

Author’s Note

Before her book Motherhood and God was published in the year I was born, theologian and journalist Margaret Hebblethwaite’s manuscript had been turned down by six publishers. Those that refused the book critiqued the fact that she was writing about both motherhood and theology. She had to pick one or the other, they said. It had to be either or. Definitely not both. For Hebblethwaite, however, this ‘both’ was precisely the point. Writing forty years later, this is my point, too. For most of history, women’s experiences have been hidden. It is only really over the past century that women have had the means to write about their own stories, bringing to light the realities of what it is to be human and a woman. The experience of motherhood – together with its realities – has in very recent decades become less shrouded in silence, as writers and thinkers have seen it as their mission to tell the truth. This book is my contribution to these voices, but, like Hebblethwaite, I write in the tradition that brings together motherhood and theology, in the hope that we might gain new and profound insight into both ourselves and God.
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Chapter 1

The Making of Mary

A Short History of Our Lady

‘Vergine madre, figlia del tuo figlio’

(‘Virgin mother, daughter of your son’)

—Paradiso 33, Dante1

‘It’s as though, over time, Mary’s feet have gotten farther and farther off the ground.’

—A Year of Biblical Womanhood, Rachel Held Evans2

Right in the heart of one of the most contested and conflicted places on earth, I held Mary in my hands and felt a sense of peace. I had picked up this serene figure carved out of olivewood at a little shop run by a Palestinian Christian woman, which sat right on the separation wall in the West Bank. It was 2013 and I was on a press trip to Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory. Over those ten days, I had stood and prayed at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, experienced the claustrophobia-tinged anxiety of going through a crowded checkpoint guarded by soldiers alongside Palestinians heading in to work in Israel, joined a mobile clinic of Israeli physicians providing medical assistance to those living in poverty, and experienced the crazed religious fervour of tourists visiting the Church of the Nativity. It was there that we glimpsed the place where Jesus is alleged to have been born, his birthplace marked with a fourteen-point star, representing the fourteen generations in the genealogy of Jesus. Hic De Virgine Maria Jesus Christus Natus Est – the Latin inscription translating as ‘Here Jesus Christ was born to the Virgin Mary’. It was in this land, amid the violence and political unrest of occupation, that Mary gave birth to her baby – a baby that was to be the Saviour of all humankind. Among the many figures of the Holy Family on sale in that little gift shop on the separation wall, the serenity with which the olivewood Mary figure enveloped her baby spoke to me – a moment of quiet, reassuring love, despite the surreal reality of the huge wall erected as a symbol of humanity’s division.

We all know that the Holy Land has been a site of conflict for the three Abrahamic faiths for centuries. In a similar way, Mary too is contested, as is what she tells us about humanity and motherhood and women and God. Though her significance crosses Judaism, Islam and Christianity, she herself was of course Jewish. She was devoted to Yahweh and lived her life according to the Torah and the cultural traditions handed down to her over generations. In that sense, as the Reverend Lucy Winkett describes it, she is ‘a literal umbilical link between Judaism and Christianity’.3 She is also revered in Islam. Maryam bint Imran, as she is known, is mentioned around seventy times in the Qur’an – many more times than she appears in the Bible. The 19th chapter in the Qur’an, Surah Maryam, is named after her, and it is within the Qur’an that she is identified as the greatest woman ever to have lived.

Christian thinkers from across denominations and traditions have wrestled with Mary – her identity and her significance – ever since Jesus’ nativity. There is the historical figure, Mary of Nazareth, the mother of Jesus, and then there is Mary the shapeshifting myth, whose identity is formed and promoted to reflect what a culture believes – or wants people to believe – about women, and about God. Marina Warner writes: ‘A myth of such dimension is not simply a story, or a collection of stories, but a magic mirror like the Lady of Shalott’s, reflecting a people and the beliefs they produce, recount, and hold.’4 In a way, Mary functions like an ‘everywoman’ – she is a character who can represent what we want her to. Because of the lack of material that exists in the canon about who Mary really was, there has been a lot of room to create different versions of her. A ‘towering female presence in theology, art and worship’, as Clarissa Atkinson describes it, has been built ‘using scraps of evidence’ both from the Gospel accounts and from apocryphal material from outside the Bible.5

As we do with most of the people mentioned in the Bible, we get to know Mary through the actions she takes and the words she says, analysing her responses for hidden meanings, based on what we know about human nature. So what does the Bible’s description of Mary tell us about who she truly is, and what can we learn from how she has been constructed and characterised in popular culture, right up to the present day? How did we go from the few verses about Mary in the Bible to her being described as the Queen of Heaven, the God-bearer, the Mother of Mercy, the Star of the Sea, Our Lady? This chapter does not attempt to be an exhaustive commentary on two millennia of Marian devotion, but highlights some key moments in the making of Mary and, in particular, the potential impact of them on the idea of perfect motherhood.

