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‌Preface

   †

   There has been an increasing interest in the women in the New Testament over the last few decades as we become more aware of the marginalization of women in all religions and traditions around the world, and in their texts. No woman has attracted more attention and discussion than Mary, the mother of Jesus. In this book, I ask the following question: how important was Mary in the foundation of the Christian faith, and what did she contribute?

   The thinking behind the book goes back to the 1980s and has been developed in articles that I have written in The Month (December 1996), Mary: the Complete Resource (edited by Sarah Jane Boss, 2007), Origins of the Cult of the Virgin Mary and The Oxford Handbook of Mary (both edited by myself, 2008 and 2019). In this book, I want to bring the conclusions together and offer them to a wider audience than those who read academic literature.

   Despite being a member of the Catholic community, I will not be starting out from the point of view that Catholic or Orthodox doctrines are absolute and not to be questioned. I will be going back to first principles, exploring what the New Testament has to say about Mary and following contemporary directions in biblical studies.

   There is a centuries-old definition, attributed to Anselm from the end of the eleventh century, of theology as ‘faith seeking understanding’. I am a person of Christian faith; for many years I have taken an active part in Marian devotion, partaking in pilgrimage and helping to maintain a medieval chapel dedicated to Mary in my hometown. At the same time, I have spent over three decades as an academic researcher into Mary and her shrines and apparitions. Even as I honour Mary in daily prayer and practice, I also want to understand the traditions about her intellectually as well as spiritually and emotionally. Honest reflection leads me to believe that there are many challenges in some of the ways that she has been regarded over the centuries, and that there is no disrespect in posing some searching questions about Mary as a person who lived in history and who is represented in the New Testament.

   I completed this book during the coronavirus lockdown of 2020–1. Therefore, the person to whom I am most indebted for supporting me in writing it is my wife, Natalie. She has been a constant help throughout and has read the manuscript, offering advice. I would also like to thank York St John University, where I worked from 1992 to 2020, for creating an environment in which research is encouraged and facilitated, and the Centre for Marian Studies, founded in 1995, for providing friends and colleagues with passion for the study of Mary that complements my own. Finally, I am most grateful to the publishers, Oneworld Publications, for placing their trust in me while responding promptly and helpfully to all my questions.
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   Introduction

   †

   Who was Mary?

   Mary the mother of Jesus of Nazareth is as important in the world today as she has ever been. Christianity continues to grow as a global religion. Among Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox communities, and others which are associated with them, Mary continues to be revered and venerated. It would be true to say that, while Jesus Christ as God Incarnate is at the centre of the Christian faith, Mary is indispensable to an understanding of Jesus in the many branches of the Catholic and Orthodox Churches. Belief in the Incarnation means that the context in which Jesus lived is important, as a Jew growing up in Galilee in the Roman Empire under Augustus and Tiberius, and as the son of Mary. Protestants also understand that Mary plays an important part in the Christian story as proclaimed in the New Testament, even if, generally, they do not share the devotion that she inspires in other denominations.

   This book sets out to ask the question ‘who was Mary?’ based on an investigation of the New Testament texts, just as many others have done but in a new and radical way, taking into account modern trends in biblical studies. Major theological, political, and social developments have changed the way in which we approach the Bible. There are many interesting questions that can be asked about the virgin conception of Jesus and Mary’s contribution to Jesus’ ministry. There is also an interesting and long-standing mystery concerning Mary’s involvement in the events of the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. The answers suggested in this book will cast a new light on Mary’s role in the story of Christian salvation.

   In world religions and philosophies, we are used to the idea of a founder. Jesus Christ, Muhammad, and Gautama Buddha stand at the origin of great world religions. Abraham is the forefather of the Jewish tradition, and Moses the one who received and established the Torah. Confucius could be said to have founded a philosophy rather than a religion; perhaps that is true of Buddha too. Zoroaster was the founder of a smaller but still influential religion named after him. Western philosophy looks back to Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, who created the baseline for everything that came after them. More recent philosophers have also created traditions that acknowledge them as founders: Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and Marx, for example. Eastern philosophers as founders of systems of thought include Sankara and Ramanuja.

