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The Early Fathers on Mary as the New Eve

Development of Marian Doctrine in the Life of
the Church

The history of Marian doctrine and devotion in the life
of the Church is a beautiful example of the transmission
of Tradition through the power of the Holy Spirit, and the
development of doctrine in the life of the Church as she
contemplates the Word of God over the centuries.

Protestants often complain that Catholic Marian devo-
tion goes beyond the New Testament and is not Scriptural.
This objection fails to grasp the development of doctrine in
the Church, which grows like the mustard seed in Christ’s
parable of the Kingdom. The deposit of faith was complete
with the death of the last Apostle. Nevertheless, Catholic
doctrine continues to grow over the centuries as a tree
grows from the seed. The deposit of faith was entirely con-
tained in the seed, but that seed needs to grow to maturity,
unfolding and making more and more explicit through the
centuries what was contained in germ from the beginning.
The Second Vatican Council in Dei Verbum 8 also treats
the very important subject of the development of Tradition
in the Church, which grows through a gradual increase in
the understanding of God’s Revelation:

This tradition which comes from the Apostles develops
in the Church with the help of the Holy Spirit. For there is
a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words
which have been handed down. This happens through the
contemplation and study made by believers, who treasure
these things in their hearts (see Luke 2:19, 51) through a
penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities which
they experience, and through the preaching of those who
have received through episcopal succession the sure gift of
truth. For as the centuries succeed one another, the Church
constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth
until the words of God reach their complete fulfillment in her.

The model of this development of doctrine is given by
Mary, who, as St. Luke twice repeats, kept the Word of
God interiorly, pondering it in her heart. The Church does
likewise over the ages. A lively faith is not content to sim-
ply receive God’s Revelation in a passive way. The person
who lives by faith keeps God’s living Word and ponders it.
This interior reception of and meditation on God’s Word
makes the Word maximally fruitful. Luke thus shows
Mary already as the perfect model of the Church, called to
contemplate unceasingly the salvific mysteries of Christ.

One of the most important examples of this development
of doctrine is given by the Church’s Marian doctrine and
devotion. We see Mary present in numerous figures of
the Old Testament, and throughout the New Testament.
That doctrine then grows in the course of centuries with

a homogeneous and organic growth, which is beautifully
witnessed in all the great Marian dogmas: the divine
Maternity, the Immaculate Conception, Mary’s perpetual
virginity, her Assumption into heaven, and her role as Co-
Redemptrix and Mediatrix of all graces. In this talk we
shall focus on the Immaculate Conception, as germinally
contained in the patristic doctrine that Mary is the “new
Eve,” parallel to Christ as the new Adam.

On Mary as the New Eve in Gen 3:15

This parallelism between Eve and Mary first appears at
the very beginning of human history, immediately after
the Fall. To protect Adam and Eve from the danger of
despair, God reveals the future coming of a Redeemer, a
descendant born of their lineage, who will triumph over the
devil. After the sin, God speaks to the three protagonists
of that event: the serpent, Eve, and Adam. To the serpent
He says: “I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your seed and her seed; he [the seed of the
woman] shall crush your head, and you shall bruise his
heel.” Christ the Messiah is obviously the “seed of the
Woman” who will crush the head of the serpent, who
indicates the devil.

But who is the Woman? And why is she given so much
prominence in this prophecy? At first sight she would seem
to be Eve. But Eve was not in enmity with the serpent.
Quite the contrary: she had become his accomplice, being
obedient to his word rather than God’s. The Woman must
refer to another woman whom Eve prefigures as universal
mother of mankind, who will give birth to one who will
crush the head of the serpent, thus crushing the power of sin
and Satan. That woman of course is Mary, who gives birth
to Christ, whose Passion destroyed the power of Satan.

We see here that the work of salvation is pictured as
coming through both a man and woman, just as the origi-
nal sin had been the work of both a man and a woman. As
Adam and Eve had worked the fall through obedience to
the word of the devil, so a new Adam and a new Eve will
repair the fall and overcome the devil, untying the knot
tied by the first couple. The Redeemer is the new Adam,
but the “woman,” the new Eve, is His mother. Thus it is
fitting to think that as Eve was the “mother of all the liv-
ing” according to our physical life, as she is called in Gen
3:20, the new Eve will be the “mother of all the living” in
a higher and better sense—in the life of the spirit.

We should connect the reference to the “woman” in Gen
3:15 with the mysterious references to a woman in the New
Testament. Jesus addresses His mother as “woman” in two
key moments: before His first miracle at the prompting of
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Mary in the Wedding at Cana (Jn 2:4), and on the Cross,
as He says: “Woman, behold your son” (Jn 19:26, with
reference to the “beloved disciple”). The “woman” ap-
pears again in Gal 4:4: “born of a woman, born under the
Law.” Finally, it occurs in Apoc 12:1-3, in which we find
the same triad: the woman, her Son, and the serpent: “And
a great sign appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with
the sun, with the moon under her feet . . . ; she was with
child.” Clearly, the woman is no other than the Blessed
Virgin, who is thus represented as the new Eve, fulfilling
Gen 3:15. And her offspring is clearly both Christ and His
mystical Body, the Church.

If Mary is the new Eve, it is fitting that she be endowed
with the same advantages and privileges as Eve. As Eve
was created in a state of grace without sin, so it is fitting
that Mary be immaculate from the beginning, created in
sanctifying grace. As Eve was a virgin before her fall,
Mary is perpetually virgin. As Eve was created to be a
fitting companion and associate for Adam, so Mary is
intimately associated with Christ, the new Adam, in His
labor of redemption, and thus Mary is Co-Redemptrix.
As Eve was mother of all the living (men) on the natural
level, so Mary becomes the spiritual mother of all men in
the order of grace. And insofar as she is spiritual mother in
the order of grace, we can deduce that she is the Mediatrix
of all graces, just as our physical mothers mediate God’s
natural gifts.

