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Dear Sister, Associates and Friends of Mercy, 

I visited Los Angeles a few of months ago and had a tour of the new Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels. I was left 
wondering whether acadelnics are the better architects ora theology of Mary, or whether artists can cOlnmunicate a 
vision of Mary that captures the imagination in a uniquely emotional and intellectual way. 

Crossing the courtyard, with its three fountains spread across the "valley" of the open space created by tan­
yellow flagstone, I heard the serene sound of flowing, falling water. I faced the entrance of the cathedral as part of a 
group of Catholic and Jewish women. SOlliehow, though we were processing toward the entrance, it wasn't a line, be­
cause the space circled us together. I was feeling somewhat surprised at the contrast in myself. For months, I'd heard 
in the news that this cathedral was a controversial and upsetting architectural design. Now, on site, I felt a curious 
comfortableness and delight. 

No grand steps led upwards fi'om the courtyard to a glorious, impressive entrance into the church. I was stlUck 
by the fact that tbere seemed only a slight incline leading toward the massive, sculptured bronze doors, and the door­
way was rather simple, not overpowering, despite the rich bas-reliefs. A glance at them made me think of the baptistry 
in Florence, and the doors of the cathedral in San Francisco. I was not really paying attention to the doors, despite the 
explanation of our guide calling attention to the innovative design by Mexican-born Los Angeles sculptor Robert 
Graham, with its representations of visions of Mary in the new world, and ancient sacred symbols of indigenous peo­
ples. 

My mind was being drawn elsewhere. I looked up, and there shewas, not so far away. I saw her "halo," not arep­
resentation of ethereal, other-worldly light. Instead, hers was the shining oflate afternoon light, ordinary day, ap­
pearing through the open crescent shape carved behind and around her head. 

She was not standing regally above the clouds, holding a child, or eyes rolled up toward a distant heaven, lost in 
ecstasy, awaiting the next life. Rather, she seemed, in a sculpture eight feet tall, a little larger than life, hut not far 
away, barely above the door, as at the doorway of this holy place, taking me and the otherwomen into her broad gaze 
across the courtyard. I noticed her hands, then-not the manicured, delicate dispensers of rays of grace, but 
work-woman hands. The ambiguous gesture of her hands was, naturally, open to interpretation. I felt her a relative 
who comes to greet you at the door of her house, the one the family relies on, ready to embrace you strong'ly, then tak­
ingyou in after your longjourney, insisting on taking the bags and bundles from your shoulders, showing by her en­
ergy that she is not delicate and needy, but strong and available to you. 

What of the blond, European Mary? Here at the Cathedral above the entrance, she is represented as a woman of 
color, of ethnicity. It is hard to identify whether she is Mediterranean, Asian, Mrican, Egyptian, Indian or Hispanic, 
but there is an indigenous character to her face, a woman for all women. Her hair is not falling free in a river of blond 
waves, but tied back, braided, practical. There is no veil to conceal her face, sugges t her humility, or interfere with her 
readiness to work. She is fearless before those who look toward her, letting herse!fbe revealed, not bound by a dress 
code of religious subordination. 

What age is she? She is not a girl, not androgynous, and not an aged wise woman. She is not pregnant, but her 
body is womanly and mature; she could have given birth already; her body suggests she could still give birth. 

Her dress is formal, ceremonial, yet primitive in its design. The sleeves are wide yet short, revealing her arms 
just below the shoulder. Dignity is expressed in its abstract, inverted V-line, without folds or drapery. Her feet are not 
delicately positioned like a lady of court , or with the graceful tum ofa dancer. Rather, she stands "at ease," comfort­
ably balanced within the gentle downward curve of a crescent moon below her feet, offering herselfto us as the point 
of equilibrium in the changing of the times and tides of earthly life. 

I think this sculptor was a powerfully effective theologian, along with the beautifi.lllyvaried reflectors on Mary in 
t.his volulne. 

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. 
Editor, The MAST Journal 



Mary in the Church 

Elizabeth McMillan, RS.M. 

W:en we were planning this program, we 
were trying to find a title for this presenta­
tion that wonld focus what we wanted to 

communicate about the relationship between Mary 
and the Church. The title, "Mary Model of the 
Church" we rejected in favor of "Mary in the 
Church." We were then locatiug her precisely in the 
heart of the "marian question" today, I think. Since 
the Second Vatican Council, the marian question is 
wheTe to locate her: above the Church or among the 
women on earth, who for centuries for reason of 
their gender have remained mute and invisible, liv­
ing an existence apparently without importance. 

Mariology and the Marian Movement since 
Vatican II 

A vigorous debate in the decade immediately be­
fore the second Vatican Council served to focus the 
question of the relation of Mary and the Church, 
and contributed to the formulation of the first 
properly dogmatic text on the person and role of 
Mary in the economy of salvation. The final text of 
this document represents not only a compromise 
between two theological camps, but also a synthesis 
of two currents of thought in the Catholic Church 
which had been undergoing a process of definition 
since the era of the counter-reformation. 

With the opening of Vatican II in 1960, Ger­
man and French theologians conceived of the mar­
ian task as "an exact appraisal of the extent and 
meaning of marian doctrine" 1 The conciliar deci­
sion regarding the placement of Mary "above" the 
church with her Son, or "within" the church with 
tlle title of the most eminent of the redeemed, were 
played out in the debate over where to locate the 
marian text itself. Should it be a chapter within the 
dogmatic constitution on the church, or a separate 
document? At tlle beginning of the debate, the 
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council fathers were evenly divided on the emo­
tional issue. At the end of the debate, they were able 
to arrive at almost unanimous agreement to in­
clude the marian text within the dogmatic constitu­
tion on the church, Lumen Gentium. This final text is 
more consistent with an ecumenical perspective, 
citing more biblical and patristic texts than papal 
encyclicals and dogmatic declarations. 

Where are we today, almost forty years latel~ in 
marian discourse? Many, as we have already sug­
gested, demand a Mariology "from below," a 
Mariology in search of the poor and simple woman 
of Nazareth. Thus, the most recent literature is 
opening up space for a reinterpretation of the fig­
ure of Mary in the light of the most recent exegesis, 
especially feminist exegesis and the historical-criti­
cal studies of Mary of Nazareth. 

Mariology today is also more conscious of its 
own historically situated voice. In a church that has 
announced an option for poor and marginated 
people, a church in a world divided by economic, 
social, ethnic, and political conflicts, the subtle 
points of cerebral debate over Christological typ­
ing, which wants to locate Mary over the church, 
and ecclesiological typing, which wants to locate 
her within the church, seem less urgent. Because 
Mary is a woman, and because women represent a 
marginated group within the church as well as 
within society, Mariology has as its first task to artic­
ulate the faith experience of women. Let us try, 
then, to situate Mary within the Church, keeping in 
mind that to situate Mary implies a reinterpreta­
tion of the figure of Mary. 

A Feminist Reinterpretation ofthe Figure of 
Mary 

The task of reinterpretation places one in a posture 
at once critical and imaginative. In the first 
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negative moment, we criticize the reigning inter­
pretations with the intention of deconstructing them. 
In the second moment, we assume an imaginative 
posture with the intention of Teconstructing reality, 
thus giving it a new interpretation. To speak of de­
constructing and reconstructing, to be sure, supposes 
that we are the ones who construct our social and 
religious reality by naming and configuring it. We 
do this out of our lived experience, our 
sociocultural, religious, political, economic iden­
tity, and out of our gender. 

A reinterpretation of Mary has to 
be done on the basis of a 
feminist anthropology that 
expresses the eruption of 

women's consciousness in the 
present historical moment. 

In his essay, Maria de Nazaret: mujel; creyente, 
signa, Miguel Rubio sketches some criteria for what 
he calls a demythologization of the figure of Mary. 
The term properly denotes the deconstructive 
phase of a reinterpretation. Rejecting the "ideologi­
cal overload and excessive mystification," with which 
Mary has been adorned through the centuries, he 
proposes to restore the fi-eshness of her authentic 
Christian identity. Although his project is not con­
sciously feminist, he recognizes that traditional 
Mariology is essentially a European male construct, 
and this recognition serves to clear the ground, 
opening the way for feminist reconstructions. 

The criteria that Rubio proposes are the 
following: 

~ Mary is not a myth, but an historical woman, 
situated within a family, and thus charged 
with a series of religious, sociocultural, politi­
cal, and geographic conditions that have 
formed her human personality. 

~ In her case, as in the case of anyone else, the 
grace of God did not displace human nature. 
The intervention of God in her life, extraor­
dinary as it may have been, did not take away 
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her essentially human responsibility for her 
life. Mary responded in her own way, tracing 
in intimate harmony with the Spirit of God, 
her unique destiny. 

~ She entered into the salvific plan of God out 
of her feminine identity, specifically as a 
woman. 

Rubio notes that this last hermeneutical principle 
has singular importance today when we are becom­
ing conscious of the gaps and distortions in the tra­
dition through the absence of feminine voices. He 
points out that in Mary, the feminine identity is 
linked directly to the plan of salvation. The fact 
that so few women do theology" deprives reflection 
on revealed data of those human resonances that 
... possibly are only perceptible and explainable 
from the determinant of femininity. When a theo­
logian speaks of Mary, he "explains" her as a man. 
But she is a woman."2 

These observations are doubtless inspired by 
the new awareness of feminine voices that in recent 
decades are being heard in the community of seri­
ous theological discourse. One of the most creative 
voices in Latin America is that ofYvone Gebara. In 
the book which she wrote with Maria Clara 
Bingemel~ Maria, Mujer PnJjetica, 3 she insists that a 
reinterpretation of Mary has to be done on the ba­
sis of a feminist anthropology that expresses the 
eruption of women's consciousness in the present 
historical moment. We have to attempt a rereading 
of Mary "out of the demands of our times." 

We are invited, then, into a dialog with women 
and feminist men who have recently been reflecting 
on the figure of Mary. As we enter into this space, we 
need to recognize that for many women, the figure 
of Mary is so alienating that they no longer feel any 
affiliation with her. They have fallen mute. Some 
have left the Catholic Church. Surely Mary is con­
cerned about her sisters and daughters who have left 
the house without ever having known her. 

Toward a Reinterpretation of the Figure of 
Mary 

What is the problem? What could be so alienating 
in the figure of Mary that is found in the tradition 
of the Catholic Church? What are the aspects that 
have served to effectively oppress and dehumanize 
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Mary? Elizabeth Johnson has identified three di­
mensions of the problem: 

» The tradition has exalted one woman at the 
cost of all the others; the thread of this tradi­
tion that is most ancient and most deeply 
rooted is that of the contrast Eve/Mary. 

» The tradition has assigned ecclesial roles on 
the basis of gender, assigning to men the 
roles of initiator and director, and to women 
those offollower and helper. 

» The tradition has distorted and reduced the 
ideal offeminine development and integrity. 

Let's examine Johnson's first claim, that the Church 
has exalted Mary at the cost of all the other women. 
The fact that misogynous attitudes should have af­
fected the church like any other human institution is 
not so remarkable in itself. But the claim that the of­
ficial exaltation of Mary on the part of the Church 
should be the cause and the sustenance of this situa­
tion is paradoxical and even ridiculous in the eyes of 
some. The recognition of the Marian tradition, 
which like every theological tradition, is mediated 
by patriarchal constructs, already offers us the key to 
the interpretation of the figure of Mary. At the same 
time, it obliges us to do a critical rereading of his­
tory, to look for what is missing and what is distorted 
in the traditional presentations of Mary. 

One of the most problematic is the tradition 
that contrasts Mary with Eve, a tradition that dates 
to the earliest centuries of the Christian era. It ap­
pears first in Justin Martyr in the second century, 
and is embellished by Ireneus and others, includ­
ing Chrysostom, Jerome, and Augustine. It is 
found in doctrinal and liturgical texts in both the 
oriental and occidental churches even today. Para­
graph #56 of Lumen Gentium expresses it thus: 

FOl~ as Saint Ireneus says, "she, being obedient, be­
came the cause of salvation for herself and for the 
whole human race." Hence in their preaching, not 
a few of the early fathers gladly assert with him: 
"The knot of Eve's disobedience was untied by her 
obedience. What the virgin Eve bound by her unbe­
lief, was loosened by her faith." Comparing Mary 
with Eve, call her "the mother of the living," and 
still more often they say: "death through Eve, life 
through Mary." 

To those who claim that this figurative language 
was never proposed with the intention of being 
taken literally, or that historical women have never 
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been blamed for the disobedience of Eve, permit us 
to cite Tertullian, who addresses us women: 

Don't you know that everyone of you is an Eve? The 
curse of God on this sex of yours lives still in our 
times. Culpable, you have to endure penalties. You 
are the gate of the devil; you have profaned the fatal 
tree; you are the first that transgressed the law of 
God; you softened up with your seductive words 
him against whom Satan could not win by force. 
100 easily you destroyed the image of God, Adam. 
You are the one who deserved death, and it was the 
Son of God who had to die.4 

Traditionally, Mary has been the 
model for legions of Catholic 

mothers whose hidden lives are 
consumed by serving their 

spouses and caring for their 
children. 

Johnson's second claim, that the patriarchal 
Marian tradition has served to ground and rein­
force a system of social roles on the basis of gender, 
is an accusation of unjust discrimination. It consists 
in a tendency to represent Mary as a woman whose 
virtue consists in passive submission before mascu­
line authority. There are various versions of this fig­
ure, and all depend for their cogency on the mascu­
linity of God. A masculine God initiates and a 
feminine slave Mary responds. A masculine Mes­
siah teaches and directs; the perfect disciple listens 
and follows. Jesus had a very active public life; 
Mary's glory was to have remained hidden. 

Traditionally, Mary has been the model for le­
gions of Catholic mothers whose hidden lives are 
consumed by serving their spouses and caring for 
their children. Women have been excluded not 
only from ordained ministry, but also from almost 
all the roles that carry responsibility in the public 
life of the church. 

Johnson's third claim focuses on the very iden­
tity of woman. She says that the marian tradition 
has reduced the ideal for women's realization and 
human integrity. The traditional characterization 
of Mary as slave, virgin, and mother has reduced 
the historical Mary to a counterfeit of herself, 
changing her thus into an inadequate model for us. 
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Mary, the slave, expresses a fiat that 

far from being seen as a radical and autonomous 
decision of a young woman to risk her life for the 
messianic project ... has been interpreted as an 
inauthentic act of submission to the will of God ... 
which afterwards has been used to legitimate the 
passive receptivity of women, not only before God 
but also before their fathers, spouses and priests.s 

If the figure of Mary that the Catholic tradition has 
left us is not the authentic Mary, then who is she? 
And what paths will lead us to discover her anew? 
What sources are trustworthy? Surely we can count 
on the Sacred Scriptures, especially the New Testa­
ment. We also have apocryphal texts and histori­
cal-critical studies that clarifY for us the sociocultural 
context in which Mary of Nazareth lived. 

If the true Mary of Nazareth was 
this woman under suspicion who 
suffered during her life, how is it 

and when was it that she acquired 
the figure of the royal goddess? 

The Historical Identity of Mary of Nazareth 

As we know, the New Testament offers us very little 
on Mary. What it says about her is always said in ref­
erence to Jesus to communicate in the form of mid­
rash the good news of salvation that he brings to the 
world. The texts were produced in communities of 
believers, which at a given moment were question­
ing the human-divine origins of Jesus. As such, they 
offer us some clues that help us to locate Mary in the 
salvific plan and in her historical context in Naza­
reth. Around this nucleus of facts, we can begin to 
trace the profile of her whom, within human history, 
God chose to be the mother of his only son. 

She lived in Nazareth of Galilee, a northern 
province far from Jerusalem, the center of religio­
political power. Galileans had lower social status 
thanJudeans and were abused by the Roman con­
querors. The contemporaries of Jesus said with dis­
dain, "Did not the prophets say that the Christ 
would be born of the family of David, and that he 
would come from Bethlehem, the City of David?" 
(John 7:42). 
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Mary also suffered this disdain for the 
Galileans. In addition, she was a woman, raised in a 
culture that looked down upon women. "The world 
cannot exist without men and women, but happy 
are the menl And woe to those whose offspring are 
women!" A man's prayer was, "I bless God for hav­
ing made me neither non-believer nor ignorant 
nor woman." 6 

We do not have reliable documents that speak 
to us of Mary's family, but it is easy to suppose that 
her family, like so many others, was a family with an 
abundance of children; and where there are men, 
the females are always the last with rights and the 
first with duties. The only education that is offered 
to Mary is that of work '" The girl has to learn from 
a tender age to grind the flour, make the bread, 
fetch the water and the wood, card, weave, sew, and, 
more ... hoe, sow, reap, sell.7 

For the man, everything concerning their sex­
uallife produced nncleanness by reason of contact 
with her and the fertility fluids. For her part, the 
adolescent woman knew that she was obligated to 
contract matrimony. From subjection to the au­
thority of her fathel~ she passed to that of her 
spouse, and if he should die, to that of her son. In 
the Hebrew cultural context, virginity was a curse; 
sterility merited disdain on the part of the people. 
Pious women longed for the honor of giving birth 
to the Messiah. 

We know from biblical texts that Mary had en­
tered into an engagement to marry Joseph, a 
promise that she had the intention to keep. Sud­
denly this young woman, already vulnerable in a 
patriarchal society, is found to be pregnant. She be­
lieves that indeed it came about through the Spirit 
of God, but how to explain and convince Joseph 
that she had not been unfaithful? And he, a just 
young man, has to decide how to treat her. Even if, 
by the same Holy Spirit, he convinces himself that 
she is innocent, her very condition would have put 
her in the category of a sinner subject to severe 
social penalties. 

If the true Mary of Nazareth was this woman un­
der suspicion who suffered during her life, the 
daughter of a poor and despised people, how is it and 
when was it that she acquired the figure of the royal 
goddess? That is the second piece of the reconstruc­
tion that awaits us, the figure of the great goddess. 
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The Figure of the Great Goddess 

Some traces of the great virgin mother goddesses 
can be discovered in the marian iconography. 
Ishtar, Isis, Juno, Athena, Ceres, all were venerated 
in the pre-Christian epoch in the Mediterranean 
world where Miriam of Nazareth was born, grew to 
maturity and gave birth to the Son of God. It is pos­
sible to sketch a generic profile of this figure of the 
virgin mother goddess. It is she who 

creates life in herself; she is the cosmic womb, and 
the creation is the primordial act of giving birth; 
she controls the cycles of nature: sowing, growing, 
bearing fruit, withering, dying; she dominates the 
forces of death and life; she is the goddess of cos­
mic, family, and personal fertilili; in her hands rest 
the very survival of the people. 

Clearly, Christian doctrine does not attribute to 
Mary the creation and preservation of all forms of 
life, but much of popular religiosity appeals to her 
power over family and cosmic events. The associa­
tion between Mary with the feminine deities in the 
popular imagination began rather early. 

In the fifth century, a sanctuary dedicated to 
Artemis of Ephesus (known by St. Paul) was trans­
formed into a sanctuary dedicated to Mary. The fa­
mous Cathedral of Chartres, dedicated to the Vir­
gin Mary, was built over the temple to the virgin 
child bearer of the Celts, who had had in that very 
place a pilgrimage center. Her statue is still pre­
served in the crypt of the cathedral. In Rome, the 
church of Santa Maria Antigua was built over the 
temple of the vestal mother; Santa Maria de 
Capitolio occupies the place previously dedicated 
to Juno. In the Acropolis of Athens the Church of 
the Virgin Mother of God took the place of the an­
cient temple of Pallas Athena. 9 

By the twelfth century, a good number of Euro­
pean cities had dedicated their cathedrals to Mary. 
The great master of spirituality, St. Bernard, pre­
sented Mary as symbol of the church and the unit­
ing bond of communion. 10 But if it was the same 
Mary that the folk venerated in the various cathe­
drals of Europe, she had a variety of faces and pos­
tures according the devotion of the people. Thus 
came about the multiplication of virgins, and even 
the popular confusion regarding the relationship 
of "their" virgin with the Virgin of Nazareth, 
Mother of] esus. It is a confusion that persists iu the 
Church, and it has its roots in the confusion of the 
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figure of the great mother goddess and Mary. At 
this point, we are lacking just one more step in the 
deconstruction of the figure of the Virgin Mother. 

Clearly, Christian doctrine does 
not attribute to Mary the creation 
and preservation of all forms of 

life, but much of popular 
religiosity appeals to her power 
over family and cosmic events. 

Psychological Analysis of the Figure of Mary 
in the Church 

Here, following Maria Kassel, we will make use of 
the categories of Karl Jung's depth psychology to 
analyze the way that the figure of Mary functions in 
the Church. ll In Kassel's framework, the archetypes 
are figures or symbols that codifY the unconscious 
sedimentation of centuries of collective humaniza­
tion. That is, the figure or symbol of the mother is an 
archetype of the mother that is found in the collec­
tive cultural consciousness. Kassel proposes a prob­
lematic that juxtaposes the process through which 
cultural archetypes are formed, which is an uncon­
scious process, with the developmental process of 
persons. This process is conscious. In the develop­
ment of a person, consciousness is identified with 
the principle of individuation, and as an essential di­
mension of this, with the differentiation of gender. 

