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After being treated rather indifferently in the earliest Christian sources, Jesus’ 
mother found her portrait increasingly enhanced throughout late antiquity until 
she attained virtual mother-goddess status in the catholicizing churches of the East 
and West.1 This apotheosis, this impossibly idealized version of Jesus’ mother, 
would become for countless generations of Christian women both their icon to be 
worshiped and their role model to be emulated. But this icon demanded a high price 
– the suppression and denial of their sexuality both in its physical manifestation as 
well as in the internal realm of ‘carnal’ thoughts. The icon also dispossessed them 
of something even more important, their self-image. As Christian women through 
the millennia gazed prayerfully into the image of Mary’s reverent face enveloped in 
the cowl of a loose-fi tting robe that covered her body from head to foot, they believed 
that the mind behind that face never had a ‘dirty’ sexual thought or feeling, much less 
an actual sexual experience. Unable to measure up to such perfection, these women 
were reduced to begging this very icon for forgiveness for being what they naturally 
were, sexual beings, or, in the view that was imposed upon them, sinners.
 This study illuminates a critical moment in the creation of this icon and thereby 
contributes towards the understanding of the historical process that produced an 
injustice of such monstrous proportions. It does so through an examination of the 
Protevangelium of James (Prot. Jas.), a unique primary witness to the progressive 
‘dogmatization’ of the fi gure of Mary in early Christianity.2

The Developing Mariological Framework

The fi rst known reference to Jesus’ mother is by Paul who was in personal contact 
with the earliest circles of Jesus’ followers, including his family. But Paul refers to 
Jesus’ mother only once – without naming her – in Gal. 4.4: ‘when the fullness of 
time had come, God sent forth his son, made of (a?) woman, made under the law’.3 
There is nothing here specifi c to Mary, and the phrase ‘of (a) woman’ (e0k gunaiko&v) 
may refer generically to women and not to Mary herself. The next source in chrono-
logical order to provide information on Mary is Mark’s Gospel, which presents the 

  1 Among Orthodox theological circles Mary has been characterized as meta\ qeo\n qeo&v (‘God 
after God’).
  2 George Themelis Zervos, ‘Caught in the Act: Mary and the Adulteress’, Apocrypha 15 (2004), 
pp. 57–114, (88).
  3 I prefer ‘made’ to ‘born’ as an indication that the verb is not specifi cally genna/w (to give 
birth), but gi/nomai (to become, come into being). Paul’s text reads: o3te de\ h]lqen to\ plh/rwma 
tou= xro/nou, e0cape/steilen o9 qeo\v to\n u9io\n au0tou=, geno/menon e0k gunaiko/v, u9po\ no/mon. Mary 
is not mentioned in Rom. 1.3–4 where Paul describes Jesus as son of God ‘made (geno/menon) of 
the seed of David’.
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relationship between Jesus and his family, Mary included, in a negative light. In Mk 
3.21, ‘when his family heard [of Jesus’ activities], they went out to restrain him, 
for people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind”’;4 in 3.31–35 Jesus denies 
his biological family in favor of those around him who do the will of God, whom 
he describes as ‘my brother and sister and mother’ (a0delfo/v mou, kai\ a0delfh\ kai\
mh/thr). Finally, in Mk 6.4 Jesus includes his relatives and household in his derog-
atory statement: ‘a prophet is not without honor except in his own country and 
among his own relatives and in his own house’ (ou0k e1stin profh/thv a1timov ei0 mh\ 
e0n th=| patri/di au0tou= kai\ e0n toi=v suggeneu=sin au0tou= kai\ e0n th=| oi0ki/a| au0tou~).
 It was the second generation of synoptic writers, Matthew and Luke, who began to 
treat Mary with more deference. In their parallel revisions of Mk 6.4 both Matthew and 
Luke soften Jesus’ harsh words. Mt. 13.57 omits the reference to Jesus’ relatives (e0n 
toi=v suggeneu=sin au0tou~), while Lk. 4.24 deletes both the reference to Jesus’ relatives 
and to ‘his house’ (e0n th=| oi0ki/a| au0tou=). It is also Matthew and Luke, in tandem, 
who make the momentous leap into the virginal conception and birth of Jesus. But 
these Gospels portray Mary’s virginal status only before the birth of Jesus, and both 
leave open the possibility that Mary remained a virgin only up to the point that she 
gave birth. Mt. 1.18–25 validates Mary’s sexual purity at the time of her conception 
of Jesus by citing Isa. 7.14: ‘a virgin will conceive and bear a son’ (Mt. 1.23, i)dou\ h( 
parqe/nov e)n gastri\ e{cei kai\ te/cetai ui(o/n). But this text is preceded and followed by 
statements that could insinuate that Mary and Joseph had sexual relations after Jesus’ 
birth. Mt. 1.18 states that Mary became pregnant ‘before they [Mary and Joseph] came 
together’ (pri/n h2 sunelqei=n au)tou/j); while Mt. 1.25 states that Joseph took Mary as 
his wife and ‘did not know her until she gave birth to a son’.5 Lk. 2.7 in turn states 
that Mary ‘gave birth to her first-born son’,6 implying that other sons followed. This 
understanding is corroborated by Mk 6.3, which names four brothers and mentions at 
least two sisters of Jesus. The implication is that they were Jesus’ natural siblings.7

 The amplifi cation of the person of Mary from Paul’s generic ‘woman’ and Mark’s 
misunderstanding mother to Matthew and Luke’s ante-partum virgin constitutes 

  4 kai\ a0kou/santev oi9 par’ au0tou e0ch=lqon krath=sai au0to/n: e1legon ga\r o3ti e0ce/sti. The 
phrase oi9 par’ au0tou= has also been interpreted as Jesus’ friends or associates.
  5 ou)k e)gi/nwsken au)th\n e3wv ou[ e1teken ui(o/n: e3wv ou[ is generally taken to mean ‘until’ when 
following a negative ‘before’. These interpretations are based on a straightforward reading of 
the original texts. For the immense literature on this subject, much of which is driven by confes-
sional concerns, see Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy 
Narratives in Matthew and Luke (2nd edn; New York: Doubleday, 1993).
  6 e1teken to\n u(io\n au)th=v to\n prwto/tokon. Cf. W.D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, Jr: ‘had 
Matthew held to Mary’s perpetual virginity (as did the second-century author of Prot. Jas. 19.3–
20.2), he would almost certainly have chosen a less ambiguous expression – just as Luke would have 
avoided “fi rst-born son” (2.7)’ (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to 
Saint Matthew [3 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988], I, p. 219).
  7 ou0x ou[to/v e0stin o9 te/ktwn, o9 ui9o\v th=v Mari/av kai\ a0delfo\v  0Iakw/bou kai  0Iwsh=tov 
kai\ 0Iou/da kai\ Si/mwnov; kai\ ou0k ei0si\n ai9 a0delfai\ au0tou= w[de pro\v h9ma=v; Mt. 13.55–56 not 
only reproduces Mark’s list of Jesus’ four brothers (James, Joses, Judas and Simon), but refers to 
‘all’ Jesus’ sisters, implying more than two, ou0x ou[to/v e0stin o9 tou= te/ktonov ui9o/v; ou0x h9 mh/thr 
au0tou= le/getai Maria\m kai\ oi9 a0delfoi\ au0tou=  0Ia/kwbov kai\  0Iwsh\f kai\ Si/mwn kai\  0Iou/dav; 
kai\ ai9 a0delfai\ au0tou= ou0xi\ pa=sai pro\v h9ma=v ei0sin; cf. the detailed study on the relatives of 
Jesus by Richard Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus in the Early Church (Edinburgh: T. & 
T. Clark, 1990).
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only the fi rst phase in the magnifi cation of Jesus’ mother. The second phase, an even 
greater leap into the fabulous, is characterized by the extension of the chronological 
limits of Mary’s sexual inactivity to include the birth process itself (in partu) and its 
aftermath (post partum). This extension appears in the Ascension of Isaiah and, more 
importantly, the Prot. Jas.8 The latter represents a pivotal point in the development of 
Mariology.
 The Prot. Jas. was composed from an original pre-existing document, generally 
known as the Ge/nesiv Mari/av,9 which shared the earlier, fi rst-phase ante-partum 
Mariology of the canonical nativity stories. This document was redacted by the 
editor of the Prot. Jas. with canonical materials and with other texts containing 
the more advanced post-partum Mariology. The inclusion of elements from both 
phases of Marian thought establishes this apocryphon as a unique primary witness to 
– if not the actual perpetrator of – the extension of the virginitas of Mary from ante 
to post partum in the fi rst half of the second century. The Prot. Jas. likely constitutes 
a literary photograph of the moment at which the virginitas post partum of Mary 
superseded the earlier ‘canonical’ notions of virginal conception and birth.

