Feast of Mother Marie Rose

Written and presented by Jean Cather, snjm

1st Reading: 2 Tim 1: 5-11    and John 15: 10-17
Oct. 6th, 2014: a world so different from that which Mother Marie Rose and our first sisters knew in the mid 19th c.  I want to mention just two of these differences: 

First, when Mother Marie Rose died at age 38, the community had not yet known the challenges of aging with which we are all so familiar. Granted, some sisters and associates today, are not yet personally affected, but they help the rest of us.  So we’re all learning together---about canes, walkers, medications, exercise; about hearing, vision and memory loss; the danger of falls, the gift of ER rooms, the relief of hospice care, the grace of our final going home. We joke, share concerns, look out for one another and let go when we must.  The phrase in Hebrews enjoining us to “Strengthen your weak knees” has taken on a depth of meaning unknown to us before!  Mother Rose and her youthful community had many physical challenges, (“Nothing but potatoes again tonight for supper, Sisters!”) but aging wasn’t one of them. 

And secondly, our high tech, incredibly stressful information age, alerts us in minutes to the latest shocking and tragic events occurring worldwide.  Compassion and grief for the collective suffering of so many persons –especially the children--prevent our turning away from these deeply disturbing realities. No. Rather, our capacity for holding others’ sufferings in our hearts seems to grow every day to accommodate them. Although unable to engage in active ministry now, our burning question remains: “What can we do to help?”  As Mother Marie Rose did, we turn to Scripture for wisdom answers.  And both readings today offer them to us --as well as consolation and a challenge.  

Paul reminds us that at baptism we received the “power to bear our share of hardship for the gospel.” What is this mysterious power and how can we apply it, like a healing balm, to relieve human misery, and change the injustice, violence and degradation of the planet, into the health and joy that God intended when he looked over creation and saw that it was all “very good?”
We may be old, weak, tired, ill, but we are not therefore excluded from our hearts’ desire for union with the redeeming Christ. In faith we can accept God’s gift of power, and say with Paul: “God’s power is made perfect in our infirmities.” Life in Christ allows us to “fill up in our bodies, what is wanting to his passion,” that we may share with him in offering his love to the world.

In the gospel, Jesus’ last words to his friends--as John remembered and collected them--pulse with divine urgency:  a last minute pouring out of reassurance, guidance and promise.  This is Jesus’ last chance to say in words, what he will reveal in his body in a matter of hours: “Remain in my Love as I remain in the Father’s love; love one another as I love you.” God’s Love heals, saves, and transforms; Christ wanted his apostles–and us--to remember this always, because with this faithful love, we have everything we need to share his mission.

Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote: “Love in action is a harsh and dreadful thing, compared to love in dreams.” We look at Jesus dying on the cross; yes--truly a horrible, harsh and dreadful thing.  But Jesus’ death was self-giving, redemptive love in action – flowing freely to all humanity throughout the ages: an infinite Rrver of grace, whose source is the pierced Heart of Christ. 

Love in action: We see Jesus’ Face reflecting the humility and obedience of the Suffering Servant, and we remember that “God’s ways are not our ways.”  Our part is not to understand, but to trust-- and to do what is asked in the moment given. As Mother Marie Rose did, let us turn to Jesus and say each time as if for the first time:  “Here I am, I come to do your will.”  

So back to our question:  “What can we do to help?”  Some days life is like a rocky, dry, sterile field: we just trudge through it, hour by hour.   At other times, it’s more like a dazzling, rainbow bouquet, given us with tender love at dawn---and renewed at twilight---by the One who calls us each by name. Whatever our daily experience is, as Mother Marie Rose knew, and we discover----a heart that loves will find God’s way.

Do you remember the daguerreotype of our Foundress, as she appeared when ill in the convent infirmary that last summer of 1849? She is sitting in a small, wooden rocking chair; wasted by tuberculosis, she looks more like 68 than 38 years old.  But her eyes tell us she is alert, aware of the moment. What had Mother Marie Rose learned as she lived those final months of illness, pain and dependency? We treasure her words---so simple, gentle and wise: 

“Be courageous, Sisters, for life is short; so be grateful for every day that the Lord gives you.  Let your love be a shining light as you extend your helping hands to one another. Never forget to meet with God in prayer.” 

Mother Marie Rose’s devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus reflected her own time and culture; but essentially isn’t our love for God the same? Wendy Wright, theology professor at Creighton University, in her book Sacred Heart, Gateway to God, offers a poem about relationship with God. I’m sure Mother Marie Rose would have liked it, even though she had never heard the term, “free fall.”  Here’s the poem and I’ll end with that.
How dark the seeing, 
 How fragmentary,
Mostly it consists of learning to free fall.

Learning to live with spiritual vertigo.

Learning to love the darkness.

Learning to trust the brief glimpses.

Learning that blindness is its own seeing.

Learning that the falling is in itself beautiful--

That at the bottom of the well of my heart,

I free fall into You.   (my God)
