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w hom  the M aster prom ised the unfa iling pro tection of the H oly  

S p irit. In G od ’s nam e, le t us be docile and obed ien t, and no t fail 

in our exalted task of exp la in ing in its in teg rity the fa ith w hich  

the S on of G od com m itted to the care of H is in fa llib le C hurch .

F r a n c i s  J . C o n n e l l , C .S S .R .

The Catholic University of America

Washington, D. C.

F i f t y  Y e a r s  A g o

In The American Ecclesiastical Review fo r N ovem ber, 1900 , the 

lead ing artic le , con tribu ted by F r. A lexander M acD onald , is en titled  

“T he S acrific ia l Idea in the M ass.” H is m ain con ten tion is tha t the 

M ass is one and the sam e sacrifice w ith that of the C ross. “It is the 

im m ola tion of C hrist upon the C ross, toge ther w ith the fac t tha t the 

sam e V ictim  is rea lly  presen t upon  the A ltar offered  by the sam e H igh  

P riest w hich m akes the M ass the d istinc tive and never-fa iling  sacrifice 

of the N ew  T estam ent.” . . . F r. A nselm  K ro ll con tribu tes an  artic le on  

“T he S upport of S ick and O ld C lergym en.” H e exp la in in deta il the 

canon ica l provisions for the support of the c lergy , and  adm its tha t it is 

very d ifficu lt to determ ine the best m ethod of ex tend ing relie f to de

serv ing bu t needy ecc lesiastics . H e prom ises to d iscuss th is prob lem  

in a fu ture artic le. . . . U nder the head ing “S cholastic M ethods, the ir 

A dvan tages and D isadvan tages” F r. J . R . S la tte ry m akes som e sug

gestions fo r im prov ing the m ethod of teach ing theo logy in our sem i

naries . ... A  response in the C onference sec tion asserts that the brida l 

coup le m ay kneel w ith in the sanctuary during the N uptia l M ass. . . . 

A  fo rm  fo r the b lessing of a coup le on the occasion of the ir silver or 

go lden  jub ilee of m arriage is suggested . . . . M ention is m ade of a  le tte r 

sen t by the H oly S ee to the b ishops of the U nited S ta tes com m and ing  

that in the even t tha t a sing le M ass is celeb ra ted  on  A ll S ou ls ’ D ay  fo r 

the deceased w hose nam es are proposed by the parish ioners (m any  

offerings being  g iven ), a no tice shou ld be posted in the chu rch  m aking  

it c lear tha t on ly  one M ass is being  offered .

F . J . C .



THE CONCEPT OF MARY AND THE

CHURCH IN THE FATHERS

T he past one hundred years of the Church’s history have been 

.m arked by a phenom enal increase of M arian though t and devo tion  

tha t is para lle led perhaps on ly by the grea t M arian v ita lity of the  

M idd le A ges. S ince the defin ition of the dogm a of M ary ’s Im 

m acu la te C oncep tion , popu lar devotion to the M other of G od . 

under the in fluence of such m anifestly superna tu ra l in te rven tions  

as  L ourdes and F atim a, has  grow n  in to  a  k ind  of w orld tru st in  her  

pow er of in te rcession . M ario logy has b lossom ed as a field w hich  

is preoccupy ing theo logica l though t as it has never befo re . T he  

S overe ign  P on tiffs since P ius IX  have been consisten tly  ou tspoken  

regard ing the priv ileges of M ary , and have urged the m em bers of 

H oly C hurch to tu rn w ith filia l con fidence to her to avert w orld  

d isaste r and to bring  peace. N ot least of these papal ac ts w as the  

consecra tion of the w orld to the Im m acu late H eart of M ary by  

P ope P ius X II, O ctober 31 , 1942 . T he H oly Y ear of 1950 , w ith  

its so lem n proclam ation of the dogm a of M ary ’s A ssum ption , has  

crow ned a cen tu ry tha t began w ith the proclam ation of her Im 

m acu la te C oncep tion .

