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CHAPTER 8: Our Marian Charism in the Church Today

8.1 The Core of our Charism
In earlier chapters we have seen that five major characteristics stand out in
the Carmelite Marian heritage as it developed: Patron, Mother, Model, Sister
and Most Pure Virgin. But if we are to see what is the most basic intuition of
the Order about Mary it is probably her presence. This presence, symbolized
in the dedication of the oratory on Mount Carmel, is the form or pattern of all
our Marian sensibility. The sense of her presence was cultivated by a
multiplicity of liturgical and devotional exercises. It informed the Carmelites'
obedience to the Rule. The notion of Patron gave an awareness that all the
service of the Order was offered to her, and she was always present as its
protector‐patron. The title Sister with its familiar overtones was again
indicative of presence. The Carmelite cultivation of purity of heart in
imitation of the Virgin Most Pure brought Mary into the situations of daily life.
This sense of the presence of Mary reached a high point in the Marian
mysticism of Mary Petyt and Michael of Saint Augustine.
Even if all the Marian titles found in the Carmelite Order are also testified
elsewhere in the Church, it would seem that in the notion of presence we are
very close to the fundamental Marian awareness of the Order. The notion of
presence gives a special colouring, a particular flavour to Carmelite texts
about Mary which is not so clear in other spiritualities. A consequence is that
for many of our writers Mary is presumed to be continually close, even if
many Carmelites, even someone like Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, do not write
extensively about her.
8.2 Charism in the Church
The Marian charism of an Order is not an exclusive possession; it has to be
shared with the Church. Indeed, it is only when it is shared that the Order will
come into a contemporary and relevant grasp of the charism. We share our
Marian charism with the Church in various ways: in writing, in preaching, in
prayer groups, in discussions with people in groups, or as individuals. The
response of others will help us to clarify our charism. We will know if we have
been sharing something that others feel to be valuable; we may have to
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search for more appropriate language and symbols in order to make our
sharing more effective. What is reflected back to us by others about our
Marian insights and devotion will in turn help us further to reflect and deepen
our own appropriation.[294]
Our Marian charism must not be something fossilised from the past. Just as
we can see its growth and development over the centuries, so too it must be
alive and evolving in our time also. If then our sharing of our Marian charism
is to be a true service of the Church, we must listen deeply: we must listen to
our tradition; we must listen to what people are saying in our Church and our
world; we must listen to what the Spirit is saying to the Catholic Church about
the Blessed Virgin,[295] as well as to the Orthodox Church,[296] and the
ecumenical movement.[297] We need also to be alert to modern scriptural
studies on Mary,[298] and to contemporary presentations of the Marian
dogmas,[299] and spiritual reflections on them.[300]
A summary of the way ahead is of course to be found in the great exhortation
of Paul VI, Marialis cultus (1974) in which he notes the Trinitarian,
Christological and ecclesial aspects of devotion to the Blessed Virgin. He also
gives four guidelines for devotion: biblical, liturgical, ecumenical and
anthropological.[301] As Carmelites we will best heed the pope by listening
to the contemporary Church in the light of our tradition, and by recognising
those areas in which our Marian charism can be further deepened in our day.
The first chapters of this book looked at tradition. The previous one on the
period 1968–1995 shows something of the listening to the Church and the
world as we sought to clarify our identity and charism. The sixth chapter
ended with just a hint of critique; it was suggested that as we listened to the
Church and the world, we did not fully bring our Marian heritage into our
response. These texts of 1968–1995 seem to lack a sufficient sense of Mary's
presence which is such a central feature of our history.
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