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It’s sad that Christians should have created such division over Mary, a figure of such spiritual significance.  It feels frustrating that someone so humble should have become over-raised for adoration by some sections of the Church, leaving us open to the criticism that Mary has almost been made into a god or part of God… while, in reaction against such over-emphasis, some Protestants and Evangelicals regularly ignore Mary altogether, or deliberately avoid reference to her.

Mary is a supreme example for all Christians of what an open and responsive human soul should be, and what openness to God might bring about. Mary is also partly an example of perseverance.  A life of honest faith may have to face such suffering as hers.

I’m still feeling my way with my own theology of Mary and with how to portray her in my own painting, as in the Gloucester Cathedral Lady Chapel Altarpiece.  I’m grateful for the opportunity afforded by this talk to think through Mary more thoroughly.  I hope here to explore Mary’s value in a God-focused way, avoiding extremes.  Through exploring some of the ways Mary has been represented in Christian history, theology and art, we will consider what might be useful and sound understandings of Mary for us today.

Anglican doctrine teaches that Christian belief is based on Scripture, Tradition and Reason, supplememnted by Experience.  But as contemporary theologians like David Brown show, the imagination is greatly active in transforming these four foundations into faith.  We don’t just read scripture, imbibe tradition or doctrine then find ‘belief’. Our imaginations help us transform an externally learned faith into internal experience.

But throughout history the imagination has also led some Christians into realms of fantasy and false doctrine.     We need to test our imagination, (just as we ‘test the spirit’ in any revelation), by whether our mental inventions are in tune with those foundations of  Scripture, Reason, Tradition and Experience.  

Testing needs to be particularly thoughtful when we encounter traditions that have developed around Mary. One of the problems about beliefs about Mary is that the Christian imagination has often gone into overdrive, frequently taking faith way-beyond what Scripture and Reason can soundly justify. Traditions have sometimes developed which confuse Mary’s nature.  Often devout believers have become so imaginatively ‘in love’ with Mary that they have developed experiences of her and fantasies which sometimes outweigh their devotion to Christ.  It’s no coincidence that in the early 13th Century, when the cult of Mary was at a height, a key teaching in the Ancrene Riwle, the instructions for Anchorites was: “If you see a vision, whether in a waking state or in a dream, count it no more than a delusion, for visions are usually deceits or inventions of the willing mind” (Ancrene Riwle : 100).  Many of the beliefs around Mary developed from visionary experiences

Today its nearly impossible to just see Mary through her meagre portrait built up in the four Gospels.  Somehow we need to engage with the centuries of tradition that have developed around Mary.   Jesus’ mother is mentioned so little in Scripture.  Maybe this paucity of source information is one reason why more legends arose about Mary than about Jesus himself.  Some of the inventions about her seem sound, some frankly dotty, and many seem based in spiritual wishful-thinking.  Different religious traditions approach her differently. Roman Catholic and Orthodox believers approach Mary with different imaginations and theological understandings from Reformed Protestant and Evangelical perspectives   Yet there are valuable truths to be found in many traditions.

Vatican II realised that it was almost impossible to come to a systematic Catholic theology of Mary because she has accumulated around her so many popular beliefs and superstitions, which are not justifiable through Bible-based theology, but which are firmly held by those who are devoted to her.

High Anglican devotees of Mary are often caught in old Catholic traditions, but have sometimes not kept up with more recent Marian theological understanding. The Sri Lancan Roman Catholic theologian  Tissa Balasuriya tried to reapply Biblical and logically reasoned foundations to Mary for the contemporary world in his book ‘Mary and Human Liberation’ and was excommunicated in 1997, though reinstated later.   

More recently careful Catholic theological approaches like Sarah Boss and Elizabeth Johnson, (whose book ‘Truly Our Sister’ is one of the best books I’ve yet read on Mary), have attempted to separate the Mary of popular superstition from the Mary of theological truth.   

