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Abstract

This essay examines the theology of Mary as articulated by the
Early Church Fathers, highlighting its significance in shaping
Christian thought and understanding of salvation history. By
analyzing key themes such as the role of Mary in Christology,
the development of Marian doctrines, and her embodiment of
faith and discipleship, the study reveals how early theological
reflections on Mary continue to resonate within today's Church.
The insights of the Early Church Fathers on Mary's obedience,
purity, and status as Theotokos not only enrich contemporary
spiritual practice but also contribute to ongoing theological
discussions. This exploration underscores the importance of
Mary in fostering a deeper understanding of the Incarnation
and invites modern believers to draw inspiration from her life
as they navigate their faith journeys.

Keywords: Theology of Mary; Early Church Fathers; Salvation
history; Theotokos; Contemporary Church; Theological
discourse

Introduction

The theology of Mary as developed by the Early Church Fathers
is a cornerstone of Christian thought. It encapsulates her role
in salvation history and provides a model of faith and
discipleship for believers across generations. The figure of the
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Virgin Mary has played a crucial role in shaping Christian
theology, particularly in the early Church. From the debates
surrounding Christology to the development of Marian
doctrines, Mary’s role was central to the early Christian
understanding of Christ's nature and the implications of the
Incarnation. This essay explores how the Early Church Fathers
articulated Marian theology, the key themes they emphasized,
and the implications of their insights for the modern Church.
The reflections on Mary’s obedience, purity, and status as
Theotokos (Mother of God) remain deeply relevant for
contemporary spiritual practice and theological discourse.

I. Mary in the Context of Early Christian Theology
A. The Biblical Foundations of Marian Theology

Marian theology in the Early Church begins with the Scriptural
portrayal of Mary. Key passages include the Annunciation (Luke
1:26-38), where the angel Gabriel announces that Mary will
conceive Jesus, and the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55), which
highlights Mary’s humility and trust in God. These texts lay the
foundation for her role as the obedient servant who participates
in God’s redemptive plan.

Pauline references, such as Galatians 4:4 ("when the fullness of
time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman"), underline
Mary’s pivotal place in the Incarnation. Early Church Fathers
like St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 110 AD) referred to Mary’s
virginity as a sign of Christ’s divine origin, emphasizing her
unique role in salvation history.

B. The Development of Marian Thought by the Early Church
Fathers

As Christological debates emerged, the Early Church Fathers
addressed Mary’s role in affirming the nature of Christ. The
Council of Ephesus (431 AD) declared Mary as Theotokos
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(Mother of God), a term championed by St. Cyril of Alexandria!.
This title affirmed Christ’s divinity and humanity, positioning
Mary as the mother of the incarnate Word (John 1:14).

The theology surrounding Mary was not only Christocentric but
also ecclesial. For the Fathers, understanding Mary’s role
illuminated the mystery of Christ and the Church. The title
Theotokos is not simply a title of honor for Mary but also a
theological affirmation that highlights the centrality of the
incarnation. In Mary, humanity’s acceptance of God’s Word is
made manifest, as she consents to bear God incarnate in her
womb. This makes her an essential participant in the salvation
work of Christ, bridging the divine and the human?. Thus, Mary
is seen not just as a passive vessel but as an active participant
in the mystery of the incarnation, which is foundational to
Christian salvation.

II. Key Themes in Marian Theology Among the Church
Fathers

A. Mary as the New Eve

The comparison of Mary to Eve was first articulated by St.
Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 202 AD). He wrote, “As Eve, by disobeying,
became the cause of death for herself and the whole human
race, so Mary, by obeying, became the cause of salvation for
herself and the whole human race”3. This parallel underscores
Mary’s obedience as reversing the effects of Eve’s disobedience.

1 Cyril of Alexandria. Third Letter to Nestorius, 1.1.

2 Macquarrie, J. (2000:40). Mary for All Christians. Theotokos affirms that
through her, God tangibly entered human history, bridging the divine
and human realms, and elevates her status as a vital participant in
God's redemptive plan.