   When you ask people to name a woman who founded a religion, they struggle to answer. You can suggest Ann Lee, who brought the Shakers into being, the Fox sisters, unwitting originators of Spiritualism, Madame Blavatsky for Theosophy, and Mary Baker Eddy for Christian Science. These are new names to many. Even to those who have heard of them, how much more marginal these movements appear beside global religions and philosophies! This, of course, reflects our patriarchal world in which initiatives in society, politics, and religion have been thought to reside within the province of males.

   This book argues that the global religion with the most adherents, Christianity, has its origins in the mission and vocation of its most famous female, Mary the mother of Jesus, along with other women who accompanied her, including Mary Magdalene. Despite the often-held assumption that the Bible says little about Mary, there are plentiful signs in the New Testament that she preceded and inspired her son in the emergence of a new faith, planted in Jewish soil but eventually extending to all regions and peoples of the globe after its adoption by the Roman Empire.

   It is easy, in a patriarchal religion focused upon a male saviour, to fall back on a general principle that ‘behind every great man you find a good woman’, or some such words. This presupposes that the male is primary in the events, and that the contribution of the female must therefore be subordinate or secondary. This is the assumption of the social world into which Jesus and Mary and their associates were born, and it has survived almost to our own times. In this thinking, Mary was the stereotypical good mother in a male-dominated world: loving and well-meaning, not always understanding what men must be about, prioritizing the safety of the family over urgent social and political projects, and therefore subject to the heartbreak of having her concerns and fears dismissed and then realized. This, of course, was always a stereotype, even in the first century. However, it does intrude into the New Testament and the way in which it has been interpreted in Christian tradition. But there is much more to it. Recent important changes in the way that we conceive of the relationship between the genders (changes which are still slowly coming to pass across the world with much resistance) mean that we can consider afresh the role of females in the formation of the Christian faith, and the pleasant surprise is that the gospels themselves contain clear indications that will help us do this.

   In 2002, I was involved in a BBC programme on Mary. It investigated the social history of women in first-century Judea and Galilee. That seems a very sensible way to approach the subject, and one that New Testament historians would take today. However, I had one major reservation with the way that the programme presented Mary. There is the danger that, if you concentrate on the social history alone, you will end up reconstructing a Mary who is ‘everywoman’, a typical first-century Jewish woman from Galilee. I think that the programme sailed too close to this tendency. Whichever century or place a person lives in, while their life may share some general contextual outlines with others, this will not change the fact that people are individuals. A typical twenty-first-century person living in England would have a car, a smartphone, and a social media presence. That is not 100 per cent guaranteed, but even if it is an accurate generalization, it does not tell you much about any particular person as a unique individual. In all times and places, while many people fit the broad outlines of ‘everyperson’, they are all different, and some of them are especially remarkable, achieving things that most other people either cannot or would not do. Building a portrait of a typical first-century Jewish woman overlooks the possibility that Mary was a remarkable or unusual person, which is something that one strongly suspects in the case of the mother of Jesus. While women in her society were limited in terms of opportunities for political power or religious functions, historians have established that some women in the ancient Mediterranean did achieve considerable independence and positions of leadership.

   The obvious starting point for a biblical investigation into the person of Mary is the conception and birth narratives of Matthew and Luke. However, it is also necessary to take the whole life of Jesus into account when trying to understand his mother, given that the New Testament tells us that she outlived him. Her life encompassed his and Acts 1.14 confirms that the early Church remembered her as one of its first members. Therefore, this book includes chapters which summarize research into Jesus’ life and ministry, the context for the life of Mary. This requires careful sifting as to what we can conclude historically rather than assuming that every single gospel passage relates events as they actually happened.

   The book also explores the history of the family of Jesus, who are mentioned in the gospels. Mark’s Gospel is especially important in this respect; Matthew follows Mark, and John has other information. The wider family are not much in evidence in Luke, but they appear in his second book, the Acts of the Apostles. Who were the brothers and sisters, and what was their relation to Mary? This is an area where it is particularly important not to start out with presuppositions based on doctrine, which could skew the research into Mary’s role as a mother in this family; we need to go back to first principles.

