A Marian Church:

Rejoicing in Wonder
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for Marist Laity.  This is the fifteenth 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 third stanza of the poem, which reads:

A Marian church rejoices and sings.

Instead of bemoaning her fate

and the world’s woes,

she is in wonder at the beauty

there is on earth and in the human heart.

It is there she sees the work of God.
Fr. Marc, our poet, is alluding here to Mary’s Magnificat.  When Elizabeth affirmed for Mary that she is truly blessed because she “believed that the words spoken to her by the Lord would be fulfilled,” Mary’s soul burst forth in song, rejoicing at the marvels of God’s love for her and for her people, the people of Israel.
Life is difficult at times.  It was especially difficult for the people of Israel in Mary’s day:  a poor, powerless country under the brutal dominance of the Roman Empire. And Mary was not oblivious of the world in which she lived, nor naïve about its brutality.  She knows the world is run by the arrogant, the powerful, and the rich.  She knows that she and many of her people are poor, powerless, and hungry.  But she also knows, from her own experience and from her faith in the God of Israel that God sustains and lifts up the lowly and downtrodden.  She has experienced how God gives people the inner strength to endure, how God nourishes them with a rich inner life, and how they manage in the midst of their poverty and desperation to rejoice in God’s gifts and mercies.  She is not herself a revolutionary, but she recognizes that even now God is working a revolution that leads to life for those who trust in God, and to destruction for those who exalt themselves by trampling others down.
But Mary also never gives up on the evildoers!  She knows the power of God’s grace.  And she knows that people are never so given over to evil that there is not still some reserve of good, some potential for good, some possibility for conversion.

When the Marists were founded, the times were very dark indeed, especially for people of faith.  The brutal Reign of Terror, that bloodiest part of the French Revolution, had persecuted the Church and had put many priests and religious to death, and had harried the faithful lay people who had helped the priests.  Fr. Colin, the Marist Founder, had lost his parents because of the rigors they had suffered in helping priests escape.  But Fr. Colin and his fellow Marists did not withdraw from the world and bemoan their fate and the fate of the Church in those times.  They recognized in Mary God’s gift to their times.  Mary was for them a sign of hope.  She was the sign that God had not abandoned his people.  She showed the Marists how to see the good in everybody: not only in people who had remained loyal to the Church, but also in people who had favored the Revolution because it had promised an end to poverty and oppression for many people.  Those first Marists saw that as the Revolution wound down, a new day was dawning.  A new world was emerging, with the possibility of new life, one might say a new beginning, for the Church.  Mary seemed to represent for them what the Church could become, how the Church could minister in the difficult times they were living through.  Inspired by Mary, they set out to help reconcile people, to reach beyond the conflicts and heal the divisions that were besetting both the Church and civil society.  The Marists were known for their readiness to minister to people on both sides of the political conflicts that arose from time to time in France throughout the nineteenth century.
In our own day, the Church faces crises within and challenges from outside:  a severe shortage of priestly and religious vocations, especially in the more prosperous countries; the sexual abuse crisis; conflicts, sometimes bitter, between various factions in the Church; atheistic attacks against religion from outside the Church; attempts by the secular culture to stifle the voice of religion and of the churches.  In all this the Church could withdraw, bemoan its fate, lick its wounds, and utter invectives against an evil world.  Or like Mary she can find in God a reason for hope and the possibility for new life.  A Marian Church does not circle the wagons.  A Marian Church hastens to the front lines to bind up wounds on both sides of the line of battle, and to quell the conflicts by easing tensions with the healing balm of respect for all, of affirmation of the good and beauty in every person and every position, and of hope for reconciliation and peace.
Psalm 137 tells us that when the people of Israel were in exile in Babylon, their captors asked them to sing, but they could not.  How could they sing songs in praise of God in a foreign land while their beloved Jerusalem and its temple lay in ruins?  Mary might have felt the same way.  But Mary’s experience had taught her that God is indeed present even in the bleakest and most desperate of circumstances.  Her hope is not in herself.  Her hope is not in history in the sense that if she would just wait, thing would turn out all right.  Rather her hope is in God who even now is lifting up the lowly and nourishing them in body and spirit.  For many years the Catholic Church found it difficult to sing for joy, at least regarding its situation in the world.  Beginning with the Protestant Reformation and on down the centuries through the French Revolution and into modern times, the Church took a very defensive posture, reacting with negative imprecations and condemnations of the modern world.  But Pope John XXIII believed that the Church had to rediscover its reasons for hope so that it could sing its songs of the Lord in the world that confronts us today.  And so he called for a Church Council, the Second Vatican Council, so that the Church might learn that it need not fear or condemn the world, but could enter into dialogue with world; so that the Church might learn again that it does have a message of joy and of hope that the world needs and longs to hear.  And even now, our current Pope, Benedict XVI, has been remarkable in the message of hope that he has been bringing to young people and to educators and indeed to all the people of the world.  Perhaps the Church is beginning to become more Marian in its character.  For, this is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian Church.
