A Marian Church:

Answers and Questions
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for Marist Laity.  This is the eighteenth 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 sixth stanza of the poem, which reads:

A Marian church does not know the answers

before the questions are asked.

Her path is not mapped out in advance.

She knows doubt and worry,

the night and loneliness.

This is the price she pays for the trust of others.

She takes part in the conversation

but makes no claim to know everything.

She accepts that she must search.
Christians in general, and we Catholics in particular, think of our Church as knowing the truth, indeed as being infallible, at least in matters of faith.  Certainly, we find in our faith meaning for our lives, and so this is a sort of answer to the basic question of human existence.  And I should think that many of us find much wisdom for living in the scriptures and the teachings of the Church. What, then, can our poet mean by saying “A Marian church does not know the answers before the questions are asked”?
The unfortunate experience of some people who are honestly and genuinely searching for truth and for meaning in their lives is that religious people try to supply them with supposed answers before they feel they have a clear sense of their own questions.  They feel that their own particular questions, which are very personal and different from others’ questions, are not really being heard and respected.  They feel that their searching is being pre-empted and they are not being given the opportunity to discover their truth in their own time and in terms of their own questions.

It is something like children I know, even adult children, whose parents try to solve all their problems for them and answer all their questions and never give them the opportunity to do their own explorations and to find their own answers and to work out their own solutions.  In a way, these parents are not allowing their children to make their own mistakes and live their own lives.  In effect they never let their children grow up, and never recognize their adult children as fellow adults.

The other unfortunate situation is that many Christians, thinking that their faith provides all the answers, and finding their security in that, are unprepared for when tragedy strikes or when deep questions arise about life and its meaning.  Suddenly the façade of security and certainty crumbles, and they feel lost with no where to turn.

The fact is that faith doesn’t hand us ready-made answers as on a platter.  We need to discover the meaning of our lives through our living experience.  Faith obviously can provide a framework for the search and for the meaning, but we must discover the meaning of our beliefs as we bring them into interface with the joys and the sorrows, the triumphs and the tragedies of our lives.
The Church’s greatest theologians tell us that we do not know what, in essence, God is.  We cannot see, we cannot know, the divine essence.  But we do know who God is.  God is the One who created the heavens and the earth, indeed the immense universe whose vast proportions modern science continues to reveal to us.  God is the One who rescued Israel from Egypt and brought them into the Promised Land.  God is the one who, in Jesus of Nazareth, reconciled us to himself and opened for us the path to life eternal.  Our beliefs about God are about who he is in the sense of what he has done, indeed what he has done for us.  But even here, all these beliefs are “out there” until I encounter God personally in my life and experience in some mysterious and very personal way God’s hand at work in my life.

We Christians believe that God has spoken to us, and even now speaks to us in creation, through the prophets, through his Son Jesus, and in the Scriptures.  But ultimately God’s most eloquent word is silence, the silence of the Cross of Jesus.  It is to the silence of the cross that we must bring our most heart-rending problems and sorrows, and it is in the silence of the cross that we may find healing, and if you will, “answers” to our most urgent questions and our most desperate problems.  But my healing and my “answers” cannot be yours.  You must discover your own.

When you are at your most desperate, I can’t provide any articulate answers.  But I can stand with you in the silence.  I can honor your questions and your pain, by keeping silent, but keeping by you nevertheless.  This is what ministry is all about—simply being there for one another.
Mary was there for Elizabeth, Mary was there for Jesus at the foot of the cross.  This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian church.