The trouble is that Mary has attracted so much theological and whimsical “imagination” around her that she is no longer the woman we read about in the Gospels.   Instead of being the ordinary, holy woman through whom a great mystery - God becoming Incarnate - came about, Mary developed into a spiritual mystery herself…  a sort of magical woman.  

It seems no coincidence that this transformation started at the time when Christianity was rejecting the influence of pagan mystery religions. A mystical, symbolic understanding of Mary, and relationship with God through her, sometimes became a replacement for certain aspects of Gnosticism.  Some confused her with the female ‘wisdom’ side of God, attributing to her many of the characteristics of the Holy Spirit.  

Devotion to Mary has grown in phases through Church history.  The 12th and 13th Centuries witnessed an explosion in Marian devotion.  That was the period of the development of the Rosary, collections of stories of the Miracles of Mary, (William of Malmesbury & Dominic of Evesham), emphasis on the intercession of Mary and her role in Salvation, and Marian Psalters.  

The best known Psalter is the 13th Century Bonaventura Psalter of Mary.   It is VERY uncomfortable to read: Mary’s name replaces the word YHWH …“Mary is my Shepherd, therefore I shall lack nothing”… “The Lord said to Mary, come and sit at my right hand till I make all creation your footstool”.   Some mediaeval and counter-reformation devotional books replaced the Holy Spirit and even Christ with Mary’s name, translating Colossians 2:9:    “in her the fullness of the Godhead dwelt corporeally”, or Philippians 2:5-11: “Because she emptied herself, God has highly exalted her, so that her name is above every name, 

so that at her name every knee shall bow” (quoted Anderson 2003: 78).   These may have developed out of sincere devotional motives, but their focus of devotion is plainly wrong.  Some of the fictions developed around Mary obscure truer understandings that could actually honour Mary and God more fully.

Sincere Christian imaginations wanted to honour Christ’s mother, but in doing so over-emphasised her.  Aquinas saw the danger and was uncomfortable with Marian developments.  He stressed that worship should be given to God alone.  Devotion to Mary he called a completely different word: “hyperdulia” – “highest honour”.  Mary was to be accorded an honour higher than that given to other saints, but infinitely below the “latria”/“adoration” due to God alone.

Lady Chapels began to develop in the 13th and 14th Centuries, and Cathedrals like Salisbury particularly devoted to Mary, were built specifically at the time when ‘honouring’ Mary was reaching a height approaching ‘adoration’.  No matter what the original intentions of our Lady Chapels were, the Lady Chapel is where we come to meet God.  

Worshippers may ‘greet’ or express their companionships with the saints in Church as in the world.  It is good to be reminded when we come to worship that we do so in the presence of the whole communion of the saints throughout time.  If we ignore our companionship with the saints, the dimension of being part of a historic, spiritually alive family is reduced.  Remembering the saints can enhance our hope in the continuity of life after death.  But the Lady Chapel, like all chapels, is a place for meeting with God, for supplication to and worship of the Trinity.  

Popular devotion often arises round shrines.  In 11th Century Walsingham they built an replica of what was believed to be the Holy House of Nazareth. Loreto believed Mary’s Nazareth home had been angelically transported there in 1294.   In Lourdes, Bernadette believed Mary appeared to reveal herself as the Immaculate Conception.  But often Marian connections can distract from the focus that God is the one whose presence is to be cherished recognised and responded to wherever we are.   In such places as shrines, it is God who is to be worshipped, God who heals.   Those attracted to shrines need gentle reminders  that they, like Mary are supplicants before God, not supplicants to Mary herself.  

Churches saying the ‘Hail Mary’ before or after the Eucharistic liturgy, need to be sure that such devotion doesn’t deflect away from the Eucharistic emphasis on the saving power of Christ.  Christ, not Mary is the mediator of Salvation.   

Though some Catholic developments regard Mary as “Mediatrix”, mediator of salvation between Christ and us”,  Mary’s involvement in Salvation was as bearer and nurturer of the Saviour, not, the one who decides who is to be rescued.  Some believe that Mary was divinely protected from the powers of sin and death, so she is able to bind those powers in their effect upon us.  That is the work of the Son of God, not his human mother.

