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IF THIS BOOK HAD APPEARED FORTY YEARS AGO, YOU MIGHT well have assumed it was a pious work intended only for Catholics. Today no such assumption is warranted; Mary has entered mainstream discussion at the same time that Catholics themselves, particularly women, are divided in their attitudes to the mother of Jesus.

In fact, people have so many ideas of what a book about Mary should be that I feel I ought to give readers an early warning about what they will find here. This book represents the results of a personal search to piece together the images of Mary that have been important to me but whose meaning has changed considerably over the course of my life. I did not start out with a thesis, but with questions. Nor did I confine my research and thinking to my own experience, for Mary is a communal symbol that has been shaped over the centuries.

In my search for Mary, I looked for connections between the heavenly mother I turned to as a child and the woman in the New Testament I have been discovering with the eagerness of a Bible-deprived Catholic. But I also came to see that it is not possible to understand Mary adequately without seeing how her image has been shaped by all kinds of people in different eras. She has been a powerful and changing presence for millions of men and women for two thousand years. Simple and unchangeable as the image of mother and child may seem, Mary is far more complex than either those who pray to her or those who think of her as outdated might suspect.

When Marian devotions waned after the considerable reforms introduced by the church at the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) in 1962–1965, I more or less forgot about Mary except at Christmas and in times of panic. I put my rosary away in the back of a drawer with other mementos of childhood. But as I dealt with the complications of raising children and later of teaching college students about styles of parental communication, unexpected memories of Gospel stories gave me an adult appreciation of Mary’s parenting of Jesus. I took my rosary out again and placed it next to my bed. Tentatively I felt the beads, trying to see if I could relate my new questions to the Joyful, Sorrowful, and Glorious mysteries on which I used to meditate.

Why, I asked myself, does devotion to the Virgin Mother persist in this era of science and technology? Why do I still want to pray to her? Is it possible to find continuity between the strong, simple Jewish girl of two thousand years ago and the woman saluted as the mother of the Messiah? Do the theological affirmations that have been made about her in Christian tradition, including the papal definitions of her Immaculate Conception and Assumption, help or hinder those seeking a connection with the feminine divine? Can Mary still be the sign of hope and mercy she has been for so many centuries, a meaningful symbol even for non-European cultures? Can we see her whole, this heroine of a thousand faces, by revisiting earlier cultures with the eyes of the present? The mystery of Mary’s continuing power calls out to our minds as well as our hearts; trying to see if the pieces fit together can be an education in understanding ourselves.

It has been just such an education for me. As the image of Mary slowly moved from the edges of my consciousness to its center, it became obvious that I had to understand her better if I wanted to integrate myself. Facing the difficult questions she raised helped me relate the strands of belief and critical thinking that formed my own upbringing. Our situation today is quite different from that of European Christians in the Middle Ages. Then, kings and peasants, clerics and housewives looked to this merciful mother as Queen of Heaven, and their belief was reinforced by the art that surrounded them in their churches. Our world, in contrast, is more attuned to jet planes and satellites than to angelic visitations, though angels have made a comeback in recent years. A world that accepts the scientific story of evolution and development does not quite know what to think about traditional descriptions of Mary, however. And neither did I.

To see how Mary’s role developed over the last two thousand years, I had to look at how she functioned as a symbol in earlier cultures. It has been a daunting task, but one not completely unfamiliar to me. As a teacher of literature I was accustomed to dealing with symbols, keeping in mind that their many potential meanings depend on who is viewing and interpreting them. In Mary’s appearances in legends and works of art over two millennia, as well as in her apparitions, she has been almost infinitely malleable. Sometimes the roles ascribed to her, like virgin and mother, model of goodness and refuge of sinners, seem so contradictory that it is hard to believe they coexist in one figure. But they do: Mary remains a living presence for enormously varied individuals and even for nations that have long been enemies.

Conflicting images, however, are neither alarming nor surprising. For example, many people’s imaginations are captured by Marian apparitions, which hold little appeal for me. Nevertheless, in studying the details of their origins, I have come to see both that the church shares my caution and that these appearances often function as the creative theology of those who feel marginalized. It has also been rewarding to discover that many of my reflective contemporaries are beginning to take a fresh look at Mary. In addition to reading many books in the endless library that has accumulated about her, I interviewed a considerable range of people and reviewed over two hundred responses to a questionnaire I devised about Mary’s place in their lives.

The image of Mary as mother holding the child on her lap is probably the most palpable expression of Christian theology’s insistence on God’s incarnation in our world; it also serves as a compact symbolic description of humanity itself. At the same time, the image today leads many to reflect on other considerations—the still widespread cultural mandate that women be defined by motherhood, the possible coexistence of femaleness and discipleship. Despite entrenched opinion to the contrary, bringing such issues to the surface has always been one of Mary’s functions. I have found that she stimulates thinking about what it means to be human, as well as about the real meaning of the good news that she helped bring into our world.

When I began this project I went first to the New Testament as understood by contemporary scholarship in order to discover Mary’s place in the early church. To get a better sense of what she became in history, I not only reviewed church doctrine and liturgy but also looked at the art, prayer, poetry, and stories of those who have found her significant throughout the ages. Fortunately, the right climate and the resources necessary to explore the meaning of Mary with greater objectivity are widely available today. History, anthropology, and science are all on better terms with religion than they were in my childhood. Catholicism and Protestantism are no longer locked in acrimonious debate, and both are making important strides in overcoming centuries-old negative teachings about Judaism. Not only is there a healthier interreligious atmosphere, but in the last hundred years, many of the pieces needed for a study of Mary have become widely available for the first time, including apocryphal texts, many Eastern icons, and some little-known medieval art. In the last three or four decades the ability to decipher ancient texts, the growing body of archaeological evidence, and the wider knowledge of literary forms have also made it possible for interreligious teams of scholars to produce new and more reliable translations of the entire Bible.

