Mary: An Ecumenical Bridge

Nancy Toubl

in partial fulfillment for the degree of
Master of Arts Pastoral Theology MAPT
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College
Indiana
March 2006

Acknowledgments

I would like to first thank Sandy Blevins, a 2004 Graduate of this program, for
her encouragement and for actually driving me to Saint Mary-of-the-Woods that first
time, in August of 2003.

If she had not reached out to me in a truly pastoral and

Christian manner, I would not be writing this paper today.

Next, I have to thank the

good people at the First United Methodist Church where I work.
acceptance of me is a testament to Christianity.

Their

Their love and

hunger for knowledge was an

inspiration for my project and their constant desire to learn more about God is an ideal
after which to strive.

Special thanks to Pastor Jim, my boss at the Methodist Church.

His faith in me has allowed me to accomplish this project and many others.
I also want to thank the staff, faculty and students in the MAPT program.
of them I have learned the meaning of Church.
has always supported me in my scholastic

And, thank you to my husband Jay who

endeavors.

Lastly, thank you to my daughter

Taylor who always understood when I had too much homework to do.
dedicated to her and her beautiful smile!

God bless you all!

Through all

This paper is

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter I

Thesis Statement
Background of Project Proposal
Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response
Outline and Components of SOS Class
Timetable
Criteria and Method for Evaluation

Chapter II

Theological Reflection: Planning Stage
Theological Reflection: Implementation Stage

Chapter III

Analysis and Interpretation of Implementation Process

Chapter IV

Analysis and Interpretation of Project
Building the Bridge

Chapter V

Summary and Personal Theological Reflection
Additional Theological Reflection

Appendix I
AppendixII
Appendix III
Bibliography

Opening Prayer

Poem: Motherhood
Survey

Introduction

I am a Roman Catholic woman who is employed as the Outreach Director in a
United Methodist Church.
extremely ecumenical.

I consider myself, and the people I work for, and with, to be

I had been working at my job in the Methodist Church for a year

and a half when I started thinking about my final project for SMWC.

It was then that I

started to realize how many misunderstandings and lack of information that we, as

Christians,

have about each other's religions.

My first inkling of doing this project

came when one of the members of the Methodist Church called me the “Hail Mary Girl”.
It was said in a loving way and the nickname stayed with me.

I realize now that they

gave me that name out of curiosity about me and what I believe in.

Even then, in the

beginning, Mary was starting to build her bridge.
Later that week, Pastor Jim Rowlette gave me an article out of his magazine,
Christian Century.

On the cover of the magazine was a picture of Mary and the

highlights ¢f that month's magazine,
“What about Mary?”,

7he

“St. Mary for Protestants.”

In one of the articles,

author, Jason Byassee says that recently there have been many

articles by Protestants about Mary.

He agrees with Lumen Gentium

tnat Mary could be

a possible ecumenical bridge, or a way to future unity for all Christians. He says that
Protestant theologians get nervous when talking about prayer and Mary; any way to gain
divine favor besides through Christ is idolatry.
key to future ecumenism.
place.

Byassee believes that Mary might be the

After reading this article, the idea for my project fell into

The topic of my paper is ecumenical, as is my project.
First United Methodist Church in Beloit, Wisconsin.
group of fifteen elderly United Methodists
Virgin Mary.

It takes piace within the

My paper talks about how I taught a

what Roman Catholics believe about the

As I taught them about Mary, I too learned more about her, and how

important she is to me.

When I taught them about why Mary has always been a part of

my life, I learned of the things in their religion that had made an impression on their
lives. Together we learned to understand what made the other's faith experiences give
meaning to our lives.
My project proved to me again and again, that the brick and mortar, dogmas,
doctrines and disciplines which separate us as Christians can be bridged with a little
kindness, understanding and education.

Who better to begin the work of ecumenism

than Mary, who is the model of unconditional love and true discipleship.

Chapter I

Thesis Statement

Protestants do not grow up saying “Hail Mary's”.
crowning.