A recurring problem has been caused by the creative wish to honour Mary in poetic ways, as the Bonaventura Psalter aimed to do.  The beauty of meaning in a simple young peasant girl, being honoured by God, offering her womb for Christ’s gestation, and later suffering painful bereavement, has stimulated poetic imagination through the centuries.  Perhaps it began with Luke adapting what may have been a Hebrew song of victory into Mary’s song of honour the ‘Magnificat’.  

From “He that is mighty has magnified me”, the poetic images of Mary have multiplied: ‘Queen of Heaven’, ‘Star of the Sea’, ‘Rose without a Thorn’, ‘Woman clothed with the Sun’, ‘Refuge to Sinners’, ‘the New Eve’ (Justin and Irenaeus) , ‘Ever Virgin’ (Athanasius and Jerome)  and thousands of others.   If you ‘Google’ “titles for Mary” you’ll find more titles for Jesus’ mother than you can count!

It is dangerous if poetic metaphors become confused with theological or physical truths. Paintings that translated such poetic imagery into physical symbols, made Mary into more mysterious an image than that original, physically-real peasant woman.

No more so than the imagery of Mary as the “Immaculate Conception”.   I must admit that, personally, I don’t believe in the dogmas that Mary was herself ‘Immaculately’ conceived, to be separated from evil,

or that she was bodily ‘Assumed’ into heaven.  These traditions developed VERY late (the Assumption was promoted from the 6th Century, the Immaculate Conception in the early C12th).  Both were promoted at times when sex was considered sinful, the inevitable outcome of which was death.  Both dogmas were hotly contested for centuries, even in the churches that encouraged such belief, and not adopted as doctrine till very late, 1854 and 1950 respectively.  If you believe in them, I wouldn’t want to offend.  But I’m sure that all Christians would agree that such beliefs should not distract from the physical emphasis that God took human life through the cells of an ordinary woman, who gave Christ human form.  (The concept of the Immaculate Conception casts Mary in a role similar to the great human heroes of Virgil who were called “gods in human form”).

Much inspired original art was designed to promote the dogma of Immaculate Conception:  Leonardo’s ‘Virgin of the Rocks’ and great Spanish works by Velasquez and Murillo.  But making Mary a mystical, miraculous character, overwhelmed by symbols can make Christ’s incarnate nature seem more like a magical nature than physical reality, born of a natural human mother.   The Church won an understanding of Christ becoming truly human through real struggle with Gnosticism, Docetism, the Nestorians and the mystery religions.  Adherence to the Immaculate Conception can re-confuse the issue.

Using theological reasoning rather than tradition, I find it difficult to understand why God would need to conceive Mary by immaculate means.  For Christ to be born to a virgin is understandable.  But it seems an anti-incarnational understanding of human nature to believe that Mary had to be divinely conceived herself in order to be pure enough to carry him, protecting him from the stain of sin.   This almost suggests that Christ wasn’t fully human. 

Images of the Virgin and Child enthroned, one of the earliest iconographic inventions, reinforce their difference from us.  Adapting Roman imperial imagery, they present Mary in the role of the Mother of the Emperor God to whom all nations will bow.   This encouraged the persecuted early Church, but the iconographic representation of the enthroned mother raised the profile of Mary to a level almost as high as Jesus.  Isn’t it SO much more exciting and spiritually uplifting to think of Mary as that human being that we could ALL aspire to be… holy in her commitment to God, rather than formed into some holy superstar… someone who was so disciplined and devoted in her spirituality that she became the carrier of God, and raised by God to specialness?   She, herself, remained humble, as declared in the Magnificat. 

