THE WOMAN - SESSION 6

Session 6: The Virgin

Conceived of the Holy Spirit; ever-virgin

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim. The group examines the virginal conception in Isaiah and Matthew, then faces the
'brothers of the Lord' objection at its absolute strongest and discovers, from the texts, why the Church
has always confessed Mary ever-virgin.

Catholic Touchstone. Conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit (CCC 496-498); Mary 'Ever-virgin,’
Aeiparthenos (CCC 499-501).

What You Need to Know

Two distinct claims share tonight's session, and the group must be able to tell them apart. The virginal
conception: Jesus was conceived in Mary's womb by the Holy Spirit without a human father (Matthew
1:18-25; Luke 1:34-35); this is a creedal article confessed by virtually all Christians, 'born of the Virgin
Mary.' The perpetual virginity: Mary remained a virgin after Jesus' birth, her whole life; this the
Catholic Church confesses in calling her Aeiparthenos, Ever-virgin (CCC 499), the Lateran Synod of 649
using exactly that language. The first claim tonight's Protestant guest already believes; the second is
where the fight is, so the second gets the steelman.

On Isaiah 7:14, be the most honest voice in the room before any critic can be. The Hebrew word is almah,
a young woman of marriageable age; Hebrew has a more technical word for virgin (betulah). Two
centuries before Christ, the Jewish translators of the Septuagint rendered almah here with the Greek
parthenos, virgin, and it is that pre-Christian Jewish rendering Matthew's citation follows (his wording
adapts the quotation slightly, but 'virgin,' parthenos, is the Septuagint's word, not a Christian retrofit):
'Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son' (Matthew 1:23). So the 'Catholics mistranslated Isaiah'
charge misfires twice: the rendering is Jewish and pre-Christian, and Matthew's fulfillment reading
follows the deeper logic of the sign itself: Ahaz is offered a sign 'deep as Sheol or high as heaven' (Isaiah
7:11), and a young wife conceiving normally hardly seems a sign at that altitude, an argument for the
depth Matthew finds in the text, though scholars debate the sign's immediate sense in Ahaz's own day;
the typological reading does not require settling that debate. A note for your own preparation: the
RSV2CE prints 'virgin' at Isaiah 7:14, revising the RSV's 'young woman' precisely to reflect the
Septuagint and Matthew.

Mary's question at the Annunciation deserves slow attention. Already betrothed to Joseph, she asks how
the conception shall be, 'since I do not know man' (the literal force of the Greek of Luke 1:34; many
translations smooth it to 'since I have no husband'). Brant Pitre presses the oddity: a betrothed woman
expecting ordinary married life has no reason to ask how she will conceive. The question makes best
sense, he argues with a long tradition behind him, if Mary did not anticipate ordinary relations, that is,
if she had committed her virginity to God. Present this as a strong traditional reading with real Jewish
plausibility (consecrated celibacy existed in first-century Judaism: the Essenes described by Josephus
and Philo, the vow framework of Numbers 30), not as dogma; the dogma is the fact of perpetual
virginity, not the vow theory that explains it.

One more honest brief for the leader: the perpetual virginity was held essentially universally in the
ancient Church, defended fiercely by St. Jerome against Helvidius (c. 383), confessed by councils, and, a
fact that surprises every Protestant who learns it, maintained by the Reformers themselves. Luther and
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Zwingli affirmed it plainly; Calvin rejected Helvidius's use of the 'brothers' texts as ignorant, while
characteristically declining to speculate beyond Scripture (Luther, That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew,
1523; Zwingli, sermon on the perpetual virginity of Mary, 1522; Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of
the Evangelists, on Matthew 1:25 and 13:55). The modern Protestant consensus against it is younger
than the steam engine. That is not itself a proof, but it relocates the burden: the innovation needing
explanation is the widespread denial, not the doctrine: ancient denials existed (Helvidius; arguably
Tertullian) but were isolated and were decisively rejected by the whole Church, East and West.

0ld Testament Roots and Fulfillment

The sign of Emmanuel (Isaiah 7:10-14): in the crisis of the house of David, God promises a birth that is
itself a sign, and the child is 'God with us." Matthew 1:22-23 reads the whole event of the virginal
conception as this sign given at last, at the level of depth ('deep as Sheol or high as heaven') the original
offer named.