Whether we are believers or nonbelievers, it is worthwhile to think about Mary today if only to clarify our attitude to religion in general. Surely I am not alone in the haphazard way I formed my beliefs, relying too much on unexamined sources, leaving some questions not only unanswered but unasked. Growing up, I accepted certain things too quickly from defensive Catholic sources; I was neither able nor willing to distinguish between fundamental beliefs and polemical additions. It has surprised me to discover, for instance, that neither Luther nor Calvin challenged Mary’s perpetual virginity, and that Islam greatly honors Mary.

Bringing our thinking about religion into contact with our lives and with the rest of what we know is a challenge we all should accept. Mary is a good place to start. Since the beginning of Christianity, she has been a central figure in attempts to define a religion which claims that God became human. She has taken on an exalted role in history, devotion, and theology, but this should never prevent us from seeing her as a Jewish woman of her era, someone whose experience relates her to men and women everywhere. Following the thread she represents in the tapestry of Western culture, I have learned a great deal about how people create and respond to symbols that represent their deepest needs and beliefs. I have come to see her as the representative figure she is in the Gospels—a living presence incorporating not only the hopes but also the differences and fragmentation inherent in humanity itself.

To share the different and sometimes opposing views of her I have woven together a long tapestry from relevant threads of Scripture, history, art, and human experience. In the first chapter I present further reasons why a search for Mary is necessary today, and indicate some guidelines and critical questions I have tried to keep in mind. Chapter two examines Mary in the New Testament, our chief source of information about her, and then adds personal interpretations of the stories that deepen our understanding of her as a woman. Chapter three looks at the role of Mary in the struggling church of the early centuries and finds theological reticence and ambivalence about her, along with strong popular devotion. Chapter four describes how the post-Constantinian church, despite the dualism and misogyny of the wider culture, hailed the emergence of the feminine symbol of Mary, declaring her Theotokos, or God-Bearer. Chapter five evokes the effects of Marian devotion on the art, architecture, history, and spirituality of twelfth-century Europe. Chapter six deals with the split between Catholicism and Protestantism, in which opposed attitudes to Mary among Reformation and Counter-Reformation leaders reflected broader differences of belief at the dawn of European nationalism. My discussion then follows Mary overseas on Spanish military banners to Mexico, where she is transformed into Our Lady of Guadalupe, a dark madonna who cares about the conquered as well as the conquistadors. Chapter seven outlines the nineteenth-century explosion of Marian apparitions and devotions in an anxiously defensive Catholic Europe, at the same time that convert John Henry Newman used historical scholarship to reveal Mary as the representative of a developing faith. That chapter also discusses some Protestant women writers who began to appropriate Mary as a useful feminine symbol to dignify women’s spirituality and to elevate their public position. In chapter eight, which brings us to the present, men and women who have wrestled with traditional interpretations of Mary share fresh discoveries that have implications for their own lives and thoughts. The final chapter affirms and extends this revisionary thinking in the work and words of contemporary artists who see Mary in a surprisingly current, cosmological context.

There is far more diversity even in our supposedly “traditional” understanding of Mary than I suspected at the outset. Yet I have also found patterns that repeat themselves: Mary has almost always and everywhere been both a comforter of the oppressed and a challenge to thought. As the most flexible of symbols, she has been able to escape constraint. At each turn in human history, Mary has taken on a different appearance and significance. It is a tribute to her remarkable power that she transcends cultural and religious bounds and speaks to perennial human need.

One final way to speak about what I am doing in this book might be to say that I am attempting a kind of midrash on Mary. In the Jewish tradition, midrash means a sustained searching of the biblical texts to bring out their hidden meaning in new words. My model is Rabbi Ben ‘Azzai, who sat and expounded upon the words of the Torah and the prophets until fire flashed all around him. When Rabbi Akiba asked him the cause of this fire, he explained that the words were rejoicing as they met one another.1

I have brought together into my midrash on Mary not only theological insights and art from earlier eras, but also interpretations and creations by contemporary viewers. My hope is that this encounter of old and new will make it possible for others to rediscover the woman who has so long served to connect the human and the natural with the divine. For me, this search has been a journey to new perception. I hope it is one on which you can accompany me for a time as part of your own journey.


CHAPTER ONE
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WHY SEARCH FOR
MARY?
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What have you done to me? What have you made of me?

I cannot find myself in the woman you want me to be … Haloed, alone … marble and stone:

Safe, Gentle, Holy Mary.

—from “Marysong” at 1987 Asian Women’s Theological Consultation1




 … the mystery of Mary brings a new word about the world, about this world where men and women are born, grow, love, suffer, live, clash, rejoice and die.

—IVONE GEBARA and MARIA CLARA BINGEMER2





 

 

WHY DO WE HAVE TO SEARCH FOR MARY? AREN’T WE constantly running into her as it is, not just in churches and on Christmas cards, but in museums, and even in some backyards—to say nothing of her shrines at Lourdes, Guadalupe, Fatima, and now Medjugorje? For the 1995 Christmas season, the U.S. Postal Service issued seven hundred million stamps bearing the image of the Madonna and Child created by the fourteenth-century Florentine painter Giotto di Bondone. An angel had been slated to replace Mary, but popular demand brought back her image. Even the last desperate pass by the quarterback of a losing football team is known as a “Hail Mary” play.