The Early Fathers on Mary as the New Eve

St. Justin Martyr is the first to make this typology ex-
plicit, which from then on becomes very common in the
Fathers. In his Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, ch. 100,
Justin writes:

He became man by the Virgin, in order that the disobe-
dience which proceeded from the serpent might receive its
destruction in the same manner in which it derived its origin.
For Eve, who was a virgin and undefiled, having conceived
the word of the serpent, brought forth disobedience and death.
But the Virgin Mary received faith and joy, when the angel
Gabriel announced the good tidings to her that the Spirit of
the Lord would come upon her, and the power of the High-
est would overshadow her: wherefore also the Holy Thing
begotten of her is the Son of God; and she replied, “Be it unto
me according to thy word.” And by her has He been born.

St. Irenaeus develops this theme of Mary as the new Eve
in his work, Against the Heresies, 3.22 4:

In accordance with this design, Mary the Virgin is
found obedient, saying, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord;
be it unto me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). But Eve
was disobedient; for she did not obey when as yet she was
a virgin. And even as she, having indeed a husband, Adam,
but being nevertheless as yet a virgin...having become dis-
obedient, was made the cause of death, both to herself and
to the entire human race; so also did Mary, having a man
betrothed [to her], and being nevertheless a virgin, being

obedient, become the cause of salvation, both to herself
and the whole human race. . . . And thus also it was that the
knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience
of Mary. For what the virgin Eve had bound fast through
unbelief, this did the virgin Mary set free through faith.

In this text, St. Irenaeus shows the fittingness of Mary’s
part in our Redemption (as Co-Redemptrix) through Bibli-
cal typology. Just as the original sin was the work not of
Adam alone, but of the virgin Eve and Adam together, so
it is fitting that the redemption of original sin likewise be
worked not by the new Adam (Christ) alone, but rather by
the new Adam together with the new Eve, Mary. Just as
Eve collaborated with Adam in our fall, so the new Eve
collaborates with Christ in our rise. And as Eve was a
virgin in her collaboration in the fall, so the new Eve must
likewise be a virgin in her collaboration. However, there is
also opposition. The original Eve collaborated in the fall
through disobedience to God and disbelief in His word.
This is set right by the collaboration of Mary in perfect
obedience and faith, expressed in her fiar: Let it be done
unto me according to your word.” And as Adam is the
head of humanity according to the flesh, Eve is his part-
ner in this, being the “mother of all the living.” Likewise,
Christ the new Adam is the new head of humanity which
He recapitulates, and Mary is the new Eve, the mother of
all those who receive the new life of Christ. St. Irenaeus
restates this idea later in book 5:

As Eve by the speech of an angel was seduced, so as
to flee God, transgressing His word, so also Mary received
the good tidings by means of the angel’s speech, so as to
bear God within her, being obedient to His word. And if the
former did disobey God, yet the latter was persuaded to be
obedient to God, in order that the Virgin Mary might become
the advocate [or consoler] of the virgin Eve. And thus, as
the human race fell into bondage to death by means of a
virgin, so is it rescued by a virgin; virginal disobedience
having been balanced in the opposite scale by virginal
obedience. For in the same way the sin of the first created
man receives amendment by the correction of the First-
begotten, and the coming of the serpent is conquered by the
harmlessness of the dove, those bonds being unloosed by
which we had been fast bound to death.!

Tertullian also briefly speaks of Mary as the new Eve.
He writes:

For just as the death-creating word of the devil had
penetrated Eve, who was still a virgin, analogously the life-
building Word of God had to enter into a Virgin, so that he
who had fallen into perdition because of a woman might be
led back to salvation by means of the same sex. Eve believed
the serpent; Mary believed Gabriel. The fault that Eve intro-
duced by believing, Mary, by believing, erased.’

St. Cyril of Jerusalem (313-386) teaches the same doc-
trine: “Since through Eve, a Virgin, came death, it was

1 5.19.1.
2 De carne Christi 17.5 (PL2, 828).
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fitting that . . . from a Virgin, should life appear.”® By the
time of St. Jerome it has clearly become a maxim, for he
writes: “By a woman death, by a woman life”’; “death by
Eve, life by Mary.”

Proclus, a Father of the fifth century writes: “You alone
cured Eve’s sorrow; you alone wiped away the tears of
travail; you alone bore the world’s ransom.” Mary as the
new Eve is thus “the boast of the female sex, the glory of
women, . . . who is both mother and virgin at the same
time.”®

Another factor promoting the development of the doc-
trine of the Immaculate Conception in the Fathers is the
Mariological interpretation of the bride of the Song of
Songs. Particularly important is Song 4:7: ““You are all fair,
my love; there is no flaw [macula] in you.”” The Fathers
interpret the bride to be both Mary and the Church, for
Mary is the mother and exemplar of the Church, as she is
the mother of Christ the head of the Church.

Patristic Period, as Interpreted by
Cardinal Newman

The Fathers of the Church do not expressly raise the
question of the Immaculate Conception. However, their
understanding of Mary’s role in salvation history carries
within it the germ of the Catholic doctrine of the Immacu-
late Conception.

John Henry Cardinal Newman explained this Patristic
preparation for the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception
in an important doctrinal letter which he wrote to his old
friend Pusey, an eminent Anglican theologian who with
Newman had been a leader in the Oxford Movement, but
who did not follow Newman into the Catholic Church.
Pusey had apparently expressed great difficulties in ac-
cepting the Immaculate Conception on Patristic grounds.