The Doubting Salome Episode

The Prot. Jas. introduced the post-partum virginity of Mary by attaching what 
I have termed the ‘Doubting Salome’ episode to a discrete pre-existing account 
whose central fi gure was a Hebrew midwife. This combined narrative, now found in 
Prot. Jas. 19–20, forms part of the expanded nativity story contained in Prot. Jas. 
17–21.10 This nativity story follows the Ge/nesiv Mari/av (Prot. Jas. 1–16) which 
recounts Mary’s early life: her own conception, birth and childhood; her miraculous 
conception of Jesus; her accusation of adultery and subsequent exoneration by the 
high priest. By positioning the Doubting Salome episode as the central climactic 
event, not only of the birth narrative, but also of the Prot. Jas. in its entirety, the 
editor produced a document whose purpose was to authenticate the post-partum, 
soon to become perpetual, virginity of Mary.
 The Salome story occurs at the cave, several kilometers outside of Bethlehem,11 
in which Jesus had just been born. An otherwise unidentifi ed Salome is abruptly 
introduced – her only appearance in the Prot. Jas. – where she encounters the 

  8 On the relationship between the Prot. Jas. and the Ascension of Isaiah, see George Themelis 
Zervos, ‘Seeking the Source of the Marian Myth: Have We Found the Missing Link?’, in F. Stanley 
Jones (ed.), Which Mary? The Marys of Early Christian Tradition (SBLSymS, 19; Atlanta: Society 
of Biblical Literature, 2002), pp. 107–20. Whereas the Ascension of Isaiah was virtually forgotten, 
the Prot. Jas. went on to have a dramatic and lasting effect on Christian thought and practice.
  9 See George Themelis Zervos, ‘Dating the Protevangelium of James: The Justin Martyr 
Connection’, SBLSP, 1994 (SBLSP, 33; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), pp. 415–34; idem, ‘An Early 
Non-Canonical Annunciation Story’, SBLSP, 1997 (SBLSP, 36; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), pp. 
664–91.
 10 It must be left to future investigations to determine if any of the elements of this nativity story 
had an independent existence before they were appended to the Ge/nesiv Mari/av or if they consti-
tuted an original part of this document.
 11 See H.R. Smid’s helpful discussion of the details of the journey of Mary and Joseph in the 
Prot. Jas., Protevangelium Jacobi: A Commentary (Apocrypha Novi Testamenti, 1; trans. G.E. van 
Baaren-Pape; Assen: Van Gorcum, 1965), pp. 120–24.
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Hebrew midwife who has just witnessed Jesus’ miraculous birth. Salome doubts the 
midwife’s account and declares, ‘unless I put my fi nger and examine her nature, I 
will not believe that a virgin gave birth’. She then conducts a tactile examination 
of Mary’s sexual organs which results in her offending hand ‘falling off by fi re’.12 
Salome prays, and an angel appears to declare that she will be saved if she touches 
the child. She complies and is healed.
 The discrete narrative can be derived from a redaction-critical analysis of Prot. 
Jas. 18–20 as recorded in its oldest extant MS, the magnifi cently well-preserved, 
complete third-century (?) Bodmer Papyrus V (P. Bodm. V).13 The Greek text and 
English translation of Prot. Jas. 18–20, according to P. Bodm. V, are presented 
below in a manner that highlights the evidence of redaction.14 The original nativity 
story is shown in normal print, while texts considered to be editorial insertions 
are indented. Normal indented print denotes the Doubting Salome story; itali-
cized indented print designates canonical material. Greek numerals (capital Greek 
letters) refer to the page numbers of P. Bodm. V. The designated modern chapter 
divisions refl ect the current standard, but the line-by-line enumeration has no 
relationship to any previous edition; it is supplied solely to facilitate reference in 
this article.
 The nativity story of the Prot. Jas. takes place as Mary and Joseph, together 
with his children from a previous marriage, approach Bethlehem. The time comes 
for Mary to deliver her child, so Joseph must fi nd a shelter for her. The text below 
follows from that point.

The Text of Prot. Jas. 18–20 according to P. Bodm. V

18.1 kai\ eu[ren e0kei= sph/laion kai\ ei0sh/gagen au0th&n
2 kai\ pare/sthsen au0th\n tou\v ui9ou\v au0tou=
3 kai\ e0ch=lqen zhth=sai mai/an e9brai/an e0n xw/ra| Bhqlee/m.
4 kai\ eu9rw\n h1negken

 12 There is great disagreement among the MSS of the Prot Jas. with regard to the text of the 
digital examination. For the textual evidence and a discussion of the compositional issue, see Zervos, 
‘Caught’ pp. 83–94.
 13 It is in the spirit of Eldon Epp’s superb presidential address to the 2003 annual meeting 
of the Society of Biblical Literature (‘The Oxyrhynchus New Testament Papyri: “Not Without 
Honor Except in their Hometown”?’, JBL 123.1 [Spring 2004], pp. 5–55) that this study strives to 
demonstrate how seemingly arcane textual and papyrological evidence may illuminate a decisive 
moment in the development of early Christianity that would eventually have widespread social and 
personal ramifi cations. Following Smid, Protevangelium, and Jane Schaberg, ‘The Infancy of Mary 
of Nazareth’, in E. Schüssler Fiorenza (ed.), Searching the Scriptures. II. A Feminist Commentary 
(2 vols.; New York: Crossroad, 1994), pp. 708–27, I bypass the standard critical text and study of 
the Prot. Jas., Émile de Strycker’s La Forme la plus ancienne du Protévangile de Jacques (Subsidia 
Hagiographa, 33; Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1961), in order to work directly from the text 
preserved in P. Bodm. V. It is precisely in its text of the nativity story that P. Bodm. V differs consid-
erably from most of the MS tradition of the Prot. Jas.
 14 This text was derived from the diplomatic editio princeps of P. Bodm. V by Michel Testuz, 
Papyrus Bodmer V: Nativité de Marie (Cologny-Geneva: Bibliotheca Bodmeriana, 1958) and 
compared to de Strycker’s information on the text of the papyrus. Only obvious scribal errors, 
misspellings and itacisms have been corrected. The literal English translation is mine.
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5  a0po\ o0reinh=v katabai/nousan
6  kai\ ei]pen 0Iwsh\f LH th=| mai/a| o3ti
7  ‘Mari/a e0sti\n h9 memnhsteume/nh moi
8  a0lla\ su/llhmma e1xei e0k pneu/matov a9gi/ou
9  a0natrafei=sa e0n naw=| kuri/ou.’
10  Kai\ a0ph/|ei met au0tou= h9 mai/a.

19.1 kai\ e1sthsen e0n tw=| to/pw| tou= sphlai/ou.
2 kai\ nefe/lh skoteinh\ e0piskia/zousa to\ sph/laion

3  Kai\ ei]pen h9 mai/a,
4  ‘e0megalu/nqh h9 yuxh/ mou sh/meron
5  o3ti ei]don oi9 o0fqalmou/ mou para/doca sh/meron,
6  o3ti swthri/a tw=|  0Israh\l gege/nhtai.’

7 kai\ paraxrh/ma h9 nefe/lh u9peste/lleto tou= sphlai/ou
8 kai\ e0fa/nh fw=v me/ga e0n tw=| sphlai/w| w3ste LQ tou\v o0fqalmou\v mh\ fe/rein.
9 kai\ pro\v o0li/gon to\ fw=v e0kei=no u9peste/lleto e3wv e0fa/nh bre/fov.
10 kai\ h]lqen kai\ e1labe masqo\n e0k th=v mhtro\v au0tou= Mari/av.
11 kai\ a0nebo/hsen h9 Mai/a,
12 ‘w9v mega/lh h9 sh/meron h9me/ra, o3ti ei]don to\ kaino\n qe/ama tou=to.’

13  kai\ e0ch=lqen e0k tou= sphlai/ou h9 mai/a,
14  kai\ h0ph/nthsen au0th=| Salw/mh,
15  kai\ ei]pen au0th=|, ‘Salw/mh, Salw/mh,
16  kainon\ soi qe/ama e1xw e0chgh/sasqai.
17  parqe/nov e0ge/nnhsen a3 ou0 xwrei= h9 fu/siv au0th=v.’
18  kai\ ei]pen Salw/mh, ‘zh=| ku/riov o9 qeo/v mou,
19  e0a\n mh\ ba/lw to\n da/ktulo/n mou e0raunh/sw M th\n fu/sin au0th=v,
20  ou0 mh\ pisteu/sw h9 parqe/nov e0ge/nnhsen.’
20.1  kai\ ei0sh=lqen kai\ h0sxhma/thsen au0thn/.
2  kai\ h0rau/nhse h9 Salw/mh th\n fu/sin au0th=v
3  kai\ a0nh/llacen Salw/mh,
4  ‘o3ti e0cepei/rasen qeo\n zw=nta
5  kai\ i0dou= h9 xei/r mou puri\ a0popi/ptei a0p e0mou=.’

6 kai\ proshu/cato pro\v ku/rion, kai\ i0a/qh h9 mai/a e0n th=| w3ra| e0kei/nh|.

7  kai\ i0dou\ a1ggelov kuri/ou e1sth pro\v Salw/mhn le/gwn,
8  ‘ei0shkou/sqh h9 de/hsi/v sou e0nw/pion kuri/ou tou= qeou=.
9  proselqou=sa a1ye tou paidi/ou kai\ au0to\v e0swte soi h9 swthri/a.’
10  kai\ e0poi/hsen ou3tw MA kai\ i0a/qh Salw/mh.
11  kaqw\v proseku/nhsen kai\ e0ch=lqen e0k tou= sphlai/ou,
12  i0dou\ a1ggelov kuri/ou e0n fwnh=| le/gwn,
13  ‘Salw/mh, Salw/mh,
14  a0n[a]ggei/lhv o3sa ei]dev para/doca
15  e3wv e1lqh| o9 pai\v ei0v 0Ierosa/lhma.’

21.1 kai\ i0dou\,  0Iwsh\f h9toima/sqh tou= e0celqei=n e0n th=|   0Ioudai/a|.

18.1 And (Joseph) found a cave there and led her in
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2 and sat her with his sons,
3 and he went out to seek a Hebrew midwife in the country of Bethlehem.
4 Finding (one), he brought

5  her coming down from the mountain region
6  And Joseph said LH to the midwife that,
7  ‘Mary is betrothed to me
8  but she has a conception from the Holy Spirit,
9  having been raised in the temple of the Lord.’
10  And the midwife went with him.

19.1 and stood her at the place (lit. in the place) of the cave.
2 And a dark cloud (was) covering the cave

3  And the midwife said,
4  ‘My soul was magnifi ed today
5  for my eyes saw strange things today,
6  for salvation has come to Israel.’

