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Praise for MARY’S VOICE IN THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN




“It is a rare scholar who can make the most familiar ancient text feel like it was just discovered. Such is the case with Michael Pakaluk’s masterful Mary’s Voice in the Gospel according to John. With a combination of fascination and joy, I felt like I was reading Saint John for the first time.”


—ARTHUR C. BROOKS, professor, Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard Business School


“Michael Pakaluk has put vast learning and formidable skills as a biblical translator and exegete in service of an urgent Christian task: to teleport us to that humble house in Ephesus, where for some three decades the beloved disciple lived with, and learned from, the Mother of God.”


—SOHRAB AHMARI, author of the forthcoming The Unbroken Thread: Discovering the Wisdom of Tradition in an Age of Chaos


“Michael Pakaluk has presented us with a stunning and beautiful new translation and commentary on the fourth Gospel. He traces the influence of the Blessed Virgin Mary in St. John’s text with the delicacy, grace, and determination of a contemplative sleuth. This is a new and rare accomplishment—a blend of poetic sensibility, spirituality, and scholarship that is a genuine surprise and inspiration.”


—FATHER DWIGHT LONGENECKER, parish priest and author of The Mystery of the Magi and Immortal Combat


“Among all hermeneutical tools available to the reader of Saint John’s Gospel, few compare in theological profundity to Michael Pakaluk’s simple, subtle, but finally stunning principle of the ‘Marian’ influence upon the Beloved Disciple. As we read the Gospel, the woman who conceived and bore God incarnate suddenly becomes an intimate presence. The result is an interpretive triumph!”


—C. C. PECKNOLD, associate professor of systematic theology, the Catholic University of America


“From the first sentences of his Introduction, Michael Pakaluk jolts the reader with the remarkable premise of his new translation of John’s Gospel: that the Evangelist’s words were influenced by the presence of the Blessed Virgin in his household ‘and bore the mark of their two hearts.’ As was true of his earlier translation of Mark (The Memoirs of St. Peter), Mary’s Voice in the Gospel according to John is boldly beautiful, deeply literate, and astonishingly fresh. Who else has ever had the courage and insight necessary to offer such a remarkable rendering of John 1:14: “And the Word came to be flesh / and he tabernacled among us”? Thus does Professor Pakaluk vividly render Christ’s passage through time and eternity. Amazing.”


—BRAD MINER, senior editor, The Catholic Thing


“The Gospel of John is the only one that relates the moment Jesus, from the cross, gave his mother and his beloved disciple into one another’s keeping—a gesture that continues to bear abundant fruit for the Church. In his translation and commentary on the Gospel of John, Michael Pakaluk offers an insight both remarkable and yet completely natural: he has discovered in the voice of a son the tender influence of the mother. Readers will benefit from reading this fresh translation of the words of the beloved disciple, and through them, from hearing Mary’s voice and meditating on the memories stored in her heart.”


—ELIZABETH R. KIRK, lecturer and research assistant, the Catholic University of America Columbus School of Law, and associate scholar, the Charlotte Lozier Institute


“Michael Pakaluk’s new rendering of John’s Gospel captures both mind and heart on its journey into Mary’s gaze upon her Son, expressed through the words of the apostle who ‘took her into his own home.’ Drawing on linguistic, philosophical, and theological expertise, Pakaluk unites pietas with precision of thought to offer insights that will ignite both prayer and scholarly discussion.”


—SISTER MARIA VERITAS MARKS, O.P., Dominican Sisters of Mary, Mother of the Eucharist


“Michael Pakaluk proposes to confirm what we’ve long suspected—that the Mother of God was a deeply influential person in the life and writings of the disciple whom Jesus loved. His careful textual analysis of John’s Gospel finds evidence that Mary was not just a presence in the life of the Church, but a person of great influence who spoke, and continues to speak, with authority about her Son.”


—JOHN GARVEY, president, the Catholic University of America


“Michael Pakaluk offers the intriguing thesis that, in the Gospel of John, we can hear unmistakable echoes of Mary, Mother of God. He gives ample explanation as to why we should entertain this idea, and his rearticulation of the Gospel through this lens is rewarding for believers and skeptics alike. By the book’s closing pages, it would be difficult indeed to imagine that Mary had not influenced John’s work. Pakaluk’s insights present an innovative way to approach what is often considered the most challenging Gospel, a gift to experts looking to revisit the text with fresh eyes and to readers seeking Mary’s elusive voice.”


—ALEXANDRA DeSANCTIS, staff writer, National Review, and visiting fellow, Ethics and Public Policy Center


“Michael Pakaluk always brings fresh thought to any subject he addresses. The effort to discern Mary’s voice in John’s Gospel not only pursues an unusual theme. It provides careful and sensitive attention to details, the significance of which has been all but ignored. This is a rare kind of scholarship, both enlightening and fascinating.”


—ROBERT ROYAL, president, Faith and Reason Institute
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To Maria Almeida










INTRODUCTION Inspiration



What you are about to read is a translation of and commentary on the Gospel of John premised on the simple idea that if Mary the Mother of Jesus lived in the household of John for as many as thirty years, then it should be possible to discern the influence of Mary upon John’s Gospel.


When two people are “of one mind”—as Philippians 2:2 describes people who “have[e] the same love”1—then each influences the other, sometimes deliberately through persuasion, and sometimes unconsciously through simply becoming more like each other—what St. John Henry Newman calls “personal influence.”2 I am not claiming that Mary contributed to the actual writing of John’s Gospel; its words were likely given their final form long after she had passed from this life. Rather, I am supposing that what John wrote, in the end, arose from their discussions over decades together and bore the mark of their two hearts. They came to shared views about the importance of some episodes over others; the memory of each helped that of the other; the insights of each informed the thoughts of the other.


If all this is so, then John’s Gospel is very different from what it would have been if Mary had not lived in his household. And it should be possible to say how, at least in outline and by traces, Mary’s mind and heart are reflected in it.


