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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, FEAST OF THE ASSUMPTION 15.8.99  FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


There are only two bodies in heaven. Jesus and Mary. Everyone else there is pure spirit. Today’s feast is a celebration of the human body.


Had Our Lady gone to heaven in the same way as all other saints, we would have no Feast of the Assumption today. The saints’ souls are in paradise, but their mortal remains are here on earth. We have their relics, their tombs and memorials. They experience the Beatific Vision already, but not in the fullness of their humanity. On the Last Day, their bodies will be gloriously reconstituted in some miraculous manner, and re-integrated with their spirits to share fully the Divine Beatitude.

Mary’s body, however, is already in heaven, like Jesus’ Risen Body, beautiful and glorified. Heaven is more than a state of mind. It is physical as well. Or better, super-physical, much more real than this world down here. C.S.Lewis portrayed this super-reality of Heaven so fascinatingly in The Great Divorce. In order to share fully in heaven, we have need of a heavenly body.

In the words of St Paul: “what is sown is corruptible, what is raised is incorruptible; what is sown is contemptible, what is raised is glorious; what is sown is weak, but what is raised is powerful; what is sown is a natural body, but what is raised is a spiritual body." (1 Cor. 15:42-44)


The bodies of the just, although now buried in the earth, will one day share the glory of their redeemed souls. The bodies of the wicked too, will rise again, but to condemnation, to share the bestial ugliness of Satan and to experience in the body the pains of hell fire.


After death, we will not be fully ourselves, until we get our bodies back! To be human, means to be a physical as well as a spiritual being.


What we do in the body here on earth determines what we will experience in the next world. It is “in and through the body” that we show love for one another. The corporal works of mercy are to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless, defend the orphan and widow, visit the sick and the imprisoned – on these we shall be judged on that Last and most awesome Day.

It is “in the body” that we work out our salvation. These hands which I am using for typing just now - I can use them to bring healing and to bless, to comfort and to build. But I can also use them to do evil: to strike another or to steal, to write hateful words or to behave immorally. Each of us can ask him/herself: are my hands fit for heaven? What future are my hands fashioning for myself and for others? Are they fit to raise in adoration to the Holy Trinity?

For the physical senses of the just will be glorified in the world to come. Sight and hearing, touch and taste and smell will be perfected in ways beyond our comprehension.


Because Mary placed her body so totally at the service of God, even to conceiving His Son, she already experiences in the body the fullness of Beatitude. Her hands cherished him as a baby, changed his nappies, her breasts nourished him, she dressed him, prepared his meals, taught him, and cared for him for most of his earthly life.

It can be helpful to meditate on the uses we make of our the senses and members of our own bodies. How, for example do I employ my eyes and ears for in this world?  Do I listen sympathetically to the sorrows and anxieties of others? Or do I listen avidly to malicious gossip? Do I see the beauties of God’s creation and give thanks? Do I read and ponder on the Divine truths? Or do I look for that which is unworthy and degrading, on TV and in magazines? Do I fritter my time away, reading only ephemeral scandal and trashy romances?  

Will these eyes and ears be fit to see the all-Holy God and hear the heavenly choirs, or will they be blinded by the false glamour of this world, and blocked by the ear-wax of untruth?


My legs and feet can carry me to the house of prayer, to the house of God and the Presence of the Most High. Or they can carry me to casinos and brothels, nightclubs and dens of iniquity. They can carry me to heaven or to hell.


On my tongue I can receive the immortal Body and Blood of my Saviour – do I profane it by blasphemy? By excess drink and drug-taking? By unjust criticism of others? How can the praises of God rightly issue from the same organ along with curses and lies? 

In sexual acts which involve the whole body, the whole personality, do I follow the Divine Law and reserve them to within Holy Matrimony? Or do I degrade and defile myself and others by any form of extra-marital intercourse or genital activity? The body that has joined in fornication or adultery, sodomy or impurity, cannot inherit the Kingdom without a thoroughgoing repentance.


Our salvation is worked out in the body, not just “in the spirit.” It is decided by lifestyle, not by the nominal opinions we voice. It is received by a life of faith, not by empty lip-service.


The Son of God became incarnate in the flesh of the Virgin Mary.  He grew in the flesh, preached and healed in the flesh, was beaten and crucified in the flesh, died and rose again in the flesh, in order to save us in the flesh.


By a singular privilege Mary herself was conceived free of original sin. Therefore she was also spared the wages of sin, which is death. As mother she gave flesh to the Word of God, and later found that her own flesh was raised up by the Life-Giving Word, to a new unity with Him in heaven.


In one very necessary sense, the Assumption of Mary is a doctrine which defends the truths of the Bodily Resurrection and Ascension of Christ. Errant theologians, who have lost their faith in this unbelieving age, spiritualise away the resurrection into a subjective faith-experience of the Apostles – some private intuition or hallucination. They suppose that the “resurrection-myth” was devised in order to assert symbolically that the values of the Kingdom are still relevant despite Jesus’ crucifixion.


Only a fool is martyred for a myth. The Apostles died for their witness to a hard, historical fact. The physicality of the Resurrection means that, yes, it could have been captured on video, had a video camera been present. I dare go further:  the Assumption too could have been captured on film, if only the disappearing, the trans-materialisation of Mary’s body as it was transferred into the Heavenly Realm.


“From all eternity and by one and the same decree of predestination the august Mother of God is united in a sublime way with Jesus Christ; immaculate in her conception, a spotless virgin in her divine motherhood, the noble companion of the divine Redeemer who won a complete triumph over sin and its consequences, she finally obtained as the crowning glory of her privileges to be preserved from the corruption of the tomb and, like her Son before her, to conquer death and to be raised body and soul to the glory of heaven, to shine refulgent as Queen at the right hand of her Son, the immortal King of ages. . .  


“By the authority of Our Lord Jesus Christ, of the blessed Apostles Peter and Paul, and by our own authority, we proclaim, declare and define as a dogma revealed by God: The immaculate Mother of God, Mary ever Virgin, when the course of her earthly life was finished, was taken up body and soul into the glory of heaven. Wherefore, if anyone – which God forbid – should wilfully dare to deny or call into doubt what has been defined by us, let him know that he certainly has abandoned the divine and Catholic faith.” (Pope Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus 1950)

