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Solemnity of Mary Mother of God “On Battling Dragons” 

 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

 

What a perfect way to celebrate New Year’s Day! We celebrate Mary the Mother of God. 

Historically, there has been much consternation about this title for Mary because how can a 

human being give birth to the omnipotent Deity, as if the Almighty can be birthed at all? Of 

course, the title for Mary as Mother of God, or theotokos in Greek, doesn’t mean that Mary gave 

birth to the Holy Trinity. What this doctrine illustrates is that Jesus is undivided in his person. 

Jesus is the second person of the Holy Trinity with a full divine nature and a full human nature 

without confusion, mixture, division or change. Jesus is truly Emmanuel, which means, God is 

with us. The name Jesus literally means God saves. By uniting his full divinity with our 

humanity, our humanity becomes welcomed into the very life of God through Jesus’ saving 

activity. Therefore, Mary must be rightly understood as the Mother of God because Jesus is 

necessarily undivided in his person. The doctrine of Mary as theotokos is therefore really an 

affirmation about Jesus, Mary points to Jesus, and she would not have it any other way.  

 

You know, many statues of Mary depict her with a serpent squashed under her foot. Have 

you seen these statues? You might ask yourself why there is a serpent under her foot and it is 

linked to the story in Genesis of Eve being conquered by the cunning of the serpent. Mary is 

understood as the new Eve who in her fidelity to her vocation said “yes” to God when Eve said 

“no”. By accepting her role as mother of the Lord, she sets the stage by which Jesus unites 

humanity to his divinity, making us his brothers and sisters by grace. This makes Mary our 

mother too by grace. And what is the best advice our mother in faith gives us in the Gospels? 

The best words of advice the last words we hear from her in the New Testament found in the 

Gospel of St. John, where she tells the servants at the marriage at Cana to, “Do whatever he tells 

you”. Good advice! Again, everything about Mary points to Jesus. 

 

However, I want to focus on that traditional image of Mary crushing the serpent because I 

think she gives anyone who has made a New Year’s resolution hope. You see, I think the little 

snake you see in these statues do not do the serpent justice. A few years back, “The Desolation of 

Smaug” was the big movie to see during the holidays. I went to see it with a brother priest 

because we are both Tolkien fans. Afterwards, we both agreed that the serpent spoken about in 

the bible is more like the dragon Smaug than the little snake we see in these statues. Anyone who 

has battled with the power of sin or addiction or just to develop better habits gets this. The power 

of sin is more like a fire breathing dragon than a garter snake. The question becomes, how best to 

overcome evil when we find ourselves battling dragons in the spirit life? 

 

I think the best line from the Hobbit movies probably is in the first movie, “An 

Unexpected Journey.” When asked by Lady Galadriel as to why Gandalf recruited Bilbo for this 

adventure, Gandalf says something profound which, from what I understand, is actually a direct 

quote from J.R.R. Tolkien himself when asked in an interview why he picked Bilbo as the hero. 

Tolkien reportedly responded in that interview, “Some believe it is only great power that can 

hold evil in check, but that is not what I have found. I found it is the small everyday deeds of 

ordinary folk that keep the darkness at bay. Small acts of kindness and love. Why Bilbo 
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Baggins? I don't know. Perhaps because I am afraid, and he gives me courage.”  I think 

Tolkien’s insight here is very profound.  

 

J.R.R Tolkien of course was a Catholic who articulated a lot of Catholic ideas in his 

stories. Gandalf, for instance, is patterned after the prophet Samuel. Remember it was Samuel 

who visited Bethlehem to ask Jesse to line up his sons to determine who should be king. It was 

the youngest and smallest of them that he anointed king, the shepherd David. David of course 

was given the impossible task of facing Goliath and this imagery isn’t lost on you when Bilbo 

converses politely with the dragon Smaug, quietly identifying the flaw in the dragon’s armor in 

the process. What is the best way to deal with dragons in the spirit life? Humility, simple acts of 

kindness, and love, these are what keep the darkness at bay. 

 

And this is why I think the statues of Mary squashing the serpent’s head are provocative. 

This image reminds us the best way to confront the power of sin and death in the world is to 

follow the example of Mary who, when the future of the universe was set upon her shoulders, 

said “yes” to God’s will for her rather than “no”. When faced with our own challenges in life, 

especially the ones that seem impossible, I think it is helpful to look upon Mary. She gives us 

courage to say “yes” to God as well. 

 

And so back to the city of Bethlehem, many years after David, a savior is born. The 

shepherds went in haste and found Mary and Joseph and the infant lying in the manger, a place 

of humility. When they saw Jesus, they made know the message that been told them about this 

child from the voice of angels. The Gospel of Luke shares with us that this happened during the 

time of Herod, Quirinius, and Caesar Augustus, the “whos who” power brokers of the time. Who 

gets the message from the angels? Not these guys! The message of our salvation goes to the 

shepherds, the hobbits of the day. All who heard it were amazed by what had been told them. 

And Mary kept all these things, reflecting on them in her heart. Then the shepherds returned, 

glorifying God for all that they heard and seen. And so must we, my friends, so must we.  

 

As we turn the page and enter 2018, we are invited to consider the future, our hopes and 

dreams for the days and months ahead. The Church wisely celebrates Mary the Mother of God 

on this day. We are challenged to confront whatever dragon that stands in our way and defeat it 

with kindness, humility and love. All the grace in the world has been given to us in the gift of the 

baby Jesus. Therefore, when we ask ourselves the question of whether 2018 will be a happy new 

year, the answer to this question now rests on our response.   

  

 
  


