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Praise for When Mary Calls






“Margarita Mooney Clayton reminds us of something the modern world has almost forgotten: that Mary is not a sectarian figure but the mother of All who follow Christ—Pentecostal, Orthodox, and Catholic. This remarkable book rekindles our sense of wonder at the mysterious partnership between the human and the divine. It invites readers to rediscover a faith in which heaven touches earth, and miracles lead us deeper into truth. When Mary Calls is essential reading.”


—Eric Metaxas, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy and host of Socrates in the City and The Eric Metaxas Show


“An encounter with Mary is unexpected in our time—because she’s almost universally misunderstood. Dr. Margarita Mooney Clayton traces the many ways over that wall of misunderstanding. First among them is Scripture, of course, and the beauty of biblical typology. I love this book.”


—Dr. Scott Hahn, the Father Michael Scanlan TOR Professor of Biblical Theology and the New Evangelization at Franciscan University of Steubenville and author of Hail Holy Queen: The Mother of God in the Word of God


“As the shadow of secularism passes over us, an increasing multitude of people wish to experience a deep connection with God and experience His presence in creation. When Mary Calls will help us remember Mary as both the Mother of God and our own mother. Margarita Mooney Clayton shows us the many ways Mary guides us to the embodiment of her Son.”


—Jonathan Pageau, icon carver, public speaker, YouTuber, editor of the Orthodox Arts Journal, and host of The Symbolic World blog and podcast
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“In a series of penetrating case studies and interviews, Margarita Mooney Clayton brings alive the dynamic presence of the Virgin Mary in the lives of contemporary persons—Christians of various denominations as well as non-Christians, men and women of widely different backgrounds and situations. To read When Mary Calls is to stumble unexpectedly upon an ancient healing well hidden in the folds of our dry modern world.”


—Dr. Peter Brown, the Philip and Beulah Rollins Professor of History, Emeritus, at Princeton University and author of Augustine of Hippo: A Biography


“As someone who learned gradually to befriend and love the Blessed Mother, these stories resonated with my own experience. Mary is truly our patient mother. I once claimed I did not need Mary, but she still quietly revealed herself to me in providential and miraculous ways. This journey led me closer to Christ because Mary always leads us closer to Christ. May these stories deepen your appreciation for Our Lady’s maternal role in your life.”


—Fr. Lawrence Lew, O.P., Promotor Generalis pro Rosario (Global Promoter of the rosary for the Dominican Order) and author of Mysteries Made Visible: Praying the Rosary with Sacred Art









iii

[image: Title Page: When Mary Calls: Surprising Encounters With the Mother of God by Margarita Mooney Clayton. Published by Skyhorse Publishing]









iv

For my mother, Eulalia (Lala) Maria Suarez de Mooney, whose compassion knows no bounds









Copyright © 2026 by Margarita Mooney Clayton


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016.


Odysseus books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


All Scripture quotations come from the Catholic Edition of the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1965, 1966 National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.


Odysseus Books® is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover image by David Clayton


Print ISBN: 978-1-63144-092-2


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63144-093-9


Printed in the United States of America









vi



Foreword





So many people in the world today are confused about what it means to be a person and to be a mother. Feminism, digital isolation, broken families, psychological pain, and fragmentation of all kinds have left many people cynical that life can be anything more than an endless competition or a series of pointless struggles.


That’s why When Mary Calls is such an important book. It’s a fresh look at how Mary, the Mother of God, is touching people’s lives today in unexpected ways. When I first met Margarita, I enthusiastically offered to share how Mary led me to faith and the church. Each person’s story in this book—including mine—brings to light how God’s grace is always at work in the world, even when we have trouble seeing it. As she did with me when she came to my home for several days in 2024, Margarita reveals how Mary’s motherhood has helped her in spiritual battles.


In each story, my friend Margarita captures the unique character of a person discerning God’s calls in his or her life. She enlightens their spiritual journeys with her reflections on sacred art and music, as well as with her expertise in theology, philosophy, and sociology.


The Scriptures are at heart a book of wisdom. Each person’s story in this book reveals that wisdom in powerful, personal ways.
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Most importantly, the Mother of our Lord, who is too often forgotten, is powerfully present in these pages. You will read about various ways Mary touches people, heals them, and carries them to God. This book will help you know that Mary is calling you, too.


