MARIAN CONFERENCE, TRARALGON, MAY 16 2009

I.   THE BASIS FOR MARIAN DEVOTION

Most Rev. Peter J. Elliott

Who is Mary?  The answer to that question is the key to sound Marian devotion. Only when we answer that question, can we make sense of Catholic devotion to Mary.

Mary stands at the heart of the central Christian truth, the Incarnation.  She is a major figure, indeed the most important human being, in God’s plan for salvation and in the history of salvation. A major source for Marian doctrine that outlines her role is the Catechism of the Catholic Church. It offers scriptural and patristic references that we can use in better understanding the truths the Church teaches about Mary. 

Therefore I would suggest an exercise. Let us break down the question “Who is Mary?” into three more precise questions. Take a piece of paper and write down three questions. Then answer these questions from your own point of view: 

1. Who was Mary? 

2. Where is Mary now? 

3.   What is her relationship to us now? 

FIRST PRINCIPLES

When you look at the answers you gave, you probably take for granted the two basic principles that explain our Catholic devotion to the Mother of God: 

(a) You cannot separate the Mother from her Son – and this is clear in Scripture. If you love Jesus, if you wish to be his disciple, you must stand with Mary the greatest disciple of the Lord. She is inseparable from him as his true Mother, but, in faith, she is inseparable as his closest and most faithful follower.

(b) You cannot separate Mary from us, the Church. As the most faithful disciple, she is the first member of the Church. But in a richer mystical sense, in herself she epitomises the Church, Mother and Virgin, the Bride of Christ, the one from whom Christians are reborn. 

The first principle is easier to develop than the second, because many people have a limited understanding of the nature of the Church. This explains why some converts to the Catholic Faith say that they only developed devotion to Our Lady once they understood more about the Church, that is, even after their reconciliation to the Church. 

However, it is easy to see that Mary is the first among Christians, the most faithful disciple of the Lord, the paragon of fidelity, our sister in faith. On that all Christians can agree.  This is the exemplar theology of Mary, that is, that she is our greatest example of Christian discipleship and fidelity. But when we move into the dogmatic area, the need for more precision is apparent.

The Angelus, perhaps the basic Marian devotion, and the great devotion, the Holy Rosary, both focus on Mary’s faith response to God in the Incarnation of the eternal Word. To remember to say the Angelus is not always easy in our busy lives, at morning, noon and dusk it. It affirms our faith that the “Word became flesh and lived among us”, but it also reveals Mary as the woman of faith. Saint Augustine saw her faith response as more important than her physical motherhood, because it was required, in her consent at the Annunciation, before she could become the Mother of the Lord. In the Rosary we repeat again and again the angel’s salutation in the “Hail Mary”, the most popular Marian prayer in Western Christianity.

To explore a doctrinal basis for our devotion to Mary, I wish to select six major Marian truths and discuss them in terms of devotion that logically flows from them. These are: the Immaculate Conception, Mary as Mother of God, her Perpetual Virginity, her Bodily Assumption, Mary as Queen of Heaven, Mary as our Mother and Mary as our Advocate.

SHE IS THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

When discussing the Immaculate Conception, the first distinction we need to clear up, even among not a few misinformed Catholics today, is that the Immaculate Conception does not refer to the Virginal conception and birth of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Again and again in films, on television, in newspapers, Catholics are irritated when these two doctrines are confused. The Immaculate Conception refers to the natural conception of Mary, who was a human being with two human parents, Joachim and Anna. But she was conceived without inheriting the loss and wound of original sin that we all have inherited from the first human couple. 

The second step is to know something of the history of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, that is, how this belief developed in the Church. From the earliest centuries, it was believed that Mary was specially created by God to be a worthy mother for the perfect Son. Moreover, if he is the second and new Adam, then she is the second and new Eve. She is the “all holy One”, Panagia, in the ancient Greek traditions.

That Mary was conceived without original sin was widely believed for centuries, but the doctrine was contested in the Middle Ages by the scholastic theologians. Even great saints and theologians such as Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Bernard did not accept it. They believed that Mary was freed from original sin, but as a gift granted after her conception. The Franciscans, on the other hand, promoted the Immaculate Conception strongly. The breakthrough was at the Council of Trent, when the Council Father favored the Immaculate Conception by following Saint Augustine and not linking Mary to original sin.  For Catholics, the matter was settled when the Immaculate Conception was infallibly defined as a dogma of the Church by Blessed Pius IX in 1854. 

