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he postcoNcIlIar dIscussIoN oN our lady’s cooperatIoN IN the redemp-
tion, when it was not simply lacking, has tended to put the question into the more general framework 
of  human interaction with God.1 So we find a helpful lead into our question by number 14 of  the 
Brief  Statement of  the Doctrinal Position of  the Missouri Synod of  Lutherans: “as to the question why not all 
men are converted and saved, seeing that God’s grace is universal and all men are equally and utterly 

corrupt, we confess that we cannot answer it.”2 In other words: No one can do anything to contribute 
to his own individual salvation. therefore, why are not all saved, since God’s grace - which even gives us 

faith - is everywhere? the synod concludes: “We cannot answer it.” Well said, for the only answer, the ines-
capable answer would have to be: God blindly decides it - blindly, since there is nothing at all in man, not even 

a condition, on which God could base His decision.
 this position is central to the thought of  luther, since, 

as the new Joint statement of  lutherans and catholics in dia-
logue, VII, Justification by Faith points out: “In their situation 
(that of  Luther and others) the major function of  justifica-
tion by faith was . . . to console anxious consciences, terrified 
by the inability to do enough to earn or merit salvation.”3 so 
there had to be nothing at all in man, as we said, not even a 
condition. If  there needed to be, a man might be terrified by 
an anxious conscience.
 the relation of  this to our lady’s role in the redemp-
tion is obvious: If  people in general cannot do anything what-
soever towards their individual salvation, then a fortiori, she 
could not do anything towards the salvation of  all.

Beginning with the universal salvific will of  God, Fr. William G. Most places the question of  the 
Blessed Virgin’s cooperation in the Redemption within the general context of  man’s interaction with 
grace. He builds upon the teaching of  the Council of  Trent which states that man’s free will is not 
purely passive but cooperates with God’s grace. He then uses this insight as a way to move past the 
difficulties of  both the Thomist’s and Molinist’s answers to propose his own solution. This “Mostian 
solution” lays the theological foundation for examining how Redemption works and its relationship to 
Covenant. The result is a deeper probing of  the teaching of  the Second Vatican Council concerning 
Mary’s contribution to the price of  Redemption. This insightful essay by Fr. Most was published in 

Europe by Miles Immaculatae. We welcome the opportunity to present it to our readers.
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there must Be a coNdItIoN: else, No uNI-
VERSAL SALVIFIC WILL

 We begin where the Missouri Synod left off. 
They saw, but were reluctant to say it, that if  there be no 
condition at all on the part of  humans, then either God 
would predestine all (which they did not even hint at) 
or else God would decide each one’s eternal fate blindly. 
the missouri synod rightly shied away from such a con-
clusion: “We cannot answer it.” They saw the inexorable 
logic that would force them to accept a totally blind pre-
destination. d. Baftez, founder of  the “thomist” posi-
tion in catholic theology saw it too: “the attitude of  
a Christian man by which he wants all men to be saved 
(an attitude) of  which God is the cause, must be in God 
either formally or eminently. our conclusion in regard to 
the first alternative (that it is formally in God) is estab-
lished by the arguments given on the negative side. It fol-
lows at once that the second alternative is true. Because 
such a will (that all be saved) is not in God formally, it 
must be in God eminently, since God is the cause of  it 
in the saints.”4 So, God does not want all to be saved: He 
just causes us to wish that.

 Of  course, Banez is wrong here. 1 Tim 2:4 does 
teach clearly: “God wills all men to be saved.” Further, 
love is the will or desire for the wellbeing or happiness of  
another for the other’s sake.5 We can derive this from Jn 
3:16, which tells us God so loved the world that he sent 
His Son to a terrible death to make possible eternal life 
for men. Now if  that is the effect of  his love, then the 
love itself  means that he wills our eternal happiness. But 
we note the clause “for the other’s sake.” If  God willed 
good to Joe, not for Joe’s sake, but for an ulterior pur-
pose, i.e., just to display mercy, then God would be using 
Joe, not willing good to Joe for Joe’s sake. But to use 
someone is not the same as loving that one. therefore, 
if  one denies a real salvific will in God, he denies God’s 
love. But st. paul insists in rom 5:8 - “God has proved 
his love” for us. If  someone says he desires the happi-
ness of  another, then, if  that will is real and not slight, 
he will also want to work to bring it about. But he might 
meet an obstacle. If  a small obstacle stops him, his love is 
small; if  even a great or an immense obstacle cannot stop 
him, then his love is immense. even the cross did not 
stop Jesus. so his love is immense, and so is real, not just 
an “eminent will” as Banez and st. augustine thought.

 so any theory that makes God not really willing 
the salvation of  all, for their sake, must be false, since it 

implies a denial of  God’s love. But then, if  not all are 
saved, there must be some kind of  condition in man to 
make the difference. If  there were no condition and any-
one were lost, God could no longer say he willed all to 
be saved.

the coNdItIoN Is Not some posItIVe 
Good meN caN do

 St. Augustine made a great and good contribu-
tion to our question in insisting that by our own unaided 
power we can do no good, and cannot earn salvation, 
e.g., “When God crowns your merits, he crowns nothing 
other than his own gifts.”6 If  merits are his gift, then 
they cannot be a cause or even a condition for His grant-
ing salvation: there would be a vicious circle.

 St. Paul makes our inability clear with devastating 
force in phil 2:13 , and 2 cor 3:5. he told the philippi-
ans: “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 
for it is God who works (produces) in you both the will 
and the doing.”’ We have aligned our translation with the 
second council of  orange and with aristotle’s princi-
ples. Orange, with special approbation of  Pope Boniface 
II, insisted: “If  anyone contends that God waits for our 
will, so that we may be purged from sin, and does not 
confess that even our will to be purged takes place in 
us through the infusion and work of  the holy spirit, he 
resists the same holy spirit ... and the apostle whole-
somely preaching: ;It is God who works in you both the 
will and the doing.”8 so God actually causes, produces 
our good acts of  will, as well as the carrying out thereof. 
In 2 cor 3:5 st. paul will not let us claim credit for even 
the good thought that comes before deliberation and the 
good decision: “Not that we are sufficient to think any-
thing by ourselves as from ourselves, but our sufficiency 
is from God.” again, orange II helps us: “If  anyone says 
that by the good power of  nature, we can think anything 
that pertains to the salvation of  eternal life ... without 
the illumination and inspiration of  the holy spirit ... he 
is deceived by a heretical spirit, and does not understand 
... that saying of  the Apostle: `Not that we are sufficient 
to think anything of  ourselves as from ourselves, but our 
sufficiency is from God.”’9

 the great pagan philosopher aristotle did not see 
all of  the import of  his principles of  potency and actual-
ity. Yet by their nature they do go this far. For whenever 
a man makes an act of  will, or conceives a good thought, 
there is a rise from potency to actuality: there is more 
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or higher being present. Aristotle knew that every such 
rise needed the movement of  the First Cause, God. So 
he helps us to see the tremendous force that we cannot 
escape in the words of  st. paul.

 of  course, all this does not mean we are not free. 
St. Paul insists (2 Cor 6:1): “We exhort you not to re-
ceive the grace of  God in vain.” so somehow - paul does 
not explain how - people still can control whether grace 
comes in vain or not. (Later we will try to explore how 
this can be).

salVatIoN Is aN INherItaNce

 In line with what we have just said, that the hu-
man condition cannot be any positive good we produce, 
we find St. Paul insisting that salvation is an inheritance. 
Now the heirs do not have to earn what they inherit. 
Hence, for example, St. Paul warned the Corinthians (1 
cor 6:9-10; cf. Gal 3:18): “do not deceive yourselves. 
Neither the sexually immoral, nor idolators, nor adulter-
ers, nor the effeminate, nor those who lie with males, nor 
thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor slanderers, 
nor robbers will inherit the kingdom of  God.” Again, 
in Gal 5:19-21: “For the works of  the flesh are obvious, 
which are ... as to which I predict to you, as I have pre-
dicted, that they who do such things will not inherit the 
kingdom of  God.

