A Marian Church:

Mother of Mercy
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for Marist Laity.  This is the seventeenth 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 fifth stanza of the poem, which reads:

When she finds the abandoned on the side of the road,

wounded by life,

she is moved with compassion.

With infinite tenderness, she tends their wounds.

She is the safe harbor ever open,

the refuge of sinners,

mater misericordiae, the mother of mercy.
This stanza of our poem calls the Marian Church “mother of mercy.” This is of course one of Mary’s titles, found in the prayer “Hail holy queen, mother of mercy…”  Jesus is mercy itself.  Mary is mother of mercy because she is mother of Jesus.  But more than that, Mary’s closeness to Jesus has enabled her to see in him, and to learn from him, what God’s mercy is all about, and as our mother she images for us and exercises toward us, that same mercy of God.
For this stanza of the poem, the poet has obviously given us resonances of the parable of the Good Samaritan, who found a man abandoned on the side of the road, bound up his wounds, and took him to a safe haven where he could convalesce.  But what the stanza also gives us is a teaching about mercy.  Mercy involves three movements, one might say like the three movements of a symphony, or like three steps in a ballet:

The first movement is to be moved with compassion.  This means that we allow the plight of the other to affect us, to trouble us, to stir us to action.  Compassion means, literally, the ability to “feel with” someone, to experience in a way what they are experiencing, and especially to enter into their pain.  Compassion makes us vulnerable.  It breaks us open.  It does not allow us to remain stonily wrapped up in ourselves.  It allows the plight of the other to make a demand on us.  It does not allow me to get on with my own life, but makes another person a part of my life.  I am no longer in total autonomous control of my own life.  The other person matters.  What they are suffering matters.  To me.
The second movement is to take action, but to act with tenderness.  Tenderness implies affection.  It implies caring for the person as a person.  It implies that we reverence the other as a human being.  To honor the other person’s humanity calls for a sense of mutuality:  not only that I am helping that other person, but that I also regard that other person as a gift, and affirm how their presence in my life is a gift to me. 
Finally, the merciful person not only finds refuge for the other, but becomes a refuge for the other.  This means that the other is accepted as the person he or she is.  A Marian Church “welcomes sinners and eats with them” as Jesus did.  A Marian Church welcomes those wounded by life, and by welcoming them, accepting them as they are, she helps to heal them.
This idea of the Church as welcoming refuge is wonderfully expressed in a four-line poem, a quatrain, by a Muslim poet named Rumi, who lived in what is now Turkey in the 13th century—approximately a contemporary of St. Thomas Aquinas.  Rumi was a Sufi mystic.  He would have had a lot of contact with Christians in those days, and he seems to have had a great reverence for Jesus and wrote several poems about Jesus.  This poem is said to be inscribed over the doorway of a Christian church in Iran.

Where Jesus lives, the great-hearted gather.

We are a door that’s never locked.

If you are suffering any kind of pain,

Stay near this door.  Open it.

Rumi perceives that Jesus attracts the great-hearted, or that his presence makes us into great-hearted people.  Thus a Christian community, true to the ways of Jesus, can refer to themselves as a door that is never locked, a door that is always ready to open to those in need, in order to be for them a healing environment of acceptance.  Sometimes people like Rumi, who was not himself a Christian, can offer us a wonderful insight as to who we are when we are at our best!
The way of compassion, of tenderness, and of acceptance, the way of mercy, is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian Church.