3 St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.22.4.

This idea of Mary as the New Eve powerfully illustrates the concept of
redemption, portraying her obedience and faith as a counterbalance to

Eve's disobedience, thereby highlighting Mary's crucial role in the
salvation narrative and the restoration of humanity.
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Through her fiat (Luke 1:38), Mary becomes the mother of the
living in the new creation inaugurated by Christ.

This typological interpretation of Mary as the New Eve has
profound theological implications. First, it emphasizes Mary’s
active participation in the work of salvation, rather than
presenting her merely as a passive vessel. Through her
obedience, Mary becomes a cooperator in God’s plan to restore
creation, offering a counterpoint to the disobedience of Eve.
This theological perspective influenced the description of Mary
as the dawn before the Sun of Justice, indicating her vital role
in bringing Christ into the world and initiating the redemption
of humanity.

B. Mary’s Virginity and Purity

The perpetual virginity of Mary was a significant theme for
theologians like St. Jerome, who wrote extensively against those
who denied it. For Jerome, Mary’s virginity symbolized her total
devotion to God and underscored the miraculous nature of
Christ’s birth+.

St. Augustines viewed Mary’s purity as integral to the doctrine
of the Incarnation. He argued that Jesus’ sinless nature
necessitated His birth from a sinless vessel, a view that laid the
groundwork for later Marian doctrines such as the Immaculate
Conception.

C. Mary as the Archetype of the Church

St. Ambrose of Milan described Mary as the model of
discipleship, emphasizing her faith, humility, and obedience.

4 Jerome. Against Helvidius
5 Augustine. On Nature and Grace.

Here, Augustine beautifully emphasizes her unique role as a vessel of divine
grace, highlighting that her sinless nature was essential for her to bear
Christ, which underscores the theological belief in her immaculate
conception and the sanctity of her motherhood.
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He wrote, “Mary’s life is a mirror for all to imitate”¢. Her
response to the Angel Gabriel at the Annunciation, “Let it be to
me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), is often cited as the
perfect example of obedience to God’s will. For the fathers,
Mary’s fiat was an act of faith and trust, representing the ideal
Christian response to divine calling?.

Today, this aspect of Mary as a model of discipleship remains
significant. For Catholics and Orthodox Christians, Mary is not
only a figure of reverence but also an example of how to follow
Christ. Her obedience, humility, and faithfulness are qualities
that continue to inspire Christian devotion, especially in times
of suffering and trial. Through Marian devotions such as the
Rosary and the Hail Mary, Christians are reminded of her role
as a model of faithful discipleship and trust in God.

III. Marian Devotion and Spirituality in the Early Church
A. Liturgical Practices and Prayers

The veneration of Mary began early in Christian history. The
Sub Tuum Praesidium (“Under Your Protection”), a prayer from
the third century, reflects the faithful’s reliance on Mary’s
intercession. Feasts like the Annunciation and the Dormition
celebrated her role in salvation history, fostering a deep
connection between Marian theology and liturgical worship.

Today, the Church still reflects this deep connection between
Mary and Eve. The New Eve motif is often invoked in liturgical
prayers, particularly in the context of the Annunciation, where
Mary’s obedience is celebrated as a model for Christian

6 St. Ambrose, Exposition of the Gospel of Luke.

Ambrose portrays Mary not only as a passive recipient of divine grace but
also as an active participant in the plan of salvation, reflecting the
importance of her faith and strength.

7 Augustine, Sermons, 74.

Mary’s willing acceptance of God’s will serves as a model for all Christians,
who are called to surrender their wills to God in faith and trust.
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discipleship. This typological understanding is particularly
significant in Catholic and Orthodox devotions, where Mary is
seen not just as the Mother of Christ but as a figure whose fiat
(her “yes” to God) actively participates in the salvation of the
world.

