The Conception of the Holy Virgin Mariam





Part I.





1.  Preliminary Observations





	The feasts which we observe in common with the Church universal can only be properly understood by making reference to the one orthodox and catholic tradition.  Just as there is no such thing as “Armenian truth,” there similarly can be no such thing as “Armenian theology” per se.  The truth comes from Jesus Christ and He revealed only one truth to His Church.  There can be such a thing as an Armenian Church expression of certain truths and legitimate theological diversity but this diversity can not contradict the faith of the other churches without one teaching being erroneous.  This is unless, of course, these differences can be harmonized.  This leads us back to the absolute need to make reference to the one, catholic Tradition.


	Armenians inherited the Feast of the Conception of the Theotokos (and even the dating of its celebration on Dec. 9th) from Byzantine (a.k.a., Eastern Roman) Church. The Armenian Church has no liturgical texts specifically composed for this feast day to elucidate its meaning via our “Lex Orandi.”  Therefore we must also consult the Byzantine Liturgical texts in order to make sense of our own and to discern why our Armenian Church Fathers adopted this feast.�  Obviously there was something which rang true concerning it which convinced our Fathers that we should celebrate it too.





2.  Celebrating a Conception





	If we celebrate a conception, there must be something about that event that is being stated.�  Otherwise it would make little sense to celebrate a conception when we could simply celebrate the birth instead (as is also done our Church calendar).  This begs the question, “why celebrate the conception of the Theotokos?”  First, we must recall that it was a miraculous Conception.  Sts. Joachim and Anna were childless and sterile.  We remember their unwavering faith which brought about this miraculous conception.  We also acknowledge in this feast that St. Mary, like other saints (e.g., St. John the Baptist and St. Jeremiah the Prophet), was consecrated to God from the moment of her conception.  We celebrate her conception acknowledging she was called by God and set apart from that very moment. These points are made manifest when we make reference to the Byzantine liturgical texts for the Feast of St. Mary’s Conception (referenced below).





3.  On the Word “Immaculate”





	The most important thing to know about this word is that we Armenians use it too.  We do this quite often in our liturgical references to St. Mary. Therefore, we have no reason to shy away from it or try to translate it away.  Otherwise we run the risk of making false distinctions and denying our very own tradition.  Liturgically we confess she is “anarad,” which means:  spotless, without sin and immaculate.  We have no need to deny this.  Based on our liturgical Mariological tradition we can very easily say that we celebrate the “Conception of the Spotless One.”  Having an Orthodox tradition, we don’t define exactly what this means, but we accept it.  Just as we do not define the Mystery of the Body and Blood of Christ in Holy Communion, but accept that it is true.  Likewise we accept that the Holy Mother of God was spotless, without sin and All-Holy.





4. The Byzantine Orthodox witness





	The “Homily on the Nativity of the Most Pure Theotokos,” by St. Demetrius, Metropolitan of Rostov (appended below), is in perfect accord with our overall liturgical texts related to the Asdvazdadzneen (Bearer of God) and therefore serves as an accurate explanation of the somewhat illusive meaning of the feast of the Theotokos’ Conception in the Armenian Church tradition.





Part II.





5.  Background





	The Armenian Church, along with all of the Orthodox Churches, celebrates the Conception of the Holy Virgin Mary on December 9th.  It may have been celebrated in Palestine as early as the 5th century.  Roman Catholics received this Tradition from the East and developed it into the dogma of the “Immaculate Conception,” celebrating it on December 8th.  Although there are similarities between East and West in the celebration of this feast, there are also differences.  Sometimes our Eastern Church Fathers are cited by Roman Catholic Apologists as affirming the Latin understanding of St. Mariam’s Conception.  The Roman Catholic writer, Hilda Graef, explains why attributing such an understanding to our Orthodox Fathers is incorrect:





