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INTRODUCTION

My spiritual life over many years has been dominated by two great passions. The first one gripped me as a child when I attended the Marist Brothers’ school in my hometown of Wellington, New Zealand. There, the Brothers revealed to me the Marial dimension which shaped their lives. This dimension was cultivated by the Marist Fathers at Secondary School. I joined the Marist Third Order and became a lay member of the Marist Family. Then at the seminary where I trained to be a Marist and priest, I discovered the existence of the great project that binds us all together as branches of the Marist family: Marist Sisters, SMSM Sisters, Brothers, Priests and lay people. Since then, I have never ceased to be attracted to the way of life called Marist.

The second great passion was stirred up in me when in 1977-1979 I studied here in Rome at the Gregorian University. Among the elective courses there were two which greatly influenced me. One was a course on the Spirituality of the Christian East and the other was on the Spirituality of Icons. I took these two courses at the Pontifical Oriental Institute (the Russicum) under the Jesuit Fr Tomas Spidlik. In those days – before the liberation of the Eastern-bloc countries – much of the life of the Church of the East and its spirituality were unknown to us of the West. I recall being the only person in the class who did not have a black beard, dark eyes, and an Eastern-European look! But those courses opened my eyes to a part of the Church’s treasures hitherto closed to us or neglected by us of the West. Years later, during 1991, I was able to make a personal pilgrimage to three places of origin of Christian prayer and spirituality: the Coptic Monastery of St Macarius in the Desert of Egypt, the Greek Orthodox Monastery of St Catherine on Mount Sinai, and the Holy Mountain of Mt Athos in Greece. I understand now in a way I would never otherwise have known, that the way ahead for us in this third millennium of the Church’s life is to enable the Church to “breathe with both its lungs” to use Pope John Paul’s now familiar image.

And here we are today: all branches of the Marist family in Chapter at the beginning of this millennium. We are already overwhelmed by papers and remits, facts, figures and projections. Our task today would be too hard if we set ourselves the goal of asking, “What do we have in common?”, “What is our common point of origin?” or “What would our Founders say today?” The scholars in our family have already raised these questions. 

And so today I will avoid the difficulty of digging into Marist texts or comparing historical moments.

Instead, it is my hope that if we can catch a glimpse of one aspect of the treasures of the Christian East, we may be able to enrich each other’s understanding of the wonderful charism we hold in common as Marists. While the world of the Christian East was a world virtually unknown or at least unfamiliar to our Founders, the fact that they were deeply Catholic meant that they drank from the same ancient sources as our brothers and sisters of the East have done.

ICONS AND EASTERN SPIRITUALITY

To enter into the world of Eastern Christian Spirituality is to find oneself in territory that is both most familiar and also most new to many of us. We have spent a thousand years separated from our brothers and sisters of the East, whose spirituality has been so influenced by the Byzantine Empire. The Eastern Church has not been influenced by the Renaissance, the Industrial Revolution, or even the effects of secularization in the way we in the West have been. In a sense, we find in the liturgy, music, spirituality and iconography of the Eastern Church a hint or a reflection of the Church at its earliest and most foundational.

This fact is clearly reflected in Icons. As a Western Christian, I found that my experience of discovering the meaning of Icons was like the experience of stumbling across a box of old portraits and photos of family ancestors hidden away in some forgotten part of the house. One looks through the portraits and sees so much that is unfamiliar and different. The clothes are different, the postures of the people are different. The hairstyles and the backgrounds are all so different. And yet, there are so many things that we do recognize. There’s a family resemblance in the nose or forehead. There’s a shape of the mouth that reminds us of family members alive today. We recognize that these people in the photos and portraits are somehow members of our family.

Much the same can be said of Icons. For many Christians of the West, Icons are not easy to understand. They do not immediately speak to our senses. They don’t excite our imagination or describe the literal truth of the scene or event. At first they seem somewhat rigid, lifeless, and in many cases incomprehensible. And yet, time after time we of the West are drawn to these Icons because an instinct in us tells us that they belong to the time of the undivided Church of the first millennium, and they reflect the most ancient belief and practice of the Church. And perhaps they will belong to the new undivided Church of the third millennium.

We of the Western Church have stressed word, and logic and the need to listen. To pray is to speak or to listen or to think. The spirituality of the East, typified in Icons, stresses image, and intuition and the need to gaze. To pray in the East is to see or to gaze. In the Eastern Church Icons contain the presence of God as really as do the Scriptures and the Eucharist. For that reason, unlike Western art-form which reflects the artist’s ideas or imaginings, Icons must follow strict and unchanging rules.

