
THE WOMAN  ·  SESSION 5

Session 5: Full of Grace
The Immaculate Conception

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim. Starting from Gabriel's strange greeting, the group discovers how the New Eve and Ark 
typologies they have already built converge on the Immaculate Conception, and faces the 'all have 
sinned' objection at full strength.

Catholic Touchstone. Mary preserved from all stain of original sin from the first instant of her 
conception (CCC 490–493, 508); redeemed 'in a more exalted fashion' by her Son's merits.

What You Need to Know

The dogma first, stated exactly, because precision is half the apologetic: in 1854 Bl. Pius IX defined that 
Mary, 'in the first instance of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege of almighty God, in view 
of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the human race, was preserved free from all stain of original 
sin' (Ineffabilis Deus). Every word carries weight. It is about her conception, not the virginal conception 
of Jesus (the most common confusion in any room; settle it in the first ten minutes). It is a singular 
grace, not something owed her. And it happens in view of the merits of Jesus Christ: Mary is redeemed by 
her Son, more perfectly than anyone else, by prevention rather than rescue.

The scriptural starting point is Gabriel's greeting: 'Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you' (Luke 1:28). 
The Greek behind 'full of grace' is a single extraordinary word, kecharitomene: a perfect passive 
participle of the verb 'to grace,' used in place of her name. Gabriel does not say 'Hail, Mary'; he addresses 
her as 'graced one,' one who has been and remains transformed by grace. Be honest about the 
grammar's reach: the participle alone does not prove the dogma, and the study should never pretend it 
does. What it does is exactly what Scripture's titles always do: it names an identity. Notice Scripture's 
own pattern: when heaven renames someone, the name reveals the mission and the reality (Abram to 
Abraham, Genesis 17:5; Simon to Peter, Matthew 16:18). Her name, on the angel's lips, is grace.

The real argument is the convergence of everything the group has already discovered. If Mary is the 
New Eve (Session 2), then she begins where Eve began: Eve entered the story immaculate, without sin, 
and fell; the New Eve enters immaculate and, by grace, stands. If Mary is the Ark (Session 3), the pattern 
presses the same direction: God specified the Ark's materials down to the pure gold within and without 
(Exodus 25:11), and Uzzah, who reached out and touched it, was struck down (2 Samuel 6:6-7); the 
vessel of the incarnate God is not less prepared but more. And Genesis 3:15 sets 'enmity,' God's own 
declared hostility, between the serpent and the woman: total war admits no truce, and sin leaves us, in 
the tradition's image, in a kind of truce with the serpent. Keep that as an image: original sin is 
contracted, not personally consented to. None of these is a proof-text; together they are a pattern with 
one center.

Know the history honestly, because the steelman will use it. The doctrine developed, and development is 
not invention. The Fathers of the Eastern tradition call Mary Panagia, the All-Holy, and celebrate her as 
'free from any stain of sin' (CCC 493). In the medieval West the sticking point was not Mary's holiness 
but Christ's universal redemption: if Mary never sinned, how is she saved? St. Thomas himself hesitated 
here. Bl. John Duns Scotus supplied the resolution the Church came to embrace: preservation is the most 
perfect form of redemption, so the Immaculate Conception does not exempt Mary from her Savior but 
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displays his power at its height. The 1854 definition ratified that resolution; it did not conjure a new 
belief.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Eden before the fall. Genesis 2 gives us the only other sinless woman in Scripture: Eve, as created. The 
typology the Fathers built (Session 2) is symmetrical by design: virgin for virgin, consent for consent, 
and, the Church came to see, immaculate beginning for immaculate beginning. The New Eve does not 
enter the battle already wounded by the enemy she is created to oppose.

The enmity of Genesis 3:15. God himself sets the hostility: 'I will put enmity between you and the 
woman.' The word is absolute; it is God's declaration of war between the serpent's line and the woman 
with her seed. The tradition reasoned: a woman under original sin is, in that respect, under the serpent's 
dominion, and God's declared enmity is fittingly total from the first instant.

The prepared vessel. Exodus 25:10–11 (gold within and without) and the whole tabernacle logic of 
Session 3: what carries the Presence is made fit for the Presence, not by its own effort but by God's 
specification. The Ark did not gild itself.

Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. AUGUSTINE

Writing against the Pelagians on the universality of sin, Augustine pauses at one name: concerning the 
holy Virgin Mary, he says in substance, for the honor of the Lord I wish to raise no question at all when 
we treat of sins; for how do we know what greater degree of grace was conferred on her who merited to 
conceive and bear him who certainly had no sin?

