Why the Immaculate Conception

Pure. Whole. Intact. Entire. Spotless. Stainless. Sinless. Unsoiled. Unsullied.
Unblemished. Uncorrupted. Immaculate!

I live in an age, and a country, wherein the largest single cause of
death of infants under one year of age is homicide. I live at a time
when, according to those who claim to know these things, Ronald
McDonald has surpassed Jesus Christ in popularity among children. I
live at a time when the best known moral theologians have despaired
of leading people to a more virtuous life, but are principally con-
cerned to insulate the sinner from the consequences of his sin; logic
has given way to latex as the preferred medium of instruction. I live
in a country where, this very day, in the time between my rising and
my standing here before you, four thousand of our fellow citizens,
four thousand human beings with an eternal destiny, were summarily
killed by abortion. I live at a time when most promises will be bro-
ken, most vows will be repudiated, most marriages will fail. I live at a
time when it is virtually impossible to go through a day without using
some commodity which, however innocent in itself, is not hawked
in terms of some base or venal allure. I am promised prosperous and
intriguing companions by the folks who brew my beer; and those
who sell my shaving cream are at pains to assure me that it will pro-
voke the women I encounter into sexual frenzy. (The last claim, I
might add, is an exaggeration.)

It may seem pointless at such a time, in such a place, to hold up the
Virgin Mary, and especially her Immaculate Conception, as a source
of nourishment for our lives as Christians. For her perfection can
appear so remote from the moral sweatiness and squalor in which our
personal struggles occur that it recedes entirely into the background;
it is swallowed up by our furious temptations and enthusiasms, and

Qﬂginally published in Voices 5, no. 1 (Winter 1990), online edition. Taken from a homily
’P?&IChed at Women for Faith & Family’s [mmaculate Conception Mass and festival, held at
St. Roch’s Church in St. Louis, December 8, 1989.
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so is lost to us. This remoteness 1s widened, and not helped, by 2 Way

g which would present the Virgin Mary to us “the rep-

of speakin:
resentation of an Ideal,” that is, as an abstraction, or at best a person-

ified Virtue, like the Rooman goddesses of Wisdom orf Moderation.
Thus, she, who begins as 2 real flesh-and-blood woman, “a virgin,
betrothed to a man named Joseph,” as [Lk 1:27] has it, becomes at the
end an abstract noun, 2 figure of speech.

And of course it’s not hard to see why in and of itself 2 personiﬁed
Ideal is of little consequence to the moral or spiritual life. To use an
analogy from 2 more trivial world, we might imagine 2 mytholog-
ical golfer who scored 18 in every round he ever played, yet few

instructors would “hold up” such a figure as an example to his pupils,

layers would tell themselves in preparing to make 2

and even fewer p
treacherous shot, “Steady now. Remember that the Great McTavish
» Jdeals can be

always did the §30-yard fifth hole in on¢ stroke ..
beacons to guide us, but they are seldom fires at which we can warm
our hands; they may be necessary to Oour thinking, but they don’t
strengthen the will. ... If you think about the two Of three saints to
clf have the deepest devotion, is it not the case that

whom you yours
part of what attracts and fascinates you about these saints is that you

can recognize 2 certain kinship in the kind of fragility they possess,
a fragility against which their heroism blazes with particular glory in
our heart? Isn't it the case that, since you can see God’s

your €yes, iny
weakness, you can come to accept the possibility of

work in their
God’s working in your weakness t0O?