Let’s compare, for example, the extraordinary variety of artistic representations, or holy pictures, of the Nativity of Jesus. Every culture, every nationality, can put its own stamp on the event. On the other hand, Icons of the nativity must always and everywhere have the same elements: a mountainous background, figures of the prophets and the Magi, the Virgin in the centre, St Joseph to the side. Like all Icons, the Icon of the Nativity must follow strict rules in its composition.

These rules ensure that the Icon portrays right and orthodox belief about the mystery being represented. Icons are theology in colour. They tell us what the Church believes and has always believed. So when a person gazes on an Icon, he or she sees in colour and shape and form what the Church believes, and has believed from the beginning. In this way, the Spirit in the Icon speaks to the spirit in the person of faith who stands before it with simplicity and humility. A dialogue and a communion take place. This is a moment of prayer.

Perhaps then, the best thing we can do on this day together is to move beyond words and let ourselves simply gaze, allowing all that is most deep and most true in our Marist understanding to rise to the surface.

THE ICON OF THE ASCENSION

So, Let us place ourselves before the Icon of the Ascension. I have chosen this Icon for four reasons:

1. In its shape and construction, it is one of the most ancient in the Church. The earliest representations of this Icon date back to the 5th century, as found on oil pots discovered in Monza in Italy; and to the 6th century illustrations on the Rabula Gospels. Since then, all Icons of the Ascension follow the same shape and construction.

2. The Ascension in the Church’s thinking represents a mystery which connects all the mysteries of the Incarnation. This mystery connects with the mystery of Pentecost, but opens up even more.

3. I believe that our reflection on this particular Icon will open up significant insights into our common Marist heritage of spirituality and mission.

4. Finally, the particular Icon we will look at is found in the Marist parish of Santa Francesca Cabrini here in Rome. It follows faithfully all the rules of Icon painting. We are gazing at a modern Icon that is faithful to the ancient tradition.

At first glance, one may get the impression that this Icon doesn’t correspond to its title or description. It doesn’t seem to highlight the Ascension of the Lord. The principal place is given to the group consisting of Mary, the Apostles and some Angels, while the important character in this mystery – Jesus himself – seems to be portrayed in a secondary position. This impression confirms what the Scriptures reveal to us. The fact of the Ascension is not given prominence in the Gospel or the Acts of the Apostles. The Scriptures concentrate on something else - on the last words of Jesus, on his establishing a community of disciples, on the inner life of this community and on its call to mission in the world. This is reflected in the Icon. The centre of gravity in the Icon, as in the belief of the Christian community, lies not in the fact or the historical details of the Ascension itself, but in the significance and consequences the Ascension has for the Church and the world. 

This Icon, like others, deals with theology. It does not attempt to describe an historical event, nor does it attempt to reflect the Scriptural accounts. This disregard for chronological or historical accuracy is seen in the composition of the group. There are 12 disciples (which wasn’t the case); Paul is present (which could not have been true); and Mary is present (which has not been recorded). 

So, we understand that this Icon is saying something deeply theological. This is the truth that Andrei Rublev portrayed in his famous Icon of the Trinity: The Father, Son and Spirit are together in deep union of mind and heart, and they are planning the salvation of the world. That moment connects with the mystery of Christ’s death, which is depicted in Icons not as a moment of torture and agony, but as a moment of dignity and accomplishment of the plan. And it connects with the Icon of the Resurrection which depicts Jesus not rising out of the tomb on Easter Sunday, but descending into the underworld after his death to free all who were and are enchained by death and sin.

The Icon of the Ascension in a sense completes this line of events. It is the Icon of the Church, and the Church constituted. Jesus is the head, the Apostles are its foundation, and Mary is its image.

The Icon is divided in two parts: heaven and earth. In the upper part Jesus is in heaven. He holds the Book of the Gospels open at his words: “Go and evangelize: I am with you.” Jesus’ hand is raised in permanent blessing. Christ’s blessing is not a gesture of farewell, but an expression of connection. “I am with you till the end of time.” Depicting him in the act of blessing, the Icon shows graphically that even after the Ascension, Jesus will continue to bless his Church and all who belong to it. 

Christ is represented in the same manner as on the Icons of the Last Judgement. Here then, the Church of the beginning and the Church at the end of time are connected. The Church at the end of time will be the same as that of the beginnings. Marists will recognize this mystery from their spiritual history.