	“While in the West Marian doctrine and devotion developed considerably between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, in the East they remained in some respects more static.  For here the three influences that largely determined Western developments were absent:  the Augustinian doctrine of original sin, which played such a decisive part in the controversy about the Immaculate Conception; an illiterate and often still semi-barbarian laity; and scholasticism.  Most of the authors who will now be considered extolled Mary's purity in the highest terms and are therefore frequently cited as witnesses for the Immaculate Conception by Latin theologians.  In order to avoid too many repetitions I shall state at once that it seems to me that the whole question was seen by the Eastern Fathers� in an altogether different light from that in which it was considered by Western theologians.  In the Eastern Church original sin had never played the same preponderant part as in post-Augustinian Western thought.  From very early times it had been assumed as an indisputable fact that Mary was the purest creature imaginable, the highest angels not excepted.  St. John of Damascus had even considered her active conception to have been without sin, but as he did not share the Augustinian view of original sin as an inherited guilt transmitted through the sexual act, the problem never presented itself to him in the way it did to Latin theologians.  For the Eastern Fathers saw original sin far more as mortality with all its implications, and as the Theotokos was subject to this, they did not exempt her from it.  On the other hand, though they affirmed Mary's complete purity, they were less interested than the Western theologians in the question of the precise moment when this had been established.  We might almost say that the Latins considered the question from the historical, the Eastern Fathers from the metaphysical, point of view; the former were concerned about when this purity had begun, the latter were only interested in the fact that it existed.  For this reason I do not think one can claim these Eastern authors for the Immaculate Conception.” �





	Thus the Latin feast of the “Immaculate Conception” focuses primarily on St. Mariam’s conception as the moment when she became immaculate -and defines exactly what this means in the Latin theological tradition.  Eastern theology focuses rather on her person as immaculate.  Hence, we would be more likely to refer to the feast as the “Conception of the Immaculate Virgin,” rather than the “Immaculate Conception.”  As Graef points out, whereas the East focuses on her metaphysical purity, the Latins focus more on the exact moment of her reception of that purity.  Whereas Latin Catholics even celebrate the actual dogmatization of “the moment,” the Eastern Churches maintain the primitive emphasis on “the mere fact” of her purity and celebrate this feast recalling all the historical events surrounding St. Mariam’s conception from her parents Sts. Joachim and Anna.�





6.  Differing Understandings of Original Sin





	A difference in the understanding of Original Sin between the Eastern and Latin Churches is another important distinction to consider in reference to the celebration of St. Mariam’s Conception.  The Papal definition of the Immaculate Conception makes a differentiation between the “temporal penalties of Adam” which St. Mariam still endured and the actual “stain of original sin” from which she was exempted.  These are explained as follows:





a) Latin Catholics believe that although she was immune from Original Sin, she still suffered “the temporal penalties of Adam.”  The Papal definition explains these to be:  “sorrow, bodily infirmities, and death.”





b) The “formal active essence’ of Original Sin (which is what the Latins are referring to when they speak of “stain”) is referred to in the Papal definition as: “fault, all depraved emotions, passions, and debilities.”  These, according to the Latin theological tradition were excluded from St. Mariam when she was conceived.





	Yet the East makes no such differentiation when explaining Original Sin, which historically is referred to as the “Ancestral Sin” rather than “Original Sin” (the latter title being coined by the 5th century Latin Father, St. Augustine).  The East, following St. Paul, sees “Death” to be the chief component or “stain” of the Ancestral Sin of our first parents (cf. Rom 5:12-21).  As the great medieval Armenian Church Father, St. Nerses the Gracefilled wrote, “The Virgin Mary, from whom He took flesh , was of the peccable nature of Adam, and that nature being united with the divne nature of God, the peccable became impeccable.”  According to the 15th century Armenian Father, St. Gregory of Datev, “Christ, taking body from the Holy Virgin, took the original sin of mankind on himself and took it with him onto the cross.  ‘He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness (1 St. Pt. 2:24).’”�  Therefore, it makes little sense in our theology to say St. Mariam was preserved from this because we believe that she, like us, was mortal and indeed died.  The Orthodox Study Bible contains a definition of what Orthodox believe the “stain” of Original Sin to mean:





“The fact that every person born comes into the world stained with the consequences of the sins of Adam and Eve and of their other ancestors.  These consequences are chiefly:  a) mortality, b) a tendency to sin, and c) alienation from God and from other people.”