But awareness of Mary’s presence or even devotion to her doesn’t mean we really know who she is. The typical reminders we get of her role as mother of Jesus can be misleading—pictures in museums and on Christmas cards can leave us with the impression that she was a woman of the Italian Renaissance. Our memories may be full of vague details that attach themselves to what we think we know about Mary, but that are simply not true. I grew up believing that much of this lore must be somewhere in the New Testament—for instance, the identity of Mary’s mother and father, Anne and Joachim—when in fact they were added to her story over the centuries. Not that I’m suggesting we should eliminate these additions, but I do think it’s important to find out where they came from, and to get a sense of their relative importance.

In the village of Provence where I wrote much of this book, for instance, the figures around the Christmas crib in church included several representative citizens from more recent times; one even carried a tiny bottle of the famous local muscat. I love the instinct behind this practice, which makes the Christmas story one that keeps on happening in each localized space. But the story of the Nativity must also be understood against a longer, more complicated background.

What did Mary mean to the first Christians? What does she, can she, mean to us today? Difficult questions about Mary arose within the early Christian community, and church councils tried to formulate her role in language that drew on the most sophisticated thinking of the time. The creedal formulas of the church fathers are still normative for believers, but that doesn’t mean that their words were unaffected by the political and cultural context of their period. Such formulas are meant to guide our thinking, not stifle it. If we’re seriously looking for Mary, we can profit from earlier statements about her, but we may need to rethink the meaning of her virginity and her motherhood today.

Past interpretations do not explain why this Jewish woman who lived two thousand years ago is still an important presence in our supposedly post-Christian world. And unless we review some of that history, we will not understand why even Christians, all of whom honor Mary, can disagree so much about her, offering different interpretations of her role and significance. We must not be surprised to see her invoked on behalf of the whole spectrum of political and social positions from extreme right to extreme left. Time magazine summarized its own search for Mary in a 1991 cover story with the topical question: “Was the most revered woman in history God’s handmaid or the first feminist?”

Though Mary has much wider name recognition today than in the first few centuries of Christianity, she is not easily understood; many people are ambivalent about her, some even hostile. At the same time, the persistent and global interest in Mary, two thousand years after she responded to the angel Gabriel’s announcement, is not easily explained away. Each year millions of pilgrims visit the site of her apparitions at Lourdes and leave psychologically restored, even if they are not physically healed. Just as many flock to Mexico City to invoke Our Lady of Guadalupe, who played such a central role in restoring dignity to the indigenous people of Mexico, and continues to energize the faith of Hispanic people in North and South America. Mary has also become part of twentieth-century cultural lore: she is invoked in the Beatles ballad “Let It Be” as well as in Paul Claudel’s play The Tidings Brought to Mary; in a cycle of poems by Lucille Clifton and another by Rainer Maria Rilke; in Margaret Atwood’s novel Cat’s Eye, Muriel Spark’s comic short story “The Black Madonna,” and Jean-Luc Godard’s movie Je vous salue, Marie. In the United States she even lives in Garrison Keillor’s mythical-real Lake Wobegon under the amusingly appropriate name, Our Lady of Perpetual Responsibility.

In my childhood Mary inhabited separate worlds that did not communicate with one another: Catholic and Protestant, sophisticated and popular, devotional and secular. Today, despite widespread criticism of earlier preaching about Mary, a reviving interest in her cuts across old boundaries. She is no longer imprisoned within denominational or ethnic barriers; she has entered our general consciousness, become part of our common vocabulary. As we struggle for greater unity in a divided world, suddenly these separate views are beginning to interact and cross over, sometimes bridging different groups and divided aspects of individuals like myself. No single image of Mary has yet emerged; each group is finding something different to say about the real woman of the New Testament who has also been such a powerful feminine symbol in Western civilization for the last fifteen hundred years. The first reason we need to search for Mary, therefore, is that her presence is not self-explanatory.

Catholics weren’t aware of this complexity when I was growing up. Mary was simply part of the heavenly scenery I shared as an American of Irish descent with several other varieties of ethnic Americans in Providence, Rhode Island. She was a kind of Catholic fairy godmother, more understanding than my own mother, who sometimes chastised or disappointed me. I could talk to her intimately whenever I needed help, which was frequently, for I was an emotional, imaginative child. No one was more sympathetic than the Blessed Mother—or had better connections.

It was comforting to have a direct line to heaven, but that didn’t mean Mary was a role model. I associated her with the May altars and stained-glass windows I loved, but I was uncomfortable wearing a white veil during the May processions before her statue at St. Sebastian’s. In retrospect, I realize that my devotions were naïve and self-centered. At novenas to Our Lady of Perpetual Help, I raised the constant question before her icon: What should I do with my life? In keeping with her traditional humility, Mary did not answer me herself. I did get an answer, however, one day after school, when I was about eleven. I dropped into the dark, empty church to consult God about my vocation: “When I am grown up, can I be a cowgirl?” I asked. In the only such experience of my life, I heard a deep but kindly male voice respond: “If you want to be a cowgirl when you grow up, you will be one.”

