The Texts of the Convivium

THE VIRGIN MARY AS THE FIGURE

OF SANCTIFIED HUMANITY

Very often Mariology has somehow lost contact with the figure of Mary of Nazareth in its historical concreteness to develop in a more abstract and aprioristic fashion. Some theologians deplore this state of affairs and even though as a mariologist I am not an authority I feel I could deplore this too. 

All in all, however, I think that not even this doctrinal elaboration decoupled from the spare biography of the mother of Jesus may be harmful: as a matter of fact it has meant that the theological speculation of working out a doctrine of the Church (of which Mary is a figure) is freer, so that it can better emphasize the role of the human beside the divine. 

What should then be the personal story of Mary in more concrete terms is a problem whose solution should be entrusted to historians rather than theologians. Now if historians were to find an incontrovertible document denying certain theological affirmations as actual truths, I am sure that I would not lose my faith because of that! 

Whether Mary had more children in addition to Jesus is something that can be discussed, as the interpretation given to certain expressions relating to Jesus’ “brothers” are far from clear and unambiguous (Mt 12, 46-50; 13, 55-56; Mk 3, 31-35; 6, 3; Lk 8, 19-21; Jn 2, 12; 7, 2-10; Acts 1, 14; Gal 1, 19; 1 Cor 9, 5). 

I suggested an example and I shall limit myself to suggesting one more: Mary’s assumption into heaven with her very physical body. In the Scripture there is hardly any mention of it, whether direct or indirect. The same goes for the first three centuries of the Christian era. Such an extensive lack of information may give rise to some doubt as to whether the assumption of Mary of Nazareth did actually occur as a historical fact. 

I must confess that I am much less interested in the actual account of facts than in its meaning: that is to say the sense that certain dogmatic statements may have in mystical, theological and even metaphysical terms. It is precisely in this light that I shall try to make a few remarks, starting with a brief comparison of what Jesus and Mary stand for. 

Christ is God which is incarnated in the man Jesus of Nazareth. But he is not just that: he is the “first born of many brothers” (Rom 8, 29) who are “co-heirs” with him (Rom 8, 17), who is the head of a mystical body formed by numberless people who all grow in him until they reach his stature (Eph 4, 11-16), Jesus is also the image of what each one of us humans may become in him; he expresses what we all become when our deification is complete. 

 While Jesus, God incarnate, is the figure of the divine which is incarnated in us, the Virgin Mary “full of grace”, “blessed among women”, is the figure of our human trait which is sanctified. 

The virginity of Mary first of all means that Jesus is the son of God in a full sense: a pure miracle of God, which we find in the Old Testament in figures such as Isaac and Samson, created by God against all human hope (Gen 21, 1-7, e Judg, ch. 13). Thus the virginity of Mary enhances divine transcendence and the free nature of incarnation. 

“Mary is a virgin”, says the new Catechism of the Catholic Church (506), “because its virginity is the sign of her faith ‘which was not altered by any doubt’ and her total abandon to the will of God” (see also Lumen Gentium, 63). It seems to me that the virginity of Mary in this sense expresses her willingness to say “yes” to the divine project, as expressed in her answer to the angel: “Here am I, the servant of the servants of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (Lk 1, 38). 

The virginity of Mary also seems to express her poverty of spirit and humility and willingness, her forgetting herself to make room only for God in her heart. 

Finally, it seems to express her being silent and remaining in the background, her discretion: whereas many of her worshippers are quite indiscrete, they speak a bit too much about her and place her right at the centre of cult, almost in the place of God and often turn her into an idol: which is certainly something she does not like if she is truly the same person we meet in the Gospels. 

Virginity is purity, it is willingness to become a saint. Mary is the immaculate heart of the Church. This is made up of sinners, aiming at sanctity, who more or less try to achieve it. But in its core, in its heart, where the Trinity and Christ dwell, the Church already is “completely holy” it already is panaghia. Thus Mary, always a virgin, is defined with a Greek term: Panaghia, completely holy. 

It is true that the saints are the great mediators between God and the human kind, in Christ. As far as her sanctity is concerned, that is to say her assimilation to Jesus, the Church too mediates the invisible action of Christ. Therefore she too is a co-redeemer. Mediator and co-redeemer are two titles attributed to Mary in a specific and excellent way. 

In her role as Mary the mediator and co-redeemer there is an affirmation of the corresponding role of the Church not just as the visible and professing Church, but the invisible Church which includes all men of good will. 

God is incarnated in humanity turning it into a Church: if not immediately in action, at least as potential to become a Church, and ever more so in time. One could say that in Mary, mother of God incarnate, the place of humanity where God is incarnated, the role of the human becomes much more evident. 

The role of mediation and co-redemption is potentially entrusted more generally to the whole of humanity. Even if it is true that many are (called), few are (chosen).

 And not just the Church and humanity, but each one of us is called upon to cooperate with Christ, to be his bearer: each one of us is called upon by him to mediate and co-redeem. 

The Church is the mother of God incarnate, which is born within her in the form of the sacrament every time that the Eucharist is celebrated, thus perpetuating his presence. As a figure of the Church, Mary is the mother not just of Jesus the man, but of the God Who is incarnated in him, of the God he himself is. In this sense Mary is teotòkos, mother of God. 

Yet every person is called upon to become the mother of God: everyone is led to have God’s presence be borne within themselves, nurturing that presence with good actions and thoughts. On the contrary, it is sin which violates and undermines such presence and possibly kills it. What truly crucifies God within us up to the point where its presence is stifled is mortal sin. Even as the mother of God, Mary is a figure not just of the Church but of each individual soul.
That God who creates us, from Whom all things derive and is at once our ultimate goal and Who in the end will establish His kingdom over all things, that very God is born among us in a manger and dies on a cross killed by our sin; and yet He resurrects in each one of us to deify us. 

That absolute and potentially almighty God, who is still “emptied” (its kénosis or “emptying”) and fragile in his incarnation is entrusted to His Mother, is entrusted to the Church and is entrusted to each one of us. 

 He is often portrayed in his mother’s arms, who, as we said, symbolizes the Church and symbolizes each soul. Yet each soul is called upon to become the mother of that God. It is a beautiful and sublime thing to hold this Child God in one’s arms, as the Madonna does, or on one’s shoulders as St. Christopher. And it is a great responsibility each one of us is entrusted with. 

At the end of her earthly life Mary is assumed into heaven. The divine Ascension of Jesus and the human Assumption of Mary are similar events. Jesus, the incarnate God, rises to heaven by his own virtue. Mary, the human figure and woman par excellence, the figure of humanity which becomes the Church, does not rise by her own virtue, but is assumed: she is assumed into heaven by divine grace. 

Mary is assumed into heaven with that body which symbolizes all her human nature. In this respect, too, Mary is an image of humanity, which God rescues from perdition through His incarnation, and assumes her along with everything that we may collectively call the kingdom of man, humanism. So the corporeal Assumption of the Virgin Mary anticipates the assumption into heaven, into the kingdom of God, of that humanism which encompasses all the fruits of human efforts in the most diverse sectors where truth, beauty and the good are pursued: in art, science, economics and technology, in the endeavour to transform society. 

The sweet virginal image of Mary, who precedes us in our journey to heaven, contains everything we are in our most intimate and true potential being. So in her troubled earthly life Mary is a model of sanctity for us. And in her celestial assumption she expresses our ultimate destination: she represents everything we are called upon to be, as individuals, as a Church, as redeemed human kind. 
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