Mary: The Mother Who Listens
“Mary is not a figurine in a
Christmas crèche or a picture
on a holiday card. She is a
woman who experienced joy
and pain, discouragement and
hope”

Mary Christine Athans, In
Quest of the Jewish Mary.
May is a Marian month. When I was young, May always started with the crowning
of Mary and extra rosaries were said. As we begin this May let us reflect on some of
the reasons why Mary is so highly venerated.
The nativity of Jesus sets the stage for Mary, the mother of Jesus. This is her
vocation; to bring the Lord into the world. This is a human role and we first
encounter her in a very human way. She listened to the Word of God, given to her
by the angel, and acquiesced to the will of God without hesitation and put her trust
totally in the hands of God. Because of this the second Vatican Council declared her
the first amongst Jesus’ followers and recommends that we too follow her response
to God.
Mary is blessed and a member of the Church, a holy
member, a quite exceptional member, the supremely
wonderful member, but still a member of the whole
body.
St. Augustine, Sermon 72
Mary was a young woman when she
conceived. What was it like to be a
woman in those days? Certainly, the
Jewish society of the day did not have a
high regard for women; i.e. in a trial,
the court required the witness of one
man or two women. Women tended to
occupy the second place nearly always.
How do we square this with revelation
(what is made known to us by the Divine)? We are told in Genesis that in the

beginning God created
them male and female for
he created them in his
own image and likeness;
thus, they were created
with extraordinary dignity and the dignity of the
woman derives from God
and not from the male.
This is the language of
equality not dominance.
The order here is revelation itself – they were
made male and female in
the very image of God.
Creation of Adam by Michelangelo
Therefore, both natures
are both present in God for them to be created thus. The fact that he specifically
created men and women also indicates that each has their
Side Note
own vocation in life; and each gender has been given the
God created man first.
appropriate gifts accordingly. The vocations while being
Then he created woman;
different are equal and
necessary in God’s eyes. who looks better and
lasts longer!

Much of our thinking
about God has came
from the Israelites who were primarily
shepherds; the greatest boy shepherd became
king David. In the societies that herd animals
the male is the strong one, and so God is seen
in terms of being male. Had our faith developed in India then our notions of God
would have been more female; mother earth nurturing life.
In Israel’s history there was a great movement of people when the Jewish slaves
slipped out from under the noses of their task masters.
On a given signal they all gathered their belongings and
left in haste. The Exodus is an ongoing process; forever
leaving behind slavish ways. This must also include our
slavish ways of thinking.
Our thinking changes. 50 years ago, it was seen as manly
to socialize with a few drinks, without a thought of the
consequences of driving afterwards. Today drinking and

driving is considered a very immoral
act. So, some areas of our thinking
have changed within a generation, but
with regards to male-female interactions little has changed. Women have
been colonized by men. When a
nation colonizes another, the
colonizers act in a superior way,
lording it over the colonized and
disregarding what they have to say.
The dominant ones know what is best
for those in the second place.
By colonizing women, men have paid
little heed to what women have to say;
their words are powerless.
Consequently 51% of human voices
are not heard. Many talk today about
women’s liberation, but unfortunately
their emphasis seems to be about
merely copying men. It is not about
becoming the CEO of Ford. Many
women who have aped men in this
way have also repeated all the bad
traits of men.

Mary Queen of Peace, Cathedral, Honolulu
This is my favourite statue of Mary—it is the only one
I know which has Mary with a pig tail. Also she is a
patroness of the Sacred Hearts

So, how is equality brought about?
Primarily we are all human and experience the pains and joys, the suffering and
happiness of the human condition. This is the bedrock of spirituality; living life.
We experience life first hand. Therefore, we begin by taking seriously how both men
and women experience life; both experiences are valid and authentic. The
experiences need to be shared and respected. No one gender has a monopoly of the
truth. Life is not about rising to be a CEO but dealing with what life throws our way.
Our liberation is about
becoming fully human;
becoming the person God
created me to be.
Women tend to live their lives
more intently because their
communication is geared toward listening, caring, nurturing, fostering, empowering...

Men tend to live in a more abstract world and as a result many
men have no clue how to deal with
pain in their lives. Many a movie
depicts men punching holes in
walls when they hear bad news.
Men don’t like pain, so they try to
get it out of their system by being
violent to something or someone.
When I worked in the prison, I often had to inform inmates about
the death of a relative. I was quiet
taken aback at first with their quesMary seeing Jesus carrying his Cross
tion to me on hearing the news –
Passionist retreat centre, Sierra Madre, Los Angeles
how should I feel? Men and women
experience feelings in different
parts of the brain. The difference can lead to very emotional expressions by the
woman and eye rolls from him. Feelings are instantaneous in women but have to be
processed in men therefore they are not so prompt.
The greatest thing a mother can do today is to teach boys how to deal with pain and
disappointments. Many, many of the young men in prison are there because they
cannot deal with such events in their lives. Where does a child learn about life in its
most formative years – on their mother’s knee; and she has been endowed with the
gifts for rearing and forming children. St. Bernard of Clairvaux had this inestimable
opinion of women:
Blessed is the man whose infancy has been watched over,
kindled, penetrated by the eye of a tender and holy mother.
That glance has a magical power over the soul of the child; it
beams forth sweetness and life; and, as the sun's rays mature
the fruits of the earth, and sweeten them by the communication of its own substance, so does the mother deposit, in the
soul of the child, the sacred
character of love.