 Really, this fits with the most basic analogy of  the 
Gospels, the Father analogy. In the normal human family 
the children do not have to earn the basic love and care 
of  their parents. they could not do it. But they can earn 
the opposite: they can earn small or great punishment, 
hey can even earn, in extreme cases, to be disinherited, to 
be cast out of  their Father’s house permanently. Similarly, 
though we do not earn predestination and salvation, we 
can earn the opposite, eternal loss. st. paul puts this com-
pactly in Rom 6:23: “The wages of  sin is death, but the 
free gift of  God is eternal life.” a student in a discussion 
class summed this up neatly: “as to salvation, you can’t 
earn it, but you can blow it.” So Rom 6:23 is really the key 
to the question of  predestination.

OBJECTION: IF I TAKE JESUS AS MY SAVIOR, 
caN I sIN much?

 We must face the proposal that st. paul means 
really that if  people once in a lifetime take Jesus as their 
Savior and believe He has paid for all their sins, then 

their sins are not imputed. so they can sin as much as 
they want, and still not lose their inheritance. as luther 
told Melanchthon “Sin greatly, but believe still more 
greatly.”10 he was not encouraging sin. he meant that 
no matter how much you sin, if  you continue to believe, 
you are infallibly saved. But Paul nowhere speaks this 
way. Nor does paul’s use of  the word faith agree with 
that of  our objection. The objection takes faith to mean 
confidence that the merits of  Christ are applied to me. 
Paul, as real scholars both Catholic and Protestant know, 
means something quite different. thus a standard prot-
estant reference work, Interpreter’s Dictionary of  the Bible, 
in its revised supplementary volume, wrote: “paul uses 
pistis/pisteuein to mean, above all, belief  in the Christ 
kerygma, knowledge, obedience, trust in the Lord Jesus. 
It comes by hearing with faith the gospel message ... by 
responding with a confession about Christ ... and by the 
‘obedience of  faith’ ... ‘the obedience which faith is.”11 
Vatican II taught the same, in different words: “The obe-
dience of  faith (rom 16:26; rom 1:5; 2 cor 10:5-6) is to 
be given to God who reveals, in which a man freely com-
mits himself  to God, giving ‘full submission of  mind and 
will to God.”’

 Not only does paul mean something quite differ-
ent by faith from what the objection means, but clearly 
in many places rules out what the objection proposes. If  
anyone ever believed that Jesus was his personal Savior, it 
was paul, who preached it so intensely. yet he pleaded at 
length with the corinthians (1 cor 8:9 to 11:1) to avoid 
giving scandal in the matter of  eating meat sacrificed to 
idols, because (8:11) if  they did, “the weak one is de-
stroyed by your knowledge, the brother for whom Christ 
died.” still more clearly, in the same periscope, paul gave 
his famous comparison of  christian life to competing in 
the Isthmian games and added (I cor 9:25-27): “every-
one who competes restrains himself  in all things - they 
to receive a perishable crown - but we, an imperishable 
one. so I then so run, not as though without direction; I 
so fight, not as though beating the air. But I hit my body 
under the eyes and lead it around as a slave, lest perhaps 
somehow after preaching to others, I myself  might be-
come a reprobate.11 But, as we said, paul had made his 
decision for Christ. If  that alone sufficed for life, Paul 
would not need to be hard on his body, in fear of  rejec-
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tion. Nor would the corinthians need to restrain them-
selves in all things to receive the crown. But paul has not 
finished. In the next chapter, he gives a long parallel of  
the original people of  God and the New people of  God. 
that ancient people did commit sins, and so, many of  
them were “destroyed by the destroyer.” His implication 
is clear: You Corinthians had better not say, “We have it 
made. We are the holy people of  God, we have made a 
decision for Christ.” No, the first People of  God did not 
have it once-for-all made: many of  them met final ruin. 
so could paul’s christians.12

the coNdItIoN Is a NeGatIVe

 If  the condition is not any positive good we do, 
then the only other possibility is that it must be a nega-
tive. that is, we can earn punishment, and forfeit inheri-
tance by the great sins of  which Paul speaks.

 This leads us to a remarkable conclusion: Predes-
tination does not depend on merits; yet reprobation depends on de-
merits.13 Is it possible to hold both points? Most scholars 
have thought it impossible: If  one is not predestined, he 
is reprobated. So if  God decides the one without consid-
ering merits, he must decide the other without consider-
ing demerits.

 Yet, as we have seen, this cannot be true: a blind 
predestination rules out any universal salvific will.

 Nor could we make both depend on merits/de-
merits. For merits are simply God’s gift. He cannot use 
this gift of  His as the basis for predestination. It would 
be a vicious circle.

 yet it is so easy to put the two points together, 
predestination without merits, reprobation with demer-
its. In fact, we have already seen it above. The most basic 
analogy in the Gospels is, of  course, the Father analogy. 
Like a good human Father, He wants all His children to 
turn out well: universal salvific will. Yet a child in a hu-
man household does not say: “I know what I must do. I 
have to dry dishes, cut grass, help out around the house. 
then I will get my parents to love and care for me.” this 
would be ridiculous. He gets that love and care not be-
cause he is good, but because the parents are good. Still, 
the same child can earn a spanking; and in extreme cases 
can earn to be cast out, to be disinherited. It is a matter 
of  two different things to be earned. Similarly, predesti-
nation is not earned; reprobation is.

For the scholastically minded, we can say that there are 
logically (not chronologically) three moments in God’s 
decrees here. First, He wills all to be saved. Then (second 
moment) he looks ahead (to use a human way of  speak-
ing) to see who will resist His graces to such an extent as 
to forfeit salvation-only His grace can bring about salva-
tion.14 Where He finds that, with regret, He decrees rep-
robation because of  and after seeing demerits. Thirdly, 
He decrees to predestine all others - not because of  mer-
its, which have not yet appeared on his computer screen, 
as it were - not even because of  the lack of  demerits that 
would call for reprobation - but simply because He always 
wanted to save them: universal salvific will. He wanted 
this without any merits at all on the part of  men.

 the Inca Indians in south america had a rather 
advanced civilization, but yet, no wheels at all were found 
there. Why? Is not a wheel a very simple thing? yes, sim-
ple after someone gets the bright idea. But before that, 
simply unheard of. similarly, our solution to the predes-
tination dilemma used to seem impossible. Yet when it 
suddenly shows up, it is so simple that the very simplicity 
tells us it must be the true answer. More important, it is 
closely derived from scripture, as we have seen, especially 
from the most basic teaching of  the Gospels that God is 
our Father.

WHAT OF MARY?

 We have not forgotten our lady. We wish to show 
that she could cooperate in the salvation of  all, that is, in 
redemption. We needed to show that in some way, such 
cooperation is really possible. So what we have done thus 
far is to remove a major objection that said no one can do 
anything to cooperate in his own redemption: therefore 
she could not have cooperated in the redemption of  all. 
there is much more to do. We must go on.

 soon we will turn to scripture and the magiste-
rium to work out the existence and nature of  her coop-
eration. But first we need to try our hand at a problem 
related to that of  predestination: precisely how, in what 
way, do we cooperate with grace in individual cases. We 
note though that our answer here is related to that on 
predestination. yet the two questions are not so closely 
tied that the answer to one gives us only one option for 
the other. No, our answer on predestination would let us 
consider more than one solution to the question of  how 
God can move our wills to consent, and yet leave us free 
and cooperating. the answer we are going to propose is 
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not simple like the one on predestination. It is very com-
plex and delicate. Hence our confidence here will not be 
so great. Yet it will be of  much value in trying to under-
stand our lady’s cooperation in the redemption.

humaN INteractIoN WIth Grace

 When st. paul says, as we saw, that God produces 
in us the good act of  will and the carrying out of  that 
will, and even the good thought that came before it all, 
it is obvious that God does not just, as it were, sit there 
and smile at us: he gives us something. to say otherwise 
would be Pelagianism, as if  we did it all as He smiled.