The wise way this holy Pope defined the dogma shows that in fact it means that Mary was redeemed from the first instant of her existence, that is, at her conception. This is important when explaining this truth to non-Catholics. They imagine that we are teaching that Mary had no need of redemption. What we are saying is that the anticipated merits of Christ crucified were the means of her redemption, of the baptismal grace that she enjoyed as soon as she existed. She needed to be lifted out of, or exempted from, fallen humanity to be God’s new beginning for humanity. But Jesus had not yet died for us on the cross, so how could this be?

The power of the redemptive act of Christ transcends all time and space, so it could be applied to her before he was crucified at a point in history, when she was nearly fifty years old. That too is an interesting “spin off” of this rich dogma, the reminder that the Cross transcends time and space, hence really made present in every Mass. Another timely “spin off” is making her conception the instant she first existed as a human being. That has implications in pro-life ethics, in terms of the personhood of the foetus.

The logic of the Immaculate Conception is set out in the Catechism of the Catholic Church no. 490, citing the Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium 56. To become the mother of the Saviour, Mary “was enriched with gifts appropriate to such a role”. This rests on the term used by the archangel in Luke 1:28 – kecharitomene, “full of grace”. The greeting assumes that she is already graced by God. In the development of doctrine, the Church takes this further and traces the graced nature of Mary back to the moment she began to exist. To this is added, by consequence, impeccability throughout her life, meaning that Our Lady committed no actual sins. But that does not mean she enjoyed full knowledge of everything or that she participated in the Beatific Vision during her earthly life. Nor does it mean that her sinlessness preserved her from suffering; indeed I would argue it only made her suffering more intense. She had to endure what we cannot comprehend, the deep suffering of wounded innocence.

Here we should notice something very important. As with all the Marian dogmas, the real focus is not Mary but her Son Jesus. He is his Mother’s Redeemer. She is only Immaculate so as to be able to be his real human Mother. The Mother is inseparable from her Son. She exists for him and he cherishes her totally.

The Immaculate Conception has had a powerful influence in Marian devotion, especially over the past three centuries. The figure of a perfect human being, yet poor and obscure, inspires and encourages us. Mary is immaculate in her origin and her life, the Virgin so humble and pure. Saint Grignon de Montfort in his masterly treatise on true devotion to Mary, focused on her Immaculate Conception. The revelations of Saint Catherine Laboure at Rue du Bac Paris, in 1830 gave us the aspiration, “Mary, conceived without original sin, pray for us who have recourse to you.”   The revelations to Saint Bernadette at Lourdes in 1858 reached their climax in her words to Bernadette; “I am the Immaculate Conception.” The Fatima experience in 1917 leads to a call to reparation to Mary’s Immaculate Heart, already a strong devotion in French spirituality. Saint Maxmilian Kolbe simply referred to Mary as “the Immaculate”.

SHE IS THE MOTHER OF GOD

The greatest title of Mary is “Mother of God”. This has the supreme approval of the Church. The Council of Ephesus (431 AD) gave Mary the title “Theotokos”, the God-bearer, which is rendered in English and other languages as “Mother of God”.  This title upsets some people who imagine that we are making an absurd or blasphemous claim that the omnipotent uncaused God could have an eternal mother. Of course, in strict terms of philosophy and theology it is impossible to imagine that God has a mother. If God has a mother then that mother would be God! It is also ridiculous to imagine some cosmic conception and birth process, which in turn would raise a paternity question, and that would lead back to yet another God. 

But the title “Mother of God” refers to what happened in this world, the Incarnation. This title affirms that, at a point of time, God created and chose a human Mother so that, through her, he could take flesh on this planet and literally be her divine and human Son.

The title is really about Jesus Christ. It refers to him as God and Man in one Person. Mary is the Mother of the whole Christ, not just the Mother of his human nature. At the Council of Ephesus, the title was set out to take precedence over another legitimate title “Mother of Christ”, because at that time this title was being misused to argue that Mary is simply the mother of the human Christ. That also leaves open the way to the heresy of adoptionism, meaning that Mary brought forth a perfect human being, Jesus, who later “became” the Son of God when he was “adopted” by the Father, either at his baptism in the Jordan or when he rose from the dead.

The integrity of the Person of Jesus Christ, God and Man, is maintained when we refer to Mary as the Mother of God.

In devotion, in the second part of the Hail Mary added in the Fifteenth Century, she is invoked as “Holy Mary, Mother of God” millions of times every day. In ecumenical terms, devotion to the Mother of God also spans the divisions across the East and West, because we join with millions of the Orthodox Christians in praying to Mary under this title.

SHE IS THE PERPETUAL VIRGIN

The Catechism of the Catholic Church maintains that Mary is a Virgin before, during and after the birth of her Son (CCC  496-499).  

