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Introduction
Palestine, Asia Minor, Greece, and
Rome. This is a world and time very
distant from our own. To understand
these women and their roles, we
need to take off our shoes and walk
in theirs. We need to enter their
world and see with their eyes and

Pauline corpus. The portrayals of
women are not always consistent
across the writings, giving different
perspectives and glimpses of these
women in narratives written for
specific communities and purposes.
Always we remember that the focus
of the New Testament is Jesus.
Mark's Gospel begins: “The
beginning of the good news
of Jesus Christ Son of God”. It
is the ongoing good news of
the initiative of God, who gifts
the world with Jesus, God's
son, and the outpouring of the
Holy Spirit. As we come to
know the women we do so in
relation to this meta-narrative.
If we are disappointed that
there is not more about the
women, we also rejoice that
they are inextricably woven
into the fabric of the life and
mission of Jesus from his birth
to his death, as first witnesses
of the resurrection and in the
spread of the good news to the
ends of the earth.
These are women of a
particular time, whom we
glimpse through cultural,
political and social lenses that
do not always give them voice
or precedence. Sometimes
there is need to imagine and read
between the lines. These women
continue to inspire women and men
today, and they offer their legacy of
faith and service to the story of the
Church.
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A

Friendly Guide to Women
in the New Testament
illuminates the women who
accompanied Jesus on his mission,
those he met on the way, those who
appear in the letters of Paul as coworkers and members of the early
communities of Christ
followers and those
who are encountered
in the growth of the
Church in Acts. These
women were disciples
and apostles, mothers,
wives, daughters
and sisters, witnesses
to the resurrection,
and co-workers and
followers of Paul in
proclaiming Christ to
the Gentiles. Naturally,
Mary has pride of place
as the mother and
first disciple of Jesus.
Among these women
there are some who
are unnamed yet take
their place as significant
women of faith and
witness to Jesus,
such as the woman
who anointed Jesus:
“wherever the good
news is proclaimed,
what she has done will be told in
remembrance of her” (Mark 15:9;
Matt 26:13). To keep this true to
the fullness of the New Testament,
some more unlikely characters are
included: Herodias and her daughter,
and Sapphira.
These are all women of the first
century CE living in places across
the Greco-Roman world under the
regime of the Roman Empire in

Byzantine icon, copy
their faith. Many are inspirational
women, and yet they are also like the
women of today, acting authentically
to answer their call in their own
world.
What we know of the women
of the New Testament comes to us
from the writings of men, mainly
the evangelists and Paul, as well as
the writers of the letters outside the

Dr Rosemary Canavan
Catholic Theological College
University of Divinity
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This book is dedicated to
all the women
who have inspired,
encouraged and journeyed
with me.

Cover image and right: Virgin Mary mosaic
Title page: The Mona Lisa of the Galilee from a mosaic in Sepphoris
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Women
in the Gospels
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Mary
Joachim as Mary's father and Anna as
her mother. Much of this text echoes
Luke's narrative and attributes similar
sayings to Mary as are noted of Jesus
in the Gospel of Luke.

scriptural references will help us hear
and understand these accounts in all
the richness that the first audiences
enjoyed.

Mary and the
Annunciation
and Birth of Jesus
according to Luke

Meeting Mary in the
Birth Narratives
The Gospels of Luke and Matthew
add accounts of the birth and infancy
of Jesus primarily to establish who
Jesus is from the beginning. These are
not historical accounts. Rather, they
draw on the Old Testament scriptures
artfully and theologically to weave
the backdrop for the arrival of the
Messiah and the fulfilment of God's
promise. We need to remember
as we focus on Mary that she too
is threaded into this backdrop.
Our attention to the symbols and

Luke's Gospel, written around 85 CE,
relates a divine annunciation to Mary
and the birth of Jesus. Mary receives the
word of God via the angel Gabriel:
And behold, you will conceive in
your womb and bear a son, and you
will name him Jesus. He will be
great, and will be called the Son of
the Most High, and the Lord God
will give to him the throne of his
ancestor David. (Luke 1:31–32*)
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M

ary holds the
hearts of believers
throughout the
centuries as mother and first
disciple of Jesus. Muslims also
hold her dear. Throughout Turkey
she is held in great reverence, as
is shown by the enormous statue
near Mary's House in Ephesus. The
tradition that surrounds Mary is very
much larger than the person we
discover in the New Testament. The
Protoevangelium (Infancy Gospel)
of James, written no earlier than the
second century CE, is subtitled “The
Birth of Mary the Holy Mother of
God and Very Glorious Mother of
Jesus Christ”. It is the best known
of the later texts containing legends
about Mary and her birth, life, death
and bodily ascension into heaven. It
is this apocryphal text that recounts