My inspiration for investigating this thesis in the first place was, curiously enough, a beautiful sonnet by Robert Frost entitled “Never Again Would Birds’ Song Be the Same,” which I first heard recited by a dear colleague:




He would declare and could himself believe


That the birds there in all the garden round


From having heard the daylong voice of Eve


Had added to their own an oversound,


Her tone of meaning but without the words.


Admittedly an eloquence so soft


Could only have had an influence on birds


When call or laughter carried it aloft.


Be that as may be, she was in their song.


Moreover her voice upon their voices crossed


Had now persisted in the woods so long


That probably it never would be lost.


Never again would birds’ song be the same.


And to do that to birds was why she came.





I loved this poem when I first heard it, frequently thought about it, and memorized it. But I found that when I did think about it, I was applying the words to Mary. Was this strange? Not so much; in fact, Christians have traditionally regarded Mary as “the New Eve.”


And then, too, “nature is a parable,” as Newman said.3 Frost’s idea about nature suggested to me a parallel in the supernatural order. Supposing the Evangelists to be like the birds, and their song to be the Gospels, I asked: Had Mary’s voice “upon their voices crossed,” so that her “oversound,” with “an eloquence so soft,” might be discovered by an ardent and attentive disciple? The idea seemed initially promising, especially for the Gospel of John.


I began to ask: Can traces of Mary’s influence on John be identified? (And what would be the nature of the evidence? What would be the appropriate methodology for investigating the question?)


The possibility of tracing such an influence appealed to me as a scholar, because this is the sort of thing scholars think about and wonder if they can demonstrate. For example, as an Aristotle scholar I have wondered whether the influence of Aristotle can be seen in the late dialogues of Plato. Aristotle was a student in Plato’s Academy for the last twenty years of Plato’s life, and Plato’s later dialogues depart in interesting ways from his earlier dialogues, suggesting developments that are explicit in Aristotle’s works. Can traces of Aristotle’s thought be identified in Plato’s works? What evidence can we find of the influence of the famous student on his even more famous teacher?


Questions like these are subtle and difficult. Answering them is not unlike a scientist’s reconstructing a prehistoric creature from a fragment of bone. The gap between the truth of the matter and the available evidence is the source of both the difficulty of the challenge and the wonderfulness of any positive result. The problem of teasing out a personal influence on what was ostensibly an oral presentation of the Gospel before it was written down seemed more interesting to me than the usual scholar’s problem of reconstructing the final version of a text from hypothetical sources and earlier “redactions.”


And then the possibility of hearing Mary’s song in John’s Gospel was appealing to me for some other reasons as well. We are inundated with tired attempts in scholarly and popular biblical exegesis to locate feminism in the Gospel itself. Consider how popular film adaptations alter the Gospel accounts to put female characters, such as Mary Magdalene, in scenes where they surely were not present. Or consider the many popular books with Christian-feminist claims, most of which depend upon one or more gross theological errors and reach false conclusions: Jesus was in a romantic relationship with Mary Magdalene, or Jesus would have ordained women, and so on. Yet despite these failed attempts, there is something right about the intuition: Christianity has been the greatest “feminist” force in history.


The spread of early Christianity depended heavily on its attractiveness to women, especially in the Roman Empire among Gentiles who resisted various forms of sexual servitude and violence and the abhorrent exposure of infants. Christianity raised the dignity and status of the wife, making her a genuine partner with the husband. Only Christianity posits that a human woman became the mother of the transcendent God (Theotokos), as the New Eve at the beginning of new creation. Having been taught by my wife and daughters better to esteem the truths of the Christian faith that affirm and elevate the incommensurate dignity of the feminine nature, I was gladdened by the hope of finding elements of this dignity in the life of Christ and the Gospels themselves—finding, not inventing, imposing, or projecting.


Thus, the proposition that at least one of the Gospels might convey something of Mary’s outlook and heart seemed delightful and intriguing. To look for her influence here seemed consistent with the organic development of the mind of the Church—and a potentially fruitful way to approach the natural desire of Christian women everywhere to see their “office” at the origin of the life of the followers of Jesus Christ.


The Prima Facie Case


Some basic considerations make this thesis about Mary’s influence on John’s Gospel antecedently very likely. First, Jesus conferred Mary to John as his mother, and John to Mary as her son. He did so on the cross, as nearly his last act before his death (John 19:26–27). Traditionally this act has been counted as the third of seven “Last Words on the Cross”:




26 When Jesus saw his mother, and the disciple whom he loved4 standing near, he said to his mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.5





This act was deliberate, solemn, authoritative, typical, and hermeneutical.


It was deliberate in the sense that it was not offhand or improvised, but planned in advance and with a definite intent. It was solemn because although it could have been done at any time, it was done from the cross, as if to indicate that the act sprang from what was being accomplished on the cross. John’s gaining Mary as his mother was, as it were, “won” on the cross, but so was Mary’s gaining of John as a son who substitutes and stands for Jesus. Thus the new relationship between Mary and John was not incidental but inherent in the sacrifice of the cross.


It was authoritative because it was an act of the Lord. But it also, by its nature, conferred authority: after that hour, Mary had the authority of a mother over John, and John had the “authority” of a mature son who is charged with responsibility for an elderly mother.


This act was typical too—that is, in the sense that it, like every other act and word of Jesus on the cross, was a “type” for something else. When Jesus said, “I thirst” (John 19:28), he was expressing not simply a physical need but also a thirst for souls and a thirst for his Father. Likewise, it is commonly said that John stands for all Christians, and therefore, through this act, Jesus made Mary the mother of all his followers, and he made all his followers children of Mary.


Finally, the act was hermeneutical. It could have been testified to in any of the Gospels, and yet it is reported by John himself, in his Gospel. In the very reporting of it, John shows himself to be aware of the deliberate, solemn, authoritative, and typical nature of the act by which Jesus placed him in this relationship with Mary. Thus, John’s declaration of this relationship provides an interpretative key to his Gospel—not the sole key, of course, but one such key, and an important one. By reporting this act of Christ from the cross, he is telling us, in effect, to interpret his Gospel in light of it.


