The Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary

Note of a talk given by Fr Peter Hall OFM, National Spiritual Assistant at East Anglian Regional Day of Recollection on 10th October 2009
The theme of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary is an integral part of Franciscan history. The doctrine is as old as God. From eternity God saw his plan for the human race, exemplified in Mary. In 1850 the Immaculate Conception was made a dogma of the Church by Pope Pius IX.

I start by saying that the title needs a great deal of explanation in the modern world. What is misunderstood is that Mary is immaculate. What do you understand by the Immaculate Conception, something to do with the miraculous birth of Jesus? Even Catholics misunderstand the Immaculate Conception. It would be wonderful if we could say, “The All-Gracing of Mary”. Is it to do with Mary’s child-bearing? That is not what the doctrine is about.
By Mary’s Immaculate Conception we mean that from the first moment of her conception she was preserved from the stain of original sin. Every human being inherits the stain of sin from our first parents. Baptism removes that stain. Mary never had the taint of Adam’s sin on her soul. The implications are legion. Something Franciscans have helped to develop - sensum fidelium - must be right for Mary. A Franciscan, Duns Scotus OFM, from our province, who was a great medieval scholar, developed the meaning of Mary’s Immaculate Conception.

Today, the Orthodox do not use the expression. Duns Scotus used St Paul’s letters to trace the theological roots of the Immaculate Conception. God ordained that every human being should bear the likeness of his Son. It was possible, so He could and did do it. Paul in all his letters, especially Ephesians and Colossians, shows that God’s plan was nothing less than that we should share his divinity! He wants us in the bosom of the Trinity! He sent his Son in our flesh. Christ, God and man, through the Pascal mystery, took us into the life of God. “Let your thoughts be on things above, not on things that are on the earth, because you have died, and now the life you have is hidden with Christ in God”(Col 3:2-3).
God gave a sign in Mary, from eternity. He saw in her the completion of his great Master Plan. At Vatican II, the Council Fathers thought there would be a special document on Mary, perhaps one of the decrees. But the debate on the Church itself showed that you cannot separate Mary from the Church. For what the Church is, look at Mary; what Christian is, also look at Mary. Mary is an Icon of the Church.

There are two ways to study theology: go to libraries to study; or look at the book by God: Mary. The more we understand Mary, the more we understand theology. There is little in the Gospels about Mary, but there is sufficient to see God’s plan for the human race. See what the Church believes in the Immaculate Conception. How do we celebrate the 8th December, the day the Immaculate Conception was proclaimed as a dogma? The liturgy contains all we need to know to understand the beautiful and misunderstood mystery of our faith. The opening prayer for the Feast is:
“Father, you prepared the Virgin Mary to be the worthy mother of your Son. You let her share beforehand in the salvation Christ would bring by his death….”
From eternity God saw how the sin-rift could be healed – by the passion, death and resurrection of Our Lord Jesus Christ. In the one who was preserved from Original Sin. “You let her share beforehand in the salvation Christ would bring by his death, and kept her sinless from the first moment of her conception.” Mary becomes a great sign of what God wants for every human being, what God wants every one of us to be. Mary’s privileges can be exaggerated, but Mary is a sign for the whole human race. She is NOT a goddess, but one of the People of God. She stands out as a sign of what God wants for all of us – redeemed humanity.

Let us consider - what, sadly, we think we are; what in fact we are; and what, by God’s grace, we might yet become.

As Genesis records God called out to Adam, “Where are you?” God says, all the time, to us, “Where are you?” We can repeat, “I can hear the sound of you but I am afraid because I am naked: because I am sinful.” We think we are distant from the all-loving God, in our ignorance of God’s consuming love. “I was afraid” Adam said. God replies, “Who told you that?” If we look at our life, where did we get the idea? Why do I think that I cannot approach God? Where do we think we are?

St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians says: “Blessed be God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with all the spiritual blessings of heaven in Christ”(Eph 1:3).  Note the difference - we are now like Mary, immaculately conceived in Christ! God can now turn to us, no longer “Hail, Mary”, but “Hail whoever, full of grace!” “Before the world was made, He chose us, chose us in Christ, to be holy and spotless and to live through love in his presence….”(Eph 1:4-5).  What Mary was from eternity, now comes to us: “…determining that we should become his adopted sons, through Jesus Christ for his own kind purposes, to make us praise the glory of his grace, his free gift to us in the Beloved.” Sending his Son in our flesh “transformed us………into the kingdom of light”.
The following is an image from a lecture given by American friar, Brother Bill Short OFM. “Imagine several centuries back in India. One day you walk down a rough path of stones…..and come to a large pothole – very dangerous – you go on….. Years later you walk the self-same path. “This looks familiar.”  Then you come to the spot of the great pothole. Where the pothole had been, you see the Taj Mahal in its beauty. God has taken our sinfulness and God has built the Taj Mahal. His love has swallowed our sinfulness by his ocean of love.”
The Immaculate Conception is about how God has dealt with sin.  Paul wrote “and it is in Him that we were claimed as God’s own, chosen from the beginning, under the predetermined plan of the one who guides all things as he decides by his own will; chosen to be, for his greater glory, the people who would put their hopes in Christ before he came”(Eph1:11-12).The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception is about the human race, not about Mary as an individual. The feast is meant to be a day of tremendous encouragement for all his people.  We looked at where we thought we were - this is where we are!
St Luke wrote: “The angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee…to a virgin…..and the virgin’s name was Mary…“Rejoice so highly favoured! The Lord is with you……Mary do not be afraid; you have won God’s favour”(Lk 1: 26-30). “Full of grace, you have won God’s favour”. Now to the whole Church - the Lord is with us, we have won God’s favour. “Listen, you are to conceive and bear a son”. By baptism, that has happened to us. We are now one united person with Christ. Arising from the font, we have the features of His Own Divine Son. Like Mary, we say: “But how can all this come about?” “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and overshadow you.”
We are given a vision of what we are. By the action of the Holy Spirit there is nothing that God cannot do with us, because we are now like Mary, fully redeemed. There is nowhere, where the Holy Spirit cannot take us, especially as members of the SFO. Where is the Holy Spirit asking us to go? There is a world outside waiting for us to tell them that they are loved and valued to an nth degree. A feast of the great redemption in which everyone has a part! We have to say to God “Whatever you want - tell us to do in this world - we will do it!”
It is useful to look at the preface for the feast of the Immaculate Conception – in the prefaces we have a distillation of our faith. “You allowed no stain of Adam’s sin to touch the Virgin Mary. Full of grace, she was to be a worthy mother of your Son, your sign of favour to the Church at its beginning, and the promise of its perfection as the bride of Christ, radiant in beauty. Purest of virgins, she was to bring forth your Son, the innocent lamb who takes away our sins. You chose her from all women to be our advocate with you and our pattern of holiness.”