If one considers M ary ’s ro le in the C hurch h isto ry of the past 

cen tury , and the fac t tha t th is ro le has had an in tim ate in fluence  

on  the life and  grow th  of the C hurch , the question  m ay leg itim ate ly  

be asked : w hat re la tionsh ip ex ists betw een M ary and the C hurch  

w hich g ives sign ificance to these M arian even ts  ? In seek ing an  

answ er to th is question , w e in stinctive ly tu rn fo r en ligh tenm en t  

to C atho lic trad ition , to the w orks of the F athers and D octo rs of 

the C hurch . A n  answ er, a t least in its seed -fo rm , w as offered by  

the early C hurch F athers, and an exam ination of the ir sta tem en ts  

on the sub jec t m ay perhaps g ive a grea ter theolog ica l perspec tive  

to cu rren t M arian h isto ry .

In P atris tic language M ary is iden tified , so to speak , w ith the  

C hurch  ; in m any in stances she is even called the C hurch . T he  

F athers use  the  sam e  te rm s to  exalt M ary  and  exp la in  her preroga 

tives as they use fo r the C hurch , and app ly in te rchangeab ly , as  

w ith equal fitness, the sam e figu res, types and  prophecies to M ary  

as to  the C hurch . T he tw o  m ain  bases on  w hich  the F athers draw  

th is para lle l are the m otherhood  of the C hurch  com pared and  iden -
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tilled  w ith  the  m otherhood  of M ary  ; and  the C hurch  as the V irg in 

bride of C hrist com pared  w ith the sim ilar ro le of M ary .

S t. A m brose in one passage speaks of the C hurch  as the type  of 

M ary , bu t the com m on practice am ong the F athers w as to con

sider M ary  as person ify ing  the C hurch . “T he V irg in  M ary  is . ,. 

the figu re of the C hurch , w hich rece ived the firs t fru its of the  

G ospel,” w ro te S t. E phrem .1 “L et us ca ll the C hurch by the nam e  

o f M ary , fo r she is w orthy  of the doub le nam e.” T he V irg in M ary  

appears , then , as person ify ing m ost perfec tly hum an ity , w ed v ir- 

g ina lly  to  the Incarna te  W ord , the rece iver of d iv ine reve la tion  and  

respond ing w ith perfec t fidelity to the w hisperings of the D iv ine  

B rideg room . “H ere [in the v irg in ity of I lis m other  J H e chose  

fo r H im self a chaste brida l cham ber w here in H e m igh t be un ited  

as the brideg room  w ith the bride .” 2

It is a lso in  her m otherhood  of the h isto rica l Jesus tha t a para lle l 

is draw n betw een M ary  and the C hurch . M ary is the M other of 

Jesus, the C hurch , the M other of C hristian s. T hus, S t. M ethod ius 

in te rp rets the W om an in the A pocalypse as lite ra lly sign ify ing  

M ary , and m ystically  sign ify ing the C hurch .

M ost often , how ever, m otherhood and v irg in ity , w hich are  

proper to bo th M ary and the C hurch , are considered in the one  

concep t of a fru itfu l v irg ina l or brida l-m o therhood . S t. A m brose  

speaks of the C hurch ’s fecund ity thus  : “ It is a v irg in w ho has 

borne us in her w om b, a v irg in  w ho  has brough t us fo rth , a v irg in  

w ho has nourished us w ith her ow n m ilk .” 3 E lsew here he po in ts 

to M ary as the type of th is, the C hurch ’s v irg ina l fru itfu lness:

It w as fitting tha t M ary shou ld be espoused and a t the sam e tim e a  

V irg in  ; because she is the type of the C hurch , w hich is spo tless , yet 

m arried . F or v irg in she [the C hurch ] has conceived us of the S p irit, 

and v irg in , w ithou t pangs she has g iven us b irth .1

S t. A ugustine concu rs w ith the B ishop of M ilan  :

T he C hurch . . . im itating  C hrist’s M other every day g ives b irth  to

1 Sermo ad N octurnum Dominicae Resurrectionis, 2, 3 , L am y I, 531-537 . 

Q uoted in T hom as L iv iu s, C .SS .R ., The Blessed Fir gin in the Fathers of 
the First Six Centuries (L ondo n : B urns and O ates, L td .; N . Y . : B enziger, 

1893), p . 268 . S ubsequen t tex ts of the F athers are as g iven in L iv iu s.