In the Church, the archetypal figure of Mary 
functions as the Great Mother, the unconscious pri­
mordial representation of the source of life, the to­
tality of human and divine reality. Against this un­
conscious cultural archetype, Kassel counters the 
principle of consciousness, which in the Freud­
ian-Jungian scheme is identified with the figure of 
the son. The son represents the struggle for 
self-differentiation from the engulfing mother. He 
has to differentiate himselffrom the mother in or­
der to achieve his own identity as a person, and thus 
enter upon the path of maturity and liberty. 
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In the light of her psychoanalytic model, 
Kassel answers her question about the function of 
the figure of Mary in the Church. She says that the 
figure has a function as much positive as negative. 
On the one hand, it promotes life; on the othel~ it 
suffocates it. Positively, the Catholic tradition pre­
serves the presence of the feminine in a culture pre­
dominantly patriarchal. Moreovel~ her presence 
opens public space for the expression of the aes­
thetic and affective dimension of ecclesiallife. Be­
sides, the figure of the Virgin enhances the value of 
women as persons, apart from their identifY as 
spouse or mother. 

What is problematic in the marian tradition, 
on the other hand, is that it has produced in our 
collective consciousness a division in tlle figure of 
the Great Mother into two personages, Mary and 
Eve. It has done this in such a way that Mary has 
been totally identified with what is welcoming and 
consoling, while Eve has to carry everything in the 
feminine that is threatening for men. 

The ethico-historical consequences of this 
dichotomized representation of the Great Mother 
are that the glorification of Mary leaves Eve with 
the cultural burden of the dangerous temptress, 
the harpy, "la gran chucha." Historical women as 
personifications of their progenitor Eve, represent 
sexual power, a threat to the personal security and 
the self-realization of men. The figure of the Vir­
gin, insofar as it is associated with this distortion, 
and even is used to codifY it culturally, becomes a 
countersign of the authentic woman and of 
authentic ecclesial communion. 

In Kassel's analysis, the challenge which con­
fronts women as well as men is that of differentiat­
ing themselves from their unconscious attachment 
in order to realize themselves as mature adults, 

What is problematic in the 
marian tradition, on the other 

hand, is that it has produced in 
our collective consciousness a 

division in the figure of the Great 
Mother into two personages, 

Mary and Eve. 

--------- --
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fully conscious and responsible for their own des­
tiny. The male child has to overcome his fear of not 
being able to differentiate himself from the uncon­
scious, a fear that is expressed through his fear of 
real women. The challenge that confronts the girl 
in a patriarchal culture is two-fold. She has to over­
come the guilt and shame projected on her by the 
unconscious male tendency to identify her with Eve 
the Sinner. At the same time she has to accept re­
sponsibility for her own self-realization as an 
autonomous person. 

Analyzing the marian culture of the post­
Vatican church, Kassel wonders about the apparent 
postponement of the marian issue. Could it be that 
tl1e church is going through a regression to the un­
conscious out of which might arise new images of 
Mary and a more authentic marian presence? Could 
it be tl1at there will emerge a church in which the 
presence of Mary is no longer a projection of the 
masculine unconscious that permits the margina­
tion of women? Could it be that we will recognize the 
figure of a strong woman who insists that we realize a 
tme communion with her within history? 

The Demanding Mother 

The authentic Mary, it seems to me, presents us 
with some ethical challenges. She is not only the 
Virgin Mother who accepts us with all our faults 
and debilities, but also she is the one who calls us to 
conversion. Specifically, the challenges that she 
presents to us as church have to do with the re­
demption of our twisted, broken, and inauthentic 
relationships. In place of the economic domination 
and abandonment of poor people, she calls us to 
solidarity; instead of a form of complementarity 
imposed by men on women, she calls us to authen­
tic mutuality; instead of racism and ethnic domina­
tion, mutual respect and appreciation. 

The reinterpretation of the Magnificat that has 
become common today, arising out of the experi­
ence of the suffering people of Latin America, pres­
ents Mary as a demanding woman, one who an­
nounces the subversion of oppressive relationships 
and the inversion of the stmctures of worldly 
powel~ The Magnificat was shaped in the commu­
nity of Luke, which had already known martyrdom. 
In the context of tl1e primitive Church, as in that of 
the Church of Latin America, the song of Mary is 
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the song of a church that is suffering, oppressed, 
threatened. In Mal" Mother of God, Mother of the 
Pom; Yvone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer 
bring to light the paradoxical structure of the Mag­
nificat. In the midst of misfortune, injustice, pain, 
Mary expresses profound sentiments of gratitude 
because God has not forgotten his people. Furthel~ 
"the handmaid of the Lord" takes a posture of re­
bellion and the overturning of oppressive politico­
economic forces. In the place of alienating submis­
sion, there arises humanity actualized. The Mary of 
the Magnificat is the figure of a strong woman, a 
faithful daughter of God who is faithful to her peo­
ple, the spokeswoman for its desires and hopes. She 
is the figure of a faithful church in the midst of a 
needy people. 

The call to mutuality in the relations between 
men and women within the church is a call directed 
to women as well as to men. In this context, mutual­
ity is distinguished from complementarity. Comple­
mentarity can be seen as a system of relationships 
between men and women in which it falls to men to 
assign social roles to women. Mutuality is a process 
in which the two genders define mutually their so­
cial roles according the necessities of social life. In 
order that the reigning form of complementarity be 
transformed into a process of mutual growth be­
tween men and women, women have to reclaim 
their own destiny, and men have to have the courage 
to accompany them, accepting as a consequence 
their own conversion. The transformation has to ex­
press itself at the level of personal relationships, as 
well as matrimonial, familial, and communitarian 
relationships if it should become an expression of 
the Church itself. Sexist relationships can no longer 
be tolerated if the witness of communion is to be 
credible. The old inauthentic figure of Mary, 
whether the product of the fantasies and projections 
of immature persons or the result of a patriarchal 
history, is not the figure of a Virgin Mother fully hu­
man, fully redeemed. To know Mary is to know 
women as daughters of God. 

Mary is model and mother of the universal 
Church. She takes on more and more the face of di­
verse cultures and historical epochs. Marian devo­
tion represents her and venerates her with diverse 
titles and images. We approach this question by re­
calling the story of Guadalupe that everyone in the 
Latino world knows so well. It is a story situated in 
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Mary is model and mother of the 
universal Church. She takes on 

more and more the face of 
diverse cultures and historical 

epochs. 

the caldron of the violent conquest of Mexico, 
which serves at the same time as the context of Mex­
ico's evangelization. How many contradictions and 
how many scandals were played out in that histori­
cal moment! Mary, "the little dark one" in the 
Nahuatal language, introduces herself to Juan 
Diego as the mother of the true God, He who lives. 
And then she sends him to the Spanish archbishop 
to present her desire: that he construct a church in 
the place where previously the goddess Totinzin 
had been venerated. In this remarkable story there 
is so much to ponder having to do with respect for 
the native culture and the character of the authen­
tic church. But for the moment,just two questions: 
Why a church? And why does Mary insist that it be 
the simple indigenous man who represent her be­
fore the authority of the church. 

Mary herself answers the first question. She 
says why she wants a church: 

It is my desire that you build me a church in this 
place where, as your pious mothel; and mother of 
your countrymen, I might show you my loving 
mercy and the compassion I have for the indige­
nous people and for those who love me and seek 
me, and for all those who should seek my protec­
tion and call upon me in their works and afflictions, 
and where I will listen to their tears and supplica­
tions, to give them consolation and relief. 1 ~ 

Mary wanted to remain with the people, and be 
available there. For this she asks for a house, a 
place in this country where she could stay, where 
the people could find her 'Just in case." 

And why does Mary insist that Juan Diego be 
her spokesman although she had so many servants? 
Wouldn't this be to upend the relationship of divine 
authority? Identifying herself with the people of 
that place, Mary communicated to the bishop the 
message that her representative is Juan Diego, that 
it is he who speaks on behalf of the mother of the 
true God, and that in this moment, in this place it is 
up to the bishop to obey the indigenous man. 
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Ifthe mother ofthe Son of God is in a certain way 
an archetype of the human being, masculine and 
feminine, and if she, the Mother of the World, is call­
ing us all to live in peace and commlmion, how can it 
be that the figure of Mary should scandalize those 
who are not Catholics, and thus turn into a sign of 
contradiction? Might it not be in part because we 
Catholics offend other Christians with exaggerated 
marian practices? Luther himself, who wrote a beau­
tiful commentary on the Magnificat, said, "I desire 
that the cult paid Mary be totally abandoned solely 
for reason of the abuses that arise [yom it." 13 Thus, 
Laurentin proposes as the first mle of reconciliation 
an examination of conscience on the forms of marian 
devotion. He proposes further a return to the sources 
of the authentic marian tradition and a dialogue that 
would foster mutual understanding. 

There is a story that dramatizes the presence of 
the church as a place of ecumenical welcome. It 
happened in an industrial city where my mother 
grew up, and where my religious congregation has 
maintained a presence since 1876. Twenty-five 
years ago, two sisters opened a ministry for street 
people that they called St. Peter's Center in the 
basement of the parish church. When they had to 
move, they set up the program in an abandoned 
church of the Hungarian Reformed congregation. 
They rechristened the center, "The Intersection: A 
Christian Center." When it was discovered that the 
Jews in the community felt excluded, they changed 
the name to "a Judeo-Christian Center." Latel~ 
some volunteers who were neither Christians nor 
Jews joined the community, and these people 
called it simply, "The Center." But informally the 
name that stuck was "the church." Today you can 
find there a restaurant, a food pantry, programs for 
mothers and children-and a meeting place for 
persons of various economic classes and religious 
identities. Thus the space that no longer calls itself 
"St. Peter's Center" while remaining ecclesial space 
informally becomes marian space. Mary is there, 
waiting for the folk as she waits for them in the 
Basilica of Guadalupe outside Mexico City. 

Transformations in our relationships imply as 
well changes in our way of speaking about Mary. We 
have to come to recognize that dIe theological figures 
of analysis come to us charged with patriarchal lan­
guage. It is time to risk a conversation nourished 
more by the feminine imagination than by the cate-
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gories of patriarchal Mariology. It is time for a com­
mon quest for new images and new rhetorical figures. 

This new mode of speaking demands also that 
we control every impulse to dominate the conversa­
tion in the name of the tmth. It supposes an invita­
tion to not speak at times, to suppress every instinct 
to respond to all that sounds strange. It supposes a 
posture of attentiveness in order to detect new 
sounds and images arising from extra-theological 
communities. Above all, it supposes that we main­
tain the hope that the voices of women speaking 
from the margins of the community will be heard, 
those who normally are not heard because the lines 
of communication are found to be overcharged 
with "theological discourse." What we may be able 
to hear is the silent inner voice of Mary ofN azareth, 
who "kept all these things in her heart" and now 
wants to share them with us. 
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Marfa en la Iglesia 

Elizabeth Me Millan, R.S.M. 

C uando estiibamos planifi­
cando las] ornadas trata­
mos de encontrar un 

titulo para esta presentaci6n que 
enfocara 10 que queriamos comu­
nicar sobre la relaci6n entre Ma­
ria y a Iglesia. EI titulo "Maria 
Modelo de la Iglesia" 10 rechaza­
mos en favor de "Maria en la 
Iglesia". Entonces nos estabamos 
ubicando precisamente en el co­
raz6n de "Ia cuesti6n mariana" 
hoy, yo creo. Desde el Concilio 
Vaticano II la cuesti6n mariana 
es d6nde colocarla: encima de la 
Iglesia 0 dentro de la Iglesia con 
nosotros, En estas reflexiones co­
locarla entre nosotras es colocar­
la entre las mujeres de a tierra, 
que por siglos por raz6n de su ge­
nero han quedado mudas e invi­
sibles, viviendo una existencia 
aparentemente sin importancia. 

1. La mariologia y el 
movimiento mariano desde 
Vaticano II 

Un debate vigoroso en la decada 
inmediatamente antes de Vati­
cano II servia para enfocar la 
cuesti6n de la relaci6n entre Ma­
ria y la Iglesia, y contribuy6 ala 
formulaci6n del primer texto 
propiamente dogmatico sobre la 
persona y el rol de Maria en la 
economia de la salvaci6n. Se en­
cuentra en el capitulo VIII de 
Lumen Gentium, la constituci6n 

dogmatica sobre la Iglesia. EI 
texto final de este documento 
representa no solamente un 
compromiso entre dos campos 
teol6gicos, sino una sintesis de 
dos corrientes de pensamiento 
en la Iglesia cat61ica que iba arti­
culandose desde la epoca de la 
contrarreforma. 

Con la apertura del Vatica­
no II en 1960, los te610gos ale­
manes y franceses concibieron la 
tarea mariana como "una eva­
luaci6n exacta de la proporci6n 
y el sentido de la doctrina maria­
na".l Las voces en favor del mo­
vimiento mariano, por contrario 
veian la posici6n de esos como 
"subversivo ... con la tendencia 
de separar a Maria de Cristo 
para reducirl a ella al nivel de la 
Iglesia".2 La decisi6n conciliar 
en cuanto la colocaci6n de Maria 
"encima" de la Iglesia con su 
Hijo, 0 "dentro" de la Iglesia con 
carpeta de la redimida mas emi­
nente, se dramatizaba en el de­
bate sobre d6nde colocar el texto 
mariano mismo: como capitulo 
dentro de la constituci6n dog­
matica sobre la Iglesia 0 como un 
documento aparte. Ala apertura 
del debate los padres conciliares 
se encontraron divididos ala mi­
tad en esta cuesti6n emociona­
da. AI final del debate lograron 
llegar a un acuerdo casi unanime 
de incluir el texto mariana den­
tro de Lumen Gentium. Este tex­
to final es mas conforme con una 
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perspectiva ecumenica, citando 
mas textos biblicos y patristicos 
que endclicas papales y 
declaraciones dogmaticas. 

~D6nde estamos hoy, treinta 
arros despues, en el discurso ma­
riol6gico? Muchos, como ya indi­
que, reclaman una mariologia 
"desde abajo", una mariologfa en 
busqueda de la pobre y sencilla 
mujer de Nazaret. Asi la literatu­
ra mas reciente esta abriendo es­
pacio para una reinterpretaci6n 
de la figura de Maria a la luz de la 
exegesis mas reciente, y especial­
mente la feminista, y los estudios 
hist6rico-criticos del contexto 
hist6rico de Maria de N azaret. 

La mariolgia hoy esta tam­
bien mas consciente de su propia 
voz hist6ricamente situada. En 
una Iglesia que ha anunciado 
una opci6n par la gente pobre y 
marginada, una Iglesia dividida 
par confiictos econ6micos, so­
ciales, etnicos y politicos, los 
puntos sutiles del debate cere­
bral sabre el cristotipisma que 
quiere colocarla a Maria encima 
de la Iglesia, y el eclesiotipismo 
que qui ere colacarla dentro de la 
Iglesia, parecen menos urgentes 
que expresiones autenticas de la 
presencia de Maria en la comu­
nidad. Porque Maria es mujer y 
porque las mujeres representan 
un glUpO marginado en la Igle­
sia tal coma en la sociedad, la 
mariologia tiene coma tarea 
prioritaria de articular la 
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experiencia de fe de la mujer. 
Tratemonos, pues, ahara de co­
locarla a Maria dentro de la 
Iglesia. Subrayo otra vez: calocar 
a Maria implica reinterpretar la 
figura de Maria. 

2. Una reinterpretacion 
feminista de la figura de 
Maria 

La tarea de reinterpretaci6n Ie 
coloca a uno en la postura a la 
vez critica e imaginativa. En el 
primer momenta negativo criti­
camas las interpretaciones vi­
gentes can el intenta de des­
construirlas. En el segundo 
momenta asumimos una postu­
ra imaginativa can el intenta de 
reconstruir la realidad, dotin­
dola asi de una nueva interpre­
taci6n. Hablar de desconstruir y 
reconstruir interpretaciones, 
claro, supone que somas noso­
tros los que construimos nues­
tra realidad social y religiosa 
par nombrar y configurarla. La 
hacemos desde nuestra viven­
cia, nuestra identidad socia-cul­
tural, religiosa, politica, econ6-
mica, y desde nuestra genera. 

En su ensayo, Marfa de Na­
zaret: mujel; creyente, signa, Mi­
guel Rubio esboza unos criterios 
para 10 que llama una desmitolo­
gizaci6n de la figura de Maria. El 
termino denota propiamente la 
fase desconstructiva de una rein­
terpretaci6n. Rechazando las 
"sobrecargas ideol6gicas y las 
mistificaciones excesivas" can 
qua se ha adomado a Marfa a tra­
yeS los siglos, propane restaurar 
la frescura de su identidad cristia­
na autentica. Aunque su prayecto 
no es conscientemente feminista, 

reconoce que la mariologfa tradi­
cional es esencialmente una 
construcci6n de varones euro­
peos, y este reconocimiento sirve 
para limpiar el terreno, y abrir el 
camina para unas reconstruccio­
nes feministas. 

Los criterios que propoue Rubio 
son los siguientes: 

Maria no es un mito, sino una 
mujer hist6rica, situada dentro 
de una familia, y asi cargada de 
una seria de condiciones religio­
sas, socio-culturales, politicas y 
geograficas que han formado su 
personalidad humana. 

En su caso, como en el caso 
de cualquier otro, la gracia de 
Dios no desplaz6 la naturaleza 
humana. La intervenci6n de Dios 
en su vida, par extraordinaria 
que hubiera sido, no Ie quit6 la 
responsabilidad esencialmente 
humana por su vida. Maria res­
pondi6 a su manera, trazando en 
armonfa intima con el Espfritu 
de Dios, su destino unico. 

Ella entra en el plan salvifi­
co de Dios desde su identidad fe­
menina, espedficamente como 
mujer. Rubio nota que su ultimo 
principia hermeneutico tiene 
una importancia singular hoy 
cuando se toma consciencia de 
las lagunas y distorsiones en a 
tradici6n par la ausencia de vo­
ces femeninas. Sefiala que en 
Maria, la identidad femenina es 
ligada directamente aI designio 
de salvaci6n. El hecho de que tan 
pocas mujeres hacen la teologia 
"priva ademas a la reflexi6n so­
bre el dato revelado de aquellas 
resonancias humanas que ... po­
siblemente s610 son perceptibles 
y explicitables desde el determi-
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nante de la feminidad. Cuando 
un te610go habla de Maria, la 
'explicita' como hombre. Pero 
ella es mujer.,,3 

Estas observaciones se inspi­
raron sin duda de su toma de 
consciencia de las voces femeni­
nas que ya en las ultimas decadas 
se oyen en la comunidad de dis­
curso teol6gico serio. Una de las 
voces mas creativas en America 
Latina es la de Yvone Gebara. En 
el libro que escribi6 con Marfa 
Clara Bingemer, Marfa, Mujer 
Profetica, insisten que una rein­
terpretaci6n de Maria ha de te­
ner a la base una antropologfa fe­
minista para que exprese la 
irrupci6n de la consciencia de a 
metier en este momenta hist6rico 
que vivimbs. Tenemos intentar 
una relectura de Marfa" desde las 
exigencias de nuestro tiempo."4 

Les invito ahara a un dialo­
go can mujeres y hombres femi­
nistas que estan refiexionando 
sobre la figura de Marfa actual­
mente. Mientras entramos en 
este espacio, reconozcamos que 
para much as mujeres la figura 
de Maria es tan alienante que ya 
no sienten ninguna afiliaci6n 
con ella. Se han caido mudas. 
Unas se han ida de la Iglesia ca­
t61ica. Yo digo que Marfa se 
preocupa de sus hermanas e hi­
jas que se salieron de la cas a sin 
nunca haberla conocido. 

3.Hacia una reinterpretaci6n 
de la figura de Maria 

~Cual es el problema? ~Que pue­
de ser tan alienante en la figura 
de Maria que se encuentra en la 
tradici6n de la Iglesia cat61ica? 
~Cuales son los aspectos que han 
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servido efectivamente para opri­
mir y deshumanizar a mujeres? 
Elizabeth Johnson identifica tres 
dimensiones del problema: 

La tradici6n ha exaltado a una 
Mujer a costa de todas las 
otras; el hila de esa tradici6n 
que es 10 mas antiguo y mas 
profundamente enraizado es 
el del contraste Eva-Maria. 

Ha asignado roles eclesiales en 
base a genero, asignando a los 
varones los roles de iniciador y 
directory a las mujeres los de 
seguidora y ayudante. 

Ha distorsionado y reducido el 
ideal de desarrollo femenino y 
integridad. 

Examinemos la primera preten­
si6n de Johnson, que la Iglesia 
ha exaltado a Maria a Costa de 
todas las otras mujeres. No es 
tan remarcable en si mismo el 
hecho de que actitudes mis6gi­
nas hubieran afectado la Iglesia 
coma cualquier otra instituci6n 
humana. Pero la pretensi6n de 
que la exaltaci6n oficial de Ma­
ria por parte de la Iglesia seria la 
causa y la subsistencia de esta si­
tuaci6n, eso es parad6jico, y has­
ta ridiculo en la vista de unos. El 
reconocimiento de la tradici6n 
mariana, que como toda la tradi­
ci6n teol6gica es mediada por 
las construcciones patriarcales, 
de repente nos ofrece la clave 
para la interpretaci6n de la figu­
ra de Maria. Ala vez nos obliga a 
una relectura critica de la histo­
ria, buscando 10 que falta y 10 
que esta torcido en las presenta­
ciones tradicionales de Maria. 