The shut gate (Ezekiel 44:1-2): 'This gate shall remain shut; it shall not be opened, and no one shall
enter by it; for the LORD, the God of Israel, has entered by it.' In context this is the east gate of the
visionary temple. From at least the fourth century, the Fathers read it as a figure of the Ever-virgin: the
gate by which the Lord entered the world remains sealed. Present it as the tradition's figure, discovered
tonight by the group, never as a proof-text pretending to be about Mary in the literal sense.

Consecration in Israel: the Nazirite (Numbers 6) and vow legislation involving fathers and husbands
(Numbers 30) show that lifelong consecration of one's body to God was a category Israel possessed;
Josephus and Philo attest celibate Essene communities in Mary's own century. The vow reading of Luke
1:34 is not an anachronism imported from later monasticism.

Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. JEROME

Against Helvidius, St. Jerome argues, in substance, that the 'brothers' of the Lord are kinsmen in the
wide biblical sense, that 'until' and 'firstborn' assert nothing about what followed, and that the united
witness of the churches confesses Mary virgin before, in, and after the birth of Christ. His treatise fixed
the grammar of this debate for sixteen centuries; the objections have not changed since Helvidius, and
neither have the answers.

Against Helvidius (c. 383), summary

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. AMBROSE

St. Ambrose teaches, in substance, that Mary is the gate of which Ezekiel wrote: the gate that faces east,
through which the Lord entered this world, and which remains shut because the Virgin remained virgin.
In his teaching her consecrated virginity is not a private fact but a sign held up before the Church of
undivided belonging to God.

On the Instruction of a Virgin (De institutione virginis), ch. 8 (§52), summary of his teaching

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: THE LATERAN SYNOD OF 649

Under Pope St. Martin I, the synod confessed Mary as 'ever-virgin and immaculate': that she conceived
without seed by the Holy Spirit, gave birth without corruption, and her virginity remained undissolved
after the birth. This is the Church speaking in her formal voice, thirteen centuries before modern
Marian debates.
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Lateran Synod of 649, canon 3 (summary)

Catechism Connection

CCC 496-498 confess the virginal conception as the work of the Holy Spirit, noting that the Gospel
accounts understand it as a divine work surpassing human understanding and that the early Church
confessed it against pagan mockery and internal denial alike.

CCC 499-501 teach the perpetual virginity: the Church confesses Mary as Aeiparthenos, Ever-virgin, and
CCC 500 answers the 'brothers' texts directly, noting that James and Joseph, 'brothers of Jesus," are the
sons of another Mary, a disciple of Christ, whom Matthew significantly calls 'the other Mary' (Matthew
27:56, 61; 28:1). CCC 501 adds that Jesus is Mary's only son, but her spiritual motherhood extends to all
whom he came to save. Cite these paragraphs as written; the vow reading of Luke 1:34 and the Ezekiel
gate are, respectively, a strong traditional interpretation and a traditional figure, and should be labeled
as such in the room.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

Thread A ('the Woman'): tonight's John 19:26-27 argument (the entrustment to the beloved disciple)
walks the group right up to sealed-guess territory again. Use the entrustment strictly for what it proves
tonight (no other sons to receive her) and defer everything about the address '"Woman' with the now-
familiar formula: two more sessions.

No other threads move tonight. But plant one quiet seed for Session 9: when Simeon's prophecy comes
up in passing (if it does), let it pass; the sword returns in the New Rachel session.

Watch the room's temperature. This steelman names beloved Protestant relatives' actual convictions.
Keep the charity rule visible: we are answering arguments, never mocking people.

Session Goals

1. Group can distinguish the virginal conception from the perpetual virginity and knows which is
contested by whom.

2. Group can give the honest almah /parthenos account, including the pre-Christian Jewish provenance
of the 'virgin' rendering.

3. Group has heard the brothers-of-the-Lord objection at full strength, including Psalm 69:8, and can
dismantle it text by text.

4. Group knows the historical distribution of the doctrine, including the Reformers, and can state why
the entrustment at the Cross is the strongest positive text.

