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MARY, MOTHER OF THE CHURCH

Mary is intelligible only in terms of Christ No responsible
theologian questions this Yet a total theology of Christ can-
not be written without some reference to Mary, Mary further-
more, ts mtelligible only tn terms of the Church Yet a total
theology of the Church cannot be written without some refer-
ence to Mary. This is not to say that Mary's relationship with
Christ and with the Church s the same For Chust is the sole
principle ultimately responsible not only for Mary and the
Church but for their relationship with each other and with Him
as well. The mystery of Christ creates the mystety of Mary and
the mystety of the Church And Chust has involved Maty and
the Church in a relationship with each other so subtle and so
strong that one never qute captuses all the differences and all
the similarities between them Mary and the Church serve the
mystery of Christ. They do this together but differently. Every
Christian’s love for Chrst, Mary's most of all, includes a love
for Christ’s Church and Chrst’s disciples. Conversely, every
Chastran's love for Christ, the Church’s most of all, includes a
love for that woman in salvation who concetved, brought to
birth, educated, and shared the life of Christ

The task assigned us 1n this paper is not an easy one Yet 1t
is a task no theologian can fully ignore On November 21, 1964,
while concluding the third session of Vatican II, Pope Paul VI
declared Mary, “"‘Mother of the Church.” Since this was an act
of the official teaching Church, a theologian must explam 1t or
at least understand it One can object as much as he chooses to
this or that aspect of the declaration {we shall speak of these
objections later), but objecttons which insist that the Holy Fa-
ther should not have declared the title or should have declared
it differently are academic at this point

Everyone knows the history of how chapter eight of the Con-
27



28 Mary, Mather of the Church

ststution on the Church was written, Everyone knows, or can
easily learn, of the eagerness Pope Paul expressed frequently to
declare Mary Mother of the Church In his presidential address
of last year, Monsignor George W. Shea outlined for us the
various procedures which led the Council from a decision to
include a manological statement in the Constrtution on the
Church (October 29, 1963) to the eventual papal declaration of
the title (November 21, 1964). He traced for us, in greater
detail, the number of times Paul VI spoke of his desire to de-
clare Mary Mother of the Church before the actual declaration
itself. We know also of earlier references to the title during the
pontificates of Benedict X1V, Leo XIII, and John XXIII.*

In exploring the theology of the "Mother of the Church” title,
I shall proceed from oblique theological references to a direct
consideration of the point at 1ssue. In doing this, I shall con-
sider four questions.

1. Mary, Disciple of the Lord and Mother of the Lord
2. Mary, Mother of the Disciples of the Lord

3 Mary, Type of the Church

4, Mary, Mother of the Church.

L. Mary, Disciple of the Lord and Mother of the Lord

We must, first of all, state quite clearly and unequivocally
that Mary is a disciple of the Lord That she is more than this
does not undo the fact that she is this,

1In lis bull Glorrosae Dominae (Sept 27, 1748) Benedict XIV states:
“The Catholic Church, taught by the Holy Spirit, honors her with filial
affection and piety as a most beloved Mother,” Leo XIII's encyclical
Adpuirrcens popule (Sept 5, 1895) speaks of Mary as “most truly Mother
of the Church” (vetissime quidem mater Ecclesiae) Jobn XXIII used
the title “Mother of the Chutch” or its equivalent “Mother of Chest's
Mystical Body, the Church,” at leats five times Cf. J Galot, Mére de
PEglise, in NRT 86 (1964) 1163-1184, G. M. Roschiny, in the atticle
Mother of the Church, in Our Lady's Digest, 19 (March-Aprd, 1965)
270-277, collects many references to this title from lturgrcal, partristic
and papal sources.
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The discipleship of Mary is due to two factors: her human
personality and her redeemed status.

