
 
 

Sample Education Program 
 
This sample education program has been prepared by FutureChurch, relying on the 
research and work of Mary Christine Athans, which is presented in this Mary of Nazareth 
resource pack.  
 
It is divided into four sessions. The four sessions could run back to back for four days or 
could span four weeks, depending upon your needs. The sessions may also be tailored to 
develop a day-long or even an over-night retreat with a Marian theme.  
 
Each session is designed to run no longer than 1 hour and 15 minutes, and some are 
shorter.   
 
The four sessions are as follows: 

1. Mary in the Early Church and Middle Ages 
2. Mary During the Renaissance and Reformation 
3. Mary in the 17th -19th Centuries 
4. Mary in the 20th Century 

 
Each session includes questions for reflection and dialogue. It is often helpful – 
particularly at the beginning of the program – to offer your own reflections to the 
questions posed so participants have an example to follow. Questions may be answered in 
the large group, as part of a small group or table discussion, or with a neighbor.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Session One: Mary in the Early Church and Middle Ages 
 
Questions for reflection and discussion: (10 minutes) 
1. What role, if any, would you say Mary plays in your spiritual life or life of faith? Would 
you characterize your “image” of her in any way: role model? comforter? companion?  
 
2. What do you suppose accounts for this “relationship” you have with Mary? Your religious 
upbringing? Your personal reading? Influence of your community? 
 
Outline 
Part One: Mary in the Early Church (25 minutes) 
Summary: Very little biographical information about Mary has been handed down from 
this period. Rather, most of the information we have about Mary is the result of theological 
reflection about Jesus.  
 

I. Mary in the Written Sources 
 
1. The Canonical Gospels 

a. Were written in the last third of the First Century to document oral 
tradition as eye witnesses to Jesus and disciples were diminishing.   

b. Infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke were used to support claims 
that Jesus was the Messiah 

2. The Protoevangelium of James 
a. attributed to James, brother of Jesus, but most likely written in the 

mid-to-late 2nd century 
b. had a major influence on tradition of the Church 

i. names Anna and Joachim as Mary’s parents 
ii. account of her marriage to Joseph, an elderly widower 
iii. virginity of Mary before, during, and after birth of Jesus is 

described in graphic detail 
 

II. Mary in Patristic Thought and Early Ecumenical Councils  
(2nd to 7th Centuries) 
 
1. Focus was Christology, not Mariology 

a. Extraordinary births were common in Jewish scriptures and in Greek 
and Roman mythology of the time and similar explanations of Jesus’ 
origins were not unlikely 

b. The intellectual and philosophical discourse of the time considered 
spiritual elements of life superior; material (particularly sexual) was 
inferior therefore it was essential to patristic theologians that Jesus not 
be “tainted” by having been born of sexual intercourse 



2. Ecumenical Councils 
 

Council Date Issue Outcome 
Nicea 325 Relationship between 

Jesus and God 
Jesus is “God’s only-begotten son” and of 
the same substance as God (ὁμοούσιος); 
“was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the 
virgin Mary and made man” 

Constantinople 381 The humanity of Jesus Reaffirms that Jesus’ had human flesh: 
“was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the 
Virgin Mary and became man” 

Ephesus 431 Was Mary mother of 
humanity of Jesus or 
truly the mother of 
God? 

The view that Mary was Mother of God 
(theotokos) prevailed, those who denied it 
were heretical 

 
III. Mary in Art 

1. Jewish influence forbidding depictions of the divine or holy and 
periodic persecution until 313 made images of Mary exceedingly rare 
to that point 

2. After the Council of Ephesus, Mary’s role in the theology of the 
Church expanded as do depictions of her 

3. As Church defined its beliefs in Greek philosophical language, it also 
adapted its artistic style and elements of goddess imagery may have 
influenced Christian depictions of Mary 

4. Mary as theotokos required an image worthy of the title and an 
imperial figure emerged 

 
Questions for reflection and discussion (10 minutes) 

1. Considering the role that Mary plays in your spiritual life or life of faith, how 
important to you is it that Mary bear the title of virgin? How does it help/hinder 
you? 

 
Break (5 Minutes) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Part Two: Mary in the Middle Ages (15 minutes) 
Summary: During the Middle Ages, the code of chivalry portrayed “the lady” as a woman 
on a pedestal who was worshipped from afar. Mary became “Our Lady” – the lady par 
excellence of the feudal era.  
 