Looking at Mary in that light, we know who we are as God’s people and she is our greatest teacher: Mary as the beginning and pattern of the Church in its perfection and a sign of hope and comfort for God’s people on our pilgrim way. Raise our eyes to heaven, to Mary, the shining star. God can love in us all what he saw in Mary. Mary is our Advocate and pattern of holiness. Keep that pattern before our eyes – we know we are on the right path. “He chose us in Christ to be holy and spotless and to live through love in his presence” (Eph 1:4).

The rosary is Mary “treasuring these things and pondering them in her heart”, contemplating mysteries in her heart.  We should try to be like Our Lady. We are most like Our Lady when we treasure the mysteries of Christ and ponder them in our hearts – contemplation. God made the human person to be a contemplative. Franciscans, first and foremost, should be contemplatives in action, mirroring the life of Christ around the mystery and mission of the Father. Mary was a contemplative in action. 

I spoke of the gospel reading for the Immaculate Conception: the Annunciation – deep and mysterious, expressed in poetry and art. St Luke could not possibly tell us exactly what happened. Somehow Mary was told she had a particular task to do and she said, “Yes”. Mary is a model of what we are all called to be – people who listen to God – being obedient. Obedience is not simply doing something blindly. The word “obedience” comes from the Latin to “listen intently”. Francis before the crucifix of San Damiano was having to listen. “O glorious God, enlighten the darkness of my heart.” Mary listened intently to God and contemplated the Word of God. The Word came powerfully to her and she conceived the Word, which was already in her heart. Learn from Mary to be a contemplative, as individuals, in our fraternity, region, parish and diocese. If we block God out, He can’t tell us what to do.
Mary learned that her cousin Elizabeth was also to have a child. She forgot about herself – her thoughts went out to her cousin. Elizabeth was advanced in years. Mary had to be with her. The gospel uses very dramatic terms. “Mary rose up and went with haste…” She went into difficult terrain – into hill country, to be a support to Elizabeth. What are we, as Franciscans, called to do? We need our meetings for support, and then we should go and be with people in their need.

“Why should I be honoured with a visit from the Mother of my Lord?..the child in my womb leapt for joy. Yes, blessed is she who believed that the promise made her by the Lord would be fulfilled” (Lk 1:43-45). If this were all we knew about Mary it would be enough to support the Mariology of the Church. Mary, model of faith, says, the Magnificat! Mary is a great prayer-model: “My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour” – like her whole life. Prayer is to glorify the Lord: “For the Almighty has done great things for me. Holy is his Name.” If we ponder the Magnificat line-by-line, it is a model of prayer and hope (Lk 1:46-55).
Mary enters upon a life of coming in and out, briefly, in the life of her Son. Every time we see Jesus saying or doing things, Mary treasures and ponders – a model of the Church, which is a forum in which the life of Christ will be celebrated. On Good Friday, there stood by the Cross of Jesus his Mother, to watch her only Son die on a ‘gibbet’. Her whole life was a preparation for this moment. It was her faith, hope and the Word that sustained her. She knew the Father would bring Jesus to something better. We must stand there. Mary knew that, in some way, this was for the world’s redemption or benefit. At the foot of the Cross she became in the words of St Francis “Virgin made Church”. The Christian community must gather round the Cross, through the Cross to the Resurrection.
On Easter morning, did Jesus appear to his mother? The gospels say He appeared first to Mary Magdalene. For whom had he died? Not for his mother, but for sinners. Our Lady would receive news enough. For the woman of faith, it was enough to believe. Next we hear about her is with the disciples in the upper room – they were constantly at prayer with Mary, the Mother of Jesus. This hastened the coming of the Holy Spirit. Now she is at the centre of God’s prophetic people. Icons show Mary at the centre, with the disciples around her and the Holy Spirit descending. Mary brought forth Christ in the flesh and was there when the Mystical Body came at Pentecost. The last recorded words of Mary in the gospel, are at Cana:
“Son, they have no wine…. do whatever he tells you”(Jn 2:4-6) – words that echo down the centuries. In apparitions of Mary, especially at Lourdes, the message is “Do whatever He tells you.” Today the Church is awash with people thinking that Mary is appearing – often at variance with our faith. So often the message is not the message of the New Testament.

Do whatever the Gospel tells you. We Franciscans are people of the Gospel and our spirituality should be Gospel-based. Mary is a sign of hope to the Church on its pilgrim way – a sign of hope and comfort for us. We have to stand by the Cross. She knows how hard it is to do it. She has had that experience. When the body of Jesus was taken down from the Cross, she cradled the body in her arms and she will cradle us in her arms – O Clement, O Loving, O Sweet Virgin Mary!
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