Humanly, Mary, as we, emerges from nothingness. Every-
thing that 1s not God, Mary included, 1s the work of His al-
mighty Will and 1s never more than a faint expression of His
eternal Being. Mary is fully involved 10 what we might call
the human situation She 1s exposed, as the Church will be later,
to the incalculable and irrational elements inseparable from the
present human condition. She must face the harsh realities of
life: birth and death, misunderstanding and contradiction, daly
toil and anxiety. She, too, must suffer all the sinless conse-
quences of mankind’s sinful beginnings. She, too, must forfeit,
as a creature living after Adam’s refusal, the lost vocation of
the first Adam. She finds herself at times confronted by
the hopeless socal situations which the Church will later
grieve over and which frustrate all of us. She is for herself, as
every human creature must be, a mystery never fully grasped.
‘Twice 1n the Scriptures 1t 1s satd of her that she did not undet-
stand (Lwke 2.33 and 2:50). She had to learn about her Child
slowly, keeping very much in her heart. As with the Church
later, she will possess implicitly more mystery and richness than
she ever explicitly formulates. Mary had to live, as we must and
as the Church does every day, the severe ordeal of faith.

Mary, however, lives, as we know, not only within the restric-
tions of human existence, but by virtue of grace and redemp-
tion. She is not only 2 creature, but a creature of splendid and
superlative holiness. She 1s sinless, free as no other Christian
has ever been free, sensitive to Christ with a responsiveness be-
yond compare. She is the finest expression of the anawzm theme
of the Old Testament. She is the poor one of Yahweh, and like
the poor of the Old Testament she trusts in God unfailingly
and is astonished when she is called “filled with grace” and
“blessed ” Pope Paul has reminded us:
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Christ 15 the sole mediator, the sole source of grace Whatever Mary
has, she owes to Chnst,2

Hence, sanctity for Mary as for us 1s redemption. She 1s no
less redeemed because she 1s ever smless Preservation from
sin 1s 2 more radiant redemption than grace given after sin, but
it is still redemption, The fact that Mary 15 free from sin
cannot, as with Christ, be due to herself Here sinless status
depends, as 1s not the case with Christ, on a principle outside of
herself,

We call Mary then a disciple of the Lord because she is so
totally human and so clearly redeemed Mary 1s not only dis-
ciple but she 15 also a disciple without a ministenial function in
the Church. She occupies no apostolic office in the community
of Christ No apostle will ever rule by virtue of 2 commusston
from Mary No sacrament nor any liturgical celebration will
ever be performed in her name. Hence the Church insists that
we never call Mary a priest or an apostle Her relationship with
the Church 1s of a different order.

Mary 1s a2 member of the Church, as Augustine reminds us:

Mary is holy, Mary 1s blessed, but the Church 1s more impressive
than the Virgin Mary Why? Because Mary is a part of the Church,
a holy member, an excellent member, a superlative member, but
yet a member of the Body®

Pope Paul reminds us of the same fact as he declares Mary
Mother of the Church. She 1s a “daughter of Adam,” “our
sister through ties of nature,” and “the perfect image of the
disaple of Chrst.”

Though all we have said of Mary thus far is undentably true,
we have not yet expressed the Church’s full understanding of
her. To call Mary only a dsciple of the Lord 1s to neglect the

2Paul VI, discourse at Castelgandolfo, Aug 15, 1964; cf. OR, Aug
17-18, 1964

8 St, Augustine, Serm. Dems, 25, 7; ed G. Motin, in Mucellanea
Agostimana, 163,
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fact that Scripture calls her the Mother of Jesus and the faith
of the Church calls her Mother of God. Mary, then, is not
only disciple but also the Mother of the Lord Hence, different
things must be sard of her from those things we say of one who
1s only disciple.

The Word was made flesh, we know, because a maiden of our
race heard God speak 1n the freedom of her heart and because
she gave God a total, sinless, unconditional gift of herself. She
became the Mother of the Lord not only because Christ was
physically born of her, but because she agreed to this in courage
and by her consent. Her maternity was not only a biological
happentng, but included a spiritual commitment to her Son and
His mussion, Luke makes 1t clear that nothing is to occur un-
less Mary agrees God, in that mystery by which He creates a
human person, gave Mary a freedom which was truly her own.
With God'’s grace and her sinless use of her own freedom, Mary
speaks her acceptance Physically, Christian htstory will now call
her Mother of the Lord Spiritually, Chostian history will now
see in her an example of devoted discipleship Spiritually, she
1s not the Mother of the Lord. Yet neither 1s she the Mother
of the Lord only because she brings her Son to physical birth.
Her discipleship enters mnto her function of physical maternity.
These principles will be clanfied further on 1n this paper.