I. Suffering in the Middle Ages 
1. High infant mortality rates, rampant disease, and the death of young men 

in the Crusades made suffering a reality in the Middle Ages 
2. Mary became a patroness and protector of the people 

a. the cult of  Mater Dolorosa (Sorrowful Mother) connected Mary with 
the suffering of the people 

b. As Christ was depicted as a just judge, Mary became the mediatrix – 
the channel through whom God’s blessings would flow, the 
approachable one who would intercede for sinners and those in 
distress 

 
II. Marian Devotion Abounded 

1. Cathedrals and shrines were erected in her honor 
2. The Angelus, Memorare, and rosary became commonly recited prayers 
3. Litanies and hymns were composed 

 
III. The debate over the Immaculate Conception 

1. As devotion to Mary abounded and as she became the lady par excellence 
arguments about her conception bubbled 

2. A feast of the Conception of Mary was celebrated in the East as early as the 
7th century 

3. Theologians of the time were split: “maculists” insisted Mary was born 
with sin since redemption had not taken place: immaculists” claimed that 
Mary had been born without sin in anticipation of the merits of her son, 
Jesus.  

 
Question for Reflection and Discussion: (10 minutes) 
In the Middle Ages, Mary came to be defined by what society expected of the feudal lady par 
excellence.  What is the expectation of what it means to be a woman today? A 
Catholic/Christian woman? What impact does this have on you and your spiritual life/life 
of faith? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Session Two: Mary During the Renaissance and Reformation 
 
Summary: The first fifteen hundred hears of Christianity saw Mary transformed from a 
Jewish maiden to a Greek Empress to a Western European Queen and even Aztec Indian 
woman. Every culture found in Mary a person whom they honored, revered and who 
became for them a path of access to God. After the Reformation, however, she became a 
source of contention. Finding the “real Mary” became more of a challenge.  
 
Questions for reflection and discussion: (10 minutes) 
Has your understanding of Mary remained constant? Or has it changed over time? In what 
ways? 
 
Outline 
 

I. Mary, the Renaissance and Humanism 
1. Beginning in Italy and spreading throughout Europe, the Renaissance 

ushered in a period of cultural, artistic, and intellectual development.  
a. Art became increasingly earthbound and realistic 
b. Advances  in scientific investigation, including geographical 

exploration, brought a new way of seeing the world 
c. The invention of the printing press facilitated the spread of 

information 
2. Mary continued to be a guiding light during the Renaissance 

a.  Madonnas of Renaissance masters such as Raphael, Botticelli and 
DaVinci depict Mary with her child, sometimes nursing him. All are very 
human. Mary was depicted as a Renaissance woman.  
c. Explorers like Columbus invoked Mary, naming their ships and lands 

they discovered after her.  
3. Erasmus departed from scholastic theology of Middle Ages  

a. Encouraged broader scholarship and rediscovery of classical wisdom 
b. Translated the New Testament from original Greek and had 

considerable impact on theological studies 
c. Erasmus, a priest, attacked extravagant devotion to Mary but 

maintained she had an important role to play in the church.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

II. Mary and the Reformation 
1. Martin Luther 

a. Initially had a warm devotion for Mary: believed in the perpetual 
virginity of Mary and accepted her as theotokos; wrote several sermons 
regarding her 

b. By Christmas 1530 he emphasized the separation of Jesus from his 
mother and the rest of creation and at times considered the Catholic 
practice of making intercessory requests directly to Mary and saints to 
be idolatry. 

2. Calvin 
a. Adamantly attacked Catholic practices of devotion to Mary arguing 

they made Mary an idol 
b. Doctrine must be grounded in scripture; speculation on Mary in the 

church had exceeded its limits 
3. The later reformers 

a. Iconoclasm developed in many Protestant Churches leading to 
removal of trappings of Catholic tradition: statues of Mary and Jesus 
were removed, ornate altars became bare communion tables, screens 
and ornaments were removed, the pulpit became the center of 
attention 

b. During the Puritan Revolution in England (1649-1660) Mary’s role as 
“queen” took on political and socio-economic overtones and statues 
were beheaded and destroyed.  