They have never attended a May

They don’t have statues of Mary in their homes or in their churches, except in

the: Nativity scene at Christmas.

Although we are all Christians, the differences

surrounding Mary that Protestants and Roman Catholics have are ciear.
the huge differences that separates us.

Mary is one of

She is also one of the differences that could be a

bridge for creating a greater understanding and tolerance of each other's beliefs.

My

project is an exploration of Mary for the purpose of understanding the differences that
legitimately exist between the

Methodists whd'T work with and I, a Roman Catholic.

is ar axploration of the differences within and among the members of the Body of
Christ.

It

Background of Project Proposal

As a child, I always remember a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary sitting on my
mom's dresser.

The statue was beautiful, and today it is sitting on my own dresser.

It

is a constant reminder of the love of a mother for her Son. Mary has been in my life
from childhood through adulthood.
One summer, a few years ago, I took an introduction to theology course at a
local Christian college.

It was not a Roman Catholic school and I soon found out that

there are many different expressions of Christianity besides my own.

When the

professor was nearing the end of his lecture about Roman Catholics, he included a small
Rll

about Mary.

The young man behind me raised his hand and said, “I don't

know how anyone can pray to Mary.”

1 felt really angry by his comment and tures

around al replied, “I don’t know how anyone can't pray to Mary!”
powerful interaction has stayed with me through the years.

This small, but

It was a shock for me to

learn that there were other Christians who felt differently about Mary than I did.
When I started my job at the United Methodist Church, I was reminded of that
previous learning experience.
statues of Mary.

The sanctuary in the church at my new job had no

But, in spite of the physical differences in the church building, and the

lack of familiar statues, these Methodists seemed to be just like me.

I soon became

good friends with these liberal minded people and they gave me the nickname of “Hail
7,

Mary Girl".

They were never disrespectful of my beliefs and we seemed to just accept

each other with our differing

theologies.

about what I believed as a Roman Catholic.
ecumenical way.

Once in a while, they would ask me question
I would answer and try to do so in an

I always tried to add a light humor to the discussion; being too

serious seemed as if it would distance my Methodist friends.
all.

I was in their church, after

It was always a lively discussion, and we both learned about the other's beliefs as

we exchanged information and friendly banter.
It was through this journey of mine in the Methodist church that I discovered a
need to teach them about what I believe as a Roman Catholic, especially about Mary.
They were already curious about me and always looked at my holy medal of Mary.
questions about my beliefs were becoming more regular and
point.

The

Mary was a good starting

I knew that it would be a challenging assignment, because of the cultural and

historical background of Methodists.
that Catholics give to Mary.

One who is a Protestant protests

the devotion

Protestants believe that by including Mary in their

devotions, Catholics are at risk for worshiping someone other than God.
In the introduction to their book, Mary, Mother Of God, Carl Braaten and Robert
Jenson tell us:

“Since the Council of Epheus, A.D. 431, orthodox Christianity has
confessed that Mary is the “Mother of God.” ...Mary’s title as
Mother of God has not fared well in Protestant Christianity. The
vehement attack of the Reformation against the exaggerated cult
of Mary in late-medieval Christianity diminished her place in the
story of salvation, personal piety, and public worship. This
occurred despite Luther's high view of Mary.”

Although, Luther, along with many of the Protestant

reformers, spoke favorably

of Mary, it wasn't long before the Protestants wanted little to do with Mary and
everything to do with Scripture, of which Mary played a small part.

While Protestants

were moving away from Mary, Catholics were continuing to become more involved with
Mary; and Mary to become more involved with them.
popularity with Roman Catholics

Throughout

has remained constant.

history, Mary's

She holds a place at the top

for being an inspiration to more people than any woman who has ever lived.
continues to keep that status as we begin the twenty first century.

she is making a renewed appearance as an ecumenical bridge.

She

Today, I believe,

Pian of action for a Pastoral Response

To say that a Protestant misunderstanding of Mary is what inhibits
harmony is true, but it is not the main reason that we do not interact as true
brothers and sisters in Christ.
on both sides.