John also tells us that “from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.” He moved to Ephesus and took Mary with him; possibly Mary Magdalene joined them there. The historical evidence indicates that Mary lived with John for thirty to thirty-five years, until she passed from this life. During that time John was not inactive as an apostle. He was constantly engaged in preaching and teaching about Jesus. Christians typically met in household churches then, and we can assume that disciples often met in his home and that Mary was present.


Together they shared a single love, and, like others who deeply miss the presence of their beloved, they would have yearned to be closer to him by remembering together what they had noticed about Jesus, what he had done and said, and in what setting. Mary would bring to these recollections the distinctive perspective of a mother who had seen her Son grow up and could see in the adult man what she had known in the child. Both of them would have had his Passion seared into their hearts: indeed, John took care to point out in his Gospel that Mary was there with him at the foot of the cross (19:25). It is impossible to believe that what Mary contributed to these discussions played no role in how John represented the life of Jesus to others.


Furthermore, Mary’s personal characteristics were such that no one could have lived with her for thirty years and not have been deeply changed by her, precisely in this matter of understanding the life and mission of her Son. We mean especially her characteristics of being contemplative about the things of God, being the bearer of God (Theotokos), and being profoundly creative (as we see in her Magnificat) in expressing the salvation history of the Jewish people. Let’s consider each of these characteristics in turn.


Luke observes twice in his Gospel that Mary had a contemplative character: “But Mary kept all these words, pondering them in her heart,” Luke says (2:19), referring to what the shepherds said when they visited the infant. He also says that Jesus’ “mother kept all these words in her heart” (2:51), referring to the dialogue between Jesus and his parents when he was found as a boy in the Temple. Luke presumably learned of the words spoken at these events ultimately from Mary herself. These two references to her keeping things in her heart are meant to explain why, perhaps fifty or sixty years after the events he recounted, Luke could report what was actually said: because Mary had not stopped thinking about them!


The Greek words that Luke uses suggest that Mary kept and guarded together (suntērei), as in a coherent story, the words that she heard; that she mulled them over (sumballousa), pondering their interrelationship and implications; and that she was continually active in thinking them through (diatērei). Note that Mary was contemplative in these ways both about words that she had heard herself when they were spoken and also about words that she did not hear, which others reported to her later. Clearly, if she was like this, and therefore was a reliable source for Luke, she would have been like this too for anything John wished to write about. And presumably Luke at best only interviewed her; he may have heard her memories secondhand from people who had learned them from her. But John lived with her. John was clearly also a contemplative personality, and it seems reasonable to believe that in his company Mary’s own pondering and actively thinking about the life of Christ would have become shared between them. In their contemplation of the words of Christ, each would have been an “other self” to the other, two hearts close together, even “one soul in two bodies” as in Aristotle’s description of friendship (Nicomachean Ethics, IX.4, 1168b7).


Besides being contemplative, Mary is the Theotokos, the “bearer of God.” This term does not mean simply that she conceived and bore within her womb for nine months a being who happened to be God—as if any of this could take place, so to speak, by accident—but that she also knew that this was so and deliberately consented to it, so that her bearing God was also her free act, not God using her as a tool or some kind of mere breeder. (This is to say nothing of the risk to her in carrying a being who was God, and not being in a position to be sure to act appropriately: think of how Catholics behave when they understand themselves to be carrying around the divine presence in a ciborium or pyx.) The angel Gabriel spoke to Mary in words that already contained implicitly what Christians today call the doctrines of the Incarnation (Jesus is both God and man) and the Trinity (there are three persons in one God): “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,” he said, “and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God” (Luke 1:36). And Joseph was told in a dream that the child would be “God with us”—something that he would, of course, have shared with Mary (Matthew 1:23). So at the start of Jesus’ public life, when John and the other disciples were only just becoming acquainted with Jesus, Mary would already have spent thirty years pondering the divinity of Jesus and the mystery of the Trinity.


What we know and believe affects what we perceive and can remember. Can there be any doubt that Mary perceived the public life of Christ more fully, and remembered it better—not simply what she witnessed, but also what she heard about—than John, who like the other disciples would have been struggling to make sense of what he saw?


John took care to convey to his readers that, even at the very beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, Mary possessed a deeply informed faith. At the wedding feast at Cana, when the couple had run out of wine, she spoke with Jesus and told the servants, “Do whatever he tells you” (John 2:5). Now, consider: There was no more wine. More wine was needed immediately. What did she expect him to do? The only possible “answer” to this difficulty of no more wine was the creation of wine. And, of course, only God can create. Thus John conveys to his readers that Mary—unlike the disciples—had complete confidence in the divinity of Jesus from the start.


In addition to being the contemplative God-bearer, Mary was profoundly creative in expressing the salvation history of the Jewish people—as we know from the hymn, or poem, that she composed and recited known as the Magnificat, and in the Eastern tradition as “the Ode of the Theotokos.” She was deeply immersed in the history of Israel, the Psalms, and the prophets, and she simply could use language extremely well. Moreover, she so identified herself with the great figures of the Jewish tradition that, like them, she regarded it as appropriate to celebrate some work of God with a song:




My soul magnifies the Lord,


And my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


Because he showed regard for the lowliness of his handmaiden.


Wonderfully, from now on, all generations will account me blessed,


Because the Almighty worked great things for me,


And holy is his name,


And his mercy is upon those who fear him, unto generations and generations.


He works victory with the strength of his arm;


He scatters the proud in the intention of their hearts.


He deposes mighty ones from their thrones, and he exalts the lowly.


The hungry he fills with good things, and the rich he sends away empty.


He comes to the aid of Israel his servant, remembering his mercy,


Just as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his posterity forever.6





Remember that the life of Jesus achieved exactly what Mary sings about, and that John was aiming to express how that was so. It would be unaccountable for John, probing the unfolding of salvation history right before him and searching for words to express his growing understanding, not to turn to Mary for her insight and assistance. John most likely wrote his Gospel many years after Mary passed from this world. But clearly he would not have waited until he was ninety years old to form his insights and put them into words.


