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Using this Packet in Your Community

Options for Education Programs
Mary: From Jewish Maiden to Queen of the Universe
Using the Educational Resources written by Mary Christine 
Athans, BVM, Ph.D., develop a multi-week series, tracing the 
of thought on Mary through history. You may also use the 
included Sample Education Program to host a four-session 
series.

Mary: In Her Own Place and Time
Invite a local church historian or expert in First Century 
Judaism to present on what Mary’s life would have been like. 
Alternatively, play the podcast with Elizabeth Johnson, “Will 
the Real Mary Please Stand Up” for an audience. Consider 
offering the essay on the oldest securely datable image of Mary 
in the Annunciation as a starting place for your discussion. 
Offer the enclosed essays to attendees (permission is granted 
by FutureChurch). 

Rethinking the Assumption
Using the essay The Wisdom of Older Women, (permission 
granted by FutureChurch), explore the prophetic Mary who 
partnered with God to bring forth a new understanding of 
her role in our salvation history.  Invite participants to use this 
essay to begin a discussion of the prophetic voices echoing 
in their own lives. Read and discuss the poem by Christine 
Lore Weber: how does this poem reflect Mary’s experience as 
prophet? How does it resonate with your own experiences of 
speaking truth to power?

Small Faith Sharing Groups
Gather a group of people together to read and discuss the 
enclosed resources. Consider using the following questions 
for discussion: what in the reading surprised me? what in 
the reading challenged my view of Mary? what in the reading 
supported my view of Mary? what impact will this reading 
have on my spiritual life/life of faith?

Options for Celebrations
Prayer Service Celebrating Mary, Disciple and Prophet, on the feast 
of her Assumption
Use the prayer service included in this resource to celebrate  
the discipleship of Mary on the feast of her Assumption. 
While there is no Scriptural evidence of Mary’s Assumption, 
we celebrate the unique invitation she recieved to join God 
in heaven through Assumption. The readings for this feast 
include the story of the Visitation, and so the prayer service 
suggests use of the Magnificat. Mary’s offering of self as 
disciple was rooted in self-awareness and integrity. Her 
authenticity emboldened a prophetic voice, as she boldly 
proclaimed the love and mercy of God.

Mary: A Celebration of Women Leadership
Another reading for the feast of the Assumption is taken 
from Luke, as Jesus reminds his followers that Mary’s 
holiness lies not in her capability to bear, birth, and raise 
him, but in her openness to God’s invitation for her life. 
Invite women and men who have dedicated their lives in 
service of those around them to participate in the prayer 
service, whether they served their family, neighborhood, 
parish community, as a public official, etc. Celebrate the 
ways that these people choose to be available to the needs of 
God’s creation, as they encounter it all around them. Recall 
that Mary’s Assumption was a uniquely offered invitation to 
eternal life. Her discipleship and commitment to her Creator 
distinguished her from her fellow apostles, such that she 
was to be brought into heaven in body and soul. Truly, she 
serves as an example to us of prophetic discipleship. Pray to 
Mary that she may empower the voices of your community 
to proclaim God’s love, and to respond to God’s call in our 
lives to seek justice, love mercy, and walk humbly.

This list of options is not meant to be exhaustive. Nor are the options mutually exclusive. They may be used in conjunction with 
one another. For example, you may wish to combine an education program and celebration or prayer service in one morning or 
evening.  If FutureChurch can be of any assistance to you as your make your plans please let us know by email or phone. We  
would love to hear what you’re doing! Feel free to share your celebrations and pictures with us.  

m a r y  o f  n a z a r e t h Feast of the Assumption
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the Assumption: History and Questions    
By Judith davis
Less controversial than the Immaculate 
Conception, the dogma of Mary’s  
Assumption states that “having completed 
the course of her earthly life,” Mary was 
taken up, body and soul, into heaven.  
The web of tradition giving rise to the 
dogma, however, is more complex than 
the traditional basis for the dogma of the 
Immaculate Conception.  The Assumption 
is based on  a welter of extracanonical texts, 
some written as early as the fifth or sixth 
century, in a number of different languag-
es, which describe the end of Mary’s life  
as dormitio (falling asleep), transitus 
(passing over) or assumptio (assumption).   
There are two principal strands in this 
web. One strand describes her passing 
as two events:  when Mary dies, her soul 
is taken to heaven; then, in a later event, 
her body is assumed separately.  The second 
strand depicts Jesus coming to take her 
with Him, body and soul together, in a 
single event.  Munificentissimus Deus 
(“Most Bountiful God”), the apostolic 
constitution that proclaims the dogma of 
the Assumption, says nothing definitive 
about whether or not Mary died, or when 
her body and soul might have been taken 
up, together or separately.

One early theologian, Epiphanius of Salamis 
(d. 402) considered three possibilities in 
light of the silence of Scripture:  she died; 
she was martyred; or she remained alive, 
“since nothing is impossible with God… 
[and] no one knows her end.”  Augustine 
(430) thought that she had died, for even 
Christ had to die.  

The Council of Ephesus (431), proclaimed 
that because Christ’s divine nature was 
present in his human body, Jesus was fully 
God as well as fully human; therefore, 
Mary could truly be called the Mother of  
God.  The second-century extracanonical  
text known as the Protevangelium of 
James had already established Mary as 
sinless; the writings of Ambrose of Milan 
(d. 397) had vouched for her perpetual 
virginity.  As God-bearer (Theotókos), 
the mother of Jesus who rose from the 
dead, Mary was eminently eligible to be 
treated as similarly risen from the dead 
by theologians.  In the course of the fifth 
and sixth centuries separate but similar 
accounts of her passing and the disposi-
tion of her body emerged in both the 
East—where the account was known as 
the Dormition of the Theotókos—and in 
the West, where the account was known 
as The Passing of Mary.  The oldest text in 
this latter tradition, the Transitus Mariae, 
was attributed to the second-century 
Bishop Melito of Sardis (the “Pseudo-
Melito”).  The Pseudo-Melito text situates 
Mary’s passing in Jerusalem, where she 
was said to live with the apostle John’s 
parents in their home on Mount Olivet.  
Some texts, however, both in the East  
and the West, place her in Bethlehem  
or Ephesus at the time of her passing.  
Most of the texts in this tradition contain 
references to angry Jews who attack  
her funeral procession; the Jews are  
miraculously punished and just as  
miraculously healed after they recognize 
that Mary is the Mother of God.  Some 

The Assumption

15th century icon of the Theotókos, 
or God-bearer. 

As God-bearer, the mother of Jesus who 
rose from the dead, Mary was eminently 

eligible to be treated as similarly risen 
from the dead by theologians.
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elaborations on the assumption narrative 
in this tradition include Mary’s visit to 
Hell, in a parallel to the extracanonical 
Gospel of Nicodemus which depicted 
Christ’s deliverance of souls after his 
crucifixion. 

A text known to English speakers as the 
The Falling-Asleep or The Dormition of 
the Mother of God was attributed to St. 
John the Evangelist (“Pseudo-John”) 
and translated from Greek into a large 
number of other versions.  This text 
initiates one strand of the tradition that 
describes her passing in two stages.  In 
this early work (about the end of the 
fifth century), Mary is praying at the site 
of Jesus’ sepulcher in Jerusalem when 
the archangel Gabriel comes to her and 
says that her petition to join her son has  
been heard.  Mary returns to Bethlehem, 
where the apostle John joins her, followed 
by a miraculous gathering of the rest of 
the apostles from far and near and even 
from beyond the grave.  While they are 
praying and awaiting Jesus, the super-
natural aura surrounding them leads 
crowds of people to the house, where 
the sick are cured.   Jesus comes to take 
her soul with him; she dies, and Peter 
and the apostles accompany her body 
to the tomb.  For three days following 
her burial, angelic voices are heard; at 
the end of that time, the voices stop, and 
the apostles realize that Mary’s body has 
been taken to Paradise.

The Transitus of Pseudo-Melito differs 
in some details from Pseudo-John’s 
Dormition, most notably at the end of 
the narrative when Jesus comes to take 
Mary’s body with him.  He commands 
the archangel Michael to bring Mary’s 
soul to him, and before he returns to 
heaven, Jesus gives her, body and soul 
together, to angels to take to paradise.  
This narrative combines the strands of 
the dormition tradition and reflects  
several different versions of the story.