7 And immediately the cloud was drawn away from the cave
8 and a great light appeared in the cave so that LQ the eyes could not bear (it).
9 And for a little (time) that light was drawn away until a child appeared.
10 And it came and took a breast from his mother Mary.
11 And the midwife shouted,
12 ‘Today is as a great day, because I saw this new spectacle.’

13  And the midwife came out of the cave.
14  And Salome met her,
15  and said to her, ‘Salome, Salome,
16  I have a new spectacle to report to you.
17  A virgin gave birth to things which her nature does not allow.’
18  And Salome said, ‘The Lord, my God, lives.
19  If I do not put my fi nger (and) examine M her nature,
20  I will not believe the virgin gave birth.’
20.1  And she went in and prepared her.
2  And Salome examined her nature.
3  And Salome cried out,
4  ‘Because it tempted (the) living God,
5  behold, my hand falls away from me by fi re.’

6 And she prayed to the Lord, and the midwife was healed in that hour.

7  And behold, an angel of the Lord stood towards Salome saying,
8  ‘Your supplication has been heard before the Lord God.
9  Drawing near, touch the child and he will be salvation to you.’
10  And she did thus MA and Salome was healed.
11  As she prayed and came out of the cave,
12  behold, an angel of the Lord with a voice saying,
13  ‘Salome, Salome,
14  you will proclaim all the strange things you saw
15  until the child comes to Jerusalem.’
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21.1 And behold, Joseph prepared to go out into Judea.

The ensuing ch. 21 is a retelling of the story of Herod and the Magi, most of which 
is borrowed from Matthew.

Commentary

The disarray in this text is apparent. Most conspicuous is the healing of the midwife 
in 20.6, ‘And she prayed to the Lord, and the midwife was healed in that hour.’ But 
there had been no indication up to this point that the midwife had done anything 
worthy of punishment or had sustained any wound. Why was the midwife healed 
when it was Salome who ‘tempted (the) living God’ two lines before (20.4), was 
immediately punished (20.5) and was healed four lines later (20.10)? It is possible, as 
Bauckham suggests,15 that the obviously dislocated 20.6 could represent an editorial 
attempt to identify Salome herself as the midwife. The composer of the Prot. Jas. 
certainly would have been interested in accommodating the inserted material to its 
new context. However, in contrast to the more careful editing evident elsewhere in 
the story (see below) this effort seems heavy-handed, incomplete and more likely to 
be the work of a later editor. One could also argue that this dislocated verse indicates 
the midwife story originally ended with a transgression on her part that resulted in a 
punishment that required her own healing, as in the case of Salome. This story could 
have been replaced by, or even transformed into, the Salome episode.
 The passages 18.5–10 and 19.3–6, shown in indented italics, also appear to 
be interpolations that disrupt the contexts into which they were placed. The fi rst 
passage, Joseph’s statement to the midwife, was inserted in the middle of a verse 
of the underlying midwife story comprised originally of what are now lines 18.4, 
‘fi nding (a midwife), he brought (her)’, and 19.1, ‘and stood her at the place (lit. in 
the place) of the cave’. It was diffi cult for the editor to interject Joseph’s lengthy 
statement between the two consecutive aorist verbs h1negken (‘brought’) and e1sthsen 
(‘stood’)16 separated only by kai& in the original Greek text: h1negken kai\ e1sthsen e0n 
tw=| to/pw| tou= sphlai/ou (‘he brought [the midwife] and stood [her] at the place [lit. 
in the place] of the cave’). The successive action of the verbs ‘brought’ and ‘stood’ 
allowed no time for talk. The editor therefore afforded Joseph the opportunity to 
make his statement to the midwife by prolonging their journey to the cave. This was 
achieved by the addition of lines 18.5 and 10 – before and after Joseph’s statement, 
respectively – to interface with the original text and to accentuate the duration of the 
trip. Line 18.10, kai\ a0ph/|ei met’ au0tou= h9 mai/a (‘and the midwife went with him’), 
not only creates the journey itself, but also serves to mitigate the abrupt appearance 
of the midwife at the cave in 19.1. The addition in 18.5 of the phrase a0po\ o0reinh=v 
katabai/nousan (‘coming down from the mountain region’) also extends the time 
period of the journey with the ongoing action of the participle katabai/nousan 

 15 Bauckham, Jude, p. 41 n. 136.
 16 P. Bodm. V alone among the MSS of the Prot. Jas. preserves the fi rst aorist causative form of 
i3sthmi which is understandable in the light of the redactional process described here. Many later 
scribes ‘corrected’ what they assumed to be an erroneous tense to this verb’s mostly second aorist 
forms.
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(‘coming down’) and provides a scenario for the immediately following statement of 
Joseph to take place.
 The redactional character of lines 18.5 and 10 is indicated by the tension they 
produce in the contexts into which they were introduced. The most obvious example 
is the grammatical awkwardness of the participle katabai/nousan (‘coming down’) 
in its present position as the direct object of the aorist h1negken (‘he brought’). 
Since the feminine participle refers exclusively to Salome, the literal sense of the 
sentence is that Joseph found a midwife and ‘brought her’, but she was the only one 
‘coming down’. A second point of tension is the discrepancy between the reference 
in line 18.3 of the original story to xw/ra Bhqlee&m (‘the country of Bethlehem’) 
as the place to which Joseph went to seek a Hebrew midwife, and the reference 
to the o0reinh& (‘mountain region’) in the fi rst line of the inserted passage, 18.5, as 
the place from which she was coming. The inconsistency would be even greater 
were o0reinh& a geographical term used by ancient writers to indicate the hills of 
Judea or Jerusalem.17 Although this confusion is generally attributed to the author’s 
ignorance of Palestinian geography, the contradictory geographical references could 
be indicators of redactional activity and therefore offer further support for our 
interpolation theory of Prot. Jas. 19–20. It is particularly relevant that in line 21.1 
– immediately following the inserted Doubting Salome episode – Joseph is preparing 
tou= e0celqei=n e0n th=|  0Ioudai/a (‘to go out into Judea’). But he is already in Judea, 
just outside of Bethlehem; and all the preceding events of chs. 19–20 took place in 
Judea.
 The second inserted passage, the midwife’s exclamation of wonder in 19.3–6, 
breaks the continuity of the original story even more noticeably. In this case the 
editor has not utilized buffering materials to accommodate the midwife’s exclam-
ation to its new context, as lines 18.5 and 10 were used for the statement of Joseph. 
The midwife’s exclamation of wonder causes an incongruity where it is interposed 
abruptly into the sequence of events that transpired during the birth of Jesus related 
in 19.2 and 7–10. Lines 19.2 and 7 describe a dark cloud that is covering the cave and 
is withdrawn immediately upon the midwife’s arrival. Lines 19.8–10 recount how the 
great light in the cave is withdrawn gradually until the child appears and takes his 
mother’s breast. The placement of the midwife’s words after her arrival at the scene 
is anomalous because nothing has occurred yet that would warrant an exclamation 
of such force: e0megalu/nqh h9 yuxh/ mou sh/meron o3ti ei]don oi9 o0fqalmou/ mou para/
doca sh/meron o3ti swthri/a tw~|  0Israh\l gege/nhtai (‘My soul was magnifi ed 
today, for my eyes saw strange things today, for salvation has come to Israel’). At 
this point the midwife has only seen the cave covered by a dark cloud. Even greater 
para/doca (‘strange things’) have yet to transpire – the sudden withdrawal of the 
cloud, the appearance and withdrawal of the great light, and especially the manifest-
ation of the child.
 The midwife’s exclamation is premature in its present position and would better 
follow all of the ‘strange things’ about to occur. But another editorial dilemma 
provided good cause for the editor to place the exclamation so early in the story. The 
original text into which the exclamation was being interpolated already contained a 