To understand this truth we need to cite a strong and continuous sacred Tradition. In itself, that step is a sharp reminder that the Second Vatican Council insisted on Tradition as the other source, with Scripture, of the one Word of God. This is where we Catholics take a different position both to biblical fundamentalists and to liberal or modernist Biblicists – two opposing extremes. Both groups press for a “sola scriptura” position, that is, everything must either be proved by or drawn from “Scripture alone”, that is, only from the Bible. Fundamentalists “prove” all kinds of bizarre things by their literal or simplistic interpretation of every word in the Bible. Modernists explain away the supernatural elements in the Bible and jettison Christian essentials, so they also end up believing in bizarre things. Not a few of yesterday’s Modernists are today’s “new age” disciples.

However, there is a continuous tradition in East and West: (a) that Mary had no other children than Jesus; (b) that her marriage to Saint Joseph was chaste; (c) that she was a Virgin not only before and after the birth of Christ, but during that event. The Catechism of the Catholic Church no. 699 cites the ancient Greek title for Mary, aeiparthenos, ever-Virgin, that has flowed into the liturgies of the East and West

The fundamentalist first attacks this title “ever-Virgin” by saying that in the Gospels Jesus is referred to as the “first born son”. We reply that this was used for any first born male whether or not he had siblings. Then the fundamentalist says that the “brothers and sisters” of Our Lord were children of Mary. A little research reveals that there was no term for “cousins” in Christ’s culture, and our Lord himself called his disciples the “brethren”.  

In Mark’s Gospel, where there is no account of the Virginal conception and birth of Christ, we find Jesus described once as “the son of Mary” (Mark 6:3). That was not an acceptable title in the Jewish social context when legitimate children were known after their father. The other Gospels refer to him as the son of Joseph, his legal title. Yet the expression “son of Mary” in Mark at least may be a hint of a mystery about his paternity. It may be Mark’s subtle allusion to Mary as the Virgin Mother. Another family mystery was the way the dying Saviour entrusted his mother to a disciple (John 19: 26-27) and not to a blood relative. This may also indicate that there were no immediate brothers and sisters around to fulfil the required duty of caring for their mother.

But Marian apologetics in favour of the perpetual virginity of Our Lady is also directed against Modernists. They want to make this a “symbolic” doctrine, at best. They like to reduce every dogma to the safe “symbolic” level. We control a doctrine’s meaning once we make it “symbolic”, and Modernism is all about controlling religious meaning. 

I believe Modernists also have problems with concrete realities, especially the human body.  Note how they slide easily into dualism (a sharp separation of body and soul) or docetism (Jesus only seemed to have a real body) when they water down the Resurrection of Jesus and make it “spiritual” or a “faith experience”. This probably comes from their failure to come to terms with the scandal of the Incarnation: that God literally took our frail flesh, and lived and died and rose again in that frail human flesh in the Person of Jesus of Nazareth.  In the field of ethics Modernists also have problems with body-focused morality, especially the Church’s teaching against artificial contraception and certain themes in sexual ethics, which they reject as “biologism”. 

However, the perpetual virginity of Mary is about her body, about biology, meaning that it includes a literal virginal integrity. At the same time, there is much rich symbolism in this doctrine, but it rests on the prior reality of the virginal integrity of Mary, who is the “hortus conclusus”, the closed garden. Mary holds in herself the two great glories of womanhood, virginity and maternity. In a world which scorns virginity, where pressure is exerted on young women and young men to lose their virginity as soon as possible, we need to proclaim Mary ever-Virgin from the housetops. In a world that mocks maternity and presses for contraception, sterilization and abortion, this greatest of all Mothers shines forth in her resplendent purity and integrity.

When our devotion is inspired by her perpetual virginity, it is a means for us to respect our own bodies, to pray for and strive for holy purity in thought, word and deed, to seek the grace of chastity in its different forms, in marriage or single life. This is also linked to devotion inspired by her Immaculate Conception.

MARY HAS BEEN ASSUMED BODILY INTO HEAVEN

Sacred tradition is again our source for the Church’s solemn teaching that Mary was taken body and soul into the glory of heaven, the dogma proclaimed in 1950 by Pope Pius XII.  What needs to be made clear again is that the Church is not just teaching something “symbolic” or “spiritual” about Mary going to heaven. What is being taught is that the material body of Our Lady was raised up into the glory of heaven together with her immortal soul. To simplify it, Mary already enjoys a total resurrection. She follows her Son who has imparted to her his own bodily resurrection into glory.

My late father, an Anglican vicar, strongly defended the Assumption. He would say, “Well, if Our Lady is not in heaven, where is she?” and “The first person Christ would call to share in his resurrection would be his own mother.” 

