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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM 19: THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY 

 

Introduction: Today we will explore the unique gifts God bestowed on the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

I. She is the Chosen One. 

A. It is the Father’s plan to incorporate his earthly sons and daughters into the family 

business of the Blessed Trinity, which is the salvation of souls. 

1. God, of course, has no need of any human cooperation. 

2. Yet, in his divine providence he chooses to operate within the human limitations of 

parents, patriarchs, prophets, and saints. 

3. From all eternity each human has a destiny to achieve in the divine scheme, a 

vocation that can be accepted or rejected, for God’s love forces no one. 

4. In honoring the holy heroes, the saints, we honor the power and love of God that is 

manifested in them.  For without God, they could achieve nothing (Jn 15:5). 

5. This is particularly true of Mary’s extraordinary role in human history, which does 

not diminish the unique mediation of Jesus, but rather shows its power.”1  

B. St. Paul announced: “But when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of 

a woman … so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 4:40).  

1.  Mary’s unique role was anticipated at the dawn of civilization. 

a. Adam and Eve had plunged the human race into the darkness of sin and death. 

b. God told Satan, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between 

your seed and her seed” (Gen 3:15).  This prophesy is called the protoevangelium, 

the first gospel. 

c. Mary’s advent was foreshadowed by the holy women of the Old Covenant: Sarah, 

Hannah, Deborah, Ruth, Judith, Esther, and many others.2 

2. The early church Fathers joyfully proclaimed Mary’s cooperation in the great work of 

man’s salvation through her faith and obedience.  For example: 

a. St. Irenaeus (d. 200/203) in his work Against Heresies wrote of Mary, “being 

obedient, [she] became the cause of salvation for herself and for the whole 

human race”3  

b. Also: “The knot of Eve’s disobedience was untied by Mary’s obedience: what the 

virgin Eve bound through her disobedience; Mary loosened by her faith.”4 

c. The great biblical scholar St. Jerome (d. 419/420) declared: “Death through Eve, 

life through Mary.”5 

3. All Mary’s singular privileges were given to fulfill her role as mother of the Messiah, 

txhe Son of God and the mother of the redeemed.  

                                                           
1 Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, 60. 
2 CCC, # 489. 
3 Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, 56. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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II. Mary is properly called the mother of God (CCC 466, 484, 495, 509) 

A. The Second Vatican Council declared: “From the earliest times the blessed Virgin is 

honored under the title of ‘Mother of God’ (Theotokos), under whose protection the 

faithful take refuge together in prayer in all their perils and needs.”6  

1. When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, he said to her: 

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 

overshadow you; therefore, the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of 

God” (Lk 1:35). 

2. Subsequently, when Mary visited her elderly cousin Elizabeth, who was filed with the 
Holy Spirit, Elizabeth exclaimed: 

“And why is this granted me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” 

(Lk 1:43). 

3. St. Luke uses the Greek word that is translated as “Lord” seventeen times in the first 

chapter of his Gospel, always with the meaning of “God.”7 

B. The Bible announced that Mary is the mother of Jesus (Mt 1:18; Jn 2:1, 3; 19:25-26).  It 

also affirmed the divinity of Jesus (Mt 1:23; 26:63-65; Jn 1:1-18; 14:9; 19:7; 20:28-29; 

Col 1:16, 2:9). 

The conclusion is inescapable: Mary is the mother of Jesus. 
     Jesus is God. 

     Therefore, Mary is the mother of God. 

C. The Council of Ephesus in 431 defined that Mary was Theotokos, a Greek term properly 

translated as “Mother of God,” but more literally “God-Bearer,” “Birth-giver of God” and 

“Bringer-forth-of God.”   

1. The issue at the Council of Ephesus was the precise meaning of the Incarnation, that 

is, the mystery of the Word made flesh, conceived and born of Mary as true God and 

true man.   

2. Nestorius, the Patriarch of Constantinople, promoted the term Christotokos, “Christ-

Bearer,” or “Mother of Christ” under the misconception that the title Theotokos 

implied that Mary was a goddess begetting Jesus’ divinity.   

3. Unfortunately, Nestorius’ separation of Christ’s human and divine natures leads to 

the false conclusion that Jesus the man and the divine Word are two distinct 

Persons.   

4. If Mary is only the mother of Christ and not the mother of God, then only a man was 

born and died on the cross, not the divine Son of God.  

