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In 2007, in an end-of year message to the staff of the National Neuroscience Institute, I wrote: 'Whilst boom time in the public sector is never as booming as in the private sector, let us not forget that boom time is eventually followed by slump time.
Did you ever wonder when it was that Marcellin of Marches fell in love with Mary of Nazareth? That’s right: fell in love with Mary of Nazareth. Everyone who knew them realized that there was something special between these two. But how did it start, what sustained it, and what lesson does the relationship between Marcellin Champagnat and Mary of Nazareth have for us today in light of our readings and what we are about during this Eucharist? First a word about Mary. In contrast to the ways in which she is imagined by Renaissance artists, the mother of Jesus was unschooled, poor, powerless. Hers was not an easy life. Nazareth was the most obscure of places. The Romans who occupied her country were often cruel and callous. Any sign of insurrection triggered a response of cruelty. She would have witnessed violence, experienced fear, had her shares of anxiety. Also, being a woman at that time in history brought its own burdens and oppression.
And yet Mary was also a member of the anawim, that group of devout Jews whom many considered to be the faithful remnant of Israel. As she sings her revolutionary song, the Magnificat, we come to know a young, enthusiastic, almost exuberant and bold young woman who announces to all who will listen that her God is coming to overturn oppression in favor of the poor of this earth. Here is the woman of the gospel, the woman who captured Marcellin’s heart and seized his imagination. Here is the woman he called his Good Mother, and Ordinary Resource; the woman who in time became his confident, his sister in faith.
And what about the Founder? We know that he started out in life as a sheep merchant, and, indeed, paid for some of his seminary studies using the profits he secured from the buying and selling of sheep. But as successful as he might have been as a merchant, he also knew the experience of failure. Eager to enter the seminary but lacking the prerequisites necessary he was sent to study with his brother-in-law, a trained teacher. At the end of 12 months the latter advised Marcellin to do something else with his life. Despite this warning, he entered the seminary. But as might be expected, after his first year he was told to leave. For two reasons actually: poor results in his studies and too many trips to the local tavern. Imagine for a moment the humiliation that Marcellin must have felt; his sense of failure; the confusion he experienced about what God might be up to in his life. Were it not for his mother and her ability to transform a disaster into an opportunity, he might never have returned to the seminary in Lyons.
The lessons Marcellin Champagnat learned early in life, however, were of great help to him in his later years. And one of his foundational learning’s was about the importance of humility. The Founder hated pretense and selfpromotion. Instead, he placed great weight on humility and struggled to give this virtue a central place in his life. It was the first lesson that he taught to new postulants; the book of gold, a treatise on humility, was the first book that he placed in their hands. The life of the mother of Jesus, however, was a constant reminder to Marcellin that humility should not be associated with extravagant selfabasement. For in being nobody other than herself, Mary came to discover the glory of God. Over time the Founder realized that genuine humility is realized when we, like Mary, welcome God into our lives. Eventually the Founder, well aware of his personal limitations and realizing that his newly founded community was growing quickly, eventually entrusted to Mary all involved and the project itself. Yes, he placed his entire undertaking—all his activities as well as himself—in Mary’s arms, satisfied that he was serving as her instrument. But this action on the part of the Founder would have come as a surprise to no one. For in the spirituality of Marcellin Champagnat, the virtue of humility and a devotion to Mary always went hand in hand. Now what lesson lies herein for Max, Pedro, Andrew, Marcos, Edison, Natalino, Ismael, Ramon, Pietro, and Cesar? Quite simply to rely on Mary as the Founder did, to entrust to her the mission which is given to you today, to believe without doubt that it is her work that you do and no one else’s.
As Marcellin’s brothers always remember Mary because she never forgets you. She also continually reminds all of us about our true identity. For we are meant to be, first and foremost, proclaimer’s of God’s Word to poor children and young people; men for whom the virtue of zeal is central. And Mary reminds us of this fact because she was the first missionary, the first messenger of the gospel, the first person to bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to another. And she did it simply by carrying the Lord within her. Mary reminds us that mission has little to do with delivering a message in words and everything to do with making a journey towards another person with Jesus in your heart.
This understanding of mission so evident in the life of Brother Henri Verges, inspired the design of the mission ad gentes program we have today. Henri, whose life was taken by extremists while he was living in Algeria among the people he loved, reminded us time and again that no matter the differences that exist between ourselves and those we hope to evangelize, an approach to mission that relies on presence and witness fosters mutual respect and admiration and often gives rise to friendship. “Eventually,” he tells us, “the Spirit of God sees to it that our hearts beat in unison.”
Marcellin Champagnat was in love with the mother of Jesus; his confidence in her and reliance on her protection were without question. She freed him to be, like herself, a true disciple of the Lord Jesus, a bearer of the Word of God Let us pray today that Mary be for us also the source of faith and hope that she was for the founder. Mary of Nazareth, our Good Mother, Ordinary Resource and sister in faith, you who touched the heart and transformed the life of Marcellin Champagnat, do the same for us.
Amen.