	By this it is evident that the East also believes a “stain” is transmitted to us from our parents.  But what this stain is, is different in Eastern theology than it is in Latin theology.  What the Latins refer to as “the penalties of Adam” seem to be what Eastern theology means by the “Ancestral Sin.”  And what the Latins mean by the "formal active essence of Original Sin" or the "stain" we either don't believe in at all (e.g. transmitted guilt) or we consider to also be passed on through Ancestral Sin (e.g. depraved emotions, passions, and debilities).  But it is important to note that in Eastern theology, the passing on of these defects is dependent upon the particular humanity our ancestors pass on to each one of us.�  St. Mariam’s parents, Sts. Joachim and Anna, as a result of their profound faith and trust in God, did not pass on depraved emotions, passions and debilities to the Theotokos.�  They rather passed on to her a holy and immaculate humanity through their cooperation with the grace of God but she still partook of our fallen human nature, in order to pass this onto to our Lord for it to be healed.�


 


7.  The Effects of Generational Sin





	This is another important distinction between Eastern and Latin theology.  Notice that the definition from the Orthodox Study Bible states that people are stained not only with the consequences of the sins of Adam and Eve (i.e. the Ancestral Sin), but also with that of their other ancestors.   This is known in Eastern theology as “Generational Sin.”  Hence the Eastern emphasis not only on “The” (referring to a singular act or event) “Original Sin” of Adam and Eve but also on “Generational Sin.”


	Although Latin theology does not appear to share this perspective, Eastern theology teaches that we can pass on a holier or less holy humanity to our offspring.  This is based upon our co-operation with the grace or divine energies of God.  The Papal definition points out that this is not what is meant by the Immaculate Conception.  It states that the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception “does not concern the immaculateness of the generative activity of her parents.”


	Yet the Eastern Churches certainly celebrate and honor the holiness of St. Mariam’s parents, Joachim and Anna, in our liturgical prayers.  Sts. Joachim and Anna are seen as the crowning couple of Old Testament Israel.  God prepared the royal line of descendants leading all the way up to them and their holiness directly affected the all-holiness and spotlessness of the Theotokos whom God found worthy to bear Christ our Lord.





8.  The Byzantine Liturgical Witness





	As an example of the common faith of the Eastern Churches regarding St. Mary, we have the words of St. John of Damascus who stated in his homily on the Conception of the Theotokos:





“O most blessed loins of Joachim from which came forth a spotless seed!  O glorious womb of Anna in which a most holy offspring grew” (Homily I on the Nativity, c. A.D. 749).





Also from the Byzantine Orthodox Liturgical Office of Matins





“Hearing the prayers of the just forebears, O Lord, You fulfilled what they 


asked for; You granted to your holy ancestors your immaculate Mother as the fruit of their loins.  In her glory, Anna now conceives and shall give birth to [the one who will bear] the incorporeal Lord, who is Christ, our supreme goodness.”





“The wondrous Joachim and the God-wise Anna, both living in piety according to the Law of Moses, were fruitless.  They prayed to God with their whole heart, saying, O most gracious Lord, You are the hope of everyone, and You know the pain, reproach and anguish of childlessness.  Therefore, grant us fruit from the womb, and we shall offer the child as a sacred gift in Your temple.  And the offering will be fulfilled, for Anna will bear the One who will give birth to the Word.”





“O holy Anna, as you conceive the source of Life, you welcome, at the same time, our joy.  As you receive into your womb the holy temple who shines with holiness, extol the Creator.”





“Let us sing of the holy and blessed couple, Joachim and Anna! As the 


forebears of the Son who was begotten before the ages and as the guardians of the Law, they now receive their child as the first fruits of joy.”





9.  The Transmission of Guilt





	As seen above the Papal definition speaks of the “penalties of Adam.”  The focus in the Eastern Churches is not on a “penalty” resulting from the fall of mankind, but rather on a “condition” -which we receive through no fault of our own.  Thus Orthodox Study Bible adds:  “Original Sin does not carry guilt... for a person is guilty only of his or her own sins, not of those of Adam.”  This is another important distinction between the Latin and Eastern approach.  We have no teaching of a “transmitted guilt” resulting from the Ancestral Sin.  Thus there was no guilt or penalty that St. Mariam needed exemption from.  This is why Orthodox strongly object to the mistranslation of Psalm 50 (or 51) which has the Psalmist� stating: “...remember, I was born guilty, a sinner from the moment of conception.” In Eastern theology, man is not born guilty because he can only be guilty or held accountable for what he has done.  Therefore most Eastern Churches follow the historic Septuagint translation which states, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquities, and in sins my mother conceived me.”  Whereas the sins of our ancestors can affect and hurt us, they do not make us guilty.





