THE YOUNG FRANEC/ISCAN

of all, let's clear up some common

misconceptions  about the Immaculate
Conception. Unfortunately, many Catholics
mistakenly believe this teaching refers to either
Jesus’ conception in Mary’s womb, or to the
virgin birth.

This is plainly wrong!

Mary, the Mother of Jesus,
was given a very special gift by
God. From the moment she
was created, God made her
free from sin. This is called
the Immaculate Conception,
and it's one of the most
beautiful teachings of the
Catholic Church.

The Immaculate Conception

means that Mary, from the very

moment she was conceived in her mother’s
womb, was free from what we call ‘original sin.’
Original sin is the brokenness all people are
born with because of the first sin of Adam and
Eve. When Adam and Eve disobeyed God, they
brought sin into the world, and ever since, every
person ever born has inherited this broken
nature. But God wanted Mary to be different
because she was going to be the Mother of
Jesus, God’s own Son.

To prepare her for this role, God kept Mary free
from sin in a unique way before she was even
born. This doesn’'t mean Mary didn’t need Jesus
to save her—she did! But unlike the rest of
humanity, who will need to wait until their death
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for Jesus to save them, Mary’s own Son, in a
very special way, saved her at the very
beginning of her life, before sin could ever touch
her. This is why we say that Mary was conceived
“immaculately,” which means “without stain.”

God gave Mary the gift of the
Immaculate Conception because it
was fitting for her to be pure and holy
as the Mother of Jesus. Think about
it: if you were going to build a
beautiful house for someone you
loved, you'd want it to be perfect,
right? In the same way, God created
Mary as the perfect dwelling place for
our Lord Jesus.

The Immaculate Conception
celebrates Mary’s unique role in
God’s plan of salvation as the pure
and perfect vessel chosen to bring
Jesus into the world. In her purity, Mary became
the living tabernacle of divine love, a vessel
prepared to bear the Saviour of the world.

Mary’s Immaculate Conception reminds us that
a life of purity and holiness is attainable for all
those who cooperate with God’s grace and
surrender to His Will.

Just as Jesus came to us through Mary, so we
too come to Jesus through our same Mother.
Through her Immaculate Heart we come to
know and love the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus.
She is the perfect and most pure vessel for us
to come and know our Saviour and Lord.



Throughout history, Christians
had long believed that Mary
was “full of grace” (Luke 1:28),
and saw her as the “new Eve,”
whom, together with her Son
was seen as the holiest of all
people.

Despite the acceptance of
Mary’'s  holiness, it was
nevertheless debated whether
or not she had been freed from
sin her whole life. This caused
much tension among the early
Church theologians such as
St. Irenaeus and St. Bernard
of Clairvaux who suggested
that if Mary was indeed "full of
grace", how could she share in
the fallen state of humanity?
Could such belief in Mary’s
Immaculate nature contradict
the very Catholic teaching of
Jesus as Saviour of all. How
could Jesus be the saviour of
all, if Mary was not in need of
saving? It didn’t make sense.

To this extent, one of the
greatest all-time theologians,
St Thomas Aquinas, in fact
totally denied the concept of
the Immaculate Conception
when he said, “the Blessed
Virgin did indeed contract
original sin.”

Around this same time lived
some of the great Franciscan
theologians, such as St
Bonaventure, and BIl. John
Duns Scotus. It was precisely
the Franciscans who became
a leading voice in developing
Marian doctrine in view of St

Francis’ own devotion to Mary
as the “Virgin made Church”.

St. Bonaventure, while he
didn't fully explain the
Immaculate Conception the
way we understand it now,
argued that Mary was made
holy by God from the very
start. He believed Mary was
different from everyone else
because she was going to give
birth to Jesus, the Saviour.
This set the stage for later

Franciscan thinkers to go
further.
The biggest breakthrough

came from Bl John Duns
Scotus, a brilliant Franciscan
theologian. He solved the
main problem people had with
the Immaculate Conception:
how Mary could be sinless and
still need Jesus to save her?
Scotus explained that Mary
was saved by Jesus just like
everyone else, but in a
different way. Instead of being
saved after falling into sin, she

was saved before she had
ever sinned. It was like God
catching her before she could
trip.

Scotus called this idea
"preventive redemption." He
said that God, having known
that Jesus would die for
everyone’s sins, applied the
benefits of His death to Mary
ahead of time. This made her
sinless from the very moment
of her conception.

Scotus summed it up with a
famous phrase: potuit, decuit,
ergo fecit—"God could do it, it
was fitting, so He did it.” Since
God is all-powerful, and it
made sense for the Mother of
Jesus to be pure and holy,
Scotus argued that God gave
her this special grace.

The theological ideas of
Scotus and other Franciscans
laid the groundwork for the
eventual dogmatic definition of
the Immaculate Conception.
As this devotion to our Lady
spread throughout the Church
people began celebrating
Mary’s Immaculate
Conception more and more.
By the nineteenth century the
doctrine had gained
widespread acceptance, and
in 1854, Pope Pius IX (a
Secular Franciscan himself)
declared it a dogma. In his
decree Ineffabilis Deus, he

described Mary’'s  sinless
conception using language
very similar to  Scotus’
arguments.



Saint Francis of Assisi had a great love for Mary
and often referred to her as the “Virgin made
Church”. When we speak of Mary’s virginity, it
not only refers to the chastity of her body, but
also to the perfection of her soul. Just as her
body was untouched by anything corruptible, her
soul was also protected from even the slightest
stain of imperfection. She was truly Immaculate
from the moment of her conception, both body
and soul.