We often turn to Mary our Mother
because she accepts us warmly,
compassionately and unconditionally. A
mother loves her child period. There is
a Jewish proverb – a good son is a joy
to the father but a wayward son is a

sorrow to the mother. The nugget of wisdom here is
that men appreciate their sons when they are successful
but almost disown them when they fail. The mother is
there for her son throughout all, particularly in the
dark days.
Mercy is a compassionate property, which belongs to
motherhood in tender love. Hence one of the names
given to Mary – Our Lady of Perpetual Succour. For
this reason, people approached Mary knowing she
would readily accept them. The popularity of approaching Mary began in the East. Constantinople was the
place where Mary was revered the most within the
whole Church. So ingrained was devotion to Mary in
Constantinople that when the Muslims overran the
Eastern Church they made accommodation for Mary in
Islam. It is a great surprise to many that Mary is
revered so highly in Islam.
There are few mentions of Mary in the Gospels. On the cross Jesus handed care of
his mother over to John. Yet when John wrote his gospel he only mentions Mary
twice. John emphasised the role of Mary in Jesus’ life by placing her at the beginning of his ministry (the wedding feast) and at the end (the cross). In other words
the whole ministry of Jesus was encircled by his Mother.
We can only speculate how much Jesus learned
from his mother. Watching and observing Mary
would have given him insight into the female
aspect of God; love, mercy, compassion… The
Song of Mary, The Magnificat, very much links
Jesus and Mary. Luke affirms that the sentiments in the texts are the views of Mary. The
Song presents a woman with a boundless compassion for the oppressed and a clear vision for
its remedy. Mary also shows that she is aware
that God will grace all those who believe. Jesus
was raised by an extraordinary woman who
must have had an influence on his attitudes
towards women.
Jesus would have known about the exceptional women of the bible; women like
Ruth, Ester, Deborah the Prophetess, and Jael, the wife of Haber, Judg 4-5, (see L.
Swindler, Biblical Affirmations of Women). Jesus would also have leaned from the
Book of Proverbs the remarkable description of a good woman:

The Wife of Noble Character
A wife of noble character who can find?
She is worth far more than rubies.
Her husband has full confidence in her and lacks nothing of value.

She brings him good, not harm, all the days of her life.
She selects wool and flax and works with eager hands.
She is like the merchant ships, bringing her food from afar.
She gets up while it is still night; she provides food for her family
and portions for her female servants. She considers a field and buys it;
out of her earnings she plants a vineyard.
She sets about her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks.

She sees that her trading is profitable, and her lamp does not go out at night.
In her hand she holds the distaff and grasps the spindle with her fingers.
She opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy.
When it snows, she has no fear for her household; for all of them are clothed in scarlet.
She makes coverings for her bed; she is clothed in fine linen and purple.
Her husband is respected at the city gate, where he takes his seat among the elders of the land.
She makes linen garments and sells them, and supplies the merchants with sashes.

She is clothed with strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come.
She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue.
She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness.
Her children arise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her:
“Many women do noble things, but you surpass them all.”
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.
Honor her for all that her hands have done, and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.

Prvb 31:10-31

An episode that reflects Jesus’ attitude to women is reflected when he said “here are
my mother, brothers and sisters…” as he pointed to his listeners. This is remarkable
because in his day a leader gesturing to a crowd would have said “here is my brother, uncle and cousin” Jesus’ statement clearly communicates to the reader that his
disciples are both male and female.
One aspect that we do learn from Mary is from the story of the Wedding Feast at
Cana. There was something in her character that made her approachable because
we are told in the story that Mary is the one who informed Jesus about the shortage
of wine, because Mary is the one who listens.

Ever since the second century people have realised the principle behind this episode in the life of Jesus and Mary at Cana, and approach Mary with their troubles
hoping she will encourage Jesus to respond to their plight. Mary accepts us unconditionally and will never turn her back on us as she is the model of compassionate
listening.
Mary is the example to follow in Christian living. So we should ask ourselves:
How approachable am I?
Do I have a compassionate ear?
Do I console well?
Do I foster peace?

An Indian Magnificat
My soul glorifies The lord
My Spirit rejoices
in God my Saviour
For He has blessed me lavishly

and makes me ready to respond.
He shatters my little world
and lets me be poor before Him.
He takes from me all my plans
and gives me different ones
He gives me the opportunities
and the ability to become free
and to burst through my boundaries.
He give me the strength to be daring
And to build on Him alone
For he shows Himself as
the ever greater one in my life.
He has made known to me this:
It is in my being servant
That it becomes possible
For God's Kingdom to break through
Here and now.

So how are we going to make this May a special Marian month?

