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astrology, Christological titles, and interpretation of the OT, which 
makes the reader realize that he is confronted with a literarily embel­
lished account. The extent to which either narrative can be regarded 
as "midrashic" is debated and need not detain us now.75 / / the nar­
ratives could ever be accorded the label of historiography, that label 
would have to be qualified with some adjective like "imitative"—i.e., 
imitative historiography.76 For both Matthew and Luke recount their 
infancy stories in imitation of other traditions, biblical and extrabiblical. 
In Matthew, the story of Jesus' infancy is modeled in part on the hag-
gadic development of the birth of Moses in contemporary Palestinian 
Judaism;77 in Luke, the infancy story about Jesus not only parallels 
that about John the Baptist (which was probably derived from an in­
dependent earlier tradition), but has unmistakable similarities with the 
story of the childhood of Samuel in the OT (1 S: 1-2).78 

Fourthly, the Christology of the Matthean and Lucan Gospels differs 
from that of Mark in that, like the Pauline and Johannine presentation, 
it represents a form of the three-stage Christology of the early Church. 
Mark's Christology was two-staged in that it reflects the retrojection of 
the titles and the understanding of the risen Jesus back to the Jesus 
of Nazareth in the account of the ministry. Both Paul and John pushed 
the titles and the understanding back to a third stage, viz., that of pré­
existence (each in his own way). But Luke and Matthew, who never 
allude to Jesus' pre-existence, have a three-stage Christology of their 
own, in which the understanding of Jesus as Messiah, Savior, Lord, Son 

75 See Riedl, Die Vorgeschichte Jesu, pp. 8-10; A. G. Wright, 'The Literary Genre 
Midrash," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 28 (1966) 105-38, 417-57, esp. pp. 454-56. 

76 This term has been used, in a slightly different way, by E. Burrows, The Gospel 
of the Infancy and Other Biblical Essays (London, 1940) pp. 1-58. As I am using it, the 
"imitation" involves the assimilation of details to other literary accounts. 

77 See M. Enslin, "The Christian Stories of the Nativity," Journal of Biblical Litera­
ture 59 (1940) 317-38; P. Winter, "Jewish Folklore in the Matthaean Birth Story," 
Hibbert Journal 53 (1954) 34-42; H. W. Obbink, "On the Legends of Moses in the Hag-
gadah," Studia biblica et semitica Τ C. Vriezen dedicata (Wageningen, 1966) pp. 252-
64; P. J. Thompson, "The Infancy Gospels of St. Matthew and St. Luke Compared," 
Studia evangelica 1 (Texte und Untersuchungen 73; Berlin, 1959) 217-22; M. M. Bourke, 
"The Literary Genus of Matthew 1-2," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 22 (1960) 160-75; S. 
Muñoz Iglesias, "El género literario del evangelio de la infancia en San Mateo," Estudios 
bíblicos 17 (1958) 243-73 (see Theology Digest 9 [1961] 15-20). But cf. C. H. Cave, "St 
Matthew's Infancy Narrative," New Testament Studies 9 (1962-63) 382-90. 

78 See, e.g., Burrows, The Gospel of the Infancy, pp. 1-58; S. Muñoz Iglesias, 
"El evangelio de la infancia en San Lucas y las infancias de los héroes bíblicos," Estudios 
bíblicos 16 (1957) 329-82; R. McL. Wilson, "Some Recent Studies in the Lucan Infancy 
Narratives," Studia evangelica 1 (TU 73) 235-53. This aspect of the Lucan infancy nar­
rative is strangely neglected by R. Laurentin, Structure et théologie de Luc I-II (Paris, 
1957). 
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of David, etc. is pushed back to the infancy period.79 It represents in 
reality a stage in the developing understanding of Him who is the 
Christian Lord. These Evangelists thus seek in the overtures to their 
Gospels to strike the chords that will orchestrate their presentation; 
from the beginning of their Gospels they identify this person as if 
all that is to be said about Him were actually patent from the very be­
ginning of His earthly existence. Their major affirmations in these Gos­
pel introductions bear then on His Christological identification: He is 
born of God, son of Abraham, son of David, Messiah, Savior, Lord, and 
Son of God. To fail to perceive this is to miss the thrust of the infancy 
narratives.80 

Against the background of these four generic observations about the 
infancy narratives we may look at some specific details, and above all 
at the elements in them that are common to Matthew and Luke despite 
their great diversity. These have been noted as the following nine points: 
(1) the principal characters, Jesus, Mary, Joseph; (2) the dating of the 
stories in the days of Herod the king (Mt 2:l;Lk 1:5); (3) the engage­
ment of Mary a virgin to Joseph (Mt 1:18; Lk 1:27; 2:5); (4) the Davidic 
descent of Joseph (Mt 1:16, 20; Lk 1:27; 2:4); (5) the involvement of 
God's holy Spirit in the conception of Jesus (Mt 1:18, 20; Lk 1:34); (6) 
the birth of Jesus from Mary in Bethlehem (Mt 1:25; 2:1; Lk 2:7); (7) 
the heavenly imposition of the name of Jesus prior to the birth (Mt 
1:21; Lk 1:31); (8) Jesus' Davidic descent (Mt 1:1; Lk 1:32); (9) the 
final settlement of the family in Nazareth (Mt 2:23; Lk 2:51). 

