To express the inexpressible, the ancient church often used paradoxes to speak about Mary. This chapter will use paradoxes to introduce a teenage virgin from Galilee who changed the world.

      
Who Is Mary?

      In C. S. Lewis's Prince Caspian , Lucy notices that Aslan seems to have grown since the last time she saw him. When she  asks him about this he tells her that he only seems bigger because she has grown. It is like that with Mary. She seems simple at first glance and becomes more complex and significant the more you learn about her.

      Throughout the centuries, Christians have debated about what to call Mary, how to view her life, and how to integrate her witness into their own spiritual journeys. The Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches have retained a deep love for her. Although the two churches have not always expressed their devotion in the same ways, they have generally shared the guiding premise that every statement and image of Mary is ultimately intended to bring people closer to her son.

      Icons depicting Mary holding her infant son express the reason that Mary is most revered. Her witness is not only one of profound courage and obedience, but is ultimately one of maternal love. Her love for her own son has often been seen as a role model for mothers as they seek to care for their own children.

      
        symbolism

        In some icons of the Virgin Mary, she holds the infant Christ with her left arm. Her right hand gestures toward the face of her son, guiding our eyes back to him. He leans into her, with the eager devotion of a child, expressing his quiet, steady love for her, and ultimately, for all of us.

      

      
Friends in High Places

      Anne Rice's novel Christ the Lord offers  a unique glimpse into the clannish culture in which Jesus was born. According to Rice's depiction, the nuclear family as we know it now was rarely seen in ancient times. Instead, a family would have multiple generations and relations (including first and second cousins) living under the same roof. When a family would travel, they would often journey as a tribe.

      This image fits well with the lengthy genealogies offered at the beginnings of the Gospels of Luke and Matthew. These meandering lists of barely pronounceable names are read in many churches in the days and weeks leading up to Christmas. Some might wish to skip them and get on to the gist of the story — the no-room-at-the-inn scene starring the very pregnant Mary and Joseph. But these lists are important because they help place the newborn Jesus in the context of generations of faith, a community stretching through time and space.

      Even today, every Christian life is rooted in a heritage of faith and has a sense of continuity with all of those who have come before, who have carried the Gospel with their lives through the centuries. In many churches, this “Great Cloud of Witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) is understood to be full of holy people who, though deceased, nevertheless continue to pray and support those struggling to live for God. Throughout Christian tradition, this intangible, invisible community of saints has been made tangible and visible through icons and statues and other religious objects.

      Those within the churches that believe in the living example of the “Great Cloud of Witnesses” have also continued the ancient practice of asking for the prayers of those who have gone before them, believing that those who now live with God know far better than the earthbound how to pray. Within this community, there is no prayer partner more beloved than the Virgin Mary.

      
So Few Words — So Much Influence

      Despite Mary's significance for many Christians around the world, the Gospel accounts only provide the barebones of Mary's life. Many details from the Gospels about Mary's life have leaked into Christmas hymns and Nativity scenes and have been repeated year after year. Sometimes, the story seems so familiar that it can be hard to grasp the full impact of the event. Mary lived with her parents in Nazareth. During her engagement to a man named Joseph, an angel came to her and told her that she would conceive a child through the Holy Spirit. The angel told Mary that the child's name would be Jesus, because he would save people from their sins (Luke 1:31–32).

      
        discussion question

        What is the significance of the name Jesus? 

        The Hebrew name for Jesus, Y'shua, is a shortened form of the name Joshua (Y'hoshua). The name Joshua literally means “the Lord saves.”

      

      When Mary shared her frightening, awe-inspiring news with her fianc,é he did not rejoice. In fact, according to the Gospel of Matthew, he did not actually believe her, and secretly resolved to quietly end the relationship to prevent a scandal (Matthew 1:19). But Joseph's sense of betrayal and disbelief changed as a result of a dream in which an angel came to him, assuring him about the more-difficultto-explain parts of the pregnancy (specifically, how Mary came to be pregnant when she and Joseph had not yet been married). The angel also told Joseph not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife.