2 Mary, Mother of the Disciples of the Lord

There has been a conviction in the Chusch for centuries that
Mary in her consent at the Annunciation and in her compassion
on Calvary achieved not only a unity with Christ but a certzin
relationship with us. Since Mary exerazed a maternal function
on behalf of Christ, somehow that same function is exercized
on behalf of us, the members of her Son’s Body. We have
seen that Mary 1s the Mother of Christ. This is fundamentally,
but not exclusively, a corporeal relationship. Mary 1s also, in
Catholic thought, the mother of the members of Christ’s Mys-
tical Body. This is an exclustvely spiritual relattonship.
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What we have just sard is not a recent development in theol-
ogy. It dates from the patristic age of the Church.
Origen once wrote:

None 15 Maty's son but Jesus alone; and when Jesus says to his
mother ““Behold your son,” it is as if he sad “Behold this man
is Jesus himself, to whom you gave birth.” For everyone who has
received the fulness that is baptism, lives now no more himself,
but Chrst lives in him, And since Christ lives in him, the word
of Mary applies to him~"Behold your son—the anomnted Christ."™

Augustine recognizes this same role of Mary:

Mary is indeed the mother of Christ’s members, that s, of our-
selves. For it is by her work of love that men have been bom in
the Church, farthful men who are the Body of the Head, whose
mother she was in the flesh.s

Gerhoh of Reichersberg explains Mary's relationship with all
who follow Christ in much the same way as Origen had done:

“Behold your mother” ... What was said to one, to John who so
loved him and whom Christ loved more than all the others, can
be applied to all who love Hum*

It was a realization of evidence such as this which led Leo
XIII to write:

It has always been the Church’s interpretation that Christ indicated
in the person of John the human race, and in particular those who
would be faithful to Him?

Even if one chooses to interpret differently the scriptural pas-
sages cited by the Fathers, one must recogntze something more
significant than biblical exegests here. The traditional exegesis
of the words to Mary and John is plausible and generally ac-
cepted. What interests a dogmatic theologian, however, is not

4 Origen, Comment m Joan; PG 14, 32,

5 St Augustine, De sancia virginstate, 6; PL 14, 399

¢ Gethoh of Reschersberg, Liber de glorra Fiii homims, 10, PL 194, 1105,
7 Leo XII, Adjutricem popale (Sept. 5, 1895).
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always whether or not a passage 1s accurately exegeted, but what
the consciousness of the Church 1s trying to express in the
exegests which is given. There is not always a logical and co-
herent line back to the scriptural foundation for a doctrine of
the Church. Frequently enough, the Church 15 in existential
possession of some truth long before she 1s nottonally aware of
its expliaatation. This 1s not to say that ignorance of accurate
biblical exegesss is permussible. It is not to say that precise
scriptural mnterpretation 1s not imperative This would be fool-
ish. We intend only to say that frequently 1n the faith of the
Church more 1s at issue than the letter of the Scriptures, The
Church must never become un-btblical Nor must the Church
ever become fundamentalistic m 1ts use of the Bible.

The Church professes that the faith and love of Mary is a
factor not only bringing Christ to corporeal birth but zlso 1n-
fluencing all who believe in Chnst. The phystcal Christ is the
focal point of all Chrstian experience and the principle ulti-
mately responstble for the birth of all His mystical membets.
Mary, the Mother of Jesus, has 2 maternal and perfect disciple-
relatronship with the physical Chost through whom all things
Christian come to be Hence, her influence over us is inescapable.

Mary stands with us before the Lord as He beholds the hu-
man family. All the redeemed are part of each other’s sanctfi-
cation in that mystery we call the communion of saints. All of
us are mtermediaries for each other. Each of us is freed from
his own 1solation to share 1n the glory of all and to offer himself
for all. The redemption of each Chmstian 1s always a grace
and blessing for the other As we all stand before the Lord,
redeemed, only one of our number can see 1n the Lord her own
Son. Only one of our number 1s saved and redeemed through
and through, perfectly. Hence we look to one of our number
to lead us in the way of the Lord.