   The death of Jesus, the events that led up to it, and what happened immediately after it form the focus for several chapters. What role did Mary play in these events? She appears to be mentioned in John’s Gospel alone as far as the death of Jesus is concerned, and then briefly in Acts after the Ascension of Jesus, but there might be more to discover than first meets the eye. Because this is a study of what we can know about Mary from the New Testament, we will not be entering into any discussion about her own death, which is nowhere described in any biblical text. Yet it is possible to sketch some outlines of her place in the earliest Church based in Jerusalem.

   Before we begin the task of exploring what the New Testament has to say about Mary and how this might lead us to understand something about the Mary who actually lived as the mother of Jesus, we need to establish certain important principles that will help us to direct the research.

   Approaching the Biblical Texts

   A New Testament researcher who is intellectually honest will admit that biblical interpretation will always be subjective. We all have presuppositions. Biblical interpretation is usually done for a purpose, to achieve something and to change Christian thinking. One has an instinct or insight that an established way of reading the Bible relating to contemporary belief, devotion, or moral practice is no longer helpful, and then one pursues a new approach. Biblical study is like a mirrored glass through which it is difficult to see the reality of the first century. George Tyrrell (1861–1909) famously said that scholars trying to discover the ‘historical Jesus’, that is, the Jesus who really lived in first-century Israel, were simply discovering their own reflection at the bottom of a deep well. This note of caution applies to the historical Mary as well.

   We will be undertaking a critical investigation of the New Testament, although not a destructive one. Mainstream biblical scholarship today accepts certain tenets of critical analysis. These will form the basis of the research in this book; they are summarized here and developed more fully in the chapters to come.

   The New Testament and Gender

   In a modern approach to scholarship, it is essential to adopt a critical perspective which explores the way in which gender and sexuality are discussed in the biblical text. The New Testament was written in a patriarchal world, which accredited women with neither equal opportunity nor equal voice; this is reflected in the texts, although it is possible to find positive images of women and their contribution to the Church. This is extremely relevant to any interpretation of the figure of Mary in the New Testament.

   History and Story in the Gospels

   Biblical scholarship generally accepts the existence of symbol and metaphor in the gospels. The narratives present evangelistic messages through story. This does not mean that the story may not also have happened in history, at least in some form; it is a key aspect of faith that God speaks through human events and relationships. Nevertheless, there are some narratives where the evidence suggests that the event described did not happen in history, and what we have is a metaphorical story with a theological message. Mary’s story is subject to this possibility as much as any other biblical character, and maybe more so, because portrayals of her as virgin mother are symbolically significant.

   The New Testament’s Relationship with its Jewish Origins

   Since the Second World War and the Holocaust, there has been a radical rethinking of the way in which the New Testament depicts the Jewish community. There are places in the New Testament which appear to be polemical against Jews in ways that have encouraged antisemitism in the history of the Church; the gospels and the Acts of the Apostles were written in a time when Christianity and Judaism were moving on divergent trajectories. Nevertheless, Christianity arose in a Jewish context; Jesus, his followers, and the first Christians were Jews. Mary, as the mother of Jesus and a prominent member of his family, is of special importance in this respect: how far do the depictions of her obscure the fact that she was Jewish with aspirations for her family within Jewish cultural traditions?

   Therefore, while the New Testament is to be respected as the inspirational collection of writings that it is, it can be conceded that there are aspects of it which represent the history of Jesus’ life in particular ways, and that these may suggest things on the surface which we might want to question. Those sections which appear to portray women as the silent and uninfluential partners of the male disciples reflect a patriarchal world where texts generally did not represent the actual everyday lived practices and actions of women. Many passages which appear at first sight to be descriptions of what happened as events may be metaphorical rather than historical in order to present the theological ideas which the early Christians believed. Texts which appear to suggest that the Jews were collectively hostile to Jesus, or legalistic, or pedantic, or even murderous, originate during a stage of Christianity when relations to mainstream Judaism were breaking or had broken down. Fortunately, there are clues in the New Testament text itself to the ways in which some of these misconceptions can be challenged.