      Joseph's initial apprehension about Mary's news is reflected in early Christian icons of Jesus' birth. In these icons, Joseph is often portrayed with his back to Mary and the newborn Jesus, looking away from the infant Jesus toward a small demon. Because icons often include images of events that may have occurred at different times, the image of Joseph here jumps back in time to show his earlier temptation to disbelieve Mary. He seems lost in his own private world of doubts and fears. This image expresses the ancient belief that temptations tend to be most fierce when we are alone, and that sin increases isolation.

      In one of the great giddy moments of the Gospels, Mary hears the news that her relative Elizabeth (who had been barren) is also pregnant. She journeys to Elizabeth's home, and as she steps through the front door, Elizabeth makes the first public proclamation about the miracle inside of Mary. Elizabeth calls Mary “the mother of my Lord” and the babe in Elizabeth's womb leaps with joy (Luke 1:39–45).

      During her pregnancy, Mary traveled with Joseph to Bethlehem for the census (Luke 2:1–7). When they realized that the birth of the baby was near, Mary and Joseph attempted to find a room at an inn, but there were no openings, so Mary gave birth in a stable where animals were kept, and Jesus was laid in a manger (which is something like a cattle trough).

      The accounts from Matthew and Luke differ in many elements, including the structure in which Jesus was born. Many Christmas hymns make it seem as if Jesus was born in a wooden barn, but according to ancient church tradition Jesus was actually born in a cave. This tradition is based on Luke's account (Luke 2:7), because shepherds would have likely kept animals in a cave. Matthew, however, refers to a house (Matthew 2:11).

      
        factum

        The oldest continually operating church in the Holy Land, the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, is located on the spot where many believe Jesus was born. Each year, thousands of pilgrims journey to Bethlehem to light a candle and pray beside the gold star that marks this holy spot.

      

      After Mary gave birth, Jesus was circumcised and the family visited the temple in Jerusalem. Shortly after this, the family fled to Egypt to avoid Herod's wrath, and then returned after Herod's death (Matthew 2:13–23). They lived in Nazareth for thirty years until the beginning of Jesus' public ministry (Luke 2:39–40). Scholars believe that Mary was eventually widowed, because Joseph was never mentioned again.

      From the cross, Jesus asked his beloved disciple John to care for Mary until her dying day (John 19:26–27). In Ephesus, there is a small stone house that Christian and Muslim pilgrims visit to this day, where many believe John and Mary lived for several years. You'll learn more about the house of Mary in Chapter 18. According to Scripture, Mary was also present with the apostles at Pentecost (Acts 1:14, 2:1).

      These bare-bones accounts demonstrate how very little we know about Mary from the Gospels. They don't seem to explain the widespread influence of Mary. Because the Biblical accounts are so sparse, many Protestants are reluctant to say too much about Mary. Unlike the Reformers (discussed in more detail in Chapter 10) who generally expressed devotion toward Mary, modern Protestants often avoid saying anything about her that doesn't directly come from Scripture. Within the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches, however, devotion to Mary is so strong that hyperbole is often used in speaking about her — not unlike the way that some people rave about their own mothers.

      The next sections will explore some of the ways in which the ancient church used to speak about this woman of so few words and so much influence.

      
Unwedded Bride

      One of the paradoxes that has been used to describe Mary, especially in Byzantine hymnography, is the phrase “unwedded bride.” This expresses something profound about Mary's relationship with God. Throughout the centuries, many have believed that by choosing Mary to be the mother of Christ, God entered into a unique, almost spousal relationship with Mary. Mary has been considered the Bride of the Holy Spirit in a relationship that echoes the Scriptural reference to the marriage between Christ and the Church (Ephesians 5:23–32). For Saint Paul, there was no imagery more potent than that of a wedding to express this joyful union between Christ and the Church.

      
        symbolism

        In the Gospels, the kingdom of heaven is compared to a wedding banquet, and the relationship between Christ and the Church is compared to a marriage between a husband and a wife. The use of nuptial imagery remains a common way for Christians to express the mystical depths of the relationship between God and his beloved creatures.

