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"The more we are sinners, the more she has tenderness and compassion for us." St John Marie Vianney. This coming Tuesday we celebrate the Solemnity of Mary’s Assumption body and soul into heaven. 


Hidden away in the John Rylands Library in Manchester is a papyrus fragment bearing one of the oldest known prayers to Our Lady, Sub Tuum Praesidium. The Greek text comes from Egypt and dates from c.250 AD. The translation will be familiar to many readers: 
We fly to thy patronage, O holy Mother of God;

Despise not our petitions in our necessities,

But deliver us always from all dangers,

O glorious and blessed Virgin.  Amen

Such a text proves that early Christians already trusted in Mary’s intercession. It uses the title Theotokos, God-bearer, long before the Council of Ephesus defined it. This Tuesday we celebrate the Feast of Mary’s Assumption: the fact that exceptionally her body, as well as her soul, was taken up into heaven when her earthly life had ended.

The survival of any single bone of Mary’s body would naturally discredit the dogma of the Assumption. But there are none. Despite the early Christians’ eagerness to save and venerate the bones of the martyrs and saints, there is no record of their ever claiming the bones of Mary.


The shroud in which Mary was buried is claimed by the cathedral of Aachen. Chartres cathedral possesses what is allegedly a portion of her veil. Prato cathedral, near Florence, has a piece of green ribbon supposedly once Mary’s belt.  Ephesus claims Mary’s house, and Jerusalem a tomb, but of the bones of Mary there is no sign. The Middle Ages multiplied some dubious items like drops of the milk of Mary, but no corporal remains.


The Orthodox East also preserves relics of the Blessed Virgin. On Mount Athos in northern Greece, the monks of the Holy Great Monastery of Vathopedi reverence her cincture. It is made from camel hair, later embroidered with gold thread by one of the Byzantine Empresses, in gratitude for a miraculous cure. It is said to have unique grace to cure women’s sterility and to heal cancer sufferers.  


These relics probably came via Constantinople (Istanbul). In the fifth century, when the Emperor Marcian and his wife Pulcheria were building the Church of Panagia of Blachernae just outside the city, they asked Bishop Juvenal of Jerusalem if they might place Mary’s body in their new church. The bishop replied that the body of Mary was not to be found, but only some of the burial wrappings, which he duly forwarded.

Arguments from an absence of evidence are admittedly not the most convincing. Still, this total absence of relics of the body of the Blessed Virgin is striking, especially when contrasted with Christ’s apostles. Their tombs and relics have been jealously preserved, fought over, occasionally stolen, and not infrequently translated from country to country for safekeeping. 

We must admit that none of the Church Fathers of the first five centuries referred to Mary’s Assumption. They speak of her as the Second Eve, as the Theotokos and as aeiparthenos, ever-Virgin. They praise her and write hymns in her honour.


However, after the Council of Ephesus (431), there grew up a whole genre of Christian literature devoted to the Assumption of Mary, usually referred to as Transitus Mariae (Passage of Mary) literature. 


These stories are apocryphal in nature, reflecting the piety of the Christians who wrote and read them. They exist in Coptic, Greek, Latin, Arabic and Syriac versions. All assume that Mary died a natural death, after which her body was soon taken up to heaven. 


One of these accounts, bearing the name of Bishop Melito of Sardis  - though he probably did not write it - describes Mary's Dormition and Assumption in detail: 

“In the presence of the apostles gathered around her bed, also in the presence of her divine Son and many angels, Mary died and her soul, rose to heaven, accompanied by Christ and the angels. Her body was buried by the disciples. Difficulties developed among certain of the Jews who wished to dispose of her body. Various types of miracles occurred to convince them to honor Mary's body. On the third day, Christ returned. At the request of the apostles the soul of Mary was reunited with her body. Accompanied by singing angels, Christ brought Mary to paradise.”