Newman writes:

What is the great rudimental teaching of Antiquity from
its earliest date concerning her? . . . She is the Second Eve.
Now let us consider what this implies. Eve had a definite,
essential position in the First Covenant. The fate of the human
race lay with Adam; he it was who represented us. It was in
Adam that we fell; though Eve had fallen, still, if Adam had
stood, we should not have lost those supernatural privileges
which were bestowed upon him as our first father. Yet though
Eve was not the head of the race, still, even as regards the
race, she had a place of her own; for Adam, to whom was
divinely committed the naming of all things, named her “the
Mother of all the living.”. . . In those primeval events, Eve
had an integral share. “The woman, being seduced, was in
the transgression.” She listened to the Evil Angel; she offered
the fruit to her husband, and he ate of it. She co-operated, not

3 Catechetical Lecture 12.15.

4 Sermon 232; Letter 22.21 to Eustoch.

5 Homily 5, 3; PG 65,720 C.

6 Proclus, Homily 1, 1; PG 65, 680 C.

7 In the Vulgate : “Tota pulchra es amica mea et macula non est in te.”

as an irresponsible instrument, but intimately and personally
in the sin: she brought it about. . . . And she had her share in
its punishment; in the sentence pronounced on her, she was
recognized as a real agent in the temptation and its issue,
and she suffered accordingly. In that awful transaction there
were three parties concerned,—the serpent, the woman, and
the man; and at the time of their sentence, an event was an-
nounced for a distant future, in which the three same parties
were to meet again, the serpent, the woman, and the man;
but it was to be a second Adam and a second Eve, and the
new Eve was to be the mother of the new Adam. “I will put
enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed
and her seed.” The Seed of the woman is the Word Incarnate,
and the Woman, whose seed or son He is, is His mother Mary.
This interpretation, and the parallelism it involves, seem to
me undeniable; but at all events (and this is my point) the
parallelism is the doctrine of the Fathers, from the earliest
times; and, this being established, we are able, by the posi-
tion and office of Eve in our fall, to determine the position
and office of Mary in our restoration.?

Cardinal Newman goes on to examine the doctrine of
Mary as the New Eve as found in St. Justin, St. Irenaeus,
and Tertullian (as explained above). He then writes:

Now, what is especially noticeable in these three writers,
is, that they do not speak of the Blessed Virgin merely as the
physical instrument of our Lord’s taking flesh, but as an intel-
ligent, responsible cause of it; her faith and obedience being
accessories to the Incarnation, and gaining it as her reward.
As Eve failed in these virtues, and thereby brought on the
fall of the race in Adam, so Mary by means of the same had
apart in its restoration. . . . As Eve forfeited privileges by sin,
so Mary earned privileges by the fruits of grace; that, as Eve
was disobedient and unbelieving, so Mary was obedient and
believing; that, as Eve was a cause of ruin to all, Mary was a
cause of salvation to all; that as Eve made room for Adam’s
fall, so Mary made room for our Lord’s reparation of it; and
thus, whereas the free gift was not as the offence, but much
greater, it follows that, as Eve co-operated in effecting a great
evil, Mary co-operated in effecting a much greater good.’

After surveying later Patristic authors from the third to
the sixth centuries, Newman explains how the doctrine of
Mary as the New Eve implicitly contains that of the Im-
maculate Conception. In order for Mary to properly have
arole in the Redemption parallel and comparable to Eve’s
role in our Fall, she would have had to be endowed at least
as well as Eve in supernatural gifts and innocence. Now
Eve was created in an immaculate state, endowed from
the beginning with sanctifying grace and the preternatu-
ral gifts, according to the most common doctrine in the
Church. Thus it is fitting for Mary likewise to have been
conceived in an immaculate state parallel to that of Eve. If
there should be a difference between them, it would have
to be that Mary would be created in a better state than

8 Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching, vol.
2 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1900), 31-32 (italics mine).
9 Ibid., 35-36.
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Eve, for the Restoration of man is to outweigh the Fall.
Newman explains as follows:

She holds, as the Fathers teach us, that office in our
restoration which Eve held in our fall: —now, in the first
place, what were Eve’s endowments to enable her to enter
upon her trial? She could not have stood against the wiles of
the devil, though she was innocent and sinless, without the
grant of a large grace. And this she had;—a heavenly gift,
which was over and above and additional to that nature of
hers, which she received from Adam, a gift which had been
given to Adam also before her, at the very time (as it is com-
monly held) of his original formation. . . . Now, taking this
for granted, . . . I ask you, have you any intention to deny
that Mary was as fully endowed as Eve? is it any violent
inference, that she, who was to co-operate in the redemption
of the world, at least was not less endowed with power from
on high, than she who, given as a help-mate to her husband,
did in the event but cooperate with him for its ruin? If Eve
was raised above human nature by that indwelling moral
gift which we call grace, is it rash to say that Mary had even
a greater grace? And this consideration gives significance
to the Angel’s salutation of her as “full of grace,” —an
interpretation of the original word which is undoubtedly
the right one, as soon as we resist the common Protestant
assumption that grace is a mere external approbation or
acceptance, answering to the word “favour,” whereas it is,
as the Fathers teach, a real inward condition or superadded
quality of soul. And if Eve had this supernatural inward gift
given her from the first moment of her personal existence, is
it possible to deny that Mary too had this gift from the very
first moment of her personal existence? 1 do not know how
to resist this inference: —well, this is simply and literally the
doctrine of the Immaculate Conception. I say the doctrine
of the Immaculate Conception is in its substance this, and
nothing more or less than this (putting aside the question of
degrees of grace); and it really does seem to me bound up
in the doctrine of the Fathers, that Mary is the second Eve.'

The Fathers do not explicitly state the inference made
by Cardinal Newman, that “if Eve had this supernatural
inward gift given her from the first moment of her per-
sonal existence, is it possible to deny that Mary too had
this gift from the very first moment of her personal exis-
tence?” However, the inference is clearly implied in their
reasoning. Thus it is fair to say that the doctrine of the
Immaculate Conception is implicitly present in the Tradi-
tion as witnessed in the Fathers of the second and third
centuries. This implies that it is present in the deposit of
faith as arevealed truth. Nevertheless, many centuries had
to pass before the doctrine could be explicitly formulated,
defended, and finally defined.

St. Augustine

Although without directly referring to the question of
the Immaculate Conception, St. Augustine made a very
important statement about Mary’s sinlessness. The heretic

10 Ibid., 44-46 (italics mine).

Pelagius had claimed that it was possible to live without
sin through human virtue alone, and he cited Mary as the
chief example, saying that “it was necessary for piety to
confess that she was without sin.” St. Augustine does not
dispute Pelagius’ pious belief in Mary’s sinlessness, but
attributes it not to Mary’s power of will, but to a more
sublime gift of grace. All have sinned, he says, “except
the Blessed Virgin Mary, concerning whom, for the honor
of the Lord, I wish no question to be raised at all, when
we are treating of sins. For how do we know what greater
grace of complete triumph over sin may have been given
to her who merited to conceive and bear Him who most
certainly had no sin.”"!