 But now we must face the most difficult problem 
outlined above. There are two sets of  data to reconcile: 
(1) God causes in us the good thought, the good act of  
will, and the doing; (2) yet in some way we control the 
outcome when an actual grace comes to us. the scrip-
tures are full of  this implication, whenever they call on 
us to repent, to turn to God. st. paul does the same say-
ing (2 cor 6:1): “We urge you not to receive the grace of  
God in vain.”

 Just how can we reconcile these seemingly con-
tradictory points? st. paul does not tell us, nor does the 
Church, except for one bit of  help from the Council 
of  trent: “If  anyone shall say that the free will of  man, 
moved and aroused by God, does not cooperate at all 
... but like a lifeless thing does nothing and keeps itself  
purely passive, let him be anathema.”15 But more is need-
ed.

 the “thomist” solution asserts that there are 
two kinds of  actual graces: sufficient and efficacious.16 
If  God gives a sufficient grace, that confers the full and 
complete power of  doing a good thing; yet it is metaphys-
ically certain that the one who receives it will sin, and not 
do good. the reason is that he still needs the application 
of  that power: efficacious grace. If  a man gets sufficient 
grace, can he control whether or not he also gets effica-
cious grace? the thomists say if  one does not resist, it 
will be given, but then they add that an efficacious grace 
of  nonresistance is needed to nonresist. they also say if  
a man receives a sufficient grace and then prays, he will 
get efficacious grace. But they add that to pray requires an 
efficacious grace of  prayer. Really, then, in the Thomist 
system, a man cannot control whether or not he gets ef-
ficacious grace: God could deny it for even an inculpable 
defect in man. hence one distinguished thomist wrote 

candidly: “Sufficient grace is certainly not of  itself  suf-
ficient for salvation, because it cannot produce any acts 
by itself.”17

 We cannot see how this system could fit with the 
universal salvific will. So we look further.

 The Molinists say sufficient and efficacious grace 
are the same thing: if  one cooperates, the grace is effica-
cious. they add that when grace comes, it at once confers 
the ability to cooperate. This seems questionable from 
a metaphysical point of  view, yet it would seem able to 
fit with the universal salvific will, until the Molinists add 
that on any given occasion, God has several different ac-
tual graces. he knows if  he gives grace a or B, the man 
will cooperate. But with c or d he will not. then the 
molinists say that God has a “true predilection for this 
particular man” in some cases; in other cases he does 
not. For those who are objects of  the true predilection, 
God selects such graces as He foresees will be effective. 
he would send other graces if  he foresaw these would 
be ineffective. But He acts in the opposite way for those 
for whom he does not have this predilection. again, the 
salvific will is far from universal: there is a stacked deck.
so we work on our own. an actual grace comes to me. 
at once, with no cooperation from me, it causes two ef-
fects: (1) it causes my mind to see something as good (2 
cor 3:5); (2) it makes me well disposed to the proposal. 
at this juncture, could I make a decision to accept? No, 
for phil 2:13 says that happens only when God moves 
me to make an act of  will. So there must be not only the 
possibility of  rejecting, but also another option. One op-
tion means no freedom. That other option could only be 
nonresistance. We notice that even though nonresistance 
would have the same ultimate effect as consent, yet the 
nature of  the two, the mechanism as it were, by which 
they work is radically different.

 so we return to the starting picture: an actual 
grace has come, and causes the two effects, has caused 
me to see the good idea, and to be well disposed to it. 
Now there are two ways to structure this nonresistance. 
The first will not work, but we will run through it for the 
sake of  clarity. the second will work.

 In the first scenario, after grace has caused the 
two effects, in mind and will, I as it were say to myself: “I 
see a grace has come. It suggests this thing.” so I think it 
over, and then say: “I hereby decide not to resist.” This is 
an impossible picture, for the decision to nonresist hap-
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pens only when and if  God moves my will to so decide 
(Phil 2:13). (Of  course, these stages need be only logi-
cally distinct; there is no need of  a time spread.)

 the second scenario requires delicate distinction, 
but will work. Again, grace has come and caused the two 
effects in mind and will. at this juncture, when I could 
resist, suppose I simply do nothing at all - a metaphysical 
zero. this could serve as the critical condition. on its 
presence, God orders the grace to move into phase 2, 
in which He “works in me both the will and the doing.” 
Because of  the statement of  Trent mentioned above 
we add: In this phase two, I am simultaneously (1) be-
ing moved by grace, (2) and moving myself  by power at 
the same instant being received from grace. As a result, 
my faculties really do actively produce obedience to the 
divine motion. similarly with mary’s faculties: they really 
produced her act of  obedience to the will of  God.

 so I do control the outcome, even though I do it 
by way of  a metaphysical zero. If  I needed more than a 
zero, if  I needed to generate, without God’s power some 
positive thing, some good, it would be impossible. No 
creature could do it.

 What then does a creature have about which to 
glory? Nothing. “What have you that you have not re-
ceived.... let him who glories, glory in the lord” (1 cor 
4:7; 2 Cor 10:17). Let him glory in what God has given 
him: adoption as a son of  God, as a sharer in the divine 
nature. But no one generates any good in the basic sense. 
If  he could, he could also create a universe.

 someone may not accept our proposed solu-
tion. He is of  course free. And we noted above that our 
answer on predestination does not limit us to just one 
possibility on human interaction with grace. Perhaps a 
different answer could be found. But whatever it be, it 
must satisfy the two conditions we saw above. It must 
admit most fully that we are completely dependent on 
God’s movement for the good thought, the good deci-
sion, and the good doing: “What have you that you have 
not received?” yet an answer must also take into account 
that in some way we do control the outcome: “We urge 
you not to receive the grace of  God in vain.”

 this answer applies to all humans, and, wonder-
ful though she was and is, it applies even to our lady. st. 
Alphonsus, a great devotee of  Mary, expressed this truth 
excellently in one of  his Meditations on the Annuncia-

tion: “she was fully enlightened as to the greatness of  
the dignity of  a Mother of  God. She had already been 
assured by the angel that she was this happy Mother.... 
But ... she in no way rises in her own estimation ... but 
seeing, on the one side, her own nothingness, and on the 
other, the infinite majesty of  God ... she acknowledges 
how unworthy she is of  so great an honor ... she answers: 
‘Behold the handmaid of  the lord.’ Behold the slave of  
the lord.... since God chooses me for his mother, who 
have nothing of  my own, and since all that I have is his 
gift, who can think that he has done so on account of  
my own merits? ... the goodness of  God alone be praised, 
and not his slave.”18

 there are, then, two sides to her as to every crea-
ture: What they are of  themselves: nothing; what they 
are by gift of  God - and in her case, utterly magnificent, 
for she is the masterpiece of  God: “my soul declares the 
greatness of  God” she sang, and how rightly!

HOW DOES THE REDEMPTION WORK?

 Before we come to the specific details of  her 
cooperation in the redemption, we need to explore the 
more basic question of  precisely how the redemption 
operated. Failure to do this underlies false theories of  
her cooperation. this how is a topic which caused much 
perplexity to the early Fathers of  the Church. The chief  
ways proposed were summed up by St. Athanasius:

(1) Substitution: “He takes to Himself  a body ca-
pable of  death that it, by partaking of  the Lord 
who is above all, might be worthy to die instead of  
all.... All being considered to have died in Him.”

(2) physical-mystical solidarity: “such a union was 
made so He might join what was by nature divine 
with what was by nature human, so (men’s) salva-
tion and divinization might be secure.”

(3) Blunting or absorbing the impact of  a force: 
he died so that “the law involving the ruin of  
men might be undone, inasmuch as its power was 
fully spent in the Lord’s body.”

(4) Payment of  a debt: “The Word of  God ... by 
offering his own temple and corporeal instru-
ment for the life of  all, satisfied the debt by His 
death.”19
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 there was no major development then until the 
proposal of  st. anselm in his cur deus homo? he said 
that God had to require compensation. man was created 
for obedience, service, devotion to God. By sin he evad-
ed it. so God had to demand satisfaction.

 The greatest, but not the only defect in this the-
ory is that it says God had to do these things. of  course 
he did not have to. again, critics ask: Why could not 
God be generous and simply do without satisfaction to 
His honor? This objection overlooks the infinite distance 
between God and man. It also overlooks something else, 
as we shall see.