Right: Statue of Mary, Ephesus, Turkey
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Below: Mary's House, Ephesus, Turkey
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young, both with the promise of God,
bearing the herald of the good news
and Jesus the Messiah.
Elizabeth greets Mary with the words
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The entrance of Gabriel signifies
a message from God, a divine
intervention. His appearance to
announce both the birth of John the
Baptist to Zechariah and the birth of
Jesus to Mary is met with great fear,
which is the usual response before
an epiphany. What we observe of
Mary is her openness to the word
and her willing and faithful trust
to what we would imagine as an
incomprehensible request. Her
faithfulness to God is paramount as
she humbly says yes to becoming the
mother of Jesus.
Mary's pregnancy and the birth
of Jesus are paralleled with Elizabeth
and the birth of John the Baptist. In a
beautiful centrepiece to this section
of the narrative we see Elizabeth and

Did you Know?

 The Angel Gabriel,
named only in Luke’s
Gospel (Luke 1:19, 26), is
also mentioned in the Book
of Daniel (9:20).
Gabri-el in Hebrew means
“the mighty one of God”.
(El means God.)

that have become the prayer of the
faithful through the ages: “Blessed are
you among women, and blessed is
the fruit of your womb” (Luke 1:42).
Mary responds with a canticle of
praise, echoed daily in the Prayer of
the Church. Luke weaves this and
a number of other great songs or
canticles of Israel into his narrative.
This song that Mary sings as she meets
Elizabeth is very similar to that sung
by Hannah (1 Sam 2:1-10) when
she discovers that she is pregnant.
Hanna's song is in praise and thanks
to God for looking after the “little
people”, those who are hungry or
weak. Mary's song, which we know
as the Magnificat, echoes these values
which are the thrust of the mission of
Jesus in Luke's Gospel.

7

FG Women final pages 23feb.indd 7

1/30/2019 5:00:46 PM

Above: Nativity image from Shepherd's Field Chapel, designed by Antonio
Barluzzi on the outskirts of Jerusalem
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 Today there are two
traditional sites for the
Shepherd’s Field, not far
out of Bethlehem. The
Catholic site maintained
by the Franciscans is
remembered with a
beautiful chapel designed
by Antonio Barluzzi in
1954, which adjoins the
ruins of a fourth century
church. Not far from
these are some shepherd
cave chapels. The
Greek Orthodox site has
excavated a subterranean
fourth century church with
mosaic floors.
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Did you Know?

Below: Mary with Anne and Joachim, Chora Church Museum, Istanbul, Turkey
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 In the first century,
Nazareth was a village of
about 500 inhabitants
unlike the city of
around 70,000 that it
is today. Excavations
next to the Basilica of
the Annunciation show
remains of the houses of
Nazareth. Nearby in the
International Centre of
Mary there are remains
of what is believed to be
a first century house,
something like the one in
which Mary grew up.

The mention of Jesus in a manger recalls a passage from Isa 1:3:
“
The ox knows its owner, and the donkey the manger of its master;
but Israel has not known me, and my people have not understood
me.” (Isaiah 1:3*). In the birth narrative, faithful Israel does
recognise Jesus through Elizabeth, Simeon and the shepherds.
These poor, lowly and barren will also be the focus of the mission
of Jesus in Luke.
Sadly, the rulers will later fulfil Isaiah’s words.

8
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The shepherds set off and find Mary
and Joseph, with Jesus lying in the
manger. Whatever the conversation
between shepherds and Joseph and
Mary, we only have the narrator's
comment: “But Mary treasured all
these words and pondered them in
her heart” (Luke 2:19).
When the time comes for their
purification, Mary travels again
with Joseph and Jesus to Jerusalem
to present him to the Lord. Mary is
faced with great challenges as she
is told by Simeon in the Temple
that her soul will be pierced with
a sword. She hears this along with
the acclamation of who Jesus is,
and yet we have no word from her.
Later, when Jesus stays behind in
the Temple and his parents search
desperately for him, Mary again is
observed to have “treasured all these
things in her heart” (Luke 2:51).
Mary's wisdom in treasuring
these things also shows her trust in
God. She will walk the path of the
joy and heartbreak of her son in
faithfulness and hope, not always
understanding but pondering and
treasuring all that comes with the gift
of her son, Jesus.