   However, some contemporary books go much further than this. They claim that the gospels and Acts are tendentious fictions. For example, they suggest that Jesus was really a violent revolutionary so that, decades later, the New Testament texts pacified his image to avoid conflict with Rome, or that Jesus was made to look more religiously radical than he really was by the New Testament writers in order to attack Jewish custom and practice, or that Christianity was actually founded by St Paul in a way that was wholly alien to its origins.

   There may be germs of truth in some aspects of these theories, but this is not the route that I will be taking. Questioning the very basis of the New Testament and its faith by taking a particular perspective on historical research is legitimate, but it is just as speculative as any other approach and the claims made cannot be proven. I do understand that sometimes these critiques are written or read by people who may have been hurt by the more unfortunate developments of the Christian faith, such as antisemitism, colonialism, misogyny, the abuse of power, or simple intransigence. However, the Bible is a deposit of faith for a very wide range of people, and to condemn it as an outright fraud attacks all those who have based belief, practice, and ethics on its scriptures. If Jesus really was a promoter of violent revolution, and Paul actually did create a mythical figure wholly unrelated to the historical Jesus, this would completely contradict the fundaments of the New Testament, and there would be little point in proceeding to undertake a biblical analysis unless one wished to undermine and oppose Christianity per se. This is not something I am interested in.

   In analysing the gospels with respect to how they portray the figure of Mary, I am mindful of the fact that these texts have inspired people for two thousand years and that they have helped to shape the ethical, moral, and religious framework of cultures across the world. Therefore, critical investigation needs to be undertaken with a large helping of reverence and respect.

   I am going to proceed according to these general assumptions:

   
	The New Testament is a collection of texts that present a genuine articulation of faith by first-century Christian communities;

	The writers of the gospels made selections from the sources and traditions that they inherited, edited their material for the purposes of presenting the early Christian faith as they saw it, and created scenarios that illustrated points of faith;

	A researcher can seek to uncover the sources and traditions behind the texts based on as much evidence as is available, but always with an awareness that this work will be speculative;

	In the absence of clear evidence to the contrary, it is best to accept the plain reading of the text, while accepting that the genre of any given narrative may mean that it is metaphorical with a theological purpose rather than a description of actual historical events.



   
   
   
   For the most part, the gospels are not eyewitness reports established during Jesus’ ministry and then handed down. While they may include accurate memories of events, these are not easy to separate out and identify. The New Testament is the product of about seventy years of development in the early Church’s spread across the Mediterranean, and so it represents diversity and evolution in its pages. What we know as the ‘gospel message’ was inspired by Jesus, his life, ministry, crucifixion, and the events of the first Easter, but it was not all created ready-made by him. The gospels represent the inspirational creativity and faith response of more than one generation of Christians.

   The traditions about Jesus emerged from different circumstances across several decades; they reflect those changing and diverging contexts. Bodies of material such as Matthew’s ‘Sermon on the Mount’ are collections of material, some of which may go back to Jesus himself, and some of which may have been constructed by Christians who believed themselves to be inspired by his Holy Spirit. There were oral traditions which fed into the New Testament and so it is important to recognize the existence of early Christian ‘folk culture’, mostly handed down by word of mouth.

   There is a scholarly consensus as to the general outlines of the development of the New Testament which will provide a basis for the arguments in this book. In summary, some of the letters of Paul (and possibly that of James) are the earliest writings in the New Testament, dated in the 50s ce; the gospels came later, between about 70 and 100 ce and were written in this order: Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John, with each of the succeeding gospels having some access to a version of Mark (see Appendix 1 for the detail).1 The story of Mary unfolded as the gospels developed (see Appendix 2 for a full list of the passages involving women called Mary in the New Testament).

  

 
  
   Notes

   1 Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the ‘synoptic gospels’, as they have a lot of material in common.
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   Women in Early Christian Tradition

   †

   Women’s Contributions to Christian Origins

   It is often claimed that there is not a great deal written about Mary in the New Testament, and that would certainly be true if we did not have the first two chapters of Luke. But how far can this relative silence be explained by the fact that she was a woman in a patriarchal age?

