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Who was Mary? Someone helpfully – maybe hopefully ​– told me this week’s homiletic question could be easily dispatched with a quick sermon consisting of one sentence: “Mary was the mother of Jesus.” 

That may be true, but as with so much in religion, it’s not that simple.

No other figure in scripture has accrued more mythology and become more popular than Mary: by some accounts, in the last century alone there were over 300 “verified” apparitions of the Virgin – and that doesn’t include the almost daily more frivolous sightings – on a piece of toast, say, or a used tea bag. A vision of Mary can become a worldwide phenomenon and lead to millions of visits by eager pilgrims. Lourdes, in France. Fátima, in Portugal. Montserrat, in Spain. In each case the Church has stoked a cult of veneration. The Virgin Mary is big business.

On every continent and in any nation with devout Catholics, Mary plays a key role in the piety of ordinary believers. But adoration of Mary is not limited to Roman Catholics. If pressed, many Protestants will confess to harboring a secret attachment to her. Our family is among them; I did a count this week and in our house we have no fewer than 15 images of Mary on display, and that’s not including the nativities. A recent survey found – and this I do not understand – that even 15% of atheists and agnostics believe in the miracle of the virgin birth! (www.barna.org) 

In communist Cuba, Mary occupies a place of particular importance. One day in the year 1608, so the story goes, three men set off in a small boat off the southeast coast of Cuba. A fierce storm arises. The waves threaten to capsize their little craft, when suddenly the waters become calm and a statue of Mary comes floating across the sea to them, standing on a board. A little sign at her feet says, “Yo soy la virgin de la caridad.” I am the virgin of charity. The men grab the statue, head back to shore, and land near a copper mine. Right there they make a shrine to La Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre: The Copper Virgin of Charity. She later becomes the patron saint of Cuba. To this day her statue may be seen in the basilica built to house her.

Like the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico, the Copper Virgin has worked her way into the consciousness of Cuba, helped along by papal affirmations over the years – including as recently as 1998. The island’s 30 years of official atheism did not dampen enthusiasm for her. 

Last summer in Havana I bought an ironic little painting of three cranky-looking men crammed into a tiny boat, floating under a blazing sun and blue sky with the caption: “Buscando tormenta para tener una salvacion.” Looking for a storm in order to be saved.
That sums up the role of Mary in popular religious life all over the world: she is the one who saves those who trust her, those who believe. Her yes to the angel Gabriel at the Annunciation translates into a yes to those who seek favors from her. Her pregnancy mediates God’s saving presence to the world. She’s the bridge between divinity and humanity. 

In Spanish the phrase “to give birth” is dar a luz – literally “to give to light.” Mary is the one who gives light to God’s hope for all creation; she brings the light of God from the darkness of the womb into this world.


O come, Thou Dayspring, come and cheer,


Our spirits by Thine advent here;


Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,


And death’s dark shadows put to flight.


Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel,


Shall come to thee, O Israel.

The fascination with Mary in so many cultures is a way to make real and powerful and potent in every time and place the story of this one who helps God “disperse the gloomy clouds of night.”

The most extreme forms of adulation of Mary, though, become a kind of “Mariolatry” – making the Virgin into an idol. We Protestants resist focusing on Mary, fearing that we might fall prey to the impulse to make her into the object of our worship. But that’s not to say we haven’t had our own issues with Mary. 

Who was Mary? That question has done more to animate church fights over the years than almost any other. A century ago, during the Fundamentalist-Modernist struggles in the American Presbyterian Church, Mary’s status became the Holy Grail of ecclesiastical politics. Whoever held sway over Mary controlled the church. 

Some wanted the virginity of Mary to be an essential article of faith – one of the five “fundamentals” against which Harry Emerson Fosdick famously inveighed in his sermon, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” For a while they did; ministers were required to affirm the Virgin Birth in order to be ordained. The modernists eventually came out on top, though; today there are many acceptable views as to whether Mary was a virgin or not.

The account of the birth of Jesus in the gospels borrows from Isaiah, where the prophet describes a time in history when Israel faces annihilation from surrounding enemy armies. The old prophet sees a sign of hope that is on the way. Isaiah does not use the Hebrew word for “virgin” in referring to that sign, but instead speaks of “a young woman of marriageable age.” Another Hebrew word for virgin exists and Isaiah uses it elsewhere in his prophecy. If the prophet had wanted to indicate Israelite hope for a miraculous birth he could have done so. Instead he chooses to say, simply, a “young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” (Isaiah 7:14) 

The birth, and not the manner of conception, is the sign.
Two hundred years before Jesus, a group of scholars commissioned to put the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek mistranslated that line in Isaiah’s text. They inserted the Greek word for virgin where Isaiah had used “young woman.” That mistake was later picked up by Matthew and Luke in their gospels, and then by the Roman Church, and, eventually, the Presbyterians in the early 20th century.  