Perhaps then we're in a little better position t0 understand the
unique complications this presents in terms of the Virgin Mary. She
says, “My soul glorifies the Lord ... for He has looked with kindness

on His lowly servant” [LK 1:46, 48]. Now isn’t there a voice in the

ds which whispers at this point, “Lowly? We should

back of our hea
all be so lowly!” That is, we assume that Mary’s perfection would have
a trifle stagy in such

been as obvious to her as it is to US, and it seems
circumstances to pretend to true lowliness. Now I apologize t0 those
of you who have never been vexed by this problem, but I think it 1

common enough to be worth trying to free ourselves from it
It seems to me that in speaking of the Virgin Mary 25 sinless, 25

jmmaculate, we a1l too often mean that she was constitutionally inca-
pable of sinning, that she was no more capable of sin than a man 18
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capable of givi ;
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that “we have not ?C- First, we are told in the Letter to the Hebre\:r:
with our weakness 1;1 Jtesus] a }}lllgh priest who is unable to sympathize
, but one who in eve
we are, but wi 0 T4 ry respect has been tempte
in ateributin tth;:t sin” [4:15]. There is then a theological diﬁpicjlas
Son did notgl'o ary that freedom from temptation which he v
itutionall cing to. Further, if we speak of the Virgin Ma onn
her the huz’nmc‘apabl}f of sin, it is all the more difficult to leZ’CZiICOI}—
ani i 1 . er in
heEE. ConSeql?; Z:l ylcil;ls by 1tslix17{ery weakness transparent to God’s
. , In an age like our ow. : .
more likel . n especially, she is
— y to b.e treated as precisely that sort of Idea.ly hich ol the
- our affections or stir our courage which cannot
ne obvio - ; :
e Concepltlis’ all tc(;o—};:redmtable solution is to deny the Imma
on and the sinlessness of M -
retense ; . o ary, under the
So — that by doing so, she will become more “hum fa,t,uous
the mostaclie?mble to the rest of us sinners. Wrong on a];n’ nd
o i ’ c
he Succumbsvg)lus l;:flng that a human who sins is less humar(l) ‘;?:5,
B cile oafn e gas 1oefore. Still, there is a persistent, thou e}i
L dU1ter01,15 ) ﬁ}"air speaxing 1n Wh.lch some public figure Wh’O has in
“human side” for a personal foible come to light thereby rev al
i : .. e
o ie o nlmself. In fact, it is in keeping his corr}:mitm "
o playing evidence of virtue that a man is most fully h ents
n . .
i giving in to temptations, even trivial or pet h y haman;
at much more bestial. ty ones, he becomes
When we fall
, we fall from a hu ioni
. man digni :
our Skld m g tY’ not an an ehc .
«oumble doi:"n‘:‘,’éu en;d1 at 2 level of animal savagery, but gwe n(:g:e’
into humanity—and 4 er
B vicke not because pigs are of them-
B thiefr[ (:han I{rlen, ?ut because the elevator, sgo to speak fi;r;
B ik ¢ }c:r. here is no point, then, in exploring this av’enuS
of saying, “Wh e way out is more direct. A friend of mine is fi cel
dogma.” ’L b enev}?r I hear the word ‘dialogue,’ I reach foron
. s, in the same spirit, re ’ Iy
= ? aCh . .
hastytthg to say to us. for our dogma and see if it
ope Pius IX’ : ..
thus: “The Blessesd‘i(;in-l atic definition of 1854 [Ineffabilis Deus] runs
R oular privi gin Mary, at the first instant of her j
th el rivilege and grace of almigh i conception,
e merits of Jesus Christ, the Savi gy G.Od’ in consideration of
from all stain of original si,n » By avior of mankind, was preserved free
.” First, it should be noticed that the grace
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given to the Virgin Mary was «in consideration of the merits of Jesus
Christ.” That is, in and of herself, she too was in need of salvation

and was saved through the sacrifice of her Son, although it worked
ffect her even at her conception.