 
III. Mary in the Catholic Counter Reformation 

1. Marian devotions which were attacked by Reformers were defended by 
counter-reformers and at Council of Trent 

2. When Protestants outlawed the rosary Pope Pius V instituted the Feast of 
the Holy Rosary 

3. Marian sodalities flourished in Catholic urban centers under the direction  
of the Jesuits 

 
 

 
Questions for Reflection and Discussion: 
The role of Mary in the life of the church and in the lives of the faithful was one among the 
many disagreements between the Catholic Church and reformers. From your perspective, 
what role does Mary play in the life of the church today? What role ought she play? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Session Three: Mary in the 17th – 19th Centuries 
 

Summary: The Thirty Years War, The Age of Enlightenment and ongoing revolutions in 
Europe were a tumultuous time for the Church. Liberty, democracy, equality, separation of 
church and state, freedom of press, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion were all 
perceived as threats to the Church. To reformers and revolutionaries, Mary became a 
symbol of everything that was wrong with both Church and state. To Catholics, Mary 
became patroness, protector, and even a test case for papal infallibility.   
 
Questions for reflection and discussion:  
As we will be discussing in the upcoming presentation, different groups invoked Mary for 
different purposes. What groups today invoke Mary? In what ways is she invoked? Do you 
ever invoke Mary in prayer or conversation? How?  
 
Outline 
 
 

I. Mary in the 17th Century: The Thirty Years War (1618-1648) and 
the Peace of Westphalia (1648) 

1. In the aftermath of the Reformation, conflict broke out between 
Catholic and Protestant states – eventually the war became less 
about religion and more about political pre-eminence  

2. The Peace of Westphalia allowed for the existence of Catholic, 
Lutheran, and Calvinist churches by mandating that “the religion 
of the prince is the religion of the people”  

3. Catholic Dynasties of Europe often made Mary their patroness 
a. Exemplified by Maximilian I, of Bavaria, who consecrated 

himself to her in a vow written in his own blood, adopted 
the Virgin as the chief emblem of his ambitions, and 
requited that all Bavarians carry rosary beads constantly.  

b. Catholics were encouraged to make pilgrimages to Marian 
Shrines.  

c. In France, priest Louis Grignon de Montfort espoused a 
Marian devotion using the metaphor of “slavery” as a 
description of absolute surrender to Mary.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

II. Mary in the 18th Century: Enlightenment and Revolution 
1. The Age of Enlightenment  

a. Philosophical movement which espoused progress, reason, liberty, 
equality, religious tolerance, and government by the people 

b. Skepticism infiltrated religion and led to Marian feasts being 
eliminated from the liturgical calendar and Marian devotions being 
sidelined except in Spain and Italy.  

2. The French Revolution 
a. the “alliance between throne and altar” made religion a target of 

the revolution as well as royalty 
b. Church property was confiscated, nuns and priests were sent to the 

guillotine 
c. Images of Mary were identified as symbols of royalty and 

aristocracy and were broken or burned 
d. Mary was replaced by a figure named “Marianne” who personified 

the French Republic.  
 

III. Mary in the 19th Century: Devotion, the Immaculate 
Conception, Papal Infallibility and “Aryanization” 
1. Devotion 

a. With the fall of Napoleon in 1815 there was a desire to return to pre-
French revolutionary Europe.  Kings, queens, the pope, and Jesus and 
Mary were restored to their thrones. Romanticism took hold, the 
medieval period was idealized, and there was a devotional renewal.  

b. In the United States,  
i. Italian Feasts, Irish novenas, French Christmas crèches and 

German hymns exemplified devotion to Mary.  
ii. Religious orders with particular devotions to Mary were 

founded.  
iii. Mary became a frontier model as Catholicism attempted to 

spread west.  
iv. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a Protestant, launched The Women’s 

Bible and saw in Mary a preservation of “some recognition of 
the feminine element in religion”  

v. Harriet Beecher Stowe, the daughter and wife of Calvinist 
Ministers, saw in Marian depictions “visual art that affirmed 
the power and goodness of women.” 

c. In England 
i. Gerard Manley Hopkins, SJ – an Anglican convert to 

Catholicism – was a priest and poet whose appreciation of 
nature aligned him with other Romantic poets of the time. 
Hopkins reimagined Mary  in a way that showed her at home 
in a united, scientifically conceived universe. He wrote of the 
Incarnation as an ongoing reality.  

ii. John Henry Cardinal Newman, another convert from 
Anglicanism, also wrote poetically of Mary, using natural 
imagery. 



iii. Both Hopkins and Newman brought simple, natural images of 
Mary that were new and much unlike her royal images of 
earlier years 

 
2. Defining the Immaculate Conception 

a. In the wake of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era, the goal 
of both Church and states was a return to pre-revolutionary Europe. 
However, younger generations did not necessarily share this vision.  

