[image: See the source image]Critically evaluate the Annunciation to Mary (Luke 1:26-38). How far does this passage reinforce misogynistic ideals?
As quoted by Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza in her book, Jesus: Miriam’s Son, Sophia’s Prophet, Mary Gordon, who was brought up as a Roman Catholic, summarised the use of Mary to reinforce misogyny within the Church as follows:
In my day, Mary was a stick to beat smart girls with. Her example was held up constantly: an example of silence, of subordination, of the pleasure of taking the back seat.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015).] 

The Annunciation to Mary in Luke 1:26-38 is a widely analysed and depicted scene in both academic writings and art, and Mary’s piety and acceptance of Gabriel’s word have both historically and in modern times been used as an example for women to follow. This essay will argue that the Annunciation to Mary in Luke 1:26-38 is a prime example of the use of the image of Mary to reinforce misogynistic ideals within the Church and among believers; by putting Mary on a pedestal as a role model for women to follow, the passage encourages women to act with blind obedience to men. Furthermore, Luke 1:26-38 encourages passivity and idolises submission as a quality for women to aspire to embody, instead of empowering women to take control of their own lives. 	Figure 1: The Annunciation, By Bartolome Esteban Murillo, 1680

The Annunciation begins with Gabriel being sent to ‘a town in Galilee called Nazareth.’ (Luke 1:26) This provides some insight into the socio-political status of Mary. While there are no details given of Mary’s age and status, tradition states that she would have been a young girl of marriage age, between twelve and thirteen years old.[footnoteRef:2] Furthermore, the location in Nazareth sheds some light on her economic standing; Nazareth was a small farming town in Galilee, surrounded by hills that kept it safe from military traffic[footnoteRef:3] but also isolated from markets that would have allowed the community to gain wealth. As cited by Costello in her paper, An Exegetical Study of the Annunciation of Luke 1:26-38 through Text and Art, Johnson has stated that ‘Nothing that indicates wealth has been uncovered in Nazareth.’[footnoteRef:4] Mary, thus we can conclude, was a poor woman, low in social standing due to her age, economic status, and gender. Mary is portrayed as socially inferior to Gabriel in every way, in her gender, class and humanity, in comparison to his divinity. This power imbalance is manipulated throughout the passage to reinforce Mary’s vulnerability, which, even when framed in the light of the situation being positive news of impending conception, has concerning implications for the Church’s idealisation of Mary as a figure.   [2:  Kellie Costello, An Exegetical Study of the Annunciation of Luke 1:26-38 through Text and Art <https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1233&context=theses> p. 25. ]  [3:  Ibid. p. 25.]  [4:  Ibid. p. 26. ] 

Gabriel’s entrance to Mary appears alarming from the start when the true meaning of the passage is analysed. There are several allusions to sexual intercourse used frequently throughout the Annunciation to Mary, as shown by specific language constructions. While there are numerous sex and sexual assault scenes in the Bible, many of these scenes communicate the actual sex through a specific construction meaning ‘go/come into’, indicating approach or entrance.[footnoteRef:5] This construction is used in the passage when it says ‘he came to her.’ (Luke 1:28)  As these word constructions are used elsewhere in the Bible to indicate sexual intercourse, it logically follows that these same constructions have the same meaning in this passage. The language in this passage arguably glorifies sexual violence and submission as the will of God, as it is an angel who is implied to commit the act of violence against Mary.  [5:  Michael Pope, ‘Gabriel’s Entrance and Biblical Violence in Luke’s Annunciation Narrative’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 137.3 (2018), 701–10 10.1353/jbl.2018.0037>.] 

Furthermore, angelic messengers in the Bible most commonly herald impossible conceptions. For example in the Gospel of Luke, within the Annunciation Gabriel references Mary’s relative Elizabeth even ‘in her old age’ having ‘conceived a son’. (Luke 1:36) Gabriel’s entrance to Mary, however, has different connotations than other biblical annunciations. When compared to another annunciation in the Gospel of Luke, that of Gabriel’s annunciation to Zechariah, there are vast differences between the two passages. Firstly, the venue, mode, and message are wildly different. While Mary is intruded upon in what is presumably her private bedchamber, Zechariah is spoken to by Gabriel in the distinctly privileged male space of the sanctuary in the temple. As Michael Pope describes:
Gabriel’s apparition [to Zechariah] raises no legal questions about a man and woman alone, no biblical language of sexual penetration, no biblical allusions to sex or rape, no assessment of Zechariah’s orificial integrity.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Michael Pope, ‘Gabriel’s Entrance and Biblical Violence in Luke’s Annunciation Narrative’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 137.3 (2018), 701–10 10.1353/jbl.2018.0037> p. 703. ] 

