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Will the real Mary Please stand up?
presented by Sister Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ
Thank you, Deb, and thank you, Russ.  And good evening, 
everyone scattered across the many states where I was listening 
that you all have come from.  It’s a great pleasure for me to join 
you tonight and to be discussing with you this question, as it was 
originally put, Will the Real Mary Please Stand Up?  

I would pose the question this way, perhaps.  As we go forward in 
the 21st century, what would be a theologically sound, spiritually 
empowering, and ethically challenging theology of Mary?  What 
would be the best way that we could honor her?  Obviously she 
lived in the first century, a Jewish woman in Roman-occupied 
Galilee.  But because she gave birth to Jesus, confessed as 
Emmanuel, God with us, later centuries gave her the profound 
title of Mother of God.  Theotokos, in the original Greek, or the 
God-bearer, and technically, the one who was heavy with God.

You know, she’s arguably the most celebrated woman in the 
Christian tradition, and you could not count the paintings and 
sculptures, icons, the prayers and music, poetry and feasts, the 
spiritual writings, theology and doctrines, churches, schools and 
hospitals named after her, and so on.

So the question before us, I think, is what do we say in our time, in our multicultural world in this generation?  Who is she, 
and how can we carry forward this rich tradition of honoring Mary in a way that is liberating and healing in a world so in 
need?  That’s the question, right?

Now, what I’m going to propose, and have proposed in the books that they’ve mentioned, is just one answer.  There are other 
ways; not claiming exclusivity for this.  But I am proposing that we approach Mary as a real historical woman, someone who 
walked faithfully with her God during her own life’s journey and who now, joined to the rest of us in the great communion of 
saints, encourages our faithful discipleship in our own time and place.

Let me point out that this is a very different approach from a great deal of the tradition, which ended up putting Mary, in the 
end, on a pedestal for better and for worse.  For better, she was there as protector and comforter for so many people in need.  
But for worse, she became more and more distant from the actual person that she was.  And frankly, many women today find 
that image intensely unappealing and have rejected it.  
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So this is not a simple question: How 
can we best think of her and approach 
her and honor her?

I’d like to point out that there are at 
least two approaches in the past that 
I am not going to follow.  One of 
them is the approach that considers 
Mary the maternal face of God.  
Now, early in Christian history, 
there is ample evidence that the 
Mediterranean people, who had no 
problem worshiping the great mother 
goddess, transferred a great deal 
of that imagery, the titles, and the 
shrines, over to Mary.  People today 
say Christians baptized this pagan 
imagery.  And it was a successful 
missionary strategy [because] it 
allowed Christianity to attract people 
who were accustomed to female 
deities, whereas Christianity itself 
prayed only to God as Father, Son, 
and Spirit in a more masculine way.

But ever since, and you can track this, 
there has been a tendency to transfer 
divine qualities to Mary, especially in 
periods when theology was deficient.  
So in the Middle Ages, for example, 
as Christ became more and more 
judgmental—you see this in the art of 
time—Mary became more and more 
merciful, the one you could pray to to 
help you when Christ, even, was going 
to judge you.

Now, her gender as a woman and her 
historical role as a mother played no 
small part in these developments, 
for what compassionate mother 
would let one of her children be 
lost?  So through the centuries, as 
the god of Christianity became more 
and more masculine and more and 
more judgmental, Mary’s function 
came to reveal God’s love as close 
and compassionate, trustworthy and 
attractive, something that gets lost 
from view when the prevailing notion 
of God is that of an authority figure.

Now, this can explain some of the 
exaggeration that has crept into the 
Marian tradition over the years.  
We still have this going on.  For 
example, in Brazil, Leonardo Boff, the 
theologian of liberation, has written 
an entire book entitled, the Maternal 
Face of God.  And his argument 
is, just as the second person of the 
blessed trinity became incarnate in 
the male Jesus, the third person of the 
blessed trinity, the Holy Spirit, became 
embodied in Mary.  And so we have a 
gender balance, then, going on.  

But the problem with this is, first of 
all, it’s not generally very unorthodox.  
But secondly, Mary is not divine; she’s 
a human being.  It’s completely losing 
track of herself as a woman.  You 
could say that that whole development 
shows how capable the nature of 
women is to carry forward images 
of God in female form.  But my 
suggestion—I have put this this way—
let these images of God in female 
form migrate back to their force.  Let 
God have her own maternal face.  