Here, I should make it clear that I do not believe that Mary is a mythical character. There is much historical evidence to prove that she was a living, breathing person. She is not like the tooth fairy, or a fairy godmother, or Father Christmas. Instead, when I describe the myth of Mary, I see this as more akin to the myth that surrounds the person of Winston Churchill. There is the man, and there is the myth. There is Churchill the man who was born in November 1874 and died in January 1965, and whose political career spanned fifty-five years, including two stints as prime minister of the United Kingdom. And then there is the Churchill who has come to symbolise good leadership, manhood, bravery and Britishness; the one who said, ‘If you’re going through hell, keep going’ – although he did not. The one who has been hailed as a god-like hero, although he was very human. This is also not to say that a myth is necessarily bad. Myths help us find meaning, they unite nations and people, they help us tell stories about what it is to be human. The problem for me is when a myth becomes damaging rather than helpful; when it is draining rather than life-giving. On this question, when it comes to the myth of Mary and this myth’s impact on mothers, I am undecided.

I want to shatter the myth that Mary only presents us, as women and mothers, with a patriarchal and restrictive view of who and what we should be; to shatter this idea of Mary as the archetypal mother whose perfection – a perfection mistakenly reduced to coyness, aesthetic beauty, self-sacrifice and domestic mastery – makes all of us feel like failures.

There are elements of Mary’s story, however, that can provide strength and inspiration for mothers, and all women, today. The powerful Mary who gave birth to God, the thinking Mary who questioned the angel’s proclamation about her impending motherhood, the revolutionary Mary who declared that God has ‘brought down rulers from their thrones, but has lifted up the humble’ (Luke 1:52). The Mary of the pietà who provides comfort to heartbroken mothers, the brown-skinned, migrant Mary who is in solidarity with those who are oppressed and marginalised.

Shattering the myth of perfect motherhood that surrounds Mary will help us better see this more interesting, compelling and helpful Mary; and this just might change our lives.

To shatter the myth, however, we first have to see how it has been constructed.

Disciple, prophet, mother

One of the myths of Mary’s motherhood as it has been presented to us over the centuries is the false idea that she was passive and submissive, and that her role was confined to that of being a mother. Rather, if we take off the lenses of western thought that have shaped how we view Mary and in turn how we predominantly view all women and mothers, and attempt to see her through the lens of the earliest followers of Jesus, we see a very different Mary emerging. This Mary was a mother, yes, but she was a mother who had power and authority; a mother who helped shape and lead the movement that would change the world.

Mary is not mentioned by name in the Old Testament, save for a reference to a virgin who will bear a son (Isaiah 7:14). ‘Mary’ being one of the most popular Jewish names at the time, the New Testament refers to at least five other women called Mary, besides Jesus’ mother: Mary Magdalene, Mary of Bethany, Mary, the mother of Mark, Mary, the wife of Clopas, and the Mary who goes to a church in Rome. Mary, Jesus’ mother, is given direct speech just seven times in the Bible. While this is more than many other characters, it is remarkable that so much devotion and oppression and inspiration and liberation have come from so few words. Nevertheless, the biblical narratives are rife with much symbolism, telling us a lot about who Mary is and what she signifies. But sometimes you have to look to find it. The master storytelling of Luke’s Gospel account paints pictures that give us insight into his theological understanding of the life and times of Jesus. While in Matthew, Mary’s role is limited to that of mother, albeit the mother of the Messiah, Luke paints a fuller picture of Mary, portraying her, as Beverly Roberts Gaventa describes it, in ‘three distinct roles, those of disciple, prophet, and mother’.6 Within the wider narrative of Luke, we see the writer place a special emphasis on the role of women in the kingdom of God, including in his presentation of Mary as the first follower of Jesus. She has faith in Christ before he is even born, her faithfulness made evident in her words at the Annunciation: ‘I am the Lord’s servant. May your word to me be fulfilled’ (Luke 1:38). For early Jewish readers of Luke’s Gospel, Mary echoed the heroes of the Old Testament, including the mothers who were also visited by angels before becoming pregnant and giving birth to great biblical figures. In John’s Gospel, Mary comes to life even more, her prophetic instruction to Jesus to help out when the wedding at Cana runs out of wine instigating his first miracle (John 2:1–12). As his mother, she wielded the power to tell him what to do.

The dominant myth of Mary – a myth which has promoted a view of women as submissive, with motherhood a woman’s main redemption – would not have been possible without centuries of biblical translation having happened within patriarchal contexts. Most of those who have translated the Bible since the first century have been men whose context was one in which women were subordinate. It would have taken a great deal of effort – or perhaps divine revelation through the Holy Spirit – for them to have taken off the patriarchally tinted glasses and translated or read Scripture in the context of an imagined world where women were equal; and yet despite the scarce likelihood of that happening, we can still find surprising glimpses of Mary’s discipleship and prophetic role within Jesus’ ministry, alongside the important stories about her motherhood.

