
MOTHER AND CHILD: 
THE CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE MOTHER OF JESUS 

The Texts 

 
MARIAN WONDERING 
Till they are good Marians they shall never be good Christians; whilst they derogate from 
the dignity of the Mother, they cannot truly honour the Son. 
-Anthony Stafford, The Female Glory (1634) 
 

EVE AND THE SECOND EVE 
So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and 
female he created them.  
-Genesis 1:27 
 
Then the LORD God said, "It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a 
helper fit for him."  
-Genesis 2:18 
 
This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because 
she was taken out of Man."  
-Genesis 2:23 
 
I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her 
offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel. 
-Genesis 3:15  
 
In my opinion it is significant that her name is bestowed in Genesis 3:20 after the fall, after 
God’s words of judgment.  In this way the undestroyed dignity and majesty of woman are 
expressed.  She preserves the mystery of life, the power of nothingness, the antithesis of 
Yahweh, who is the creator of life and the God of the living.  She, who offers the fruit 
which leads to death, whose task manifests a mysterious kinship with death, is nonetheless 
from now on the keeper of the seal of life and the antithesis of death.  The woman, who 
bears the key of life, thus touches directly the mystery of being, the living God, from whom 
in the last analysis all life originates and who for that reason, is called “life”, the “living 
one”. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Daughter Zion, p. 17 



ISRAEL AND WOMAN: 
AN OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY OF WOMAN 

 
 
 

 
 
Yet the mothers also play a specific role. In the history of the patriarchs, Sarah-Hagar, 
Rachel-Leah, and Hannah-Penina are those pairs of women in whom the extraordinary 
element in the path of the promises stands out. In each case the fertile and the infertile 
stand opposite each other, and in the process a remarkable reversal in values is reached. In 
archaic modes of thought, fertility is a blessing, infertility is a curse. Yet here all is reversed: 
the infertile one ultimately turns out to be the truly blessed, while the fertile one recedes 
into the ordinary or even has to struggle against the curse of repudiation, of being unloved. 
The theological implication of this overthrow of values becomes clear only gradually; from 
it Paul developed his theology of spiritual birth: the true son of Abraham is not the one 
who traces his physical origin to him, but the one who, in a new way beyond mere physical 
birth, has been conceived through the creative power of God’s word of promise. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Daughter Zion, p. 18 
 
 
 
The great salvific figures of Esther and Judith appear, taking up again the most ancient 
tradition as it was embodied, for example, in the figure of the judge Deborah.  Both 
women have an essential characteristic in common with the great mothers: one is a widow, 
the other is a harem-wife at the Persian court, and thus both find themselves—in different 
ways—in an oppressed state. Both embody the defeated Israel...Yet both personify at the 
same time Israel’s unconquered spiritual strength, which cannot boast as do the worldly 
powers and for that reason knows how to scorn and overcome the mighty. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Daughter Zion, p. 20 
 
The woman as savior, the embodiment of Israel’s hope, thereby takes her place alongside 
the unblessed-blessed mothers. It is significant that the woman always figures in Israel’s 
thought and belief, not as priestess, but as prophetess and judge-savior. What is specifically 
hers, the place assigned to her, emerges from this. The essence of what has previously been 
seen is repeated and strengthened: the infertile one, the powerless one becomes the savior 
because it is there that the locus for the revelation of God’s power is found. After every fall 
into sin, the woman remains “mother of life”. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Daughter Zion, p. 21 
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MARRIAGE AND WISDOM: THE FEMININE IN 
SALVATION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give 
to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 
and of his kingdom there will be no end. 
-Luke 1:32-33 
 
And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb. And 
Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed with a loud cry, "Blessed are 
you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me 
that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your 
greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who 
believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord. 
-Luke 1:41-45 
 
And Mary said, "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for 
he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For behold, from now on all generations 
will call me blessed; for he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his 
name. And his mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has 
shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; he 
has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate; he 
has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty. He has helped 
his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham 
and to his offspring forever." 
-Luke 1:46-56 
 
Thus we can now say the figure of woman is indispensable for the structure of biblical 
faith. She expresses the reality of creation as well as the fruitfulness of grace. The abstract 
outlines for the hope that God will turn toward his people receive, in the New Testament, 
a concrete, personal name in the figure of Jesus Christ. At the same moment, the figure of 
the woman, until then seen only typologically in Israel although provisionally personified 
by the great women of Israel, also emerges with a name: Mary. She emerges as the personal 
epitome of the feminine principle in such a way that the principle is true only in the 
person, but the person as an individual always points beyond herself to the all-embracing 
reality, which she bears and represents.  
 
