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Reflection for the Feast of Mater Admirabilis 20 October 2006 

© Penny Sturrock 2006

I often wonder why most of the copies of Mater around the world are hung high on a wall… in the original location in Rome the Madonna sits, like us, firmly on the ground! Perhaps we can urge for a rethink in School Master Plans (or Mater Plans) to return her to a “grounded” place to reconnect her with us and the reality she reveals.

The original was a fresco painted in an upstairs corridor at the Trinità dei Monti, one of my Alma Mater’s, in 1844 by a young French girl Pauline Perdrau who later became a Religious of the Sacred Heart. There was initial resistance to Pauline’s request of the Superior to paint a Madonna but she persisted and eventually she was given permission to undertake this difficult painting technique that she was unaccustomed to.  Despite devoting long hours to painting a section of the freshly (hence the Italian word “ Fresco”) primed wall of lime plaster which an Italian craftsman prepared each day, the immediate outcome was not as she or the Superior had hoped. Its colours and tones were considered “so glaring it was pronounced hideous” and the “Madonna of the Lily” as it was called was hidden away behind a curtain for a while. When the dried fresco was ultimately revealed Pauline thought its transformation was a miracle. It was later known as Mater Admirabilis following an experience of a nun praying a Litany before it hearing the invocation “Mater Admirabilis” repeated three times. The name was confirmed by Pope Pius IX on his first visit to the Trinita exclaiming “She is admirable” and confirming the liturgical name Mater Admirabilis and granting a feast day to be kept on October 20th. 

I’ve taken the time to share the story of the painting because the same openness to challenge and perseverance of the artist are, I suggest, the same qualities evident in the Mary of the Gospel. Here Mary takes the form of girl, perhaps even a school-aged girl, literally in the pink of life. I suggest that art and prayer both point to a deeper and higher intensity of reality beyond themselves and as such are both important in exploring the faith that is relevant in today’s world. 

What then is this faith? It is the wonderful story of God’s spirit always present, always active in human development and given total and free expression in human form by Jesus of Nazareth. We acknowledge that the action of the Spirit goes far beyond what we can see or even know, and we are continually enriched and challenged by it. We share a spirit with all those who desire to make known God's love. It is this spirit that shapes our lives.  Our faith encourages us to make choices for Justice and Peace in response to the Gospel.  According to the Gospel we come to know and understand Jesus by faith. Faith is our capacity for insight; it is the “vision of things unseen” (Hebrews 11:1)  “Faith integrates the person by bringing to consciousness the ground of being, the simple truth that we are not alone, that we live and love and breathe within the inclusiveness of divine relationship” (Laurence Freeman osb) 

What I have seen in the image of Mater are the expressions of that Spirit of a faith that is relevant today- attentiveness and awareness, enlightenment, openness to growth and maturity, humility, interiority, the search for self knowledge, prayer, silence, understanding, vision, detachment, stillness, holiness and wholeness. I don’t suggest this list is the only one. 

Nor am I suggesting adoration of the image, votive offerings or even “prayers” to Mater. Rather I suggest she is symbolic of a faith that is relevant today precisely because we can test every experience of our “relevant faith” with those tools of discernment she suggests. She connects us to a God who knows but cannot be known, who sees but cannot be seen, a God who prays in me, attends to me and reveals to me Jesus “the Teacher Within” who can only be discovered in the light of self knowledge, not with mortal eyes but with spiritual vision. She reminds us that we know with the knowledge by which we are known because our spirit becomes one with the Spirit of God.  We are brought to self-knowledge by the simple means of being known by another. Self knowledge is generated by relationship. Relationship grows through listening, deep listening.

Our deepest questions of meaning and identity, the lifelong journey of becoming fully who we can be, who we really are, the self-knowledge that our lifelong spiritual  journey reveals, are illuminated by the question that Mary points us towards. The redemptive question of who Jesus is. The centre of her consciousness is not herself but Jesus. She is therefore the living exemplar of one rooted and founded in Christ. And it is her othercentredness that makes her our model for prayer.  She shows us a way to pray. The unknown author of  the 14th century text “The Cloud of Unknowing” says:   “I tell you in truth when I say that this work (of prayer) demands great serenity and an integrated and pure disposition in soul and body…God forbid that I should separate what God has coupled, the body and the spirit…Indeed we owe God the homage of our whole person, body and spirit together. And, fittingly enough, he will glorify our whole person, body and spirit, in eternity” 
Mary evidences humility- essential in relationship with another. As such it is the basis of all real encounter. It is closely linked to another precondition to any personal encounter or relationship; a degree of detachment, a space which allows the creative energy of love an opportunity for union and communion between us and the other - letting the other person be who they are as they let us be who we are. Mary exemplifies a person in his or her most natural condition, before an image of self complicates and distorts, something we see in children: a condition of “complete simplicity demanding not less than everything” as Julian of Norwich put it. In this spiritual detachment there is a possibility of a creative silence, the condition in prayer in which we turn away from the noisiness of our own mind and turn towards the full silence of God.  Meister Eckhart says “There is nothing so much like God as silence” and Mother Theresa said “Silence is God speaking to us” We become adapted to silence and wait, in faith, for the utterance of his Word within us. Mary is characterised by such silence in the Gospels. In Matthew’s she does not speak at all. In Luke’s account she speaks four times, on each occasion testifying to the complete receptivity of her Spirit to the power of God and to the silent one-pointedness of its concentration on God. “His mother treasured up all these things in her heart” (Luke 2:51)

Her stillness is that craved for in a world of frantic and constant motion and action. She shows us a way of resolving the dissonance and tension in our lives, how we might transcend our sense of duality in relation to ourselves and to God, where we integrate the Yin and the Yang, ways to concentrate our spirit upon the source of our being. Her wholeness and holiness is that harmony of body, mind and spirit that we aspire to in integrating work and prayer, action and contemplation, the Mary and the Martha in all of us. The condition of her “complete simplicity” is the fruit of the paradox entered into by a spirit in silent equilibrium. She accepted the creative tensions of life with openness and alertness and her simplicity is therefore neither naïve nor escapist.   

