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The Assumption
The Third Reason
When the dogma of the Assumption of Mary was declared on November 1, 1950, it came as something of a shock to the world.  Protestant theologians were upset because it seemed to create another barrier in their dialogues with Catholics.  What they saw was the pope giving an infallible teaching, which they did not accept, about an event not mentioned explicitly in Scripture, which they could not accept.  Orthodox leaders were a little annoyed because, although most of them believed in the Assumption of Mary, they thought that requiring all Christians to believe in it was a little excessive.  Non-Christians simply did not understand why the Catholic Church would go to so much trouble to define an event from Mary’s life that most of them believed in anyway!
But Pope Pius XII had very good reasons.  In the letter he wrote to define the dogma of the Assumption he gave two explicit reasons for his action.  First, the Assumption is logically connected with belief in the Immaculate Conception of Mary, that is, the belief that Mary was free of original sin from her birth.  Pope Pius IX had just declared the Immaculate Conception a dogma in 1854.  So, less than a hundred years later, it made sense to complete the teaching.  If Mary was free from original sin—and all sin in fact—and if sin is the cause of death and the corruption of the body, then Mary’s body must have been free from corruption and the usual death that sinners experience.  
The second reason for teaching that Mary was assumed into heaven is that practically every Catholic asked the Pope to teach it!  The pope said that since he was elected, “petitions of this sort had already been addressed by the thousands from every part of the world and from every class of people, from our beloved sons the Cardinals of the Sacred College, from our venerable brethren, archbishops and bishops, from dioceses and from parishes” (Munificentissimus Deus §9).  He asked all the bishops around the world if they and their people believed in it and wanted it defined and they said “yes.”  He had theologians study it, and they approved.  In his own prayers, he clearly saw that they Holy Spirit, Who dwells within the Church, was guiding all the faithful to belief in this great honor granted to the Virgin Mary.

And if we look closely at events, we can find a third reason why the Assumption became a binding belief for us all.  Pope Pius XII noticed that devotion to Mary was growing.  In a troubled modern world that had seen two World Wars and a Great Depression, more and more Christians were turning to Mary for help.  Not only that—Mary was answering with an increasing number of public apparitions.  In the 19th century she appeared in LaSalette, Lourdes, and to St. Catherine Labore in France, and in Knock, Ireland.  In the 20th century she appeared at Fatima in Portugal, and in Beauraing and Banneaux in Belgium.  Since the time of Pope Pius XII, her appearances have continued to increase, so much so, that many commentators believe we are living in the Age of Mary, when her help will be crucial in the struggles to come. 

Perhaps unknown even to Pope Pius XII, the Holy Spirit was sending a clear message to the world.  Perhaps the Holy Spirit was revealing how the Church would discover deeper insights into the faith in decades to come.  Because if we examine how the dogma of the Assumption was revealed, we realize that it was through the faith and prayers of the all the Catholic faithful.  This was no new belief.  It was celebrated at Mass since the 6th century.  It was prayed about in the rosary since the Middle Ages.  It was depicted in art and used as the name for churches and societies.  In their personal relationships with Jesus and Mary, faithful Catholics had discovered through prayer the truth of Mary’s Assumption into heaven.  

God has many more truths to teach us, but if we have no life of prayer, no personal relationship with Jesus and Mary, we will never discover them.  The world will be a sadder and more foolish place if we, the Catholic faithful, close ourselves off to the teachings of the Holy Spirit.  May our Mother, Assumed into Heaven, lead us during this Age of Mary to discover deeper insights into the riches of the wisdom of God!
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