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Mary: The Virgin in the Life and Writings of John Henry Newman


A Reflection on the Fourth Chapter: Themes of Newman's Mariology





	John Henry Newman's Mariology finds its stem in one simple and ancient idea that naturally branches to the Marian dogmas of the Catholic faith.  The seminal idea, which one can see grow in the fertile mind of Newman into belief in the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption, is the belief that Mary is the new Eve.  Newman wrote, "As Eve was a cause of ruin to all, Mary was a cause of salvation to all; as Eve made room for Adam's fall, so Mary made room for our Lord's reparation of it; and thus, whereas the free gift was not as the offence, but much greater, it follows that, as Eve co-operated in effecting a great evil, Mary co-operated in effecting a much greater good."  As Jesus is the new Adam, Mary is the new Eve.  Because she said, "May it be done to me according to your word," Jesus can come to say, "Not my will but yours be done."


	Newman encountered this thought repeatedly in his reading of the Fathers of the Church.  In his view, the Fathers had recorded in their writings "the great rudimental teaching of Antiquity from its earliest date".  Mary's typological connection to Eve was a theme that he found over and over in their works.  (In fact, the relation of Mary as counterpart to Eve was a topic of greater discussion than the nature of Mary's motherhood.  The present author, Boyce, writes that the latter was "a fact taken for granted in the Gospels and clarified theologically only when heretics questioned the divinity of Christ".)  Newman considered the prevalence of the view among so many of the Fathers, writing at distinct places and such early times, and concluded that the belief must have belonged to the universal faith of the early Church which came from the Apostles.


	By recognizing Mary as the new Eve Newman could theologically approach the Immaculate Conception.  Mary conquered the tempter by obeying in faith.  She succeeded where Eve had failed.  Therefore, Newman reasons, Mary must have been blessed with a gift of grace as least as great as that of Eve.  If it were otherwise, the parallel that apostolic teaching draws between the two would be faulty.  Newman writes, "Is it any violent inference, that she, who was to co-operate in the redemption of the world, at least was not less endowed with power from on high, than she who, given as a help-mate to her husband, did in the event but co-operate with him for its ruin?  If Eve was raised above human nature by that indwelling moral gift which we call grace, is it rash to say that Mary had even a greater grace? ... And if Eve had this supernatural inward gift given to her from the first moment of her personal existence, is it possible to deny that Mary too had this gift from the very first moment of her personal existence?  I do not know how to resist this inference: -- well, this is simply and literally the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception."  


	Upon accepting "that the most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instance of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege granted by Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the human race, was preserved free from all stain of original sin", to use the words of Ineffabilis Deus, Newman found it natural to believe in the Assumption of the Virgin Mary, body and soul, into heaven.  In 1859, at the time of the First Vatican Council, Newman wrote in a letter, "If the Assumption of Our Lady were now defined at the Vatican Council, I should say that plainly it, as the Immaculate Conception, is contained in the dogma "Mary the Second Eve" (...)  [I]f Mary is like Eve but greater, then, as Eve would not have seen death or corruption, so, while Mary underwent death because she was a child of fallen Adam and sinned in Adam, she did not see corruption because she had more than the prerogatives of Eve."  For Newman, belief in the Immaculate Conception and Assumption followed naturally from knowing Mary as the new Eve.