The difference between Gabriel’s two appearances in the narrative shows a clear disparity between the treatment of men versus the treatment of women at the time. 
‘Mary’s penultimate statement to Gabriel, ‘Look, the master’s slave’ brackets and endorses the angel’s initial greeting, ‘Your master is with you’.’[footnoteRef:7] Pope’s analysis of these two statements states that they are an explicit reinforcement of the gender and status roles in the conversation. The master/slave dynamic at play here reeks of sexual submission, domination, and violence. The sexual status of female slaves was embedded in Luke’s biblical sources, and further in the Greco-Roman context. When viewed through the lens of Gabriel’s previous announcement of her conception, Mary’s reiteration of her status is both ‘servile and sexual’.[footnoteRef:8] This connection between the sexual language and slave status brings us back to Luke’s biblical constructions for Gabriel’s entrance. The sexual objectification of a female, shown by the grammatical constructs used by Luke, is manifest in the dialogue between a male master and a female slave. This links to Hagar, Abraham’s slave who bears him a son. The fact that Hagar is a slave who is penetrated, and that Mary nominates herself as a slave after being entered upon by an agent declaring her incoming impregnation is key here. Mary’s passivity and obedience to the agent trying to impregnate her have been used for centuries to teach women to be passive and accept sexual aggression toward them.  [7:  Ibid., p. 707. ]  [8:  Ibid., p. 707. ] 

Throughout the passage, Mary’s behaviour has been argued to show her submissiveness and passivity. For example, scholars use Mary’s lack of terror at the sight of the angel as evidence of her humility and piety.[footnoteRef:9] However, Natalie Webb argues in her article ‘Overcoming Fear with Mary of Nazareth’ that Mary was in fact terrified, and that her feelings are mistranslated.[footnoteRef:10] Webb argues this because the verb used for Mary’s behaviour in the original koine Greek is the same as that used for Zechariah[footnoteRef:11]; however, the two verbs are translated differently, with Zechariah being described as ‘terrified’, whereas Mary is simply referred to as ‘perplexed.’ (Luke 1:29) Webb asserts that this translation of ‘perplexed’ is not accurate given the context of the passage, as if Gabriel had appeared to her as a celestial being, she would have been terrified, and likewise if Gabriel had simply presented as man, due to the allusions of sexual violence in the passage.[footnoteRef:12] This translation was likely chosen to emphasise Mary’s passivity, and so reinforces misogynistic ideals by encouraging passivity and submissiveness as desirable qualities in women. Gabriel, compared to Mary, has active verbs, like “sent” (Luke 1:26), “came to her,” (Luke 1:28), etc, whereas Mary only speaks, and does not move. Furthermore, Webb argues that Mary’s consent to impregnation at the end of the passage, ‘Let it be with me according to your Word,’ (Luke 1:38) has been misused as a ‘model for women’s passive submission to a male authority’.[footnoteRef:13] “Let it be with me” is an interesting translation; Mary is giving consent but is not an active participant. Instead, she allows it to happen to her. She will allow the act but will not initiate it. This is key to understanding women’s role in the cultural context. In biblical language, women are strictly recipients, and this is shown by Mary’s passive response.  [9:  Kellie Costello, An Exegetical Study of the Annunciation of Luke 1:26-38 through Text and Art <https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1233&context=theses> p. 25. ]  [10:  Natalie Webb, ‘Overcoming Fear with Mary of Nazareth: Women’s Experience alongside Luke 1:26–56’, Review & Expositor, 115.1 (2018), 96–103 10.1177/0034637317753949> p. 98.]  [11:  Webb, ‘Overcoming Fear’, p. 98. ]  [12:  Ibid., p. 98. ]  [13:  Ibid., p. 98. ] 

The Annunciation to Mary in Luke 1:26-38 pushes misogynistic ideals through its endorsement of submissiveness, humility, and passivity as idealised female traits. The context of the passage denotes the setting for the Annunciation and gives a clearer picture of Mary’s social status and the cultural context surrounding angelic messengers and master/slave relationships. Understanding the use and translation of language in this passage is vital to gaining a full understanding of the Annunciation; the use of biblical constructs used to describe sex and rape, the use of active and passive verbs, the motif of the angelic messenger and the master/slave dynamic perpetuated by the language choices in this passage all point towards a scene fraught with sexually violent imagery. By encouraging women to embody the traits shown throughout Luke 1:26-38, the Church uses the image of Mary to encourage women to act in submission to men, to accept sexual violence, and to be passive in the face of terrifying events. This all points towards this passage reinforcing misogynistic ideals. 
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