2  S t. A ugustine , Enarrat, in Ps. C X L V III, n . 8 . L iv iu s, 276 .

3 De Officiis Ministrorum, L ib . I, cap . 5 , 22 . L iv iu s, 270 .

4 In Luc. L . II, n . 7 . L iv iu s, 271 .
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H is m em bers and is a v irg in .5 D id no t the ho ly V irg in M ary bo th  

bring  fo rth  and  rem ain  a V irg in  ? S o , too , the C hurch  brings fo rth and  

is a  v irg in . A nd  if thou  re flec test, she g ives b irth  to  C hrist, because  those  

w ho  are bap tised  are h is m em bers. You, says the A postle , are the body 

of Christ, and members. If, therefo re , she g ives b irth to C hrist ’s m em 

bers, she is m ost like M ary .6 S ee w e no t under the figu re of M ary the  

type of the ho ly C hurch? F or on her too , as you know , the H oly  

G host cam e dow n; her too the pow er of the M ost H igh overshadow ed ,  

and from  her goes fo rth C hrist, m ighty in pow er. T he C hurch is an  

im m acu la te bride , fru itfu l in ch ild -bearing , v irg in in chastity . S he  

conceived  no t from  m an , bu t by the S p irit. S he g ives b irth no t in so r

row , bu t in joy . S he nurtu res no t w ith breast of body , bu t w ith m ilk  

of the T eacher. H ence is she the S pouse of C hrist, and M other of the  

nations, w ho m arvels a t seeing herself w ith ch ild , and re jo ices w hen  

she has brough t forth .7

6 Enchirid. ad Laurentium, cap . 34 . L iv iu s, 275 .

e Serm. 213 , cap . 7 . L iv iu s, 275 .

7 S erm . 121 , De Nat. Dont. v . 5 , In t. O pp . S . A ugustin i, A ppend . L iv iu s, 

276 . T his quo ta tion , a lthough of doub tfu l au then tic ity , is inc luded as no t 

being fo re ign to S t. A ugustine ’s though t, bu t rather as an e labo ration of it.

8  A llego riae ex N . T est. A p. M orales L ib . II, T r. 6 . L iv iu s, 277 .

T w o hund red years la te r, bu t still in the P atris tic trad ition , S t. 

Isido re of S ev ille repeated  : “M ary sign ifies the C hurch , w hich  

being  espoused to C hrist, as a  v irg in  hath  conceived  us of the H oly  

G host, and as a v irg in hath a lso g iven  us b irth .” 8

T he F athers in  these passages seem  to be sa tisfied w ith compar

ing the C hurch ’s fru itfu lness w ith that of M ary , and do no t ex 

p lic itly  declare , as is now  often declared , tha t the C hurch ’s m ater

n ity is , in effec t, M ary ’s sp iritua l M otherhood of m en . T he pas 

sages c ited invo lve prim arily an analogy betw een the S p iritua l 

M atern ity of the C hurch , and the natu ra l m atern ity of M ary . 

E ven w hen S t. A ugustine speaks of g iv ing “b irth to C hrist’s  

m em bers,” it is “ the C hurch imitating C hrist’s M other”— w hich  

w ould leave M ary ’s S p iritua l M atern ity  a t best on ly im p lied , no t 

d irec tly sta ted .

N everthe less , som e of the F athers have gone so fa r as to app ly  

the nam e of the C hurch itself to M ary .