Church dogma, doctrine and disciplines do that

What is of true value and could be the beginning of an

understanding and bridging of differences is the mere fact that I, a “cradle
Catholic” am working in a United Methodist church.

Some of the old hatreds

and suspicions are being diffused because we are interacting with each other
professionally and personally and we are finding out that we are really not that
different.

They are learning that I am not an idol worshiper and I am learning

that they are really, really Christians, even without a statue of Mary in their
sanctuary.

Itis a slow process of building trust, and there have been, and will

be, many stumbling blocks along the way.

But, it's a start. Teaching the

members of the United Methodist Church about Mary is a small step to promote
learning and encourage inter-religious dialogue.

Together, though education

and understanding, we will walk over that ecumenical bridge.

My response to some of the misunderstandings

between my group of

Methodists and me was to teach a class about Mary to a group of about 15 -20
members who call themselves, SOS, or Society of Seekers.

They are a group

who have met regularly for 15 years to discuss theological books and movies.
«10.

The group is composed equally of men and women,
94,

between the ages of 60 and

Some have been Methodists all of their life and a few have converted from

another religion.

One member is a Presbyterian.

Two members are Baptists.

Outiine and components of SOS class

1. Goal: To provide the opportunity to learn about St. Mary from a Catholic.
To teach a series of classes about Mary which may lead to other classes about
the Catholic Church, as a continuing education venture.
2. Objectives: To give the members of the United Methodist church where I
work a chance to learn about what Catholics believe and why.

By providing

education about the things that they question and are curious about, an
ecumenical bridge will form.
3. Implement Design: I will teach three to four classes each year about different
Catholic concepts.

Timetable

November 25

Approval of proposal

December 5

Theological reflection with whole group.

Talk about

Assumption.
Decernber 12

Show movie, "Mary the Mother of God”.

Collect

questions.
Decernber 19

Discuss movie, answer questions.

January 2

Immaculate Conception, Perpetual Virginity,
Apparitions.

January 9

Do we worship Mary?

January 10

Theological reflection with small group

January 11

Personal Theological reflection

January 14

Present Project at SMWC

March 20

First draft to advisor

April 1

Final draft to advisor

Praying the Rosary.

Criteria and method for evaluation

I will evaluate the success of my project by giving a questionnaire to the
participants of the class after they complete the final theological reflection.
My hope is that the members of SOS will become more open to hearing about
other religions and more accepting of new ideas.

Most of the members of the

group are old enough that they are, at times, unwilling to listen to anything
different from what they have believed their whole lives.

When 1 first started

thinking about teaching the class, I asked the SOS group to write down some
ideas or expectations that they might have, if I did decide to teach them about
Mary.

One participant wrote a lengthy letter.

wart to be negative!

In it she said, "Oh my, I don't

However, it's not that I have negative feelings about Mary,

it's just that I really don't have any feelings about her at all. She certainly was
- the mother cf Jesus and maybe she was a virgin.
is very important to me, Mary is not.”
up my class idea.
encouraging.

I have to say that while Jesus

Her letter almost made me want to give

But, there were other notes that were positive and

I found that surveys and questionnaires were the best way to get

the members of SOS to respond in a way that enabled me to document their
ideas and answers.

Chapter II
Theological Reflection: Planning Stage

I conducted my initial theological reflection at the start of my first class
about Mary; it was the very first thing that we did. The reason for doing the
reflection before we did anything else was simple; I wanted to find out what they
thought and believed about Mary before I taught them.
their ideas by first teaching them what I believed.

I didn't want to sway

I brought in a statue of Mary

hoiding Jesus, a few pictures of her and numerous rosaries.
called “Mary Did You Know?”

I played a song

The subject of first theological refiection and the

questions that I asked my group were: “What does Mary mean to you?

Who is

she to you?”
I asked the questions and waited for the answers.
short.

The answers were

Mainly my class said that Mary was the mother of Jesus.

Nothing more.
impossibility.

That's it.

Trying to get more from them seemed to me to be an
That is basically all that it seemed that they wanted to know and

believe about Mary.