Mary’s striking characteristics—her contemplative genius, her position as Theotokos, and her profound ability to grasp and express the ongoing reality of the salvation history of the Jewish people—would have made it practically impossible for a thoughtful person to live with her and not be deeply influenced in how he thought about and expressed the life of Jesus.


But John also had striking characteristics that make it antecedently very likely that Mary influenced John’s Gospel—characteristics that would have made him particularly open to Mary’s influence and to following her lead: namely, his great self-reserve and humility and his evident willingness to defer to those who possessed some kind of authority or standing which is attested to by God.


We note the self-reserve in John’s practice of not naming himself. When he must refer to himself, he uses the circumlocution “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” which marks himself out without marking himself out—because, of course, Jesus loved all of his disciples.


He also shows himself as deferential to John the Baptist. He seems to have been a disciple of the Baptist, and when the Baptist directs his own disciples to Jesus, they defer immediately to his instruction, leave the Baptist behind, and start following Jesus (1:35–37).


Then, on various occasions, John shows himself deferential to Peter: at Peter’s mere suggestion at the Last Supper, John asks Jesus who will betray him (13:23–26); although John outruns Peter and arrives first at Jesus’ tomb, he pauses at the entrance to let Peter go in first (20:4–7); while fishing on the Sea of Galilee after the Resurrection, John waits in the boat while Peter jumps in the water to get to the Lord first (21:7-8); and John took care to include in his Gospel an account of Peter’s threefold attestation of his love for the Lord, which, as it were, negates Peter’s threefold denial and affirms Peter’s continuing authority to tend the Lord’s flock (20:15–19). These are not inert details floating like random facts in John’s Gospel. They reveal something about John. They have hermeneutical significance.


In the same vein, it is not insignificant that John signals that he is deferential to the testimony of women. He tells us that he and Peter departed for the tomb because of the Magdalene’s report: “Day one of the week, early morning, when it was still dark, Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb and sees the stone taken from the tomb. She therefore runs and goes to Simon Peter, and to the other disciple whom Jesus loved” (20:1–2). Later, he tells us, Jesus in effect deputized the Magdalene to be an apostle to the apostles themselves: “[M]ake your way to my brothers. Tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, my God and your God.’ Mary Magdalene goes and gives the message to the disciples that she had seen the Lord and that he had said these things to her’ ” (John 20:17–18).


For John, this attitude of self-reserve and deference is not a superficial trait, and it is not attributable to what may be called his natural personality and temperament alone. It is clear that John found a similar trait in Jesus, that he found it compelling and attractive, and that he imitated it. On many occasions he presents Jesus as teaching that his teaching is not his own (7:16), that he is only saying what he heard from the Father (12:49), and that he does and says nothing on his own authority (14:10). Indeed, the Word is the divine person who is the image of the Father (1:1; compare 5:37). The very idea of truth, so important in John’s Gospel, is the correspondence of thought and speech to what preexists and already is (1:17, 8:45, 14:6, 18:37)—as a true image corresponds to the original. This is why the themes of testimony and giving witness are salient in John’s Gospel. And thus it becomes of the highest importance for John to “seal” his Gospel by an asseveration that his witness is true (21:14–25; compare 19:35). His Gospel is deliberately a Gospel of correspondence.


John seems to signal, too, his own deference to Mary in his account of the feast at Cana, which we have already discussed. When John writes that the servants heard Mary’s words, “Whatever he should say to you—do it,” (2:5) and then carried out Jesus’ instructions to the letter, he would seem to be telling us—in “type,” since Christians in general are servants of the Lord, and of his kingdom and wedding feast (Matthew 22:2)—that we too should defer to Mary when she points us to the Lord. But even more important for our purposes, John depicts the Lord as deferring to Mary! When she tells him that they have no wine, Jesus first responds with, “What is that to me and to you, woman? My hour has not yet come” (2:4). Yet then he accedes to her request and creates wine for the feast. It is a difficult passage, and we can differ on the best interpretation. But a natural interpretation is that, but for Mary’s request, Jesus would not have worked the miracle; the objective circumstances, as it were, counted against his doing a miracle—yet, because she asked, he would do it. Jesus was, of course, the model for how John believed he should act, and, as we know, Jesus conferred Mary on John as his mother. So we should expect that, upon the model of his Lord, John’s characteristic self-reserve and deference would be expressed especially towards Mary, and especially insofar as she was directing him to consider the Lord.


A Brief Word on Method


So, the proposition that Mary’s influence is discernible in John is antecedently very likely. But what is the best method to follow in identifying the results of that influence? It is not, I think, to look for clauses or verses that would permit us to “prove” that Mary influenced John’s composition of the Gospel. The “oversound” of Mary’s voice is too subtle, I think, to be “demonstrated” in such a way. Or, to put the point another way: each clause and every sentence in John’s Gospel can be received and put in its place without this thesis. The thesis is not something that a reader of John must embrace on pain of irrationality.


The method I shall adopt instead, which has some similarities with what is called “Bayesian inference,” is to ask—assuming the truth of the thesis—which clauses, verses, parts, structures, or characteristics of the text are construable as the result of Mary’s influence. How much of the text is illuminated or becomes suggestive in new ways if we take the thesis to be true? If enough of the text is newly illuminated by the thesis, then that fact itself constitutes an argument for the truth of the thesis.


The difference between the two methods can be illustrated by this metaphor: Imagine a picture that is very faint, perhaps a faded old postcard. If the image were hardly discernible, then however much we might squint or strain, or even use a magnifying glass to examine it, we would not be able to figure out what it was a picture of. Suppose, however, we had good reason to think that it was a duplicate of a postcard in a box of good postcards. If we placed the good images one by one next to the faint image, we would likely be able to “discern in” the old postcard what we saw clearly in the new one. In a similar way, if we boldly adopt the thesis of Mary’s influence and take it to be operating in a very robust form, then it is as if we were holding a clear image up to the Gospel of John: in this way we will have the best hopes of “discerning in” that Gospel what would otherwise appear as faint outlines and traces.


