
Aformer Augustinian monk preached in a 1531 Christmas 
sermon: “[The Mother of Christ is] the highest woman 
and the noblest gem in Christianity after Christ. . . . She is 

nobility, wisdom, and holiness personifi ed. We can never honor her 
enough.” It might surprise many Christians that this tribute to Mary 
was spoken by none other than Martin Luther, the fi rst Protestant 
Reformer. No less surprisingly, other famous Protestant founders like 
John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli also retained a special reverence 
for the Virgin Mary, even though this aspect of their piety would be 
largely lost to later generations of Protestants.

Today many heirs of the sixteenth-century Reformation, as well 
as newer communities of Evangelical Christians, are taking a second 
look at Mary. In an effort to regain a biblical appreciation of her, 
these Christians are beginning to see the Mother of Jesus as a model 
of faithful discipleship who speaks to our age, one in which women’s 
roles in society are changing. Marian art has begun to appear in some 
Protestant and Evangelical churches. Songs about her are played 
on Christian radio stations during Advent and Christmas. Ancient 
Marian feast days are even returning to the liturgical calendars of a 
few communities.

1. Why are there Differences in Marian Doctrine?
Certain beliefs about Mary, as well as certain devotions to her, still 
reinforce the divisions between the Catholic Church and other 
Christian bodies. These confl icts in understanding and practice have 
to do with the basis of essential teachings in our respective commu-
nities. For example, the Bible is an authoritative witness to the truth 
of Christ for all Christians, but the manner of interpreting Scripture 
differs between traditions. While Protestants and Evangelicals turn 
to Scripture as the only source of Divine Revelation, Catholics rec-
ognize the role of Tradition as a channel to the living spring that is 
Jesus Christ.

As a way of making explicit what is contained in the Word of 
God for new generations of believers, Catholics also look to the 
Magisterium, the living voice of Tradition found in the teaching 
offi ce of the pope—the Bishop of Rome—and of all those bishops in 
communion with him. Over time, and through prayerful readings of 
Scripture, popes and councils have come to teach that certain Mar-
ian doctrines are contained in Divine Revelation and are binding 
on the faithful. It is necessary to attend to confl icting approaches to 
Scripture and to the teaching authority of the Church’s 
pastors in order to identify why Catholics and other Christians hold 
differ ent beliefs.

2. What can catholics say toGether With protestants 
anD evanGelicals?
Accepting the principle that we must read the Gospels in light of the 
Old Testament, all Christians can say that Mary is a model of biblical 
faith. She stands in a long line of faithful mothers, from Sarah, the 
wife of Abraham, to Ruth, the grandmother of King David. These 
courageous women of Israel put their trust in God’s tender mercy and 

brought forth sons who helped advance the divine plan of salvation. 
But Mary is unique in her role of giving birth to the Messiah. Not only 
did she, like others before her, await “the redemption of Jerusalem” 
(Lk 2:38); she was herself the pure instrument, the true “daughter 
Zion,” through whom salvation defi nitively entered the world (see 
Is 62:11; Jer 4:31). Fulfi lling a long line of prophetic oracles, Mary 
became the highly favored Mother (Lk 1:28) through whom Israel, 
and by extension the whole of creation, was renewed. For the early 
Church Fathers Mary was the “new Eve,” the obedient servant who 
reversed the calamity set in motion by the disobedience of the fi rst Eve 
(see Lk 1:38; Gn 3:6).

Christians of all backgrounds fi nd it necessary to affi rm Mary’s 
divine maternity as well. The Third Ecumenical Council of Ephesus 
(AD 431) defended her title “Mother of God” against the Nestorian 
heresy, which seemed to limit her motherhood to giving birth to a 
merely human Jesus as opposed to the entire Divine Person that he is. 
Since the earliest liturgies of the Church, Mary has been honored as 
the Theotokos (literally “God-bearer”) as a way of guaranteeing the 
full implications of the Incarnation. To call Mary the Mother of God 
articulates and preserves the truth that the divine Son of God took 
fl esh in her womb and was truly born of her.