B. Veneration Versus Worship

The distinction between latria (worship due to God) and
hyperdulia (veneration of Mary) was clarified by theologians like
St. Thomas Aquinas in later centuries but has roots in the Early
Church. The Fathers defended Marian devotion as an
expression of reverence for her unique role, always pointing to
Christ.

The veneration of Mary within the Christian tradition is a
profound expression of honor and respect for her unique role in
salvation history. Unlike worship, which is reserved for God
alone, veneration acknowledges Mary's unparalleled
significance as the Mother of Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word
of God. This distinction is crucial; while worship is an act of
adoration directed solely towards the divine, honoring Mary
recognizes her as a pivotal figure through whom God's grace
was made manifest in the world.

Mary's veneration stems from her exemplary faith and
obedience to God's will. Her response to the Angel Gabriel
during the Annunciation—"Let it be to me according to your
word"—reflects a profound trust and willingness to embrace
God's plan, setting a powerful example for all believers. This act
of acceptance signifies her crucial role in the Incarnation,
making her a model of faith that Christians aspire to emulate.
By honoring Mary, the faithful are reminded of the virtues of
humility, surrender, and devotion that she embodied
throughout her life.

Moreover, veneration of Mary serves to deepen the relationship
between believers and Christ. As the Mother of Jesus, Mary has
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a unique maternal connection to all Christians, and honoring
her can foster a sense of closeness to her Son. Many believers
turn to Mary in prayer, seeking her intercession and guidance,
recognizing her as a compassionate figure who understands
human struggles and joys. This connection not only enriches
personal faith but also strengthens the communal aspect of
worship, as the faithful come together to celebrate her life and
contributions to the faith.

Ultimately, the veneration of Mary enriches the Christian
experience by celebrating the intersection of humanity and
divinity. It reminds believers that God's grace can work through
ordinary individuals, elevating their lives to extraordinary
purposes. By honoring Mary, Christians acknowledge the vital
role she played in the unfolding of God's plan for salvation and
invite her example of faithfulness and love into their own lives,
fostering a deeper understanding of their relationship with God.

IV. Reflections on Marian Theology for Today’s Church
A. Mary as a Model of Faith and Obedience

Mary’s fiat serves as a timeless example of trust in God. Her
willingness to embrace God’s plan, despite its challenges,
inspires contemporary believers to live with faith and courage.
Her Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) calls for a radical trust in God’s
justice and providence, resonating with those facing trials
today. Thus, Ndugbu maintained that “In the Magnificat, we
encounter a song that is not just prophetic in character,
eschatological in vocation, social in implication but also we see
the association of discipleship with socio-economic
responsibility of helping the poor.”8

8Ndugbu, K.U. (2021:12). Mary’s Magnificat as a prolegomenon for
confrontational Christian Living.

Mary’s Magnificat becomes a 'no', and even so rife with significance if
understood as a declaration that God is no longer to be sought in the
clouds, but to be looked for and seen in the daily experiences of
suffering, on the faces of each human being, in our tears and laughter of

7
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B. Mary’s Role in Ecumenism

Marian theology can bridge divides between Christian
traditions. While Marian doctrines are often points of
contention, shared beliefs—such as Mary’s role in salvation
history—offer a foundation for dialogue. For example,
Protestants and Catholics can reflect on Mary’s faith as a
discipleship model.

Mary plays a significant role in ecumenism, serving as a bridge
between Christian traditions and fostering unity among
believers. As the Mother of Jesus and a central figure in
Scripture, Mary is venerated across denominations, albeit with
varying theological emphases. For Roman Catholics and
Orthodox Christians, she holds a particularly prominent place
as "Theotokos" (God-bearer) and as a model of holiness,
humility, and obedience to God. While Protestant traditions
often differ in their approach to Mary, they still recognize her as
a faithful servant of God and the mother of the Savior. Her
shared significance offers a starting point for dialogue and
mutual understanding among Christian communities.