Una de las mas problemati­
cas es la tradici6n que contrasta 
a Maria con Eva, una tradici6n 
que data de los siglos mas tem­
pranos de la epoca cristiana. 
Aparece primero en Justino 
Martir en el segundo siglo, y es 

embellecido por Ireneo y otros, 
incluyendo a Cris6stomo, J er6-
nimo y Agustin. Se encuentra en 
textos doctrinales y liturgicos 
tanto de las iglesias orientales 
como de las occidentales hasta 
hoy dia. El parrafo #56 del 
capitulo VII de Lumen Gentium 
la expresa asi: 

POl'que [Maria], como dice San 
Ireneo, "obedeciendo fue causa 
de la salvaci6n propia y de la 
del genero humano entero". 
Par eso no pocos Padres 
antiguos, en su predicacion, 
gustosamente afirman: "EI 
nuda de la desobediencia de 
Eva par la incredulidad, la 
Virgen Maria 10 desat6 par la 
fe"; y comparandola con Eva, 
llaman a Maria, "Madre de los 
vivientes", y afinnan con mayor 
fi:ecuencia: "la muerte vina por 
Eva, por Marfa la vida". 

AI que pro teste que este lenguaje 
figurativo nunca se prapuso con el 
intento de que se tome a la letra, 0 

que mujeres hist6ricas nunca han 
sido responsabilizadas por la 
desobediencia de Eva, perrnitame 
citar a Tertuliano, que dirige esta 
palabra a nosotras mujeres: 

~N a se dan cuenta que cada 
una de ustedes es una Eva? La 
maldici6n de Dios sabre este 
seXQ suya vive todavfa en nues­
tras tiempos. Culpables, tienen 
que suportar estas penalida­
des. Son la entrada del diablo; 
han profanado el arbol fatal; 
son las primeras que han trai­
cionado la ley de Dios; suaviza­
ron con sus palabras seductivas 
aquello contra quien Satanas 
no pudo ganar por[uerza. De­
masiado facilmente destruye­
ron la imagen de Dios, Adan. 
Es aquella que mereci6 la 
muerte, y fue el Hi~o de Dios 
que tUVD que monf. 

No todos los Padres tuvieron el 
don de una lengua tan vituper­
able, pero todos, como dice Lu-
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men Gentium, gozaron de hacer 
el contraste entre a virtud de 
Maria y el vicio de nuestra 
primera madre, Eva, y juntos 
conspiraron para construir un 
esquema de doctrina y de 
disciplina que servira para 
despreciar y marginal' a la 
mujeres a traves los siglos. 

La segunda pretensi6n de 
Johnson, de que la tradici6n ma­
riana patriarcal ha servido para 
fundar y reforzar un sistema de 
roles sociales a base de genero es 
una acusaci6n de discriminaci6n 
in justa. Consiste en una tenden­
cia de representar a Maria como 
una mujer cuya virtud consiste 
en sumisi6n pasiva ante la auto­
ridad masculina. Hay varias ver­
siones de esta figura, y todas de­
penden de la masculinidad de 
Dios por su fuerza. Un Dios mas­
culino inicia, y una esclava feme­
nina Maria responde. Un Mesfas 
masculino ensena y orienta, la 
perfecta discfpula escucha y si­
gue. Jesus tenia una vida publica 
muy activa; la gloria de Maria es 
de haber quedado escondida. 

Tradicionalmente Marfa ha 
sido el modelo para las legiones 
de madres cat6licas cuyas vidas 
escondidas se consumen en ser­
vir a sus esposos y cuidar a sus ni­
nos. Las mujeres se quedan ex­
cluidas no solamente del 
ministerio ordenado, sino de 
casi todo los roles que llevan res­
ponsabilidad en la vida publica 
de la Iglesia. 

La tercera pretensi6n de 
Johnson enfoca la identidad 
misma de la mujer. Dice que la 
tradici6n mariana ha reducido 
el ideal de la realizaci6n e inte­
gridad humana de la mujet: La 
caracterizaci6n tradicional de 
Maria, esclava, virgen y madre 
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ha reducido la Marfa hist6rica a 
un falsificaci6n de sf misma, 
cambiandola asf en un modelo 
inadecuado para nosotras. 

Marfa, la esclava expresa un 
fiat que, lejos de ser visto como la 
decisi6n radical y aut6noma de 
una joven de arriesgar su vida en 
un proyecto mesianico, ... se ha 
ido interpretando como un acto 
[inautentico 1 de sumisi6n a la vo­
luntad de Dios ... " que despues 
se ha ido usando para legitimar 
la receptividad pasiva de las mu­
jeres, no solamente ante Dios, 
sino tambien ante sus padres, sus 
esposos, y los sacerdotes.6 

Si la figura de Maria que la 
tradici6n cat61ica nos ha dejado 
no es la Marfa autentica, enton­
ces ~quien es ella? Y ~que sende­
ros nos llevan a descubriria de 
nuevo? ~Que fuentes son confia­
bles? Seguramente contamos 
con las Sagradas Escrituras, es­
pecialmente el Nuevo Testa­
mento. Tenemos tambien unos 
textos ap6crifos y estudios hist6-
rico-criticos que nos esclarecen 
el contexto socio-cultural en 
donde Maria de Nazaret vivi6. 

4. La identidad historica de 
Maria de Nazaret 

Como sabemos, el Nuevo Testa­
mento nos comparte muy poco 
sobre Maria. Lo que se dice de 
ella siempre se dice en referen­
cia a ] esiis para comunicar en 
forma midrashica la buena noti­
cia de salvacion que EI trae al 
mundo. Los textos se produje­
ron en comunidades de creyen­
tes que en un momento dado se 
interrogaban sobre los orfgenes 

humano-divino de ] esiis. Esos 
como tal nos ofrecen unas claves 
que nos ayudan a ubicar a Marfa 
en el plan salvifico y en su con­
texto hist6rico en N azaret. Alre­
dedor de este n6cleo de datos 
podemos comenzar a trazar la si­
lueta de aquella que Dios esco­
gi6 para ser madre de su Hijo 
iinico en la historia humana. 

Vivfa en Nazaret de Galilea, 
una provincia del norte lejos de 
] erusalen, centro de poder poli­
tico-religioso. Los galileos eran 
despreciados y abusados por los 
conquistadores romanos. Los 
contemporaneos de ] esiis dije­
ron con desprecio, "~N 0 dicen 
los profetas que el Cristo nacera 
de la descendencia de David, y 
que saldra de Belen, la ciudad de 
David? (Tn 7:42) 

Maria tambien sufri6 este 
desprecio echado a los galileos. 
Ademas era mujer, crecida en 
una cultura que menospreciaba 
a las mujeres. "EI mundo no 
puede existir sin varones y hem­
bras, pero ifeliz aquel cuyos hijos 
son varones! Y jay de aquel cuya 
descendencia son hembras! 
[B.B.B. 16b,J Una oraci6n del 
varon era, "Bendigo a Dios pOI' 
no haberme hecho ni no creyen­
te, ni ignorante, ni mujer.,,7 

No tenemos documentos 
fiables que nos hablen de la fa­
milia de Marfa, pero es tacil su­
poneI' que la suya, como tantas 
otras, fue un niicleo familiar con 
abundancia de hijos; y donde 
hay varones, las hembras son 
siempre las iiltimas en los dere­
chos y las primeras en los debe­
res. La iinica formacion que se 
ofl'ece a Marfa es la del trabajo .. 
. La muchacha . . . debe 
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aprender desde la mas tiema 
edad a moler a harina, hacer el 
pan, traer el agua y la lena, hilar, 
tejer, coser y, ademas . . . aral~ 
sembrar, cosechal~ vendimiar .... 8 

En cuanto las relaciones de 
la mujer con el hombre, para el 
varon todo 10 concerniente la 
vida sexual produce impureza 
pOl' tener contacto con ella y los 
fluidos de la fertilidad. POI' su 
lado la mujer adolescente se sa­
bfa obligada a contraer matri­
monio. De la autoridad de su pa­
dre pasaba a la del esposo, y si 
morfa eI, a la del hijo. En el con­
texto cultural hebreo la virgini­
dad era anti-valor; significaba la 
esterilidad que merecio el des­
precio del pueblo. Las mujeres 
piadosas anhelaban el honor de 
dar a luz al Mesfas. 

Sabemos por los textos bi­
blicos que Marfa habia entrado 
en una promesa de casarse con 
Jose, una promesa que tenfa la 
intencion de cumplir. De rep en­
te esta joven, ya vulnerable en 
una sociedad patriarcal, se en­
cuentra encinta. Cree que sf se 
realizo por el Espfritu de Dios, 
pero como explicar y convencer 
a su novio ] ose de que no ha sido 
inlie!. Y 1"1, unjovenjusto, tiene 
que decidir como tratarla. Si por 
el mismo Espiritu 1"1 se convence 
que ella es inocente, su condi­
ci6n la hubiera puesto en la 
categorfa legal de una pecadora 
bajo la pena de muerte. 

Si la verdadera Maria de Na­
zaret era esta mujer bajo sospe­
cha y sufrida durante su vida, la 
hija de un pueblo pobre y despre­
ciado, ~como es y cuando rue que 
adquirio los rasgos de una Diosa 
Real? He aquf la segunda pieza 
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de reconstrucci6n que nos espe­
ra, la figura de la Gran Diosa. 

5. La figura de la Gran Diosa 

En la iconografia mariana se 
pueden descubrir unas huellas 
de las antepasadas culticas de 
Maria, las grandes virgenes ma­
dres diosas, Istar, Isis, Juno, Ate­
nea, Ceres, todas veneradas en 
la epoca precristiana en el mun­
do mediterraneo donde Miriam 
de N azaret naci6, creci6 y dio a 
luz al Hijo de Dios. Se puede es­
bozar un perfil generico de esfa 
figura de la virgen madre diosa. 
Es ella que: 

crea la vida en sf misma; ella es 
el vientre c6smico, y la crea­
ci6n es el acto del parto pri­
mordial; controla los ciclos de 
la naturaleza: sembrar, crecer, 
dar fruta, marchitar, morir; do­
mina las fuerzas de la muerte 
como de la vida; es diosa de la 
fertilidad c6smica, familiar, y 
personal; en sus manas reposa 
a mera sabre vivencia del pue­
bl09 

Claro, a doctrina cristiana no atri­
buye a Maria la creaci6n y preser­
vaci6n de todas las formas de 
vida, pero mucho de la religiosi­
dad popular apela a su poder so­
bre acontecimientos familiares y 
c6smicos. Esta asociaci6n entre 
Maria con las divinidades femeni­
nas en la imaginaci6n popular co­
menz6 bastante temprano. 

En el quinto siglo un santua­
rio dedicado a Artemisa de Efeso 
(conocido pOI' San Pablo) fue 
transformado en santuario dedi­
cado a Maria. La famosa cate­
dral de Chartres, dedicada a la 
Virgen Madre, fue constituida 
sobre el templo de la Virgo pari­
tura de los celtas, que en aquel 
mismo lugar tenian su centro de 

peregrinaciones; en la cripta de 
la catedral se conserva todavia su 
estatua. En Roma, la Iglesia de 
Santa Maria Antigua se levant6 
sobre el templo de Vesta Mater; 
Santa Maria de Capitolio ocupa 
ellugar dedicado antes a Juno. 
En la Acr6polis de Atenas la Igle­
sia de la Virgen Madre de Dios 
sustituy6 al antiguo templo de 
Palas Ateneas. 10 

En el Siglo XII un buen nu­
mero de ciudades europeas hu­
bieron dedicar sus catedrales a 
Maria. EI gran maestro de la espi­
ritualidad, San Bernardo presen­
t6 a Maria como simbolo de la 
Iglesia y vinculo unitivo de comu­
ni6n. II Pero si era la misma Ma­
ria que ia gente veneraba en las 
varias catedrales de Europa, ella 
tenia una variedad de caras y de 
posturas segUn la devoci6n del 
pueblo. Asi se sucedi6la multipli­
caci6n de viI'genes, e inclusive la 
confusi6n popular en cuanto la 
relaci6n de "su" virgen con la Vir­
gen de Nazaret, Madre de Jesus. 
Es una confusi6n que todavia 
persiste en la Iglesia, y que tiene 
sus raices en la confusi6n de la fi­
gura de la Gran Madre Diosa y 
Maria. Asi nos queda un momen­
to mas de desconstrucci6n de la 
figura de la Virgen Madre. 

6. Am'ilisis psicologico de la 
figura de Maria en la Iglesia 

Esta vez siguiendo a Maria Kas­
sel, vamos a servimos de as cate­
gorias de la psicologia profunda 
de Carl J ung para analizar el 
funcionamiento de la figura de 
Maria en la Iglesia. 12 En el es­
quema de Kassel, los arquetipos 
son figuras 0 simbolos que codi­
fican ia sedimentaci6n incons­
ciente de siglos de humaniza-
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ci6n colectiva. 0 sea, la figura 0 

el simbolo de la madre es un ar­
quetipo de la madre que se en­
cuentra en ia consciencia colecti­
va de cada cultura. Kassel 
plantea un problematica que 
yuxtapone el proceso por el cual 
los arquetipos culturales se for­
man, 10 que es un proceso in­
consciente, con el proceso del 
desarrollo de las personas. Este 
proceso es consciente. En el de­
sarrollo de una persona, la cons­
ciencia se identifica con el prin­
cipio de individualizaci6n, y 
como dimensi6n esencial de 
este, con la diferenciaci6n del 
genero. 

En la Iglesia, la figura ar­
quetipica de Maria funciona 
como la Gran Madre, la repre­
sentaci6n inconsciente primor­
dial de la fuente de la vida, la to­
talidad de la realidad humana y 
divina. Con este arquetipo cultu­
ral inconsciente, Kassel contra­
pone el principio de conscien­
cia, 10 cual en la esquema 
freudiana-jungiana se identifica 
con la figura del Hijo. EI hijo re­
presenta la lucha para auto-dife­
renciarse de la Madre engloban­
teo EI tiene que diferenciarse de 
la Madre para lograr su propia 
identidad como persona, y asi 
entrar en el camino de la madu­
rez y la libertad. 

A la luz de su modelo psi­
coanalitico, Kassel contesta a su 
pregunta sobre la funci6n de la 
figura de Maria en la Iglesia. 
Dice que la figura tiene una fun­
ci6n tanto positiva como negati­
va. Por un lado, promueve la 
vida; par otro, la sofoca. Positiva­
mente la tradici6n cat6lica pre­
serva la presencia de 10 femeni­
no en la cultura dominante 
patriarca!. Ademas, su presencia 
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abre espacio publico para la ex­
presi6n de la dimensi6n estetica 
y afectiva de la vida eclesial. 
Tambien la figura de la Virgen 
valoriza a metieres como 
personas, aparte de su identidad 
de esposa 0 de madre. 

Lo problematico en la tradi­
ci6n mariana, pOl' el contrario, 
es que se ha producido en nues­
tra consciencia colectiva una di­
visi6n de la figura de a Gran Ma­
dre en dos personajes, Marfa y 
Eva, y eso de tal manera que Ma­
rfa se ha sido totalmente identi­
ficada con 10 que es la acogedora 
y la consoladora, mientras que 
Eva tiene que cargal' todo 10 
femenino que es amenazante 
para los hombres. 

Las consecuencias etico-his­
t6ricas de esta representaci6n di­
cotomizada de la Gran Madre 
son que la glorificaci6n de Marfa 
deja a Eva con la carga cultural 
de la tentadora pelig1'Osa, la ar­
pia, "la gran chucha". Las muje­
res hist6ricas, como personifica­
ciones de su progenitora Eva, 
representan el poder sexual, una 
amenaza a la seguridad personal 
y la autorealizaci6n de hombres. 
La figura de la Virgen en cuanto 
se asocia con esta distorsi6n, y 
atm esta usado para codificarla 
culturalmente, se vuelve en 
contrasigno de la mujer 
autentica y de una autentica 
comuni6n eclesial. 

En el analisis de Kassel, el 
desaffo esencial que enfrenta 
tanto a las mujeres tal como a los 
hombres es 10 de diferenciarse 
de su apego inconsciente a su 
madre para realizarse como 
adultos madu1'Os, plenamente 
conscientes y responsables de 
sus propios destinos. EI nifio 

var6n tiene que superar su mie­
do de no poder ser capaz de di­
ferenciarse del inconsciente, un 
miedo que se expresa a traves su 
miedo a las mujeres reales. EI de­
saffo que enfrenta la nifia en una 
cultura patriarcal es doble. Ella 
tiene que superar la culpabili­
dad y vergiienza proyectada en 
ella poria tendencia masculina 
inconsciente de identificarla con 
la Eva-pecadora, y ala vez tiene 
que aceptar la responsabilidad 
de su propia autorealizaci6n 
como una persona aut6noma. 

Analizando la cultura ma­
riana de la Iglesia post -Vaticano, 
Kassel se interroga sobre una 
aparente postergaci6n de la 
cuesti6n mariana. ~Sera que la 
Iglesia pasa pOl' un perfodo de 
regreso al inconsciente de 10 cual 
puedan surgir nuevas imagenes 
de Marfa y una presencia maria­
na mas autentica? ~Sera que 
emerge una Iglesia en donde la 
presencia de Marfa ya no es tan­
to una proyecci6n de un incons­
ciente masculino que permite la 
marginaci6n de mujeres? ~Sera 
que conoceremos la figura de 
una metier fuerte que insiste en 
que nosotros realicemos una 
verdadera comuni6n aquf 
dentro de la historia? 

7. La Madre exigente 

La Marfa autentica, me parece, 
nos presenta desaffos eticos. Ella 
no es solamente la Virgen Madre 
que nos acepta con todas nues­
tras faltas y debilidades, sino 
tambien ella as la que nos llama a 
la conversi6n. Espedficamente 
los desafios que ella nos presenta 
como Iglesia tienen que vel' con 
la redenci6n de nuestras relacio-
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nes torcidas, quebradas, inauten­
ticas. En lugar de la dominaci6n y 
el abandono econ6mico de la 
gente pobre, la solidaridad; en 
lugar de una forma de comple­
mentariedad impuesta pOl' hom­
bres en mujeres, la mutualidad 
autentica; en lugar del racismo y 
la dominaci6n etnica, el respeto y 
la apreciaci6n mutua; en lugar de 
la intolerancia religiosa, la recon­
ciliaci6n y el espfritu ecumenico. 
Elaboremos brevemente estas 
formas de relaci6n. 

La relectura del Magnificat 
que se ha vuelto comun hoy des­
de la experiencia del pueblo su­
frido de America Latina presen­
ta Marfa como mujer exigente, 
aquella que anuncia una subver­
si6n de las relaciones opresivas, y 
la inversi6n de las estructuras de 
poder mundanas. EI Magnificat 
fue fOljado en la comunidad de 
Lucas que ya habia conocido el 
martirio. En el contexto de la 
Iglesia primitiva como en el de la 
Iglesia de America Latina, el 
canto de Marfa es la voz de la 
Iglesia sufrida, oprimida, ame­
nazada. En Marfa Mujer Profeti­
ca, Yvone Gebara y Marfa Clara 
Bingemer ponen en evidencia la 
estructura parad6jica del Mag­
nificat. En medio de la desgra­
cia, la injusticia, el dolor, Marfa 
expresa profundos sentimientos 
de acci6n de gracia porque Dios 
no se habla olvidado de su pue­
blo. Ademas, "la esclava del Se­
fior" toma una postura de rebel­
dia contra sus circunstancias y 
pOl' su obediencia rebelde abre 
espacio hist6rico para la subver­
si6n y inversi6n de las fuerzas 
politico-econ6micas opresivas. 
En lugar de la sumisi6n alienan­
te, la humanidad realizada. La 



McMillan: Maria en Iglesia 

Maria del Magnificat es la figura 
de una ml!ier fuerte, hija fiel a 
Dios y fiel a su pueblo, la porta­
voz de sus deseos y esperanzas. 
Es la figura de una Iglesia fiel en 
medio del pueblo necesitado. 

La llamada a una relaci6n de 
mutualidad de relaciones entre 
hombres y ml!ieres dentro de la 
Iglesia es una llamada dirigida a 
las mujeres tanto como a los 
hombres. En este contexto, la 
mutualidad se distingue de la 
complementariedad en que la 
complementariedad es un siste­
ma de relaciones entre hombres y 
mujeres en donde les toca a los 
hombres el asignar roles sociales 
a las mujeres, mientras que la 
mutualidad es un proceso en 
donde los dos generos definen 
mutuamente los roles sociales se­
gUn las necesidades de la vida so­
cial. Para que la forma vigente de 
complementariedad se trans­
fOlTne en un proceso de creci­
miento mutuo entre hombres y 
mujeres, estas tienen que recla­
mar su propio destino, y ellos han 
de teher la valentia de acompa­
narlas, aceptando como conse­
cuencia su propia conversi6n. La 
transformaci6n tiene que expre­
sarse a nivel de las relaciones per­
sonales, matrimoniales, familia­
res y comunitarias para revelarse 
a nivel de la Iglesia misma. Se tra­
ta de redimir las instituciones pa­
triarcales comenzando con la fa­
milia eclesial. Para que el 
testimonio de la comuni6n sea 
crefble, relaciones sexistas ya no 
se pueden tolerar. La antigua fi­
gura de una Maria producto de 
las fantasias y proyecciones de 
personas inmaduras 0 de una his­
toria patriarcal, no es la figura de 
una Virgen Madre plenamente 
ml!ier, plenamente humana, ple-

namente redimida. Conocer a 
Maria es canocer a las mujeres 
coma hijas de Dios. 