The feast of the Dormition had been 
accepted and celebrated in the East as 

early as the fifth or sixth century. Pope 
Theodore (d.649) established feaest dur-
ing the seventh century. Leo IV (d. 855) 
then gave the feast of the Assumption, 
August 15, a vigil and octave.  And no 
matter what position theologians took 
on the details of Mary’s assumption, 
they emphasized that she continued 
after her passing to fight heresy, conquer 
demons, and intercede for humankind.

The earliest appearance of the other 
strand of tradition is in a homily by the 
little-known bishop Theoteknos of Livias 
(d.650), delivered about the end of the 
sixth century.  Citing the examples  
of Enoch and Elijah, Theoteknos claimed 
that Mary’s body and soul were assumed 
together into heaven, where she intercedes  
for all of humankind.   His opinion was 
shared by the eminent John of Damascus 
(d. ca. 749), who called her death a 
falling-asleep, a leave-taking, or even 
an arrival; he described her assumption 
as an event that extended her influence 
over the entire universe.  

The development of these traditions  
suffered a setback.  In a letter written 
under the illustrious name of Jerome 
(d. 420) , but attributed to Paschasius 
Radbertus (d.865), the author (“Pseudo-
Jerome”) treated the Dormition literature 
of the East as spurious, stating emphatically  
that there was no way of knowing how  
or even whether Mary’s body was removed 
from her tomb.  His arguments, and the 
fact that the letter was written under the 
name of Jerome, contributed to a hiatus 
in the consideration of Mary’s bodily 
assumption.  

During the Middle Ages, the treatise 
of Pseudo-Jerome was first challenged, 

...theoteknos claimed that Mary’s 
body and soul  were assumed 

together into heaven, where she 
intercedes for all of humankind.
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then supplanted by an anonymous 
twelfth-century treatise whose author 
cited Genesis 3:19 regarding human-
kind’s return to dust.  According to 
this author, Christ’s flesh—taken from 
Mary’s—did not undergo corruption; 
and Christ preserved Mary’s virginity—
why could he not will to keep her also 
from the corruption of death?   Abelard 
(d. 1142) believed that Christ took his 
own flesh and soul from Mary and 
would therefore have glorified hers; he 
would not have left it in the tomb for 
three days, but immediately took it to 
paradise.  Curiously, in his four sermons 
on the Assumption, Bernard of Clairvaux  
(d. 1153)  gave no indication of his personal  
beliefs on Mary’s bodily presence in 
heaven.  Amadeus of Lausanne (d. 1159) 
affirmed the Assumption since through 
Christ Godhead lived in Mary’s body.  
A thirteenth-century Latin Life of Mary 
used, and lavishly embellished, extraca-
nonical sources for every phase of her 
earthly existence which ended with her 
resurrection and assumption to joyful 
acclamations as“Empress of Heaven.”

Albert the Great (d.1280) gave short 
shrift to Mary’s bodily assumption as a 
belief of the pious.  On the other hand, 
Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) used the  
Assumption to indicate that not all  
doctrines have a basis in Scripture. 
(Pius XII quoted him to that effect in 
proclaiming the dogma in 1950).   The 
mystic Gregory Palamas (d. 1359) said 
that her divine motherhood made Mary 
worthy of assumption; if saints’ deaths 

are honored, Mary’s death merited 
more, since the saints received their 
sanctity through her. 

Throughout the period of the Reformation, 
the Council of Trent (1545-63), and its 
aftermath, reflection on the doctrine 
of the Assumption dwindled.  In the 
Counter-Reformation and the eighteenth 
century, Marian doctrine was largely 
eclipsed by attempts to correct excesses 
of devotion, but in the nineteenth, Pope 
Pius IX proclaimed Mary’s Immaculate 
Conception and papal infallibility  
almost in the same breath.  In the twentieth 
century, as with the proclamation of the 
Immaculate Conception in the previous 
century, theological politics played a role 
in the proclamation of the Assumption.  

However, it was an apparition of Mary—
this time in 1917 at Fátima, Portugal— 
that seemed to foster conditions favor-
able to the promulgation of the dogma 
of the Assumption.  From May to 
October of 1917, Mary is said to have 
appeared to three Portuguese children.  
She encouraged them to say the Rosary 
daily for the conversion of sinners and 
asked for the consecration of Russia to 
her.  The children were also to promote 
devotion to her Immaculate Heart and 
a Communion of reparation on the first 
Saturday of each month.  (Saturday had 
been “Mary’s day” since the early Middle 
Ages.)   The first World War, then still 
raging, would come to an end; but if 
her requests were not honored, Mary 
told the children that there would be a 
second, more devastating war.  

In 1939, Pope Pius XII was elected.   
During his pontificate the world experienced  
another war, the Holocaust, the spread 
of Communism, and the Cold War with 
Russia. At the same time, popular devo-
tion to Mary increased everywhere, with 
sodalities, novenas, processions, hymns, 
radio programs and films—as well as 
Marian academic institutes and societ-
ies—reflecting a  

...her divine  motherhood made Mary 
worthy of assumption; if saints’ 

deaths are honored, Mary’s death 
merited more, since the saints 

received their sanctity through her. 
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renaissance of interest in Mary.  In 1946 
the Pope sent a letter to bishops asking 
for their assent to the possibility of a 
dogma on the Assumption, emphasizing 
the necessity for hope in the ultimate  
destiny of humankind in light of atheistic  
Communism.  He received near-unanimous 
assent.  In 1950, a Holy Year, Pius issued 
the apostolic constitution Munificentissimus  
Deus, “Most Bountiful God,” which  
proclaimed the dogma of the Assumption 
as a divinely revealed truth.

Munificentissimus Deus is a much more 
carefully crafted and conservatively 
worded document than Ineffabilis Deus, 
the apostolic constitution proclaiming 
the Immaculate Conception.  Pius cited 
centuries of Church tradition in the form 
of “sacred books” (their canonical  
status unspecified), the absence of  
Marian bodily relics, the proliferation of  
churches dedicated to the Assumption, 
the practice of liturgies East and West, 
and theological writings, including those 
of Epiphanius of Salamis (d. 403) who 
identified Mary with the Woman of the 
Apocalypse.  Mary’s privilege, Pius said, 
represented the “goal [for which] our 
bodies and souls are destined,” and he 
expressed the hope that “belief in Mary’s 

bodily Assumption into heaven will 
make our belief in our own resurrection 
stronger.”   

Aside from reservations about the lack of 
scriptural evidence for the Assumption, 
debates about the dogma and its feast—
less frequent and less fraught than those 
about the Immaculate Conception—have 
centered on whether or not Mary had 
died before her body was assumed into 
heaven. Munificentissimus Deus did not 
say anything definitive about whether 
or not Mary died, or when her body and 
soul might have been taken up.  Neither 
have theologians since then, perhaps because 
there is no plausible way to do so.  

The fact that the dogma was issued on 
the Feast of All Saints, November 1, gives 
us room for  thoughtful consideration 
of Mary’s place in the Communion of 
Saints—as one of us, who has gone before 
us to reveal what the possibilities of 
faithful discipleship might be.  Beyond 
all dogma, Mary remains, in Elizabeth 
Johnson’s words, one of the cloud of wit-
nesses, a “friend of God and prophet” and 
“truly our sister.”

Athans, Mary Christine.  In Quest of the Jewish Mary.  The Mother of Jesus in History, 
Theology, and Spirituality.  Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 2013.

Blancy, Alain, and Maurice Jourjon and the Dombes Group.  Mary in the Plan of God 
and in the Communion of Saints, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell.  New York:  Paulist 
Press, 1999. 

Gambero, Luigi.  Mary and the Fathers of the Church:  The Blessed Virgin Mary in  
Patristic Thought,  trans. Thomas Buffer.  San Francisco:  Ignatius Press, 1999.

Graef, Hilda, and Thomas A. Thompson.  Mary:  A History of Doctrine and Devotion.  
Notre Dame, IN:  Ave Maria Press, 2009.

James, Montague Rhodes.  The Apocryphal New Testament.  Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 
1989.

Johnson, Elizabeth A.  Truly Our Sister:  A Theology of Mary in the Communion of 
Saints. New York:  Continuum, 2003.