b. Riots and revolutions that continued to occur, notably in 1830 and 
1848, espoused liberty, democracy, separation of church and state, 
freedom of the press, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion, 
which were all perceived as threats to the Church.  
i. Many Catholics believed that the only defense against 

liberalism was a centralized Church and strong papal authority 
ii. In 1832, Pope Gregory XVI wrote the encyclical Mirari Vos 

which condemned separation of church and state, freedom of 
the press, and freedom of religion 

c. The movement toward the political unification of Italy became an 
increasing threat to the Church 
i. The Papal States, a theocracy in the middle of Italy, represented 

the opposite of all the republicans were trying to accomplish 
and they eventually occupied Rome, sending Pope Pius IX into 
exile in 1848-9.  

ii. In response to the Pope’s request for help, the French occupied 
Rome and returned Pius IX to his papal throne.  

d. With temporal power fading away, the Church began to compensate 
by relying on its religious authority.  
i. On December 8, 1854, Pope Pius IX promulgated the 

constitution, Ineffabilis Deus, proclaiming that the doctrine of 
the Immaculate Conception.  
 

3. Mary and Papal Infallibility 
a. Pius IX continued to be challenged by modern theology, liberal 

political theories, new scientific understandings, and the disaffection of 
many workers during the industrial revolution who were drawn to 
socialism 

b. In 1864, he promulgated the Syllabus of Errors, which in part 
condemned anyone who believed that “the Roman pontic can, and out, 
to reconcile himself, and come to terms with progress, liberalism, and 
modernism.  
i. These statements made Protestants in the United States 

nervous especially with the enormous migration of Catholics to 
the United States.  

ii. They feared that, with a growing Catholic electorate, the values 
of their political system could be reversed 

iii. Immigrant devotion to Mary – particularly the Rosary – only 
instilled greater fear  

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

c. In 1870, despite the misgivings of many bishop present, Vatican 
Council I under Pope Pius IX made a formal declaration of Papal 
Infallibility 
i. three days before the dogma was proclaimed, war broke out 

between France and Prussia, forcing the French to withdraw 
from Rome.  

ii. Italian armies immediately invaded Rome, and the pope 
became a “prisoner of the Vatican” until 1929 when the Lateran 
Treaty established Vatican City as a sovereign state. 

iii. Recourse to Mary to free the pope became part of an on-going 
crusade of prayer through the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Devotion to Mary now went hand in hand with papal 
infallibility.  

 
4. “Aryanization” of Jesus and Mary 

a. As Darwin’s theory of evolution and idea of “survival of the fittest” 
took hold, in some places it turned into a pseudo-science to claim 
Nordic superiority 

b. Some writers began to claim that Jesus was not Jewish, but Galilean, 
and therefore an Aryan.  

c. This led to depictions of both Jesus and Mary Mary in the 19th and 20th 
century as Nordic figures – often with long blond curls and blue eyes.  

 
Question for Reflection and Dialogue:  
Throughout the 17th to 19th Centuries, Mary took on different meanings for different people. 
In the French Revolution, she came to be associated with royalty and aristocracy. In the 
Revolutions of the 19th century she became associated with the pope and papal infallibility. 
For better or for worse, what ideas, values, or groups of people is Mary associated with 
today? Why do you think that is? If Mary were able to speak for herself, whom do you think 
she would choose to associate herself with?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Session Four: Mary in the Twentieth Century 
 
 
Summary: As the 20th Century Progressed, Marian movements, devotions, doctrines, and 
apparitions took Mary further “above” and “outside” of the Church. New developments in 
scripture scholarship, historical studies, interfaith dialogue, and feminist theology in the 
lead up to and following the Second Vatican Council offer possibilities for further reflection 
on the Jewish Mary.  
 
Question for Reflection and Dialogue: 
In the 20th Century, Mary would become the “perfect woman” and Catholic women and 
girls were to emulate her. As Mary is presented today, is she able to be emulated? What 
impact might this have for Catholic women and girls today? Is there some other person – 
contemporary or historical – that you find inspiration for your life of faith in?  
 
Outline 
 

I. Flourishing Catholicism in the United States 
1. Immigration laws passed in 1924 militated against the influx of Catholics, 

Jews, and some Protestants from southern and Eastern European 
countries.  

2. A by-product of this discrimination was that financial resources which had 
been devoted to helping new immigrants were now available to build 
Catholic life in the United States.  

3. Catholic life flourished: churches and schools were built, litanies, May 
Crownings, and rosary processions gathered Catholics together and gave 
American Catholics a new sense of identity.  

