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Abstract

This article deals with the symbolic character and roles of Jesus’

mother in the Gospel of John. While women generally represent the

marginalized and the oppressed in the Gospel of John, their roles and

positions exhibit momentous meaning. Especially, women’s roles and

their significant meanings are intensified by comparing them with

male characters. In the case of Jesus’ mother, her unnamed character

is described as the marginalized in the surface level of the narrative.

Comparing with male character, however, the Gospel of John repre-

sents the unnamed mother as a true believer, a witness, a co-worker,

and the mother of new community of believers that Jesus instituted

on the cross. Furthermore, the Johannine Gospel gives her authority
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to create a Koinonia of believers. There are no male disciples guiding,

correcting, protecting, or dominating her.

This article examines the symbolic roles of Jesus’ mother in the first

appearance at Cana (2:1-12). Then, it investigates the theological mean-

ing of the location and the roles of Jesus’ mother at the foot of the cross.

Specifically, the article compares Peter’s location in the courtyard (John

18:15-18; 25-27) and the position of Jesus’ mother under the cross

(19:25-27). Then, it deals with the theological meaning of the mother

as an unnamed character in terms of “woman.”

• Keywords
Unnamed Woman, Wedding feast in Cana, Jesus’ Hour, the Mother

of Jesus, Feminist Biblical Interpretation, Hope for the Marginal
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Ⅰ.  Introduction

Feminist interpretation of the Bible has the purpose of shifting our

focus from biblical interpretation construed as an ever better explana-

tion of the text to the biblical interpretation as a tool for becoming con-

scious of structures of domination and for articulating visions. So,

feminist biblical interpretation can be named and recognized as en-

gaging in “emancipatory rhetoric.”1 In fact, the remarkable roles of

women in the Bible are manifested by the number of stories in which

women appear as protagonist in each narrative unit and express sym-

bolic messages.2

While women generally represent the marginalized and the op-

pressed in the Gospel of John, their roles and positions exhibit mo-

mentous meaning. Women’s roles and their theologically significant

meanings are intensified by comparing them with male characters.

Compared with the male disciples and their positions, the unnamed

mother of Jesus, particularly, represents the symbolic meanings and

conspicuous roles, even though she appears just twice at the beginning

and the end of Jesus’ ministry. In the Gospel of John, the author gives

us the unnamed character of Jesus’ mother, who is called “woman”

by Jesus, at the wedding feast of Cana (2:1-12) and at the foot of Jesus’

cross (19:25-27). In these narrative units, Jesus’ mother informs the

reader of Jesus’ hour which is the important theme of this Gospel: the

initiative and the ending point of Jesus’ ministry. In her appearances,

the mother not only reveals her own significant role but also delivers
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symbolic meanings and theological messages through dialogue and

her location. Here, one can realize diverse meanings and roles that the

mother reveals: as a true believer, Jesus’ co-worker, successor of Jesus’

ministry, the mother of community of believers, and the center of

Koinonia.

In this article, I am going to examine the symbolic roles of Jesus’

mother in the first appearance at Cana (2:1-12), paying special atten-

tion to the specific narrative strategies with the feminist perspective.

Then, I will investigate the theological meaning of the location and the

roles of Jesus’ mother at the foot of the cross. Specifically, in this part,

I will compare Peter’s location in the courtyard (John 18:15-18; 25-27)

and the position of Jesus’ mother under the cross (19:25-27). Then, I

am going to deal with the theological meaning of the mother as an un-

named character in terms of “woman.” 

Ⅱ.  The Mother of Jesus in Cana

1. The Mother’s Location in Cana

The location of Jesus’ mother can be examined by using two lenses:

a socio-cultural and a theological perspective. Here the two lenses

show contradictory views to each other. Most of all, in the socio-cul-

tural perspective, the mother’s location as a woman generally repre-

sents the marginalized and the oppressed in Jesus’ time. Many readers

who were familiar with the patriarchal culture of Jesus’ time would

have had the preconception of women’s social positions and roles

when they read this passage. Some women appear as unnamed char-

acters in the Gospel of John such as Jesus’ mother, mothers’ sister, the

wife of Clopas. Women’s unnamed identity indirectly demonstrates
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that women’s social location was at the margin. It represents that

women’s identity was not defined by their own being and their onto-

logical values were distorted by androcentric prejudice.