To help us discern these outlines and traces, we need to understand the fullest possible repertoire of ways in which Mary might have influenced John. I distinguish between “modes” and “types” of influence. A mode of influence is a causal pathway by which Mary may have influenced John. We can distinguish basically four such modes:


First, Mary influenced John through her explicit preference for one thing over another, or by noticing or picking something out and calling it to John’s attention—and through John’s deference to or acceptance of her insights. Call this the influence of deference.


Second, Mary influenced John implicitly through the mere familiarity of her attitude, to which John was drawn and which he accepted and assimilated himself to, implying in him a likeness with her. Call this the influence of custom.


Third, Mary influenced John through his love for her, which, as we said, is reasonably regarded as the prototype of the love Christians have had for Mary over the centuries. He would have been drawn especially to the beauty of her thought. Those we love, we imitate and follow and wish to please. Call this the influence of attraction.


Fourth, Mary influenced John indirectly through the Lord’s love for her, imitation of her, being taught by her, and being formed by her: as John loved the Lord and wanted to imitate and follow him, so he would follow him in this as well. John’s love of Mary, then, would be, as it were, a mirror of the Lord’s love for her. Call this the influence of discipleship.


Mary may have influenced John in any or all of these four ways. These are four concrete pathways by which she could potentially have shaped his Gospel.


But now there arises an additional question: How is Mary’s influence to be identified? What counts as a mark of her influence? What shape or form can we expect her influence to take? Here it helps to consider those roles that Mary played that are different from any of John’s. We reason as follows: if a particular feature of John’s Gospel issues from the viewpoint of someone who occupied one of these roles that John did not occupy, then this feature can be ascribed to Mary’s influence.


And Mary occupied six roles that John did not occupy. First, she was Theotokos, the God-bearer. Second, she was a woman. Third, she was a mother. Fourth, she was a virgin who never gave up her maidenhood.7 Fifth, she was a spouse. Sixth, she was, or regarded herself as, a handmaiden.8


But what does it mean for someone to occupy each of these roles? Beyond relying on the Ode of the Theotokos, we must use our imagination to picture what it would be like—how one would look on things differently if one were the woman who conceived and bore God incarnate.9 Also, what is someone like in virtue of being a mother, virgin, spouse, or handmaiden? How does a woman’s experience differ because she occupies one of these roles? In those cases, we can rely on common sense—and, in many cases, on our own experience, or that of other people, from the members of our own family to the great female saints. I personally have greatly benefited from discussions with my wife, Catherine, over twenty years of marriage, on themes from the writings of Edith Stein, Teresa of Avila, Catherine of Siena, and Sigrid Unset. As we consider Mary’s contemplative and feminine nature, these sources are indispensable.


So then, in sum, our method to discern the influence of Mary on John’s Gospel is this: Start with the working hypothesis that the Gospel does show the influence of the “Mother” of the Evangelist, who shared his home with her for many years. Then see which aspects of the Gospel seem to reflect the viewpoint of Mary as Theotokos, woman, mother, virgin, spouse, or handmaiden. Through such an approach, it may even be possible to arrive, in the end, at some sort of a proof of the thesis, by what Newman called a convergence of probabilities:




We know that a regular polygon, inscribed in a circle, its sides being continually diminished, tends to become that circle, as its limit; but it vanishes before it has coincided with the circle, so that its tendency to be the circle, though ever nearer fulfilment, never in fact gets beyond a tendency. In like manner, the conclusion in a real or concrete question is foreseen and predicted rather than actually attained; foreseen in the number and direction of accumulated premisses, which all converge to it, and as the result of their combination, approach it more nearly than any assignable difference, yet do not touch it logically (though only not touching it,) on account of the nature of its subject-matter, and the delicate and implicit character of at least part of the reasonings on which it depends.10





But I will be satisfied if I can demonstrate that the thesis of Mary’s influence is plausible and reasonable, and interesting and attractive besides—that it would not be irresponsible or reckless for anyone to take it seriously, investigate it further, and ponder it in his imagination and heart. Furthermore, I am aware that I am merely setting down the first fruits of an initial investigation. I invite you, dear reader, to help my efforts with your own additional insights.


In the commentary below, when some aspect of a chapter or verse is plausibly illuminated by regarding it as an expression of Mary’s viewpoint, I indicate the fact by using one of three expressions, echoing the Robert Frost poem: “Mary’s voice may be heard…,” “the oversound of Mary’s voice may be discerned…,” or simply “the influence of Mary may be seen….” All of these expressions mean the same thing: if we assume, robustly, that Mary did influence John’s Gospel in the ways mentioned, then we can plausibly take the relevant characteristics of his account to be results of that influence.


First Fruits


Immediately, several large-scale features of John’s Gospel and several differences between it and the synoptics—the Gospels written by Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are plausibly explained at least in part by the influence of Mary.


The first feature is that John’s Gospel, strikingly, consists mainly of a series of conversations rather than deeds recounted or teachings to crowds. Admittedly, this manner of presenting the life of Christ is not surprising given what we know about John’s personality. (It is not a feature of the Gospel that must be explained through the influence of Mary. But, remember, that is not our method; we are not restricting our findings to “evidence” that “proves” Mary’s influence, but looking for features that are illuminated by the consideration that Mary likely did influence John.) Yet it is distinctive of a woman to understand others in terms of conversations rather than actions. Would it make sense, then, that a presentation of the life of Christ formed in large part through conversations with Mary would take such a form? Indeed it would.


