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Talk given to RCIA group at Immaculate conception Church, Dec. 19, 
2000. 

Mary and Advent 

So close to Christmas, I wanted to talk to you about Mary. I know 
you come mostly from Protestant backgrounds, and Mary may raise a 
lot of questions. My purpose is simply to offer some thoughts as a 
Catholic, regarding three questions: 

1) Who is Mary, for Catholics? 
2) What is Mary's role, for Catholics? 
3) How can contemplating Mary help us enter the true spirit of 

Christmas? 

First, who is Mary, for Catholics? I teach in a Protestant 
seminary, and I have discovered enormous interest and curiosity in 
Catholics' view of Mary from students of many denominations. Always 
I am stunned with how receptive they are to the great reverence 
given her in catholicism. I think it is relating to her on a 
personal level, talking to her, listening to her, that is the part 
they least understand. And how can I respond, about this personal 
relationship? I can only speak for myself, for only one Catholic. 

Have you ever tried to explain the moon to a child? You do not 
explain it with words. You take the child by the hand and go out 
and look at it. You do it often: when there is a new mooon, just a 
sliver of God's fingernail; when there's a full moon, so bright it 
cast shadows; when there is a horizon moon, breathtaking in 
enormity; when there's a man in the moon; when there's a ring 
around the moon; when the moon has an eclipse. Slowly the child 
learns waxings and wanings, that the moon never fails forever. It 
is there, always, in trust-worthy stability of returnings. The 
child grows up and I, with cheeks tear-stained from some burden too 
big for me, look up and clasp the moon. 

I could no more "explain" Mary to anyone than I could the 
moon, but that's not what's needed. What's needed is to know her. 
Know her like we do the moon, as a gift, a grace, from God. We all 
talk to the moon, we all listen to the moon. 

My own communication with Mary grew out of understanding her 
as God's way to help us marvel and wonder at Him. That is why Mary 
and the moon are synonymous for me. Who can look at the moon 
without loving its maker? The moon makes me very emotional. I feel 
very near to God. Maybe you understand who Mary is in this way, 
too? Would anyone like to share their relationship with Mary? 

(Sharon said: "I've never had a personal relationship with 
Mary. " Don said: "When my wife and I got married, we wanted to have 
children, but she had to go through a serious operation in order to 
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have them. Well, the surgery was very successful, but the first 
three children were all miscarriages, one on Valentine's Day, one 
on Christmas, and one on- I forget, some other day, and I was so 
angry I couldn't talk to God. But I could talk to Mary. I counted 
on her to go to God for me." Cindy said she liked that big statue 
of Mary we put up in the church on the left side. It's as high as 
the crucifix in the center and draws equal attention. She likes 
giving as much attention to the human as the divine. I told Cindy 
she had just given my whole talk.) 

My second question is: What is Mary's role for Catholics? 
(Here I'll be less personal.) Some Protestants are wary of 
reverence for Mary being transformed by Catholics to worship of 
Mary. In their mind, so much attention by Catholics to Mary takes 
away from Jesus as our unique redeemer and sole mediator between 
humanity and God. A term like "Co-redemptrix" or "Mediatrix" for 
Mary is offensive to some Protestants who have accused Catholics of 
Mariolatry. 

Mariolatry (combining the words Mary and latria) means worship 
of Mary. catholics practice many acts of pious devotion to Mary 
that look like acts of worship, such as lighting candles to her, 
holding elaborate processions in her honor, singing hymns to her, 
placing objects in her care (such as a boat or a car), petitioning 
her for aid (such as before a football game or when in distress), 
pilgriming to Marian shrines, such as Lourdes or Guadalupe. In all 
of these instances Mary, in fact, is not replacing God, but is 
being honored for the incredible role God gave her. This is the 
focus of Mariology. 

Mariology (combining the words Mary and logos, or study) means 
the study of Mary, or: contemplating Mary's role in God's plan for 
our redemption. To help us contemplate her role in our redemption, 
Catholic tradition has often begun by meditating on the names given 
to her in the Bible. I've chosen three. 