Maria es modelo y Madre de 
la Iglesia universal. 1bma un ros­
tro cada vez mas de las diversas 
culturas y epocas a traves la his­
toria. La devoci6n mariana la re­
presenta y la venera con diversas 
advocaciones e imagenes. Abor­
demas este tema par recordar la 
historia de Guadalupe que todos 
en el mundo latino conocen 
bien. Es una historia que se situa 
en el crisol de la conquista vio­
lenta que sirve a la vez coma can­
texto de evangelizaci6n. iCuan­
tas contradicciones y cuantos 
escandalos se dramatizan en este 
momenta hist6ricol Maria, "la 
Morenita" en la lengua Nahuatl, 
se presenta a Juan Diego coma la 
Madre del Dios Verdadero, El 
que vive. Y Ie manda a Juan al 
obispo espanol para presentar 
ante el su deseo, que este hace 
construir un templo en ellugar 
donde anteriormente se venera­
ba la Diosa Totinzin. Hay tanto 
que meditar en esta historia tan 
remarcable sobre cuestiones de 
respeto para la cultura aut6cto­
na y sobre el caracter de la Igle­
sia autentica. Pero pOl' el mo­
menta s610 dos preguntas: 2Por 
que un templo? Y 2Por que 
insiste Maria que sea el sencillo 
indigena que Ie represente ante 
la autoridad de la Iglesia? 

Es mi desea que se me labre un 
templo en este sitio donde, 
coma Madre piadosa tuya y de 
tus semejantes, mostrare lui 
clemencia amorosa y la com­
pasion que tengo de los natu­
rales y de aquellas que me 
aman y buscan, y de tados los 
que solicitaren mi amparo y 
llamaren en sus trabajos y 
aflicciones, y donde oire sus 
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l:igrimas y ruegos, para dades 
consuela y alivio ... 13 

Parece que Maria qui ere que­
darse con el pueblo, y alli estar 
disponible. POl' eso pide una 
casa, un espacio en ese lugar en 
donde podia quedarse, en don­
de la gente podia encontrarla 
"pOl' cualquier cosa". 

Y 2Por que Maria insiste que 
sea Juan Diego su partavoz, aun­
que ella tenia tantos servidores? 
2N 0 seria pOl' invertir las relacio­
nes de autoridad divina? Identi­
ficandose con el pueblo del lu­
gar, Maria qui ere comunicar al 
obispo el mensaje de que su re­
presentativo es Juan Diego, que 
es el que habla de parte de la Ma­
dre del Dios Verdadero, y que en 
este momento hist6rico en este 
lugar Ie toea al obispo obedecer 
al hombre indigena. 

Si la Madre del Hijo de Dios 
es, de alguna manera, un arque­
tipo de la humanidad femenina 
y masculina, y si es la Madre del 
Mundo, llamandonos a todos a 
vivir en paz y comuni6n 2C6mo 
puede ser que la figura de Maria 
escandalice a los no cat61icos, y 
asi volverse en signa de contra­
dicci6n? 2No seria en parte por­
que nosotros los cat61icos les 
of end em os a los otros cristianos 
con sus practicas marianas exa­
geradas? El mismo Lutero que 
escribi6 una comentario bonito 
sobre el Magnificat dijo, "Deseo 
que el cuI to a Maria sea total­
mente abandonado solamente 
pOl' raz6n de los abusos que sur­
gen de este."14 Asi Laurentin 
propone como la primera regIa 
de una reconciliaci6n, el examen 
de conciencia sobre formas de 
devoci6n mariana, El propone 
ademas un volver a las fuentes 
de la autentica tradici6n 
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mariana y un dialogo que 
fomentara conocimiento mutuo. 

Les cuento una vineta que 
dramatiza la presencia de la 
Iglesia como lugar de acogido 
ecumenico situado en la ciudad 
industrial donde creci6 mi ma­
dre y donde mi congregaci6n ha 
mantenido una presencia desde 
1876. Hace 25 anos dos herma­
nas abrieron 10 que lIamaron el 
Centro San Pedro en el s6tano de 
la Iglesia parroquial para gente 
de la calle. Tuvieron que salir de 
la Iglesia y se instalaron en un 
Iglesia abandonada de la Refor­
rna Hungara. Rebautizaron el 
centro "La Intersecci6n: un Cen­
tro Cristiano" Cuando se descu­
bri6 que los judios de la comuni­
dad se sintieron excluidos, 
cambiaron la inscripci6n a "un 
centro judeo-cristiano". Des­
pues, unos voluntarios que no 
eran ni cristianos ni judios se ad­
juntaron a la comunidad, y estas 
personas 10 lIamaban simple­
mente "el Centro". Pero el nom­
bre del centro que se peg6 es "La 
Iglesia". Hoy se encuentran alii 
un "restaurante", una bodega de 
viveres, programas para madres 
y ninos, y mas que todo, espacio 
de encuentro de personas de va­
rias clases econ6micas e identi­
dades religiosas. Asi que la Igle­
sia dej6 de lIamarse el Centro 
San Pedro, mientras que que­
dan dose como espacio eclesial se 
revela como" espacio mariano". 

Alii esta Maria esperando a la 
gente, como Ie espera todavia en 
el santuario de Guadalupe. 

Transformaciones en nuestras 
relaciones implican tambien cam­
bios en nuestra manera de hablar 
de Maria. Tenemos que reconocer 
que las figuras teol6gicas de anali­
sis vienen cargadas de un lenguaje 
patriarca!. Es la hora de arriesgar 
una conversaci6n nutrida mas por 
la imaginaci6n femenina que por 
las categorias de la mariologia pa­
triarca!' Se trata de una busqueda 
comun de nuevas imagenes y nue­
vas figuras ret6ricas. 

Este nuevo estilo de hablar 
exige tambien que controlemos 
cada impulso de dominar la con­
versaci6n en nombre de la ver­
dad. Sup one una invitaci6n a ca­
lIarse, a suprimir cada instinto de 
contestar a todo 10 que suena ex­
trano. Supone una postura de 
atenci6n para detectar sonidos e 
imagenes nuevos saliendo de co­
munidades extra-teoI6gicas. Mas 
que todo, sup one que nos man­
tengamos ala espera de las voces 
de mujeres hablando desde los 
margenes de la comunidad, las 
que normalmente no se escuchan 
porque las lineas de comunica­
ci6n se encuentran super carga­
das con "discurso teoI6gico". Lo 
que podemos escuchar es la voz 
interior de la silenciosa Maria de 
N azaret que "guardaba todas es­
tas cosas en su coraz6n" y ahora 
quiere compartir con nosotros. 
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Revisiting the Shape of Marian Spirituality in 
Liturgy 
Katherine Doyle, R.S.M. 

o woman in history has ever been the sub­
ject of so much veneration, study, artistic 
inspiration and popular sentiment as 

Mary, the mother of Jesus. She has been the focus 
for works of poets, artists and musicians through­
out the Christian era. Churches have been built in 
her honor; theologians have debated questions re­
lating to her privileges, and the living Church has 
found in her the pattern of its own holiness. The 
role of this woman, Miriam of Nazareth, has also 
been a source of pain, for over the ages she has 
been portrayed in ways that call women to be pas­
sive, long suffering and, at times, subservient. De­
pending upon the lens used, Mary can be seen as an 
instrument of oppression or one ofliberation. 

After the Second Vatican Council, Marian devo­
tion waned as the believing community embraced a 
renewed understanding of the centrality of Christ 
and new images of God. Historically, some theolo­
gians and preachers had substituted Mary for the 
feminine face of the Holy. As feminist theologians 
assisted the faith community to reclaim the feminine 
images of God, the shape of Marian spirituality had 
to be redefined. The challenge was to understand 
Mary as our sistet; first among disciples, as well as 
the mother of Jesus of Nazareth. Rather than focus­
ing on the divine privileges attributed to Mary, it be­
came vital to understand her as a disciple, a very hu­
man woman like every other woman, as a person 
who embraced the mystery of God and lived it out in 
her daily experience. 

While the power of Mary's witness might have 
been overshadowed by popular devotion, veiled by 
stories of miraculous appearances and apocryphal 
stories, the Church preserves the core witness of 
Mary in its official liturgy. The liturgical texts of her 
feasts and solemnities consistently provide a rich 
venue for exploration. While theologians struggle 
with such concepts as Mary as type of the Church, 
co-redemptrix and representative of the messianic 
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community, I the liturgy of the Church shapes the 
imagination of the faithful through its lex orandi. 
Within the four major Solemnities of Mary, the Im­
maculate Conception, the Motherhood of God, the 
Annunciation and the Assumption, we find the key 
elements of Marian spirituality. It is there that our 
prayer informs our understanding just as our un­
derstandings impact the form of our prayer. 

Solemnity ofthe Immaculate Conception 

T11ere is a clear progression of thought in the Mar­
ian liturgical texts. At the beginning of the Church 
year, we celebrate the Solemnity of the Immaculate 
Conception. The message of the feast is that it is 
through the power and desire of God tllat Mary is 
preserved from sin. Like all of us, Mary's holiness is 
not achieved through her efforts but, rather, 
through the gratuity of divine grace. The opening 
prayer speaks of her as one who has shared "before­
hand in the salvation Christ would bring."2 What­
ever privileges Mary may possess flow from her rela­
tionship to Jesus. She shares in the work of 
redemption through the gratuitous gift of God and 

As feminist theologians assisted 
the faith community to reclaim 

the feminine images of God, the 
shape of Marian spirituality had 
to be redefined. The challenge 
was to understand Mary as our 
sister, first among disciples, as 
well as the mother of Jesus of 

Nazareth. 
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is thereby empowered by the Spirit to become a 
partner in the salvific act of Christ. It is the gift of 
God that allows Mary to live in a stance of open re­
ceptivity to the Word. Contrary to those who would 
see that openness as one of passive assent, the open 
receptivity of Mary is a dynamic, intentional choice. 
It is important to note that Mary was fully a woman 
of her time and culture. She does not stand apart 
from the human community but is one of and one 

The evangelist made clear that 
physical relationship was not the 
reason for Mary's greatness but 
rather, her witness to the gospel 
criterion for faithful discipleship_ 

with the redeemed. Elizabeth] ohnson, C.S.]., in her 
work Truly Our Sister, carefully places Mary in the 
midst of the community of disciples. She is one in 
heart and faith with all who follow Christ] esus. 3 

The alternate opening prayer for the feast of 
the Immaculate Conception, alluding to the "im­
age of the Virgin ... found in the Church," asks that 
God, "Trace in our actions the lines of her love, in 
our hearts her readiness of faith. Prepare once 
again a world for your Son." Mary is presented in 
these opening prayers not only as a partner with 
God, but as a type of the Church itself, a model of 
faith and discipleship. The origin of this under­
standing of Mary can be traced to the Lucan bibli­
cal understanding of Mary. Raymond Brown points 
out that Mary "serves as the most consistent disci­
ple in the whole gospel narrative. This is a tremen­
dous development in the life ofthe New Testament 
reflection on Mary. The development comes after 
Mark was written and begins to move us toward 
what will happen in the subsequent church."4 Mary, 
the disciple, becomes for all Christians a living 
model of their own lives. 

Perfect Discipleship 

The placement of Mary within the Christian com­
munity continued in] ohn's Gospel as the evangelist 
made clear that physical relationship was not the 

reason for Mary's greatness but rather, her witness 
to the gospel criterion for faithful discipleship.5 In 
the words of Behold Yow' Mother, "As a perfect disci­
ple, the Virgin Mary heard the Word of God and 
kept it, to the lasting joy of the messianic genera­
tions who called her blessed."6 The preface for the 
Immaculate Conception echoes this concept when it 
prays: "You chose her from all women to be our ad­
vocate with you and our pattern ofholiness.,,7 The 
prayers of the preface also include the idea of Mary 
as sign and promise. As first among disciples, what 
God does for Mary, God will do for the Church. Her 
destiny is the destiny of all believers, the promise of 
what we all are to become in the fullness oftime. 

The scriptural readings for the day reflect the 
same themes. Beginning with the Genesis story of 
humanity's disorientation from God,8 the liturgy 
leads the worshipping church to reflect upon 
Mary's witness of total orientation to God revealed 
in the Annunciation story. The pattern of holiness 
recalled in the preface is defined in the epistle from 
Ephesians 1:3-6, 11-12 which enjoins us "to be 
holy and blameless in his sight, to be full oflove." 

From the liturgy for the Immaculate Concep­
tion as a whole emerges a vision of our present life 
in Christ. Like Mary, we have been called by God, 
redeemed through the saving power of Christ] e­
sus, called to live in expectation of our final destiny, 
called to a life-begetting receptivity to the Word. 
The "yes" of Mary set into motion the most con­
crete expression of God's love for humankind, the 
Incarnation of]esus Christ, the revelation of God's 
love for us. As those who have been baptized in 
Christ, our "Yes" continues that manifestation of 
God's love in our time and place. 

Solemnity of the Annunciation 

The Solemnity of the Annunciation amplifies what 
that "Yes" means. From the words of the introduc­
tory rite: "Beholdl I have come to do your will, 0 
God."g through the gospel account of Mary's Fiat, 
the liturgy focuses on what it means to freely re­
spond to the invitation of God. The opening prayer 
indicates the messianic nature of the event. Hu­
mankind grows to completion in Christ] esus. This 
process is initiated in the Annunciation and will be 
complete when Christ has drawn all humanity to 
Himself in the eschaton. 
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In the preface, the Church calls to mind three 
understandings: the redemptive mystery of Christ; 
Mary's response of faith which gives birth to life 
through the power of the Spirit; and, the fulfill­
ment of God's promise to humankind. 10 The read­
ing begins with the Isaian dialogue in which a sign 
confirming the fidelity of God is given.!! "There­
fore the Lord himself will give you this sign: the vir­
gin shall be with child, and bear a son, and shall 
name him Immanuel."!2 This proposed sign 
brings together themes that appear in other Mar­
ian solemnities-virginity, which is life begetting, 
the initiative of God in the redemptive process, and 
the reality of God among us. The readings outline 
the appropriate response to such divine initiative, a 
response expressed in Psalm 40, the responsorial 
psalm of the day's liturgy: "Here I am, Lord; I come 
to do your will ... to do your will, a my God, is my 
delight." This assent to the desire of God is a call to 
act upon the word in a concrete way, to place at 
God's disposal all of one's life. 

Within the liturgy of the Annunciation, there is 
a binding together of the Hebrew and Christian 
covenants. The bridge between covenants is found 
within the gospel reading. There, Mary gives her 
consent to God's invitation in order that the new 
covenant of Jesus may begin. She is the faithful 
woman of Israel, hearer of the word and one who 
awaits the promise of God. The power of the feast 
expands when we acknowledge the human context 
in which God's invitation is given. 

Mary is a young Jewish girl, most likely in her 
early teens. Like others of her age and economic 
status, she has gone about the normal chores of vil­
lage life. She knows that a woman of Israel will be 
invited to be mother of the Messiah. No one knew 
to whom or when, only that God would come unex­
pectedly as the stories of Sarah, Hannah, Judith, 
and Esther foreshadow. God would come and 
would wait for a response that will make salvation 
rain upon the people. Attentiveness to the word 
was essential in order not to miss the voice of God. 
Mary had that type of receptivity and attentiveness. 
She heard the call of God and, while she had no 
idea of what would be the result of her "Yes" to God, 
Mary had the courage to embrace the invitation 
given to her. She gives birth to the Messiah because 
she believes in the power and in the fidelity of the 
Holy One. Her faith opens her to the action of the 

Spirit and through the power of the Spirit she be­
comes life giving in the same way that we become 
life-givers through the same Spirit. This happens 
because "nothing is impossible with God." 13 

Attentiveness to the word was 
essential in order not to miss the 
voice of God. Mary had that type 
of receptivity and attentiveness. 
She heard the call of God . . . 

Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God 

For the Church, the willingness to entrust one's 
whole being, future, and hopes to God gives life. 
Mary' s "Yes" to God makes tlle virgin a mother and 
it is the mystery of that birth that is celebrated in 
the third Marian feast, the Solemnity of Mary, 
Mother of God. The liturgical texts for the day are 
marked with a sense of celebration and rejoicing 
for the wonders brought about by God. The bless­
ing invoked in the feast's first reading speaks of it: 
"A light will shine on us this day, the Lord is born 
for us." 14 The messianic light foretold by Isaiah en­
ters human history in the person of Christ Jesus; 
but Jesus will come not as powerful earthly king, 
but rather will be a liberator of the poor and lowly. 
This is reflected in the gospel of the day that tells of 
Mary's hospitality toward the shepherds, societal 
outcasts. Mary's sensitivity to the poor, echoed in 
her Magnificat, is tied to God's love for the anawim. 
The gospel also speaks of the way of discovering 
God in our lives, portraying Mary as "pondering all 
things in her heart." 15 She appropriates and 
internalizes both Word and event. Mary not only 
hears the word but also seeks its meaning and in 
doing so gives us a model of prayer, a pattern of 
theological reflection. 

The Solemnity of the Motherhood of Mary 
brings us into the heart ofthe Church's portrayal of 
Mary as both the mollier ofJ esus and mother of the 
Church. "May her prayer, the gift of a mother's 
love, be your people's joy through all ages. May her 
response, born of a humble heart, draw your Spirit 
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to rest on your people.,,16 The understanding of 
Mary as our mother is both grace and challenge. 
Over the centuries, the maternal image of Mary has 
not only given the faithful encouragement and 
comfort, it has also subtly been used to position her 
as a necessary intercessor between suffering hu­
mankind and an angry God. She has been imaged 
as the one who could sway the heart of God and 
bring healing instead of punishment. Such imag­
ery compensated for the image of God as a de­
mandingjudge. In the light of such a negative con­
cept of the Divine, Mary becomes a sign of hope, 
comfort, and maternal intercession. When God is 
seen as a God who loves us passionately and longs 
to be in union with us, Mary resumes her place as 
one with us instead of one who is above us. 

The second reading of the feast taken from 
Galatians speaks of the parenthood of God. 
Through Jesus all have become sons and daughters 

When God is seen as a God who 
loves us passionately and longs 

to be in union with us, Mary 
resumes her place as one with 
us instead of one who is above 

us. 

in the Son. The reading speaks of our status as 
adopted children and heirs. Proof of this adoption 
is the "fact that God has sent forth into our hearts 
the spirit of his Son which cries out 'Abba,.,,17 Be­
cause Mary of Nazareth is the mother of Jesus, the 
Son, she is also the faith mother of all who have be­
come one in the body of Christ. Our status as child 
and heir highlight the eschatological meaning of 
the Incarnation. The relationship of God and hu­
mankind has been transformed. As the Alleluia 
verse reminds us, no intermediary is necessary, for 
in the past God spoke through the prophets but 
now God "speaks to us through his Son."18 

It is significant that the gospel selected for the 
feast is not the nativity story but the story of the 
manifestation of Jesus to the poor and lowly. No­
where in the liturgical texts is the physical mother­
hood of Mary stressed. It is always the spiritual 

motherhood of one who believes in the promise of 
God and whose faith brought forth life. It is 
through Christ Jesus that all humankind is called 
into the Body of Christ and it is Mary who gives 
Christ to the least of his brothers and sisters. 

Solemnity ofthe Assumption 

The last of the Marian Solemnities, the Assumption, 
draws together the themes of the first three. The 
tone of the Solemnity is one of rejoicing and hope 
for in the exaltation of Mary lays the hope of our 
own entry into glory. This is made explicit in the 
preface: "Today the virgin Mother of God was taken 
up into heaven to be the beginning and the pattern 
of the Church in its perfection, a sign of hope and 
comfort for your people on their pilgrim way.,,19 
Mary, the mother of Jesus of Nazareth, is now the 
pattern of the Church's life in the eschaton. Her as­
sumption affirms the goodness of material creation, 
affirms that the person, made of flesh and spirit, is 
redeemed as flesh and spirit. Her glory is promise of 
the glory which awaits all believers. 

The scriptures for the feast reflect the triumph 
of Christ over sin and death. This freedom is sym­
bolized in Mary's assumption for: "When the cor­
ruptible frame takes on incorruptibility ... Death is 
swallowed up in victory. "20 In a way, the readings of 
the day turn things upside down. Death gives way 
to life. In the gospel, the message of freedom and 
liberation resounds in the powerful words of Mary' s 
Magnificat. The canticle paints a vision of re­
deemed creation. The values of the world are over­
turned and the poor championed. God acts to save 
the lowly, oppressed and forsaken. Mary proclaims 
the saving power of God and clearly points to God's 
love for those who are poor. Her blessedness, which 
is to be proclaimed in every generation, is the 
blessedness of one who knows who God is. 

