Views of Mary: The Fall 2010 Abrahamic Faiths Forum

Since the Christian presenter was unavailable, the fall 2010 Abrahamic Faiths Forum at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary ended up being a Muslim-Jewish dialogue about the Virgin Mary. People who attended the forum at at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary on November 3 found out that these two religions have very different perspectives on one of Christianity’s central figures.
Mary, or Maryam is she is known in the Qur’an, is an important figure in Islam, not only as the mother of the prophet ‘Isa (Jesus), but also in her own right. Muslim presenter Nazila Isgandarova described her as “the ultimate compassionate human being”, “a symbolic model for women and perhaps even men” and “even the Miss Universe for all nations for all times.”
While still in the womb, according to the Qur’an, Maryam was dedicated to God by her mother, who expected the baby to be a male child who would grow up to be a scholar or religious leader. However, Isgandarova said, “God had a better plan.” Isgandarova emphasized Maryam’s patience and faith in God, especially during the difficult period when people could not understand the virginal conception of ‘Isa and accused her of immorality.
“There are two ways of conveying one's good character to others: through words and through moral behaviour,” Isgandarova said. “The second way is far more effective and valuable, for it is the genuine way and cannot be imitated. One’s life and behaviour can reflect one’s belief only if it is genuinely alive in one’s heart.” She noted Maryam’s importance as a role model, providing an alternative to the “models of indecency” prevailing today, which lead to “social adversities” and “moral and spiritual decline among people.”
By contrast, Jewish presenter Bob Chodos began by pointing out that Jews “don’t have the Virgin Mary. Period.” And there is no one female figure in Judaism who encompasses all of the roles fulfilled by Mary, whom he described as “the most fully realized feminine object of veneration that we have in our Abrahamic extended family.” Nevertheless, by looking at different women in the Hebrew Bible, he traced parallels to a number of those roles.

Thus, like Mary, the matriarch Rachel is a “mother of sorrows” who weeps for the exile of her descendants, whose “voice is heard in heaven” and who “lends her voice to those in need,” Chodos said. Again like Mary, Manoach’s wife in the book of Judges is “faithful, level-headed and perceptive” in accepting an annunciation from an angel of God that she will bear a special son — in this case Samson, who fights for the freedom of his people.
Hannah, in the book of 1 Samuel, composes a prayer that, in very similar terms to Mary’s Magnificat, expresses confidence that God will raise up the poor and bring down the mighty. Chodos suggested that “perhaps the Magnificat was part of a genre of women’s prayer that already had centuries of tradition behind it.”
Finally, Chodos discussed four women — Lot’s elder daughter, Tamar, Ruth and Bathsheba — who are progenitors of the line of David and therefore, like Mary, mothers of the messiah. Each of these women is the protagonist in a story involving a sexual encounter in which she “takes an active, or even a leading, role.” Chodos noted that the evangelist Matthew has a similar (although not identical) list in the genealogy that begins his Gospel, and said he would “leave it to my Christian friends to explain what Matthew’s intent is in placing Mary in the line of these women.” 

Waterloo Lutheran Seminary presents two Abrahamic Faiths Forums each year, with the fall forum focusing on a person who is of interest to all three faiths and the spring one focusing on a broader topic.