This text of St. Augustine explicitly bears on Mary’s
purity with regard to all personal sin, on account of the
honor of her Son whom she would bear. Although original
sin is not dealt with at all here, the principle given by St.
Augustine implicitly leads to the doctrine of the Immacu-
late Conception.'?

Eastern Fathers after Nicea

St. Cyril of Alexandria, the great defender of the faith
against Nestorius, lays down a fundamental principle that
implicitly contains the doctrine of the Immaculate Concep-
tion: “Whoever heard of an architect who built himself
a temple and yielded up the first possession of it to his
greatest enemy?”’" This principle would seem to imply that
the devil did not have influence over Mary’s soul through
the contagion of original sin, even for a moment! For if
God had allowed Mary to be conceived with original sin,
and then later purified her before birth, her soul would not
have entirely God’s from the first.

From the sixth century on in the East, three Marian feasts
were celebrated (in addition to Christmas): the Annuncia-
tion on March 25, the Nativity of Our Lady on September
8, and the Dormition commemorating Mary’s holy death
on August 15. Towards the end of the seventh century, a
fourth Marian feast was introduced: the Conception of St.
Anne, on December 9.'* The liturgy of this feast shows
the influence of the apocryphal gospel of James, which
mentions Mary’s miraculous conception in the sterile
womb of St. Anne.'s

11 St. Augustine, De natura et gratia 36.42 (CSEL 60, 263-64 ;
PL 44, col. 267).

12 St. Augustine also dealt with the question of Mary’s sinless
conception in another work against the Pelagians, Opus imperfectum
adversus Julianum, 4.122 (PL 45, 1417-18): “We do not deliver Mary
over to the devil by the condition in which she was born; but for this
reason, that this condition is changed by grace.”

13 In Conc. Ephes., quoted in Alastruy, The Blessed Virgin Mary,
1:107.

14 St. Andrew of Crete (ca. 650-740) wrote the canon of the feast,
and it became generally celebrated in the Byzantine East by 850.

15 See Francis Dvornik, “The Byzantine Church and the Immaculate
Conception,” in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception: History and
Significance (Notre Dame, IN: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1958) p. 87.
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In general, the later Eastern Fathers take their starting
part on Mariology from the dogma of the Theotokos (di-
vine maternity), and infer Mary’s extraordinary sanctity
and immaculate condition from the privilege of her divine
maternity. St. Sophronius, patriarch of Jerusalem (died
638) writes of Mary’s holiness in terms that are completely
in harmony with the Immaculate Conception:

I believe . . . that God the Word, the only Son of the
Father, . . . . descended into our lowliness . . . and became
incarnate, entering the inviolate womb, resplendent with
virginal purity, of the holy and radiant Mary, who was full
of divine wisdom, and free from all contamination of body,
soul, and spirit. . . . For this purpose, a holy Virgin is chosen
and is sanctified in soul and body; and thus, because pure,
chaste and immaculate, she is able to serve in the Incarnation
of the Creator.'®

He also writes:

Many saints appeared before you, but none was as filled
with grace as you. . . . No one has been purified in advance
as you have been. . . . You surpass all that is most excellent
in man, as well as all the gifts which have been bestowed by
God upon all others."”

Mary surpassed all the patriarchs and saints of Israel, as
well as all the saints of the New Covenant after her. But
what is meant by “purified in advance”? It suggests the
Immaculate Conception or is tending in that direction.

St. Andrew of Crete (ca. 650-740) is even more explicit
in a homily on the feast of the Nativity of the Blessed
Virgin:

Today, Adam presents Mary to God as the first fruits
of our nature. . . . Today, humanity recovers the gift it had
received when first formed by divine hands, and returns im-
maculate to its original nobility. The shame of sin had cast a
shadow upon the splendor and charm of human nature; but
when the Mother of Him who is Beauty itself is born, this
nature recovers in her person its ancient privileges, and is
fashioned according to a perfect model, truly worthy of God.
And this fashioning is a perfect restoration; this restoration is
a divinization, and this divinization is an assimilation to the
primitive state. . . . In a word, the reformation of our nature
begins today; the world, which had grown old, undergoes
a transformation which is wholly divine, and receives the
first-fruits of its second creation.'®

Although directly referring to Mary’s sanctity at her
birth, and not at her conception, this text implies the Im-
maculate Conception because St. Andrew understands
Mary’s sanctity as an immaculate return to human nature’s
ancient privileges. This would imply that Mary received
her being in essentially the same state as Adam and Eve

16 Epistola synodica ad Sergium (PG 87,3160-61). This letter was
approved by the Sixth Ecumenical Council.

17 Oratio Il in Ss. Deiparae Annuntiationem,ch.25 (PG 87,3248a).

18 Homily 1 in the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin (PG 97, 809-12),
quoted in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception, p. 97.

received theirs: immaculate and enriched with supernatural
and preternatural gifts.

St. John Damascene (ca. 676-770), the last of the great
Eastern Fathers, likewise expresses the central notion of
the Immaculate Conception in a homily on the Nativity of
Mary: “O happy loins of Joachim, which had produced a
germ which is all immaculate. O wondrous womb of Anne
in which an all-holy child slowly grew and took shape.”"’
Like his predecessors, he refers to Mary as a “lily growing
amidst thorns,”?® and holds that she was immune to the
attacks of concupiscence.? This implies that she had the
preternatural gift of integrity, which was lost to mankind
through original sin.