Christocentric, Spirit-Oriented, Trinitarian 

Three themes are found in the opening prayers of 
the Assumption liturgy: Mary as model of eschato­
logical fulfillment; as maternal intercessor and as 
pattern of holiness. They are themes that are really 
about the faithfulness of God and about the shape 
of faithful discipleship. 
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Collectively the shape of Marian spirituality 
that emerges from the Church's lex omndi has 
twelve identifiable characteristics. Its spirit is 
marked by joy, active receptivity, freedom, and dy­
namism. The first three characteristics express 
Mary's relationship to the Holy. First and foremost, 
Marian spirituality is deeply Christocentric in na­
ture. The mysteries upon which we reflect all have 
their origin in the Incarnation of Christ Jesus and 
Mary is always seen in relationship to her Son. De­
votions which isolate Mary from Christ are not 
consistent with the liturgical portrait of Mary. 

The second aspect of Marian devotion is that it is 
Spirit-oriented. Mary is one who is empowered by the 
Spirit. Her openness and receptivity to the move­
ment of the Spirit in her life is "the prototype of all 
souls revivified by the Spirit through grace, with will­
ing cooperation. Thus she is the first 'New Being' in 
Christ."21 It is this reality that calls each believer to 
see in Mary the promise of her or his own destiny. 
Like Mary, our sistel; we are all born of the Spirit, em­
powered by the Spirit and the home of the Spirit. 

The third aspect of Marian spirituality is that it 
is Trinitarian. Mary is in relationship with all three 
persons of the Trinity. She responds to our Creator 
God with openness and willing obedience. She 
gives birth to Christ Jesus and shares with him his 
redemptive mission. Finally, it is the Spirit who 
overshadows hel; prays within her and who trans­
forms her into the living temple of God among us. 
It is when we look at Mary's relationship to Trinity 
that we can more clearly discern the fallacy of see­
ing her as the feminine face of the Holy. Mary is one 
who is in loving relationship with God, not a 
stand-in for a God who is seen as distant, detached, 
or lacking in compassion. 

Relational Bond of Mary and God 

The next characteristics of Marian spirituality are 
relational, defining the type of bond which existed 
between Mary and her God. It was a relationship 
that was virginal, life-giving, responsive, dynamic, 
liberating, and thankful. These six characteristics 
have to be held in union in order to avoid an over­
emphasis on one to the detriment of the others. 

The first two, virginal and life-giving, are best 
seen together. Mary's virginity is not simply physi­
cal virginity but an attitude of virginal fidelity to 

God. In our Constitutions we speak of "Accepting 
God as our first and all-encompassing love" (#23). 
It is that type oflove that is modeled for us in Mary. 
She is the person totally oriented to God and, in 
that loving directedness, she is transformed into 
the new creation in Christ. The mystics would call it 
spousal love, a reflection of the love God has for hu­
mankind, a mirror of the love Christ has for the 
Church. Mary's love is so transforming, so full that 
it overflows in birthing life. It bears living fhlit, "the 
fruit of your womb, Jesus." Her love is not the bar­
ren love that centers in self but the love that tran­
scends self. Mary's total love for God allowed her to 
risk death, disgrace, and an unknown future m 
order to give birth to Jesus. 

Devotions which isolate Mary 
from Christ are not consistent 

with the liturgical portrait of 
Mary. 

Mary is both the hearer and doer of the Word, 
witnessing to the characteristics of responsive obe­
dience and faithful discipleship. Throughout the 
scriptures and the liturgy of the Church, Mary is al­
ways seen as a woman of faith. As she lived her life, 
she had to listen not only to the Word in Scripture, 
but the Word expressed in her own life experience. 
The "pondering" did not stop when the shepherds 
and Magi left her. It happened at Cana, at Calvary 
and all points in-between. Mary knew she was asked 
to be mother of the Messiah but she had to grow in 
the knowledge of what that meant and who her Son 
really was. Hearing and acting were synonymous in 
the disciple Mary. All her deeds flowed from the 
Word heard, embraced and acted upon. 

Thankfulness and Liberation 

Two other characteristics of Marian spirituality are 
also linked together, those of thankfulness and Iib-· 
eration. Both of these elements are found in her 
Magnificat, which acclaims the wonder of God's 
deed and proclaims a new order of things. Eliza­
beth Johnson tells us that: "Composed according 
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to the overall structure of a thanksgiving psalm, 
which first praises God and lists the reasons for 
gratitude, the Magnificat has two main stanzas or 
strophes. The first praises divine mercy to the 
speaker and the second reflects the Holy One's vic­
torious deeds for the oppressed community"22 The 
canticle provides a mini-summary of God's saving 
deeds. Placed on the tongue of one who is lowly, a 
peasant woman in an oppressed culture, it affirms 
the belief in God's justice and compassion. It is the 
song of the anawim. It shows that Mary's "Yes" to 
God was not one of passive submission, but one 
which led her to resist the powers that dehumanize 
her brothers and sisters. It is this song ofliberation 
and thanksgiving that most fully resonates today in 
those who long for freedom from injustice, recog­
nition of their dignity and a hope-filled future. 

Marian spirituality is also eschatological and 
ecclesial. Mary always leads us back to the Church, 
which has consistently held that Mary is both its 
mother and type. She reflects for the Church its 
own call to share in the redemptive work of Christ, 
give witness to a life of service and contemplation, 
and provide for all an example of dynamic faith. In 
her is found the model of our prayer, the sign of our 
eschatological destiny, and the embodiment of dis­
cipleship. She is, in her person, what we are called 
to be as Church. 

Holiness of the Ordinary 

Finally, Marian spirituality is profoundly ordinary. 
The pattern of holiness seen in Mary is rooted in 
the ordinary things of human experience. It is 
through her responsiveness to daily life, through 
her ability to hear the desire of God voiced within 
her experience, that the extraordinary enters in ... 
God becomes flesh in ChristJesus. Mary's life is not 
one of heroic deeds and accomplishments. It is one 
of centeredness in God. She listens, serves, won­
ders, doubts, and extends compassion to those in 
need around her. 

The model of spirituality seen in Mary is one 
that is strong, vibrant, and challenging. It is not for 
the weak or passive. Instead, it is one which de­
mands the daring of faith, the courage of trusting 
in the promises of God and the love and compas­
sion that reaches out to all in need. Catherine 

McAuley told us that, "We cannot look long and 
lovingly at her virtues without being incited to copy 
them in our lives and conduct. "23 To do so is to 
grow in the pattern of Christ Jesus, for Mary always 
draws us to her Son. 
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The Magnificat and Incarnational Eros 

Fran Repka, R.S.M. 

Given the current sexual scan­
dals in OUT Church and the po­
litical, cmpomte scandals in 
OUT society, we are in despemte 
need of a deeper undeTStand­
ing of incamational ems and 
its place in human gmwth, de­
cision-making, relationships 
and the building up of God's 
Kin-dam. One way to addTess 
this need for sexual/spiritual 
integmtion is through MaTY's 
pmfound song of libemtion, 
the Magnificat. 

Mary's Magnificat (Luke 
I :46-56) speaks to us 
of a fundamental shift 

in consciousness. When taken 
seriously, this shift requires pro­
found changes in our assump­
tions, our interactions, and our 
ways of viewing sexuality and 
spirituality. In her fiat, Mary 
modeled a departure from pa­
triarchy. Sexuality, power, and 
authority are no longer con­
nected with control and domina­
tion. Jesus' birth through a 
woman connotes a new sexual 
and spiritual human image of 
compassion, caring, and "power 
with." The powerless become 
powerful. The blind see. The 
lame walk. The deaf hear. The 
Messiah, Jesus, who saves hu­
manity, has little to do with pa­
triarchal views or a hierarchical 

order. A new dance has begun. 
Mary's radical "Yes" changed 
the universe, changed our way of 
being together forever. Her 
in-touchness with the fires of 
passion that burned within her is 
revelatory of the depth of sexual 
and spiritual integration so 
needed in today's society and 
church. It is the integration of 
sexuality and spirituality that is 
the subject of this article. 

Mary's Magnificat offers a 
wealth of insight into the need 
for a healthy sense of sexual and 
spiritual power rooted in the 
Spirit. First, it is a song of love, 
joy, and liberation, realities 
which lie at the heart of sexuality 
and spirituality. Secondly, the 
Magnificat is set in the context of 
a journey. Our spiritual and sex­
ual lives are a journey, that is, 
they are always in process. 
Thirdly, although the Magnifi­
cat is sung in the present, it holds 
its connection with the past, and 
looks toward the future, all im­
portant aspects of wholesome 
sexuality and spirituality or 
incarnational eros. 

Incarnational Eros 

Incarnational eros is a term bor­
rowed ii-om the work of Rita 
Nakishima Brock and other 
Asian theologians. "The reality of 
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erotic power within connected­
ness means it cannot be located 
in a single individual. Hence 
what is truly Christological, that 
is, truly revealing of divine incar­
nation and salvific power in hu­
man life, must reside m 
connectedness .. ." 1 

The word" incarnate" has to 
do with embodied flesh and en­
ergy. Heart energy. Soul energy. 
Body energy. Eros is far more 
than sexuality, passion, or a spiri­
tual quest for ideal beauty. Rather 
it is the "life force" permeating 
the relational lives of women and 
men, grounding them in reci­
procity with all creation. 
Incarnational eros is each of us 
involved in a critically self-aware 
consciousness that unites the 
spiritual, sexual, political, eco­
nomic spheres of life. It binds 
love and powel: Its spiritual and 
sexual dynamic is relationship. In 
short, Incarnational eros is the 
divine/human power that strives 
for union with other. It is the con­
necting power that moves us to­
wards justice for all of creation. 
Thus, when we are in touch with 
the fullness of our sexuality and 
spirituality, we reflect the new 
cosmology. All is one. 

Simply put, incarnational 
eros is "creation ringing with 
connection," that is, the per­
sonal, social, political, spiritual, 
sexual, ecological, and economi­
cal facets oflife are all connected. 
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Dualisms are no longer appro­
priate. In today's climate of frag­
mentation, incarnational eros 
must become a shaping force in 
decision making at any level and 
move people towards right rela­
tionships with each othel; indeed 
with all of creation. 

God. We have done eros a 
disservice by repressing it. 

Repressed erotic power is 
dangerous. For example, under 
the guise of agape, we smile 
through our anger, ignore injus­
tices, manipulate others in the 
name of love, as a church get 

To focus exclusively on libidinal eros fosters 
pathology and disease and leads to 

maltreatment of life. To focus exclusively on 
agape (without considering eros along with 
logos) is to numb the feelings or restrict the 

capacity to go deeper. 

Unfortunately under patri­
archy we have ever so quietly 
taken "eros" out of "agape," re­
moved eros from community liv­
ing, deleted eros from decision­
making and understanding the 
difficulties of our world.2 We 
have done this by splitting off 
feelings and other emotional di­
mensions of ourselves. We have 
reduced eros to erotic or 
libidinal urges. Agape has be­
come the prerogative of tran­
scendent divine love. This split 
has not been helpful. To focus 
exclusively on libidinal eros fos­
ters pathology and disease and 
leads to maltreatment oflife. To 
focus exclusively on agape (with­
out considering eros along with 
logos) is to numb the feelings or 
restrict the capacity to g'O 
deepel: Incarnational eros or 
healthy erotic power is connect­
ing power and it is truly a gift of 

more concerned about non-pro­
creative sexual activity than vio­
lent coercive sexual activity. As a 
society we call missiles "peace­
keepers, " bullets that kill our 
own soldiers, "friendly fire" and 
bombs that kill civilians "collat­
eral damage." These behaviors 
lead to deception, dominance, 
control, and abuse. All of us have 
heard of or witnessed the trage­
dies of deceptive eroticization of 
power enshrined by patriarchy, 
tragedies that have led to devas­
tating consequences such as op­
pression, rape, and violence, es­
pecially towards women and 
children. These atrocities reflect 
a sexuality and spirituality gone 
amok, and they demand our 
healing attention which begins 
with looking at the positive. 

One way to go deeper into 
the positive aspects of incarna­
tional eros (connecting power) is 

by contemplating the three major 
movements of Mary's Maguificat. 

First Movement: 
Acceptance, Joy, and 
Gratitude 

Recall that the Angel Gabriel 
told Mary that she would con­
ceive and bear a son and name 
him ] esus, and that this ] esus 
would reign over the house of] a­
cob forever and His Kin-dom 
would have no end. Mary, un­
doubtedly filled with both joy 
and confusion, excitedly and 
quickly sets off on the road to 
her cousin Elizabeth's home to 
share the astonishing things 
God has done for her. What im­
mediately seemed important to 
Mary was connecting, staying in 
relationship. When she arrives at 
Elizabeth's home, Scripture tells 
us, the six-month- old child in 
Elizabeth's womb leaped for joy 
(Luke I :44). Both Mary and Eliz­
abeth were caught up in an inti­
mate moment of pure delight. 
Mary responds with tltese pas­
sionate words: 

My soul magnifies the Lord 
And my spirit.finds joy in God my Savior 
For God has looked with favor on the 

humbleness of God's servant and 
hom this day forward all generations 

shall call me blessed 
For God has done wondrous things for me 
And holy is God's name. (Luke 1:46-49) 

In this powerful opening of her 
Magnificat, Mary is filled with 
gladness and rejoicing, not yet 
understanding all the implica­
tions of the message of Gabriel, 
but so open, so trusting, so in 
touch with who she was in God, 

1 
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that she could express this in­
credibly mysterious moment in a 
spirit of joy and gratitude. Im­
mediately, Mary made herself 
vulnerable. There was no pro­
test, "Gabriel, I simply cannot do 
what you are asking. How could I 
be pregnant and not married in 
this culture? What will people 
think? I'll be ousted, rejected, 
not believed." Nor did she ask, 
"Gabriel, give this task to an­
other person, please call me to 
be or do something else." Mary, 
in all humility, was not afraid to 
assert herself with Gabriel: 
"How can I be with child when I 
haven't yet known a man?" 
(Luke 1 :33). Nor was she afraid 
to lean into this mysterious mo­
ment, for she felt affirmed by 
God as a woman and trusted 
what arose from her deep, inti­
mate relationship with God. She 
was willing to risk all: "Be it done 
unto me according to Your 
Word" (Luke 1: 38). 

In effect, she said, "Let the 
dream begin in me. Let the 
dance begin!" Mary had to be 
puzzled, surprised, and perhaps 
frightened, but her intimacy 
with God was such that she was 
willing to risk everything, even 
her reputation. She listened with 
her heart and God took the ini­
tiative. Mary allowed God to 
lead her onto the dance floor, 
neither knowing the steps nor 
where the dance would take her. 
And with God doing the leading, 
she became swept up in the 
co-creation of a new dance (one 
never danced before) for all hu­
mankind. She connected herself 
to the dance-body, mind, and 
soul. Her sexuality and spiritual­
ity not only reflected God's 
work, they embodied God. God 

is flesh of her flesh as expression 
of incarnational eros. 

Dance of Incarnational Eros 

Like Mary, our sexuality too 
must be embodied in a way that 
ourjoy and gratitude are visible. 
It takes incarnational eros to 
dance with passion to what God 
calls us. Good dancers are alive 
from within. They are filled with 
spirit, listen well to the music 
(i.e., the signs of the times), and 
are sensitive to others. Every cell 
of a dancer's body is involved in 
the dance. Dancers are awake 
within themselves, awake to oth­
ers on the dance floor oflife, and 
awake to the signs of the times. 
They get bumped, shoved, 
stepped on, often by people very 
different from themselves, but 
they find a way to joyfully stay in 
the struggle. Difference in per­
sonality, race, color, or creed 
does not become division. 
Rather, differences become a 
source of relational power and 
relational pleasure. Mary 
teaches us that the joy that 
comes from connecting is a sure 
sign of a healthy sexuality rooted 
in the Spirit. Gratitude becomes 
the attitude of a wholesome sex­
ual and spiritual life. 

Practical Application 

But how do we enter into, own, 
and let ourselves flow from our 
inner sexual/spiritual energy? 
Let me suggest five ways: 

1. Embrace Uniqueness 

First of all, we must embrace our 
uniqueness in God. Mary could 
affirm herself as a woman and 
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humble servant because she 
knew she was affirmed by God. 
We are Holy Ground just as we 
are! Each of us is unique in all the 
world, and psychologists tell us 
that the older we get the more 
unique we become. There is no 
one who can give the world spiri­
tually and sexually what each of 
us has to give in quite the same 
way. Let us not be afraid to love 
ourselves, to be ourselves. What 
happened to us as individuals (on 
one level) does not matter, but 
what we do with it does matter. 
None of us has it all together. We 
are each and all victims of child­
hood circumstances totally out of 
our control. We had no choice 
about parents (perhaps even a 
lack of them) or early develop­
ment. Yet there are lessons to be 
learned from whatever experi­
ence was given to us, lessons for 
which we can hold gratitude. 

2. Mutual sharing of joyful and 
painful stories 

Lessons of life are best learned 
through telling our stories. Sto­
ries have a powerful way of con­
necting us with ourselves and 
with others. Mary and Elizabeth 
took time to share their respec­
tive journeys. We too must take 
the time to share both our joyful 
sexual/spiritual stories as well as 
our painfitl sexual and spiritual 
stories. Why, as women religious 
in this third millennium, are we 
still shy about sharing our hurts 
and struggles with sexuality and 
spirituality, and our shame? 
What makes us afraid to risk with 
each other? Yet unless we take 
the time to share these stories, 
the shadow side of gratitude 
(poor selt~esteem, resentment, 
anger) will keep us from dancing 
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We can look at all that has led to the present 
moment of our existence, no matter how 
horrible, and see life as good, see others 

and self as loving persons affirmed by God. 

toward right relationships with 
God, self, other, and indeed with 
all of creation. Sue Monk Kidd in 
The Secnt Lifo of Bees writes: "Sto­
ries have to be told or they die, 
and when they die, we can't re­
member who we are or why we 
are here.,,3 

3. Honor the Totality ofYonr 
Reality 
In the telling of our story, it is es­
sential to name and accept the 
totality of our reality-our 
strengths as well as the parts of 
ourselves that we tend to reject. 
Erotic energy behind unhealed 
wounds turns into abuse of 
power and will convert itself into 
anger and resentment (power 
against) rather than compassion 
and caring (power with) if we do 
not take care of it. Healing poor 
self-esteem, resentment, and an­
ger in relationships comes from 
knowing ourselves and not de­
nying parts of ourselves that we 
do not like. Joyce Rupp in her 
book The Cosmic Dance says that 
we have to learn to love the 
snake, the pig, the lion within 
us-along with all the other 
more pleasant animals we like to 
think about. 4 

It is important that we make 
every effort to unearth the root 
causes of whatever internal pain 
is ours to bear, so that our core 
joy can be discovered. People 
who do not like themselves 

cannot forget themselves, can­
not emotionally give of them­
selves and subsequently have 
difficulty connecting, difficulty 
moving toward deeper relation­
ships where true joy and grati­
tude are found. The good news 
is: there is something we can do 
about anything that ails us. 

4. Healing Past Hurts 

What is important for healing 
and wholeness is that each of us 
owns his or her respective hurts, 
depressions, addictions, losses, 
toxic secrets, resentments, and so 
on. Follow your wound. Dancing 
well takes discipline. Part of that 
discipline is to own our 
God-given strengths while at the 
same time allowing unpleasant 
feelings to surface, taking them 
into a new dimension. Recall that 
"owned" feelings, for example 
the fire experienced in anger, be­
come a constitutive part of trans­
formation and purification of the 
dark night. Know where your 
growing edges are. Do not be 
afraid. Take the time that heal­
ing takes and do not do it alone. 
Remember that on the dance 
floor oflife there is always some­
one with whom we can dance-a 
friend, a spiritual director, a 
close community member who 
can be honest with us, a coun­
selor. No two dances are alike, yet 
we can help each other in ways 
that may be surprising. One's 

depression can transform an­
other's ecstasy; another's ecstasy 
can transform one's depression 
and so on. We need each other. 

5. Transformation and Gratitude 

The challenge for each of us is 
to keep transforming our 
mourning into dancing. We 
must live in the here and now 
and reach beyond where we are 
at any moment no matter the 
difficulty, pain, or tragedy of 
past or present circumstances. 
In other words, we can look at 
all that has led to the present 
moment of our existence, no 
matter how horrible, and see 
life as good, see others and self 
as loving persons affirmed by 
God. The psalmists in Scripture 
often speak of the suffering of 
darkness, but with the dawn he 
or she is found rejoicing (Ps 
30:5; 126:5-6). Rejoicing comes 
with staying sexually and spiri­
tually connected. When we stay 
connected, we are in a better 
position to read the unfolding 
reality in relationships with dis­
cernment and sensitivity. 
Incarnational eros is a call to en­
gage with self and others in a 
way that integrity, joy and grati­
tude are visible. It is in our 
God-given nature to turn 
mourning into dancing. 

A Story of Healing 

Following is a story I have per­
mission to share. Lillian (not her 
real name) was an excellent 
teacher and principal for almost 
fifty years. Besides teaching and 
administration, she involved 
herself in peace and justice ef­
forts because she knew it was 
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right, not because her heart was 
in it. Lillian loved her ministry 
and untiringly gave of herself. 
Due to forced retirement be­
cause of a life-threatening ill­
ness, Lillian came to live in her 
order's motherhouse. Mter 
about two years there, she was 
found throwing things in anger 
when she'd get upset, being bel­
ligerent with the staff and other 
Sisters in community. Although 
she was very ill and several times 
taken to the hospital near death, 
she absolutely refused to sign 
any power of attorney which her 
order had requested all Sisters 
to do. In her anger and frustra­
tion, she also refused to attend 
community events. 

