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“Behold, this child is destined … to be a sign of contradiction – and you yourself a sword will pierce . . .” With these words the ancient Simeon addresses Mary. Christian tradition has long interpreted the piercing of the sword as foreshadowing Mary’s pain as she stands at the foot of the Cross. When it comes to Christian unity, the sign of contradiction is not the child, but the Mother. Mary Mary continues to be quite contrary. Mary is often the single most powerful symbol of every reservation Reform Christians have about Romish superstition. Praying to Mary represents that river that good Protestants cannot cross. 

Theoretically, the Mother of God should not be a sign of contradiction between Orthodox and Catholics. Don’t we believe the same things about the Virgin Mary? Yes, yes, and no, no. The Catholic Church holds four Marian dogmas. First, her divine motherhood – Mary is the mother of God, a statement which has to do with about the person of Jesus.  Secondly, her perpetual virginity – pre-, in-, and post-giving birth. So far, so good, as far as unity goes.  But in 1854, having consulted with the Catholic bishops of the world, but not the Orthodox Church (as far as I know), in the first exercise of papal infallibility, Pope Pius IX proclaimed as dogma that from the moment of her conception, Mary was preserved from Original Sin.  The definition had been centuries in the making, and represented a swell of common Catholic faith instinct. For Catholics the Immaculate Conception is de fide – it must be adhered to. For Orthodox, the dogma is potentially a sign of contradiction.  Orthodox theology has a somewhat different theology of sin, and certainly does not believe in papal infallibility. On top of that, in 1950, Pius XII infallibly declared the Assumption of Mary to be dogma. The definition is deliberately worded to leave open the possibility that Mary did not in fact die, since death is the result of Original Sin.  The Orthodox position on the end of Mary’s life is clear: just as the Son died, so did his Mother.   But both hold that she is with the Son, body as well as soul and spirit. 

So theologically, we are less in agreement than might first meet the eye, and therefore need of a bridge to unity.  But at the level of prayer and liturgy, are we not pretty close together? The answer to that is “it depends where and when.” Let me read you a brief nostalgic quotation about Catholic life before the Second Vatican Council: “Mary was not just another saint. She was the saint of the saints, the leader . . . a sort of female version of the deity, the Greatest, the Queen.  ‘Holy Mary,’ we prayed, ‘Mother of God, Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.’ We knew she would, if we asked her sweetly.  Devotion to Mary sometimes even rivaled the Mass. It was, after all, something we could do without a priest. When someone died, the first thing we did was pray the rosary. When bad weather blew in, we headed to the basement, with rosary cases and blankets, to sit among the vegetables in the root cellar and to pray to Mary for protection. The score was pretty good. Mary was batting a thousand in our house.” 


But then came Vatican II, and in its train, the Blessed Mother somewhat disappeared from Catholic life. Gone were the sodalities, the May processions and crowning of her statues. Rosaries, novenas, holy cards, and statues of Mary became something for the pious but unenlightened. During Vatican II, some bishops from majority-Catholic societies had hoped for the proclamation of a new, fifth Marian dogma. In contrast, their confreres from countries where Catholics lived cheek by jowl with Reform Christians sought to build bridges with them, and downplayed Marian devotion. In the end, Mary got not a new dogma but the courtesy title “Mother of the Church.” Theologically neat, and ecumenically inoffensive. But it was not a title to stir hearts. Moreover, the times they were a-changing.

 Marina Warner’s 1976 book, Alone of All Her Sex: the Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary, is a groundbreaking and breathtakingly erudite study of almost 2000 years of Marian devotion. It accuses the Church of setting up Catholic women for failure by proposing the Virgin Mary as an impossible female role model, for no other woman can be virgin and mother simultaneously. At the end of the book, Warner foretells the inevitable decline of Marian devotion: “The reality the Virgin Mary’s myth describes is over.  The Catholic Church might succeed in accommodating her to the new circumstances of sexual equality but it is more likely that  . . .  the figure of the Virgin Mary will recede into legend, and . . . lose its present powers to heal and to harm.”  


But Mary has not receded. The University of Dayton’s Marian library has an ever-growing collection, all about Mary – more than 100,000 books and pamphlets in some fifty languages, more than 63,000 clippings from newspapers and magazines, nearly 100,000 postcards, Christmas cards, holy cards, and prints, more than 10,000 slides on Marian art – and is archiving an endlessly proliferating number of websites. 