St. Theodore of Studion (died 826) speaks of Mary as
follows: “The Creator Himself made from the old earth a
new heaven and throne which defies the flames. He trans-
formed the old image of man in order to prepare a new,
all-heavenly dwelling for the Word.”?* Or again: “She is
the new dough that has been remade by God, the holy
first-fruits of the human race, the root of that stem spoken
of by the prophet.”*

In summary, Byzantine Mariology tended to view Mary
as “‘paradise regained,” as creation restored to its primi-
tive purity and therefore fit to become the meeting-point
between God and mankind.”** This was a faithful develop-

ment of the theology of Mary as the New Eve.

Theological Debate Concerning the Immaculate
Conception in the Latin West

Clarity on the issue of the Immaculate Conception was
obscured and delayed in the West by the Augustinian un-
derstanding of the role of concupiscence in the transmis-
sion of original sin, but was also fomented, as in the East,
by steadily growing devotion to the eminent sanctity of
Mary, the New Eve. The Latin West received the liturgi-
cal feast of Mary’s Conception, celebrated on December
8 (or 9), from the Byzantine East. It was celebrated in the
West first in the Byzantine rite churches of southern Italy.
It then appears in the Latin rite first in southern England
before the Norman Conquest, and reappears in England

19 PG 96, 664, quoted in The Dogma of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, p. 97.

20 This image is found in Theodotus of Ancyra, a friend of St. Cyril:
“Instead of the virgin Eve, who was unto us the instrument of death,
God, for the purpose of giving life, chose a virgin most pleasing to
Himself and full of grace, who...was free from woman’s sin, a virgin
innocent, without taint, holy in soul and body, as a lily budding in the
midst of thorns” (In Mariam Deiparam, quoted in Alastruy, 1:107).

21 PG 96,672 ,676.

22 PG 96, 1485B, quoted in The Dogma of the Immaculate Con-
ception, 99.

23 PG 96,685D, quoted in The Dogma of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, 99.

24 Cornelius Bouman, “The Immaculate Conception in the Liturgy,”
in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception, 120.
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and Normandy at the beginning of the twelfth century.”
The spread of this liturgical feast around 1125 provoked
a strong debate on the Immaculate Conception among
theologians of that time between supporters and detractors
of the new feast.

St. Anselm and Eadmer of Canterbury

St. Anselm’s position with regard to the Immaculate
Conception is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand,
he stresses the unique nature of Mary’s holiness, which
made her a fitting vessel for the Word made flesh: “It is
fitting that the Virgin should be resplendent with a purity
such that none could be conceived more perfect save
only God’s.”?® This principle would clearly lead to the af-
firmation of the Immaculate Conception, for Mary could
not be said to be purer than the angels, never tainted by
any sin, if she herself had been tainted by original sin in
her conception. Nevertheless, St. Anselm did not directly
draw this conclusion.

Interestingly, it was the secretary, disciple, biographer,
and intimate friend of St. Anselm, Eadmer of Canterbury
(c. 1060-1130), who became the foremost defender of
the Immaculate Conception and the liturgical feast in its
honor, which was just beginning to be celebrated in Eng-
land and France. Another early supporter was Anselm’s
nephew, Anselm the Younger, abbot of St. Edmund’s in
Bury. There he introduced the feast of the Immaculate
Conception which he had come to know in the Byzantine
liturgy of the monks of St. Sabas in Rome, where he had
been abbot before coming to England.”

Eadmer, in his Treatise on the Conception of the Blessed
Virgin Mary (1123?), says of Mary: “Who dares to say
that the . . . most sweet resting place of the only Son of
God was deprived of the grace and illumination of the
Holy Spirit in the very beginning of her conception? . . . If
there was something of original sin . . . in her generation,
it was in those who conceived her, and not in the offspring
conceived. . . . You came forth from the root of Jesse . . .
untainted by any sin.”?®

Eadmer, following Anselm, here distinguishes two ways
of understanding the idea of “conception” or generation:
active and passive. The active sense of generation or con-
ception refers to the activity of the parents in the marital
act. The passive sense of generation refers to the coming

25 The Normans had conquered southern Italy (formerly of the
Byzantine rite), which thus served as a bridge between the Byzantine
church and the Latin West.

26 De conceptu virginali, chap. 18 (PL 158, 451).

27 St. Sabas was the monastery near Jerusalem in which St. John
Damascene had lived, whose monks later sought refuge in Rome from
the Saracens. They had celebrated the feast of Mary’s Conception for
several centuries by the time that Anselm the Younger came to be
their abbot.

28 Tractatus de conceptione B. Mariae Virginis (PL 159, 305 and
309).

into being of the fruit of conception, as God creates the
soul and infuses it into the union of sperm and egg. Eadmer
argues that although Mary was actively generated by her
parents in the normal way, she was passively conceived
in an extraordinary way! She was generated through the
normal conjugal act, but God intervened in the moment
of her conception by filling her with the gifts of original
justice, of which the other sons of Adam are born deprived.
In her conception she (passively) received the gifts that
God intended to be given to offspring in Eden, even though
she was conceived of parents banished from Eden.

Posing the question of how Mary’s Immaculate Concep-
tion can be reconciled with St. Paul’s dictum that all men
have sinned in Adam, Eadmer writes:

That teacher of pure truth [St. Paul] . . . says that all
men sinned in Adam. This is true, and I declare it sinful
to contradict it. But when I consider the eminent degree
of God’s grace in you, I see you, not among, but above all
created things (except for thy Son), and I believe that, in
your conception, you were not bound by the law of nature
of others, but through a unique and—to human minds—in-
scrutable power and operation of God, were kept utterly free
from any stain of sin.*®

It is an elementary principle that God is not bound by
the laws that He freely imposes on creatures. Just as He
can suspend the laws that He has imposed on nature by
doing miraculous works, so He can suspend the ordinary
laws governing sanctification and the decrees by which
He infuses grace or desists from doing so, by infusing
grace outside of those laws. Since God was the author of
the decree subjecting the offspring of fallen Adam to the
law of original sin, He could also work above that law,
exempting her who was eternally predestined to be the
Mother of God, so that she could be a fitting vessel of the
Word made flesh.