“O m ystic m arvel !” w ro te S t. C lem en t of A lexand ria. “O ne  

F ather of a ll th ings and one W ord of a ll th ings and the H oly  

G host, O ne and the sam e everyw here, and one on ly M other V ir-



334 T H E A M E R IC A N  E C C L E S IA S T IC A L R E V IE W

g in . D ear to m e it is to call her the Church.’^ In a m anuscrip t 

a ttribu ted to S t. M ethod ius, these w ords occu r in praise of M ary : 

‘W ith hym ns, O  b lessed S pouse of G od , ado rn ing the brida l bed , 

w e now  venera te thee , pure virgin Church of snow y  body . . . ."9 10 

T he heresia rch M anes ’ iron ic use of the te rm  “ that m ost chaste  

V irg in and im m acu late C hurch ” re fering to M arj r seem s to ind i

cate tha t th is w as a phrase then com m on ly received and used .11 

S t. C yril of A lexand ria  c lo ses one of h is hom ilies thus: ‘T hinn ing  

w ith  can tic les the  ever-V irg in M ary , that is to say, the holy Church, 

and her S on and spo tless S pouse . . . . A m en .” 12

9 Paedagogus, L ib . I, c . 6, MPG, V III, 301 . L iv ius, 264 .

10 Dec. Virg. or. I, c . 5 , p . 45 . L iv iu s, 266 .

11  C f. L iv iu s, 265 .

12 Hom. IV  ad fin . L iv iu s, 277 .

13 In t. O pp . S t A m brosi. C f. In Luc. L ib . X , n . 134 . L iv iu s, 271 .

T hese passages are  to  be in te rp re ted  prim arily  in a m etapho rical 

sense , for ev iden tly M ary is no t, in the w ords of the B altim ore  

C atech ism , “ the cong regation of a ll bap tized persons un ited in the  

sam e  true faith , the sam e sacrifice , and the sam e sacram en ts , under 

the au tho rity of the S overe ign P on tiff and the b ishops in com 

m union w ith h im .” B ut som e of the F athers w ro te abou t a com - 

penetration  of the tw o ideas. In  a t least tw o respec ts the P atris tic  

v iew presen ts a rea l “overlapp ing ”— the first, in tha t M ary is 

part of the C hurch , is the m ost perfec t m em ber of the M ystica l 

B ody ; the second , in  tha t M ary ’s m atern ity has fo r its ob jec t and  

effec t the bestow al of d iv ine life upon the hum an race, w hich is 

likew ise the ob jec t and effec t of the C hurch ’s h isto rica l ex istence . 

A m ong  the w ritings of S t. A m brose is to be found a com m en tary  

on the A pocalypse in w hich w e find th is though t exp ressed tha t 

by  the W om an  here w e m ay understand  the B lessed V irg in M ary , 

because she is the M other of the C hurch , fo r she brough t forth  

H im  w ho is the H ead of the C hurch , and is herse lf daugh ter of 

the C hurch , since she is the grea test m em ber of the C hurch .13

T he  F athers  fo llow ed  S t. P au l c lo se ly  in  ho ld ing  tha t the C hurch  

is the B ride of C hrist. N ot yet perfec t because of her hum an  m em 

bers, she grow s in to  an ever c loser un ion w ith H im  th rough sub 

m issive fide lity to H is grace un til the day of H is com ing . S he  

desires to be H is perfec t com plem en t, to “ fill up ” w hat is lack ing  

to H im , and in th is sense her w ay of ac ting m ay be ca lled a rea l 

seeking of C hrist. T hat M aty is the m odel of th is seek ing of
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C hrist seem s to  be im p lied in  a num ber of passages of the F athers. 

In  the O ld T estam en t th is striv ing  fo r un ion w ith the B rideg room  

w as exp ressed and prefigu red in the Canticle of Canticles. T he  

F athers in com m en ting upon th is B ook of the O ld L aw  p lace the  

w ords of the B ride upon the lip s of bo th M ary and the C hurch . 

“M ary  is tha t beau tifu l spouse of the C an tic les w ho pu t off the o ld  

garm en t, w ashed her fee t, and rece ived the im m ortal B rideg room  

w ith in her ow n bride-cham ber.” 14 U pon the tex t, “L et H im  k iss  

m e w ith the k isses of H is m outh ,” S t. A m brose rem arks:

14  S . P roclu s, O rat. V I. 17 . De Deip. laudibus. L iv iu s, 98 .

16  S . A m brose , in Ps. C X V III. Semi. II, n . 16 . L iviu s, 92 .

™ Epist. X L I, 18 .