One of Mary’s key contributions to ecumenism lies in her role
as a symbol of unity in Christ. Her life and "yes" to God (the fiat)
reflect the essence of Christian discipleship, which transcends
denominational boundaries. In her humility and unwavering
faith, Mary embodies virtues that all Christians strive to
emulate. By focusing on her scriptural role and her connection
to Christ, ecumenical discussions can find common ground in
celebrating her as a model of faithfulness to God’s will, rather
than emphasizing doctrinal differences about her.

Mary's role in ecumenism also extends to her position as a
motherly figure for the Church. In Catholic and Orthodox
traditions, Mary is often seen as the spiritual mother of all
believers, offering her intercession and care for the Christian

the poor, in the lamentation of creation, and in the degrading
consequence of our inhumanity to man.
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community. While Protestant denominations may not hold this
view, they still honor her as the earthly mother of Christ, which
provides an opportunity to reflect on the nurturing and unifying
aspects of her example. Her maternal role can serve as a
metaphor for the Church itself, which is called to gather and
guide all believers in unity under Christ.

Ultimately, Mary’s role in ecumenism is one of fostering
dialogue, understanding, and mutual respect among
Christians. Her life and witness invite all believers to focus on
what unites them—faith in Christ and the call to follow Him. By
reflecting on Mary’s example and her place in salvation history,
Christians can find inspiration to work towards healing
divisions and building bridges between traditions. In this way,
Mary becomes not a point of division, but a source of hope and
unity for all who seek to grow closer to Christ and to one
another.

C. Marian Theology in the Context of Social Justice

Mary’s Magnificat reveals her solidarity with the poor and
marginalized. Mary symbolizes hope for the oppressed as she
proclaims that God “brings down the powerful from their
thrones and lifts the lowly” (Luke 1:52). Modern movements for
justice and equality can draw inspiration from her example of
humility and courage. Her song is indeed “a roadmap to anyone
facing the known and unknown potholes and storms of life. It
is an invitation to discern God’s activity in the experiences of
our lives and circumstances. It is a clarion call to welcome the
contradictions that question our conformity to myths and idols
that threaten the common good and common living.” Hence,
giving the history of the theology in its clearer Christocentric
allure.10

9 Ndugbu, 2021, 13.

10 Brown, 1978. The Birth of the Messiah. Mary’s obedience to the words of
the Angel and her acceptance of divine intervention, evidenced by the



Kizito Uzoma Ndugbu

Marian theology, when viewed in the context of social justice,
brings to the forefront Mary's role as a voice for the marginalized
and a symbol of hope for the oppressed. Central to this
perspective is her Magnificat, the song of praise found in the
Gospel of Luke (1:46-55), where Mary proclaims God's justice
by uplifting the lowly, feeding the hungry, and casting down the
proud and powerful. This profound declaration is not just a
personal reflection but a bold, prophetic statement about God’s
transformative work in human history. It positions Mary as a
revolutionary figure, embodying God’s preferential option for
the poor and the oppressed, challenging societal structures of
inequality and injustice.

In liberation theology, particularly in Latin America, Mary has
been embraced as a model of strength and solidarity with the
suffering. She is often seen as standing alongside the poor and
advocating for their dignity and rights. For many, Mary
represents a God who is not distant but actively involved in the
struggles of the marginalized, working to overturn systems of
oppression. Her example reminds believers that faith is not
passive but calls for action against injustice, a commitment to
stand with the vulnerable, and a willingness to bring about
social transformation in line with God’s kingdom of justice and
peace.

Mary's humanity is especially significant in this context, as she
experienced hardship, poverty, and displacement. As a young,
humble woman from a small village, she lived under Roman
occupation, likely experiencing the injustices and struggles of
her time. Her life as the mother of Jesus also reflects the
challenges of raising a child amidst social and political
uncertainty, which resonates with many modern struggles,
such as those faced by refugee families, single mothers, and
those living on the margins of society. By reflecting on her lived
experience, Marian theology becomes a source of

presence of an angel at the Incarnation, give weight to early Church
teaching on Christology and soteriology.

