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 I have a complex relationship with the Virgin Mary. Growing up Mennonite I was 

raised to believe that Mary was the earthly mother of Jesus and nothing more. She held 

no special place in a larger pantheon of saints; her image did not grace the walls of my 

childhood home; and I never performed an elaborate pilgrimage in search of a miracle to 

any of the thousands of Marian shrines spread throughout the globe. About the only time 

that Mary dawned upon my consciousness was during advent. I delightfully sang “the 

babe, the son of Mary” in What Child Is This or “Christ is born of Mary, and gathered all 

above” in O Little Town of Bethlehem as some young girl, draped in blue and white, 

piously gazed upon a plastic baby in a makeshift manger. At times I heard her name 

during Easter given that she mourned at the foot of the cross, but beyond this Mary was 

rarely preached about, hardly ever discussed in Sunday School, and was only referenced 

in passing in catechism classes in preparation for baptism. Although the Confession of 

Faith in a Mennonite Perspective claims that Jesus was “born of the Virgin Mary,” 

Mennonite Mariology is, for the most part, non-existent. 

 Given this brief description of my early childhood recollections of Mary, it may 

be surprising to know that I have unintentionally dedicated my professional life to 

understanding her presence in Latin America. As a historian of colonial religion, 

specifically of evangelization and sacred history in Mexico, it is impossible for me to 

avoid the Virgin Mary. Marian shrines are among the most popular Catholic destinations 

throughout all of Latin America, and her various advocations have become sources of 

local pride and spiritual comfort and, in the case of Mexico, a driving symbol of national 

identity in the wake of independence from Spain. The shrine dedicated to the Virgin of 

Guadalupe on the hill of Tepeyac, today situated in the northern part of Mexico City, is 

among the most heavily trafficked Catholic shrines in our modern world. This devotional 

popularity is manifested every year on December 12 when the majority of the country 

celebrates her feast day, remembering her supposed apparition in the sixteenth century to 

the humble indigenous man named Juan Diego. The Virgin of Guadalupe is indeed a face 

that all Mexicans recognize and most revere very deeply. 

 Having been raised Mennonite I had no idea that my life would become 

intimately intertwined with this pious colonial legend. I married a Mexican señorita after 

some research in Mexico City and her mother, not surprisingly, is both Catholic and a 

devotee of the Virgin of Guadalupe. She lives in the southern part of the capital and much 

of her property is built upon volcanic rock. My father and I used this material as filler for 

the little home we built at the back of my mother-in-law’s lot, but there was still a large 

pile left over after construction was complete. Since Cynthia and I had to pass by this 

heaping eye sore to get to our place, I proposed that we build an aesthetically pleasing 

shed out of the remaining volcanic rock, a place for her to store her tools given her 

passion for gardening. My dad improved my simple architectural plans by designing two 

gothic windows on each side and a round space above the entrance for a clock. He laid 

the rocks while I mixed the mortar, and after we were done my mother-in-law was so 
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pleased with the final product that she said that it was far too beautiful to be a shed. In the 

months ahead she transformed the tiny structure into a shrine, which today houses an 

image of the Virgin of Guadalupe. When I sent pictures of it to my friends, one of them 

jokingly replied that “there is nothing like two iconoclasts building a temple.” 

 Now if you are starting to have doubts about the content of my sermon today, rest 

assured that I have no desire to promote the construction of a Marian shrine here at First 

Mennonite. But I do intend to highlight the importance of Mary both in the larger 

narrative of the nativity and in the establishment of the church. Our Scripture passage for 

today is Luke 1:26-38, a familiar advent story in which the angel Gabriel appears to a 

young teenaged girl pledged to be married, telling her that she is to give birth to a son 

who will be named Jesus. This text provides a wonderful picture of Mary that highlights 

her virtues as a woman of faith, one I believe we ought to appreciate more as Mennonites. 

