
Mary’s holiness is attested in Luke’s picture of her, and the Mary who stands at the foot of 

the Cross in John’s Gospel is the image of the perfect disciple, faithful to death and beyond - 

if beyond means the life of the faithful Church, the home life of the Beloved Disciple and 

Mary. 

 

Today is the feast of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple. This is not a Scriptural story. 

The Church developed the pious legend that Mary was somehow “presented” to the Temple 

in her early childhood (the legends speak of three years of age!). The mediaeval Church could 

not imagine Mary growing in real holiness without putting her into a convent.  

 

In fact the Jews had nothing like convents, and there were no little girls in the Temple, and 

the Gospel of Luke sets the story of the Annunciation firmly in a house at Nazareth; so this 

Presentation has to be read as pure legend, perhaps modelled on the similar story about 

Samuel. He was born providentially, after an angelic annunciation to his parents, and he goes 

on to save his people and to be a great figure in the story of the first Kings, whom he 

anointed; he thus becomes the Maker of Messiahs. His mother handed him over to the priest 

Eli as a consecrated person as soon as he was weaned (please do not imitate this form of 

child-rearing).  

 

What can we take from this meditative, dreamlike story? 

 

First, the image of Mary leaving home. We find the theme throughout the Scripture of people 

leaving their birthplace to be led by God: Abraham left Ur of the Chaldeans, to travel to the 

Promised Land; ever since, the onset of God’s call has fetched people away, and the Church 

itself left its Jewish birthplace to enter the Mediterranean lands and find the Gentiles. So 

many saints have found sanctity by leaving the haunts of men and entering the desert, 

journeying on pilgrimage, founding new ways of living. “Leave everything, and follow me” 

has rung through the ages since Jesus summoned the fishermen.  

 

Secondly, her youth. “I will come to the altar of God, who renews the joy of my youth!” 

These lines from Ps 42 used to be recited at the beginning of every Mass, before the priest 

ascended the altar steps. The mention of these steps recalls one of the great portrayals of this 

feast, Tintoretto’s Presentation in S Maria del’Orto at Venice. The scene is dominated by a 

mountainously foreshortened, curved staircase which passes the sightline and ascends to a 

climactic priestly figure wearing cope and mitre at its summit. Around and below it there are 

figures struggling to climb, to carry infants, and there is another figure whose recumbent 

form recalls the soldiers at the sepulchre, the very image of fallen humanity. Halfway up the 

massive staircase the tiny figure of Mary effortlessly appears, as it were a little child dancing 

up to the Holy Place. Her impact on the frozen hieratic figure, as on the struggling human 

beings around her, is destined to be galvanic.  

 

This is not an historical story. But it is a real one, the true story of our coming to faith. We 

celebrate the feast of a story - even of a picture; but what we are celebrating is all true, even 

of our struggling to church, our wrenching of the body into worshipping mode, even when we 

are prone beneath our weaknesses. The figure of Mary is our inspiration. 