Historically, their beliefs about Mary are right where they

should be, according to their Protestant heritage.

During the Protestant

Reformation, many of the reformers spoke highly of an appropriate devotion to
Mary.

Martin Luther said that because of the virtues and graces that God gave

her, she should be calied “the workshop of God.”

In spite of the reformers initial

reaction to Mary, it didn't take long before Protestants wanted little or nothing to
do with Mary, or devotion to her.

Her statue went into the closet until it was

retrieved at Christmas time to sit next to the manger containing Jesus.
I felt a little frustrated and annoyed by their answers and realized more
and more that it was my own close mindedness and need to evangelize and
convert that would be my stumbling block to the whole process of educating
them for the purpose of understanding more about Mary and Roman Catholics.
I wanted them to talk and reflect more than they did about Mary, but it didn't
happen.
her.

They all talked at once about Mary and all the questions they had about

How do you know she really was a virgin?

How can you kneel at statues?

What do you think of the Pope?
I decided to show the movie and get them more focused on what I
wanted to teach them.

Hopefully, the next theological reflection would be more

fruitful and more theological!

Theological Reflection: Implementation Stage

I set up the second theological reflection in the same way as the first by
placing a statue of Mary holding Jesus on the table, surrounded by a few
rosaries and pictures.

I played the song “Mary Did You Know?”

gave them a poem to read.

(See Appendix I).

The poem was given to me by

cne of the members of SOS who is a retired pastor.

For this theological

reflection, I asked for five volunteers the previous week.
women and one man in this group.

In addition, I

There were four

After we read the poem I asked them to sit |

quietly and listen to the song again before we talked.
I moved on into the next step of engaging them in a reflection process,
asked them the question:

I

"Are any of the things that have happened to you as

a mother or parent, similar to the things that happened to Mary and her Sor.
Jesus?”
This part of the reflection focused on what my group believed life was like
for a young Jesus.

It began with the woman wondering what it was like for

Mary to know that she was carrying God's child and not her husband's.

They

thought about what it must have been like to be pregnant and traveling in stich
uncomfortable circumstances.
They discussed how young and innocent Mary was and how the piace that
she lived was not nearly as nice as the comforts we all have today.

They decided

that the whole experience could have been frightening for Mary, had she not had

the faith and discipleship that she did.
The conversation switched to the song that we had listened to. A few of
the people in the group said that it really affected them.

They wondered if Mary

knew all that was going to happen to her Son and if she knew that in the end He
would die by being crucified.
expectations for our children.

Then they talked about how we all have
From the time that we first hold our new-born

babies, we hope and expect that they will have a good and safe life. Some of
the parents in the room said that they had hoped that their children would have
an extraordinary life, one where they did something good for mankind.
The conversation turned a little as some parents started remembering
problems that they had with their children.

They all agreed how difficult it was

and still is to be a parent.
I asked them if they had an image that could represent what they wera
feeling.

Most of them pointed to my statue of Mary holding Jesus.

They

commented on how she held her baby in such a protecting and nurturing way.
This was an image that vividly portrayed how thay felt when they thought of
their children; even though all of their children were now adults.

I wondered if

anyone had a scripture passage that talked about some of the feelings or
problems that they had experienced in their lives with their children.

They came

up with many stories from the Bible where there were problems and it was
decided by the group that problems with kids had always existed.

One person

compared the story of Joseph and his colorful coat to the way that her children
3%.

had acted when they were growing up.

They especially focused on the story of

the Prodigal Son, many of them citing that similar things had happened to them.
I asked how God was present in the image of Mary and her Son.
answers were almost all the same.

Their

It was noted that they all had problems, in

some way all of them were broken and had been sad at some time in their lives.
One person said that by opening up her pain to the community of the church,
where she has been a member since childhood, she felt nurtured and cared for

just like the image of Mary and Jesus.

She said that she felt protected when she

was among her old friends in the church and recalled how she was supported
through different times of pain and loss in her life. Another person said she felt
the same way, that the statue was a good image of what the church is.
I asked them if talking about their problems and the past had been
painful.