4. Mary was portrayed as “the perfect woman.” All Catholic girls and women 
were to emulate her.  

 
 

II. Three Significant Marian Movements Developed portraying 
Mary as the “perfect women” 
1. The Sodality of Our Lady 

a. Founded by Father Daniel A. Lord 
b. It’s magazine, The Queen’s Work was influential among high school 

and college students 
c. Increased young Catholics’ commitment to Jesus as king and Mary as 

queen 
d. Had a profound impact on attitudes toward modesty of dress, purity, 

and censorship of films 
 



 
 

2. The novena movement 
a. Founded by James R. Keane 
b. Exemplified by devotion to the Sorrowful Mother 
c. Within one year 70,000 attended thirty-eight services to the Sorrowful 

Mother in Chicago 
d. The novena traveled to other cities and countries and translated in 

thirty five languages 
e. The novena was broadcast on the radio each Friday night and a 

pamphlet allowed people to continue at home.  
f. During WWII the devotion became solace for many families 

3. Our Lady of Fatima 
a. Title given to Mary related to apparitions at Fatima in Portugal 
b. Apparitions in 1917 
c. Called for prayer for the conversion of Russia 
d. Became major theme in U.S. Catholic piety in the 1940s and 50s 

because of anxiety over Communist infiltration of the United States 
 

III. Reflecting on Mary as “Reed of God” 
1. In 1944, Caryll Houselander, an English Catholic laywomen, published 

The Reed of God .  
2. Houselander made Mary human, presenting her as a model for each 

person whose mission it was to bear Christ in the world.  
3. She wrote of Mary walking the streets of Nazareth and Jerusalem as a 

strong and courageous woman of great simplicity.  
4. Her writings resonated with Catholics who were committed to social 

justice and liturgical renewal.  
 

IV. The Proclamation of the Assumption of Mary 
1. Pope Pius XII, an ardent advocate of the Assumption of Mary, became 

pope in 1939.  
2. Definition of the Immaculate Conception in 1854 and the declaration of 

papal infallibility in 1870 set the state for the proclaiming the assumption 
of Mary 

3. In 1950, invoking papal infallibility, in the apostolic constitution, 
Munificentissimus Deus, Pius XII proclaimed the dogma of the 
Assumption of Mary. 

4. Reaction was mixed 
a. Popular enthusiasm around devotion to Mary as well as a pervasive 

fear of Communism made the proclamation well-received among 
Catholics 

b. While Greek Orthodox had long celebrated a feast of the Conception 
and accepted the basic definition itself, they were troubled by the 
pope’s unilateral definition and claim of infallibility 

c. For Protestants, it was set back in hoped-for dialogue and unity 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

V. Mary at Vatican II 
1. The lead up to the Council  

a. In the period immediately leading up to the Council, scholars shed 
new light on Mary by placing her in the context of the mystery of 
Christ and the Church. Edward Schillebeeckx drew attention to the 
Jewish Mary, asking the question “Is the Madonna of Catholic 
Mariology the same as the Jewish mother of Jesus?” 

b. In preparation for the Council, many bishops expressed a desire for a 
“Mariology from above” – one that emphasized Mary’s titles and 
privileges 

2. The first session (October 8 – December 8, 1962)  
a. New biblical scholarship and theology widened the horizons of many 

bishops and a new “Christology from below” emerged 
b. This seemed to warrant consideration for “Mariology from below” as 

well.  
3. The second session (September 19- December 4, 1963) 

a. A controversy ensued with some bishops suspicious that others wanted 
to downgrade Mary in piety and possibly doctrine 

b. Ultimately, it was decided that Mary would be the topic of a final 
chapter in Lumen Gentium – the Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church.  

c. Some wanted to give the chapter the title “Mary, Mother of the 
Church” and others rejected the title, wanting to avoid working that 
would make Mary “above” or “outside” of the Church.  

d. The final title was “The Role of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of 
God, in the Mystery of Christ and the Church” 

e. in closing the second session, Pope Paul VI, declared “Most Holy Mary 
is Mother of the Church” in an attempt to assuage the minority 

4. Post Council 
1. In the immediate post Council days, traditional devotions to Mary 

seemed to evaporate, but eventually reemerged 
2. Historical studies, new scripture scholarship, feminist theology, and 

interfaith dialogue continue to intermingle today to offer new insights 
into the Jewish Mary.  

 
 
 
 

Question for Reflection and Dialogue: 
As the Second Vatican Council met, concern grew that Mary was too “above” and “outside” 
of the Church. Many scholars explored new ways of understanding Mary to bring her back 
with and among the people. What opportunities or pathways do you see today for making 
Mary more accessible to the people of God.  

 
 

 