   Feminist analysis of the Bible might seem to some to be a niche subject, a political take which has more to do with the social changes of the twentieth century than the circumstances of the first century in which the gospels were written. But this is a wrong impression. While feminism is a modern social movement which has initiated new ways of reading the Bible, nevertheless its central question is one that is unavoidable and should have been asked many centuries earlier. It concerns the Christian witness of around one half of the members of the early Church: the women. What was their contribution to a Church that was led by men, its founding documents supposedly written by men? Can we recover anything of their voices? Did they offer a perspective which we might have lost? The context of a person shapes their thinking and their experiences. Social demarcation between male and female in ancient Jewish culture in terms of roles, expectation, and opportunities means that the female perspective on the revolutionary events of the first Easter and its aftermath will have contrasted to a male one in some respects.

   We are faced with the fact that the world in which the Church was born and has developed right up until now has been patriarchal, in that men have had priority over women in terms of controlling and shaping the world in which we live; Christian texts and beliefs reflect that world. There are two main responses: the first is to abandon the Christian faith, because it is so thoroughly and irredeemably male-dominated. Some feminists have done this, along with many other people who feel that Christianity is no longer relevant to the modern situation. The second is to find a way to reform it. Given that Christianity is based on the Bible, because its texts tell us about the centre and origin of the Christian faith, Jesus Christ the Word of God Incarnate, any reformation requires radically new interpretations of the Bible, especially the New Testament.

   If male supremacy, or indeed the domination of any group of human beings over others, is regarded as a sin, something to be challenged and changed, then it is impossible for a Christian to accept that Jesus Christ promoted it. If Jesus Christ is God, then his teaching must be universal, for all times and places. The Son of God, the Word who speaks the truth of God to all generations through history, cannot be sexist and misogynist, bound to a patriarchal context. While the first-century context will reflect the way in which Jesus’ teaching was first received and will colour the way in which it was originally presented, nevertheless it must be possible to find the liberation of all people at its heart. Fortunately, there is nothing in Jesus’ own practice in the gospels to suggest that he was committed to the right of males to retain power in society, nor that he approved of any form of domination or marginalization.

   Of course, the writers of the gospels and Acts, who belonged to a culture far removed from ours, have presented their material in such a way that women’s voices are not as prominent as men’s, even though we find strong females in the text. There is also the problem that instructions enforcing the silencing and subjugation of women can be found in some of the epistles traditionally ascribed to Paul (for example, 1 Cor. 14.34–35, 1 Tim. 2.12–14). Yet elsewhere, Paul states that ‘there is no longer male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal. 3.28),1 which is likely to have been an early strand of tradition, as Galatians is one of the first of Paul’s letters, one of those probably written by Paul himself. For these reasons, feminist analysis has suggested a distinction between the ethos of Jesus and his original community, and the practice of the Church at the time when the later epistles and gospels were written.

   The claim in feminist biblical studies that Jesus’ original community was egalitarian cannot be proved, and it can be challenged on the grounds that it is ‘golden age’ thinking rather than genuine history of the origins of Christianity. Nevertheless, it does have support in the general observation that religious movements are often highly radical at the outset, and then gradually accept the social world in which they are forced to operate. This has been referred to as the ‘routinization of charisma’, a concept suggested by the sociologist Max Weber. It can be applied to any religion or denomination. This general phenomenon does lend some weight to the idea that Jesus was more egalitarian on the question of gender than the New Testament texts might suggest.

   Susan Hylen, in her book Women in the New Testament World, shows that research on women in the ancient Greco-Roman Mediterranean reveals a picture that is far from uniform. This diversity also applies to Jewish culture. Although women were often instructed to remain passive and silent in male writing on ideal behaviours (and this includes the Pauline epistles), this was far from the reality of everyday relations between the sexes. While denied the very highest positions in the imperial hierarchy (except when deriving power from their husbands, as with the empress), women participated fully in many other areas of life, and did assume positions of responsibility and leadership. The common view that women only had a say in the ‘private sphere’ is complicated by the fact that the virtues of the domestic situation were projected into the public and civic environment, so that virtues such as modesty, industry, and loyalty were at the same time domestic and social. For this reason, women had a role to play in a range of social activities, save perhaps for the highest level of politics and the legislature. Women, it is true, were subordinate to men as a general rule, but this subordination was only to men of equal or higher rank.