Remarkably, however, the location of Jesus’ mother in the narrator’s

description reveals significant narrative strategy, placing the mother

close to where Jesus is: “the mother of Jesus was there” (v. 1, kai. h=n h̀

mh,thr tou/ VIhsou/ evkei/). Namely, the mother is not defined by her social

location but by the preposition, evkei in this narrative, which represent

her role in Jesus’ first ministry. The author is dragging the unnamed

mother into the beginning of Jesus’ ministry through this phrase. In

this location evkei, it is remarkable that the mother appears as an active

speaker who seems to argue with Jesus about his hour (w[ra). Although

Jesus’ disciples are also invited to the celebration, they seem to be pas-

sive in this scene. However, the mother plays a significant role. Obvi-

ously, the author presents the fact that Jesus’ mother is closely and

actively “there” at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, even though his

mother appears just twice in this Gospel. Furthermore, the mother fol-

lows Jesus after the first sign in verse 12. The author keeps her location

near Jesus and where he is going, “After this he went down to Caper-

naum with his mother” (v. 12). This indirectly indicates that the mother

will not be separated from the destiny of Jesus’ ministry, foreshadow-

ing mother’s appearance even at the scene of Jesus’ cross.

2. The Mother’s Expectation and Jesus’ Rejection 

The narrative of the wedding feast in Cana begins with the appear-

ance of Jesus’ mother, in which the author’s narrative strategy is ex-

posed. The narrator explains that Jesus and his disciples are invited,

and so is his mother. In the middle of feast, Jesus’ mother approaches
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to Jesus with great expectation, saying that “they have no wine” (v. 3).

Why is the mother especially concerned, and why does she express

this Jesus? She is obviously not the master of this feast but just a guest.

However, she is asking Jesus to do something for this wedding feast.

At this point, the reader may not get any hint about what will happen

because there is no evidence of any previous mission performed by

Jesus in this gospel; and there is no description that the Messiah would

have led people to expect him to work miracles on behalf of individ-

uals, even in Old Testament.3 In this regard one can imagine that his

mother not only already knows everything about Jesus’ identity and

what he would do, but also her expectation has a special intention to

represent the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.

The mother’s expectation, however, is rejected by Jesus’ firm answer:

“What concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come”

(v. 4, Ti, evmoi. kai. soi,( gu,naiÈ ou;pw h[kei h̀ w[ra mou). Interestingly, the

mother’s expectation causes Jesus’ words of “my hour (h̀ w[ra mou),”

which is the technical term referring to the passion, death, and resur-

rection in Johannine gospel.4 In this perspective, the author obviously

tries to reveal Jesus’ hour, which signifies his final destiny, at the mo-

ment of the opening of his ministry, and it also expresses Jesus’ initial

glorification through the mother’s expectation. Thus the mother’s ex-

pectation and her appearance play an important role which thor-

oughly intends to represent Jesus’ hour literarily and leads Jesus to

perform his first sign. 

Some scholars argue that the mother’s request and the following re-
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jection allude to Eve’s request for Adam to eat the forbidden fruit in

Genesis.5 They argue that the mother misunderstands Jesus’ hour and

makes her request like Eve, but Jesus dissociates himself from his

mother through rejection. This hermeneutic approach devalues the

role of Jesus’ mother in this narrative. However, the obvious fact is

that Jesus finally agrees to fulfill his mother’s request. It means what

Jesus is trying to get at is not a rejection or dissociation from his

mother, but a representation of his hour and an indication to others of

the opening of his ministry. Therefore, the mother’s request is not a

misstep; and it does not make her the same with Eve but effectively

exhibits who Jesus is and what he would do. In other words, through

the mother’s expectation, Jesus reveals that although his hour is not

yet come, the hour has already begun in his first sign.