The Church’s faith in Mary’s Assumption does not arise from the absence of her relics, nor from apocryphal Transitus accounts. It proceeds rather from the whole of Revelation, contemplated under the influence of the Holy Spirit.


It is Chapter 12 of the Book of Revelation, describing the Woman clothed with the Sun, who brings forth the Messiah, which seems to have stimulated the conviction that Mary was already in heaven body and soul. The Greek philosopher Oecumenius wrote in the sixth century:


“Rightly does the vision show her in heaven and not upon earth, as pure in soul and body, as equal to the angels, as a citizen of heaven, as having contained and given flesh to the God who reposes in heaven; for she has nothing in common with the earth and its evils, but is wholly sublime, wholly worthy of heaven, even though she shares our human nature and being.”  


The first theologian to speak of an Assumption (analepsis) of Mary, and not merely a Dormition (koimesis), was Bishop Theoteknos of Livias (c. 550-650). Livias was a city across the Jordan from Jericho. Comparing Mary with Enoch and Elijah, he writes: 


"For Christ took His immaculate flesh from the immaculate flesh of Mary; and if He had prepared a place in heaven for the Apostles, how much more for His mother. If Enoch had been translated and Elijah had gone to heaven, how much more Mary, who like the moon in the midst of the stars shines forth and excels among the prophets and Apostles? For even though her God-bearing body tasted death, it did not undergo corruption, but was preserved incorrupt and undefiled and taken up into heaven with its pure and spotless soul by the holy angels and powers." 


Later on he elaborates: "It was fitting that the most-holy body of Mary, God-bearing body, receptacle of God, divinized, incorruptible, illuminated by divine grace and full of glory ..      …  should be entrusted to the earth for a little while and raised up to heaven in glory, with her soul pleasing to God."


These early records prove that the Assumption was not something suddenly invented in 1950 by Pope Pius XII, when he declared it to be divinely revealed and an essential part of Catholic Faith.
 

Between 1849 and 1950, some 113 Cardinals, eighteen Patriarchs, 2,505 archbishops and bishops, 32,000 priests and men religious, 50,000 religious women, and 8,000,000 lay people had signed petitions to the Vatican, asking that the dogma be promulgated definitively. Those who suggest that the Pope acts unilaterally in such matters have an odd concept of the Catholic Church.


In 1946 the Pope wrote to all the bishops: 'More especially we wish to know if you, Venerable Brethren, with your learning and prudence consider that the bodily Assumption of the Immaculate Blessed Virgin can be proposed and defined as a dogma of faith and whether in addition to your own wishes this is desired by your clergy and people.'


Out of 1181 bishops worldwide, only six doubted that the Assumption was revealed truth, 16 doubted the opportuneness of its definition, the other 1159 were in favour. 

"Shall she, as the garden in which grew the lily of divine sinlessness and the red rose of the passion of redemption, be delivered over to the weeds and be forgotten by the Heavenly Gardener?” wrote Fulton Sheen. 


Consequently in 1950, Pope Pius XII defined Mary's Assumption into Heaven as a dogma of the Faith in his encyclical Munificentissimus Deus : "the Immaculate Mother of God, the ever Virgin Mary, having completed the course of her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into heaven."

Fulton Sheen commented: "Mary always seems to be the Advent of what is in store for man. She anticipates Christ for nine months, as she bears Heaven within her; she anticipates His Passion at Cana, and His Church at Pentecost. Now, in the last great Doctrine of the Assumption, she anticipates heavenly glory, and the definition comes at a time when men think of it least." 


Purposely Vatican II reiterated Pius XII’s definition in its Constitution Lumen Gentium (59): "the Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all stain of original sin, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, when her earthly life was over, and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things.”

The Assumption of Mary holds out hope for every one of us, that we too may share the blessings of Christ’s Resurrection. It prevents the Resurrection being merely a “solo-event.” It reminds us of its communal significance as a promise for every follower of Christ, for every member of the Church of which Mary is model and pattern.