   Because the New Testament was formed in the Greco-Roman world in which this complicated cultural situation existed, we can therefore expect to find this complexity reflected in the New Testament and the communities from which it emerged: the ideals of female subordination as expressed in male writing versus the everyday reality of women’s participation and responsibility, even leadership. The area in which women were most obviously subjugated was in written texts, and the New Testament is a collection of texts. It may not represent fully the female voices and activities at the origins of Christianity.

   It would not be right to suggest that women in ancient Jewish culture suffered more greatly from patriarchal suppression than in other nations of the time or in the Christian tradition which was to come; Jewish women did participate and had some influence in both religious and civic life. There is evidence that women had leadership roles in synagogues (which strengthens the case for women’s leadership in Christianity).2 Yet, it would appear that the higher the social class, the rarer the opportunities for women in the Jewish culture of that time to assume any position which had power or responsibility, such as in the monarchy, the main institutions of government, or the priesthood. These were the agents of power in ancient Mediterranean society, and therefore women for the most part had no say in the most important factors that determined their lives, unless they were able to influence men of power (as portrayed through stereotypes in the legend of Herodias manipulating her husband Herod Antipas to execute John the Baptist).

   Hylen shows that widows in ancient Mediterranean cultures were sometimes women of means. They often lived with their sons and other male relatives, but this did not mean that they were powerless within the family; on the contrary, they had social and religious influence (for example, see Judith in the book of Judith,3 and Anna in Luke 2.36–38). Some widows remarried, while many others regarded staying single as remaining faithful to their first husbands. There is a common assumption that Mary was a widow at the time of the ministry of Jesus, which is a reasonable one given that women usually married men who were older and that Joseph plays no part in the narrative of Jesus’ adulthood.

   Women and the Bible

   The process of finding female voices in biblical history, where one has been used to hearing and reading male voices, is known as reclaiming. Stories are shaped by contexts and experiences. One could make a very good case for the argument that women in the early Church were involved in the storytelling and creation of the narratives, if not their written forms (and it has been suggested that women may have written some of the texts, although this is not the mainstream academic view).

   In the New Testament, women’s contributions to early Christianity were given less prominence than those of men, and women are portrayed in particular ways that reflect a patriarchal culture. In some ways, the Old Testament comes off better than the New! It is true that there are extremely misogynistic texts in the Hebrew Scriptures and Old Testament apocrypha4 but there are also strong female characters. There are the foremothers of Israel: Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, Rachel, and Sarah’s slave, Hagar. Ruth has a book in her name, and her relationship with her mother-in-law Naomi is an enduring story in the Bible. To these we can add women whose major contribution is not simply mothering: the judge Deborah; Judith, and Jael, the assassins of leaders of enemies of the Israelites; Esther, the Jewess who became a Persian queen and interceded to save the Jewish people, the third woman who is the subject of an entire book. In the Song of Songs, we read about love from the perspective of the female partner. Women’s lives are reflected in the Hebrew Scriptures, even if often we encounter stereotypes rather than real women of the period (and this can be said of men too). Given that women were readers and hearers of scriptural texts as well as men, it is not surprising that the canon includes something of the female experience.

   The New Testament contains strong indications that women were ministers or householders in the early Church: Chloe (‘Chloe’s people’, 1 Cor. 1.11); Phoebe the deacon of Romans 16.1; Lydia, who is baptized with her household (Acts 16.15); the ‘leading women’ of Acts 17.4. ‘Nympha and the church in her house’ is mentioned in Colossians 4.15, and Acts 12.12 describes ‘the house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many had gathered and were praying’. These expressions suggest female Christian leadership at a time when worship was confined to private houses, as the head of the house led liturgy and worship.

