Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

As people grow older, they start contemplating their final years. Very few
elderly love the thought of leaving their home and moving to a care facility—into
a smaller room, without their prized possessions, eating food they may not prefer,
and passing time with others not of their own choosing. Yet many seniors do
receive better care in a facility than they could receive at home. The decision to
move often falls to adult children sizing up the situation. They don’t want to add
grief to the parents they love, as they lose aspects of the life they love. Yet adult
children may discern that the loving action is to arrange their parents’ relocation
from one residence to another. My father died before he got to that stage, but my
mother, God bless her, could see the challenges her adult children faced to keep
her at home. She saved us a lot of anxiety when she picked up the phone one day,
called a senior living facility on her own and started making plans to move.

The bible doesn’t tell us about the elderly Blessed Virgin Mary. Her son
Jesus died at a fairly young age; her husband apparently died even earlier. On the
cross Jesus had entrusted her to the care of the beloved disciple. There were no
care facilities in those days as we have today. Even though the bible doesn’t say
very much, our understanding of the individuals suggests that those who loved
Jesus surely loved his mother. We imagine her own risen Son watched over her
declining years from the realms of heaven.

Throughout the centuries, Christian artists have depicted the end of Mary’s
earthly life with some common themes. The most popular shows her lying in bed
surrounded by the apostles. Many an artist places above her in the heavens an
image of Christ holding what appears to be a little girl. In a reverse of the roles of
the madonna and child, as there are images aplenty of a young Mary holding the
infant Jesus, so there are images of the risen Jesus holding the eternal soul of
Mary. That pairing provides some comfort to adults losing their mother. As elderly
parents become more childlike in their needs, so adult children begin caring for
them with the affection they received as children.

In some paintings of this moment, all the apostles are there except
Thomas. As he was absent from the appearance of the risen Jesus on the night of
the resurrection, so a legend goes that he missed the end of Mary’s life as well.
Some artists depict Mary rising to the heavens, but dropping her belt from the sky
over the extended arms of a late-arriving Thomas, who receives proof of mercy in
spite of his faults.

Today we affirm our belief that Mary was assumed into heaven body and
soul at the end of her days. Psalm 45 foreshadows this moment. It is a royal
wedding hymn that boasts of the beauty of the queen; Christians apply it to Mary,
a pure beauty even in old age. As the attendants “enter the palace,” the psalmist
addresses the king: “The queen stands at your right hand, arrayed in gold.”

Adults who take care of their aging parents perform a difficult service that
brings many blessings. They entrust their parents’ soul into the hands of others,
and they hope that the person they love will forgive their past misdeeds and
appreciate their actions if not now, then in the world to come.



