
The Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
 

 Catholics celebrate the Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary on August 15th. 

Because it is a solemnity, which indicates it is a celebration of greatest importance in the Church, it is a 

holy day of obligation, unless it falls on a Saturday or a Monday. And although the Assumption of Mary 

became an official dogma of the Church in 1950, the feast has been celebrated since at least the fourth 

century. In Siena, Italy, for example, the Palio horse race run on August 16th is part of the celebration of 

the Assumption, and both Palio festivals are intimately connected with the city’s devotion to Mary, whose 

intercession is often sought and from which many miracles abound.  

 At the heart of the celebration is the belief that our Blessed Mother was assumed, body and soul, 

into heaven. The Church has not declared definitely whether or not Mary experienced death before her 

Assumption, so there is a little bit of theological wiggle room with that. St. John Paul II, known for his 

strong devotion to Mary, favored the view that she did experience death: “The Mother is not superior to 

the Son who underwent death, giving it a new meaning and changing it into a means of salvation.” 

  In the Greek Orthodox Church, the name of the feast is the Dormition of the Theotokos, 

dormition meaning “to fall asleep” and the Theotokos meaning “God-bearer” or “Mother of God.”  To 

prepare for the feast, the Orthodox Church observes a period of fasting beginning on August 1, with no 

meat, dairy, oil, or wine consumed outside of Sundays and the Feast of the Transfiguration on August 6th.  

 Why is the Assumption so important to our faith? The answer of course, is Christ. Christ is fully 

human and fully divine, or, a divine person with a fully human nature. The belief in both Mary’s 

Immaculate Conception and her Assumption flows from the fact that Jesus is God incarnate. The twin 

feasts form the bookends of God’s plan for salvation for all humanity, in which Mary plays a pivotal role. 

In the same way that Mary is the Immaculate Conception, conceived without Original Sin, the 

Assumption celebrates that at the moment of her death her body remains free from the effects of Original 

Sin, namely death and decay.  



 But there is also the relational aspect, the encounter of love illustrated by the Assumption. Jesus 

does not forget his mother, and his love for her extends beyond the limits of our earthly life. The 

Assumption celebrates the continuing encounter of love between Jesus and his mother, and the continued 

love of the Church, the Mystical Body of Christ in the world, for Mary. Jesus is the vine, and we are the 

branches, so his love for Mary extends to us, and her maternal love and care for Jesus is shared with us as 

well: “Behold your Mother,” Jesus says from the cross, giving Mary as heavenly mother to all his 

disciples.  

Another title for Mary that goes back to the 4th century, from St. Ambrose of Milan, is “Mary, 

Mother of the Church.” Pope St. John Paul II proclaimed: “Mary is present in the Church as the Mother of 

Christ, and at the same time as that Mother whom Christ, in the mystery of the Redemption, gave to 

humanity in the person of the Apostle John. Thus, in her new motherhood in the Spirit, Mary embraces 

each and every one in the Church, and embraces each and every one through the Church. In this sense 

Mary, Mother of the Church, is also the Church's model. Indeed, as Paul VI hopes and asks, the Church 

must draw "from the Virgin Mother of God the most authentic form of perfect imitation of Christ.” 

Discussion Questions: 

1. In light of Mary being called the “Mother of the Church,” one image of the Church that is 

often invoked is the “Church as Mother.” When have you have experienced the Church, 

or Mary, as a loving mother?  

2. Everything Jesus does overflows for eternity. Reflect on how the “encounter of love” of 

the Assumption inspires you to participate in the mutual love of Mary and Jesus. How 

does this love ask us to reach out and love others, especially those at the margins? 

3. Reflect on the period of fasting observed in the Orthodox Church. How could we as 

Catholics bear greater witness to our love and devotion for Mary?  