These few lines do not reveal
anything of the experience of the
birth for Mary. This miraculous,
wonderful moment is recorded
without fanfare or emotion. The
heavenly choir of angels will appear
to the shepherds announcing the
good news:
“Do not be afraid; for see—I am
bringing you good news of great
joy for all the people: to you is
born this day in the city of David
a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the
Lord.” (Luke 2:10–11).

In contrast, Matthew's account of
Jesus' birth emphasises Joseph. God's
word comes to Joseph in a dream.
Mary has no word in this. She is the
wife of Joseph and the means for the
birth of the Messiah. Mary travels to
Bethlehem with Joseph and bears
the child. The larger narrative fills
in the details of the star that guides
the Magi (wise men), the Magis'
encounter with King Herod and the
need for Joseph, Mary and Jesus to
flee to Egypt. In Matthew, the Magi
enter the house, where they find “the

Did you Know?
 Matthew’s account
has deep echoes in the Old
Testament. This enables
Matthew to portray Jesus
as a prophet like Moses
and as the fulfilment of the
ancient prophecies.
 Jesus is revealed to
be like Moses through the
patterning of his birth
narrative on the story of
Moses’ birth. Jesus is saved
from Herod’s decree for all
the boys under two to be
slaughtered just as Moses
is saved from the Pharaoh
who orders all the baby
boys be killed (Exod 1:22).
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It is through Luke's telling that
we come close to Mary and the
way that she walks as mother and
disciple. We imagine her as a young
Palestinian woman betrothed to
be married. The annunciation is
depicted in classic art works and
icons that lift the story from the text
and into our vision and memory.
Her response to God, “Behold
the servant of the Lord; let it be
with me according to your word.”
(Luke 1:38*), abides as the faithful
response to the call of God.
Having stayed with Elizabeth
in her confinement, Mary returns
to Nazareth, and the time for
John to be born arrives with little
occasion. As the time for Jesus'
birth arrives, the narrative draws us
away from the rural environment
and sets the scene in the Roman
Empire with a decree from the
Emperor Augustus. Mary needs to
travel with Joseph to Bethlehem, to
the city of David, as Joseph is from
the “house and family of David”
(Luke 2:4). She will bear her child
away from home and away from
her kinswomen.
And she gave birth to her firstborn
son and wrapped him in bands of
cloth, and laid him in a manger,
because there was no place for them
in the inn.
(Luke 2:7)

sa

Mary and the Birth
of the Messiah
according to
Matthew

 The portrayal of
Joseph recalls the figure of
Joseph, son of Jacob, who
was a man of dreams (Gen
40), who protected his
family and brought them to
Egypt (Gen 46).
 When Moses led Israel
out from Egypt he met
a Magus (wiseman) who
spoke of a star rising from
Israel, which is symbolic of
a future king: “I see him,
but not now; I behold him,
but not near—a star shall
come out of Jacob, and a
sceptre shall rise out of
Israel;” (Numbers 24:17a).
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2:11). Here Mary is silent, and there
is only imagination to fill in the gaps.
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In the Gospel of John, Mary is only
identified as “Mother of Jesus”.1 She
is there with Jesus at beginning and
end of his ministry. At Cana she
initiates the action, advising him
at the wedding of the lack of wine.
She encourages the servants “Do
whatever he tells you” (John 2:5).
Jesus protests that his “hour” has not
yet come. Yet Mary believes that
he will intervene, and he does. The
abundance of wine is the first sign
that reveals the identity of Jesus and
his disciples believe (John 2:11).
After this event, Jesus, his mother and
the disciples go to Capernaum. We
observe that a household of believers
is forming around Jesus (John 2:12).
Beyond this, there is little
mention of Mary on the road with
Jesus. When Jesus is rejected in his
hometown, we hear that the locals
recognise him as the son of Mary
(Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3; John 6:42).
In Luke we hear, “And he was told,
‘Your mother and your brothers are
standing outside, wanting to see
you'” (Luke 8:20). Jesus' response
seems unkind as he tells those
assembled, “My mother and my
brothers are those who hear the word
of God and do it” (Luke 8:21). On
this occasion his words affirm that
his mother and brothers are models.
Similar accounts in Matthew and
Mark are not so inclusive, recounting
Jesus indicating to those in front of
him that they are his mother and
brothers (Matt 12:49; Mark 3:34).
The presence of Mary at Cana
and Capernaum and then later
outside a place where Jesus was
teaching gives an indication that she
was in touch with him and following