Mary is revered by so many throughout time and place because she teaches us to have courage to say “yes” to God, even when it’s scary. This book is Margarita’s “yes”: a deep, compelling, courageous answer to God’s invitation to be used for his purposes. I trust that through God’s great mercy, When Mary Calls will bring forth great fruit for the world, just as Mary did.


—Tammy Peterson resides in Toronto, Ontario, Canada October 17, 2025












Introduction The Modern Quest for Mary








A “Wild Marian Experience”


One night in 2023, I woke up to a text from a fervent Christian raised in the Bible Belt named Evan.1


“Margarita, I had a wild Marian experience!”


In the darkness of my room, I saw on my phone what appeared to be an image of Mary.


I wondered: Why was Evan, a Protestant who had never mentioned Mary to me in our decade-long friendship, suddenly writing to me about an encounter with her?


During a phone call not long after that text message, Evan explained how, during a hiking trip that took him to several European countries, he set out for the cliffs in southwest Ireland known as the Skellig Islands. Familiar to some as a film location for the Star Wars films and the site of monastery founded in the sixth century, those islands sparked Evan’s imagination, since he had always been an enthusiast of ancient history. The fog surrounding the island added to its mystique.
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While mapping his route through that area of Ireland, the app on his phone indicated a spot labeled as a healing well. Evan felt completely worn out from his travels; in particular, his throat was swollen. Out of curiosity, he stopped at the healing well. He sent me a picture of a statue of Mary dressed in blue and white at the well, with rosaries dangling from her arms and a prayer inscribed on a plaque.


As if wanting to recall that powerful moment, he read the prayer out loud to me over the phone:




May our Lady bless you in your going, your coming, and your staying;


may she bless you in your thinking, your doing, and your saying;


may she bless you in your joys and bless you when you weep;


may she bless you in your waking and bless you when you sleep;


may she keep her arms around you and fold you to her heart,


till you meet with her and Jesus where you never more will part. Amen.





What happened next was so unexpected that Evan has been pondering it in his heart ever since. “I felt compelled to kneel and wash my face in the water. When I did, I immediately sensed the sickness draining from my body.” He insisted that he didn’t think much about what he was doing; he just followed his instincts in reciting the prayer and washing himself. The physical healing was accompanied by a profound xspiritual encounter, which Evan described as “an enveloping sense of warmth, serenity, and peace.” And then he added, “I just felt a tremendous sense of intimacy with God and gratitude for my spiritual mother.”







Embodied Religion, Marian Pilgrimages, and a New Pentecost


Evan’s experience, and the other unexpected encounters with Mary I share in this book, reflect a larger trend: growing interest in Mary in popular culture and religious communities that have not historically practiced devotion to her, such as by asking for her blessing, which Evan did when he recited the prayer at the well. Evan’s willingness to stop at a Marian shrine and speak to Mary as his spiritual mother is part of an opening among many Evangelical and Mainline Protestants to the kinds of embodied experiences of faith—such as prayers to Mary—that once characterized nearly all of Christianity.


Why, in this so-called secular age of disenchantment, are people across denominational lines, or with little or no religious background, seeking a relationship with Mary? Mary’s motherhood of the faithful has historically been understood as leading people more deeply into the communion of the church. In our era of individualistic faith, a relationship with Mary offers interior spiritual renewal for believers like Evan that binds him more to the community of the church, past and present.


Our secular, disenchanted culture has been several centuries in the making. As moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre xiargued in his landmark book After Virtue (1981), eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophers portrayed man as rational, utilitarian, and essentially self-seeking. For those philosophers and their modern heirs, “autonomy,” the free choice to make your life whatever you want it to be, was the supreme goal. Any form of dependence, including dependence on a creator God, was deemed a barrier to freedom.


The result was a materialist erosion of faith in God that accelerated into the twentieth century. By the time I was born in 1973, fewer people in the United States and most of Europe attended church, believed in Christian creeds or moral doctrines, or sought ultimate meaning in a transcendent God. Increasingly, we saw the cost of these changes: people felt alone, spiritually adrift, and alienated from genuine community. Faith, where it continued, was often thought of in individualistic terms, not as flowing from the living water of a church community.


