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2 Samuel 7:1 - 11, 16
Magnificat
Romans 16:25 - 27
Luke 1:26 - 38

Mary the Mother of God

Mary the Mother of God was never a theme in the public preaching of the Apostles, but 
popular enthusiasm for Mary emerged at an early stage of the Church’s life, giving rise 
to numerous rich traditions of devotion. The emphasis given to Mary amongst the 
Orthodox family of Churches differs from that which evolved in the Roman Catholic 
Church, while the Protestant Churches have remained strangely silent about her. 
Protestants have resisted the traditions that evolved around Mary. There has been no 
heightened regard for her as the Mother of the Redeemer. We have felt venerating her 
seemed to spill over into worship, and have sought to claim for Mary only those things 
that can be found in scripture, or can be said in relation to Jesus Christ. This sermon is 
not advocating we embark on a programme to revive Marian devotion in our churches, 
but Mary is an important biblical figure and it is a faithful enterprise, entirely in keeping 
with our tradition, to reflect on her significance for Christian faith.

Amongst the New Testament writers Luke’s picture of Mary is of an active subject of 
grace. Mary, not Joseph, receives the angel’s message, she says things in response, and 
reports are given about her.

Mary is the subject of grace. Grace is a subject beloved of Protestants for whom a 
leading thought is that we live by grace alone. “Hail Mary, full of Grace” are the words 
of the traditional prayer of the Church but our text has Gabriel say: “Greetings, favoured 
one, the Lord is with you!” The “favour” bestowed on Mary in this greeting is based on 
charisomoi, a Greek word for grace. And the context demonstrates the English meaning: 
unmerited favour. There is nothing that stands out as a reason for this angelic approach 
to Mary: no reference to any virtues or merits in her that made her attractive to God, or 
the angel of God. This encounter demonstrates that God chooses because God chooses. 
Mary is no more deserving of this favour than anyone, but here we have an example of 
how God relentlessly comes to us, before we ask, to bestow favour on the human 
family. And in this we see God comes to the least: a young girl in a far away place, on 
the margins of faith and life. For her this encounter was disturbing, but it was Good 
News, the best news.

Mary was a virgin. This is one of those points when people tend to think it would be 
better to throw out this story, along with those parts of the Creed which reflect these 
words. It would be a pity if we did, even though leaving them in causes us to have to 
wrestle with the symbolism of our faith. “Virgin” means young girl - just as once in 
English, “girl” was the word used to describe a young person of either sex. Thanks to 
the advent of science we find it hard to separate theology from gynaecology, but if we 
know our Hebrew Scriptures we know that there is a long line of stories in which barren 
women have miraculously conceived to bring forth a leader of the people. Here is 
another example of God bringing life where no life was expected. Just as Jesus was laid 
in a new tomb after the Crucifixion, at the beginning he was laid in a new womb, so that 
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God could bring forth new life in the world. This is another of the impossible things of 
God. One of the dilemmas of our time is faith asks us to believe in order to understand, 
rather than the other way round. The virgin birth is a theological statement, which 
declares the Spirit of God was, from the beginning, fully present in the life of this child 
who was the embodiment of God’s creative holiness. This is another way of saying this 
was an act of grace. But this grace did not occur in a vacuum.

Mary was receptive and responsive. One of the feminist arguments about Mary is that 
her consent to the role is demeaning because in her reply “Here I am, the servant of the 
Lord” the word for servant means slave. The difficulty is that generations of women 
have fallen victim to the idea that Mary’s slavery meant women in general should be 
subject particularly to men. But the idea of being a “slave of God” speaks of the 
relationship between Mary and God, and says nothing about the authority of men and 
women in relation to one another. In other parts of the New Testament the term slave 
means one who rightly understands the authority of God in their life. It is a technical 
term, which refers to faithful belief, a sign of discipleship for any believer, woman or 
man.

Mary has long been regarded by some commentators as passive in this transaction 
because she did not choose the role for herself. For such people her “let it be done to me 
according to your word!” signifies her lack of agency. But, although her role was 
chosen for her, Mary gave her consent. She took her place in the long line of women 
from the margins who agreed to participate in God’s unfolding vision of life for the 
world. This is a story about the purposes of God, but it is also a story about the exercise 
of human free will - in modern language we would say there is a synergy here, and 
Mary’s YES is active participation in the divine encounter; it is not passive consent.

As time went on the early church vigorously debated the relationship between the divine 
and human natures of Jesus. Against the Nestorians who said Mary was the mother of 
the human Jesus, but not the mother of the divine person, the Church found it necessary 
to emphasise Jesus’ humanity - to say that he was real flesh and blood. In what seems to 
us to be a move in the opposite direction, the Council of Ephesus in 431 declared Mary 
to be Theotokos, “God Bearer” = “the mother of God”. But the intention of this title was 
to signify that divine grace had come to inhabit humanity in the fullest possible way. 
Mary, one of us, became the instrument of the Word made flesh. As once the Hebrews 
honoured the mystery of God enthroned between the Cherubim, the Church pictured the 
Word made flesh enthroned on the lap of Mary. It is not accidental that sho points to 
him, as in our graphic, and he raises his hand in blessing to all. The title Mother of God 
signifies that when Mary is pregnant with Jesus, new creation is embodied in the world. 
It is out of us and from amongst us that God does the work of salvation. God does not 
despise the virgin’s womb - this is God’s YES to life - and from this place God gave all 
of us a fresh start.

This may seem a long and complicated way of saying that the story of the birth of Jesus 
is the story of how we have been inhabited by grace, but that is what we are dealing 
with here. Through Mary, God chose to dwell among us. This is a gift of unbelievable 
wealth. It is a sign that God trusted human life fully in order to create a new beginning 
for us all.

An Orthodox theologian has said: “...when people refuse to honour Mary, only too often 
it is because they do not believe in the incarnation.” This statement is a challenge to 
Protestant theologians who for 400 years have felt uncomfortable with talk of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary. But, as we see from our texts today, there can be no doubt the 
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Blessed Virgin Mary is not an invention. She has a central and venerable role in giving 
us Jesus Christ, through whom God has sought to fill us with grace. Because of her we 
and all people have been greatly blessed, and it is time we boldly celebrated the gift, 
and the challenge, of her life.
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