 The whole problem is usually left in a superficial 
state today. thus Justification by Faith, the joint lutheran-
catholic dialogue volume, admits, in speaking of  satis-
faction: “This theme has been less prominent in modern 
theological discussion.20 Further, the statement reduces 
“sufferings of  penitent sinners and of  the innocent . . . in 
union with the immeasurable satisfaction given by Christ: 
to an effort to “beseech God’s mercy and pardon.” Be-
seeching is not really the category needed here.

 We will make our approach via scripture. at once 
we meet St. Paul’s remarks about the “price” of  redemp-
tion (1 Cor 6:20). But that very expression has caused still 
more perplexity. Was the price paid to the devil, who held 
humanity captive? A few Fathers21 thought so. Was it paid 
to the Father? But He did not hold us captive, nor would 
his son’s death please him.

a. dIVINe holINess

 of  course, there are several aspects to the re-
demption, chiefly merit, sacrifice, and satisfaction. But 
we intend to focus on the covenant and God’s holiness, 
aspects commonly neglected or treated superficially.
 
 apocalypse/revelation 6:10 gives us a good point 
of  departure. the scene pictured there is that of  martyrs 
under the altar. they say to God: “how long, o master 
holy and true, will you not judge and give justice to our 
blood, on those who dwell upon the earth?” Many mod-
ern versions, instead of  give justice to our blood render 
“avenge our blood” (NAB and RSV) or “take vengeance 
for our death” (Jerusalem). clearly, the concept of  ven-
geance is not appropriate. For if  love is, as we said, to will 
good to another for the other’s sake, then vengeance or-
dinarily means to will evil to another so it may be evil to 

him. God does not do this, nor do the souls of  martyrs. 
So there must be another concept behind this verse.

 We turn first to Psalm 11:8: “God is morally righ-
teous (sadig) and loves things that are morally right (seda-
goth). (Cf. also Dt 32:4; Is 24:16; Jer 9:24; Dan 9:7). To 
us today it seems quite obvious that God is morally right, 
that he follows morality himself, and wants others to do 
so. But in the ancient world that would be a novel state-
ment. the gods of  mesopotamia, from whose stock the 
Hebrews came, had little use for morality. The great gods 
Anu and Enlil decided to destroy mankind by the flood 
for no visible reason; the gods liked to get drunk, with 
predictable outcome; and “the personal god might use 
his influence with the higher gods to obtain favors for 
his protege from them. But even justice is such a favor; 
it cannot be claimed; but is obtained through personal 
connection, personal pressure, through favoritism.”22 
still less moral was Zeus/Jupiter, who would lie when 
he pleased, and especially liked to commit adultery with 
human girls, when his wife hera/Juno was not watching. 
But she too knew nothing of  morals: she was just a jeal-
ous wife.

B. INVoluNtary sIN: sheGGaGah

 So to say the God of  the Hebrews does observe 
morality, and insists that others do so was a striding 
advance. God is supremely holy. thus God, when he 
promised to give the land to Abraham and his seed, said 
he would not do it at once, (Gen 15:16): “they will re-
turn again in the fourth time period (dor), for the iniquity 
of  the Amorites is not yet full.” This is remarkable: God 
is the supreme lord and owner of  all lands. he promises 
the land to Abraham, but will not give it at once, for the 
reason that the sins of  the amorites have not reached 
their full measure. In other words, God wants to hold 
off  until the Amorites most fully deserve to be deprived: 
right moral fulness and holiness call for this. hence deut 
9:4-5 insists that it is not for any merit of  the Israelites, 
but because of  the sins of  the Amorites that they have 
the land.

 This concern for objective morality seems to be 
the root of  the Hebrew sheggagah concept, in accordance 
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with which all of  chapter 4 of  Leviticus is concerned 
with prescribing sacrifices to be offered if  a priest, a rul-
er, or the whole congregation, or an ordinary man should 
do something contrary to a commandment of  the lord 
inadvertently (bisheggagah). When the person finds out the 
fault, he must have a sacrifice offered to make up for the 
fault. Lev 5:19 even said: “Being guilty he is guilty before 
God.” this is far from the modern attitude of  saying a 
person was in good faith - forget 
it.

 there are numerous in-
stances of  this concept in the 
old testament, and even in the 
New, in intertestamental litera-
ture, and in the Fathers. When 
Abram went into Egypt with Sa-
rai, he agreed with her to say she 
was his sister: the king’s agents 
might take her, and then kill 
Abram if  they thought him her 
brother. She was taken, but then 
Gen 12:17 reports: “and God 
struck pharaoh and his house 
with great plagues on account of  
Sarai, wife of  Abram.” Pharaoh 
was in good faith, but God’s holi-
ness still willed a rebalance of  the 
objective order. In 1 Sam 14:24 
saul had sworn a rash oath that 
his people would fast; Jonathan 
narrowly escaped death for an unwitting violation. In 
psalm 19:13 the inspired poet utters words we still use: 
“Who shall discern involuntary faults (shegioth)? cleanse 
me from my hidden (faults).” In Tobit 2:13, his wife had 
received a goat as a present. Tobit, unreasonably, insisted 
on a mere suspicion that she take it back: “Perhaps it was 
stolen.”

 In the Testament of  Levi 3:5 (probably early 
2nd century B.c.): “there with him are the archangels 
who serve and offer propitiatory sacrifices to the Lord 
for all the sins of  ignorance of  the just ones.” similarly 
in the psalms of  solomon 3:7-8: “the righteous man in 
all searches his house to cleanse injustice in his sin. he 
makes atonement for ignorance by fasting and lowliness 
of  his spirit, and the lord cleanses every holy man and 
his house.” philo says that spiritual perfection requires 
avoidance of  both unwitting and witting sin.

 Jesus himself  in the Gospel shows the same 
concern (Lk 12:47-48): “That servant who knew the will 
of  his master and did not prepare or do according to 
his will will receive many blows; but the one who did 
not know, but did things worthy of  blows will receive 
few.” at the scene of  the last judgment, those on the left 
will plead ignorance (Mt 25:44): “Lord, when did we see 
you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked, or weak or 

in prison, and we did not serve 
you?” Their excuse is not accept-
ed. We may assume, in line with 
Lk 12:47-48, that they are not as 
guilty as those who knew they 
failed to serve the lord. yet they 
will not get off  entirely. really, 
they should have known enough 
to help the needy even without 
recognizing the lord in them.

 In 1 tim I: 15 paul says: 
“I am the worst of  sinners” and 
“am not worthy to be called an 
Apostle, because I persecuted 
the church of  God” (1 cor 
15:9). he said he was not entire-
ly free of  guilt, even though he 
had done it in ignorance, even in 
the idea he was being zealous for 
God. Similarly in 1 Cor 4:4 Paul 
says: “I have nothing on my con-

science, but I am not thereby justi-
fied.” I might have committed a sin in ignorance. A good 
modem Jewish scholar, A. Buchler explains: “The ancient 
pious men brought every day a doubtful guilt-offering, 
to clear themselves from any error of  a grave religious 
nature possibly committed on the previous day.”