One is "Mother of God." (It's in Luke 1:43). Why God chose to 
redeem us by means of a mortal woman's "fiat" and not some other 
way is a mystery. But a far greater mystery is that the name given 
this woman is "Mother of GOD, not just "Mother of Jesus." Imagine! 
"Mother of GOD!!! What an utterly bizarre idea, when you stop to 
contemplate it. Hoe could GOD have a mother??? If it is not 
blasphemy, it points directly to only one thing: that Jesus Christ 
is God-man. The words "Mother" plus "of God" draw you past Mary to 
Christ, and teach a Christological truth: that Christ is both fully 
human and fully divine, two natures in one person. 

(At this point Sharon asked, what did I mean? I explained to 
her that we believe Christ is both fully human and fully divine, 
that these two natures are combined in him inseparately, forever, 
from the moment he was conceived in Mary's womb. When God became 
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man, He did not cease being God, but assumed, or united, humanity, 
to His divine self. When Jesus ascended to Heaven he did not leave 
his humanity behind. Jesus is right now, at this very moment, fully 
divine and fully human in his one person, and he will be forever.) 

Since Mary cannot be the Mother of Divinity, yet she is the 
Mother of God, it means that God's humanity, which Mary mothered, 
is inseparable from God's Divinity, in Jesus Christ. 

Neat stuff, this contemplating Mary! Now maybe its clearer why 
to Eastern orthodox catholics the term "Mother of God," Theotokos 
(literally "God-bearer"), is so precious. It is a statement of 
orthodox belief about the person of Jesus Christ against ancient 
heresies that denied either that Jesus truly was human, or that he 
truly was divine. 

Another title of Mary points again to something important 
about Jesus. The title is "Virgin." (It's in Luke 1:26-35, and 
it's clear from the passage that "virgin" here means someone who 
has not had any sexual relations.) 

Have you ever stopped to consider whether it was important or 
not that Mary have been a virgin? 

(One sponsor replied: So that it would be a miracle. If it had 
been an ordinary birth, no one would have believed that Jesus was 
the Son of God. Joe Brett said it speaks to her purity. I agreed, 
but said that often my Protestant students think it detracts from 
her being just an ordinary person to have Mary be this "pure" 
vessel and unlike an ordinary human mother. They think it would be 
more beautiful if she was just like any one of us. That brought up 
the subject of Mary's immaculate conception. I explained that this 
was the Catholic teaching that Mary was born without original sin. 
She was untainted, pure, from the beginning. Several asked what 
this meant and I tried to explain the Augustinian notion that we 
are all, as members of the human race, born with the sin we 
inherited from Adam, the father of every human being. Augustine 
said the sin was passed on in the lust of the sexual union, but 
that Mary's parents conceived her without lust. Later I said I 
probably shouldn't have brought up the "lust" idea, but, let's face 
it, we are not God. From day one we are imperfect, and we call this 
imperfection original sin. At this point Corey O'Brien offered a 
wonderful explanation of original sin. Mary was free of self
centeredness, he said. Another sponsor (and several others) said he 
had never known "immaculate conception" pertained to Mary, and not 
to Jesus. Now he would have something to go home and talk about. 
Sharon asked, "Does that mean Mary was perfect?" "Yes," I said. I 
added that this had been a problem for medieval theologians, 
because it seemed to deny the idea that evey human being needs 
Jesus Christ to be saved. If Mary was perfect, she didn't need 
Jesus Christ, and he didn't die for everyone. But Duns Scotus, a 
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Franciscan, said Mary did, indeed, need to be saved by Jesus like 
everyone else. She would not have been conceived immaculately if it 
wasn't for his coming. Sharon asked if anyone else has been 
immaculately conceived. I said, as far as I know, she is unique. 
She is special. She's a perfect human, like Adam before the fall; 
she's not divine. Sharon said she had no problem at all with this 
teaching about Mary.) 

Mary is also called "virgin" at the center point of the 
Apostles' and Nicene creeds Christians have recited for over 1600 
years. The Apostles' Creed puts it: [I believe) also in Jesus 
Christ his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, born of the virgin Mary ••• " In the Nicene we say: "Who on 
account of us, and on account of our sal vat ion came down from 
heaven and became incarnate by the Holy spirit and the virgin Mary, 
and became man ••• 11 TJIBRB J:T J:S, SMACK-DAB J:lf THB HJ:DDLB OF OUR 
CRBBDSI No other identification is given to Mary, no reference to 
Joseph, or the House of David, of even the Old Testament prophecy, 
"a virgin will conceive." It seems, then, that there is something 
important to the very bed-rock of the Christian faith, summed up in 
these creeds, that Mary is a virgin. 

