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Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 15 August 2010
Mass of the Day

• Apocalypse (Revelation) 11:19; 12:1-6, 10  • Ps 45 (44):10-12, 16 • 1 Cor 15:20-26 

• Luke 1:39-56


The Assumption of Mary was defined by Pius XII in 1950 after consultation with the universal church and in the context of a long history of celebration of this feast from the 6th century in both the western and eastern church. In the latter it is given the beautiful name of the ‘Dormition’ or the ‘Falling Asleep’ of the Mother of God. In the aftermath of the carnage of World War II, there was need for hope in humanity’s future and, as  Vatican Council II was to proclaim later in the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium, article 68):

…the Virgin Mother was taken up into heaven to be the beginning and pattern of the church in its perfection, and a sign of hope and comfort for God’s people on their pilgrim way… The Mother of Jesus continues in this present world as the image and first flowering of the church as she is to be perfected in the world to come. Likewise she shines forth on earth, until the day of the Lord shall come (cf. 2 Peter 3:10), a sign of certain hope and comfort to the pilgrim people of God.

Thomas Merton wrote that the Assumption is not a glorification of a “mother Goddess,” but rather an expression of God’s love for humanity and a unique expression of God’s reverence for the body of those created in the divine image. If human nature is glorified in Mary, it is because God desires it to be glorified in every person. It is for this reason that Jesus became human flesh and dwelt among us in our world.
The gospel of today’s Day Mass is the visitation of Mary to Elizabeth. Mary’s song of praise, that we usually call the Magnificat, is her response to Elizabeth’s acclamation of Mary’s faith in the fulfillment of what has been promised to her. Elizabeth is the first to read the signs of the times, the human sign of the leap of the six-month old John in her womb in the presence of the Child that Mary carries, and whom John the Baptist will one day announce to Israel. Here is another affirmation of a bodily reality that has a much deeper and holy meaning. It recalls the exultant dance of David before the ark of the covenant, which contained the sacred artefacts of Israel, when it was brought up to Jerusalem (cf. 2 Sam 6:14-16; 1 Chron 15:3-4, 15-16; 16:1-2).  Here is Mary, the new ‘ark’ who carries the most precious heritage of Israel – the body of the Christ who, as an adult, will also go up to Jerusalem to death and glory.
Mary’s greatest privilege is her poverty, her greatest glory is her hiddenness. All that has been done in her is the work of God the Almighty, “who works marvels for me,” as she sings in response to Elizabeth’s greeting her as the mother of her Lord. This is always the direction to which Mary points us. In her ‘dangerous’ (to the rich and powerful) freedom song, she gives voice to the voiceless child she carries, the one who, as an adult at the beginning of his public ministry will sing, in the Spirit and in his own voice, of the good news for the poor that he comes to bring. With our lives and voices, we are called to magnify the presence of God in our world. And every evening, in the Prayer of the Church, we join in Mary’s song that enlarges God’s praise throughout the world.
The first reading is from the Book of Revelation (the Apocalypse) in which the ark of the covenant is again prominent as the first of a kaleidoscope of images. Fans of Raiders of the Ark will not find that film helpful to decoding the reappearance of the ark! In this reading, the ark is a reminder of God’s fidelity to the ancient promises: that Israel, the chosen people and their God, will always remain in a privileged and mutual relationship, and that a son of David will be their ruler. But the vision that the author of Revelation/Apocalypse wants us to be most impressed by is the woman against the background of the cosmos, who is clothed in dazzling splendour with the sun, moon and stars. Unnamed, she is important because she is pregnant with child. The image of the woman is built from Old Testament pieces: for example, the new Eve giving birth to   children in pain and suffering (Gen 3:16); the splendour of the bride of the Song of Songs (6:10); the dazzling twelve stars representing the twelve tribes of Israel (Gen 37:9-10); the travelling mother who gives birth to children and to the land of promise (Micah 4:10; Is 66:7-9); the woman and child given protection from the dragon (Is 27:1). The early church saw herself, not Mary, as the Daughter of Zion. Experience had taught the church that to be a Christian disciple is to share both the birth pangs and the joys of conceiving and bearing Christ. Patristic reflection, prayer and interpretation, also in this developing tradition, saw in the woman a symbol of Mary, the mother of Christ, which goes beyond the intention of the Book of Revelation, yet without doing violence to it. The contrast between this image and the juxtaposition of the gospel about the peasant girl from Galilee who is queen in heaven because her Son is the anointed one of God, is shockingly hopeful for all the children of the church. The labour of the woman occasions the appearance of the Dragon who wants to attack the child. But the child is taken up to God, and the woman given protection in the wilderness. In every age, but perhaps more urgently than ever today, the church is called to rediscover in her life and mission her vocation to be life-bearing and nurturing, welcoming and embracing her children, tenderly loving each one. She will be attacked by the serpent, the forces of evil, but God’s protection is constant. Of this Mary is a model and sign.
With a few verses from Ps 45 (44), as a Christian faith community, we transplant a wedding song of joyful praise of a king and his bride into a song of love between Christ and his church. Metaphorically, Mary now stands at the right hand of Christ, arrayed like a queen in the gold of grace. Of herself she would be nothing but the poor, insignificant young woman of Nazareth; her unique glory is given her by God in Christ.   
In the second reading from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks of faith in  the resurrection of the whole person, in and through the power of Christ who is the “first fruits of all who have fallen asleep.” Relating this ‘dormition’ to Mary, Leonardo Boff has written:

One who has lived a life like Mary can scarcely be held in death. This mortal coil of ours hides a seed that death cannot crush. It can only liberate the hidden power of that seed. Death is a bountiful fertilizer, and in death the whole vitality of life bursts forth as if spring had come. This is resurrection. Resurrection is not something that occurs after death. It occurs within death itself. Hence to say that Mary died is not to say that her earthly life was given over to corruption. The life that is latent in mortal life erupts in death. Therefore the Virgin Mother was raised at the moment of her death…

Today’s feast reminds us that what happened in Mary in a sublime way, comparable only to Christ’s resurrection and ascension, will happen for everyone who, as Paul says, dies in the Lord. Mary’s assumption is her final journey into the fullness of  kingdom life, where she waits and intercedes for the desert church of this age in all the battles which her children have with the attacks of the dragon-serpent until we, too, come into the place of eternal safety which God has prepared for us. 
Benedict makes no mention of Mary in his Rule. Perhaps he felt that in a lifestyle that is so oriented to Christ by the scriptures, “the truest of guides for human life (RB 73.8; Prol 21), there was no need to comment on the well-established Christian tradition of the place and role of Mary in the church. The devil, however, does get a mention in the context of his foiling by those who speak the heartfelt truth about others (Prol 28) and are also able to live as hermits after long practice in community life (RB 1.4). Laziness or reluctance to arrive at the table or oratory on time, giving preference to their sleep and gossip (RB 43.8), inappropriate hospitality (RB 53.5), or the desire for unapproved possessions (RB 54.4), can be everyday and subtle temptations of the evil one. Benedict does counsel us to keep death daily before our eyes (cf. RB 4.47), not in any gloomy, fatalistic manner, but with the awareness that if we share patiently in the sufferings of Christ we may also deserve a share in the kingdom (Prol RB 50) where Mary has gone before us and is a sign of the human and holy destiny for which we are created. 
