Dear People Whom God Loves,                                         
MOTHER CHURCH
I

I would like us to reflect on good mothering and see if that can help us become good Mother Church.  In doing this, I am keeping in mind that mothering is primarily concerned with children and Mother Church is primarily concerned with adults.  Despite the differences, I believe there are lessons we can learn.

I also must acknowledge that my viewpoint has the severe limitation of never having personally experienced mothering children.  At the same time, the fact that I have been an active priest since 1951 gives me a broader insight than living though just one phase in our church journey.

In 1951 in the USA, our church was solidly established in expecting the obedience of “lower” members of the church to those who were “higher.”  Lay people were the lowest, then priests who were not pastors, then priests who were pastors, then bishops who were not the head of a diocese, then bishops who were the head of a diocese and finally the pope.  I am not attempting to put the religious orders of women and men into this scenario.

Everything ran rather smoothly because - with only a few exceptions – everyone accepted that this was just the way it was. I think there was a wide belief that God wanted it this way.  Our role was to be obedient to the directives of those above us and expect obedience from those below.  The prime virtue was obedience.  To be a good Catholic meant to be humbly obedient.  Thinking on one’s own and creating new paths and understanding was minimal.

Because this was the pervasive climate, there wasn’t much to rock the boat.  Our church was peaceful and at the same time closed in on itself.  We were rather isolated from those who were of other religions or of no religion at all. When we think with and listen to only like-minded people, we become stale and easily think we have the whole truth and everybody else is wrong.  We were quite peaceful but the cost was great.    

IB
Then came the Second Vatican Council, 1962-1965.  We broke out of our isolation.  We reached out to the world outside our church and began listening to other points of view.  Theologians who had been silenced when our church was wrapped in isolation and obedience became very influential in the Second Vatican Council.  Creative voices and not just obedient voices played significant roles.  Scripture scholars and theologians both Catholic and others began to work together and learn from each other.  Lay people became more active in the church and had more influential roles than before.  Some creative ventures and ideas were good, some were bad and some were in between.

******

Underneath all this creative activity was a current of discontent that was not sufficiently appreciated or listened to. Some of those who felt at home with the obedient church that sustained them and gave them purpose felt abandoned.  The shock hurt them deeply.
Why were these people not ministered to sufficiently?  I see two reasons.  First, many of us were so wrapped up in the new openness that we didn’t hear their pain.  Second, perhaps the change was so deep and fast that there wasn’t the ability to make the transition well.  At any rate, our church was split in a way that was not experienced in the 1950’s.  The split parties were named “conservative” and “liberal” Catholics.  I am not concerned with the value of those two names.  Perhaps a better way to show the split is this; some of us look at our world and humans as rather static and unchanging, while others of look at our world and humans as evolving and changing.
IC
Over the last few decades our church remained split but in a different way.  The emphasis gradually shifted back to emphasis on obedience, - obedience of those “lower” in the church to those “higher” in the church.  Obedience became the mark of a “good” Catholic.  The split was still between the “conservative” and “liberal” Catholics.  However, it was now the “liberal” Catholics who felt abandoned.  Many wanted to remain members of the church but found it increasingly difficult.  Some managed to hang on but others could not.
ID
Pope John XXIII is often seen as a hero by “liberal” Catholics and Pope John Paul II is often seen as a hero by “conservative” Catholics.  Both are now proclaimed saints by Pope Francis.  I see a deep symbolism in their simultaneous canonization.  It is not healthy to think in terms of conservative and liberal Catholics.  There are of course different points of view and we need to be open to learn from the other perspectives.  If Saint John XXIII is our hero, our task is to love, listen to, and learn from those who hold Saint John Paul II as their hero.  If Saint John Paul II is our hero, our task is to love, listen to, and learn from those who hold Saint John XXIII as their hero.  This will help us to broaden our understanding of what is true.  Reality is what it is, but only God comprehends it fully.  We so easily can believe that our vision is the whole truth.

******

The questions we need to ask ourselves are: am I and is our church following in the footsteps of Jesus?  Are we by word and example living the mission he gave us?  His mission becomes our mission – to spread the good news.  We must see how Jesus lived and taught if we are to know what the good news is.
Jesus taught us of the universal love of God – who makes his sun rise on the bad and good and causes rain to fall on the just and unjust.  Jesus did not reject the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the sinners, the adulterous and others who were the outcasts of his religious society.  His acceptance, understanding and love drew many of them into a happier and more virtuous life.  It is not enough for us to believe in Jesus.  We are called to follow Jesus.  We are then living as our heavenly Father wants us to live.

******

Jesus gave us the mission, to spread the good news.  We must not only understand the mission, but must also realize that without a structure the mission would easily die out.  That need for structure in order to spread the good news slowly became the church.  Structure is essential.  Its purpose is to serve the mission.

I believe that a healthy structure must integrate both “conservative” and “liberal” viewpoints with eyes on the mission.  I say this because I believe that conservative and liberal viewpoints are both rather narrow.  We come closer to the proper structure when they are integrated.  Then we have something much deeper then conservative/liberal.  I say this because integration is not just horse trading.  It is not accomplished by putting in a conservative viewpoint here and a liberal viewpoint there.