“retroactively,” as it were, SO a3 to a
A very partial analogy might be drawn with a woman afflicted from

birth with a progressive terminal disease, whose own child grows up
to be the scientist who discovers the cure for the disease, and so heals
the mother. But let’s not push that too far. The second point, and
this is the one I want to stress, is that it is original sin from which Mary

was preserved at her conception. The contamination which we all

inherited from Adam, namely, estrangement from God with its con-
sequent warping of our human appetites, as well as death itself, did
not touch her. The fittingness of this “singular privilege and grace”
was, to my mind, well expressed by the English bishop Langdon Fox,
who asked, “How could Mary be said to have been made fit to stand
in the relationship of Mother to the all pure God if the Devil could
claim, and claim truly, that once, even if only for a moment, she had
been in the state of original sin?”—that is, if the devil had her in his
control even briefly. Be that as it may, it should be clear that free-
dom from original sin does not bring with it an incapacity for actual
sin. After all, Adam and Eve were both created without original sin;
it was in fact their first actual sin whose effect we call “original” in
their descendants.

Now the upshot, it seems to me, is this. The Blessed Virgin Mary
lived her life in the state in which Adam and Eve lived before their
sin. She was as capable of sin as they were; her life, to this extent like
ours, was a series of choices between good and bad, self and other,
God’s will and her own. Her glory, for which all generations i
call her blessed, is that in every instance she said, “I am your servant.
Let it be done to me in accordance with your word” [Lk 1:38]. She,
who was full of grace, said, “Your will be done, not mine.” When
she praised God because he had looked on her in her lowliness, she
was not feigning humility. She was uniquely aware that it was God’s
grace, and not her own merit, in virtue of which she had been set
apart. And the consciousness of the gap between her humanity and

God’s power was uniquely acute in her case.
C.S. Lewis remarked somewhere [in Mere Christianity] that W
not to imagine that Jesus had an easier time with temptation than we-

e aré
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In fact, he said, Jesus Christ was the only on
. e wh
;tlret::gith I_c;fe' tszr'l(iipgatmn, because he was tﬁ’e only on(:: :ﬁz f:i:vgie ilru
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dlg;l;tzéegiesnrlsrtlfly relt;lant on God. It hurtz like (l))rll:;:s).us tyourown
i :1;;;1 fe:]lmm Mariology which feels repugnance at
i Womac ate Conception because it views the notion
| en. Ort.hodm‘( theologians were so scandalized
B }ff_ eminine dimension of sinfulness (according to this
B y ‘ound it necessary to cook up the idea of an i
ption in order to sanitize the event of the Incarn:t’li?ri1 C;
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. way of thinking has got things erfa.ctly
o h:iwi Sh:r:?ult:tzi‘;:?ts be‘{ief that Mary was free of orl%ltr;afl:
b'aCkwar .h . h is thrusting the Blessed Virgin 1nto the heart c?t e
it C' ur(;ru le of temptation and grace; 1t 1 the opposi ;iCh
Probler'mmcltsis ngogt some angelic perfection, but her humanity w.ts "
{ns‘{latlf’n- d by Pius IX’s definition—her dependence on fne}r: -©
= delca'te hez constant reenactment of the drame} of Adam’s € (;1 id;
Jez:zr(ri? Svstt),ich is no less dramatic for its hagpgrl endxr::lg;1 ralt i;zgllz ;Vw'lth
’ i isi the wo
imately includes us all, in the vision o’
ltl}llte - stmng th'e Se'rpe'nt N th'e t:V toc: 1t(}1xiss'e:f ;>rthodox devotion to
Enepyns Chitia;f;:;‘;ité’g:use she v:ms consciogs of t‘hna;hpro—‘
P rejoﬁ . f which we have ourselves only the .famtest '1(‘1 n};g;,T
found o h W oictured at the foot of the cross, of with a chil ﬁat et
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b . e
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; . I
Pure. Whole. Intact Entire. Spotless. Stainless. Sinless. Unsoiled. Unsu
ure. : .

lied. Unblemished. Uncorrupted. Immaculate!