No one of us receives redemption passively We all receive
redemption receptively and freely. This means that our free
response 15 essential and irreplaceable, It means that our re-
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sponse costs us something and is worthwhile, Only one of the
redeemed gives a perfect response. Her perfect response is
fluential in the imperfect response each of us must give. This
must be so. If our imperfect responses to God mfluence each
other, how much more influential 1s that one response which is
perfect, forever sinless, and contributive to the birth of the
physical Christ?

Mary 1s the mother of the dsciples of the Lord because she
belongs to Christ utterly and without restraint. She belongs to
His life and His work, His Church, and His grace the way no
one else does. She is also mother of the disciples of the Lord
because she belongs to us so inseparably in the communion &F
the samnts The more one loves Christ, the more he belongs to
the brethren of the Lord. Maxy, in loving Christ perfectly, loved
us in a way we have never learned to love each other

3. Mary, Type of the Church

Contemporary theology makes much of the Mary-Church re-
lationship. The Middle Ages mamfested an interest in personal
devotion to Mary and her nearness to Christ Today, without
denying the validity of previous interpretations of Mary, there
is a greater emphasis on an ecclesial approach to Mary and her
soltdarity with us,

The christological line uniting Mary and the Church to Christ
is strong, clear, and without ecumenical complication It is not
difficult for all Christians to see that both Mary and the Church
are created by the redemption of Christ. The ecclestological
line uniting Mary and the Church to each other and to Christ
ts more subtle and ecumenically problematic.

Catholtc theology sees both Mary and the Church as means by
which we are saved. Classic Reformation theology does not ac-
cept this For Catholic theology, the Church is not only the
place where God and man meet, but an instrument in this
encounter, Mary 1s not only the place where God and man har-
monized in Christ, but an instrument 1n our meeting with Christ,
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Sacraments are not only the sitwations in which God and man
meet, but they are objective means of grace and enter into one’s
subjective sanctification Justification in Catholic thought 15
essentrally and primartly from Christ. Yet 1t has also an ec-
clestal, marian, and sacramental dimension. This is not to say
that any other is Medator 1 place of Christ. Church, Mary,
and sacrament depend totally upon Christ for thetr significance
What we have said above, however, 1s an affitmation of the com-
munitarian dimension of justification. Church, Mary and sac-
rament are not only essentrally relative to Christ They are also
unmistakably commumtarian Church, Mary and sacred sign
are not pure symbol or occasions of grace, but genuine sacra-
ment and means of sanctification. The sacrament of God is
Christ. ‘The sacrament of Christ is the Church. The sacrament
of the Church are tts sacred signs But Mary also represents
the Church 1n a sensible and wisible manner God is given to
us in grace through Christ, Church, Mary and sacrament, though
not in the same way.

Although Mary 1s type of the Church, Mary and the Church
are not identical They are intimately joined. There are no
clear lines separating Masy from the Church or the Church from
Mary Yet there are unmistakable differences.

Mary, for example, 15 a person while the Church 15 a com-
munity. Mary, however, 1s a person iz the Chuch. She has no
religious significance outside the Church. The Church, con-
versely, never is fully conscious of stself in abstraction from the
Word's tncarnation from Mary. Mary 1s an individual, but as an
individual she 1s what the collective Church seeks to become.

The Church, furthermore, is a community of grace in hier-
archy and sacrament. It brings us the mystery of the Event of
Christ 1o preaching and sacred sign  Mary, however, has no
ministerial or liturgical function 1n the community. Peter, not
Mary, ts prince of the apostolic college. Chrst, not Mary, is
symbolized and encountered 1n the liturgy. Mary’s participation



36 Mary, Mother of the Church

in the Event of Christ is historical, not kerygmatic or sacra-
mental.