Timed Plan (75-90 minutes)

Segment Minutes
Welcome and opening prayer 5

Win questions 10

Build: two claims distinguished; Isaiah 7:14 honestly (Matthew 1:18-25) 15

Build: Mary's strange question (Luke 1:34) and consecration in Israel 10
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Build: steelman at full strength and the answer, with live discoveries inside it 30
Build: the shut gate (Ezekiel 44:1-2); Voices 10
Send, Live It, memory verse, closing prayer 10

If short on time: Cut the Ezekiel 44 segment to a single leader-read verse with one sentence of framing,
and cut the Numbers/Essenes background to one sentence inside the Luke 1:34 discussion. The steelman
block is untouchable tonight; it is the session.
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DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

Leader prays: Father, when you came to save us you did not despise the Virgin's womb. Give us tonight the
reverence of Joseph, who received what he could not understand, and the honesty of the Magi, who
followed the evidence until it knelt. Guard our speech about those who disagree with us, for they are our
brothers. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win: Opening Questions
1. What is something you once assumed 'everyone has always believed' or 'no one has ever believed,’

until you found out the history was otherwise? How did it feel?

2. When a person consecrates something wholly to God, a life, a building, a day of the week, what are
they saying about God that ordinary use does not say?

Build: Into the Text

1. First, definitions. Two claims: the virginal conception and the perpetual virginity. Have the group
state each precisely, then sort: which do nearly all Christians confess, and which divides the room with
our Protestant brothers and sisters?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Virginal conception: Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit without a human father (Matthew 1:18-25;
Luke 1:34-35). Confessed in the creeds by Catholics, Orthodox, and the overwhelming majority of
Protestants: 'born of the Virgin Mary.'

Perpetual virginity: Mary remained a virgin her whole life; Jesus is her only child. Confessed by
Catholics and Orthodox as the doctrine of Mary Ever-virgin (Aeiparthenos), and, as tonight will show, by
more of Christian history than most people suspect.

Keeping the claims distinct is half the apologetic: sloppy debates lose the first while arguing the second.

2. Read Isaiah 7:10-14 and Matthew 1:18-23. Now the leader plays prosecutor: 'The Hebrew says almah,
young woman, not virgin; Matthew built the virgin birth on a mistranslation." Answer the charge
honestly. What is true in it, and where does it collapse?

Read aloud: Isaiah 7:10-14; Matthew 1:18-23

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

True: the Hebrew word is almah, a young woman of marriageable age; Hebrew has a narrower word
(betulah) Isaiah did not use.

The collapse: the rendering 'virgin' (parthenos) comes from the Septuagint, the Greek translation made
by Jews for Jews some two centuries before Christ. Matthew's fulfillment citation follows the Jewish
Bible of his day on precisely this word; nobody backfilled a Christian doctrine into the text.

And the context sides with the deeper reading: God offers Ahaz a sign 'deep as Sheol or high as heaven'
(7:11). A young wife conceiving in the ordinary way is not a sign at that altitude. The child is Emmanuel,
'God with us.' Matthew's claim is that the sign's full depth arrived in Mary; note also (for the leader)
that the RSV2CE restored 'virgin' at Isaiah 7:14 for exactly these reasons.

Hedge honestly where the Church hedges: Isaiah 7:14 very likely carried a nearer horizon in Ahaz's own
day as well. Typological fullness does not require denying the first horizon; it requires the pattern's
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Author.

3. Read Luke 1:34 slowly. Mary is already betrothed to Joseph. Why is her question strange, and what
readings explain it?

Read aloud: Luke 1:26-34

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

A betrothed woman told 'you will conceive and bear a son' would naturally assume the ordinary future
with her husband. Her question, literally 'since I do not know man,' treats that future as somehow not in
view.

The reading with the deepest roots, argued anew by Pitre: Mary had committed her virginity to God, a
consecration first-century Judaism had categories for (vows, Numbers 30; the celibate Essenes attested
by Josephus and Philo). On this reading the betrothal to the just Joseph was, in God's providence, the
protection of a consecrated life.

Label the claim's grade honestly: the vow is a venerable and plausible explanation, not the dogma. The
dogma is the fact tonight defends: virgin before, in, and after the birth.

STEELMAN: PRESENT AT FULL STRENGTH

Present all four batteries with full force; this is the strongest steelman of the study so far. (1) Scripture
names them: 'Is not this the carpenter's son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his brothers
James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And are not all his sisters with us?' (Matthew 13:55-56). Four
brothers, plural sisters, listed beside his mother, in his hometown. (2) Matthew 1:25: Joseph 'knew her
not until she had borne a son.' Plain sense: afterward, he did. (3) Luke 2:7 calls Jesus her 'first-born son';
you do not call an only child the firstborn. (4) The sharpest arrow: Psalm 69 is one of the most quoted
messianic psalms in the New Testament (the zeal for your house, the vinegar to drink), and verse 8 says:
'T have become a stranger to my brethren, an alien to my mother's sons.' The Messiah's own psalm
speaks of his mother's sons. Add the motive charge: the doctrine exists because the early Church
developed an unhealthy exaltation of celibacy and could not tolerate a normally married Madonna, and
Rome cannot back down now.'