 17 Smid, Protevangelium, p. 13; cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I–IX (AB, 
28; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981), p. 363.
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concluding exclamation by the midwife in 19.11–12, kai\ a0nebo/hsen h9 mai/a, ‘w9v 
mega/lh h9 sh/meron h9me/ra, o3ti ei]don to\ kaino\n qe/ama tou=to’ (‘and the midwife 
shouted “today is as a great day, because I saw this new spectacle”’). And this shout 
of joy appropriately followed the sudden withdrawal of the cloud, the appearance 
and withdrawal of the light, and the appearance of the child. The editor sought to 
diminish the redundancy of the midwife’s two exclamations by separating them as 
much as possible. The fi rst exclamation was placed immediately after the midwife’s 
arrival – as early as possible in the sequence of events that would culminate in her 
now redundant second exclamation, her original shout of joy in 19.12. The editor 
chose to resolve the problem of the proximity of the two statements by sacrifi cing 
the contextual harmony of the fi rst exclamation. Why, however, go to such lengths to 
add a seemingly superfl uous element? Perhaps the editor inserted the fi rst exclam-
ation in order both to de-emphasize the midwife’s now second exclamation – that 
before the insertion of the new material, formed the conclusion of her original story 
– and, further, to enhance the Doubting Salome episode that the editor appended as 
the culminating event of the complete redacted narrative.
 But the presence of the midwife’s inserted exclamation causes a second anomaly. 
The immediacy (paraxrh/ma) with which the cloud withdraws after her exclam-
ation leaves the impression that it was waiting for her to fi nish speaking, a prospect 
lending more prestige than her words warrant. Closer examination of the lines 
preceding and following her statement (19.2 and 7, respectively) reveals that the 
editor simply inserted the new material into the middle of a verse of the midwife 
story without providing transitional elements such as those used to accommodate 
Joseph’s statement to its new environment. Lines 19.2 and 7 appear to be the two 
parts of the original verse that described the cloud at the midwife’s arrival and its 
immediate withdrawal thereafter. When rejoined, these lines state most plausibly: kai\ 
nefe/lh skoteinh\ e0piskia/zousa to\ sph/laion kai\ paraxrh/ma h9 nefe/lh u9peste/
lleto tou= sphlai/ou (‘and a dark cloud [was] covering the cave and immediately 
the cloud was drawn away from the cave’). Supporting this reconstruction: the 
withdrawal of the cloud is more natural after the arrival of the midwife than after her 
exclamation. Finally, the primary purpose of the midwife is to witness the miraculous 
events surrounding Jesus’ birth, and this is specifi cally what motivates her original 
exclamation in 19.12, o3ti ei]don to\ kaino\n qe/ama tou=to (‘for I have seen this new 
spectacle’).
 The secondary nature of Joseph’s statement and the midwife’s exclamation is 
obvious from the disruption their insertion brings to the midwife story. But both 
passages also exhibit an internal characteristic that further distinguishes them from 
the narrative material in which they are embedded and more closely associates 
them with each other. Both 18.5–9 and 19.3–6 contain terminology that bears a 
striking resemblance to Luke’s nativity story. In his statement to the midwife in 
18.6, Joseph describes Mary as h9 memnhsteume/nh moi (‘my betrothed’) recalling 
Lk. 2.5 where she is referred to as th=| e0mnhsteume/nh| au0tw=|. The same wording, 
parqe/non e0mnhsteume/nhn (‘a virgin betrothed’), appears also in Lk. 1.27, part of 
the annunciation story of 1.7–38 containing other correspondences with Joseph’s 
statement in Prot. Jas. 18.7–8: Mar/ia e0sti/n h9 memnhsteume/nh moi, su/llhmma e1xei 
e0k pneu/matov a9gi/ou (‘Mary is my betrothed; she has a conception from the Holy 
Spirit’). In Lk. 1.31 the archangel announces to Mary, sullh/myh| e0n gastri/ (‘you 
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will conceive in the womb’), a phrase refl ected in the term su/llhmma (‘conception’) 
in 18.8. In this same line the phrase e0k pneu/matov a0gi/ou (‘from the Holy Spirit’) 
replicates part of Gabriel’s answer to Mary’s question in Lk. 1.35 concerning how 
she, a virgin, will conceive: pneu=ma a3gion e0peleu/setai e0pi\ se& (‘the Holy Spirit will 
come upon you’).18

 The second inserted passage also recalls elements from Luke’s Gospel. The words 
e0megalu/nqh h9 yuxh/ mou sh/meron (‘my soul was magnifi ed today’) in 19.4 of our 
text closely parallel Mary’s song in Lk. 1.46, megalu/nei h9 yuxh/ mou to\n ku/rion 
(‘my soul magnifi es the Lord’). In 19.5–6 also the phrase o3ti ei]don oi9 o0fqalmoi/ 
mou para/doca sh/meron, o3ti swthri/a tw=| 0Israh\l gege/nhtai (‘for my eyes saw 
strange things today, for salvation has come to Israel’) has connections with the song 
of Simeon in Lk. 2.30, o3ti ei]don oi9 o1fqalmoi/ mou to\ swth/rion/ sou (‘for my eyes 
have seen your salvation’).19 The expression ei]don oi9 o0fqalmoi/ mou para/doca 
sh/meron (‘my eyes saw strange things today’) in 19.5 parallels the crowd’s response 
to Jesus’ healing of the paralytic in Lk. 5.36, ei]domen para/doca sh/meron (‘we have 
seen strange things today’). These clusters of correspondences indicate that both 
insertions into the story of the midwife, Joseph’s statement to the midwife and the 
midwife’s exclamation of wonder, were composed by the editor of the Prot. Jas. with 
strong Lukan infl uence. This conclusion fi nds further support in the resemblance 
between ei]don oi9 o0fqalmoi/ mou para/doca (‘my eyes saw strange things’) in the 
midwife’s exclamation in 19.5, and the angel’s statement to Salome in 20.14, o3sa 
ei]dev para/doca (‘all the strange things you saw’), which occurs in the Doubting 
Salome episode itself. The similarity between these texts establishes contact between 
the two statements inserted into the midwife story and the Doubting Salome material 
appended to it. Thus, perhaps all the texts suspected of having been inserted into 
Prot. Jas. 19–20 were composed and added by the editor of the Prot. Jas.

 18 The reference to the Holy Spirit in this passage raises an important question with regard to 
the overall composition of the Prot. Jas. I argue (‘Dating’, pp. 423–24) that in the annunciation 
story contained in Prot. Jas. 11.2–3 Mary receives a double visitation from an angel who reveals 
details to her about her conception. In these texts, which also were taken by our editor from Lk. 
1.30–31, 35, and inserted into the underlying source of the Prot. Jas., it appears that not only is 
the reference to the Holy Spirit suppressed, but on the contrary Mary is told, sullh/myh| e0k lo/gou 
(‘you will conceive from the Word’). In the annunciation of the angel to Joseph in Prot. Jas. 14, 
however, most of which is taken almost verbatim from Mt. 1.20–21, her conception is specifi ed as 
being from the Holy Spirit, as is the case with the editorial insertion in Prot. Jas. 18. Thus Joseph 
knew about Mary’s conception by the Holy Spirit in his statement to the midwife in Prot. Jas. 18.8 
of our text because he had already been told this by the angel in Prot. Jas. 14. But how can Mary’s 
conception by the Holy Spirit be suppressed in Prot. Jas. 11 and promoted in Prot. Jas. 14 and 18? 
It is beyond the scope of this study to resolve the complex problem of the composition of the Prot. 
Jas. But unless there is some underlying theological reason that Mary was told that she conceived 
by the lo/gov in Prot. Jas. 11 while Joseph was told by an angel in Prot. Jas. 14 that her conception 
was by the Holy Spirit, one could speculate about the possibility of multiple editors of the Prot. 
Jas. On the other hand, it is not uncharacteristic for our editor to overlook such inconsistencies and 
redundancies.
 19 See also Lk. 1.69, 71, 77; 19.9.
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Outdoing the Midwife

The editor of the Prot. Jas. has skillfully prepared the way for the climactic event of 
the birth narrative by stitching the beginning of the Salome material (19.15–17) to 
the ending of the enhanced story of the midwife and so by subtly elaborating upon 
the kaino\n qe/ama (‘new spectacle’) that the midwife claims to have seen in 19.12. 
As noted above, the concluding shout of joy, w9v mega/lh h9 sh/meron h9me/ra, o3ti 
ei]don to\ kaino\n qe/ama tou=to (‘today is as a great day, because I saw this new 
spectacle’) in 19.12 was the culminating event of the original story of the midwife. 
This exclamation – the midwife’s second in the Prot. Jas. but her only speech in the 
original story – was her response to the events she witnessed at Jesus’ birth: the dark 
cloud, the great light and the appearance of the child. But at the beginning of the 
appended Salome material the editor adroitly transforms the original ‘new spectacle’ 
– the miraculous nativity – into the modifi ed ‘new spectacle’ of a virgin giving birth 
and remaining a virgin. The ‘new spectacle’ articulated by the midwife in 19.16–17 
is now: kainon\ soi qe/ama e1xw e0chgh/sasqai. parqe/nov e0ge/nnhsen a3 ou0 xwrei= h9 
fu/siv au0th=v (‘I have a new spectacle to report to you. A virgin gave birth to things 
which her nature does not allow’). It only remains for Salome to enter the cave and 
verify the perpetual virginity of Mary.
 As with the two interpolated passages discussed above, the point at which the Doubting 
Salome story is attached to the story of the midwife shows signs of editorial activity. The 
editor facilitated the transition from the story of the midwife to the Doubting Salome 
episode by adding lines 19.13–14 to set the stage for Salome’s entrance: kai\ e0ch=lqen e0k 
tou= sphlai/ou h9 mai/a, kai\ h0ph/nthsen au0th=| Salw/mh (‘and [the midwife] came out 
of the cave, and Salome met her’). Their redactional nature is betrayed by the tension 
between them and the midwife story regarding the question of whether the midwife 
actually entered the cave or witnessed the nativity from outside. When she appeared on 
the scene in 19.1, her position was described ambiguously as ‘at the place (lit. in the 
place) of the cave’ (e0n tw=| to/pw| tou= sphlai/ou). When she arrived the cave was already 
covered by the cloud, as indicated by the participle e0piskia/zousa (‘covering’) in 19.2, 
nefe/lh skoteinh\ e0piskia/zousa to\ sph/laion (‘a dark cloud [was] covering the cave’). 
The only opportune time for the midwife to have entered the cave would have been 
after the cloud’s sudden withdrawal. But it is diffi cult to imagine her entering after the 
appearance inside the cave of a light unbearable to the eyes. And there is no hint in the 
ensuing text leading to her exit in 19.13 that she did so. The midwife therefore must have 
witnessed the ‘new spectacle’ of the birth of Jesus from outside the cave in the original 
story,20 causing a confl ict with the interpolated Salome material.

An Early Non-canonical Nativity Story?