Jesus is upheld by two angels. In a mirror image, there are two angels on earth. The two angels on earth, clothed in white the colour of divinity, point upwards, reproaching the disciples for looking up to the sky instead of realizing that Jesus will return in the Spirit and remain with them. “Go into the city…. That is where you will find the power of the risen Lord.” 

The Apostles are very mobile, and represent the evangelizing activity of the Church and the variety of ministries in the Church: apostles, prophets, teachers, miracle workers, healers, almsgivers, leaders, tongue-speakers, and administrators. (cf Romans 12, 1 Cor 12) 

In the centre of the group is Mary. She has already received the Holy Spirit. She is not looking upwards, but outwards to the work to be done, and to those who will do it – you and I who look at the Icon. We now realize that this is a three-dimensional image, and that we the viewers are not outsiders but participants in this mystery of the Church. The figure of Mary is the axis of the group. Though under Christ she is in a sense at the heart of the Church. She is not only Mother of Jesus, but also Mother of the Church.

Mary is the support of the Church as it comes to birth. (“Le soutien de L‘Eglise naissante”) Let’s console ourselves by recalling what sort of Church Mary supported. It was the Church rocked by the scandal of Ananias and Sapphira stealing the Church funds; it witnessed Paul confronting Peter and publicly declaring him hypocritical; it saw the break-down of the first team ministry between Paul and Barnabas; it was a Church wrestling with the question of who actually belonged in its ranks. Mary is present at the heart of this Church.

Mary’s hands are sometimes depicted as raised in prayer – the “orans” position – and sometimes with palms extended in front of her breast, which is the traditional gesture of martyrs and witnesses to the faith. In this Icon, her two hands indicate both these two characteristics. She is a woman of prayer, and she is a witness to the life of Christ.

Marists will at once recognize several aspects of our fundamental beliefs. In the first place, in this Icon as in every Icon of Mary, Mary is never depicted alone. There are no Icons of Mary by herself. She is always in relationship, either to Christ, or to other people, or to the mystery portrayed. Visually this Icon reveals that to separate Mary from Jesus, or the Apostles, or the Church would be to destroy the meaning of the Icon, and to distort the place of Mary. Mary is always seen in relationship. We recognize, perhaps, why we as Marists feel uneasy with forms of piety which separate Mary from the Church, or isolate her, or portray her as somehow protecting believers from the judgement of God or from the life of the Church. Mary is the image of the Church. As well as that, she is hidden among the apostles. While she has the right to claim a position of eminence in this Church, she chooses instead to be a disciple. Far from placing herself outside the Church, she blends into it.

By a deliberate piece of subliminal suggestion, the Icon reminds us of a deeper and mystical truth. The figure of a chalice can be recognized in the centre of the group. It reminds us that the Church on earth is a Eucharistic community. The Eucharist makes the Church and the Church makes the Eucharist; and the Church – like a chalice – receives the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.

Here then in this Icon we see expressed what Pope John Paul said in March of this year: “Mary in the midst of the Apostles is at the very heart of the Church at her birth, and of the Church of all ages.” 

MARIST ELEMENTS

These words of Pope John Paul open up further insights into the mystery of the Church, and into the place of the Marist family in the Church. Over the last 13 years the Church has developed an ecclesiology grounded in three realities: mystery, communion, and mission. Pope John Paul first used this framework in his post-Synodal document on the laity, Christifideles Laici (1988). He followed that statement by two other post-Synodal documents,  Pastores Dabo Vobis (1992) on formation for priesthood, Vita Consecrata (1996) on Religious life. These documents are grounded on the theology of Church as mystery, communion and mission. Finally the Pope’s letter on the new millennium, Novo Millennio Ineunte published this year is grounded in this theology. The Church as mystery, communion and mission is clearly reflected in this most ancient of Icons.

But deeper than that, Pope John Paul has developed the theology of the Petrine and Marian elements of the Church. This insight, first highlighted by the Vatican Council, has been further developed by John Paul, particularly in his address to the Roman Curia in 1987 and his Apostolic Exhortation Mulieris Dignitatem in 1988.
 It is now a part of our normal reflection on the Church, but it highlights the significant place of the Marist family in the Church.

