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Honoring Mary

Numbers 6:22-27
Psalm 67
Galatians 4:4-7
Luke 2:16-21

One of the most common misunderstandings that non-Catholics have about Catholic spirituality
has to do with Mary. Many people mistakenly think that Catholics worship Mary and treat her as a god,
especially since we often call her the “Mother of God.” Today and this weekend, we have a wonderful
opportunity to look at the difference between honoring a human being and worshipping God. Our
celebration today is about honoring Mary and reaffirming our belief in the divinity of Christ, whereas,
this weekend, as we celebrate the Epiphany of Christ, we have an opportunity to learn about worship and
adoration.

Most of you already know this, but I’ll mention it briefly again—the Church’s title for Mary,
“Mother of God,” has very little to do with Mary and a lot to do with Jesus’ divinity. One of the great
tasks for Christian leaders in the first few centuries of the Church was to safeguard the divinity and
humanity of Jesus Christ. In the fourth century, a priest named Arius began teaching that Jesus was not
equal to God, but the highest creature that God had ever created. As others began believing Arius, the
Emperor Constantine called for a Church council to settle the issue. Bishops from around the world met
in Nicaea (in Turkey) in 325 A.D. to solidify the Church’s teaching about the nature of Jesus Christ.
Seeing that Arius was wrong, the bishops included a new word in the creed to better explain Jesus’
relationship to the Father. The word was homoousios—“of the same substance” or “one in being.”
They declared that Jesus was not a “creature” of God, but “begotten, not made, one in being with the
Father.”

Despite the Church’s declaration, some of the bishops who supported Arius swayed the opinions
of following Emperors, who made life very difficult for the bishops and priests who believed that Jesus
was one with the Father. The tireless work of many people helped to keep the Church on track.
Eventually, in 381 A.D., the Council of Constantinople reaffirmed the earlier teaching that Jesus is fully
human and fully divine—one with the Father.

At nearly the same time, a discussion began in the Church as to whether or not Christians could
legitimately call Mary Theotokos, or “God-bearer.” Some of the leaders of the Church did not want
people to become confused about Mary’s humanity by essentially calling her the “Mother of God,”
while others thought that the title would safeguard the unity of Jesus’ human and divine nature. The
discussion came to an end at the Council of Ephesus, in 431 A.D., when the Church declared that Mary
could rightly be called the “Mother of God,” not because she contributed to the divine nature of Jesus,
but because she is the mother of his human nature.

By calling Mary the “Mother of God,” the Church sought to safeguard the divinity of Christ
amidst those who were challenging whether or not He was equal to God. Today, we continue to use the
title, “Mother of God,” to explain Mary’s role in salvation history as she bore Jesus Christ, Who is God.
The title is not intended to confuse people about Mary’s nature, but rather, reaffirm the identity of Jesus
Christ.

In addition to reaffirming our belief in the divinity of Christ, we also honor Mary today. Honor
is different than worship or adoration. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines honor as, “a showing
of usually merited respect; recognition.” When we honor Mary, we are recognizing the beautiful role
that she played in salvation history and her faith, which allowed her to say, “Yes,” to God’s will in her
life. When we honor someone, we are recognizing their God-given characteristics and virtues with the
hope of one day emulating them.



