     The Birth of the Theotokos (8 September).  The texts for this day are based largely on the Book of James or Protevangelion, a. work dating from the second century A.D., and recounting the nativity and early years of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  According to the story there recorded, Mary's parents, Joachim and Ann, remained childless for many years.  Both were true servants of God, righteous and devout: but their prayers for a child were not answered.  One day, when Joachim came to make his offering in the temple, to his humiliation he was turned away by the High Priest, who reproached him sharply for his lack of children.  In discouragement and bitterness Joachim retired into the desolate hill country, among the shepherds and their flocks, in order to hide his shame.  As he was praying there to God, it chanced that his wife Ann was praying at the very same time in the garden of their house at Jerusalem.  An angel appeared to them both, announcing that Ann should bear a child, whose name was to become illustrious throughout all the world.  Ann promised to offer her child, boy or girl, as a gift to the Lord.  All his depression gone, Joachim returned home in haste; his wife, anxious to share the good news with him, ran out of the house and they met at the city gate.  In due course the angel's promise was fulfilled, and Ann bore a daughter, Mary.

     The Orthodox Church does not place the Protevangelion of James on the same level as Holy Scripture: it is possible, then, to accept the spiritual truth which underlies this narrative, without necessarily attributing a literal and historical exactness to every detail.  The deeper meaning of the story is not difficult to appreciate.  It makes clear that, from the moment of her birth and even long before it, the Mother of God was specially consecrated to the Holy Trinity, elect and marked out by God.  The Incarnation was not a casual and fortuitous event but the fruit of lengthy preparation, something ordained from before all ages in the providence of God.  And so, at her first entry into the world, she who was chosen to be the instrument of this mystery was to an especial degree the object of God's ever-watchful care.  Such is the inner truth underlying the infancy narratives of Our Lady; and such also is the point repeatedly stressed in the liturgical texts for the day - that Mary was “foreordained before the womb as Mother of our God” (Great Vespers, aposticha). 

     The Theotokos, we have said, was marked out and chosen by God “from the moment of her birth and even long before it.  From one point of view the whole history of the Old Covenant points forward to her: and for this reason the Orthodox Church constantly discerns, throughout the pages of the Old Testament, veiled references and allusions to the Theotokos.  The long sequence of patriarchs, prophets, priests, and kings reaches its culmination in the daughter of Joachim and Ann.  Born under the Old Covenant, she is the last and greatest of the righteous men and women of Israel: in her is summed up all the holiness and faith of God's chosen people, the children of Abraham.  When she answered at the Annunciation, 'Be it unto me according to thy word', she spoke not only for herself, but as their representative, in the name of them all.  Forming as she does the link between the Old and the New, between the Law and Grace, it is most important not to isolate her from her context within Israel after the flesh.

     Since the Church's Year begins on 1 September, the Nativity of the Theotokos is the first Great Feast in the annual cycle.  Its position at this point is appropriate.  The birth of Mary may be seen as marking the inauguration of the scheme of salvation: with her birth we begin already to look forward to the birth of her Son, and so to the redemption that He accomplished in the flesh.  'The preordained tabernacle of our reconciliation with God now begins to be' (Matins, First Canon, Canticle Eight).  'Today grace begins to bear its first fruits' (Great Vespers, sticheron on Lord, I have cried).

     The feast of Our Lady's Nativity - as the texts for the day abundantly indicate - is above all else an occasion of great joy.  The birth of a child is rightly a cause for happiness to the mother and father, particularly when they have begun to despair of ever having children.  In Mary's case, however, the parents' rejoicing is shared by all creation, for her birth foreshadows the universal salvation that is to come.  'Thy birth, O Theotokos, has brought joy to all the inhabited earth' (troparion of the feast); 'Let there be common joy in the world among angels and mankind' (second exapostilarion).

     One fundamental truth is plainly expressed in the liturgical material for 8 September.  Mary's link with her Son, her place within the saving and redemptive mission of Christ, is never for one moment forgotten.  Mary is honored by the Church, not primarily for herself, but as Mother of the Lord - because it was within her womb that the hypostatic union between God and man was brought to pass.  The many titles given to the Theotokos in the services for the day - ' Temple and Throne of God', 'Bridge of Life', 'Mystical Paradise', 'living Pavilion of the glory of God' - all alike serve to illustrate this vital truth.  Always Mary is venerated because of the Child that she bore: Mother and Son are not to be separated, but Mariology is to be understood as an extension of Christology.
(From the celebration of the Feast of the Nativity of the Theotokos; Bishop Kallistos Ware is one of the translators.)