D. The reality is, as all mothers know, when a woman gives birth, it is to a person, not just 

to a body or a nature.   

                                                           
6 Lumen Gentium, 66, Dogmatic Constitution of the Church. 
7 Stefano M. Manelli, All Generations Shall Call Me Blessed, p. 159. 
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1. Mary also gave birth to a Person, a divine Person who had two natures, one truly 

divine and the other truly human.   

2. This fact does not imply in any sense that Mary is a goddess or that she produced 

Jesus’ divinity. 

 

III. The belief in Mary’s Immaculate Conception is a dogma of faith (CCC 490-494) 

A. Pope Pius IX defined the dogma of the Immaculate Conception on December 8, 1854: 

“We declare, pronounce and define that the doctrine which holds that the most 

Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instant of her conception, by a singular grace and 

privilege granted by almighty God in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of 

the human race, was preserved free from all stain of original sin, is a doctrine 

revealed by God and therefore to be believed firmly and constantly by all the 

faithful.”8 

B. This mystery was foreshadowed by the Arc of the Covenant. 

1. The ark of the Old Testament was the most sacred object in ancient Israel because it 

contained: the manna from heaven, the tablets of the law, and the rod of Aaron’s 

priesthood.   

2. The parallel is evident in regard to Mary’s womb, which housed: the supernatural 

bread from heaven - Jesus, the lawgiver of the New Covenant, and the eternal high 

priest.   

3. St. Luke cleverly draws a comparison between the ark of the covenant traveling to 

Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:1-16) and Mary’s visitation to her cousin Elizabeth (Lk 1:39-56). 
 

 Ark of Covenant   Mary 

Ark goes to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:12,15-16) Mary goes to town in the hill country (Lk 1:39) 

To the house of Obededom (2 Sam 6:10)  To the house of Zechariah (Lk 1:40);  

David danced with joy (2 Sam 6:14)  John leapt in mother’s womb (Lk 1:41)  

David said: “How can the ark of the   Elizabeth said: “And why has this happened 

          Lord come to me?” (2 Sam 6:9)        that the mother of my Lord comes to me?” (Lk 1:43) 

People rejoice (2 Sam 6:12)    Mary rejoices (Lk 1:47) 

Shouting (2 Sam 6:15)                                    Loud cry (Lk 1:42) 
The Ark remains in the house of   Mary remains in the house of Zechariah for three months 

          Obededom for three months   (Lk 1:56) 

          (2 Sam 6:11) 

 

4. When the Angel Gabriel told Mary, ‘The Holy Spirit will come over you, and the 

power of the Most High will overshadow you” (Lk 1:35).  The Greek word that is 

translated as overshadow is the same Greek word used in the Greek version of the 

                                                           
8 Denzinger-Schönmetzer, 2803. 
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Old Testament when the glory cloud of God’s presence descends on the Ark of the 

Covenant. 

5. Finally, St. John depicts Mary as the ark of the covenant in the book of Revelation: 

“Then God’s temple in heaven was opened, and the ark of his covenant was seen 

within his temple; and there were flashes of lightning, loud noises, peals of 

thunder, an earthquake, and heavy hail” (Rev 11:19).  

6. What did the ark look like?  John describes his vision of the ark in the next verse: 9  

“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” (Rev 12:1).   

C. The angel Gabriel addressed Mary by the state of her immaculate soul, not her given 

name. 

1. He addressed Mary in a most unusual manner using the title “full of grace” (Lk 1:28), 

which highlights the innermost state of her soul.   

2. The Greek word used, kecharitomene, means, “graced,” “endowed with grace,” or 

“highest grace.”  This verb in the form of a perfect passive participle indicates a 

perfection of grace.10   

a. Thus, in addressing Mary the angel Gabriel attests that she is endowed with grace 

in a singular way - a perfection of grace or perfect holiness.  This implies that the 

fullness of grace is both intensive and extensive: intensive - in that Mary’s 

reception of grace was as complete as possible; extensive - in that it was applied 

to the whole of Mary’s life, from the very moment of her conception.11   

b. It is interesting that even Martin Luther had no difficulty in defending Mary’s 

complete sinlessness based on Luke 1:28. He wrote: “She [Mary] is full of grace, 

proclaimed to be entirely without sin … Moreover, God guarded and protected 

her from all that might be harmful to her.”12 

Two objections have been raised in recent years to the truth of Mary’s Immaculate 

Conception. 