Such expansion of an original story appears to have been the standard procedure of 
the editor of the Prot. Jas.,21 for the annunciation story was enhanced in the same 

 20 This is supported by another very early reference to the absence of a midwife at the birth of 
Jesus, Odes Sol. 19.9.
 21 The fi ndings of this investigation corroborate the conclusions I presented in ‘Annunciation’ 
concerning an underlying, pre-existing ‘early non-canonical annunciation story’ identifi ed in Prot. 
Jas. 9–11.
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manner as the present nativity story. In that case also the evidence appeared only 
in the text preserved in P. Bodm. V and was discovered after the papyrus text was 
purifi ed of the sometimes misguided corrections made by both ancient and modern 
writers.22 The reconstructed text of what seems to have been the original nativity story 
is presented below. This text removes from Prot. Jas. 18–20 the passages that were 
inserted by the editor: Joseph’s statement to the midwife in 18.5–9; the fi rst exclam-
ation of the midwife in 19.3–6; and the Salome material in 19.13–20.15. The story 
that emerges appears as a coherent progression building to a climax. The protagonist, 
a midwife, fulfi lls her purpose, and that of the story as well, by her witness to Jesus’ 
miraculous birth and by her verbal acknowledgment of it. The editor transformed this 
narrative into an entirely different story with a new protagonist – Salome – and a new 
purpose – the verifi cation of Mary’s post-partum virginity.

18.1 kai\ eu[ren e0kei= sph/laion kai\ ei0sh/gagen au0th\n
2 kai\ pare/sthsen au0th\n tou\v ui9ou\v au0tou=
3 kai\ e0ch=lqen zhth=sai mai/an e9brai/an e0n xw/ra| Bhqlee/m.
4 kai\ eu9rw\n h1negken a0po\ o0reinh=v
19.1 kai\ e1sthsen e0n tw=| to/pw| tou= sphlai/ou.
2 kai\ nefe/lh skoteinh\ e0piskia/zousa to\ sph/laion
7 kai\ paraxrh/ma h9 nefe/lh u9peste/lleto tou= sphlai/ou
8 kai\ e0fa/nh fw=v me/ga e0n tw=| sphlai/w| w3ste tou\v o0fqalmou\v mh\ fe/rein.
9 kai\ pro\v o0li/gon to\ fw=v e0kei=no u9peste/lleto e3wv e0fa/nh bre/fov.
10 kai\ h]lqen kai\ e1labe masqo\n e0k th=v mhtro\v au0tou= Mari/av.
11 kai\ a0nebo/hsen h9 Mai/a,
12 ‘w9v mega/lh h9 sh/meron h9me/ra, o3ti ei]don to\ kaino\n qe/ama tou=to.’

18.1 And he found a cave there and led her in
2 and sat her with his sons,
3 and he went out to seek a Hebrew midwife in the country of Bethlehem.
4 Finding (one), he brought (her), from the mountain region
19.1 and stood her at the place (lit. in the place) of the cave.
2 And a dark cloud (was) covering the cave,
7 and immediately the cloud was drawn away from the cave,
8 and a great light appeared in the cave so that eyes could not bear (it).
9 And for a little (time) that light was drawn away until a child appeared.
10 And it came and took a breast from his mother Mary.
11 And the midwife shouted,
12 ‘Today is as a great day, because I saw this new spectacle.’

Whence Salome?

What motivated our editor to introduce the Salome episode – and thereby the post-
partum virginity of Mary – into the Prot. Jas.? Was it a spontaneous expression 
of the editor’s own theological perspective, or a reaction to currents in the Jewish, 
‘heretical’ Christian, or even Greco-Roman worlds? But fi rst, who was Salome? 
Bauckham argues persuasively that our Salome was one of the two daughters 

 22 Both investigations were based on the presupposition that – given its proximity in time to the 
actual composition of the Prot. Jas and the unique nature of its text – P. Bodm. V may preserve 
traces of the original editor’s work.
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of Joseph – the sister (or half-sister) of Jesus – and so not the disciple of Jesus 
mentioned in Mk 15.40 and 16.1.23 He rightly notes the similarities between the 
abrupt appearances of both Salome and James in Prot. Jas. 25.1; moreover, the 
absence of any editorial attempt further to identify either fi gure implies that ‘in 
the circle from which the Protevangelium comes’ Salome was known as a sister of 
Jesus in the same way that James was known as his brother.24 This interpretation 
fi nds support in the identifi cation of Salome as a sister of Jesus by the fourth-century 
Christian Epiphanius25 whom Bauckham believes to have derived his information 
from ‘some apocryphal source which is no longer extant, probably one which bore 
some relation to the Protevangelium of James’.26 But Bauckham’s perception of the 
Prot. Jas. as a unifi ed late-second-century work does not permit him to explore the 
Salome reference in Prot. Jas. 19–20 from a source-critical perspective.27

 Could the Salome story have been created as anti-heretical polemic? It is surprising 
that the editor of the Prot. Jas. seems unaware of, or unconcerned by, the possibly 
Docetic implications of the midwife story. The physical aspects of the birth process 
are de-emphasized throughout the original story. The child simply appears out of the 
gradually fading great light. And Mary’s seemingly dispassionate statement in 17.3 
before giving birth, o9 e0n e0moi\ e0pei/gei me proelqei=n (‘he who is in me presses me 
to come forth’), need not imply painful labor.28 Mary’s one statement that suggests 
discomfort is 17.2, where Joseph sees her stugnh&n (‘sad’) and thinks, i1swv to\ 
e0n au0th|= xeima/zei au0th&n (‘perhaps the child is causing her distress’). But Mary 
informs him that her sadness is due to her vision of a people crying and mourning, 
and therefore not to labor pains. Indeed, the addition of the virginitas post partum 
element seems to enhance the story’s Docetic nature. Salome’s tactile examination 
must have revealed Mary’s sexual organs still to be intact as if the child never really 
passed through. Since the editor of the Prot. Jas. embraces both canonical and non-
canonical material – the latter of which otherwise might be considered heretical 
– dogmatic concerns vis-à-vis another form of Christianity, particularly Docetism, 
may have infl uenced the Doubting Salome story.
 Another possible motivation for the Doubting Salome story may stem from 
contemporary medical discussions. Certainly one of the editor’s primary concerns 
was to authenticate the post-partum virginity of Mary in the most decisive manner 
possible, that is, by a gynecological examination.29 There were two signifi cant 

 23 Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1973), pp. 189–92. Bauckham points out that ‘the Protevangelium’s readers would 
hardly expect to fi nd [the disciple Salome] loitering outside a cave on the road from Jerusalem to 
Bethlehem at the time of the birth of Jesus’ (Jude, p. 40). But one of the sisters of Jesus would 
naturally be traveling with the family on their journey to Bethlehem.
 24 Bauckham, Jude, p. 41.
 25 Pan. 78.8. Along with Jesus’ four brothers, Epiphanius names kai\ du/o qugate/rev, h9
Mari/a kai\ h9 Salw/mh kaloume/nh (‘and two sisters, Maria and the one called Salome’). Cf. 78.9; 
Ancoratus 60.1.
 26 Bauckham, Jude, p. 37.
 27 Bauckham is one of a number of scholars who follow de Strycker’s interpretation of the Prot. 
Jas.
 28 This also fi nds support in the Odes Sol. 19.8.
 29 Cf. Zervos, ‘Caught’, pp. 84–88. Ann E. Hanson points out that ‘midwives and wet nurses 
managed childbirth in most instances’, whereas Greek medical writers derived their information 

CO11360 ch05.indd   89CO11360 ch05.indd   89 17/5/05   12:03:11 pm17/5/05   12:03:11 pm



90 A Feminist Companion to Mariology

developments in Greco-Roman gynecological thought at this very time that may 
refl ect directly upon our subject: one regarding the anatomy of the virgin female, 
and the other concerning the advisability of permanent virginity for women. Both 
developments found their expression in the Gunaikei/wn (‘Of Things Pertaining 
to Women’) written by the revolutionary second-century CE physician Soranus of 
Ephesus.30 Known more commonly as the ‘Gynecology’ of Soranus, this book has 
been acclaimed as ‘the most authoritative compendium of developments in ancient 
gynecological theory and practice after the Hippocratic writings on the same subject 
in the fi fth and early fourth centuries B.C.E.’.31 Soranus himself is a distinguished 
representative of the medical sect of the Methodists, ‘the sectarian success story of 
early imperial Rome’.32 In accordance with his tendency to depart from classical 
norms, Soranus seems to have reversed the opinion prevailing since the Hippocratic 
writings with regard to each of these two developments.
 The fi rst development – regarding the anatomy of the virgin female – relates to 
diverse descriptions of Salome’s examination found among the Greek MSS variants 
of the Prot. Jas. Only about 15 per cent specify Salome’s use of her fi nger or hand; 
the vast majority of witnesses describe a more or less close visual inspection (‘unless 
I observe’; ‘unless I examine’; ‘unless I take note of’).33 But what was the physical 
sign of virginity for which they were looking or feeling? The obvious answer is the 
u9mh&n (‘hymen’), the membrane widely believed to seal the sexual organs of virginal 
females, and whose presence has become the focal point in popular culture as the 
primary proof of a woman’s virginal status.
 Ann E. Hanson and Giulia Sissa debate whether the Hippocratic corpus accepted 
the existence of the hymen.34 Finding no reference to a ‘membranous veil’ in these 