To deny or reject the feminine aspect in belief, or, more concretely, the Marian aspect, 
leads finally to the negation of creation and the individualization of grace.  It also leads to a 
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THE DIVINE WISDOM: 
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picture of God’s omnipotence that reduces the creature to a mere masquerade and that 
also completely fails to understand the God of the Bible, who is characterized as being the 
creator and the God of the covenant—the God for whom the beloved’s punishment and 
rejection themselves become the passion of love, the cross. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Daughter Zion, p. 28 
 

BEHOLD, YOUR MOTHER… 
And the angel answered her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you (επελευσεται), and the 
power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called 
holy— the Son of God.” 
-Luke 1:35 
 
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you (επελθοντος) , and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth." 
-Acts 1:8 
 
So the soldiers did these things, but standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother and his 
mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother 
and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, "Woman, behold, 
your son!" Then he said to the disciple, "Behold, your mother!" And from that hour the 
disciple took her to his own home. 
-John 19:24-27 
 
And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under 
her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was pregnant and was crying out in 
birth pains and the agony of giving birth. 
-Revelation 12:1-2 
 
Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of 
her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of 
Jesus. 
-Revelation 12:17 
 
And so, in the redemptive economy of grace, brought about through the action of the Holy 
Spirit, there is a unique correspondence between the moment of the Incarnation of the 
Word and the moment of the birth of the Church. The person who links these two 
moments is Mary: Mary at Nazareth and Mary in the Upper Room at Jerusalem. In both 
cases her discreet yet essential presence indicates the path of "birth from the Holy Spirit." 
Thus she who is present in the mystery of Christ as Mother becomes-by the will of the Son 
and the power of the Holy Spirit-present in the mystery of the Church. In the Church too 
she continues to be a maternal presence, as is shown by the words spoken from the Cross: 
"Woman, behold your son!"; "Behold, your mother." 
-Pope John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater 24 (1987) 



Taken up to heaven she did not lay aside this salvific duty, but by her constant intercession 
continued to bring us the gifts of eternal salvation. By her maternal charity, she cares for 
the brethren of her Son, who still journey on earth surrounded by dangers and difficulties, 
until they are led into the happiness of their true home.  
-Lumen Gentium 62 (1964) 
 

REMEMBERING MARY: FILLING OUR DEPLETED SPIRITS 
The Orthodox church venerates the Virgin Mary as “more honorable than the cherubim 
and beyond compare more glorious that the seraphim,” as superior to all created beings. 
The church sees in her the Mother of God, who, without being a substitute for the one 
Mediator, intercedes before her Son for all humanity. We ceaselessly pray to her to 
intercede for us. Love and veneration of the Virgin is the soul of Orthodox piety, its heart, 
that which warms and animates its entire body.  A faith in Christ which does not include 
his virgin birth and the veneration of his mother is another faith, another Christianity 
from that of the Orthodox church. Protestantism is this other sort of Christianity, with its 
strange and deeply rooted lack of veneration for the Virgin, Protestantism differs in almost 
equal measure from both Orthodoxy and Catholicism. Hence even the Protestant 
comprehension of the incarnation loses some of its fullness and power. 
 
I sometimes think that the coldness of atmosphere of some Protestant churches results 
from the absence of just this warmth.  In her and by her the feminine receives, in 
connection with the Holy Spirit, a place in piety. 
 