McBrien, Richard.  Catholicism, rev. ed.  New York:  HarperOne, 1994.

http://campus.udayton.edu/mary/resources/theassumption.html 
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Beyond the Womb: Mary as disciple  By Judith davis

readings for the Vigil and the Feast of the Assumption:   
Perspectives and Possibilities
Reading 1 for the Vigil of the Assumption, 1 Chronicles 15:3-4, 15-16; 16:1-2

David assembled all Israel in Jerusalem to bring the ark of the LORD to the place 
which he had prepared for it.  David also called together the sons of Aaron and the 
Levites.  

The Levites bore the ark of God on their shoulders with poles, as Moses had ordained 
according to the word of the LORD.  

David commanded the chiefs of the Levites to appoint their kinsmen as chanters, 
to play on musical instruments, harps, lyres, and cymbals, to make a loud sound of 
rejoicing.

They brought in the ark of God and set it within the tent which David had pitched for 
it.  Then they offered up burnt offerings and peace offerings to God.  When David had 
finished offering up the burnt offerings and peace offerings, he blessed the people in 
the name of the LORD.

In the Old Testament, the Ark of the Covenant was a repository for the Holy of Holies 
and the stone tablets of the commandments.  Precious and protected, made of acacia 
wood overlaid with pure gold and a mercy seat surmounted by cherubim made of 
hammered gold, the Ark signified God’s presence with the Chosen People.  Very early 
in Christian history, St. Hippolytus (d.235) associated Mary with the Ark, and in the 
writings of the church fathers that followed, Mary’s womb became the ark of the new 
covenant.   In the late sixteenth century,  “Ark of the Covenant” was included as one of 
her titles in the Litany composed in her honor. 

At that time, “Ark of the Covenant” might have seemed a fitting metaphor.  Taken with 
her other titles, however—Spiritual Vessel, Vessel of Honor, Singular Vessel of Devo-
tion, and House of Gold—“Ark of the Covenant” is an enclosing and confining image 
of Mary, a woman for the ages.  It limits the perception and the power of the person, 
and its effect is to restrict Mary, like the rest of womankind, to one physical attribute, 
her womb.   While appearing to exalt Mary’s motherhood, the image confines her—
and us—to roles circumscribed by an understanding of biology as it was described by 
Aristotle four centuries before Christ and interpreted by Church fathers from Augus-
tine to Pope Francis in light of the Genesis rib story:  women are meant to be mothers, 
nurturers and “complements” to men.

How much more true to Mary—and to all women—would be the alternative reading 
below! 

The Assumption

Mary-Mother of Mercy 
Janet McKenzie 

Copyright 2015 
www.janetmckenzie.com 
Collection of Carlow University, Pittsburgh, 
PA 
Used with permission -- Do not reproduce 
without further permisisions.
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A Reading from the Book of Wisdom 7:23, 25-27, 30
There is in her a spirit that is intelligent, holy, unique, 
manifold, subtle, mobile, clear, unpolluted, distinct, in-
vulnerable, loving the good, keen, irresistible, beneficent, 
humane, steadfast, sure, free from anxiety, all-powerful, 
overseeing all, and penetrating through all spirits that 
are intelligent, pure and altogether subtle… .  For she is a 
breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of the 
glory of the Almighty, …a reflection of eternal light, a spot-
less mirror of the working of God and an image of God’s 
goodness.  Although she is but one, she can do all things, 
and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; in 
every generation she passes into holy souls and makes 
them friends of God and prophets; for God loves nothing 
so much as the person who lives with wisdom… .   She 
reaches mightily from one end of the earth to the other, 
and she orders all things well.

Gospel for the Vigil of the Assumption, Luke 11:27-28
While Jesus was speaking, a woman from the crowd called 
out and said to him, “Blessed is the womb that carried you 
and the breasts at which you nursed.”  He replied, “Rather, 
blessed are those who hear the word of God and observe 
it.”

In this passage from Luke, Jesus has just finished an exor-
cism and responded to accusations that he has used de-
monic power to accomplish that feat.  It is a tense time in 
which Jesus establishes his authority, casting out demons 
“by the finger of God,” and presenting his ability to do so as 
part of the eternal struggle between good and evil.  One of 
the crowd that has been “amazed” (v. 14) by his success is a 
woman who calls down a blessing on his mother.

Right then, right there, Jesus sets her—and us—and a 
number of popes—straight.  It’s not about the mother, the 
sacredness of motherhood, the unique “feminine  
genius.”  It’s not about the breasts.   It’s not about the womb. 

Rather, it’s about discipleship. 

“Rather,” says Jesus, emphasizing his point.  It’s about 
“those who hear the word of God and observe it.”  

Mary was Jesus’ first—and maybe, at first, most perplexed— 
disciple.  Think of her in Bethlehem, giving birth in squalor  
while angels filled the skies.  Think of her in Nazareth, 
astonished by the exotic potentates and their even more exotic 
gifts (gold, maybe; but frankincense and myrrh?)  Think of 
her in Jerusalem, presenting her firstborn in the Temple, 
learning the mighty destiny of her child with its bitter burden  
of prophecy for her and for him.  Think of her reunited with 
her adolescent boy after three harrowing days of missing 

him, and then hearing him respond to her reproach by  
saying (as if she should have known), “Didn’t you know that 
I must be in my Father’s house?”  

All of those promises, all of those contradictions, and Mary 
treasured them “in her heart” while Jesus grew to manhood.  
From the time of Gabriel’s visit, her faith in him grew.  
When he chose to be baptized, then went off into the desert 
for more than a month and came back to begin his mission, 
she could only trust and imagine. 

But imagine, she did.  John’s gospel shows us that, knowing 
her son as she did, she had also come to guess at—if not  
yet fully appreciate—his mission and his power to achieve 
it, and she exercised her own unique powers of faith and 
persuasion to convince him that it was time to begin.  All 
she had to say to Jesus was, “They have no wine.” Not a 
statement, it was a request made in full confidence that he 
could, and would, do something about it.   Even though 
Jesus rebuffed her, she believed and persisted, serenely  
turning to the servants and saying, “Do whatever he tells 
you.”  They did, and he did “this, the first of his signs, in 
Cana of Galilee.”  As Elizabeth Johnson observes, “the  
result is extravagant.  Six water jars, each with a capacity  
of 20-plus gallons, filled with excellent wine,” symbolic of 
the gift of Christ’s self and salvation.

Mary’s faith-filled instruction, “Do whatever he tells you,” 
is the hallmark of a disciple, one who has learned the lesson 
of belief.  Even Augustine admits that “it means more for 
[Mary], an altogether greater blessing, to have been Christ’s 
disciple than to have been Christ’s mother.”  Elizabeth 
Johnson observes that Augustine’s “emphasis on discipleship 
over biological maternity, when read today, has the effect of 
relieving the traditionally strong emphasis on motherhood, 
linked with Mary, as the sole vocation of women.”

Mary, the disciple, waited with the others for the gift of the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 21-4), whose presence must have seemed 
familiar to her.  Along with the rest of the disciples—among 
them, “certain women” mentioned in Acts 1:14—Mary 
received the power promised earlier by Jesus, that “you will 
be my witnesses in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends 
of the earth.”  She too was able to speak in tongues.  Are 
we to believe that she and the other women did not know 
what to do with that power?  That they were not called to 
full membership in the community of the Holy Spirit?  Of 
course not, and we have tantalizing evidence of a tradition 
to the contrary.

In his seventh-century biography of Mary, Maximus the 
Confessor tells us that after the death of Joseph, his sons 
James and Jude followed Jesus, and Mary took charge of his 
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daughters as well as the other women who had become Jesus’ 
disciples:  “And she held authority . . . over the other women 
who accompanied him.”  Mary was present at the Last Supper,  
followed her son to the cross, and after his resurrection 
(when he appeared to her first of all) and ascension she was 
“always a participant and leader,” instructing the disciples 
in prayer and fasting before Pentecost.  After receiving the 
Holy Spirit, she commissioned other disciples to “preach to 
those far and near.”  Maximus tells us that “she was not only 
an inspiration and a teacher of endurance and ministry to 
the blessed apostles and the other believers, she was also a 
co-minister with the disciples of the Lord.   A little-known 
testimony to Mary’s ministry can be found “in a crypt in the 
Church of St. Maximin in Provence.  It is a stone slab upon 
which there is engraved the figure of a woman, veiled and 
orans [with hands uplifted in prayer].  There is an inscription 
which reads ‘MARIA VIRGO MINESTER DE TEMPULO 
GEROSALAE’ ‘(Virgin Mary Minister of the Temple in  
Jerusalem’).”  The slab and its inscription have been dated to 
the fifth century.

