Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God
January 1st

Note: Where a Scripture text is underlined in the body of this discussion, it is
recommended that the reader look up and read that passage.

Introduction

According to The Compact History of the Catholic Church by Alan
Schreck: "The Bishop of Alexandria, Nestorius, denied that Mary could be
called theotokos, meaning "God bearer” or Mother of God. He was part of a
theological group called the school of Antioch, which did not want to risk any
confusion between the divine and human. Calling Mary the Mother of God
threatened to mix up God and man since Mary did not bring God into
existence. However, another noted group called the school of Alexandria, led
by the bishop of Alexandria, Cyril, saw no problem in calling Mary the Mother
of God since this way of speaking safeguarded the unity of Jesus' human and
divine nature. The issue was settled in A.D. 431 by the Council of Ephesus, an
ecumenical council of Catholic bishops which declared Nestorius wrong and
affirmed the long-standing tradition of Christian prayer in which Mary was
honored as Mother of God in his human nature, the mother of "God made
man," and not the mother of Jesus' divine nature. Mary is the mother of a
person Jesus Christ, who is both fully God and fully man.

"This initial dispute concerning the natures of Christ gave rise to
another controversy in the middle of the century. Without examining the
political rivalry behind the scenes between the patriarch of Constantinople
and the patriarch of Alexandria, there was a serious theological debate about
whether Jesus possessed one nature as a person - the divine nature -- or two
distinct natures, divine and human. The resolution finally came at the Council
of Chalcedon in A.D. 451, which brought together and balanced the legitimate
beliefs about Christ from the school of Antioch and the school of Alexandria.
The council declared that Jesus exists in two natures, the divine and the
human, which come together "without confusion or change, without division
or separation to form the one undivided person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God
incarnate." Nestorius was deposed at the Council of Ephesus.



Canon 4 of the Council of Ephesus (A.D. 431) says: "If any of the clergy
apostatize and dare either privately or publicly to accept the [views] of
Nestorius or the [views] of Calesticus, these too are deemed by the holy
council to be deposed.”

According to A Short History of the Catholic Church by Jose Orlandis: "By
the first half of the fifth century the patriarchate of Alexandria had grown in
power and many of its bishops took an active part in the internal affairs of the
church of Constantinople itself. It also happened that after the death of St.
Cyril extremist tendencies gained the upper hand in Alexandria. The
Alexandrian theologians were unhappy about the Ephesus teaching on the
two natures in the one person of Christ, due to their understanding two
natures as being equivalent to two persons: they claimed that there was only
one nature in Christ, because in the incarnation the human nature had been
absorbed in the divine. When this doctrine - monophysitism - was preached
in Constantinople by the archimandrite Eutyches, Flavian the patriarch
deprived Eutyches of his office. The patriarch of Alexandria, Dioscorus, then
intervened, with the support of Emperor Theodosius II. An unruly council was
held at Ephesus (449) under the presidency of Dioscorus; the patriarch of
Constantinople [Flavian] was deposed and exiled; a dogmatic letter sent to
Flavian by the pope, by the hand of two papal legates, was prevented from
being read, and the doctrine of the two natures in Christ was condemned. The
pope, Leo the Great, gave this council a name which was passed into
history--the 'latrocinium [robber synod] of Ephesus." Flavian died on the way
back to Constantinople as a result, it is said, of injuries received in the synod.

As a result, Pope Leo excommunicated Dioscorus and with the
cooperation of Theodosius II's successor, Marcian, two years later (451) the
Council of Chalcedon, an ecumenical council, nullified the decrees of the
robber synod and, upholding Pope Leo's position, expounded with admirable
clarity the Catholic doctrine of the two natures in the one Divine Person of
Christ. Pretty fast work for those days.

1st Reading - Numbers 6:22-27

Because of the golden calf, Israel's ultimate disobedience of God, the
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family priesthood no longer existed. The firstborn son no longer functioned as
priest for his family. Now, the only priests were to come from the tribe of Levi
and the right of invoking Yahweh's name upon the community was reserved
to Aaron and his sons. Today we hear the first priestly blessing.

22 The LORD said to Moses: 23 "Speak to Aaron and his sons and tell them:
This is how you shall bless the Israelites. Say to them: 24 The LORD bless
you and Kkeep you! 25 The LORD let his face shine upon you, and be
gracious to you!

Give you glorious rewards, reflect His pleasure with you.

