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If you’ve been following the liturgical calendar, you’ll know that  today is the 20th Sunday in Ordinary Time. However, Ordinary Time gets pre-empted today as the Church invites us to celebrate the Feast of the Assumption of Mary into heaven – the belief that Mary was taken up into heaven, where she lives, body and soul. But since the physics of the Assumption is a little hard to explain, let’s start by taking a look at the dogma itself, as it was proclaimed by the Church, just a little less than 71 years ago.

Although there is absolutely no scriptural basis for the dogma, and no historical record of it, we can see a belief in Mary’s assumption beginning to emerge in the Church around the year 350 CE, in legends and apocryphal stories that continued to be told right up into the 20th century. Mary’s assumption, body and soul into heaven,  remained in the arena of popular piety, if not church dogma, until 1946. However, that year, Pope Pius XII sent a letter to all the bishops of the world, asking them if they thought that the Assumption of Mary could be defined as dogma – whether their clergy and people already believed in it, and whether they  wanted it as part of the body of our faith. 1169 of the 1181 bishops around the world responded in the affirmative. And so in a clear case of what the Vatican Council would later call sensus fidei – the common sense of the faithful – the  Holy Spirit moved & spoke through the People of God to complete through tradition what scripture and/or history was not  able to prove. Mary is assumed, body and soul into heaven. The People of God have spoken. 
Now, what that assumption into heaven actually means is up to many, many people’s interpretation. Some of the most prominent theologians of the 20th century -- including Elizabeth Johnson, Karl Rahner, Yves Congar and Edward Schillebeeckx – have all wrestled with  the theology of the Assumption of Mary. But perhaps the most intriguing interpretation is one given by  the Swiss psychiatrist & mystic, Carl Jung. 

Carl Jung had long believed that stories and legends that people clung to throughout history were the external signs of a deeper understanding  of some eternal  truth. We tell stories over and over because there is always a grain of truth in them. And for Carl Jung that grain of truth in the dogma of the Assumption was (and is) that female flesh is holy. According to Jung, the deepest meaning of the assumption of Mary’s body into heaven is that female flesh is worthy to be in heaven, just as the flesh of Jesus the Christ is in heaven. In other words, female flesh does not defile anything. Women are not dirty. Women are not inherently sinful. Women do not carry some curse of carnality from having been descended from Eve. And so women are not to be excluded – either from heaven or from any meaningful activity on earth (including priestly ordination, I might add). Jung says, I consider the declaration of the dogma of the Assumption to be the most important religious event since the Reformation. Mary’s declared position in heaven satisfies a renewed hope for the fulfillment of that yearning for peace which stirs deep down in the soul, and for a resolution of the threatening tension between opposites. 
Until the declaration of the dogma of the Assumption, the feminine principle was missing in the Trinity that lives and reigns in heaven. Now, in some mysterious way, Mary becomes part of that Trinity, and the Trinity has become a Quaternity. The Assumption essentially integrates women into the life of God. As a human race, we can finally do what’s best for men and women alike. Mary is in heaven – body and soul --  and we can finally move toward a wholeness, an integration of the masculine and feminine principles. I’m not so sure this is what Pope Pius XII was thinking when he declared the dogma – but that’s the Holy Spirit for you, working through the Church & the People of God, even when we don’t understand fully what’s going on!  
Our readings today are full of beautiful words and images that reflect the importance of Mary and the feminine principle she represents. The story we heard in Revelation – the pregnant woman clothed with the sun – seems to be derived from an ancient Babylonian and Canaanite mythical tale of a woman who is the personification of  Wisdom. In the Babylonian version of the story, the forces of Chaos – in the form of the Red Dragon – would steal the Wisdom that the woman is birthing. But the woman  is not afraid of the Dragon. Clothed with the sun, and wearing the twelve signs of the zodiac as her crown, the Babylonian goddess  stands firm and delivers her child. God snatches her baby up into safety & the woman escapes the forces of evil. 

There are many interpretations of this apocalyptic story, but the traditional one for Roman Catholics is that the Woman Clothed With the Sun is Mary, and that Mary is steadfast in birthing Jesus in the face of all who would destroy love and compassion and wisdom. Mary is confident that God is with her, and so even in the face of the Dragon that’s ready to devour her newborn, she stands firm and she births her child. The child is taken up into heaven, and while Mary remains on earth a little while,  eventually she too goes to be with her Son. Mary’s strong, brave, loving, giving female flesh is holy. 

Our Gospel continues this theme of Mary’s call to birth Christ Consciousness in the world. As Elizabeth Johnson puts it, Mary might be socially insignificant in the eyes of the world, but she is highly favored by God. In her Magnificat, Mary sings a song of confidence in God in the face of those Dragons that are all too familiar to the human race – Mary is called to birth Jesus  even as the proud, the conceited, the mighty and the rich continue to devour and destroy all that is good and true and holy. In her song, Mary praises God for the faithfulness that continues to send Light and Love and Forgiveness and Mercy into the world in the form of Jesus the Christ. 


Over the centuries, the Church has always venerated Mary, as men have venerated women. But be careful about veneration, because it might not be all it’s cracked up to be! Veneration often involves putting someone on a pedestal where they’re not necessarily taken very seriously. Being on a pedestal is somewhat akin to having your feet bound – you might look very lovely, but you can’t move very far or do very much except stand there and be defined by the very people who put you on that pedestal in the first place. Mary has been elevated on a pedestal in our Church for a long, long time. But the dogma of the Assumption of Mary has allowed her to come down. The Assumption says that Mary is flesh & blood, a woman who allows her own ordinariness to be the basis for her radical holiness. Mary is the patron saint of all of us who strive for holiness in the here & now, where we live, right in our own ZIP Code. 

 So I hope that today we’ll all give just a little more thought to what this feast of the Assumption really means. It’s mysterious … it’s superstitious … it’s tradition … it’s dogma – it’s all those things. And our job is to look deeply into all of them and see what we discover. I’d like to share a quote by Eugene Kennedy,  a psychologist and former Maryknoll priest. Kennedy calls the Assumption, a vein of rich spiritual ore that runs beneath the surface of a teaching that is radically diminished when it is presented only literally. Today, as we skip the 20th Sunday in Ordinary Time, maybe we can each take a little time to mine that vein of spiritual ore, and see what deep meaning the Assumption of Mary might have for us and our lives. AMEN. 
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