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Immaculate Conception 2016 
LK 1:26-38 
 
 The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception was formally 

declared in 1854 but the origin of the Immaculate Conception 

is really quite ancient, as the origin can be traced back to the 

New Testament, specifically to today’s gospel, in the angel 

Gabriel’s greeting to Mary, referring to her as “full of grace.” 

 In 1854, Pope Pius IX declared the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception of Mary, which is to say, that Mary, 

through a special grace, was preserved free from original sin 

from the first moment of her conception. Were this not the 

case, the angel would not have referred to Mary as “full of 

grace.” 

 A question presents itself when this doctrine was 

proposed is “Wouldn’t the doctrine of the Immaculate 

Conception imply that Mary did not need to be redeemed?” 

Some of the finest minds in the church have found this 

question hard to answer. Theologians as weighty as St. 

Bonaventure and St. Thomas Aquinas couldn’t find a sufficient 

justification for the teaching. It appeared to them that to declare 

Mary free of original sin from the moment of her conception 
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would preclude the universality of Christ’s redemptive act, 

which took place years after Mary was conceived.  

It was Blessed John Duns Scotus who, in the early 

fourteenth century, showed a way forward. He argued that 

Mary is indeed, like the rest of the human race, redeemed by 

the grace of her Son, but since that grace exists, properly 

speaking, outside of time, it can be applied in a way that 

transcends the ordinary rhythms of time. Therefore, Mary was 

preemptively delivered by Christ’s grace from original sin. 

Hence the term “prevenient” grace, as found in today’s Mass in 

the Prayer over the Offerings: 

Graciously accept the saving sacrifice which we offer you, 
O Lord, on the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary, and grant that, as we profess 
her, on account of your prevenient grace, to be untouched 
by any stain of sin, so through her intercession, we may 
be delivered from all our faults. Through Christ our Lord. 
 

 This teaching of the Immaculate Conception received a 

strange and surprising ratification just four years after it was 

promulgated. The setting was a shallow cave in a small town in 

the far south of France named Lourdes. 

 To an illiterate shepherd girl named Bernadette Soubirous. 

Our Blessed Lady appeared to Bernadette and when 
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Bernadette asked her for her name, Mary looked at her with a 

serous expression and, her voice trembling, with emotion, said, 

“I am the Immaculate Conception.” 

 Why would the Mother of God have chosen to reveal this 

particular name to Bernadette at Lourdes? Obviously, that the 

doctrine of the Immaculate Conception had been declared just 

four years earlier had something to do with it, but there is an 

important correlation between the dogma of the Immaculate 

Conception and the particular gift that was given through 

Bernadette at Lourdes. To this day, people go to Lourdes to 

bathe in and drink the water that Bernadette uncovered, in 

hopes of finding healing for body, soul and mind, and every 

single night a magnificent candlelight procession of thousands 

of pilgrims takes place in front of the church that was built 

according to Mary’s directions. What is the Immaculate 

Conception but a great act of healing on the part of Jesus, the 

preemptive removal of the stain of original sin, through 

prevenient grace, from the soul of his mother? And how 

appropriate and how wonderful that Mary’s ratification of that 

title would be forever accompanied by, and associated with the 

curing of the sick. 
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 Bernadette, who was something of a cave girl, was visited 

in a small village by Mary, the Immaculate Conception, who 

herself had received the message of an angel in a small village 

hovel who had given birth to the Son of God in a cave. 