10.  Conclusion:





	In conclusion, a comparison can be made between the Eastern and Latin teachings concering St. Mariam and Holy Communion.  The Latin Church, through the doctrine of “Transubstantiation” defined the exact moment and process by which the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of our Lord.  In this doctrine the Latin Church attempted to define this great mystery of our faith.  In contrast the Eastern Churches accept that a transformation takes place but do not define exactly when or how this takes place.  It is simply accepted as a mystery of our faith.  The same could be said of our teaching on the Holy God-Bearer.  Both of our Churches affirm that St. Mariam was immaculate, or spotless.  But the Latins have defined what that spotlessness entails and the precise moment she received it.  The Eastern Churches simply accept the glorious mystery of St. Mariam's spotlessness without attempting to define when she received this gift.  As one writer put it, “As much as the Latin Church has a need to define, the East has a need to leave the Mysteries undefined and accept them as she always has.”  More could be said, but this underlines some of the important differences between the historic Eastern and the Latin understandings of the Feast of the Conception of the Holy Virgin Mariam.





On the Feast of the Conception of the Holy Virgin Mary, Dec. 9th, 2002


Revised on the same feast, December 9th, 2009


Trusting In Christ's Inextinguishable Light,


Rev. Sub-Deacon Lazarus W. Der-Ghazarian 





Appendix 1:





	What follows is a very kind reply I received from Vartabed Daniel Findikyan, Dean of St. Nersess Seminary of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church, in response to this essay.  I was very touched by it and wanted to include it in this document.  Vartabed Daniel’s work over the years has impacted my life in a profound way.  It was a great honor, therefore, for me to receive such a reply.  Since then, I’ve been blessed to get to know this great man of God.  Vartabed Daniel writes:





Dear William,


	I read your essay on Original Sin in East and West with great interest. 


Sorry I don't always have time to respond to the very interesting issues 


that arise in Looys. Anyway, I think your analysis is right on track.


	I also think you should come and study with us at St. Nersess!  It seems 


that we do for a living what you do for a hobby!  Anyway, that's a topic for 


another day.  God's blessings to you and your loved ones at Christmas and throughout the New Year.





In Christ,


frdaniel








Appendix 2:  





Homily On The Nativity Of The Most Pure Theotokos


By St. Demetrius, Metropolitan of Rostov





Dear Brothers and Sisters!


	The Lord, Who lives in the heavens, wishing to appear on earth and abide with men, first prepared a dwelling place of His glory: His Most Pure Mother. For it is the custom of kings that in whatsoever city they desire to live, a place of residence be prepared for them beforehand. And as the palaces of earthly kings are constructed by the most skilled craftsmen, of the most costly materials, and on the most elevated sights, which are more beautiful and spacious than all the other dwellings of men, in the same manner the palace of the King of Glory must be erected. In the Old Testament, when God desired to dwell in Jerusalem, Solomon built a temple for Him, employing Hiram, a most wise master, who possessed full knowledge of every art and science, and was skilled in every enterprise. He constructed the temple with materials of great value: with costly stone, with aromatic woods of cedar and cypress brought from Lebanon, with pure gold, and upon a high place: that is, upon Mount Moriah. The temple was of great beauty. On its walls were portrayed the likeness of cherubims, and of various trees and flowers. The temple was so spacious that the whole Israelite people could be accommodated without crowding, and the glory of the Lord would descend in fire and a cloud. Nevertheless, that temple did not suffice to contain within itself the Uncontainable God, for even though Solomon built Him a temple, "The Most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands. 'What house will ye build me', saith the Lord: 'or what is the place of my rest?'"


	At the beginning of the new era of grace, the Lord was pleased to create a temple not made by hands: the Most Pure, Most Blessed Virgin Mary. By what builder was this temple erected? In truth, by One most wise; by the very Wisdom of God, as the Scripture says, "Wisdom hath built itself a temple." All things created by the Wisdom of God are good and perfect, therefore, as it was the Wisdom of God that created the living temple of the Word (as she saith of herself through the words of the Holy Spirit, "The Lord established me in the beginning of His way") it was not possible that in her there could be any sort of imperfection or sin. The Perfect God created a perfect temple; the Most Radiant King, a most radiant palace; for the Most Pure and Undefiled Bridegroom, a bridal chamber most pure and undefiled; for the Spotless Lamb, an unsullied dwelling place. A Faithful Witness abiding in the heavens said to her, "You are most fair, my love; there is no spot in you." And the Holy Damascene says, "She is wholly the bridal chamber of the Spirit, wholly the city of God, a sea of Grace, wholly good, close to God."