The message I received that day was deeply reassuring; now I realize how tactful it was. It came from a force that sympathized with the hopes and difficulties of someone growing up female. Even though the voice was male, I was grateful to Mary, whom I believed had carried my question to the proper authority. Of course, my idea of God may have been unconsciously formed in response to my supportive father, who missed no occasion to tell me about the accomplishments of such women as Amelia Earhart, Margaret Bourke-White, Babe Didrikson, and Clare Boothe Luce. Despite what I felt was God’s belief in my power to make mature decisions, it was Mary to whom I turned later that year when I thought I was dying of appendicitis. She was a profound comfort to me, as she has been to all those over the centuries who have repeated the concluding words of the Hail Mary: “Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”

By the time I went to college, however, I had relegated this comforting mother to the sidelines of my life. Even after graduation, when I worked as a writer-researcher and later as a wife and mother, I didn’t think much about my mother in heaven. The sermons I heard about the Holy Family seemed quaintly irrelevant as I was bringing up my four sons. Nor did a holy card that was popular in the fifties answer my emotional needs: it took Mary off her pedestal, all right, but only to put a broom in her hands. There was an annoyingly satisfied smile on her face as she swept. Even in those days when opportunities for women were more restricted, this image of Mary the Housekeeper was not my model of female behavior.

Vatican II was probably the major religious event of the twentieth century. Whatever its wider impact, it created a sea change in the lives and behavior of Catholics, including their attitude to Mary. During this unexpected renewal, when priests were asked to face the people and mass was finally celebrated in the vernacular instead of Latin, Pope John XXIII insisted that “The Madonna is not happy when she is placed before her son.” He had no intention, of course, of downgrading Catholic devotion to Mary; he was simply warning against theological excess in explaining her role in God’s plan of salvation. John wanted to “update” the church, to open its windows to the modern world, to learn from that world’s discoveries and listen to its questions. He hoped to heal the wounds caused by “Christian” anti-Semitism and to encourage constructive talk between Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern Orthodox. Because excessive Marian devotion had been a sore point among Christians since the Reformation, placing Marian theology within the overall tradition of the church and its relationship to Christ was a positive approach to Christian unity. The formal declaration on Mary at the Council (in Lumen Gentium) had a restraining effect on Marian extremists. While it affirmed Mary’s role as that of “cooperating in the work of human salvation through free faith and obedience,” it insisted that Christ’s mediation was unique and that the Blessed Mother’s “saving influences … on men” derived only from divine pleasure. It exhorted “theologians and preachers of the divine word that in treating of the unique dignity of the Mother of God, they carefully and equally avoid the falsity of exaggeration on the one hand, and the excess of narrow-mindedness on the other.”3

One unintended result of this declaration was a temporary near-cessation of Catholic preaching on Mary and fewer devotions in her honor. Though popular devotion has increased in recent years, and Pope John Paul II has visited a number of Marian shrines, a generation of younger American Catholics has grown up with little understanding of what some of them must consider the quaint habits of their parents involving rosaries, litanies, and May processions.

The Catholic world today contains a great variety of attitudes to Mary, from unintended neglect to excessive adulation, but the old sense of cozy familiarity is largely gone. This book is to a great extent an effort to see if it can or should be recaptured, and if so, how. What struck me most as I began to ask Catholic women about their attitudes to Mary was that so many spoke about their mothers’ devotion, not their own. One woman, a dean in a public college, described her mother’s behavior with the skill of a sociologist:


My mother, whose inner thoughts came out of her mouth without noticeable delay, used to piteously beseech God to “let the car start,” and before longer voyages “to keep us safe on this trip.” However, during childbirth, in hospitals, and during family troubles, she addressed her audible remarks to Mary. For most of her life, my mother had rosary beads in her purse, ready for any emergency.



Similarly, I remember Latin American specialist Gary MacEoin telling me that his Irish mother said the rosary constantly when visiting him in New York. Once, after they had negotiated an endless traffic jam in the Holland Tunnel, she commented matter-of-factly, “That was a three-decade tunnel.” More recently, such familiarity with Mary is rare; the last incident I remember was in Dublin two summers ago when a woman, who was on her way to visit her sick mother and had rushed to the train, told me with great relief: “Our Lady gave me four green lights and I made it.”

For many Catholics, including the woman who told me about her mother’s devotion to Mary when I had asked about her own, maturity meant placing such devotion at arm’s length:


I certainly prayed the prayers and processed the processions. I knew very quickly that the loveliest and simplest prayers were the Hail Mary, the Memorare, and the Magnificat. I liked the May crowning of Mary in my grammar schools. When I hit college, Mary had become like the scrim on a stage—there, but invisible. In my Young Christian Student period the spiritual focus shot straight to the Mystical (universal) Body of the (male) Christ, God within each person, particularly the underdog, and the Brotherhood of Man. No room for Mary.

By the time I was forty, the Virgin Birth began to seem too ridiculous to bear thinking about. Accustomed by then to being asked by my best friends how I could possibly believe this or that (and, quite comfortably, responding that it was a mystery, that all things were possible to God), it began to dawn on me that I was indulging in denial, that while attempting to be good was insanely difficult, attempting to actively believe in this particular detailed theology (or any other) was beyond me.

So who is Mary for me now? Invisible, endlessly supportive of her son, a householder, kind probably, but represented almost exclusively and excludingly as a mother, something which is only one part of me.



This woman’s ambivalent attitude raises some of the central questions addressed in this search. The first is whether Mary can be with and for other women. Overemphasis on her virginity has often meant that young people find her ideal of purity unattainable, while praise of her utter selflessness as a mother has created unhealthy guilt feelings and needless alienation among many married women.

