The Assumption of Mary
11 Things to know by Jimmy Akin

What is the Assumption of Mary, how did it come to be defined,
and what relevance does it have for our lives?
1) What is the Assumption of Mary?
The Assumption of Mary is the teaching that: The Immaculate Mother of God, the ever Virgin
Mary, having completed the course of her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into heavenly
glory [Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus 44].
2) What level of authority does this teaching have?
This teaching was infallibly defined by Pope Pius XII on November 1, 1950 in the bull
Munificentissimus Deus (Latin, “Most Bountiful God”). As Pius XII explained, this is “a divinely
revealed dogma” (ibid.). This means that it is a dogma in the proper sense. It is thus a matter of
faith that has been divinely revealed by God and that has been infallibly proposed by the
Magisterium of the Church as such.

3) Does that mean it is an “ex cathedra” statement and that we have to believe it?
Yes. Since it is a dogma defined by the pope (rather than by an ecumenical council, for example),
it is also an “ex cathedra” statement (one delivered “from the chair” of Peter). Because it is
infallibly defined, it calls for the definitive assent of the faithful. Note that all infallibly defined
teachings are things we are obliged to believe, even if they aren’t defined “ex cathedra” (by the
pope acting on his own). The bishops of the world teaching in union with the pope (either in an
ecumenical council or otherwise) can also infallibly define matters, but these aren’t called “ex
cathedra” since that term refers specifically to the exercise of the pope’s authority as the
successor of St. Peter. (It’s Peter’s cathedra or “chair” that symbolizes the pope’s authority.)
4) Does the dogma require us to believe that Mary died?
It is the common teaching that Mary did die. In his work, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma,
Ludwig Ott lists this teaching as sententia communior (Latin, “the more common opinion”).
Although it is the common understanding of that Mary did die, and although her death is
referred to in some of the sources Pius XII cited in Munificentissimus Deus, he deliberately
refrained from defining this as a truth of the faith. John Paul II noted: On 1 November 1950, in
defining the dogma of the Assumption, Pius XII avoided using the term "resurrection" and did
not take a position on the question of the Blessed Virgin’s death as a truth of faith. The Bull
Munificentissimus Deus limits itself to affirming the elevation of Mary’s body to heavenly glory,
declaring this truth a "divinely revealed dogma."
5) Why should Mary die if she was free from Original Sin and its stain?
Being free of Original Sin and its stain is not the same thing as being in a glorified, deathless
condition. Jesus was also free of Original Sin and its stain, but he could— and did—die.
Expressing a common view among theologians, Ludwig Ott writes: For Mary, death, in
consequence of her freedom from original sin and from personal sin, was not a consequence of
punishment of sin. However, it seems fitting that Mary’s body, which was by nature mortal,
should be, in conformity with that of her Divine Son, subject to the general law of death.
6) What are the earliest surviving references to Mary’s Assumption?
The first trace of belief in the Virgin's Assumption can be found in the apocryphal accounts
entitled Transitus Mariae [Latin, “The Crossing Over of Mary”], whose origin dates to the second
and third centuries. These are popular and sometimes romanticized depictions, which in this
case, however, pick up an intuition of faith on the part of God's People.
7) How did the recognition of Mary’s Assumption develop in the East?
There was a long period of growing reflection on Mary’s destiny in the next world. This gradually
led the faithful to believe in the glorious raising of the Mother of Jesus, in body and soul, and to
the institution in the East of the liturgical feasts of the Dormition [“falling asleep”—i.e., death]
and Assumption of Mary.
8) How did Pius XII prepare for the definition of the Assumption?
In May 1946, with the Encyclical Deiparae Virginis Mariae, Pius XII called for a broad
consultation, inquiring among the Bishops and, through them, among the clergy and the People
of God as to the possibility and opportuneness of defining the bodily assumption of Mary as a
dogma of faith. The result was extremely positive: only six answers out of 1,181 showed any
reservations about the revealed character of this truth.

9) What Scriptural basis is there for the teaching?
Although the New Testament does not explicitly affirm Mary’s Assumption, it offers a basis for it
because it strongly emphasized the Blessed Virgin's perfect union with Jesus’ destiny. This union,
which is manifested, from the time of the Savior’s miraculous conception, in the Mother’s
participation in her Son’s mission and especially in her association with his redemptive sacrifice,
cannot fail to
10) What are some specific New Testament passages?
Pius XII continued: Moreover, the scholastic Doctors have recognized the Assumption of the
Virgin Mother of God as something signified, not only in various figures of the Old Testament,
but also in that woman clothed with the sun whom John the Apostle contemplated on the Island
of Patmos (Rev. 12:1ff). Similarly they have given special attention to these words of the New
Testament: "Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you, blessed are you among women"(Luke 1:28),
since they saw, in the mystery of the Assumption, the fulfillment of that most perfect grace
granted to the Blessed Virgin and the special blessing that countered the curse of Eve
[Munificentissimus Deus 27].
11) How can we apply this teaching to our everyday lives?
By contemplating Mary in heavenly glory, we understand that the earth is not the definitive
homeland for us either, and that if we live with our gaze fixed on eternal goods we will one day
share in this same glory and the earth will become more beautiful. Consequently, we must not
lose our serenity and peace even amid the thousands of daily difficulties. The luminous sign of
Our Lady taken up into Heaven shines out even more brightly when sad shadows of suffering
and violence seem to loom on the horizon. We may be sure of it: from on high, Mary follows our
footsteps with gentle concern, dispels the gloom in moments of darkness and distress, and
reassures us with her motherly hand.