	With what materials was this palace built? In truth, with the most costly, for she, being like precious stone, was of royal lineage, descended from David, who placed a stone in his sling, and with it killed Goliath. The stone foreshadowed the Stone that is Christ, fashioned, as it were, from aromatic woods, of cedar and cypress. The Virgin Theotokos was born of priestly ancestors as well, who offered God sweet smelling sacrifices. Her father, the Holy Righteous Joachim, was the son of Barpather, who traced his ancestry to Nathan, the son of David. Her mother, the Holy Righteous Anna, was the daughter of Matthan the priest, who was of the line of Aaron. Thus, the Most Pure Virgin was by her father of royal descent, and by her mother, of high priestly lineage. Of what precious materials, from what an ancestry was the most illustrious, animate palace of the King of Glory fashioned! As structures built of stone and wood in Solomon's palace were esteemed all the more for the pure gold with which they were covered, so in the case of the Nativity of the Most Pure Theotokos, the nobility of her]royal and high-priestly lineage is rendered yet more honorable by the chastity of her holy parents, which is more to be valued "than thousands of gold and silver. She is more precious than costly stones, and nothing that is dear is to be compared to her," for the Most Pure Virgin was born of parents possessed of chastity, which is loftier than all nobility, was, as the Holy Damascene testifies, writing of the Righteous Ancestors of God thus, "O blessed couple Joachim and Anna! Truly, by the fruit of your loins are you known to be blameless, according to the words of the Lord, 'You shall know them by their fruits. 'You ordered your lives in a manner pleasing to God, and worthy of her who was born of you. Having lived in chastity and righteousness, you brought forth the treasury of virginity, the Virgin, who was a virgin before giving birth, as she gave birth, and even after she gave birth. She alone, being in mind and soul, and body ever a virgin, abides always in virginity. It was fitting that this virginity, be born of chastity. Like a pair of doves, Joachim and Anna! You, having chastely observed the laws of nature, have been granted by God that which is above nature, and have brought into the world the Virgin Mother of God. While in the flesh, you have piously and virtuously borne a daughter who is higher than the angels and reigns over them. Most fair and sweet Daughter! Lily, sprung up in the midst of tares from a root most noble and august! By you the royal priesthood has been enriched!" With words such as these does the Holy Damascene clearly indicate the manner of parents who bore the Mother of God, and of what costly materials the palace of the Heavenly King was erected.