Indicating some Biblical parallels of bodily assumptions, may be useful when speaking to fundamentalists, for example, Elijah was taken up to heaven in a chariot of fire in 2 Kings 2:11. But that will cut little ice with modernists who do not believe in chariots of fire and have problems with heaven and may even quibble over whether Elijah ever existed! One way of gently influencing this kind of objector might be to point to the providential timeliness of the definition of this dogma. Pope Pius XII taught infallibly in 1950, just after the Second World War, the Holocaust and Hiroshima and Nagasaki, that is, just after an era of unparalleled violation of the bodies of millions of innocents. It was a time when questions of life, death and eternity were raised in a dramatic way that still haunts our 21st century. It was a time when human bodies were treated like trash to a degree unparalleled in history. 

However, the history of the doctrine of the Assumption is a better way to follow. Fifty years ago, Pope Pius XII used references from the Fathers in the document containing the definition. The celebration of a “dormition” or “falling asleep” of the Virgin goes back to the early centuries in the Christian East. 

The logic behind the dogma proposes that Mary shared in the Resurrection and became a sign of our future hope, the heavenly glory of the Church, the final coming of Christ’s Kingdom. It also rests on the Immaculate Conception, that the very mortal remains of the Immaculate One would “not see corruption” in a tomb. In his apostolic preaching, at Pentecost, Saint Peter used this reference from Psalm 15:10 to proclaim the Resurrection of Jesus Christ  (cf. Acts 2: 27)

An interesting aspect of the dogma is that the question of whether Mary actually died has been left open by the teaching Church. One argument says that she did not die because death is caused by original sin. But the prevailing view is that she did die, because her sinless Son suffered death, and that she was buried, probably at Ephesus. The legendary accounts of her assumption all concur with this latter view.

Associated with the Assumption is also an unusual fact. Nowhere does anyone claim, or it seems has anyone ever claimed, to have relics of the body of the Blessed Virgin. There are supposed relics of her veil, her belt, etc. but no first class relics of flesh or bone. This is remarkable in itself if we go back to the early centuries when there was such a great quest for the bodies of the apostles and saints, when churches were built over them and they were transported here and there. In Ephesus they built a great church in honor of Mary, but it contained no relics.

Devotion to Mary assumed into heaven enriches an essential dimension of Christian living, that is, our vision of Gods’ future, our hope of eternal life, a hope and faith based on the bodily Resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The liturgy gives us a beautiful description of this dogma in the new preface of the Assumption in the Roman Missal, where she is “the beginning and the pattern of the Church in its perfection and a sign of sure hope and comfort for your people on their pilgrim way”.

MARY IS THE QUEEN OF HEAVEN

In Marian devotion we often hear the expression, “Queen of Heaven”, together with various other regal titles in the last part of the Litany of the Blessed Virgin, known as the Litany of Loreto. However, referring to Mary as “Queen of Heaven” is hotly opposed by biblical fundamentalists. Some gleefully point to an Old Testament text, which they quote out of context, ignoring its historical meaning, that is, an idolatrous practice denounced by Jeremiah, offering “sacrifices to the queen of heaven” Jeremiah 14: 17, 25. In fact this refers to the worship of the pagan godess, Astarte, who was called “queen of heaven” and identified in some places with the planet Venus. It has nothing to do with the Blessed Virgin or her title. It also shows how fundamentalists slide indiscriminately backwards and forwards from Old to New Testament sources. 

But is there any scriptural basis for referring to Mary with the exalted title, “Queen of heaven”?  In our reflection on the Visitation, I will show how the Hebrew culture framed an expression which says plainly that Mary is Queen. However, the other scriptural justification for the Marian title “Queen of heaven” is in Revelation 12, where we see the vision of the woman clothed with the sun, the moon beneath her feet, crowned with twelve stars. This is a complex double image – Mary, for she brings forth the Messiah child – and the Church, for she is persecuted by the devil, a dragon in the vision. Nonetheless, Mary is depicted as the queen of the universe.

It is also interesting that perhaps the oldest painting of Mary, in the Roman catacombs, shows her enthroned with her Son on her lap as the Magi approach. In the Fifth Century this was carved on the door of the basilica of Santa Sabina on the Aventine Hill in Rome but now the throne has a set of steps. This imagery reappears and develops in many later paintings, mosaics and statues up to our own times. Recently a special rite of crowning an image of the Blessed Virgin was authorised by the Vatican’s Congregation for Divine Worship. The “Virgin enthroned” or the crowned Virgin  is Mary the Queen. Later there were many depictions of her Son actually crowning her, although this symbolic art is derived equally from the doctrine of her assumption into heavenly glory, that is her triumph and that of the Church.

