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Mary, Mother of the
Church

The Monday after Pentecost is
now the feast of the memorial
of Mary, "Mater Ecclesiae."
Some texts from Pope Francis
and Saint Josemaria to help us
appreciate this liturgical feast.
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Commentary by Cardinal Robert
Sarah
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History of the mosaic Mary "Mater
Ecclesiae" in Saint Peter's Square

One of the most recent architectural
additions to Saint Peter's Square is
the mosaic of Mary "Mother of the
Church," with the inscription Totus
Tuus, yet another sign of Saint John
Paul II's great love for our Lady.

Text from Pope Francis

Continuing our catecheses on the
Church, today I would like to look at
Mary as the image and model of the
Church. I will do so by taking up an
expression of the Second Vatican
Council. The Constitution Lumen
Gentium states: “As St Ambrose
taught, the Mother of God is a type of
the Church in the order of faith,
charity, and the perfect union with
Christ” (no. 63).
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1. Let us begin with the first aspect, 
Mary as the model of faith. In what
sense does Mary represent a model
for the Church’s faith? Let us think
about who the Virgin Mary was: a
Jewish girl who was waiting with all
her heart for the redemption of her
people. But in the heart of the young
daughter of Israel there was a secret
that even she herself did not yet
know: in God’s loving plan she was
destined to become the Mother of the
Redeemer. At the Annunciation, the
Messenger of God calls her “full of
grace” and reveals this plan to her.
Mary answers “yes” and from that
moment Mary’s faith receives new
light: it is concentrated on Jesus, the
Son of God, who from her took flesh
and in whom all the promises of
salvation history are fulfilled. Mary’s
faith is the fulfilment of Israel’s faith,
the whole journey, the whole path of
that people awaiting redemption is
contained in her, and it is in this
sense that she is the model of the



Church’s faith, which has Christ, the
incarnation of God's infinite love, as
its centre.

How did Mary live this faith? She
lived it out in the simplicity of the
thousand daily tasks and worries of
every mother, such as providing
food, clothing, caring for the house....
It was precisely Our Lady’s normal
life which served as the basis for the
unique relationship and profound
dialogue which unfolded between
her and God, between her and her
Son. Mary’s “yes,” already perfect
from the start, grew until the hour of
the Cross. There her motherhood
opened to embrace every one of us,
our lives, so as to guide us to her Son.
Mary lived perpetually immersed in
the mystery of God-made-man, as his
first and perfect disciple, by
contemplating all things in her heart
in the light of the Holy Spirit, in
order to understand and live out the
will of God.



We can ask ourselves a question: do
we allow ourselves to be illumined
by the faith of Mary, who is our
Mother? Or do we think of her as
distant, as someone too different
from us? In moments of difficulty, of
trial, of darkness, do we look to her
as a model of trust in God who
always and only desires our good?
Let's think about this: perhaps it will
do us good to rediscover Mary as the
model and figure of the Church in
this faith that she possessed!

2. We come to the second aspect: 
Mary as the model of charity. In what
way is Mary a living example of love
for the Church? Let us think the
readiness she showed toward her
cousin Elizabeth. In visiting her, the
Virgin Mary brought not only
material help — she brought this too
— but she also brought Jesus, who
was already alive in her womb.
Bringing Jesus into that house meant
bringing joy, the fullness of joy.



Elizabeth and Zaccariah were
rejoicing at a pregnancy that had
seemed impossible at their age, but it
was the young Mary who brought
them the fullness of joy, the joy
which comes from Jesus and from
the Holy Spirit, and is expressed by
gratuitous charity, by sharing with,
helping, and understanding others.

Our Lady also wants to bring the
great gift of Jesus to us, to us all; and
with him she brings us his love, his
peace, and his joy. In this, the Church
is like Mary: the Church is not a shop,
she is not a humanitarian agency, the
Church is not an NGO. The Church is
sent to bring Christ and his Gospel to
all. She does not bring herself —
whether small or great, strong or
weak, the Church carries Jesus and
should be like Mary when she went
to visit Elizabeth. What did Mary
take to her? Jesus. The Church brings
Jesus: this is the centre of the Church,
to carry Jesus! If, as a hypothesis, the



Church were not to bring Jesus, she
would be a dead Church. The Church
must bring Jesus, the love of Jesus,
the charity of Jesus.

We have spoken about Mary, about
Jesus. What about us? We who are
the Church? What kind of love do we
bring to others? Is it the love of Jesus
that shares, that forgives, that
accompanies, or is it a watered-down
love, like wine so diluted that it
seems like water? Is it a strong love,
or a love so weak that it follows the
emotions, that it seeks a return, an
interested love? Another question: is
self-interested love pleasing to Jesus?
No, it is not because love should be
freely given, like his is. What are the
relationships like in our parishes, in
our communities? Do we treat each
other like brothers and sisters? Or do
we judge one another, do we speak
evil of one another, do we just tend
our own vegetable patch? Or do we



care for one another? These are the
questions of charity!