Eadmer reasons that since God could preserve Mary
from all stain of original sin, and since it certainly seems
that He would have desired to do so, He must have done so:

If God gives to the chestnut the possibility of being
conceived, nourished and formed among thorns, but pre-
served from being punctured by them, could he not grant to
the human body which he was preparing for himself to be
a temple in which he would dwell bodily . . . that although
she was conceived among the thorns of sin, she might be
rendered completely immune from their pricks? He certainly
could, and He desired to; if therefore He willed it, He did it.*

As we shall see, Bl. Duns Scotus, some 175 years later,
greatly developed this reasoning.
St. Bernard

St. Bernard played a very important (negative) role in the
debate over the Immaculate Conception by attacking and

29 Tractatus,no. 12 (PL 159, 306).
30 Ibid., 305.
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questioning the theological foundations of the new feast.
Around the year 1140 he wrote a letter opposing the liturgi-
cal celebration of the Immaculate Conception which had
recently been introduced into the liturgy of the Cathedral
of Lyons. One of the defenders of the new feast (Nicholas
of St. Albans) wrote that Mary’s heart was pierced twice
by a sword, once under the Cross, and a second time when
St. Bernard wrote his letter,’ in which he says:

I marvel exceedingly that some of you should wish to
tarnish the luster of your good name by introducing at this
time a new festival, a rite of which the Church knows nothing,
of which reason cannot approve, and for which there is no
authority in tradition. Are we more learned or more devout
than the Fathers? . . . If therefore it was quite impossible for
her to have been sanctified before her conception, because
she did not then exist; or in the act of her conception, because
of the presence of sin; it remains that she was sanctified after
her conception, when she was already in the womb, and that
this sanctification excluded sin and rendered her birth, but
not her conception, holy. . . .

If you thought such a feast advisable, you should have
first consulted the Holy See, and not have followed so hast-
ily and so unadvisedly the simplicity of the uneducated. . . .
L have said all this in submission to the judgment of anyone
wiser than myself, and especially in submission to the au-
thority of the Roman Church, to whose decision I refer all
that I have said on this or any other such subject. prepared
to modify anything I may have said, if it should be contrary
to what she thinks.?

Evidently St. Bernard was wrong in his position here,
and in material heresy. Let us first note, however, that his
motives are still to be admired. Despite his tremendous
Marian devotion, he rightly did not want to approve any
practice that would be contrary to truth or to the honor
due to her Son and His universal redemption of mankind
from sin. This same reasoning will later inspire other great
Scholastics: Alexander of Hales, St. Albert the Great, St.
Bonaventure, and St. Thomas.

Secondly, it should be noticed that the liturgical celebra-
tion of the Immaculate Conception was a novelty in France
in the time of St. Bernard, was limited to a few churches,
and was not yet celebrated by the Pope in Rome. St. Ber-
nard was undoubtedly ignorant of the long history of this
feast in the East.

Third, St. Bernard is taking the word “conception” in a
quite different sense than that in which the dogma of the
Immaculate Conception understands it. St. Bernard takes
conception here in the active sense to refer to the conjugal
act of Mary’s parents. The dogma, on the contrary, under-
stands the word in the passive sense as the coming into
being of Mary’s personal existence, through the creation

31 Ibid., cited in Scheeben, Dogmatik, 111, p. 551.

32 Letter 215 to the Canons of the Church of Lyons, in The Letters
of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, trans. Bruno Scott James (Kalamazoo, MI:
Cistercian Publications, 1998), 289-93.

of her soul by God and its simultaneous infusion into the
body formed by the union of egg and sperm through the
conjugal act of her parents.

When St. Bernard says that only Jesus was “conceived
without sin,” he means that only Jesus was conceived
not through the conjugal act, but through a virginal birth,
which, of course, is true. The Church, however, in pro-
claiming the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, takes
the notion of conception in the passive rather than the
active sense, meaning that Mary came into being in an im-
maculate state, parallel to that of Adam and Eve in Eden.

This misunderstanding of St. Bernard with regard to the
meaning of “conception” in this context survives among
many Protestants who reject the Immaculate Conception.
Card. Newman, in his Letter to Pusey, seeks to clarify the
meaning of the term:

It has no reference whatever to her parents, but simply
to her own person; it does but affirm that, together with the
nature which she inherited from her parents, that is, her own
nature, she had a superadded fulness of grace, and that from
the first moment of her existence. Suppose Eve had stood the
trial, and not lost her first grace; and suppose she had even-
tually had children, those children from the first moment of
their existence would, through divine bounty, have received
the same privilege that she had ever had; that is, as she was
taken from Adam’s side, in a garment, so to say, of grace, so
they in turn would have received what may be called an im-
maculate conception. They would have then been conceived
in grace, as in fact they are conceived in sin. What is there
difficult in this doctrine? What is there unnatural? Mary may
be called, as it were, a daughter of Eve unfallen. You believe
with us that St. John Baptist had grace given to him three
months before his birth, at the time that the Blessed Virgin
visited his mother. He accordingly was not immaculately
conceived, because he was alive before grace came to him;
but our Lady’s case only differs from his in this respect, that
to her the grace of God came, not three months merely before
her birth, but from the first moment of her being, as it had
been given to Eve >

Cardinal Newman has perfectly expressed the insight of
Eadmer, when he says: “Mary may be called, as it were,
a daughter of Eve unfallen”! When put in this way, it is
not difficult to see why God would want to be born of one
who would always have been as pure as our first parents
in Paradise.

The Thirteenth- and Fourteenth-Century
Scholastics

Discussion on the Immaculate Conception became more
active in the thirteenth century. Clarity on the issue was
obscured and delayed by four factors: the erroneous notion
that ensoulment takes place 40 to 80 days after concep-
tion, the erroneous Augustinian understanding of the role

33 Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching, vol.
2, pp. 46-47 (my italics).
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of concupiscence in the transmission of original sin, the
prestige of St. Bernard and his Epistle, and a failure to see
how the Immaculate Conception could be reconciled with
the universality of the Redemption worked by Christ.3
It was the last element in particular that was a stumbling
block for the greatest Scholastics.