      

      Mary was, of course, married to Joseph in the official sense of the word, but church tradition has held that, in a more transcendent sense, Mary was actually the spouse of the Holy Spirit. Because of the particular nature of Mary's role as the mother of Christ and her unique place in salvation history, both the Roman Catholic and the Eastern Orthodox Churches believe that Mary and Joseph's marriage was never consummated.

      Currently there is much debate between Protestants, Catholics, and Eastern Orthodox over whether the Virgin Mary remained a virgin all of her life. Although most of the Reformers did believe that Mary remained a virgin (including Protestant reformers John Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli, Martin Luther, and John Wesley), Protestantism has generally moved away from this earlier belief, while Orthodoxy and Catholicism continue to teach that Mary was “ever-virgin.”

      
Virgin Mother

      The idea of a Virgin Mother is extremely difficult to grasp, because children are the fruit of a sexual union. But Christ's unusual entry into the world set him apart as the unconventional sort who would no doubt turn the world upside down.

      Most Christians have been able to agree that Mary was a virgin when Christ was born, but the idea of her being ever-virgin has been hotly contested by many. Those who do not believe that Mary was ever-virgin have pointed out that the Gospel accounts mention that Jesus had siblings. Some also express concern about the passage in the Gospels that says that Joseph did not know  Mary until after Christ was born (Matthew 1:25). Part of the problem here may be the particular connotations of the word until  in English — in Greek, it simply means “up to the time of” and does not imply anything about what came afterward. The word until  simply emphasizes the idea that Mary was a virgin when Christ was born.

      
        factum

        In the Bible, the term “to know” is often used to imply sexual relations. When Mary asks, “How shall this be, since I know not a man?”
(Luke 1:34 KJV) she is saying, quite simply, that she is still a virgin. This term “know” implies that a rich intimacy is found in sexuality — an intimacy that creates physical, emotional, and spiritual union.

      

      Although the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches share the conviction that the Virgin Mary was ever-virgin, each church has found ways to explain the fact that the Gospels speak of the “siblings of Christ.” Their different explanations are based on the different sources they have generally relied on for the traditions surrounding Jesus' family.

      The East follows the story in the Protoevangelium of James (an apocryphal book), which says that Joseph was a widower, and that they were Joseph's children from a previous marriage. It would not have been unusual for a young virgin to be betrothed to an older man. Christians in the West, following St. Jerome (A.D. 331–420), have usually regarded the siblings of Jesus as merely cousins.

      Over time, more and more discussion has been generated about these basic questions. Some scholars have said that if Jesus did have siblings in the modern sense of the word, then it would be rather odd for Jesus to ask his relative John to care for his mother after his death (John 9:27).

      Whichever account is accepted, it is clear that the Greek and Aramaic terms for brother are more expansive than the English term, which could account for some of the confusion surrounding these passages. In Aramaic and Greek, this term is more generic, sometimes meaning “relative” or someone who is part of one's extended family as opposed to a blood sibling. There are other scriptural examples of Biblical brothers such as Lot and Abraham, who were not brothers in the English sense of the word.

      The cultural context of the Scriptures certainly offers a picture of family relations that is much more expansive than the American version of the nuclear family. Because of this, modern readers might be skeptical of the theory that the word siblings  could actually refer to cousins.

      
Frail, but Powerful

      In his 1898 painting of the Virgin Mary, Henry Ossawa Tanner depicts Mary as a young girl, seated on the rumpled sheets of her bed, looking vulnerable and afraid. She is looking toward a light-filled being in the corner of the room. The radiance of the angel seems to pull her face upward, toward some hope and purpose, as she is being told that she will bear the Christ child in her womb, risking alienation from her fiancé and community.

      Mary must have understood the real risks of what was about to happen to her. As a betrothed woman, she could have been stoned to death for adultery. This is part of why Joseph, evidently a gentle man, planned to quietly end the relationship, to protect Mary
(Matthew 1:19).