The mother’s expectation and Jesus’ rejection are brought into har-

mony to initiate Jesus’ ministry. In this perspective, the mother’s ap-

pearance reveals two functional roles: believer and co-worker who

inform the beginning of Jesus’ hour. First, the mother seems to have

no doubt that Jesus will intervene and perform a miracle, even though

there is no previous miracle performed by Jesus. She believes in Jesus

before any sign that manifests who Jesus is. In this regard, she appears

as a mysterious believer and the first believer in this gospel. Second,

the mother functions as a co-worker who informs the reader about

Jesus’ hour and the beginning of his ministry. The mother’s expecta-

tion functions as the catalyst that enables Jesus to reveal his identity

and the true meaning of his life to his disciple and readers. Namely,

Jesus’ mother causes Jesus to refer to his “hour,” which has special
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meaning in this gospel, and she leads Jesus to initiate his ministry with

the first sign. Here the mother functions as a co-worker who helps

Jesus initiate his ministry. 

3. The Mother’s Persistence

After Jesus has rejected his mother’s expectation, she says to the ser-

vants, “do whatever he tells you” (v. 5). It reveals that the mother does

not give up her expectation and belief. The mother’s attitude and un-

ceasing expectancy reminds the reader of Synoptic examples of a

woman’s persistence in the face of seeming rejection by Jesus (Matt

15:21-28; Mark 7:24-30).6 These Synoptic examples show a woman’s

wretched situation and the persistence of belief after Jesus’ flat refusal.

Such persistence always seems to cause Jesus to act, so that Jesus fi-

nally accepts the woman’s petition and praises the woman’s faith

rather than decrying her.7 Jesus states, “Woman, great is your faith.

Let it be done for you as you wish” (Matt 15:28).
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PDF Watermark Remover DEMO : Purchase from www.PDFWatermarkRemover.com to remove the watermark

http://www.PDFWatermarkRemover.com/buy.htm


From this perspective, the narrative of a wedding feast in Cana

seems to parallel the story of persistent women in the Synoptic

Gospels. The narrative involves a refusal of the petitioner and a per-

sistence which finally brings the acceptance of the request. Jesus finally

supplies the wine requested by his mother: the first sign. Actually, it is

difficult to decide if the miracle is a response to his mother’s persistent

faith or not. However, it is enough that the mother’s words: “Do what-

ever he tells you” (v. 5), exhibits her persistent faith and reminds the

reader of persistent woman in other gospels. In this regard, the mother

of Jesus is described as a great believer, like the persistent woman in

the Synoptic Gospels, whom Jesus praises saying, “Great is your

faith.”

Ⅲ.  The Mother at the Cross: Comparison of Peter and Jesus’ Mother

The mother’s second appearance is in the passion narrative. In this

scene, the theological meaning and roles of Jesus’ mother can be en-

hanced by comparing Peter’s location and his attitude with those of

Jesus’ mother. 

1. Peter in the Courtyard

1) Peter’s Location

In the passion narrative, Peter’s locations represent an ironic con-

tradiction between social perspective and theological view similar to

those of the mother’s location. This contradictory view leads us to find

a significant concealed meaning of the gospel. First of all, one can see

that his social location basically represents his authority as Jesus’ male
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disciple. The readers who knew the story of the Synoptic Gospels well

have a preconception of Peter and would regard Peter as Jesus’ best

disciple, who has a special authority. Especially compared to women

as marginal in Jesus’ time, Peter’s masculinity enriches the meaning

of Peter’s social position as an authoritative disciple.