Luke has a story to tell about women in the early church, and Mary is one of many in a 

larger group of females who were central to the spreading of the Way. But as much as I 

want to put Mary into the spotlight, I find it difficult to leave Joseph out of the picture 

even though he is seemingly ignored in what has become known as the Annunciation. 

Before I discuss the ways in which the angel Gabriel also “appeared” to Joseph, it is 

necessary to develop an image of Mary in both the New Testament and Luke’s larger 

historical project. 

 Given the globalized and popular image of the Virgin Mary one would assume 

that she is given significant coverage in the New Testament. This assumption, however, 

could not be farther from the truth. There is very little that we can piece together about 

Mary’s life from the gospels, epistles, and the book of Revelation. In Paul’s letters she 

only appears once in passing as “a woman” and, depending on church traditions, the 

“woman clothed with the sun” in Revelation represents Mary. Her presence in the gospels 

is much more pronounced even if there is still much to be desired. Mark only has two 

passing references to Mary and John only mentions her attendance at the wedding of 

Canaan and her mourning the death of her son on the hill of Golgotha. And so if we want 

to know anything about Mary, we need to turn to Matthew and Luke. Although these two 

gospels share much in common, a closer reading demonstrates that their accounts of the 

nativity story are actually quite distinct. It is not necessary to review all of the differences 

in detail, but I would like to highlight one that is extremely important. Luke places Mary 

at the centre stage of his narrative and provides her with a voice in his gospel. She speaks 

to the angel Gabriel, she provides a lovely song rooted in social justice, and she lightly 

scolds Jesus for failing to stick together with the family. In Matthew’s gospel, on the 

other hand, Joseph is given more attention and Mary is utterly silent. 

 That Mary speaks in Luke’s gospel is extremely important and something we 

ought to take note of. Luke was a travelling physician who accompanied Paul on his 

missionary journeys, so he had many stories to tell, both his own and others he “carefully 

investigated.” As an early historian of the church he weaved these accounts into his two-

part history Luke-Acts, which he addressed to Theophilus, a man of wealth and stature 

who most likely sponsored Luke’s work. His text, then, was designed to reach a larger 

gentile audience, and he had many things he wanted to share about the ministry of Christ 

and the establishment of the church. Among the most important things he was trying to 

communicate to new and prospective Christians was that Jesus, and hence followers of 

the Way more generally, were concerned about the lowly and marginalized in first-
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century society. Throughout Luke-Acts there is an emphasis on the disreputable, the 

poor, and important for our purposes today, women. 

 In the gospel of Luke we find reference to several strong women who, despite the 

constraints of first-century patriarchy, demonstrate great acts of faith. To name a few, we 

are introduced to Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist, the prophetess Anna, the 

villagers Mary and Martha, and several other women who accompanied the disciples, 

most particularly Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna. Luke continues his 

concentration on female piety in the book of Acts, only this time he turns his attention to 

how women helped spread the gospel and establish churches. He references the group of 

women gathered in the upper room after Christ’s ascension, the servant girl Rhoda, the 

business woman Lydia, the missionary Priscilla, and Philip’s four prophetic daughters, 

among several others. The Virgin Mary, who was also in the upper room, is one of many 

important women in Luke’s larger ecclesiastical narrative. We need to understand, then, 

that the Annunciation is not only a theological explanation about the mysterious nature of 

Jesus’ birth; it is a statement about the female contribution to Christ’s ministry, the 

establishment of the church, and the larger missionary theatre. 

 The image of Mary that emerges in Luke, then, is that of a young mother scared 

and unsure of the future yet filled with cautious joy in preparation for the birth of her first 

child. We are dealing with a teenaged girl of no importance from a town of no 

importance in the larger Roman Empire. Not only this, but Mary is not of the line of 

David like Joseph, so even her genealogy was of no importance. Yet this is the woman 

who is “highly favoured” and chosen as a vehicle to give birth to the “Son of the Most 

High.” Mary, after questioning the angel Gabriel, inquiring into how such an event could 

took place given her virginity, finally accepts the whole proposition that she would have 

a son that was not biologically connected to her husband. She claims that she is “the 

Lord’s servant,” and hence responds to Gabriel saying, “May it be to me as you have 

said.” Luke provides an edifying portrait of Mary, one which captures the fears and 

doubts of the Christian faith along with the difficulties of being a follower of the Way. 

