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New Year’s Eve: Mary, Mother of God, 
and Circumcision of the Lord 

  Tonight on this commemoration of Mary, Mother of God, I would like to continue he 

challenge, that I began on the 4th Sunday of Advent, to try to see Mary genuinely as a 

model and an exemplar of our own faith.  And while there are some things in the 

tradition that might stand in the way of us doing this, when we go back to the gospels, 

we can, I think, find a woman who stands in front of us as a shining example of how 

God can use the most unexpected means and people to enable his will to unfold within 

the structures of human life.  To do this I am largely indebted to Fr. John Polkinghorne, 

a quantum physicist, past President of Queens College, Cambridge, and a priest of the 

Church of England. 

 

Now, apart from the well-known stories of the annunciation, the birth of Jesus, the visit 

to the Temple when Jesus was 12, and the wedding at Cana, there is not a whole lot in 

the New Testament about Mary.  Three of the gospels do, however, record an incident 

at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry when he began attracting the negative 

attention of the authorities and when as a result Mary and some other family members 

became rather disturbed at the risks Jesus seemed to be taking. They went after him to 

try to persuade him to calm down and to come home.  Jesus’ response was that he 

couldn’t do that because he had begun something in response to God’s call that he 

received at his baptism. 
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Yet, when Jesus was hanging on the cross, John tells us that Mary was there and that 

Jesus committed her into the care of his beloved disciple.  After that, we only hear of 

Mary once more.  She is in Jerusalem after the ascension as a member of the little 

group of Jesus’ disciples waiting for the promised gift of the Holy Spirit.  And after that, 

there is silence with regard to Mary.  In the pages of the New Testament, Mary is 

nowhere near as prominent a figure as people like Peter or Paul or Barnabas.  The 

contrast between this and the huge amount of attention and devotion that she attracted 

later in the history of the church is very striking- icons of Mary, statutes, devotions to 

her, a multiplicity of names given to her, an ecumenical council dedicated to defending 

her title as “Theotokos”, the one who gave birth to God, churches and monasteries and 

entire continents dedicated to her care and protection.  With all of this, the question 

quite naturally arises- Is all this Marian exuberance just an unfortunate form of 

excessive exaggeration? 

 

It seems to me that there were certainly dangers of exaggeration at times in the life of 

the church, particularly when it was forgotten that Mary represents for us the most 

profound form of a human being, of what this human creature is called to be and to 

become.  There is a serious distortion when she is accorded a status that seems to 

verge almost on the divine.  The role of the Ever-Blessed Virgin is to embody and to 

sum up what the community, the Church, of her Son is called to look like.  She is not 

some kind of alternative and easier point of access to the throne of grace than can be 

found in Jesus.  A true theology of Mary has always known that, but popular piety and 

devotion sometimes has not always found it easy to stay within the proper bounds, and 



3  

 

so sometimes Mary has been treated as if she were a gentler, kinder alternative to 

Jesus.  That attitude can’t possibly be catholic, because it certainly is not in accord with 

the gospels. 

 

Having said that, it would be equally wrong if we failed to recognize that Mary must 

have been a most remarkable woman, whom we should love and respect precisely for 

the unique role that she played in God’s great disclosure of Himself in the incarnation.  

God did not choose Mary randomly or by chance.  There must, indeed, have been a 

profound purity of character that fitted her for the responsibility of being the Mother of 

the incarnate Son of God and that prepared her to raise and form Jesus in a way that 

got him ready to receive and accept the mission from God that he was given at his 

Baptism.   

 

However “high” our understanding of Mary may be, this doesn’t mean that we should 

think about the home at Nazareth as if it were some picture-perfect place somehow 

unrealistically free from the tensions inherent in normal family life.  The incident in the 

Temple, when the young Jesus stayed behind to talk theology with the scribes and his 

parents didn’t know what had happened to him or where he was, created a great deal of 

anxiety and annoyance in Mary and Joseph, and is a brief, but important, window into 

just how normal their family life actually was.   

 

The later conflict between Jesus and his Mother and other family members when they 

tried to rein him in because they were afraid of what the authorities might do to him tells 
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us that there were problems in the family.  No human being- and Jesus was fully human 

in his relationships with his family members- can escape from the painful clashes and 

conflicts of duty towards those whom one loves, especially family members, and duty 

towards loyalty to God in fulfilling the mission to which one has been called.   

 

Mary’s character is summed up in her own obedient response to God’s call to her at the 

annunciation, but like any parent she certainly did not want to see her son hurt, and so 

she might well have been reluctant to accept that Jesus’ mission from God was to be so 

disturbing and unsettling of the entire religious system that she accepted as normal. If 

Jesus actually belonged to the party of the Pharisees, as some scholars now suggest 

and which one can argue quite convincingly from the gospels, then Mary probably also 

was living her life within the strict boundaries of Pharisaic Judaism.  This helps to 

explain a great deal, I think, why she was so concerned that her son not go too far 

outside the boundaries and not challenge the system too much, especially the system 

as embodied in the Temple priesthood and the scribes. 

 

In a sense, though, what she had accomplished at the annunciation was simply being 

taken up by her Son.  Both Mary and Jesus were presented with missions that were in 

many ways strange and troubling.  Mary recognized that it represented God’s will for her 

life, and Jesus recognized that it represented God’s will for his life.  The words of 

acceptance of a young peasant girl who spoke that tremendous fiat, “Here am I, the 

servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to what you say”, were, in a very real and 

profound sense continued, and passed on, and lived out in the life and work of Jesus. In 
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this way, he really was a chip off the old block!   When we look at the radical, subverting 

and redeeming work of Jesus embedded in the gospels, we should at the same time 

feel a profound gratitude for the faithful obedience of the Ever-Blessed Virgin Mary. 


