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Immaculate Conception 2013 

Today as we celebrate a feast of Mary, currently known in the Christian West as 

the feast of the Immaculate Conception and in the Christian East as the Maternity 

of St. Anne, I would like to use as our point of entry into a reflection on Mary a 

lesser known feast that we just recently celebrated in November- the feast of the 

Presentation or Entrance of Mary into the Temple, based on an apochryphal story 

found in a work dating from the second century known as the Book of James or 

Protevangelion.  According to the story, Mary dwelt in the Temple for nine years 

as a child.   

Both the Presentation of Mary and today’s feast of the conception tell us 

something about both Mary and about us, and in that sense the two Marian 

festivals are deeply and profoundly connected to one another, and both are trying 

to get us ready for Christmas. 

Both the conception of Mary and her presentation in the Temple as a little girl are 

about preparing for the incoming of God. The Conception is about God getting 

this one human being ready for her future vocation as the Mother of the 

incarnate Lord and her entrance into the Temple is about Mary, in a sense, getting 

herself ready for that vocation and the preparation that she needed in order to do 

that.  Just as her Son would need to develop His own life of faith in God during 

those “silent years” in Nazareth before He was baptized and began His mission, so 

Mary, regardless of the “privileges” she received at her conception, would also 

need to be prepared for her own God-given work at the annunciation.  
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Both of these Marian festivals are really about space, about space that is open to 

God, space that can become the residence of God.  If at Mary’s conception, God, 

in some mysterious sense, re-orientated one human life towards Himself again, 

the feast of the Presentation in the Temple is about how that one human being 

learned then to be at the disposal of God so that God could enter our space and 

take up residence.  Mary had to learn to do this- she had to learn to become open 

to God so that she would be able to carry the Word and be able to nurture God in 

the womb of her being.  This, I think, is really important for us to take on board; 

otherwise, we tend to treat Mary in a kind of magical way, as if everything was 

already set for her, and she didn’t really need to accept and embrace her vocation 

in a free, human kind of way. 

Whatever we say about the “privileges” given to her at her conception, we still 

need to ask the question of how it is that Mary was able to place herself at the 

disposal of God at the annunciation, while so many others associated with the 

Temple and the religious system would be unable to receive God’s new and novel 

work in any way? If her immaculate conception means that she was “re-

orientated” now towards God, she still could have said “no” and refused her 

calling. How was it that Mary could say “yes” at the annunciation without 

knowing what it meant when so many of the religious leaders- Pharisees, scribes, 

Temple priesthood- would say “no” to the newness God was bringing about? 

Mary clearly did not understand what was happening at the annunciation- it was 

beyond anything that she could have expected or anticipated, but whatever 

happened in her life before that had prepared her to be open to the word and 

presence of God.   
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I think that both today’s feast and the earlier feast of the Presentation are us 

human beings mumbling words about a very profound mystery- the mystery of 

what enabled one young girl to say “yes” to God in such a deep way.  These 

Marian festivals are our feeble attempts to celebrate Mary’s preparation for 

entering  into what we might call “liminal or threshold space”- that inner state 

when we can begin to think and to act in genuinely new ways.  It’s when we’re 

betwixt and between, having left one room but not having entered the next 

room.  It’s that graced time when we are not certain or in control, and when 

something genuinely new can happen.  Having said yes to God, for nine months 

then, Mary was, it seems to me, in that liminal, threshold space as she learned 

what it meant to be completely and utterly at the disposal of God without 

knowing exactly what it all meant or where it would lead. 

As we approach Christmas, what are we ready to receive from God?  Are we 

ready to enter luminal space in our own lives?  If Mary needed preparation in 

order to enter her own liminal space where God could do something new, where 

God could act in a radical, novel way, then we certainly do.  We need time to get 

ourselves ready to enter that place, that space, inside ourselves so that we can 

receive whatever God may choose to give us and call us to. This Advent time 

before Christmas, as we remember Mary’s own times of preparation- her 

conception and her presentation in the Temple -  so that she would be able to say 

“yes” to God, is also a time  for us to get ready for when God may well also yank 

us out of one room, keep us on the threshold for long enough to teach us 

something, and then ask us to say “yes” to his calling so that we can enter the 

next room in a new way.  If we take Mary seriously, she might actually be able to 

teach us what that looks like. 


