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We last encountered today’s gospel reading a week ago, on the feast of the Visitation itself. Luke’s account tells us that fresh from her conversation with the angel, Mary set out into the hill country with a certain urgency. Her destination? The house of her kinswoman Elizabeth, herself swelling with a pregnancy in her old age.
Both women, filled with the Spirit of God burst into song. Elizabeth salutes Mary who in turn sings out the prophetic song of praise to God known today as the Magnficat. The barely contained joy of the soon to be mother of Jesus is evident. She rejoices over the liberation that is coming to fullness in herself and in the world through the creative power of the Spirit.
Mary’s “no” to oppression in this gospel account also completes her earlier “yes” to solidarity with the project of the reign of God. Her song is that of a poor woman rejoicing in God’s mercy towards her; it should give us all confidence in God’s grace. For despite our own lowliness, God has a hearty desire to do great things for us too.
The Magnificat is also a mandate for radical change and carries the same message as the Beatitudes: happy are you poor, you who hunger now, you who laugh now. Mary’s song is the most passionate, one might even say most revolutionary, Advent hymn ever sung. And its singer is not the dreamy, tender and gentle Mary who we sometimes see in paintings: this is the proud, surrendered, enthusiastic Mary who speaks out. The song has none of the sweet and nostalgic tones of some of our Christmas cards. Instead it is a strong, hard, inexorable song about collapsing kingdoms and humbled Lords of this world, about the power of God and the powerlessness of the rest of us. The Magnificat is filled with the tones and messages of the women prophets of our Old Testament that have now come to live in Mary.
The message of the Magnificat will not be welcomed by those who are satisfied with the way things are and will be ignored or reinterpreted by those who seek to restore intact some past epoch in the history of culture or religion. Even some people of means have difficulty dealing with its shocking revolutionary ring. The language of this canticle states clearly that divine love is particularly on the side of those whose dignity must be recovered. God protects the poor and challenges the comfortable and proud to a change of heart, to genuine discipleship even at the cost of their own comfort. God’s interest lies in building up a community of brothers and sisters marked by human dignity and mutual regard. For both rich and poor, Mary’s Magnificat is a tale of God’s dream for us all. What better song with which to begin the life of a Marist missionary. For it captures not only God’s desire for us all but the original vision of the founders of the Society of Mary, and surely of Marcellin Champagnat. The founder knew very well that it is God who acts, God who touches the hearts of all, God who loves with a love that is unconditional. And so he longed to tell poor children and young people just how much Jesus Christ loved them.
Marcellin Champagnat knew also that religious life was never meant to be an ecclesiastical work force. Today our way of life is in trouble in parts of our world because of the activism that so marks it. Instead, religious life needs to get busy about reclaiming its original identity. Our way of life was always meant to be the Church’s living memory of what it longs to be, what it can be, what it must be. For we pledge publically to live fully the gospel message as the plan and purpose of our lives. When we fail to do so, not only does religious life suffers, the Church does also.
The founder understood that fact in his own day. And so the most important thing to remember about him was not all that he accomplished but rather that he was a man in love with God. All else followed. He is a saint not because he was extraordinary but rather because he did ordinary things exceptionally well and loved with an extraordinary love. He turned the responsibility for our Institute over to Mary because he realized early on that he did not have fully the qualities needed to manage this dream that he had set in motion. And he understood also that this dream was a gift given not to him but to our Church. Yes, Marcellin understood that God was in charge, not us. And that understanding gave him great freedom. And when I think back on these recent years of leadership in my own life, I realize that the founder was right. For if these years have taught me anything, they have taught me my own limits as a person, my own sinfulness as a man, my own need to be redeemed. These have been difficult but necessary learnings, learnings which I imagine so many of us come to over time. But they are learnings that allow us finally to rely on God and on God’s love and mercy. Yes, what we do has value but it is not the reason for our lives. Instead, we are meant to call the Church to be its own best self.
Mary’s song, the Magnificat, is the longest passage spoken by a woman in the entire New Testament. And its words are a righteous criticism of the silencing of those who are lowly. But Mary says little more afterwards in the New Testament account. And perhaps that is because she said it all in the Magnificat. God’s compassion, God’s love, God’s saving power. As you continue the missionary journey upon which you have embarked, take on the heart of Mary, the willing handmaid of the Lord, a woman of remarkable faith. Take on the spirit also of Marcellin Champagnat. For both Mary and Marcellin knew very well that it was God’s work that we are about, and that after all our efforts it was up to God to see it through. This is the great gift we can give to poor children and young people: the gift of hope, the knowledge of God unconditional love. Yes, to love God and to make God known and loved, that is what a brother’s life should be.