From the beginning, the Church clearly understood that theologically there are four significant foundational poles in the Church. These four poles were to be in proper relationship with each other. They are represented by four personalities deliberately placed here in this Icon of the Church constituted, even though they were not all present at the event: the Petrine element represented by Peter, the apostolic element represented by Paul, the mystical element represented by John, and the Marian element represented by Mary. In particular the Marian element, which John Paul describes as “antecedent to that of the Petrine”, stands not in opposition to the Petrine element, but in support of the Petrine and hierarchic element of the Church.

These are deeply Marist truths and have yet to be developed further in our Congregations. Our Founders did not have these now refined insights, but their instincts reflect this theology. And their followers have lived them out. I have heard people say that the Church in the Pacific, the Church of Oceania, reflects in a noticeable way the Marian face of the Church. Is this simply a reflection of the temperament of the Pacific people, or is it perhaps because a significant part of the Church of Oceania has been evangelized from the beginning by all branches of the Marist family who have lived by and handed on this insight into the Church?

Whatever the case, as I gaze at this Icon with my “Marist eyes”, I recognize and understand some of those significant Marist insights. I understand more sympathetically the startling statement by Jean-Claude Colin to Cardinal Castracane when he presented the plan of the Marist enterprise to Rome. Cardinal Castracane said a little cynically, “So the whole world will be Marist?” and Colin replied quite simply, “Yes, and the Pope will be its head.” This remark makes more sense when I stand before the Icon. I understand, too, what depths there are contained in the early Marist belief that “we have no other model but the early Church”. As we gaze on this Icon which portrays the Church at its beginning, and foreshadows the Church at the end of time, we can see something deeper about our place in the Church’s life. Mary stands as a midwife enabling a new Church to come into being, and Marists have the same role at the present.

I also begin to understand better some of those paradoxes of our Marist life: We are to do great things and go everywhere in the world – but we remain hidden and unknown; we are to be loyal to the Church, but not content until the Church is reformed; we are to be such that “the local bishop can call us his own”, but yet, as Champagnat said, “we are for every diocese”.

And as a follower of Jean-Claude Colin I can understand the depth of some of his insights which we in the SM branch may have cast aside as outmoded or too difficult. I can understand, for example, why he asks Superiors to follow the advice of their councils, and why he suggests that at certain times Marists kneel before the Superior. This is not some outmoded remnant from another age, but an outcome of his reflection of the faith relationship between Mary and Peter, and between the Apostles and Mary. Marist communities are to reflect the early Church, and the relationships between members of the community and the superior reflect those we see in this Icon. 

But let us take our reflection a step further, to the historical moment in 1815 when Jean-Claude Courveille talked to his fellow seminarians at the Seminary of St Irenée, and shared with them what he had heard with the ears of his heart at Le Puy. Thanks to the work of Claude-Gabriel Mayet, we have accounts of these meetings written by those who were present: Courveille, Colin, Champagnat, Déclas, and Terraillon. We know that what Courveille spoke of in these meetings profoundly affected their lives. Some were “somewhat stupefied” by what they heard. Colin exclaimed “That suits you!” when he heard of the idea. The idea struck Champagnat who in subsequent meetings constantly exclaimed: “We must have brothers!” (“Il nous faut des frères!”) These discussions fired the zeal of these seminarians, and at least four of them persevered with the original idea till their death.

Such was the impact of Courveille’s “revelation” on these men. It came at the right moment, striking a chord in the hearts of each one. But what was that chord? It has often struck me that what Courveille wrote as being “said” to him by Mary in the Cathedral at Le Puy is subtly different from what the others “heard” as he talked with them. What they heard, and what “stupefied” and “singularly struck” Jean-Claude Colin at least (OM 750) were the words attributed to Mary: “I was the support of the Church as it came to birth; I shall be so at the end of time.” These words, according to Colin, “presided over the beginnings of the Society” (FS 4:2). He went further and said that they “served us in the very earliest days of the Society, as a foundation and an encouragement. They were always before us. We worked in that direction, so to speak.” (FS 152) These were the words which encouraged the Marist founders to believe that the Marist enterprise was to be something new for their times – and for ours. Mayet records Jean-Claude Colin’s remarkable statement: “The Society must begin a new Church over again. I do not mean that in a literal sense, that would be blasphemy. But still, in a certain sense, yes, we must begin a new Church.” (FS 120)

This phrase, repeated and commented on in a hundred different essays over the years, can still have an impact for us all. Our Marist founders were men and women who were very much of their time. They were too loyal to the Church to think of starting another Church (“une autre Eglise”), but they were creative enough to want to begin a new Church that was other than the existing one (“une Eglise autre”), and to commit themselves to finding “another way of being Church”.