Objection # 1 

Mary claimed she had a savior: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in 

God my Savior” (Lk 1:46-47).  This would not be possible if Mary was free from 

                                                           
9 The divisions of chapters and verses are not part of the inspired text of the Bible.  Stephen Langton in1206 A.D. added the 
chapters while Robert Etienne inserted the verses in 1551 A.D. 
10 Mateo, Refuting Attacks on Mary, A Defense of Marian Doctrines, p. 5; Manelli, All Generations Shall Call Me Blessed: 

Biblical Mariology, p.131; Mateo, Refuting the Attack on Mary, p. 5; 10 Smyth, Greek Grammar, pp. 108-109; Manelli, All 

Generations Shall Call Me Blessed: Biblical Mariology, p. 131; de la Potterie, Mary in the Mystery of the Covenant, pp. 17-

20; Bertrand Budy, Mary of Galilee, Vol.  I, pp. 71-3. 
11 Smyth, Greek Grammar, pp. 108-109; Manelli, All Generations Shall Call Me Blessed: Biblical Mariology, p. 131; de la 

Potterie, Mary in the Mystery of the Covenant, pp. 17-20; Bertrand Budy, Mary of Galilee, Vol.  I, pp. 71-3. 
12 Jeroslov Pelikan, editor, Luther’s Works, “Personal Prayer Book” 1522, Vol. 43, p. 40. 
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Original Sin from the moment of her conception, since she would have nothing to be 

saved from.   

The Answer to this objection: 

There is a distinction between a redemption that is preventative as opposed to one 

that is curative.  Mary did indeed have a savior, and her Immaculate Conception 

indicates that she had a superior form of salvation.  Mary was saved preventatively 

from contracting original sin because of the infinite merits of her Divine Son.  

Everyone else is saved curatively, that is, we contract the malady of original sin but 

Christ’s atoning death frees us from it.   

Objection # 2 

Some raise an objection based on Romans 3:23 and 11:32:   

Rom 3:23 - “since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 

Rom 11:32 - “For God has consigned all men to disobedience, that he may have 

mercy upon all.”  

They argue that the use “all” in these passages is a universal declaration that allows 

for no exceptions - including Mary.   

The Answer to this objection 

a. The problem with this interpretation is it ignores the New Testament use of 

expression like “all” in a general, but not in a universal sense.  Clearly that is the 

meaning in Romans 3:23; 11:32. Otherwise, Jesus would be included in “all.”  Yet, 

the New Testament is clear, Jesus is an exception:  

“For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet 
without sinning” (Heb 4:15). 

Adam and Eve were also exceptions, for God created them free from sin.  That 

brings the total to three exceptions.  Clearly, then, Mary could be another 

exception without contradicting Romans 3:23 and 11:32.  Indeed, it is fitting that 

God would create the new Eve sinless, just as he created the first Eve sinless. 

b. But what if one argues that the passages cited in Romans refers to personal sin 

and not original sin?   

The argument still breaks down.  Jesus is clearly an exception.  In addition, 

unborn babies are not capable of personal sin because they do not have the use 

of reason.  St. Paul, for example, speaks of the time when Jacob and Esau were 

unborn babies as a time when they “had done nothing either good or bad” (Rom 

9:11).  So, if Jesus and numerous infants committed no personal sins, “all” cannot 

be understood as meaning no exceptions.   

c. In conclusion, there is no biblical basis for rejecting the belief in Mary’s 

Immaculate Conception, but there is compelling evidence to support it. 

 



6 

 

IV.  Mary is Declared to be a Perpetual Virgin (CCC 496-507) 

A. The Catholic Church proclaims in the words of St. Augustine that Mary is “a virgin 

conceiving, a virgin bearing, a virgin pregnant, a virgin with child, a virgin forever.”13 

B. When the angel Gabriel announced to Mary that she was asked to be the mother of 

God, she asked: 

“How can this be, since I have no husband?” - literally “since a man I know not?” 

a. It is unreasonable to suppose that Mary was asking Gabriel to explain the method of 
human reproduction because she had no knowledge of the process of human 
conception.  

b. Furthermore, the text notes that Mary was betrothed to Joseph (Lk 1:27).  Scholars 
point out that “betrothal among the Jews was in fact a true marriage.”14 

c. Mary’s question to the angel does make sense if her desire was to remain a virgin 
because her heart was directed to God alone.15    

C. Therefore, the angel addressed that issue in his response to Mary: 
“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore, the child to be born will be called holy; the Son of God” 
(Lk 1:35).        