The controversy over the virgin birth illustrates how we can fritter away the far-reaching consequences of the gospel with fixation on the wrong details. 

If the birth of Jesus is simply the result of a kind of holy magic worked on Mary and if that becomes our focus and a hinge-point for our belief, then we might well miss the scandal of the birth narrative. The point of Gabriel’s visit is not to highlight the coming miraculous conception of Jesus but, rather, to show the audacity of God to choose the most unexpected person to bear the light of the world. God chooses one who is utterly out of power and in trouble – a young, single woman who suddenly finds herself pregnant and without a husband and facing, in that culture, a possible death penalty because of her “condition” – God chooses her, of all people, to bring hope into the world.

The story is not miraculous; it is scandalous.

An op-ed piece by Mitch Pearlstein in last Sunday’s Star Tribune cited several statistics pointing toward the decline of America. The one that caught my attention, especially as we mark Children’s Sabbath this morning, noted that in our country today 40% of children are born outside of marriage – and in some neighborhoods that number is as high as 80%. I thought to myself, “That’s appalling.” Then I added self-righteously, “What’s wrong with those people?” Yet, in her time, Mary was one of those statistics, one of “those people.” God enters right into that kind of scandal when Gabriel visits Mary. 

Who was Mary? Mary could be one of those 15 year-old moms getting off the bus each school morning at a Minneapolis high school, carrying her baby into on-site day care. Or she could be one of the more than 1500 students who are homeless every day in the Minneapolis Public Schools. Maybe Mary is the mother of one of the 41% of black children in America today born into poverty. After all, when the Mary in the Bible is in trouble, she doesn’t even have the wherewithal to find a place to have the baby. 

Who was Mary? She was the one whose scandalous yes made possible God’s dream. An unwed teenager from Nazareth carries within her body the heavenly hope for earth. 

The current exhibition in the Westminster Gallery is called Finding the Face of Jesus. One of the paintings depicts what looks like a 1930’s-era poor white woman, perhaps an “Okie,” sitting on the edge of her bed with an angel hovering over her. It’s the Annunciation: “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”

The painting next to it depicts a family that might be fleeing the devastation of the dust-bowl. It’s the Flight into Egypt. Their car has broken down by the roadside; the dad is bent over the engine while the same thin woman, now a mother, sits on the sideboard gently nursing her child. It’s the Holy Family in a different time and place, but the scene is unmistakable. (The artist is Henry Kinsell)
Putting Mary into context, into our context, happens in every culture where the gospel story is told. That living interpretation is a good thing, because that places her son, Jesus – Emmanuel, God with us, the one whose living presence we celebrate in the holy meal we are about to share – that places Jesus right in the middle of the scandal, right at the center of our brokenness, right in the midst of the world’s poverty. 

And suddenly the whole Christmas story takes on new meaning. 

Who was Mary? We could simply say, “She was the mother of Jesus” – which is true, but she was so much more.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving – Douglas Mitchell

Let us pray…

It is truly right and our greatest joy to give you thanks and praise, O Lord our God, creator and ruler of the universe. You laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands.  You formed us in your image and breathed into us the breath of life.  You set us in this world to love and serve you, to seek your justice and to live in peace with all that you have made.

When we turned from you, you did not turn from us.  When we were captives in slavery, you delivered us to freedom, and made a covenant to be our sovereign God.  When we were stubborn, refusing to listen and obey, you spoke to us through prophets who looked for that day when God will bring us into a land of peace where justice reigns, where all God’s children will find safe haven.

You are holy, O God of majesty, and blessed is Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord.  You sent messengers like Isaiah and Gabriel and Mary to your people to prepare the way for the Lord.  You sent Jesus into this world to satisfy the longings of your people for a Savior, to bring freedom to the captives of sin, and to establish justice for the oppressed. He came among us as one of us, taking the lot of the poor, sharing human suffering, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.  We rejoice that in his death and rising again, you set before us the sure promise of new life, the certain hope of a heavenly home where we will sit at table with Christ our host.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones…

We celebrate the coming of new life in our community…

By your Spirit make us one with Christ that we may be one with all who share this feast, united in ministry in every place. As this bread is Christ’s body for us, send us out to be the body of Christ in the world.  And it is as the body of Christ that we pray the prayer he taught us: Our Father…

“Who Was Mary?


Isaiah 7:10-17; Luke 1:26-38
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