As long ago as the early sixties I discovered that quite a few Catholic women found Mary not only irrelevant to their lives, but sometimes a positive barrier to their attempts to become responsible adults.4 What is striking today is the growing number of Catholic women who agree with them. A therapist in her fifties states it well:


For the first twenty-five years of my life Mary was very significant for me. At its worst, this influence, with its emphasis on the Virgin Birth, produced a kind of desexualization; at its best, it held up to me a symbol of loving, caring femaleness. I see most of what was presented to me as gentleness as really passivity, and her virginity as a distortion of humanness. I can’t separate her from the church’s treatment of women as second-class citizens, good for cleaning churches, and taking care of priests and husbands, but not really equal.



Half the women interviewed in Jane Redmont’s Generous Lives: American Catholic Women Today feel much the same about Mary as a possible role model. “Virgin Mother! What kind of an example is that?” exclaims one, while another mocks Mary’s unreality: “Never did she misslice a tomato or drop a bean on the floor instead of in the soup.” The other half, however, still find strength and support in Mary for a variety of reasons. A Latina woman responds to Mary’s multicultural availability: “She’s morena [dark] like I am.” Many others see her as a compassionate mother; they associate Mary with the feminine dimension of God: “None of this plaster sweetness, because a plaster sweet mom wouldn’t have lasted.… It makes me real angry when people talk about Mary as a sort of sweet wimp who can get around Jesus and get him to do things for you.… She’s sort of the God that can mother.”

In the midst of such divisions, new attitudes to Mary are emerging. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, author of Women Who Run with the Wolves, emphasizes Mary’s strength. If she were alive today, Estés insists, perhaps with a gleam in her eye, “Mary would be a teenage girl gang-leader.” An Italian-American friend who has little contact with the church is nevertheless grateful to the Madonna whom she knew as a young woman; she encountered her primarily through art, and found her a force for passion, an education in sensory development, and an affirmation of life in all its forms. A Protestant friend tells me that secretly she’s always been strengthened by the idea of “a powerful woman up there in heaven with the men.” For centuries, ordinary people, as well as theologians and artists, have projected their own needs onto Mary. In different times and cultures, they have interpreted the symbol of the Virgin Mother to suit those many needs, and amazingly, she has met them. One crucial question I ask in this book is whether there is any limit to her adaptability, or if there are some causes she instinctively resists and others she constantly advocates.

Despite my distance from her as I grew up, I found that Mary kept turning up unexpectedly in my life, suggesting things about herself and our relationship that I needed to reconsider. I could hardly claim to have tried to imitate her, even at St. Sebastian’s. I was forming my identity at the time with the help of Anne of Green Gables, and later through the movies, rooting for Ginger Rogers to keep up with Fred Astaire, learning from Katharine Hepburn as she sparred with Spencer Tracy. But on a trip to France before I got married, I saw images of a Mary—particularly Notre Dame de la Belle Verrière, in a stained-glass window at Chartres cathedral—who was a woman of undeniable power, beauty, and compassion (Plate 15). It was the very window that in 1900 had stunned historian Henry Adams, who saw in it, for the first time, the force of the feminine, and understood why it had shaped so much of earlier history.5 I took home a poster of that image, and I hung it up over the fireplace each Christmas for my growing family to share. Never quite sure why Mary’s presence felt so reassuring, I often wished the picture could talk.

In a way it did, slowly and indirectly, through my own reflections. When my oldest son died, one of my few comforting insights during the disruption and long sorrow this event caused our whole family was that Mary, too, had been through such a tragedy. I no longer saw Pietàs, in which the mother holds the body of her son across her knees, as simply pious images; they became representations of a completely human woman who shared the pain of all mothers—all parents—who have lost their children. At times this grieving Mary seemed to blend with my own dead mother, who had lost her only son to scarlet fever just before the drugs that might have cured him were discovered. I began to feel a deeper connection with both these mothers, and to consider the thought of looking for Mary in a way that was impossible in my self-centered childhood.

When I taught writing and literature at our local community college, Mary surprised me by showing up there as well. Team-teaching courses on family life with a wonderful psychologist who was also a grandmother, I learned a great deal from her and from our adult students about the strength, imagination, and skill it takes to be a good mother. As I began to hear parents define the job of parenting in their own terms, I gained a very different impression of mothering from the one I had picked up from popular culture, church pamphlets, or child care manuals. I discovered it to be a difficult, central human occupation, not simply a natural job for women. It was some comfort to me—since my children were now grown—to realize that probably no other work is as difficult as parenting. You have to provide nurture and support, then let go, but still remain available even when older children think they don’t need or want you, always hoping for friendly relations on an equal basis.

As I made these discoveries, remembered bits of Mary’s story recurred to me, and I went back to the Gospel of Luke as if for the first time. What struck me with special force was the effectiveness of Mary’s mothering in terms of contemporary guidelines for human development. Take, for example, the time when the family went to Jerusalem and the twelve-year-old Jesus became separated from Mary and Joseph for three days (Luke 2:41–52). They were frantic, of course, and after they found him in the temple, Mary spoke right up, indicating the strain she had undergone. “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety.” But when the boy asked her why she had been worried—“Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”—she did not chastise him for impertinence. She realized his tone was not disrespectful, even though she did not quite understand what he meant. Wisely, she decided to think it over. As Luke puts it, she “kept all these things in her heart.”6

Was the supermother who was the object of my childhood devotion the same person as this increasingly credible woman I was meeting in Scripture? What was she really like—this Mary who brought up her child quietly in Galilee and taught him religion? Why had her image developed in ways that seemed contradictory?