      This painting also says something about the progression of the way Mary has been viewed throughout time. This image expresses an important truth about Mary. She is not a simple, one-dimensional character, aloof and separate from our struggles and experiences. She experienced the full complexity of human emotions and struggled for courage. Fear and wonder must have mingled on her face as the angel spoke, which is why she was told, “Be not afraid.”

      
        symbolism

        In the early centuries, Christians often emphasized the ways in which Mary was set apart and holy. In more recent times, however, Mary has been better known for commiserating with the poor and oppressed and the ways she lived with empathy, compassion, and vulnerability.

      

      But there is another side to Mary that is rarely emphasized in modern times. As much as she can be seen as vulnerable and frail, she can also be viewed as a woman of incredible strength and power because of her closeness with God. Her strength was seen as so great that entire armies — from Byzantium, through the Crusades, and up through the time of Imperial Russia — would ask for her protection before heading into battle. Mary was also seen as a protector for those heading out to sea, because she was viewed as able to quell the waves and storms as her son had.

      When Christopher Columbus set sail for the Americas he named his ship the Santa Maria , for Mary. By naming ships after Mary, mariners often felt that they were evoking her special blessing upon them as they journeyed. It was widely believed that her prayers could hold back storms and protect those at sea in the midst of them, as her son did in the Scriptures.

      The image of Mary as “Star of the Sea” or Stella Maris  may be based on an error a scribe made when he was copying the works of Jerome. Although Jerome is often viewed as the first author to use this title, the title he actually used was Stilla Maris , which can be translated as “Drop of the Sea.”

      
Revered and Shunned

      Despite the widespread devotion to her through the ages, Mary has remained something of an enigma. Check your local bookstore and you may be surprised by how few titles there are related to the Virgin Mary. While most bookstores have large selections of books on Christianity, books on Mary are often difficult to find.

      But perhaps this lack of literature speaks to the historical dilemma. People just don't know how to feel about the Virgin Mary. While Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics revere her, Protestants often feel uneasy about Marian Devotion, sensing that it could distract people from Christ. And while no woman has been a model to more women, some strains of feminism have expressed disdain for Mary, saying that her submissive attitude only fosters a culture of male oppression. Yet the paradox only grows, because to so many of the people who love her most, Mary is the ultimate female representation of strength and power — transcending time and transforming lives.

      The final way in which our culture seems to have a paradoxical relationship with Mary is demonstrated through some of its popular images. While many images of Mary are created with great love and reverence, others seem to mock her. The “artistic” depiction of the Virgin Mary covered in dung and pornography, which went on display at the Brooklyn Museum of Art is one example of this. (You can read more about this in Chapter 15.)

      
        factum

        During the Reformation, bandits knocked off the heads and limbs from statues as a way of expressing their rage at some of the practices of the Roman Catholic Church. In our day, random vandals topple and shatter statues of Mary as a way of defacing all that she represents.

      

      Another way that Mary is both loved and shunned is through statues. After Hurricanes Katrina and Wilma devastated Louisiana and Florida, many people cared gingerly for pieces of the statues of Mary that had been shattered by the storm. They felt that their loving care for these broken images translated into loving care for Mary and her son. But as much as people have respected these images, over the course of history people have also defaced and intentionally destroyed them.

      As much as Mary is shunned, mocked, and feared, she is also adored and cherished. The wide variety of reactions to Mary is suggestive of the wide scope of realities that she represents. So much of who and what she was seems simple at first glance, and then becomes increasingly complex as she is explored. For this reason, paradoxes have offered an invaluable tool for glimpsing this woman who continually stretches beyond the grasp of our language and comprehension.

    

  
    
      2

      
      Gospel Glimpses

      T he Gospels do not give much attention to Mary, because they are far more focused on detailing the works of Christ and the establishment of his ministry. References to her may be sparse, but each one has grown richer and deeper through time, as generations of Christian theologians have engaged and reflected upon the texts. This chapter will explore the different Gospel representations of Mary, as well as the unique approach taken by each of the Gospel writers.