H ereby is sign ified the grace of the H oly S p irit com ing dow n fr»m  

above , as the A ngel sa id to M ary : “T he H oly G host sha ll com e upon  

thee , and the pow er of the M ost H igh sha ll overshadow  thee .” 15 *

T he C hurch ceases no t to k iss the fee t of C hrist; and hence in the  

C an tic le of C an tic les , she is no t con ten t w ith  one bu t w ith  m any  k isses. 

F or like ho ly M ary , she is in ten t on a ll H is u tte rances, and takes in a ll 

H is w ords. W hen the G ospel or a P rophet is being  read , she keeps a ll 

H is say ings in her heart.10

T he v iew  tha t M ary in her v icarious rep resen ta tion of hum an 

ity -to -be-redeem ed person ifies the perfec t w ay of ac ting tow ard  

th e D iv ine B ridegroom , the perfec tion of the C hurch in its m em 

bers, has been brough t in to  prom inence of la te in P ope P ius X II ’s  

Mystici Corporis:

H er sin less sou l w as filled  w ith  the d iv ine S p irit of Jesus C hrist m ore  

than  a ll o ther crea ted sou ls . . . she m ore than  a ll the fa ith fu l “ filled up  

those th ings tha t are w an ting of the su ffering of C hrist . . . fo r H is  

body w hich is the C hurch .”

A nd the P on tiff is a t pains to point ou t tha t her w hole life exem 

p lifies the perfec t w ay  of ac ting  tow ard  C hrist. S he seeks on ly  H is  

w ill a t the A nnuncia tion  ; w ith m otherly tenderness she brings  

H im  fo rth and nurtu res H is ch ildhood  ; she is the m istress of H is  

h idden life ; in h is pub lic life she is H is alter ipse, the  on ly  com ple te  

trium ph  of H is aposto la te  ; she surrenders her m aterna l righ ts over  

H im  a t H is passion  and  death . . . . F inally , afte r H is ascension , she  

is le ft fo r a tim e upon earth to m other the in fan t C hurch and to  

be the liv ing exem plar of the grea t lesson C hrist w ished to teach  

H is C hurch  : tha t the liv ing C hrist is to be sough t and found in
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the liv ing C hurch . “S he con tinued to show  fo r the M ystica l B ody  

of C hrist, born from  the p ierced H eart of the S av ior, the sam e  

M other ’s care and arden t love w ith w hich she c lasped the In fan t 

Jesus to her w arm  and nourish ing breast.”

If the v iew  be accep ted  tha t M ary  person ified perfec t inco rpora 

tion in C hrist, then the C hurch ’s idea l, the purpose of its ac tion , 

w as rea lized perfec tly only in her ; and thus the C hurch ’s u ltim ate  

goal— her presen ta tion to C hrist “ in a ll her g lo ry -, no t hav ing spo t 

or w rink le ’ ’ (Eph. 5 , 27)— w as fo reshadow ed from the w ry be

g inn ing . F or now here in its h isto ry has the C hurch 's perfec t w ay  

of acting (its u tte rly perfec t co -opera ting fide lity to grace) been  

em bod ied , save in M ary . T he S ain ts have, in vary ing deg rees of 

perfec tion , exem plified the C hurch ’s w ay of ac ting , bu t to M ary  

a lone shou ld  be reserved  the  g lo ry  of being  the pro to type  and  spo t

less exem plar. T he question a t least deserves considera tion and  

study .