He uses Mary as an example of what new Christians should look like: servants resigned 

to the will of God in all things. But is Luke’s description of Mary only about Mary? Let 

us return to the Annunciation once again, only this time through a different lens. 

Luke sets the stage by letting us know that God sent the angel Gabriel to 

“Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a 

descendant of David.” He mentions Joseph by name first in his narrative before he 

officially introduces the “virgin” as Mary because the two were engaged, a legally 

binding relationship in the first century that brought together the bride and the groom in 

much the same way as our marriages today. In fact, after engagement Joseph and Mary 

would be considered husband and wife even if it was not until after the wedding 

ceremony that they were allowed to officially consummate their union. So the “virgin” 

that Luke is describing in his gospel is not just any given young girl strolling about the 

Galilean countryside; she is a teenaged girl in transition from her father’s home to her 

husband’s house, tied morally and legally to Joseph for life. Their relationship was not 

one of equality given the patriarchal structure of the day, but Luke leads with engagement 

because he wanted his readers to know that what was about to happen to Mary was 

something that she was not going to face alone. So even though Joseph is left out of 
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Luke’s narrative until he records the birth of Christ at the beginning of chapter 2, the 

carpenter and “descendant of David” is implicated in everything that is about to unfold. 

After these brief introductions to Jesus’ future parents, Luke turns his attention to 

the angel Gabriel, who addresses Mary with the following words: “Greetings you who are 

highly favoured! The Lord is with you.” Now I understand that marriage in the first-

century was not like it is today, but whenever one spouse wins a reward, earns a degree, 

receives a prize, triumphs over a dreaded disease, is awarded a title, or is conferred 

honour in any fashion it is somehow reflected in both. It is not a matter of wanting to 

steal the spotlight away from the other or a desire to minimalize his/her achievements, 

hard work, and persistence. In whatever form it comes, joy in a marriage, ideally, is 

shared in all aspects. And so in Luke’s narrative Mary was certainly alone with the angel 

Gabriel, but Joseph too, along with Mary, is also “highly favoured.” The fact that Mary is 

“favoured” as the mother of Jesus implies that Joseph is “favoured” as his adopted father. 

The Annunciation was for both Mary and Joseph, even if she had to pass through this 

troubling experience alone. If we survey the majority of the subsequent references to 

Joseph in Luke’s gospel, we find that he places the carpenter alongside Mary. Joseph 

went to “register with Mary” and then after the birth the shepherds “found Mary and 

Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.” It was “Joseph and Mary [who] took 

him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord” and after the ceremony was finished it was 

“Joseph and Mary [who] had done everything required by the Law of the Lord.” 

Although Luke concentrates on Mary in his gospel, he is clear that the parenting of Jesus 

is a task to be shared by the two of them. 

Now being “favoured” often times has its perks as one spouse is able to reap the 

benefits of the other, be that financial gain, fame, reputation, important contacts, or even 

wealthy in-laws. But sometimes being “favoured” implies difficulty, hardship, poverty, 

and other forms of oppression. We need to understand that being “favoured” causes Mary 

to be “greatly troubled at [the] words” of the angel Gabriel, not to mention the fact that 

she “wondered what kind of greeting this might be.” I find it difficult to believe that 

Mary, who had just become engaged, would keep her fears, doubts, and troubled spirit 

from Joseph. There is no question that Joseph too, along with Mary, was “greatly 

troubled” and “wondered” what this story meant for the two of them as a new couple. 