On the other hand, Peter is theologically placed as the outsider in

this narrative. The author describes Peter’s location stating, “he went

with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest” (18:15, suneish/lqen tw/|

VIhsou/ eivj th.n auvlh.n tou/ avrciere,wj), but Peter was standing outside at

the gate, “th/| qu,ra| e;xw” (v. 16). The word auvlh in verse 15 can refer to

a palace building or to an open courtyard. According to Brown, the

meaning of auvlh as courtyard is apparently intended by all Synoptic

Gospels when they use the term for the site of Peter’s denials.8 Actu-

ally, the Synoptic Gospels have Peter sitting in the courtyard, and

Mark and Luke also mention a fire burning in the courtyard for

warmth. In these narratives, one can assume that the courtyard is part

of the high priest’s house and outside (Matt 26:58; Mark 14:66; Luke

22:54-55).

The Synoptic Gospels did not mention the exact location of the

courtyard as “outside.” However, the author of the Gospel of John ob-

viously and intentionally states Peter’s location, standing “outside at

the gate” (th/| qu,ra| e;xw) in verse 16. The term “outside” indicates the

opposite site to Jesus’ interrogation which took place inside (18:19-

24).9 Here Peter is undoubtedly pictured as an outsider in the court-
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yard near the gate, while Jesus is interrogated inside. Accordingly, in

this narrative Peter’s location theologically and literally reveals him

as an outsider, standing with the opponents of Jesus.

2) Passive Peter

One of the interesting features of this narrative is the fact that Peter

gained admission to the high priest’s courtyard only through the un-

named “the other disciple who was known to the high priest” (v. 16).

At this part, the reader cannot exactly know who the other disciple is.

There are diverse opinions as to whether the other disciple is to be

equated with the beloved disciple.10 However, the most significant

thing is the use of the other disciple, that is unnamed character, to se-

cure Peter’s admission into the courtyard, whether the other disciple

is the beloved disciple or not. 

Furthermore, this admission is given by the woman who guarded the

gate. This woman appears in all of the gospel accounts of Peter’s first

denial, but John alone specifies her work at the gate. Many scholars have

expressed doubt that a woman would be allowed to tend the gate of

the high priest’s house, especially at night.11 This indicates that the au-

thor probably turned the originally undefined or masculine gate keeper

into a woman to harmonize with the presence of a woman at Peter’s

first denial in the Synoptic tradition. In this perspective, Peter’s character

is evidently portrayed as having a passive attitude, led by another un-

named disciple and a woman gatekeeper in the Gospel of John.
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3) Peter’s Denial

The woman asked Peter, “You are not also one of this man’s disci-

ples, are you?” (v. 17). This kind of question normally anticipates a

negative answer. Peter immediately answered, “I am not.” This denial

corresponds to Jesus’ previous avowal,12 “I am he” (18:5, 6, 8). Namely,

Peter’s answer, “I am not” (ouvk eivmi,) in v. 17 and 25 is the negative

counterpart of Jesus’ confession, “I am” (evgw, eivmi). Through this nar-

rative, the readers arrive at an interesting contrast between Jesus’ con-

fession of who he is in defense of the disciples and Peter’s denial that

he is a disciple.

Peter’s denial narrative appears one more time after the high priest’s

interrogation of Jesus in this gospel; “Peter was standing and warming

himself” (v. 25). This is a repetition of v. 18, which reinforces Peter’s

firm location and position as an outsider, and it connects the second

and third denial. He denied Jesus and said, “I am not,” which is re-

dundant, perhaps for emphasis. It is clear that Peter’s denials are jux-

taposed to Jesus’ situation. While Jesus is faced with the real danger

of death and yet does not compromise the truth, poor Peter cannot

even admit to having been a disciple of Jesus.13 Therefore, in this nar-

rative, one can discover that Jesus is standing firm against the religious

authorities while at the same time Peter cowardly denies that he is

Jesus’ disciple.

2. The Mother of Jesus at the Foot of Jesus’ Cross

The Gospel of John 19:25-27 presents the scene at the foot of Jesus’

cross. All of the Synoptic accounts of Jesus’ death agree that it is the
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women who keep vigil at Jesus’ death. Jesus predicted that all the fol-

lowers would abandon him at his death, scattering to their own

homes. The women, however, stand firm at the foot of Jesus’ cross.