(I would have asked what this importance might be, except that 
we already talked about it, and my own thought was the same as the 
sponsor who said it was so it would be a miracle. What I had 
written was:) 

My own thought as to why God chose a virgin was so that the 
bith would be a miracle-- a "sign" to all the nations! A virgin 
giving birth is not natural; it's a miracle. Only this miracle 
could have identified Jesus, son of Mary, with the Messiah 
prophesied long ago in Isaiah, and the hope of every Israelite. 
Jesus, son of Mary, was the long-awaited one. If Mary had not been 
a virgin, Jesus would not be the fulfillment of the Old Testament 
prophecy, and the Jews (the first Christians) would have no reason 
to accept him. 

A third title of Mary in the Bible is 110ueen of Heaven." It 
occurs in Rev. 12: 1-2: 

And a great portent appeared in Heaven, 
a woman clothed with the sun, with the 
moon under her feet, and on her head a 
crown of twelve stars; she was with child 
and she cried out in her pangs of birth, 
in anguish for delivery. 

The church has traditionally understood this passage to refer 
to Mary, but to Mary in her role as a symbol of Israel and of the 
church. It's a POWERFUL image of the church, a woman in labor 
pains, but this "Queen of Heaven" is glorious, arrayed with the sun 
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and the moon and the stars, in this task of g~v~ng birth. This is 
the church, glorious, diademed in her members, whom she births in 
the waters of baptism, who become Christ's body of the faithful. 
"Queen of Heaven" from this passage of Revelation points to the 
kingdom of Christ, that is, the church. (We so often think of the 
hierarchy and an institutional structure of authority when we hear 
"the church." But the church is us, in this room, right here and 
now. Like a human body, it's organic, breathing, growing, 
changing.) 

In sum, Mary, as "Mother of God," "Virgin," and "Queen in 
Heaven," leads us to the recognition that Jesus Christ is both 
fully human and fully divine, that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment 
of Israel's hopes, the savior, the Redeemer; that Jesus Christ is 
the inaugurator of a kingdom, his church, whose members we are. 

My third question is: How can contemplating Mary help us to 
enter the true spirit of Christmas? 

First, what is the "true" spirit of Christmas? Anyone want to 
offer their thoughts? 

(Cindy said that her daughter, at the age of two, was asked by 
her Grandmother what Christmas was all about. It's about Jesus, she 
said. Cindy has never forgotten that answer, which astonished her 
from her two-year old. Others offered thoughts, but I've forgotten 
them right now.) 

Our hearts are celebrating three advents (comings): the one 
2,000 years ago when God came into the world; the one in which He 
comes to us now in the sacraments of redemption-- baptism, penance 
and the Eucharist; and the one in which He will return bodily 
through the clouds to establish a new world, his kingdom of peace 
without end. 

Regarding the first one: There is something magical about 
Christmas. We keep a little of our childhood imagination and 
anticipation all our lives, if we're lucky. Maybe its magical 
because it is bigger than us. It is not a man-made event, like 
Purim for the Jews, or Thanksgiving for North Americans. It was 
inaugurated in Heaven, in eternity, and so, quite properly, the 
spirit of Christmas is a little mysterious to us, not fully 
graspable. We only know that it is transforming. How often we wish 
we could keep the spirit of Christmas all year long! 

It cannot be only the gift-giving and parties and family 
reunions that explain this spirit, which is absolutely unique to 
Christmas. Rather, I think it is the magnitude of the event. It 
captures and enfolds us, drawing us up beyond our usual selves, 
enlarging us. In the Christmas event, Heaven and earth united! 
GOD became an infant in a virgin's womb. Mary is at the center of 
this event that united the human and the divine. I love those 
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Florentine nativity scene Christmas cards we receive, in which 
angels are dancing in jubilation above the cave, pointing excitedly 
to the child, and hugging the shepherds in unrestrainable joy! (I 
showed them a postcard of Botticelli's "Mystic Nativity.") A human 
mother's "fiat" caused this much joy in Heaven! Oh, mingling of 
Heaven and earth! There it is, our eternal salvation, still wet and 
raw between the knees of Mary! (As st. Ambrose caught it, "The 
diapers were soiled, the angels sang!) 