The Australian theologian, Patricia 
Fox, demonstrated this when she 
wrote an article entitled, Mother of 
Mercy: Reclaiming a Title for God.  
So you might want to question that or 
think about that in our period later 
on.  If we keep God totally masculine 
and forget the diversity of images 
of God in the Bible, both feminine 
as well as cosmic, and that none of 
them can be taken literally, then all 
of this feminine imagery has to go 
somewhere.  And it was Mary who 
treasured these in her own image and 
likeness through the centuries.  

But my suggestion is that we could 
relieve her of her historic burden 
at this point and let her be free 
to be herself, and rejoin us in the 
communion of saints.

But my suggestion is 
that we could relieve her 
of her historic burden 
at this point and let 
her be free to be herself, 
and rejoin us in the 
communion of saints.
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The other approach that I am also, 
in a sense, saying, is probably not a 
very fruitful approach, especially in 
light of women’s experience today, is 
the approach, then, sees her as the 
ideal feminine person, or a symbol 
of the feminine.  And those who take 
this approach invariably divide male 
and female natures into water-tight 
compartments.  Sometimes this is 
called complementarity.  

And so masculine nature equips 
men for leadership in the public 
realm because it is marked by 
reason-ableness and assertiveness, 
independence, and the ability to 
make decisions.  And on the other 
hand, feminine nature fits women 
for the private life of child-bearing 
and home-making and caring for the 
vulnerable, because it is characterized 
by relationality, gentleness, nurturing, 
a non-assertive attitude, and a 
willingness to give service.

Now, I don’t know, again, what 
you think—and this is, in a way, 
controversial—but I know men 
who are gentle and nurturing and 
give wonderful service, and I know 
women who are intelligent and 
assertive and can lead.  And so our 
experience today in the world does 
not fit these categories, and yet this is 
what has, in fact, again, made Mary 
very unattractive to many women.

Let me give you an example here and 
then I’ll finish these two negative 
points. The Swiss theologian Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, speaking of 
Mary, says that in the Church, there 
was a Miriam principle compared 
and complementary to the Petrine 
principle.  The Miriam principle is 
one of holy obedience.  The Petrine 
principle is one of hierarchical rule, 
and they go together.  

And this Miriam principle indicates, 

he says, that women ought to divest 
themselves of their self-will in order 
to be obedient to the word of God, 
as articulated by the male hierarchy.   
And his prime example there is Mary 
and the wedding feast, Cana.  He 
says, “You notice the lack of wine, 
and rather than deal with the lack 
of wine, on her own initiative, she 
performed an act of self-emptying 
by turning to Jesus for help.”  And he 
comments, and I quote, “As a woman, 
she has her heart where it ought to be 
and not in her brain.”

Well, one could argue back that she 
noticed the lack of wine, and rather 
than commit an act of self-emptying, 
she took initiative, approached Jesus, 
and when he wasn’t willing to do 
something because his hour had not 
yet come, she nudged him until she 
got him to do it.  One could go on in 
this vein.  She says, “The servants do 
whatever he tells you,” and before you 
know it the wine is flowing again.  So 
she doesn’t fit that gender stereotype 
if you actually read the texts in which 
she appears.

But many women’s negative 
reaction to Mary today stems from 
the realization that this feminine 
ideal functions as an obstacle to 
personal growth, preventing the 
development of a critical intellect, 
capacity for righteous anger, and 
other characteristics of a mature 
personality.  So the question is, 
what is a woman and who gets to 
decide?  And my suggestion is that 
we leave aside this gender dualism in 
approaching Mary for our own day.  
I think that becomes a bit of a dead 
end, although there are certainly 
people who would disagree with me 
about that.

So what shall we do?  If I can repeat 
what I said earlier on, if we interpret 
Mary as a real historical woman 

who walked faithfully with her 
God during her life’s journey and 
who joined, through the Church, 
in the great community of saints, 
encourages our faithful discipleship 
in our own time and place.

There’s a beautiful expression of Pope 
Paul VI that gave the title to my book 
on this subject, and I was so pleased 
when I found it.  He wrote of Mary, 
“She is indeed truly our sister who, 
as a poor and humble woman, fully 
shared our lot.”  And this approach 
that in a way gives her back her own 
life or lets her take it back herself, 
invites her to come down from the 
pedestal and take her place amongst 
us as an actual poor person who 
responded to the spirit in her life in 
the midst of very troubled times, and 
who now joins us in our pilgrimage 
toward God.