e

Mary on the Road
with Jesus

Above: Crucifixion icon with Mary and John
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his mission. She enters John's
narrative again at the cross. We are
not privy to other family information.
The image of Mary treasuring things
in her heart (Luke 2:19, 51) gives
insight to a mother's love when
grownup children set out into the
world on their own journey of life and
faith that takes them beyond the close
family ties.

Mary at the Cross
Mary mother of James and Joses/
Joseph appears among the women
at the cross in Matthew and Mark.
It is possible that this is a means of
including Jesus' mother in the scene
and indicating James and Joses/
Joseph as brothers or close relatives

of Jesus (Matt 27:56; Mark 15:40).
In John's Gospel, once again
Mary is not named but simply called
“the mother of Jesus” as she stands
with other women and the “disciple
whom he loved”. Her role as mother
is critical for John's theology. Jesus'
words to his mother and this beloved
disciple establish a new relationship
between them as that between
a mother and a son: “Woman,
behold your son” (John 19:26*) and
“Behold your mother” (John 19:27*).
Responding to these words, “the
disciple took her as his own” (19:27*
— the Greek text does not indicate
that the beloved disciple took her into
his home, as is the long held tradition).
In becoming “son” to the mother of
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these were constantly devoting
themselves to prayer, together with
certain women, including Mary
the mother of Jesus, as well as his
brothers.
(Acts 1:13–14)

Mary the Mother of
Jesus and our Mother
In examining the scriptures we are
able to revisit what we know of Mary
in the New Testament. We know very
little. Mary has few words to say. Her
presence is powerful even in silence.
She is the one who said yes to God
to give birth to Jesus and in doing so
gave birth to the Word of God active
in the world. The later tradition adds
to our understanding of Mary. She
is our Mother as we are brothers
and sisters of Jesus. She is our sister
in discipleship and our model and
inspiration in faithful service.
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Mary and the
Resurrection and
Beyond

she is Mary the mother of Jesus, then
she is also witness to the resurrection.
At the beginning of Acts, believed
to be the second volume attributed
to Luke, Mary the mother of Jesus
is included with all those gathered
together and praying in Jerusalem
after the ascension and awaiting the
Holy Spirit (Acts 1:13–14). When
Pentecost comes they are all gathered
in the room so presumably Mary is
with them. In Eastern icons Mary is
depicted as central to the image, with
the Holy Spirit above her. She stands
out in her blue/purple robe with the
apostles around her in plain coloured
robes.
When they had entered the city,
they went to the room upstairs
where they were staying, Peter,
and John, and James, and Andrew,
Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew
and Matthew, James son of
Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot,
and Judas son of James. 14 All

e

Jesus, the disciple now has a new
relationship with Jesus (brother/sister)
and a new relationship with God (son/
child). In the resurrection account,
Mary Magdalene is commissioned,
“Go to my brothers and sisters
and say to them, ‘I am ascending
to my father and your Father”
(20:17). Although never named in
this Gospel, the mother of Jesus has
a key theological role enabling the
evangelist to depict his theology as
promised from the Prologue, “But to
all who received him, who believed in
his name, he gave power to become
children of God” (1:12).

Luke includes Mary the mother
of James among the women who
announce the resurrection to the
apostles (Luke 24:10). If, as above,

Below: Japanese image of Mary at Basilica of the Annunciation, Nazareth
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Did you Know?

 Inside the Basilica
of the Annunciation in
Nazareth is the chapel of
Mary believed to be at the
site of the annunciation.
Silence is maintained
down in this chapel where
people spend time in
prayer. In the Basilica
above mass is celebrated
regularly and around the
walls and outside in the
courtyard are depictions
of Mary from around the
world, including Australia.
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