 Turning to the Patristic age, we find Pope St. 
Clement I saying (To Corinth 2:4): “Full of  holy counsel, 
you stretched out your hands to the all powerful God, 
beseeching Him to be propitious, if  you had sinned at 
all unwillingly.” the angel of  penance tells hermas in 
the Shepherd (Mandate 9:7): “Definitely, on account 
of  some temptation or transgression which you do not 
know about, you receive more slowly what you ask for.” 
Again (Parable 9:7.3): “Only God can grant healing 
for your former ignorances.” tertullian (apologeticum 
17:2-3) says God “sent men to announce what ... disci-
plines he has set, which you do not know or desert”. In 
De idololatria 15, tertullian tells a strange case: “I know of  

St. Paul
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a brother who was severely punished in a vision the same 
night, because his slaves, after a sudden announcement 
of  public joy, put a crown on his door. Yet he himself  
had not crowned it, nor had he ordered it. .. and when 
he came back, he had rebuked it.” St. John Chrysostom 
(On priesthood 4:2) speaks strongly of  the responsibility 
of  those who chose candidates for the priesthood and 
episcopate. some, he says, are careless. But: “If  the elec-
tor is not guilty of  any of  these things, but says he was 
deceived by the opinion of  the many, he will not remain 
unpunished, but will pay a penalty less than those chosen 
[unworthily].”

 even today, the divine liturgy of  st. John chrys-
ostom still has these words in a prayer before the Epistle: 
“Forgive us every offense, both voluntary and involun-
tary.” and in the roman rite we still use psalm 19, with 
the important verse 13 cited above, even though the usu-
al translations do not clearly bring out the nature of  the 
shegioth.24

 The texts we have just seen, on God’s Holiness 
and his concern for even involuntary sins, lead naturally 
to the concept that sin is a debt, which Holiness wants 
repaid. The notion begins to appear in the Septuagint 
use of  the Greek verb aphienai: “the Greek interpreters 
do sometimes use the verb aphienai, ‘to remit a debt,’ to 
translate several Hebrew verbs which do not have this 
precise meaning.”25 We notice that this same verb is also 
used for forgiving even unwitting sins, bisheggagah: lev 
4:20, 26; 5:10, 16, 19.

 Intertestamental Hebrew and Aramaic literature 
at times use Hebrew hobah or aramaic hoba, which mean 
debt, as a word for sin. Lyonnet Sabourin add: “It [the 
use of  Greek aphienai, with connotation of  remitting a 
debt in the Synoptics] recalls the notion widespread in 
the aramaic milieu of  primitive christianity: sin consid-
ered as a debt.”26

 Only once do we find Greek opheilema, debt, in 
the Gospels, to mean sin. But that one instance is most 
weighty, for it comes in the Our Father: “Forgive us our 
debts (opheilemata).” similarly, st. paul does not often use 
aphienai in the sense of  remitting debt, but he does speak 
of  the “price” of  redemption (1 cor 6:20; 7:23) and of  
the “bill” which was a claim against us, paid by the cross, 
in Col 2:14. Again, Paul speaks of  Christ as “buying” us 
who were under the law: Gal 3:13; 4:5.

 light on the thoughts in the mind of  st. paul can 
be had from numerous rabbinic texts - we recall Paul was 
trained by the great Rabban Gamaliel. It is true, these 
texts are from varying times after Paul. However, when 
we have evidence from before Paul in the Old Testa-
ment, in the intertestamental literature, from the Gospel, 
and from after Paul - then there can be no doubt that 
these ideas were current in his thought world. and it is 
an obvious, a cardinal principle of  Scripture study, that 
we should get back into the ancient milieu to understand 
the scriptural writers.27 As we said, the rabbinic texts are 
very numerous. A few examples will suffice.

 Rabbi Akiba B. Joseph was the most famous of  
all of  the tannaite teachers, with the most powerful in-
fluence on the life and thought of  his time. He was exe-
cuted by the Romans between 132 and 135, when he was 
a very old man. He was probably born about 50 A.D. In 
Pirke aboth 3:30 he says: “All is given in pledge, and the 
net is spread over all the living; the shop is open and the 
shopman gives credit, and the account-book is open, and 
the hand writes ... and the collectors go round continually 
every day and exact payment.”28

 Rabbi Eleazar ben R. Sadok, of  the first century 
in Jerusalem, wrote: “God brings chastisements upon the 
righteous men in this world in order that they may inherit 
the world-to-come. . . . God showers upon the sinners 
prosperity in this world, in order to drive them out and 
make them inherit the lowest step of  hell.”29

 Rabbi Yehudah b. Ilai said: “The ancient pious 
men were chastised with a disease of  the bowels for 
about twenty days before their death in order to scour 
everything, so that they might enter pure into the world-
to-come.”30

 Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar, speaking in the name 
of  Rabbi Meir (?100?174 A.D.) gave us a most helpful 
comparison: “happy the man who has practiced a com-
mandment, for he has tipped the balance toward the side 
for merit, both for himself  and the whole world. But woe 
to the man who has committed a transgression, for he 
has tipped the balance to the side of  debt [hobah] both for 
himself  and the world.”31 It is of  course the holiness of  
God that wants the scales rebalanced, to use the graphic 
comparison of  Rabbi Meir.

 pope paul VI strongly underscored this doctrine 
of  the need of  rebalance of  the objective order in his 
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doctrinal introduction to his constitution, Indulgentia-
rum doctrina: “to rightly understand this doctrine [of  
indulgences] we need to recall certain truths which the 
whole Church, illumined by the word of  God, has always 
believed.”32 We interject: as Vatican II reminds us (Lu-
men gentium 12), if  the whole Church has always believed 
something, that teaching is infallible, is equal to a sol-
emn definition. “As we are taught by divine revelation, 
penalties follow on sins, inflicted by the divine Holiness 
and justice.... These penalties are imposed by the just and 
merciful judgment of  God to purify souls, and to defend 
the sanctity of  the moral order, and to restore the glory 
of  God to its full majesty.” We note that the restoration 
of  the moral order is mentioned as something distinct 
from the restoration of  the glory of  God. “so it is neces-
sary for the full remission of  sins, and for what is called 
reparation not only (1) that friendship with God be re-
stored by a sincere conversion of  soul, and (2) that the 
offense against His wisdom and goodness be expiated, 
but also (3) that all the goods both personal and social, 
and those that pertain to the universal order, which is 
lessened or destroyed by sin, be fully restored, either by 
voluntary reparation... or through enduring penalties set 
by the very just and holy wisdom of  God.”33

 
 The redemption by Jesus falls within this perspec-
tive, says paul VI. so now we can understand the force of  
the words of  St. Paul about the “price” of  redemption. It 
is the repayment of  a debt, as we learn from the Scriptur-
al and Rabbinic milieu in which St. Paul did his thinking. 
the price is not paid, of  course, to satan - we must not 
press the comparison that far. Nor is it paid to the Father 
- He would not have pleasure in the terrible death of  His 
son. so it remains that the price is really the restoration, 
the rebalance of  the objective order. Were the death of  
Jesus only a matter of  obedience: why would the Father 
without need impose so dreadfully difficult a command? 
We cannot help thinking of  some old practices in some 
religious communities in which a superior would order 
something quite unreasonable, just to produce what was 
thought of  as sheer obedience. Again, if  His offering 
was merely to serve as a new liturgical propitiatory - why 
something so terribly difficult? But if  the Holiness of  
God willed that full rebalance of  the objective order be 
made, out of  love of  holiness/goodness, and out of  love 
for us - then the difficulty of  His death finally does make 
sense. For sinners had stolen pleasures beyond measure 
from the balance: Jesus gives up pleasures, endures pain 
in a measure corresponding to what was stolen.

coVeNaNt aNd redemptIoN

 We must combine this doctrine on the objective 
order with that of  the covenant, for the blood of  Christ 
is, as He Himself  said, the blood of  the New Covenant.
At Sinai, God spoke to the people through Moses (Ex 
19:5): “If  you really obey my voice and keep my cove-
nant, you shall be my special possession, more so than all 
people, though all the earth is mine.” We note two things 
about this covenant: (1) It brings into being a People of  
God, (2) They are to get favors on condition of  obedi-
ence.

 We notice too that this Sinai covenant is bilateral,34 
that is, not only are the People bound: God too is bound. 
of  course, he cannot really owe anything to any crea-
ture. But He can be bound by His own word, His fidelity; 
he cannot make a commitment and then simply ignore 
it. hence the prophets often compare the relationship 
of  God and people to that of  a marriage, in which both 
parties have claims and obligations. So too the inspired 
writer of  Deut 26:17-18 became so bold as to say (ac-
cording to the literal Hebrew, with the hiphil forms of  
the verbs): “You have caused the Lord today to say He 
will be a God to you ... and the Lord has caused you to-
day to say you will be to Him a special people ... and that 
you should keep all his commandments.”