As a bearer of God Mary can be a model for us.  We ALL carry God in our bodies as temples of the Holy Spirit (1Cor. 3:16).  Christ as he appeared isn’t that “burning babe” of Orthodox theology who could only be touched with a veil because he would burn us up.  This is represented in icons of the Presentation in the Temple by Simeon holding Christ, protecting his hands with something like our ‘humeral veil’.  That is a beautiful metaphor, which reminds us of our need to purify ourselves to be more worthy and effective carriers of God.  But the incarnation is about a REAL woman giving birth to a REAL child who was God, 

who as the first letter of John emphasises, could be touched and experienced (1 Jn. 1:1-3).

Images of Mary and the Christ-child can, if rightly used, emphasise that Jesus became human for us and in doing so became dependent on Mary.  They can remind us that God is in some ways dependent on us and trusts sinful humanity to carry him to the world.  But we must remember that Christ grew up too…  He’s no longer the dependent, cute incarnate baby…  He is the grown Son of God, powerfully ascended to his throne in heaven, and he makes mature demands on us.

Representing Mary as the supremely beautiful ideal woman can also distract.  Making her into an aesthetic attraction can distract from the reality of a peasant woman leading a difficult life, far from the Nivea, ‘peaches and cream’ complexion of many traditional representations.  Imagining Mary as the innocent beauty, eternally young, developed in the late Mediaeval and early Renaissance Italy.  In Northern Europe she was represented as a more normal, real woman.   Neo-Platonists like Michelangelo believed that our exteriors reflect our interior character.  So giving Mary ‘perfectly proportioned beauty’ was intended to represent her inner beauty of soul, a beauty that he wrote “could not age”.  But such an ideal can distract from the reality of the story.  Mary grew up struggling in a difficult world. She could more probably be represented as a strong, weather-beaten, peasant woman with the strength and determination to face the realities of life.

Leaving Mary as young and beautiful can tend to infantises her, implying that her faith remained child-like.  Showing her as a beautiful ingénue can encourage a shallow understanding a woman whose mature spirituality was part of the developing post-Pentecost Church.  Making Mary seem child-like or naïve can also imply that OUR faith should remain that of dependent children.   Teresa of Lisieux’s ideal was to stay in this innocent state.   (Such understanding can be an advantage if church authorities want to control, but doesn’t always lead to mature faith).  

As mature Christians we shouldn’t remain breast-feeding in the arms of an innocent virgin.  Effective Christian mission needs us to be nourished by more solid substantial food that will develop mature faith to enable us live and act for God in a hard world (Heb.5:12b-14).  We are not meant to submissively remain at a mother’s apron-strings, or a father’s, or a Church’s.   Though we are always dependent on God, his commission and mandate to humanity intends us to grow into mature adult disciples, with mature adult faith and a degree of Spirit-inspired ‘independence’.

The emphasis on Mary as our ‘Mother’ can sometimes encourage over-dependence.  She is closer to being our elder sister, following a similar journey to our own.  She is an example to inspire us rather than the one who nurtures us.  That nurturing role properly belongs to the Trinity.  The earliest representations of Mary suckling the Christ-child pointed to Jesus’ humanity. They emphasised that the world would come to him for leadership.  They didn’t focus on Mary as nurturing symbol, or as Mother of the Church.  Mary representing the Mother Church is a clever parallel, developed when the Church was obsessed with symbolism and parallelism.  But how spiritually true is it?  The Church is the nurturing Body of Christ.  If we represent it through the metaphor of the body that gave birth to Jesus the imagery could suggest that we gave birth to Christ, not him to us.

Mary has also been imagined, since early times as an example of the church sheltering her people. She wears the “Mantle of Protection’ or the ‘Protective Veil’.  This is a common picture of how the Catholic Church saw itself.  You had to remain in the Church’s shelter to receive salvation. By the 13th Century Mary had become a mediator of Salvation as the Church saw itself as being.   But such shelter is, again, the role of God.  We may talk of the “mother-Church”, but a more sustaining and empowering picture is the Biblical one of the Church as the Body of Christ himself, active in his world.

