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Immaculate Conception and the Year of Mercy 

 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

  

My friends, in addition to being the feast day of the Immaculate 

Conception, today is also the beginning of the Church wide observance of the 

Year of Mercy. Pope Francis opened the Holy Door at St. Peter’s Basilica. It is 

traditionally only opened every 25 years marking a Jubilee. Pilgrims who make a 

trip to Rome this year can walk through the Holy Door at St. Peters and other 

major basilicas there and gain a spiritual blessing, traditionally called an 

“indulgence” which provides healing of temporal punishment due to our sins. The 

last time the doors were opened was during Advent leading up to the year 2000. 

These doors were bricked up from the inside afterwards, as is the custom, and 

weren’t to be opened again until the next Jubilee year in 2025. Well, Pope Francis 

has called for an extraordinary Year of Jubilee to celebrate God’s Mercy and 

therefore the doors have been opened early. Furthermore, Pope Francis wants this 

spirituality of mercy to be available throughout the world without necessarily 

having to make a trip to Rome. Our Cathedral is participating by opening her 

ceremonial bronze doors for people to walk through. Local parishes have been 

invited to provide a sprinkling rite, something we will do after the homily today 

and at the masses this weekend.  

  

But why a door and why does this celebration begin today on the feast day 

of the Immaculate Conception? The holy door represents the image our Lord 

gives us in the Gospel of John where he refers to himself as the sheep gate. The 

sheep pass from the dangers of this world into safety of the God’s Kingdom 

through the gate which is Jesus. You see, whenever we walk through a door, we 

make a transition from one place into another. The symbol here is we are 

spiritually passing from the world into the house of God. During the year of 

mercy, Pope Francis hopes that not only will we experience God’s mercy in our 

lives by doing so but that our hearts will also become more merciful in the 

process, that we will become more loving, compassionate, and merciful to those 

who need it in our lives. 

  

Why are we doing this on the feast day of the Immaculate Conception? 

This feast day celebrates that Mary, the Mother of our Lord, was preserved from 

sin at the moment of her conception so that, free from the cancer of sin and death, 

she would be fully human herself so that she could become the mother of our 

Lord. You see, you and I, and the rest of humanity, have a wounded humanity in 

need of salvation. By being fully human herself, by the future merits of her son, 

Mary was capable of providing the almighty God a full humanity in the 

incarnation of Jesus Christ. This is important because if Jesus was to become our 

gate to heaven, he needed to be both fully human and fully divine. Through the 

waters of Baptism, our humanity is reborn by the merits of Christ, we become 

united to Christ, and our human nature is healed by his human nature, making us 

capable of eternal glory.  
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What this also means is: this feast day celebrates Mary’s vocation as the 

Holy Door that God entered through into our world. Because our salvation 

consists of becoming one with Christ, Mary is not only the Mother of God, she is 

also our spiritual mother as well. When the darkness of the world becomes 

overwhelming, we can turn to our mother in faith for spiritual consolation.  

 

And so, there you have it. Pope Francis couldn’t have picked a better day 

to begin this Year of Mercy. At this time, we will hear the prayer Pope Francis 

proclaimed today in Rome before he opened the Holy Door. We will then be 

blessed with holy water, remembering our baptism, which is our doorway to 

everlasting life. As we receive the blessing reflecting God’s mercy, we are 

challenged to contemplate how we can become more merciful to the people 

around us. By doing so, we more closely unite our hearts to the love of Jesus, our 

merciful Lord, who loved us first. We also welcome Mary as our spiritual mother, 

who mercifully said yes to her vocation and gave us so wonderful a redeemer.   

 

Let us pray, 

 

O God,  

who reveal your omnipotence above all in mercy and forgiveness,  

grant that we might live a year of grace, 

a fitting time to love you and our brothers and sisters 

in the joy of the Gospel. 

 

Continue to pour out on us your Holy Spirit, 

that we might never tire of turning with trust 

to the gaze of him who we have pierced, 

your Son made man, 

the shining face of your endless mercy,  

the safe refuge for all of us sinners in need of pardon and peace, 

of the truth that frees and saves. 

 

He is the Door,  

through which we come to you,  

the inexhaustible source of consolation for all, 

beauty that never sets, 

the perfect joy of life without end. 

 

May the Immaculate Virgin intercede for us, 

the first and splendid fruit of the Paschal victory, 

the luminous dawn of the new heavens and new earth, 

the happy harbor of our earthly pilgrimage. 
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To you, Holy Father, 

to your Son, our Redeemer, 

to the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, 

be all honor and glory  

forever and ever. 

 

Amen. 

 

–Pope Francis 

Prayer at the Opening of the Holy Door  

for the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy 

8 December 2015     


