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The Virgin Birth 
 

I love the story of sweet Mary’s Annunciation and her 12-13 year old self saying “Yes” to 
the whole adventure.  “Here I am, …Lord.”  Let it happen.  Under Jewish custom, girls 
were betrothed about age 10, and married before they engaged in sex, usually between 
the ages of 12 and 13.1  Since Mary was not yet married, we can make a pretty good 
estimate about her age. 
 
She was a child.  Imagine being 12-13, unwed, and learning that you’re pregnant.  (Let 
that sink in a minute…)  I certainly would have been overwhelmed and afraid. 
 
But Mary sings her little heart out, praising God with these words: 
 
 My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has 
looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.  Surely, from now on all generations 
will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me…he has scattered 
the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  He has brought down the powerful from their 
thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the 
rich away empty.” 
 
Ah…to be young and filled with hopeful boundless possibilities!  Would that it were so!  
Since “nothing is impossible with God” as Gabriel assured her, why do we still have 
hungry people, slain Pakistani school children, and our own complicity in torture?  Was 
12-13 year old Mary, perhaps overconfident in God’s abilities? 
 
I love this story, and I think it offers great truths, but I don’t believe in a virgin birth of 
Jesus.  It’s a biblical story that reminds me I am a Progressive Christian and what it 
means to be one.  None of the Apostle Paul’s writings mention Jesus being born of a 
virgin.  Over time, Jesus’ miraculous birth is developed by the Gospel writers of Luke 
and Matthew, just as many other cultures have used this motif to embellish the birth 
stories of their heroes and deities. 
 
As a Progressive Christian, I do not need to check my brain at the door and try to 
believe biblical literalism.  I am encouraged to think and use knowledge and sacred 
experiences to question and come to know our still-speaking God. 
  
By calling ourselves progressive Christians, we mean we are Christians who…2 

1.  Believe that following the path and teachings of Jesus can lead to an awareness and 
experience of the Sacred and the Oneness and Unity of all life; 
2.  Affirm that the teachings of Jesus provide but one of many ways to experience the 
Sacredness and Oneness of life, and that we can draw from diverse sources of wisdom 
in our spiritual journey; 
3.  Seek community that is inclusive of ALL people… 

                                                 
1 Joel B. Green’s notes on the Gospel of Luke, in The New Interpreter’s Study Bible, pg 1853. 
2 http://progressivechristianity.org/the-8-points/ 
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4.  Know that the way we behave towards one another is the fullest expression of what 
we believe; 
5.  Find grace in the search for understanding and believe there is more value in 
questioning than in absolutes; 
6.  Strive for peace and justice among all people; 
7.  Strive to protect and restore the integrity of our Earth; 
8.  Commit to a path of life-long learning, compassion, and selfless love. 
 
Like all Christians, I do not take the bible literally.  The difference is that as a 
Progressive Christian, I admit it. 
 
Still, I love the bible and the treasures it offers.  When it comes to Jesus’ birth story, 
Bishop John Shelby Spong advises:  “Before we can make a decision to either accept it 
or reject it, we have some responsibility to look at exactly what the Bible says about the 
virgin birth, or the birth of Jesus itself.” 
 
In an online letter to one of his correspondents, Spong wrote the following: 
 
 “Many Christians, especially those in academic centers do not believe that of 
Jesus' 46 chromosomes, 23 were contributed by a non-human. If that were true it would 
mean that Jesus was not fully human, which is half of the Christ claim traditionally made 
by the Church. Virgin births are not unique to Christianity. That was the traditional way 
ancient societies explained their larger than life figures. No, I am quite convinced Jesus 
had a human mother and a human father. Please remember the Pauline claim that "God 
was in Christ, reconciling" was written decades before the virgin birth story entered 
Christian written history. A virgin birth was not part of the original Kerygma. It was 
added to the Christ story in the ninth decade of the Christian era. 
 
 First century people also did not understand genetics or the reproductive 
process. These ancient ones, caught as they were in an assumed patriarchy, did not 
see the woman as contributing to birth anything more than her nurturing womb. So if 
one wanted to speak of a person's divine origin, one had only to get rid of the human 
father. There was no need to get rid of the human mother, since her only function was 
to "nurture the divine seed." 
 
 But in 1724, the western world discovered that women have an egg cell and are, 
therefore, equal co-creators of every life that has ever lived. So if you literalize the myth 
of the Virgin Birth and pretend you are talking about biology, what you get is a Jesus 
with half human {think of it: half Mary} and half divine chromosomes. This would make 
him neither human nor divine but a kind of monster or at least something akin to a 
mermaid! 
 
 I do not know of a reputable New Testament scholar in the world today, Catholic 
or Protestant, who treats the birth stories about Jesus in Matthew and Luke as literal 
history. You might find one at Bob Jones University, Liberty Baptist College or Oral 
Roberts University. It also appears to be true that no Roman Catholic scholar will draw 
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the proper conclusion from his or her scholarship and still be welcomed at the 
Vatican…The days of treating the birth narratives as history are simply over in scholarly 
circles and I think it is time we said so publicly. 
 
 I do not think that seeing the virgin birth as a mythological and symbolic way of 
saying we have met in this Jesus a God presence that human life could never have 
produced in no way invalidates the claim we make that God was in Christ. It does 
destroy the literalism in which we have bound him but I regard that as good riddance.” 
(-Bishop Shelby Spong, September 7, 2005) 
 
Spong has also said, “The ultimate meaning of the Bible escapes human limits and calls 
us to a recognition that every life is holy, every life is loved, and every life is called to be 
all that that life is capable of being.” 
 
To me, the birth story is about a bunch of commoners:  Mary, an ordinary young 
woman, experiencing God with her; Jesus, an ordinary baby, divinely precious and filled 
with potential, as all babies are; and radical Joseph, also saying “Yes” - to compassion 
and adoption - something never before practiced in Hebrew Scriptures - unheard of - 
due to inheritance rites, you don’t adopt someone else’s son! 
 
Yet, this “Modern” family of their day, said “YES” to God moving through their lives and 
bringing light and hope for others.  This son of theirs would one day astonish his Jewish 
followers so much that they would feel certain he was a reflection of God - so certain 
that they would write about it and give their lives out of their belief. 
 
Bishop Spong says,  
“I think the best way to view the Gospels is to view them as a magnificent portrait being 
painted by Jewish artists to try to capture the essence of a God experience that they 
believe they had with Jesus of Nazareth.” 
 
I ask, “What was it about this man, this tiny baby coming into the world?”  I want to 
follow him, learn from his compassion, experience new awareness - new humanity - 
new life, and help others find that, too. 
 
This Christmas, may you see through Mary’s joyful eyes of Hope and Wonder and may 
you see through Joseph’s radical compassionate eyes of “Why Not?”  
 
Know that it’s OK to say “No” to a virgin birth story, but say “Yes” to God coming alive in 
you, altering your life, and changing our world.  Amen. 
 