Here [in Protestantism] the incarnation is only a means of redemption, which has become 
a bitter necessity because of sin—and hence the Virgin Mary is only an instrument for the 
incarnation, inevitable, but still something external, an instrument which is laid aside and 
forgotten when the need has passed. This failure to be mindful of the Virgin Mary is often 
found in Protestantism in such extreme beliefs as that the Virgin might have had other 
children by Joseph, or even in a denial of the virgin birth itself. The Orthodox church 
never separates mother and Son, she who was incarnated by him who was incarnate. In 
adoring the humanity of Christ, we venerate his mother, from whom he received that 
humanity and who, in her person, represents the whole of humanity. 
-Sergius Bulgakov (1871-1944), The Orthodox Church, pp. 116-119 
 
Here I observe, first, that, to those who admit the authority of the Fathers of Ephesus, the 
question is in no slight degree answered by their sanction of the [Theotokos] or "Mother of 
God," as a title of St. Mary, and as given in order to protect the doctrine of the 
Incarnation, and to preserve the faith of Catholics from a specious Humanitarianism. And 
if we take a survey at least of Europe, we shall find that it is not those religious 
communions which are characterized by devotion towards the Blessed Virgin that have 
ceased to adore her Eternal Son, but those very bodies, (when allowed by the law,) which 
have renounced devotion to her. The regard for His glory, which was professed in that 
keen jealousy of her exaltation, has not been supported by the event. They who were 
accused of worshipping a creature in His stead, still worship Him; their accusers, who 



hoped to worship Him so purely, they, wherever obstacles to the development of their 
principles have been removed, have ceased to worship Him altogether. 
-John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, 426 
 
I have come to destroy the feminine. 
-The Gospel of the Egyptians  
 
When you make the two one...and the upper as the lower, and when you make the 
masculine and the feminine one only, so that the masculine is not masculine and the 
feminine is not feminine...you will enter into the kingdom. 
-The Gospel of Thomas 
 
Modernity witnessed the development of another exclusion of the feminine from the 
biblical message, which, while having different reasons from and being less radical than its 
Gnostic predecessor, was certainly no less influential. An exaggerated solus Christus 
compelled its adherents to reject any cooperation of the creature, and independent 
significance of its response, as a betrayal of the greatness of grace. Consequently, there 
could be nothing meaningful in the feminine line of the Bible stretching from Eve to 
Mary. Patristic and medieval reflections on that line were, with implacable logic, branded 
as a recrudescence of paganism, as treason against the uniqueness of the Redeemer. 
Today’s radical feminisms have to be understood as the long-repressed explosion of 
indignation against this sort of one-sided reading of Scripture—an explosion, however, that 
has indeed taken the step to truly pagan or neo-Gnostic positions: the rejection of the 
Father and the Son that occurs in these theologies strikes at the very heart of the biblical 
witness. 
 
The radicalisms that are tearing our times apart...are “heresies” in the literal sense, in other 
words, a selection that refuses the whole. The drama of our day could thus foster a better 
understanding of the invitation to a Marian reading of the Bible than would have seemed 
possible just a short time ago. Conversely, we need this Marian reading in order to deal 
adequately with the anthropological challenge of our time. 
-Pope Benedict XVI, Mary: The Church at the Source, pp. 41-45 
 

RETURNING TO MARY: WITH THE REFORMERS 
The veneration of Mary is inscribed in the very depths of the human heart. 
-Martin Luther, Sermon (1 September 1522) 
 
Mary is the Mother of Jesus and the Mother of all of us even though it was Christ alone 
who reposed on her knees . . . If he is ours, we ought to be in his situation; there where he 
is, we ought also to be and all that he has ought to be ours, and his mother is also our 
mother. 
-Martin Luther, Christmas Sermon (1529) 
 



It is a sweet and pious belief that the infusion of Mary's soul was effected without original 
sin; so that in the very infusion of her soul she was also purified from original sin and 
adorned with God's gifts, receiving a pure soul infused by God; thus from the first moment 
she began to live she was free from all sin. 
-Martin Luther, On the Day of the Conception of the Mother of God (1527) 
 
Christ, our Savior, was the real and natural fruit of Mary's virginal womb . . . This was 
without the cooperation of a man, and she remained a virgin after that. 
-Martin Luther, Sermons on John (1539) 
 
