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After his death, St Bernard appeared to a monk in a dream. He was clothed in radiant white, except that he had one noticeable black spot upon the front of his robe. That black mark, he explained, represented his denial of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. The Cistercians tried to prevent the circulation of the story, to defend the good repute of their mellifluous Doctor.

The solemnity of the Immaculata falls this Monday, a Holyday of Obligation in many countries, but not England and Wales.

In Rome, the Pope usually visits the Piazza di Spagna to pay homage to the statue of the Immaculate Conception, dedicated in 1857. It stands atop an ancient Roman column, at the base of which the faithful lay garlands to honour the sinless Blessed Virgin.

Although the Immaculate Conception of Mary was defined as revealed dogma only in 1854, the doctrine can be traced back in germ to the Scriptures, and to the Fathers’ describing Mary as the Second Eve. 

In Genesis 3.15, when Adam and Eve are punished for their disobedience, God nevertheless promises a future redemption. This is called the Proto-Evangelium, the first Gospel – good news even at the darkest point of human history. At the moment of catastrophe, hope is not lost. 

As God curses the serpent, the text reads,: "I will put enmity between thee and the woman and her seed; she (he) shall crush thy head and thou shalt lie in wait for her (his) heel"

From the seed of the woman will come a conqueror who will crush the serpent’s head. The enmity between the seed, Christ, and the serpent, is paralleled by a similar hostility between the woman (Mary) and the serpent. 

This has a direct bearing upon the Immaculate Conception. Only in Apocalypse 12 does the Bible reveal definitively that the serpent is Satan. “There was war between the woman and the serpent. This is most emphatically fulfilled if she had nothing to do with sin - for, so far as anyone sins, he has an alliance with the Evil One.” (J.H.Newman) 

In Luke’s Gospel, the Angel Gabriel addresses Mary as “kecharitomene,” “all-graced one,” a title which again is consistent with her special state. It implies a unique abundance of grace, a supernatural, godlike state of soul

Although the Immaculate Conception is consistent with Sacred Scripture, there is no stringent proof of it in Scripture. This agitates the fundamentalists, but need not us disturb us as Catholics. Sacred Tradition is wider than Sacred Scripture, and nowhere does the Bible say that every saving truth must be explicitly provable from the pages of Scripture. 

In any case, even to accept the Bible as divinely inspired, is implicitly to trust the Catholic Church which compiled it, handed it down through the centuries, and witnesses to it.

The theme of Mary as the “second Eve” runs through the Fathers of the Church. Three of the earliest Fathers, St. Justin, St. Irenaeus, and Tertullian, writing on three different continents - contrast Mary with Eve. 

"The knot formed by Eve's disobedience was untied by the obedience of Mary; that what the Virgin Eve tied through unbelief, that the Virgin Mary unties through faith".

"As Eve, becoming disobedient, became the cause of death to herself and to all mankind, so Mary, too, bearing the predestined Man, and yet a Virgin, being obedient, became the cause of salvation both to herself and to all mankind".

According to these Fathers, therefore, Mary was a typical woman like Eve. Both were endowed with special gifts of grace, but Mary succeeded where Eve failed. Mary undoes what Eve had done; mankind is saved through a Virgin; the obedience of Mary becomes the cause of salvation to all mankind. 

Many others, especially Greeks and Syriacs, write of Mary’s excellent purity. She is the tabernacle exempt from defilement and corruption (Hippolytus).  Origen insists she is worthy of God, immaculate of the immaculate, most complete sanctity, perfect justice, neither deceived by the persuasion of the serpent, nor infected with his poisonous breathings.

Theodotus of Ancyra terms her “a virgin innocent, without spot, void of culpability, holy in body and in soul, a lily springing among thorns, untaught the ills of Eve nor was there any communion in her of light with darkness, and, when not yet born, she was consecrated to God.”

