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There are 16 Marian apparitions that are officially recognized by the Vatican, meaning there are
16 different places in different times, from France and Poland, to Rome and the Czech Republic, to
Mexico and Rwanda, where Mary has appeared on earth, often on several occasions in one place and to
children. Like in Lourdes, France, she was said to have made 18 appearances to a young French girl
named Bernadette in 1858. Since those appearances millions of pilgrims flock to the city, where there is a
spring near the place she is said to have appeared, to receive healing and hope. Indeed, many of these
apparition sites have become destinations for pilgrims and cultural touchstones for the faithful. For two
thousand years, the person, figure, symbol of Mary - the Blessed Virgin, the Saint, the Queen of Heaven,
the Mother of Jesus, has captured the hearts, imaginations, and devotions of billions of people world-
wide, both in and out of Christendom. For example, did you know that even in Islam, Mary is revered as a
holy figure and is named in the Qu'ran as the greatest woman to have ever lived. We, as protestants, don’t
focus too much of our teaching and theology on Mary, as New Testament scholar, Amy-Jill Levine puts it,
“Mary was collateral damage of the Reformation,” as protestant churches moved away from any sort of
devotion to Mary or anything else “too Catholic” for that matter. Thankfully, I think we've soften on a lot
of that now, and I find that there is much our Roman Catholic siblings can teach about the importance of
this women in the life of our faith. T have been anxiously awaiting just such an opportunity as this
sermon series to do a deep dive on Mary, to explore more fully just who she was historically and
biblically, who she still is to many, what do we know about her, how do we know it, and why does her
story matter to ours and our walk of faith and discipleship?

If we look just to the gospels and our scriptures, we have very little to go off. In fact, what we

have just read here in Luke is basically the majority of it. Luke keeps Mary around the narrative for

another chapter, as she gives birth to Jesus, dedicates him at the Temple at 8 days old, and then 12 years



later frantically searches for him at another visit to the Temple. She will pop up a couple more times in
Luke during Jesus’ ministry, and is among the disciples praying in the upper room in Acts. Mark makes
one mention of Mary, simply called “your mother” by those who are around Jesus while he is teaching.
Similarly Matthew, while naming Mary, also only refers to her as wife and mother, focusing his birth
narrative on Joseph and the threat of King Herrod against the child Jesus. John, while again not actually
naming Mary and calling her “Jesus’ mother” does feature her meaningfully, as Mary plays a significant
role in the launching of his ministry. She is the catalyst for his first miracle, asking him to do something
about the lack of wine situation at the Wedding in Cana. Like a lot of mothers, perhaps she felt that Jesus
just needed a little push to get things going. John also poignantly features Mary at the foot of the cross,
when Jesus addresses Mary and an unnamed disciple, saying “Woman, behold your Son.” And “Behold
your mother,” making sure that she was cared for at his death and also bringing together his natural
family and his chosen family of disciples.

From these morsels of information from the Bible we know that she was that she was a young
Jewish woman living in Nazareth in Judea under the rule of King Herod in the Roman Empire. She was
engaged to and then married a carpenter named Joseph, but before they were married she was found to
be with child by the Holy Spirit. She raised Jesus, and her other children (who are mentioned, some by
name, later on in the gospels), in Nazareth according to the laws and customs of her and Joseph’s Jewish
faith. She was around Jesus and his ministry and endured the agony of watching her son be executed and
die on a cross. She was among the first disciples, among the first people to constitute the early church. I
would argue that she is the first disciple, having been the first person to hear the good news from the
angel and have her life transformed by the love of God revealed through Jesus Christ.