D. The Holy Spirit will be Mary’s supernatural Spouse.  She will be God’s alone and will 
have a divine Son while remaining a virgin.  No wonder Mary exclaimed, “for he who is 
mighty has done great things for me” (Lk 1:49).  

 
The chief Objection to Mary’s perpetual virginity is based on “The brothers of the Lord.” 
In Matthew 12:46-47 references are made to Jesus’ “brothers.”  Similar statements are 

made in Mark 3:31-32 and Luke 8:19. Therefore, some have argued that the Bible explicitly 

states that Mary had other biological children after the birth of Jesus.   

What is the Response to this objection? 

1. Neither Aramaic nor Hebrew has separate words for cousin and uncle.  The word 

brothers are commonly used in the Bible to describe cousins and uncles.   

a. Indeed, the words “brother” or “brothers” are used to identify persons that have no 

biological relationships like friends, allies and fellow Christians.   

b. The Greek language of the New Testament does have separate words for brother, 

uncle and cousin.  However, in the New Testament the custom of the Hebrew Old 

Testament and the Greek Septuagint was followed.   

c. Therefore, the Greek word brother does not necessarily indicate a biological sibling.  

Consider the following examples. 

1)  Lot was Abraham's nephew.  He was the son of Abraham’s brother Haran (Gen 
12:5).  *Yet in Genesis 14:15, Lot is called as Abraham’s brother.   

                                                           
13 Doronzo, Dictionary of Dogmatic Theology, p. 294. 
14 Manelli, All Generations Shall Call Me Blessed: Biblical Mariology, p. 127. 
15 De la Potterie, Mary in the Mystery of the Covenant, pp. 25-30; Manelli, All Generations Shall Call Me Blessed: Biblical 
Mariology, pp. 137-140. 
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2)  In Gen 29:15 Jacob is called brother by his uncle Laban.  
3)  In 1 Chronicles 23:21-22, the daughters of Eleazar are said to have married their 

brethren.  This is not possible because Eleazar had no sons.  These brethren were 
really their cousins, the sons of Cis, who was Eleazar’s brother. 

4)  The word brother was also used to describe unrelated people, such as a friend (1 
Kings 9:13; 20:32; and 2 Sam 1:26).   

5)  In Amos 1:9 the word is used to describe an ally. 
2.  The false claim that the Greek word used for “brothers” in the New Testament must 

identify biological siblings leads to absurd conclusions:  
a.  In Acts 1:15 Peter stood up among 120 “brothers.”  Are we to suppose that they all 

had the same parents?  These brethren were the early band of Christians awaiting 
the advent of the Holy Spirit.   

b.  St. Paul informs us that “500 brothers” saw the resurrected Jesus at one time (1 Cor 

15:6).  Are we to believe that these “brethren” were the sons of one woman?   

c.  Indeed, there is no indication in the context of these two passages (Acts 1:15 and 1 

Cor 15:6) that most of these “brothers” were even related. 

3.  What about the passages in the New Testament that name specific brothers of the Lord? 

a.  In Matthew 13:55, James and Joseph and Simon and Judas are listed.  However, 
James and Joseph are identified in Matthew 27:56 as the son of another Mary, 
probably Mary of Clophas found in John 19:25.  Simon appears to be Simon the 
Cananean of Matthew 10:4.  Judas is called the son of James in Luke 6:16 and Acts 
1:13. 

b.  The second listing of named brothers occurs in Mark 6:3. They are James and Joses 

and Judas and Simon.  James and Joses are identified in Mark 15:40 as the sons of 

another Mary.  This is probably the same Mary discussed above who appears in John 

19:25. Judas and Simon appear in Matthew’s list (Mt 13:55).  Simon appears to be 

Simon the Cananean of Matthew 10:4. Judas is called the son of James in Luke 6:16 

and Acts 1:13. 

E. There is a solid biblical basis for affirming Mary’s Perpetual Virginity. 

1. In the passages that refer to Jesus’ brothers, the sacred authors are careful to only 
call Jesus the son of Mary, no one else.   

