Title: The Blessed Virgin Mary’s perpetual state of virginity: predestined or a vow taken with agency?
Some early church fathers and theologians take the stance that Mary’s state of perpetual virginity is the result of a vow of virginity taken before she was visited by the angel. They site many scriptures and interpret them as evidence for their arguments. However, some theologians infer from the old testament that Mary was predestined to maintain a state of virginity as there are many prophecies in the Old Testament which correspond with the Blessed Virgin Mary or are brought to completion by herself in the New testament. (Perna: 2017).  Both these stances demonstrate the differences of understanding within early and contemporary Christianity. This paper will attempt to make a note of all contradictory accounts of how Mary came to be an ever-perpetual virgin and to surmise an answer. 
In the view of Mary having taken a vow of perpetual Virginity there are many voices however the two main theologians used in this section are Saint Augustine of Hippo and Origen with his commentary on John, 1:6. Saint Augustine of Hippo argues that “had she [Mary] intended to know man, she would not have been so amazed. Here amazement [upon hearing she is to carry the son of God] is a sign of a vow.”[footnoteRef:1] Saint Augustine uses Luke 1:31-34 as his evidence for his inferences. We see Mary’s response to the angel which perpetuates that Mary had taken the vow with agency not ever intending to know man, for, if Mary did not take such a vow of lifelong virginity, her question would make no sense at all (for we can assume she knew how a child is conceived).  [1:  Perna: 2016.] 

Luke: 31. You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end. 34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Luke 1:31-34. Good News Bible. 2004.] 


As an Early Church Father, St. Augustine’s teachings are important in the evaluation of Early Christianity, they are also integral as Augustine is considered “the first Early Church Father in the west to think that Mary made a vow of virginity at some point in time before the Annunciation” which correlates with the teachings in the East of Gregory of Nyssa.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Perna: 2016.] 

In Origen’s 232 A.D. Commentary on John, I:6 he argues that a vow taken by Mary is evidenced by having not only borne Jesus Christ but taking those who Christ lives in as her spiritual children. Therefore, upholding her vow without damage to herself or status as Joseph’s wife. Had she not taken a vow, Joseph could have persuaded her to perform her wifely duties. 
“For if Mary, as those declare who with sound mind extol her, had no other son but Jesus, and yet Jesus says to His mother, Woman, behold thy son,’ and not Behold you have this son also,’ then He virtually said to her, Lo, this is Jesus, whom thou didst bear.’ Is it not the case that every one who is perfect lives himself no longer, but Christ lives in him; and if Christ lives in him, then it is said of him to Mary, Behold thy son Christ.’ What a mind, then, must we have to enable us to interpret in a worthy manner this work, though it be committed to the earthly treasure-house of common speech, of writing which any passer-by can read, and which can be heard when read aloud by any one who lends to it his bodily ears?”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Origen. 232 AD.] 

Much can also be said for Luke 1:28 which uses the Greek phrase ‘kecharitomene.’This phrase translated means ‘full of grace.’ The unique phrase is only attributed to one other individual in the Bible, Jesus Christ, suggesting that Mary has a perfection of grace from a past event which is why she was chosen as the vessel to carry the son of God. An inference can be made here that the past event was indeed Mary vowing herself into a state of perpetual virginity.
However as with any argument there is a counter argument. The opposition, to the claim that Mary made a vow through agency, argue that God, in creating Mary, predestined her to be the mother of his son or in the trinity himself and therefore, designed her to be a perpetual ever virgin.
Tertullian in 213 A.D. argued that Christ’s birth was only possible through the predestination of an eternal virgin due to the sanctity of Christ which denotes his birth through a pure woman, or else he would have been tainted by her sin.
“And indeed it was a virgin, about to marry once for all after her delivery, who gave birth to Christ, in order that each title of sanctity might be fulfilled in Christ’s parentage, by means of a mother who was both virgin, and wife of one husband. Again, when He is presented as an infant in the temple, who is it who receives Him into his hands? Who is the first to recognize Him in spirit? A man just and circumspect,’ and of course no digamist, (which is plain) even (from this consideration), lest (otherwise) Christ should presently be more worthily preached by a woman, an aged widow, and the wife of one man;’ who, living devoted to the temple, was (already) giving in her own person a sufficient token what sort of persons ought to be the adherents to the spiritual temple,–that is, the Church. Such eye-witnesses the Lord in infancy found; no different ones had He in adult age.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Tertullian. 213 AD.] 

In both the Old and New Testament there are examples of prophecies made pertaining to a virgin who will give birth to Christ which would strongly suggests that Mary was created with her virgin status predestined to be perpetual. In Exodus the argument formed focuses on Mosaic law stating that, the “first-born” son had to be sanctified. “First-born” status does not require a “second” born.  And therefore, there was no need for Mary to have more children.  A choice made by God.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Exodus: 34:20. Good News Bible. 2004.] 