Of the many things that Mary was and did, I think the most powerful thing about her from the
Biblical accountings of her life, is that Mary was a prophet. Her story mirrors that of many prophets in
the Old Testament. She was called by God to do something important, to bring the word of God to the
people, and she quite literally bore the Word made flesh in her own body, birthed him into the world and

to all people. When she hears the voice of God through the Angel Gabriel calling her name, she uses the



same words that Samuel, Isaiah, and Moses when they were similarly called by God, saying, “Here I am.”
Her prophesy, the words we call, “the Magnificat” are structured like many other prophetic
announcements. They glorify God and give thanks for God’s goodness, care, and providence, they pass
judgement on the powerful, and proclaim good news for the poor and announce God’s redemptive work
for the people. These words are no sweet lullaby, but are a powerful indictment against the oppressive
systems and injustices of this world. In Mary’s time there were horrific atrocities being perpetuated
against the Jewish people by the Roman regime. She very likely knew what it meant to be hungry, to be
lowly and helpless against the Imperial power of Rome. She is not speaking in vague abstractions, but to
the very real evils of her world and the very real needs of herself and her people.

In some ways, Mary is a self-fulling prophet. She spoke these words and then taught them to her
son. According to the scholarship of Amy-Jill Levine, whose work on Mary and other Biblical women,
looks at the historical accounts of Jewish women in first century Palestine to glean insights into the New
Testament world, it was mothers, grandmothers, aunties — women, who were the early religious teachers
of children. They taught the scriptures, the stories, and the customs to their children from an early age
and passed down this knowledge to the next generation. Mary it seems would have been no different in
passing on her faith to her children. 'm sure that Jesus learned a lot of useful skills in carpentry from his
earthly father Joseph, but his prophetic teachings he got from his mama. So much of what Jesus taught
about the kingdom of God, are first reflected here in Mary’s song of praise.

The Church throughout the centuries has added many things to Mary’s story and attributed
many things to her. Through extra-canonical writings, meaning texts that are not included in our
authoritative Bible, we get stories of Mary’s own miraculous conception, stories written hundreds of
years after Mary’s life, that have led to the belief and tradition that she was born without the burden of
original sin. Catholic and Orthodox Church tradition also holds that Mary remained a virgin for the rest
of her life and that when she came to the end of her life she was taken up in to heaven body and soul, like
one of the great prophets before her, Elijah. In 381, during the council of Ephesus, Mary’s title within the

church came to great debate, as the church was struggling to define and refine its theology around Jesus



humanity and divinity. Some preferred that she be called, “Christotokos” or “Christ-bearer” because it was
more palatable for them to that Mary not actually carry God, but Jesus in whom God’s divinity dwelled.
It’s splitting hairs a little bit, but ultimately the term “Theotokos” won the day, and Mary became known
and is still acknowledged by even us Reformers as the “bearer of God.” Mary’s story has certainly taken
on a life of its own. And even though much of our own reformed theological framework rejects some of
these ideas of immaculate conception, perpetual virginity, and bodily assumption, we still don’t always
know what do about Mary and what to make of her. Was she this supernaturally good and perfect
person? Was she just a vessel to bring forth the Messiah? Did she ever doubt, stumble, or fail in her faith?

I don’t ask these questions to disparage and put down all these beliefs and ideas, but I do want to
point out and caution us against trying to make Mary unattainably extraordinary. And while I believe
that she was good and she was faithful, she also was an ordinary human being and like all human beings
she was not without sin. When we consider all the beliefs and stories out there about Mary, we can be
left with the feeling that we aren’t good enough. It can seem like God can’t also use us to work out God’s
purposes of salvation and redemption in the world. But Mary’s story tells us something quite the
opposite. She loved God and she said yes to God when called. She lovingly served her Lord even when it
put her life at risk, even when it humbled her, even when it meant suffering. She did her best with the
task she had been given and even in the midst of her doubt and fear, she chose to trust God.

So we can and should honor her, celebrate her, tell her story, and lift her up as an example of faith
and faithfulness, but in doing so we shouldn’t so far remove Mary from ourselves as to believe that we
aren’t also called to do and be the same. We too can find favor with God. We too are blessed to be
“theotokos” out in the world to bear and bring forth God into a hurting and broken world, to be

transformed and remade by the love of God in Jesus Christ.
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