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Burghardt: The Testimony of the Patristic Age Concerning Mary's Death

THE TESTIMONY OF THE PATRISTIC AGE
CONCERNING MARY’S DEATH

To evaluate adequately the evidence of the patristic age on
the migration of Mary from this life, it is advisable to consider
in successive stages (1) the Fathers and ecclesiastical writers
before Ephesus, (2} the apocryphal accounts called Transttus
Mariae, (3) the early Feast of the Dormitton in East and West,
(4) the Greek homiletic hterature of the seventh and eighth
centuries, (5) the Western witnesses from Ephesus to Bede,
and (6) the tradition of the Virgin’s tomb in Jerusalem and
in Ephesus.!

I

The patristic evidence before the Counail of Ephesus (431)
15, on the whole, disappointing and inconclusive The names
that confront us are sigmficant. in the East, Ongen and
Ephraem Gregory of Nyssa and Severian of Gabala, Epi-
phanlus of Salamis and Timothy of Jerusalem; in the West,
Hippolytus, Ambrose, Jerome, Paulinus, and Augustine Geo-
graphically they cover a striking cross section of the Christian

1 Among the more useful and comprehensive presentations of the patristic
evidence, ¢f M Jume, La mort el PAssomption de In sgnte Vierge Elude
lustorico-doctrinale (Vatican City, 1944), O Faller, De priorum saeculorum
sdentio circa Assumptionesns b Marnae virgous (Rome, 1946), C Balic, Tesis-
monta de Assumplione beatae Mariae virginis ex omutbus saecults  Pars prior
Ex getate ante Conciliumz Tridentmum (Rome, 1948), A Rivera, La muerle
de Maria en la tradicion hosta In Edad Medm (sgles I ol VIII), ,m EM 9
(1050) 71-100, L Sibum, La mort ot Udssomption de Marie, in R4 62 (1936)
424-445, 529-549, 652-663 (the last section 1s primanly speculative) See alzo
J A de Aldama, La muerte de lo Sanlisima Virgen, segin una obra reciente,
i EE 21 {1947} 291-321 {a cntique of Jugwe’s volume), and F Cavallera,
A propos d'une enguéle patristique sur PAssomption, wm BLE 27 (1926) 97-
116 (a strong critism of the methods and conclustons of Juge's earher
La mort et VAssomption de la sainte Vierge dans lg tradiion des cing premuers
stécles, m EOQ 29 [1926] 129-143)

58
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world. But the evidence they provide is not proportionately
important Pertinent passages are relatively rare, the refer-
ences to our problem are usually oblique; the mind of the
author 1s frequently debatable, and three pieces of evidence
are complicated by questions of genuinity

Before Nicaea the only gveft reference to the close of Our
Lady’s earthly hfe 1s a phrase attributed to Origen (- 253):
“With respect to the brethren of Jesus (¢f Jn 2 12), there are
many who ask how He had them, seeing that Mary remained
a virgin until her death ’* The passage, whose authenticity 15
suspect, is more significant as testimony to Mary’s permanent
virginity than as evidence for her death. True, her death is
mentioned obliquely, as though it were seli-evident, with no
consciousness of controversy. But this manner of speaking
need not reflect a tradition, it may stem, as Jugie suspects,
from lack of reflection on the dignity of God’s Mother. In a
word, we may conclude no more than that the author took Our
Lady’s death for granted *

A strophé from the Marian hymns of Ephraem (- 373)
sings with Syrian frankness: “A virgin gave Him birth and kept
her genitalia intact She bent low to give Him birth and is a
virgin; she rose up to give Him milk and is a virgin She died

2 Origen, Comm, i Toonnem, frag 31, GCS 10, 506 The fragment which
contains this sentence 1s talen from catenae on J# Regrettably, the passage
is found among the fragments (I-105) whose authentinty is questionable,
cf. R, Devreesse, Chaines exégétiques grecqgues, m SDBl 1 (Pans, 1928) 1198
1199 C Vagaggim, Marw nelle opere di Origene (Rome, 1942}, 128, regards
as cerfamn the “general zuthenticity” of the whole fragment, on the basis of
parallel texts on Mary’s perpetual virgumuiy; but this does not guarantee the
genmmity of mdnadual phrases Ihe “until her death ®—In the abstract, péyp.
Tehevtiig could mean sumply “untd the end”, but it would be far-fetched
to suggest that in this concrete mstance “end™ and “death” were not 1dentsfied

- m the mind of the author

8Ci Jume, op ct, St Ravera, ori, cit, 85, observes justly that testimony
to Mary’s death 15 not"deprived of all value simply because an author takes
ber death for granted, affirms 1t 1n passing or incidentally, he notes a ten-
dency in Jugie to depreciate such testimony unduly.
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and her genitalia were not unlocked.”* Ephraem's concern,
like Onigen’'s, is Mary’s perpetual virginity. To that end, again
hke Ongen, he affirms Mary’s death in passing, as a self-
evident phenomenon, in no need of justification. The affirma-
tion is subordinate, perhaps heedless, certainly unique in
Ephraem; but the affirmation is there ®

The mind of Gregory of Nyssa Is more elusive. Writing on
virginity about 370, he compares the Virgin with other virgins,
to illustrate the victory of virginity over death The ordinary
virgin destroys death’s power by refusing to give 1t fresh vic-
tims; the Virgin Mary triumphed over death by giving birth
virginally to Christ. “With reference to Mary, God’s Mother,
the death which held sway from Adam to her—for it was near
her too—first stumbled on the fruit of her virginity as on some
rock, and was shattered on her, . . .”® Despite surface impres-
sions, two extreme conclusions must be avoided On the one
hand, Gregory does not affirm Mary’s death: death came
“near” Mary, reached her, not by possessing her but in attack-
ing the fruit of her womb On the other hand, Gregory does
not deny Mary’s death: death “was shattered on her” not by

4 Ephraem, Hymm de beata Mang, 15, n 2, ed Lamy, 2, 583 E Beck
labels Spurnicus these Synac hymns De Mara (Lamy, 2, 519-641), m harmony
with his general pnnciple which denies to Ephraem all works which stress
Mary's virmimty i childbeaning, of Diwe Mariologie der echien Schriflen
Ephrams, m OC 40 (1956) 22.

S De Aldama, ori cit, 300, does not admit that the affirmation is in-
cdental, the terms are antithetical Mary remained virgin despite her maternity,
and her body continued incorrupt despite her death

8 Gregory of Nyssa, De wirgmiiate, 14 [13], ed J P Cavarnos, in W
Jaeger, Gregors Nyssen: opera, 8/1, 306, PG 46, 377. The clause, xor” cdTiy
gyEéveto, 1s difficult to translate because of the ambigmiy mherent mn Kote,
It may mean (a) death was “near” her, came close to her, as I have turned
it above, in harmony with Jugie, op cit, 62-63; or (b) death came “against”
her, attacked her, as Bah€ would have it, op cit, 8—a translation which does
not aflect my mterpretation of the passage, or even (¢} death came “in quest
of” her, but this seems excluded by Gregory’s viewpoint he envisions death as
coming mn guest not of Mary but of Chnst
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her personal, isolated triumph over it but in the sense that
the fruit of her womb crushed death by escaping the corrup-
tion of the tomb. It may be that Gregory, like Origen and
Ephraem, takes Our Lady’s death for granted; but, unlike
Origen and Ephraem, he does not mention it.” In date, the last
death with which the text is concerned is the death of Christ.

Seven years later the most significant testimony before
Ephesus burst from Salamis, the metropolitan see of Cyprus.
In a digression typical of his Aledicine Chest against eighty
heresies, Epiphanius is concerned to forestall a perilous accom-
modation of Jn, 19:27, He is afraid that in the John-Mary
relationship clerics may find a pseudo-justification for retain-
ing in their homes the much-discussed virgines subintroductae.
He insists that the case of Mary was guided by a wise provi-
dence, that this procedure is to be regarded as an exception
to the common conduct of Christians, and that once John had
taken Mary into his home she did not remain with him any
longer. And he continues:

But if some think us mistaken, let them search the Scriptures.
They will not find Mary’s death; they will not find whether she
died or did not die; they will not find whether she was burned or
was not buried More than that, John journeyed to Asia, yet
nowhere do we read that he took the holy Virgmm with him
Rather, Scripture is absolutely silent [on the end of Mary],
because of the extraordinary nature of the prodigy, in order not
to shock the minds of men, -

For my own part, I do not dare to speak, but I keep my own
thoughts and I practice silence. ¥For it may be that somewhere
we have found hints that it 15 impossible to discover the death
of the holy, blessed one. On the one hand, you see, Simeon says

7In fact, I. Sibum finds Mary's death “exphicitly affirmed” by Gregory,
art ¢it, 544 As he sums up Gregory’s thought (cf. p 439), the Virgin died,
but her death 15 no hindrance to the dazzling victory she wen when death
was crushed on the fruit of her wirgimty.

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/marian_studies/vols/iss1/8
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of her, “And your own soul a sword shall pierce, that the
thoughts of many hearts may be revealed” (Lc. 2:35), On the
other hand, when the Apocalypse of John says, “And the dragon
hastened against the woman who had brought forth the male
child, and there were given to her an eagle’s wings, and she was
carried off into the wilderness, that the dragon might not seize
her” (.poc. 12,13-14), 1t may be that this 1s fulfilled in her,

However, I do not assert this absolutely, and I do not say
that she remained ymmortal, but neither do I maintain stoutly
that she died The fact 1s, Scripture has outstripped the human
mind and left [this matter] uncertain, for the sake of that
valued vessel without compare, to prevent anyone from harhor-
ing carnal thoughts in her regard Did she die? We do not
know. At all events, if she was buried, she had had no carnal
intercourse . .8

Twelve chapters later Epiphamus returns succinctly to the
problem of Mary’s end:

/ . . either the Holy Virgin died and was buried, then her falling
asleep was with honor, her death chaste, her crown that of
virginity. Or she was killed, as it is written* “And your own
soul a sword shall prerce”, then her glory is among the martyrs
and her holy body amid blessings, she through whom light rose
over the world. Or she remained alive, since nothing 15 impos-
sible with God and He can do whatever He desires; for her end
no one knows ®

The testimony of Epiphanius is crucial for two reasons,
Before Ephesus he alone deals expressly with the problem of
QOur Lady’s passing, and he knows the Holy City and its tra-

*  ditions as few others of his time, The passages bristle with
difficulties, especially in the matter of Epiphanius’ mind on
Mary’s Assumption, but on our limited problem his testimony

8 Epiphanius, Panarion, haer 78, nn 10-11, GCS 37, 461-462.
9ibid, n 23; GCS 3%, 474.
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is clear enough. How did Mary end her life? Epiphanius does
not know. There are three possibilities: natural death, bloody
martyrdom, deathless immortality. Of these, he insists, it is
illegitimate to exclude any, illegitimate to impose any.’® In
any event, the end of Mary’s life was worthy of God and in
harmony with her dignity and holiness The importance of this
testimony is manifold: (a) Epiphanius 1s the first to pose the
final destiny of Mary as a problem, (4) he has discovered 1ts
roots in the reticence of Scripture; (¢) he has allowed us to
glimpse the possible solutions; and (d) lus evidence emphasizes
the absence of a fixed historical tradition in Palestinian circles
on the post-Pentecostal lot of Mary. It may well be that the
three hypotheses of Epiphanius reflect three opinions held
in orthodox circles.™