Our devotion gladly accords her the title of “Queen”, especially in the Litany of the Blessed Virgin or “Litany of Loreto”. In this Easter Season we replace the Angelus with the Regina Caeli. One of the most popular Marian antiphons in the Liturgy of the Hours is the “Salve Regina”, Hail Holy Queen, widely used by Catholics and recited at the end of the Rosary. May I also commend to you an aspiration revealed to a holy nun: “Mary, Immaculate Queen, triumph and reign!”  Wherever she reigns, in our hearts, in our families, in society, there justice, peace and mercy flourish. She is the Queen of the poor, Queen of the little ones, for in her is fulfilled the prophesy of her Magnificat, the poor and lowly are raised up and the rich are sent empty away. 

MARY IS OUR MOTHER, MOTHER OF THE CHURCH

Some of our fellow Christians are offended when they hear us refer to Mary as “our” Mother, or “Mother of the Church”.  Our basic reply is simple. We can point to those poignant moments at the cross recorded in John 19: 26-27. We are all familiar with this passage,  “Mother, behold your son. Son behold your mother.” Then we are told that this beloved disciple took Mary to his own home, by reliable tradition, ultimately to a home in Ephesus, now a chapel at the top of a hill among the ruins of the old city. 

To develop that event at the cross effectively means taking a non-fundamentalist direction with the Scriptures. The entrustment of Mary to John was not simply a considerate domestic arrangement. Saint John was inspired to record the care Christ commanded him to give to Mary in order to convey her relationship, not only to him, but to all Christ’s faithful disciples, to all the members of the Church.  She is not separate from the Church, therefore the title “Mother of the Church”, given her at the end of the Second Vatican Council, is not meant to set her up over the Church, but to express her maternal role within the great family of God.

But the motherhood of Mary ultimately rests on the experience of those who know and love her. It is an area where rational arguments can only take us so far.  We end up challenging our objector to take the risk of asking Mary to be his or her mother, in prayer. That is a great risk, because it usually ends up in conversion to Catholicism – and I can speak from my own experience, a journey that began when an eleven-year-old taught himself the Hail Mary.

MARY IS OUR ADVOCATE

When we describe Mary as “our advocate” we refer to her intercessory power as the specific way she exercises her motherly care for us. This needs to be set in the broader context of (a) the Communion of Saints, which we profess in the creed, and (b) what flows from this, namely, praying to the saints or, to be more precise, addressing them to seek their prayers for us.

Devotion to Mary as the greatest intercessor among the saints is ancient, inspired no doubt by Saint John’s account of the marriage at Cana, where Mary intercedes for the new wine of the Kingdom (John 2: 3-4). Christian archaelogy offers us good evidence for the antiquity of invoking Our Lady. The early Christians prayed to Mary. Some of the grafitti scratched on a wall at the original tomb of Saint Peter include Marian invocations, and these probably go back to the Second Century. Old icons in East and West show her praying, with hands extended in the traditional orantes position, the Virgo orans. The oldest Marian prayer seems to be the “Sub tuum”: “We flee to your protection, O holy Mother of God”. A Fourth Century Greek fragment seems to be an early form of this prayer. In the following century, inspired by the Council of Ephesus, devotion to Mary as one who prays for us flourished.

However, this historical case, which can be developed in finer detail, makes no sense if it is not: (a) placed in the broader context of the doctrine of the Communion of Saints, and (b) backed by an accurate description of what praying to a saint really involves. This act is joining our prayers to a fellow Christian who has gone before us, a person who is now in the presence of God in a way we are not.  Moreover, when we use the term “advocate” to refer to Mary, it only makes sense in terms of her lesser role within the all-sufficient universal work of her Son, our one Mediator and Advocate. We are not running to Mary because Jesus will not give us what we want.

I would sound a note of caution about the language we use about the Blessed Virgin because it can put good people off. At times, in poetic or devotional enthusiasm, we can say exaggerated things about our dear Mother. People who love someone often do that!  But there are limits. It is difficult to explain to a non-Catholic the meaning of expressions such as “all her actions let us worship” or “remind thy Son that he has paid the price of our iniquity”. The first is poetic license and  rests on a subtle meaning of “worship” which has vanished in modern English. The second is theological nonsense – as if Jesus could forget the Redemption!  But it is also a case of poetic license, and has been corrected in one modern version of “Hail, Queen of Heaven”.