T he C hurch ’s m atern ity is , in fac t, M ary ’s sp iritua l m otherhood  

of a ll m en . O f a ll the F athers , it w as S t. A ugustine w ho exp la ined  

th is m ost c learly . W hile stating  tha t “M ary co rpora lly  gave b irth  

to the H ead  of th is (M ystica l) body , the C hurch sp iritua lly  g ives 

b irth to the m em bers of that H ead,” 17 he show s tha t M ary is in  

very tru th M other likew ise of a ll the m em bers, and consequen tly , 

the C hurch ’s m in iste ria l ac tion is the app lica tion , th roughou t the  

tim e and space of h istory , of M ary 's sp iritual m otherhood of a ll 

m en . “S he is c learly  the sp iritua l M other of H is m em bers, w hich  

w e are ; because she co -operated by her charity , tha t the fa ith fu l 

«n igh t be born in to the C hurch ; and  these are the m em bers of tha t 

sam e H ead .” 18 T he predom inan t patris tic concep t of the N ew  

A dam  and  the N ew  E ve as paren ts of the regenerated  hum an race  

show s likew ise M ary ’s ro le as M other of the redeem ed , no t m erely  

in being M other of Jesus ’ natu ral body , bu t a lso by an active co

opera tion w ith the en tire d iv ine p lan of redem ption . “D eath by  

E ve, life by M ary .” 19 M odern te rm ino logy has sough t to reduce  

the apparen t com plex ity of M ary ’s double m atern ity (tha t of 

Jesus and  tha t of m ank ind ) in the one concep t of her m otherhood  

of the W hole C hrist.

17  De Sanet. Virginia cap. II, MPL, X L . L iv ius, 275 f.

18 Ibid., cap . V I, L iv iu s, 276 .

19  S t. Jerom e, Ep. 22 , ad Eustoch. 21 .
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T oday , w hen the C hurch is faced w ith one of its grea test crises, 

and w hen, on the o ther hand , she is th row ing open her m ystica l 

treasu res w ith an unpreceden ted effluence , it is no t su rp ris ing to  

find tha t the H oly F ather should c lo se h is m asterly trea tise on the  

C hurch as the M ystical B ody thus  :

“M ay she , then , m ost ho ly M other of a ll C hrist ’s m em bers, to  

w hose Im m acula te H eart w e have trusting ly consecra ted a ll m en , 

her body and sou l re fu lgen t w ith the g lo ry of heaven w here she  

re igns w ith her S on — m ay she never cease to beg from  H im  that  

a  con tinuous and cop ious flow  of graces m ay  pass from  its g lo rious  

H ead in to  a ll the m em bers of the M ystica l B ody . M ay she th row  

abou t the C hurch today , as in tim es gone by , the m antle of her  

pro tec tion and ob ta in from  G od that now  a t last the C hurch and  

a ll m ank ind m ay en joy m ore peacefu l days.”

G e o r g e  M o n t a g u e , S .M .

Mt. St. John

Dayton, Ohio

T h e  P r i e s t 's  T a s k

It is the priest ’s task to c lear aw ay from  m en ’s m inds the m ass of 

pre jud ices and  m isunderstandings w hich hostile adversaries have p iled  

up ; the m odern m ind is eager fo r the tru th , and the priest shou ld be  

ab le to  po in t it ou t w ith  serene  frankness; there are  sou ls still hesita ting , 

d istressed by doub ts , and the priest shou ld in sp ire cou rage and tru st, 

and gu ide them  w ith ca lm  secu rity to the safe port of faith , faith ac 

cep ted by bo th head and heart; erro r m akes its onslaugh ts , arrogan t 

and persis ten t, and the priest shou ld know  how  to m eet them  w ith a  

defense v igorous and active , yet so lid and unru ffled . . . .

T herefo re , V enerab le B reth ren , it is necessary that the priest, even  

am ong the abso rb ing task s of h is charge , and ever w ith a v iew  to it, 

shou ld con tinue h is theo log ica l stud ies w ith unrem itting zea l. T he  

know ledge acqu ired a t the sem inary is indeed a su fficien t foundation  

w ith w hich to beg in ; bu t it m ust be grasped  m ore tho rough ly , and per

fec ted by an ever-increasing know ledge and understand ing of the  

sacred sciences. H erein is the sou rce of effec tive preach ing and of 

in fluence over the sou ls of o thers.

P ope P ius X I, The Catholic Priesthood (A m erica P ress), pp . 23 f.


