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Who is this virgin, this Mary, who would have been known in her own language as 

Mariamne? I'm always trying to find out about the humanity of people in the Bible.   Mary 

has grown so encrusted with legend, myth, doctrine and dogma -- the real person has been 

so draped in layer upon layer of theology -- that we've lost sight of the human being who 

gave birth to Jesus, or Jeshua of Nazareth.   

 

For example, I’m sure that you, like me, have spent a lot of time this Advent thinking 

about the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception.  No?  It's a Roman Catholic doctrine 

about Mary and so it doesn't get any attention in the Protestant Church.  In fact it's widely 

misunderstood in our culture.  The common misunderstanding is that the Immaculate 

Conception refers to the fact that Mary got pregnant by the Holy Spirit, instead of a man, 

and therefore remained a virgin.  But Mary's pregnancy by the Holy Spirit isn't the 

conception that the doctrine is about.   Which leads to the next misunderstanding, which is 

one that I held until last Friday.  My understanding was that the Doctrine of the 

Immaculate Conception meant that Mary herself was conceived immaculately, i.e. that her 

parents didn't. . . conceive her in the usual way.  But I was wrong about that.  The 

Catholics believe that she was conceived and born like everybody else.  What the doctrine 

of the Immaculate Conception means is that Mary, unlike everyone else who has ever been 

born -- except Jesus -- was born without original sin.  According to the Catholic Church, 

she's the only one who didn't need to be baptized to be saved.  Because of her future role 

as the mother of Jesus Christ, she was perfect from the moment she was conceived.  She 

was sinless, immaculate – and remained that way for the rest of her life. 

 

This kind of theological encrustation is what makes it so hard to humanize these people.  

So difficult to imagine them in real life circumstances and to find out the ways in which 

they're like us.  But here's something we know for a fact -- Jesus was a real person who 

walked this earth.  That means that there was a flesh and blood young woman who was 

his mother.  I've been listening this week to a book by a biblical historian and archeologist 

who looks at the historical reality of Jesus' mother in the most down-to-earth, least 

theological terms.1  He writes that most likely she was a teenage girl who got pregnant out 

                                                 
1  James D. Tabor, The Jesus Dynasty: A New Historical Investigation of Jesus, His Royal Family and the Birth of 

Christianity 



of wedlock by a man who wasn't Joseph -- possibly a Roman soldier.  And that Joseph 

agreed to marry her anyway.  There's some slim historical evidence for this theory.  How's 

that for a kind of shocking dose of non-theological theorizing?   

 

Could these two images of Mary be any farther apart? On the one hand, the scandalously 

pregnant teenager carrying an illegitimate child; and on the other the immaculate, sinless, 

perfect Blessed Virgin Mary, Saint Mary, the Holy Mother, worshipped not quite as a God 

by Orthodox and Catholic faiths, but just below God and Jesus, and above everybody else.  

Who is Mary to you?  In the Protestant faith, Mary has gotten pretty short shrift. We tell 

her story at Christmas and sing about her, and then she pretty much disappears for the 

rest of the year. There are feminist scholars who have pointed out that the veneration of 

Mary by the Catholics has provided a feminizing side to the godhead, which we 

Protestants are sorely missing.     

 

Mary. . . Mariamne. . . who are you? 

 

And so, thinking about this text this week, in the context of the headlines we have been 

living with, here is the solid ground I have found -- Jesus was a real person.  He, like all of 

us, was born to a human mother. Everyone agrees that she was a teenager when he was 

born.  This means that at some point in her early life, by whatever means, Mary discovered 

that she was going to have a baby.  And at that point, she was called upon to say yes to her 

pregnancy, yes to the new life within her, yes to the danger of giving birth, yes to the most 

profound love life has to offer, yes to the most ancient will of God.  "Let it be with me 

according to your word," she said.  Is there anything more generous, more foolish, more 

courageous, more ordinary, more miraculous for a woman than to carry within her 

another human being, to give birth and to become a mother?  As everyone in this room 

knows -- there is no more perilous, joyous life-long journey than to be a parent.  Ask any 

parents how dangerous it is to love something that can be taken away from you. Ask 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, who was executed as a criminal.  Ask anyone who has ever 

loved deeply how your life changes when your heart is carried around, outside your body. 

 

Mary. . . Mariamne. . . in the deepest and most human way possible, we do know you and 

as we all approach Bethlehem and the coming miracle, we honor you.   

 