If we imagine a bride who keeps her body pure
for her husband, Mary in the same way needed
to keep herself pure for her spouse. And who
was her spouse? It was the Holy Spirit. As this
was a spiritual union, Mary’s soul needed to be
‘virginal’ and immaculate, without any sin or
stain, to be worthy to receive the Holy Spirit. If
there was any trace of sin in her, she could not
have received the Spirit of God. Mary’s virginal
body and soul was reserved for God alone in
order to bring forth the fruit of her womb, Jesus.
For this reason, Mary and Saint Joseph did not
have bodily relations with each other.

How incredible it was that Mary, through the
immaculate purity of her soul and body, became
the home of both the Holy Spirit, and of Jesus.

Or perhaps we can say that Mary, in body and
soul, became a Church, in which God lived. She
was the Virgin-made-Church. Just as any Catholic
church today is regarded as a holy place, Mary
was the holiest and purest of all temples.

In Mary, we find the model of how we too are
called to spiritual purity so that we may say “yes”
to God’s will and allow His Spirit to live within us.
Our own spiritual chastity is necessary, so that like
Mary, we too can receive Jesus into our bodies—
in Holy Communion. This is why the sacrament of
confession is so important for Catholics, in which
we can regain the purity needed to worthily
receive the Body of Christ into our own temples.
By imitating Mary and inviting God into our body
and soul, we become the Church, and continue
her mission of bringing Jesus to the world.

It is also in our physical church buildings today
that we can experience Mary as the Virgin made
Church. Whenever we enter into a church, it is as
though we are stepping into the virginal womb of
the Blessed Virgin Mary herself. The door of the
church represents the entrance into her body, and
inside, we find our Lord Jesus reserved in the
most precious place—the tabernacle—in the
Immaculate Heart of Mary.

St Francis’ Salutation of the Blessed Virgin Mary

Hail, O Lady,
Holy Queen,
Mary, holy Mother of God,
Who are the Virgin made Church,
chosen by the most Holy Father in heaven

whom he consecrated with His most holy beloved Son
and with the Holy Spirit the Paraclete,
in whom there was and is

all fullness of grace and every good.
Hail His Palace!
Hail His Tabernacle!

Hail His Dwelling!
Hail His Robe!

Hail His Servant!

Hail His Mother!

And hail all You holy virtues
which are poured into the hearts of the faithful
through the grace and enlightenment of the Holy Spirit,

that from being unbelievers,
You may make them faithful to God.



Bl Raymond Lull
1236-1314

At a young age Raymond
became a page at the royal
court in Mallorca, Spain. As he
grew, he had worked his way
through the royal ranks,
reaching very high positions,
all for the service of the world
and vanity. On the feast of St
Francis, he heard a bishop
speak of the poverty of the
Poverello and his contempt for
the world. Raymond knew that
this spirit was what he was
deeply searching for. So,
without hesitation, he resigned
from the royal court and
prepared to join the missions in
converting the north Africans.
He founded a college to train
missionaries in the study of
African languages. He joined
the Third Order of St Francis
and spent nine years in
solitude preparing himself for
the missions by prayer and
study. Raymond'’s gift for study
was so extraordinary that he
was able to explain even the
most difficult philosophy and
theology. He made many long
journeys throughout Europe
founding seminaries for
missionaries. At the age of
seventy-nine he joined an
expedition to Africa. While
preaching the faith he was
brutally stoned. He died on the
journey back to Spain.

BI1 Peter Cresci
d. 1323

Like St Francis, Peter Cresci
was born of wealthy cloth
merchants in the city of
Foligno, not far from Assisi.
Unlike the Poverello, Peter
was far more worldly in his
behaviour and desires. He
always had plenty of money in
his pocket and was lavish in
his spending. His wealth led
him into bad company with
whom he led a riotous life. All
of this changed around the
age of thirty following the
death of his parents. This
event deeply affected him, and
by the grace of God Peter was
able to realise the utter vanity
of earthly possessions and
pleasures. He completely
changed the manner of his life,
selling all his possessions,
even his inheritance, and
giving the money to the poor.
Having no home of his own he
would spend his nights
sleeping in the belltower of a
church, often spending the
entire night in prayer and
meditation. Sometime after his
conversion he joined the Third
Order of St Francis and made
many pilgrimages to Rome
and Assisi. He spent his days
in manual work, and gave
most of his earnings to the
poor, keeping just enough to
cover his most basic needs.
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Bl Verdiana
1182-1242

As a young girl, Verdiana
displayed many holy virtues fit
for a higher vocation. She loved
seclusion, prayer and works of
penance, which were greatly
admired by everyone whom
she came in contact. Once in a
famine she mistakenly gave
away a large quantity of beans
belonging to her uncle. On
finding what had happened, the
uncle scolded her bitterly.
Deeply grieved, Verdiana
prayed all night, and in the
morning found the bins of
beans miraculously full. After
some years, Verdiana had a
small cell built attached to the
Chapel of St Anthony in
Florence, measuring three
meters in length, and one meter
wide. At the age of twenty-six,
Verdiana, holding a crucifix in
her hand, entered into the cell
and allowed the entry to be
sealed. A small window in the
cell looking into the chapel,
gave her access to holy Mass.
She lived in her cell for the
remining thirty-four years of her
life in prayer and severe
penance, sleeping on the bare
ground and eating only bread
and water. Her only
companions were two large
snakes which crept in and out
of the cell, with whom she
shared her food.

‘Secular Franciscan Saints’ are
adapted from the Franciscan Book of
Saints, by Marion A. Habig OFM
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