26 The LORD look upon you Kindly

In times of distress it was believed that God had "hidden His face" and
abandoned His people. Recall that the Hebrew language had no words for
abstractions so they were described in physical terms - resulting in beautiful
word-pictures.

and give you peace!

The Hebrew word for peace is shalom. The word has a much broader meaning
than simply absence of conflict; it means wholeness, fulfillment, well being.

27 So shall they invoke my name upon the Israelites, and I will bless
them."

Leviticus 9:22-23 describes the first priestly blessing.

2rd Reading - Galatians 4:4-7

To begin to understand the context of today's reading we must reflect
upon the setting of the first reading. God's people have rebelled and created
the golden calf. As a result, they are not a kingdom of priests, a holy nation,
God's treasured possession (Exodus 19:5-6). Instead, they are a nation of
servants/slaves. The firstborn of every womb belongs to God (Exodus
34:19-20), God cannot be approached without a sacrifice in order to
demonstrate their servitude. Jesus' death on the cross was the final bloody
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sacrifice of the Old Covenant and instituted the New Covenant by becoming
the sacrificial meal which seals it.

Let's begin our study by looking at the three verses preceding today's
reading. ""What I am saying is that as long as the heir is a child, he is no
different from a slave, although he owns the whole estate. 2He is subject to
guardians and trustees until the time set by his father. 350 also, when we were
children, we were in slavery under the basic principles of the world “ [angels
(Exodus 33:2-3)].

4 But when the fullness of time had come,

The time set by the Father (Galatians 4:2). The point in history when God's
saving intervention took place - human freedom came with Christ.

God sent his Son,

Being “sent” had a very specific religious meaning in the early church.
Apostellein means someone sent in the service of the kingdom with full
authority grounded in God.

born of a woman,

Jesus assumed the human condition for His mission.

born under the law,

Jesus submitted to circumcision, thus bearing the mark of the covenant. Since
He was part of the covenant, He became capable of falling under its curse.

5 to ransom those under the law,

Institute the New Covenant.

so that we might receive adoption.

No longer slaves, but children of God as Israel was before the golden calf

6 As proof that you are children, God sent the spirit of his Son into our
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hearts, crying out, "Abba, Father!" 7 So you are no longer a slave but a
child,

The Old Covenant is fulfilled. God has forgiven and forgotten the golden calf -
we can now call Him Abba (Father) rather than Master.

and if a child then also an heir, through God.

We can inherit God's kingdom (Romans 8:14-17).

Gospel - Luke 2:16-21

We continue our Gospel reading from where we left off at the Midnight
Mass for Christmas. Jesus has been born in Bethlehem and the angel has
announced the event to the shepherds.

16 So they went in haste and found Mary and Joseph,

The shepherds respond eagerly to the message.

and the infant lying in the manger.

The sign the angel had given them. Recall that a manger is a feeding trough, a
food box; which introduces the Eucharistic theme (sustenance of His people).
The sign does not just attest the angel's truthfulness, it bears out and
exemplifies the message that Jesus is Savior (verse 11) "A savior has been
born to you, the Messiah and Lord".

17 When they saw this, they made known the message that had been told
them about this child. 18 All who heard it were amazed by what had been
told them by the shepherds.

The shepherds told others, including Mary and Joseph, about the good news,
which is complimentary to that announced to Mary in Luke 1:31-33; by Mary
in Luke 1:46-55; and by Zechariah in Luke 1:68-79.

19 And Mary kept all these things, reflecting on them in her heart.
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Mary does not capture the full significance of God's action in Jesus
immediately. Mary's journey of faith is shown in Luke 8:19-21; 11:27-29; and
Acts 1:14. Mary is the model believer.

20 Then the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they
had heard and seen, just as it had been told to them. 21 When eight days
were completed for his circumcision,

The covenant with Abraham required circumcision at the age of 8 days
(Genesis 17:12). Baptism now replaces circumcision (Colossians 2:11-12) and
puts the mark of the covenant on the soul rather than the flesh.

he was named Jesus,

"Jesus" means “the Lord saves.” This name is the Greek version of the Hebrew
Yeshua (Joshua). For the Jews of Jesus' time His name alone would indicate
His mission. Like Joshua (Moses' successor who led the Israelites into the
promised land), Jesus will be the instrument of God's saving action among His
people.

the name given him by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.

The name is given in Luke 1:31. According to The Interpreter's Dictionary of
the Bible, "In biblical thought a name is not a mere label of identification; it is
an expression of the essential of its bearer. A man's name recalls his character
... Hence to know the name of God is to know God as He had revealed Himself."
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