And what does Mater say about another goal  of Sacred Heart education– the building of community as a Christian value? She sits alone, the room is empty, the landscape unoccupied. But she is not asleep, we sense a “perennial listening”. To listen is not mere passivity. To listen is to turn towards another, to leave self behind: and that is love. She models attentiveness, an alertness and an availability to another. This is exactly where and how one begins to build community. Relationship grows through listening. Silence is the building block for relationship in which community thrives. Community develops from a place of connection, relationship at the deepest level, at the level of the heart, in silence. 

Thomas Merton, a favourite companion on my journey of the heart, says  “Silence is not absence; it is opportunity. Silence is the condition and the doorway” Henri Nouwen takes us one step further reminding us of the balance between solitude and community -  “Without silence words lose their meaning, without listening speaking no longer heals, without distance closeness cannot cure. (We need) careful balance between silence and words, withdrawal and involvement, distance and closeness, solitude and community. A life without a lonely place is a life without a quiet centre. In solitude we can slowly unmask the illusion of our possessiveness and discover in the centre of our own self that we are not what we can conquer but what is given to us.” Would you agree with John Main-  “To be silent with another person is truly to be with that other person. Nothing is so powerful in building mutual confidence than an easeful and creative silence.” 

Silence is what transforms us from isolated components of a world body of alumnae to members of an alumnae community.  Fr Chris Gleeson gave a seminar to ANZ-NET members at Stuartholme recently on  “The Education of the Heart is the Heart of Education”. If I may I would add, “The Prayer of the Heart is the Heart of Prayer” Silence allows us to listen with the ear of the Heart to the language of the Heart, which is about relationship. Relationships of the Heart are the only relationships. Mary Cavanagh rscj reminded us that “We may be of two minds but we are always of one Heart.” Cor Unum et Anima Una in Corde Jesu. (One Heart and One Mind in the Heart of Jesus)
I want to suggest this silence is revealed in the prayer of the heart, the prayer of contemplation, which is also known as meditation. It is not just our Alumnae Community but the Church at large that is benefiting from this form of prayer. Here we can listen to the call to be about something greater than ourselves. Although meditation is a solitary practice it reveals solitude as the recognition and acceptance of each person’s eternal uniqueness and the eternal and unique value we share with every creature in the cosmos. It is here that we build and live community and communion. We can bring our attention and attentiveness to the task at hand. We can be just for a time before we do. Dare I ask what is “the main work” of today?  

Meditation is experiential. Just as nothing happens if you read all the diet books and don’t actually diet, or read all the recipe books and don’t actually cook something, so too we can talk all day about meditation but we have to experience it for ourselves. John Main, the Benedictine monk who recovered this ancient form of Christian prayer  said “the peace, the stillness, the harmony that we experience in meditation become the basis for all our action”. Our own experience today may agree with this.

 So we will meditate just for a few minutes here and now. Sit still, upright, relaxed but alert, your feet firmly on the ground, your hands resting on your knees or lap. Take a moment to relax, to become aware of this moment, this place, this now. Just soften and untighten any tensions or tightness in your face, around your eyes and mouth, your neck and shoulders. Close your eyes gently. Take a moment to become aware of your breath. Watching or following the breath stills the mind. Repeating the name of Jesus or a mantra interiorly in rhythm with the breath brings the mind into the heart. To become more mindful we only have to remember we are breathing. We do not have ultimate control over the breath. It is gift. The basic gift of life.

Silently, interiorly, begin to say a single word. In the tradition of Christian Meditation we recommend the mantra or prayer phrase MARANATHA. It is utterly simple. Say it like this, ma-ra-na-tha. Four equally stressed syllables. Maranatha is in Aramaic, the language Jesus himself spoke. It means "Come Lord Jesus". It is probably the most ancient Christian prayer. Listen to the mantra as you say it gently but continuously. When thoughts, ideas, plans, imaginings come don't use any energy in trying to dispel them. Simply ignore them, and the way to ignore them is to say your mantra. Give your attention to it and when you realise you have stopped saying it, give your attention to it again. We will now meditate for …minutes. Return to this practice every morning and every evening for between 20 to 25 minutes. Ma-ra-na-tha

**********SILENCE *************

These words make a fitting end to this reflection: 

Under the pressure of over-activity 
which at times consumes us,
disturbs us, or scatters our energies
in doing what is visible and accidental,
let us come to our “Mater”.
She is the mother of the invisible
and the mother of the Essential.
Let us ask her to detach us,
to free us from all that is not important,
to lead us on, and to fix our gaze upon the invisible
which our eyes look upon;
the Invisible Presence, the Invisible life,
the Invisible Action, the Invisible Love,
all those things which are eternal values in us
and the great realities of faith.
May she keep us throughout our busy day and overworked days
in the radiance of things that are not seen
and firm as if we beheld the Invisible.
In the midst of non-essentials
which invite and often distract us,
we run the risk of encumbering our beings
and confusing our values.
May she give us
the right understanding of the Essential
and a hunger for it.
One thing alone is necessary –
the will of God and the work of God’s love.
May Mater give us this singleness of vision
so that we, too, may see
the Invisible and the Essential in all. 

Marie-Therese de Lescur RSCJ
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