At first glance the one apodictic pre-Ephesus affirmation
of Mary’s exemption from death derives from a homily on
Simeon by a certain Timothy, who 15 styled by the best
manuscripts “a priest of Jerusalem” and on internal testimony
was located by Jugie toward the end of the fourth century
or at the beginning of the fifth.*?> From the text as reconsti-
tuted by Faller we gather that

some have supposed that the Mother of the Lord was put to
death with a sword and won for herself a martyr’s end. Their
reason lies in the words of Sumeon, “And your soul a sword
shall prerce  But such is not the case. A metal sword, you see,
cleaves the body; it does not cut the soul in two Therefore
the Virgin 1s immortal to this day, seeing that He who had

10 Some, lihe Faller, op it , 42, believe that Epiphamus personally favored
the third hypothesss, a translation to glory without the prelude of death Others,
hke Cavallera, art ¢, 110-112, find Epphamus helpless before all three
hypotheses, or, hhe Bahé, op e, 12, find 1t impossible to dende whether
Epiphanus’ doubt 15 genwine or fictitious

115 E R. Smothers 1s inchined to beheve, of his sober study, Samnt
Epiphanius and the Assumption, m AER 125 (1951) 355-373, esp 371

12Cf TJuge, op al, 73-14
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Burghardt: The Testimony of the Patristic Age Concerning Mary's Death

64 Testumony of the Patristic Age Concerning Mary’'s Death

dwelt in her transported her to the regions of her assumption
[OR to the places of His ascension; OR: into the regions high
above] 23

For our purposes, Timothy’s testimony is significant on two
counts In the first place, it furnishes further evidence of an early
Chnistian behef that Our Lady died a viclent death—a con-
viction based on a controverted exegesis of L¢. 2:35. Second,
and more troublesome, is the assertion that “the Virgin is immor-
tal to this day” (Y] mxpBévog &ypr Thg Hebpo &Bavatog)

Scholars have found the phrase susceptible of several interpre-
tations (1) In Jugie’s understanding of text and context, Mary
did not die and will not die ** (2) For Capelle, Mary did not
die but still can.’® (3) In Faller’s exegesis, Mary is alive now
in body and soul, and will continue to be; Timothy neither
affirms nor denies that death preceded her assumption.!®* Each

13 In prophetam Simeonem; ed Faller, op cot, 26, of PG 86, 245

14 Cf, Jugie, op cit, 74-76 His exegesis that Mary did not die 15 ap-
parently based on what might be considered the “‘obvious” meaning of “im-
mortal”, exempt from death That this exemption was net a provisory, tem-
porary thing stems from his preferred interpretation of &vahnyipog ywpiowg
she has been transported “to the place where Jesus 15 since His ascension ”

16 Cf B Capelle, art ctf mfra footnote 17, 25-26 That Mary did not die
Capelle concludes from the context, that she may st:ll die he concludes from
the restrictive “to this day »

16 Cf Faller, of cit, 30-31 "unmortal,” of itself, says nothing about the
past; we too shall be immortal after the resurrection of our bodies, despite
the death that will have preceded {cf Balif, ¢ ¢il, 10 immortality does not
necessarily exclude death; e g, 1 the case of Chnist) Nor does “to this day™
call into doubt the perpetuity of the mmortahity, because immortality 1s of
its very concept perpetual, and she who 1s “to this day” immortal through
the assumption effected by her Son will certamnly not die later; “to this day”
15 simply an Oriental manner of speaking, analogous to the donec m Mi 1:25
Te which Capelle responded that the restr ctive dosec has meaming only when
there is cquestion of things subject to alteration, you do not say that a
triangle has angles “to this day ® “Te this day” has no meaning if “immortal”
means defimtive immortahty m glory, we do not say that St Benedict is
among the elect “to this day * “Tout 1'Onent n'y peut nen changer”, art, cit,
25
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exegesis is well reasoned but none is compelling. Regrettably,
the text and its problems have lost some of their pertinence
and fascination ever since Capelle argued so convincingly that
“Timothy of Jerusalem” is an unknown author of the Byzan-
tine world, possibly Egypt, who wrote between the sixth century
and the eighth.'?

While developing the classical Eve-Mary parallelism,

Severian, Bishop of Gabala in Syria (- after 408), pictures
Eve hearing herself constantly called a sorry, pitiful thing,
while Mary each day hears herself called blessed. It is not
only now that she is aware of such felicitation, “seeing that
she is in the place of brightness, in the land of the living,
In point of fact, while she was yet living in the flesh she was
called blessed; for she heard felicitation while still in flesh 8
For us, the crux is the adverbial clause, “while she was yet
living 1n the flesh.” In 1ts obvious implications it suggests a
moment when Mary ceased lving in the flesh, when spirt
was severed from flesh, when Mary died. It seems less likely
that the expression is sheerly a synonym for “while she was
yet on earth,” that the contrast is simply between life in this
world and life in the next, with no overtones of death.

So much for the East; the contribution of the West is more
scanty still A fragment from Hippolytus (+ ca 236) asserts
that “the Lord was sinless, because in His humanity He was
fashioned out of incorruptible wood (&x T&v &ortev E0AwvY,
that is to say, out of the Virgin and the Holy Spirit 7 1* Qur
Lady is called incorruptible and the quality n question is

17Cf B, Capelle, Les homéhes hturgiques du prétendu Timolhée de
Jéruselem, n EL 63 (1949) 5-26 Jume was not impressed by Capelle’s argu-
mentation; of L'Immaculée Conceplion dans VEcrilure samnte et dans la trodi-
tion orientale (Rome, 1952) 74 and note 3 2bid, he continued to consider
Timothy 2 contemporary of Epiphamus.

18 Sevenian of Gabala, In mund: creationem oratto 6, n 10, PG 56, 498

19 Thppolytus, fn psalmum 22, quoted hy Theodoret, Eramstes, dial 1,
PG 83, 88, of also PG 10, 610, 865
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doubtless physical. But to suggest that the writer has in mind
a deathless immortality or a posthumous incorruption would
be 1ll-advised. The text simply affirms that the Word enfleshed
was sinless because He was virginally conceived.2®

Ambrose (+ 397), whose Mariology is as dear to the West
as Ephraem’s is to the East, is surprisingly taciturn on Mary’s
passing. Discussing Simeon’s sword of sorrow, he declares
that “neither Scripture nor history tells us that Mary quit this
life by suffering a violent death of the body 7 It is Mary’s soul
that is pierced; but a soul is not prerced by a material sword
Simeon’s sword is Mary’s understanding of the mystery of her
Son, an intelligence achieved through revelation® But Am-
brose does not tell us just how Mary did leave this life. It
may be that we can read his mind on that matter in a rather
remarkable text:

The Son hung on the cross, the mother offered herself to the
persecutors. If this were all, a desire to be destroyed before
her Son, we should have to praise the motherly love that moved
her, her unwillingness to survive her Son But if her desire was
to die at the same time as her Son, she longed passionately to
nse with Him; for she was not ignorant of the mystery, that
her Child would nse again Knowing, too, that the death of
her Son was being expended for the common good, she stood
ready to add something by her death, if 1t could be done, to the
gift that was given for the benefit of all But the passion of
Christ had no need of assistance, . . 22

Ambrose, one might reason, takes for granted the sheer fact
that Mary died; what mystifies him is the motivation of Mary
in offering herself to death, The reasoning is not without merit,

20 So too Balié, op at, S

2L Ambrose, Exposttio evangels secundum Lucam, 2, n 61, CSEL 31/4, 14
22 Ambrose, De mstituttone wrgmis, 7, n 49; PL 16, 333
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but the passage is so thoroughly hypothetical that the apodictic
is to be avoided.

Jerome (-} 419 or 420) is puzzling for a different reason
In his polemic against Rufinus he asks “the question to which
Origen answers no, Does the resurrection take place in the
same sex in which the bodies have died? Does Mary rise as
Mary, John as John, . . "2 A parallel anti-Origenistic pas-
sage is discoverable in Jerome's book against John of Jeru-
salem: “A genuine resurrection Is unintelhgible apart from
flesh and bones, apart from blood and limbs, Where you have
flesh and bones, blood and limbs, there you must have different
sexes. Where the sexes are different, there John is John, Mary
is Mary.” ¢ The pertinent assertion is this: Mary rises from
the dead as Mary The pertinent question is this: Is Jerome’s
“Mary” the Mother of Jesus? A negative answer is imperative
if Jerome has no specific individuals in mind but is simply
employing two proper names, John and Mary, as examples,
much as the Catholic casuist makes use of Titius and Bertha;
and such could be the case. That he may have flesh-and-blood
persons in mind is suggested (but no more) by a third, anal-
ogous text in which Jerome changes one of his proper nouns so
as to say- ‘“‘the Apostle is [still] the Apostle, and Mary 1s
Mary.” # Here again, the evidence 1s much too thin for a hard
and fast conclusion *®

Paulinus, Bishop of Nola in Italy (4 431), is anxious to
learn Augustine’s mind on the exegesis of Simeon’s prophecy;
he himself, like Ambrose, is aware of no document reporting

23 Jerome, Adversus Rufinum, 2, n 5, PL 23, 447

24 Jerome, Contra Ioonnem Hierosolymanum, 31, PL 23, 399

25 Jerome, Efast 75, n 2, PL 22, 687.

26 Perhaps more sigruficant than his ambiguous speech 15 Jerome's silence
Though he knew the local traditions of the Holy Land as well as did Epiphamus,
he gves no imndication that he 15 aware of any historical tradition with refer-
ence to the death or grave of Our Lady, cf B Altaner, Zur Frage der
Defimbiitat der Assumplio BM V, i ThR 44 (1948) 133-134 But the argu-
ment from silence 15 a delicate weapon

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/marian_studies/vols/iss1/8
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Mary’s death by violence 2 In his reply, Augustine mentions
a previous letter of his own on the Lucan text; it is, regrettably,
lost to us; but he does tell Paulinus that their views on the
scriptural passage coincide®® Elsewhere, in several striking
phrases, Augustine makes it clear that Mary did die She died
after her Son. “He entrusts mother to disciple destined as
He is to die before His mother, destined to rise before His
mother’s death ...” She died a virgin: “virgin in conceiving,
virgin when bearing, virgin at death.” She died, hke Adam, as
a victim of his sin: “Mary, sprung from Adam, died in conse-
quence of sin; Adam died 1n consequence of sin, and the flesh
of the Lord, sprung from Mary, died to destroy sin.” 2°

2T Cf Paulinus, Eptst 50, nn 17-18, CSEL 29, 410-423 The same letter
1s contamed among the letters of Augustine, Eprst 121, nn 17-18, CSEL 34/2,
737-742