Although Maximus’ Life is not without challenges for a modern 
reader, it also represents a tradition of honoring Mary for 
her faith as well as for her active participation in the ministry 
of her son both before and after his death.  His depiction of 
Mary as one who heard the word of God and observed it 
rings true now as then.  It is her discipleship that makes her 
a model of faith and invites us to join her in living out the 
Good News as members of the Communion of Saints.  

It’s not about the womb.

Reading 1 for the Solemnity of the Assumption,  
Mass During the Day

God’s temple in heaven was opened, 
and the ark of his covenant could be seen in the temple. 
A great sign appeared in the sky, 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 wailed aloud in pain as she labored  
 to give birth. 
Then another sign appeared in the sky; 
it was a huge red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, 
and on its heads were seven diadems. 
Its tail swept away a third of the stars in the sky 
and hurled them down to the earth. 
Then the dragon stood before the woman about to give birth, 
to devour her child when she gave birth. 
She gave birth to a son, a male child, 
destined to rule all the nations with an iron rod. 
Her child was caught up to God and his throne. 
The woman herself fled into the desert 

where she had a place prepared by God. 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say: 
“Now have salvation and power come, 
and the Kingdom of our God 
and the authority of his Anointed One.”  

Another Perspective:  the Woman of the Apocalypse 
and the Woman of revelation
The idea of Mary, woman of the Apocalypse and figure of the 
Church, appears to have originated with Ambrose Autpert 
(d. 781):  “In Revelation 12, Mary represents the  
Church, which daily gives birth to new members who are 
added to the Mystical Body of Christ.”  Simple and evocative, 
this  
representation of Mary bears little resemblance to the  
extravagant conflation of Mary and the Church that has 
emerged over the centuries.  

In a sermon on the Assumption, Isaac of Stella (d. ca. 1169) 
elaborated on Autpert’s concept:  “Both [Mary and the 
Church] are mothers, both are virgins.  Each conceives of the 
same Spirit, without concupiscence… . Each is Christ’s moth-
er, but neither gives birth to the whole Christ without the 
cooperation of the other… . In the inspired Scriptures, what 
is said in a universal sense of the virgin mother, the Church, 
is understood in an individual sense of the Virgin Mary, and 
what is said in a particular sense of the virgin mother Mary 
is rightly understood in a general sense of the virgin mother, 
the Church.”

Reading Mary as Church in the Apocalypse gives us the 
Church Militant, the Church Suffering, and the Church  
Triumphant. The woman, a cosmic figure, a “great sign,”  
comes from God’s temple in heaven, under the sign of the 
Old Testament covenant.  She is confronted by a cosmic 
countersign, the dragon who threatens to devour her child.  
Despite the pain that racks her, she gives birth; God rescues 
her child and takes him to heaven; then she flees.

But the woman’s story is not finished.  While she is in the 
desert, Michael and the archangel take on the dragon (identified 
as Satan, the primal opponent of God and humankind), who 
is defeated and thrown down to earth, where he pursues 
the woman, who—given two great eagles’ wings—flies off 
into the wilderness, “where she is nourished for a time, and 
times, and half a time.”  Menaced once again by the dragon, 
who releases a flood of water from his mouth to drown her, 
she is rescued by the earth, which “open[s] its mouth and 
swallow[s] the river that the dragon had poured forth.”  The 
dragon is angry and goes off to fight “the rest of her children.”
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In the woman’s travails, we are invited to see the Church Suffering; in the battle 
between Michael and the dragon, the Church Militant; and in the blazing image 
of the woman clothed with the sun, she who survives, is the Church Triumphant.  
Rosemary Radford Ruether puts it this way:  “The Assumption of Mary symbolizes  
the Church…ascended to Heaven and seated at the right hand of Christ…. .  The 
Church triumphant, reigning as Queen of heaven . . .  .is the mediatrix of all 
graces, funneled from Christ through her…to the body of Christians on earth.  
Mariology becomes a tool of ecclesiastical triumphalism.”  

This apocalyptic Mary, a remote figure, identified with a church that is neither virginal  
nor motherly, who has been elevated out of sight and relevance, is a disaster for 
women.   The apocalyptic church with which she has been identified despite two 
thousand years of adamant patriarchy, a church that has been elevated out of sin 
and responsibility for oppression, is a disaster for believers.

Is it possible to redeem the image of the Woman Clothed with the Sun?

One interpretation describes here as “She whom God delivered, she who had a 
place prepared for her in the wilderness, she whom the earth came to aid, she 
holds out her garment to us.  To those who cry out in agony, to those in travail and 
pained to be delivered, toward those struggling toward freedom with the dragon’s 
breath hot on their necks, she holds forth her fiery raiment, her dazzling cloak, her 
glorious robe.  This woman has known suffering.  She has faced down evil.  She 
lives and inspires, encourages and protects.

We may also turn to Our Lady of Guadalupe.  Here is the portrait of a woman who  
stands surrounded by rays of gold, an aureole of light which originates within her 
and symbolizes the sacred power of the sun, whose rays indicate the presence of 
the sun god, Quetzalcoatl.  She stands on the moon, a reminder of the indigenous 
Nahuatl, god of night.  Like a noble First Nation woman, she wears a maternity 
band around her waist, indicating her pregnancy; just below the tassel is a small 
flower that symbolizes the sun god.  It is clear that she bears divinity within her.  
She is, in her own words, “Mother of the True God for Whom One Lives.”  She has 
spoken from the top of a hill, a place for meeting the divine, and her voice echoes 
through flor y canto, flower and song, a universal and transcendent language that 
manifests the presence of the divine.  

Her image and her words continue to speak, particularly to the disenfranchised 
and the poor, words of understanding and support in every circumstance of their 
lives.  She is the woman who said at one time, “[T]he Mighty One has done great 
things for me, and holy is his name. . . He has brought down the powerful from 
their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things 
and sent the rich away empty.”  

The prophet.  The disciple.  The image of God.  

This is what it means to be Church.  

Our Lady of Guadalupe is a 
title of Mary associated with a 
celebrated pictorial image housed 
in the Basilica of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe in México City. 
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A new Perspective:  Mary as Prophet in the Visitation1   
Penelope duckworth
Based on the readings for the Feast of the Assumption

Gospel for the Solemnity of the Assumption, Luke 1:39-56  
Mary set out and traveled to the hill country in haste to a town of Judah, where she 
entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.  When Elizabeth heard Mary’s 
greeting, the infant leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, 
cried out in a loud voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the 
fruit of your womb.  And how does this happen to me, that the mother of my Lord 
should come to me?  For at the moment the sound of your greeting reached my ears, 
the infant in my womb leaped for joy.  Blessed are you who believed that what was 
spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled.”  And Mary said:

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord; 
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior 
for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 
From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
the Almighty has done great things for me 
and holy is his Name.  
He has mercy on those who fear him 
in every generation. 
He has shown the strength of his arm, 
and has scattered the proud in their conceit. 
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
and has lifted up the lowly.  
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
and the rich he has sent away empty. 
He has come to the help of his servant Israel 
for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 
the promise he made to our ancestors, 
to Abraham and Sara and their children forever.

Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home.

Mary as Prophet 
In this visit of two pregnant women, one past childbearing years and the other very 
young, we hear prophetic speeches filled with energy.  Elizabeth echoed the words of 
Deborah celebrating Jael, calling her in the Book of Judges2  “most blessed of women.”  
A portion of Elizabeth’s words to Mary (along with those of the angel Gabriel) have 
resonated throughout history because they form the scriptural portion of the words of 
the traditional Rosary.  They are prophetic words because Elizabeth had realized the 
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significance of Mary’s pregnancy be-
fore Mary told her.  Mary’s response is 
also prophetic… . It is noteworthy that 
while Elizabeth’s words praise Mary as 
a woman, Mary turns her words to the 
praise of God.