on such women’s issues as pregnancy, birth and the post-partum period from women patients and 
their caretakers. See her ‘Obstetrics in the Hippocratic Corpus and Soranus’, Forum: Trends in 
Experimental and Clinical Medicine 4.1 (1994), pp. 93–110.
 30 On Soranus see Ann E. Hanson and Monica Green, ‘Soranus of Ephesus: methodicorum 
princeps’, ANRW, 37.2, pp. 984–1075; also Rebecca Fleming, Medicine and the Making of Roman 
Women: Gender, Nature, and Authority from Celsus to Galen (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2000), pp. 228–46, gives an excellent summary of Soranus’s work within the framework of the 
Methodist sect. The edition of O. Temkin, Soranus’ Gynecology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1956), is a handy translation.
 31 Jody Rubin Pinault, ‘The Medical Case for Virginity in the Early Second Century C.E.: 
Soranus of Ephesus, Gynecology 1.32’, Helios 19 (1992), pp. 123–39.
 32 Fleming, Medicine, p. 228; cf. Temkin, Gynecology, p. xxix. Fleming, p. 128, states that 
‘the centre of temporal gravity for the texts within the sectarian framework lies in the mid-second 
century AD’, i.e., precisely within the time frame of the composition of the Prot. Jas.
 33 This information was gleaned from two unpublished doctoral dissertations of Duke University, 
Boyd L. Daniels, ‘The Greek Manuscript Tradition of the Protevangelium Jacobi’ (PhD diss., The 
Duke University Graduate School, 1956), a massive three-volume listing of variant readings from 86 
unpublished Greek MS(S), and George Themelis Zervos, ‘Prolegomena to a Critical Edition of the 
Genesis Marias (Protevangelium Jacobi): The Greek Manuscripts’ (PhD diss., The Duke University 
Graduate School, 1986), a similar listing of readings from 45 more MS(S) of the Prot. Jas. that were 
not available to Daniels. Cf. Zervos, ‘Caught’, pp. 91–94 and associated footnotes.
 34 David M. Halperin, John J. Winkler and Froma I. Zeitlen (eds.), Before Sexuality: The 
Construction of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1990). A.E. Hanson’s contribution, ‘The Medical Writers’ Woman’, is found on pp. 309–38; 
Giulia Sissa’s ‘Maidenhood without Maidenhead: The Female Body in Ancient Greece’ is on 
pp. 339–64.
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earlier Greek medical writers, in Aristotle, and even in Soranus, Sissa asserts that 
‘the most signifi cant trait of Greek virginity is the absence of a maidenhead’.35 Sissa 
notes the remarkable contrast between the Greek view and that of ‘Christian Latin 
literature’ exemplifi ed by Ambrose and Augustine: ‘in Rome virginity implied the 
presence of an anatomical veil, a deployed bit of tissue’.36 Providing a quotation 
from Augustine in which an Obstetrix (Latin: midwife) is able to destroy the virginity 
of a girl inadvertently while verifying her virginity,37 Sissa rightly concludes: ‘that 
membrane whose rupture amounts to a defl oration seems in fact to be a material-
ization of virginitas’.38

 Hanson, on the other hand, views the question of the hymen from the broader 
perspective of the images of the sexual organs of virgin girls on the popular level 
and in the medical writers.39 She argues that according to the Hippocratic work, 
Diseases of Young Girls, the uterus of a young girl is ‘a sealed-off space to be opened 
by the fi rst intercourse’.40 Further, there exists ‘a seal or stopper at the mouth of the 
young girl’s uterus’41 causing blockage of fl uids that at the onset of puberty must be 
discharged to prevent serious illness. The cure for this ‘disease’ was sexual inter-
course and pregnancy. Thus for a woman to be healthy and to be a woman – to fulfi ll 
her primary purpose – she had to have intercourse, conceive and bear children.42 
Soranus’s new image of woman constitutes a radical departure from some aspects of 
the Hippocratic model, including the problem of the hymen’s existence. He states, 
‘it is a mistake to assume that a thin membrane grows across the vagina, dividing it, 
and that this membrane causes pain when it bursts in defl oration or if menstruation 
occurs too quickly’.43 Sissa joins Hanson in praising Soranus, characterizing him as 
one of the ‘lay physicians, the enlightened natural historians . . . who denounce belief 
in the maidenhead as a simplistic fallacy, a male delusion . . . a fantasy that must 
have been generated by the competitive masculine spirit, but . . . has been nursed 
traditionally by women, themselves the trusty guardians of feminine cloisters, the 
professional performers of the ordeal by the fi nger’.44

 The disagreement between Soranus and his predecessors concerning the existence 
of the hymen is directly related to their equally contradictory opinions on the second 

 35 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, p. 360; cf. p. 352, ‘In the eyes and hands of Greek practitioners the 
female sexual organs were not originally sealed by a membranous veil. In the anatomy that can be 
reconstructed from the Hippocratic medical writings, there is no indication of a hymēn that belongs 
to the parthenos. In spite of his customary analytic and terminological precision, Aristotle himself 
never describes a membrane located at the opening of the virgin’s sexual orifi ce.’
 36 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, pp. 361–62.
 37 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, p. 362 n. 37. Civ. Dei 1.18, ‘Obstetrix virginis cuiusdam integritatem 
manu velut explorans sive malevolentia sive inscitia sive casu, dum inspicit, perdidit’ (‘A midwife, 
while exploring by hand the integrity of a certain virgin – be it by malice, ignorance, or accident 
– destroyed it while inspecting it’).
 38 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, pp. 361–62.
 39 Hanson, ‘Medical Writers’ Woman’, p. 324.
 40 Hanson, ‘Medical Writers’ Woman’, p. 330.
 41 Hanson, ‘Medical Writers’ Woman’, p. 324.
 42 Pinault, ‘Medical’, p. 129, considers the Diseases of Young Girls to be an instrument for the 
socialization of young girls ‘to marry at the proper time, that is, at menarche, by threatening them 
with the physical dangers they would risk if they did not’.
 43 Temkin, Gynecology, p. 15.
 44 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, p. 363.
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development: the advisability of permanent virginity for women. Hanson illumin-
ates this subject by viewing Soranus’s work within its larger context of the cities 
of the Hellenistic world and Rome.45 Women are more free, more public and more 
involved in society; they are becoming more like men. Their similarity to men has 
by now been verifi ed through medical dissections. Women also begin to assume 
the ‘manly’ characteristic of sexual independence. Their health no longer depends 
on their engagement in sexual activity. They now know that they can live a celibate 
life and not become physically ill and die as a consequence. It is precisely on this 
point that Soranus again reverses a Hippocratic opinion found in Diseases of Young 
Girls: he teaches that dihnekh\v parqeni/a (‘permanent virginity’) is more healthy 
for women than childbearing and asserts, ‘We, however, contend that permanent 
virginity is healthful, because intercourse is harmful in itself.’46

 Pinault summarizes the great importance of Soranus’s position:

Soranus’ view that lifelong virginity is more healthful for a woman than any of the repro-
ductive functions is of utmost importance because, first, it suggests an early parallel to 
Christianity’s exaltation of virginity as the ideal state of the human body, although in 
purely medical terms, and, second, it was a complete departure from a recurring polarity 
in Hippocratic medicine. This polarity equated women’s health with intercourse and child-
bearing, on the one hand, and women’s illnesses with virginity and celibacy, on the other.47

Could our editor have derived from these contemporary medical developments the inspir-
ation for the Salome story? There is good reason to doubt this connection. Logistically, 
it is unlikely that an eastern Christian would have been familiar with Soranus’s revolu-
tionary theories, and Pinault argues that other medical writers ‘did not repeat his 
endorsement of lifelong virginity for women, even though they copied and paraphrased 
other sections of the Gynecology with great enthusiasm in the following centuries’.48 
The relevance of Soranus for our purposes is devalued even further by Pinault’s assertion 
that his passage on permanent virginity is not a refl ection of actual practice: ‘Soranus 
included his endorsement of lifelong virginity in the Gynecology more for the sake 
of the theoretical controversy he was engaged in than as a practical prescriptive for 
his female Roman patients’.49 Sissa contributes to this argument the Greek disdain 
for physical tests of virginity such as those in the Doubting Salome episode: ‘The 
Greeks seem to have had no interest in digital inspection and to have been indifferent to 
the demonstrative value of ordeals – they counted on observation in flagrante or on the 
arrival of a parthenios, an unexpected birth, as the only infallible evidence.’50

 Soranus’s rejection of Hippocratic tradition and endorsement of permanent 
virginity was only part of a larger trend, ‘a refl ection, in medical terms, of an ascetic 
attitude toward the body that was widespread in the early Empire’.51 But concerning 

 45 Hanson, ‘Medical Writers’ Woman’, pp. 330–34.
 46 Temkin, Gynecology, p. 29; cf. Pinault, ‘Medical’, p. 123.
 47 Pinault, ‘Medical’, p. 129.
 48 Pinault, ‘Medical’, pp. 123–24.
 49 Pinault, ‘Medical’, pp. 130–31.
 50 Sissa, ‘Maidenhood’, p. 358.
 51 Pinault, ‘Medical’, p. 133, and see p. 134, on ‘the growing aversion to all things material, 
including the human body, that swept over the Mediterranean basin between the second to fourth 
centuries C.E.’.
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our present investigation, Soranus expressed what Pinault describes as ‘an emerging 
zeitgeist of asceticism aimed for the fi rst time at women’, and ‘a new interest in 
female as well as male celibacy, which gave a new status to women in non-repro-
ductive roles’.52 While asceticism and alienation from the body were widespread 
phenomena among the philosophical schools of the early Roman Empire – even the 
Jews had their Essenes and the Christians their Encratites53 – in the fi nal analysis 
the purpose of the digital examination in the Prot. Jas. was primarily dogmatic: to 
authenticate the editor’s belief in the post-partum virginity of Mary, and to do so in 
the most graphic manner possible. This attempt to substantiate a theological concept 
physiologically by establishing the presence of a membranous vaginal seal suggests 
a response aimed at a distinct target.54 While our Salome story may be viewed within 
the wider context of Greco-Roman medicine, it would be better to seek the source of 
the digital examination in the ideological warfare being waged between Christians 
and their adversaries over the pedigree of Jesus of Nazareth.
 Could the Doubting Salome episode have been introduced in response to criticism 
of the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth? The ambiguity of the canonical infancy narratives 
certainly allows suspicions to be raised about Jesus’ parentage. And this problem 
is exacerbated by the diffi culty of reconciling the virginal conception of Jesus with 
the canonical genealogies, both of which trace Jesus’ lineage through Joseph and 
not Mary. Thus, Jane Schaberg asserts that the Prot. Jas. was written to clarify the 
ambiguities present in the canonical accounts and to counter those whose reading 
of the Matthean and Lukan infancy narratives suggested that Jesus was the product 
of sexual relations between Mary and either Joseph or someone else.55 For Schaberg, 
‘the author of Proto-James will not allow these readings, but offers the one correct 
reading of Matthew and Luke, whose texts have been inserted into a broader story of 
the life of Mary, and forcibly harmonized, with the gaps plugged up’.56 Episode after 
episode in the life of Mary as presented in the Prot. Jas. displays an ‘obsession with 
the physical virginity of Mary’57 and confi rms that the child she is carrying is not the 
result of sexual contact between her and Joseph or anyone else.
 For Schaberg, the aim of this ‘obsessive concentration on the virginity of Mary 
in the Prot. Jas.’ is not to glorify Mary or Jesus, but rather to respond to alternative 
– and, no doubt, less complimentary – stories about Jesus’ conception.58 Specifi cally, 
‘Proto-James replies to allegations such as those raised by the Syrian Jew in Celsus’s 
Logos Alethes (True Doctrine, written around 178), as reported by Origen in his work 
Against Celsus 1.7, 28, 32, 39, 69, written around 248’.59 Origen gives the following 
elements of ‘the alternative story told by Celsus’s Jew’ that pertain to our subject:60 