They all agreed that it helped fo talk and it was also positive to

remember how they had all helped each other through the trying times of their
lives.

One person noted that they had all truly become a family in this church,

evan though no one talked about their friendship and fellowship as “family”.

She

realized that Mary really is a good example of how the church and its members
can nurture each other.

The group also discussed how the image of Mary

holding Jesus is a good reminder of how we should act to all of our neighbors,
not just the people in our family or church.

Chapter III
Analysis and Interpretation of Implementation Process

My main goal in teaching the SOS group about Mary was to educate and
promote ecumenism; not to evangelize.
goal of education.

The classes that I taught accomplished the

The conversation, discussion, banter and sharing of deep,

personal feelings created the ecumenical bridge.
After the first theological reflection on December 5, I said a prayer that I
wrote

(Appendix II ). I talked a little about St. Mary-of-the-Woods and the program

that I was in. I told them about the time I had spent there in August with my group
of other soon to be graduates as we planned to do a project together to present to
the rest of the students.

I explained how difficult a time that we had getting along

and trying to work together.

I told them about the Meyers-Briggs test we had taken

in an earlier class and how we found out how different we all were.

My group

compared what we had learned about ourselves and found out that we were all
opposites in personality traits.

I explained that if it was so extremely difficult for

five women of the same religion to see eye to eye, it's no wonder that there are
problems and misunderstandings between people with different religions.

When I

first thought of teaching Methodists about Mary, I thought it might be easy!

After

the week in August at school, I changed my mind in a hurry.
We then started watching the movie, “Mary, the Mother of God”.

I handed

out paper and pens so that everyone could take notes and write down questions.
0.

The first half of the film started with the Annunciation and continued on
through Mary as the mother of the Church.
of the word

There was head shaking at the mention

virgin, and seeing this, I was amazed.

I knew that my job was

becoming more challenging with each scene in the movie.

They handed in their

questions and comments and the following week, we watched the rest of the show.
I collected my second set of questions and comments and the discussion
started.

1 had hoped to review the questions first but the group was insistent on

starting to discuss this controversial subject.
Mary's virginity.

They really wanted to talk about

I sat and listened to their discussion for about half an hour; then it

was time to end for the night.

I found out and instinctively

knew beforehand that I

really didn’t have to lead a discussion; they were always good at starting onz cn
their own!
I also brought in my “library” of books about Mary and allowed them to check
them out for the week, if they came back with questions for me.
took home books.

Only one parse

T was disappointed that more people didn't take advantage of my

traveling library.
I collected the guestion and comment sheets from the movie and I used them
to form my

outiine or syllabus for the other classes.

comments and questions:

Following are some of their

I don't really think of God as having a mother.

God is just God!

What is the Immaculate Conception, isn't it a man made law?
How often do Catholics pray the rosary?
Why is Mary's virginity so important?
I understand a little better about Mary being an intercessor after the narrator
in the movie called her a “doorway”.
What about Jesus’ brothers and sisters?
I have a problem with calling Mary the “Mother of God”.
How can Mary be sinless?
How can you pray to Mary, without her becoming a God?
Do Catholics really believe that Mary has appeared to them throughout
history; Lourdes, Fatima, Guadelupe?
Whose Immaculate Conception was it? Mary's or Jesus?

The next class was devoted to Immaculate Conception, Perpetual Virginity,
and apparitions.

1 didn't feel very comfortable telling them all that I did, even using

the Catechism and other books to quote from and to back me up.

Jacques Burs

book, How to Understand the Virgin Mary was especially helpful in explaining these
things.

The pictures were a good addition to the class, as well.

all looked at me with a funny expression on their faces.
they asked questions.

As I taught, they

They were respectful and

Then, there was mumbling and head shaking.

I was

frustrated and felt that I could never, ever, not in a million years make them
220.
at de

understand the beliefs that I hold so dear, even if Mary herself were to appear to
them right there in that room!
The next week I taught the SOS group about praying to Mary.
erase board and explained /atria, duliza and hyperdulia.