In the imagery of my Triumphal Cross for Holy Innocents’ Church in Highnam, Gloucestershire, it is Christ who is shown as saving and sheltering us to give us strength and protection.  We are in the care of an all-mighty God.  It is the Holy Trinity who strengthen us and on whom we depend.  If devotion to Mary focuses away from that, it can weaken the foundation of our faith.   Conservative Popes over the last 30 years have re-emphasised devotion to Mary.  But in reaction Liberal Catholic theology has recognised that taking Mary so far from the holy peasant mother of Nazareth, while sincerely aiming to honour her, can distract from worship of God ‘in Spirit and in Truth’.

Seeing Mary as miraculously pure, as suggested by the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, can distract from the truth that ordinary human beings like us can be made holy by God’s Spirit’s activity.  We don’t need miraculous births to become holy, totally devoted to God.  It is theological truth that ordinary human beings, generated through sex, can be holy and used by the Spirit as messengers for God.  The sexually active can become as much “temples of the Holy Spirit” as the most virginal nun or monk.   

We have no proof that “Jesus’ brothers and sisters” (Mtt. 12:46; Mk.3:31-32; Lk.8:20) were or were not born naturally to Mary and Joseph.  But we don’t need the Protoevangelium of James defending Mary’s eternal virginity by claiming they were Joseph’s children by a former marriage.  If Mary and Joseph went on to breed naturally Mary could still be a supremely holy person.  Churches have been wrong to elevate virgins above procreators.  Both are equal but different states; both can be equally holy and valuable to God.

The idea of Mary as ever-virgin, eternally pure, may be partly attractive, because most of us are aware of our sinfulness and sexuality is the root of much human guilt.  Purity seems attractive.  An example of a woman unstained by sin, as Jesus is an example of a man without sin, gives us something to long for, or  to aim towards.  (It also counters the emphasis on woman as the sin-bringer that historically dogged the Church).   But we need to remember that purity comes through God’s grace, cleansing and forgiveness.  The cleansing brought by Christ is what makes us, ordinary mortals acceptable to God, not miraculous conception and protection, or whether on not we remain virgins.  

Stories of the  Assumption and Coronation of Mary are often used to claim that Mary was bodily taken to heaven to intercede for us at the throne of God. We may consider asking those raised by Christ to pray for us, as we might ask a friend or member of the family to pray for us.  But emphasising Mary or the saints as “intercessors-for-us” must not distract away from the biblical truth that, as Hebrews reminds us (4:16; 10:19-22), we have direct access to God in prayer and worship, through Christ’s sacrifice.  Access to God doesn’t depend on intermediaries.  It is Christ who makes us right with God.  Some suggest that Mary was ‘assumed’ into heaven to sit at Christ’s side to intercede for us because she understands what it is to be human.  But Christ himself understands and has experienced our nature (Heb. 4:14-16).  He intercedes as our great high priest on the divine throne.  If Mary is there, helping us along, wonderful… but grace and mercy are the gifts and actions of an all-understanding God.

Some claim: “I’m unworthy to come before Christ’s throne in prayer, so I humbly intercede through Mary and the saints”. That seems unnecessary humility… None of us are worthy, yet Christ has raised us up and cleansed us.  Though we may not know what to ask, the Holy Spirit, not Mary, transforms our prayer to make it worthy.  Prayer is God-inspired and God-ordained, not saint-inspired or saint-dependent.

I’m more comfortable with some iconography of the Death of the Virgin than that of her Assumption.  In the Icon of the Dormition, Jesus is shown receiving the soul of Mary, in a way that reassures us that we too will be received at our deaths.  

The prime value of Mary for us is her proof that Christ was God incarnate.  Ordinary human birth through an ordinary human mother brought God into this world – fully man and fully God.  Our doctrine teaches this, though rational minds wrestle to comprehend how it worked!  Mary isn’t a super-human mystery; God ‘earthed’ himself in her.