Lillian was encouraged to 
talk with someone. She was en­
raged at this suggestion. She just 
wanted to be left alone. Never­
theless she was brought to my of­
fice by a caring, compassionate 
coordinator of the motherhouse. 
Understandably, Lillian did not 
want to see me, but things kept 
going from bad to worse for her 
in terms of relationships, and she 
finally acquiesced. She had shut 
down inside. She said nothing 
when I greeted her in the waiting 
room, and when we reached my 
office and sat down, we simply 
looked at each other in a long 
moment of silence. I acknowl­
edged her anger and said I would 
be angry too ifI felt forced to talk 
with a stranger when I didn't 
want to. But I also invited her to 
the possibility that her being here 
might have been a caring gesture 
on the part of the coordinator. 
Reluctantly she said she would 
consider that possibility. 

Slowly Lillian began to 
share how she hated the fact that 

her health was slowing her 
down, how she was mad at God, 
and how unloved she was feel­
ing. The dance had begun. I said 
very little after the first session. 
She, to my admiration, poured 
out her soul. Noone had to tell 
her that the realities of sexuality 
and spirituality are connected. It 
was like watching the self-heal­
ing of a terribly infected wound 
as it opens and drains poten­
tially destructive forces of hurt, 
anger, shame, and grief. 

depression would lift. She tried, 
but could not feel the gratitude 
and felt like a failure when she 
could not say nice things to 
people. 

We had only six sessions to­
gether. In that time Lillian did 
years of work and dug down to 
the core of what had disturbed 
her all her life. Lillian felt she 
was living a lie because at the 
time of entrance (those of you 
who entered in pre-Vatican II 
years will remember this) when 

Although she had contemplated being a nun 
since childhood, she feared she had entered 
for the wrong reasons, and that she would 

go to hell for lying about it. 

Mter Lillian's move to the 
motherhouse, life moved from 
focusing on the external details 
often necessary in ministry, to 
her internal life. It was then that 
she began to encounter burden­
some feelings which she had 
kept at bay throughout her reli­
gious life and which she did not 
understand. Lillian shared how 
she had been to spiritual direc­
tors, therapists, tried to talk to 
fellow Sisters in community at 
various times in her religious 
life, but nothing seemed to 
work. She said when she tried to 
share, people kept changing the 
subject or telling her, "The past 
is the past," "Let things go" or 
"Pay attention to the here and 
now" oflife, of ministry, ofliving 
community. In addition, some 
superiors coached her to do one 
mce thing for someone every 
day, be grateful, and her 

she was asked if she was a virgin, 
she said she was. What was actu­
ally happening was that she was 
desperate to get out of the house 
where her father had been sexu­
ally abusing her for years. Al­
though she had contemplated 
being a nun since childhood, she 
feared she had entered for the 
wrong reasons, and that she 
would go to hell for lying about 
it. She said she had been 
ashamed of her body and her 
sexual feelings all her life and 
knew her spirituality was af­
fected by this. She tried to get 
help, but those to whom she was 
sent could not hear her heart, 
for whatever reason. It got so 
that she could neither fully live 
nor ready herselfto die. 

By the fourth session, she 
herself initiated the signing of 
her power of attorney. She could 
now hear what her body was re-
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ally trying to say: that she was 
very ill, and needed to let God 
lead her in a never-known-before 
dance. By the fifth session, her in­
ner joy was outwardly visible! By 
the sixth session, we both knew 
she was ready to respond to what­
ever God's desire was for her. She 
was finished with her therapeutic 
process. Mter the last session we 
wept and embraced. Without 
needing words, we somehow 
knew it would be the last time we 
would see each other. 

Lillian died peacefully ten 
days later, and holy is God's 
name in her. Like Mary, her soul 
magnified the Lord and her 
Spirit rejoiced in God her Savior. 
Lillian teaches us the paradox 
that we have to go back before we 
can step forward in the dance. 
Doing our interior work is essen­
tial for fullness of joy and grati­
tude, for fullness of life in com­
munity and ministry. 

Mter Mary gives gratitude and 
fullness of praise to God, her 
heart is naturally moved with 
compassion for others, especially 
those who have less. Mary was a 
Jewish woman, and the Jewish 
outlook was that the favor of God 
bestowed upon any individual is 
to be considered as the commu­
nity's blessing. It was Mary's 
in-touchness with incarnational 
eros that moved her not only to 
give thanks to God for the Mercy 
shown to her personally, but also 
for God's practice of helping and 
vindicating the poor and needy. 
In this second part of the Magni­
ficat, the three great human indi­
cators of greed-pride, power, 
and riches-are set forth as 
forces opposed to God and to the 
people who have a special claim 
on God's protection-the poor 
and lowly. Pride, aggressive 
power, and mismanaged riches 
are consequences of disembod­
ied sexuality and spirituality.s 

The three great human indicators of 
greed-pride, power, and riches-are set 
forth as forces opposed to God and to the 
people who have a special claim on God's 

protection-the poor and lowly. 

Second Movement: Mercy, 
Justice, and Community 

God's Merry is from age to age on those 
whofiarGod 

God's mighty arm scatters the proud in 
their conceit 

pulls tyrants from their thrones and raises 
up the humble 

God fills the starving and lets the rich go 
hungry (LukC1:50-53). 

Mary, in her heartfelt prayer 
reminds us that the hungry, the 
homeless, the abused, the tor­
tured, the oppressed are also 
part of the dance. She calls us to 
mourn the lack of vibrant sexual­
ity and spirituality in our world 
due to abuse, neglect, and emo­
tional deficits. 

The level of violence in our 
world has not decreased from 

Mary's time. Spirituality and 
sexuality are rooted in the expe­
rience of oppressed women, 
children, and men, not to men­
tion the experience of fear, the 
far-reaching evils of nuclear 
build-up for the sake of national 
security, the pollution of our ail~ 
water, soil, food, etc. These soci­
etal ills are signs of unintegrated 
erotic power. Erotic power re­
pressed and denied, produces 
dominance, control, and vio­
lence. Statistics are staggering. 
In the U.S. alone, one in every 
three or four women have been 
sexually abused sometime in 
their lives; every fifteen seconds, 
a woman is battered (American 
Medical Association). More than 
fifty percent of all women will ex­
perience some form of violence 
from their spouses (N ational Co­
alition Against Domestic Vio­
lence). In homes where spousal 
abuse occurs, children are 
abused at a rate 1,500 percent 
higher than the national aver­
age.6 On the world scene, things 
are no better, and we can add to 
this list the worldwide sexual 
trafficking of children. 

Having some kind of gut re­
sponse/heart response to these 
statistics requires an embodied 
sexuality/spirituality if we are to 
remain committed in the strug­
gle. Ministers in touch with 
incarnational eros remain atten­
tive to these experiences, for 
they know that lack of integrity 
and inequality hurts us all. If we 
find ourselves not responding 
to, or apathetic to the aforemen­
tioned realities, including the 
Lillians in our midst, something 
is seriously wrong. 

Constance Fitzgerald, O.e.D., 
writes that immersing ourselves 
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in these painful personal and so­
cietal experiences in a way that 
we allow our hearts to be 
touched often opens us into a 
profound impasse, a sort of dark 
night of the soul, a dark night of 
a world crying for meaning.7 
She goes on to tell us that while 
our spirituality must emerge 
from these concrete painful ex­
periences' it must also return to 
these same situations to feed 
them, heal them, and enliven 
them (action). This dark-night 
process requires incarnational 
eros if we are not to become 
stuck in the impasse only to find 
ourselves becoming cynical, in­
effectual, apathetic, and ulti­
mately part of the problem. 

How do we become part of 
the problem? By having all the 
answers, by making unilateral 
decisions, by refusing to listen, by 
not allowing the oppressed to be 
the judge of whether policies are 
working or not. Those who live 
and minister with incarnational 
eros respect the uniqueness of in­
dividuals while at the same time 
affirming a deep sense of one­
ness for the group. In a commu­
nity alive with mutual love, pas­
sionate erotic forces like 
prejudice, favoritism, jealousy, 
and anger are explicitly acknowl­
edged lest they negatively affect 
the group. The issue is not 
whether feelings will inform and 
determine our actions. They will. 
The question is which feelings will 
play the central role in shaping 
the character of our life together 
in community and how will these 
feelings be communicated. Will 
the decisive influence be an au­
thentic, mutually nourishing flow 
of erotic power and erotic joy, or 
will it be a twisted eros poisoned 

by isolation, talking about others 
not with them, jealousy, non-sup­
port and the desire to control. 
Healthy communication requires 
consCIousness. 

Incarnational eros is all 
about connection, compassion, 
caring about each other which 
naturally flows into caring with 
those bent over. Healthy power 
(power with) comes from con­
necting. It comes from commu­
nicating. Mary teaches us by her 
very being and response that 
incarnational eros is other-ori­
ented energy, praxis-oriented 
energy. Here lies the goal of sex­
uality integrated with spiritual­
ity: the mature capacity to love, 
to be merciful to everyone be­
cause we have known God's 
mercy and God's love. What is 
healthy and wholesome for you 
is not just for you, it is for the 
community. We are all in a con­
stant process of being wounded 
and healed and enter into a 
large circle dance with others 
who are also looking for hope in 
their woundedness. 

Third Movement: Intimacy, 
Forgiveness, and the 
Transforming Love of God 

God has helped her servant Israel 
In remembrance of God's Merty 
According to the promise God made to 

our ancestors 
To Abraham and to his descendants 

forever (Luke:54-55). 

Mary knew she was part of a long 
line of people who helped her 
expand her consciousness: 
Abraham and Sarah, Esther, Ju­
dith, Deborah, Elizabeth, all lib­
erators in their own right. 
Mary's spiritual and sexual 
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experience of her fiat fostered a 
personal transformation which 
pulled her further into the world 
community as a witness to nonvi­
olent intimacy. This passionate 
fiat continues today in the Susan 
B. Anthonys, the Dorothy Days, 
the Catherine McAuleys, the 
Elizabeth Setons, the Julie 
Billiarts, and other women who 
take chances for the sake of jus­
tice. Carter Heyward and other 
feminist theologians claim that 
the passion in sexuality and spir­
ituality is what awakens in us a 
passion for justice and right rela­
tionships across the spectrum of 
life and meaning. 

Mary waited for and believed 
in the coming of a transformed vi­
sion of God. A new circle dance 
had begun. Jesus through Mary 
initiated the transformation for 
all the world. Of her, the words 
could truly be said: "I no longer 
live as I, but Christ lives in me" 
(Gal 2:20). In this last movement 
of the Magnificat, Mary reminds 
us that what saves us is neither 
hard work, nor accomplishments, 
nor going out "to save" the rich 
and the poor, but presence, for­
giveness, and connecting with 
each other in love. 

Forgiveness 

The process of transformation at 
the very least requires forgive­
ness. The older we get the more 
life seems to be one little forgive­
ness after the next-forgiveness 
of the self; of others, of groups. It 
is an intensely deep process re­
quiring incarnational eros. One 
of the most profound examples of 
forgiveness of an entire country 
can be seen in South Mrica. 
Bishop Desmond Tutu who led 



30 

South Africa's Truth and Recon­
ciliation Commission after the 
years of apartheid's racial cru­
elty and injustice says that the 
cycle of revenge and retaliation 
and counter revenge is broken 
only when we open ourselves to 
forgive. South Africa's remark­
able path of reconciliation filled 
the people with great hope that 
despair, anger, and resentment 
would not have the last word. By 
choosing to forgive the years of 
repression, the people substan­
tiated their claim on the holy 
and demonstrated their magna­
nimity and nobility of spirit. 
This is incarnational eros in its 
fullness. 

We must see not only the 
crucified, dying Christ, experi­
enced in personal and commu­
nal injustices, global poverty, 
pollution, oppression, and vio­
lence. We also see the rising 
Christ, experienced m per­
sonal and communal joy and 
forgiveness, mutual relating, 
the development of sustain­
able environments, socially re­
sponsible businesses, anti­
sweat-shop movements, efforts 
at campaign finance reform, 
shared cultural values, sys­
temic change, civil rights en­
forcement, and efforts to real­
ize women's rights. 

Conclusion 

Mary was fully aware that the 
paradox of personal power is 
its relational base: a) that life is 
all about participation, mutual 
relating, forgiveness, collective 
vision; b) that we involve all 
people ih any mission, commu­
nity, or project to come to­
gether to think about the same 
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things from different perspec­
tives; c) that everyone's rights, 
accountability, and dignity are 
honored and supported. Each 
person will have a mindset that 
must be abandoned, and ideas 
important to bring forward. 
We learn together. We share 
knowledge, information, and 
responsibilities. We teach each 
other in all directions. This 
networking, connecting, and 
collaborating are not accom­
plished without a healthy sexu­
ality rooted m the Spirit 
whether we are building local 
communities, neighborhoods, 
or global villages. 

Incarnational eros, or 
healthy erotic spiritual power, 
is not a commodity possessed 
by a self, but is the bond which 
creates and sustains and is rec­
reated and sustained by mutual 
relating. Intimacy will grow 
only through a highly interac­
tive process of mutual recogni­
tion and validation from those 
around us. We need each 
other's light. Mary was a femi­
nist in her time and, through 
her Magnificat, calls each of us 
to be part of a world energized 
by incarnational eros, marked 
by dialogne, mutual empower­
ment, compassion, interde­
pendence, prayer, and action. 
Only then can transformation 
take hold in local community 
living, families, churches, cor­
porate life, domestic legisla­
tion, and foreign policy. The 
call is to form circles, not pyra­
mids. Both personal and com­
munity transformation leads 
our souls to magnify our God, 
and our spirits to find joy in 
God our Savior for slhe has 
done great things for us! 
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Commentary on the Eucharistic Prayer for the 
Sisters of Mercy, Regional Community of 
Connecticut 

Terrence J. Moran, C.S.S.R. 

T his Eucharistic Prayer was written for the cel­
ebration of "Mercy Day," the Feast of Our 
Lady of Mercy, September 24, 1999 for the 

Sisters of Mercy of the Regional Community of 
Connecticut. In composing this prayer, I at­
tempted, while respecting the structure and pur­
pose of the Eucharistic Prayer in the Roman 
Liturgy, to allow the voice of Mercy to speak by 
drawing on: 

~ biblical imagery important to the Mercy tra­
dition; 

~ the prayers and letters of Catherine McAuley 
who founded the Sisters of Mercy in Dublin 
in 1831; 

~ the Constitutions of the Sisters of Mercy of 
the Americas. 

In this way, I hoped to use words that resonated 
with familiarity for the Sisters of Mercy. 

I also hoped to give voice to the generations of 
Sisters of Mercy who, "celebrate in Word and Sacra­
ment the Passover of Jesus and are drawn into com­
munion with all of creation," (Constitutions §12). 
While I am not a Sister of Mercy, or even, formally, a 
Mercy associate, I have had for many years the priv­
ilege of working together with the Sisters of Mercy 
and of sharing in their friendship and hospitality. 

Holy God, 
We are yoU1"S foT time and etemity. 

We give you thanks and praise foT the wandel'S of your 
PTovidence ... 

Make us delight in hope of that day when, 
with jesus, we will come to possess you, 

our God, OUT All, 
in YOUT never ending reign. 

The prayer is framed, beginning and end, with 
words taken from the beginning and ending of 
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Catherine McAuley's famous Suscipe. That prayer, 
well known to generations of the Sisters of Mercy, is 
particularly appropriate for a Eucharistic prayer 
with its focus on self-gift. In the Eucharist, the 
Church, moved by the Spirit, unites itself to the ac­
tion of Jesus who offers himself to God. 

hom the womb of YOU1' meTCY all things came to be: 
OUT universe, wild with possibility, 

out'fiYlgile humanity, longing faT wholeness. 
hom the follness of your love you sent jesus the 

Redeeme1~ 

the hand of YOUT comjJassion outst1'etched to a broken 
world. 

Anointed by the Spirit, 
he announced good news to the pam; 

offered healing to the sick, 
and taught the wOTd of life to all who longed for truth. 

With all creation, 
we raise OUT voices in praise of the tendemess of your 

meTcy. 
Holy, Holy, Holy . .. 

The preface recalls the history of salvation cele­
brated in the liturgy, the wonders of Providence in 
which Catherine had such great oust. The origins 
of creation are found in the "womb of God's mercy" 
adding feminine imagery to the text and recalling 
the tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures of seeing 
mercy as "womb love." We corne to the Eucharist 
with a consciousness both of the radical goodness 
of creation and awareness of the woundedness of 
our world. The preface goes on to situate the classic 
formulation of the Mercy charism, "to serve the 
poor, sick and ignorant, (Constitutions, §2) in the 
ministry of Jesus. 

Holy God, intimate and awesome, we praise the splendor 
of your beauty. 

Your Holy Wisdom took flesh among us 
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and ente1'ed OUT world of needs and limits, of passion and 
pTomise. 

With special love Jesus made his home 
among the littlest and the least 

that they might know themselves as chosen ones, 
daughten and sons of the jJ1'01nise. 

[The presider extends his hands in a gesture of 
blessing that includes both the bread and wine and 
the assembled community.] 

Pam' out YOUT SpiTit upon these holy gifts 

and upon yom' holy people assembled heTe. 
Teach us the mysteTY of this bTead and wine: 

that by faitlifitlness to love and the great wOTk of meTCY 
we can tmnsfigw'e the world. 

The Eucharistic Prayer continues to situate the 
charism of Mercy within the saving action of the 
Triune God in history. The transcendent God, 
awesome and beautiful, draws near to us and in­
vites us to intimacy. This invitation is extended in a 
special way in]esus, Wisdom made flesh, who en­
tered human life fully.] esus drew especially near to 
the poor and marginalized and longed for them to 
know their full dignity as daughters and sons of 
promise. In the same way, the Sisters of Mercy both 
draw near to relieve human misery by direct service 
and also work to address the causes of misery and 
alienation. 

The prayer calls on the Spirit to effect the mys­
tery of the Eucharist in us. Our tradition calls both 
the bread and wine of the Eucharist and the com­
munity that assembles to celebrate the Eucharist, 
"the body of Christ." By our sharing in this meal 
and by our living of the Eucharist, we hasten the 
coming of the reign of God. This is reinforced sym­
bolically by the gesture of the presider, who extends 
his hands in blessing so as to include both the bread 
and wine and the assembled community. 

On the night bef01'e he died faT us, 
Jesus gave us the great sign of his enduring pTesence in 

the world: 
the table of welcome and bounty, 

whe1'e all people find a home 
and the bTOken know the kind wOTd, 

the gentle compassionate look, 
and the patient hea1'ing of SOTroWS. 

He took bTead and bTeaking it said: 
Take this, all of you, and eat it: 

T. Moran: Commentary on the Eucharistic Prayer 

This is my body which will be given up faT you. 
In the same way, he pouTed a cup of wine and gave it to 

his friends, 
saying: 

Take this all of you and dTink fi'01n it: 
This is the cup of my blood, 

the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. 
It will be shed JOT you and faT all 

so that sins may be fOTgiven. 
Do this in memOTY of me. 

The traditional words of institution are introduced 
by a reminder that the Eucharistic assembly contin­
ues the open table sharing that was a distinct char­
acteristic of the ministry of] esus. This is evoked by 
the lovely words of Catherine based on her experi­
ence that, more than material aid, the poor are 
looking for "the kind word, the gentle compassion­
ate look, and the patient hearing of sorrows." 
Here, and throughout the Eucharistic prayer, the 
table of welcome is held up as the image of the 
clIal'ism of Mercy-recalling the delicate hospital­
ity ofCatllerine and her "comfortable cup oftea." 

As we eat this bread and drink this cup, 
we pmclaim Christ's death until he carnes. 

In the body bTOken and the blood pOUTed out, 
we 1'estore to mem01Y and hope 

the pOO1~ the sick and the ignomnt, 
all the unremembered victims of tymnny and sin. 

As we eat this bread and drink this cup, 
we long for the coming of God's reign 

whe1'e mise1Y is Telieved and allj)eople know theh'fitll 
dignity. 

Come, life giving SpiTit of OU1' God, 
and make us one body with Christ. 

Root us in God. 
dmw us into deepe1' bonds of fi'iendship and 

reconciliation, 
and ernpowe1' us for mission. 

In the anamnesis that follows the words of institu­
tion, we recall the saving death and resurrection of 
] esus and look with joyful hope to the come of God's 
reign in its fullness. In imagery inspired by the writ­
ing of] anet Morley, priest of the Church of Eng­
land, we also recall to memory those who experience 
the passion of]esus today and to whom the ministry 
of the Sisters of Mercy is especially directed. We look 
forward to that day when the dream of the Eucharist 
will be fulfilled as the misery of the poor is relieved 
and all people know their full dignity, (Constitu­
tions, §3). We pray in recognition that the charism of 
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Mercy is founded on the Eucharist; in the words of 
the Constitutions, § 17, it roots us in God, draws us 
into deeper bonds of fi'iendship and reconciliation, 
and empowers us for mission. 