St Ephraem the Syrian prays: "Most holy Lady, Mother of God, alone most pure in soul and body, alone exceeding all perfection of purity ...., alone made in thy entirety the home of all the graces of the Most Holy Spirit, and hence exceeding beyond all compare even the angelic virtues in purity and sanctity of soul and body . . . . my Lady most holy, all-pure, all-immaculate, all-stainless, all-undefiled, all-incorrupt, all-inviolate spotless robe of Him, Who clothes Himself with light as with a garment . ... flower unfading, purple woven by God, alone most immaculate" 

St. Augustine declares that all the just have truly known of sin "except the Holy Virgin Mary, of whom, for the honour of the Lord, I will have no question whatever where sin is concerned" 

In the British Isles, the Irish abbot St Lomman was already hymning Mary in similar vein in the 7th century:  “Beautiful Mary, you raised women to a new dignity. Adam's Fall did not stain thee. Thy body did not know corruption.”

Some Anglo-Saxon monasteries, and also Winchester Cathedral, kept the feast of the Immaculate Conception even before the Norman Conquest.

Controversies arose because St Bernard, and following him the leading theologians of the 12th-13th centuries (Peter Lombard, St. Alexander of Hales, St. Bonaventure, St. Albert the Great, St. Thomas Aquinas), could not reconcile Romans 5:12 “As in Adam all men sinned”, with an exemption from original sin for Mary. How could she be redeemed if she had not sinned? One psalm says of all humankind: “In sin hath my mother conceived me.”
Furthermore, at that time, the common belief was that the soul was infused into the body some time after conception (eighty days for girls). The theologians could accept a sanctification immediately after the infusion of the soul, but they found it hard to believe that the physical conception, by a sexual act involving passion and concupiscence, could be devoid of original sin. They overlooked the possibility that the sanctification might take place at the very moment of animation – indeed, at conception.

It was Blessed Duns Scotus (d. 1308), following William of Ware, who solved the difficulty. According to him, the Blessed Virgin was granted a pre-redemption by the merits of her Son’s saving death. She was redeemed before sinning, which is even more wonderful than to be redeemed after having fallen into sin.

In the fourteenth century, this doctrine won wide acceptance. Before the Reformation, no student could become a member of Oxford or Cambridge Universities unless he swore that he would do the utmost to defend and assert the Immaculate Conception of Mary.

When the Council of Trent in 1546 touched upon this question, it declared that "it was not the intention of this Holy Synod to include in the decree which concerns original sin the Blessed and Immaculate Virgin Mary Mother of God.”

Even Luther accepted the Immaculate Conception: 

“It is a sweet and pious belief that the infusion of Mary's soul was effected without original sin; so that in the very infusion of her soul she was also purified from original sin and adorned with God's gifts, receiving a pure soul infused by God; thus from the first moment she began to live she was free from all sin.” 

Pope Alexander VII, declared the mind of the Church in 1661:

"Concerning the most Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God, ancient indeed is that devotion of the faithful based on the belief that her soul, in the first instant of its creation and in the first instant of the soul's infusion into the body, was, by a special grace and privilege of God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, her Son and the Redeemer of the human race, preserved free from all stain of original sin. And in this sense have the faithful ever solemnized and celebrated the Feast of the Conception.” (Sollicitudo Omnium Ecclesiarum)

This paved the way for Pius IX’s definition of 1854, confirmed at Lourdes in 1858 by Our Lady herself.

In the east, Byzantine Catholics and Orthodox alike greet the Mother of God as “panagia akhranta”, "the all holy immaculate, most blessed and glorious Lady,” no less than eight times in the Divine Liturgy. Their feast of the “Conception of St Anne, when the Most Holy Mother of God was conceived” falls upon December 9th.

“It is truly right to bless you, O Theotokos, ever-blessed and most pure, and Mother of our God. More honourable than the Cherubim, and beyond compare more glorious than the Seraphim, without defilement you gave birth to God the Word: True Theotokos, we magnify you.”