 52 Pinault, ‘Medical’, p. 131.
 53 The Syrian Encratite communities may have provided an appropriate matrix within which 
asceticism could have been expressed in the form of a theological concept such as the post-partum 
virginity of Mary.
 54 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, pp. 718–19.
 55 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 719.
 56 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 719.
 57 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 720.
 58 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, pp. 718–19.
 59 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 718.
 60 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 719.
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Jesus himself fabricated his own virgin birth (w9v plasame/nou au0tou= th\n e0k 
parqe/nou ge/nesin), Jesus was from a Jewish village and from a poor, local spinster 
woman (e0k kw/mhv au0ton\ gegone/nai i0oudai+kh~v kai\ a0po\ gunaiko\v e0gxwri/ou kai\ 
penixra=v kai\ xernh/tidov), his mother was cast out by her husband, a carpenter 
by trade, having been convicted as an adulteress (au0th\n kai\ u9po\ tou= gh/mantov, 
te/ktonov th\n te/xnhn o1ntov, e0cew=sqai e0legxqei=san w9v memoixeume/nhn), and 
thrown out by her husband and wandering around dishonorably, she secretly gave 
birth to Jesus (e0kblhqei=sa u9po\ tou= a0ndro\v kai\ planwme/nh a0ti/mwv sko/tion
e0ge/nnhsen to\n  0Ihsou=n).61 Based upon its overlapping material with the story 
preserved by Origen, Schaberg assumes that the Prot. Jas. was written as a 
response to material similar to that in the statement of Celsus’s Jew.62 Although this 
assumption virtually removes for her the Prot. Jas. from further consideration as a 
factor in Mariological development before the late second century, she does leave 
open the possibility that the material articulated by Celsus’s Jew was ‘drawn from 
older sources’.63

 Early as it is, the witness of Celsus’s Jew still represents a later stage in a process 
that may have begun even before the circulation of Matthew and Luke. Both Schaberg 
and Gerd Lüdemann carry this inquiry a step farther back in time by speculating that 
the canonical stories themselves may have been responses to the earlier tradition 
– or reality – of the illegitimacy of Jesus.64 If true, the so-called ‘Jewish calumnies’ 
against Jesus are but accurate reports that Christians countered by inventing the 
virgin birth.65 Although their understanding of the Prot. Jas. as a unifi ed, late-
second-century work prevents them from considering this document as a witness 
to early Mariology,66 Schaberg and Lüdemann’s arguments for the existence of a 
pre-canonical illegitimacy tradition would fi nd support in the results of our source- 
and redaction-critical analysis of the Prot. Jas. If the Prot. Jas. does constitute an 
expansion of pre-existing materials, then these materials must have been composed 
at a time so early, or in a place so far removed, that their authors either were not aware 
of, or deliberately ignored, the not-yet-canonical Gospels. Thus, not only should 
the original nativity story found in Prot. Jas. 19–20 be regarded as another early 
Christian response to the tradition – or reality – of the illegitimacy of Jesus, but also 

 61 See Julius Pollux, Onomasticon 3:21, where sko/tiov is referred as parqeni/av d’ o3n tiv e0k 
th=v dokou/shv ei]nai parqe/nou, ou0 no/mw| sunoikh/sav, e0poih/sato, kai\ sko/tiov o4n e0ge/nnhse/ tiv 
laqw\n h2 e1teke/ tiv laqou=sa.
 62 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, pp. 718–19.
 63 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 719. See John Granger Cook, The Interpretation of the New 
Testament in Greco-Roman Paganism (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), for a most helpful 
discussion of the date of Celsus’s Logos Alethes; cf. Michael Frede, ‘Celsus Philosophus Platonicus’, 
ANRW 36.7, pp. 5188–90, who carefully reevaluates the evidence for the date of Celsus’s work and 
sets a terminus post quem as early as 160 CE.
 64 See Schaberg’s landmark The Illegitimacy of Jesus: A Feminist Theological Interpretation of the 
Infancy Narratives (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987; repr. New York: Crossroad, 1990); Gerd 
Lüdemann, Virgin Birth? (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997), pp. 58–60; Zervos, 
‘Caught’, pp. 110–14 (section on ‘Was Mary the Adultress?’).
 65 Note that Celsus’s Jew stated that Jesus himself invented his own virgin birth, see above.
 66 See Schaberg’s references to the ‘author’ of the Prot. Jas.; it would be more accurate to refer 
to this person as an editor who composed this document by adding certain elements to pre-existing 
materials. See Lüdemann, Virgin Birth?, p. 41, and Bauckham, Jude.
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the historical signifi cance of the independent nativity tradition of the Prot. Jas. would 
be comparable to that of canonical Matthew and Luke.
 It is diffi cult to regard the Prot. Jas. as a mere clarifi cation of Matthew and 
Luke when it contains elements, such as the birth of Jesus in a cave outside of 
Bethlehem, that so blatantly contradict fundamental canonical traditions. And if, 
as is often presumed, the Prot. Jas. is dependent upon Matthew and Luke, why do 
the canonical materials occur consistently in sections of the text of the Prot. Jas. 
that are identifi able as interpolations?67 Our examination reveals that the ‘obsessive 
concentration on the virginity of Mary’ in the Prot. Jas. is primarily on Mary’s ante-
partum virginity; the only exception is the Doubting Salome episode with its concern 
for post-partum virginity. In this regard it is remarkable that, although Celsus’s Jew 
specifi cally mentions the virgin birth, he gives no hint of the concept of post-partum 
or perpetual virginity. Unless we entertain the unlikely prospect that Celsus would 
respond vehemently to the virgin birth of Jesus and ignore the even more vulnerable 
target of Mary’s post-partum virginity, we must conclude that Celsus was unaware 
of the later idea of post-partum virginity; he reacts to the standard tradition of the 
virgin birth of Jesus as presented in Matthew, Luke and the original source(s) of 
the Prot. Jas., the Ge/nesiv Mari/av and the midwife story in Prot. Jas. 19–20.
 There appear to have been three separate sets of writings produced partly as a reaction 
to the illegitimacy of Jesus, whether real or perceived. But less clear is our editor’s 
motivation for including the Salome episode. If the illegitimacy of Jesus was the primary 
catalyst for the nativity stories of Matthew, Luke and Prot. Jas. 19–20, it does not appear 
to have been so for Doubting Salome. Since concern for the virginal status of Mary after 
the birth of Jesus in the earliest sources seems to be restricted to this witness in the Prot. 
Jas. and the brief reference in the Ascension of Isaiah,68 it is diffi cult to determine what 
could have precipitated the creation of the post-partum virginity of Jesus’ mother.69 If the 
Prot. Jas. is a positive dogmatic statement, addressed to other Christians and favorable 
to a Docetic viewpoint,70 we might therefore tentatively place the Sitz im Leben of the 
Doubting Salome episode, not in the ideological battle among Christians, Jews and 
Greeks over the virgin birth, but in the dogmatic debate between rival Christian sects over 
the reality and the specifi c manner of his ‘incarnation’.

Conclusions

1Aspile, a0mo/lunte, a1fqore, a1xrante, a0gnh= parqe/ne . . .
mh\ bdelu/ch| me to\n a9martwlo/n, to\n e0nagh=,

to\n ai0sxroi=v logismoi=v kai\ lo/goiv kai\ pra/cesin
o3lon e9mauto\n a0xreiw/santa

Oh, unstained, unspoiled, uncorrupted, untouched, pure virgin . . .

