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"...Our Lord made a sign to Michael, and Michael began to speak with the voice of a mighty angel. And angels descended on these clouds; and the number of angels on each cloud was a thousand angels, uttering praises before Jesus. And the Lord said to Michael: 'Let them bring the body of Mary into the clouds.' And when the body of Mary had been brought into the clouds, Our Lord said to the Apostles that they should draw near to the clouds. And when they came to the clouds they were singing with the voice of angels. And Our Lord told the clouds to go to the gate of paradise. And when they had entered paradise, the body of Mary went to the tree of life; and they brought her soul and made it enter her body. And straightway the Lord dismissed the angels to their places." 

This text is part of a fifth century Syriac account called “The Obsequies of the Blessed Virgin.” It describes the apostles keeping a three-day vigil at Mary’s tomb, when Christ descends from heaven with the Archangel Michael.


At the Council of Ephesus in 431 AD, Mary was given the title Theotókos, God-bearer, she who brought God into this world. 


Following this Ephesus definition, interest increased in how Mary’s earthly life drew to a close. A feast of the Dormition (falling-asleep) of the Virgin began to be celebrated in the East. Various apocryphal Transitus narratives of Mary’s passing over, like that quoted above, began to circulate. Unfortunately, none of them is linked back to eye-witnesses of the original first-century event, so they have zero historical value. 


This lack of historical data is corroborated by a key witness from a century earlier, St Epiphanius of Salamis (310-403). He was born at Eleutheropolis in Palestine, on the Jerusalem to Gaza road. He trained as a monk in Egypt, and returned to found a monastery near his home town. In 367 he was made bishop of Salamis and metropolitan of Cyprus. A very learned man, St Jerome called him the Pentaglossis, the five-tongued, because he was fluent in Hebrew, Latin, Greek, Syriac and Egyptian.


In his Panarion, or medicine chest against all heresies, Epiphanius digresses on Mary’s end:


" Let them search the Scriptures. They will not find Mary's death; they will not find whether she died or did not die; they will not find whether she was buried or was not buried……. Scripture is absolutely silent [on the end of Mary] because of the extraordinary nature of the prodigy, in order not to shock the minds of men. …..For my own part, I do not dare to speak, but I keep my own thoughts and I practice silence. For it may be that somewhere we have found hints that it is impossible to discover the death of the holy, blessed one.

“I do not say that she remained immortal; but neither do I maintain stoutly that she died. The fact is, Scripture has outstripped the human mind and left [this matter] uncertain, for the sake of that valued vessel without compare, to prevent anyone from harbouring carnal thoughts in her regard. Did she die? We do not know. At all events, if she was buried, she had had no carnal intercourse...." 

"....either the holy Virgin died and was buried; then her falling asleep was with honour, her death chaste, her crown that of virginity. Or she was killed, as it is written: 'And your own soul a sword shall pierce'; then her glory is among the martyrs and her holy body amid blessings, she through whom light rose over the world. Or she remained alive, since nothing is impossible with God and He can do whatever He desires; for her end no one knows...."

Epiphanius poses three possibilities: natural death, martyrdom and deathless immortality. Whichever is true, he maintains, the end of Mary’s earthly life was worthy of God and in harmony with her dignity and holiness. 


Other Fathers rejected any possibility that Mary died a violent death. St Ambrose (d.397) wrote: “Neither does the text of Holy Writ nor does history teach that Mary left this life through the sufferings of physical violence; for not the soul, but the body, is pierced by a material sword.”


The gap in the historical data was confirmed by St Modestus of Jerusalem, preaching in 632 on the feast of the Dormition. He expressly complained about the lack of witnesses for the glorious death of the Mother of God.


Moreover, post-Ephesus, there came to light a “tomb of Mary” (but no relics!) in Jerusalem. This had been unknown to Epiphanius, Jerome and Leo I. It is in the Kedron valley near Gethsemane.  One suspects that pious pilgrim aspirations can easily move from “Here is a first-century tomb” to “This might have been the tomb of Mary because it’s near the traditional site of her family home in Jerusalem” to “Here is the tomb of Mary.”


Now one cannot reach a definite conclusion from one’s own spiritual intuitions. Nevertheless, when I visited this “tomb of Mary” in Jerusalem it felt devoid of any spiritual presence, whereas the site of Mary’s house in Ephesus has a surprisingly intense peace about it. I would put my money on Ephesus any day as the site of Mary’s transitus.


Even if the Transitus narratives are historically baseless, theologically they are very illuminating. They show that fifth-century Christians had a profound intuition that it would have been unfitting for the body of the Mother of Christ to rot in the grave. She who had brought God into the world, was surely honoured by her beloved Son with special privileges when she left this world.


Theologians began to ponder:  How far was Mary, in her bodily life, subject to the lot of ordinary mortals? How far, in view of her spiritual life and the life of her soul, did she share in the privileges of Christ? Was she totally exempted from the bonds of death - 1. The necessity of undergoing death. 2. The natural consequences of death – the decomposition and corruption of the body, a punishment for sin. 3. The duration of death until the general resurrection at the end of time.

Evidently Mary was not subject to death as a penalty for sin, because she had been preserved immune from original sin and from all personal sin. 

Did the Redeemer’s death upon the cross make it fitting that his mother should also experience death, so that she might not appear greater than her Son, and that she might prove the reality of her own human nature and that of her Son?


Since the Fall, is it an absolutely universal law that the final perfection of mankind can be reached only via death, as the crucible in which immortality is forged?


St. John Damascene (d.749) compared the bodily Assumption of the loving Mother of God with her other prerogatives and privileges. 


“It was fitting that she, who had kept her virginity intact in childbirth, should keep her own body free from all corruption even after death. It was fitting that she, who had carried the Creator as a child at her breast, should dwell in the divine tabernacles. It was fitting that the spouse, whom the Father had taken to himself, should live in the divine mansions. It was fitting that she, who had seen her Son upon the cross and who had thereby received into her heart the sword of sorrow which she had escaped in the act of giving birth to him, should look upon him as he sits with the Father. It was fitting that God's Mother should possess what belongs to her Son, and that she should be honoured by every creature as the Mother and as the handmaid of God.”


St Albert the Great suggested that since on Calvary, beneath the cross of her Son, Mary had already suffered the piercing of her soul by the sword, and tasted the full agony of death, she was not allowed to be exposed to such anguish a second time.


The Mariologist Matthias Scheeben puts these questions before us: 



Was Mary’s exemption from the dominion of death joined to freedom from bodily sickness? Did she die neither from mortal illness, nor a violent death like Christ’s, but by a death of love, a longing to go to God. Was it that her death came in the form of a dissolution resulting from the supernatural power of divine love, neither painful nor sorrowful? Was it rather the ravishing of an ecstasy of love, a holocaust of love, or a consuming of her natural vital strength by the languishing of her love, a holy and blessed death “in the kiss of the Lord.”


We do not know, but we can take as certain the dogmatic definition of Pius XII in 1950: “Finally the Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all stain of original sin, when the course of her earthly life was finished, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things, so that she might be the more fully conformed to her Son, the Lord of lords and conqueror of sin and death."