The ‘Theotokos’ icon was promoted to emphasise the doctrine of the incarnation.   Through history theologians and clerics have argued about what the Alexandrian term “Theotokos”/“Mother of God” means, since being adopted at the Council of Ephesus (431CE).  But it is easy to forget that “Mother of God” was devised as a term not to honour or define Mary.  It was invented as a way to understand and honour Christ.  

The term ‘Theotokos’ was devised at a time when the Church was defining who JESUS was, not who Mary was.  The Theotokos or “Mother of God” icon emphasises that Jesus was God, coming through human birth, taking on human nature in order to serve, teach and redeem humanity.   ‘Theotokos’ was never intended to suggest divinity in Mary.  But some later theological imaginations took the iconic term further, beyond its original intention, almost elevating Mary to the level of a 4th member of the Trinity.  Those who devised the term would have considered that to be blasphemy.

The word for God comes first in the term: Theotokos is more precisely translated not “mother of God” but “the bearer of the one who is God”.  Notice that in the icon Mary points to Christ, not him to her.    She is making a credal statement.  Mary is showing her son to the world, saying “this is the Son of God, fully God in fully human form… I know it; I gave birth to him!”

Mary of Nazareth, the biblical Mary, was no “Queen of Heaven”.  I doubt if she owned any blue or scarlet cloth, the colours she is usually represented as wearing.   These colours were devised by iconographers for symbolic purposes:  Blue emphasised her holiness, showing that eternity came to live in her. Lapis Lazuli blue was the most expensive colour in the Mediaeval and Renaissance artist’s palette, so of course it was used to honour Mary.  Red emphasises her humanity – the red of human flesh.   In more ‘realist’ paintings, homespun natural colours suggest her poverty, wife of a “teknon” - a manual worker, probably poorer than many of the peasants who worked the land.  A realistic Mary can show how God identifies with the poor.  

Mary is often depicted as beautiful but slight.   If the Annunciation came when she was 12-14 years old she was weak and vulnerable. Such vulnerability suggests the theological truth that the great gift of Salvation that came through her son is totally the work of the power and grace of God.  Mary’s ‘yes’ assenting to bear God’s Son shows that weak humans like each of us, can become part of God’s healing activity.

Mary in the Annunciation is frequently shown reading scripture and praying.   The real Mary may possibly have been illiterate, but this imagery expresses a truth about her faith.  It conveys a sense of the spirituality that God found in one so young… a faith that ensured that God could trust her with the nurture of a child who needed to grow up to understand that his purpose was to save God’s world.  Mary is sometimes represented in Northern European art as the pattern for the devout  who can kneel, watch and ponder like her.  Often such paintings are full of symbols. of contemporary spirituality, Books of Hours, prayer shawls, candles, open windows to denote the openness of the mind, soul and body to God. Mary’s openness and devotion brought God’s salvation.  Mary’s spirituality can be like ours in many ways.  Wee too can pray to be devout like her.  

This is very different from the Mary of popular ‘folk religion’, as in the Virgin of Guadeloupe, the Mary to whom people pray, in some cases as “co-redeemer”.  Catholic theology has always emphasised that Mary is not to be ‘worshipped’.  She is ‘venerated’ or ‘honoured’ and ‘greeted’.  But theologians’ pronouncements are not necessarily how popular faith has engaged with Mary through the centuries. In some cultures Mary is treated almost as a female deity or as a figure of superstition.   In Spain France and South America the Black Madonna took on the attributes and powers of fertility goddesses.  In popular superstition she accumulated many of the attributes of the pagan female goddesses, bringer of fertility, protector of pregnancy.  In such settings Mary is often venerated in ‘Christianised’ ceremonies and festivals similar to pagan worship.  It is not surprising that the Black Madonna has become revived in New Age cultic spirituality.