	Where was this living palace built? In a most exalted place, as the Church testifies, saying, "Truly you are higher than all things, O Pure Virgin." Nevertheless, it was not so in respect to locality, but rather her virtues and God's benefactions. The place where the Most Blessed Virgin was born was a little town in the land of Galilee called Nazareth, which was subject to the city of Capernaum. It was inglorious and obscure, and its inhabitants were held in disdain, even as it was once said of Christ, "Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?" But the Lord, "Who dwells on high and looks down on things that are lowly," was well pleased that His Most Pure Mother be born not in Capernaum, which in its pride was lifted up to heaven, but rather in humble Nazareth, indicating that that 'which is highly esteemed among men is abomination in the sight of God," while that which is despised and disdained by them is regarded by Him as lofty and honorable. Moreover, by its very name Nazareth hints the height of the virtues of the Most Pure Virgin. For as by His nativity in Bethlehem, which name means "House of Bread", the Lord mystically signified that He is the Bread come down from heaven for the life and strength of men. So by the birth of His Most Pure Mother in Nazareth He denotes sublime things. For the name "Nazareth" means a blossoming place, sacred, removed from the things of this world, adorned as it were, with a crown, and guarded. All these epithets are clearly applicable to the Most Pure Virgin, for she is the flower sprung up from the withered tree of a barren and aged womb, which has renewed our nature which has shriveled with age. She is the flower which does not wilt, but ever blossoms with virginity. She is the most fragrant flower, giving birth to the fragrance of the only King. She is the flower which bears the Fruit which is Christ the Lord, the flower which alone has borne the fragrant Apple. She is sanctified by the grace of the Holy Spirit which has descended upon her and has overshadowed her. She is the holiest of all the saints, as she has borne the Word, Who Himself is more holy than all the Saints. She is excluded from the ranks of the sinners of this world, for throughout her life not even once did she know sin. All of us must say with David, "I know mine iniquity and my sin is ever before me," but she alone can say, "Without iniquity I ran, and directed my steps." She is the guide of all men, who hath not only committed no sin herself, but also turns sinners from wicked deeds, even as the Church cries out to her, "Rejoice, you who dost rescues us from the works of mire." She is crowned with glory and honor; crowned with glory, because she has blossomed from a royal root; crowned with honor, because she has sprung from a high-priestly line. She is crowned with glory, having come forth from glorious, chaste and righteous parents. She is crowned with honor, for she was esteemed worthy of the Angel's glad tidings and his attendance. She is crowned with glory, as the Mother of God, for what could be more glorious than to bear God? She is crowned with honor as the Ever-Virgin, for what could be more honorable than to remain a virgin even after giving birth? She is crowned with glory, more glorious than the Seraphim, possessed of love for God like that of the Seraphim. She is crowned with honor, more honorable than the Cherubim, having surpassed the Seraphim in wisdom and knowledge of the Divinity. "Glory, honor and peace to every man who works good," says the Apostle, and who among the earthborn surpasses the Most Pure Virgin in deeds of virtue? Having fulfilled all the commandments of the Lord, having done all His will, observed all His injunctions, kept all His sayings in her heart, and performed every sort of good deed to her neighbors, she is worthy to be crowned, as one who works all manner of good. She is likewise a repository, in which the treasure of her virginal chastity is guarded so carefully, that not even unto the Angel did she wish to entrust it. Upon seeing the Angel, she was troubled at his words, and considered in her mind what manner of salutation this might be. All these things concerning the Most Pure Virgin are signified by the Name "Nazareth."


	Who would not affirm that lofty palace of Christ has been greatly exalted through her virtues and God's blessings? She is exalted, for she has been bestowed on us from heaven, albeit she was born on earth of earthly parents. She was bestowed from heaven, for as certain theologians say, the Archangel Gabriel, who brought glad tidings to Zacharias concerning John, and who likewise announced to Joachim and Anna the conception of the Theotokos, conveyed from heaven her most blessed name, saying unto her barren mother, "Anna, Anna, you shall bear a most blessed daughter, and her name shall be Mary." Undoubtedly, she can be called the holy city; the new Jerusalem, descended from God out of heaven, and the tabernacle of God in men's midst. Lofty is this divine tabernacle, for having borne Christ the King, it is exalted above the Seraphim. O "height hard to climb for the thoughts of men!"


	With what sort of beauty is this noetic palace of Christ adorned? Listen to the sweet words John of Damascus, who speaks of her thus, "She was offered to God, the King of All, clad in the splendor of virtues, as it were, in a vesture of gold, and adorned in the grace of the Holy Spirit. All her glory is within, for while every wife derives glory from without, from her husband, the glory of the Theotokos is from within, that is to say, the Fruit of her womb. And again he says, "O Virgin, full of God's grace, O holy temple of God, which the Solomon who created the world has erected and in which He has dwelt! Not with gold, nor with inanimate stones are you adorned. In stead of gold the Spirit shines in you; in place of precious stones, you have Christ within you, the Pearl of great price. Such is the adornment of this palace, the beauty of which far exceeds that of Solomon's temple, in which were depicted the Cherubim, trees, and flowers. Likewise, in this animate temple, in the Most Pure Virgin, a semblance to the Cherubim may be seen; for by her manner of life, which was like that of the Cherubim, she was not only the equal of the of the Cherubim, but surpassed them. If the Church frequently refers to other Saints as Cherubim, singing, "What shall we call you, O Saints? Cherubim, for Christ has rested upon you," how much more is the Virgin Theotokos like a Cherub? for within her Christ abode in the flesh, and in her most immaculate hands God sat as though upon a throne: Therefore is she called a Cherubic throne. Moreover, in her person the likeness of fertile trees is depicted, for spiritually she is like a fruitful olive tree or a blooming date-palm in the house of the Lord. Therefore, she is now called the life-giving garden, as the Church sings , "From a barren root the God of wonders has made a life-bearing garden to spring up for us: His Mother." All this is said in respect to her spiritual beauty, but she was not lacking in physical beauty. Many of the teachers of the Church testify that there has never been, nor shall ever be a virgin as fair as the Virgin Theotokos. When Saint Dionysius the Areopagite saw her, he would have called her God, had he not known that God was born of her. The Divine grace, with which she was filled, shone forth brilliantly from her face. Such was the palace which the Heavenly King prepared beforehand on earth! She was beautiful in both soul and body, "as a bride adorned for her husband," and, what is more, exceeding spacious: "Your womb He made more spacious than the heavens, and therein Christ, God uncontainable, has been contained."