3. And briefly, one last aspect: Mary
as the model of union with Christ. The
life of the Holy Virgin was the life of
a woman of her people: Mary prayed,
she worked, she went to the
synagogue... But every action was
carried out in perfect union with
Jesus. This union finds its
culmination on Calvary: here Mary is
united to the Son in the martyrdom
of her heart and in the offering of his
life to the Father for the salvation of
humanity. Our Lady shared in the
pain of the Son and accepted with
him the will of the Father, in that
obedience that bears fruit, that
grants the true victory over evil and
death.

The reality Mary teaches us is very
beautiful: to always be united with
Jesus. We can ask ourselves: do we
remember Jesus only when



something goes wrong and we are in
need, or is ours a constant relation, a
deep friendship, even when it means
following him on the way of the
Cross?

Let us ask the Lord to grant us his
grace, his strength, so that the model
of Mary, Mother of the Church, may
be reflected in our lives and in the
life of every ecclesial community. So
be it! (Audience, 23 October 2013)

Texts from Saint Josemaria

We need to meditate frequently on
the fact that the Church is a deep,
great mystery, so that we never
forget it. We cannot fully understand
the Church on this earth. If men,
using only their reason, were to
analyse it, they would see only a
group of people who abide by certain



precepts and think in a similar way.
But that would not be the Church.

In the Church we Catholics find our
faith, our norms of conduct, our
prayer, our sense of fraternity.
Through it we are united with all our
brothers and sisters who have
already left this life and are being
cleansed in Purgatory—the Church
suffering—and with those who
already enjoy the beatific vision and
love forever the thrice holy God—the
Church triumphant. The Church is in
our midst and at the same time
transcends history. It was born under
the mantle of our Lady and
continues to praise her on earth and
in heaven as its Mother ("The
Supernatural Aim of the Church," 28
May 1972).

If we become identified with Mary
and imitate her virtues, we will be
able to bring Christ to life, through
grace, in the souls of many who will



in turn become identified with him
through the action of the Holy Spirit.
If we imitate Mary, we will share in
some way in her spiritual
motherhood. And all this silently, like
Our Lady; without being noticed,
almost without words, through the
true and genuine witness of our lives
as Christians, and the generosity of
ceaselessly repeating her fiat, which
we renew as an intimate link
between ourselves and God.

I want to tell you something that was
said to me by a good Christian, who
has a great love for Our Lady, though
he is no expert in theology. I am
going to tell it to you just as he said it,
because in its simplicity it is the
natural reaction of an untutored
mind.

‘I needed to talk about this to
someone,’ he said. ‘I get terribly
upset at some of the things that are
going on nowadays. In the



preparatory meetings for the present
Council and during the Council itself
proposals were made to include the
“theme of the Blessed Virgin.” Just
like that, “the theme”! Is that the
proper way for children to speak of
their mother? Is that the way our
fathers professed their faith? Since
when has love for the Blessed Virgin
become a “theme” to be discussed as
to whether or not it is appropriate?

‘There is nothing more at odds with
love than stinginess. I am not afraid
of speaking out clearly,’ he
continued, ‘in fact, if I didn’t, I would
feel I was insulting our Holy Mother.
It has been discussed whether or not
it was right to call Mary the Mother
of the Church. It hurts me to have to
spell this out, but surely, since she is
the Mother of God and the Mother of
all Christians, she must be the
Mother of the Church, which gathers
together all those who have been



baptised and reborn in Christ, the
Son of Mary.

‘I can’t understand,’ he went on,
‘where the pettiness comes from
which hesitates at giving that title of
praise to Our Lady. How different the
faith of the Church is! The “theme” of
the Blessed Virgin! Do children
discuss the “theme” of love for their
mother? They love her, and that’s all
there is to it. If they are good
children, they will love her a lot.
Only strangers approaching the
matter with clinical coldness, as if it
were a case to be studied, could
speak about “themes” or “drafts.”’
That was how that simple and devout
soul put it. A well-intentioned and
pious outpouring, although not
altogether fair.

Let us now return to our
consideration of this mystery of the
divine Motherhood of Mary, praying
quietly and affirming from the



bottom of our hearts, ‘Virgin Mother
of God, He whom the whole world
cannot contain, enclosed himself in
your womb to take the flesh of man.’

See what the liturgy proposes for our
prayer today: ‘Blessed be the womb
of the Virgin Mary, which bore the
Son of the eternal Father.’ An
exclamation both old and new,
human and divine. We are telling
Our Lord, as they do in some places
when they want to praise someone,
‘Blessed be the mother who brought
you into the world!’ (Friends of God,
nos. 281-283).
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