Some commentators would add to this list two further elements: (a) 
Mary's virginal conception (appealing to Mt 1:18-20; Lk 1:34); (b) 
and this precisely at a time when she was still only engaged to Joseph 
(Mt 1:18; Lk 1:27; 2:5). These common details I have taken from a 
Roman Catholic commentator, Josef Schmid, who definitely included 
the last two elements in his list of I960.81 However, a more recent dis­
cussion by J. Riedl, who refers to Schmid's list, restricts what it calls 

79 See, e.g., R. H. Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology (New York, 
1965) pp. 195-97; R. E. Brown, THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 33 (1972) 24. 

80 See, e.g., H. H. Oliver, "The Lucan Birth Stories and the Purpose of Luke-Acts," 
New Testament Studies 10 (1963-64) 202-26; P. S. Minear, "Luke's Use of the Birth 
Stories," in Studies in Luke-Acts: Essays Presented in Honor of Paul Schubert (Nashville, 
1966) pp. 111-30; A. Vögtle, Messias und Gottessohn: Herkunft und Sinn der mat-
thäischen Geburts- und Kindheitsgeschichte (Düsseldorf, 1971); "Die Genealogie Mt 
1, 2-16 und die mattha'ische Kindheitsgeschichte (I. Teil)," Biblische Zeitschrift 8 
(1964) 45-58; "(II. Teil)," ibid., pp. 239-62; "(Schlussteil)," ibid. 9 (1965) 31-49; "Das 
Schicksal des Messiaskindes: Zur Auslegung und Theologie von Mt 2," Bibel und Leben 
6(1965) 246-79. 

81 Das Evangelium nach Lukas (4th ed.; Regensburger Neues Testament 3; Regens­
burg, 1960) p. 90. See further X. Léon-Dufour, Les évangiles et Vhistoire de Jésus (Paris, 
1963) p. 90; Vögtle, "Offene Fragen," p. 44. 
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the "historical facts" in the two narratives to the following: Mary's 
engagement to Joseph, the Davidic descent of Jesus via Joseph, the 
imposition of the name of Jesus, the birth of Jesus from Mary, the birth 
in Bethlehem, and the final settlement in Nazareth. Though Riedl has 
telescoped some of the elements that are listed separately above, he 
has significantly omitted from his list of "historical facts" all mention of 
the intervention of the Spirit and of the virginal conception.82 In itself, 
this may seem merely like a difference of opinion; but it points up the 
attitude of Roman Catholic commentators today, when they are con­
fronted with the question of the historical character of the Matthean and 
Lucan infancy narratives. 

What lies behind the mode of interpreting the annunciation scenes of 
the infancy narratives in such a way? Several things are involved. First, 
the difference in the treatment of the conception of Jesus in the Mat­
thean and Lucan stories. Matthew leaves no doubt that the conception 
has already taken place, and without the intervention of Joseph. He 
was on the point of repudiating his fiancée because "she was found to 
be with child" (Mt 1:18).83 But he is reassured: "That which is con­
ceived in her is of the holy Spirit" (1:20). Matthew never indicates 
how the conception came about; there is no hint of intercourse of any 
sort, and he uses no language that would suggest a hierogamy or a 
theogamy after the manner of Greek and Egyptian myths about the 
births of heroes as the result of the intercourse of a god and a human.84 

82 Die Vorgeschichte Jesu, pp. 12-13. 
83 In other words, the conception had already taken place when the angelic announce­

ment was made.—What should not be missed here is the loaded form of the statement of 
the Evangelist (1:18): "She was found to be with child of the holy Spirit,1' and this is given 
as the basis of Joseph's consideration of divorce (see Dt 22:21 for the OT background 
to his doubting). See A. Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry in the New Temple (Lund, 1965) 
pp. 135-42. No explanation is given why Joseph, a "just man," wanted to divorce some­
one who had been found to be with child of the holy Spirit. The Evangelist's intention 
is clear, but his mode of formulation raises questions precisely about the thrust of the 
narrative and its redaction—issues that cannot be pursued here. See C. T. Davis, 
Journal of Biblical Literature 90 (1971) 413.—Contrast the treatment of this episode in 
J. Daniélou, The Infancy Narratives (New York, 1968) p. 40: "the announcement made 
to Joseph was not intended to inform him that Mary had conceived virginally—that he 

already knew " But this goes against the plain sense and basic thrust of the story, 
which states that Joseph was about to repudiate Mary and had to be informed by the angel 
to persuade him to the contrary. However, Daniélou is on the right track when he states 
that "the object of this account" is not "to defend the virgin birth"; it is rather "to es­
tablish how Jesus can be a descendant of David and the Davidic Messiah despite the 
virgin birth which seems so fundamental an objection to his being so" (p. 41). In effect, 
this is to affirm the virginal conception as a theologoumenon (see below). 

