


Throughout the life of the Holy Orthodox Church, no other human person, with the exception of the God-man Jesus Christ Himself, has occupied such a central role in the development and expression of the Church’s dogmas, doctrines, piety and Tradition as the Virgin Mary.  Saint John of Damascus writes: “The name of the Mother of God contains all the history of the divine economy in this world.”
  Indeed, in the Orthodox Faith it is impossible to separate the salvation of the human race from the person of the Virgin Mary, the “God-bearer”, who is called Panagia, “All Holy”.  One need only to walk into any Orthodox parish to find this affirmed in the hymnography, iconography, and liturgical life of the Church.  Most simply and profoundly in the petition: “Most Holy Theotokos save us”, the Church proclaims the deep mystery that is the Ever-Virgin who gave birth to God the Word.  

It is certainly her profoundly unique role in the inexpressible mystery of the Incarnation, as the one who bore Christ in her womb, that is the primary reason she is exalted in the Orthodox Church.  All of Orthodoxy is about a person, Jesus Christ, and all doctrine, tradition, and meditation on Mary is Christocentric.  Within that context, I hope in this paper to look a bit closer at the person of Mary as model of the Christian life.  I will not go into depth about the mystery of the Incarnation, per se, except its obvious interweaving with any study of Mary.  By specifically looking at her life, through the lens of Holy Tradition, before, during and after the event of the Nativity of Christ, along with her personal example of hesychasm, purity, and use of free will, I hope to show the Orthodox understanding of the person of Mary as a holistic one, affirming all other Orthodox teachings concerning salvation as participation in the Divine life.

The Summit of Old Testament Holiness

“And he set her down upon the third step of the altar, and the Lord God sent grace upon her; and she danced with her feet, and all the house of Israel loved her.” 

Protoevangelium of James

Among the earliest writings concerning the nativity and young life of Mary is the apocryphal Protoevangelium of James
.  Within this 2nd Century text, we learn of Joachim and Anna, a barren couple, who, through tears and prayer, are blessed by God with a daughter, the child Mary.  At the age of three, they bring Mary to the Temple, where she is received and taken to reside in the Holy of Holies.  This period of her life is characterized by solitude, nourishment by angels, and increase in stature and holiness.  An important aspect of the tradition surrounding Mary’s early years is the evidence that, while her personal sanctity is clearly exceptional and awe-inspiring, even from a young age, she is nonetheless brought up and nurtured within a community of righteous people.  Her parents are regarded by the Church as the Holy and Righteous Ancestors of God, they are caring and deliberate in their decision to present Mary in the Temple, into the care of the Priest Zacharias, along with the “undefiled Virgins of the Hebrews”.  

This presents a wonderful picture of the Orthodox understanding that salvation is achieved, not alone, but in communion with one another.  Even Mary was aided and nurtured by her community into the realization of the exceeding holiness imparted to her by God’s grace. Later in this paper we will look at this same period of Mary’s life through the eyes of St. Gregory Palamas, and see what a powerful example she is to the hesychast.  In this first chapter of Mary’s life we already see one aspect of the Church and salvation personified, the synergy of solitude and community, monastic and non-monastic. 

Beyond her parents, the priests, and handmaidens who cared for her, the person of Mary is also inextricably tied to the entire people of Israel.  The Orthodox Church understands the prefigurements and theophanies of the Old Testament in the light of Christ, but they are also tied to the person of Mary.  If God’s covenant relationship with Israel, and the raising up of righteous men and women, prophets and priests, was a preparation for the Incarnation, then it was also a preparation for the one who would be the fruit of the righteous ones of Israel
, the “precious jewel stored up in the Church of our ancestors”, the All Holy One who would bear God in her womb.  George S. Gabriel writes, in Mary, The Untrodden Portal of God: “The continuous succession of grace, illumination, and deification in which many men and women knew the Lord of Glory confirms the continuous operation of the hidden mystery throughout the history of Old Israel.”
  Joachim and Anna are the “pinnacle of virtue in a succession of chosen and hallowed generations,”
 who bring forth one filled with holiness, even from birth, to participate in the “ancient will of God for the Incarnation of the Word and our own theosis may be fulfilled through her.”