But by the end of the twentieth century, signs emerged that secularization and individualistic faith could be slowing or even reversing. In much of Europe, the continent’s Catholic pilgrimage sites like Lourdes in France and Fátima in Portugal—where Marian apparitions and miracles were observed in 1858 and 1917, respectively—saw an increase in visitors in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Although it’s difficult to know precisely the demographic and religious composition of the pilgrims to Marian shrines in Europe, the estimated four million annual visitors to Lourdes and six million annual visitors to Fátima undoubtedly include more than practicing Catholics. One observer noted that pilgrimage sites across Protestant Europe that were once xiiabandoned after the Reformation are being revived, such as in Norway.2 Kneeling down, washing oneself, lighting candles, and asking for Mary’s intercession are practices no longer just for Catholics.


People from a wide variety of backgrounds are looking to Mary as they seek to discern the presence of the Holy Spirit and the coming of a new fire of Pentecost to arise from the ashes of cultural confusion. While Mary’s presence at the Incarnation and the crucifixion is well known, her role at Pentecost is often overlooked. Her name does not appear in the dramatic narrative of the coming of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2:1–4, but Acts 1:14 powerfully affirms her presence in the upper room just a few verses earlier: “All these with one accord devoted themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brethren.”


Life with the Spirit bestows freedom: we are children of God who relate to him through love. Picturing Mary at Pentecost, recalling the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the early church, reminds us that that the blessed life we desire is life in the Spirit.


We need this same Pentecostal fire to rise from the ashes of our cultural confusion. At a time when many people are staring into the abyss with fear, Mary is appearing in unexpected places, drawing seekers from all backgrounds into the living community of faith. Countless people experience her closeness to them as the first disciples of Christ undoubtedly did. Mary embodies the fruits of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (see Galatians 5:22–26). A relationship with her leads us, too, from servile fear to spiritual freedom.
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People today seek more than bland spirituality disconnected from the body of the church and living tradition. They want Pentecostal moments. But after those life-changing experiences of grace, or those mystical movements in the soul, how do we connect our inner lives to the church? Mary’s cooperation with God’s grace reminds us that we, too, can transform peak spiritual moments into sustained practice, leading us from division to unity, fear to courage, confusion to light. Because Mary binds people to authentic faith community, she is a guardrail against individualistic spirituality detached from tradition and a life of service to others. Most people do not reason their way to faith but come to faith through relationships. As Mary well knew, living a life led by God’s grace also does not mean we can abandon our human nature, our bodies, nor our intellect in a merely spiritual search for God.


God sent his son Jesus as our Redeemer, and Jesus left us his mother as our spiritual mother. Remembering Mary’s motherhood of the faithful is not somehow saying Christ’s saving work is insufficient for our redemption. Rather, God calls to each of us to collaborate freely and completely with him in that work. When we give the best of ourselves to collaborate with God, as Mary did, it is Christ’s power and mercy that are glorified.


Pondering Mary’s motherhood strengthens the call to self-sacrificial love in our own lives, whether that be in marriage and childrearing or giving ourselves in service to those around us, as she undoubtedly did. As the Mother of Christ, Mary’s cooperation with him is unique. But in his love for us, Jesus wants to share the close relationship he had with his mother.
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The stories recorded in this book illustrate that Mary’s spiritual motherhood is available to all, regardless of our personal circumstances, drawing us into the family of God and into a deep intimacy with the Trinity, which is the ultimate source of human happiness. Evan’s experience of Mary’s spiritual motherhood led him into greater intimacy with God. Her motherhood does not belong to just one person, period, culture, or group within the church. She’s the mother of all the faithful, calling us each to a closer relationship with all three persons of the Trinity.







Mary Is the Mother of All Christians—Protestant, Orthodox, and Catholic


Hardly a week goes by when I do not see another article about Mary’s enduring appeal in unexpected places. Flagship publications in the Protestant world, such as Christianity Today, Comment, and Christian Scholars Review, have all recently featured important pieces of theological scholarship and personal reflections on Mary. Given that one of the effects of the Reformation was to remove Mary from much reflection on dogmatic theology and from the prayer life of the faithful, this Protestant attention to Mary is quite surprising.