In Praise of Conformity:
Why Priests Should Stop Fooling
Around with the Liturgy

The theologian Brian Daley, S.J., has suggested that the Eucharist
serves as an “icon” of the Church. That is, it both represents the
Mystical Body of Christ in symbolic terms and re-enacts the central
event of salvation history. In this view, there is no detail concern-
ing the celebration of the Eucharist which can be termed trivial or
unimportant, for there is no aspect of our gathering for Mass which
cannot acquire a meaning larger than itself, and hence become a
source of edification or corruption. It is idle to pretend that the
Eucharist is not a battleground: every Christian disagreement—
theological, ethical, or ecclesial—will be fought symbolically in the
arena of liturgy as well as discursively in the arena of the academy.
For a man to claim he is “indifferent” about liturgy is to admit he is
indifferent about the faith.

In my experience, such indifference is rare among churchgoers,
regardless of their level of theological awareness. For steamfitters as
well as for the clerical professoriat, it matters whether or not a priest
uses the lavabo; it matters whether or not he crosses himself when
he begins Mass. In the diction he chooses, in the rubrics he follows
or omits, in his gestures and dress, every celebrant connects himself
doctrinally with some believers and signals a doctrinal distance with
others. The degree of offense each worshiper takes when a distance is
signaled varies in direct proportion to the seriousness with which he
invests his own hopes for the Church.

I have lived in a house of religious where the “trivial obedience” of
commingling water and wine at the Offertory would cause two con-
trary reactions: one man would go white with indignation and stiffen
as the veins bulged on his forehead. His brother priest would nod
in approval and satisfaction. These men were exact contemporaries.

Originally published in Crisis Magazine, February 1, 1991.
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Of course, the lines are seldom drawn quite sO sharply, and not all
nsequence. There is a great deal of

er the cracks in the integrity of the
disagreement is proffered as

reactions are so blatant as a €O
pseudo—naiveté used to paper oV
liturgy whereby expedience and not

the reason for innovation.
Is it ever convincing? Surely it is disingenuous to pretend that the

reception of Communion by the people before the celebrant (to take
an example at random) is a simple convenience and not also 2 doctri-
nal statement. No doubt it is possible, in theory, consciously to depart

from approved liturgical usages without intending to give notice of

some underlying doctrinal disparity, but in the real world it almost

never happens that way.

I have often heard my seniors engage in Wry reminiscence about
the number of mortal sins 2 priest was liable to commit when saying
Mass “in the old days” by the tiniest violation of a single rubric—and

indeed it seems that a rather morbid imagination was at work in some

of the theology then. On the other hand, it is beyond question today
to his brothers while

that a priest has 201 Ways of saying “In yo’ face!”
celebrating the Eucharist. Perhaps the old count wasn’t so far-fetched
after all, even though the fulcrum of sinfulness is different from that

envisioned by the manualists. The currents run deep.

Guitar Theology

A cultural anthropologist—tumed—cartoonist might say that the prime
emotive thrust which powered pre-Vatican II liturgical practice was
a distrust of spontaneity. Mass was “by the book.” The people stood,
knelt, and genuflected on cue. Hymns had a somewhat exaggerated
gravity. While the Latin of the liturgy was nevet so obscure to the
people as later polemicists have made it out to be, it was still mys-
terious, remote, and formal. It’s almost impossible to be “down to
carth” in Latin. All the trappings of religion were invested with the
same tidiness, the same relentless adulthood. If 2 magazine publisher
needed to add an ecclesiastical tone to a headline, he printed it in
elaborate “Old English” letters, since this most formal, most adult
typeface became synonymous with things churchy. One can still find
older churches today where the fire-signs over the doors are painted
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Nor is it an accident that contemporary Church music 1s scored
in a high register. The new pretense 1 that ours is a young persons’
Church; in the view of the major impresarios, there would be some-
thing fundamentally unwholesome, almost Republican, about intro-
ducing a choir of basses and baritones into 2 contemporary liturgy-
Of course, you can sing «“yahweh, the Faithful One” in a baritone,
just as you can sing “Old Man River” in a falsetto, but it’s clear
in each case that you'd be missing the point. And the point is that

ntaneous youth, uninhibited youth, bonhomous youth,
rime icon in

youth—spo

joyous gregarious coyly androgynous youth—is the p
the Catholic Church of Camelot. Some of the more sensitive liturgy
coordinators will toss in 2 “traditional” hymn now and then as a kind
of milk-bone for the rheumatoid faithful, but the picture is no less

clear that such music belongs to the past.