The Magnificat (so called because of 
the opening word in Latin), also called 
the Song of Mary, echoes the Old 
Testament words of Hannah3 when 
she learned that she would conceive 
Samuel.  It also resounds as a jubilant 
response, such as Judith gave when 
women blessed here.4 And its words 
prefigure the words of the Beatitudes 
of Jesus.  In the Magnificat Mary’s 
voice joins many voices that challenged 
Israel, such as the prophets Habakkuk, 
Micah, Isaiah and Malachi.  We also 
hear in it a refrain from the psalms, 
particularly Psalm 103, as well as in 
distant echoes of the Song of Miriam, 
Mary’s namesake, with her joy in God’s 
reversal of the Hebrew plight in Egypt.5  
It is in the spirit of the prophets of the  
Old Testament, and links their ancient 
hope with the beginning of its fulfillment.

In the Magnificat we see Mary, the 
Hebrew maiden living in occupied 
territory, well aware of the tensions 
between oppressor and oppressed.   
Her situation is socially precarious, 
and ostracism and rejection are real 
possibilities.  She has gone to the  
home of an established and socially 
prominent relative.  One might expect 
her to cower before potential criticism,  
but instead she throws back her head 
and sings her song, telling how her 
whole being delights in the will of God. 
While still a teenager, she enlarges the 
work of God, and is emboldened and 
impassioned in her love for God and 
for the honor God has bestowed on 
her.  She has become an embodiment 
of the transforming work of God.

Her understanding of God draws from 
the rich sources of Hebrew prophecy 

and poetry, and as her song continues, 
it is the voice of a prophet, one of those 
who perceived and proclaimed the 
divine reality in their midst.  Her song 
is rich in psychological and spiritual 
understanding.  She understood that 
God desired mercy, and when it was 
not forthcoming, then through God’s 
action, the proud would be scattered  
in the imagination of their hearts.  
They would be confused and unable 
to conceive of themselves without 
their usual condition of control.  Their 
confidence would be shattered, there 
would be a reversal of power, and the 
poor and lowly would be lifted up;  
they would find encouragement and 
|support in the imagination of their 
hearts.  She understood God’s intent 
to bring salvation to Israel, and she 
speaks as the representative of the true 
Israel.  This is indicated in the song 
when she switches from the first per-
son singular, saying, “The mighty one 
has done great things for me,” to the 
third person plural, in which she says, 
“His mercy is for those who fear him.”

If we have not bestowed on Mary  
the title of prophet from God’s  
announcement to her, then the  
Magnificat would be sufficient to 
give her that title, in that it fulfills the 
prophetic purpose as described by 
Walter Brueggemann in The Prophetic 
Imagination:  “The task of prophetic 
ministry is to nurture, nourish, and 
evoke a consciousness and perception 
alternative to the consciousness and 
perception of the dominant culture 
around us.”6  Mary’s song kindles  
anger at the status quo and hope for a 
new world to come.  Although  
the Magnificat has been beautifully 
arranged for choral voices and sung 
repeatedly in daily offices, it remains  
a stark challenge to inequity and a call 
to faith for the dispossessed… .

The prophet gives language to the  
often silent voices of those who have 
a different hope, a different vision, 
a different dream of the future.  The 
prophetic voice may concern a specific 
issue, a specific point in time, or it  
may address the ongoing and enduring  
situation of human frailty.  We should 
note that the idea of prophecy as 
prediction has almost disappeared 
from contemporary scholarship.  
When Mary delivers the Magnificat, 
she stands in the line of the prophets, 
the truth-speakers of Israel who were 
inspired by the Holy Spirit.  It is they 
who deliver God’s word to the people.  
They interpret history as revealing 
God’s moral sovereignty.  Mary’s words 
harken back to Abraham and the 
promise God made to the patriarch 
that he would be a blessing.7  Mary is 
also called blessed by Elizabeth, who 
claims that future generations will 
call her blessed.  It is unlikely that the 
connection between Mary’s experience 
and that of Abraham was lost on either 
woman.  But most important, Mary 
delivered God’s word not only in the 
words she spoke but also in her physical  
delivery of the Christ child, who is 
called the Word incarnate.

It is significant that while Christianity 
has been reluctant to name Mary as a 
prophet, Islam places her closer to that 
calling.  A prophet in Islam is not only 
someone who speaks God’s words but 
also one to whom God speaks and who 
listens.  Mary (or Maryam) is the only 
woman named in the Qur’an, and she 
is greatly esteemed in that religious 
tradition… . Although Mary is not 
officially named a prophet in Islam, she 
is accorded the status of infallibility, a 
status reserved for prophets, meaning 
she can err but not sin.

Though the Magnificat is a hymn and  
a poem, it is foremost prophecy.   
Rubem A. Alves says the prophet is 



3

one who stands empty before the spirit 
of God.  He or she speaks, invoking the 
holy one, and proclaiming that which 
will renew the hopes of the dead and 
challenge the deadness in the living.  
Prophecy is the place where the artist 
and the theologian intersect.8  Seeking 
ultimate truth and at the same time 
seeking to utter the divine mystery 
require that one exercise both the active 
and the contemplative life.  One who 
would speak prophetically must be  
not only honest about what is, but  
also faithful to the source of ultimate 
reality and willing to suffer to enable 
the message and methods of that  
ultimate reality to transform the  
confusions and contradictions of the 
times.  Speaking truth to power is the 
work of the prophet, and it is work that 
continues to shape history.  It is neither 
a popular nor a profitable vocation.  
Faith-based activism for justice always 
struggles against the status quo, urging  
people to alertness to the inequities  
of the time.  Down through the ages,  
people have found their voices to speak 
out despite fear, oppression, disapproval,  
and even official silencing.  The realization 
of God’s reign on earth requires that 
truth continue to be spoken despite  
the costs.

The idea of a woman prophet was not 
a foreign one to the Hebrews, even 
though a woman was not officially 
allowed to bear witness.  Moses’ sister 
Miriam had been known as a prophet, 
and her words are retold in Exodus.9   
It is noteworthy that a prophetic 
dream before the birth of her brother 
Moses was attributed to Miriam, who 
was Mary’s namesake.  When Miriam 
reported her dream, her parents did not 
believe her.  The story is told in Jewish 
writings from the New Testament period.10  
Similarly, Joseph did not believe Mary’s 
story of the Annunciation.

Another prophet, Huldah, is chronicled 
in the Second Book of Kings,11 which 
tells how she wisely perceived the 
veracity of a scroll of scripture for King 
Josiah.  Deborah, also named a prophet, 
served as a judge of Israel.  The Book 
of Judges tells how she called Barak 
to lead the people of Israel to victory 
over the Canaanites and especially the 
Canaanites’ general, Sisera.  Barak held 
Deborah in such esteem that he refused 
to go into battle unless she went with 
him.  As it turned out, the Israelites 
defeated the Canaanite army, but Sisera 
escaped and went to the politically neu-
tral tent of Heber the Kenite.  Heber’s 
wife, Jael, met Sisera and invited the 
general inside.  She gave him food and 
invited him to rest, but as he slept, she 
killed him by driving a tent peg into 
his temple.  Following Sisera’s death 
the Israelites destroyed the king of the 
Canaanites and were free from their 
oppression for the next forty years.

Scripture records the Song of Deborah, 
a celebratory account of the deeds of 
the Israelite army and a paean to Jael, 
whom she hailed as “most blessed of 
women” (A phrase closely repeated in 
Elizabeth’s greeting to Mary).  Her  
song is one of the earliest and most  
important examples of Hebrew poetry….