St. Albert denied the Immaculate Conception, but held
that Mary’s soul was sanctified in the womb, immediately
after conception, with a far higher sanctification than that
accorded to any other saint, such as John the Baptist.

St. Thomas speaks of the Immaculate Conception in his
early Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard,
and appears to change his mind in the course of the work.
The first time he addresses the question, he is considering
whether God could create a humanity more perfect than
Mary’s. He responds:

Purity is to be understood by distance from its contrary.
Thus something created can be found than which nothing
created could be more pure, if it is not polluted by any con-
tagion of sin. Such was the purity of the blessed Virgin, who
was immune from original and from actual sin. Thus her
purity was less than that of God, in that there was a capacity
for sin in her.%

Later in the same work, however, when he examines
the question of the Immaculate Conception directly, he
appears to modify or qualify his earlier view, holding not
that she was kept immune from original sin, but that she
was sanctified in the womb after having been conceived
in original sin. Perhaps he was influenced by the doctrine
of St. Bernard, whom he cites as an authority:

He poses the question of whether Mary could have been
preserved from original sin in the instant of the creation of
her soul and its infusion into the body. He answers in the
negative because he thought this would mean that Mary
would not have needed the Redemption worked by her Son:

The sanctification of the Blessed Virgin could not have
fittingly occurred before the infusion of her soul, because
she was not yet capable of grace. Nor could it have occurred
in the very instant of the soul’s infusion, so that she would
be conserved from incurring original sin by the grace then
infused into her soul. For of all the members of the human
race, Christ alone did not need redemption, because He is
our head; all others need to be redeemed by Him. But this
could not be the case if there was ever another soul that was
never infected by the stain of original sin. This [privilege],
therefore, was not granted either to the Blessed Virgin or to
any other.®

34 This objection was posed, before St. Thomas and St. Bonaventure,
in the Summa fratris Alexandri of Alexander of Hales: “If the Blessed
Virgin were not conceived in sin, then she would have no debt of sin. . .
Therefore, she would not need redemption by Christ, which, according
to the Catholic faith, cannot be held.”

35 InlSent.,d.44,q.1,a.3,ad 3. It seems that St. Thomas has not
yet considered the objection of Christ’s universal redemption.

36 Inlll Sent.,d.3,q.1,a.1,s0l.2.See also ST1II,q.27,a. 1,ad 3.

It is to St. Thomas’ credit that he clearly grasped this
objection and formulated it perhaps more clearly than his
contemporaries. Unfortunately, he was unable to solve it;
that privilege was left to Bl. Duns Scotus, as will be seen
below.

It is not true that it is contrary to the dignity of Christ’s
universal salvation if the Blessed Virgin never incurred the
stain of original sin, as long as her very preservation from
original sin was due to the merits of Christ’s Redemption.
St. Thomas, unfortunately, did not see this. Nevertheless,
he held an extraordinarily high idea of Mary’s perfect
purity of soul, so that she could be a fitting receptacle
of the Word of God: “This prevenient purification in the
Blessed Virgin . . . was fitting for the Mother of God ‘to
shine with the greatest purity.’*” For nothing is worthy to
receive God unless it be pure, according to Psalm 92:5:
‘Holiness befits thy house, O Lord.””®

St. Bonaventure

St. Bonaventure, a contemporary of St. Thomas (al-
though writing slightly before him), treats the question of
the Immaculate Conception in a way similar to the Angelic
Doctor. He first expounds the pious opinion in favor of the
Immaculate Conception with much sympathy and insight,
and in fact actually helps resolve the dilemma with the
argument of Eadmer that Scotus would later use, but, ig-
noring his own line of reasoning, continues to maintain the
contrary conclusion held by most of his contemporaries!
He understood that if the pious opinion were correct, Mary
would still have been preserved from original sin by the
grace of Christ,and that, according to this hypothesis, she
would not have the infection of original sin “in its effect,
but only in its cause.”® He also gives the analogy of two
ways of being rescued from falling into the mud. One
could be given mercy either by being lifted from the mud
or by being saved from falling into it in the first place.”
Obviously, the second would be a greater mercy of God.

Duns Scotus

The greatest Western defender of the dogma of the Im-
maculate Conception was certainly Bl. Duns Scotus, and
his defense of this dogma is his greatest glory.*' Scotus’

37 St. Anselm, De Concep. Virg., 18.

38 STI-1I,q.81,a.5,ad 3.

39 St. Bonaventure, In Il Sent.,d. 3, p. 1, a. 1, q. 2 (Ad claras
Aquas, 111, 67).

40 Ibid.

41 Before Scotus, one of the first Western defenders of the Immacu-
late Conception was the Mercedarian, St. Peter Paschasius, martyred in
1300. He defended the Immaculate Conception on the basis that Mary
was predestined from all eternity to be the new Eve, endowed with
a greater grace than Eve. But if Mary had incurred original sin even
for an instant, than she would not have been purer than Eve. See his
Colloquium Jesu Christi cum Matre sua,in Valenzuela, De intemerato
Deiparae conceptu in Ordine ipsi sub titulo de Mercede dicato (Rome,
1904), 181.
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reasoning could be summarized as follows: God was able
to preserve Mary from original sin; it was most fitting for
Him to do so; therefore He did it. Scotus supports this
conclusion with the authority of St. Augustine: “Whatever
course of action reason shows to be better, know that God
has followed it rather than not.”* The difficulty lies in
proving the first two premises: (a) that it is possible; and
(b) that it is most fitting.

With regard to the possibility of the Immaculate Con-
ception, Scotus reasons that if someone can be sanctified
after their conception through the merits of Christ, as in the
sanctification of John the Baptist in the womb, or of any
infant at Baptism, then someone could also be sanctified
in the very moment of conception through the merits of
Christ. This, he holds, is precisely what occurred in the
conception of the Virgin Mary. As a result, she was never
subject to original sin, even for an instant.*

Secondly, Scotus shows the fittingness of the Immaculate
Conception by answering the greatest objection against
it. His great predecessors, such as Alexander of Hales, St.
Bonaventure, and St. Thomas, had argued that it would not
be fitting for Mary to be immaculately conceived because
this would mean that she did not require Christ’s Redemp-
tion, and thus He would not be the Redeemer of all men,
which is maximally unfitting. Scotus replies:

[To be conceived without sin] Mary would have had the
greatest need of Christ as Redeemer; for by reason of her
procreation, which followed the common mode, she would
have contracted original sin had she not been kept from it by
the grace of the Mediator, and just as others are in need of
Christ for the remission, by His merit, of sin which they have
already contracted, so Mary would have been in still greater
need of a Mediator preventing her from contracting sin.

