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“There’s something about Mary”

There’s something about Mary that has bothered a lot of people including
me. [ really don’t think it is Mary’s fault. I think that some of us who did not
grow up Roman Catholic feel that their veneration of Mary is a little weird.

We already have God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Why do we need to
pray to Mary? It seemed to me that the Catholics were making Mary into a
gatekeeper for God. She was a sort of cosmic personal assistant who decided
whether or not our prayers got to Jesus or God the Father. Or perhaps we were
to pray to her because she is a nicer and gentler manifestation of the divine.
After all God could get pretty angry with people and Jesus is often telling us we
are on the road to Hell.

But why would I pray to a human being whose biggest achievement was
to give birth—even if it was to give birth to God incarnate? Get Mary out of the
way I am going straight to God. I have direct access and I am using it.

I have come to realize that my issue is not with Mary, but with the cult of
Mary. There has been a lot of lore and legend built up around Mary over the
centuries, but little of it is in the Bible. As I look at Mary in scripture she is
rather vague. We get the clearest picture of her in Luke-Acts where we have the
most complete infancy narrative--Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity,
Presentation in the Temple, Jesus getting left in the Temple, the family coming
to retrieve him, the crucifixion, and finally Mary being with the Disciples in the
house when the Holy Spirit visits on Pentecost. For a biblical figure it is a
rather complete portrait.

However in none of the biblical scenes that feature Mary do we have her
seeking to be revered. Even in the Magnificat, her longest monologue in the
Bible, Mary’s first words are “My soul magnifies the Lord. My spirit rejoices in
God my savior.” In the Magnifcat Mary goes on about how great God is in
turning the normal order upside down—that is in favoring the lowly over the
rich and powerful. Mary’s life is centered on praising God and extolling God to
others. She took on the hard role of being the mother of God (you think your
teenager was a tough imagine having one that was wrestling with normal
adolescent issues and top it off with trying to figure out what it means to be the
Son of God).

Mary does not ask for our veneration. She does not ask to be called the
Queen of Heaven. She does not seek for us to pray to her.

In her life Mary was most likely a simple girl living in Bethlehem. She is
also likely to have been a quite traditional girl. She was betrothed to Joseph as
would have been typical of a teenage girl of her time. She is likely to have been
a devote Jew. We at least can surmise that from the fact that she was chosen
by God to be the Theotokos, the godbearer.

When [ think of Mary at that moment in her life I do not think of the
paintings of her beautifully adorned in flowing robes, wearing a crown, and

©Eugene LeCouteur 2017



Gene LeCouteur 8a.m. & 10:30 a.m.
Emmanuel Episcopal Church Christmas Eve
Middleburg, Virginia December 24, 2017
studying a book of scripture with a lily by her side. The painting that comes to
my mind is this one by Henry Ossawa Tanner.!
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In it we see a Mary
confronted by a beam of light,
Gabriel, She is in a simple room.
She seems to have been sleeping
when awakened by the angel. Her
home is tidy if sparse. The
bedclothes are disarrayed as if she
were wrestling with something in
her dreams when the angel
appeared and awakened her. She
looks at the angel with curiosity,
shyness, and, perhaps, fear. She is
humble and her gaze is intent.
What kind of greeting is this? She
wonders aloud. Perhaps she thinks
she is still dreaming. After all the
message is absurd given she is still a virgin living at home with her parents.
She is betrothed but not wed. How can she have a baby? How can she become
pregnant by the Spirit of God? These are not things that she has ever heard of
happening before. This must be a dream.

The humble child may never have asked for our veneration or asked to
have us pray to her. But there is something very real and human about Mary
that is attracting. Like Peter, my favorite follower of Jesus in the Gospels, Mary
is relatable. We know what it is like to be a teenager. We may know what it is
like to be poor, naive, or to experience God very personally. Some of us know
what it means to be a mother. Most of us know what it is like to have a mother.

Whatever preconceptions or illusions we have about Mary, let us put
them aside for a while. Let’s see Mary not for the legend and dogma that
surrounds her, but for the faithful follower of God, and the one who was willing
to say to the angel, “Be it unto me according to your word.” That was a brave
statement and one worth our respect. Whether or not we pray to her or with
her or simply with her spirit and life in mind, I think we can agree that she set
an example of faith and trust that is worth our consideration and our thanks.

'Link to a larger version of this painting.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry Ossawa Tanner#/media/File:Henry Ossawa Tanner -
The Annunciation.jpg
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