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The grave and death did not detain the Theotokos…for 

he who dwelt in the womb of the Ever Virgin 

transferred to life the Mother of Life  

(Kontakion of the Dormition).  

 

In 1950, Pope Pius XII infallibly declared, concerning 

our Blessed Lady, that “…when the course of her earthly life 

was finished, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, 

and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things” (LG. 59, cf. 

Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus (1950)).   

Our Lady’s Dormition (or falling asleep) has a very 

long history in the Church, in both the East and the West, going 

back to the most ancient of times. The Greeks called her 

dormition κοίμησις or μετάστασις; the Latins, dormitio, 

transitus, or assumptio.1 The dormition is one of four dogmas 

of our Catholic faith concerning Mary. The other three are 

Mary’s immaculate conception, her perpetual virginity, and 

 
1 William E. Addis and Thomas Arnold, A Catholic Dictionary (New York: 

The Catholic Publication Society Co., 1887), 54. 

that she is the Theotokos, that is, the God-bearer, the Mother of 

God.  At the center of these dogmas, and all that we believe 

about Mary, is our Divine Savior, Jesus Christ. What we 

believe about Mary is not so much about Mary as it is about 

our Lord.  It’s somewhat complicated to explain how this is so, 

but it will illustrate how we are to understand these dogmas, 

how we are to think about our Lady, and how we are to 

approach her in our prayers. 

What we believe about Mary is inseparably linked to 

what we believe about Jesus. The reason for this is the 

relationship she has with Him, that is, because of her divine 

motherhood.  It’s in this relationship as mother of her Divine 

Son, that we can begin to understand Marian teachings. What 

we believe about Mary is all about this relationship. We can 

best illustrate how Marian teaching is always about Jesus by 
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understanding why the Church dogmatically declared Mary to 

be the Theotokos—the God bearer. 

In the early centuries of the Church, there were 

tremendous Christological controversies. These controversies 

had to do with defining what we believe about Jesus Christ. 

What hangs in the balance of that question is our salvation. If 

Jesus is not a divine person, who truly and fully took on our 

human nature, then, we are not saved.  In the words of the 4th 

century Archbishop of Constantinople, St. Gregory of 

Nazianzen (329-390), “That which He has not assumed He has 

not healed.”2 The reality of the Incarnation is the reality of our 

salvation. The two are inseparable. 

In the midst of the Church’s Christological crisis, the 

Council of Ephesus in 431, solemnly declared that Mary was 

the Theotokos, the God-bearer, the Mother of God.  This title 

 
2 As cited in John R. Willis, ed., The Teachings of the Church Fathers (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2002), 323.   

was critically important for defending the true nature of Jesus, 

that is, His true and real Incarnation.  

 At this time, Nestorius, the Archbishop of 

Constantinople, vigorously denied that Mary was the 

Theotokos.  According to Nestorius, Mary was the Mother of 

Jesus, but not the Mother of God. If Mary is the Mother of 

Jesus, but not the Mother of God, then, who is Jesus?  A 

Mother transmits bodily life to her children. To whom did 

Mary give human life, if not to the second Person of the Holy 

Trinity? Thus, if we deny that Mary is the Theotokos, the God 

bearer, the Mother of God, we deny that God was truly 

incarnate of her. If Mary conceived a human person in her 

womb, then, Jesus could not be the second person of the 

Trinity, who has truly taken on our human nature. Remember 

the words of St. Gregory of Nazianzen (329-390), “That which 
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He has not assumed He has not healed.”  If Mary is not the 

Theotokos, the Mother of God, then her Son, Jesus, is not God, 

and we are not saved. 

When the Council declared Mary as the Theotokos, the 

Mother of God, it was all about Jesus Christ. The same is true 

about our Lady’s Dormition.  An analogy that is often used 

regarding Mary is that she is like the moon and Jesus is like the 

sun.  Moonlight is nothing other than Sun light reflected to 

earth. In her divine maternity, Mary reflects the light of Her 

divine Son.  

Now, once a woman becomes a mother, she remains a 

mother. In a similar way, Mary’s divine maternity continues 

forever, because she truly is His mother and He is truly her 

Son.  It is unimaginable, then, that Mary would not be in 

heaven body and soul, with her Son.  Jesus and Mary are truly 

related; they are flesh and blood to each other. The Dormition 

of our Lady shows this to us and points to the fact that Jesus 

really is God incarnate. It’s unthinkable that Jesus, being truly 

her Divine Son, would permit His own mother, his own flesh 

and blood, to decay in the grave until the resurrection at the 

end of time.  It’s unthinkable.  Even so, the Dormition means 

more than this. It points to the resurrected Christ, and the 

promise He has made to raise us up on the last day to eternal 

life, where we will live forever with Mary and all the angels 

and saints. 

Although Jesus and Mary are bodily related, which is 

reflected in the Dormition, we should not think of our Blessed 

Lady as a kind of surrogate mother. Mary was not something 

like a tool for God to take on human flesh, but quite the 

opposite. In the words of our Father, St. Augustine, “Mary 

conceived the Son of God in her soul before she conceived 

Him in her flesh”. 

When Mary visited her cousin Elizabeth, her cousin 

responded, “How is it that the mother of my Lord should come 
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to me”.  Then John the Baptist leapt in her womb and Mary, 

with ecstatic joy, cried out: 

My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in 

God, my savior.  He Who is mighty has done great 

things for me, and holy is His name. 

 

Mary’s soul reflects the glory of the Lord. She magnifies Him.  

This one statement would seem to sum up all that we have been 

saying here about Mary.  Body and Soul, Mary magnifies the 

Lord.  Through her, God incarnate has come to us, as one like 

us, in all ways but sin.  Her role in our salvation, is to unite us 

to Jesus Christ through her divine maternity.  We would do 

well to keep the icon of the Theotokos before us.  There we 

will see her presenting Jesus to us.  That was her mission on 

earth and it continues to be her mission in heaven. Just as Jesus 

remains incarnate in heaven, and through His humanity, 

continues to bring salvation to the world, so does Mary 

continue in her divine maternity to lead us to our divine savior, 

Jesus Christ. In the words of Vatican II: 

[The] maternity of Mary in the order of grace began 

with the consent which she gave in faith at the 

Annunciation and which she sustained without 

wavering beneath the cross, and lasts until the eternal 

fulfillment of all the elect. Taken up to heaven she did 

not lay aside this salvific duty, but by her constant 

intercession continued to bring us the gifts of eternal 

salvation (LG 62). 
 

In our Lady’s Dormition, all that she was for us on 

earth has now passed over into heavenly glory. She is no longer 

limited by a particular time and place in history, but can help 

us wherever we may be and from generation to generation. So, 

let us seek Jesus through Mary. The Son of God came to us 

through her, so let us go to Him the same way—through her. If 

we seek the Lord Jesus Christ through the Theotokos, she will 

magnify Him for us and we will see Him, the Word made flesh, 

in all His glory.  

O Most Holy Theotokos, magnify the Lord for us!  To Him is 
glory forever.  Amen 