The author of the Johannine gospel emphasizes this by including the

mother of Jesus in this women’s group.

1) The Mother’s Location at Cross

As we studied above, the mother’s social location reveals her as a

part of the marginalized and the oppressed. In this narrative, however,

Jesus’ mother is placed near the cross of Jesus (19:25) with the other

un-named women and Mary Magdalene. In v. 25, the women’s loca-

tion is again “near (para. tw/| staurw/| tou/ VIhsou/)” the cross where Jesus

is. Although the all gospels speak of women at the cross, there is a dif-

ference between the Synoptic Gospels and John. Clearly, the Synoptic

Gospels not only exhibit that the women’s location is distanced from

Jesus’ cross, but also omit the presence of Jesus’ mother at the cross

(Matt 27:55; Mark 15:40; Luke 23:49). In the case of Lukan Gospel, the

narrator states, “they stood at a distance” (avpo. makro,qen, Luke 23:49).

However, John includes Jesus’ mother in women’s group and de-

scribes women standing close to Jesus’ cross during the crucifixion

(19:25). So, the location of Jesus’ mother is “near the cross of Jesus”

(para. tw/| staurw/| tou/ VIhsou/ v. 25). Here the mother’s location precisely

corresponds to Peter’s location, “outside.” 

2) Jesus’ Mother and the New Community: “here is your mother”

The Gospel of John listed four women at the cross - Jesus’ mother,

her sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene - as the wit-

nesses to Jesus’ death. In the scene of Jesus’ death, the author inten-
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tionally put these women, who are socially located as marginal, at

Jesus’ cross in order to present significant messages. These messages

derive from Jesus’ farewell discourse at the cross. Specifically, Jesus’

mother stands there with the other women and the beloved disciple

(19:25-27). Jesus’ speaking to the two anonymous people gives pro-

found messages. He said to his mother, “Woman, here is your son”

(gu,nai( i;de ò uìo,j sou, v. 26). Then he told the disciple, “Here is your

mother” (:Ide h̀ mh,thr sou, v. 27). This dialogue accompanies the com-

ment, “from that hour the disciple took her into his own home” (v. 27).

In this scene, Jesus’ mother has a significant role as a mother of the

new community that Jesus made on the cross. Jesus obviously ac-

knowledges his mother and makes her the mother of “the beloved

disciple” in verse 26, and that disciple becomes the son of his mother

(19:25-27). Namely, Jesus’ mother received a new son at the cross. First

of all, the reader discovers that Jesus’ final work is to constitute a new

family, with a special relationship between mother and son. As Brown

states, when Jesus’ hour has come at the cross, Jesus employs a “rev-

elatory formula,”14 i;de ò uìo,j sou. Furthermore, like a marriage decla-

ration, Jesus’ performative language and proclamation accomplish the

new relationship to God as a new family.15 Actually the Gospel of John

has employed the metaphor of kinship to characterize the new rela-

tionship of believers to God, “children of God” (1:12; 11:52).16 In this
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perspective, the disciples have now become Jesus’ brother and sister,

at the same time the new family has been constituted through the

mother of Jesus.

Second, the formation of a new family at the cross represents the

new community of believers centered on Jesus’ mother as a true be-

liever. The Gospel of John has a favorable narrative of some believers

who are marginalized in religious and social backgrounds; and the

mother of Jesus and the women at the cross symbolize those believers’

groups. They embody people who have faith in Jesus and have been

with Jesus from the beginning to the end.17 Particularly, Jesus’ mother

represents the true believer who knows the power and the identity of

Jesus from the beginning at Cana to the end, standing near Jesus’ cross.

In the Johannine perspective, the true believer is inevitably identified

with Jesus’ mother.