28 Cf Augustine, Esst 149, n 333 CSEL 44, 378-379

29 Augustine, In loannis evangelum, tr 8, n, 9, CChr, ser lat, 36, 88;
PL 35, 1456 “Commendat matrem discipulo, commendat matrem prior matre
moriturus, et ante matns mortem resurtecturus ¥ De catechizandiy rudibus,
22, m 40, PL 40, 339 “virgo concipiens, virgo pariens, virgoe tnoriens »
Enarratso i psalmum 34, serm 2, n 3; PL 36, 335 “Etenim ut celenus
dicam, Mana ex Adam mortua propter peccatum, Adam mortuus propter
peccatum, et caro Domim ex Mana mortua est propter delenda peccata ® 1t has
been asserted by T Gallus that, 1f these three texts are carefully analyzed,
they will yield a different conclusion, cf Ad lestimormum “exphestum®” s
Augustini de morte b Virginis, n DTP! 30 (1953) 265-269, The crucial text
for his thesis 1s the Enarralro passage Three codices do not mention Mary's
death, two of them reading “Mama ex Adam, Adam mortuus propter pecca-
tum 2 This re'gsiulg,'Gallus inaists, 1s preferable from the context (it
does not involve a“taﬁta]og}" mcompatible with “celerius,” as does the tra-
ditional reading) and from Augustine’s doctrine elsewhere (he refused to
speak of sin in connection with Mary; and, for hum, death in us is the
result of sin in us, and so the traditional reading would mean that Augustine
burdened Mary with onginal sin) This, he argues, makes st more probable
that in the other two passages ‘“‘virgo moriens” and “prior matre momturus
et ante matris mortem resurrecturus” do not express the concrete fact of
Mary's death but are excellent rhetorical devices for, respectively, her per-
petual virgiuty and the proxmmty of Chnst’s death and resurrection  The
argument 15 closely reasoned but, apart from the fact of vanants n the
codices, scems to put a strain on scholatly creduhty
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On the eve of Ephesus, therefore, it is difficult to lay hold
of the Church’s mind from the works of the Fathers and eccle-
siastical writers. The death of Mary is assumed by Origen,
asserted by Ephraem and Augustine, questioned by Epiphanius,
perhaps denied by Timothy, while the views of Gregory of
Nyssa and Severian of Gabala, Ambrose and Jerome and
Paulinus, are debatable. There is evidence, too, of a fairly
widespread conviction, based on Lc. 2:35, that Our Lady died
a violent death—a conviction that met resistance on exegetical
grounds and the silence of history. It may be that, preoccupied
with more fundamental facets of Christian belief, the early
Church, with few exceptions, took Our Lady’s death for
granted 3 If so, the attitude is understandable and of itself
involves no immutable theological commitment; but the atti-
tude is there, an initial segment of the total picture we are
endeavoring to recapiure.

30Bali¢ finds the hypothesis of a peaceful death “generally speaking, 1n
tranqul possession”, of ¢rt, 13 The excephions (certainly Emphamus and
perhaps Timothy) are mmportant, but it s difficult to assess their sigmificance
G M, Roschini, ! problema della morte d: Mana 55 dops lo Costituzione
Dogmatica “Munificentisamus Deus,)” in Mm 13 (1951) 152, asserts that the
Tunothy text remains, “nel suo senso ovvio, una testimonianza di pnm’ordine,
umtz & quella di § Epifanio, in favore della mmmortalith di Mana Questa & Ia
prunitiva tradwiziene sulla fine dell'estho terteno di Mana Valgono pill queste
due testimoiuanze negative che centinaja di testimomianze affermatne di una
cosa ntenuta ovvia, comune”™ I would suggest {a)} that the attitudes of
Epiphamus and Timothy are not the clear demals of Mary’s death so trans-
patent to Roschim, (&) that 1t 15 gratiutous to clamm that “f4s 15 the primitive
tradition on the end of Mary’s earthly exle”, and {¢) that the prinaple—the
denals of two wxters, even men of the stamp of Epiphanivs and Timothy, 1s
worth more than hundreds of witnesses who take something for granted—s
difficult of demonstration On the one hand, the very fact that early theo-
logians do not dreamn of excepting Our Lady {rom the common lot 1s atself
sigmficant, on the other, we may apply to Epiphamus and Timothy what
Sibum has asserted of the Iatter alone, “As a single swallow does not male a
spring, so the lone witness of Timothy does not make a tradition”, art o,
543

v
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II

A second stage in the Christian effort to fathom Qur Lady’s
destiny confronts us in the apocryphal Tramsitus Marige ™
The genesis of these accounts 1s shrouded in history’s mist.
They apparently originated before the close of the fifth century,
perhaps in Egypt, perhaps in Symna, in consequence of the
stimulus given Marian devotion by the definition of the divine
maternity at Ephesus The period of proliferation is the sixth
century. More than a score of Transitus accounts are extant,
in Greek, Arabic, Syriac, Ethioptc, Coptic, Armenian, and
Latin Not all are prototypes; many are simply variations on
more ancient models 32

What do the Transitus stories say? In point of fact, the
divergences are so pronounced that the accounts cannot be
reduced to a genuine unity Sigmficantly, however, a first com-
mon feature is that all recount the death of Mary: this is their
theme, their primary concern, the event which invests them
with a specious homogeneity. Around this central phenomenon
several charactenstic, legendary details are grouped. the mirac-
ulous arrival of all or some of the Apostles; the tidings brought
to Mary of her approaching death; Mary’s experience of fear s
some hostile Jewish intervention on the occasion of her burial,
A glance at a cross sectton of these narratives will concretize
their central theme and their geographical spread

In the Greek apocryphon of Ps.-John the Evangelist, On
the Dormition of the Holy Mother of God, Christ assures

3 CE the saluable accounts mn Juge, op i, 101-171, Balic, op i,
14-65 (East}, 137-153 (West), A C Rush, The Assumption s the Apocrypha,
m AER 116 {1947) 5-31, ud, Assumption Theology m the Transtus Mariae,
had, 123 (1950) 93-110

22Cf Juge, op cif, 103-105, Balé, op e, 14-15 Seme, 1 the wake
of Twschendord, find the ongins of the Trausitus 1 a Greel prototype which
may go back to the fourth century, therefore conmderably before Ephesus,
of E Amann, Apocryphes du Nowvesu Testament, in SDBI 1 (Paris, 1928)
483 Others look to a Syriac ongnal of the second half of the fifth century,
of Juge, 107-108
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Mary: “from this time forth your revered body will be trans-
posed to paradise, but your holy soul will be in the heavens, in
the treasuries of my Father, in surpassing brightness. . . .” ¥
Her actual death is unmistakably told:

And stretching out His unstained hands, the Lord received
her holy and spotless soul. And at the departure of her spotless
soul the place was fitled with a sweet odor and inexpressible
light And behold, a vowce from heaven was heard, saying:
“Blessed are you among women ” And Peter ran, and I, John,
and Paul and Thomas, and embraced her precious feet to receive
sanctification; and the twelve Apostles laid her honorable and
holy body upon a bed and bore 1t forth 3

An Arabic offspring of the Greek Ps.-John, part transla-
tion, part interpolation, proposes its theme unambiguously in
a prologué:

With the help of the most high God and under His distin-
guished guidance we begin our story of the falling asleep of Our
Lady, the pure and holy Virgin Mary, Mother of our Lord and
God, our Savior Jesus Christ We shall relate how she departed

33 Ps .John the Evangelist, Liber de dormilione sanctae deiparae, n 39,
ed C Tischendorf, Apocalypses apocryphae Mosis, Esdrae, Pauli, lohanms
Itemn Marige dornutio, eddifrs evangehiorum et actuum apocryphorum supple-
mentis (Leipzig, 1866) 108 Tischendorf placed this apocryphon in the fourth
century, ot even earher, cf sbid, prol, xwav  Juge, however, dated it be-
tween 550 and 380, cf op cit, 117,

3% Liber de dormutione sanctae deiporae, nn 44-45, ed Tischendorf, 109-
110 On the difficult exegetical problem of the lot of Mary’s body after death,
¢f Bal§, op o, 18-23 —Even more exphat 15 the Greeh zccount of John,
Archbishop of Thessalonica (e 620). John's Prologue declares that *'some
time after each of the Apostles had set out, at the command of the Holy
Spinit, to preach the Gospel m the whole world, the all-glonous virgin Mother
of God Jeft the earth by a natural death”, Dormitio dominae nostroe desparae
ac semper wrgmts Marnee, n 1, PO 19, 375-376  And the apocryphon tself
declares that “she fulfilled her dispensation, with her face turned to the Lord
in a smile”, #ud ,n 12, PO 19, 336
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this perishable world, for life eternal and for happiness never-
ending, on the twenty-first of the month tubah [January 29].
May her prayers protect us from all the temptations of the per-
verted dewil. Amen 3%

In a Syriac fragment we have the epilogue of an account
which Jugie considers the most ancient Transitus extant. These
Obsequies of the Holy Virgn begin after the burial of Mary;
there is no doubt that she has died:

And the Lord said to Michael: “Let them bring the hody of
Mary into the clouds.” And when the body of Mary had been
brought into the clouds, Our Lord said to the Apostles that they
should draw near to the clouds. And when they drew near to
the clouds they were singing with the voice of angels. And Our
Lord told the clouds to go to the gate of paradise. And when
they had entered paradise, the body of Mary went to the tree of
life, and they brought her soul and made 1t enter her body 3%

An Ethiopic legend, which does little more than translate a
Syriac account, presents vividly the fear of Mary in the face
of death. It represents Qur Lord gwing command to Peter to
see to it that all creatures of heaven and earth sing a psalm of
joy and gladsomeness, and 1t adds: “At that moment the spirit
of Mary went forth and was brought to the treasuries of the
Father Then John, stretching forth his hand, arranged Mary

35Cf L Leroy, La dormitron de lo Vierge, m ROC § (1910) 162 My
transiation 15 based on the Latin version of Bali, ep ¢, 49, The date
of the Arabic translation of Greek Ps-John is uncertan The Arabic writer
15 not always faithful to hs Greel model, but interpolates extraneous ele-
ments, especially from Syriac accounts

38 The Obsequies of the Holy Virgin, ed and tr W Wright, Contributions
to the Apocryphal Literature of the New Testament {London, 1865) 46-47,
the Latin translation by Bahé, op i, 30-31, differs only on munor ponts
One of the MSS of this epilogne seemingly dates from the second half of the
fifth century; Jugle, op cit, 107-108 Juge thinks it an eriginal product of
Synac arcles, probably Jacobite )
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fittingly and closed her eyes Peter and Paul arranged her
hands and feet properly. . ..” %

The Coptic accounts have this added interest, that some
give reasons for the death of Mary In the Bohairic discourse
of Theodosius, Jacobite Patriarch of Alexandria (4 567 or
$68), On the Falling Aslecp of Mary, Our Lady checks the
grief of the Apostles with the question: “Is it not written that
all flesh must needs taste death? I also must needs return to
the earth, as all the inhabitants of earth ¥ *® In greater detail
Jesus explains to His mother:

O my beautiful mother, when Adam transgressed my com-
mandment, I passed upon him a sentence, saymng® “Adam, you
are earth and you shall return unto the earth again For I too,
the Lafe of all men, tasted death in the flesh which I took from
you, i the flesh of Adam, your forefather But because my
Godhead was united to 1t, for that reasen I raised 1t from the
dead. T would prefer not to have you taste death, but to trans-
late you up to the heavens hike Enoch and Elas But these also,
even they must at last taste death But if this happened to you,
wicked men would think concerning you that you are a power
which came down from heaven, and that this dispensation took
place n appearance alone, , , %

8T Liber transmugrationis Marige, CSCO 39, 29, 43-44; Latin fr, ibud, 40,
24, 38-3% For the Synac model ef Juge, of cit, 120-122

38 Theodosius of Alexandria, De dormitione Marize, n S, ed F, Robinson,
m Tx5 4/2 (Cambridge, 1896} 106; translation tbid, 107