3. Do christians believe that Mary caMe into the WorlD 
Without sin?
The Immaculate Conception, an infallible dogma proclaimed by Pope 
Pius IX in the apostolic constitution God Ineffable (Ineffabilis Deus) 
(1854), should not be confused with the virginal conception of Jesus. 
The latter doctrine, which most Evangelicals and many Protestants 
uphold, attests that Jesus was conceived in Mary’s womb “by the power 
of the Holy Spirit” (Lk 1:35) and without assistance from a human 
father. Catholics defend the virginal conception of Jesus as an apos-
tolic testimony that corresponds with belief in Jesus, Son of God and 
son of Mary, as true God and true man.

Catholics also adhere to the revealed truth that Mary, from the 
moment of her conception, received a special grace that preserved 
her from Original Sin and made her a holy vessel for carrying out her 
future maternal role. It is not that Mary’s conception resulted with-
out a human father (her parents are known to Tradition as Joachim 
and Anne), but that God—in view of Jesus’ atoning death on the 
Cross—applied the merits of his saving action, at the beginning 
of her existence, to Mary, who would later bear the holy child and 
be his fi rst teacher. Although this dogma is not found explicitly in 
Scripture, Catholics see it refl ected in Old Testament images. Mary 
is the new and holy Ark of the Covenant in whom the incarnate 
Son of God dwells, just as she is a woman of the Covenant whose 
faith is fi rst a grace before it becomes a human work.

4. is there also DisaGreeMent about Mary’s present 
heavenly life?
The dogma of the Assumption, which also arises out of the Church’s 
prayerful reading of Scripture, is another belief to which Protestants 
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and Evangelicals take exception. Again the New Testament makes 
no explicit reference to the belief that Mary has reached final per-
fection, her body and soul both having been taken up into heaven. 
Only in the later period of the early Church did Christians acknowl-
edge in their public worship that she whose mission was totally iden-
tified with her Son’s must already share in his complete triumph over 
death. What was said about the resurrected Christ, in view of the 
Old Testament, could legitimately be applied to Mary, and then to 
all the faithful: “You will not suffer your holy one to see corruption” 
(Acts 13:35, quoting Ps 16:10). Our bodies will not be ultimately 
destroyed by nature’s unrelenting forces, but rather will have a future 
with God at the end of the world in the General Resurrection. In 
professing belief in the Assumption, Pope Pius XII in The Most 
Bountiful God (Munificentissimus Deus) (1950) holds up Mary as an 
image of the whole Church in its promised state of perfection, when 
all the elect will be restored to life in a glorified body.

5. Doesn’t the Gospel say that Mary had  
other children?
Mary’s perpetual virginity is another Catholic teaching that not 
all Christians accept. Both the Orthodox and Catholic Churches 
adhere to the doctrine that Mary remained a virgin throughout her 
life and bore no other children besides Jesus. For some interpreters, 
this claim seems to conflict with explicit references to Jesus’ “broth-
ers and sisters” (e.g., Mt 12:46) and with the fact that the earliest 
historical evidence for the perpetual virginity is a second-century 
document not belonging to the Bible.

Catholics argue in turn that references to Jesus’ brothers and sis-
ters are not intended to mean his biological siblings. In the Aramaic 
language spoken by the Lord and his early followers who passed on 
the traditions concerning his earthly life, the term for “brothers 
and sisters” can also refer to cousins or other relations. There is also 
another ancient view that the siblings who are referred to in these 
passages are children of Joseph by a previous marriage. Besides these 
arguments, defenders of Mary’s perpetual virginity also see it as a 
reflection of her singular dedication to God and her symbolic role 
as the Ark of the New Covenant into which no man may enter (see 
Ez 44:1-3). Inasmuch as Mary weds herself to God’s mysterious plan, 
she is also a symbol of the Church, whose spouse can be none other 
than the Lord (see Eph 5:25-26).