For example, Matthew Milliner, a professor at the prestigious midwestern Evangelical school Wheaton College, has produced extensive scholarship on art history and Christianity that includes books and articles on Mary. In a 2023 essay for Comment, a magazine that reaches thoughtful readers across the Protestant world and engages with Catholic and Orthodox authors and readers as well, Milliner stated that xvMary “keeps showing up where she is supposed to be absent.” Love for Mary does not detract from Jesus, Milliner insists, as love is not a zero-sum game. Quoting often-forgotten teachings about Mary from reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin, Milliner argues that Mary should be everybody’s mother today—Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox—because Mary “is a safeguard against the mysticism that either forgets grace by carving out our own path to God or neglects the importance of the physical body.”3


Embodied religious practices like pilgrimages offer disenchanted Christians and scientific rationalists something they are not getting elsewhere: a way of following God that recognizes the importance of human embodiment without discounting the intellect and the truth. A relationship with Mary enacted by asking for her motherly intercessions—often thought of as a barrier to ecumenical prayer since the Reformation—now offers a glimpse of Christian unity across denominations. For example, Our Lady of Walsingham in southern England marks an eleventh-century vision of Mary that has been revived as an ecumenical pilgrimage site. Once a popular destination for medieval Catholic pilgrims, the site was demolished during the English Reformation. King Henry VIII’s 1538 injunction, given by Thomas Cromwell, an English statesman and lawyer who served the king, commanded the king’s subjects “not to repose their trust and affiance in any other works devised by men’s phantasies besides Scripture; as in wandering to pilgrimages, offering of money, candles, or tapers to images or relics, or kissing or licking the same, saying over a number of beads, not understood or minded on, or in such-like superstition.”4
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One noted Catholic journalist in England, Kevin Turley, described the unique nature of Our Lady of Walsingham’s return to popularity: today it is an ecumenical pilgrimage site where Catholic, Anglican, Orthodox, and Reformed pilgrims each arrive carrying their own banners and Bibles. Although the tensions and divisions persist, he remarked on the inspiration he mysteriously felt as he awaited a new Pentecost: he joined his “separated brethren . . . in the Upper Room, all gathered around their spiritual mother, praying for unity” (Acts 1:14).5







Encountering Mary Through the Fine Arts


Mary’s appeal extends into the fine arts. As Mary has been the object of so much cultural creativity across millennia, it’s not surprising to see her represented in art exhibitions. But I am nonetheless pleasantly surprised when I see a museum—an ostensibly secular space—presenting a theological rendition of Mary’s relationships with the faithful who have created that art and venerated those images as sacred objects that stimulate an intimate encounter with God through prayer. For example, in 2015, the National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, DC, devised an historical exposition of sixty mostly European medieval paintings of Mary as part of a program “to examine humanist themes related to womankind.”6


Reading about this exhibition, I was struck by how, rather than reimagining Mary through modern secular lenses of worldly power, the paintings chosen by the museum’s curators seemed to be faithful to how Christians have honored Mary for her spiritual motherhood throughout history. I failed to see xviiwhat I often have observed in art galleries: an attempt to apologize for images that portray Mary’s motherhood in traditional terms of nurturing and healing, as if such images would supposedly illustrate the subservient place of women in Christianity.


In fact, the organization of the exhibition resembled the major themes the eminent historian of Christianity Jaroslav Pelikan uses to organize his book, Mary Through the Centuries: Her Place in the History of Culture (1996). For example, the exhibition’s themes included friendship, explored through Mary’s intimacy with her cousin Elizabeth and her marriage with Joseph. The exhibition also included images of Mary at the foot of the cross, images understood as symbolizing supernatural hope in the face of injustice. Interestingly, even in a secular space like this museum, the exhibition featured Mary as she has been understood in Christian doctrine: as a bridge leading the faithful to her son Jesus. Mary was further portrayed as a gateway between heaven and earth and as symbolizing the promised return to the new Garden of Eden.


To accompany the in-person exhibition, an online exhibition was developed that is called “A Global Icon: Mary in Context.”7 From tapestries to statues, church ceilings and wall frescos, medallions and private devotional books, from every continent and all ages of Christianity, this rich pictorial and video exhibition presented a thoughtful glimpse into why Mary is, as Pelikan calls her, a woman for all times and all places.


Exhibitions such as this can inspire artists today to heed the call to co-create with God. As we will see later in this book, Christians in the arts encounter Mary not just as an object or an historical artifact, but as a subject, a living force, xviiiinspiring their creativity and directing their talents towards a cultural and civilizational renewal.