On Nature and Grace, ch. 36 (close paraphrase)

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: BL. JOHN DUNS SCOTUS

Scotus teaches, in substance, that a perfect Redeemer exercises the most perfect mode of redeeming, and 
that to preserve someone from ever contracting sin is more perfect than to cleanse sin already 
contracted; therefore Mary's preservation is not an exception to Christ's redemption but its masterpiece. 
The maxim later attached to his argument, 'God could do it, it was fitting, therefore he did it,' 
summarizes rather than quotes him.

Ordinatio III, on the Immaculate Conception (summary)

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: BL. POPE PIUS IX

"The most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instance of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege 
of almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the human race, was preserved free 
from all stain of original sin."

Ineffabilis Deus (1854), the solemn definition

Catechism Connection

CCC 490-491 present Gabriel's 'full of grace' alongside the 1854 definition of the Immaculate Conception. 
CCC 492 teaches that the 'splendor of an entirely unique holiness' with which Mary was 'enriched from 
the first instant of her conception' comes wholly from Christ: she is 'redeemed, in a more exalted 
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fashion, by reason of the merits of her Son,' and it roots the privilege in her election in Christ. CCC 493 
cites the Eastern tradition's title Panagia, the All-Holy.

CCC 508 gives the summary sentence for the room: from among the descendants of Eve, God chose the 
Virgin Mary to be the mother of his Son; full of grace, she is 'the most excellent fruit of redemption.' Cite 
these as written; tonight's Ark-convergence reasoning is the tradition's and ours, and should be labeled 
so.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

No new threads plant tonight, by design; this session is a convergence point where Threads already built 
(New Eve, Ark) do doctrinal work. Say that out loud near the end: 'Notice what just happened. Sessions 2 
and 3 were not stand-alone paintings; they were load-bearing walls.'

Thread A ('the Woman'): the Genesis 3:15 enmity discussion tonight brushes directly against the sealed-
guess territory. Keep discipline: the enmity may be discussed fully; the Johannine 'Woman' address 
stays untouched until Session 8.

If anyone asks tonight about the Assumption ('if she never sinned, did she die?'), park it warmly: 'Held. 
That is a whole session, near the end, and it is worth the wait.'

Session Goals

1. Group can state the dogma precisely: whose conception, what kind of grace, and by whose merits, and 
can correct the Jesus-conception confusion.

2. Group understands kecharitomene as an identity-naming greeting and can honestly state what the 
grammar does and does not prove.

3. Group can run the convergence argument (New Eve + Ark + enmity) in their own words.

4. Group can answer 'all have sinned' and 'my Savior' with Scotus's preservation logic and the falling-
versus-kept analogy.

Timed Plan (75–90 minutes)

Segment Minutes

Welcome and opening prayer 5

Win questions 10

Build: what the dogma actually says (and is not) 10

Build: live discovery, the greeting that renames (Luke 1:28; Judges 6:12) 15

Build: the convergence of Eve, Ark, and enmity 20

Build: steelman and answer 20

Send, Live It, memory verse, closing prayer 10

If short on time: Cut the Judges 6:12 comparison from the live discovery (state it in one sentence) and 
compress the history-of-development material to the Augustine and Scotus Voices alone. Never 
compress the steelman; tonight's objection is the one your group will actually hear at work.
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DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

Leader prays: Father, before the foundation of the world you chose us in Christ to be holy and blameless 
before you. Tonight we look at the one creature in whom that plan met no resistance at all. Show us in 
her what your grace intends for each of us, and let nothing in us make truce with the enemy you have 
defeated. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win: Opening Questions

1. Is it a greater act of love to pull someone out of a pit, or to catch them before they fall in? Argue for 
your answer.

2. Think of a nickname that actually fit someone so well it replaced their name. What did it capture that 
their given name did not?

Build: Into the Text

1. First, precision. In one sentence each: what does the Immaculate Conception claim, and what do 
people most often mistake it for? Let the group attempt it before correcting.

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

It claims that Mary herself, at the first instant of her conception in her mother's womb, was preserved 
from original sin by a singular grace, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ.

It is most often mistaken for the virginal conception of Jesus. Fix the confusion permanently with the 
calendar: the Church celebrates the Immaculate Conception on December 8 and the birth of Mary on 
September 8, nine months later. The feast is about the conception of Mary.