Third, in the formation of the new community, one can discover an-

other symbolic message, Koinwni,a, so that the mother becomes the

center of Koinonia. John Rena suggests that Jesus’ message from the

cross must interpret Koinonia as a “revelatory formula”18 with special

relevance to a community. He states that Jesus’ incident becomes a

prophetic action visualizing Jesus’ prayer for unity in the Gospel of

John chapter 17.19 The action illustrates well the meaning of the

words, “Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given

me, so that they may be one, as we are one” (17:11). From this per-

spective, Jesus’ constituting on the cross a new community through

| 59Minkyu Lee _ The Roles of Unnamed Mother of Jesus in the Gospel of John
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his mother and beloved disciple reminds the reader of the Koinonia

of believers in a new community. Jesus’ mother becomes a center of

Koinonia.

3) The End of Jesus’ Ministry and Following

Jesus’ mother presents the ending of Jesus’ ministry at the cross, as

she informed the reader about “the hour” and the beginning of Jesus’

ministry before (2:1-12). When Jesus says to his beloved disciple in ref-

erence to his mother, “here is your mother,” he completes his ministry.

Namely, Jesus finishes his ministry with the constitution of a new com-

munity in some performative words: “here is your mother.” The nar-

rator states, “after this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he

said I am thirsty” (v. 28). At this point, Jesus’ mother reminds the

reader of Jesus’ hour again. Namely, the mother functions as not only

an initiator but also a terminator of Jesus’ ministry in this Gospel. 

Furthermore, the mother seems to function as a successor of Jesus’

ministry with the beloved disciple. The fact that Jesus makes a new

family through the mother and beloved disciple means that although

his life is completed, his ministry is not finished yet. Besides, Jesus’ ut-

terance of “here is your mother” means that the mother’s primary role

would not be a physical motherhood but a significant role as a successor

who is related to Jesus’ ministry. So, in this scene, Jesus hands his min-

istry over to the community of believing disciples through his mother

and beloved disciple. Jesus’ completion of his work involves the bring-

ing into existence of Christian community. From this perspective,

Jesus’ mother appears as a successor or a co-worker of Jesus in this

Gospel.
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3. Comparison of Peter and the Mother of Jesus

The symbolic meanings of the mother’s appearances in the passion

narrative are revealed manifestly in the Gospel of John, when we com-

pare it with Peter’s character. Even though Peter represents authority

as a male and Jesus’ disciple in the light of a socio-cultural view, the

author places Peter on “the outside” of the courtyard, which is on the

opposite site from Jesus interrogated “inside.” However, although

Jesus’ mother as a woman usually would have been regarded as the

marginal and the oppressed in social and cultural views at Jesus’ time,

Jesus’ mother is central and stays near the foot of Jesus’ cross. The most

interesting point is that the two scenes appear opposite each other in

the same narrative. The mother’s position and Peter’s location are

symbolically reversed; and it exhibits that all women, represented by

Jesus’ mother, are no longer marginal for Jesus.

In addition, Peter’s denial, “I am not,” precisely corresponds with

Jesus’ confession in front of the high priest. This reinforces Peter’s neg-

ative character, and his theological location becomes further away

from Jesus’ position. Jesus’ mother at the cross, however, represents

the witnesses of Jesus’ death and the new family Jesus made. The

mother of Jesus, other women, and the beloved disciple at the cross

appear as true disciples of Jesus’ new family, even though they are un-

named characters. 

All women, including the mother of Jesus in the Gospel of John, es-

pecially in the passion narrative, are presented positively and in inti-

mate relationships with Jesus. There are no women characters that

have been shown as resisting Jesus’ ministry, failing to believe, desert-

ing him, or betraying him. On the other hand, Peter was depreciated

by his passive attitude and position far away from Jesus in this narra-
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tive. In this regard, one can assume that the author is intentionally try-

ing to seek to shift the basis of authority from Peter or any historical

witness to one whose power depends on the reception of life from

Jesus Christ.20 Thus, women represented by Jesus’ mother are no

longer the marginal in this narrative.