      
Prophecies

      The New Testament builds upon and expands the Old Testament. The writers of the New Testament were steeped in the Scriptural world of Judaism. One way many of the New Testament writers emphasize this connection to the writings of Judaism is by pointing to prophecies or other verses from the Old Testament that, according to the writers of the New Testament, were fulfilled in events the New Testament writers were recording.

      Isaiah's Prophecy

      One of the prophecies woven into Matthew's Gospel was taken from the Old Testament book of Isaiah (7:14). Matthew embedded this prophecy into his account of the birth of Christ (Matthew 1:18–24), which differs significantly from the account offered by Luke (Luke 1–2). Matthew's account offers the bare-bones of the birth, skipping the central story of the angel's visitation to Mary and emphasizing the way that the angel appeared to Joseph in a dream just as he was considering leaving Mary.

      According to Matthew's account, the angel's words echoed the Old Testament prophecy from Isaiah when the angel said, “Now all this took place to fulfill the words of the prophet when he said, ‘The Virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call his name Emmanuel, which means “God is with us,'” (Matthew 1:18–24).

      This connection with the Old Testament prophecy helped to demonstrate that both Christ and the Virgin Mary were part of a divinely orchestrated plan, which was intimately connected to the Old Testament.

      Jesus in the Temple

      Another prophetic event in the Gospels is related to something that happened shortly after Jesus' birth. In this case, it is not an Old Testament prophecy but a prophecy that was first mentioned in Luke's Gospel that had implications for Mary's life and for later generations to come.

      This prophetic event occurred when Joseph and Mary took Jesus to the temple as an infant. Simeon was there and he said to Mary, “You see this child. He is destined for the fall and for the rising of many in Israel, destined to be a sign that is rejected — and a sword will pierce your own soul, too — so the secret thoughts of many will be laid bare” (Luke 2:33–35).

      
        symbolism

        In later Roman Catholic piety, images of Mary with her heart exposed became popular. These images offered a way of understanding the love she experienced for Christ and the suffering she endured for his sake. Many of these images show her heart pierced by a sword, based on the image from Luke's Gospel.

      

      This passage from Luke's Gospel has many theological implications, which will be felt personally by Mary. Mary will suffer because of her love for her son. Just as Jesus experienced rejection and death, Mary will feel this pain acutely, as only a mother could.

      
Mary's Family Tree

      One of the first ironic things that one might notice about the lengthy lists of names that trace Joseph's lineage back to King David is that these genealogies are specifically related to Joseph, who was not, according to Christian teaching, biologically related to Christ. At first glance, it seems strange that these writers would go to such great lengths to establish a royal line if this royal line were only connected to Joseph. However, in Jesus' time, the father's lineage would be of utmost importance for establishing legal parentage. Matthew emphasizes Jesus' adoption into this line. There is a church tradition that Mary was also a descendant of King David, but the Bible is ambiguous about this. In any case, all four of the Gospels — Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John — speak of Jesus as the son of David.

      There is an interesting divergence between the way the Koran and the Gospels present these genealogies. In the Gospels, the genealogies seem to be chiefly intended to show that Jesus came from the royal house of David. In the Koran, however, Christ's genealogy offers a different set of Old Testament figures than any of the Gospels. These figures are not from the kingly line but from the line of prophets. This variation between the two texts parallels the different teachings about Christ. Within Christianity, Christ is the Son of God and a descendant from the royal line of David. In the Koran, however, Christ is a great prophet, but is not considered divine.

      
        factum

        Some theologians have pointed out parallels between the Virgin Mary and the Old Testament prophet Abraham. Both struggled with the question of how they would bear children, and both heard, “Fear not!” in response. Just as Abraham pleaded with God to save the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, Mary was seen as one who interceded for people seeking God's mercy.

      

      Matthew's genealogy mentions four women: Tamar, Ruth, Rahab, and “the Wife of Uriah,” or Bathsheba. Although all of these women's lives were significant, each of their names was at least slightly tainted by scandal.

