A Marian Church:

At the Foot of the Cross

Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the twentieth 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 eighth stanza of the poem, which reads:

A Marian church stands at the foot of the cross.

She does not take refuge in a fortress,

or in a chapel,

or in cautious silence,

when others are being crushed.

She is vulnerable, in her deeds as in her words.

With humble courage,

she stands with the most insignificant.

When Mary stood at the foot of the cross of Jesus, as we are told in the Gospel of St. John, she was there, indeed, because it was her own son hanging there.  But she was also there because she was in solidarity with Jesus in his dying for our salvation.
But how does the cross of Jesus save us?  Certainly it was Jesus’ loving obedience to his Father out of love for us that opened for us the pathway of access to God and to our heavenly home with God.  But the cross opens this access for us because the cross is planted in this world, in the midst of teeming humanity, and indeed it is planted especially wherever people are oppressed, or tortured, or suffering injustice.

And so, a church that would be like Mary, a Marian Church, would find itself standing with Jesus wherever Jesus is suffering today in the poor and the oppressed.  Yes, Jesus has identified with all of the suffering peoples of the world.  In the Gospel of St. Matthew, chapter 25, Jesus tells us that whoever assists anyone in need assists him, because he identifies with all in need.  And this is especially true of all of those who, like himself, suffer injustice at the hands of others.
But, we might object, don’t we find Jesus in our churches?  Ought we not spend time in prayer and in contemplation of the cross of Jesus in the hushed quiet of church or chapel?  Yes, indeed we should.  All of us need quiet moments of contemplation to allow the love of God, manifested in the cross of Jesus, to penetrate deeply into our consciousness, into our minds and our hearts.

But where do we discover what the cross of Jesus really means?  Safe in our chapels and oratories, secluded from the life outside, we can easily romanticize the cross of Jesus.  We may see there his heroism and his valiant willingness to suffer and die for our sakes.  But do we really comprehend the depths of his suffering, the messiness of suffering, the particular torment that it is to suffer at the hands of other human beings, the temptation to hate those who cause such suffering?  If we would really get a taste of what Jesus suffered, we can only do so, as Mary did, by standing in solidarity with those who suffer as Jesus did.
When Mary stood by Jesus’ cross, she was making herself profoundly vulnerable.  Vulnerable in one way because who could tell whether Pilate might decide to round up all the family and friends of Jesus and torture them as well?  But Mary was also making herself vulnerable in her compassion.  After feeling in the deepest places in her being, through empathy, the suffering of Jesus, how could she not be troubled and solicitous whenever and wherever any of God’s children are suffering?  Especially after Jesus asked her to be mother to the disciple who was with her at the foot of the cross and by implication to all the disciples of Jesus, indeed to all of suffering humanity as well.
To learn what Jesus suffered and continues to suffer today by solidarity with those who suffer; and to learn compassion by standing with Mary at the foot of the crosses of the suffering and the oppressed of our own day:  This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of the Marian Church.