Maty, finally, 1s sinless mn her response to Christ. The Church
quite evidently is not, '

When the Fathers spoke of the Mary-Church relationship,
they referred frequently to the maternity and virginity which
both Mary and the Church exerase In physical maternity, Mary
becomes Mother of Chrst. In spritual maternity, the Church
makes us children of the Father. Mary and the Church are,
furthermore, both virginal Each is essentially holy Each is
indefectible n its essential allegiance to Christ. Because the
grace of God reaches the very roots of Mary and the Church, the
vuginity of each is fruitful in life and productive of Christ.
The spiritual energy of Christ influences and vivifies both the
Church and Mary, No other influence gives life to either.

This relationship between Mary and the Church was early
noticed by Ephrem the Syrian®

Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son 2 hidden mystery
of the Church *

Cyril of Alexandria saw the same relationship-

+++ let us prase with songs of joy Maty ever virgin who herself is
clearly the holy Church, together with her Son . #

Further patristic references might better await the next sec-
tion of ths paper.

As the Church 15 a pledge of victory over the serpent and
death, so 15 Mary. She overcomes the serpent 1n her Immaculate
Conception, and death n her Assumption. These two preroga-
tives of Mary are deeply laden with ecclestological mystery and
typology. The Church 1s typified by one who is sinless since the
Church itself is, in essence, sinless, This 1s why we confess the

35t Ephrem, Hymn Five, On the Birth of the Lord m the Flesh, v. 5;
ed Lamy, 2, 486, quoted by H Rahner, Qur Lady and the Church
{New York, 1963) 9.

®Cynl of Alexandria; PG 77, 996,
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Church as holy 1n our creed. Sin 15, of course, a reality in the
Church, but 1t 15 2 reality which contradicts the Church’s essence.
Sin 15, however, no reality 1n Mary. She 1s wholly fair, wholly
without sin And her holiness is a revelation to the Church of
its own fundamental essence, Mary without sin is, moreover, a
promise to the Chuech of what the Church of glory shall be.
Magy, in her Immaculate Conception, 15 a sign of what the
Church 15 1n essence now and of what the Church will be in its
every member hereafter.

The Assummption of Mary into heaven tells us that this dear
and familiar daughter of our race has been taken up, unim-
patred and transformed, into the eternal life of God Himself,
The Assumption of Mary emphasizes the visible triumph of
her sanctity. Her visible transfiguration reminds us of the
importance of the Church’s visible structure. It also tells us
that the Church’s very visibility will be glorified in the resur-
rection of the flesh. Mary's holy body lights the way for the
Body of the Church, and reminds the Church that her every
member will be saved through and through, in body and spirit
The Body of the Church, like the body of Mary, will be called
from the darkness of thts night into the wonderful light of God.

Like the Church, Mary makes Christ’s wotk her own and
shares it Like the Church, Mary 1s perpetually in prayer before
the Father. She 1s holy and type of the Church because she real-
1zes the very essence of the Church in her personal existence.

4, Mary, Mother of the Church

All that we have said in the previous sections of this paper
have a relationship with this final point. Our consideration of
Mary has proceeded systematically from those things which
are easier to understand to the more complex Mary is easiest
to understand as a disciple of the Lord Things become more
difficult as one calls her Mother of the Lord, Mother of the
disciples of the Lord, and type of the Church. Yet if one does
not say each and every one of these things, he does not under-
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stand the title “Mother of the Church.” When Pope Paul de-
clared this new title, he commented that 1t “sums up in an ad-
mirable synthesis the privileged posttion recognized by the
Council for the Virgin 1n the holy Church *

Patristic references to Mary as Mother of the Church are not
always direct, but they are frequent.

St. Ambrose writes of Mary's visit to Elizabeth:

"How lovely your sandalled steps, 2 princely maid ”* Yes, princely
and lovely indeed are the Church’s steps as she goes to announce
her Gospel of joy lovely the steps of Mary and the Church ¢

Augustine reminds us that “the virgintty which Christ desires
m the heart of the Church, he assured first i the body of
Mary.”"" Augustine, in another sermon, draws out once more
the priority of Mary to the Church. “"Now,” he writes, "there
will be born of an immaculate virgin, by the power of the
Holy Spinit, the one from whom will then be born, by the same
Holy Sptrit, the immaculate Church,”*?

