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THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION
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During the sixteenth apparition at the grotto beside the River Gave in Lourdes, young Bernadette Soubirous implored the Beautiful Lady of her visions to reveal her identity. The Lady answered in clearly spoken words in the local dialect: “Que soy era Immaculado Conceptiou.”

Shortly afterwards, Bernadette rushed round to the house of M. Estrade, a minor government official who had befriended her during the Police interrogations, and burst in asking: “What does Conceptiou mean? Only four years earlier Pope Pius IX had proclaimed the Immaculate Conception of Mary as a dogma of the Faith. Estrade tried to explain to the poor girl what it meant.

The local parish priest, M. l’Abbé Peyramale, had previously dismissed the timid 14-year old’s stories of a Beautiful Lady down by the town dump. To her reported requests that a chapel be built there and that the faithful go there in processions he had curtly responded: “Tell your Beautiful Lady that the Curé of Lourdes is not in the habit of dealing with mysterious strangers. If she wants a chapel, she must reveal her identity.”

The heavenly reply surprised and convinced Monsieur l’Abbé that Bernadette was not hallucinating, but genuinely the recipient of celestial graces. Her use of local dialect for her new title, the Immaculate Conception, provoked widespread discussion in the diocese of Tarbes about the Papal definition that Our Lady “in the first instant of her conception was, by a singular grace and privilege of Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the human race, preserved exempt from all stain of original sin. . .Her soul at the very moment of its creation and infusion into her body was clothed in sanctifying grace.”

So while the Christian child is sanctified at the font, and John the Baptist was sanctified in the womb, Mary, Mother of God to-be, was sanctified from the very first moment of her conception.

How can this be? Surely Scripture tells us that all since the fall of Adam are born in original sin. Their souls are deprived of that glorious grace and intimacy with God which clothed our first parents in Eden. Today, even, there are those who doubt the doctrine of original sin. They believe in their own immaculate conceptions, while denying that of Our Lady!

The early Fathers often described Mary as the second, but obedient, Eve. Adam and Eve brought death, but Jesus and Mary have loosened the knot of their disobedience. Ephrem Syrus sings of Mary as spotless, but John Damascene (d.749) is the first theologian to teach clearly the Immaculate Conception of Mary.

In the west it was a Saxon monk, Eadmer (d.1124) who first logically defended the belief. He was acting as an apologist for Abbot Anselm of Bury St Edmunds who had been transferred from the Greek monastery of St Sabas in Rome, and had brought with him the tradition of the feast of the Immaculate Conception. In fact, the Saxons has previously celebrated it, but after 1066, the Norman French had abolished it.

Eadmer had powerful opponents. St Bernard (d.1153) reprimanded the cathedral canons of Lyons for introducing the feast. He felt it went beyond the teaching of Scripture and the Fathers. Moreover, how could sin not have been present in the concupiscence of the marital embrace of SS. Joachim and Anne, Mary’s parents? (Bernard subscribed to Augustine’s view of intercourse). How then could the Holy Spirit have been present at Mary’s conception? So how could there then have been sanctity? Simple people in Normandy - whence the “superstition” had arrived from England - might celebrate it, but the famous and noble church of Lyons should not.

About 1174 an international controversy broke out over the doctrine between England and France. Nicholas of St Albans attacked St Bernard’s idea that marital intercourse was necessarily sinful. To Bernard’s sarcastic query: “Whence the sanctity of the conception?”, he replied simply: “From God.”

Peter, Bishop of Chartres, responded in defence of the great French saint, but in political terms. The Immaculate Conception was a product of the fogbound English mind, a hallucination:

“Whatever is not based on the authority of Scripture cannot be established with any security. Nor should English levity be irritated if Gallic maturity is more solidly established. For England is an island surrounded by water, hence her inhabitants are understandably affected by the property of this element and are often led to odd and unfounded fancies, comparing their dreams with visions, not to say preferring them to the latter. I certainly have proof that the English are greater dreamers than the French . . . On the other hand, the inhabitants of Gaul, which is not so cavernous or so watery, do not quickly leave their reason behind, but cling more tenaciously to the authorities of truth.”

St Bernard might have been canonized, replied Nicholas, but that meant only that he was in the glory of heaven, not exempt from all criticism. He then reported a typically medieval legend, in which Bernard shortly after death appeared to a Cistercian lay brother, clothed in a radiant white garment with one black spot. The brother was told that this spot was Bernard’s mistaken view on the Immaculate Conception. The Cistercians had burnt the written account of the dream at their General Chapter!

Aquinas himself (d 1274) opposed the Immaculate Conception. He tells us that certain churches celebrate it, and that Rome tolerates the celebration. He himself suggests that Mary was sanctified sometime before birth, but not necessarily at her conception.

The English and Scots Franciscans, William of Ware and Blessed Duns Scotus, finally came up with a solution which satisfied the whole Church. Mary, like all fallen mankind, needed Christ’s redemption. However, by special privilege she received an anticipated share in that redemption, praeredemptio, which preserved her from original sin. She was all-graced, in order to be the perfect Spouse of the Spirit and Mother of Jesus.

The University of Paris, then the Council of Basle, first accepted this account. Slowly the Spirit led the Church into all Truth. By 1622, Pope Gregory XV forbade anyone to maintain, even in private discussions, that the Virgin Mary was conceived in original sin, although he exempted the Dominicans from this rule! By 1750 Pope Benedict XIV wrote: “The Church inclines to the opinion of the Immaculate Conception; but the Apostolic See has not yet defined it as an article of faith." The Greek and Russian Orthodox honoured Mary as Panagia, All-Holy, and taught the Immaculate Conception for centuries until Rome defined it in 1854. Then, somewhat perversely, they downplayed it and accused the Catholics of inventing it.

Our much awaited and long overdue 1992 universal Catechism tells us that Mary, in order to be mother of the Saviour “was furnished by God with gifts adequate for so great a task.” At the Annunciation, Gabriel greeted her as “full of grace” (kecharitomene), uniquely graced, to make her the perfect mother for the Redeemer. Blessed is she among women. Wednesday’s feast is certainly consonant with Scripture, even if not proven by it. But as Eadmer wrote:  “Potuit, decuit, fecit.” God could do it, it was fitting, therefore He did it.”