Other titles, such as “mediatrix” and “co-redemprix”, call for more precise explanation. As the Second Vatican Council reminded us, they must not detract from the unique and all-powerful mediatorial role of Jesus Christ (cf Lumen Gentium 62). Nor are these titles central to Marian devotion. Until the Church gives supreme magisterial approval to these titles in doctrinal terms,  I believe they belong more to a “specialist” department, for prayerful discussion, as it were, within our own Catholic family, and “not in front of the neighbors”. 

MARIAN APPARITIONS? 

Devotion to Mary may be enriched by her apparitions, but it should never be based on apparitions. Some apparitions, such as Guadalupe, Lourdes and Fatima,  have the strong approval of the Church, evident in the pilgrimages Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II have made to these shrines, but no Catholic is bound to believe even in these recognised apparitions and messages. Others are more problematical and complex, and even the most popular in this second category still await the judgment of the Church, for example Garabandal and Medjugorje, and there are complex problems to be resolved in both cases, and I would not be optimistic about the outcome. Then there is a third category that is a source of mischief, error and division, the false apparitions and fanatical messages such as the “Little Pebble” and Bayside. Satan can be a deceiving mimic of what is good and true.

But apparitions teach us something that intensifies devotion to Mary. According to God’s providential Will,  Mary is permitted to enter human history to promote her Son’s work and plan of salvation. This happened at Fatima, when she called us back to his Gospel essentials, prayer and penance, in the terrible century of blood, marred  by wars, persecutions, genocide and revolutions.  However, within the Church, we should never let this area of apparitions intrude too far, because it may detract from the central simple case for devotion to Mary – who she is in God’s plan of salvation.  Our primary evangelistic and apologetical mission is surely to stick to the essentials, and that is what I have endeavored to do in building a basis for true devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

II     REFLECTIONS ON THE VISITATION

Most Rev Peter J. Elliott

At the end of this Marian Month, on May 31St, we celebrate the Feast of the Visitation, the Second Joyful Mystery of the Rosary. It was a simple event, yet full of wonder, mystery and meaning.

Two women meet and the mystery of the Incarnation enters the village of Ain Karim. It is a hidden mystery, this great secret shared first by two women, treasured in their loving hearts and only gradually entrusted to others. No doubt there was much hugging and some happy weeping, but that detail is not recorded by Saint Luke.

Mary as the Bearer of Good News

Why is Mary here?  The Holy Spirit has brought her here. Filled with the Spirit, she could not keep the joy in her heart to herself, the news of the unique new life growing in her virginal womb. Responding to the angel’s news that her beloved older cousin Elizabeth is also pregnant, Mary’s  beatitude compels her to rise up and “hasten” to her cousin in the “hill country” of Judah, that is, she made a rather long journey South from Nazareth in Galilee. 

First she wishes to share the wonder of the Word made flesh, the great miracle announced to her and accepted by her at the Annunciation, the Incarnation of God the Son.  But secondly, she goes out of herself because she is rejoicing with the other woman, celebrating the grace of pregnancy granted to Elizabeth, who was thought to be barren. Thus in Mary hastening to Ain Karim we see selfless love and womanly concern that reaches out to the other, that mysterious bond between women that men never quite understand.

Mary brings her cousin good news, but she brings her much more. She brings the very object of that good news, the Word made flesh in her womb, the one who will be named “Jesus”, Jeshua, Saviour, the Desire of the Nations, the Hope of Israel.

Mary as the Bearer of Life, 

At Ain Karim two pregnant women greet one another but here we see something that was contrary to convention. The older woman, the wife of a Temple priest, defers reverently to her young unmarried cousin. Then we see something remarkable for at the same time two foetuses are greeting one another, the older one, three months old, quickens in his mother’s womb responding to the presence of the younger one, a tiny zygote who draws near to him enshrined in Mary’s womb.

The quickening or “leaping” of St John the Baptist in his mother’s womb has been seen as an echo of the holy delight of King David, dancing before the Ark of the Covenant as it was being led into Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6:14). Mary is thus presented by Luke as the new ark of a new order, the ark of a New Covenant. 

The Old Covenant rested on the law revealed to Moses and inscribed on two stone tablets enshrined within a noble casket of fine wood and pure gold. That man-made ark of the covenant was a “type”, a symbolic prophecy or anticipation of Mary. She is the real ark, the true “house of gold”, for she is the tabernacle of perfect human flesh enshrining the Word made flesh.  God now dwells among his people. God tabernacles among them, not as the Law but as a personal reality, the divine and human Person, the God-Man, Jesus of Nazareth.