89 Theodosws, :btd ; ed Robinson, 106-108, franslation based on Robin-
son's, 107-109 In the Bohairic account of Ps-Evodus, On the Felling Asleep of
Mary, n 8, a query of Peter and the other disciples, as to whether 1t 15 not
possible for Mary never to diwe, 1s answered by Chnsi: “I wonder at you,
O my holy Apostles, for this word which you have just spoken Can the word
which T uttered 1n the beginning prove 2 Lhe? No, God forlid! In the begin-
ning I pronounced a sentence upon all flesh, that all must needs taste death
Because of the flesh that I took, I also tasted death . * Translation based
on Robinson’s, op ctf , 55 —For other Cophic accounts of Juge, op cit, 1261,
and Balié, ep i, 38 ff , also Robmson, 25 ff
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Mary experiences death (a) because her flesh is the flesh of
condemned Adam, and (4) because a deathless translation to
heaven might prove an argument for the unreality of the In-
carnation,

An Armenian account of Mary’s dormitton has unusual
interest because Gabriel promises that, in virtue of her virginal
maternity and her fullness of grace, Our Lady’s death will
necessarily differ from the death of others

The trme for your decease has come, and for your rest in the
place prepared, inaccessible to men , . . And you are departing
from earth without difficulty, not ltke the rest of those who
sleep, because your departure and theirs 1s dissimular; for you
gave birth in wondrous wise and did not lose your virgimty
Never, you see, in times remote or recent has there appeared in
the ranks of men a Virgin Mother of God, never a spiritual
childbearing, In like fashion, your departure too, and the rest
that is your falling asleep, has been changed by reason of the
fullness of grace that genumnely belongs to you, O Virgin most
holy For this reason sorrow and anguish have vamshed from
you Anditis hard to know what to say of the place, inexpressible
and so delightful, which the Lord has prepared for you and 1n
which glory follows upon glory without interruption In utter
Joy, therefore, rejoice aver the delights to come, O Virgin most
holy, and do not be ternfied by [the thought of] a cruel death,
for I am not come to fill you with fright, but to remove fear of
death from you; for the Lord Himself, your only-begotten Son,
will lead you, O Virgin most holy, with heaven's ranks and angel
choirs to rest eternal 40

The most important Latin account, the Transitus of Ps-
Melito, is equally unambiguous:

J 40 Bormio sanctae deiparae, n 1, German tr by P Vetter, Die armenische
Dormiro Mariae, 1n TQ 84 (1902) 328-329 The text was published n Venice
in 1898 by I Dayetst This Transttus seems to depend part on John of
Thessalonica
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Rising from the pavement, Mary lay down on her 'bed; giving
thanks to God, she sent forth her spirit, Now the Apostles saw
her soul of such whiteness that no tongue of mortal men can
fittingly express it. . . . Then the Savior spoke, saying: “Arnse,
Peter, take the body of Mary and bear it to the right-hand
section of the city toward the east, there you will find a new
sepulchre; place it therein and wait until I come to you.” So
saying, the Lord delivered the soul of holy Mary to
Michael . #

As history, the Transitus accounts are ambivalent. From
one standpoint they are valueless: they provide no credible evi-
dence which the historian, exercising his proper craft, may
employ to determine whether Our Lady died ** And yet, these
legends may not be disregarded They witness to an historical
fact which gives rise to two problems of authentic interest to
the theologian, The historical fact ts a conviction among
Christians that the Mother of God died. The conviction is
widespread in East and West, it covers several centuries, it
influenced homiletic literature, early art, and the liturgy, there
13 no contradictory tradition to offset it. The first problem: Do
the apocrypha imply an earlier tradition to which all are cap-
tive? The remarkable unanimity of the Transitus stories on
the single issue of Our Lady’s death strongly suggests such a

41 Ps -Melito, Transiius sanctae Mariae, nn 7-8, ed Tischendor!, op of,
122-130, translation based on Balié, op i, 130-140 There 15 wide divergence
of scholarly opinion on Ps-Melito’s sources (whether Sytiac or Greeh) and
tune of composition (fourth or fifth ccntury most authors, ¢ g, Cabrol, Turmel,
Cocaud, Capelle, Merhelbach, Faller, Gordillo, end of fifth century or begin-
mag of aixth Le Hir, Chatain, about 550 Juge, op et, 112) —Codex V
(Silos 2, saec 11) of the redaction called Transtus Mare C suggests that
Mary’s death 15 a consequence of Adam’s sm, ed A Wilmart, m ST 59
{1933) 342, in the critical apparatus

42 Thus, John of Thessalomica speaks of a pnmitine account of Mary’s
death composed by eve-witnesses of the event and its accompanying prodiges,
of Dormstio Merwae, n 1, PO 19, 376 But there 15 no good reasen to credit
the existence of such a document
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tradition, though it does not imperiously demand it.** The sec-
ond problem- Are we confronted with a sensus fidelium? 1
submut that such an inference would be illegitimate, first, be-
cause the extent of this conviction is not sufficiently in evi-
dence; second, and more importantly, because the conviction
is not demonstrably indicative of magisterial teaching. But
though the conviction that Qur Lady died may not be normative
for Christian belief, it does exist, and at the close of the seventh
century it is, the apocrypha reveal, i peaceful possession,

II1

A third source of information on the destiny of Mary as
envisaged in the patristic age 1s the early lturgy—specifically,
the Feast of Our Lady’s Dormition Unfortunately, the story
of that feast has not yet been satisfactorily reconstructed This
much, however, can be said: the story begins in the East, and
from the East it leads by labyrinthine ways to the West #*

In the East, evidence of a feast unmistakably consecrated
to the dormition of Mary is not discoverable till the sixth cen-

437, A de Aldama has shown, agminst Jugie, that the hypothesis of nat-
ural death was the least likely to appeal to the authors m question He con-
cludes that the only sufficient explanation of such unanimmty 1s that the writers
“found themselves faced with an earhier tradition so clear, so universal, so
closely kmit to the faith of thewr Churches n the glonfication of God's Mother
that they saw themselves compelled to put it at the basis of their legendary
descriptions  He beleves 1t brings us back to the beginning of the fourth
century or the end of the third, of art ci2, 294-298 Cf also Rivera, ori, cif,
79-84: the apocrypha mnvite our consent to the fact of Mary’s death, they are
based on an oral tradition which goes back to the Apostles

44 Some worthwhile studies on the origins and development of the Feast
of the Dormition are Juge, op cf, 172.212, W O'Shea, The History of the
Feast of the Assumption, in Thom 14 (1951) 118-132, B Capelle, La féte
de PAssomplion dans Viustowre linrgigue, \n ETL 3 (1926} 33-45, d, L'Assun-
gone ¢ Io Dlurgis, 1 Mm 15 (1953) 241-276; V Gonzllez, La dormicidh de
Maria en las antiguas llurgias, in EM 9 (1950) 63-69
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tury.*® It apparently made its initial appearance in the second
half of that century in the Syrian Jacobite Church,*® With little
delay the Coptic Monophysite Church, under the Patriarch
Theodosius, transformed the more primitive, less specific Com-
memoration of Mary into a patent feast of her death (January
16}, and created a special solemnity of her bodily resurrection
and glorious Assumption (August 9).** The Abyssinian
Church, vassal daughter of the Coptic, adopted the twofold
feast in short order.*® For the orthodox or Chalcedonian By-

457t 15 Jugie's opmuon, ep o, 174, that the Dormition was an out-
growth, mm many Churches, of the Commemoration (memoria), in which it
was contained wirtually The enginal solemmity celebrated Mary's dres natalrs,
her entry into the Church Trumphant, but, in the absence of any certain
data from Scripture or traditior on the way whereby this entry was effected,
the Church celebrated her virgmnzl motherhood and her role as New Eve,
recalling the Gospel accounts of the Annuncatior, Vistation, and Natiwity
The first nft an this reticence was effected when the Tromsitus stories pop-
ularized the death of Mary with its attendant marvels, then 1t was that the
Commemoration tended to be transformed into the Dormution and Assumption
of Mary Further impetus was given to this transformation by the deyelop-
ment of a cycle of Manan feasts {Asnuncation, Natiity of Mary, Anne’s
Concesving), which had to be rounded out by z feast emphasizing her end
and destiny Cf also B Capelle, La féte de la Vierge ¢ Jérusalem au V™ sdcle,
in Msn 36 (1943) 1-33 -

46 Cf the Syriac Ps-James, Six Books on the Dormitson, with its friple
commemoration of the Virgin, on alleged instructions of the Apostles De-
cember 27, May 15, and August 13 The Synac text and an Enghsh translation
were pubhshed by W Wrght, in JSL 6 (Jan, 1865) 419-448; 7 {Apnl, 1865}
129-160

47T Cf Theodoswus, De dormitione Mariae; ed Robwnson, op i, 90-127
According to Juge (cf La mort ei PAssomption, 132.133), some of the saxth-
century Severian Monophysites, to cotroborate their thesis of the corruptibnlity
of Christ’s body, subjected Fis mother to the corruption of the tomb for a
time {206 days in De dormitione Marge), this would explain the two feasts,
death and Assumpt:on But Balié, op at, 46, note 1, argues convinangly that
Theodosius does not submmt Mary’s body to actnal corruption, her body 1s
simply called “naturally mortal,” “naturally corruptible ®

48 Of the synaxary of the Ethiopian Church for August 22 {an amplfica-
tion of Theodosius’ account), edited by I Gudy, Le synaxaire thiopien, 11T
Mois de Nakasé et de Pdguemén, in PO 9 (1913) 335.340 {French translation
by S Grébaut)
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zantine Church, the crucial date is the twilight of the same
century, ca 600, the decisive document is the decree of Em-
peror Maurice (582-602) imposing August 15 for the celebra-
tion of the koiméesis of God's Mother ** Here the scholarly
puzzle is the Emperor’s purpose. Did the decree genuinely
transiorm the fifth-century Commemoration into a Feast of the
Dormition properly so called, or did 1t merely uniformalize
dormition feasts which already existed? The present state of
the evidence compels a confession of ignorance.®®

It may well be, as Jugie has suggested, that the total object
of the Byzantine feast comprised (@) the falling asleep of Qur
Lady, that is, her departure from this world by a natural death;
(&) her resurrection and glorious Assumption in body and soul,
or, at tumes, the translation of her incorruptible body to the
terrestrial paradise; and (¢) the unceasing mediation of Mary
in heaven for us® At any rate, the fact of her death was basic
to the Oriental feast. This is evident, first, from the pastoral
letter, The Dormtion of Our Lady, in which John, Archbishop
of Thessalonica, introduced the Feast of the Dormition into
his diocese ca. 620, shortly after Maurice prescribed it for the
Empire: “Almost all the earth celebrates 1 festive fashion the
annual remembrance of her repose-—save for a few places,

49 This decree 15 mentioned by the medieval historian, Necephorus Callistus,
Ecclesiasticn hastona, 17, cap 283 PG 147, 262

50 The decree seems to have encountered opposition in cerfain quarters,
partially because of the feast’s kinship with the apocrypha, posmibly also be-
cause of 1ts Monophy=ite ancestry John of Thessalonica reports ce, 620 that his
predecessors refused to adopt 1t because of the falsifications in the Trans:tus
tales, of Dormitio dominae nosirae, n 1, PO 19, 376 The Church of Jeru-
salem, 1 the seventh and eighth centuries, accepted the feast but kept the older
designation, the Commemaration, ¢f Jugie, ¢p c2f, 181-182, with his references
to the seventh-century canonarum of Jerusalem, also F M Abel, in KB 11
{1914) 455