Also in the light of this argument a link can be made between Isaiah 7:14, and Matthew 1:23, which both similarly discuss the prophecy of Christ’s birth. 
“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Isaiah: 7:14. Good News Bible. 2004.] 

“The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Matt 1:23. Good News Bible. 2004] 

In both of these scriptures the Greek work ‘parthenos’ (the virgin) is used when prophesying the birth of Jesus, referring to her as ‘the’ virgin rather than ‘a’ virgin. From this we can infer that regardless of whether Mary was created with the intention of her being the mother of Jesus or whether she was chosen by god after he had created her, the predestination of her virginity was confirmed through God’s omnipotence, she being ‘the’ prophesied virgin.
Also, Ezekiel prophecies Mary’s perpetual virginity claiming that god spoke to him and said:
“This gate is to remain shut. It must not be opened; no one may enter through it. It is to remain shut because the Lord, the God of Israel, has entered through it.”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Ezek. 44:2. Good News Bible. 2004.] 

Not only arguing that it was a predestination but that the Lord had spoken against anyone removing Mary’s status as virgin. Therefore, he created Mary knowing that she would be a perpetual ever virgin. 
However, there are theologians who take the stance that Joseph was the one who maintained Mary’s status of perpetual virginity whether or not she herself took a vow or God himself predestined it. John Chrysostom in his evaluation of Gospel of Matthew argues that  
“when he had taken her, he knew her not, till she had brought forth her first-born Son.’ He hath here used the word till,’ not that thou shouldest suspect that afterwards he did know her, but to inform thee that before the birth the Virgin was wholly untouched by man. But why then, it may be said, hath he used the word, till’? Because it is usual in Scripture often to do this, and to use this expression without reference to limited times. For so with respect to the ark likewise, it is said, The raven returned not till the earth was dried up.’ And yet it did not return even after that time. And when discoursing also of God, the Scripture saith, From age until age Thou art,’ not as fixing limits in this case. And again when it is preaching the Gospel beforehand, and saying, In his days shall righteousness flourish, and abundance of peace, till the moon be taken away,’ it doth not set a limit to this fair part of creation. So then here likewise, it uses the word “till,” to make certain what was before the birth, but as to what follows, it leaves thee to make the inference.”[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  John Chrysostom. 370 AD.] 

An interesting argument stating that although it was predestined it was upheld by Joseph choosing not to know her, not Mary’s vow. Also Jerome, in his work “The Perpetual Virginity of Mary against Helvidius claims that although it was a choice made after the birth of Christ, the main influencer was Joseph. 
 “But as we do not deny what is written, so we do reject what is not written. We believe that God was born of the Virgin, because we read it. That Mary was married after she brought forth, we do not believe, because we do not read it. Nor do we say this to condemn marriage, for virginity itself is the fruit of marriage; but because when we are dealing with saints we must not judge rashly. If we adopt possibility as the standard of judgment, we might maintain that Joseph had several wives because Abraham had, and so had Jacob, and that the Lord’s brethren were the issue of those wives, an invention which some hold with a rashness which springs from audacity not from piety. You say that Mary did not continue a virgin: I claim still more, that Joseph himself on account of Mary was a virgin, so that from a virgin wedlock a virgin son was born. For if as a holy man he does not come under the imputation of fornication, and it is nowhere written that he had another wife, but was the guardian of Mary whom he was supposed to have to wife rather than her husband, the conclusion is that he who was thought worthy to be called father of the Lord, remained a virgin.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Jerome. 383 AD.] 

In Jerome’s argument he concedes that Mary was predestined to be a virgin for the conception of Christ however her state of perpetual virginity was decided by Joseph and he too himself decided to stay as a virgin; leaving Christ to be raised in purity free from the influence of sinfulness or fornication in the house.
Throughout the teachings of the church there seem to be different opinions as to how Mary came to become a perpetual forever Virgin. This argument may never be settled as it is down completely to the interpretation of scriptures to an individual and the teachings of religious leaders you are exposed to. Also, translation affect the texts available to interpret, with slight mistranslations of even prefixes altering an entire passage. However, one thing which is clear is that amongst this debate one fact is established. Mary was, in the eyes of the theologians discussing Mary’s virginal state, a perpetual ever Virgin; explaining the discrepancies in translation and religious jargon which are considered by some to be misinterpreted.
With this in mind I feel it is only appropriate conclude that what is important for this argument is not how Mary became a perpetual ever virgin the sense of understanding her agency, but how she was created thusly to sanctify and honour Jesus by setting him above being created through carnal and lustful means but being born pure and perfect, free from contamination of Original Sin. Early church fathers and consequently later generations of theologian’s debate whether or not Mary remained a virgin after the birth of Christ, however, one thing never debated is that Mary was a virgin chosen by God to give birth to the Lord.
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