 We need to ask: Why would God make such a 
covenant? It was because people tend to fear God in the 
wrong way, and to be uncertain of  how to deal with Him. 
Are not His ways as far above ours as the heavens above 
the earth? But if  God, by a covenant, spells out what He 
requires, then people can know. Further, to oblige one-
self, to bind self  to another is a sign of  special love, even 
as a vow to God ought to be.

tWo leVels IN coVeNaNt

 But once God has entered a covenant, we must 
ask further: Why does he grant his favors? In reply, it 
is essential that we distinguish two levels. On the basic, 
fundamental level, the only reason he gives his favor 
is simply His own unmerited, unmeritable love/generos-
ity, which led Him to make a covenant in the first place. 
But if  we look at the secondary level, we must obviously 
answer: God gives his favors when and if  the humans 
do their part, if  they fulfill the covenant condition. This 
is what really underlies the words of  st. paul, which so 
many commentators35 have puzzled over (rom 2:6-13): 
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“God will repay to each according to his works.... not the 
hearers of  the law are just before God, but the doers of  
the law will be declared just.” The problem of  course is 
this: does not paul insist over and over again, especially in 
the same Epistle to the Romans, that we are justified by 
faith without the works of  the law? how then can paul 
speak of  repayment for works?

 What we have said above solves the problem 
readily: as to good works, we distinguish primary and sec-
ondary levels. on the primary level, works do not earn 
justification and final salvation. Salvation is an unearned 
gift, and inheritance (cf. Gal 5:19-21; 3:15-22; 1 cor 
5:9-10; eph 5:5). yet, on the secondary level, i.e., within 
the covenant, if  the person does what God commands 
and hearkens to his voice, then God will really owe it to 
himself  to keep his word, and to reward, according to 
the covenant condition.36 St. Augustine expressed the sit-
uation beautifully (Confessions 5:9): “For you deign, since 
your mercy is forever, to even become a debtor by your 
promises to those to whom you forgive their debts.”

 of  course, on the negative side, sin, there is no 
problem. Surely Paul will readily say that God repays sin, 
that sin earns punishment. paul sums it all up compactly 
in Rom 6:23, as we saw: “The wages of  sin is death, but 
the free gift of  God is eternal life.”

redemptIoN Is oN the secoNdary leVel

 But now we can see something further, building 
on the above: Even the infinite value of  the obedience of  
Jesus - which is the basic condition of  the New Covenant 
- even that applies on the secondary level. on the prima-
ry level, there is no such need. In other words, the Father 
did not begin to love mankind again because Jesus came 
and died; instead, Jesus came and died because the Father 
always loved mankind and desired our eternal happiness. 
Yet His Holiness wanted the objective order rebalanced, 
from its infinite imbalance, by the infinite worth of  the 
obedient death of  His Son. So even the offering of  Jesus 
did not move the Father: He did not have to be moved. 
That offering fits within the framework of  the famous 
dictum of  st. thomas: “deus vult hoc esse propter hoc, 
sed non propter hoc vult hoc.”37 to paraphrase (for a lit-
eral version would not clarify): “God wants one thing to 
be in place to serve as a title for another thing. But that 
title does not move him. God wants such titles in the 
love His Holiness has for all goodness, for the objective 
order. Jesus provided that, infinitely. We get our salvation 

gratis: he paid for it. We can see this in the much misun-
derstood line of  rom 3:31: “do we then destroy (moral) 
rightness (nomos) by faith? Banish the thought, but we es-
tablish (moral) rightness.” We take nomos38 here to refer to 
objective morality. Paul asks, in effect: Does this doctrine 
of  giving salvation without earning it destroy concern for 
the moral order? No: Jesus has fully paid.

mary cooperates IN redemptIoN

 Now we are in a position to ask two questions: 
(1) Could God, if  He so willed, bring a creature into the 
process of  earning redemption? (2) has he actually done 
that?

 As to the first question, we recall from our earlier 
discussion that God could not make a creature indepen-
dent of  himself: the creature’s cooperation would have 
to be in the framework of  2 Cor 3:5 and Phil 2:13: Every 
bit of  good a creature does is God’s gift. God first causes 
the good thought and a favorable attitude, and then, if  
the creature simply does not reject his movement, God 
works in the creature both the will and the doing. So any 
cooperation by any creature must be put into this frame-
work. hence Vatican II taught (Lumen gentium 62): “No 
creature can ever be counted together (be put on the 
same plane in the same way) with the Incarnate Word, 
the redeemer.” yet Vatican II did speak of  mary’s coop-
eration, with this reservation.

 however, even though he could not make a crea-
ture independently able to cooperate in the redemption, 
he could and did make mary supremely suited in her-
self. For He prepared her by the Immaculate Conception, 
bringing with it graces of  which Pius IX wrote that God, 
“filled her, more than all angelic spirits and all the Saints, 
with an abundance of  all heavenly gifts” so that her holi-
ness even at the beginning was such that “none greater 
under God can be thought of, and no one except God 
can comprehend it.”39 paul VI, in Marialis cultus, said she 
was “adorned with gifts of  the spirit granted to no one 
else.”40 In line with these teachings, St. Maximilian Kol-
be wrote splendidly of  her unique relation to that same 
Holy Spirit: “Who is the Holy Spirit? The flowering of  
the love of  the Father and the Son. If  the fruit of  created 
love is a created conception, then the fruit of  divine love 
... is necessarily a divine ‘conception’. the holy spirit is, 
therefore, the ‘uncreated eternal conception’...this infi-
nitely holy Immaculate conception.” In turn “this eter-
nal ‘Immaculate conception’...in an immaculate manner 
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produces divine life itself  in the womb (or depths) of  
mary’s soul, making her the human Immaculate concep-
tion. If  among human beings, the wife takes the name 
of  her husband because she belongs to him . . . with 
how much greater reason should the name of  the holy 
Spirit, who is the divine Immaculate Conception, be used 
as the name of  her in whom he lives as uncreated love, 
the principle of  life in the whole supernatural order of  
grace?41

 We can get further light on this first question 
whether God could, if  he wished, appoint a creature to 
share in obtaining redemption, by reviewing the options 
God had before Him for the restoration of  our race. Af-
ter the first sin, after looking ahead to all future sins, the 
Father at once - to speak anthropomorphically - decided 
he would restore us. he had several ways open: (1) he 
could have forgiven without any reparation at all; but 
this would not have provided for objective Holiness, and 
would not have given rich titles for the benefit of  man-
kind. (2) He could have appointed any human being, and 
told that one to perform any specified act of  religion, such 
as an animal sacrifice. That would not, of  course, fully 
correct the infinite imbalance. But God could have ac-
cepted; He could have even bound Himself  by covenant 
to accept. (3) he could have provided for a redemption 
of  infinite worth by sending His Son to become man, not 
in a stable, but in a palace, equipped with every possible 
luxury. That Son would not need to die, He would have 
redeemed even by a three word prayer, “Father, forgive 
them”. Then He would have ascended in a blaze of  glory 
forever. This would be infinite in worth, because of  the 
infinity of  the Person; and would have been satisfaction, 
since for an Infinite Person to become man and act thus 
would be a comedown for that Person. (4) The Father 
quite literally went beyond infinity: from the palace to 
the stable, from a deathless prayer to the cross. Why? 
In His love of  Holiness, wanting a rich rebalance, and 
in His love of  us, to provide an infinite title to forgive-
ness and grace for us (cf. again rom 3:31). so it seems 
his policy was this: If  there is any way to make all even 
richer, he will not stop with anything lesser. (5) there 
was still something more the Father could add. Just as in 
option 2, he could have employed a mere human for the 
entire work, so obviously He could add a mere human to 
option 4. In other words, He could provide for a New 
eve along with the New adam, so that just as a woman 
had shared in bringing ruin, so also a woman might share 
in overcoming that ruin.