The answer that Mary receives from the angel Gabriel could not have been very 

comforting. It would not provide Joseph with much comfort either. “You will be with 

child and give birth to a son,” the angelic visitor replies, “and you are to give him the 

name Jesus . . . the Son of the most High.” Given the fact that Mary and Joseph were 

newlyweds, this angelic greeting was an invitation to public shame for the two of them 

because it placed into question Mary’s sexual fidelity. Together the two of them would 

have to explain their situation to their friends, relatives, and larger community, and most 

likely many of them would not be very forgiving. Joseph was indeed troubled with Mary. 

Luke tells us next that Mary is incredulous because she knows the cycle of life 

and what it takes to give birth to a baby. “How will this be,” she asks, “since I am a 

virgin?” What she hears next is even more troubling than Gabriel’s first response. Mary 

would be “overshadowed” by the Holy Spirit and give birth to the “Son of God” because, 

similar to Elizabeth who was to give birth in her old age, “nothing was impossible with 

God.” Since women are the earthly vessels for children it is only natural that Mary, and 

not Joseph, is the one “overshadowed” by the Holy Spirit in Luke’s narrative. But once 
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again, since the two were a married couple, Joseph is by default “overshadowed” by the 

Holy Spirit as well since he was to become the adopted father of Jesus, that is, if he was 

willing to stick it out with Mary. Unlike in Matthew, Joseph does not deliberate nor 

struggle with the question of divorce in Luke’s gospel. All we are left with is Mary’s 

final answer to this crazy proposition. “I am the Lord’s servant,” she answers, “May it be 

as you have said.” These words, of course, were not entirely her own because Joseph, 

presumably after much deliberation, must have come to the point where he too was 

willing to say them together with Mary. 

I think that Luke’s gospel shows us that having a baby, in general, and the nativity 

of Christ, in particular, should not only be a female affair. Yes, women, in this case Mary, 

have been naturally fitted with everything necessary to give birth to a newborn child. 

They foster intimate bonds with their sons and daughters, passing through nine months of 

joy and suffering to bring a new life into this world. But they are not, ideally, alone in 

this life altering and beautiful experience. Men too fondly admire the curves of a 

pregnant woman’s breasts and belly, joyfully rubbing and speaking to the growing fetus 

inside the womb. They are pained with every bout of nausea and contraction and, along 

with their partners, feel the excitement and fear that a developing baby brings. Many are 

there to help with delivery, receiving the child as it passes through the birth canal, 

wonderfully covered in amniotic fluid. I think that the traditional iconography of the 

Annunciation and several representations of the nativity scene have all conditioned us to 

forget that the Mary, along with Joseph, was “highly favoured,” “greatly troubled,” 

“overshadowed” by the Holy Spirit, and willing to be the “Lord’s servant.” Indeed, 

Gabriel “appeared” to both Mary and Joseph; it could not have been otherwise. 

 In a bizarre way the first Marian shrine built for the Virgin of Guadalupe by 

Mennonites in Mexico City reminds me of this more inclusive Annunciation. I had a 

wonderful mother growing up, similar to the one nurturing my son today, and the two of 

them deserve the praise and recognition that I have given to the Virgin Mary and the list 

of other women who played important roles in the early church. Although iconoclasm 

flows through my veins, I find beauty in representations of the Virgin Mary because they 

symbolize, among many other things, the love that only mothers can give to their 

children. But I also had a great father, similar to the imaginary picture I have tried to 

paint of Joseph. I know what it is like to feel the warm and calloused hands of a 

tradesman on my shoulders. Rocks, gravel, sand, and cement, like the ones used to build 

my mother-in-law’s shed, are not merely raw construction materials; they symbolize the 

love and care mixed, carefully selected, and laid into a work of art that, in many cases but 

not all, only fathers knows how to give to their children. As advent comes to a close, and 

as we think about the birth of Christ in the days ahead, let us sing in our hearts “the babe, 

the son of Mary and Joseph” and “Christ is born of Mary and Joseph, and gathered all 

above.” Amen. 