When Christian feminists in recent history have sought to liberate the faith from the clutches of patriarchal theology, they have often reached right back to Scripture itself to shine a light on the radical and liberatory teachings of Jesus. In the New Testament we find Jesus turning the world on its head in the very act of speaking to women publicly, and doing so openly in a society in which women’s voices had no place. Jesus noticed women the world had forgotten or cast out. He healed women, including those with afflictions considered taboo – those tainted by blood or possessed by evil spirits. A resurrected Jesus appears first to women in a society in which women’s accounts were not valued. It is also in the New Testament that we find a woman, Mary, chosen to bring forth the Messiah, and that same woman is the first to announce that God’s kingdom – a new world order – is at hand, through her song, the Magnificat. Women – including Jesus’ mother – played key roles in Jesus’ ministry, as well as in leading the community of believers after his death. For example, Mary Magdalene was the first witness to his resurrection, Joanna supported him financially, and Salome accompanied Jesus and his disciples in their ministry. Historians of early Christianity have suggested that there existed within the early Church a belief that Mary was the new Abraham. The Gospel accounts of both Luke and John contain rich symbolism that alludes to this, including the announcement to Mary by a messenger of God that she would conceive a firstborn son, just as happened to Abraham (Genesis 18:10). In John’s Gospel, Jesus – Mary’s son – carries the wood for his own sacrifice up the mountain towards his crucifixion, just as Abraham did when God told him to sacrifice his son Isaac. Just as Mary stood atop Golgotha at her son’s sacrifice, so Abraham stood on top of Mount Moriah. Ally Kateusz summarises: ‘The authors of Luke and John, thus, appear to have believed that a Judean woman could be both a mother and a leader.’7

The earliest examples of Marian theology date from around the fourth century. It is easy to see how, in an age without the printing press, ideas about the nature and personhood of Jesus and God, and in turn Mary, might have been disparate, wild and uncontainable. All sorts of ideas sprang up, many of which are documented in historic writings from the earliest centuries. It was during the Council of Ephesus in 431 – when a gathering of clergy sought to nail down once and for all a few of the main ideas of Christianity that had been in circulation for decades – that a high view of Mary was confirmed, sifting through the disparate ideas about Mary that had circulated over the previous century to arrive at a more defined Marian theology. During the Council, they discussed the relationship between Jesus’ human nature and his divinity, and therefore had to discuss the circumstances of his birth. Poring over scriptural references and logic, these early church Fathers settled on the following: ‘If anyone does not confess that Emmanuel is God in truth, and therefore that the holy virgin is the mother of God (for she bore in a fleshly way the Word of God become flesh), let him be anathema.’8

Catholic theologian Tina Beattie marks this moment as the start of a high view of Mary, writing that her ‘motherhood begins to acquire power not just through her historical privilege in being the mother of the incarnate Christ and her womanly significance as the new Eve, but predominantly through her transcendent personal glory as the Mother of God’.9 Consistent with the patriarchy of the world and the Church at the time, there were of course no women in attendance at the Council of Ephesus – not even just to take the notes or make the tea. The bishops had, however, recognised the importance of motherhood in bringing about the birth of God and the salvation of all humankind. They had dared to place Mary at the heart of the story, through being true to what they understood the Scriptures to be saying. They had a high view of Mary because of their beliefs about the nature of Jesus’ fully divine and fully human status. To this end, as Atkinson writes, ‘Mariology conformed to Christology’.10 Although the early church Fathers thought Mary was holy, they did not think she was immaculate.11 This doctrine came later. Mary’s Immaculate Conception – the belief that she herself was born without sin, not, as it is often confused with, the belief that she became pregnant and gave birth as a virgin – was officially declared dogma by Pope Pius IX in 1854. Although this doctrine was confirmed more than a thousand years after the early church Fathers first put it into words, it is thought that beliefs about Mary’s sinlessness had existed for centuries.

This high view of Mary is important, and shows us something of the nature of who God is; but the flip side is that it has contributed to setting a high, even impossible, standard for all other women. As Beattie writes, this ‘may have worked to the detriment of real women in the Church, marking the beginnings of a widening gulf between Marian symbolism and women’s experience’.12 The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception further widened the gap between Mary and ordinary women, who of course could never be perfect.

A medieval Mary

In the eleventh century, significant changes took place in the personal, political and cultural lives of Europeans. Increased trade, the development of towns and cities, and agricultural and technological developments led to – among other things – better food and nutrition, better fertility rates and a decrease in child mortality. Alongside this came increased opportunity, including better education and more literacy, which previously had only existed within monasteries. Where once the only resources people had to form their theological understanding were sermons and pictures, they now had words. The implications were profound, including ‘the construction and circulation of new literary representations of the Virgin Mary’, writes Atkinson.13

But it is important to note that until the modern era, most Christians could not read. For them, ‘the walls of the churches were their Bible’,14 and it was on these walls that, through vivid imagery and iconography rather than words, Mary was constructed and portrayed. So it has often been artists who have been those communicating profound truths – both about what society tells us about Mary and motherhood, and about the deeper divine truths that can often lie beneath the surface. From cave drawings to Renaissance paintings to today’s artworks, artists have either made evident the overarching narratives about what it is to be human through their work, or challenged these dominant narratives through subversive images.