Ⅳ.  The Mother of Jesus in the Gospel of John

1. Unnamed Woman

The appearance of Jesus’ mother has a significant role and theolog-

ical function in the Gospel of John. Nevertheless, her name is never

given. Matthew, Mark, and Luke named “Mary, the mother of Jesus,”

but John is the only one who does not give her name and records her

presence as Jesus’ mother. Furthermore, even Jesus calls his mother

“woman” (2:4; 19:26). Brown affirms that it is not an impolite address

but Jesus’ normal way of speaking to women in his time,21 and among

Arabian languages, “the mother of X” is an honorable title for a

woman who bears a son.22 In this regard, the mother’s unnamed char-

acter represents typical women who are marginalized in Jewish soci-

ety. Especially, women’s unnamed character demonstrates that

women’s identity was not defined by their own being but by other

male character. Further, their ontological values were not respected,

but it has been depressed by androcentric prejudice or male authority
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However, the unnamed mother receives her theological role as an

honorable mother of new people in the hour of Jesus. At the wedding

feast in Cana, Jesus’ mother’s intervention is rejected on the ground

that Jesus’ hour had not yet come, but at Jesus’ cross she is in the con-

text of Jesus’ hour, as a mother giving birth to new people. Interest-

ingly, the scene at the foot of the cross can be interpreted in connection

with John 16:21, the use of the words “woman” and “hour.”23 “When

a woman is in labor, she has pain because her hour has come. But

when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish because

of the joy of having brought a human being in to the world” (16:21).

Jesus’ mother was refused a role during the ministry of Jesus as it

began in Cana, and she received severe anguish of heart under the

cross by seeing the death of her son because the hour has come. How-

ever, she received her significant role in the hour of Jesus’ passion and

death. The unnamed woman finally becomes a mother of the beloved

disciple and new people. Namely, she symbolically brings forth a new

people in joy. Therefore, in Jesus’ hour, the unnamed mother of Jesus

becomes an honorable mother of new people who are born anew in

Jesus’ name. Also, new people such as Jesus’ brother and sister have

a new mother, the unnamed woman.

2. Theological Meaning of Jesus’ Mother: Synthesis

First of all, Jesus’ mother appears as a true believer, co-worker, and

successor of Jesus ministry in the Gospel of John. Jesus’ mother re-

minds us of Jesus’ hour and informs the beginning and the end of

Jesus’ ministry. At the wedding feast (2:1-12), through her expectation,

she informs the readers that Jesus’ hour is coming, an important theme
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in this gospel and leads Jesus to initiate his ministry with the first sign.

Here, she exhibits her persistent faith to remind the reader of the

women who were praised by Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels. Further-

more, she always remains the place where Jesus completes his works,

so that she becomes not only a witness of Jesus’ death but also the

mother of new family that Jesus constituted. In these scenes, the

mother of Jesus functions as a true believer, Jesus’ co-worker, and suc-

cessor of Jesus ministry.

Second, the mother of Jesus symbolically reveals the mother of the

Church. This is based on the fact that Jesus constitutes a new family on

the cross through his mother and the beloved disciple. The mother be-

comes the center of the new family. Many scholars, especially in the

Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, think that she symbolizes

the Church. Brown particularly concludes that Jesus’ mother is the new

Eve, the symbol of the Church.24 He argues that the role of Jesus’

mother is in the struggle against the satanic serpent in Jesus’ hour like

the Eve in Genesis. The mother appears at the foot of the cross and is

entrusted with a new family of believers whom she must protect in the

continuing struggle with Satan.25 Furthermore, the mother as the new
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Eve evokes the Old Testament “themes of Lady Zion’s giving birth to

a new people in the messianic age.”26 As far as the comparison of the

mother with the Eve is concerned, it is quite controversial. Neverthe-

less, from the perspective of the constitution of new family, the mother

of Jesus represents the mother of new community of believers.