The personalism of the new Covenant is evident in the fact that Mary is much more than “a container” for something sacred. She is much more than an instrument. She bears and she brings us Someone sacred, for she is the mother of the Holy One, the holy Mother of God, Theotokos.  As the angel said, the power and glory of the Lord, his Shekinah, overshadowed her, just as the divine glory hovered over the ark in the sacred desert tent and later in Solomon’s Temple. But that ark was lost centuries before in conquest and captivity and now in Jerusalem the Temple of Herod, glorious as it was, could only show an empty room as the “holy of holies”, the most sacred place of divine encounter with man. This is where Elizabeth’s husband Zachariah will carry out his priestly duty. Now the emptiness of the room he serves is filled with Jesus and Mary is indeed the “holy of holies”.

Two foetuses greet one another. But how can that be? How can Luke record this phenomenon? Surely that would be beyond the limited scientific understandings of conception, gestation and pregnancy in the ancient world? But there it is, in the Infancy Narrative, a foetus greeting a zygote. This is why many people in the pro-life movement have proposed this feast of the Visitation as the world “day for life” among Christians. What modern science has verified, that human life begins inexorably at conception, is affirmed by the Incarnation, by the virginal conception of Jesus and the miraculous conception of John the Baptist, by the encounter between these two new lives at the Visitation.

Mary understood as the tabernacle of God links her to the Eucharist. In his great encyclical on the Eucharist,  Ecclesia de Eucharistia, The Servant of God Pope John Paul II described her as “the Woman of the Eucharist”, the “first tabernacle in history”.  Henceforth the eucharistic tabernacles wrought by human hands and the sacred vessels containing the Eucharist, our chalices, patens, ciboria, pyxes, monstrances, are all images of Mary. Like her, the Vessel of Devotion, the Spiritual Vessel, these vessels exist only to bear the Lord, to offer the Lord, to present and show the Lord to us. What they carried out as the function of beautiful but inanimate instruments, she carries out with full personal faith, commitment and consent. 

Mary as the Bearer of the Messiah

However, when the older woman defers to the younger, something subtle and unusual is said, something not immediately discerned, hence missed by most commentators. When Elizabeth greets Mary at the Visitation, she says, “Whence is it that the Mother of my Lord should come to me?”  

We hear her defer respectfully to the holy Virgin but she also addresses her in a most unusual, even incongruous, way. This paradox eludes us and the words run past us because we do not come from the Jewish culture of the First Century. We miss the nuance in “Whence is it that the Mother of my Lord should come to me?”  

In Middle Eastern royal courts the title “Mother of my Lord” was reserved for one person, the queen mother, the Great Lady, that is, the mother of the king who can be called “my Lord”. Often she ranked immediately after him in the court protocol. What is remarkable here is that an older woman addresses a teenage girl with this majestic senior regal title. She may even have bowed as she said it. 

Elizabeth only does this because she is inspired by God to recognise that the virgin of Nazareth is pregnant with the Messiah, the King of Israel, Jesus the anointed One, the “Christ”. However, when she calls him “my Lord” we should note that this expression is only found in a few places in the New Testament: in the confession of faith of Saint Thomas after the Resurrection, “My Lord and my God!”, when Mary Magdalene refers to the missing “body of my Lord”, that is, when she wept at his empty tomb and when Saint Paul expresses personal faith in his Lord in Philippians 3:8.  

On the other hand, the objective expression “the Lord” is the title used frequently in the Gospels of Luke and John because it arose among the earliest Christians - the title believers only gave to the risen Jesus. He is Kyrios, the triumphant Lord of life and death, the King who is Messiah for all people, not only the Jews but King of all nations. That is an underlying theme of Luke’s sequel to his Gospel, the Acts of the Apostles. Moreover, in the Old Testament the title “The Lord” was reserved for God, so when Christians give this to Jesus we see early faith in the divinity of Jesus Christ. The mother of the whole Person Jesus is truly the Mother of God, the God-bearer, Theotokos, as the Council of Ephesus proclaimed.

However, when Elizabeth says “my Lord” I do not believe she is using the language of the faith used by the post-Resurrection community of believers. Luke’s infancy narrative does not reflect that clearly, being drawn from other earlier sources, probably the family memoirs. Elizabeth uses the conventional language of courtiers in any royal court of the time, such as we see in Psalm 110 verse 1, “The Lord said to my lord….”,  meaning, “God said to my king”.  Referring to their monarch, loyal subjects would have said “our Lord the King” or “my Lord the King”, a usage which has continued in many cultures across the centuries, for example in medieval and Tudor England.  