Obviously this approach is centered 
in Scripture in the passages in the 
New Testament in which Mary 
appears or speaks or acts.  And we 
have a great deal of help in surfacing 
what her life might have been like as 
an historical person from all the work 
that’s been done in recent decades on 
the quest for the historical Jesus.  

And scholars have dug up Nazareth.  
They have found what it was like to 
live in that little hamlet with a focus 
on Jesus.  And I’m saying, yes, but 
also he had a family, as his mother 
was there.  So we can picture her in 
that small village of about three to 
four hundred people, which was so 
poor that it had no paved roads, no 
public buildings, no inscriptions, 
which indicates that most of the 
populace was illiterate.  No glass, 
no perfume bottles—the kinds of 
things that archaeologists dig up in 
wealthier settings.

And in this small village, she lived 
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out her life with her husband and 
her family—most people lived in 
extended families at that point—
and responded to God’s call to her.  
We owe a debt, I believe, to third-
world women who have spotted the 
similarity of Mary’s life to their lives.  
A peasant woman, a poor woman of 
the people, struggling against state 
power that was very oppressive and 
violent.  It’s how she lost her first-
born son—through state torture 
and crucifixion—and continuously 
faithful to God throughout her life, 
as so many women in our own world 
today.

I continue to go back to the 
scholarship of the first world, 
looking at the political violence, 
the economic poverty, the cultural 
disenfranchisement that she would 
have known as a human being.  She 
was, if I may put it very bluntly, a 

nobody on the world stage.  And it is 
to this woman that God approached 
with the invitation to mother the 
Messiah, and it is this woman who 
stepped up to the plate with all the 
power of her spirit, rejoicing in God 
and responding wholeheartedly.

Let me stay with that notion for 
a minute, because there is a text 
in the New Testament that for 
centuries, when you read traditional 
Mariology, is overlooked.  And that 
text is the Magnificat, or Mary’s 
Canticle—Canticle of Justice, in 
Luke, Chapter 1—and she sings.  
And it’s interesting to note that the 
setting for this song is Mary, who is 
newly pregnant, [beading?] with her 
older kinswoman, Elizabeth, who’s 
also pregnant but further along.  
And where they meet is Elizabeth’s 
home.  

But something is different about this 

domestic space, because Zechariah, 
Elizabeth’s husband and head of 
household, has been struck dumb.  
No other men are around, and so 
the male voice is quiet, which is very 
unusual in Scripture.  This is a rare 
vignette where women are the main 
actors who hold center stage.  And 
empowered by each other’s presence, 
they fill this space with blessing and 
strong prophetic words.

Filled with the spirit, Elizabeth 
blesses Mary and her child.  And 
then in line with the great biblical 
singers, Miriam, Deborah, and 
Hannah, Mary blesses God.  This 
prayer is the longest set of words 
placed on the lips of any woman in 
the New Testament.  It’s the most 
that any woman gets to say.  

And what she says is magnificent. 
First, she magnifies the Lord with all 
her spirit, which rejoices in God, her 
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Savior, because lowly woman though 
she is, the Holy one is doing great 
things for her—and not for her only, 
but for all the poor and needy.  And 
then in short forceful phrases, she 
declares the work of God, who puts 
down the mighty from their thrones, 
exalts the lowly, fills the hungry with 
good things, but sends the rich away 
empty.  And the prayer ends by her 
saying, all this is being done to fulfill 
the ancient promise of mercy.

But newly pregnant with the Messiah, 
Mary is singing here of the approach 
of the kingdom of God that Jesus 
would inaugurate.  I have always 
loved the comment of the German 
theologian, Diedrich Bon-hoeffer, 
about this hymn.  He calls it the most 
passionate, the wildest advent hymn 
ever sung.  

And I quote him: “This is not the 
gentle, tender, dreamy Mary who 
we sometimes see in paintings.  It is 
the passionate, the rendered proud, 
enthusiastic Mary who speaks out 
here.  This song has none of the 
sweet, nostalgic tones of some of 
our Christmas carols.  It is instead a 
hard, strong, inexorable song about 
collapsing thrones and humble lords 
of this world, about the power of God 
who comes to save.  These are the 
tones of the women prophets of the 
Old Testament that now come to life 
in Mary’s mouth.”