And that brings us to this moment. We are here today as brothers and sisters in the Marist family. But over the last 160 years we have grown up and we have left the cradle of our family home as adults do. Today isn’t the time to pretend we are all back home as children. It is rather a time to be grateful for the different paths we’ve taken. It is a time to recognize a common link with each other in faith, which is deeper than we may have thought. It is deeper than what we may have called “Colinian vision” or “Champagnat spirituality” or “Chavoin’s charism” or the “legacy of our pioneers”. What is common brings us to both the most ancient belief about the Church, and to her most recent theological reflection. It is still our task to work for “a church that is other” or for “another way of being Church”  – a Church built on mystery, communion and mission; a Church where the Marian and Petrine elements are in deep harmony and relationship. We more than any other Congregation can do this because we were founded for this purpose.

Even now, as we stand in the holy city of Rome we can see the gap between how the Icon sees the Church and how we currently experience “church”. We have come here from all parts of the world, carrying with us the one question our Provinces have given us. It is the same question the people asked Peter in the Acts of the Apostles. It is the same question Pope John Paul II put to all believers at the beginning of the millennium: “What shall we do?”

We are here to make concrete and practical decisions. We know that there is no future for any of our Congregations without change – and at this moment we can all see that radical change is necessary, especially in our structures. John Paul II’s words some time ago are encouraging: “We must be prepared to leave atrophied schemes and be ready to move to where life is beginning.” (1985)

We know that our Founders look to us to re-found our Congregations, and we know that this comes only from deep personal holiness and a communal commitment to the mystery of the Church. Something that has struck me forcibly is that the New Constitutions of each of our Congregations not only reflect the original Marist vision more faithfully than any texts of our Founders, but they also reflect in a remarkable way the theology of the Church as mystery, communion and mission, and our call to be present at the birth of a new, Marian Church. These Constitutions urge us inward to mystery and holiness, outward to communion of mind and heart, and forward to mission. 

Our difficult work of decision making during these days of Chapter may be helped by our contemplation of this mystery of Mary in the Church as reflected in this Icon of the Ascension and in the Constitutions of our various Congregations.

Craig Larkin sm

June 30th 2001

� This phrase was first used by Pope John Paul II in his discourse to the Roman Curia on June 28th 1985, (cf Osservatore Romano June 29th 1985 p. 5.) Pope John Paul said, “The Church must learn to breathe again with its two lungs, its Eastern one and its Western one”. Since then he has often returned to this idea. Most recently he said: “Many times I myself have suggested the image of a Europe that breathes with both lungs….”  (Address to the Commission of Episcopates of the European Union. March 30th 2001. cf Osservatore Romano, April 11th 2001 p.8) The need for the Church of the West to be familiar with the Church of the East was stressed in John Paul’s Apostlic Letter, Orientale Lumen 1995.


� Gaston Lessard, in a paper entitled A spirituality in four voices (1988) suggested that the Fourvière Pledge was a moment which unites all branches of the Marist Family. The Superior General of the Marist Brothers at the time, Br Charles Howard, wrote: “It became clear when we were reflecting on (this) paper that our foundation experiences are quite different. For the Brothers it really started with Fr Champagnat. As someone remarked, the earlier aspects of Marist history are for the Brothers, “pre-history”.  (Letter to Fr E Blasoni, sm July 25th 1989)


� I am grateful for several recent articles which have shaped an understanding of this mystery: John Thornhill, sm Will our Marist Way live on in tomorrow’s Church? Forum Novum Vol. 5, n. 3; Paul Walsh, sm Wedding our dream and our reality, Forum Novum Vol. 5, n.3; Paul-Emile Vachon sm Foundational Words: Mary and the Church, an inseparable couplet, Forum Novum Vol 5, n.2; and Gaston Lessard, sm Marists and Pentecost, Forum Novum Vol.5,n.1.


� John Paul II, Osservatore Romano, March 21 2001 p. 11


� In his 1987 address to the Roman Curia, and in his 1988 Apostolic Exhortation Mulieris Dignitatem, the Pope makes reference to a theology of Church which reflects the two elements of Peter and Mary. The Pope wrote: “This Marian profile is also – even perhaps more so – fundamental and characteristic for the Church as is the apostolic and Petrine profile to which is it fundamentally united… The Marian dimension of the Church is antecedent to that of the Petrine, without in any way being divided from it or being less complementary”. In 1988 he wrote “that the Church is both Marian and Petrine.”