Mary in some Catholic traditions has acquired some characteristics that need to be reattributed to God:  Mary is not the feminine face of God: God is!…  Its not Mary who offers mercy and grace, appeasing a judgmental patriarchal godhead… God’s character contains those supposedly softening ‘feminine’ qualities.  If our God isn’t ‘feminine’ enough, we need to reappraise our understanding with God, not look for those aspects of God’s nature in Mary.  Our salvation isn’t dependent on Mary.  It is God who is full of compassion, love and forgiveness.   God by nature is more omniscient in watching over us than all the saints could ever be.  Mary isn’t the “Giver of wisdom”  as some symbolism represents her: Wisdom is the gift of the Holy Spirit.  

In our mission to represent the truth of God to the world, we need to be careful of the impression that we give to others.  The world increasingly criticises Christians. We need to represent the focus of our faith truthfully.  We need to show Muslims that we don’t worship Mary, but we hold her in high esteem, as they do themselves.  If a rational world sees the Church as holding to popular but unjustifiable superstitions about Mary our apologetic can appear confused.  We need to show that our faith in God is rational and intellectually defensible.

Many contemporary Catholic theologians are proposing that the Church attempt to wean people away from the aspects of Mary that distract from devotion to God.   Mary doesn’t need to have divine attributes to be an important spiritual figure for the church.  Her potential influence is strengthened by representing her as an earthly mother, holy in being human and in living an ordinary daily life given to God.

How are we going to understand and represent Mary as Christians as the 21st Century develops?  Do we just reinterpret her in a modern setting?  This can shows her as real, if we are to see spirituality as everyday.  But it doesn’t necessarily teach us much.   Sometimes we can represent Mary in a culturally specific setting, seeing Mary’s “yes” as spiritually relevant to our contemporary western world.  A contemporary Annunciation can suggest some of the mystery at work when we ask  or allow God to interact with our lives.

Do we just represent Mary in a moderninst form?  Some modernist or abstract Marys can be tremendously beautiful, but seem  empty of humanity, Mary’s greatest attribute.  Some may suggest that Mary is spirit-like, the semi-divine figure, reinforcing Mary’s ‘otherness’ rather than her likeness to us or her example to us.   Whereas art that shows Mary’s human vulnerability in her acceptance of God’s plan can present her as a sort of ‘every-woman’, applicable to many cultures. 

We need to consider whether our understanding and relationship with Mary accords with the Spirit and Truth of our understanding of God in a rationalistic, materialist and multi-faith world.  We must be careful that our use of Mary doesn’t deflect from our relationship with God.  We must be careful that the way we represent Mary doesn’t misrepresent faith, or hamper our witness to people who might see mysteries around Mary as irrational superstitions, which some are.

In our multi-faith world we need to affirm that we worship one true God, revealed in the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.   If we are looking for a feminine element in God to balance any over-paternalistic or patriarchal emphasis in past teaching, we find the “eternal Feminine” in God’s nature, not Mary’s.  Though of course anything that is good in Mary, as in us, reflects God’s nature.  It is through the human form of Jesus that God communicated most, not through Mary. It is God who saves us, protects us, nurtures us and forms his likeness in us….  not Mary. 

Mary can be seen as an example of God’s ability to liberate the woman, the poor, those considered culturally or racially inferior, those who need to be lifted out of their state as most of us do.  She is the prototype of the liberated, an example to us.  She is not the liberator herself.  The Magnificat points to the fact that God can liberate us.   Whatever the source of the Magnificat, whether an adapted Hebrew song of military victory, or created by Luke giving meaning to what would be achieved through Mary’s Son, or created in Mary’s own spiritual imagination, the words are powerful and true.

Mary is an experienced ‘elder sister’ on our journey to achieving our potential as Christians.   ‘Sister’ is perhaps a more valuable contemporary metaphor than Mary as ‘mother’.  Mary is more like us than many in the past recognised:   She was vulnerable, she was humble, she remained holy, she was of use to God. She was hurt by life  and she showed God to the world. Rather than seeing Mary as a pure paragon of unreachable holiness, it is much more valuable today to imagine Mary as a real woman struggling as we do, yet faithful to God, encountering God and given power by God’s Spirit.  That way she becomes the pre-eminent saint to whose holiness we might aspire.

PAGE  
2