84 For a history-of-religions approach to this question, see Marxsen, "Jungfrauenge­
burt," col. 1068; G. Gutknecht, Das Motiv der Jungfrauengeburt in religionsgeschicht­
licher Beleuchtung (Griefswald, 1952). But attempts to find extrabiblical parallels for 
the virginal conception in Greek and Egyptian literature have not really succeeded, since 
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Whatever Matthew inherited in this matter from prior Christian tradi­
tion he has unmistakably presented as virginal conception, even with 
defensive, apologetic nuances. Thus, there is no doubt about the Mat-
thean assertion of virginal conception as something that has already 
taken place. 

Does Luke do the same? If he does, it is less clear, and herein lies the 
difficulty. 

The interpretation of the Lucan annunciation is complicated by sev­
eral things. First of all, it is clearly a parallel to the annunciation made 
to Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist (1:5-23) and the husband of 
Elizabeth who was barren, "and both were advanced in years." By 
contrast, Mary is said to be a "virgin engaged to a man whose name was 
Joseph" (1:27). Secondly, she was a young Galilean girl, who was still 
a virgin, and who was not only contemplating marriage but was already 
engaged. Mary's youth and virginal status stand in contrast to the old 
age and the barrenness of Elizabeth. Thirdly, the angel's greeting that 
startles Mary and the subsequent indication to her that she has been 
favored by God to become the mother of the Davidic Messiah refer to a 
future conception, but it is not immediately understood. Moreover, 
the question has to be asked whether it really rules out human inter­
course. And there is the further question whether, in reading it as if 
it did rule it out, one is not importing a Matthean nuance into the story. 
This may seem surprising, but listen to the Lucan text itself (in the RSV 
rendering): 

28And he [Gabriel] came to her and said, "Hail, O favored one, the Lord is with 
you!" ^But she was greatly troubled at the saying, and considered in her mind 
what sort of greeting this might be. S0And the angel said to her, "Do not be 
afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. "And behold, you will conceive 
in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. 32He will be 
great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give 
to him the throne of his father David, ssand he will reign over the house of 
Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end." 34And Mary said to 
the angel, "How can this be, since I have no husband?" MAnd the angel said to 
her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High 
will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son 
of God." 

Eventually Mary says: "I am the Lord's servant; let it happen to me 
as you say." 

in almost every instance that is cited the parallels imply at least sexual intercourse. See 
R. E. Brown, THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 33 (1972) 30-32 (and the literature that he cites); 
Vögtle, "Offene Fragen," pp. 45-47; E. Schweizer, "Pneuma," Theological Dictionary 
of the New Testament 6, 397. 
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When this account is read in and for itself—without the overtones of 
the Matthean annunciation to Joseph—every detail in it could be un­
derstood of a child to be born of Mary in the usual human way, a child 
endowed with God's special favor, born at the intervention of the Spirit 
of God, and destined to be acknowledged as the heir to David's throne 
as God's Messiah and Son. Chap. 2 in the Lucan Gospel supports this 
understanding even further with its references to Mary and Joseph 
as Jesus' "parents" (2:41) or as "your father and I" (2:48). And in 
these references no attempt is made on the part of the Evangelist to 
qualify Joseph's fatherhood as foster or legal. 

However, four points may seem to militate against such an under­
standing of the annunciation scene in Luke. The first is Mary's query, 
which I shall translate literally from the Greek: "How will this be, since 
I do not know a man?" (1:34). Or, to paraphrase it with the proper 
Semitic connotation, "since I have no relations with a man (or with a 
husband)."85 This query has been subjected to many explanations over 
the centuries: it has been said to express a vow, a resolve, or an in­
tention not to have marital intercourse;86 or a protest because she has 
not known a man;87 or surprise because she is not yet married (which 
implies that Mary understood the angel's words to mean a conception 
that was already under way, as in parallel angelic communications in 
the OT, and one which the further words of the angel clarify and refer 
to the future);88 or even some contorted explanations.89 The one thing 

85 Contrast the tendentious translation of this verse in the Jerusalem Bible, New 
Testament, p. 91: "since I am a virgin." This inexcusable eisegesis is not found in the 
French original, "puisque je ne connais point d'homme." 