It is important to note that, in the Orthodox understanding of Mary’s ancestry, nativity, and young life, we see affirmed man’s participation in God’s Grace as the way of salvation.  For the Orthodox, there is no problem in believing that righteous people throughout Israel’s history were able to, through cooperation with God, produce the righteous Joachim and Anna, who, by natural human relations (again, in willing participation in God’s grace), bore Mary.  It is essential to salvation to perceive the mystery of the Incarnation in this light. Vladimir Lossky writes: 

The Roman Catholic dogma of the Immaculate Conception seems to break up this uninterrupted succession of Old Testament holiness, which reaches its fulfillment in the moment of the Annunciation…The Orthodox Church does not admit the idea that the Holy Virgin was thus exempted from the lot of the rest of fallen humanity – the idea of a “privilege” which makes her into a being ransomed before the redemptive work, by virtue of the future merits of her Son…(She) heard and understood the angelic word in the state of fallen humanity.  That is why this unique election does not separate her from the rest of humanity, from all her fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters, whether saints or sinners, whose best part she represents.

“She lived for God alone” Mary and the Hesychastic Life


As previously noted, according to Orthodox tradition, Mary made her abode in the Holy of Holies from age three until shortly before the Annunciation.  It is this episode in her life, where she lived “as a dove” “fed by angels”, that has inspired many Church Fathers and Orthodox theologians to contemplate the mystery that occurred there, as Mary perfected her holiness in prayer and participation in Divine Grace.  It is not surprising that monastics throughout the centuries have found in Mary a source of inspiration for emulation in the hesychastic life.  St. Gregory Palamas, the great defender and model of hesychasm, presents some of the most exquisite and moving meditations on Mary’s inner life in his two sermons On the Entry into the Holy of Holies.  He speaks of the unspeakable treasures, the unrivalled participation in God’s grace to which Mary attained.  He even goes so far as to credit her with revealing the hesychastic life:

Since the Virgin recognized that nothing revealed by men before her time had went this far, she inaugurated something more perfect.  She invented, put into practice, and handed down to those who came after her, a practice higher than any vision, and a vision as far superior to that which was formerly so highly acclaimed as the truth is superior to imagination…Seeking after this (for it is absolutely necessary for ambassadors to meet those to whom they have been sent) the Virgin found that holy quietness was her guide:  quietness, in which the mind and the world stand still, forgetfulness of the things below, initiation into heavenly secrets, the laying aside of ideas for something better.

It is important to note that in Mary’s example, the fruit of her labor is not just her own personal deification, but ultimately the salvation of the world.  This marries perfectly with the hesychastic ideal: the one who prays for the whole world, and saves thousands by saving himself.  St. Gregory presents Mary’s spiritual ascent, her initiation into the highest mysteries and purest prayer, as culminating in her supreme intercession for all
: 

She then accomplished the superhuman role of intercessor on our behalf, and brought it to perfection by herself
, not just acquiring this indescribable exaltation of mind, but using it for the sake of us all, and doing this supremely great deed by means of her boldness towards God.
  

What is significant in the Orthodox perception of Mary, as has been presented by looking at the development of meditation and teaching on her early life in Holy Tradition, is that she is understood to have reached a surpassing level of personal holiness, undoubtedly in preparation for, but prior to the Incarnation of Our Lord.  This presents Mary as not exclusively an instrument or vessel by which The Divine LOGOS takes on human nature.  Her personhood, more than her function, is what is exalted.  Paradoxically, it will be her personhood, her very desire to do the will of God and become the vessel by which God might become man, which will be her pinnacle and crowning moment.

Mary says “yes” to God

As the Church faced the major Christological questions surrounding the mystery of the Incarnation, the person of Mary inevitably became a major topic of debate.  In the struggles against the various heretical teachings about Christ’s humanity or divinity, the defense of the Holy Virgin’s purity (for only a deified human being could bear God), and her true humanity, specifically her total free will, became paramount to Orthodox doctrine.  What is clear in a study of the early Church’s struggle to define doctrinally (for the sake of safeguarding against false teachings) what was already evident in the Church’s life and worship, is the inseparability of Christ and His Mother.  There is collaboration between God and Mary, which ushers in the salvation of the world.  St. Basil the Great refers to Mary as ergasterion, the great workshop of the economy of salvation.  For St. Basil, and the other early defenders of the Faith, Mary is truly Theotokos, for Christ did not have a “heavenly body”, but real human flesh, taken from the Holy Virgin
.  

Among the most prevalent images the Fathers of the Church have drawn upon to help illumine the mystery of Mary’s role in the divine economy of salvation is the concept of the “New Eve”.  In the 4th century writings of St. Ephraim the Syrian one sees the Holy Virgin contrasted with Eve, one bringing forth the murderer (Cain), the other bringing forth the Life-Giver (Christ)
, along with his beautiful hymn calling Mary “The luminous eye” who overcomes the darkened eye that is Eve, bringing salvation to the world.  St. Irenaeus of Lyons states: “And so it was that the knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by Mary’s obedience.”
 
