A Marian Church:

Encountering Life and Its Possibilities
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for Marist Laity.  This is the fourteenth in our series of talks on Marist spirituality.

We are meditating on a poem by Marist Father François Marc entitled “A Marian Church.”  In this talk I would like to comment on the second stanza of the poem, which reads:
A Marian Church follows Mary into the mountains

going off with her to encounter life.

She visits men and women

and, although things may appear to be sterile, 

she is on the watch for what is coming to birth, for possibilities,

for the life which beats in things.

The poet seems to be alluding to the story of the Visitation.  In the Gospel of Luke we are told that when Mary learned that her cousin Elizabeth was pregnant in her old age, “she got up with haste and went into the hill country” to assist Elizabeth.  Where everyone else had seen sterility in Elizabeth’s old age and childlessness, Mary was inspired in faith to see new life emerging, a new life that would proclaim new possibilities in the person of John the Baptist announcing the coming of God’s Kingdom in Jesus.  Mary herself, though but a poor young woman living in a tiny country occupied by the oppressive Roman Empire, nevertheless saw how God was putting down the mighty, lifting up the lowly, and nourishing his people with food and with words of hope.
What does all this suggest?  First of all, a Church more like Mary, a Marian Church, does not wait for people to come, but reaches out to meet them in the midst of their busy lives.  The Marian Church believes that the Incarnation, the mystery of God becoming one of us, means that God was reaching down to be with us in every aspect of our lives.  Religion is not to be kept in temples and churches, important though they be as gathering places for people of faith.  God is to be encountered everywhere.  “The world is charged with the grandeur of God” as we are told by the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins.  Every place, every activity, every person is holy.  Elizabeth Barrett Browning, another great poet, tells us:

Earth’s crammed with heaven,

And every common bush afire with God;

But only he who sees, takes off his shoes,

The rest sit around and pluck blackberries,

And daub their natural faces unaware...

But if all is already holy, what does the Marian Church do when it visits with men and women in the midst of their lives?  It is faith that sees the holiness in all things, the potential of all things to be bearers of God and to speak of God. When Mary carried Christ in her womb into the house of Elizabeth, it stirred up and filled with joy the life that was in Elizabeth’s womb.  Mary was like a catalyst.  A catalyst is a chemical substance whose presence enables the reactions of other chemical substances to take place.  It enables them to realize their possibilities.  It brings together into productive encounter substances that without the presence of the catalyst would remain mere inert possibilities.  By bringing Christ to the infant who would one day be John the Baptist, Mary brought into the life of John and of his parents Elizabeth and Zachariah the promise, the hope, the joy of new life.  John leapt in his mother’s womb because the one who would be the center and purpose of his own life had come.  God had begun to lift up the lowly, to feed those hungering for life and spirit.  Where once there had been old age and sterility there was now new life and dancing.
But if all the world is already filled with God’s grandeur, if every bush is afire with God, if all is holy, what does this mean for the Church herself?  If God is already present and at work in the people she visits, and even if she helps people see and realize the grace of God at work in their lives, is the Church left unaffected by the encounter?  When Mary visited Elizabeth, her presence was indeed a blessing for Elizabeth and for the child in her womb.  But Elizabeth was also a blessing for Mary.  Elizabeth names the grace at work in Mary.  She said to Mary:  “Blessed are you who believed that the words spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled.”   A Marian Church is not a church that claims to have all the grace and all the answers.  For a Marian Church, service is an event of mutuality.  She brings Christ into her encounters so that people may discover God at work in their lives; but at the same time the Church is blessed by these encounters, and gains new insights into the ways of God with his people.  Every new culture, every new language, every new age enriches the Church if she, like Mary, is ready to listen to what God is telling her through the men and women she encounters in the world.
This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian Church.