Gathered in Singapore, Asian feminist 
theologians that with a mother like 
this, it is little wonder that Jesus’s first 
words in Luke’s Gospel proclaims 
his passion for healing the broken-
hearted and setting captives free.  And 
as they comment, the apple does not 
fall far from the tree.

Step back and look at this hymn.  You 
know that exploited people in every 
society hear a blessing in Mary’s 
song—those who struggle against 

poverty, racism, domestic violence, 
war, and other social structures that 
demean their human dignity.  Here, 
in Mary’s words, is the hope that God 
intends something more for their life.  
And rather than spiritualizing this 
hope and postponing it until the end 
of time, Mary’s Canticle proclaims 
God’s merciful action is coming now 
to disrupt the arrogant social order—
even here, even now.

One African theologian wrote, (Peter 
Daino, Mary, Mother of Sorrows, 
Mother of Defiance. Orbis Books, 
1993.) “Imagine the world according 
to the defiant Mary’s Magnificat—
peace breaking out, racial justice 
prevailing, immigrants welcomed, 
women treated as fully human 
persons, and all the children fed.”  This 
hymn, I think, still has to make its way 
into the consciousness of the Church 
today and let these identify the 
revolutionary attitude that Mary had 
in this world and that we are called 
also to share.

Now, many other texts in the New 
Testament, over the dozen where 
Mary appears, we could interpret 
in this light.  She is a real person, a 
poor woman, a woman who suffered 
violence in her own family, and yet her 
understanding of God’s ways in the 
world stand out as this tremendous 
challenge to the Church even today.

If we keep going like this and 
approach Mary on the avenue of 
historical memory, what we are 
basically doing is reawakening the 
understanding that she is part of the 
communion of saints.  And so in this 
last part of my presentation before we 
get to discussion, I’d like to just dwell 
on what that means.

Some people find this very strange 
to think of her as a saint, and yet we 
call many churches and schools ‘St. 
Mary’s.’ And being a saint is no small 
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thing.  What it means is, as the Holy 
Spirit graces people in land after 
land all through the ages, together 
they form a great company of friends 
of Gods and prophets to call, quote, 
“the Book of Wisdom,” a community 
of holy people endeavoring to live 
their lives praising God.

Now, as we know, this community 
encircles the globe in space and 
includes everyone who is alive 
today responding to the grace of the 
Spirit.  But it also reaches backward 
in time to include those who have 
died and now live in the embrace of 
God.   The communion of saints is 
a very strongly hopeful doctrine in 
which we say, that doesn’t end your 
participation in the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, which weaves us all into one 
great communion.

But, now, once we admit Mary into 
our company as this first century 
Jewish woman of faith, the question 
of how to relate to her arises.  And I 
think here is the other part, Part 2, 
of my proposal.  Part 1 is, take her 
as a real woman of history.  Part 2 is, 
relate to her as a companion rather 
than as a patron.  

In the more traditional approach, 
Mary and the saints, too, are 
approached primarily as intercessors 
before the throne of God.  Behind 
this way of praying, we imagine 
that God exists like a king ruling in 
splendor with courtiers ranked in 
descending order of importance.  
And we, of course, are way down at 
the bottom, very far from the distant 
throne. And so, as the saying goes, 
we need friends in high places to 
intercede for our cause and obtain 
spiritual and material blessings.

And because she is the mother of the 
Lord, Mary is THE most powerful 
intercessor of all, obtaining gifts that 
might otherwise be denied.  Now, it’s 

interesting to note that this patron/
client relationship is not found in 
the New Testament, nor is it found 
in the early Christian centuries of 
the martyrs.  It developed in the late 
Roman empire under the influence 
of the civil patronage system once 
the Church had been officially 
established.  

The earlier way in the New 
Testament and the Age of the 
Martyrs of relating the living to the 
dead saw us all as companions to 
each other in the one spirit-filled 
community.  And so we see Mary 
and the saints in this companionship 
model not between God and 
ourselves on earth, but alongside of 
us as sisters and brothers in Christ.

The text in the New Testament—
from the letter to the Hebrews, 
especially—Chapter XII, Verse 1—
and to telling the story of so many 
faithful Jewish ancestors, Hebrews 
XII concludes, “Therefore, since we 
are surrounded by so great a crowd 
of witnesses, let us rid ourselves of 
every burden and sin that clings 
to us, and persevere in running 
the race that lies before us, while 
keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, a 
pioneer and perfecter of our faith.”  

