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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Today we celebrate the feast day of Mary the Mother of our Lord. It’s a bit surreal to hear the 
Christmas gospel about the birth of Jesus today, in August in the cold of winter and not 
December in stifling heat of summer. The festival gives us the occasion to reflect on the role of 
Mary and all that she stood for, and outside of the trappings of Christmas it is a different 
reflection. Mary is the model of faithfulness to God. She is a symbol of hope and trust that 
gives each of us the inspiration to believe God will keep promises and never let us down. Mary 
took the risk of saying ‘yes’ to the angel who announced to her the news that she would bear a 
child by the Holy Spirit. By accepting, she believed God would do great things through her 
agency.  

If it hadn’t worked out Mary would have been in serious trouble. Pregnant out of wedlock not 
even the to the man to whom she was engaged meant dismissal at the very least. She also 
would likely have been exiled from her family for the disgrace, and if exiled from family then 
there would have been no house, no place, no status. She would have been destitute. 
Destitute women were often forced into prostitution or slavery in order to survive.  

Joseph also took a large risk. Rather than assuming the child was by another man, Joseph 
believed the message of the angel that the child conceived in Mary was by the Holy Spirit. He 
therefore married her, according Mary proper status and place in the household. The festival 
of Mary the Mother of our Lord is as much about Joseph, the earthly father of our Lord. It is 
properly the account of the family of Jesus, the unit into which he was born and by whom he 
was nurtured and taught. 

A few weeks ago, I attended an online conference seminar on Jewish life. The conference 
series is an initiative of the Institute for Religion and Critical Inquiry of the Australian Catholic 
University in Melbourne. Given the impossibility of international travel this year and even the 
restrictions on interstate travel, the institute set up opportunities for international and local 
experts to present papers and for interested people to attend online. It has been really good, 
and I have learned a lot, especially in areas outside of my research interests. Anyway, the 
seminar on Jewish life presented the life expectancy for men and women in the time of Jesus. 
Men might hope to reach 25-27 years of age on average, while women’s life expectancy was 
as low as 22 years old. This does not mean of course, that people did not reach old age. It is 
just that the average takes in the high numbers of death in childbirth and mortality in infants 
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under five years of age. I also learned that the median age for death in women was not just 
from childbirth, but from general exhaustion. This humbling statistic highlights just how hard 
the female role was in all its forms in the ancient world.  

Scripture tells us that Mary was a virgin. In the ancient world the parqenw:na, the Greek word 
for virgin, is the name of a young unmarried woman. In older English, the name ‘maiden’ 
meant the same thing as ‘virgin’ in the ancient languages. It is more about age and conjugal 
status than sexual activity. It was simply presumed in those days that a young girl or woman 
who had not been married was a virgin. Mary was quite young and the serene birth scenes in 
the stable would have been at odds with the reality of the difficulty of childbirth for very 
young women. The risks were even higher.  

The image of Mary as virgin in more modern times was elevated as the aspiration for all 
women. Yet as mothers, it was impossible for women to achieve the same state. Methods of 
IVF aside, conception requires loss of virginity. In some parts of the church, Mary as virgin 
became almost godlike. Mary became greater than other women. Yet as we learn from the 
segment of the Letter to the Galatians today, the Son of God was born of a woman. The 
humanity of Mary is the prerequisite of incarnation. The Son of God is born in human flesh 
through a human mother. Mary is no god, but she is the mother of God. 

The festival of Mary reminds us of house and home. Again, we learn from the Bible that Jesus 
had brothers and sisters – so Mary had more children after having Jesus. I have been reflecting 
this last week about raising children, especially as I have a more hands on role with my young 
grandchildren. It is good to teach faith to children in the home, and I think this is a better way 
of looking to Mary as a role model than as the virgin mother whose submission and obedience 
we should all emulate.  

Let us give thanks to God for Mary, the courageous young woman who risked everything in 
saying yes to the good news that she would bear the Son of God, conceived by the Holy Spirit. 
And let us give thanks to God for Joseph who also risked much in accepting Mary as his wife no 
matter that she was with a child who was not his own. Let us thank God for the holy home in 
which Jesus was nurtured, taught, grew and flourished. May we all be inspired to faith and 
hope through Mary’s witness and to trust that God is with us and will do great things. Amen. 