A second feature is that John’s Gospel is told not from the point of view of the disciples but rather, as it were, from the point of view of Jesus himself—or rather, from that of a sympathetic observer who identifies with Jesus. That the disciples struggled to figure out who Jesus was, and just barely recognized him as the Messiah before he was crucified—a big theme of the synoptics—is of little interest to John. His concern is rather that the light that illuminates all men came into the world, and the darkness was not able to suppress it (1:5). Yes, a close friend naturally takes the point of view of his friend, so, again, it is not surprising that John presents Jesus in this way. Again, this is not a feature of his Gospel that can only be explained by the hypothesis of Mary’s influence. But would it make sense that a presentation of the narrative of Christ’s life would have this character if it were informed by discussions with the woman who bore him and taught him? Indeed, it makes a great deal of sense. But then add that this woman, the Theotokos, had meditated on her Son’s identity for so many years that she would more easily be able to see things from his point of view.


A third and related feature is that, throughout John’s Gospel, Jesus proclaims his divinity clearly and consistently, often using the name of God, “I am.” That the synoptics leave this out is not difficult to understand: the disciples were so confused that they did not realize what Jesus was saying. They remembered later that Jesus spoke in this way, but they only half-remembered it; to include these statements in their own accounts, then, would give a misleading picture of what they had then grasped and understood. Matthew and Mark were aiming to give eyewitness accounts, after all, and Luke was reporting what eyewitnesses had told him. But Mary had spent thirty years reflecting on Jesus’ divinity before he had even begun his public ministry. She would have noted these statements, appreciated keenly their effect on Jesus’ listeners, and remembered them. Might John, on his own, for theological reasons, have settled on this different way of presenting Jesus? Yes, of course. But—to put the point baldly—assuming that Jesus did speak these words, would the author of an account of Jesus’ life that sprang from conversations with Mary, someone who sang “the Almighty worked great things for me, and holy is his name,” have taken pains to include them? If Mary did influence John’s Gospel, surely she did so here.


A fourth notable feature of John’s Gospel is the significant role that women play from first to last, from Mary at Cana (chapter 2), to the woman from Samaria (chapter 4), the woman taken in adultery (chapter 8), the mother of the man born blind (chapter 9), Martha and Mary speaking about their deceased brother (chapter 11), Mary anointing Jesus (chapter 12), the women standing at the foot of the cross (chapter 19), and Mary Magdalene heralding the Resurrection (chapter 20). Again, this fact by no means requires that a woman played a role in shaping the Gospel. But is it to be expected on the working hypothesis of Mary’s influence? It certainly is.


The fifth feature is that the Gospel, from its very beginning, looks forward to the Passion and Resurrection with a certain apprehension and even sense of foreboding. Already in chapter 2, the turning of water into wine at Cana anticipates the chalice of blood offered on behalf of sins. In the same chapter, Jesus’ declaration that “this shrine,” after it was destroyed, would be raised up in three days (2:19) more explicitly introduces the reality of Jesus’ impending death and Resurrection. Yet, tellingly, these realities are introduced through a symbol—the shrine or temple standing for the Lord’s body—as if John is instructing us to read the whole narrative that follows in a similar way, as standing for and leading to the events of the Passion. So interpreted, John’s Gospel seems to speak of nothing but the Passion and Resurrection. The narrative rushes toward these realities with a singly focused impulsion. It is as if, supposing John had included within his account some extended section of teaching—say, some analogue of the Sermon on the Mount—it would have been a distraction, a digression from this consummation of Jesus’ life on earth. Of course, in principle anyone could have decided to tell the story of Jesus’ life in this way. But on the working hypothesis that Mary influenced John’s Gospel, it makes sense that it would take this form. After all, she was told that her Son’s life would imply suffering for her (Luke 2:35), and Jesus himself likened his Passion and Resurrection to the labor pains and birth of a mother (John 16:21). A Gospel dominated by the themes of sorrow and separation at death and the joy of reunion and rebirth is exactly what one would expect the mother of the Christ to tell.


Lessons for Today


In the so-called Muratorian fragment, a famous early canon of the New Testament dating from around AD 170, one finds this passage:




The fourth of the Gospels is that of John, [one] of the disciples. (10) To his fellow disciples and bishops, who had been urging him [to write], (11) he said, “Fast with me from today to three days, and what (12) will be revealed to each one (13) let us tell it to one another.” In the same night it was revealed (14) to Andrew, [one] of the apostles, (15–16) that John should write down all things in his own name while all of them should review it. And so, though various (17) elements may be taught in the individual books of the Gospels, (18) nevertheless this makes no difference to the faith (19) of believers, since by the one sovereign Spirit all things (20) have been declared in all [the Gospels].11





Some scholars point to the fragment to explain why one finds the first person plural, “We know that his witness is true,” in John 21:24: John’s Gospel, they say, was finished in the presence of the “Elders of the Church at Ephesus,” who wished to corroborate its veracity. The consistency of John’s style confirms a single author. But the fragment is interesting for our purposes because it appears to show the early Church’s acceptance that many voices might well have informed what John finally wrote down. Apparently, when he was old he was implored to put in writing his preaching so that it would not be lost. However, if the approach reflected in this fragment was John’s throughout his entire life, why wouldn’t he have taken into account earlier—in his oral teaching not yet committed to writing—what was known by Mary and revealed to her, and why wouldn’t she have “reviewed” his manner of presenting the life of the Lord?


In a household, what one knows and believes is common property. And it is striking how the early Christians seem to have naturally thought of the Church as arising out of households—first that of the Holy Family, and later that of John and Mary at Ephesus.