God, in yow' tendeT meny, you have given us one 
another. 

Fill YOUT Chunh with you,' spirit of compassion 
so that knowing YOUT meTcy we may ourselves be merciful. 

We pmy for N. ow' Pope, and N. ow' bishop, 
f01' all men and women who ministe?' in your Church 

and seek to mend ow' broken world. 
Open us to contemplate your presence in ounelves, 

in othen, and in the univeTSe. 

In prayer we recognize the bonds that link the 
Mercy community with other communities. We pray 
for the Church and its leaders, the Pope and the lo­
cal bishop, and all who minister in the Church and 
the world. The Word of God continually calls the 
Church to conversion and calls us to contemplate 
the presence of God in ourselves, in others and in 
the universe itself, (Constitutions, §9). 

Keep us in communion with those who, healed by yow' 
mercy, 

rejoice to sit at the table of your plenty forever. 
Keep us in communion with Ma,y who sang of libemtion 

for the POO1~ 
with Cathe!'ine who walked the way of meny through the 

alleys of Dublin, 
and with the women of mercy who have gone befon, us. 

Our faith in the resurrection reminds us that death 
does not break our bonds of communion with those 
we love. We unite ourselves in prayer with those 
who sit at the table of God's plenty forever. We re­
call Mary, whose Magnificat shows her to be an apt 
patron for the women of Mercy. We recall 
Catherine McAuley who so faithfully pioneered the 
path of Mercy, "Mercy, the principal path pointed 
out by Jesus Christ to those who are desirous of fol­
lowing Him," (Original Rule, chapter 3). This 
phrase also draws on the nickname of the early Sis­
ters of Mercy as "the walking nuns." The path of 
Mercy requires us to draw near to and walk among 
and with the people. The prayer also calls to mind 
the deceased Sisters of Mercy, "the women of 
mercy who have gone before us." With the growing 
number of men as Mercy associates, perhaps the 
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text could recall the "men of mercy" as well. The 
option might be offered here as well of mentioning 
other local or cultural patrons or other significant 
people in Mercy history, e.g. Frances Warde. 

God of New Creations, 
fill us with the coumge to dream 

and empoweT us faT the wOTk that makes dTeams Teal. 
Tempe!' us with patience for the times 

when we can take only shm'l, careful steps. 
Keep us mindfid of the dying and "ising of jesus, 

companion and friend, 
who walks before us the way of mercy. 
In the midst of all our tTipping about, 

may our heaTts be always in the same place, 
centeTed in God. 

Make us delight in the hOj)e of that day when, 
with jesus, we will come to possess you, 

OUT God, OUT All, 
in YOUT neveT ending Teign. 

Through him, with him, in him, in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit, 

all glO1Y and honoT is YOUTS, All MeTcifol God, fOTeveT 
and eVe?·. 

Amen. 

The final paragraphs of the Eucharistic prayer are 
inspired by the founding of the Institute of the Sis­
ters of Mercy of the Americas on July 20,1991 and 
by a general consciousness of the promise and ten­
sion of living religious life at the end of the millen­
nium. With eyes of faith we see in the foundation of 
the Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas a 
new creation of God. The Institute is the fruit of pro­
phetic imagination and calls the members to the 
hard work of discipleship. The words of Catherine, 
from a letter to de Sales White, February 28, 1841, 
counsel us to patience, to slow progress, to a re­
newed awareness of the union of our ordinary ac­
tions with Jesus' saving mystery, (Constitutions, 
§ 14). Catherine's homely image, from a letter to Sis­
ter de Sales White, December 20, 1840, pierces to 
the essence of Mercy spirituality. There is no possi­
ble separation between action and contempla­
tion-all our tripping about is a journey to the cen­
ter, into the heart of God, the womb of Mercy. 



Eucharistic Prayer for Sisters of Mercy of the 
Regional Community of Connecticut 
Terrence J. Moran, C.S.S.J. 

Preface: 

Presider: 
All: 
Presider: 
All: 
Presider: 
All: 

HOly God, 

The Lord be with you. 
And also with you. 
Lift up your hearts. 
We have lifted them up to the Lord. 
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. 
It is right to give God thanks and praise. 

we are yours for time and eternity. 
We give you thanks and praise for the wonders of your Providence. 
From the womb of your mercy all things came to be: 
our universe, wt1d with possibility, 
our fi'agt1e humanity, longing for wholeness. 
From thefullness of your love you sent us jesus the Redeemer­
the hand of your compassion outstretched to a broken world. 
Anointed by the Spirit 
he announced good news to the poor, 
'!ifered healing to the sick, 
and taught the word oflife to all who longed for truth. 
With all creation, 
we raise OUI' voices in praise of the tenderness of your mercy. 

HOly, HOly, HOly . .. 

HOly God, intimate and awesome, we praise the splendor of your 
beauty. 

Your HOly Wisdom took jlesh among us 
alld entered our life ofneeds and limits, 
ofpassion and promise. 
With speciallovejesus made his home 
among the littlest and the least 
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that they might know themselves as chosen ones, 
daughters and sons of the promise. 

(The pre sider holds his hands in a gesture of bless­
ing that includes the assembly and the gifts.) 

Pour out your Spirit upon these holy gifts 
and upon your holy people assembled here. 
Teach us the myste/y of this bread and wine: 
that by faithfulness to love and to the great work of mercy 
we can transfigure the world. 

On the night before he died for us, 
jesus gave us the great sign ofhis enduring presence in the world: 
the table ofwelcome and bounty, 
where all peoplefind a home 
and the broken know the kind word, 
the gentle, compassionate look, 
and the patient hearing ofsorrows. 

He took bread and breaking it said: 
Take this, all of you, and eat it: 
This is my body which will be given up for you. 

In the same way, he poured a cup ofwine and gave it to his fi'iends 
saying: 

Take this all of you and drink fi'om it: 
This is the cup ofmy blood, 
the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. 
It will be shed foryou andfor all 
so that sins may be forgiven. 
Do this in memory ofme. 

Let us proclaim the mystery of faith: 
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Memorial Acclamation 

As we eat this bread and drink this cup, 
we proclaim christ's death until he comes. 
In the body broken and the blood poured out, 
we restore to memory and hope the poor, the sick, the ignorant, 
all the unremembered victims of tyranny and sin. 
As we eat this bread and drink this wp, 
we longfor the coming of God's reign 
where misel)' is relieved and all people know theflfull dignity . 
Come, life giving Spirit 
and make us one body with Christ. 
Root us in God, 
draw us into deeper bonds offriendship and reconciliation, 
and empower us for mission. 

God, in your tender mercy you have given us one another. 
Fill your church with your spirit ofcompassion 
so that knowingyour mercy we may ourselves be merciful. 
We prayfor john Paul our Pope, Daniel ollr bishop, 
for all men and women who minister in your church and 
seek to mend our broketl world. 
Open us to contemplate your presence in ollrselves, 
in others, and in the universe. 

Keep us in communion with all those who, healed by your mercy, 
rgoice to sit at the table ofyollrplenty forever. 

Keep liS in communion with Mat), who sang ofliberation for the 
pOOl; 
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with Catherine MCAulcy who walked the way ofmercy t!trough the 
allcys of Dublin, 

and with the women ofmercy who have gone before us. 

God of New Creations, 
fill us with the courage to dream 
and empower us for the work that makes dreams real. 
Temper us with patience for the times when we can take only short, 

careful steps. 
Keep us ever mindful of the dying and rising of jesus, companion 

and friend, 
who walks before us the way ofmercy. 
In the midst ofall our tripping about, 
may ollr hearts be always in the same place, 
centered in God. 
Make us delight in hope of that day when, 
with jesus, we will come to possess you, 
our God, our All, 
in your never ending reign. 

Through him, with him, and in him, in the unity of the HOly Spirit, 
all glOl)' and honor is 

yours, All Merciful God, forever and ever. 

All: Amen 
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Mary of Magdala 
Quintessential Disciple 

Noel Keller, R.S.M. 

Nk most people who they 
think Mary Magdalene is 
nd you will receive a tri­

une answer. For too many, she is 
Mary Magdalene of Bethany, 
the prostitute from whom seven 
demons were expelled, and who, 
after repenting, anointed] esus' 
feet and became his devoted fol­
lower. It is an identity centuries 
o~ art, fiction, drama and motion 
pictures have maintained and 
promulgated. Largely it is only 
in the Eastern Church that the 
real Mary ever emerges, for 
here she is celebrated as the 
"Apostle to the Apostles.'" 

Recently, several authors 
have tried to restore Mary to her 
rightful place.2 I add my voice to 
theirs. First, it is important to refer 
to Mary as "of Magdala" rather 
than calling her Mary Magdalene, 
since when the New Testament 
talks about Mary Magdalene, it 
means Mary £i-om Magdala, a 
town a short walking distance 
from Capernaum. With so many 
Marys in the New Testament, "of 
Magdala" distinguishes Mary 
from other women such as Mary 

of Nazareth or Mary of Bethany, 
whose identifications are also 
town related. Hence, Mary is 
known as the Magdalene in the 
same sense as]esus of Nazareth is 
identified as the Nazarene. 

Secondly, nothing in the 
New Testament justifies people's 
misconceptions about hel; 3 but 
songs such as "I Don't Know 
How to Love Him" from the play 
Jesus Christ Superstar only rein­
force popular imagination.4 Lis­
ten to some of its words: 

I don't know how to take this; I don't see 
why he moves me 

He's a man, He'sjusta man, and I've had 
so many men bifore 

In very many ways, he's just one more 
should I bring him down, should I scream 

and shout 
should I speak iflove, let my feelings out? 
I'd never thought I'd come to this, what's 

it a/l about? 
Don't you think it's rathe/funny? I 

should be in this position? 
I'm the one who's always bemso calm so 

cool no lover's fool running every show 
He scares me so ... 

Largely it is only in the Eastern Church that 
the real Mary ever emerges, for here she is 
celebrated as the "Apostle to the Apostles." 
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Lamentably, Webber and Rice got 
it wrong, for Mary of Magdala 
does indeed know how to love] e­
sus, and she knew what following 
him was all about. Her five "Ko­
dak Moments" in the New Testa­
ment will confirm this assertion. 

1. During Jesus' Ministry 

The first thing we learn about 
Mary of Magdala is that she was 
among] esus' first followers, as 
Luke 8: 1-3 indicates: 

Soon aflerwanis, Jesus went on 
through cities and villages, 
jmaching and blinging the good 
news of the kingdom of God. And 
the twelve WC1~ with him, and some 
women who had been healed of evil 
sPilits and injil'mities: Mat) called 
Magdalene, from whom seven de­
mons had gone out, and Joanna, 
the Wife of Chuza, Herod's stew­
ani, and Susanna, and many oth­
el'S, who provided for them out of 
their means. " 
(Cf. Matt27:55; Mark 15:41) 5 

Other details emerge about her: 
a. Like the "Twelve," Mary trav­

eled with] esus as a learner, 
which is what the word disciple 
means. Learning happened 
on a day-to-day basis "as they 
went through cities and vil­
lages" (8:1a)watchingwhat]e­
sus did and listening to what 
he had to say (8:1b), and she 
did it all the way to ] erusalem 
(Luke 23:49, 55). 
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b.Ofall the women Jesus healed 
of evil spirits and infirmities, 
Mary was the most ill. As she 
lived in a world where illness 
were regarded as "demon re­
lated," to say that "seven de­
mons had gone out of her" was 
to say that she had many infir­
mities.6 Luke uses this number 
frequently and it denotes 
"many." For example: Anna 
lived with her husband seven 
years before he died (2:36)/ 
Jesus walked seven miles with 
two disciples from Jerusalem 
to Emmaus (24: 13); is grilled 
by the Sadducees about the 
woman who married seven 
brothers (11:29, 31, 33); and 
says "If your brother or sister 
sins against you seven times a 
day, and turns to you seven 
times and says, 'I repent,' you 
must forgive him/her" (17:4).8 

c. Mary demonstrated her grati­
tude (as did the other women 
Luke cites) by contributing fi­
nancially to Jesus and his dis­
ciples' needs. As such, she/ 
they must have had access to 
money and were important 
enough to determine how it 
would be spent. Joanna, e.g., 
is the wife of Herod Antipas's 
chief steward at Tiberias, a 
town located on the other side 
of Magdala, and Mary is from 
a fishing village of some eco­
nomic renown. Luke also re­
ports the women's action in 
the imperfect tense, which ac­
centuates that these women 
contributed their resources Te­

peatedly.9 It is a hallmark of 
their following, and an ele­
ment of early Christianity 
(Acts 2:42-7; 4:32-37). 
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Despite the danger, Mary stands bold and 
faithfully with Jesus, at the same time his 

other disciples hid in fear. 

d. A further aspect of Mary's disci­
pleship is less apparent but 
equally present, for she is an ex­
ample of "HeaTing the word of 
God and doing it" which is a 
theme which runs like a mantra 
throughout Luke's gospel (Cf. 
1:38; 5:5; 8:15; 8:21; 11:28). 

2. Near Jesus' Cross 

Mary of Magdala appears a sec­
ond time near Jesus' cross. She is 
in all four gospels (Luke 23:49; 
John 19:25) and is the first per­
son listed among the witnesses to 
his crucifixion in Matthew 
(27:56) and Mark (15:40), when 
the order of where one was 
placed in a narrative counted! I 0 

Being there indicates her will­
ingness to follow Jesus not only 
when things go well but also 
when there is a price to be paid 
for her following. I I Perhaps we 
forget the danger there was in 
standing near the cross of an ex­
ecuted man. Yet despite the dan­
ger, Mary stands bold and faith­
fully with jesus, at the same time 
his other disciples hid in fear. As 
Scripture later asserts, "Pel/ect 
love casts autfiar" (1 John 4:18). 

3. Witness to the Burial of 
Jesus 

Mary is the consistent witness of 
the burial of Jesus in the Synoptic 

Gospels (Matt 27:61; Mark 
15:47; Luke 23:55) and although 
John does not explicitly state that 
she witnessed Jesus' burial, it is 
clearly implied by the fact that 
she knows the location of the 
tomb on Easter morning. 12 Ac­
cordingly, she plays an absolute 
role in the gospel, for the identity 
of Jesus' tomb with the empty 
tomb depends on her testimony. 

4. By Jesus' Empty Tomb 

Mary is portrayed with others in 
the Synoptic accounts (Matt 
28:1-10; Mark 16: 1-8; Luke 
23:55 - 24: 1-11), but alone in 
John (20:1-2; 11-18). Each nar­
rative adds to the picture of 
Mary, but the details change ac­
cording to the point each evan­
gelist is making. One element, 
however, remains constant: Mary 
of Magdala is an essential part of 
the events on Easter morning. 13 

5. In the Upper Room 

A final New Testament picture 
of Mary is found inActs 1:13-14. 
Here Luke depicts "the disciples 
as well as "certain women" I 4 includ­
ing Mary the Mathe?" afjesus, as well 
as his bmthen" gathered in J eru­
salem, praying and waiting for 
the Holy Spirit. It is an illustra­
tion of another side to Mary's 
loving, and a quality of her 
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following: for as discipleship in­
volves continuous learning, 
there will always be further un­
derstanding to wait for! 15 

Learnings 

Being with, faithfulness, cour­
age in the face of setbacks and 
death, and an ability to wait-all 
these actions are characteristic 
elements of Mary's loving and of 
her discipleship. They are also 
facets of a discipleship to which 
we too have been called. 

But there is another impor­
tant lesson we can learn from 
Mary of Magdala, our sister in 
faith, and that is a willingness to let 

go, to be open to grow in awareness. 
Here we must return to the 
tomb, for John uses this scene 
(20:11-18) as an example to his 
community of what one needs to 
do in order to move from the 
darkness of their own miscon­
ceptions to the light of Easter 
faith. Consider Jesus' first words 
in this gospel, which he ad­
dressed to potential disciples as 
a backdrop: 

And he turned, and saw them fol­
lowing, and said to the",. What a?~ 
you seeking/looking for? And they 
said to hi"" 'Rabbi (which means 
Teache1), 'WheTe a?E you staying?' 
And he said to the", 'Corne and see. ' 
And they carne and saw whem he 
was staying, and they stayed with 
him . ... " (1 :38-39). 

Here in a nutshell, we learn that 
discipleship involves process, 
which includes coming to see 
where Jesus stays and then stay­
ing there. 

John begins by telling us that 
Mary came to the tomb while it 
was still dark (20: I); it is the same 
darkness Nicodemus experi­
enced (3:2). Here Mary comes 
seeking Jesus (which in this gos­
pel is an appropriate action in­
volving initiative, determination, 
and persistence); but she is pre­
occupied with searching for a 
corpse instead of turning toward 
the Living One (20:2-13). In re­
sponse, Jesus challenges Mary's 
weeping! misunderstanding and 
tries to refocus her distraught at­
tention from his physical body to 
his person with the question 
"Whom [not what] do you seek?" 
(20: 15).16 He then calls Mary by 
her name, and she, recognizing 
the voice of the Shepherd (John 
10:3-5), and his authority as Sov­
ereign One to lay down his life 
and take it up again (10:15, 
17-18) tums around [i.e., changes 
her course of action] and allows 
herself to be changed. 17 What is 
more, she addresses him with the 
mtlmate term mbbouni [my 
teacher], which expresses both a 
personal relationship and her 
willingness to be taught. Finally, 
she is told she is not to encounter 
Jesus as the earthly Jesus/what 

There is another important lesson we can 
learn from Mary of Magdala, our sister in 

faith, and that is a willingness to let go, to 
be open to grow in awareness. 
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she would wish him to be ("Do 
not keep clinging to me" U ohn 
20: 17]) but to allow him to as­
cend to the Father [where he 
stays] that he might be the Glori­
fied Jesus/the Risen Lord. Hav­
ing heard [been taught] and seen 
[recognized] the Lord, she is then 
free and commissioned to pro­
claim this Easter faith news to the 
community [where he may also 
befound]. 

Perhaps this lesson is won­
derfully represented in Titian's 
Noli Me Tange1E [Do Not Keep 
Clinging To Me] which hangs in 
the National Gallery in London. 
Here, Mary and Jesus are de­
picted in a garden, but they are 
standing on different ground. 
Mary stands on barren and deso­
late earth and reaches toward J e­
sus who remains on lush green 
grass.18 Sheep graze in the dis­
tance, waiting to be led. There is 
a space between them, as also, 
room for the viewer of the paint­
ing to step in. A story is told 
about this picture that under­
scores what the artist is saying. 
During World War II, the Na­
tional Gallery decided to relo­
cate all its pictures for safekeep­
ing. Londoners complained 
citing their need for encourage­
ment and beauty. In response, 
the curators decided that one 
picture would be displayed each 
month. The people chose 
Titian's painting during the 
worst part of the Wa1~ for they 
were inspired by its portrayal of a 
love that endures ... 

Mary of Magdala: quintes­
sential disciple, teach us how to 
follow him. 
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Notes of Litke (Minneapolis, Fortress death (23:49), burial 
Press, 1996), 126, suggests: (23:54-56), and resurrection 

1 This assertion does not negate Luke is more intent on high- (24:1-10,22). 
the fact that some Western lighting the greatness of Jesus' 15 Mary must also wait being por-
writers did regard Mary as the power of healing than he is on trayed in biblical pictures of 
"Apostle to the Apostles" (e.g., telling us something about this event, for as Elizabeth 
Peter Abelard and Bernard of Mary. Johnson (Tntly 0",' Siste?·. A 
Clairvaux), but despite this 7 Facts about Anna are also in Theology of Mmy in the Commlt-
and even though the creed was multiples of seven: Married nion of Saints [New York: Con-
recited on her feast day, which for seven years, usually at four- tinuum, 2003]) 299 points out: 
was customary for feastdays of teen equals twenty-one, plus Traditional artistic depictions 
apostles, the Western Church widowed for eighty-four years of Pentecost portray the Spirit 
sustained its stereotyped un- equals 105! descending upon thirteen fig-
derstanding of her. 8 Here, "seven" is used as a ures, one woman, Mary, sur-

2 Jane Schaberg, The Reslt,.,.ec- means to communicate the rounded by twelve male 
tion of Mmy Magdalene. Leg- complete sense of forgiveness apostles. The product of an 
ends, Aponypha , and the Jesus is encouraging. androcentric imagination that 
Chistian Testament (New York: 9 Interestingly, Luke 8:3 is the erases women and insignifi-
Continuum, 2002) is a recent only place in the Gospels where cant men, this picture hardly 
example. we have any indications as to does justice to Luke's text with 

3 While Mary's canonical iden- who paid for Jesus' ministry! its one hundred twenty per-
tity was revised in the liturgical 10 Although Luke does not name sons. These must all be re-
calendar in 1969 from "peni- the people who witness Jesus' stored to the scene. We need 
tent" to Hwitness to the resur- death and crucifixion, he does especially to attend to "the 
rection," the new lectionary say the group included "the women" present in the upper 
did her no favors. For her women who had followed afteT room. They are depicted not 
Lucan introduction [8:1-3] is him Fom Galilee," which is a as extras but as an integral 
tagged onto a long parable in- technical term for discipleship. part of the praying community 
volving a different woman (23:49,55). in Jerusalem. Although they 
[7: 36-50] and the majority of 11 Eveu though there is a shift of are not named in this passage, 
people connect them. characters among the Synop- biblical scholars assume, rea-

4 In Catholic circles, for exam- tics and a different listing of sonably enough, that they are 
pie, a "Magdalene" has also witnesses to the death, burial, the women mentioned in 
come to mean someone who and discovery of Jesus' tomb, Lukes gospel account of the 
has repented sexual sin. Mary of Magdala remains a passIOn. 