Scotus here has used the reasoning suggested earlier
by St. Bonaventure. It is a greater redemption to prevent
someone from falling into the mud, than to lift them out
of it after they have fallen and soiled themselves. “It is a
more excellent benefit to preserve a person from evil, than
to permit him to fall into it and then deliver him from it.”**

Scotus then takes this one step farther, arguing that if we
want to give all the glory to Christ, then it is more fitting
to give Him the glory of giving to Mary a most perfect
preventative redemption, saving her from being at all
soiled by the mud of original sin:

The most perfect mediator exercises the most perfect act
of mediation possible with respect to some person for whom

42 St. Augustine, De libero arbitrio,3.5.13 (PL 32,1277), cited by
Scotus in Ordinatio, 111, d. 13, q. 4,n. 9 (Vives, 14:463).

43 Ordinatio,111,d.3,q. 1,n.9: “God could have conferred as much
grace on her in the first moment of her soul’s existence as He does on
another soul at circumcision or Baptism; in that moment, then, the soul
would not have had original sin, as it would not have it afterwards when
the person was baptized.”

44 Tbid.

he mediates: therefore Christ had the most perfect form of
mediation possible with respect to someone for whom He
was Mediator. But for no one did He exercise a more excel-
lent form of mediation than for Mary; therefore, etc. But
this would not be so if He had not merited to preserve her
from original sin.*

In other words, not only does the Immaculate Conception
give more glory to Mary; it also gives the maximum glory
to her Son who exercises a greater form of Redemption
uniquely in her, by freeing her from ever receiving any
stain of original sin. St. Bonaventure had warned against
an attempt to give more glory to Mary at the expense of
the glory due to her Son; Scotus shows that the glory of
the Immaculate Conception given to Mary increases not
only her fittingness to be the perfectly holy vessel of the
Word made flesh, but also increases the glory due to her
Son and His Redemption.

Furthermore, Scotus argues that only the Immaculate
Conception made it possible for Mary never to have been
in any enmity with God or in any association with the devil:

The Blessed Mother of God . . . was never at enmity
[with God] either actually—on account of actual sin, or
originally —because of original sin. She would have been
[at enmity with God] had she not been preserved.*

Original sin consists essentially in the privation of
original justice, constituted by sanctifying grace and the
preternatural gifts. Therefore, to be preserved from origi-
nal sin means simply that one is created with sanctifying
grace and supernatural and preternatural gifts, having never
existed without them. Mary’s Immaculate Conception thus
means that when her soul was created and infused into
her body at the beginning of her personal existence, she
was simultaneously endowed with sanctifying grace and
preternatural gifts equal to or exceeding those received
by Adam and Eve. However, unlike the endowment of
Adam and Eve, her gift was the explicit fruit of the merit
of Christ’s Passion, as Scotus (and the definition of Pius
IX) made clear. In fact, her preservation from original sin
could be said to be the most eminent of all the gifts won
for the world by the Passion.

Since it has been established that the Immaculate Con-
ception is possible (not contradictory or contrary to Rev-
elation) and that it is most fitting not only for the honor of
Mary but especially for the honor of Christ, Scotus holds
that it is most reasonable to believe that God preserved
Mary from original sin. He writes: “If Christ is the most
perfect Mediator, then He has preserved His mother
from all offense.” Here Scotus bases himself on the sure
principle that God would not fail to do that which is most
fitting for His glory and the maximum communication
of His goodness. This principle does not obligate God,
who remains sovereignly free, but rightly holds that God

45 Ibid.
46 Ordinatio, 111, d. 18
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will always freely do that which is most fitting for perfect
Wisdom.

Definition of the Immaculate Conception

After Scotus, the consensus of theologians gradually
formed around his doctrine, and it was judged that the
objections against the doctrine had been successfully
resolved. In the following two centuries, the celebration
of the feast spread to the point that in 1477, Pope Sixtus
IV officially recognized and confirmed the feast of the
Immaculate Conception for the universal Church. In the
seventeenth century it became a holy day of obligation in
Spain and France, and in 1708, Pope Clement IX made it a
holy day of obligation in the universal Church (although it
had already been a holy day of obligation centuries before
in the East).

On December 8, 1854, Bl. Pius IX defined the doctrine
of the Immaculate Conception with the solemn bull, Inef-
fabilis Deus:

Accordingly, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, for
the honor of the Holy and undivided Trinity, for the glory
and adornment of the Virgin Mother of God, for the exalta-
tion of the Catholic Faith, and for the furtherance of the
Catholic religion, by the authority of Jesus Christ our Lord,
of the Blessed Apostles Peter and Paul, and by our own:
We declare, pronounce, and define that the doctrine which
holds that the most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instant
of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege granted
by Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the
Savior of the human race, was preserved free from all stain
of original sin, is a doctrine revealed by God and therefore
to be believed firmly and constantly by all the faithful.

Four years after the solemn definition of the Immaculate
Conception, Mary’s appeared to St. Bernadette at Lourdes.
When asked by the child for her name, Mary said: “I am
the Immaculate Conception.”

In her Immaculate Conception, Mary, the faithful
daughter of Zion, fulfilled the vocation of Israel to be a
pure vessel of God’s grace, so as to undo the evil brought
into the world through the sin of Eve. And the grace of the
Immaculate Conception was given her so that the Messiah
of Israel, the new Adam and the conqueror over sin and
death, could come into the world in a vessel never pos-
sessed or tainted by the ancient enemy of the human race.
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