 Again, her contribution would not be on the 
same plane as that of  Jesus: she would be, and was, to-
tally dependent (cf. again 2 cor 3:5 and phil 2:13). and 
her work would be only on the secondary level of  the 
covenant, where there was no need to move the Father. 
as we saw, even the work of  Jesus was on that second-
ary level. surely, to use a creature on that level was not 
impossible for God. Nor need we worry that she, logi-
cally not yet redeemed could not share in redeeming. For 
actually she was redeemed, by anticipation of  the merits 
of  Christ as Pius IX told us. Further, on the secondary 
level such a difficulty need not be considered at all. She 
was merely sharing with Jesus in generating the title he 
generates. she operates with him per modum unius, not 
as a separate agent. Vatican II - and st. Irenaeus whom 
the Council cites - seemed to have no worry about such 
an objection: “She, as St. Irenaeus said, ‘by obeying, be-
came a cause of  salvation for herself  and for the whole 
human race.”’42

 as to the second question: did God actually count 
her cooperation? This is clear from the Fathers and the 
magisterium. pius XII, in Munificentissimus Deus, after put-
ting her cooperation in the framework of  the New eve 
theme, dared to speak of  the “struggle” of  calvary as a 
work “in common” to Jesus and mary: “Just as the glori-
ous resurrection of  Christ was an essential part and final 
sign of  this victory, so also that struggle which was com-
mon to the Blessed Virgin and her Son, had to be closed 
by the glorification of  her virginal body.43 so pius XII 
did not look on her cooperation in some loose way: he 
made it the chief  support of  the solemn definition of  
the Assumption; since the common struggle had brought 
glorification to Him, it had to bring a parallel glorification 
to her. If  her work were not counted, it would not be a 
work in common.

 Vatican II is in accord with Pius XII: “She bore 
with her union with her son even to the cross, where 
she stood, in accord with the divine plan, vehemently 
grieved with her only begotten, and associated herself  
with motherly soul to His sacrifice, loving consenting to 
the immolation of  the Victim born of  her.... in suffer-
ing with him as he died on the cross, she cooperated in 
the work of  the Savior, in an altogether singular way, by 
obedience, faith, hope and burning love, to restore su-
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pernatural life to souls. For this reason she is our Mother 
in the order of  grace.”44

 the analysis we have given shows that her offer-
ing on Calvary was by its very nature capable of  being 
counted as part of  the covenant condition that won re-
demption as an obedience fusing with the obedience of  
Christ. It is clear that the Council tells us that the Father 
did count her work. We notice especially in the text cited 
above: She was on Calvary not just as a bystander, like 
John, but “in accord with the divine plan ... by the plan 
of  divine providence” a providence that had joined her 
role to his from all eternity, for she, “predestined from 
eternity along with the incarnation of  the divine Word, 
was on earth, by decree of  Divine Providence the kindly 
mother of  the divine redeemer, his generous associate 
in a singular way.”45 This union, long invisible, became 
evident in the course of  time: “this conjunction of  the 
mother with the son in the work of  salvation, is manifest 
from the time of  the virginal conception of  christ even 
to his death.” then the council goes through every one 
of  his mysteries, showing her union in each one, in sec-
tions 57-59. Further, the Council says twice in one sec-
tion, 61, that her role was singular. No one else, not even 
John was in a similar position; she was “his generous 
associate in a singular way compared to others”. and at 
the cross, “she cooperated in the work of  the savior in 
an altogether singular way . . . to restore supernatural life 
to souls.”46

 really, even today, in the renewal of  the New 
Covenant, God counts and repays even the obedience of  
ordinary humans.

 the council stresses that her cooperation was 
given chiefly by obedience: “[The Fathers] judge that she 
cooperated in human salvation by free faith and obedi-
ence. For she, as St. Irenaeus says, `by obedience became 
a cause of  salvation for herself  and the whole human 
race.”’ again in section 61: “she cooperated in the work 
of  the Savior ... by obedience.” Obedience was the very 
covenant condition, it was the essential means by which 
“He brought about redemption by obedience” as the 
council said earlier in Lumen gentium 3. This obedience 
not only required her to stand by the cross, but even to 
positively will such a death for her son, so that she was 
“lovingly consenting to the immolation of  the Victim 
born of  her.”

 In speaking of  the obedience of  Jesus, we noted 

above that long ago, sometimes religious Superiors used 
to command something inane, to get a so-called sheer 
obedience. Would the Father, merely for so empty a rea-
son, demand so terrible a death of  His Son? Would He 
demand that his mother even will that death? No, it is 
only if  that obedience really accomplished something, ac-
complished that her obedience be joined with His so she 
shared in His covenant claim on our behalf, and shared 
in rebalancing the objective order, as Holiness/goodness 
called for.

 again, the council stressed her spiritual mother-
hood, and spoke of  it as extending from the annuncia-
tion on, even into eternity: “this motherhood of  mary 
lasts without interruption, from the consent which she 
faithfully gave at the annunciation, and which she bore 
without hesitation beneath the cross, even to the perpet-
ual consummation of  all the elect.”47

 so we ask precisely what the motherhood did 
and does, how it functioned. We find the answer by not-
ing that there are two stages in the role of  an ordinary 
Mother: (1) She shares actively and productively in bring-
ing a new life into being.48 (2) She takes care of  that 
life so long as there is need, so long as she is willing and 
able. The first phase of  this Motherhood of  Mary came 
to a climax at the foot of  the cross, with her obedience, 
which the Council described in section 61 with the infer-
ence: “For this reason, she is our Mother in the order of  
grace.” This means that at the cross she shared in bring-
ing new life into being “to restore supernatural life to 
souls.”

oNly actIVe receptIVIty?

 Could her role at the cross be just “active recep-
tivity: as some German theologians would have it, like a 
hand stretched out to receive something - but not posi-
tively producing anything itself ?49 Not at all. a normal 
Mother plays an active productive role. For we ask: What 
could she really receive at that point? msgr. philips, one 
of  the chief  drafters of  Lumen gentium and especially 
chapter 8, in his commentary on section 62, ridicules the 
notion that “graces ... already merited by Christ [were] 
like jewels which were put I into a strongbox to be later 
distributed bit by bit.”50 He also adds that if  grace be 
conceived as a habitus, there was not yet any person on 
whom the habitus could be produced. Clearly, there is no 
room for any so-called active receptivity on calvary. one 
could not imagine just what she might put forth her hand 
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to receive. But if  we take the conciliar text to mean what 
we worked out above, namely, that she shared in the cov-
enant obedience in producing a claim, a title, to graces to 
be granted later on - then it makes excellent sense.51

 Further, what positive evidence is there for the 
active receptivity theory? Just a very few Patristic texts, 
the strongest cited in Lumen gentium 63 and in a note. But: 
(1) The texts are too few to prove anything. To prove a 
thing is revealed we need moral unanimity of  the Fathers 
for at least one period. that is lacking. (2) the council 
did endorse such a parallel, but, after citing St. Ambrose, 
and giving a note to a few others, it applied the parallel 
only to a few things, “in the order of  faith, love, and per-
fect union with christ.”52 so too the church is virgin and 
mother. there is no application made of  the parallel to 
mary’s cooperation in redemption.

 still further, even if  one were to admit her co-
operation as parallel to that of  the church, it would not 
follow that she could not do more than the church, as 
semmelroth and others claimed: “In conclusion, mary, 
since she is substantially type of  the Church, could not 
do anything other than the church herself.”53 But, the 
church simply was not at hand on calvary, during the 
objective redemption. Further, Mary was given graces 
never given to another; (2) mary’s role was singular, and 
she had a divine appointment to cooperate even on cal-
vary, where the Church did not yet exist.