Despite its literary effectiveness the  
bellicosity in the Song of Deborah,  
as well as the triumphalism, …are  
troubling to most modern sensibilities.  
The words of the Magnificat have  
also been viewed as warlike by some, 
but while God’s actions that have  
“scattered the proud in the thoughts 
of their hearts,” “brought down the 
powerful from their thrones,” and 
“sent the rich away empty” do imply a 
clear reversal of the social and political 
order, they do not necessarily celebrate 
violence.  In this sense the Magnificat 
differs from the Song of Miriam, which 
is jubilant over the defeat and death of 

the Egyptians; the Song of Deborah, 
which rejoices over the death of Sisera; 
and even the prayer of Hannah, which 
says, “My mouth derides my enemies, 
because I rejoice in my victory.” 12

Mary clearly takes inspiration from the 
women who preceded her, but her song 
is a new song…. The themes in the 
Magnificat echo those of the Hebrew 
prophets, but Mary has composed a 
unique song, three of whose prophetic 
themes stand out clearly and are more 
fully developed in her son.  It is in-
teresting to imagine the way in which 
those themes were inculcated from 
mother to child.  First, she emphasized 
the mercy of God, the only noun she 
used twice, and Jesus made mercy a 
fundamental tenet of his gospel.  Not 
only did he ask mercy of his followers, 
saying, “Be merciful, just as your father 
is merciful”13 and “Blessed are the  
merciful, for they will receive mercy,”14  

but he responded to and healed those 
who asked him to have mercy.  He 
taught mercy in the parable of the  
unforgiving servant,15  and his  
understanding of mercy was clearly 
based in his relationship with God.  
This was shown in his response to those 
who questioned his disciples about 
Jesus eating with tax collectors and 
sinners when he quoted the prophet 
Hosea, “Go and learn what this means, 
‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’”16 

Second, Mary aligned herself with the 
poor, and understood God as the God 
of the poor.  Her understanding is that 
God has “filled the hungry with good 
things and sent the rich away empty.”  
She stands in line with the prophet 
Amos, who railed against those who 
were “buying the poor for silver and the 
needy for a pair of sandals.”17 Similarly, 
when Jesus began his ministry in  
Nazareth by reading from the prophet 
Isaiah, he chose the passage that said, 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, be-
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cause he has anointed me to bring good 
news to the poor.”18  In the Beatitudes 
Jesus contrasted the poor and the rich,  
as Mary had done:  “Blessed are you who 
are poor, for yours is the kingdom of  
God… . But woe to you who are rich, for 
you have received your consolation.”19   
Jesus lived in poverty, and understood 
those who lived close to the bone.  To 
choose poverty—then as now—deeply 
challenged the ways of the world.  Jesus 
knew that possessions could be a block 
to God, and instructed his disciples to 
travel with no money or extra clothing.20   
He knew that complete dependence on 
God nourishes the human spirit, and 
he included this phrase in the prayer 
he taught:  “Give us each day our daily 
bread.”21

The third prophetic theme that Mary 
brought forward in the Magnificat, and 
that Jesus amplified, was that God is a 
God of the humble.  She understood that 
pride had been and continued to be the 
great weakness of humanity before God, 
the original sin that drove Adam and  
Eve to seek to be as gods.  The prophet 
Micah had determined what God  
required of humanity:  “To do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 

with your God.”22 Mary described God as 
having “looked with favor on the lowliness  
of his servant,” and having “lifted up the 
lowly.”  Despite the honor she had been 
given, she maintained a right relationship 
with God, which Jesus also maintained 
through the three grueling temptations 
in the desert.  Later on, when Jesus 
invited the disciples to follow him, he 
said, “Learn from me, for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls.”23 And he instructed his 
followers not to take a place of honor but 
to take the lowest place at table, “for all 
who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
and those who humble themselves will be 
exalted.”24 

Those themes of the Magnificat are fully 
realized and clarified in the life of Jesus.  
A youthful Mary condemns “the powerful” 
and “the rich,” as did the prophets of 
old, and in this we see the roots of what 
would become Jesus’ teaching.  Though 
we can only speculate on the impact of 
Mary’s prophetic witness on her son, we 
might also assume that it was because 
of her influence that Jesus always took 
women seriously and urged them toward 
full status in God’s reign. 

1 Excerpted with  
permission:  Penelope 
Duckworth, Mary, The 
Imagination of Her 
Heart (Cambridge, MA:  
Cowley Publications, 
2004), 17-25.

2 Judges 5:24.
3 1 Samuel 2: 1-10.
4  Judith 15: 12-16; 17.
5 Exodus 15:20-21.
6 Walter Brueggemann, 

The Prophetic Imagi-
nation (Philadelphia:  
Fortress Press, 1978), 13.

7 Genesis 12:2.

8 Rubem A. Alves, The 
Poet, The Warrior, the 
Prophet (Philadelphia:  
Trinity Press Interna-
tional, 1990), 137.

9 Exodus 15:20.
10 A Commentary on 

Pseudo-Philo’s Liber An-
tiquitatum Biblicarum, 
vol. 1, trans. H. Jacobson 
(Leiden:  Brill, 1997), 
105.  Quoted in Rich-
ard Bauckham, Gospel 
Women:  Studies of the 
Named Women in the 
Gospels (Grand Rapids, 
MI:  Eerdmans, 2002), 
271-272.

11 2 Kings 22:  14-20.
12 1 Samuel 2: 1.
13 Luke 6:36
14 Matthew 5:7.
15 Mattew 18:33.
16 Matthew 9:13.
17 Amos 8:6
18 Luke 4:18.
19 Luke 6:20, 24.
20 Matthew 10:9-13.
21 Luke 11:3.
22 Micah 6:8.
23 Matthew 11:29.
24 Luke 14:11.
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Mary’s influence on Jesus: three Prophetic themes 
From Mary: the imagination of her Heart by Penelope duckworth (pp. 23-25) 
reprinted with permission
The themes in the Magnificat echo those 
of the Hebrew prophets, but Mary has 
composed a unique song, three of whose 
prophetic themes stand out clearly and 
are more fully developed in her son. It is 
interesting to imagine the way in which 
those themes were inculcated from  
mother to child. First, she emphasized 
the mercy of God, the only noun she 
used twice, and Jesus made mercy a  
fundamental tenet of his gospel. Not  
only did he ask mercy of his followers, 
saying, “Be merciful, just as your Father  
is merciful” (Lk 6:36) and “Blessed are 
the merciful, for they will receive mercy,” 
(Mt 5:7) but he responded to and healed 
those who asked him to have mercy.  
He taught mercy in the parable of the 
unforgiving servant (Mt 18:33) and his 
understanding of mercy was clearly 
based in his relationship with God. This 
was shown in his response to those who 
questioned his disciples about Jesus eating 
with tax collectors and sinners when 
he quoted the prophet  Hosea, “Go and 
learn what  this means, ‘I desire mercy, 
not sacrifice” (Mt 9:13).

Second, Mary aligned herself with the 
poor, and understood God as the God  
of the poor. Her understanding is that 
God has “filled the hungry with good 
things, and sent the rich away empty.”  
She stands in line with the prophet Amos, 
who railed against those who were  
]Second, Mary aligned herself with the 
poor, and understood God as the God of 
the poor. Her understanding is that God 

has “filled the hungry with good things, 
and sent the rich away empty.” She stands 
in line with the prophet Amos, who 
railed against those who were “buying  
the poor for silver and the needy for a 
pair of sandals.”34 Similarly, when Jesus 
began his ministry in Nazareth by reading 
from the prophet Isaiah, he chose the 
passage that said, “The Spirit of the Lord 
is upon me, because he has anointed  
me to bring good news to the poor” (Lk 
4:18). In the Beatitudes Jesus contrasted 
the poor and the rich,as Mary had done: 
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours 
is the kingdom of God.... But woe to you 
who are rich, for you have received your 
consolation” (Lk 6: 20,24).  Jesus lived in 
poverty, and understood those who lived 
close to the bone. To choose poverty—
then as now—deeply challenged the ways 
of the world. Jesus knew that possessions 
could be a block to God, and instructed 
his disciples to travel with no money or 
extra clothing (Mt 10:9-13). He knew 
that complete dependence on God nour-
ishes the human spirit, and he included 
this phrase in the prayer he taught: “Give 
us each day our daily bread”(Lk 11:3).                                                        

The third prophetic theme that Mary 
brought forward in the Magnificat, and 
that Jesus amplified, was that God is a 
God of the humble. She understood that 
pride had been and continued to be of 
the great weakness of humanity before 
God, the original sin that I drove Adam 
and Eve to seek to be as gods. The prophet 
Micah had determined what God re-

quired of humanity: “To do justice, and 
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your God” (Micah 6:8).  Mary described 
God as having “looked with favor on the 
lowliness of his servant,” and having 
“lifted up the lowly.” Despite  
the honor she had been given, she maintained  
a right relationship with  God, which 
Jesus also maintained through the three 
grueling temptations in the desert. Later 
on, when Jesus invited the disciples to 
follow him, he said, “Learn from me; for 
I am gentle and humble in heart, and 
you will find rest for your souls.”40 And 
he instructed his followers not to take 
a place of honor  but to take the lowest 
place at table, “for all who exalt them-
selves will be humbled, and those who 
humble themselves will be exalted”  
(Lk 14:11). 