51 Cf Juge, op c3t, 185
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including . . . Thessalonica ” %% It is clear, secondly, from the
earliest extant Greek homilies for the feast of August 15, which
were delivered by distinguished churchmen in the seventh and
eighth centuries and reveal in one way or another what Andrew
of Crete announced so simply in an exordium “Today’s feast
is a mystery* its subject is the dormution of God’s Mother and
it transcends the power of speech ” ®* It is mescapable, finally,
if we turn to the properly liturgical texts stemming from the
eighth and ninth centuries which have found their way into the
Menaia of the Eastern Churches, such, e. g., as the canon of
Cosmas the Hymnodist: “In concewving God, O pure Lady,
you carried off the prize of victory over nature Still, in imi-
tation of your Creator and Son, superior to nature you bow low
to the laws of nature, that is why, though you die with your
Son, you rise to live eternally.” %

In the West 1t was Rome which first received the Byzantine
feast, perhaps as late as Pope Sergius I {687-701), with the
August 15 date and the original title, Dormition of the Mother

52 Tohn of Thessalonca, Dorutio domnge nostrae, n 1, PO 19, 376
From the context it 15 obvious that “repose” 1s equivalent to what Jobn ealls
her "“natural death”, ibid

83 Andrew of Crete, In dormitionem sanclisssmae desparae domnae nostrae
oratio 2; PG 97, 1072 The sentence which follows unmediately, “It 15 a mys-
tery that i the past (f{8n) was celebrated by few, but now (vv) is honored
and loved by all,” 15 difficult to reconcile with the declaration of John of Thes-
salonica that “almost all the earth celebrates™ it Jume, op o, 235, note 2,
suggests an alternative mterpretation the feast has been and still 15 celebrated
publicly by a small number, but the dormution which 1s 1ts object 13 Lknown
and honored by all L Carl prefers to see a situation peculiar to Crete, where
the feast would have dechned from an earlier splendor, ¢f La morte e P'dssun-
cione di Mariz santissima nelle omelie preche dei secols Vil VHI (Rome,
1941) 63

54 Cosmas, Ode 1, Strophe 4, i the office of Orthros {(dawn}, Menge:
tolwis anne, m aug 15, Vol 6 (Rome, 1501) 413 A good selection of passages
from the Menaia pertinent to Mary’s death and Assumption 15 given by Juge,
op cit, 188-193, and by Balé, op i, 67-72
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of God."* From Rome the feast soon penetrated into England
and Gaul. As in the East, so in the West, the object of the feast
was to commemorate the death of Mary and her entrance into
glory. Onginally 1t was the dormitio that had precedence:
Mary’s departure from this world by a natural death. But in
time the essumptio gained the ascendancy: first, and quickly,
the sheer title without a corresponding shift of emphasis in
content, then, more slowly, a stress on the underlying idea of
assumptio, though its precise nature is not always perlucid and
the death-theme is never forgotten.®

The considerable role played by Mary’s death in the late-
patristic Western feast is evident from the liturgical books.
The Roman, or Gregorian, Sacramentary which Adrian I sent
to Charlemagne in 785-786 has the well-known Veneraenda and
Subvemat prayers for Assumption Day:

Venerable in our eyes, O Lord, 1s this feast day, on which
the holy Mother of God submitted to temporal death, yet could
not be weighed down by death’s fetters—she who gave birth
of her own self to your Son, our Lord, m flesh,

Let come to the ard of your people, O Lord, the prayer of
God’s Mother, though we know that she has departed this hie
(mgrasse) conformably to the condition of the flesh, may we
experience her intercession for us in the glory of heaven 57

56 The earhest reference to such a feast at Rome is to be found in the
notice on Sergins an the Liber pontsficals, ed L Duchesne, 1 (Pars, 1886)
376 “Constitwit ut drebus Adnuntiatioms Domun, Dormitioms et Nativitatis
sanctae Dei genetnicts semperque virginis Mamae ac sancti Symeoms, guod
Ypapanti Greci appellant, letama exeat a sancto Hadriano at ad sanctam
Manam populus occurrat ® Jugie beheves that Sermus may well have intro-
duced the four feasts into the Roman calendar, of op cit, 196, note 1,

58 Cf Juge, op ct, 202-211,

8T H Lietzmann, Das Sacramentorium Gregorianum nack dem Aachener
Urexemplar (Munster i W, 1921) 88; H A Wilson, The Gregortan Sacra-
mentary under Charles the Greot {London, 1915) 97 Cf the same tests in PL
78, 133, Migne reproduces {cols 25.240) the edition of U. Ménard (Paris,
1641) On the authorship, date, content, character, development, MSS, and
cditions of the Szcramentaries, ¢f A, Bugmm, Sacramentario, n ECt 10, 1558-
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If the Gelasian Sacramentary of the seventh century speaks
only of Our Lady’s Assumption, vaguely and with no refer-
ence to its antecedent phenomena® the Frankish Gelasian
Sacramentary of the eighth century has the Veneranda prayer,
with its unmistakable admission of Mary’s death %

Still more precious because less lacomc is the seventh-
century Gallican hturgy as represented by the so-called Gothic
Missal. The Introit for the Assumption, underscoring Mary’s
uniqueness, declares that even her “death has found no parallel
to match it.”% The Collectio post nomina argues that “by
reason of the Assumption she did not experience the defilement
that follows on death,” and urges the brethren to “beg the Lord

1569, J A Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite: Its Qriguis and Develop-
ment, tr, ¥, A, Brunner, ! (New York, 1951) 4447, 60-63 The Gregornan
Sacramentary was a papal feast-day and stational nussal, net primanly a book
for ordmary parsh services Its ongins may be traced wath high probahility to
Gregory the Great (590-604), but in the seventh and e:ghth centuries the onig-
inal underwent many changes

BBCE H A Wilson, The Gelasian Sacramentury Liber sacramentorum
Romanae ecclestae {Ovford, 1894), 193-194 The same prayers, with minor vari-
ants, are to be found w PL 74, 1174, Migne reproduces (cols 1055-1244) the
edition of L, A Muratori, Liyrgic Romana vetus (Venice, 1748; reprinted
1760, 1772)

58 Cf, K, Mohlberg, Das frankische Sacramentarium Gelasianum (Munster
1 W, 1939) 168, also Wilson, The Gelasian Sacramentary, 353 The “mighth-
century Gelasian™ is a syncretistic sacramentary fashioned withm the Frankish
Church about 750, probably at the urging of King Pepin  Its base 1s the earlier
Gelasian (the papal sacramentary which onginated at the end of the fifth cen-
tury and entered Gaul shortly before the rmddle of the sixth), but 1t has added
clements from the Gregonan and local sacramentanes, cf Bugnm, art o,
col, 1568,

80 Cf H M Banmster, Missale Gothicum A Gallican Sacramentary 1
(London, 1917) 30, also J Matillon, De Inurgia Gallicana Libri I (Pans,
1729) 211 (reproduced mn PL 72, 244) In Tus article, Sur la provenance du
“Missale Gothseum,” 1 RHE 37 (1941 24-30, G Monn argued persuasively
that the Missal stems from the monastery of Gregorienmunster 1o Alsace toward
the year 700 Iis pumary unportance 15 that the Musale Gothicuns and the
Mussale Gallicanum vetus which completes it are “the two best sources of in-
formation on the formulas 1n use mn the Franhish Church 1n the seventh century
for the celebration of the Euchanstic Sacnifice”, 1bid, 24
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that the dead may be released from the lower regions to the
place where the body of the Blessed Virgin was transferred from
the tomh.” ® The Preface, honoring “the day on which the
Virgin Mother of God departed this world for Christ,” pro-
claims that “she did not incur contamination from corruption,
she did not undergo dissolution in the grave.”®

Briefly, at the close of the patristic age we are confronted
with a liturgical feast, (¢) whose object, at least in part, s
the departure of Mary from this world by a natural death;
(b) which is strikingly widespread in East and West; and (¢)
which in some areas is almost two centuries old. Without sug-
gesting that the infallibihty of the Church is engaged here,
without implying that we are faced with something genuinely
irreformable, I submit that the liturgy of the dormution conveys
a conviction of the teaching Church, the ordinary magisterium,
in the middle of the eighth century—and that conviction is-
Our Lady died a natural death.

This conviction creates two urgent problems for the theo-
logian TFirst, does the Feast of the Dormition in patristic
times constitute the death of Mary an application of the
theological adage, lex supplicandi statuit legem credends?
Apparently not. The one legitimate interpretation of the adage
is the sense it carried at its birth fifteen centuries ago: that
which is the direct object of the Church’s petition in her official
prayers cannot fail to be in conformity with revealed truth,
with Catholic doctrine.”® Concretely, the adage does not canon-

81 Cf Banmster, op czt, 30-31, Mabidlon, op o, 212, PL 72, 245

62 Cf Banmster, op cxt, 31-32, Mabillon, ep ¢, 212-213, PL 72, 245

63 The adage 15 contamned 1n a document long crculated unjustifiably
under the name of Pope Celestine I (423-432), De gratin Der mdiwculus sen
pracleritorum sedis apostolicae episcoporum gucloritates, a collection {perhaps
made by Prosper of Aquitzine) of official documents of the Holy See on the
Pelagian controversy, followed by some pertinent liturgical comsiderations, cf
PL 50, 531-537, esp 335 %  obsccrationum quoque sacerdotalium sacramenta
respiciamus, quae ab apostolis tradita, 1 toto mundo atque in omni ecclesia
cathclica umiformiter celebrantur, ut legem credendh lex statuat supphcanda . 7
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1ze the liturgy 1n 1ts completeness. Its concern is a prayer, not
a nocturn; and, within the prayer, its focus is precisely the
petition. Splendidly pertinent is the Subventat prayer. What
the adage as such guarantees is the intercessory power of God’s
Mother in glory: “may we experience her intercession for us
in the glory of heaven.” The adage as such does not touch the
peripheral affirmation: “though we know that she has departed
this life conformably to the condition of the flesh 7%

There 15 a second, more importunate problem to which the
Feast of the Dormition awakens the theologian. Is the question
of Mary’s death a sheerly histortcal 1ssue, and so the exclusive
province of the historian, or is it theological as well, and so
legitimately open to the proper activity of the theologian and
the magisterial manifesto of the Church? The majority of
Catholic scholars confess that the preblem is authentically
theological In fact, whatever their solution to the problem—
whether they conclude that Mary died or that she was im-
mortal (by right or in reality or both)-—their conclusion is
reached almost invariably from theoclogical premises and not
from historical evidence.®* However that may be, the liturgy
of the dormition m the patristic age leaves a clear-cut impres-
sion that in the mind of the contemporary Church the death
of Mary was a fact not simply historical but genuinely theo-

The examples of Christian petrtion which follow 1n the test reveal the sense of
the last clause