Later, we find 2 reference in pseudo-Ambrose to Mary 1n a
commentary on the Apocalypse.

We can indeed say that the Woman of the Apocalypse 1s Mary,
because she 1s the Mother of the Church, having given burth to the
Head of the Church Yet she is also the daughter of the Church,
and the holiest of her members,122

The Fathers speak as they do because Scripture and Tradition
had given them an image of Mary which Pope Paul will later
express in the title “Mother of the Church” There are already
in the Gospels some indications of Mary's priority over the
Church. It may be well to consider these in passing before ex-
plaining the theologtcal foundation for the title.

105t, Ambrose, De st wirg, 14, 87; PL 16, 326.

11 5t Augustine, Serm. 178, 4, PL 38, 1005

123t Augustine, Serm. 225, 4; PL 38, 1074

32 Ps-Ambrose [= Berengaudl, Comment. m Apoc 4, 3, 4. PL
17, 876,
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Luke, first in his Gospel, later in the Acts, gives us an indica-
tion of the Spirit’s influence over Mary. In the Annunciation,
the Holy Spirit overshadows Mary as an image of the Church
to be. Mary is, in a sense, already a Church m embryo, some-
one who recerves Christ and depends upon Him, As a Church
before the Church, Mary makes the first act of faith in the
Messizh In doing this, she sums up the faith of Israel. Asa
daughter of Sion she makes the first Christian act of faith. No
act of faith 1n Istael before hers led to the incarnation of God.
No act of faith after hers in Chostian history will lead agan
to the Word’s taking on flesh. The internal law which governs
the maternity she freely accepts is the establishment of that
messianic kingdom of which the angelic messenger speaks. The
maternity of Mary then is directed to Christ and to the kingdom
over which He shall reign as royal Messiah. Later at Pentecost,
the Holy Spirit overshadows the disciples to constitute the
Church, While Mary is m the midst of the Twelve, the Sprit
brings to the community a reality which was begun already in
the virgin Mary: the power to bear Christ’s life within itself.

At Cana, Mary, once again in the midst of the disciples, makes
a confident act of faith in her Son’s messianic power. She makes
a request that the light of Christ which she bore in her body
and heart from the Annunciation be made now to shine upon
all men. Although His “hour has not yet come,” Chnst works
at Cana 1n the land of Galilee “the first of the signs by which
Jesus revealed hus glory and led his disciples to believe in him.”
The disciples believe because Mary's faith and Christ's power
lead to the first of His signs. In a sense, she shows herself
here to be a mother of the faith of the disciples. After this,
the entire company follow Jesus in faith: “his mother, his
brothers, and his disciples.”

At Calvary, once again Mary and the Church are shown in
close relationship with each other. Once agamn, Mary precedes
the Church as she does in the Annunciation and at Cana. Be-
neath the cross, the Church is symbolized by Mary and by the
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beloved disciple Mary is told, in this most solemn messianic
moment, that she must see her son now mn John She 1s to be
mother of the faithful represented by the faithful disciple. As
the Lord dies, He looks upon Maty and the Church, the farrest
works of His minsstry, and He calls them into 2 new relation-
ship with each other® “Mother, your son; son, your mother.”
Mary and John beneath the cross are the faithful remnant of the
messianic community Christ called to be with Him always
Mary’s matermty and grief becomes now part of the mystery of
the Church as they were once part of the mystery of Christ. Mary
sees her only Son die. And as she sees all her hope die, she 1s
told to give herself fully to her new son. John is the discple
near Chnst and Mary. He is beloved because he 1s faithful even
unto death. Thus he 1s a symbol of all undying discipleship in
Christ. He is the sign of the Church that Mary now sees in an
utterly new way. Were 1t not for Chnst, Mary and John would
neither be nor belong to each other. Because of Christ, Mary
and John see in each other mother and son

Mary, who so clearly anticipates the Church even as she rep-
resents 1t, is made on Calvary to surpass the Church. Christ
makes use of her fulness to sanctify the Church. She becomes at
this moment mother of the Christian community

Mary, therefore, in Scripture and Tradition and in her new
title is portrayed as one having a maternal influence over the
generation, formation, and existence of the Church. Mary is
not, however, as Pope Paul insists, mother of the hierarchical,
liturgrcal, sacramental, visible Church. Her maternal mnfluence
over the commumty is in terms of faith, grace, and mystic union
with Christ. She 1s mother more accurately of the invisible
Church (though this implies an oblique reference to visible
structure), She 1s Mother of the Church, Pope Paul tells us, -
sofar as she 1s mother of the faithful, of the People of God,
of the Christian people.