2. When Jesus was found in the temple at age twelve (Lk 2:41-51), there is no hint of 
other children.   

3. In the Jewish society in which Jesus lived, younger sons never gave public advice to 
or criticism of an older brother, much less, the oldest son.  This would be very 
disrespectful.   
a. Yet, we find Jesus’ brethren publically advising him to leave Galilee and go to 

Judea to make a name for himself (Jn 7:3-4).   
b. At another time his brethren attempted to restrain him saying: “He is out of his 

mind” (Mk 3:21).   
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c. These passages are understandable, however, if these brethren were in fact 
Jesus’ uncles or some other older relatives. 

4. Lastly, Jesus’ action at the foot of the cross, when he entrusted his mother to John, 
makes no sense if Mary had other sons (Jn 19:26-27).  The social customs of the time 
would have made such an action unthinkable.16 

 

V. Mary’s Assumption into Heaven. 

A. On November 1, 1950, Pope Pius XII solemnly defined as a dogma of faith Mary’s bodily 

Assumption into heaven: 

“We pronounce, declare, and define it to be a divinely revealed dogma: that the 

Immaculate Mother of God, the ever-Virgin Mary, having completed the course of 

her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into heavenly glory.”17 

B. In the book of Revelation, John saw the Blessed Mother bodily glorified in heaven as the 

queen mother: 

“A great sign appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon 

under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars (Rev 12:1). 

a. In this passage St. John identifies Mary as the “woman” of Genesis 3:15. 

b. Secondly, she is presented as the mother of the redeemed: “those who keep the 

commandments of God and bear testimony to Jesus” (Rev 12:17). 

C. In Mary’s “singular participation of her Son’s Resurrection,” by her bodily assumption, 

we anticipate the bodily resurrection of other Christians at the end of time.18  

 

VI.  Reflection on Mary’s role as:19 Advocate, Helper, Benefactress, and Mediatrix20 

When we reflect on the life of Jesus’ Immaculate Mother, we are drawn to her profound 

humility, her total obedience, her reflective silence, her absolute purity, and her single-

hearted love for her creator.  She offered her suffering for us with her divine Son as she 

watched his life slip away in agony.  She lived in a state of thankful awe at the “great things” 

the almighty has done for her. 

 

Jesus sets his mother before us as the shining model of holiness.  Thus, he gives her to us as 

his final bequest, “Behold, your mother” (Jn 19:27).  Just as Mary’s virginal womb brought 

Jesus into the world, so does her Immaculate Heart draw us to holiness, the total love of 

her divine Son.   

 

                                                           
16 See: Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, Vol. II, p. 1144. 
17 The apostolic constitution, Munificentissimus Deus. 
18 C CC, # 966. 
19 From In Sinu Jesu: When Heart Speaks to Heart, by a Benedictine Monk, pp. 162-163. 
20 Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, 62. 
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Jesus makes Mary the indispensable short-cut to a life in, with and through him.  

Consecration to her Immaculate Heart binds us to the Sacred Heart of Jesus.  

 

In David’s Kingdom, the queen mother held a place of unique honor.  She sat at the right of 

the king (1 Kgs 2:19) and was adorned with a crown (Jer 13:18).  She was a royal court 

official who often wielded significant authority in the kingdom.  The sacred authors always 

listed her with the succession of each new king.  It was the custom for the king to fulfil her 

requests, which made the queen mother a powerful advocate on behalf of the people (2 

Kgs 2:13-19).  Therefore, the Queenship of Mary rests solely on her divine Son, the Davidic 

king.21   Because of Mary’s unique relationship with Jesus she is invoked by Catholics “under 

the titles of Advocate, Helper, Benefactress, and Mediatrix.”22 

 

This is the basis of the lovely prayer called, “The Memorare” 

Remember, O most gracious Virgin Mary, that never was it known that any one who fled to 

thy protection, implored thy help, or sought thy intercession was left unaided. Inspired with 

this confidence, I fly unto thee, O Virgin of virgins, my mother. To thee do I come, before 

thee I stand, sinful and sorrowful. O Mother of the Word Incarnate, despise not my 

petitions, but in thy mercy hear and answer me. Amen. 

                                                           
21 Hahn, Catholic Bible Dictionary, “Mary, the mother of Jesus,” p. 587 and “Queen,” p 747. 
22 CCC, # 969, citing Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, # 62. 


