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St. Bernard on the Assumption 

 

This morning’s chapter is actually for both the feast of the Assumption and for 

St. Bernard’s feast day. I will simply present a few of Bernard’s thoughts from 

two of his sermons—thoughts that give us a helpful perspective on Mary’s feast 

and at the same time demonstrate Bernard’s combination of theological acumen 

and down-to-earth monastic teaching. 

 

It is good to keep in mind that our experience of the feast of the Assumption 

differs in some ways from the way it was experienced in Bernard’s time. The 

intervening evolution of the liturgy and the solemn declaration of the doctrine of 

the Assumption mean that we hear different texts on this day, which also convey 

different emphases.  

 

It is perhaps not always easy for us to enter into the imagery of Mary’s grand 

reception in heaven, surrounded by scenes of heavenly glory. The challenges here 

are the same as those we face when trying to conceptualize or imagine anything 

having to do with the end times or afterlife. When it comes to eschatology, the 

best way of keeping perspective is to anchor our thoughts about the afterlife in 

what we know about Jesus and what we have learned from his teaching. This is 

precisely what Bernard does regarding the final coming. Here is a passage from 



one of his sermons on the Song of Songs. He is referring to the bride of the 

Canticle, i.e., the Church in her expectation of the Bridegroom, Christ: 

 

So it seems to me that she desires that even when he comes with power to 

judge, he should not appear to us in the form of God but in that form 

wherein he was born as a little child []. How . . . could any man bear the 

sight of God if he manifested himself without his humanity, unapproachable 

in the brightness of his glory, inaccessible in the loftiness of his majesty, 

incomprehensible in his mighty power? [] God the Father has given the 

power of judgement to his Son, not because he is his Son, but because he is 

the son of man. O truly father of mercies! He is willing that men should be 

judged by a man, so that in spite of all their terror and apprehension of 

evil, his chosen should find confidence in his humanity. (SC 73.4-5; 

CF40:78-80) 

 

With this foundation in mind, we can more fully appreciate a particularly 

beautiful passage from Bernard’s fourth sermon on the Assumption. Although it 

does not come through very clearly in translation, phrases from this passage 

made their way into the famous Marian prayer known as the Memorare. Bernard 

instinctively keeps the connection between the lowliness of Christ’s first coming 

and the way he will appear in his second coming. He instinctively combines the 

lofty and glorious theme of Mary’s Assumption into heaven with this theme of 

God’s coming in mercy: 

 

Let him not talk about your mercy, O Virgin without equal, if there is 

someone who invoked it in his need and is sure it failed. For in your other 

virtues we your humble servants delight along with you for your sake, but in 



this one, [we delight] in ourselves for our [sake]. We praise your virginity, 

we marvel at your humility, but your mercy tastes sweeter to the 

miserable, and we embrace your mercy with more affection, reflect on it 

more often, and invoke it more frequently. For it is your mercy that gained 

a cure for the whole world and obtained salvation for all. For everyone 

knows you to have been solicitous for the whole human race, you to whom 

it was said, Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found grace, the thing you 

were looking for. (Ass 4.8; CF 54:39) 

 

We are perhaps so accustomed to calling Mary the Mother of Mercy in the Salve 

Regina that we are not struck as much as we should be by this notion of 

appealing directly to Mary for mercy. The saints are there for our admiration and 

for inspiration, but it is clear that when we call on them, we are asking them to 

intercede on our behalf. Admiration is a one-way road, whereas mercy is 

interpersonal. Mary is obviously a saint among the saints, but Bernard is here 

describing a unique quality of our relationship with her. He goes on: 

 

Who then can search out the length and breadth of your mercy, O blessed 

woman, or its height or depth? Its length is such that it comes to the aid of 

all who call upon it up until the last day. Its breadth fills the terrestrial 

sphere, so that the whole earth is full of your mercy. Its height is such that 

it contrives to bring about the renewal of the heavenly city. And its depth 

gains redemption for those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. 

It is through you that heaven is filled, hell is emptied, the ruins of heavenly 

Jerusalem are rebuilt, and life that has been lost is given to those who wait 

in misery. So powerful and holy is your love, affectionately compassionate 



and overflowing in affectionate aid, equally rich in one as in the other. (Ass 

4.8; CF 54:39-40) 

 

In a way, mercy is our most accessible bridge between life in time and eternal life. 

So it is also an excellent key for unlocking some of the riches of the doctrine of 

the Assumption. Obviously, when we turn to Mary in need of mercy, it is 

ultimately God’s mercy that we seek and God’s mercy that she seeks on our 

behalf. We therefore call her our Advocate. But again, her role is unique, and we 

also call her Mother of Mercy. To conclude with Bernard’s final words: 

 

Let our thirsty soul, therefore, hasten to the fountain; let our misery with 

all earnestness run to this mound of mercy. See, now, O blessed Virgin, 

whatever prayers we have been capable of we have launched to you, who 

have ascended to your son, and we follow, at least at a distance. May your 

[loving kindness] . . . be known to the world; may it through your holy 

prayers obtain pardon for the guilty, health for the sick, strength for the 

fainthearted, consolation for the afflicted, and help and deliverance in 

danger. (Ass 4.9; CF 54:40)             
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