It is not theologically accurate, then, to see Mary’s mfluence
under this title only in terms of her relationship with individual
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Christtans  She contributes rather to the very unifying of the
faithful into community. This 1s why 1t is not enough to call
her only Mother of the Faithful. As one thinks of 1t, this
is how things must be. If she influences our faith and grace,
she must influence our coming together, since faith and grace
are communitarian and ecclesial, If furthermore she influences
our faith and grace, she has some reference to the visible
Church, since faith and grace are ncarnationally oriented. She
is not, however, responsible for apostolic prerogative nor sacra-
mental efficacy in the Church

To say Mary 15 Mother of the Church is not to say she 1s the
principal source of the Church. Mary 15 not the principal source
of anything supernatural. To say that Mary is Mother of the
Church is not to say she exercises a maternal responsibility over
the entire extstencce of the Church Even the metaphor does
not demand this No mother is responsible totally for the ex-
istence of her child.

What the Chutch 1s trying to say 1n this title is that Mary’s
calling is of a higher order than that of the Church. It is trying
to say also that, in 2 sense, the Church depends upon Mary, as
Chast, 1 a sense, depended upon Mary. Mary 1s the Mother
of God who became the spiritual mother of men. She 1s the
Mother of Christ who becomes the mother of Christians. She 1s
the Mother of the Church who becomes the mother of the com-
munty called together by Christ. The ecclesial and communi-
tarian dimensions of Mary's influence over the faithful are more
clearly emphasized 1n thus title than 1n any other. Her role in
Christian unity is intimated in this title. As Augustine once
wrote:

Mary gave birth to the One, and the Church gives birth to the
many, who through the One are one s

Some solution to the antinomy expressed by our calling Mary
both member and mother of the Church can now be achieved.

13 St, Augustine, Serm, 195, 2; PL 38, 1013
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Mary is a member of the Church since she depends upon the
Saviour for all she is She 15 Mother of the Church only in her
relationship with the faithful 1n commumty, She exercises
some causality over the formation of the Church as she exercises
some causality over the formation of Christ Hence, she is
rightly called Mother of both.

Before concluding, we ought to consider two objections fre-
quently raised aganst this title,

Some have objected that the declaration of ths title now
was not the most effecive ecumenical gesture possible. There
seems to be in this objection more of a problem with the timing
than with the theology of this title Without trying to answer
this objection in its every aspect, it may be helpful for us to
recall the attrtude of some of the Reformers to Mary.

Luther, for example, in his Table Talk calls Mary “the new
Church,™*

At Christmas in 1523, Luther professes his belief that “there
is no one amongst us who would not leave his own mother to
become a son of Mary..."® “We are,” he declares on another
occasion, “'the children of Mary,”*® ‘Thus, in 1528, he concludes:
“In very truth, Mary ts our mother.”” Boldly he declares i a
Christmas talk of 1529° “Mary is the mother of Jesus and the
mother of us all  all that (Christ) has must be ours, and
his mother therefore also is ours.”

Luther is not the only Reformer who speaks thus of Mary.
Uhlrich Zwingli once preached:

I firmly believe according to the words of the Gospel that a pure
Virgin brought forth for us the Son of God and remamed a Virgin
pure and intact 1n chuldbirth and also after the birth, for all eternity.

WCE W Tappolet, Das Marienlob der Reformatoren (Tubingen, 1962)
91,
18 Lathers Werke (ed Weunar, 1883) 11, 219
1 [5id, 11, 224,
17 [bid,, 28, 402.
18 fbed., 29, 665.
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I firmly trust that she has been exalted by God to etermal joy above
all creatures, both the blessed and angels.?

