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Closer to forty years than to thirty-nine years ago, I read Thomas 
Merton’s New Seeds of Contemplation.1 It was a year before Monica 
Furlong’s biography of Merton was published—the book in which, 
for the first time as far as I know, the complex story of Merton’s 
life as a young man and as a Cistercian monk and priest began to 
be told.2 
 
Among many things in Merton’s book that made a big impression 
on me as a twenty-three-year-old was the short chapter on Mary. 
Merton called the chapter, with a nod to the vision in the 
Revelation to John, “The Woman Clothed with the Sun.”3 He 
wrote, “For since God has revealed very little to us about her, men 
who know nothing of who and what she was tend to reveal 
themselves when they try to add something to what God has told 
us about her.”4—I don’t think I realized back then that most of 
what Merton wrote goes on to tell us a lot more than God has 
revealed to us in Scripture. 
 
I encountered Mary another way three years ago when I started to 
read the novels of the Canadian detective fiction writer Louise 
Penny. Her Sherlock Holmes, or Hercule Poirot, is Armand 

                            
1 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (New York: New Directions Paperback, 
1972). 
2 Monica Furlong, Merton: A Biography (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). 
3 Revelation 12:1. 
4 Merton, 167. 



2 

Gamache—chief homicide inspector for the province of Quebec. 
One of her characters is an artist, Clara, whose work is discovered 
late in her life when she starts painting portraits. The painting that 
catapults her to fame is one in which she paints a neighbor, again 
in the novel, a famous, but curmudgeonly poet, named Ruth. She 
paints her as the Virgin Mary: “swathed in luminous blue, a hint of 
red tunic underneath. Her skin, wrinkled and veined . . . old and 
tired and ugly . . . on her face . . . bitterness and anguish. 
Loneliness and loss . . . But in those eyes, there was something else 
. . . Clara had captured the moment when despair turned to 
hope.”5  
 
I’m going to come back to hope, but before that, I want to tell you 
about one more book, Mike Lankford’s 2017 biography of 
Leonardo da Vinci called Becoming Leonardo.6 He writes about the 
need to appreciate “how genuinely different we’ve become in the 
last five hundred years.”7  
 
For people of Leonardo’s time, death was always and everywhere. 
Humans were shorter in stature and lived shorter lives. In a world 
before modern medicine, bones were not set properly, bacterial 
infections not cured, people lost their teeth. Most people across 
the years of their lives would know hunger, and pain would be an 
all-too-frequent companion for everyone.  
 

                            
5 Louise Penny, The Cruelest Month (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2007), ebook 982–
83. 
6 Mike Lankford, Becoming Leonardo: An Exploded View of the Life of Leonardo da Vinci 
(Brooklyn: Melville House, 2017). 
7 Ibid., ebook, 263–64. 



3 

Lankford’s description of Leonardo’s world helped me rethink 
what people like Mary and Jesus would have looked like. His 
descriptions brought to mind the words Jesus speaks in Luke to 
the crowds about John the Baptist: “What did you go out into the 
wilderness to behold? . . . A man clothed in soft clothing? . . . 
those who are gorgeously appareled . . . are in kings’ courts.”8 I 
suspect that Louise Penny’s fictional description of Mary in her old 
age is closer to reality than the art we see in this holy church. Like 
her son, Mary was truly human. She lived. She died, and because of 
her son, she died in hope. 
 
Raymond Brown described Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians 
as “the oldest preserved Christian writing.”9 Over and over in this 
short letter, he addresses the community as “brothers and sisters” 
fourteen times.10 He says, “How can we thank God enough for 
you?”11 It suggests it was a small community of believers, and at 
this early point in his ministry, he was very close to them.  
 
The letter begins with words that the world will hear again from 
Paul: faith, hope, and love: “We give thanks to God always for you 
all . . . remembering before our God . . . your work of faith and 
labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.”12 
The Thessalonians were his “glory and joy,”13 his “hope” before 
the Lord Jesus.14  

                            
8 Luke 7:24–25. 
9 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 456. 
10 Ibid., 459. 
11 1 Thessalonians 3:9. Brown translation. 
12 1 Thessalonians 1:2–3. 
13 1 Thessalonians 2:20. 
14 1 Thessalonians 2:19. 
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Before he brings this letter to a close, he writes about those who 
have died. He says, “We do not want you to be uninformed, 
brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may 
not grieve as others do who have no hope. For since we believe 
that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will 
bring with him those who have died.”15  
 
The origins of a celebration on this fifteenth day of August seem 
to have begun as a celebration in Jerusalem of Jesus’ incarnation, 
his annunciation to Mary—perhaps in the late second century or 
early third century? In the mid-fifth century in Jerusalem the day is 
celebrated as a feast of Mary Theotokos— 
“God-bearer.” This is the feast that becomes the celebration of her 
natale—her “birthday” to heaven.16 
 
The word “hope”—noun and verb—is all over the New 
Testament. The epistle we know as the First Letter of Peter—not 
written by Peter, but bearing his name—has many important 
words in it. It speaks of the hope that is in us,17 because we know 
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, as his mother Mary knew him  
  

                            
15 1 Thessalonians 4:13–14. 
16 See, Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Origins of Feasts, Fasts and Seasons 
in Early Christianity (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2011), 196–214, for a summary of 
what we know about the origins of commemorations of Mary. 
17 1 Peter 3:15. 
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from the moment the angel told her God had decided she would 
bear his Son.18 
 

 In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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