While writing this book, I have been struck again by the power of art to both reflect and shape our cultural narratives. Ally Kateusz charts the ways in which iconography tells us a lot about society’s ideas about the role of women and mothers – for example, by analysing how women sit or kneel or stand within imagery, and whether they are outside the home or confined to it. She writes:

 

Religious authorities as well as women themselves have used, and continue to use, Mary’s gendered behavior to validate similar behavior in women and girls. Mary’s body performs as a model for Christian women. When scribes and artists gradually changed their portrayal of Mary from an arms-raised liturgical leader to a silent woman who physically expressed her submission by looking at the floor, we may conclude that at least metaphorically, something dramatic had changed with respect to this feminine cultural ideal for women.15 

 

Mary’s making and unmaking through the centuries have seen her portrayal as a feminine cultural ideal changed and developed depending on the wider socio-political context of the time. It is in the stained-glass windows of medieval churches and the artistic retellings of Mary’s story through paintings and sculptures and plaques that we see the democratisation of the Christian story, as well as the ways in which certain narratives about Mary and mother, anchored in the Church’s theology, impacted the lives of those who could not read the Bible, but could understand its truths through imagery.

One of the dominant portrayals within Marian devotion and art in the early Middle Ages was the depiction of Mary as the Queen of Heaven. Her royal title and subsequent portrayal reflected the idea that she was the mother of the King of Israel, and also the Catholic teaching that Mary was assumed into heaven at the end of her life, where she then reigned alongside her son as heaven’s queen.

It was during the Middle Ages – when there was also a massive explosion of Marian devotion alongside these visual representations – that a number of powerful representations of Mary were created to communicate who she was, what she represented, and the message being sent to other mothers, and other women more widely. This explosion of Marian devotion occurred around the time of the Crusades in the twelfth century, which signalled the arrival of a ‘new Christendom’. Rome needed unifying symbols for military success, and so ‘Mary gradually took the place of old, familiar, and beloved local saints and acquired some of their characteristics – intimacy, immediacy, and parental concern for the affairs of her children’.16

In his iconic 1969 BBC TV history series Civilisation, Sir Kenneth Clark said that one of the greatest achievements of the Catholic Church over this bloody and brutal period in history had been in ‘harmonising, humanising, civilising the deepest impulses of ordinary people’.17 What made this possible, in his view, was the maternal influence of Mary. ‘In the early twelfth century,’ Clark says, ‘the virgin had been the supreme protectress of civilisation. She had taught a race of tough and ruthless barbarians the virtues of tenderness and compassion.’18

Motherhood and the Reformation

Whereas once it was Mary’s virginity that needed to be protected at all costs, because it was that which symbolised her holiness, Mary as Mother grew in popularity and influence following the Reformation, as did the idea of the family, and a woman’s role as mother within the family. Medieval historian Dr Beth Allison Barr writes in The Making of Biblical Womanhood that, while the Reformation’s ultimate aims – to highlight God’s saving grace – were good, it had negative side effects when it came to the place and role of women within society. ‘Women have always been wives and mothers, but it wasn’t until the Protestant Reformation that being a wife and a mother became the “ideological touchstone of holiness”19 for women.’ In prior centuries, it had been ascetism, set-apartness and abstinence from worldly pleasures such as sex that had symbolised holiness, but now the opposite was required.

Barr writes: ‘The further removed medieval women were from the married state, the closer they were to God. After the Reformation, the opposite became true for Protestant women. The more closely they identified with being wives and mothers, the godlier they became.’20 In his lengthy treatise of 1522, The Estate of Marriage, German theologian and priest Martin Luther, a seminal figure of the Reformation, extolled the virtues of parenthood and said that it was women’s sole purpose to be a mother. ‘If you were not a woman you should now wish to be one for the sake of this very work alone, that you might thus gloriously suffer and even die in the performance of God’s work and will.’21

Alongside the Reformation’s challenge to the authority of the Pope and what it perceived as an undue focus on saints and relics, there also came a strong critique of Catholic devotion to Mary. Sir Kenneth Clark highlights the psychological and spiritual repercussions for everyday Catholic devotees of Mary following the impact of the Reformation. While remaining the Queen of Heaven, Mary had – before the Reformation – ‘become also the human mother in whom everybody could recognise those qualities of warmth and love and approachability’.

The Holy Family

While the Queen of Heaven imagery had represented an unattainable ideal – a supernatural and divine mother who stood above all other women – medieval imagery at other times emphasised Mary’s humanity, so that she might serve as an example to other mothers. The cult of the Holy Family (Joseph, Mary and Jesus) created a template for other human families at a time when the construction of the family as providing stability hinged on the authority of a father. Whereas once Joseph was most commonly portrayed as feeble, elderly and an unimportant extra in the scenes telling the stories of Jesus’ childhood, the late Middle Ages saw him begin to play a more central role in the imagery, as marriage became a more important state within Christian ideology. For the Holy Family to shape societal attitudes, they needed to be relatable. Late medieval European imagery of Mary and Joseph, writes Atkinson, included Jesus’ parents carrying out ‘domestic roles and relationships that might be emulated by ordinary people’.22 Artists started to depict Mary as the Queen of Heaven less often, and more often to portray her ‘as the humble young woman nursing her baby or the tortured old woman at the Cross’.23

