Mater Dei

By

Rt. Rev. A. Q VREEDE


In May a month dedicated to Our Lady, Nature blossoms forth in myriads of flowers, which afterwards set and bear fruit in abundance in order to bring forth new plants. Even so, everything that lives and moves in the Universe-Nature, the human soul, the fundamental beauty and wisdom in every domain of creation, has blossomed forth from the Mother of God. A mystery indeed and a mystery as great and as deep as that of the Father, 'seen of none'. These two mysteries, that of the Unseen Creator and that of the Mater Dei, are as it were complementary and culminate in the third mystery, that of Divine Son ship.

Even if we have a science of the sacraments, a summary of doctrine, yea even theology as a systematic conception of the nature of God, real living religion has always to do with a mystery, out of which the living spiritual truths and realities come to light as (in the terms of St. Paul in Col. I, 27) the riches of the glory of this mystery.

          The Roman Church has given Western humanity in her worship of the Virgin Mary, wrongly rejected by the Protestants, a contact, be it a very restricted one, with the quickening grace of a Mystery, which gives consolation and spiritual blessing to thousands, nay millions of people. It is true that those who pour out their hearts to Our Lady, or implore Her help (which is never withheld), only understand her as blessed among all women as the chosen one who gave birth to Our Lord Jesus and who after her assumption has become the mediator for all men, and especially for those who suffer.
Behind this simple faith however are to be found much deeper truths; profounder mysteries, which can lead those who reverently probe the holy and hidden things of God, to a deeper realization of the glories of Creation.

The veneration of Our Lady leads up, though most of her worshippers do not realize it, to contacting the mystery of divine motherhood, the mystery of the human soul and that of the ever manifesting divine beauty and divine wisdom.

With non-catholic Christianity this mystery of the Divine Motherhood is mostly deprived of its splendor by hypercritical and specifically mental scepsis, in catholic circles often by means of dogmatic narrowness or all too childish conceptions and customs. But in this latter case there is at least something of an initial contact, in the former but bones and ashes of what could well be and surely ought to be a radiant, living spiritual reality.

In our Church some timid attempts have been made, not with very much success so far, to penetrate a little deeper into the mysteries of spiritual-woman​hood. As a preliminary step to realize at least something of the deeper glories of this mystery it seems unavoidable, just as in the Christ Jesus problem, to separate history and myth. Mary, the mother of Jesus, is the historical person, who has been invested by the Roman Church with the mystery of cosmic motherhood, in the same manner as that church has invested Jesus with the divine son-ship. This is quite understandable as the human mind cannot think of a mystery which is not manifested by something tangible or visible—hence the necessity of myths. The traditional Church has tried to turn these mysteries into purely physical history and has in that way so materialized these lofty spiritual concepts that they have become unrecognizable and completely unacceptable to everyone who wants to think things out for himself. 

In Our Lady we can perceive the historical mother, married to her husband Joseph, the father of Jesus, who loved her son intensely and understood at least something of his divine mission and who by her love, her sympathy and her compassion entered the path of holiness and at her perfection, centuries later, was transferred to the angelic kingdom. At that occasion the office of Repre​sentative of the Divine Motherhood was laid upon her shoulders, just as the office of Representative of the Second Person of the Most Holy Trinity was conferred on the Lord Christ after his Ascension. As the Lord thus became by an identification of person and office the 'Son of God’ so by the same identification the holy Lady Mary becomes the 'Mater Dei', the 'Mother of God’.

But it will have become clear that the Mystery, as well as that of the divine son-ship and that of the divine motherhood, infinitely transcends in splendour, in size and in immeasurable depth both the persons concerned, however exalted they are and the myths which reflect something of the supernal magnificence. But as means to come nearer to the mystery both historical persons and cosmic myth are well nigh indispensable.

If we try with all reverence and a pure heart to penetrate somewhat deeper into the Mystery of the Divine Motherhood, then Nature—physical and super physical Nature opens her treasure-house. The word Nature is akin to nativity, nascere, that which constantly causes forms and beings to be born, which constantly gives birth: the lambs at Easter, the flowers in May, the harvest in the autumn, the human babies the whole year round. But this process of Natura naturans (a term of Spinoza) this process of constantly giving birth, of the Divine Mother is subject to and under control of the Creative Divine Mind. The Creator thinks, Nature gives birth. All the infinitely varying forms, which ever express more and more fully and more effectively the Divine Beauty, come into being by the reciprocal interaction of the Divine Mind and Divine Nature. That interaction is a mystery, manifesting itself in an unalloyed conception only to the pure in heart, as the Divine Mind and Prolific Nature are mysteries. For it is not this, that the Creator thinks and Nature brings forth in blind obedience, no, Nature also has her laws, her surprises, her unexpected and irresistible demands and formative powers of her very own. 

The same mystery is contained in the human soul, a fragment of the World soul and this World soul is the cosmic vesture of the Mother of God. In the human soul slumber or glimmer all faculties, all virtues, all possibilities which must be roused by the spirit. Here also the soul is not the blind instrument of the spirit; on the contrary does she condition the spirit in great measure. The pagans spoke of her as the box of Pandora, containing all gifts and so it is. In the soul slumbers an infinity of undreamt possibilities, all eventual conditions for the unfolding of the spirit in the field of evolution. This is the Mater Dei, the Great Deep, the Unfathomable Mystery and at the same time She is Infinite Beauty and Infinite Wisdom, that Beauty which is in all things and which every time touches us to the depths of our soul and also that Wisdom whereof we hear, at the Festival of the Nativity of our Lady, that she ‘reacheth from one end of the world to the other, that mightily and sweetly she doth order all things, that she is conversant with God and that the Lord of all things Himself loved her’. 'She is privy', the Epistle continues, 'to the mysteries of the knowledge of God and a lover of His works. By means of her I shall obtain immortality. Thou shall put her on as a robe of honor and shalt put her about thee as a crown of joy'. Here we find distinct allusions to the cosmic and the pneumato-psychical mysteries of the World Mother as Divine Wisdom.

When after meditating on the many facets of the Mystery of the Holy Lady Mary, we fold our hands and bow our heads, muttering 'Ave Maria gratia plena', we not only worship the celestial Mary, Mother of our Lord, full of graciousness, loving kindness and compassion but we adore also the Mother of God full of grace and beauty, fountain head of all wisdom in the Universe, origin of all virtues Who gave us men the mysterious gift of our soul and endowed Nature with the mysterious faculty of constantly giving birth, a faculty which is beautifully symbolized by the month of May, when all Nature blossoms forth in myriads of flowers.