The Blessed Virgin Mary, who, as well after as when she brought him forth, continued a 
pure and unspotted virgin.  
-John Wesley, Letter to a Roman Catholic (18 July 1749) 
 

BUT DOES SHE GET IN THE WAY? MARY AS MEDIATRIX 
For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ 
Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the testimony given at the proper time. 
-1 Timothy 2:5-6 
 
They content themselves with saying that our devotions to our Lady must necessarily throw 
our Lord into the shade…But I should like the fact to be proved first; I cannot hastily 
admit it. There is this broad fact the other way;—that, if we look through Europe, we shall 
find, on the whole, that just those nations and countries have lost their faith in the divinity 
of Christ, who have given up devotion to His Mother, and that those on the other hand, 
who had been foremost in her honour, have retained their orthodoxy. 
-John Henry Newman, Certain Difficulties II, p. 92 
 
There is but one Mediator as we know from the words of the apostle, "for there is one God 
and one mediator of God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself a redemption 
for all". The maternal duty of Mary toward men in no wise obscures or diminishes this 
unique mediation of Christ, but rather shows His power. For all the salvific influence of 
the Blessed Virgin on men originates, not from some inner necessity, but from the divine 
pleasure. It flows forth from the superabundance of the merits of Christ, rests on His 
mediation, depends entirely on it and draws all its power from it. In no way does it 
impede, but rather does it foster the immediate union of the faithful with Christ. 
-Lumen Gentium 60 (1964) 
 
For no creature could ever be counted as equal with the Incarnate Word and Redeemer. 
Just as the priesthood of Christ is shared in various ways both by the ministers and by the 
faithful, and as the one goodness of God is really communicated in different ways to His 
creatures, so also the unique mediation of the Redeemer does not exclude but rather gives 
rise to a manifold cooperation which is but a sharing in this one source. 
-Lumen Gentium 62 (1964) 
 



This cult, as it always existed, although it is altogether singular, differs essentially from the 
cult of adoration which is offered to the Incarnate Word, as well to the Father and the 
Holy Spirit, and it is most favorable to it. 
-Lumen Gentium 66 (1964) 
 
But it exhorts theologians and preachers of the divine word to abstain zealously both from 
all gross exaggerations as well as from petty narrow-mindedness in considering the singular 
dignity of the Mother of God. Following the study of Sacred Scripture, the Holy Fathers, 
the doctors and liturgy of the Church, and under the guidance of the Church's 
magisterium, let them rightly illustrate the duties and privileges of the Blessed Virgin which 
always look to Christ, the source of all truth, sanctity and piety. Let them assiduously keep 
away from whatever, either by word or deed, could lead separated brethren or any other 
into error regarding the true doctrine of the Church. Let the faithful remember moreover 
that true devotion consists neither in sterile or transitory affection, nor in a certain vain 
credulity, but proceeds from true faith, by which we are led to know the excellence of the 
Mother of God, and we are moved to a filial love toward our mother and to the imitation 
of her virtues. 
-Lumen Gentium 67 (1964) 
 

PRAISE THE LORD…AND HIS MOTHER! 
The Virgin Mary, who at the message of the angel received the Word of God in her heart 
and in her body and gave Life to the world, is acknowledged and honored as being truly 
the Mother of God and Mother of the Redeemer. Redeemed by reason of the merits of her 
Son and united to Him by a close and indissoluble tie, she is endowed with the high office 
and dignity of being the Mother of the Son of God, by which account she is also the 
beloved daughter of the Father and the temple of the Holy Spirit. Because of this gift of 
sublime grace she far surpasses all creatures, both in heaven and on earth. At the same 
time, however, because she belongs to the offspring of Adam she is one with all those who 
are to be saved. She is "the mother of the members of Christ . . . having cooperated by 
charity that faithful might be born in the Church, who are members of that Head." 
Wherefore she is hailed as a pre-eminent and singular member of the Church, and as its 
type and excellent exemplar in faith and charity. The Catholic Church, taught by the Holy 
Spirit, honors her with filial affection and piety as a most beloved mother. 
-Lumen Gentium 53 (1964) 
 