Underline the clause 'in view of the merits of Jesus Christ' now; the entire steelman answer will hang 
from it.

LIVE DISCOVERY: THE GREETING THAT RENAMES

Read Luke 1:28–29 aloud and note Luke's own comment: Mary was troubled 'at the saying,' at the 
greeting itself, and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. Ask: what is strange enough about 
these words to trouble her?

Then send them to Judges 6:12, the closest angelic greeting in the Old Testament, the only one that shares 
Gabriel's 'The LORD is with you' and names the recipient by what grace will make him (cf. also Daniel 
10:11, 19): 'The LORD is with you, you mighty man of valor,' spoken to Gideon. Ask the group to compare 
the two greetings' structure.

Surface it together: angels greet by identity and mission. Gideon, the timid man threshing in a winepress, 
is named by what grace will make him: mighty warrior. Mary is not called by her name at all; she is 
addressed as kecharitomene, graced one, as if grace were her name. Be honest with the group about the 
limit: this greeting does not by itself prove the dogma. It tells us what heaven calls her; the rest of the 
night asks what that name must mean.

2. Now run the convergence. From Session 2: how did Eve begin, and what does that imply for the New 
Eve? From Session 3: how was the vessel of God's presence prepared, and what does that imply for the 
new Ark? Let the group build both arguments before opening the answer.
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ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Eve was created without sin; her tragedy is a fall from innocence, not an escape from corruption. The 
Fathers' whole parallel (virgin for virgin, consent for consent) invites the completing symmetry: the 
New Eve enters the war unfallen, and where the first immaculate woman fell, the second, by grace, 
stands. St. Justin and St. Irenaeus did not state the dogma; they laid the rails that lead to it.

The Ark was built to divine specification, pure gold within and without, because of what it would carry 
(Exodus 25:10–11). The logic of fittingness runs: God prepares his dwelling. She who would carry not the 
tablets but the Author of the law is prepared with a holiness answering to her cargo, 'gold within' 
meaning the soul itself.

Add the third rail: Genesis 3:15's enmity is put by God between the serpent and the woman. Original sin 
is contracted, not committed (CCC 404), a deprivation rather than a personal alliance. Yet it leaves the 
soul, in Trent's words, under 'the power of the devil' (cf. CCC 407). The fittingness argument runs: God's 
declared total enmity with the serpent is most fully realized if the Woman never stands, even for an 
instant, under that power.

Then say what kind of argument this is: not three proof-texts, but one pattern seen from three sides, 
with the Church's living memory (Panagia in the East, Augustine's reverent silence in the West) reading 
the pattern the same way for centuries.

DIG DEEPER: WHY DID SOME SAINTS HESITATE?

For a sharp group: St. Thomas Aquinas himself hesitated over the Immaculate Conception. His concern 
was not Mary's dignity but Christ's: if Mary never contracted sin, in what sense is she redeemed by her 
Son, since Scripture says he saves his people from their sins?

Scotus's answer, which the Church embraced: preservation is redemption in its most perfect mode. The 
objection that stalled the doctrine for two centuries became, answered, the doctrine's best explanation. 
Let the group sit with what this episode shows: the Church's slowness here was theological 
conscientiousness, not confusion, and development ran through argument, not around it.

STEELMAN: PRESENT AT FULL STRENGTH

Present with full force: 'Scripture could not be plainer. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God 
(Romans 3:23); none is righteous, no, not one (Romans 3:10). Mary herself settles the question twice. She 
calls God my Savior (Luke 1:47), and sinless people do not need saving. And after Jesus' birth she goes to 
the temple and offers the sacrifice the Law prescribes for purification (Luke 2:22–24; Leviticus 12): why 
would a sinless, stainless woman need purifying? For eighteen centuries the Church did not define this 
doctrine; great saints, including your own Aquinas, resisted it; then in 1854 a pope declared it infallibly, 
without a council, on his own authority. This is not development; it is invention with a paper trail.'

Ask the group to rank the four arguments (Romans, 'my Savior,' the purification offering, the 1854 
history) before answering. Which is strongest?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Take Romans first, on its own terms. Paul's 'all' in Romans 3 indicts every class of humanity, Jew and 
Greek alike, under sin; yet Paul's 'all' cannot be an exceptionless metaphysical rule: Christ himself, true 
man, is utterly sinless. And note a distinction the objection blurs: infants and the mentally incapable 
commit no personal sin, though they still contract original sin (CCC 1250), which shows 'all have sinned' 
describes the universal sweep of sin over humanity, not a law forbidding God any exception. So the 
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question is never whether 'all' admits exceptions by God's grace; it is whether God made one more. 
Romans states the disease's universality; it does not legislate against a singular preventive cure, and the 
same Paul teaches election to holiness before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4).