These themes of the Magnificat are fully 
realized and clarified in the life of Jesus. 
A youthful Mary condemns “the powerful”  
and “the rich,” as did the prophets of 
old, and in this we see the roots of what 
would become Jesus’ teaching. Though 
we can only speculate on the impact of 
Mary’s  prophetic witness  on her son, 
we might also assume that it was because 
of her influence that Jesus always took 
women seriously and urged them toward 
full status in God’s reign. No disparaging 
word toward women is recorded to have 
passed his lips; rather, he championed 
women’s full potential and viewed  
them as valued friends, thoughtful  
conversationalists, and reliable witnesses.

The Assumption



Opening Song:   Recommended—sing or listen to the African Spiritual “Hold On” as 
sung here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TfvLZjofEXA or here 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=68KHGI8_txg

Opening Prayer:  Leader  
Loving God, our world is riddled with violence. Violence against 
women. Violence against LGBTQ bodies. Violence against black 
and brown bodies. Violence against the earth, which sustains us. 
Too often, fear overwhelms our capacity to upend this violence. It 
is all we can do, some days, to just hold on. As we celebrate Mary’s 
Assumption into your heavenly kindom, let us joyfully recall her 
witness, as disciple and prophet, to the invitation we find in Jesus, 
“to hear the word of God and observe it.” i

Proclaim together: The Magnificat    
Leader 
Together we proclaim 
 
All 
My soul magnifies the Lord,

  And my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
For he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
 Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
For the mighty one has done great things for me, 
 And holy is his name. 
His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.
He has shown strength with his arm; 
 He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones. 
 And lifted up the lowly; 
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
 And sent the rich away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel, 
 In remembrance of his mercy. 
According to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
 To Abraham and to his descendants forever.
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First Reading:  “If we have not bestowed on Mary the title of prophet from God’s 
announcement to her, then the Magnificat would be sufficient to 
give her that title, in that it fulfills the prophetic purpose…“The 
task of prophetic ministry is to nurture, nourish, and evoke a 
consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness 
and perception of the dominant culture around us.”ii Mary’s song 
kindles anger at the status quo and hope for a new world to come. 
Although the Magnificat has been beautifully arranged for choral 
voices and sung repeatedly in daily offices, it remains a stark  
challenge to inequity and a call to faith for the dispossessed. Martin 
Luther said that Mary sang her Magnificat “not for herself alone but 
for us all, to sing it after her.”iii 

Silence (about one minute)   

Second Reading:  Mother Wisdom Speaks by Christine Lore Weber    
Some of you I will hollow out. 
I will make you a cave. 
I will carve you so deep the stars will shine in your darkness. 
You will be a bowl. 
You will be the cup in the rock collecting rain. 
I will hollow you with knives. 
I will not do this to make you clean. 
I will not do this to make you pure 
You are clean already. 
You are pure already. 
I will do this because the world needs the hollowness of you. 
I will do this for the space that you will be. 
I will do this because you must be large. 
A passage. 
People will find their way through you. 
A bowl. 
People will eat from you. 
And their hunger will not weaken them to death. 
A cup to catch the sacred rain. 
My daughter, do not cry. 
Do not be afraid. 
Nothing you need will be lost. 
I am shaping you. 
I am making you ready. 
Light will flow in your hollowing. 
You will be filled with light. 
Your bones will shine. 
The round open center of you will be radiant. 
I will call you brilliant one. 
I will call you daughter who is wide. 
I will call you transformed.iv

Silence (about one minute)   
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Gospel: Luke 11:27-28  
While Jesus was speaking, a woman from the crowd called out and 
said to him, “blessed is the womb that carried you and the breasts at 
which you nursed.” He replied, “Rather, blessed are those who hear 
the word of God and observe it.”

Reflections: Invite participants to share the ways that Mary’s discipleship and 
prophetic voice resonates in the invitations God has offered them and 
in the profound suffering present in the world around them.

Prayers of the Faithful  
Response: Spirit of Life, hear our prayer. 
Nurturing Creator, you plant in us the seeds of awareness and 
consciousness of the dignity of all your children. Just as you asked 
Mary, you ask us to offer our words, our bodies, and our lives in 
love of neighbor and of you. Console us in our fear, God, and help 
us to trust that, alongside our awareness of injustice, you have 
bestowed, also, the grace and the courage needed to direct our lives 
towards the justice of your reign. We pray…

 Loving God, you invited Mary to recognize her own ability, her 
own goodness, her own worthiness. In the face of a culture that 
would have her shrink and remain invisible, Mary defiantly cried, 
“yes!” and sang her song of praise to you. She took up the entire 
space of herself, every inch, and then fearlessly offered her life as 
a vessel of the Love who created it. God, so many in our world are 
silenced, are made small, are thrown away by structures of injustice. 
Embolden us to lift our voices, to amplify the needs, gifts, and dig-
nity of our marginalized neighbors. Give us the courage to fiercely 
speak truth to power, as Mary did, having recognized the good and 
worthy in us and in one another. We pray…

 Compassionate Healer, we ask that, in a particular way, you comfort 
those who mourn the sins of racism, sexism, militarism, and mate-
rialism. Bring peace to the families and communities of Philando 
Castile, Alton Sterling, Michael Smith, Lorne Ahrens, Michael Krol, 
Patrick Zamarripa, Brent Thompson, the 49 precious lives lost at 
Pulse Nightclub, and the countless other unnamed and unknown 
whose death we mourn. May righteous indignation towards the 
senseless violence in our country transform into the compassion 
needed to bring meaningful change to the systems and structures 
which perpetuate inequity and injustice. We pray…

 Please add to or adjust these petitions as you would like. You can also 
open up the prayers of the faithful to the community.

Sign of Peace 

Closing Prayer:  Leader  
In the Gospel for today’s celebration, Jesus reminds us that the 
miracle of his creation is not located in birth, but in belief: the  
belief that Mary, a lowly, disenfranchised woman of the desert, 
maintained through her authentic awareness of God’s love  
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reverberating through her body and blood long before it nourished 
the Bread of Life; the belief that God’s invitation would move out of 
her goodness towards greater love and greater life, not just for her, 
but for all of creation. Mary faithfully responds to God at work in 
her life, over and over again naming the hope embodied in her Son. 
She is Jesus’ first disciple, a most attentive student, a bold prophet 
before, during, and after his time on earth. May we remember her 
example as we discern the opportunities we have to love, for “blessed 
are those who hear the word of God and observe it.”

Closing Song:   Recommended—Canticle of the Turning

i Luke 11:28
ii Walter Bruegemann as quoted by Penny Duckworth
iii From Penny Duckworth’s Mary-The Imagination of Her Heart, pg 19
iv Mother Wisdom Speaks by Christine Lore Weber
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reflection and discussion Questions for  
“Mary as disciple, or it’s not about the Womb”
1. Begin your reflection or discussion by considering what it means to be a  

disciple of Jesus.  
What attributes, characteristics, habits, virtues, actions, ways of being, ways  
of thinking, etc. would you or the group say are the makings of a disciple?

2. Next, create a list of traditional titles given to Mary of Nazareth. List as many 
as you or the group can think of.  
How many of these titles invoke the characteristics of discipleship you listed 
above? How many of them invoke Mary’s motherhood of Jesus? 

3. In her essay on the First Reading for the Vigil of the Assumption, Judith Davis 
argues that many of Mary’s traditional titles “restrict” or “confine” her—and 
us—to ideas about women and motherhood that contribute to the idea that 
“women are meant to be mothers, nurturers and ‘complements’ to men.” 

a. Based on the your responses to questions 1 and 2  would you agree  
with this assessment? 

b. What do such roles say to women today? To men? 

c. How does limiting the role of women impact the life, mission, and  
spirituality of the Church?