 

Affirmed within Mary’s perfect obedience to God’s will is an affirmation of her perfect use of human freedom.  Mary is neither a random woman among many whom God could have chosen to use for His divine plan, nor is she a superhuman predestined
 in the sense that her free will was somehow suspended or different than ours, to be a vessel for the Incarnation.  The Holy Virgin was chosen by God and sanctified, through the generations of righteous men and women of Israel, and through her early years spent in the Temple.  She did receive and participate in a superabundant outpouring of God’s grace, making her Holy and worthy to be the God-bearer.  But at the moment of the Annunciation, she still had the freedom to choose to align and subject her will to God’s will.  In his book, In the Image and Likeness of God, Vladimir Lossky writes: “The answer of Mary to the archangel’s annunciation…resolves the tragedy of fallen humanity.  All that God required of human liberty since the Fall is accomplished.  And now the work of redemption, which only the Incarnate Word can effect, may take place.”
  Further illumining this point, Nicholas Cabasilas makes the profound statement:

Without the consent of the All-Pure One and the cooperation of her faith, this design would have been as unrealizable as it would have been without the intervention of the three Divine Persons themselves.  Only after teaching and persuading her does God take her for His Mother and receive from her the flesh which she wills to offer Him.  Just as He voluntarily became incarnate, so He willed that His mother should bear Him freely, with her own full and free consent.

“But Mary pondered these things in her heart”

When considering Mary’s early life in the Temple, along with her perfect act of obedience at the incarnation, the development of her as model, not only of monastic life, but of the Christian life overall, becomes more clear.  This foundation is built upon in the account of and tradition surrounding Mary’s life after the event of the Nativity of Christ.  In many ways, what we find revealed in the Scriptures about Mary illumines something of the mystery of her journey, her full “realization” of her Divine maternity and the “fullness of grace” which was poured out upon her.
  It is her true humanity, even her “limitations” as presented in the Gospel narratives which the Church does not shy away from proclaiming, even pointing to them as more reason to magnify the person Mary.  

Again, because the Orthodox understanding of salvation as process of theosis, there is no problem with Mary’s lack of understanding on the occasion of the Christ child speaking in the Temple (Luke 2:49-50).  Most striking is the Church’s use of what can seem to be a marginalizing of his mother by Christ Himself, in His response first to his mother and brothers standing outside, requesting His presence: “My mother and brothers are those who hear the Word of God and do it (Luke 8:21),” and His response to the woman who proclaims: “Blessed is the womb that bore you”, being: “Blessed rather are those who hear the Word of God and keep it (Luke 11:27-28)”.  The latter Gospel is read at three of the main Feasts of the Theotokos, pointing to Mary as the one who did, more completely than anyone, “hear the Word of God and keep it.”  Fr. John Behr, in The Mystery of Christ, writes: 

Christ’s words are striking precisely because they direct our attention away from his biological mother…and focus our attention instead on the condition of faith – hearing the Word and keeping it.  Those who hear the Word of God, receiving the Word and embodying it, giving it flesh, are, in Christ’s own words, his mother and brother.  Yet, at the same time, the Gospels present no on else as keeping the Word of God in a pure heart apart from Mary, the Mother of Jesus.

It is within this living and growing in understanding and participation in the Grace that was given to her, and her protection of the sacred makes her the perfect symbol, or “personification” of the Church.  In turn, then, she also is the perfect example of the Christian life, the actualization of the likeness of God, which is deification, grown from the God-given image bestowed by grace at baptism.  It is no wonder that Christians at an early date began to identify Mary with the Church
.  Within this proper context, developed within the Tradition and worship of the Church, the apparent contradiction that arises between the exalted language of the Church, concerning her holiness, her sinlessness
, even the mystery surrounding her Dormition
, and the very human presentation of Mary as young mother, in St. John’s Gospel as one grieving and even doubting at the Cross
, and as one who received the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, along with the other Apostles there gathered
, is reconciled.  

The Church has always pointed to Mary as the great example of Christian life.  From the earliest pastoral letters, those from St. Paul to the Church’s in which he established and labored use language such as “begetting” and “Christ being formed in you”
 to describe the process of salvation.  All Christians are called to emulate Mary’s purification in participation in Divine Grace.  And as she perfectly married her will to the Divine Will, allowing the Word of God to become incarnate within her so, mystically, are we to emulate her.  For as St. Maximus the Confessor teaches: “Christ eternally wills to be born mystically, becoming incarnate through those who are saved and making the soul which begets him to be a virgin mother.”
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