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Happy feast of the Assumption!  I always feel that this is one of the most confusing and challenging Marian feasts; in fact, I have been known to say, when preaching this feast, that the only “assumption” we can make is that Mary is in heaven!  

First off, of course, the feast suffers from scheduling problems; it falls on August 15 when lots of people are on vacation.  And locally, of course, vacationers at the Jersey Shore are more apt to go to the “blessing of the sea” or the “wedding of the sea” at Atlantic City than they are to go to Mass.  If you’re not familiar with this traditional ritual, it apparently originated in the 15th century when a bishop, sailing from Venice, was caught in a bad storm on this feast day.  He said a prayer to Our Lady and threw his bishop’s ring into the ocean, and according to legend, the waters were calmed.  As a result, in many coastal cities today, including Alantic City and Venice, a bishop or priest says a blessing over the sea from a boat and then throws a floral wreath and a life ring into the ocean, symbolizing the harmonious union between the city and the sea.  At Atlantic City. many of the faithful then dive into the blessed waters; and some even collect the water in bottles to use as special holy water.


But back to the feast at hand…  I thought that the easiest way to explain the essentials would be to bring the miraculous image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, patroness of all the Americas (large image was on display against the column next to the statue of St. Francis Xavier).  Because when our lady appeared to the Mexican Indian, St. Juan Diego, in 1531, she appeared as we heard her described in the reading from the Book of Revelation: - “clothed with the sun [and] with the moon under her feet.”  Also, as the reading tells us, she is “with child” – we can tell this in the image because she wears the cinta, or the tied cloth belt, which Mexican Indian women in the 1500s traditionally wore during pregnancy.  She is, of course, carrying the unborn Jesus.  (This, no doubt, is why, in the Pro-Life Movement, she has recently been venerated as patroness of the unborn…)  


Thus, while the Guadalupe image is not the traditional representation of Mary as the Theotokos or the “God-bearer” – one of her most ancient and exalted titles in both Eastern and Western Christianity – it is nevertheless true that she does “bear God” at her apparition at Guadalupe.  Thus, the image of Guadalupe speaks volumes about the relationship of Mary to her Son, Jesus, the God-Man – and it is that relationship, I believe, which is the real key to understanding today’s feast.  Notice that the Mary of this picture – and of the book of Revelation – is regal and exalted.  She is clothed with the sun and held up by the moon, and she wears the stars of heaven (on her head in the Scripture, on her cloak in this image).  The reason for her exaltation is clear – it is because of her relationship to the child she bears – Jesus, whom the Book of Revelation identifies as a king “destined to rule all the nations.”


But while she is made Queen through her role as the instrument through which “salvation and power come, and the Kingdom of our God” – you may want to check our stained glass window up here (gesturing to the high window in the northeast corner of the Church) – Mary of Guadalupe is depicted as humble.  She appears as a Mexican Indian, wearing peasant dress; and she closes her eyes and bows her head in humble submission to her Son, whom she recognizes even in his unborn state as Christ and Lord.


Thus, we see visually in the image of Guadalupe what we see and hear from Mary at the visitation of her cousin, Elizabeth, in the Gospel we heard from Luke.  There, the unborn John the Baptist recognizes his unborn cousin, Jesus; and the baby John – inspired, like his mother, by the Holy Spirit – leaps for joy.  Elizabeth exalts Mary, her young cousin from Nazareth: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”  And of course, Elizabeth – and her baby, John – are right to honor Mary as God-bearer, and to praise her for believing and trusting in God’s promise to her that she would be the mother of the “Son of the Most High
But Mary responds with humility, giving all the glory and praise to God: “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.”  And it is precisely because of her humility and faith, as well as her obedience to God’s plan, that her divine Son and his heavenly Father give her certain great gifts and privileges which closely resemble the gifts and privileges of Jesus.


Thus, Jesus is conceived by the Holy Spirit: he is at once Son of Mary and Son of God.  Mary for her part is fully human, the daughter of Joachim and Anne; but she is, in her turn, conceived free from original sin.  We celebrate Jesus’ birth on Christmas, nine m0nths after the feast of the Annunciation; we celebrate Mary’s birth on September 8, nine months after the feast of the Imnaculate Conception.  Jesus is presented in the Temple and dedicated to God; so, too, in the apocryphal Gospels, is the infant Mary.  As Jesus’ mother, she suffers as she witnesses the agony and death of her son, and so shares in his Passion.  Jesus is rewarded when his Father raises him from the dead and later has his glorified body ascend into heaven.  And – finally today’s feast – Mary is rewarded by her Assumption into heaven.  She does not rise from the dead and reconnect with the apostles as Jesus does; but by God’s special gift of grace, she is spared the indignities of burial and death.

But if all of this is unique to Mary, in light of her special role as the mother of Jesus  in the history of salvation, what has today’s feast to do with us?  We heard the answer to that in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.  Jesus’ resurrection – and therefore, by extension, Mary’s assumption – are “firstfruits.”  This, of course, refers to the ancient Jewish practice – also shared by ancient Greeks, Romans, and early Christians – of setting aside the first yield of the harvest as an offering of sacrifice to God.  Presuming that the harvest was abundant, however, the offering of the firstfruits was a sign and a promise to the people of Israel that they would soon enjoy abundant food themselves.

While Paul does not explicitly mention Mary in the letter to the Corinthians, it is fair to argue that she shares the firstfruits with her son.  If we still observed the “firstfruits” practice in celebrating birthdays, it would mean, in effect, that Mary was the “birthday girl.”  After the first piece of cake went to her son, the God-Man, then the “second firstfruits” – that is, the biggest piece, and the first served to a human as the “guest of honor” – would go to Mary.  And of course, as is the case at a birthday party, once the birthday person has been served the “firstfruits” of the cake, we all know that our own piece of cake will not be far behind.


And there, then, is the “good news” for us on this feast of the Assumption, which we might think of as Mary’s “heavenly birthday.”  Observing God’s special gifts of grace to Mary, we can be confident that similar gifts await us in our turn, in the fullness of time – if we will emulate Mary in obediently carrying Christ to the world around us, in a spirit of gratitude and humility.  
[At the children’s homily at 9:30 a.m., I focused again on the  image of Guadalupe – its similarity to the “picture” given in the book of Revelation, and its paradoxical mixture of glory and humility, which corresponds to the Gospel “picture” of the Visitation and the Magnificat.  Instead of bragging and “lording it over” others because of her special role as Mother of God, Mary remains humble and gives God all the credit.  (I did not get into Mary’s “being with child”…)  I then focused on the idea of Mary’s “heavenly birthday,” of her getting the “firstfruits” of the “birthday cake of grace,” which means that “our piece” should not be far behind.  We are all destined to become heavenly kings and queens – like the children in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe – if we glorify God and remain grateful, obedient and humble as Mary did.  We ended by singing “Happy Birthday” to Mary.]
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