4. In her essay on the Gospel for the Vigil of the Assumption, Judith Davis 
paints a portrait of Mary as disciple pointing out that Jesus himself and even 
Saint Augustine emphasize Mary’s discipleship. 

a. How does this portrait of Mary challenge, affirm, or contribute to your  
understanding of Mary. 

b. Equipped with the scriptural and biographical stories presented in Davis’s 
essay – as well as your own previous knowledge—what titles (traditional 
or of your own making) do you believe would emphasize and reclaim the 
importance of Mary’s discipleship and ministry? 

5. Davis quotes Elizabeth Johnson who writes that “emphasis on discipleship 
over biological maternity…has the effect of relieving the traditionally strong 
emphasis on motherhood, linked with Mary, as the sole vocation of women.” 
What impact do you suppose emphasizing Mary’s discipleship would have  
on the life, mission, and spirituality of the Church today? How ought the  
Church—yourself and your community  included—begin to paint a clearer  
portrait of Mary as disciple?

The Assumption
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1. In her piece “Mary as Prophet in the Visitation,” Penelope Duckworth 
places Mary—and the Magnificat—within the prophetic tradition in 
Judeo-Christian history. She also underscores that given Mary’s temporal 
circumstance’s and the potential consequences of her song “one might 
expect her to cower.”

a. How does placing Mary within this prophetic tradition—especially  
given the social and political realities of the time—challenge, affirm,  
or contribute to your understanding of her? 

b. What potential does placing Mary within this prophetic tradition hold 
for Christian  women and for the Church today?

2. Duckworth points out that “the idea of a woman prophet was not a foreign 
one to the Hebrews” and that “down through the ages, people have found 
their voices to speak out despite fear, oppression, disapproval, and even 
official silencing.”  
Who are some other women from Scripture, from history, and from today 
that stand in this prophetic line?

3. Duckworth describes three prophetic themes of the Magnificat which 
place her in line with Hebrew prophets and which were centerpieces in the 
ministry of Jesus: the mercy of God; understanding God as a God of the 
poor; and understanding God as a God of the humble. 

a. In what ways was Mary a prophet of the Reign of God as revealed  
by Jesus?

b. In what ways does/might Mary continue to prophesy to the Church  
and society today?   

reflection and discussion Questions for  
“Mary as Prophet in the Visitation”
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the Wisdom of older Women 
From Mary: the imagination of her Heart by Penelope duckworth (pp. 25-28) 
reprinted with permission
We are told that Mary stayed with  
Elizabeth for three months, which was 
the first trimester of her pregnancy,  
the time of morning sickness, nausea, 
possible miscarriage,  and weariness. It  
is when a woman’s body adjusts to her 
pregnancy and, in a sense, assents to 
its demands. Perhaps Mary needed to 
be with Elizabeth during that time so 
that her full physical assent would be 
supported in the first difficult months. 
And Elizabeth was in her last trimester, 
often the most physically trying part of 
a pregnancy, and she was not a young 
woman. It is likely that her body ached 
from bearing the growing weight, and 
a helpful young companion would have 
been welcome.

We may assume that Mary stayed until 
Elizabeth delivered her child. She probably 
helped with the housework and cared for 
the infant John the Baptist as Elizabeth  
regained her strength. She saw what 
childbirth was like and learned something  
of mothering an infant. These were probably  
happy and hopeful times. Neither woman 
could see what would lie ahead—John’s 
head on a platter borne by a dancing girl 
and Jesus nailed to a crossbar in agony 
and disgrace. Nor could they see that  
future tomb, which would become a 
womb for unimagined new life. All they 
could see was their inclusion in thebegin-
ning of God’s work.

However, Elizabeth’s was not the only 
prophetic voice that Mary encountered. 

In the Gospel of Luke, when Mary 
went to the temple to give the offering 
prescribed in Leviticus, she met with 
Simeon, who spoke of the destiny of the 
child and of Mary. His words were a mix 
of affirmation and warning. He spoke 
of the child as the awaited savior, but he 
also warned Mary that a sword would 
cause her grievous pain. But in addition 
to Simeon, another prophet—a woman—
was there:

There was also a prophet, Anna, the 
daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of 
Asher. She was of a great age, having 
lived with her husband seven years 
after her marriage, then as a widow to 
the age of eighty-four. She never left the 
temple but worshiped there with fast-
ing and prayer night and day. At that 
moment she came and began to praise 
God and to speak about the child to all 
who were looking for the redemption of 
Israel (Lk 2: 36-38).

Anna’s heritage as a member of the  
tribe of Asher is interesting because she 
represents the northern tribes and exiles. 
Her tribe lived on the west coast of the 
Galilean highlands, which  had close con-
tact with  the maritime city of Tyre and 
so was seen as having  a half-caste stand-
ing. Hers was the tribe that sprang from 
the eighth son of Jacob by Leah’s maid,  
Zilpah. Consequently, of the twelve 
tribes, it was among those with a lower 
status. As a member of this tribe, Anna 
knew lack of social influence; as a woman 
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she knew vulnerability; as a widow   
she knew  loss; and  as a prophet  
she knew God. Her presence at the 
temple demonstrates that  Jesus  came 
to fulfill the messianic hopes of all the 
tribes of Israel, even the most remote 
and far flung.* Her life as an elderly 
widow who never left the temple is 
clarified if we recall that after meno-
pause she would no longer be deemed 
ritually unclean.  
And her continuous worship is better 
understood if we remember the  
expressed desire at the conclusion of 
the Twenty-third Psalm, which Isaac 
Watts paraphrased beautifully: “Oh, 
may thy house be mine abode and all 
my works be praise. There would I find 
a settled rest, while others go and come; 
no more a stranger or a guest, but like  
a child at home.”*

It is important to note that Anna  
was the very first person to see and 
proclaim Jesus  as the Messiah. She 
announced to all who were awaiting 
the liberation of Israel that the deliverer 
had come. She must have seen in Jesus’ 
tiny face something extraordinary. She 
must have recognized in him some 
understanding of vulnerability and loss 
as well as the news of a triumph that  
comes of and through it. Unfortunately, 
the gospels do not record what she said. 
All we know is that  she was present 
and  aware of what was happening. 
But if we assume that each significant 
encounter we have influences who 
we become, then we may assume that  
Mary’s  encounter with another woman 

who was reputed to stand in the line of 
the prophets shaped  the woman she 
was becoming as well as the man  Jesus 
became. We know  Anna  was  an  older  
woman, like Mary’s cousin  Elizabeth. 
Whereas Elizabeth speaks in the gospel,  
Anna does not. But prophets do speak; 
that in part is what  makes them  
prophets. 

Anna’s reputation as a prophet remains 
despite the scriptural silence. Mary, 
on closer study, is clearly shown to 
carry the legacy and moral force of the 
prophets, even if the title has not been 
applied to her. It is time that changed. 
Not only did God announce the divine 
will to her but she courageously embraced  
a future that would scandalize the 
status  quo. In addition, she found her 
own voice to proclaim God’s will and 
its broader implications, and her words 
have encouraged and emboldened 
those who recite them through the ages. 
Her example surely has encouraged 
others from the church’s beginnings, 
such as the four daughters of Philip  
the Evangelist, who were known as 
prophets (Acts 21:9). In the Magnificat  
we hear a young woman touch the 
locus of her power, adding a new and 
distinct link in the chain of songs of 
triumph that her foremothers sang, and 
prefiguring ideas that would find their 
fullest expression in the Sermon on the 
Mount and in Jesus himself. The power 
she unleashes in the song bears fruit  
in Christ’s power to heal, overturn,  
and resurrect.

The Magnificat: Proclaiming the God of the Marginalized by Laura James. 
Commissioned by FutureChurch. Copyright 2015. All Rights Reserved.

In the Magnificat we 
hear a young woman 
touch the locus of 
her power, adding a 
new and distinct link 
in the chain of songs 
of triumph that her 
foremothers sang, 
and prefiguring ideas 
that would find their 
fullest expression in 
the Sermon on the 
Mount and in Jesus 
himself. The power 
she unleashes in the 
song bears fruit in 
Christ’s power to 
heal, overturn, and 
resurrect.
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