Mary’s Spiritual Motherhood in an Era of Global Population Decline


For a long time, even as my personal relationship with Mary as my spiritual mother grew, I eschewed speaking about Mary in public lest I somehow sadden those women who—by choice or by circumstance—may not have biological children of their own. More recently, I have begun speaking publicly about Mary’s motherhood of God because it reminds us that Christianity is a family, whether we are single or married, with or without children.


Nicholas Eberstadt, a political economist at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), has shown that most parts of the world, not only the wealthier countries of the West, are presently undergoing a population decline. Around the globe from India to Mexico to Turkey and beyond, people are having fewer children, and many people will have no children.8 Sociologist W. Bradford Wilcox of the University of Virginia estimates that one-third of young adults in America will never get married. Despite the claim that marriage and family are burdens, Wilcox argues that the social science data overwhelmingly points to marriage and family as sources of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment.9


I was unmarried until the age of forty-eight. Although now I have wonderful stepchildren, I never had the biological children I desired and often felt unworthy because of that. Thus, I cannot help but note the longing for intimate family ties xixamong people in similar positions as I was. When my desire for marriage did not materialize as a young woman, I was encouraged to pursue my career, and I am glad I did. But I needed more than achievements and economic independence to be happy. The community of faith became like an extended family, where I experienced deep friendships—a great gift of love and intimacy fortified by a shared journey toward God. Regardless of our personal situation, Mary’s motherhood pulls all of us into the spiritual family of the church.







Knowing Mary Through Stories: How to Read This Book


Each chapter in this book recounts a different person’s close relationship with Mary. Together, I hope these experiences present a tapestry of deeply personal, testimonial-style stories of Marian encounters. Her presence is found in these stories through a moment of miraculous intervention, a moment of great creative inspiration, or a moment of life-changing grace that leads to a new vision. Each chapter presents one person’s testimony of Mary alive in his or her life today; we see each person searching the Scriptures, looking inside their hearts, looking to tradition and history and attempting to understand the movement of God in their lives, which they discern through Mary’s presence.


Each story is a kind of spiritual memoir, capturing the inner drama people experience as they move through life—turning points, struggles, resolution, and new questions. Different excerpts from Scripture, art, and music about Mary are part of each person’s journey with Mary.
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Therefore, in each chapter, you will see a person in movement, on a journey, engaging with Scripture, art, music, and tradition. Stories capture the inner drama of people moving through stages of the spiritual life. Stories retain complexity without reducing human experience to bland, simplistic statements. Each person’s story in this book retains its particularities, but each experience emanates from universal human desires we can all relate to.


These stories help us connect our personal spiritual journey to Mary without prescriptive instruction. My goal is not to tell you how to pray to Mary, but to leave you with questions, insights, and aids for your own spiritual journey.


Just as Mary is a living person in these stories, I too, am a living presence in these stories, being changed by what I hear, and recalling events of my life that resonate with the stories. I speak about my personal failings and painful life events, struggles to forgive myself and others, and smuggling rosaries to Cuban political and religious dissidents from the Communist regime.


I aim to present Mary as she has appeared to people in this book: not as a distant figure but as someone who called each of them to an intimate relationship with her and strengthened their bonds with the church. My hope is that this book will serve as a bridge, helping Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants alike to rediscover Mary as she appears in salvation history and how she has been remembered through millennia of artistic and musical creations. By encountering Mary as a living presence among us, we can enrich our understanding of faith, deepen our spiritual lives, and perhaps even take steps toward greater unity in the body of Christ.
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Through these seven different encounters with Mary—including one of my own—I aim to introduce people to various ways that Mary binds us to a living body of people of faith. She binds us to the beauty of the liturgy when we come together to worship God. She binds us to family, while, at the same time, she weaves our personal narratives into a story that transcends our immediate surroundings and helps us relate to others different from us. She’s like the seed that sows the good soil. She leads us to the church. She brings unity out of division. She helps us overcome fear and find courage. In our personal confusion and cultural darkness, Mary models what it means to have new life in Christ. She’s a mirror, always reflecting the light of her son Jesus into the world.