86 This understanding of the verse has been traced back to Ambrose {Expositio evang. 
Lucae 2, 14-15 [CSEL 32, 49-50]) and Augustine (De sacra virginitate 4, 4 [CSEL 41, 
237-38]). In one form or another it still has its defenders: Laurentin, Structure et thé­
ologie du Luc I-IIy pp. 176-88; G. Graystone, Virgin of All Virgins: The Interpretation of 
Luke 1:34 (Rome, 1968). Cf. J. F. Craghan, Mary: The Virginal Wife and the Married 
Virgin: The Problematic of Mary's Vow of Virginity (Rome, 1967) esp. pp. 42-48. 

87 This understanding is found in many ancient versions which rendered the verb 
ginöskö in the past tense and implied that Mary understood the angel to mean that she 
was already pregnant. See H. Quecke, "Lk 1,34 in den alten Übersetzungen und im 
Protevangelium des Jakobus," Biblica 44 (1962) 499-520; "Lk 1,34 im Diatessaron," 
Biblica 45 (1964) 85-88; "Zur Auslegungsgeschichte von Lk 1,34," Biblica 47 (1966) 
113-14. 

88 See Gn 16:11; Jg 13:3. This interpretation is widely used today; see, e.g., A. 
Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to S. Luke 
(5th ed.; Edinburgh, 1964) p. 24 ("The words are the avowal of a maiden conscious of 
her own purity; and they have been drawn from her by the strange declaration that she 
is to have a son before she is married"). For ou in the sense of oupö that this interpreta­
tion involves, see Mk 8:17-18. 

89 E.g., that of J.-P. Audet, "L'Annonce à Marie," Revue biblique 63 (1956) 364-
74. This interpretation has "not received great support" (J. F. Craghan, "The Gospel 
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that is clear is that there is no unanimous or "Catholic" interpretation 
of this question.90 Of the three mentioned, the least forced explanation 
seems to be the third, surprise at the announcement that is understood 
in the OT sense that conception is already under way. But the real solu­
tion to this problematic verse lies in the realization, as J. M. Creed has 
expressed it, that "a narrative of this kind ought not to be subjected to 
the strain of such questions" (i.e., whether Mary's words imply a vow 
or a resolve of virginity).91 The purpose of Mary's question to the angel 
is to give the Evangelist an opening for the further angelic communica­
tion about the real character of the child to be born: He will not only be 
the Davidic Messiah to rule over the house of Jacob, but He "will be 
called holy, the Son of God" (1:35).92 The main affirmation in the angelic 

Witness to Mary's 'Ante Partum' Virginity," Marian Studies 21 [1970] 28-68, esp. p. 
56). It is vitiated by an idea that is often repeated, that Luke's annunciation scene is in­
fluenced by Is 7:14. Aside from superficial parallels in the Greek wording of Lk 1:26-38 
and the LXX of Is 7:10-17, there is not a shred of evidence that Luke has fashioned his 
annunciation in dependence on Isaiah. It is necessary to insist on this, because otherwise 
critical commentators tend at times to gloss over it (see Vögtle, "Offene Fragen," p. 46; 
Schürmann, Das Lukasevangelium, pp. 62-63; G. Voss, Die Christologie der lukanischen 
Schriften in Grundzügen [Bruges, 1965] pp. 65-81). The possible parallel phrases are 
seven: oikou Dauid (Lk 1:27)—oikos Dauid (Is 7:12); ho kyrios (Lk 1:28)—kyrios (Is 
7:10); parthenon (Lk 1:27)—he parthenos (Is 7:14); syllêmpsê en gastri (Lk 1:31)— 
en gastri hexei (Is 7:14 [cf. apparatus criticus]); texë huion (Lk 1:31)—texetai huion 
(Is 7:14); hai kaleseis to onoma autou (Lk 1:31)—hai kaleseis to onoma autou (Is 7:14); 
epi ton oikon (Lk 1:33)—epi ton oikon (Is 7:17). But in those Lucan phrases that seem 
to be similar to Is 7:14 in this list one should not miss the parallels that are found else­
where in the OT (e.g., Gn 16:11). The difficulty here is once again the harmonization of 
the Lucan and Matthean narratives. It is noteworthy that Laurentin, for all his discussion 
of the OT background of Luke 1-2 {Structure et théologie de Luc I-II), does not treat Is 
7:14 as part of it. 

90 J. M. Creed (The Gospel according to St. Luke: The Greek Text with Introduction, 
Notes, and Indices [London, 1953] p. 19) thinks that Mary's "vow" is the "usual inter­
pretation of Roman Catholic exegetes." 

