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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

On the 2nd of this month the Church celebrated the feast of The Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Since the 
daily Rosary is part of your duty as 3rd Order members, and also since the 4th Joyful Mystery is probably the 
most difficult to meditate upon, this letter will attempt to throw some light upon an event and Mystery that can 
often seem obscure. 

There were 2 motives that brought St Joseph and the Blessed Virgin to the Temple on this 40th day after their 

Son’s birth.  

The 1st reason was in obedience to a command of God found in the 13th chapter of the book of Exodus, wherein 
God commanded the Israelites through Moses to “Sanctify unto Me every firstborn that openeth the womb 
among the children of Israel, as well of men as of beasts: for they are all mine”. It must here be remembered 
that in the previous chapter of the same book the avenging angel had slain all the firstborn Egyptians, “from the 
firstborn of Pharao, who sat on his throne, unto the firstborn of the captive woman that was in the prison, and 
all the firstborn of cattle”. But since every Israelite had sprinkled the blood of the Passover lamb on their door 
lintels on the occasion of this 10th plague, all their firstborn had been saved, or “passed over”. 

Therefore, to keep in the minds of the Israelites God’s wonderful protection which launched their exodus from 
Egyptian slavery, He asked them to sanctify all their firstborn to Him. The latin Vulgate text for “firstborn” is 
“primogenitus”, the “-us” signifying only the male, not the female children. And this is understandable, since the 
Hebrew firstborn males were to be henceforth deputed to the ministry in the divine worship; to the priesthood. 
The firstborn cattle did not get off so easily, and were destined thereby for prompt sacrifice. 

So why did not Christ become a priest serving in the Temple of Jerusalem? Because later on in the book of 
Numbers (chapter 8) God altered His previous law, saying rather of the Levites (those of the tribe of Levi, one of 
the 12 sons of Jacob) “I have taken them instead of the firstborn that open every womb in Israel”. 

Therefore, although the law of Exodus 13 had lost much of its practical priestly consequences, it had 
nevertheless not been revoked, and so Joseph and Mary obeyed it. What makes their obedience to this law even 
more marvellous is that Our Lord did not “openeth the womb” of His Mother, who was a virgin before, during 
and after Christ’s birth. This perpetual virginity of Mary meant that Christ was not only her first-born, but her 
only-born, or only-begotten, Son. This is of course eminently appropriate, because He was also the only-
begotten Son of His Father in heaven, as St John tells us in the first chapter of his Gospel, calling Christ “the 

only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth”. 

The 2nd reason St Joseph and Mary were in the Temple (and it is this reason that precisely stipulated the 40th 
day after childbirth), was for the rite of purification of a mother. In the 12th chapter of the book of Leviticus, God 
commanded Moses to “Speak to the children of Israel, and thou shalt say to them: If a woman having received 

seed shall bear a man child, she shall be unclean seven days, according to the days of the separation of her 

flowers...She shall remain three and thirty days in the blood of her purification. She shall touch no holy thing, 
neither shall she enter into the sanctuary, until the days of her purification be fulfilled...when the days of her 
purification are expired, she shall bring to the door of the tabernacle of the testimony, a lamb of a year old for a 
holocaust, and a young pigeon or a turtle for sin, and shall deliver them to the priest...and if her hand find not 
sufficiency, and she is not able to offer a lamb, she shall take two turtles, or two young pigeons” (The same 
passage also speaks of female children, who made their mother unclean not for 40, but 80 days!) 

Once again, we see that the Blessed Virgin obeyed a law from which she was exempt. How so? The law applied 
only to those mothers who had “received seed”. Our Lady, with whom St Joseph never had carnal relations, had 
conceived not from male seed, but “of the Holy Ghost” (Matt 1:20). So what seemed like a superfluous and 
needless detail (Are not all children born from mothers who have “received seed”?!) was providentially placed in 

Scripture to glorify the Blessed Virgin and her obedience. 



And what makes obedience to this law even more humiliating for Our Lady, is that She, despite being perfectly 
immaculate in body and soul, submitted to a rite whose purpose was to make pure that which was unclean! And 
how ironic that She who was commanded to “touch no holy thing” for 40 days, was daily touching and caressing 
the Holy of Holies Itself, the Man-God Jesus Christ! 

We are told in chapter 2 of St Luke’s Gospel (v.24) that Our Lady and St Joseph were too poor to offer the lamb, 
and so offered the 2 birds instead for sacrifice. There is another irony here, whereby in presenting their Son, 
they were presenting the “Lamb of God Who takest away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), the “Lamb which 
was slain from the beginning of the world” (Apoc 13:8). Lastly, Fulton Sheen has remarked that Our Lady did 

not remain 33 days in the blood of her purification, but 33 years, wherein she co-redeemed and co-suffered with 
her Son amidst her 7 sorrows. 

Space does not allow us to properly examine Simeon, the elderly layman who was led like a child by the Holy 
Spirit into the Temple to finally behold the “Light to the revelation of the Gentiles, and the glory of Thy people 
Israel” (Luke 2:32). Let us mediate in our Rosary on his great joy, after so much waiting, to see God Himself 

(and that only once), whereas we get to see and consume God whenever we wish. 

To conclude, may both Simeon’s words to the blessed Virgin on this occasion, and their effect on her soul be 
another rich source of meditation and prayer for us. Let us try to imagine how this most perfect and motherly of 
all mothers felt when she heard the following words said of her perfect and helpless little Divine Son:  

 “Behold this child is set for the fall and for the resurrection of many in Israel, and for a sign which shall 
be contradicted; And thy own soul a sword shall pierce, that, out of many hearts, thoughts may be revealed” 
(Luke 2:34). 

May we never contradict her Son in our thoughts and actions, and especially in your 3rd Order rule. And may we 
have hearts so closely united to hers, that the thrust of that sword may also pierce our hard hearts, out of which 
might flow thoughts of love, compassion and true devotion. 

In the Sacred Heart, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

 

 

 
Fr Jordie Stephens 

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 

 

 