Disenfranchised Believers

A side-effect of this emphasis is that Catholic culture has become
much more haute-bourgeois, more suburban, than ever before. In
effect the new liturgists disenfranchised working-class Catholics, and
in particular working men, from reasonably wholehearted participa-
tion in the Mass. Say what you will, you cannot get a congregation
of plumbers and foundry-workers to join in Ray Repp’s hit “Allelu!
Allelu! Evry’body sing Allelu!” and mean it. It might come off in
Lake Forest but not in Gary. One of the main reasons the Church
got fewer vocations from blue-collar families after the Council is the
precious tone set by the parish liturgy. Few fathers who earn their
living with their hands and shoulders are going to smile on the pros-
pect of their sons’ leading a congregation In “On Eagle’s Wings.”
What I say about liturgical music applies a fortiori to dance and
“movement.” Unless the Church consciously decides that it is in her
best interests to further distance herself from humble working people,
I cannot imagine why she continues to flirt with these diversions. I do
not think it impossible that liturgical dance may have a limited place
in certain peripheral, para—liturgical situations, but I would doubt
the canniness or the sincerity of anyone who claimed that it should
be part of the liturgical life of the conventional parish.
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Once again this i i

. Churci : 2)‘tthls i more than simply a question of taste; a vision of

the Church sta e. .One of the moments of most acute embarra
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When true simplicity is gained

To be?d and to bow we won’t be ashamed
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Freude, so the adul
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American Catholicism. o become the child herself: a synecdoche of
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ned above the Latin uncials on the fire-signs; they need

I mentio
d from the unfree to the free,

now to be replaced. We have move
from the predictable to the impulsive. Signs once lettered needlessly
in Gothic are now Jettered needlessly in imitation of graffiti: it is the
scrawl, the spray-painted splash, which is today’s ecclesiastical type-

face par excellence. We have come half circle.

Missing Gravitas

C.S. Lewis once wrote of Christian liturgy that even if the celebrant’s

yestments are not in fact heavy, they should look heavy. That is, they
should make it clear to the worshipers that his part in the service is
lity but is a munus, 2 responsi-

not an extension of his own persona
bility laid on his shoulders the way 2 chain-of-office was laid around

the shoulders of a mayor.... This notion opens up into the wider
in liturgy. A

question of the relation between obedience and freedom 1
deft treatment of this problem is found in Cardinal Ratzinger’s book

Feast of Faith:

Liturgy has a cosmic and universal dimension. The community does
not become a community by mutual interaction. It receives its being
as a gift from an already existing completeness, totality. ... This is why
liturgy cannot be “made.” This is why it has to be simply received as a
given reality and continually revitalized. This is why its universality is
expressed in a form binding on the whole Church, committed to the
local congregation in the form of the “rite.”
... It is a guarantee, testifying to the fact that something greater is
taking place here than can be brought about by any individual com-
munity or group of people. It expresses the gift of joy, the gift of
participation in the cosmic drama of Christ’s Resurrection, by which
the liturgy stands or falls.
Moreover, the obligatory character of the essential parts of the
liturgy also guarantees the true freedom of the faithful: it makes sure
that they are not victims of something fabricated by an individual
or a group, that they are sharing in the same liturgy that binds the
priest, the bishops, and the pope. In the liturgy, we are all given
the freedom to appropriate, in our OWn personal way, the mystery

which addresses us.
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temples and pretend not to have heard Father’s “improvement.” The
examples cited above are among the blandest and most innocuous I
could muster. The real-life situation is, I fear, much worse.

