A Marian Church:

Become 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-fourth 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 thirteenth and last stanza of the poem, which reads:

Brothers and sisters, let us be this people.

Let us take Mary into our home.

Let us go in with her

into the “humble and rending joy”

of loving

and being loved.

And the church will be in this world,

as St. Therese of Lisieux said,

“a heart radiant with love.”

Our poet ends with a lyrical appeal to welcome Mary, the Mother of Jesus, the Mother of the Church, into our lives and so to help bring about a renewal of the Church in the image and ethos of Mary.  This is the Marist mission.  This is what the early Marists set about doing; indeed it is the work to which all Marists commit themselves.
It begins in an act of contemplation:  we take Mary into our “home,” into our lives.  Fr. Jean-Claude Colin, Founder of the Marists, put it this way:  “Let Marists continually strive to draw upon her spirit and breathe it: a spirit of humility, self-denial, intimate union with God, and ardent love of neighbor.”  Now, there is nothing outstanding or peculiar about these virtues.  All spiritual writers affirm that humility is the foundation of the spiritual life, and it is the one virtue that Mary acknowledges in herself:  “The Lord has looked upon the humility (some translations say lowliness or lowly state) of his handmaid.”  Self-denial also is a key to the spiritual life: we need to empty ourselves to allow God to enter in.  And “intimate union with God and ardent love of neighbor” simply give expression to the two great commandments of the Law enunciated by Jesus.  But in asking Marists to “breathe Mary’s spirit,” Fr. Colin meant to go beyond a mere enumeration of virtues.  He was inviting Marists to absorb the character, one might even say the personality, of Mary herself.  They are to allow Mary to impact their lives the way parents, mentors, teachers, or other significant persons impact our lives by the force of their characters and personalities, a way that is beyond the power of words to describe.  Fr. Colin is inviting Marists to make Mary herself, as a person, their Rule of Life.
Next our poet gives expression to a beautiful description of intimacy with Mary and with one another:  “Let us go in with her into the ‘humble and rending joy’ of loving and being loved.”  We are invited to discover, with Mary, the intimate heart of a Christian spiritual life, “loving and being loved,” which is the very essence of the Trinitarian life of God: the Father loving the Son, the Son loving the Father back, all in the power of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Love.  It is this loving intimacy that Jesus has extended to us:  “our communion is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ,” as St. John tells us in his first letter.  It is within this intimacy with the Father and the Son in the Spirit, this intimacy with one another, this intimacy with Mary, that we are enabled to breathe Mary’s spirit and become like her so that we may be her presence in the world, and may help form the Church more in the image and way of Mary.
Finally, our poet quotes St. Thérèse of Lisieux to express the ultimate essence of a Church that is in every way the Body of Christ, but also breathes the spirit of Mary: “a heart radiant with love.”  He says that this is what “the Church will be in this world.”  And that sounds very much like a favorite expression of Fr. Colin:  Marists are to minister in such a way that they remain “hidden and unknown in this world.”  If the Church is to be “in this world...a heart radiant with love,” she must be purified of every taint of self-serving, of hunger for power, and of the desire to be popular and glorious.  And the key to all this, according to Fr. Colin, is for the Church’s members, especially her ministers, be they clerics or lay people, to breathe and live the spirit of Mary.  This is the Marist Way.  This is the way to a Marian Church.