91 Ibid. This is also acknowledged by Schürmann, Das Lukasevangelium, p. 49; he 
traces the idea back to H. J. Holtzmann and others (n. 68). J. Gewiess ("Die Marien­
frage, Lk 1,34," Biblische Zeitschrift 5 [1961] 221-54, esp. pp. 242-43) calls attention to 
the literary device of the question that Luke often uses (Lk 13:23; 16:5, 7; 17:37; Acts 
8:30-31; 10:14; 16:30). 

92 Or possibly "the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God." This verse (1:35) 
and v. 32 have recently been found to echo Aramaic phrases that have come to light in 
pseudo-Danielic apocalyptic fragments from Qumran Cave IV, which J. T. Milik is to pub­
lish shortly in the Harvard Theological Review: "He will be said to be the son of God, and 
they will call him the son of the Most High" (see THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 25 [1964] 429). 
The text is apocalyptic and has nothing to do with an infancy narrative; unfortunately, it 
is fragmentary and no hint is given about the person who is the subject of the titles used. 
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declaration to Mary is thus wholly Christological.93 Mary's query is 
merely a Lucan stage-prop for the dramatization of the identification of 
the child; the trouble is that Luke's dramatization has made it sound like 
a historicization, and the conversation of Mary with the angel has borne 
the weight of centuries of re-presentation of the scene in Christian art, 
especially of the sort of Fra Angelico. Unfortunately, such re-presenta­
tion does not make history out of what was not intended to be such. 

A second difficulty for this interpretation may seem to come from the 
angelic declaration that the "holy Spirit will come upon you, and the 
power of the Most High will overshadow you" (1:34). The language 
used by the angel is highly figurative, but neither verb, eperchesthai 
("come upon") or episkiazein ("overshadow"), has in itself any conno­
tation of conception, let alone of sexual implication. They are other­
wise unattested in a context that would suggest either of these 
nuances.94 They are, at most, figurative expressions for the myste­
rious intervention of God's Spirit and power which will be responsible 
for the divine and messianic character of this child. The figurative use 
of these verbs here obviously does not exclude the idea of a miraculous 
conception; but they do not say it either, least of all in an exclusive sense 
implying no human intervention. In this regard, we must recall here 
that the birth of Isaac "according to the Spirit" (Gal 4:29), which we 
discussed earlier,95 did not imply a virginal conception of him. It was 
simply Paul's way of accounting for the child so cared for in God's 
providence and for his role in salvation history. In the Lucan infancy 
narrative, then, the real question that has to be asked is whether the 

98 See Voss, Die Christologie, pp. 75-76: "The Virgin Birth is regarded in the Lucan 
presentation not under its biological point of view, but as a theological statement." Also 
K. H. Rengstorf, "Die Weihnachtserza'hlung des Evangelisten Lukas," in Stat crux dum 
volvitur orbis (Fest. H. Lilje; eds. G. Hoffmann and K. H. Rengstorf; Berlin, 1959) pp. 15-
30. 

94 The very eperchesthai is used in Lk 11:22, 21:26; Acts 1:8, 8:24, 13:40, 14:19; 
Eph 2:7; Jas 5:1. But only in the programmatic verse of Acts 1:8 is it again used of the 
Spirit, as the risen Jesus promises the apostles "power" for the ministry of witnessing to 
Him. Luke's use of the verb in 1:35 is often thought to be influenced by the LXX of Is 
32:15, heös an epelthè ephy hymas pneuma aph1 hypsêlou, "until the Spirit comes upon 
you from on high." Here it is used to explain the fertility of the land (in the LXX: of Carmel), 
but it does not transcend the figurative sense. For other combinations of the verb with 
pneuma, see Nm 5:14; Jb 1:19; 4:15 (but one must be careful of the sense oí pneumá).— 
The verb episkiazein has a literal sense in Acts 5:15; the use of it in the transfiguration 
scene (Mk 9:7; Mt 17:5; Lk 9:34) may be literal, but a symbolic connotation cannot be 
completely ruled out. In the Lucan infancy narrative the use of the verb is wholly figurative, 
symbolical of God's presence (and power) to Mary and the child to be born of her. It may 
well reflect the symbolism of Ex 40:35 or Ps 91:4, although this is sometimes contested 
(see Voss, Die Christologie, pp. 73-76). 

95 See pp. 555-56 above. 
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Spirit's "coming upon" Mary and its "overshadowing" of her are in­
tended to explain the child's special relation to God (as His Son) or 
her bodily, virginal integrity. If we had only the Lucan infancy narrative, 
would this passage be read as it often is—in terms of the virginal con­
ception of Jesus? It has been so interpreted because of the harmoniza­
tion of its detail with the Matthean account. But the modern query is 
raised about this as a "common" element. At most, it is only a possible 
understanding of the Lucan annunciation scene, not one that is un­
questionably such. 