44 Sych, substantially, 15 hkewise the mind of Juge, op ¢, 523-525

93 I say “almost mvanably” because there are scholars who, e g, believe we
can get back to apostolic times and apostolic tradition threugh the apocrypha;
cf footnote 43 above For the problem, and some approaches to its solution,
of B Apernbay, La mmuerte de la Santinnma Vwgen, pproblema meramenie
histdrico o también feologice?, .n EM 9 (1930) 17-42, Bernarde de Ia Inmacu-
lada, Le muerte de Maria, exsgencea de su gracio santificante, thd , 125-173, E
Sauras, Lo muerte de Marfa v la grocia de corredencidn, thid, 175-212, M
Cuervo, El dogma de la Inmaculade v la muerie de Maria, 1b:d , 2132225, J A
de Aldama, Lo muerte de Maria y el conceplo mtegral del mistero asuncionista,
thid , 227-238, B Farrell, The I'mmortality of the Blessed Virgin Mary, m ThS
16 (1955) 591-606
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logical, because the liturgy links it to truths that are unde-
niably theological. Thus, the Adrian-Gregorian Sacramentary
derives Our Lady’s death from the existential mortality of
human flesh.®® A Menaion of the Eastern Churches represents
Mary’s death as analogous to, imitative of, the death of her
Son.’" And often enough the liturgy’s concept of Mary’s incor-
ruption—a theological concept because supernatural—involves
an immumty specifically from the corruption of the grave
In other words, the theological concept of Mary’s incorruption
included the lfelessness of her body and was meaningless
without it ® >
v

A fourth source of patristic testimony on the destiny of
Mary is the Greek homiletic literature of the seventh and
eighth centuries—a literature inspired by the feast of August
15 and influenced in varying degrees by the apocryphal ac-
counts ® Among the earliest extant homilies of this sort is the

88 Cf references in footnote 57 above

67 Cf Cosmas the Hymnodist,, cited 1n footnote 54 above

88 Cf the atations from the Gallican hiurgy, footnotes 60-62 above, also
the sclections from the Menawa and from the Latm hturgy in Bahé, op ci,
67 ff, 155 4f

09 Several earher post-Ephesus tents are unjustifiably cted m favor of
Mary’s deathlessness Thus, the assertion of the Jerusalem priest Hesychius
( | after 450) that the Virgin 15 “a tree of incorruption and a garden of im-
mortality” (De sancts Marm despara sermo, PG 93, 1463) 15 actually a refer-
ence fo the wirginal matermty which brought forth the “blossom undecaying®
that 13 Christ The phrase of another priest of Jerusalem, Chrysippus (- 479),
“the ever-green shoot of Jesse" (Oratto mn sanclam Maornam derparam, n 1,
PO 19, 336), 15 too vague to support the suggestion of Juge (op cit, 76) that
it 15 a probable allusion to Mary’s immertality A redaction of the Ps-Pro-
chorus recension (between 450 and 500) of the 4ctq Toannis (Cod Vet graec,
654, fol 95a; cf Jugie, 83) states that “the holy Mother of God passed from
Ife to hfe, from this transient Life te eternal hfe”, pace Jugee, the sentence says
nothing on the way in which Mary passed from hfe to life On the other
side of the pacture, the hine from Ps-Dionysius (between 490 and 531), “we
came together io contemplate the body that gave Life its beginning and re-
cerved God” (De dunnis nommbdus, 3, n 2, PG 3, 681), though understood of
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Panegyric for the Dormition of God’s Mother, which has come
down to us under the name of St Modestus, Patriarch of
Jerusalem (- 634).”° Remarkable for its Christological and
soteriological content, its conscious independence of the apoc-
rypha (which it does use), its reasonable conjectures, and its
repeated, unhesitating affirmation of the Assumption, the
homily leaves no doubt that Mary died: “She fell asleep, she
fell asleep, she fell asleep, she who gave birth to the world’s
life and resurrection,”™ “Ever anguished by the divine desire

Mary’s body with more or less certminty since Mazuimus the Confessor and
Andrew of Crete, bristles with too many difficulties to be confidently employed
as testunony to her death, of the reservations of Juge, of cit, 99-101 —We
should mention here the metrical homily of the Synan poet, James of Sarug
(451-521), on the bunal of Mary, cf the edition of P Bedjan, 5 mariyris, gut
et Sehdona, guae supersunt ommw, syruwce Accedunt honuliae Mar Tacobs
Tesum el Marwam syrace (Leipzig, 1902) 700-719; and the Latin translation,
on a later MS, by A Baumstark, in OC § (1905) 82-89 Apparently too early
to have been oryminally a honmuly for the Feast of the Dormition, 1t nevertheless
does speak of Mary’s death and the obsequies, she 15 buried on the summit of
Mt Olnet,

70 Douht has been cast on the authenticity of the Panegyric ‘Thus, for rea-
sons styhstic and historical, theological and topographical, Jugie believes that
the author lived far from Jerusalem and wrote after the Monothelte contro-
versy, at the end of the seventh or the begmmng of the eighth century, cf
op et, 215-219 Carh, however, sees no reason to gquestion 1its authenticity,
of op cit, 31, sceabid, 32-42 for an analysis of the homily and an appraisal of
ats sources and value —I say, “among the earhest homilies” 15 that of Modestus,
because A Wenger has rather recently published a contemporary or earlier
panegyne preached by Theotehnos, lishop of Livias (about thirty-five kil-
ometers east of Jerusalem}, for the Manan feast of August 15, which he desig-
nates dvéAnyig, of L'dssomption dela T 5 Vierge dans la tradition byzanime
du VI¢ au X°¢ nécle+ Etudes et documents (Pans, 1955) 06-110, 271-291 Com-
posed between 550 and 650 (more probably the sccond hali of the sixth cene
tury), this discourse may be the first genuincly Catholic affirmation of the
glorious Assumption Theotehnos 15 equally clear on the fact of Mary's death
“far, 1f the God-bearing body of the holy one tasted death, nevertheless it did
not suffer ¢orruption”, Encomum, n 15, Wenger, 278

71 Modestus, Encomunt s dormutionem sonclusimae dominge nosirae
semperque wrgous Marae, n 12, PG 86, 3308 He conjectures that Mary died
on Mt Sion and was buned m Gethsemane, ¢f :b#d, nn 4, 9, 13, PG 86,
3288, 3300-3301, 3312
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with which as Mother of God she yearned for Him, the blessed
Mary quit her holy body with her eyes upon Him, and into His
hands she commended her all-blessed, all-holy soul.”” Why
did she die? ““As His mother all-holy, she followed Him. .. .” ™
In a word, Mary died, in imtation of her Son.

Equally categorical in affirming OQur Lady’s death and
anticipated resurrection 15 Germanus, Patriarch of Constanti-
nople (+ 733), one of the most illustrious representatives of
Byzantine Mariology, unmatched as doctor of Mary’s universal
mediation. Addressing his flock 1n the first quarter of the
eighth century,™ he recognizes that she died, though her death
resembled a sleep, though her spirit was separated from her
flesh “m wakefulness,” though her migration was a “living
sleep.”” The reasons for her death are several In the first
place, Mary submits to “the death that is inevitable for human
nature”;?® she is asked by her Son to “give to the earth with-
out distress what is the earth’s”; 77 “it was fitting for the grave
to welcome its own compound, human as 1t 15”7 In the
second place, Germanus assigns a reason of a higher order.
This death of Mary, the natural effect of her human condition,
was preordamed by God as an unanswerable corroboration of
the Incarnation, of the reality of her Son’s humanity:

2Ihd, n 11, PG 86, 3308

18 Ibd, n 12, PG 86, 3308

74 Germanus, In sanctae Der gemtrices dormstsonem  For sheerly practical
reasons we retain the Migne division nto three homilies PG 98, 340-348, 348-
357, 360-372; actually, the so-called Homulies 1 and 2, are simply two parts of
one sermon For the date—certainly before 729, very probably before 726,
possthly ca, 717-718—f Carl, op b, 45-46

75 Cf Germanus, Tn dormzizonem sermo 3; PG 98, 368, Sermo 2; PG 98,
348, Sermo 1, PG 98, 330 Mary’s death tahes place m Jerusalem, in the house
of 5t John, her bural, in Gethsemane

T8 Sermo 2, PG 98, 357,

7 Sermo 3, PG 98, 361

T8 Sermo 2, PG 98, ?557
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You have departed from earth for a proof—as a guarantee
that the aweseme mystery of the Incarnation was not an imagi-
nary thing, in order that your own departure from transitory
life might create belief that the God who was born of you came
forth perfect man, Son of a genuine mother, inasmuch as she
was subject to the laws of natural necessity, to the bidding of
God’s decree, to the exigencies of our span of hfe. You have a
body like the rest of us, and so you could not but encounter
the common death of men, just as your own Son and God of all
did Himself . . . taste a hike death in the flesh .. 7

In a word, Mary died, because of the community of her
nature with ours, and as a confirmation of the reality of the
Incarnation.

A contemporary of Germanus named Andrew (+ 740),
native of Damascus, monk in Jerusalem, deacon in Constan-
tinople, Metropolitan of Gortyna on the 1sland of Crete, has
left a trilogy of sermons for August 15, which he delivered on
one day, perhaps in 717 or 718, probably in his episcopal see,
in a church dedicated to the Virgin®® Andrew states flatly
that the direct object of the feast is “the dormition of God’s
Mother” $1.—though 1t becomes obvious that the essential ele-
ments of the celebration involve as well the incorruption and

19 Sermo I, PG 98, 345 Note the same argument in the Coptic apocryphon
of Theodosms of Alexandria, De dormitsone Marige, n 5, ed and tr Robinson,
ep cit, 106-109 .

80 Andrew, In dorsutionem sanclissimae desparae domnge mostrae Here,
again for practical reasons, we retain the arder of Migne, PG o7: Oratwe I,
cols, 1045-1072, Oratio 2, cols 1072-108%, Oratie 3, cols 1089-1109 Internal
evidence and the majority of MSS suggest strongly that the actual order of
delwvery was 2, 1, 3, cf Carly op cit, 61-62, Jugie, of ot, 234, note 2 On
the place and date, of Carl, 60-61, also Andrew, Orafze 1; PG 97, 1045
“this venerable temple of God's Mother” For the probable thesis that in this
pertod tnilogies on Qur Lady, delivered the same day before the same audience,
were not an exception, cf C Chevalier, Les trdogies homilétiques dans Pélabora-
tion des fétes marigles, 650-850, m Gr 18 (1937) 361-378; on Andrew, 368-
372, Germanus, 372-377, Damascene, 362-367

81 Qratio 2; PG 97, 1072, also Orat:o 3, PG 97, 1088.
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translation of her body." He records a tradition (logos) that
Mary’s death took place in extreme old age.®® He notes that
she died on Mount Sion, where she had always hved,®* and
was buried in Gethsemane.*® He finds her death an “incredible”
fact, *® the death of Life's mother is an antinomy analogous
to her virginal motherhood % To rationalize the parado,
Andrew has recourse to Christ. Just as in His case the Genesis
curse on humankind could not be completely abrogated, and
He who was like us in all save sin “had to manifest all the
marks of humamty,” * so Mary too had to “obey nature’s
laws and fulfill the dispensation which Providence fixed irrev-
ocably on us from the first "% Andrew, therefore, does not
discover in Mary a liability to death contracted by original
sin; but neither does he suggest an authentic right to immor-
tality somehow renounced.® As he sees it, Mary died because
she too was subject to the physical laws which govern the
human composite; for “it was proper to her nature to pay the
debt common to all 7% “If . .. there is no human being who
‘shall ive and not see death’ (Ps, 88:49), and if she whose
praises we sing today is a human being and more than human,
surely it is patently proven that she too has fulfilled the self-
same law of nature as we, though not in equal measure but in
a fashion superior to us and not for the same reason which
compels us to experience it ”** Her death, like her life and