 67 See the publications of the present writer cited above.
 68 This is confi rmed by the absence of this element from both the Ge/nesiv Mari/av and the state-
ments of Celsus’s Jew.
 69 This discussion of the purpose of the various redactional elements helps resolve the confusion 
expressed by other writers who attempt to identify the purpose of the Prot. Jas. as a unifi ed compos-
ition, cf. Ronald F. Hock’s The Infancy Gospels of James and Thomas (The Scholars Bible, 2; Santa 
Rosa, CA: Polebridge Press, 1995), pp. 15–20.
 70 One is reminded of the recipients of the invective of 1 Jn 4.1–6, the ‘false prophets’ who do not 
confess Jesus Christ e0n sarki\ e0lhluqo/ta (‘having come in the fl esh’).
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be not disgusted with me, the sinner, the accursed,
who with disgraceful thoughts, words, and deeds

have rendered myself completely worthless.71

Whatever the ideological source of Mary’s post-partum virginity, the image of the 
perpetual virgin would infl uence countless women. This infl uence is not due to 
the theories concerning the health benefi ts of ‘perpetual virginity’ or to speculation 
about Mary’s sexuality in the discussions over the legitimacy of Jesus’ conception. 
It appears rather to have been precipitated by an otherwise inconsequential event: 
a nameless, faceless person, a redactor, added the Doubting Salome story to an 
existing document. And because of the widespread dissemination of its teachings,72 
this apocryphal document – augmented by Salome’s certifi cation of the post-partum 
virginity of Mary – played a central role in creating the ideal of the absolutely pure, 
virginal woman. This image was then relentlessly impressed upon the faithful by 
the Church and by the society saturated with its teachings, by ritualistic life, festal 
calendar, services, icons and hymnology, and more directly by priests presenting the 
stories of the Prot. Jas. as if they were gospel truth and extolling the ‘ever-virgin’ 
Mary as the model of female perfection.
 With all her progress toward dogmatic sexual purity, the actual personality of Mary 
becomes increasingly one-sided; her ever-increasing virginity becomes the essential 
element in her character.73 Mary has no mind of her own and is fully obedient to the divine 
and human male authorities that control her life. Signifi cant events happen all around, 
and to, Mary whether or not she is aware of, understands, or consents to them. Mary 
contributes very little to the birth process itself. She has no apparent labor pain; Jesus just 
appears out of the cloud and light. She complacently submits to Salome’s embarrassing 
examination. Since Mary’s virginal status is strictly a function of the state of her hymen 
– and is completely independent of any quality that she herself possesses – her virginity 
is devoid of any moral value. Always sheltered and protected from all temptation, Mary 
is never even aware of the alternative. It is indicative that Schaberg considers Mary’s role 
in the Prot. Jas. to be an ‘expansion and elaboration’ of her depiction in Luke, while at 
the same time and in the same document Mary herself is ‘reduced and deformed’.74 In 
becoming a divinity, Mary loses her humanity. The icon of the ‘ever-virgin’ represents, at 
best, the degradation of the human woman, at worst, her complete rejection.75

 71 With these words generations of Eastern Christians have sung praises to the icon of the
a0eipa/rqenov (‘ever-virgin’) Mary in the Akathistos Hymn to the Mother of God.
 72 Over 150 known Greek MSS containing the Prot. Jas., and the numerous translations into 
Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, etc., witness to the popularity of this document in the East. And although 
the Prot. Jas. was banned by the Gelasian Decree, its teachings were made available in the West 
through popular documents such as the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.
 73 See Schaberg’s excellent and insightful discussion of the character of the apocryphal Mary, 
‘Infancy of Mary’, pp. 721–22. In my ‘Annunciation’, pp. 671–74, I also detected the same 
generally fl at character of the fi gure of Mary in the early non-canonical annunciation story.
 74 Schaberg, ‘Infancy of Mary’, p. 721. Schaberg speaks of ‘a deforming constriction of the 
Lukan character of Mary, the dehumanizing of Jesus, and the despotization of God’.
 75 On a practical level, the moral standards for women represented by the Prot. Jas. represent a quantum 
leap forward even beyond that of pre-marital virginity. It no longer suffi ces for a woman to forgo sex 
before marriage in order to remain ‘pure’ for her husband, or, in the case of Mary, to remain pure for the 
birth of the Messiah. Now the woman is measured against the ideal of virginity as a permanent state.
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 Was this object of reverence bordering on idolatry for so many generations 
nothing but a shadow, a gross fabrication by unidentifi ed individuals who impressed 
their myth upon countless millions? Is it possible that so many Christians have 
worshiped this icon in vain? If so, much could be said for the benefi ts that women 
– and men – might derive from the fall of this dehumanized, asexual idol. If this 
myth is exposed as a fabrication of dubious origin, women would have nothing to 
measure themselves against but themselves. And they could not but fi nd themselves 
in a more favorable position for their effort. And were men to attend to the needs 
of real women – many of whom have no choice concerning the bearing of children 
or submission to suffering – so much the better. What is so wrong with the mother 
of Jesus being a normal woman, an unwed mother, a single parent, a rape victim, 
or even an adulteress? In short, what is wrong with Mary being human, especially 
if her becoming human has the effect of elevating, instead of degrading, humanity? 
If Mary becomes human again, so much the better for all of us. Her apotheosis was 
largely brought about in support of the apotheosis of Jesus himself. If Jesus also can 
be more closely identifi ed with humanity – as he was before the canonical Gospel 
writers and the editor of the Prot. Jas. transformed him and his mother into objects 
of worship and models of an unattainable ideal – then those who claim to follow him 
can perhaps also become more humane.

Epilogue

I recently inherited a small stone house on a tiny Greek island. This was the house 
of my maternal great-grandmother, Crystallo, who shared its 500-square-foot, single 
room with fi ve children and an abusive alcoholic husband. There were no ‘women’s 
rights’ in that society, so she had no legal recourse against her verbal, physical and 
mental maltreatment at the hands of the violent man with whom she was destined 
to live in such painfully close quarters.76 There was little support from family or 
neighbors who knew what was happening but usually would not intrude because such 
behavior was accepted, even expected, in that culture. She could not seek relief from 
the Church. Divorce was not an option. Paul himself had stopped just a few miles 
away on the next island. But Paul’s own misogynistic tendencies would only further 
amplify those already existing. For it was Paul’s authority behind the words read to 
women such as my great-grandmother at their wedding sacrament in Church: ‘Wives 
should . . . subject themselves to their husbands . . . because the man is the head of 
the woman . . . so women should be (subject) to their husbands in all things.’77 These 
negative Christian perceptions regarding women were intensifi ed by the even more 
extreme layer of misogyny imposed on Greek society by the fi ve centuries of Islamic 
Ottoman rule. Century after century, successive waves of patriarchal religions held 
these women in bondage.

 76 The terrible toll that the years of private and public abuse and humiliation took on unfortunate 
women such as these is well illustrated in the two existing pictures of my great-grandmother, in 
which she is depicted as wearing a robe with a cowl over her head. In the fi rst, as a young woman, 
she is serene and dignifi ed. But in the second, from her later years, her gaunt face betrays a haunting 
sadness and weariness.
 77 Eph. 5.21–24. The woman’s obligation to be obedient was not predicated upon whether or not 
her husband loved her as set forth in the following verses, 5.25–33.
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 Traditional Greek Orthodox women78 knew their place.79 They were socialized to 
serve, to take care of the needs of everyone else fi rst, and their own last, to be the 
submissive wife, the selfl ess mother, the churchwoman, the virginal icon. When their 
husband died, they would wear black for the remainder of their lives. Remarriage 
was frowned upon. Whereas Roman Catholic girls in the West learned their station 
in Christian society through very well-organized, effi cient Catholic schools run by 
priests and nuns, Greek Orthodox girls were trained by their family, their parish 
priests and church community, but, most especially, by the example of preceding 
generations of female ancestors. Thus was the tradition perpetuated generation after 
generation, passed down from mother to daughter until only recently, when Greek 
women living in modern progressive societies have begun the long, painful process 
of liberation from the fetters of the patriarchal religions. My great-grandmother 
Crystallo taught my grandmother, Charikleia, who was born in the Ottoman Empire 
but emigrated to the United States in 1920. The colony of Greek islanders in which 
she lived in Tarpon Springs, Florida, was insulated from developments in American 
society. My grandmother taught the old ways to my mother, Crystallo (Dolly), who 
herself lived impeccably by the traditional customs. But it was my mother who broke 
the mold by insisting that my sister, Charikleia (Harriet), obtain an education so as 
to be able to support herself and not be dependent upon her husband for her susten-
ance.
 The system that robbed women of their lives was – and in many places still is 
– so deeply ingrained in society that it is not easily overturned. The image of Mary 
as the archetypal self-sacrifi cing woman functioned within this system partially as a 
mechanism of control over women. For it was this image, worshiped and emulated 
by women throughout their lives, that also taught them to be submissive: ‘Let it be 
done to me according to thy word’ (Lk. 1.38). But one might also argue that this 
image of Mary served women well as a model of dignifi ed acquiescence in the face 
of the overwhelming power wielded by the patriarchal religions. As more fortunate 
women who have been liberated from this authority strive to construct their new icon 
of the feminine ideal – that is, if they want an icon at all – high on the list of virtues 
should be the exemplary fortitude displayed by their courageous predecessors under 
the most diffi cult circumstances. This inner strength enabled them to survive, keep 
their families together and raise their children. The search for a new female model of 
divinity will discover no more godlike quality than this very human virtue. If women 
seek a new goddess to worship, they need look no further than themselves.

 78 The term ‘Greek Orthodox’ is used here by convention only. Hellenism and what is known 
as ‘Orthodox Christianity’ are, in fact, two mutually exclusive ideologies. There is little similarity 
between the free scientifi c investigative spirit of Hellenism and the rigid, oppressive tradition of 
‘Orthodoxy’, an infl exible, dogmatic system that countenances no change, no questioning of its 
teachings and authority.
 79 On a recent visit to Greece I attended a traditional service in a church dedicated to the ‘Virgin’ 
Mary, in which the women typically were seated on the left side of the church and the men on the 
right. During the common recitation of the Nicene Creed and the Lord’s Prayer – the only opportun-
ities that the priests offer the laity to speak during the service – it was the women who, in unison, 
spoke loudest, proudly confessing the tradition that represses them. At a Clergy–Laity conference 
of the American Greek Orthodox Church I heard a priest exclaim how fortunate we were that ‘our 
women’ were not participating in the women’s liberation movement and were not agitating for 
equality as were their counterparts from other faiths and cultures.
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