Joseph’s movement from the periphery to centre stage within this period is a stark demonstration of the symbiosis between theology and culture and social norms. If the powers-that-were wanted to highlight the importance of male authority and female submissiveness within the home, then Joseph became a prop – in reality, a form of propaganda – to help get their message across. During the Catholic revival in France, which took place in the seventeenth century, books and devotional material centring on the Holy Family were created that further emphasised domestic roles. In these, as Marina Warner writes, young women were encouraged to imitate the Virgin Mary, and know their place. In this time, she was portrayed less as a regal monarch, no longer embodying the female power of deities or of characters such as Game of Thrones’ Daenerys Targaryen, and more like the helpmate of St Joseph: ‘Her purity and submissiveness and poverty became quintessential motherliness. Joseph protects her and works to keep her and the child; she is obedient, respectful, humble, quiet, and modest, simple in her tastes and demeanour, compliant, and gentle. Even her silence in the Gospels is turned to good account, becoming an example to all women to hold their tongues.’24 It is not hard to see the potential pitfalls of this messaging. As feminist theologians from the Asia–Pacific region noted in 1994: ‘The idea of Mary’s perpetual virginity has . . . given us Mary, Joseph and Jesus as the example of the “ideal family”. In this family, the two adults have no sexual relationship, and there is only one child, who is not the son of Mary’s husband. It is not surprising then that Catholics have inherited a marked sexual neurosis.’25

The Madonna complex

Mary is the most prominent woman in the Bible, but her foremother Eve comes a close second. Just as Jesus has symbolically been described as the ‘new Adam’ in theological thought, so Mary has been described as the ‘new Eve’ in whom the renewal and redemption of the earth is completed, following the transgressions of her foremother, Eve, in the Fall. The Madonna–whore complex is a construct that speaks to this categorisation of women into two distinct identities. The complex, which was first identified by the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, describes the male psychological categorisation of women into either ‘Madonnas’ or ‘whores’: perfect mothers or fallen women; Mary or Eve. Some of the earliest teachings about Mary pertain to her as this second Eve, with early church Fathers such as Tertullian and St Irenaeus sharing their belief in this doctrine. In the second century, St Justin Martyr wrote that Eve ‘brought forth disobedience and death’, while Mary acted in ‘faith and joy’ when she was told by the angel that she would bear God’s son.26 In the Second Vatican Council, which took place between 1962 and 1965, Pope John XXIII continued the tradition, citing the early Fathers’ views about the two matriarchs: ‘Hence in their preaching not a few of the early Fathers gladly assert . . . “The knot of Eve’s disobedience was untied by Mary’s obedience. What the virgin Eve bound through her unbelief, Mary loosened by her faith.” Comparing Mary with Eve, they call her “the mother of the living,” and still more often they say: “death through Eve, life through Mary”.’27

Together, these two matriarchs of the faith symbolically represent the binaries by which women throughout the ages have been labelled. Their treatment within early patriarchal Christianity, the vestiges of which remain today, also pertains to all women. Gloria Thurmond writes: ‘The sharp parallelism between Eve and the Virgin Mary has served to fragment and objectify all women, and to project onto their lives an overlay that lacks the depth, the complexity, and the reality of all that it means to be fully human.’28

Eve has been blamed for sin entering the world, the Fall ushering in an irreparable brokenness. ‘Because of her actions,’ Elina Vuola writes, ‘Eve proved to be not the mother of life but rather the “mother of death” ’.29 Sin, guilt, shame, death – only here because of this womanly temptress’s actions. The woman you put here with me, Adam tells God, she made me do it. The blame lies solely at her feet, we have been made to believe, and men cannot be held responsible for their actions. Women in many ways have been blamed for the sexual violence and assault that has been wrought upon them, because men have not been able to resist the temptations of the female body. Adrienne Rich, in Of Woman Born, outlines this idea well:

 

Throughout patriarchal mythology, dream symbolism, theology, language, two ideas flow side by side. One, that the female body is impure, corrupt, a site of discharges, bleedings, dangerous to masculinity, a source of moral and physical contamination, the devil’s gateway. On the other hand, as mother, the woman is beneficent, sacred, pure, asexual, nourishing, and the physical potential for motherhood – that same body with its bleedings and mysteries – is her single destiny and justification in life. These two ideas have become deeply internalized in women. Even in the most independent of us, those who seem to lead the freest lives.30

 

We see this polarisation not just in descriptions of Eve and Mary, but with Mary Magdalene and Mary, Jesus’ mother. As Kateusz describes it, though both played leading roles in Jesus’ ministry and the formation of Christianity, both have been ‘recast as caricatures . . . one as a sinful whore and the other as a submissive virgin’.31

Rich goes on to explain: ‘In order to maintain such notions, each in its contradictory purity, the masculine imagination has had to divide women, to see us, and force us to see ourselves, as polarized into good or evil, fertile or barren, pure or impure . . . The asexual Victorian angel-wife and the Victorian prostitute were institutions created by this double thinking, which had nothing to do with women’s actual sexuality and everything to do with the male subjective experience of women.’32