Perhaps an experience in church about four years ago explains as much as anything how my understanding of Mary was changing. It was December 8, the feast of the Immaculate Conception, which does not, as many think, refer to Mary’s virginal conception of Jesus, but to her own exemption from sin at the moment she was conceived. At mass I found myself near the front of the church facing a statue I hadn’t seen in a while. Probably it had been stored in the basement after the reforms of Vatican II. I looked at the lady in blue—pretty, like a young woman in a magazine illustration but more innocent, her eyes lifted to heaven, her bare feet resting on a green snake—and recognized a sister of the statue used in the May processions of my youth. At that time I knelt before it without reflection; now I studied it with open eyes.

This statue had absolutely no connection with the Mary I was getting to know. Its unreality made it hard for me to pray but greatly stimulated my thinking. If the purpose of church art is to make doctrine come alive or foster devotion, this mass-produced work was a failure. Later I learned that it was inspired, along with many statues and medals of similar design, by the intense nineteenth-century devotion to Mary as the Immaculate Conception—a devotion that emphasized her purity and her ability to triumph over evil. Statues like this one in my parish church appeared everywhere then; in our age they no longer seem beautiful or powerful. It was probably one much like it that prompted one bishop answering my questionnaire to confess, “The terrible nineteenth-century saccharine, mass-produced statues common in my childhood were the worst images of Mary I have experienced.”

The Mary I saw in this statue certainly did not represent the strong mother I respected. But the snake beneath her feet captured my attention: it was large and green, with an uplifted wing revealing it to be the devil. Growing up, I had often heard reference to the story in Genesis declaring that the woman would crush the serpent; we were told that the woman prophesied in that text (Genesis 3:15) was Mary. Since then, however, I had learned that the snake was a symbol of eternal life in Eastern imagery, and that snakes represented the wisdom and power of the Goddess in many Near Eastern and Mediterranean images. The clash of interpretations made me read the biblical passage again, and I discovered that the text said something different than I thought. Instead of having Yahweh tell the snake that “she,” the woman, meaning Mary, “shall strike at your head,” my copy of the Bible read: “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; He will strike at your head, while you shall strike at their heel.” In other words, the woman is Eve. In some versions the pronoun is translated “they,” meaning all her offspring. When, as here, it is translated “he,” it refers to Jesus. It connects him—and Mary—with the long chain of humanity that follows Eve, the rest of us. This discovery exhilarated me while making it even clearer that the statue in church did not communicate authentic biblical teaching. It failed to relate Eve and Mary to all of us humans, united in an effort to overcome the snake, which at least in the Genesis story is not a positive symbol but the agent of temptation.

I began to suspect that Eve would show up frequently in my search for Mary, and she did. Definitions of their relationship have been crucial to our understanding of women—and, consequently, of men—down to our own time. From Ambrose and Augustine to Luther and Kierkegaard, male interpreters have separated Mary and Eve, seeing Eve as disobedient, wanton, and undisciplined. In contrast, the great twelfth-century abbess Hildegard of Bingen saw Eve as a representative of mutuality in relationships between men and women. The nineteenth-century novelist Charlotte Brontë went even further, seeing Eve as the Mother God visible in all creation. Only today is it possible to see how the widespread anti-woman bias in the early church has continued to affect the way Mary, Eve, and women have been understood. It is remarkable, too, to note the rehabilitation of Eve that accompanies the emergence of a more human Mary.

Whatever my confusion regarding different interpretations of Eve and the snake, kneeling in church before the statue that day I was at least sure that this sugar-sweet image of Mary could never crush anything. The notion of goodness it represented had nothing to do with the harsh realities of the Gospel. Ironically, on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, I found myself getting angry at one of its typical representations, unable to pray before an image that distorted Mary, biblical meaning, and women in general.

Instead, I thought of a photograph of Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker movement, that gave me a more credible idea of the inner strength Mary must have had. Dorothy is almost seventy in the picture, sitting down because she is tired after a long day’s march with Cesar Chavez, the founder of the United Farm Workers. As she looks up at a circle of policemen standing around her, hands on their holsters, her calm face shows no fear. Despite the threat of violence, she will not abandon her witness on behalf of the poor. Here is a wise woman, strong despite her vulnerability because of her attachment to others similarly vulnerable. A woman such as Mary must have been equally strong and vulnerable after her son’s death.

But why do we seldom see such images of Mary? There are, I believe, two central reasons. First of all, adequate symbols of Mary are not easy to create. Anthropologist Victor Turner has pointed out that any specific image of Mary is “a signifier meant to represent not only the historical woman who once lived in Galilee but the sacred person who resides in heaven, appears at times to living persons, and intercedes with God for the salvation of mankind.”7 The Mary at Chartres carries all these meanings, as do many of the great Byzantine icons in the Eastern Orthodox tradition. Not accidentally, these images speak powerfully to contemporary viewers and, like Mary herself, do not belong exclusively to Christians. The portrait by Matisse in the Chapel of the Rosary at Vence is another example of Mary’s ability to inform an image that transcends religions and cultures. Scores of tourists seek this out-of-the-way chapel, the majority drawn by the fame of the artist. Once there, however, they become deeply reflective as they stand before Matisse’s portrait of Mary, her features blank yet somehow wonderfully evocative. Surrounded by clouds, this Every woman-Mary holds her child (Plate 1).