Give the group a full minute of silence with these. Then ask: rank the four. Which would you least like to
answer?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Battery 1, the named brothers, with a live discovery inside the answer: send the group to Matthew
27:55-56, Golgotha's witness list, and ask them to find a Mary who is not the mother of Jesus. They will
find 'Mary the mother of James and Joseph,’ whom Matthew then twice calls ‘the other Mary' (27:61;
28:1); Mark's parallel has 'Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses' (Mark 15:40). The first
two names of the 'brothers’ list belong to another Mary standing at the Cross. This is CCC 500's own
argument. Be candid about the claim's grade: the Gospels never state outright that these are the same
James and Joseph; the identification is an inference from the matching names inside Matthew's own
narrative, an inference the Church draws in CCC 500. It does not need to be more than that: it is enough
to show the 'brothers' texts cannot, by themselves, settle the question against the doctrine. As for the
word: neither Hebrew nor Aramaic has a common word for cousin, and Scripture's 'brother' stretches
wide, Lot is Abraham's 'brother’ (Genesis 13:8), Laban calls Jacob his 'brother’ (Genesis 29:15), both being
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nephews. The usage claim is not special pleading; it is philology.

Battery 2, 'until,' with a second discovery: send them to 2 Samuel 6:23 ('Michal the daughter of Saul had
no child to the day of her death': did she have one after?) and Matthew 28:20 ('I am with you always,
until the close of the age': does Christ abandon us after?). Greek and Hebrew 'until’ affirms up to a point
without asserting reversal beyond it. Matthew 1:25's entire purpose is to secure the virginal conception,
that Joseph had no part in it; it says nothing about later.

Battery 3, 'firstborn': a legal status conferred at birth (sanctification and redemption of the firstborn,
Exodus 13:2; Numbers 18:15-16), held from the moment of birth whether or not siblings ever follow. A
Jewish tomb inscription from Tell el-Yehoudieh (Leontopolis), Egypt, c. 5 BC (CIJ II 1510), even
memorializes a woman who died giving birth to her 'firstborn' child, the birth that killed her; the title
never depended on a second child. Luke uses the term to set up the presentation in the temple (Luke
2:22-24), not to run a census of the household.

Battery 4, Psalm 69:8, and take it seriously because it is genuinely the objection's best card. The New
Testament reads the psalms of David typologically, not exhaustively: the same Psalm 69 says 'my folly...
my wrongs are not hidden from you' (69:5), which no Christian applies to the sinless Christ. Typological
application selects the pattern (the righteous sufferer, zeal, vinegar) without asserting every
biographical detail of David's situation for the Messiah. If verse 8 must be literal biography for Jesus,
verse 5 must be too, and the objection proves Christ a sinner, which the objector will not accept. The
verse's actual fulfillment pattern, rejection by his own kin in the wide sense, is visible in John 7:5 (‘even
his brothers did not believe in him') on any reading of 'brothers."

Now the strongest positive text: John 19:26-27. Dying, Jesus entrusts his mother to the beloved disciple,
'and from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.' In a Jewish world where sons owed their
widowed mother support as a matter of law and honor, this act is very hard to explain if Mary had four
living sons, one of whom, James, would soon lead the Jerusalem church. Name the best reply before
anyone else does: 'even his brothers did not believe in him' (John 7:5), so perhaps Jesus bypassed
unbelieving sons. Answer it: a son's duty to his widowed mother did not depend on his faith, and James
believed soon after the resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:7), yet there is no hint Mary ever left the disciple's
care. The entrustment is not a strict proof, but it is powerfully consistent with the perpetual virginity
and best explained by it.

Finally the history, gently: this doctrine was defended by Jerome, confessed at Lateran 649, and held by
Luther and Zwingli; Calvin dismissed Helvidius's exegesis while declining to define. The 'celibacy-
obsessed early Church' motive story must explain why the Reformers, no friends of Roman celibacy,
kept the doctrine. The mainstream denial, not the doctrine, is the historical novelty; the ancient deniers
were a rejected minority. Close with the charity rule kept: our Protestant friends who deny it are usually
defending, as they see it, the plain sense of Scripture; honor the instinct, and show them the texts read
closer still.