For Katharine Bushnell, who, among many other things, worked as a global anti-trafficking activist, and committed herself to highlighting the plight of sex workers in the nineteenth century, it was Christian men – and a bad theology that saw women as lesser – who were the culprits of these heinous trades of trafficking and prostitution. When she travelled to India, she uncovered the abusive practices of the British army, who put local women in military brothels. She was outraged by this sexual double standard. Writing about Bushnell, Kristin Kobes Du Mez states: ‘Bushnell was shocked to discover that the men guilty of abusing women were more often than not Christian men. Ultimately, she concluded that patriarchal theology must be to blame.’33

The paradox that has long persisted within patriarchal Christianity is that women have traditionally been seen as less than men in most spheres: morally deficient, lacking in intellectual capabilities, full of vices that would cause them to be the instigators of sin entering into the perfect Garden of Eden. And yet it is these fallen, unclever women who have been trusted with the greatest task there is: to raise the future generations.

By the later Middle Ages, the myth of perfect motherhood had found its outworking in the cult of the Virgin Mary, but it was the decision to situate the sphere of womanhood firmly within the home that coincided with a rebrand of sorts for Mary in the lead-up to the Victorian period. From the sixteenth century, women were no longer seen as morally deficient, but as innocent – and as those who needed to be protected from the sin and avarice of the rational outside worlds of business, science and church leadership.

In the shadow of the Enlightenment, in which the West loosened the grip of religious institutions in favour of belief in science and reason, the Virgin Mary continued to shape consciousness about women and family, albeit now in a more secularised form. The idea of Mary’s virtue and purity became less about religious ideas and more about ‘sentimental heroines, such as the beneficent domestic “Angel in the House” ’,34 which will be explored more in the following chapter. In the UK, it could perhaps also be argued that Queen Victoria, with her husband, Albert, and their nine children, was more prevalent in the minds of Victorians as a paragon of motherhood to which all women should aspire.

A millennial Mary

The Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, or Vatican II, took place between 1962 and 1965, and marked a moment in which the Catholic Church considered again the nature of Marian devotion. The Council resisted the call from some quarters to elevate Mary to a higher status by introducing new dogma about her relationship to divinity, but maintained that she was to be honoured and venerated. But the Church was wrestling with how to modernise and appeal to an ever-changing world where both the role of women and the role of religion were changing.

In the preceding pages we have seen the fruits of two millennia of this creative imagination, and the ways in which the Mary myth has constantly reinvented itself. A decade after Vatican II, Pope Paul VI addressed this, and recognised that Mary had to be remade – as she had always been – in the light of the social, political and cultural context of the day. As feminist theologian Elizabeth A. Johnson would say three decades after this in an address in 2000: ‘The image of Mary has allowed the Christian imagination to think very creatively and very differently about understanding Mary.’35 Pope Paul VI’s Marialis Cultus said that Mary continued to be the perfect example of Christian devotion which all – including women – should aim to imitate, but not necessarily in the restrictive ways that preceding patriarchal cultures had suggested. He wrote:

 

It should be considered quite normal for succeeding generations of Christians in differing sociocultural contexts to have expressed their sentiments about the Mother of Jesus in a way and manner which reflected their own age. In contemplating Mary and her mission these different generations of Christians, looking on her as the New Woman and perfect Christian, found in her as a virgin, wife and mother the outstanding type of womanhood and the preeminent exemplar of life lived in accordance with the Gospels and summing up the most characteristic situations in the life of a woman.36

 

He added that while the Church’s long history of devotion to Mary was to be celebrated, it should not be bound to any ‘particular expression of an individual cultural epoch or to the particular anthropological ideas underlying such expressions’ and said that some ways of expressing religious devotion to Mary might just not work for the culture of the day. The myth of perfect motherhood, just like the portrayal of Mary, has shapeshifted through the centuries. As Nadia Maria Filippini writes: ‘Over time, representations of motherhood in its various facets have constantly changed, albeit in anything but linear and progressive ways, with periods of sudden acceleration and long continuities, alongside innovations and changes. These cultural representations are at the root of the rituals that accompany motherhood and birth.’37 Though it is ever-changing, what I’ve come to understand is that no matter what maternal ideal is presented, most mothers are convinced that we fall far short of the standard, leaving us feeling constantly inadequate.





Chapter 2

Mother Superior

Dispatches from Maternal Inadequacy

‘Many women have done excellently, but you surpass them all.’

—Proverbs 31:29 (ESV)

 

‘If I had been able to let go instead of wanting everything to be perfect, maybe I would not have gone crazy.’