BXCf, e g, Oratio 2; PG 97, 1080
83 Cf Oratio 1; PG 97, 1060

84 Cf Oratio 2; PG 97, 1073 also Oralwo 1; PG 57, 1064
85 Cf Oratio 1; PG 97, 1064

88 Oratzo 3; PG 97, 1089

87T Cf QOrotio 1, PG 97, 1069,

88 I'bid , PG 97, 1048

89 Ibud , PG 97, 1053

00 Cf Carli, op cit, 67-68

9 Oratro 3, PG 97, 1092

92 Oratic 1, PG 97, 1053

Published by eCommons, 1957 31



Marian Studies, Vol. 8 [1957], Art. 8

Testimony of the Patristic Age Concerning Aary's Death 89

her childbearing, was superhuman,® her migration, like her
parturition, was “miracle-laden”**—from the death that re-
sembled the ecstatic sleep of Adam,*® through the incorruption
of her body, to 1ts final translation

Another trilogy of sermons for the Feast of the Dormition
was preached by John Damascene about the year 740, prob-
ably at Gethsemane *® ILike Germanus, but with greater dis-
cretion, he makes use of apocrypha, especially John of Thessa-
lonica With the candor of Andrew he confesses that the
circumstances surrounding his account of Mary’s end are
conjecture or rhetoric But the sheer fact of her death is un-
deniable, It is cause for astonishment, yes “Is it true that
the source of life, that the Mother of my Lord, died?”** More-
over, her death, like her childbearing, was a painless thing; *
it 15 more aptly titled “falling asleep” or “journey abroad” or
a change of “residence.”® But John does not dream of denying
it. Basically, she died not in punishment for sin contracted,
but because as a daughter of Adam she inherited from her first
parents a mortal body which was taken from earth and had
to return to earth, There are suasive reasons as well: (a) to
keep Mary from being regarded a goddess, and (&) because
even her Son, who took from her a mortal body, did not decline
death The pertinent texts are expressive’

The source of life is transferred to life by way of deathl She

03 Cf Oratio 2, PG 97, 1080

9 Ibid , PG 97, 1085
. 95 Cf Oratio 1, PG 9%, 1052 For Andrew’s attempt to explain the absence
of an authentic tradition on the migratten of Mary, of hid , PG 97, 1060; and
for his argument from the *empty tomb,” Orafze 2; PG 97, 1081-1084

96 For the text of the three homihes, In dormitionem celebratissimae,
glonosissimaeque ac bemedictoe dominae Dei gewalricls sempergue verginis
Manae, of PG 96, 700-721, 721-753, 753-761 Thewr authenticity is cormmonly
admitted today, especially an the basis of the MS tradition, ¢f Carli, of. cit,
77-78

97 Homalia 3, 1 3, PG $6, 757,

98 Cf Homuha 2,n 3, PG 96, 728
89 Homilwa 1, n 10, PG 96, 716
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who outstripped the limits of nature in her childbearing, hows
now to nature’s Jaws: her undefiled body 1s subjected to death!
For incorruption js to be put on when mortahty itself has been
put off (cf. 1 Cor. 15:53), seeing that even the Lord of nature
did not refuse to experience death 100

She who poured forth to all men the life that 1s real, how
could she be subject to death® The fact 1s, she yields to the
legislation of her own Son, and as daughter of the ancient
Adam she submuts to the chastisement mflicted on her father,
for even her Son, Life itself, did not refuse it,19

It was then, it was then that Adam and Eve, the parents of
our race, sent up that thrilling cry from gladsome lips “Blessed
are you, daughter, for you have removed from us the penalty
for the transgression You wnherited from us a corruptible body,
yet you gave birth for us to incorruption’s garment ..” How
is 1t that you will taste death, O immaculate one? For you,
death will be a bridge to life, a ladder to heaven, a ferry to
immortality 192

Depart, Lady, depart Do not, after the manner of Moses,
ascend and [then] die, rather die and in that way ascend.
Commit your soul to the hands of your Son, restore to the earth
what 15 the earth’s . . See, the Virgin, Adam’s daughter and
God’s Mother, transmits her body to the earth because of Adam;
her soul she sends up to heaven’s home because of her Son . . .102

It 15 after this fashion that we recognize in this Virgin the
Mother of God, and so celebrate her dormution We do not call
her a goddess (we will have none of that; this sort of story is
Greek claptrap), for we proclamm her death as well But we
do recogmze her as Mother of God-made-flesh 104 .

100 fiud , PG 96, 713,

101 Homidia 2, n 25 PG 96, 725 In translating “submuts to,” I presume that
the PG readmg Onepépyeton (col 725} 1s a copyist's etror for OmépyeTon

102 1bid , n 8, PG 96, 733 .

103 Hopulia 3, n 4, PG 96, 760

104 Homidis 2, n 15; PG 96, 744 On the question whether Damascene
recogrized m Mary a nght to immortality, ¢f the categorical affirmation of
C. Chevaher, La marologie de sant Jean Damascéne (Rome, 1936) 199-200,
and the rebuttals by Carly, of cat, 83, and Balié, op i, B6-87
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To sum up The dormition orators of the seventh and
eighth centuries affirm with one voice and with no hesitation
that Our Lady died More than that, they are apparently un-
aware of a tradition to the contrary. Still more importantly,
they are the first to venture explicitly a theology, of Mary’s
death; and their approach is engaging.'®® Instead of distin-
guishing two aspects within death itself—the penal and the
natural—they distingwish two aspects in Mary. As Mother of
God, as Mother of Life, as Immaculate, and so on, we would
expect her to be exempted from nature’s universal law of
death; but as descendant of Adam she should pay (though not
for the same reason) her tribute to the sentence of death
leveled at all humanity. The antinomy is resolved by recourse
to reasons of a higher order—reasons which advised against
a dispensation from the law Two reasons in particular attract
the Byzantine preachers. (1) Mary is a member of the fallen
human family; as such, she inherits a mortal body. Provi-
dence has thought it wise to have her share the fate of that
family i her body—a fate not unseemly, as we know from
the example of her Son. (2) The death of Mary was to be a
crushing refutation of docetism and a splendid confirmation
of the Incarnation

The reasons may not be compelling, few reasons are, where
God’s free choice is engaged But the theologically significant
fact 15 this; the Fathers in question affirm our Lady’s death
not primarily on the basis of speculative reasoning; they affirm
it because the Church in her hturgy has affirmed it—has
affirmed it with the Feast of the Dormition,*

105 For the following summation T am much indebted to the shrewd in-
sights of Carly, op cit, 107-109

100 One might also consult with profit the four homubles on the dormition
from the pen of Cosmas Veshitor, though he helongs to the second half of the
eighth century, for the Latin text in which they are extant, cf A Wenger, op,
¢it, 313-333.
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A%

From Ephesus to Bede, Western witnesses on our problem
are surprisingly scarce: two Jerusalem itineraries, Gregory of
Tours, Isidore of Seville, the abbot Adamnan, and Bede him-
self.’ The anonymous itinerary known as Brewiarius de
Hierosolyma, most probably to be dated about 500, mentions
a basilica and tomb of Mary “near that pinnacle of the temple
where Satan tempted Our Lord Jesus Christ.” 1% The Jinerar-
mum falsely ascribed to Antoninus Placentinus but actually
written by one of his companions (ca. 570) tells of a basilica
of Mary in the Valley of Gethsemane “which they say was
her home, in which she was taken up out of the body 7%
Gregory, writing from Tours in 590 and borrowing in all prob-
ability from a Syriac Transitus of the fifth century, describes
Mary’s death, burial, and Assumption in sober fashion:

After this, the Apostles scattered through different countries
to preach the word of God Subsequently, blessed Mary fin-
ished the course of thus life and was summoned from the world;
and all the Apostles were gathered together, each from his own
area, at her home On hearing that she was to be taken up

107 We have already spohen of the Latin Transttus of Ps -Melito, variously
dated from the fourth ccatury to the sixth, of footnete 41 above—T do not see
a reference to anything but natural sleep i the lines of the poet Venantius
Fortunatus, writing before 576 “Quot wigles turmae, cum te sopor altus
haberet, / Solaque dormitans tot vigilare dares?™ Muscellanea, 8, cap 7, PL
88, 181,

108 Bretuarius de Hicrosolyma, CSEL 39, 155 For the date, of M Gor-
dle, Lo muerte de Maric Madre de Dios en Ia tradicign de Io Iglesiz de
Jerusalén, ;n EM 9 (1850) 55 and note 85 :bud  Jugle, op cif, 684, would
place the work in the last years of the sieth century, or even in the seventh —
On the Breviarsus of also A, Wilmart, Un nouvean !émomn du Breviarius de
Hiersolyma, .n BB 37 (1928) 101-106

100 Ps -Anterunus Placentinus, Itinerarsum, n 17; CSEL 39, 170 Bald,
ef i, 172, note 1, has uncovered the weakness in Jugie’s argument, op cit,
92, that another reading, substituting “de qua eam dicunt ad caelos fuisse
sublatam” (CSEL 39, 203) for *in qua ct de corpore sublatam fuisse,” iz the
primitive text
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from the world, they kept watch with her, All at once her Lord
came with angels, took her soul, delivered 1t to Michael the
Archangel, and disappeared At daybreak, however, the Apostles
Iifted up the body together with the funeral-bed, placed it in
a tomb, and kept watch over it, in readiness for the Lord’s
cotmng And again, all at once the Lord stood by them and
ordered the holy body taken up and carnied on a cloud to para-
dise, There, reunited with the soul, it rejorces with His elect and
enjoys etermty’s blessings which will never end.!1¢

In the seventh century, Isidore, Archbishop of Seville in
Spain (-4 636}, simply attests our profound ignorance on the
manner in which Mary left this earth

Some affirm that she quit this hfe by suffering a cruel, violent
death Their reason is that Simeon said; “And your own
soul a sword shall prerce ¥ As a matter of fact, we do not know
whether he was speaking of a material sword or of God’s word
that is powerful and keener than any two-edged sword The
pomnt is, however, that no narrative informs us that Mary was
slamn by the pumshment of the sword, seeing that nowhere is
there an account even of her death Some do say, though, that
her tomb 15 to be found 1n the Valley of Josaphat 111

Isidore echoes Ambrose: we have no evidence that Mary died
a martyr. He echoes Epiphanius too: we have no information
at all about her death We learn from Isidore that the thesis
of Mary’s martyrdom still persists; we learn, too, of a Jeru-
salem tradition on her tomb—a tradition which he 15 content
to record without comment

110 Gregory of Tours, L:b I smraculorum - In glora martyrum, cap 4; PL
71, 708

111 Isilore, De ortu eb obitu patrum, 67, n 112, PL 83, 148-149 A later
redaction states even more clearly that the sword is a spintual thing, and pre-
sents the emstence of the Jerusalem tomb as absolutely certain, of PL B3,
1235-1286,
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On the basis of a pilgrimage undertaken by the French
Bishop, Arculf, between 670 and 683, Iona’s Abbot Adamnan
(+ 704) speaks of an “empty tomb” of Mary in the Valley
of Josaphat, wherein she “rested after her burial But how
or when or by what persons her dear holy body was taken from
this tomb, or where it awaits resurrection, no one {so we are
told) knows for certain.”?** In his own book on the Holy
Places, Venerable Bede (4 735) mentions the reputed death
of Mary on Mount Sion,*** and borrows from Adamnan when
he speaks of the “empty tomb, in which holy Mary is said to
have rested for a while; but who took her away, or when, we
do not know,” 11

VI

The evidence presented 1n the preceding section, scant and
unsatisfactory though it 1s, has the ment of introducing us
naturally to a final facet of our problem. the claims of Jerusa-
lem and of Ephesus to the tomb of Mary.