Then 'my Savior,' which is not a problem but the dogma's own heart. The definition says she was 
preserved in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Savior. Mary is the most saved person who ever lived. 
Use the traditional illustration, and mark it as an illustration: two people walk toward an unseen pit; 
one falls in and is pulled out, one is caught by the arm before the edge. Both owe the rescuer everything; 
the second owes him, if anything, more. Mary's Magnificat is the song of the one caught before the edge.

The purification offering proves obedience, not sin. The rite of Leviticus 12 addressed ritual status after 
childbirth, not moral guilt, and the Holy Family's practice was to fulfill the Law: the sinless Christ 
himself was circumcised, presented, and later stood in a baptism 'of repentance' he did not need, 'to 
fulfil all righteousness' (Matthew 3:14–15). If the Son's submission to purificatory rites implies no sin in 
him, his mother's implies none in her.

On 1854: definition dates are not birthdays. The Eastern Fathers were calling her Panagia, All-Holy, long 
before 1854 (CCC 493); Augustine, the very doctor of original sin, refused 'for the honor of the Lord' to 
entertain the question of sin in Mary; the medieval debate was never about whether Mary was uniquely 
holy and free of all personal sin (that was common ground) but about whether her sanctification could 
reach the very first instant of her conception without compromising Christ's universal redemption, and 
Scotus answered that question in a way the Church embraced. What 1854 did was what definitions 
always do: end a matured argument. A doctrine invented in 1854 would not have fifteen centuries of 
paperwork.

End pastorally, because this objection often carries a wound: the Immaculate Conception takes nothing 
from Christ; it is a monument to how much his grace can do when nothing resists it. She is not the 
exception to salvation by grace alone; she is its most extreme case.

3. The Church teaches that what grace did in Mary at conception, it intends, by another road, for each of 
the baptized: holiness, 'holy and blameless before him' (Ephesians 1:4). What actually resists grace in us 
that met no resistance in her?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Nothing on God's side differs: the same merits of Christ, the same gratuitous initiative. What differs is 
the terrain: our habits, attachments, and consented compromises, the small treaties we sign with the 
serpent.

This turns the dogma from a museum piece into a mirror. Mary shows what a human life looks like 
when grace is never refused. The honest response is not distance ('she is not like us') but hunger ('that is 
what I was made for').

Send: Taking It Out

1. Gabriel named Mary by what grace had made her. If God named you tonight by the work his grace is 
doing in you, what name do you hope he is writing, and what current 'truce with the serpent' most 
delays it?

2. Who in your life believes Catholics worship Mary or think her sinlessness makes Christ unnecessary? 
What one sentence from tonight would you now say to them, with warmth?
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Live It This Week

• Go to Confession this week if you have not recently; the sacrament is where the rescued-from-the-pit 
meet the grace that kept her from its edge.

• Pray Luke 1:46–49 each morning and consciously sing it as the song of someone being saved.

• Once this week, when you catch yourself minimizing a sin ('it is not a big deal'), name it instead as a 
truce, and break it.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

"And he came to her and said, "Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you!""

Luke 1:28 (RSV2CE)

Closing Prayer

Leader prays: Father, you prepared a worthy dwelling for your Son by the Immaculate Conception of the 
Blessed Virgin, preserving her from every stain by the grace won on the Cross. Grant that, cleansed by that  
same grace in the sacraments, we may come at last to you with nothing in our hands but what you gave. 
Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Close together, slowly: O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to thee.
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LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every passage used in this session, in order:

• Luke 1:28–29 (the greeting; kecharitomene)

• Judges 6:12 (Gideon's angelic greeting; live discovery)

• Genesis 2:15–25 (Eve as created)

• Genesis 3:15 (the enmity)

• Exodus 25:10–11 (pure gold within and without)

• 2 Samuel 6:6-7 (Uzzah and the Ark)

• Ephesians 1:4 (chosen to be holy and blameless)

• Romans 3:9–23 (steelman: all have sinned)

• Luke 1:46–49 ('my Savior')

• Luke 2:22–24; Leviticus 12 (steelman: the purification offering)

• Matthew 3:14–15 (Christ's baptism, to fulfil all righteousness)

• Luke 1:28 (memory verse)
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