The third point that may seem to cause a difficulty for this interpreta­
tion of the Lucan annunciation scene is Lk 2:5, where we are told that 
Joseph went to Bethlehem to be enrolled in the census "with Mary, 
his betrothed, who was with child" (syn Mariam tê emnêsteumenê 
auto, ousê enkyö). This verse has long been a problem and it still remains 
one, no matter how one interprets 1:26-38, whether of Mary's virginal 
conception or not. Its description of Mary is dependent on 1:27, "a 
virgin engaged to a man named Joseph" (parthenon emnësteumenên 
andri ho onoma Iôsêph). And the question is still, what is Mary doing 
in the company of Joseph on a journey if she is still only "engaged"? 
The participle emnêsteumenê would imply that she had not yet co­
habited with him. Ancient versions (Vetus Itala, Sinaitic Syriac) easily 
solved the problem by changing the reading from "his betrothed" to 
"his wife." And the Koine tradition of Greek manuscripts (together with 
some Latin versions) introduced the word gynaiki (or uxori), which would 
mean "his engaged wife," but this is clearly a harmonizing gloss that 
solves nothing. Which was she? His wife or his fiancée? The lectio 
difficilior preferenda is that with which we began;96 it might seem to be 
a formulation made in the light of the virginal conception, but it is not 
per se clear, and nothing else in chap. 2 favors it. No hint is given about 
the cause of Mary's pregnancy,97 and the original independence of 

96 In the recently published critical edition of The Greek New Testament (UBS, p. 
206) these ancient tamperings with the text are not even noted; and in his commentary on 
the text Metzger (A Textual Commentary, p. 132) passes over them in silence. 

97 Not only here, but also in connection with the earlier passages discussed above, a dis­
tinction has often been proposed between the fact of the virginal conception and its pos­
sible literary embellishment in a presentation stemming from a later period of Gospel 
formation—as if the latter could be admitted to have been freely introduced, whereas the 
former is really the firm datum. At the end of an excursus, "Jungfrauengeburt—ein 
Theologoumenon?" E. Nellessen (Das Kind und seine Mutter [Stuttgart, 1969] p. 109) 
sought to explain why the data about the conception arose only in the later period of the 
Gospel tradition: "It should be recalled, however, that an explicit investigation into the 
peculiar circumstances of the conception and birth of Jesus would only then have recom­
mended itself when the beginnings of Jesus' human life would have become the object of a 
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chap. 2 from chap. 1 may suggest that this verse is not even to be 
thought of in terms of virginal conception. In any case, Luke 2:5 is 
hardly a strong argument in favor of Mary's bodily virginity in the Lucan 
infancy narrative. 

The last point of difficulty for the interpretation being used here is 
derived from outside the infancy narrative itself, from Lk 3:23, where 
we read that "Jesus, when He began His ministry, was about thirty 
years of age, being the son (as was supposed) of Joseph, the son of 
Heli," etc., and the genealogy continues backward through some seventy 
names to "the son of Adam, the son of God." Aside from the details 
of ancestors in the Lucan genealogy that differ from the Matthean list, 
Luke significantly traces Jesus' pedigree back not only to Adam but 
to God Himself. Some commentators see in the termination of the 
genealogy (in God Himself) a subtle way in which Luke again affirms 
the divine sonship of Jesus.98 Yet, as it begins, the genealogical list 
says "as was supposed" (hös enomizeto), the son of Joseph. At first 
sight, it sounds as if the Evangelist is correcting the impression sug­
gested by the (inherited?) genealogy that Jesus was actually the son of 
Joseph, and correcting it in the light of the infancy narrative's annuncia­
tion scene. Leaving aside the strained interpretations of the phrase that 
have often been proposed in attempts to harmonize the two genealogies 
of Jesus,99 we may note that, whatever way the phrase is going to be 
understood, it will affect not only the paternity of Joseph (in a real 
sense? in a putative, legal sense?) but also the climax of the genealogy 
as well. If one opts for the interpretation that Luke suggests here 

narrative presentation. Outside of the Matthean and Lucan Gospels that is scarcely the 
case, and certainly not in Paul, who speaks of the beginnings of Jesus' life only in short 
confessional formulas (Rom 1:3; Gal 4:4)." To which Vögtle ("Offene Fragen," p. 48) ap­
positely remarked: "But that is to put the cart before the horse! A claim is made for a 
probative argument out of something that cries out for an explanation. The problem is why 
the idea of a virginal conception appears only in narrative presentations which make use of 
Old Testament annunciation forms and in declarations that prepared for these (Mt 1:16) 
or reflect on them (Lk 3:23), but have no reference to the incarnation of Jesus such as 
the Pauline passages suggest." The real problem is expressed by Vögtle (ibid., p. 47): 
"Without a basic declaration of the original witness, in this case above all of Mary herself, 
an authentic tradition could not have been established," and it strains the imagination to 
try to explain it, all pious suggestions about intimate family traditions etc. notwithstand­
ing. See further his "Offene Fragen," p. 50; Α. Weiser, "Überblick über den Verlauf der 
Diskussion [der Beuroner Tagung]," in Jungfrauengeburt gestern und heute (Mariologische 
Studien 4) pp. 205-14, esp. pp. 211-12. 