   Nevertheless, in the gospel passages that describe Jesus’ ministry, the emphasis is on male disciples as the confidants of Jesus. He sometimes takes aside the leading three disciples, Peter and the sons of Zebedee, as in the Transfiguration narrative (Matt. 17.1–13; Mark 9.2–13; Luke 9.28–36). The calls to the first of Jesus’ followers in all four gospels refer only to males, and the twelve disciples listed in three of them are all male. On other occasions, the twelve seem to be alone with him, as at the Last Supper in Matthew 26.20 and Mark 14.17 (the term ‘apostles’ at Luke 22.14 is less specific and John does not specify the total number present). There is no female disciple explicitly present at the Last Supper, which includes some of the most important passages of Jesus’ teaching and the institution of the Eucharist.

   Each gospel has an average of twenty-one separate pieces of narrative5 which refer to male disciples by name or refer to ‘the twelve’, who are clearly male. There are another twenty-three on average which refer to ‘the disciples’ or ‘the apostles’, where probably males are implied (possibly one could argue that men and women might have been intended by these expressions). Contrasting with this: outside the group of named disciples, and also excluding the birth and infancy narratives and those concerning John the Baptist, each gospel has an average of nine sections where named or anonymous women encounter Jesus, and twelve with named or anonymous men.6

   There are, of course, notable exceptions to the general rule that men are more prominent in the gospels: the birth and infancy narratives in Luke and the empty tomb stories in all four gospels are examples where women act as the main subjects of the text. We might expect women to be prominent in texts which involve birth and death. In the cultures of the ancient Mediterranean, women were the primary agents in funerary rites and were associated with death and the supernatural in drama and literature. There are also important encounters between individual women and Jesus: with the women who anoint him in all four gospels (although only in John is the anointer named); the Syrophoenician or Canaanite woman who challenges Jesus in Mark (7.24–30) and Matthew (15.21–28); and women who ask him for healing, either for themselves or their families. Nevertheless, even healings are more likely to be of males: an average of three per gospel for females, and nine for males.

   In John’s Gospel, with Mary Magdalene at the tomb, Martha at the raising of Lazarus, and the Samaritan woman at the well, women do seem to be represented more strongly than in the other gospels. Yet Adeline Fehribach, in her The Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, argues that the portrayal of women in John is necessary because, for the evangelist, Jesus is the Bridegroom, following the images of God as bridegroom in the Hebrew Scriptures. He encounters the women as the Bridegroom, and their function in the text is to convey this. She concludes that John is as male-centred as the other gospels.

   It could be objected that the iterant nature of Jesus’ ministry restricted it to males on practical grounds. Yet the gospels tell us that women accompanied Jesus and supported his ministry all the way from Galilee. However, we learn relatively little about them; Luke 8.2–3 mentions them briefly and then they reappear at the crucifixion. Compared to the information that we have about male disciples, and the conversations that Jesus has with them, this is minimal. He has very brief conversations with his mother in Luke 2, John 2, and John 19. There are few examples of women learning from Jesus in the way that the male disciples do: the obvious exceptions are Martha, who declares that Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God in John 11.20–28, and Mary in Luke 10.38–42, who is an exemplar of listening and learning.

   Paul’s letters give us an idea of the people who were active in the early Church. He names sixty Christian men (including James the brother of Jesus, Peter, and John) and sixteen Christian women in his letters, a ratio of 4:1 of men to women. Some of these people are also mentioned in Acts: fifteen men and one woman (Prisca). Additionally, Acts names thirty-one other Christian men not mentioned by Paul (which includes the other disciples in the list at Acts 1.13) and five women. The Acts of the Apostles, therefore, has a ratio of 8:1 of men to women. In Paul’s letters, which reflect the ministry as it was experienced by him day to day, women are twice as prominent as in the narrated story of the same period. This corroborates the point that ancient texts may not always represent the reality as far as gender participation is concerned.

   What we can conclude from this is that the absence of much information in the New Testament about Mary outside the key moments of Jesus’ life – his birth and childhood (Luke), and at Cana and the cross (John) – does not imply that there was not much to be said about her. She, along with other women, suffers from a male-dominated silence which forces us to speculate to fill in the details. We know that there was more that could be said about Jesus and the male disciples; the last verse of John’s Gospel (21.25) says that, ‘But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.’ That is even more the case for the women who followed Jesus and for his mother Mary.