	Palaces are usually constructed in such a manner that not only the King, but a multitude of his attendant servants and those who come to him from throughout the world may by amply accommodated. The spacious abode of the Word, the Most Pure Virgin, accommodates not only God the Word as King, but also us His servants, who draw close to God, Who dwells in her. She contains both God and us in her womb, in her compassionate bosom. The chosen and holy vessel, the Apostle Paul, moved by compassion, said to his beloved, spiritual children, "Our heart is enlarged; ye are not straitened in us." In which of the Saints may be found such all-embracing, Divine compassion as in the Virgin Mary? Here the chaste are accommodated, and the sinner is not excluded. Here the penitent has his place, while he who is despairing and unrepentant has a refuge like a new ark which shelters not only clean, but unclean animals as well; its entrance is not barred. Her compassion easily accommodates all those who sorrow, who are offended, who hunger, who are strangers, who are troubled, and who are sick. For it is not possible for her to be lacking in mercy, whose womb bore for us the Gracious God.


	The palaces of earthly kings are guarded by armed guards, who do not allow everyone desirous to enter therein to do so, but rather stop and carefully question everyone as to why they have come. But as for the living palace of Christ, although she is surrounded by Cherubim and Seraphim, by the innumerable choirs of Angels, and by all the Saints, at the doors of her compassionate mercy no one hinders anyone who desirous of entering, neither do the guards expel anyone, nor do soldiers drive anyone away after having questioned him as to why he has come, but having prayerfully entered, he receives a gift which profits him according to his petition. Thus, let us hasten to the compassionate bosom of her who was born of a barren womb, hailing her thus, "Rejoice, O immaculate palace of the King of All! Rejoice, dwelling place of God and of the Word! To Him, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, and to you, O Daughter of the Father, Mother of the Son, and Bride of the Holy Spirit, be honor and glory from us mortals unto the ages, Amen.





� A forthcoming 3rd revision of this essay is in the works which will also include a study of the Armenian liturgical texts on St. Mary.  I hope to develop the idea of St. Mary not as being the “great exception” but rather the “great example” and icon of Christian perfection (cf. Fr. T. Hopko).


� Alexander Roman, writer and historian, was very influential on my thinking regarding this point.


� I have substituted the word “Eastern” for the word “Greek” in this quote.  Western writers often refer to the entire Christian East as “Greek” due to the far reaching influences of what is now known as “Byzantine Theology.”


� Excerpt from “Mary:  A History of the Doctrine and Devotion,” by Hilda Graef


� For the traditional narrative accepted in Orthodox Church Tradition, see the early Christian document, “The Protevangelion of St. James.”


� Frequently Asked Questions about the Armenian Church, p. 89


� For a full discussion of the effects of Generational Sin, see my essay, “The Generation of the Soul”) @  http://www.looys.net/tradition.html


� “Bearer of God” is a literal translation of the Greek word “Theotokos” and the Armenian word “Asdvadzadzeen.”  This title for St. Mariam was affirmed as Orthodox by the Third Ecumenical Council, in 431, and has been used ever since as a beloved title for St. Mariam which expresses her profound role in our salvation.


� Cf. St. Gregory the Theologian’s maxim, “Whatever is not assumed, is not healed.”


� It should be noted that the numbering of the Psalms in Bibles produced by Protestants (and modern Roman Catholics) are not in accord with the historic Christian usage.  Thus Psalm 51 in the KJV is actually Psalm 50 in the historic Greek Septuagint, Latin Vulgate, Syriac and Armenian Versions.