10
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encouragement for those who feel powerless, showing that God
works through the humble and the seemingly insignificant to
bring about profound change.

Ultimately, Marian theology in the context of social justice
challenges Christians to live out their faith in tangible ways that
reflect Mary’s example and God’s priorities. Her life and witness
inspire believers to be agents of justice, mercy, and compassion,
addressing systemic inequities and advocating for the dignity of
every human being. By elevating Mary's role as a prophetic
figure who announced and embodied God’s justice, Marian
theology invites the faithful to engage with the world’s
brokenness and work toward a society that reflects the values
of the Gospel—where the lowly are lifted, the hungry are fed,
and peace and justice reign.

Conclusion

Mary’s role in modern contexts is perceived through a variety of
lenses, reflecting her enduring significance in theology,
spirituality, and culture, as well as her relevance to
contemporary issues. For many Christians, Mary remains an
important figure of faith, humility, and obedience, offering a
timeless example of discipleship. However, her image and role
are often reexamined in light of modern concerns, such as
gender equality, social justice, and the empowerment of women,
making her a more relatable and dynamic figure for believers
today.

In theology, Mary continues to be celebrated as the Mother of
God (Theotokos) and the first disciple of Christ. Her "yes" to
God during the Annunciation is seen as a model of trust and
courage, inspiring Christians to respond to God’s call in their
own lives. Modern discussions often highlight her humanity,
portraying her not as a distant and unattainable ideal, but as a
woman who faced challenges, uncertainties, and suffering,
especially in her role as the mother of Jesus. This more
humanized perspective helps contemporary believers connect

11
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with Mary on a personal level and view her as someone who
understands their struggles.

Mary’s role is also increasingly viewed through the lens of social
justice and advocacy for the marginalized. Her Magnificat in the
Gospel of Luke, where she proclaims God’s justice for the poor
and the oppressed, resonates strongly in modern contexts
where inequality and injustice persist. Mary is often seen as a
symbol of hope for the downtrodden, a voice for the voiceless,
and a reminder of God’s preferential option for the poor. This
image of Mary as a revolutionary figure has gained traction in
liberation theology and among those who see faith as a call to
action for social change.

In contemporary culture, Mary’s role has expanded beyond
religious boundaries, as she is often seen as a universal symbol
of motherhood, compassion, and peace. Her image is used in
art, literature, and popular media to represent themes of love,
resilience, and care for humanity. While some may question or
reinterpret traditional Marian doctrines, her enduring relevance
lies in her ability to inspire faith and hope across cultures and
generations. In modern contexts, Mary continues to be a source
of spiritual strength and a bridge between tradition and
contemporary life.

The theology of Mary, as articulated by the Early Church
Fathers, offers profound insights into her role in salvation
history and her significance in Christian life. By affirming Mary
as Theotokos, the New Eve, and a model of faith, the Fathers
laid a foundation for Marian devotion that continues to inspire
believers. Today, her example challenges the Church to reflect
on themes of humility, obedience, and justice, inviting all to
respond to God’s grace with the same faith and courage that
Mary demonstrated.

12



The American Journal of Biblical Theology Vol. 26(17). Apr 27, 2025

Sources

Augustine. On Nature and Grace.

Augustine, Sermons, 74.

Brown, R.E. (1978). The Birth of the Messiah. New York: Doubleday.
Cyril of Alexandria. Third Letter to Nestorius.

Irenaeus of Lyons. Against Heresies.

Jerome. Against Helvidius.

Macquarrie, J. (2000). Mary for All Christians. SCM Press.

Ndugbu, K.U. (2021). Mary’s Magnificat as a prolegomenon for confrontational
Christian Living. The American Journal of Biblical Theology, 23(34),12-13

13