(At this point I turned to cindy and said this is what I meant 
when I said at the beginning that you had given my whole talk. 
Christmas is all about the human and the divine uniting!) 

This fact of God becoming a human in whom divinity and 
humanity were inseparably joined forever has made it possible for 
us to know God and to be imitators of God. Imagine the idea of 
being God-like! utterly absurd! God is precisely what we are not! 
And yet, in this way even we can share in the power and glory of 
God: by loving, by imitating Christ's love. This is our greatest 
capacity as humans. This is the threshold of becoming divine. 

A second advent we celebrate at Christmas is Christ's coming 
into our hearts through word and sacraments. They are the source of 
our spirituality whereby we love God and one another. They are what 
unite us as church. 

How should the church understand the Mass, for example? For 
most Catholics, the essence of the Mass is their reception of the 
Eucharist. In our eating God's flesh and blood, Divinity enters our 
humanity. We are recepticles of a mystery so profound it is usually 
beyond us. We receive Holy Communion, usually, with eyes closed to 
what we claim is taking place. If we ever fully realized it, we 
would be crippled mentally, unable to operate any longer at a human 
level of thought. But sometimes a small flash of realization 
momentarily flutters the eyelids and explodes the mind. The Son of 
God has entered this my lump of flesh and bones! 

Is this privileged moment something akin to Mary's life? Mary 
was first a recepticle, a receiver, before she was a bearer. The 
church, too, is first of all a recepticle. It receives Christ's 
living flesh, just as Mary did, and then it bears fruit. Every time 
Mass is celebrated, the Incarnation is celebrated. We often talk 
about the transubstantiation that takes place on the altar-- the 
changing of bread and wine into Christ's body and blood-- but after 
that, after that, what happens?? The church, each one of us, 
becomes a womb, receiving that living flesh to nourish it and be 
nourished by it, just as Mary did in receiving the Divine into her 
womb. Yes, the church becomes womb, Christ-bearer, at every 
Eucharist. 

A third advent we celebrate is the second coming of Christ. We 
keep this ever before us as the third theological virtue of hope. 
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• 

A November, 1993 issue of u.s. News & World Report had an 
article about teaching science in schools and a new effort to make 
sure our children know certain basic facts about the world before 
they graduate from high school. According to the new standard, by 
second grade they should know that the moon changes a little each 
day but looks the same about every four weeks; by fifth grade that 
the stars are fixed while the planets move; by eighth grade that 
the sun is a star and part of a large galaxy; by the twelfth grade 
that the stars were created about ten billion years ago in an 
enormous explosion. You know, getting excited about creation is 
what Christmas is about. What a sign of hope that we still turn our 
children to the heavens to get their first grasp of the mystery of 
creation! From the heavens, indeed, will come the mystery of our 
re-creation. 

Christmas celebrates a future coming as much as a past or a 
present coming, because at this point in time, it would be 
pointless to believe, and impossible to love, without hope. Is not 
hope the true mood of Christmas? Yet we don't hope for Bethlehem-
that happened once and for all 2,000 years ago. And we don't hope 
for the Mass-- we have it! Our hope is the expectation of a world 
where "peace on earth and good will toward all" will truly be 
fulfilled. It does not mean we are asked to believe Christ will 
return in 2001 or in 2050. But we are asked to "stay awake" to the 
fact that there will be a second coming of Christ. He will come 
again, in the same recognizable flesh in which he departed. This is 
our creed, which if rejected or interpreted allegorically, is the 
downfall of our claim to be Christians. He may not come in our 
life-time, or for thousands of years, but he will come. His coming 
is better than a cold shower to keep us awake, because we are being 
given a share in how he will be greeted (just as Mary was dignified 
in Christ's first coming). Every day of our lives we have the 
opportunity to prepare the world to recognize Christ when He comes, 
or the temptation to say it's OK if I don't feed the poor, welcome 
the stranger, cover the cold, visit the sick, and comfort 
prisoners. Maybe it will be OK, that is, maybe God will be 
merciful. But that's not the point. The point is that we grew weary 
of Christ's dearest most passionate request: love one another. 

So, Christmas is all about awakening ourselves to the creed we 
profess, cherishing every phrase, from "born of the virgin Mary" to 
"He will come again to judge the living and the dead." 

7 