Now, biblical scholars note that the 
image here is that of the stadium.   
And at one time those who went 
before us were down on the track 
running the race, but now they are 
up in the stands as a great cloud of 
witnesses cheering us on in our own 
effort to be faithful.

St. Augustine preached in the 
same vein, “When we pay honor to 
the martyrs, we are honoring the 
friends of Christ who are also our 
friends following after the same 
love.”  So in this model, the model 
of companionship, the main way 
of approach is by mutuality, by 
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connections with the struggles and 
the witness of the life of the person 
we’re honoring, and bringing their 
memory into our own lives as a spark 
to our own actions and to our own 
fidelity.  

This approach is very strong.  If I 
may give you this example, in Latin 
America, especially in El Salvador, 
when the village people recite the 
traditional litany of the saints, 
they add the names of their own 
martyrs for the cause of justice.  
And instead of saying, “Pray for us,” 
they say, “Presente,” meaning ‘Be 
here with us,’ or ‘You are here with 
us.’   So, “[name] presente,” “[name], 
presente,” “[name] presente,” and 
so on.  As Augustine says, each 
martyred life inspires the next 
generation the way one fire kindles 
another.

Now, I’m suggesting that within 
this great cloud of witnesses, if we 

approach Miriam of Nazareth this 
way, we will we will reap enormous 
benefits.  A woman of faith who 
heard the word of God and kept it, 
partnering God in the great work of 
redemption.  And while the precise 
circumstances of her actual life can 
never be repeated, the style and spirit 
of her life reverberates through the 
centuries to propel us in today’s very 
different cultural context.  

And in solidarity with her spirit, 
we find strength to face up to our 
own challenges to the best of our 
faithful [wit].  We can say, “Miriam of 
Nazareth, presente.  Be here with us.  
Walk with us on our journey, cheer 
us on, help us out, and inside we’ll be 
up in the stands, then, cheering for 
others.

There’s so much more to say.  I have 
my eye on the clock.  I have two more 
minutes, I know.  So I would like to 
conclude with an example, again, 

of how this would work, going back 
to the wedding feast of Cana with a 
different approach from Hans Urs 
von Balthasar.

As you know, the wine ran out.  A 
typically poor family in a small 
village; many people present.  Mary 
noticed, says to Jesus, “They have no 
wine.”  Just remember those words: 
“They have no wine.”  And despite 
his hesitation, she nudges him to 
do something.  And the result is 
extravagant.  Six water jars, each with 
a capacity of 20-plus gallons, filled 
with excellent wine.

As we know, the wedding banquet is 
often used in the Bible to symbolize 
those heart-stopping moments, when 
the Messiah will come, when justice 
will be done on Earth as it is in 
heaven.  And in this wedding scene, 
the wine, more than 100 gallons 
of it, signifies the abundant gift of 
salvation being joyfully poured out 

Fresco of the Wedding Feast at Cana. Melkite Church of the Annunciation, Jerusalem. 
Image (cropped) by See The Holy Land, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons.
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by the presence of Christ.

But let us not lose sight of Mary, what she has done here.  Her words at the wedding 
reverberate prophetically down through the centuries, imploring neediness and 
announcing hope.  Women in poor nations hear her say, “They have no wine.”  And 
they elaborate: “Nor no food, no clean drinking water, no housing, education, or 
health care; no freedom or political power, no security from rape, no human rights.

Mary stands among the marginalized, herself a member of the group without wine, 
and speaks the hope of the needy.  Her strong, compassionate impulse to call for 
relief corresponds to God’s own desire to spread the hospitality of life on earth.  And 
just as her words propel Jesus into action at [Cana], her challenge now addresses 
the Church, the body of Christ—Christ in the world today, especially in first-world 
nations—and even though we might rather not be informed, she says to us, “They 
have no wine.  You have to act.”

So I conclude simply by saying, far from being a peripheral approach, basing our 
understanding of Mary on who she was in her own life as a real historical woman 
and connecting with her through the power of the Spirit and the communion of 
saints liberates energies for the life of discipleship today.  Finding that she walks 
with us, we can carry the spark of the Gospel to a world in need and inspire the next 
generation.  Mariam of Nazareth, presente.

Thank you.

Women in poor nations 
hear her say, “They 
have no wine.”  And 
they elaborate: “Nor no 
food, no clean drinking 
water, no housing, 
education, or health 
care; no freedom or 
political power, no 
security from rape, no 
human rights.