The second reason for the prevalence of distorted images of Mary is that, until very recently, both church and society have had distorted notions of women in general. We seldom used to hear women describe their lives in their own voices, or knew what it cost them to speak up in public. Reading Dorothy Day’s autobiography, The Long Loneliness, I sensed the isolation of a woman who was widely admired but not really understood by many in either the church or the country she loved and served. I remember her telling me once how hard it was to make her need for spiritual growth meaningful to male confessors. Invariably they tried to label and quantify everything into “sins” and “numbers of times,” a process quite foreign to her way of thinking. Only since the 1960s have we finally been able to read about the inner lives and histories of women as they experienced them. Now we can listen not just to European aristocrats and intellectuals, but to women of every continent and color, including the poor and the abused. With the awareness of what has been suppressed or left out of the history that has been handed down to us, it becomes possible to think more accurately about how Mary’s story was shaped in the New Testament, recorded by male evangelists in terms of the cultural assumptions of their day. The recognition that “human” is not the same as “man” has finally arrived in all fields of study, including religion. With contemporary women poring over biblical and theological texts and finding things that have been overlooked or distorted—and, inevitably, disagreeing among themselves as well—we are in a better position than ever to go back in time and recapture a fuller sense of the human Mary. After all, the fundamental problem underlying poor Marian art, like the statue I knelt before on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, is often the inadequate thinking behind it. The clichés used to represent Mary have a great deal to do with long-dominant but mistaken images of mothers, idealistically conceived but ultimately demeaning.

Not surprisingly, many women are angry as they strain to recover their own history; some of them feel they must reject Mary because they see that her image has so often been manipulated to subordinate women. Pioneering feminist theologian Mary Daly charges that the Immaculate Conception presents Mary as a model rape victim, and that the Virgin Birth reduces her to a “hollow eggshell.” Abandoning Christian conceptions, Daly has come to see Mary’s most accurate image as that of a goddess, since Daly believes that only the feminine divine can empower living women. Marina Warner’s Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary reveals the pain of a more nostalgic disillusion. The beautiful symbol of her convent school years was lost, Warner says, because “the church” used it to denigrate both humanity and women. Her thesis is that an impossibly pure image of Mary kept both men and women immature. “The reality her myth describes is over,” Warner concludes; “the moral code she affirms has been exhausted.” In Warner’s opinion, the Virgin, like goddesses before her, most probably “will recede into legend.”8

But other women, equally aware of misogynist and puritanical interpretations of Mary, do not see them as central to her meaning or influence. Biblical scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza claims that the veneration of Mary in the Catholic tradition allowed her as a child to imagine and feel God in the figure of a woman, offering feminine language and imagery to speak of the divine. “The other liberating experience which the Catholic tradition provided for me as a woman is the assertion that everyone is called to sainthood.”9 Mary’s presence was not a limiting sexual or social model to Schüssler Fiorenza but a reminder that women could be great saints. In the same spirit, novelist Mary Gordon has cautioned against hasty rejections of Mary:


We must not forget the history of woman has been a history of degradation, oppression, the idealization whose other side is tyranny. But we must resist as well the temptation to reject the lovely, the exalted, the resonant life built up for centuries by living men and women. I have wanted to create for myself a devotion to Mary that honors her as woman, as mother, that rejects the wickedness of sexual hatred and sexual fear. I wanted this particularly as I grew older; I longed for it with a special poignance as I experienced motherhood for the first time. It has come to me, then, that one must sift through the nonsense and hostility that has characterized thought and writing about Mary, to find some images, shards, and fragments, glittering in the rubble. One must find isolated words, isolated images; one must travel the road of metaphor, of icon, to come back to that figure who, throughout a corrupt history, has moved the hearts of men and women, has triumphed over the hatred of woman and the fear of her, and abides shining, worthy of our love, compelling it.10



In my search for Mary, I have to a large extent traveled the road Gordon advised. I have looked back at the history of art and writing about the mother of Jesus, believing it was necessary to revisit tradition with fresh eyes in order to recover those “shards and fragments.” Reexamining them in successive cultures against the portrait of Mary in the New Testament, I have discovered a woman more significant to me now than she was in my childhood.

This personal journey has repaid my curiosity by liberating Mary from mistaken assumptions about her; she is neither changeless nor a mere puppet, but rather a living communal presence who often reflects existing divisions within the community. In coming to see her more clearly, I have also gained a better view of the wider church in which she has been a central figure since the fifth century. Hierarchical authority has by no means been the major factor in shaping the meaning of Marian symbols. Though powerful, it is only part of a wider movement of ordinary believers, baptized men and women, who played their roles in a church that was always struggling to be a sign of reconciliation to humanity. As the Council of Ephesus demonstrates dramatically in the fifth century, every time the official church tried to contain the divine mystery in clear but inevitably restricted theological formulas, as if to compensate, a spontaneous dynamism produced a new burst of Marian piety. Devotion to Mary has emerged again and again from the lived experience of ordinary people—peasants and mystics, housekeepers and poets, midwives and artists.

Our conception of Mary greatly influences our understanding of the nature of the church and our sense of the relationship of Scripture to tradition. The present pope, for example, accepts popular devotions to Mary but limits her to the role of mother, not prophet. Citing Scripture to support his position, John Paul II uses this image of Mary as one “who received neither the mission proper to the Apostles nor the ministerial priesthood” in order to close off discussion on the possibility of women priests. Cardinal Newman, on the other hand, saw Mary as representing the whole church’s ability to understand doctrine differently over the centuries. One traditional reading of Scripture has viewed Mary as a prophet, and many groups of believers as well as theologians today support and find strength in this view of her.

Consultation among all Christians with regard to Mary’s role and meaning is especially relevant now. Many Protestants as well as Catholics recognize that a faith that continues to renew itself inevitably bursts the limits of the language and thought-world of the New Testament. We need to distinguish between what is culture-bound and what is timeless if church teaching is to be meaningful today. Jaroslav Pelikan, Lutheran theologian and author of a comprehensive modern history of Christian thought, has pointed out that Mary is “in many ways the most striking among all the examples of doctrinal development.”11 If we want to see how traditional doctrine can be faithful to its origins and continually reformulate itself, we need to look more closely at Mary.