LIVE DISCOVERY: THE SHUT GATE

Say only: 'Ezekiel, in his great temple vision, chapter 44, sees a gate with a strange rule attached. Find
the first two verses and read them aloud.'

The group reads Ezekiel 44:1-2: the east gate shut, never to be opened, for the LORD, the God of Israel,
has entered by it.'

Frame it precisely: in its literal sense this is the visionary temple's east gate. From at least the fourth
century the Fathers heard in it a figure of the Ever-virgin: the gate the Lord entered remains sealed, not
because sealing is required, but because it is fitting, the way a chalice is not afterward used for coffee. A
figure, offered as a figure, and a beautiful one.
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4. Last question. Why does any of this matter? What does Mary's total, permanent virginity say about
who Jesus is, that a normal family afterward would not say?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

It confesses the uniqueness of the Child: her womb was the meeting place of God and humanity, the new
holy of holies, and her whole bodily life became a consecration to that one event, the way the temple's
vessels belonged wholly to the temple (the holy-of-holies and temple-vessel imagery is the tradition's
own figure, not the Catechism's wording; what the Catechism itself develops in CCC 502-507 is that the
virginal conception shows God's absolute initiative, that Jesus is the new Adam, and that Mary's
virginity is the sign of her undivided faith and makes her the type of the Church).

Grade the claim honestly: the Church defines the fact of Mary's perpetual virginity, not this or any single
rationale for it. These are the tradition's meditations on its fittingness. And guard the flank: nothing
here disparages marriage, which is a sacrament and holy; the point is not that a normal family would
have been unworthy, but that God in fact chose a sign of total consecration, and the sign preaches.

It also preaches the world to come: Jesus taught that in the resurrection they neither marry nor are
given in marriage (Luke 20:34-36). Consecrated virginity, hers first, is the resurrection breaking into the
present tense, which is why the Church has never been able to treat it as a footnote.

Send: Taking It Out

1. Joseph received a vocation that rearranged every plan he had, and Scripture records not one word
from him, only obedience. Where is God asking you for a Joseph-like yes: undramatic, costly, and mostly
hidden?

2. What is one text or fact from tonight you genuinely did not know, and who needs to hear it from you,
kindly, this week?
Live It This Week

+ Consecrate one concrete thing wholly to God this week (an hour, a habit, a first-fruits portion of income)
and let it stay consecrated: no borrowing it back.

+ Read John 19:25-27 once each day and put yourself in the beloved disciple's place receiving the charge.

« Pray for one specific Protestant friend or family member by name each day, with thanksgiving for their
love of Scripture.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

"Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel”

Matthew 1:23 (RSV2CE)

Closing Prayer

Leader prays: Father, you made the Virgin's womb your dwelling and her whole life a consecrated temple.
Give us undivided hearts: whatever our vocation, let nothing in us be held back from you. Bless every
Christian who loves your word, and hasten the day we confess it together with one voice. Through Christ
our Lord. Amen.

Close together: Hail Mary... (prayed once, unhurried).
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LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every passage used in this session, in order:
« Isaiah 7:10-14 (the sign of Emmanuel)
+ Matthew 1:18-25 (the virginal conception; 'until')
+ Luke 1:26-35 (Mary's question; the overshadowing)
« Numbers 6; Numbers 30 (leader background: consecration and vows in Israel)
+ Matthew 13:55-56 (steelman: the named brothers and sisters)
« Matthew 27:55-56, 61; 28:1 (the other Mary, mother of James and Joseph; live discovery)
+ Mark 15:40 (Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses)
+ Genesis 13:8; 29:15 ('brother' for kinsman)
+ 2 Samuel 6:23; Matthew 28:20 ("until' without reversal; live discovery)
+ Luke 2:7, 22-24; Exodus 13:2; Numbers 18:15-16 ('first-born' as legal status)
+ Psalm 69:5, 8 (steelman: my mother's sons; the typological control)
+ John 7:5 (his brothers did not believe)
+ John 19:25-27 (the entrustment: the decisive text)
+ Ezekiel 44:1-2 (the shut gate; live discovery)
+ Luke 20:34-36 (virginity and the resurrection)
« Matthew 1:23 (memory verse)