••See, e.g., Schürmann, Das Lukasevangelium, p. 188; Ε. E. Ellis, The Gospel of 
Luke (London, 1966) p. 93. 

99 See Schärmann, Das Lukasevangelium, pp. 198-200. 
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Joseph's "legal" or "putative" paternity, what does that say about the 
divine filiation at the end? On the other hand, if one were to insist that 
it refers merely to the beginning of the genealogy, then there might be 
a significant corrective to it in the light of chap. 1. This would then 
shed some light on the infancy narrative and possibly indicate that the 
Evangelist did want 1:26-38 to be understood of virginal conception. 
This is a possibility that cannot be excluded. But in the long run, the 
Lucan Gospel does not assert the virginal conception of Jesus as clearly 
as does the Matthean annunciation scene. 

These, then, are the problems that face one when one tries to read 
the Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives in terms of the virginal con­
ception of Jesus. 

A PALATABLE INTERPRETATION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT DATA 

Because of such problems in the Lucan annunciation scene in par­
ticular, and because of the isolated testimony to the virginal conception 
of Jesus in the Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives, Roman Catholic 
interpreters, both exegetes and theologians, have asked a further ques­
tion about the virginal conception. Given the silence of the NT outside 
of the two annunciation scenes, is it possible that the real thrust of the 
infancy narratives is to affirm something other than the historical, bio­
logical virginity of Mary? Is the affirmation of these scenes to be found 
in something else? For instance, in the divine and gratuitous creativity 
of a new age of salvation history, which is inaugurated with the birth of 
this extraordinary child, who will in time be recognized as God's agent 
of salvation and as the fulfilment of OT promises, the heir to sit on 
David's throne, the Christian Messiah, the Son of God, the Savior and 
Lord proclaimed to all men? In other words, is the virginal conception 
of Jesus, which is clearly asserted in the Matthean infancy narrative, 
and possibly so in the Lucan annunciation scene, anything more than a 
theologoumenon? One has to recognize that the NT data are not un­
ambiguous; they do not support the claim that this was a matter of 
faith "from the beginning." When one looks at the complicated asser­
tion in the Lucan annunciation scene, there is a real reason to raise the 
question whether the Evangelist's assertion is anything more than a 
theological expression in language that may prescind from factuality 
about a notion which is related to a matter of faith, without being such 
itself. Roman Catholic exegetes and theologians who so phrase the ques­
tion are concerned with three things. First, how explain the isolated 
assertion of the virginal conception in Matthew 1 over against the gen­
eral thrust of the Matthean infancy narrative, which is more concerned 
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to tell us who Jesus is and whence He comes, "Quis et unde?"100 Simi­
larly, the possible Lucan assertion of it is embedded in a twofold angelic 
announcement, the thrust of which is clearly more concerned with 
Jesus' messianic or Davidic role and His divine filiation than with Mary's 
virginal status. 

Secondly, they are concerned to reckon with the "open" character of 
the two isolated NT passages which deal with the question, when they 
are compared with the striking silence about it in the rest of the Synoptic 
Gospels and in the remainder of the NT itself. Even if one were to say 
that in this matter Matthew and Luke have inherited traditional ma­
terial and did not fabricate it themselves out of whole cloth, one has still 
to ask whether they present it as Glaubensgut,101 as an affirmation of 
faith, or merely as a theologoumenon. Because this hesitation arises— 
and not merely because of modern hesitations about the miraculous, but 
rather because of the difficulties which the texts themselves raise—the 
assertion, such as it is in the Matthean and Lucan annunciation scenes, 
is "open," i.e., open to further understanding and/or development. 

Thirdly, as in the case of other matters in the NT, which are judged 
today from an exegetical point of view to be open-ended assertions— 

100 This is the title of a perceptive article on the Matthean infancy narrative by K. 
Stendahl, "Quis et Unde? An Analysis of Mt 1-2," in Judentum—Urchristentum— 
Kirche (Festschrift für J. Jeremías; Beiheft zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche 
Wissenschaft 26; Berlin, 1960) pp. 94-105. That the Matthean emphasis is on Jesus rather 
than on Mary is seen in the way the Evangelist refers several times over to "the child with 
Mary His mother" (2:11) or "the child and His mother" (2:13,14, 20, 21). 