5 Robert C. Tannehill, The NaT- constant. 16 Schneiders, Written That YOIt 

mtive Unity of Litke-Acts. A LiteT- 12 Sandra Schneiders, Written May Believe, 195. 
my Inte?pTetation. Volltme One: That YOIt May Believe. Encoltn- 17 Dorothy A. Lee, Flesh and 
The Gospel AccoTding to Litke teringjes!lS In The Folt?th Gospel Glmy. Symbolism, GendeT and 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, [New York: Crossroad, 1999) Theology in the Gospel of john 
1986), 138, points out that the 193, nil. (New York: Crossroad, 2002) 
women followers of Jesus are 13 By contrast, there is no men- 224. 
mentioned in Mark 15:40-41, tion of Mary of Magdala in 1 18 X-ray photographs show that 
but they are introduced much Corinthians 15. See Mary R. Christ was originally painted 
earlier in Luke, which shows Thompson S.S.M.N., Mmy of wearing a gardener'S hat and 
their importance to the Lukan Magdala: Apostle and LeadeT turning away from Mary of 
narrator. (New York: Paulist Press, Magdala. The landscape was 

6 One of Mary's illnesses could 1995) 18-23 for the also drastically altered while 
have been as simple as a fever, discussion. the work was in progress. I 
for Luke has Jesus " exorcizing" 14 Luke does not name these wonder if Titian made chauges 
Peter's mother-in-law of her women, but he surely must because he grew in his own 
high fever in 4:39. However as mean the women who had fol- understanding of the mystery 
Barbara E. Reid, Choosing The lowed Jesus fi'om the Galilee he was depicting. 
Better Pmt? Women in the Gospel (8: 1-3), and who witnessed his 



They Have No Wine 
Reflections on Mary and Twenty-First Century Church Women 

Barbara Moran, RS.M. 

Readers who look forward to Elizabeth A. 
Johnson's feminist theological works have 
not been disappointed with her most recent 

book, TTUly OUT SisteT: A Theology of Mat) in the Corn­
rnunion of Saints. Here Johnson sees Mary as the 
pre-eminent friend of God and prophet, roles she 
had previously applied to all Christian women and 
men who belong to this communion of the faithful, 
both living and dead. In her book, she describes 
Mary as "an exemplar not in the particular social 
condition of the life she led, but in the way in her 
?wn ~ife ~he heard the word of God and kept it. By 
ImphcatlOn, responding to the word of God may 
take many creative forms in women's lives."J So it is 
that twenty-first century women see "sister" as an 
especially appealing role in the life of Mary as well 
as in their own daily lives. For too long we have 
called upon Mary as "virgin, mother, lady, queen," 
traditional titles that may apply to some of us, some 
of the time, but certainly not to all of us, all of the 
time. Mary, our "sister," on the other hand is a uni­
versal model for all women. 

For too long we have called 
upon Mary as "virgin, mother, 

lady, queen," traditional 
titles that may apply to 

some of us, some of the 
time, but certainly not 

to all of us, 
all of the time. 
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Woman Have Different Levels of 
Self-Awareness and Knowledge 

Not only different forms of response to the word of 
God are indicated, but also different levels of re­
sponse are apparent in the lives of contemporary 
women-our "sisters"-as self, voice, and mind are 
developed. Mary Field Belenky and her collabora­
tors describe this development as a growing aware­
ness of kinds of knowledge. Analyzing interviews 
done with a broad spectrum of women, these au­
thors group women's responses into categories of 
either silence or steps in the acquisition of knowl­
edge, which they label as received, subjective, pro­
cedural, or constructive knowledge. 2 

Basic to any role church women choose to ac­
cept is this perspective of response, whether it is si­
lent acquiescence or developmental knowledge 
based on prayer, study, discussion, and collabora­
tion through group efforts growing out of such 
knowledge. For twenty-first century women, this 
development seems essential, for our world and 
?ur Church, as well as our individual lives are sorely 
111 need oflove, compassion, comfort, and strength. 

As Mary, our sister, is portrayed in Luke's in­
fancy narrative, she is shown in various stages of 
gaining knowledge. Throughout her book, John­
son portrays her response to God as always beyond 
that of a mere silent and automatic "yes," as she 
questions, asks for additional information. Mter 
pondering what has happened, Mary joins with 
others to take a stand in her own human develop­
ment, that of her son and the world in which they 
find themselves. Some reflection on what have 
been traditionally called joyful mysteries yields an 
interesting perspective. 
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The Joyful Mysteries: Annunciation 

] ohnson cites the work of Kathleen Norris as she 
examines several gospel scenes which feature 
Mary.3 Neither author presents Mary in only the 
guise of the usual Rosary meditation or suggests a 
mere devotional response. At the Annunciation, 
Mary, a] ewish peasant girl, who most likely had no 
private accommodation for her prayers, is never­
theless seen as questioning, receiving new informa­
tion and seeking wisdom through consideration of 
the message brought to her by the angel Gabriel. 
Having lived in an ordinary Jewish family, close to 
her relatives and to the animals they most likely 
needed to survive as peasants, Mary is well aware of 
the male as well as the female role in human con­
ception. Moreover, she knows the prescriptions re­
garding betrothal and marriage in the Mosaic law. 
But she is a faith-filled young woman who receives 
new knowledge offered to her and then accepts 
God's invitation to conceive according to the power 
of the Spirit. 

Visitation 

In Luke's account of her visit to her cousin Eliza­
beth, Mary takes action and reaches out to the other 
pregnant woman with tenderhearted affection . 
Here the two receive mutual encouragement and 
support as they await the birth of their children, 
both of whom have been singled out for special mis­
sions from before birth. Again, Mary relies on re­
ceived knowledge as she echoes words from the He­
brew scriptures, especially those of Hannah, "My 
heart exults in the Lord, my horn is exalted in my 
God."4 For] ohnson, Mary's Magnificat is also a pro­
phetic prayer for all poor people across the centu­
ries who call upon their God to fulfill their hopes 
and aspirations, and so she speaks for all women 
who band together seeking freedom of the Spirit. 5 

Nativity 

When she returns to Nazareth after the birth of 
Elizabeth's son, Mary who has made God's ways her 
own, marries] oseph, her betrothed, who had also 
received a message about God's intervention into 
ordinary human activities. Like Mary, he follows 
what was revealed to him in a dream, personal 
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knowledge, rather than literal compliance with a 
law that provided that a man in Joseph's circum­
stances could see that his intended wife would be 
punished if she were found with child before the 
formalities oftheir marriage had been completed. 
Some months later, immediately before the birth 
of her son, Mary goes with]oseph to Bethlehem in 
response to the dictates of civil law, as she travels 
with her husband to his home town in order to be 
counted in the census. 

Mary's Magnificat is also a 
prophetic prayer for all poor 

people across the centuries who 
call upon their God to fulfill their 
hopes and aspirations, and so 
she speaks for all women who 

band together seeking freedom 
of the Spirit. 

Here the birthplace of her son, a stable where 
she laid him in a manger and wrapped him in swad­
dling clothes, was undoubtedly disappointing. Yet 
the praise offered him by shepherds from the 
nearby hill country possibly more than made up for 
such an unexpected turn of events. Mary, like most 
women who are aware of civil as well as religious 
laws, seems to know when to question, when to ac­
cede, and when to ignore what is required; that is, 
when what is required seems to contradict individ­
ual conscience. Also, she can make the best of un­
fortunate circumstances as well as accept both 
praise and gifts, even when they had not been an­
ticipated. All in all, she is a very human woman, in 
her role as either virgin or mother. 

Presentation 

As Luke moves into the account of the presentation 
of the child in the temple, and the time for purifica­
tion according to the law of Moses, Mary complies 
with the ordinances. Offering a sacrifice for a male 
that has opened her womb, she and her husband 
present two birds, turtledoves or pigeons, and 
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listen to Simeon who blesses God but foresees sor­
row for both the child and his mother. This would 
become a source of subjective knowledge for Mary. 
In a similar vein, the prophetess Anna also thanked 
God and spoke of his wonders to all who were look­
ing for the redemption of Jerusalem. And then 
Mary returned to Galilee for many years of prayer 
and reflection on these happenings. 

The high hopes which 
surrounded Vatican II have 

mostly faded, and we have seen 
little improvement in the position 

of women in the Roman 
Catholic Church. Fullness of joy 
and delight, long symbolized by 
wine, seem absent as women's 
voices are ignored on most of 
the significant theological and 
ethical questions of the day. 

Finding in the Temple 

Twelve years later she went back to Jerusalem with 
her husband and son for the celebration of the feast 
of Passover. Again Mary follows law and custom, un­
til she and Joseph realize that their son is lost. Based 
on a kind of procedural knowledge, their journey 
takes them away from the group offriends and rela­
tives returning to Nazareth, and they go back to J e­
rusalem to look for their son, Jesus. When they lo­
cate him in the temple, she asks why he has treated 
them so. Even though she does not understand his 
reply that he must be in his father's house, Mary re­
turns with him and Joseph to Nazareth. She keeps 
all these things in her heart as Jesus increases in wis­
dom and stature, finding favor with God and man. 
So it is that Mary, as described by Luke, receives 
knowledge, develops herself in voice and in mind 
through growing subjective and procedural 
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knowledge, and makes ready to prepare herself for 
a new role with her young adult son. 

Cana Wedding 

But it is in John's gospel that Mary's self-develop­
ment is most clearly shown, especially at the wed­
ding at Cana of Galilee, where the Mother of Jesus, 
as well as her son and his disciples were present. 
Amidst the feasting, music, and dancing usual at a 
Jewish wedding, the wine gave out, and Mary, no­
ticing what had happened, mentions it to her son, 
who at first declines to do anything about the situa­
tion since his hour has not yet come. But Mary, now 
able to construct knowledge based on all she had 
heard, pondered, obeyed, and made her own, tells 
the servants to do whatever he might tell them. 
This incident mayor may not be factually true, but 
the rich symbolism certainly reflects God's message 
of salvation, as six stone water jars are filled to the 
brim with water, which suddenly becomes more ex­
cellent wine than that which had been served previ­
ously to the wedding guests. Mary herself is an im­
age offaith, albeit that of a mother who trusts her 
son and does something to alleviate an embarrass­
ing situation for the bride and groom. Johnson 
elaborates further on the two sentences attributed 
to Mary, which frame the supposedly miraculous 
action of J esus.6 

Has Anything Changed Since Vatican II? 

Mary speaks out saying, "They have no wine.,,7 It is 
this sentence which carries a great deal of weight 
for contemporary Church women, for whom 
Mary's gradual self-development is significant. For 
us, the high hopes which surrounded Vatican II 
have mostly faded, and we have seen little improve­
ment in the position of women in the Roman Cath­
olic Church. Fullness of joy and delight, long sym­
bolized by wine, seem absent as women's voices are 
ignored on most of the significant theological and 
ethical questions of the day, and women cannot 
even discuss ordination of themselves. Neither can 
we present opinions on Church teaching on sexual­
ity, so that half of the world's population finds their 
experience trivialized in the hierarchical decision 
making process. Litnrgical language is still 
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primarily exclusive, women are not appointed to 
important posts in diocesan governance structures, 
and the 1983 revised Code of Canon Law, written 
according to the male mind, has not been effec­
tively promulgated. 

Like Mary, our consciousness has been 
raised-we see the problems, talk to each othel~ 
write articles and books-but little has changed in 
official Church life during the past forty years. It 
seems time to advise a broader audience as Mary 
did, "Do whatever he tells you."s 

As has been said earliel~ "The inner voice of 
subjective knowledge becomes all important in the 
process of addressing women's concerns."g And 
when we come together in group prayer or process, 
our public voice is acquired through the procedural 
knowledge fostered among women representing 
such diverse disciplines as theology, social science 
and the arts. We women listen to God, especially in 
the words of Jesus; we also pay attention to our­
selves and to each other, and, finally, make ready to 
engage in full dialogue with the men who still 
control so much oftoday's Church. 

Listening to Our Own Voice as Women: 
Constructive Knowledge 

We may wonder how Mary's words affect us, or if 
the visual or verbal images used by modern writers 
are relevant for twenty-first century women. An in­
teresting comparison may be found in the popular­
ity of a current bestseller, The SecTet Lifo of Bees, 
where the Black Madonna is the focus for the spiri­
tuality of three African -Anterican beekeepers and 
their friends, who figure so prominently in the 
growth and development of the protagonist, Lily, a 
fourteen-year-old motherless girl whose previous 
life had been so bleak. 10 

Tom Lucas, SJ., recounts a similar phenome­
non at the recent installation of Teresa Wo Ye's 
stained glass panels in the cathedral in Shanghai. 
Here a young Chinese said in effect when he took a 
look at the new windows, "They're Chinese style! 
Cool."ll In both cases, viewers identified with im­
ages much like themselves; so contemporary 
Church women more easily look to Mary as "sister" 
than as "lady" or "queen" and see her as one who 
had roles as both virgin and mother as her life 
progressed. 
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Whether or not Mary actually uttered the exact 
words attributed to her in the Gospels, or if tltese ac­
counts represent factual happenings, when she is de­
scribed as an ordinary woman true to her own life and 
times, what she says and does has meaning for us who 
struggle to be true to our best selves and to find our 
own voices and minds in these our own times. 

Those who remain within the 
system seem to be change 

makers, while those who merely 
do as they see fit often live too 

far outside the systems they see 
need changing to achieve any 

real progress. 

We may ask how we can move on from the cur­
rent stalemate. Personal prayer, contemplation, 
formulating our own theological and ethical ques­
tions, suggest Mary's stance at the Annunciation, 
and we are certainly called to birth new life, in a va­
riety of forms. We assist each other through visits 
and proffering friendship and assistance in our sis­
ters' needs, giving and receiving recognition to 
each other. While many of us find problems with 
both specifics of civil and ecclesiastical ordinance, 
on the whole, temporary compliance may foster 
change in important matters more readily than a 
blatant disregard of tlte law. Those who remain 
within the system seem to be change makers, while 
those who merely do as they see fit often live too far 
outside the systems they see need changing to 
achieve any real progress. 

While identification witlt the object of one's de­
votion may ease the struggle in spiritual growth, 
imitation of this object in daily life is often difficult. 
Few of us have a problem filling out census forms, 
but supporting unjust civil laws, voting for candi­
dates whose values are directly opposed to those we 
hold, or paying taxes to support wars or rumors of 
wars can become problematical. Much in our cur­
rent way of life as Antericans seems to be far re­
moved from the "liberty and justice for all" we pro­
claim as we salute our flag. Thomas Groome 



44 

suggests. "It's nigh impossible in personal life to 
avoid all complicity with injustice. But we can scru­
tinize our lifestyle for the ways we may be accompli­
ces in structures of injustice and imagine how to re­
sist such collusion."12 From imagination grows 
subjective and then procedural knowledge, so that 
reading, speaking, and writing about unjust situa­
tions follow. We may be asked to sign petitions, con­
tact legislators, and demonstrate for or against cur­
rent civic projects, and balance is needed as we 
decide who, what, where, or when to support a 
cause or protest a decision. 

In Church matters, one's modus operandi may be 
even more difticult to determine. Although many 
Church women have serious problems with the hier­
archical institution, as Catholics we value the sacra­
ments, cherish times of contemplative prayel; and 
support gospel values and mandate oflove, compas­
sion, and justice these values require. While we gener­
ally support liturgical celebrations, the delay in offi­
cial support for fully inclusive language is a difficulty, 
to say nothing of the miniscule rule women are al­
lowed to play in such celebrations. We generally sup­
port diocesan structures, although women have few 
roles of any significance in these structures; we decry 
certain absolutes in Church teaching in matters such 
as contraception, but we have little voice in the prepa­
ration of official documents dealing with tlns or other 
problematical issues. Woman's role is still one of sec­
ond class citizenship, as far as the official, hierarchical 
Church is concerned. But we must continue to band 
together with other women, and some men, who sup­
port change. Only in this application of constructive 
knowledge will the critical mass of change makers be 
counted as an effective force for ecclesiastical change. 
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We know there is no wine in today's 
church-no joyous, celebratory feeling of abun­
dance, and little, if any, sense of immediate relief. 
Yet, through prayer, reflection, action, and group 
process, we must follow the lead of Mary who is 
truly our" sister." 
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Discussion Questions 
(Doyle) "She has been imaged as the one who could sway the heart of God and bring healing instead 
of punishment. Snch imagery compensated for the image of God as a demandingjudge. In the light 
of such a negative concept of the Divine, Mary becomes a sign of hope, comfort, and maternal inter­
cession. When God is seen as a God who loves us passionately and longs to be in union with us, Mary 
resnmes her place as one with us instead of one who is above us." 

What role does Mary of Nazareth play in your own spirituality? For you, is Mary an instrument of op­
pression or liberation? How is the image of Mary closely tied to the way one imagines God? 

(Keller) In the garden after theresurrection, Mary of Magdala's response to] esus portrays a love 
that endures beyond death. How are the gender stereotypes associated with Mary Magdalene similar 
to those in the devotional history associated with Mary Mother of God? How is the recovery of "the 
historical Mary" a resistance to the stereotype in both cases? 

(McMillan) "Could it be that there will emerge a church in which the presence of Mary is no longer a 
projection of the masculine unconscious that permit the margination of women? Could it be that we 
will recognize the figure of a strong woman who insists that we realize a true commnnion with her 
within history?" 

How do Mary's strengths manifest themselves as women define their own strengths, and what are the 
historical events that challenged her to be strong? 

(B. Moran) Constmctive knowledge is a stage of mental and emotional maturity, an ability to think 
and speak autonomously, where women arrive after a process of self-development. What are the de­
cisions for the good of the church that yon are implementing, despite the impasse of the last forty 
years since Vatican II, in which little has changed for women within the church? How do political and 
social changes in the same period contrast with church's, and suggest some directions for action? 

(T. Moran) "The Sisters of Mercy both draw near to relieve human misery by direct service and also 
work to address the causes of misery and alienation. The prayer calls on the Spirit to effect the mys­
tery ofthe Eucharist in us." 

There are fewer priests to celebrate Eucharist, and fewer living situations where Sisters can partici­
pate in daily Eucharist. What is the effect on Mercy mission of the decline in occasions to participate 
in a communal celebration of sacramental Eucharist? How is the mystery of Eucharist effected in us 
outside of the liturgy? 

(Repka) "Mary was fully aware that the paradox of personal power is its relational base: a) that life is 
all about participation, mutual relation, forgiveness, collective vision; b) that we involved all people 
in any mission, community, or project to come together to think about the same things from different 
perspectives; c) that everyone's rights, accountability and dignity are honored and supported." 

If "incarnational eros" is understood as personal power in forming relationships, what is needed for 
eros to be experienced as a mutual dynamic, rather than energy projected by a single person at others? 
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MAST, the Mercy Association in Scriptnre and Theology, met for the first time in June 1987 at Gwynedd­
Mercy College in Gwynedd Valley, Pennsylvania. Called together by Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. and Mary Ann 
Getty, twenty Mercy theologians and Scriptnre scholars from fourteen regional communities formally estab­
lished the organization to provide a forum for dialogue and cooperation among Sisters of Mercy and associates. 
The stated purpose of the organization is to promote stndies and research in Scripture, theology, and related 
fields; to SUppOlt its members in scholarly pursuits through study, writing, teaching, and administration; and to 
provide a means for members to address cunent issues within the context of their related disciplines. 

MAST has been meeting annually since then, usually in co~unction with the annual meeting of the Catholic 
Theological Society of America, and the organization now numbers fifty, with members living and working 
in Australia, Canada, the Caribbean, Central and South America, as well as in the United States. Marie 
Michele Donnelly, R.S.M. cUlTently serves as MAST's executive director. MAST will hold its annual meet­
ing in Philadelphia, PA, June 13-16, 2004. 

Members work on a variety of task forces related to their scholarly discipline. Present task forces include: 
Scriptnre, healthcare ethics, and spiritnality. In addition, the members seek to be of service to the Institute 
by providing a forum for ongoing theological education. 

Membership dues are $20 per year, payable to Marilee Howard, R.S.M., MAST treasurer, 8380 Colesville 
Rd, Silver Spring, MD 20910. Email: mhoward@sistersofinercy.org. 

If you would like to be on the mailing list, call or write: Marie Michele Donnelly, R.S.M., Execu­
tive Director, Gwynedd Mercy College, Gwynedd Valley, PA 19437, (215) 641-5521, email: 
mariemicheled@aol.com 

Since 1991, The MAST Journal has been published three times a year. Members of the organization serve on 
the journal's editorial board on a rotating basis, and several members have taken responsibility over the years to 
edit individual issues. Matyanne Stevens, R.S.M., was the founding editor of the journal, and Eloise 
Rosenblatt, R.S.M., currently serves in that capacity. 
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