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Feast of the Dormition/Assumption (15 August 2013) 

Today we are celebrating a feast of Mary, known by various names throughout the 

Christian Church- the Dormition of the Theotokos, the Falling Asleep of the Mother of 

God, Mary’s Translation, and the name perhaps most familiar to Western Christians, 

Mary’s Assumption.   

Now, if we reflect on what we are celebrating, we have to ask two questions: 1) what 

are we celebrating? What is its theological/religious content? And 2) How does it speak 

to us? What is it saying to us?  As we try to enter into the liturgical celebration in a way 

that means something to us, we have to begin by remembering that doctrines and their 

embodiment in liturgy have often spoken to the Christian community in different ways 

over the centuries.   

During the later middle ages, for example, as both theology and piety tended to focus 

on Christ as the fearful and dread Judge of humanity, Mary, assumed into heaven,  

became the more gentle, motherly intercessor on behalf of her wayward children on 

earth before the somewhat terrifying Jesus. 

Beginning in the 1960s after the 2nd Vatican Council, when the themes of social, political 

and economic liberation and God’s preferential option for the poor became new ways in 

which Catholics began to think about the world and Christian responsibility, Mary, as the 

poor and marginalized Daughter of Zion  became popular.  Her words in the Magnificat 

about God “throwing down the mighty from their thrones and lifting up the lowly” and 

“filling the hungry with good things and sending away the rich empty” made Mary into an 

important icon of subversion and the overturning of power structures in both church and 
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society in favor of the poor and the oppressed and those struggling for social and 

economic and political justice. 

A we celebrate Mary and her Falling Asleep today, what is it saying to us?  How does it 

“function” for us?  I would suggest two ways that it might say something important to us 

today:  Firstly, Mary reminds us that God is always up to something new, something 

creative, something seemingly impossible, and so life is not locked into the categories 

and structures and conventions that we so regularly assume to be permanent and 

unshakeable. Mary’s fiat that she spoke at the Annunciation to the angel captures the 

fundamental import of her astounding ministry.  Those words of hers, “let it me to me 

according to your will”, ring with the same cosmic portentousness as the divine fiat at 

the beginning of creation when God said, “let there be light”.  The impossible- bringing 

something out of nothing and bringing the eternal into the creation- was both attempted 

and accomplished.  A profound conjunction of opposites is sealed in both of these 

moments of creation and annunciation.  In a wonderful poem, Denise Levertov, 

articulates this conjunction of opposites within Mary: 

To bear in her womb 

infinite weight and lightness; to carry 

in hidden, finite inwardness 

nine months of Eternity; to contain 

in slender vase of being 

The sum of power- 

in narrow flesh, 

the sum of light. 

Then bring to birth 
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push out into air, a Man-child 

needing, like any other, 

milk and love-  

but who is God. 

 

It is precisely this conjunction of opposites in Mary that is the basis of all legitimate 

Christian devotion to this woman. 

Secondly, the value of the Assumption/Dormition, ironically, touches on something that 

has been the most ecumenically problematic  thing about Mary- the thing has often 

bothered many of our Protestant brothers and sisters, although not all of them- that 

Mary was received by God into the Kingdom in her body- that has always been the 

ecumenical rub (apart from the other problem about who has the authority to make such 

a declaration)- the teaching that at her death her body was  “taken up” into the 

Kingdom.  To many Christians this has seemed to put Mary into a completely separate 

category of existence, to make her into a kind of “goddess” which the Sacred Scriptures 

know nothing about.  And there are certainly some Catholics and some Eastern 

Orthodox who talk and behave like that. 

I would suggest, however, that that is not the intention of the feast.  On the contrary, 

Mary’s dormition and assumption tells us something very important about us, about this 

earth, about what God is concerned with, and about what redemption is all about.  

There is a beautiful ancient Western prayer for this feast that has found its way into the 

Anglican Book of Common Prayer that simply says, “O God, who has taken to yourself 

the blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the incarnate Son: Grant that we, who have been 
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redeemed by His blood, may share with her the glory of your eternal Kingdom”.  When 

we are no longer thinking about life and about ourselves in an odd, platonizing kind of 

way, we know that in a real sense, I don’t just have a body; I am a body, and if you 

touch my arm or my hand you are touching me.  So when we say that God has “taken to 

Himself the Blessed Virgin Mary”, what we are saying is that God has taken to Himself 

everything that Mary is, and that certainly means Mary the body who gave birth to the 

incarnate Son. 

By celebrating that Mary was taken up into the Kingdom of God, the Church has 

underlined the wholeness and integration and inclusiveness of the human person and of 

our salvation.  The Christian understanding of a human person is that we are an 

undivided unity in which the spiritual is never disconnected from the material.  Now, 

over the centuries we have done our darnest at times to disconnect the spiritual from 

the material and from the body.  But Mary’s assumption won’t allow us to do that.  As 

Michael Ramsey, the 100th Archbishop of Canterbury, once said: “Jesus did not come 

simply to cart our souls off to heaven.  He came to do much more.”  Mary’s Dormition 

keeps on reminding us of that “much more”- that the ultimate goal and desire of God for 

us is the redemption of us in our entirety and the redemption of this material, physical 

world.  Humankind and the material world form a seamless garment, and God is 

concerned about all of it. 

There are tremendous implications to this if we were really to believe it and to  look at 

this world and our lives through the lens of Mary’s Assumption.  We can begin to see 

the real sacramental dimension of life and of the world.  We can begin to understand 

that the earth is sacred, that matter is sacred, and that our relationship to the natural 
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environment is mystical and sacramental.  We might begin to really understand that the 

aim of spiritual life is, as the 7th century St. Isaac the Syrian once said, “to acquire a 

merciful heart, one which burns with love for the whole of creation. . . for all of God’s 

creatures”.  If we were to take Mary’s assumption seriously, and not see it simply as 

something that keeps people locked into a romanticized piety of some kind, we might 

begin to realize that it says something to us about the value that God places on matter, 

on physicality, on bodies, and that things like ecology and economics are fundamentally 

spiritual concerns, and these, in turn, are directly related to issues of social justice and 

world hunger.  Mary’s Assumption/Dormition speaks to us of a God who in the Mother of 

His Son,  has shown us quite concretely just how important and valuable this flesh and 

this earth and matter really are. Mary has, so to speak, gotten the head start on us, and 

she can show us to live sacramentally and mystically in relationship to our home- this 

earth- which is also home to every animal and every form of life that God has brought 

into existence.    When St. Francis of Assisi made friends with the wolf and St. 

Seraphim of Sarov made friends with the bear they were tapping into something that 

has more to do with God’s alvation and with Mary’s Assumption than it might first 

appear. 

 