      Tamar, who was a widow without children, dressed up as a prostitute so that she could trick her father-in-law into sleeping with her in order to claim her legal right to continue the family line of her deceased husband. Ruth was not Jewish by birth, but her Jewish mother-in-law Naomi helped her into a marriage with Naomi's wealthy relative, Boaz, so that Ruth could also perpetuate her family line. Rahab was herself a prostitute, but she put her efforts toward helping the Jews to enter the promised land.

      Finally, there is Bathsheba. King David spied her bathing naked one day as he was walking on his roof. David lusted after her to such an extent that he gave orders that she be brought to his palace, and he committed adultery with her. When she became pregnant, he commanded that her husband, Uriah, be put on the front lines of battle so that he would be killed and David could marry Bathsheba. (2 Samuel 11) The child born of her was Solomon, who later became king and was renown for his wisdom. It was Solomon who built the temple for God that David dreamed of, and through whom the royal line continued. All of these women used unconventional methods to accomplish extraordinary things that profoundly affected the history of the Jewish lineage.

      In these women, many theologians have seen a suggestion of what was to come — another woman who would enter into an equally unconventional marriage for the greater good of her people.

      
The Brave Yes

      Because stories of the Annunciation (the revelation to Mary by Gabriel that she will conceive and give birth to the Son of God) have become so familiar, many of us miss the unusual aspect of the conversation between the angel and Mary that is recorded in Luke. Mary's agreement with God's plan was not automatic. She had to struggle through the implications first (Luke 1:26–38).

      The account in Luke begins with the story of Zachariah serving in the temple and having an angel appear to him to tell him that his prayers will finally be answered and that his barren wife (Mary's cousin, Elizabeth) will give birth. Zachariah is struck silent by the vision and is unable to report to anyone in the temple what he saw or heard. Only when he names the child, John, by writing the name on a tablet, does he regain his speech.

      This story of miraculous conception sets the stage for Jesus' birth. According to Luke's account, when Elizabeth was six months pregnant, the angel Gabriel appeared to Elizabeth's relative Mary, telling her to not be afraid because she will bear a son, and her son will be great and will rule over the house of Jacob forever.

      After Mary questions the angel, asking how this can be possible because she has not known man, the angel explains that the Holy Spirit will come upon her and the holy one in her womb will be called the Son of God.

      After the angel explains how Mary's conception will occur, the angel goes on to report another miracle to Mary that may likely help her to see that she was at the center of concentric circles of miracles — that the child she had conceived came at a time of other extraordinary events.

      
        symbolism

        Many Christian interpreters see parallels between the Holy Spirit overshadowing Mary in the Gospel account (Luke 1:35), the Spirit descending like a dove at Jesus' baptism (Matthew 3:16, Mark 1:10), and the passage in Genesis about the Spirit of God hovering over the waters at the creation of the world (Genesis 1:2). Jesus' birth heralds the beginning of new creation.

      

      The angel explained to Mary that her relative Elizabeth, who had been barren, had also conceived and was six months pregnant. The angel then said, “For with God, nothing will be impossible” (Luke 1:37).

      Mary is amazed by this news and travels to the hill country of Judea to be with her relative. As soon as she greets Elizabeth, the babe leaps in Elizabeth's womb, and Elizabeth immediately recognizes the holiness of the moment, as she loudly proclaims the words that would later become the foundation of the Hail Mary prayer: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” Then she goes on to say, “But why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to visit me?” (Luke 1:43).

      
        factum

        The Annunciation has been the source of much creative interpretation. The beauty of this encounter between Mary and Elizabeth caused the great contemporary poet Rainer Maria Rilke to write, “She had to lay her hand upon the other woman's body, still more ripe than hers … each one a sanctuary, sought refuge with her closest woman kin.”

      

      Both of these statements must have confirmed for Mary and Elizabeth that they were part of a Divine plan. After Elizabeth's greeting, Mary replies with the words that are now known as the Magnificat. In Eastern Christian usage, the Magnificat is the ninth chapter of the Biblical Odes , a book that was used liturgically and included in many Bibles right after the Psalms.

      Here is this famous “Song of Mary”:

      
        My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord; my spirit rejoices in God my savior. 