   To sum up, it is not at all far-fetched to imagine that women will have had a major input into the earliest Christian traditions as found in the New Testament in ways that can be glimpsed in the final textual versions of the stories but is not fully articulated in them. To say otherwise is to accept that the sacred origins of Christianity from which we derive the truth of Christ and the gospel message subsists on a narrative in which women were largely silent and men spoke on their behalf. While in the final versions of the gospels and Acts, this may appear to be the case, that does not mean that it is also true of the traditions that fed into them. The folk culture of early Christianity will have had a rich female component, just as extensive and diverse as that contributed by males. In principle, Mary is likely to have made a greater contribution to the formation of the earliest Church than the texts suggest. Yet, despite this, the texts are the only place where we can find any clue as to what this contribution may have been.

   Having clarified the groundwork for our investigation of Mary, we can now begin our research into specific texts. We will not be starting with the earliest documents, the epistles of Paul or Mark’s Gospel, because they do not narrate the conception and birth of Jesus, which is the obvious place to begin. Instead, we turn to those gospels which do describe these events, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.

  

 
  
   Notes

   1 All biblical quotes in the book are from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise indicated.


   2 As demonstrated in the research by Bernadette J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue. We will discuss this further in Chapter 15.


   3 In the Protestant canon, the book of Judith is placed among the apocrypha (see footnote 5).


   4 Hebrew Scriptures: the collection of books that the Protestant denominations refer to as the Old Testament based on the Jewish canon or Tanakh. The Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions include other books that are usually referred to as the Old Testament apocrypha.


   5 Of course, this is an approximate figure, as it depends where you decide that the pieces of narrative begin and end, and some sections are much longer than others. Nevertheless, it is illustrative for showing how the gospels describe the respective involvement of men and women in Jesus’ ministry.


   6 That is, women and men who encounter Jesus in a positive way (not Herod, Caiaphas, or Pilate).
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   The Conception and Birth of Jesus

   †

   The story of Jesus’ birth is narrated in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. These accounts differ in many respects and concur in only a few important details: Mary was a virgin at the time of Jesus’ conception and birth; the birth was in Bethlehem; Jesus was descended from David; the family lived in Nazareth after the birth. The differences are:

   
	
Matthew 1–2: the story of the virgin conception is focused on Joseph, and it is he who sees an angel in a dream; the angel reassures him that he should marry Mary despite the irregularity of his not being the father of the baby; the family appear to live in Bethlehem already as there is no journey there; the visitors are magi who bring gifts; the family have to find refuge in Egypt for a time because of Herod’s massacre of the young children; they then move to Nazareth.

	
Luke 1–2: Mary is the central character of Luke’s version of the story; she receives a visit from the angel Gabriel to tell her about the coming birth which alarms her, because she is a virgin; when pregnant, she visits Elizabeth the mother of John the Baptist and proclaims the Magnificat hymn (drawing on the precedent of Hannah the mother of Samuel); the family are poor (reminiscent of David’s humble origins); they move from Nazareth to Bethlehem because of a census and are forced to shelter among the animals; they are visited by shepherds; there is also detail about Jesus’ circumcision a week after his birth, his presentation in the Temple after forty days, and his return there aged twelve.



   
   The Place and Time of the Birth of Jesus

   Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem is one aspect of the story that the evangelists share. It was expected that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, as he was inheriting the mantle of David, the son of Jesse, a ‘Bethlehemite’ (1 Sam. 16.1). Bethlehem was the residence of David’s great-grandparents Boaz and Ruth (Ruth 4.11). Micah 5.2 therefore prophesies that the new Messiah is to come from Bethlehem (‘the house of bread’), also known as Ephrathah (‘fruitful’). Matthew refers to this Messianic prophecy, quoting what is actually an amalgamation of the Micah 5.2 prophecy and 2 Samuel 5.2, which refers to David as the shepherd of Israel:1

   
‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;

for from you shall come a ruler

who is to shepherd my people Israel.’
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