Integration comes at some point in our open struggle with both viewpoints as we find a deeper truth that is neither conservative nor liberal, but still holds what is valuable in each and is much more valuable than either one.  We might even come closer to the views of Jesus.  This happens because instead of stubbornly clinging to our viewpoint we are more open to allowing the Holy Spirit to bring us a new vision.  The Holy Spirit is patient and subtle.  Because the Spirit is love, the Spirit does not force us, but respects our freedom.  Therefore, the Spirit needs some degree of willingness on our part.

My experience is that life at times cracks through our self-centered stubbornness and leaves at least a small crack of willingness.  Patient and subtle Spirit needs only a small crack because Spirit living within us is eager for our healing.  I think of life bringing these opportunities.  I don’t think of God sending tragedies to teach us a lesson.  I think of Spirit as more subtle than that.

At the same time, we do experience synchronicities.  Carl Jung calls it – “fortuitous concurrence of causes.”  Perhaps these are spaces through which subtle Spirit works.  I don’t have to know how it works.  It helps me to think of creation.  When we talk of creation from nothing, we think about something quite different from causing that takes place in evolution.  I see the love (LOVE) that gave creatures existence and is still holding all of us creatures in existence as still acting in subtle ways that we do not really understand.  I think of prayer as a willingness to be open to and accept the way that LOVE works.  I believe that we cannot control that working.  We cannot even understand it very well.  My personal experience is that the way that LOVE is working is not always the way we want it to.  I do believe that when we pray, we are junior partners in the working of love.  
I believe that prayer is valuable.  I think of prayer as being open to the working of Spirit.  I don’t think of prayer as a way of getting what we want.  I think of prayer as our being open and willing for Spirit to work in us and transform us in the way that Spirit sees as good.  What Spirit wants for us is always good in the long run.  What I want is often not good in the big picture.

II
I return now to the beginning – Mother Church.  How can mothering give us some insight into what I would call a mothering structure?

What are some qualities of a good mother? Remember that when we think of mothering we are usually thinking of an adult woman rearing children.  Mother Church on the other hand is adults working with adults.  A crucial distinction but I think that we can still learn something valuable.

1. A love that is full of understanding and compassion.  A love which is not interested in power and prestige, but is full of willingness to serve.  
I am reminded of Jesus’ interaction with his disciples (the future leaders) when they were discussing who would be number one in the kingdom.  They were obviously thinking of positions of power and prestige.  
Jesus punctured their egotistical bubble by telling them if they were to be number one in the kingdom they must become servants of the rest.  
Mother Church is to be made up of servants.

2. A good mother wants her children to become not just obedient adults but rather responsible adults.  Responsible adults are at the same time principled along with being flexible and willing to listen.  If we are only obedient adults we will easily be manipulated by those who want to satisfy their own needs for power and money at the expense of the flourishing of others.  
Mother Church needs responsible adults.  Without responsible lay people, the church will have little impact in the world, and we will not be following the mission Jesus gave us.  I remember the story about Cardinal Newman and another Cardinal discussing the value of lay people.  The other Cardinal said he didn’t think lay people were very important.  Cardinal Newman responded “we would look awful silly without them.”
3. A good mother is a healer of wounds.  Pope Francis speaks of Mother Church as a hospital for sinners.  We don’t throw wounded people out of the hospital.  We help them heal.  We are all sinners.  We are all spiritually wounded.  

When we have been graced to have received some healing of our sins, it is our responsibility and privilege to help others in their healing. We do this not by condemning them or turning them away, but by listening to their stories with compassion and understanding, and then helping them to find a new way.
It is essential that we not think of ourselves as superior to those we meet who are wounded.  It is essential because we are not superior.  It is also essential because our sense of superiority not only blocks their healing, but unravels our own. As we listen to their stories our own woundedness allows compassion, acceptance and understanding to grow within us.  This can help them to see their own value and goodness and can also give them hope.  This opening allows the LOVE (GOD) that lives within them to slowly and painfully heal the woundedness that has held them down.  This is all the work of LOVE, but LOVE can work through us frail instruments.  Isn’t this what Jesus did?  Didn’t he love the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the sinners, the adulterous, the outcasts into healing and wholeness? Jesus was a wonderful mother.  We as Mother Church are called to follow him.  Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to do within us what we could never do on our own.

******

One other note about spreading the good news.  It used to be that a person would be listened to just because they had a position of authority.  That doesn’t work very well in our culture today.  We need to learn how to spread the good news in a manner that speaks to people today.  

******

To return to the integration of conservation/liberal.  We will always have some difference in the way we see reality, but if we allow our minds to be open and allow Spirit to work in us, we will not be reduced to seeing the other as an enemy.  

The Spirit of God is with us, but our egocentric need to be completely right can block the working of the Holy Spirit.  Personally, my egocentric need to be right is always with me.  I can’t overcome it.  I can’t dissolve it.  The best I can do is from time to time, I find that I am able to pray: LOVE (GOD) I give up.  I’ll just rest in you.  You take care of it.  Then I have some peace for a while.  But, my need to be right still pops up as it has a number of times while I have been writing this reflection.

******

What I have written is only what I see from my sixty-three years as a priest.  It is not more than that.  It is not less than that.  There are many other valuable insights that will come from those whose experiences have been different.  I hope that this will be valuable to some of you.
Smile, God Loves You,

Father Clay
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