A Marian Church:

Present in Everyday Life
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the nineteenth 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 seventh stanza of the poem, which reads:

A Marian church lives in Nazareth,

in silence and simplicity.

She does not live in a castle.

Her home is like any other home.

She goes out

to chat with the other villagers.

She weeps with them, 

rejoices with them,

but never preaches to them.

Above all she listens.

She does her shopping, draws water at the well,

she is invited when there is a wedding.

That’s where she meets the people.

Many are delighted to sit and rest awhile in her home.

There they breathe in happiness.

“A Marian church lives in Nazareth.”  What does our poet mean by Nazareth?  In the time of Jesus, Nazareth was a tiny, out-of-the-way hamlet, so insignificant that in the Gospel of John, when friends tell Nathaniel that they believed that the Messiah was Jesus of Nazareth, he said, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”
So Nazareth is not the place one would go to meet “the movers and the shakers”, the prominent and powerful of this world.  It is not where you find the halls of power and wealth, where nations and kingdoms make the big decisions that affect millions, even billions, of people.

Nazareth is the place where ordinary people live out their ordinary lives, where they raise their families, where they rejoice with one another in good times, and support one another in times of sorrow.
The Church must indeed be attentive to what occurs in the halls of power.  She has a message for those who make decisions about war and peace, about justice and injustice, about laws and the decisions of kings and presidents.

But a Marian Church is also able to be at home in Nazareth.  She cares about ordinary people in their ordinary situations with all of their concerns and problems and their little successes and failures in daily life.  She cares, she is there, because in the midst of the ordinary, she finds the extraordinary.  No life is ordinary, every person, however simple, however poor in the things of this world, is sacred, is a temple of the Holy One.  She is there is the midst of ordinary life so that she may be in touch with this holiness, and at the same time to help ordinary people discover the extraordinary within themselves, and to discover the extraordinary importance of their simple day-to-day lives.  Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of the living God, was a man whose humanity was shaped by his living side-by-side with ordinary people, by “rubbing shoulders” with farmers and shepherds and housewives and little children.  He was a man of mercy whose compassion sprang from his knowledge of what “is in human beings”, and he knew this from his own experience of people in their raw, unadorned, unpretentious humanity.
The Church must proclaim the truth of God, the Good News of salvation.  There is a time and a place for preaching.  But that preaching can only be effective if it has been preceded by some time in Nazareth, some time not in the one-way communication of preaching, but in the two-way encounter of ordinary conversation.  The Church knows the mysteries of God that have been revealed, and she guards them and teaches them.  But she cannot utter these truths effectively if she has not spent some time in Nazareth and discovered the meaning of these great truths in the flesh and blood of human life.  After all, the greatest mystery the Church proclaims is the Incarnation, the reality that God became a human being who grew up in Nazareth and made his home there.

Fr. Jean-Claude Colin, the founder of the Marists, was heard to say, “I go to Nazareth, and from there I see what I must do.”  Obviously he was not talking about travelling to the land of Israel.  Rather, in his mind, and out of his own experience of ordinary people in ordinary places like the village of St. Bonnet where he grew up, and the village of Cerdon and the other villages of the Bugey mountains where he exercised his priestly ministry, he could get that simple, humble, human perspective on all the great affairs he needed to deal with in his role as a Superior General of an international religious congregation that was blazing new trails in the missions of the South Pacific.
Nazareth is where Fr. Colin liked to go.  Nazareth is where Jesus and Mary and Joseph were.  Nazareth is where a Marian Church knows instinctively that she must spend her time to meet her people and with them to meet her God.  This is the way of the Marian Church.  This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist Way.