John Calvin, who had more of a problem with Mariology,
nonetheless refers to Mary as a woman of faith and humility
who 15, therefore, a model and guide for all® On another
occaston, he speaks of “the glorious prvalege which God be-
stowed on Mary by choosing her to be the mother of his only
Son " He continues that it was she who "opened the way for
God to accomplish his work.”*

Nor is contemporary Protestant theology devord of an in-
terest in the devotion toward Mary Hans Asmussen developed
recently a Protestant Mariology quite sympathetic to Catholic
concerns, in Marza, dre Mutter Gottes™ Jaroslav Pelikan com-
mented recently that “nesther the doctrine of the Church nor the
doctrine of Christ can be fully articulated without some doc-
trine of Mary.® Max Thunan, n Mary, Motber of all Chris-
tians, makes a number of references to Mary’s relationship with
the Church He says at one point that “to speak of Mary is to
speak of the Church *** He goes on to draw out casefully the
relationship of Mary to the Church and Mary's function as
Mother of the Church.

Mary and the Church are closely united in the event of the
Cross,, .2

.. she ceases to be the human mother of Chust who had power
over her Son, and becomes the spintual mother in the community
of the Messiah, , 25

19 Cf, Tappolet, op. e, 235

20 Calvin, Opera quae superfuerunt {ed Brunswick, 1891) 59, 129,

22 J Calvin, Comment, on Luke 1442, 45,

21a Second ed, 1951

22 Jaroslav Pelikan, introduction to O, Semmelroth’s Mary Archetype of
the Church (New York, 1963} xu.

23 Max Thunan, Mary, Mother of All Christians (New York, 1964} 9

24 [brd,, 183,

25 Ibid., 143.
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-+« she gives birth to the faith of others, and shares 1 the mother-
hood of the Church 26

By her faith, her hope, her chaaty, and her prayers she will pe
a spintual mother of Mother Church .. .2

The second objectton raised against this title expresses some
difficulty with 1t as theologically musleading. The problem raised
by this objectton 1s not merely with the timing of the declaration
but with its theology. It must be admitted that the title does
involve a certamn risk Yet the risk here 1s not as great, in
fact somewhat less, than the risk the Church faces mn calling
Mary Mother of God. Some might understand by this latter
title that Mary 1s Mother of the Divinuty. What the Church 1n-
tends, however, is to say that Mary is the Mother of Chrst who
is God. Just as the title “Mother of God” does not mean a
superionity of Mary over God, so “Mother of the Church” does
not suppose an absolute superionty of Mary over the Church.
Mary, in fact, serves the mystery of the Church. Just as the
title “Mother of God” does not make Mary a prncipal cause
of the Incarnation, so the title “Mother of the Church” does not
make Mary a principal cause of the formation or exsstence of
the Church In no way is the sovereigruty of Christ over His
Church compromused.

What theological values, then, does the title offer us?

1. First, 1t clarifies the membership of Mary in the Church
as exclusive and unique, She 1s the only member of the
Church who plays a role i the Church’s birth and forma-
tion,

2. It clarfies Mary's function in the Church as, not only a
type of the Church, but as an mfluence in the Church’s
attempt to be all it should be.

3. It clanfies Mary's closeness to Christ since she is Mother
of His community,

26 Ib:d., 143
W lhid, 171,
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4 It clarifies Mary's nearness to us since it emphasizes the
idea of community and sohidarity.

5. It binds mariology and ecclestology closely together.™
These, then, are some passing reflections of the title “Mother
of the Church.” The title seems to be almost a prayer by the
Church that Mary, who exceeds the Church in her sanchity,
might aid the Chnstian people as they go therr pilgrim way to
glory in repentance. It is a prayer also that she and her Son
might bring all Christians back once again into one family,

one faith and in one Church.

REv. ANTHONY T. PADOVANO
Immaculate Conception Seminary
Darlington, N.].

28 For many of these insights I am indebted to J Galot and hus article
Meére de PEglise, in NRT 86 (1964) 1163-1184.



	Mary, Mother of the Church
	Recommended Citation

	Mary, Mother of the Church

