
May 24: Our Lady Help of Christians (Sir 4:11-18, 1 Cor 1:18-25, Jn 19:25-27) Year 1


WISDOM OF THE CROSS
The feast of Our Lady Help of Christians is endowed with a three-year cycle of three readings, which is most unusual.

We would hardly guess the choice of readings for this year. The title “Help of Christians” conjures up a powerful intercessor on our behalf before God. It would seem to echo Mary’s own words in her Magnificat: “He has shown the strength of his arm. He has scattered the proud in their conceit. He has cast down the mighty from their thrones and has lifted up the lowly.”

There is an inkling of these sentiments in the Responsorial Psalm: “From the dust he lifts up the lowly, from the dung heap he raises the poor to set him in the company of princes” (Ps 112:8).

This year’s readings sound a very different note. They lead us in another direction altogether.

The first reading, from the Book of Sirach or Ecclesiasticus (4:11-18), implicitly personifies Mary as Wisdom. This is a bold accommodation. Usually, Jesus is personified as Wisdom. But Sirach presents Wisdom as a female figure, and so some parts of his description fit Mary well. “Wisdom brings up her own sons, and cares for those who seek her.... Those who serve her minister to the Holy One, and the Lord loves those who love her.”

The choice of the first reading becomes clearer in the second reading, from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 1:18-25). Paul refers to wisdom seven times in these eight verses. He contrasts human wisdom with divine Wisdom.

“Scripture says: I shall destroy the wisdom of the wise...Do you see now how God has shown up the foolishness of human wisdom? ... For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom.”

Paul is extolling the wisdom of the cross. “The language of the cross is God’s power to save.... here we are we preaching a crucified Christ ... to those who have been called ... a Christ who is the power and wisdom of God.”

The connection between the first and second reading is made abundantly clear in the choice of the gospel according to John (Jn 19:25-27). There is Mary, personifying the wisdom of the cross. “Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother ... Jesus said to his mother, ‘Woman, this is your son’ ...Then to the disciple he said, ‘This is your mother’.”

Pope Pius V gave Mary the title “Help of Christians” after the victory of the Christian fleet over the Turks at Lepanto in 1571, and he added the invocation to her litany. However, today’s readings sound no note of triumphalism. They refer us to the wisdom of the cross.