—Sarah Hubert and Isabelle Aujoulat, ‘Parental Burnout: When Exhausted Mothers Open Up’1

 

To be a good mother, all you need to do is to be perfect. I was alarmed at how quickly I felt the pressure to be just that – a perfect mother; or at least seen to be one. In the days and weeks after I found out I was pregnant, the weight of responsibility and expectation grew with my baby bump. In truth, it grew much faster. My bump took its time. But once the pregnancy test confirmed our hopes, I started to feel self-conscious about every action I took. Was my posture correct? Was I attempting to eat a balanced diet? Was I staying away from too much caffeine, the wrong types of cheese, too much tuna? I was taken aback at my booking appointment – when you become pregnant, it’s the first time you go to your GP to confirm the estimated due date (EDD), and it sets off a series of appointments that see you through till the baby’s arrival – when the nurse practitioner reeled off information and advice as she handed me my pregnancy book and leaflets all stored in a shiny, colourful folder. ‘Remember not to stretch your hands above your head. It’s dangerous for the baby.’ Really? I’d not heard that one before. But she insisted that this was true. I walked home with my hands at my sides.

Margaret Hebblethwaite describes the pressures placed on mothers to make perfect choices to ensure we do no harm to our babies. She writes in Motherhood and God of the methods parents employ to get their babies to sleep, because sleep deprivation is the root of so many maternal challenges, or at the very least, it exacerbates them. Writing in 1984, she described parents playing classical music, or driving around the ring road at 50 mph, or playing tapes of the mother’s heartbeat to soothe the baby, or turning on the vacuum cleaner. ‘Not feeling guilty is possibly even harder today than it used to be,’ she writes. ‘Now that there are so many schools of advice, so many idealistic words poured into baby books, such high maternal hopes.’2 Forty years after these words were written, high maternal hopes are now in overdrive, with technological advancements, internet forums and social media placing even more pressure on mothers to live up to unrealistic expectations. Parenting manuals abound. The book What to Expect When You’re Expecting – known as the ‘pregnancy bible’ – is now in its fifth edition, and has sold more than 22 million copies. Written by Heidi Murkoff, it has been named one of the most influential books of the past twenty-five years by USA Today. Advice and guidance aimed at helping us achieve the status of perfect motherhood are now legion. It is thought the parenting advice industry, dubbed the ‘new mom economy’ in the USA, is worth $46 billion in the States alone.3 Just as the beauty industry thrives on our imperfections with the promise of flawless skin, perfect eyebrows and defined cheekbones, so too the parenting industry exists to play on our insecurities about how we are mothering. Although these products are described as offering advice on ‘parenting’, the reality is the vast majority of people who buy the books, listen to the podcasts and subscribe to the courses are women. I remember soon after finding out we were pregnant the first time buying a pile of books so I could read up on it all. I had thought that arming myself with knowledge was what would get me through; that I would be prepared. It was as if all those subtle messages that had entered into my subconscious through various media and societal pressures my whole life were channelled into this drive to devour all the knowledge I could – to equip myself to be the perfect mother. I scrabbled around for books for Mark to read too, aimed at the father’s experience. But there were fewer dad-oriented resources around. It was as if no one was expecting anything of men. And the books that there were played on lazy stereotypes about men, with swear words on the covers and advice about the ‘practical’ knowledge required, and were littered with terms like ‘survival’ and ‘mastery’ and references to warfare.

Hail Mary, full of grace

Catholics around the world will be familiar with the prayer that begins: Hail Mary, full of grace. The words echo the proclamation in Luke’s Gospel by the Angel Gabriel to Mary as he announces that she will be the mother of God. Catholic theological tradition affirms that being full of grace equates to being without sin; and that it was fitting for her  – as the mother of God – to herself be immaculately conceived. It follows that a sinless Saviour would be born of a sinless mother. Unlike the rest of humanity, so this tradition states, Mary was not born with original sin and never sinned at all.

The construction of this Mary – the perfect ideal of both motherhood and womanhood – would not be a problem if every other mother was not expected to resemble her in some way. The Council of Nicaea in 325 held her up as the example for women to follow, declaring: ‘The Lord looked upon the whole of creation, and he saw no one to equal Mary. Therefore he chose her for his mother. If therefore a girl wants to be called a virgin, she should resemble Mary.’4 It is not, however, the call to resemble a ‘perfect’ person that is in itself problematic; Christian discipleship at its heart is about resembling Jesus, who himself was a perfect incarnation of God. What is problematic, though, is when our idea of what we are trying to resemble – this constructed, ‘perfect’ Mary – is shaped by sexist or imbalanced expectations. ‘Mary’ must be unmade in order to free other women from the pressure to be perfect mothers, which is a futile ambition if this perfection means poise, aesthetic beauty and everlasting serenity and submission. In fact, motherhood might be beautifully demonstrated in feeling at the end of your tether, exhausted and covered in your own breast milk, shouting at your baby because they take too long to go to sleep, and then still waking up to comfort them an hour later. There is beauty there, in this divine motherhood; this more textured construction of motherhood could help to free us all.

There is an unwelcome drive in me to become a mother – a woman – like Mary. Or at least to become the venerated ideal of motherhood she has come to represent: a perfect mother. Blameless, without sin. Forever loving, ever-faithful, always sacrificial. For some Christian thinkers, this is exactly the ideal that I as a woman and a mother should be striving towards – doing my utmost to try to be like the mother of God. For some, men should imitate Christ, while women should imitate Mary.