Meeting Mary in These Pages


In the forthcoming chapters, you will encounter a diverse group of people whose lives have been transformed through encounters with Mary. They are now Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox, but three of them were seekers who were either raised in non-religious households or left the faith for decades before returning. I have known some of the people, like Evan, for more than a decade. Others, like Sally and Tammy, sought me out to share their stories about Mary after I began writing about Marian devotion and theology. Still others, like Aidan and James, have had distinguished careers in the arts and been collaborators with me in my work on theology and the arts. Al was my mentor and co-teacher. Below is a brief taste of what you can expect to encounter throughout these pages:
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Chapter 1: Marks of Faith: Unveiling Mary’s Presence in Cuba


The book opens with a trip to my mother’s homeland of Cuba in 2005. Sweating at the airport in Havana while my bags were searched, I called out to Mary to protect me. Unexpectedly, I was released from the search, set free to carry out my mission of smuggling money, religious books, and rosaries to Cuban political and religious dissidents. On this and prior trips to Cuba with my mother, I found that although the faith had been outlawed for decades, Mary was alive in people’s hearts, knitting together past, present, and future.







Chapter 2: A “Wild Marian Experience”: Evan and the Irish Healing Well


Evan, whose story opened this chapter, was hesitant to reveal to his family or close friends his experiences with Mary. When he reached out to me to share this experience, we discussed how we both struggled with a “rationalistic worldview” that is skeptical about miracles. Although he was cautious about allowing one extraordinary experience to overtake his conviction that the life of prayer is mostly ordinary, he has been growing slowly more open to praying for Mary’s intercession. When fearful of death during a dangerous hike on the Knife’s Edge on Mount Katahdin in Maine, he instinctively called out to Mary for protection, repeating “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us NOW!” His love for Mary as his spiritual mother has edified his relationship with Christ and helped him maintain his church involvement even when human personalities enter into conflict.
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Chapter 3: A Compassionate Witness: Al Raboteau and Mary at the Cross


After the publication of his 1978 book Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South, which explores slaves’ conversions to Christianity and the controversial theme of redemptive suffering, Albert J. Raboteau rose to academic fame but drifted from the Catholic faith of his childhood and fell into a deep personal crisis. One day, at an exhibition of Russian icons, Al felt Mary’s compassionate gaze penetrating his heart. He began a slow return to faith, participating in an Eastern Orthodox Church with its embodied rituals, chants, and love for the Mother of God. He grew to see how much of the African American church experience he had written about echoed Marian themes, including forgiveness and compassion. After years of friendship and collaboration between us, I visited Al in 2021 as he was nearing death. The final words he spoke to me at barely a whisper, “Pray for the suffering,” reinforced Mary’s example at the foot of the cross: standing witness to unjust suffering without abandoning hope and offering her compassion.







Chapter 4: A Tear in the World: Sally’s Life-Saving Encounter with Mary


After reading an article I wrote about a pilgrimage to Fátima, Sally reached out to me with a surprising revelation: “Mary saved my life.” Sally was raised without religious faith but joined a United Methodist Church as a young adult. Early into her marriage, when she experienced three successive miscarriages, she had extraordinary visions of Mary. She recounted to me how Mary appeared to her through what xxivshe called “a tear in the world.” She saw a woman with dark hair in blue floating above an ocean at night, which reminded me of the woman described in Revelation 12:1, as an allegorical representation of Mary. But Sally had no knowledge of Mary in Scripture when the visions started. As the visions continued, Mary led Sally to seek what turned out to be a life-saving medical visit for her, but not the baby she carried in her body. Despite Sally’s unspeakable pain and suffering, Mary’s maternal presence helped her hold on to her faith, see in Scripture the many ways that Jesus promises to be with us in our suffering, and discern God’s mysterious workings in her life.







Chapter 5: Signs of Human Dignity: Aidan Hart and Sacred Art


During a lecture delivered at Princeton Theological Seminary in 2023, master iconographer Aidan Hart asked the audience: “Do I view other people as my competitors? As my enemies? . . . Or do I see all others as living icons of God, potential saints, amazing and unique beings, small gods, sons and daughters of the Most High?” Aidan shared his remarkable conversion to Christianity through reading the Bible on his own as a young seeker, and then through close mentorship in a Baptist church. His desire to unite his biblical faith with his vocation to make art led him to study Orthodox teachings on art. He joined the Orthodox church and lived as a monk for twelve years before returning to lay life. His sacred art adorns Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant churches in twenty-five countries. The anointing screen he designed for King Charles III’s 2024 coronation, just one of several commissions from xxvthe king, was seen by millions. Through his writing, lectures, and art, Aidan is passionate to evangelize culture by reminding everyone of their dignity as children of God.