It 1s the contention of Jugie that the existence of a tomb
of the Virgin in Jerusalem or its environs was utterly unknown
before $70.1'% To begin with, he rejects as legendary the nar-
rative in the Euthiymiaca historie that the sovereigns of Byzan-
tium, Marcian and Pulcheria, desirous of having the body of
Mary for a church of the Virgin in Constantinople, addressed
themselves to the Patriarch Juvenal of Jerusalem and to the
other Palestinian bishops gathered in the royal city for the
Council of Chalcedon (451): “We hear that in Jerusalem is the
first and remarkable church of the ali-holy Mother of God,
Mary ever virgin, in the place called Gethsemane, where the
body that brought ltfe was buried 1n a coffin. We want to have

112 Adamnan, De locis sanctes, 1, cap 12, CSEL 39, 240
113 Cf, Bede, Liber de locis sanctis, cap 2; CSEL 39, 306
114 {yd, cap 5, CSEL 39, 309

115 Cf Jugle, ep cif, 631,
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her remains brought here for the protection of this imperial
city.” In reply, Juvenal relates what he has learned about
Mary’s passing “from an ancient and utterly unerring tradi-
tion ¥ This includes her death, her burial in Gethsemane, and
the discovery after three days of a coffin empty save for burial
shrouds Thereupon Marcian and Pulchena ask Juvenal for
the coffin and garments, and place them in the Church of the
Mother of God in the Blachernae quarter of Constantinople,*'®

To support his thesis, Jugie adduces (a) the positive affir-
mations of Epiphanius and Timothy of Jerusalem, (&) the
significant silence of pilgrims like Etheria and Eucherius,
Jerome and Paula and Eustochium, even Leo the Great; and
{¢) testimonies, from the second half of the fifth century to
the middle of the sixth and beyond, which speak of a house of
Mary in Gethsemane, of a church in her honor there, but say
nothing of a tomb. Jugie claims that the onginal tradition of
Jerusalem simply put the Aouse of Our Lady in Gethsemane;
that and naught besides. In the last years of the sixth century,
or at the beginning of the seventh, Mary’s house was located
a hali-hour from Gethsemane, on Sion, even in the Cenacle
where Christ had celebrated the Last Supper and the Holy
Spirit had descended upon the Apostles: from then on, Geth-
semane and the Valley of Josaphat enclosed the fomd which
had received her virginal body. The reason for the topograph-
ical change Jugie finds in the apocrypha: their need of a
sufficient distance between death-place and burial-ground to
permit the episode of the hostile intervention of the Jews and

118 Ewthymsca histors, 3, cap 40, found i Damascene’s In dermtionem
Marwae homslze 2, n 18, PG 96, 738-752 The Historia of which this is an ex-
tract has not been recovered Many scholars consider the exiract an interpola-
tion in Damascene’s homily Jugie imsists that it should not bhe dated much
before 890, of op at, 159-167 Wenger, op ait, 137, asserts that Juge has
convineingly demonstrated the apocryphal character of the Juvenal story, but
he observes justly that the MS Smnait gr 491, the oldest witness of the Historu,
forbids us to date the legend later than 750
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the ncident of the Jew Jephonias Sion was chosen because
of the solemn mysteries that had been enacted therein; the
Valley of Josaphat, because it was “the valley of judgment,”
where God was to judge all peoples till the end of time; more
precisely Gethsemane, because it had been immortalized by
the Savior's agony.'t?

Other scholars disagree radically They suggest that, in
view of the temperate narrative and the similarity to Epi-
phanius’ approach, the Juvenal story may well be substantially
hstorical; 18 that there 1s strong support for the affirmation
therein that the church erected at Gethsemane between the
Council of Ephesus and the Council of Chalcedon contained
as a sacred memorial the sepulchre of Mary'® They insist
that Epiphanius, though uncertam of Mary’s death, is com-
pletely intelligible only if he knew of a Jerusalem tradition that
Mary died and was buned.!®® They recall that the paragraph
from Timothy of Jerusalem may well not come from Jerusalem
at all or even from the fourth century,’*! that it does not
necessarily deny Mary’s death;** that, in any case, Timothy’s
testimony does not of itself constitute a tradition.!** They
remind us that the argument from silence is significant only
if the writers in question ought to have spoken. In the instance
of Etheria, not only are we confronted with a considerable
lacuna in the MS precisely where the good Spanish pilgrim

L7 Cf Juge, op cil, 681-637

11850 M Gordille, following Kekelidze, Abel, and Baldi, cf Marsologa
orientals (Rome, 1954) 222 and note 43 tbed

11080 D Baldy, Lo tradiswone monnmentale delle dorsuzione a Gerusa-
fentmme, 10 SAL 1 {1948) 131-136

120 So Faller, op cit, 33

121 So Capelle, in EL 63 (1949) 5-26

122 5o Faller, op cit, 30-31, also Balié, op i, 10

12339 L, Sibum, art cz2, 543,

124 Cf the beginming of the text of Ethena (= Sylvia), Peregrinatio ad
loca sancta, CSEL 39, 37, and ¢bed, n 17, CSEL 39, 60 ¢ cum fam tres

anm plem essent, a quo in Terusphmam venissem , . .
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might have spoken of a Jerusalem grave.'”* Where she speaks
of the Jerusalem liturgy, she mentions only the sacred sites
connected with that liturgy, and so she does not mention a
sanctuary of the dormition, because at the time (393-396) a
sanctuary did not exist.**®* Eucherius, writing about the middle
of the fifth century, does not pretend to offer a complete de-
scription of the Holy Places, and the same should be said
of Jerome, of Paula and Eustochium, of Leo’s letter to
Juvenal 1*®

These scholars are confessedly swayed by the testimony
of the Breviarius de Hierosolyma and Ps.-Placentinus.*** They
are affected by the unanimity with which the apocryphal
accounts locate the death of Mary in Jerusalem '** And they
are much impressed by the verdict of the archaeologist .
Vincent that history and archaeology are in harmony in dating
the constructton of the Church of the Sepulchre of the Virgin
between 450 and 460 '*°

Was there a tradition before 431 which localized in Geth-
semane the grave of God’s Mother? It would seem a defensible
inference from the existence of the shrine; but we are not

125 Cf ¢bud, nn 24-49, CSEL 39, 71-101

126 Cf Eucherus, De situ hreruschmtanae urbis atque tpsius Iudaeae
epustole ad Faustum presbyterum; CSEL 39, 125-134, Jerome, Epwsi 108,
CSEL 55, 306-351, Paula and Eustochium, Ad Marcellam de sanctis loers, CSEL
54, 329-344, Leo, Epnst 139, n 2, PL 54, 1105

127 Of footnotes 108 and 109 above, also Baldi, art o, 138-141,

12859 M Gordillo, in EM 9 {1950) 46-52

120 Cf Vincent's chapter, Tombeau de lz Vierge Le monument, 1n H
Vincent and F-M Abel, Jérusalem Recherches de topographie, d'archéologe
et d'hustore, 2 (Pans, 1022) 821-831, esp 829 In Vincent's view, “a very
modest oratory existing for scarcely twenty years in the Valley of Gethsemane
safeguards the basic veracity which a sound cntique cannot deny the Historia
euthymiaca® This would explam best how Juvenal could have mnterested the
Emperor 1n an expensive expansion of the shrine—For the lterary evidence,
one should not omit the chapter of Abel, Le tombean de lo samte Vierge, in
the same volume, 805-820, where the perhinent texts are reproduced Cf also
Abel’s The Places of the Assumption, m Thom 14 {1951} 109-117%.
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Justified in asserting it apodictically, I am drawn to Gordillo’s
modest affirmation that “before the middle of the fifth century,
when the public cult of the Virgin Mother of God began, the
faithful of Jerusalem visited the grave of holy Mary in Geth-
semane, and this grave confirmed them in their belief that
Our Lady died. .. This silent testimony was the more convine-
mg because in the bosom of the Church of Jerusalem no voice
had been raised to deny the death of God’s Mother.” 13

As warmly if not as widely debated is Ephesus’ claim to
Mary’s tomb. Here the cruces of evidence and interpretation
are two. the date of the Evangelist John's departure for Asia,
and a letter from the Fathers of Ephesus (431) to the clergy
and faithful of Constantinople.?® On the first of these issues,
only conjecture is possible. Some scholars, for example, are
persuaded that John did not leave Palestine for Asia until a
rather late date, even as late as the Jewish War (66-70); by
that time Mary was surely dead, and so she never saw Ephe-
sus '* Qthers see no good reason for prolonging John’s sojourn
mn Palestine to advanced age, they find a late and relatively
brief apostolate m Asia irreconcilable with his Asian fame;
they prefer Tillemont’s dual hypothesis: a Iengthy residence
in Ephesus begtnning about 66, and an earlier visit when
John would have brought Mary there, and there she died. 128

The evidence of the Ephesus letter is more tangible. The
pertinent sentence remarks that Nestorius had arrived earlier

130 Gorddle, 1n E3f 9 (1950) 58

181 For Tillemont'’s argument based on the name “St Mary” mven to the
cathedral church of Ephesus, ¢f L Heidet and L Pirot, dssomption, n SBD}
1, 645-647,

182 8o Jugie, o et, 10 See Abel, Le tombeou, 806, for the posstbality that
John may have left Jerusalem 1n 42 (on the morrow of James’s martyrdom) or
after 58 (when Paul was still evangelizing Ephesus) , 1n either case Mary would
have been advanced in years and, some arpue, it 15 unkhely that John would
have subjected her to so long and pertdlous a journey.

1333q J Euzet, Le Pére Jugie e Io question du hen oii est morte o sainte
Vierge, ;n DTP! 26 (1949) 345-339, esp 345-349,
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than others in Ephesus, £v0a 6 8zohdyog 'lwdvwng xai 1
8eo0TOKOg TPOEVOG 1) &yl Mapia'® The problem, paradoxi-
cally enough, does not lie with the absence of a verb. The
omission, 1f deltberate (and there is no cause to suspect other-
wise), is acceptable Greek; we simply supply some form of
the verb “to be.” The problem is the meaning of “John” and
“Mary.” One interpretation insists that the clause has no
reference to a sojourn or dormition or relics of John and Mary
in Ephesus; 1t designates simply the principal church of
Ephesus by the names of its titular patrons'® Others retort
that the Council never speaks of churches in precisely that
way; they observe that the church of the Council was simply
the Church of St. Mary—the Church of St. John was distinct,
though attached, they argue that the natural sense of the clause
calls for the presence of John and Mary in Ephesus. It is
certain, they say, that the Apostle lived and died there, the
same is therefore affirmed of the Virgin.'*®

The evidence for Ephesus is meagre, vague, equivocal, It
does not justify a confident affirmation, though it may permit
a temperate conjecture, that before 431 a tradition existed
which localized the grave of Our Lady in Ephesus **

Rrv. WALTER J BurcHARDT, S J.
Woodstock College,
Woodstock, Md.

134T D Mans, Sacrorum conchorum nova e emplissma collechio, 4
{Florence, 1760) 1241

136 5o Jugie, op ¢t , 56-98, also Hewdet-Prrot, art cit, col 645

188 So Euzet, aré ¢, 349-352

137 Cf Abel, Le tombeaun, 808 TFor the sigmficance of the ¥revelations” of
Anne Catherine Emmerich with reference to the Ephesus tradition, of Hewdet-
Pirot, art at, cols 648-64%
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