Third, Jesus’ mother at the cross has a significant role as a reminder

of Koinonia in the community of believers. Through Jesus’ mother and

beloved disciple under the cross, Jesus constitutes a new family, com-

munity of Jesus’ followers, and the Koinonia of believers. Robert Kysar

insists that in Jesus’ final act before his death, Jesus fulfills what is said

about him in the prologue to the gospel: “but to all who received him,

who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God”

(1:12). Here he gives the beloved disciple and his mother power or

“authority to create a Koinonia of believers who would continue the

revelation he had brought to the world.”27 Accordingly, Jesus’ mother

at the cross stands as a symbol and reminder of Koinonia (fellowship)

that Jesus Christ gave us.

Ⅴ.  Conclusion: Hope for the Marginal

The mother of Jesus in the Gospel of John has significant roles the-

ologically and symbolically, even though her social and religious po-

sition represents the marginalized in the Jewish society. Specifically,

the unnamed mother of Jesus represents a conspicuously symbolic
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meaning and significant role, even though she appears just twice, at

the beginning and the end of Jesus’ ministry. The unnamed mother

who is called “woman” by Jesus symbolically informs the reader

about Jesus’ hour, as both the initiative of Jesus’ ministry and his end-

ing point of time. Furthermore, the mother’s appearances and sym-

bolic character not only represent her own significant roles as a true

believer, co-worker, and the mother of community of believer, but also

delivers symbolic meanings and theological messages through her

own location and position. From this perspective, one can realize di-

verse meanings and roles that the mother reveals in the Gospel of John

through the Feminist perspective: Jesus’ mother as a true believer, co-

worker of Jesus, successor of Jesus’ ministry, the mother of community,

and the center of Koinonia.

The symbolic character and roles of Jesus’ mother in Johannine

Gospel would offer special meaning to many women who are feeling

themselves as the marginal in our society. Although woman’s right

have been quiet expanded in these days, women are still struggling

with the androcentric perspective, and its relevant social system, even

gender-based violence. As we experienced, ‘me too movement’ and

misogynous violence clearly present that women are still not respected

by their own existence beyond financial, educational, and any other

social status. Misogyny and its relevant sexual violence not only func-

tion as a deep principle to reproduce gender discrimination and an-

drocentric boundaries, but they also depress women’s ontological

values. The most interest thing is the fact that many Korean women

still lose their identity and name after marriage in many cases. They

are not called by their name; they are identified only as someone’s

mother or wife, like Jesus’ mother in the Gospel of John. In this regard,

66 | Journal of Contextual Theology _ Vol. 29 

PDF Watermark Remover DEMO : Purchase from www.PDFWatermarkRemover.com to remove the watermark

http://www.PDFWatermarkRemover.com/buy.htm


the unnamed women in the Gospel of John can be identified with

many women, who lose their identity by gender barrier or androcen-

tric prejudice, and any women victims of misogynous social violence.

This identification between vulnerable women in our society and

Jesus’ mother can give hope to the women who are struggling for find-

ing and justifying one’s ontological values. Basically, Jesus’ unnamed

mother’s social location is on the margin at the time of Jesus. Further-

more, she is obviously not a member of Jesus’ twelve disciples, and

her expectation for Jesus is initially rejected by him. However, in this

gospel, Jesus’ mother is never marginal theologically, but rather she is

recognized as a true believer, a witness, a co-worker and the mother

of the new family that Jesus instituted. The mother is presented posi-

tively and in a particularly intimate relationship with Jesus. Jesus’

mother relates to Jesus directly and closely and never through the per-

mission of men. Furthermore, Jesus, as his final work, not only makes

a new family and community through his un-named mother at his

cross, but also gives her authority to create a Koinonia of believers.

There are no male disciples guiding, correcting, protecting, or domi-

nating her. Rather this Gospel affirms that women themselves are true

disciples of Jesus, even though they are unnamed and marginal. This

affirmation is not based on women’s social status, which was con-

structed by androcentric society; but it affirms the ontological value

of women beyond any other androcentric prejudice. In this regard, the

identification of the unnamed mother with women in the margin in

these days gives hope to the marginal. Although some Korean women

are often unnamed too, they can be central to the community of Christ

and prove their ontological values beyond any male authority and an-

drocentric prejudice.
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