ASSUMPTION OF THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY

 Pope Pius XII proclaimed the doctrine of the Assumption in 1950 … just 60 years ago.  The proclamation states: “The Immaculate Mother of God, Mary ever Virgin, when the course of her earthly life was finished, was taken up body and soul to the glory of heaven.”

There is no biblical basis for this doctrine.  But Catholics believe that God reveals divine truth both through Scripture and tradition – both through the Bible and through how Christians live out their biblical belief in history.  Pope Pius XII asked bishops whether their congregations believed that Mary was assumed into heaven.  98% answered “yes”, and thus the pope believed that God was speaking through the people who form the Church.

The first half of the 20th century saw years of bloody world wars and other manifestation of human hatred, as well as the growth of materialism and the corruption of morals … all of which have increased and continued into the 21st century.  Because of the desecration of the human body in so many ways, Pius XII proclaimed the assumption of the body of Mary as a way to recall the dignity of all human bodies and God’s plan for their eternal destiny in Heaven.

The middle of the last century was also a time of increased devotion to Mary, sometimes almost to the exclusion of Jesus from the Catholic faith of some believers, or at least relegating Jesus to second place.  This error also occurred back in the middle Ages.  The more the divinity of Jesus was stressed, the more distant Jesus seemed from ordinary men and women.  Mary came to be thought of as a merciful mother who could help us get around the judgment of Jesus, which seemed to be extremely stern. For many, Mary was the “back door” to Heaven.

In our time, the Church again found it necessary to address the unbalanced devotion that had cropped up during the first half of the 20th century. Marian devotion, almost to the exclusion of Jesus, became very strong in some cultures. The Second Vatican Council presented its teaching on Mary in the context of the Church … Mary as Mother of the Church.

An Australian nun working in Chile in the 1970’s struggled to help people keep Jesus in first place in their spiritual lives.  She would bristle at requests for prayers to the Virgin from natives who gave little or no thought to attending Mass.  Then on August 15, 1975, the feast of the Assumption, the entire Parish Council in the village she served was arrested by military police.  Three months later, the village was informed that the bodies of these leaders could be found in the morgue in Santiago, the capital city.  

Sister accompanied the mothers of these eight men to the morgue, where more than 300 corpses were piled high upon each other.  The mothers had to roll someone else’s sons over in an attempt to find their own.  As the mothers found their sons they exclaimed, “Holy Mary Mother of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of death.”
Sister later wrote to her family in Australia, “For years I rejected the devotion to Mary because I felt oppressed by the way generations of men extolled her.  In the experience of the village mothers, however, the distortions of who Mary was for a poor and suffering world faded away.  Far from feeling distant from their devotion, I found myself praying with them, knowing that Mary was with us in our shock, anger, and grief.  One of the women told me on the way home that Mary knows what it is like to bring a child into the world, and later claim his dead body in her arms.

The Scriptures for the feast of the Assumption of Mary cannot inform us of a doctrine of our faith that was proclaimed thousands of years after the most recent Scriptures were written, but they can inspire us and our devotion.  The woman in the book of Revelation is not Mary, but rather a symbol of the nation of Israel, from whom was born the child destined to rule all nations.  As the child in the reading is saved from the dragon, so will the Church, the followers of the child, be saved.

Saint Paul probably never met Mary, but he would have believed that, just as Jesus was raised from death, those who belong to him, as Mary did, would also be raised to share a place with him in the everlasting Kingdom.

The prayer of Mary in today’s Gospel reading is a combination of texts from the Hebrew Scriptures that Saint Luke has put together in what we know as the Song of Mary, the Magnificat, because these texts have come to fulfillment in Jesus.  The song acknowledges that the salvation that has come in Jesus of Nazareth fulfills the covenant God made with Israel and shows God’s mercies to all of God’s children.

Today’s celebration of the Assumption of Mary can challenge some of our fears, especially our fear of death.  We fear growing old, aging, seeing our body change and weaken.  Next Saturday, I will be attending my fifty-year high school class reunion.  I recently had my hair cut in preparation for it.  I asked Krista to not put so much gray highlight in my beard this time, but she must have forgotten!

The Assumption calls us to focus on looking good in the sense of reflecting the goodness of God.  We truly look good when our soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord.

In the film “Field of Dreams” Shoeless Joe Jackson and the Chicago Black Sox, the eight White Sox players banned from baseball for throwing the 1919 World Series, walk out of the cornfield and on to the baseball diamond as if they were walking out of the realm of death just to play the field.  After the game, Terrance McCann chose to return with them into the past.  He did it with full consciousness of what he was leaving behind.

As believers, we too choose to walk into the unknown.  Life is a daily surrender to a God who guides more than we can control.  It is a daily assertion of God’s reign over our lives.  We lose control; we surrender to the unknown.
With faith we are able to say ‘yes’ to what we do not know because we trust in a God who lifts us up even when we are lonely and in fear.  We believe that Mary did this, and we believe that Mary is already with God.

