A Marian Church:

The Heart of a Mother
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for Marist Laity.  This is the sixteenth 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 fourth stanza of the poem, which reads:

A Marian church knows she is the object of gratuitous love,

and that God has the heart of a mother.

She has seen God, a father standing in the doorway,

on the lookout for what he fears unlikely, his son’s return;

she has seen God throwing fatherly arms around the boy’s neck,

placing the festal ring on his finger,

and organizing himself the home-coming feast.

When she pages through the family album,

she sees Zacchaeus in his sycamore tree,

a woman taken in adultery, a woman of Samaria,

other outsiders, lepers, beggars,

and a common prisoner on his execution stake.

So, you see, a Marian church despairs of no one,

does not quench the still smoldering wick.
I remember reading many years ago an interpretation of the parable of the Prodigal Son that tried to approach the story from the point of view of the patriarchal culture of the near east in which Jesus lived, and which to this day puts such an emphasis on honor and shame.  In that culture, the younger son’s request for his inheritance ahead of time would have been tantamount to his telling his father that he wished his father dead so that he could get his portion of the father’s wealth.  It would have been unthinkable that the father would ever desire, much less hope, that his son would return.  The father in the story hardly acted the way a father would be expected to act in that culture.  That is why Jesus’ parable was such a challenge to the people who heard it.  The father was acting, (heaven forbid!) the way a woman, a mother, might act!

I would not want to push the gender differences too far.  Certainly in our day there is a lot more ambiguity about gender roles as men and women have ceased to act strictly according to what the culture once told us what men are like and what they should or should not do as men, and what women are like and what they should or should not do as women.  But I do think that there are two kinds of love.  One, a demanding love that requires that a child live up to certain standards and achieve its full potential:  this love tends to be associated with a father.  And there is a love that loves the child no matter what, and will, in fact, make greater efforts over a child that is in difficulty or is going astray:  this love we tend to attribute to a mother, and Mary, the mother of Jesus whom he has given us to be our mother, is the embodiment of this love.
What Jesus shows us is that God is neither man nor woman, and while we call God our Father, he often acts very much like a mother, because God is the fullness of all good things, and the perfection of love in all of its paternal and maternal potential.  The One we call Father, and Jesus himself who was very much a man, can be demanding at times because they know what is for our good.  But at the same time they can be like the most solicitous mother for our welfare when we prove weak, or hurt ourselves, or go astray.  Hence Jesus’ story of the Prodigal Son, and Jesus’ care for Zacchaeus, for the woman taken in adultery, for the Samaritan woman of five husbands and a lover not her husband, for the outcasts, for the lepers, the beggers, even for the criminal on the cross next to His own.  And a Marian Church, while not denying that there must be values and moral standards for us to live by, nevertheless spends herself reaching out to those who fail to live up to the standards and are therefore most in need of her love.
The prophet Isaiah foretold that the Messiah, the true servant of God, would not quench the still smoldering wick.  The “still smoldering wick” is such a wonderful image of the plight of people in this world.  No matter how bad a person might be, in this life that person is a “still smoldering wick”:  no one is beyond the possibility of conversion of heart, no one is beyond the possibility of salvation.  Jesus did not quench the still smoldering wick in the people he encountered.  He perceived in each one the potential for salvation and tailored his approach based on the particular character of each one.  For some it meant a compassionate embrace.  For others it meant words like two-edged swords, parables that cut through to the heart of reality and that could cut through our self-deceptions and reveal the truth of who we are and who we can become, but doing it in a way that leaves us room to discover the truth in our own time and in our own way.  Such is the heart of a mother.
 This was Jesus’ way.  This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian Church.