I brought to my examination of the past the questions, theories, needs, and even the anger of contemporary women and men. As Brazilian liberation theologians Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer affirm: “It is life today that gives life to Mary’s life yesterday.”12 In each time frame, I tried to keep in mind the pointed questions that biblical scholar Alice Laffey raised in a personal letter:


How do we know whether or not Mary was wise? beautiful? humble? merciful? devoted to the poor? How can we know (even if we could know how women behaved at that time in Palestine) if she was consistent with the norm or an exception? To me the key question is, can we (women, feminists) depict her so that she can be a model (function as empowering) for women and girls today? Is there anything in the tradition that permits or encourages such depiction?



These and other questions provided me with guidelines for critical reappraisal of a long and frequently misunderstood tradition. At the same time, I considered it imperative to be sensitive to people in earlier ages, and not assume that they ought to have seen everything as we do. As Gebara and Bingemer observe, “We cannot make her into an eternal model, or way of being; this historical figure of Mary must always enter into dialogue with the time, space, culture, problems and actual people who relate to her.”13

As I progressed in my research, it became clear that Mary was not simply a protean symbol. Both the Gospels and human experience revealed definite continuities in the messages she mediates. Chief among these is her ability to make women and men, despite conflicting religious needs and opinions, feel they are part of a community. Other patterns, too, began to emerge, crossing individual cultures and repeating themselves in different eras. Mary has become for me both a human woman and a feminine symbol of the divine dwelling in the human; she wears whatever face can be recognized by particular people at particular moments. When that face is true to the woman of the New Testament, it demands a whole response, both inner humility and outer justice, similar to the one Mary expressed in her Magnificat: “He has thrown down the rulers from their thrones/but lifted up the lowly.”

I have come to believe that these words about a compassionate God reveal an emerging human consciousness in the face of an ever smaller world. In the memory and imagination of many people today, Mary represents the unity of humanity beneath every kind of diversity. Without losing the wonder I felt as a child, I have begun to discover that such a Mary closes the gap between the ordinary and the holy.

But it is still necessary to search for Mary because Christianity is a religion that mediates not merely the word of God but the image of God as well. Genesis teaches that human beings were made in that image that unites all of us, as Eve’s descendants, in the task of living in harmony with creation. The New Testament proclaims that Mary bore a human infant who was God’s Son; in time she was acknowledged to be Theotokos. Whatever our beliefs or difficulties with belief, Mary can still be a God-Bearer in her contacts with us today. She is not exclusively Catholic or Jewish, Western or Eastern, but a sign of what men and women can be when they participate in the ongoing mystery that links the divine to all that is. For that reason, the meaning of Mary as it emerges in history and human consciousness can help us understand better who we are and what we can be together. In looking for her, we are looking for ourselves.



CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

MIRIAM OF NAZARETH,
MARY OF THE NEW
TESTAMENT
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There is more pathos and beauty in those few words of the Scripture, “Now there stood by the cross of Jesus his mother,” than in all these galleries put together. The soul that has learned to know her from the Bible, loving without idolizing, hoping for the blest communion with her beyond the veil, seeking to imitate only the devotion which stood by the cross in the deepest hour of desertion, cannot be satisfied with these insipidities.

—HARRIET BEECHER STOWE1

“For a sermon on the Blessed Virgin to please me … I must see her real life.… They show her to us as unapproachable, but they should present her as imitable, bringing out her virtues, saying that she lived by faith just like ourselves, giving proofs of this from the Gospel.”

—ST. THÉRÈSE OF LISIEUX2

In the center of the Christian story stands not the lovely “white lady” of artistic and popular imagination, kneeling in adoration before her son. Rather it is the young pregnant woman, living in occupied territory and struggling against victimization and for survival and dignity.

—ELISABETH SCHÜSSLER FIORENZA3




 

 

WHERE AND HOW CAN WE FIND THE REAL MARY? IS IT even possible? New Testament scholars tend to say no. History says precious little about her except that she was Jewish and the mother of a son, born in 7–4 B.C.E., who was put to death in his thirties by the Romans in Jerusalem.

If Jesus caused little reaction in the Jewish and pagan literature of the time, Mary caused even less. History treated her like any woman who was not a queen, rendering her largely invisible. In the eyes of the sophisticates in Jerusalem, she and her family might have seemed like country hicks. The fact that she was the mother of a man executed by the Roman authorities as a criminal would hardly make her a heroine. The first-century Jewish historian Josephus refers to Jesus as one of some twenty men called Joshua or Jesus (the name is the same in Greek) who lived in this period. Other men were put to death as well, but Jesus alone was said to be “of Nazareth” and called “Christos,” the Greek translation of the Hebrew “Messiah,” meaning “anointed” or “chosen one.”

That information is not all we have to go on, however. Mary is presented as a faithful observer of Jewish customs, including the yearly pilgrimage to the temple at Jerusalem. The life and message of her son, whom the New Testament suggests she raised, also give us clues to her own life. And when the Jewish Nazarenes—as the early followers of Jesus were called—began to spread his message among the Gentiles, legends as well as apocryphal scriptures developed about Mary’s life, reflecting popular and often non-Jewish views. There are, too, some hostile references that belittle both the Nazarene and his mother.

Let’s begin with what we know from history and geography. Miriam, as she would have been known
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