Chapter 6: Echoes of the Annunciation: James MacMillan and Mary’s Creative Inspiration


“Perhaps it is not too fanciful to say that every musical composition is a little incarnation,” Sir James MacMillan told me when I asked him about the inspiration behind his musical compositions. As a young man growing up in a poor family in a depressed area of Scotland, James struggled to unite his Catholic faith with his desire to compose music. For decades, as he rose to be one of the most highly regarded composers in the world, he largely never discussed his faith with secular friends. One day, he shared with a journalist his belief that his work is divinely inspired. Her astonished, yet open, reaction to that statement, which she called “avant-garde,” led him to further ponder how Scripture and tradition can help us see composers as being called to be vessels of God, analogous to Mary being the vessel through which Christ entered the world. In James’s life and music, Mary is not just an object, but a leader who shows him how to draw in ever more complex musical elements and compose something beautiful. He describes human co-creation with God as echoes of the annunciation.







Chapter 7: “Am I Worthy?”: Tammy Peterson Follows Mary to Jesus and the Church


“Mary called me to Christ, and Christ called me to the church.” Facing terminal cancer with ten months to live, Tammy Peterson, the wife of public speaker and author Jordan xxviPeterson, experienced a moment of overwhelming grace and worthiness when she shared the news with her son. The pain in his eyes reflected her motherly love back on her, and the Holy Spirit entered her body. When in the hospital fighting for her life, Tammy remembered the Lord’s Prayer, which she learned as a child before she rejected Christianity as a teenager and resolving never to set foot in church again. A Catholic friend visited her daily in the hospital and taught her to pray the rosary, a traditional Catholic devotion of meditating on Scripture while reciting the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary prayer. After her recovery, Tammy committed to a daily Christian prayer life at home. She searched the Scriptures, received mentorship from a priest, and five years after her near-death experience, she became a Roman Catholic. Mary’s full cooperation with God reminds Tammy to surrender her ego; Mary’s spiritual motherhood helps Tammy seek to do only God’s will every day.







Conclusion: “Am I Not Your Mother?”


In this closing chapter, I reflect on how my spiritual struggles have slowly loosened the grip of rationalism and self-will. In 2001, I faced a grave temptation while attending a Vodou ceremony in Haiti. For a moment, I opened my heart to the spirits moving around me, but then I quickly took refuge under Mary’s mantle. Shortly thereafter, I learned that my father was near death and begged Mary to help me. Time and again, I need to return to Mary’s protective embrace in the battle against evil spirits not only outside but inside me. While at Mass celebrating Our Lady of Guadalupe not long ago, I once again allowed myself to embrace spiritual childhood and ponder Mary’s mystical presence in and around me. She xxviispoke to my heart the same words she had spoken audibly to St. Juan Diego centuries before: “Am I not your mother?”







Annotated Bibliography


This annotated bibliography presents readers with resources that will help them continue their exploration of Mary across the rich landscape of Christian traditions, both past and present. The resources I briefly summarize explore Mary’s presence in both the Old and New Testaments, the history of Christianity, personal devotions to Mary, and liturgical feasts that commemorate Mary.










An Invitation to the Journey


Mary’s presence has shaped Christian faith and culture for two millennia. Mary is present in the Scriptures; she is present in the writings of the church fathers; she is present in central doctrines of Christianity, like the incarnation. Mary is present in the great cathedrals and works of art dedicated to her and in the devotional practices of countless believers throughout history. She is present with her son Jesus, with whom she shared the most powerful bond possible: that of mother and son.


As I shared with Evan, when you begin to discern Mary’s presence in your faith, you just might realize she’s been there all along, accompanying you on the whole journey. We can forget our mother, but she can’t forget us.


The strength of Mary’s example resides not in grand gestures but in her patient presence, and in small acts of faith and love that keep the divine flame alive when all seems dark.


xxviii

I hope this book encourages greater receptivity and openness to a relationship with Mary as a spiritual mother—a living, active, tender presence binding us to the Trinity and the church.


By getting to know Mary as your spiritual mother, I hope you to get to know Christ more intimately as your savior, learn to perceive the Holy Spirit inspiring your life, and experience more deeply the love of God the Father.
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