I used the dry

1 wandered off my outline

for the night and it turned out to be a positive thing.

I told them about May

crowning.

I explained how each year,

Again they looked at me like I was nuts.

when I was a child, in May, I looked forward to marching outside to the statue of
Mary in front of the church with all of my classmates.

I told them how we all

brought flowers to place in vases at Mary's feet and how we sang “Hail Holy Queen
Enthroned Above” as one lucky student placed the crown of flowers on Mary's head.
It was a special time for me.

And I was excited and warm as I recalled the event

with fondness.
I realized that I was on to something by the silence in the room and the way
that they were all staring at me.
ritual razant to me.

I continued my story, telling them how much that

I opened my heart to them as I explained the warm feelings of

being a part of this ceremony that I had carried with me all of my life.

It was there

that I learned to love Mary and look forward each May to the ritual and songs of May
crowning.
experience.

I asked them if they had any experiences like my May crowning
They thought for awhile and then it happened!

They all started sharing

their different faith experiences that had given their lives meaning.

The most

popular stories were about the summers when they were children that they had
spent at Methodist camp.

Many of the people had their first experience of faith at

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods

JU

College Library

these camps as they sat around the fire at night singing Christian songs.

A few

people recalled that it was there, at camp, that they had decided to follow Jesus and
lead a life of discipleship.

A few of the women recalled how their lives had evolved

into one of service to the community and social justice as a result of those special
summer nights at camp.
This session was definitely the best teaching experience that I have ever had!
After all of the sharing and heartwarming stories, I decided to move on to the
Rosary.

I purchased a plastic Rosary for each of them and as I passed them out,

there were many surprised and bewildered looks on their faces.

Many of my group

had never seen a Rosary and they turned them over and examined them with the
curiosity of a child with a new toy.

It was fascinating watching them!

I started by telling them to hold the Crucifix and say the Apostles Creed while
holding it.

I knew that someone would ask why, and they did.

hold the first bead and say an “Our Father.”
the “Lord's Prayer”.
rosary tutorial

Well, I forgot that they call that prayer,

So, we all had a laugh about

until we got to the first decade.

Next, I told them to

that.

I continued on with my

The meaning of the rosary really

made sense to them when I explained it as a meditation on the Gospels.
relate to that.

They could

Some time after the class, one elderly gentleman confided in me that

he had actually used the rosary.
I finished this class and told them to take home their surveys and mail them
back to me soon.

(Appendix III)

ChapterIV
Analysis and Interpretation of the Project

The participants in the project all returned the survey that I gave them.
answers spoke clearly of the success of the project.

The

The most important thing that

they learned from the class was that Catholics and Protestants are not so far apart in
their beliefs.

They felt that it was a relief to learn that Catholics don't see Mary as a

god, and now that it has been explained to them, they see more clearly how and
why Mary is so important to Catholics and to their devotional life.

Many of them

stated that they now understand the concept of Mary as an intercessor.

One

participant said that we could all get along better now, with this new understanding,
even though we have different ideas.
The most important thing that they learned about Mary was how important
she is to the devotional life of Catholics.
the Assumption of Mary.

Many of the group were enlightened about

My church is Our Lady of the Assumption and many of

the participants were curious about what that meant.

After explaining the

Assumption to them, they wanted to go and visit the church.

We had a field trip

one morning and four of the group attended Mass and toured the church.
impressed with the respect and reverence that they showed.

I was so

When I showed them

where the statue of Mary was outside, they looked up at her and smiled as 1
reminded them of my May crowning experiences.

I think they understood.

In answer to my question, “Did taking the class change your ideas, views or
-25tt

feelings about Mary in any way?” I got mixed responses.

About

half of the class

said no. The other half replied that they learned how important she is in the
Catholic church and that she is a bridge between God and people.

One person said

that the class was a waste of time.
Did the class change the way that you feel about Roman Catholics?