Marian devotion is in fact a constant feature of Catholic life. It just depends on what you look at, and who you talk to, and where you look from. From the outside, Catholicism can appear monolithic. In fact, we need in-house unity too. What Catholic theology calls lex orandi, the rule of prayer, exists in an ambiguous relationship with the rule of belief, the lex credendi. Warner points out that Mary has always been the focus of a vigorous grassroots piety, one that she says “has never found theology anything but superfluous to its continuing life.”  In the US, it is popular Catholic instinct, especially amongst ethnic minorities, that has kept faith with Mary.  Devotion to Mary, says Robert Orsi, mirrors “God’s immensity or ubiquity and healing power. Our Lady of Everywhere reflects the God is who is everywhere by creative presence and power. Our Lady of Everything Good reflects the God’s supreme power and supreme goodness… it arises on the ground of the imagination, at that point where people take hold of the world around us, in the idioms we have inherited.” This is the deep logic of the Incarnation, which involves encountering the divine in the particular, the concrete, and the local. Mary is right there.  Or rather, right here. 
We live on a continent which was claimed for the Virgin Mary by Columbus, citizens of a country placed under the patronage of the Immaculate Conception by the US Catholic Bishops in 1846. In this City of Our Lady of the Angels, the icon of Guadalupe is everywhere. It’s not too fanciful to think of these images as being a kind of city-wide iconostasis, which means we live in a Theotokópolis – a city of the Mother of God. Or at least a Guadalupópulis. The relationships between the Mary of the New Testament and La Morenita are sometimes ambiguous. Popular Guadalapanismo does not necessarily jive with official Mariology. 

In conversation with other theologians, when I say that I do Mariology, their eyes can sometimes glaze over. In some minds, the word “Mariology” evokes “bad” 1950s theology –a byword for “unscriptural,” “intellectually dubious,” “ecumenically defensive,” or just plain weird. In fact, over the last thirty years, Catholic Mariology been the focus of some fascinating, challenging and rigorous work. The field has been reinvigorated by points of view from liberation theology and feminist theology, and more recently comparative theology. It has also become increasingly ecumenical. Today, some Evangelical Christians are taking a second look at the Virgin Mary, beginning to see in the Mother of God a model of faithful discipleship. Yet to see Mary primarily as disciple does not, I believe, go far enough. Two years ago, at a session of the annual conference of the Catholic Theological Society of America, I suggested that Mary’s maternity made her something more than the first and greatest of disciples, or primarily our Christian sister.  What I wanted to point out was the tremendous importance of Mary’s protective motherhood in both Latino and Orthodox sensibilities. The audience was highly educated, mostly female, mostly 50+, mostly white, and, I would guess, mostly celibate. They did not seem to warm to my point of view. 

Orsi holds that the figure of Mary is “always refracted through …  needs and fears of the people who approach her . . .so she is a protean and unstable figure.” This means that we will tend to seek and find a Mary in our own image and likeness. In the Catholic world, devotion to Mary is a barometer of the Church’s aspirations, strength, and confidence. Where Catholicism is strong, Mary is very evident, and the Catholic Church has sometimes deliberately marshaled Marian devotion to bolster its own distinctiveness and strength. In an earlier age, devotion to Mary was one of the main markers of American Catholic and ethnic distinctiveness. Yet today’s American Catholics, I once read, are very good Protestants. The figure of the Blessed Mother is something of a lightning rod for claims on what represents “real” Catholicism. I am reminded of a parish where there has been constant guerilla warfare between a social justice pastor and what he referred to as the “rosary Taliban.”
 For both of our traditions, the Virgin Mary is an image of the Church. Or should I say images, and Churches? As an example of the need for a bridge, I’d like you to look at the two images on your program.  The Orthodox image is the Mother of God of Vladimir. Brought from Kiev to the city of Vladimir, and finally to Moscow with the threat of a Mongol invasion in 1395, the icon became the unconquerable symbol of the survival of the Russian people as a polity and of Russian Orthodoxy. In 1612 the Catholic Poles – no strangers to Marian devotion – invaded Russia.  The leaders of the victorious Russian  army said, “It is better for us to die than to deliver the image of the immaculate Mother of God of Vladimir to desecration.” According to legend, the icon was painted by the Evangelist Luke, but it is probably 12th-century Byzantine in origin, an icon of the type called Eleousa – which means merciful, or tender-hearted. The poignant gaze of the Virgin foretells the sword which will pierce her heart, and the grasp of the child evokes a real mother-son relationship and emphasizes the real humanity of the Logos. 
Then we have the statue of the Our Lady of the Angels, which stands over entrance of our new Roman Catholic Cathedral.  The handbook there reads:  “Mary does not wear the traditional veil. Her arms are bare, outstretched to welcome all. Her carriage is confident, and her hands are strong, the hands of a working woman. From the side can be seen a thick braid of hair down her back that summons thoughts of Native American or Latina women. Other characteristics, such as her eyes, lips and nose convey Asian, African and Caucasian features. Without the conventional regal trappings of jewels, crown or layers of clothing, she has a dignity that shines from within.”  But she also has no Son. Her own immaculate conception is hinted at with the architectural image of the crescent moon at her feet and the implied halo. She is deliberately multi-ethnic, culturally non-specific, an Our Lady of Everywhere. 