101 This is the term used for what Schürmann calls "das historische Faktum der 
jungfräulichen Empfängnis," which he traces to an "intimate family tradition" (Dos 
Lukasevangelium, p. 61) and which he claims would have taken time to be transmitted to 
great church-centers.—In using this terminology, Glaubensgut and theologoumenon, one 
should recall the distinction made by K. Rahner, quoted above (p. 548). Protestant 
writers sometimes use similar terminology with different nuances. Thus, R. H. Fuller 
(The Foundation of New Testament Christology [New York, 1965] p. 202) writes: "For 
those who are concerned about the historicity of the 'Virgin birth' ('virginal conception' 
is a more accurate term), let it be stated that to believe in the Virgin birth is not to ac­
cept the historicity of a biological parthenogenesis but to adhere to the Christological 
intention of the narratives, which is to express the transcendental origin of Jesus' history. 
See the present writer's essay, The Virgin Birth. Historical Fact or Kerygmatic Truth? 
BR [= Biblical Research] I (1956), pp. 1-8. In a letter to me, J. Jeremías proposes to sub­
stitute 'Glaubensaussage' ('affirmation of faith') for 'kerygmatic truth', on the ground that 
the Virgin birth was never actually part of the kerygma as such. Accepting the correction, 
we may say that to believe in the Virgin birth is to adhere to the faith which the story ex­
presses." As proposed above, Glaubensgut would not be the same as the Glaubensaussage 
in this comment of Fuller.—See further A. Weiser, "Mythos im Neuen Testament unter 
Berücksichtigung der Mariologie," in Mythos und Glaube (eds. H. J. Brosch and H. M. 
Köster; Mariologische Studien 5; Essen, 1972) pp. 67-88, esp. pp. 80-84. 
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"open" in the sense that they could develop genuinely within the Chris­
tian dogmatic and theological tradition in one direction or another—the 
NT assertion has to be understood for what it really is and not inter­
preted anachronistically. As less controversial, I may be permitted to cite 
the example of Paul's assertion of the universal causality of Adam's sin 
in Rom 5:12-21. That this is somehow related to the dogma of original 
sin is a commonplace since Trent (DS 1512). What Paul asserts there 
about it is not exactly the same as the formulation or conception of 
the matter in the Councils of Orange or Trent. It could actually have 
developed as it did, or not. In this case the openness of the assertion has 
been removed; what Trent affirms may be regarded as the sensus plenior 
of Rom 5.102 So too with the assertions of Matthew and Luke on the 
matter of the virginal conception. If it eventually were to be judged that 
the traditional understanding of the virginal conception in a historical, 
biological sense is a matter of faith, then one would still have the obliga­
tion of asking whether that is the clear affirmation of the NT data. Here 
one must learn to distinguish between a NT assertion and the legitimate 
development of it within the Christian tradition. But this is complicated. 
For what I said at the beginning of my discussion about the so-called 
traditional teaching among Roman Catholics in the reiterations of the 
ordinary magisterium for centuries obviously colors one's assessment 
of the normative character of such a development. Should dogmatic 
theologians agree on the normative character or binding force of the 
constant and ordinary magisterium—which does not seem to be the 
case at the moment—the Roman Catholic commentator could live 
with it. But he would still insist on taking the critical position that his 
discipline demands about the affirmation of the NT text itself. The 
Matthean annunciation scene may assert indeed the virginal concep­
tion of Jesus, and the Lucan may possibly do so, but the question as to 
whether they make of that assertion an affirmation of faith or a 
theologoumenon is still a vital question. 

In summary, then, the "open" character of the assertion of the 
virginal conception of Jesus in the NT is seen in (a) the isolated declara­
tion of it in the annunciation scenes of Matthew and Luke over against 
the silence of the rest of the NT data, which raises the question 
whether it was really a matter of Christian faith "from the beginning"; 
(ò) the different treatment of the matter in the Matthean and Lucan 
annunciation scenes, where it is clearly asserted in the former and only 
possibly and figuratively so in the latter; (c) the hesitation about 
whether it is affirmed as a historical fact or asserted as a theologou-

102 See further my commentary on Romans in the Jerome Biblical Commentary 2, 
306-8 (§ 53:52-60). 
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menon to support some affirmation of faith. These, then, are the 
issues in the modern debate. 

Finally, it must be stressed that the exegetes and theologians who 
have been involved in this debate have not denied the virginal con­
ception of Jesus; in fact, in may instances, they have not even ques­
tioned it. They have indeed raised questions about it and have been 
honestly seeking to draw the lines between what is of the essence of 
Catholic faith and what has been uncritically associated with it in 
pious and unquestioning assumptions. They have been concerned to 
ascribe critically to the biblical sources only what they affirm, and to 
dogmatic or systematic development what it has interpreted. Lastly, 
they have been seeking honestly to assess the entire matter with the 
sophisticated attitude of their own generation. This may make of them 
minimalists in the Mariological debate. But who says that the maxi­
malists have the corner on the truth? 