6. Can pious devotion to Mary be  
presented ecumenically?
Devotional prayer that invokes the Mother of God should avoid 
excesses that obscure Mary’s subordinate role to Christ. It should also 
be imbued with scriptural themes and imagery. With this principle in 
mind, Pope John Paul II added the five “luminous mysteries” to the 
Holy Rosary, referring to scenes from the Gospels: (1) Jesus’ Baptism 
in the Jordan, (2) his self-manifestation at the wedding of Cana,  
(3) his proclamation of the Kingdom of God, (4) his Transfiguration, 
and (5) his institution of the Eucharist. The late Pope believed that, 
far from being a hindrance to ecumenism, the Rosary is “directed  
to the Christological center of the Christian faith, in such a way  
that ‘when the Mother is honored, the Son . . . is duly known, loved 
and glorified’” (On the Most Holy Rosary [Rosarium Virginis Mariae], 
no. 4).

Like other Marian devotions, the Rosary calls upon Mary to inter-
cede with her Son on our behalf. This expresses confidence that 
Christians are never alone when they pray but are always aided by 
the Communion of Saints, bonded in the love and graces that flow 

from the one Savior. Although Protestants and Evangelicals might 
agree that the saints in heaven pray for us, these communities of 
Christians shy away from asking them to do so for fear of doubting 
the sufficiency of Christ as the one mediator between God and  
man (1 Tm 2:5). Catholics wish to affirm that Christ shares his 
intercessory role with his Mother and the other holy ones of heaven. 
Prayer to the saints is always prayer with the saints, because all 
prayer is directed to the Father, through the Son, in the power of the 
Holy Spirit.

7. Why is Mary the model disciple and  
Mother of all Christians?
It is time for Catholics to share their familial relationship with the 
Mother of Christ and for other Christians to rediscover the remark-
able example of the woman who was the first to hear and accept 
the Gospel. All baptized Christians can look to Mary as the Mother 
of the Church’s faith, hearing Jesus bestowing upon them the one 
whom he entrusted to his beloved disciple: “Behold, your mother” 
(Jn 19:27). As a loving friend and sympathetic companion, Mary 
shares in the joys and sufferings of her fellow disciples (see Lk 2:35; 
Col 1:24; Rev 12:2), while ever confirming for them the great 
rewards of a life lived in faithfulness to the Gospel.

Resources
Pope John Paul II. On the Most Holy Rosary (Rosarium Virginis Mariae). 

Washington, DC: United States Conference of Catholic  
Bishops, 2002.

Pope Pius XII. The Most Bountiful God (Munificentissimus Deus). 1950. 
www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xii/apost_constitutions/documents/
hf_p-xii_apc_19501101_munificentissimus-deus_en.html.

The document Mary in Ecumenical Perspective is a part of the Walking 
Together Series and was developed as a resource by the Committee on 
Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs of the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (USCCB). It was reviewed by the committee chairman, 
Bishop Richard J. Sklba, and has been authorized for publication by  
the undersigned.

Msgr. David J. Malloy, STD
General Secretary, USCCB

Scripture texts used in this work are taken from the New American Bible, 
copyright © 1991, 1986, and 1970 by the Confraternity of Christian Doc-
trine, Washington, DC 20017, and are used by permission of the copyright 
owner. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from Pope John Paul II, On the Most Holy Rosary (Rosarium Virginis 
Mariae), copyright © 2002, Libreria Editrice Vaticana (LEV). Used with 
permission. All rights reserved.

Order this resource in brochure format (Publication No. 7-052, 25 per pack-
age) at www.usccbpublishing.org, or call toll-free 800-235-8722.

Copyright © 2008, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops,  
Washington, D.C. All rights reserved. Parishes and schools have permission 
to reproduce this document in this format for free distribution. If you take 
advantage of this offer, please contact us at publications@usccb.org.

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops
3211 Fourth Street, NE
Washington, DC 20017-1194