Everyone

said yes, noting that it is good to appreciate how different many of our beliefs and
practices are, but in an accepting way, appreciating the differences.

that he has a new respect for Catholics.

One person said

The oldest woman in the group, 90 years

old, told me that whatever it is that the Catholics have taught me, it must be good,
because I turned out the way that I did.

So, she said, if it was Mary, then she must

be worth praying to!
Finally, I asked if they thought that Mary could be an ecumenical bridge,
based on the class and discussions that we had enjoyed together.

Half of the

participants said no and the other half said that yes, she could be a bridge.

They all

said that geining a greater understanding of each other's beliefs and traditions could
do no harm.

time.

Most of the group wanted to know what we would learn about next

Many of them suggested having a priest come and talk to the group.

Building the Bridge

From the survey and the discussion, it was obvious to me that the group was
open to more learning experiences, even though, I myself, was frustrated most of
the time.

In the fall we will continue our bridge building with more classes about

other religions.

It was suggested that we have a different clergy person come and

speak to us each month, as we read about and explore their different religions.
offered a class last year called “Many Faces, One God”.
SOS attended

and enjoyed it. They asked

Many of the members of

if we could have a class like that again.

have discovered that they listen and learn; they dont always agree but they are
willing to discuss and explore anything.
favorite groups of people in the church.

1

My SOS group has become one of my

I

Chapter V
Summary and Personal Theological Reflection

A Psalm Of Crucifixion

Every time a mother loses a child
to drugs, or war,
or the hundred-and-one ways children die
in the ghettoes of our systems,
Christ dies,

Christa cries.
Shaddai, have mercy on us.

Every time a child gives a mother away,
unabie to cope
with the debilitating expense
or condition
of age or fliness
Christ dies,
Christa cries.
Shaaaai, have mercy on us.

We stand in the midst of our crucifixions,
huaging the deep hole in our center,
feeling the void,
tasting the clotted blood
of suffering,
Slow to reach out and ask
for help
as Christ dies,
Christa cries.

Shaddai, have mercy on us.

(from Woman Word, page 37)

This poem spoke to my heart because of the obvious references to mothers
and their children, because I am a mother.

What really struck me, though, was the

line, “Every time a child gives a mother away’.

1 felt sad and also understood that

pain, because I see the loneliness in so many of the elderly people in the church who
miss their children.

I sometimes feel as if I am their daughter and I am feeling

sadness and grief as I watch them wither away with age.
is really giving back to God.

In a way, the giving away

That would be one way to look at it.

This poem caused me to reflect on my job here and the many, inevitable
deaths that I will see with the people I work with.

I have realized that I have grown

so close to my SOS group and others in the Methodist church.
and search for God is so strong.
probably have already found Him.
share my time with in SOS.

Their desire to learn

I once read that if you are looking for Gog, you
That would be a true statement about the folks I

And, even though they don't have Mary in their lives,

like Catholics do, they seem to be following her suggestion to pray and keep God in
the front of their lives.

I know that she is watching over them, too.

When I first started thinking about doing this project, I had a completely
different idea about what I would get out of it. I looked at it as an educational
genre, something sterile and organized that I would be doing for a grade in school,
to get my master’s degree.

I was so wrong.

The insight that gained from this

project is clearly educational; I learned more about Mary than I knew before and so
did the participants in my class.

I also learned more about Methodism than I had

ever imagined possible, and I learned it in an experiential way, not from a book.
30,

The most provocative and stunning result of this project is that now, I really,
really can say that Mary is an ecumenical bridge.

Although, my class participants did

not walk away from the class wanting to pray the rosary or become Catholic, (and
remember that was not my intent), they walked away with a new and deeper
understanding of each other and of me and my devotion to Mary.

We shared deep

and personal thoughts and ideas about what God means to us and we shared
+ all gives meaning and value to our lives.

how it

Additional Theological Reflection

The night that the former pastor gave the poem, Motherhood, by Agnes Lee
we had our own small, unstructured theological reflection before class started.
told me what the poem meant to him and to his family.

He

He shared a story of a

family member who had broken the law and was sent away to jail.