‘Just as the goal of all human education is presented to us in a concrete, vital and personal way through Christ,’ writes Saint Edith Stein, ‘so also the goal of all women’s education is presented to us through Mary . . . God chose as the instrument of His incarnation a human mother, and in her He presented the perfect image of a mother.’5 But the idea of the immaculate conception drives her further away from everyday women’s experiences. Where we are ordinary, she is extraordinary. Where we are fallible humans, she is a human whose perfection bestows on her a divine-like status.

Of course, Mary is not ever-present in my mind, but what she represents – the image of a perfect mother – is. This institution of motherhood that has been both subtly and unsubtly represented in art, music, entertainment, literature and theology for many centuries is the ideal against which I measure my motherhood. There are times when I might resemble this perfect mother. A freeze-frame in which my children are being well-behaved and I seem to have it together: all of us dressed, fed, watered and happy. These moments are rare. For most of the time, I feel that I am drowning under the weight of imperfection. As if the goal of being a good mother will forever remain just beyond my grasp. As writer Elise Loehnen puts it: ‘Nobody can quantify what a “good mother” even looks like these days; most of us just swim in the shame of certainty that we wouldn’t qualify.’6

In her fascinating exploration of the depiction of women in art through the male gaze, art historian Catherine McCormack describes the ways in which depictions of Mary exacerbate the unachievable ideal. Writing in Women in the Picture: Women, Art and the Power of Looking, McCormack says:

 

If ever we doubted how much motherhood is asked to contain, we need only look to images of the archetypal Madonna of Christian images who bears the burden of a schizophrenic number of responsibilities. Mary is a teenage mother to a son who is later murdered as an adult. She is comforter to the desperate and the humble, and is a meek girl from Galilee but also wears the mantle of queen of the court of heaven. Mary is a personification of the Church, intercessor between the human and spiritual realm, and bride of Christ; all the while remaining uncomplaining, pliant, accepting, and silent.7

 

This is an insightful description of the competing identities and juxtaposed responsibilities and pressures placed on women as mothers. While only Mary herself faced the unique realities of being the mother of God, the rest of us can understand the ways in which we are called to be everything – beautiful, calm, patient, doting domestic goddesses. The pictures of motherhood painted over time still have an impact on us today.

A portrait of a mother

When I think of a good mother, I think of a mother who prepares fresh meals for her family, and who is able to do so through meticulous planning and meal preparation. Her children always eat what’s on their plates, even if that includes broccoli. She is such a success as a mother that there is not a fussy eater among her brood. After her children have










































































Afterword

The Miracle That Saves the World

One need not be a saint, or even a mother, to become a bearer of God. One needs only to obey. The divine resides in all of us, but it is our choice to magnify it or diminish it, to ignore it or to surrender to its lead.1

— A Year of Biblical Womanhood, Rachel Held Evans

 

Here is my dilemma. The world is groaning. Climate catastrophe hovers just around the corner. I fear for my children’s futures, and some mothers – already on the front line of it in places around the world – fear for their children’s present. We are told that there are too many people, that there is too much consumption, too much destruction of the earth. I am doing what I can: flying less, recycling, driving a hybrid electric car, and teaching my children about how we need to look after the planet. I applaud those people who are choosing to not have children, or to limit their family size for the sake of the planet. The terror of climate change aside, the planet is burning with fear of the other, growing political unrest: broken, powerful men with the authority to take lives in their thousands being handed the keys to do just that. Our children are watching.

But I also see the ways in which having children of my own has opened my eyes to the world around me, and given me a new insight into the nature and being and love of God, and of humanity. Motherhood is, of course, not the only lens through which one’s views can change or expand; but for me it has been my most profound altering.

Perhaps the truth about Mary is that not only does she birth God in her body, but she brings new life in the metaphorical sense too. Many people have believed this. Hannah Arendt, though she did not have children of her own, understood what it meant to give birth in our bodies and in our world, and how important that was. Living in the aftermath of the brutality and horror of the Nazi regime and the Second World War, she said that renewal, birth, new life could lead to a more positive future: ‘The miracle that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal, “natural” ruin is ultimately the fact of natality.’2

There is something of the divine that resides in the reality of motherhood. This God-infused motherhood calls us not to a perfection with which we beat ourselves over the head only to find ourselves falling short. Divine motherhood does not draw a narrowly defined line around what it is to be a woman. This motherhood welcomes all of us into a loving, grace-filled embrace. Divine motherhood does not rest in easy answers or binary choices. Instead, it rises to the challenge of what it is to be human, to live out daily the messy, unpredictable, beautiful, transcendent tasks of interdependence and vulnerability. To care for another person you see not as separate from you, but as part of you, and you of them. It is in this togetherness that God dwells – in the dance of relationship, in the reaching out of incarnation, in the hope of renewal. Motherhood – which carries the hope of new life and a more fruitful future – is the miracle that saves the world – over and over, time and time again.

Just as there is more to Mary’s motherhood than we have been led to believe, so there is more to our motherhood than we dare to believe.
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