      

      
        For he has looked with mercy on the lowliness of His handmaiden; for behold, 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 on those who fear him from generation to generation. 

      

      
        He has shown strength with his arm; 

      

      
        He has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts. 

      

      
        He has thrown down the mighty from their thrones, but lifted up the lowly. 

      

      
        He has filled the hungry with good things, but the rich he has sent away empty. 

      

      
        He has helped Israel his servant, in remembrance of His mercy; 

      

      
        As He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his seed forever. 

      

      
        (Luke 1:46–55)  

      

      With these words, Mary expresses her sense of wonder and joy at the news of her role in God's plan for the salvation of the world. Because of the way it proclaims God's salvation, these verses have sometimes been called “The Gospel of Mary.”

      
Christ's Birth

      Luke's and Matthew's accounts of Jesus' birth do not offer all the same details. For centuries, Christians have been piecing together different elements from each Gospel in an effort to create one cohesive account, but in reality, the Gospel accounts sometimes contradict each other. Likewise, only Matthew and Luke offer details from Christ's birth and only Luke mentions Jesus' childhood.

      
        discussion question

        Has there been an attempt to blend the Gospel stories together? 

        In the latter half of the second century, a man named Tatian attempted to create a synthesis of all the four Gospels called the Diatessaron . This was used by many Christians but was ultimately dismissed by the fifth-century Bishop of Cyrrhus, Theodoret. He believed that the Church needed to preserve the original Gospels in their full integrity.

      

      Luke's Gospel is the only one in which a census forced the holy family to journey to Bethlehem, where Mary gave birth to her firstborn son, wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger (Luke 2:7).

      The next striking aspect of Luke's account occurred when the shepherds were minding their flocks at night and an angel appeared to them, announcing that a child named Christ had been born in Bethlehem. The shepherds, like Mary before them, were extremely frightened by the glory of the Lord that shone upon them as the angel spoke. But also like Mary's Annunciation, the angel offered reassuring words — he was again bearing good news that would bring joy to all the people.

      The shepherds were then told to go to Bethlehem to find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger. Then, a whole host of angels surrounded the shepherds and began to sing, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace, good will toward men” (Luke 2:14).

      When the shepherds arrived at Bethlehem, they found the babe just as the angel had prophesied. They were amazed at all the things they had experienced and shared their story with Mary and Joseph. Everyone marveled, and Mary “kept all of these things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19).

      In the Gospel of Luke especially, Mary often seems to be storing up bits of information in her heart as she ponders the changes that are happening to her son as he grows toward his vocation. After Mary and Joseph lose Jesus in Jerusalem and then search for their twelve-year-old son for three days, they finally find Jesus in the temple. Mary says, “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety” (Luke 2:48).

      Jesus responds with a statement that some contemporary scholars believe was one of rebuke when he says, “Did you not know that I must be in my father's house?” (Luke 2:49). According to Sally Cunneen in the book In Search of Mary , the response Mary gives to Jesus is interesting, because Mary does not scold Jesus for a remark that might have sounded arrogant coming from the lips of a twelve-year-old. Instead, she keeps silent, and according to Luke's Gospel she kept all these things in her heart (Luke 2:51).

      In the Gospel stories, Mary, like her son Jesus, seems to be growing toward understanding. She holds experiences in her heart because she needs time to understand them. Mary seems amazingly flexible in this way — she is able to adjust to her son's evolving ministry even when it causes him to say or do things that might have appeared rude coming from any other child. She recognizes that there is a larger purpose at work in her son, even if she does not claim to fully understand the implications of it or the shape that it will take over the next several years.

      
The Wedding at Cana

      In this story, found only in the Gospel of John, Jesus and Mary are at a wedding. It seems that Mary is one of the wedding coordinators, and when the wine begins to run out, she becomes alarmed. She tells Jesus that they are out of wine. Jesus responds to his mother's prompting with some very blunt words. He says, “Woman, what have I to do with you? My hour has not yet come” (John 2:4).
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