He compared it

to the way that Jesus was treated and as he told me the story, his eyes were sad
with tears.

He recalled how so many people had stood beside him and supported

his family, but there were those too, who jeered and condemned, making their life
worse than it already was.

He kept taking the story back to Jesus.

I was deeply

touched by his story because I, who did not even know his relative who was in jail,
had condemned
committed.

him and refused to forgive him for the crime that he had

I would have been one of the people jeering and throwing stones, 1

realized this as I listened to his story and I felt ashamed.
I sat silently as he finished telling his story.

I recalled what Sister Nancy said

in the Canon Law class that we took last summer, “If we can't forgive, what does
that say about us as Christians?”

I found my answer and I found my forgiveness

when I remembered her words and as I listened to his. When he finished telling me
his story, he looked into my eyes and saw what I was feeling and thinking.
me that I didn't have to say anything, he understood.
learned out into the world with me.

He toid

He said to take what I have

It was a valuable lesson that I will never forget.

Conclusion

Life is scary and uncertain and having Mary in my life provides an
unconditional love that will be with me forever.
Mexico.

Last week I was on a vacation in

When I was trying to talk to the local peopie in my broken Spanish and

getting frustrated, I realized that we both had something in common that didn't
require words.

I simply showed them my necklace of Mary and said “Maria”.

They

knew what I meant and they showed me their holy necklaces and statues of Our
Lady of Guadelupe.

Many times, our eyes met with a love and understanding that

can only be described as the unconditional, limitless love and

mystery of Mary.

There she was building bridges again.
I think that true pastoral care is all about adaptation, it's about the people we
serve, whether those people are Methodists or Mexicans.

It's about the feeling of

love that happens when a group of people gather together to learn about God and
each other.

Pastoral care is about pushing the sides of the envelope and coming out

with a deeper understanding of one another.
are.

On the bridge.

It's about meeting people where they

Then walking across the bridge together.

Appendix I

Motherhood by Agnes Lee
Mary, the Christ long slain, passed silently,
Following the children joyously astir.
Under the cedars and the olive-tree,
Pausing to let their laughter float to her.
Each voice an echo of a voice more dear,
She saw a little Christ in every face.
Then came another woman gliding near
To watch the tender life that filled the place,
And Mary sought the woman's hand, and spoke;
“I know thee not, yet know thy memory tossed
With all a thousand dreams their eyes evoke
Who bring to thee a child beloved and lost.”
"I, too, have rocked my little on. And he was fair!
Oh, fairer than the fairest sun,
And like its rays through amber spun his sun-bright hair! Still I can see it
shine and shine.”
“His ways were ever darling ways”, and Mary smiled.
“So soft, so clinging! Glad relays of love were all his precious days,
My little child! My vanished star! My music fled!”
“Even so was mine,” the woman

said.

And Mary whispered: “Tell me, thou, of thine.”
And she
“Oh, mine was rosy as a bough blooming with roses, sent,
Somehow, to bloom for me!
His balmy fingers left a thrill deep in my breast that warms me still.”
Then she gazed
When
Who art
“I am the

down some wilder, darker hour, and said
Mary questioned, knowing not;
thou, mother of so sweet a flower?
mother of Iscariot.” She answered.

Appendix II

Mary Class #1
Prayer
Let us pray for world peace, for a greater understanding
of each other and for the betterment of humanity.
Help us to remember and to always be aware that racial,
religious and ethnic hatred is a sorrow to our God.
Therefore, let us not grieve our God by these hatreds and
intolerances.
Let us not be the judge of others or of their beliefs.
Let us not cast the first stone; help us to remember that
you,

Lord, are the only true Judge.
Amen

Appendix III

Mary Class Survey

What is the most important thing that you learned in the Mary Class?

What is the most important or new thing that you learned about Mary?

Did takingad the class change your
ideas, views or feelings about Mary. in
4
any way?

Did the class change the way you feel about Roman Catholics?

Based on what you experienced in the Mary Class, do you think that
she could be an “ecumenical bridge"?
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