One sees this clearly in the writings of Gregory of Tours, a late-sixth-century bishop and author of History of the Franks. In The Glory of the Martyrs, he says, “In Ephesus, there is a place in which this apostle wrote the Gospel that in the Church is called by his name. On the peak of this mountain there are four adjacent walls without a roof. John waited in these walls, praying earnestly and constantly beseeching the Lord on behalf of the sins of the people. It was granted him that no storm would threaten that place until he had completed his Gospel.”12 Yet Gregory views John’s Gospel as continuous with the life of a Church that began with the Ascension of the Lord and whose next big events were Pentecost and then the Assumption of Mary. “When finally the passage of Mary’s life was completed, all the apostles gathered from their particular regions at her house,” Gregory wrote. “When they heard that she must be taken from [literally: assumed out of] the world, they all kept watch with her. And behold, the Lord Jesus came with his angels, and, after taking her soul, he gave it to the angel Michael and left.” They placed her body on a bed, as if she were sleeping, and then put the bed in a tomb, keeping guard, expecting the Lord to return for it too. “And behold, again the Lord approached them. He took the holy body in a cloud and ordered it to be brought to Paradise, where, after regaining her soul, Mary now rejoices with his elect and enjoys the goodness of eternity that will never perish.”13


Gregory seems to place this event in Ephesus, but other sources, equally old, place it in Jerusalem, where indeed there is a “tomb of Mary” at the base of the Mount of Olives, where, according to tradition, the body was temporarily placed. Nearby there is a church built on the traditional location of her Assumption. Regardless of the spot, all the traditions agree that the apostles returned from their various places around the world for this event.


The unity that Gregory presupposes between the life of Mary and the Church of the apostles was, as it were, officially confirmed in the acts of the Council of Ephesus. After disputes over the nature of Christ were decisively settled by the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, the very next thing the Church wished to get clear about was that Mary was the Theotokos. That doctrine was declared at Ephesus, by a council which met in the cathedral of the Theotokos. The official acts of that council even draw attention to the fact that it was held in the city of Mary, where Mary had lived with John.


In the pious tradition, one sees this unity and continuity affirmed in another way. Several saints and beatae have claimed to have seen visions of the lives of Mary and John,14 and they agree in saying that after the death of Our Lord Mary lived in a constant state of missing her Son and yearning to be reunited with him. Perhaps you have known a mother who has lost a child and never stops thinking about him: now consider the refinement of love of this mother, and the beauty and lovability of this child. In this tradition, John likewise yearned for his mother Mary after she passed from this world, wishing to be reunited once again with her. For example, St. Alphonsus Liguori wrote that “it was revealed to Saint Elizabeth, that after the assumption of the Blessed Virgin into heaven, Saint John the Evangelist desired to see her again. The favour was granted him; his dear Mother appeared to him, and with her Jesus Christ also appeared.”15


These traditions, reports, testimonies, and putative visions have different weights, to be sure. But regardless of the ultimate reliability of any of them, they all point to this truth: In the early Church it was taken for granted that the Gospel was informed by the viewpoint of a woman, mother, virgin, spouse, daughter, and handmaiden, because the Church regarded itself as living within and coming from a household where Mary was all of these things. In this household, she was naturally and dearly beloved by her children. When the Gospel of John came along, it found its natural seedbed for reception in the household of the Church, where Mary presided as the homemaker. A principal goal of this book is to re-present to contemporary Christians the sense in which the original readers of John’s Gospel read it.


It would be absurd to call such an understanding a “feminist interpretation” of John’s Gospel. It is a feminine-maternal-virginal-spousal-filial-doulist reading, and it is not an interpretation that changes the meaning of any doctrine or the propriety of any practice. Rather, it will change us, make us more like… those great women mentioned above. Over the centuries, this manner of receiving John’s Gospel—and the Gospel itself—fell prey to a double separation. First, Mary was separated from the Gospel itself, as though devotion to Mary were superadded to or was in competition with the good news about her Divine Son (not that it ever was truly, although it may have seemed to be to some). Second, the Gospel was separated from Mary and all her roles, as a result of various excessively juridical or legalistic interpretations. Perhaps it is not too crude to say that Christianity itself has suffered corresponding harmful separations—such as the separation of piety, which has been reduced to a mere emotion, from precision of thought, which in isolation can be cold and harsh.


It is my fervent hope that, through this book, Christians may find their way back to that household of the faith which once occupied a humble dwelling on the outskirts of the ancient city of Ephesus, and whose members could themselves look back with nostalgia to a childhood and youth on the Sea of Tiberias. Though, like them, we must go out into the wider world, may our hearts be there, in that household with Mary and John, always.


Sparrow’s Nest


Glen, New Hampshire


The Feast of St. Athanasius, the month of May, 2020










Chapter 1




1 In the beginning, the Word was, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.


2 He was in the beginning with God.


3 Everything came to be through him,


And not one thing which has come to be, came to be apart from him.


4 In him, there was life, and this Life was the light of all humankind,


5 and the light continues to shine in the darkness,


And the darkness has failed to suppress it.





6 A man came to be, sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came to bear witness. He was meant to bear witness to the light—so that everyone would believe through him. 8 This man was not the light. Rather, he was meant to bear witness to the light.




9 The genuine light, the light which brings light to every human being, now coming into the world—this is what he was.


10 He was in the world! And the world had come to be through him, and the world did not know him.


11 He came to his own. And his own people did not receive him.





12 But for those who did receive him? He gave them, those who believe in his name, the power of becoming children of God—13 who are begotten not from blood, nor yet from the will of flesh, nor even from the will of a husband, but from God.




14 And the Word came to be flesh,


and he tabernacled among us,





—and we saw his glory, the glory which is his as the only-begotten Son from the Father—




full of grace and of truth.





15 John stands as a witness to him and cries out at the top of his voice, saying:




“He is the one I was talking about when I said, ‘The one coming after me was placed before me,’ because before I was, he was.”





16 Because we have all received out of his fulness, and one gift in place of another. 17 Because while the Law was given through Moses, The Gift and The Truth came to be through Jesus Christ.


18 God—no one, yet, has looked upon him. The Only-Begotten God, he who is, resting on the bosom of the Father—he has made him clear.


19 So here is the witness that John gave, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem, to ask, “Who is it that you are?” 20 He replied openly and did not avoid the question.




“I am not the one who is the Christ,” he replied openly.


21 “What, then? You are Elijah?” they asked him.


“No, I am not.”


“Are you the Prophet?”


“No,” he answered.


22 “Who are you?” they said to him then, “so we can give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?”