Two different Marys, or the same? Or two aspects of the same belief in the one mother of God? If the Virgin Mary is “our Blessed Mother,” can she also be “your Lady Theotokos”? I want to suggest several things which our respective emphases and traditions concerning the Virgin Mary might learn from each other.

Firstly, Catholic thinkers – especially those from the richer countries of the North -  have much to learn from Orthodox perspectives on time and tradition. Taking a longer and more respectful view of the faith instincts of millions of grassroots Christians across the centuries will make us less susceptible to short-sighted intellectual faddiness and political correctness.  At the same time, popular Catholic instinct needs to remember that Mary is not actually in the Holy Trinity. Mary’s comparative silence in the scriptures contrasts strikingly with her apparent talkativeness in some of the claimed Marian apparitions. Bernard of Clairvaux says “de Maria numquam satis” – “you can never say enough about Mary.” Yet vigorous Marian devotion is sometimes too vigorous – in that sense, yes, you can be too Catholic. We need always to seek the sweet point between “you should never say anything about Mary” and “that’s too way much about Mary.”
 I was delighted to hear Fr. Deacon Denysenko wonder whether it is time to restore a simpler image of Mary, the Miriam of Nazareth of the New Testament. The image of Mary as simple peasant woman, as disciple, prophet or even as mere saint is what we call low Mariology, and is typical of some contemporary Catholic attitudes.  Traditional Orthodox Mariology, on the other hand, is not so much high as stratospheric. St. Cyril of Alexandria praises the Mother of God thusly: “[T]hrough you churches are established throughout the world, through you the peoples are led to conversion... through you the dead rise, through you sovereigns reign.” This is poetic, beautiful and also true, but without careful explanation, it can sound puzzling, or even scandalous to some ears. Together, Orthodox and Catholics have the ecumenical responsibility of dialoguing with Christians for whom Mary continues to be a problem rather than a gift.  I also would invite Orthodox scholars to continue to look at Mary of Nazareth in her cultural and historical place, and to take seriously the insights of modern Biblical scholarship: to examine what the New Testament does say, and what it doesn’t.  The insights of feminist theologies of Mary raise important questions for us all, as do historical Protestant objections to Marian devotion. And we probably both need to relax our ethnic claims on being Mary’s favorite people. Sibling rivalry has no place in Christianity. Although the Mother of God is often the patroness of particular places and nations, she is also bigger than that. She is Mother of Orthodox Serbs and Croatian Catholics alike: a good mother loves her children differently, because each is unique – but equally. 
None of this is easy, because it requires putting intimate dimensions of our faith – Mary is our Mother, after all – into conversation with people who have different viewpoints from ours. Yet an openhearted, generous attitude to contemporary culture does not mean abandoning tradition, but rather refining it. 

In the Akathist, the Theotokos is hailed as “bridge leading earthly men to heaven.” Jaroslav Pelikan points out that the Virgin Mary has often been a “bridge builder to other traditions, other cultures and other religions. The term pontifex . . . can be applied to concepts and personalities whose fundamental message [is] ‘both . . . and’ rather than ‘either . . . or.’ ” So perhaps it’s not so much a question of either statue or icon, either simple and strong Mary of Nazareth or Our Most Holy Lady, the Theotokos and Ever-Virgin Mary more glorious than the Seraphim. Rather, it might be a question of “both . . . and.” After all, she is both Virgin and Mother. 
Finally, what can we learn from Jesus’ first teacher, his Mother? Firstly, we are too are chosen to be holy and immaculate in the sight of God. The All-Holy Virgin shows a life of total openness to God, of profound consecration and respectful, deep listening. The Blessed Mother can teach us willingness to let the seed of the Word be sown in us, let it take flesh in us, shelter and protect it.  Mary of Nazareth teaches us to travel out of our zones of comfort and to attend to the needy, and to seek to make who and what we are speak eloquently of who and what God is. The Mother of Jesus is willing to follow the man who is also God, and to be puzzled and confused by that journey. The Mother of the Blessed Disciple would have us too stand by the foot of the crosses of all the afflicted. Mary remains with the Church at all times, and awaits the Spirit. The Mother who embraced the God who embraced our human condition shows us that we too may surrender ourselves into the arms of the Son, both now and at the hour of our deaths.  De Maria numquam satis, but this is quite enough.  Efharistó polí, diakuju, gracias, thank you. 