From this greeting, we learn what Mary’s queenship really means and why we are bound to call her our “queen”. This is no mere devotional title. Her queenship points directly to her Son because it is derived from him alone. It depends utterly on him but it is a title inseparable from him. She is not a chosen consort like Esther, the wife of a king, a wife who might be set aside at the king’s whim, rather Mary is a Queen mother, inseparable from her Son. Nor is her regal role a symbolic honour, for she shares actively in his reign, attuned by her faith to share in his work of Redemption as the co-redemptrix of our race. 

In recognizing the source of her queenly role, we affirm that Mary is the mother of the Messiah, the ultimate King of the Jews. That was a role every Jewish maiden would have longed to accept.  However, this mother was “chosen before creation began”, fashioned by God in her Immaculate Conception to be the worthy Mother of God, the Immaculate Queen.
Mary as the Bearer of Grace

She who was hailed by the angel in the Annunciation as “full of grace”, kecharitomene, in the Visitation is the bearer of grace to her cousin and to the world.  Mary brings us the greatest grace, the Father’s gift of his only Son, our only Lord and Saviour. In him all grace is contained. He is the fullness of grace. So she is called to continue this mission and vocation of being the bearer of his grace for the rest of her life, not only in this world but on into eternity. As the Second Vatican Council taught, she did not set aside her motherly role when she was assumed into eternal glory but she continues to care for us here on earth. Rightly she merits the sublime title of Mediatrix of Graces.

Her motherhood in the spiritual domain, in the reign of grace, is for all people. Beneath her mantle and in her Immaculate Heart there is a place for everyone.

Mary as the Bearer of Faith

Elizabeth extols the faith of Mary” “Blessed is she who believed that what the Lord said would be done to her.”  Again this reflects a typical understanding of faith in Israel, faith in the promises of the God of the Covenant who always keeps his word. The divine fidelity, the steadfast love, hesed, of the Lord calls for a response of trust. From Abraham, “our father in faith” on his journey to a promised land, through to Mary, supreme model of faith in her unique vocation, Israel is called to trust in God’s mercy, to let God take over.

Mary as the woman of faith is the true disciple, the first disciple of her Son. She not only trusts God but she accepts what the angel said in reply to her puzzlement, that with God all things are possible.  She calls us to let go, to let God be God, to let the divine Providence rule, above all to let his “particular providence”, as Cardinal Newman described it, guide and shape our lives.

Mary as the Bearer of Joy

Elizabeth’s rejoices in the deep spiritual joy of Mary as she exclaims, “Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb”, words that we say every day in the Hail Mary. “Blessed” is a deeper word than “happy”. In Greek it is makarios, hence the Beatitides are called ”makarisms”. In Latin it is beatus. Mary is blessed, beata or more precisely benedicta, among all women because her beatitude is of the order of grace and holiness, just as all proclaimed “blessed” by her Son in his Beatitudes are those who welcome the grace of God, who live the grace of God. These are holy people, not simply folk who are joyous or content amidst their afflictions. Mary wishes to share this beatitude of grace and holiness with everyone, so in the second part of Luke’s account of her Visitation, she proclaims the good news of joy in a canticle of praise, her Magnificat, during which she may well have danced for joy.  

As with her initial motive in hastening to her cousin, this is no song of self congratulation. Once again Mary goes out of herself. She returns everything to God, her Saviour and ours. She freely adapts the Song of Hannah, who centuries before thanked God for the gift of her son Samuel in a hymn of gratitude. Mary’s song is a God-centred act of thanksgiving, a canticle of praise to God for the great things he has done in her life and, more than that, for what he has done for Israel and what he will do for us, the whole of humanity. 

Her “song of joy” celebrates God’s “new order”, not the vile “new order” of Hitler, or the sinister “new world order” or our times. The Kingdom is here because Jesus the King has been conceived. She anticipates his reign that reverses the conventional order of this world - repression and exploitation of a ruthless empire, opulence and poverty, injustice piled on injustice. In his kingdom the mighty are put down and the humble are exalted. The rich are sent empty away and the hungry are filled. This is the reign of justice and mercy, the reign of the Messiah King. Mary’s good news of a Saviour heralds the triumph of the little ones, those precious poor of the Lord God of Israel, his anohim, such as the shepherd folk who will hasten to welcome their gentle King when he is born amidst their obscurity in Bethlehem.

Mary’s last words in the Magnificat are a praise of the Divine Mercy, that is, of the loving tenderness, the compassion of God for his little ones.  In the school of Mary, Mother of Mercy, we learn her lesson of justice. Because God has dealt so kindly with our forefathers, so his everlasting mercy reaches out to us now, to cradle and heal us, to strengthen and console us. Finally, in God’s good time, “at the hour of our death”, we pray that his gentle mercy will bring us safely home.
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