 But the deepest root of  the mary type of  church 
argument is basically just the classic protestant theory 
of  redemption, in which men contribute nothing, but 
merely accept. hence semmelroth already in 1950 wrote: 
“So that it [Christ’s offering] might be the offering of  
mankind, ther was need of  the subjective appropriation 
by this mankind.54 It sounds like “taking christ as one’s 
personal savior” as the prot-
estants say. semmelroth for-
gets that it was the offering of  
mankind precisely because of  
the Incarnation, in which God 
became man, and became the 
New adam, the new head of  
the race, by that very fact em-
powered to act on behalf  of  
the race.

 this protestant theory 
first developed in Germany, 

not for scholarly theological reasons, but under ecu-
menical pressure, which led to straining that called forth 
a warning under pius XII.55 at Vatican II, the pressure 
was so strong that Father Balic, a chief  drafter of  chap-
ter 8, reports: “The protestants [observers at Vatican II] 
were waiting to see if  there would be mention of  Mary 
as mediatrix or not. In case of  an affirmative answer, the 
dialogue would be closed.”56 In fact, a hundred of  the 
Council Fathers wanted to say nothing about her at all!57

 In contrast, we have solidly established above the 
correct view of  the redemption, in a covenant framework 
that accounts for both Paul’s statements that we do not 
earn our salvation, and yet his other words in rom 2:6 as 
that God repays. For on the basic level, we do not earn 
- neither does mary, neither did the death of  Jesus. But 
on the secondary level, in that God has bound Himself  
through the covenant condition, God keeps his word, 
and so he repays that which humans do, even ordinary 
humans - how much more the obedience of  Mary joined 
with that of  Jesus. the views of  semmelroth cannot ac-
count for the two levels, and cannot make real sense at all 
of  her cooperation on calvary, for there were no jewels 
for her to put into a box, to use the language of  Msgr. 
philips.58 hence a. muller,59 another of  the active recep-
tivity proponents, is quite logical in saying that her coop-
eration consisted only in being Mother of  the Redeemer. 
muller saw that within the active receptivity theory there 
was nothing for her to accomplish on calvary.

 still further, the council says she was asked to 
consent “so that thus, just as a woman contributed (con-
tulit) to death, so also a woman should contribute to 
life.60 this is, of  course, the New eve parallel. But: the 
first Eve did not just receive from Adam a sin done by 
adam alone. No, she was productive and active, she even 
induced him to sin, handing to him the forbidden fruit, 
persuading him that it was good. similarly mary - though 
she did not need to persuade her son to die - actively and 
productively contributed to redemption, as actively and 
productively as the first Eve had contributed to the death 
of  sin.

CONTRIBUTION TO THE PRICE OF REDEMP-
tIoN

 We can even add this: since His obedience can 
also be called the price of  redemption as St. Paul puts it, 
it would seem to follow that she shared, on the secondary 
level, in paying the very price of  redemption, in depen-Pius XII
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dence on him of  course as we have seen.

 a parallel may help. Vatican II, in Sacrosanctum 
Concilium 10, speaks of  the mass as the renewal of  the 
New covenant-trent had said it was the same as calvary, 
“sola offerendi ratione diversa”.61 But in that renewal, the 
Mass, our obedience is to be joined to that of  the Victim 
on the altar, as the church so greatly insists today. We 
must do all syn christo, as st. paul tells us - especially 
must we be syn Christo in this offering. So we could say 
that in the Mass there is the offering of  the obedience 
not just of  the Head, but of  the Whole Christ, Head 
and members. - Then, if  the renewal is not unfaithful, if  
it repeats without change, we would expect to find the 
same twofold obedience melting into one in the making 
of  the New covenant which the mass renews: we should 
find her obedience fusing in with His to form the one 
great covenant condition, or, the price of  redemption. 
The fact that His offering is of  infinite worth does not 
preclude the joining of  our obedience to His in the Mass. 
Similarly, His infinite obedience on Calvary did not pre-
clude that her obedience be joined with His to form the 
one great price of  redemption. so our view does not put 
her on the same plane as Jesus anymore than we are on 
the same plane with him in the mass.

oBJectIoN

 If  someone objects: Vatican II says clearly at the 
start of  chapter 8 that it does not intend to solve contro-
versies, we reply: sometimes people accomplish things 
when they really are not expecting to do so. St. Irenaeus, 
in his words on the New eve, compared all sin, origi-
nal and personal, to a complex tangled knot, and added 
that to untie a knot, one takes the end of  the rope back 
through every twist and turn used in tying it - then and 
only then is the knot untied. In that setting, st. Irenaeus 
added: “Thus then the knot of  the disobedience of  Eve 
was untied through the obedience of  Mary.”62 Now if  we 
consider the context of  St. Irenaeus, he seems to have 
had in mind basically just the day of  the annunciation, 
rather than Calvary. Yet, objectively, this knot compar-
ison implies a cooperation on calvary, for it was only 
there that the knot was finally untied. It may well be that 
st. Irenaeus did not see the full implications of  what he 
had written. Yet, as a Father of  the Church, he was an in-
strument in the hands of  divine providence, who could 
use him to say more than he realized (much as happens 
in the sensus plenior of  holy scripture). Vatican II did 
explicitly extend her role to Calvary. May we suggest that 

the council too, an instrument of  the same providence, 
may have objectively expressed more than it realized? 
Our analysis given above shows that.

 We find an instance of  this writing more than the 
writer grasped in the work of  msgr. philips, one of  the 
chief  drafters of  chapter 8. In his commentary on sec-
tions 61 and 62, he thinks that only “a mental distinction. 
.. between the acquisition and the distribution of  grace 
is possible”63 that is, between the work of  Calvary, often 
called objective redemption, and the subsequent work of  
distribution of  grace through all times, the subjective re-
demption. But: on page 90 of  his commentary he says 
that her cooperation was “concretized in her uncondi-
tional obedience,” while on page 92 he said her present 
role (subjective redemption) is one of  intercession. But: 
obedience and intercession are not the same thing. They 
are not merely mentally distinct. In obedience, she does 
the will of  the Father; in intercession, she asks the Father 
to do her will, to grant graces to her children. the two 
motions are in opposite directions. they are hardly iden-
tified. Rather, the obedience, if  we put it in the Scriptural 
setting, was part of  the covenant condition, joining with 
the obedience of  her Son, the obedience by which “He 
brought about redemption” as Lumen gentium 3 said.

 so, msgr. philips did not fully understand the 
words he had so large a role in framing. similarly, it is not 
unreasonable for us to suggest that Vatican II was, like 
st. Irenaeus, an instrument in the hands of  divine provi-
dence, that, objectively it did teach more than it realized, 
and surely provided a splendid theological base on which 
we could develop our theologizing about her coopera-
tion.

 In a way, that chapter 8 is almost a miracle, when 
we consider the unfavorable attitudes of  many of  the 
participants in the Council. As we said, about 100 of  
them wanted to say nothing about her at all.64 A bitter 
feeling, and a very tight vote arose over the question of  
whether to use a separate schema (which its proponents 
wanted to use to make more progress), or to put the 
teaching in the constitution of  the church (where, we 
suspect, some hoped to provide help for the ideas of  
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the active receptivity - though that did not happen, as we 
saw above). Yet, this wonderfully rich chapter emerged, 
thanks to divine providence, in which the council spoke 
at greater length, and went farther theologically,65 than all 
previous Councils combined, in teaching about her pre-
rogatives, and in recommending devotion to her.
 
epIloGue

 those who do not agree with our contention 
about Vatican I can at least, we trust, agree with the fol-
lowing. all admit that if  a doctrine is taught repeatedly 
on the ordinary magisterium level, even though lacking 
the solemnity of  a definition, that doctrine is taught infal-
libly. Thus, for example, Pius XII, in Divino afflante Spiritu 
(eB 538), referred to the teaching of  Vatican I (eB 77) 
on the absolute inerrancy of  Scripture as a “solemn defi-
nition” even though it was given only in a capitulum.

 Now some time before Vatican II, theologians 
had come to agree that our lady certainly did cooper-
ate immediately in the objective redemption, by joining 
in some way on calvary itself. the disagreement was on 
the further explanation of  precisely in what that coop-
eration consisted. the reason for the consensus was this: 
Absolutely every Pope,66 from leo XIII through st. pius 
X, Benedict XV, pius XI, pius XII, and John XXIII, to 
Vatican II itself, inclusively, had taught, with ever increas-
ing clarity, this doctrine of  immediate cooperation in 
the objective redemption. Therefore, we can rightly say 
that this doctrine - without adding the further explana-
tions proposed in this article - had been proposed to the 
Church infallibly.
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