A Marian Church:

Birth of a Marian People
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the twenty-third 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 twelfth stanza of the poem, which reads:

It is there, at the foot of the cross,

that a people has been born

a Marian people.

“Seeing his mother, and near her the disciple whom he loved,

Jesus said to his mother: ‘Woman, there is your son.’

Then he said to the disciple:  ‘There is your mother.’

From that hour the disciple took her into his home.”

God is always doing something new to save his people.  In a reading the Church uses during Lent, Isaiah expresses God’s word: “See I am doing something new.”  A further word of God in Isaiah says, “I am about to create new heavens and a new earth.”  The Church has understood these prophecies to refer to the new work of salvation God was to do in Jesus.  But there is a sense also that God always does something new:  new ways in which he renews the Church to make it better able to proclaim the Gospel in changing times; new ways in which his grace acts in our lives to bring about conversion and new life.  Jesus told Nicodemus, “You must be born anew of water and the Spirit to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.”  This is an obvious reference to Baptism.  But all of us experience moments in our lives when some new grace comes to us, when we undergo a new depth of conversion, when we feel born anew.  And the same thing happens in the Church as a whole.  One could say that when monastic life took hold in the Church and spread so rapidly from the fifth century on, the Church was being born anew.  One could say that the Catholic reaction to the Protestant reformation, often called the Catholic counter-reformation, was a new birth for the Church.   And Pope John XXIII, in calling for the Second Vatican Council, prayed for a new Pentecost, i.e., for a new birth of the Church.
Mary was present at the beginning of the Church.  There are two accounts of the beginning of the Church in the New Testament.  In John’s Gospel, Mary and the “disciple whom Jesus loved” are together at the foot of the cross; Jesus commends them to each other as mother and son; and “hands over” his Spirit to them.  In the Acts of the Apostles, the Twelve are gathered together, along with Mary and Jesus’ “brothers,” and the Holy Spirit comes down upon them all.  Note Mary’s presence, a feminine presence, in both cases.  Her presence makes us think of these incidents as signifying a “birth.”  And in 1965, Pope Paul VI indeed declared Mary to be Mother of the Church.
Fr. Jean-Claude Colin, Founder of the Marists, believed that God was working a new birth for the Church in his own day by inspiring the founding of the Marists.  He said, “The Society of Mary must begin a new Church over again.”  I think what he meant was that the Marists must assist at a new birth of the Church in this modern age.
Down through the centuries, the Fathers of the Church and the great theologians taught that Mary is the model, and image, indeed the archetype of the Church.  The Second Vatican Council reaffirmed this teaching.  What Fr. Colin did was to perceive that this reality was to have practical consequences.  Fr. Colin invited Marists to take Mary as a model of how to deal with people in our ministry.  He pointed to the fact that Mary was essentially “hidden and unknown” in the early Church—in the account of the early decades of the Church that we have in the Acts of the Apostles, Mary is never mentioned after the events of Pentecost.  It is as if she has disappeared into the Church by identifying completely with the people of the Church.  She is not noticed any more.  And yet, we believe she had a powerful influence on the Church.  She certainly has made an impact on the lives of Christians and on the Church as a whole over the past two millennia.  In like manner, Marists are to serve and be most effective in their ministries, and the key is to renounce attention and not to worry about what people will think, and to serve people in such a way that they encounter not us but Jesus.  We are to be transparent, to disappear from the scene as it were.  Would that all the Church’s ministers were to adopt this asceticism in their ministry—it really would be a new birth for the Church!
Our poet is referring to the birth of the Church at the foot of the Cross, and he calls it the birth of a “Marian people.”  God’s intention was always that the Church would find in Mary an image of what it is to be and a model and inspiration for how it is to operate in its dealings with people.  Fr. Colin believed that this modern age of atheism, agnosticism, and the abandonment of religion by so many, calls for Mary’s way of ministering, indeed calls for the Church to become ever more like Mary.  That is why Fr. Jean Coste, our Marist historian, stated that the work of the Society of Mary is to “anticipate and prepare a Marian people.”  This is the Marist way.  For it is Mary’s way.  And it is the way toward a Marian Church.