Fair Warning

I have yet to be in 2 situation where liturgical deviation was 2 matter
laid before the whole of the “worshiping community.” I have never,
for example, seen 2 celebrant address the congregation in these terms:
«Before we begin Mass, 1 thought it only fair to let you folks know
that 1 will be introducing several departures from the Sacramentary
into today’s liturgy. 1 intend to omit the words ‘Do this in memory
of me’ after the consecration; [ intend not to genuflect; I intend to
use gender—neutral language during the Preface. If anyone here might
find any of these changes offensive, let me urge him or her to find a
more comfortable occasion of worship than the present one.”

It doesn’t happen, does it? Precisely among those whom we might
expect to be most alert to the notion of covenant, We find that liturgy
is rarely “covenanted” between presider and Githful. Even in those
situations (such as weddings) where the preferences of a large number
of people are consulted, the ordinary member of the congregation
has little idea about what variations will actually take place when he
walks through the church doors.

Liturgical deviation is essentially manipulative. It trades on the docil-
ity of the community of the faithful (who, it must be remembered,
have come primarily to worship) by assuming that in almost every casé
considerations of good will and respect for the clergy will overcome
any bafflement or uneasiness occasioned by novelty. The game is to
present the Church with a fait accompli, and then wait for doctrine and
practice to catch up at their own pace. Now it occasionally happens in

a given setting that a certain set of innovations are employed so consis-
tently as to acquire (for that particular setting) the status of a “received
liturgy” in Ratzinger’s sense. This may be the case in certain monastic
houses. Spiritual freedom might thus be regained for the happy few.
But it is precisely this kind of freedom which, it seems to me, most
dissenters are out to destroy.

Liturgical conformity, by its very nature, tends to build up the
Church, the Body of Christ. It is essentially edifying. The obedience
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Universal Church, it is not a liturgy at all but an imposture, a coup
de theatre.

For example, a priest may find himself chaplain to 2 university
community where many members are offended by any reference to
God as “Father.” Yet the acknowledgment of God as Father is an
essential part of Christian kerygma; it is unarguably the belief of the
Catholic Church. The priest may responsibly take prudent measures
not to give casual offense, but if he “adapts” the wording t0 “Parent”
or “Mother/Father,” he has forsaken that very doctrine which he was
entrusted to pass on in the liturgy. He blesses a fissure in the Church;
he promotes disunity.

It is a common rebuke leveled at those who plead for the Book in
preference to liturgical innovation that they are guilty of exclusivity,
whereas a truly inclusive Church would adapt her rites and usages sO
as to embrace the largest possible number. There is a truth here, but
it is obscured by a widespread confusion.

I say in effect, “Let’s worship as one because our faith is one. If you
believe x, y, and z, let us sit at the table of the one Lord.” De facto this is
enormously inclusive. I take my stand with objective forms of worship
(or, to be more precise, with “received liturgy” in Ratzinger’s phrase)
because doctrinal exclusivism is most truly catholic, most color-blind
to differences of culture, race, social class, and political conviction.

On the other hand, if one is willing to “temper the wind to the
shorn lamb” by anticipating occasions of offense in the liturgy and
altering it accordingly, he is obliged to face three consequences: (1) He
has given feelings of ressentiment a theological status with the Christian
community. (2) He makes himself and his fellows prey to the more
articulate, better educated, and more influential part of the com-
munity, and so opens the door to manipulation of the liturgy by
those whose purposes are not shared by the Church Universal and
whose principles are least likely to be those of the “little ones” toward
whom the Church has special guardianship. (3) He encourages 2 kind

of congregationalism by which vague notions of “comfort” or “feel-
ing at home” are given primacy over the more truly catholic esteem
for the bedrock of shared faith.

The paradox is that liturgical and doctrinal “openness” (by which
I mean a flexibility born of the desire not to exclude) inevitably allies
itself with the attitudes and aspirations of one particular part of the
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