23 “I?—” he said, “—a voice, of one shouting in the desert, ‘Make straight the Lord’s path!’ just as Isaiah the prophet said.”





24 Also sent were some men from among the Pharisees. 25 They too questioned him:




“Why is it that you baptize,” they said to him, “if you are not the Christ, not Elijah, and not the Prophet?”


26 “I immerse in water. In your midst,” John said to them in reply, “stands someone you are oblivious to, ‘the one coming after me,’ of whom ‘I am not worthy even to untie the strap of his sandal.’ ”





28 These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was baptizing. 29 The next day he sees Jesus coming towards him.




“Look! It is the Lamb of God!” he says, “the one who is taking away the sin of the world! 30 This is the one I was referring to, when I said, ‘After me there is coming a man who is placed before me, because before I was, he was.’ 31 Even I did not know him. And yet the very reason I came, baptizing in water, was that he should be made manifest to Israel.”





32 Then John gave his witness.




“I have seen the Spirit coming down from heaven as a dove,” he said, “and it rested on him. 33 Even I did not know him. But the one who sent me, to baptize in water, is the same who said to me, ‘The one you see the Spirit coming down upon, and resting on—he is the one who baptizes in the Holy Spirit.’ 34 And I have seen, and I have given witness, that this one is the Son of God.”





35 The next day John was again standing there, along with two of his disciples. 36 And, after looking intently at Jesus walking by, he says:




“Look! It is the Lamb of God!”





37 So the two disciples heard John saying this, and they followed Jesus. 38 But Jesus turns in his tracks and takes a look at them, as they follow from behind—




“What are you looking for?” he says to them.


“Rabbi,” they said to him (this means “teacher”), “where are you staying?”


39 “Come along and you’ll see,” he tells them.





So they went, and they did see where he was staying. And from four o’ clock on, they stayed with him the rest of that day.


40 Andrew, the brother of Simon “Peter,” was one of the two men who listened to John and followed him. 41 He was the first of them to find his own brother, Simon:




“We have found the Messiah” (which means the Christ, “the Anointed One”)—he says to him.





42 He brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at him intently:




“You are Simon, the son of John,” he said. “You shall be called Kephas,” which means Petros, “Rock.”





43 The next day his plan was to go into Galilee. So he finds Philip.




“Follow me,” Jesus says to him.





44 Philip was from Bethsaida, from the town of Andrew and Peter. 45 Philip finds Nathaniel.




“You know the one that Moses wrote about in the Law and the Prophets?” he says to him. “We’ve found him. Jesus, the son of Joseph, from Nazareth.”


46 “Nazareth?” Nathaniel said to him. “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”


“Come and see,” Philip says to him.





47 Jesus saw Nathaniel coming towards him.




“Look! A true Israelite. A man in whom there is no guile,” he says, referring to him.


48 “How do you know me?” Nathaniel says to him.


“I saw you under that fig tree,” Jesus said in reply, “before Philip called you.”


49 “Rabbi!” Nathaniel answered him, “You are the Son of God. You are the King of Israel.”


50 “You believe that because I said that I saw you below the fig tree?” Jesus said to him in reply. “You will see greater things than these.”





51 And he tells him:




“Amen, amen, I tell you, both of you, you will see heaven opened up, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”





Commentary


This first chapter of John’s Gospel has three parts: a prologue, as it is traditionally called (verses 1–18), the witness given by John (verses 19–36), and the first encounters with Jesus of several men who became his disciples (verses 37–51). I want to call attention to four striking characteristics of the chapter, all of which correlate to Mary, on the hypothesis of her influence.


First, note John’s preference for expressing what he wants to say through dialogue rather than a narration of acts. He might easily have said “that” the Baptist denied he was the Christ; instead he recounts a dialogue, back and forth, between the Baptist and men sent from Jerusalem. It is as if John turns to this mode of expression as soon as he can. This preference—evident throughout his Gospel—for capturing the relationality which is shown in a dialogue can be counted as an oversound of Mary.


Second, John shows a remarkable concern for details that reveal the person in relationship: Jesus turning in his steps to look at the men following him (we are meant to picture Jesus looking at us too), Philip’s immediate imitation of Jesus’ speech and mannerisms (“Come and see,” verse 46), and the nuances of John’s guarded language in dealing with the inquirers from Jerusalem (verse 20; see below for further discussion). This concrete attention to the mannerisms that are distinctive of a person—so like the way a mother views her children—may also be counted as an oversound of Mary.


Third, the prologue itself. Although it is traditionally called a “prologue,” it is not actually a prologue. A prologue is by definition a separate introductory section. But this section is not separate, because the Evangelist has deliberately, and strikingly, interwoven it with his account of the Baptist (consider verses 6–8 and 15; also 12–13). It is as if, in his very form of writing, John wished to represent the insertion of the eternal Word into time by the insertion of one type of text into another. So it is not separate, and it cannot be a prologue. But then what is it?


Here is my suggestion: It would be possible to tell the gospel of Christ beginning solely with John the Baptist. Indeed, Mark does this. He tells the life of Christ from the viewpoint of the disciples, their misunderstandings and confusions, culminating in Peter’s denial.1 So he begins right away with the Baptist. Matthew and Luke begin differently, starting with something additional about the life of Christ before the disciples meet him. More specifically, both of them add something about his origin: his ancestry among the Jewish people, and his conception and birth. We do not call these additions “prologues” but “genealogies” and “infancy narratives.” The opening verses of John play an analogous role. However, instead of tracing back the origin of Christ as a man, his origin “as to the flesh,” John’s Gospel introduces the eternal generation of the Son from the Father and tells his readers how this Son, the Word, came from the presence of the Father to “tabernacle” among us. The “infancy narratives” in Matthew and Luke certainly spring from Mary. Therefore, it is plausible to take the opening lines of John’s Gospel, similarly, to spring from Mary as Theotokos, and her contemplations while she was pregnant with Jesus to be their ultimate source.
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