
CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #29 
 

“FACING” 
 

THE MADONNA AND CHILD 

 

Consider a typical statue or painting of the Madonna and Child. The child is held very loosely, respon-

sively; the mother’s arms are ready to accommodate the movements of the child; the initiative is gracious-

ly surrendered to the child.  The maternal face is open, responsive and free of preconceptions; she is utter-

ly given over to facing her baby.  The mother’s face is evocative; her face asks the child to respond, to 

make his needs known, to present his gifts or to ask for hers. 

 

This loving gaze draws the child forth, inviting him into the world where he can face others and others 

can face him.  The baby’s face is serene and confident in the look of the mother.  The mother’s face is the 

child’s point of entry into the human journey.  The maternal face introduces the “beyond” which evokes 

the child’s “towards”; henceforth, his life will be a self-transcending movement towards his very self. 

 

Paradoxically and necessarily, that compassionate and honest facing enables the child to turn his back on 

his mother and walk where he must walk – away from her (eg Luke 2:22-52 & 8:19-21). 

 

LEARNING TO FACE WHAT MUST BE FACED 

 

One of the first things we want to do when a child is born is look into the face.  “Who does he/she look 

like?”  “He’s got his mother’s nose ….”  “She looks just like her father …”  And so the child’s face is ex-

plored and discussed for the first of many times.  The other side of this process is that the child is being 

faced.  This facing of the child is – hopefully, but tragically not always – one of compassion and truth. 

 

The way we are faced has much to do with the way we are, in turn, able to face – ourselves, other people 

and the events and things of our world.  The face of the other is either – more or less – hospitable and in-

viting or – more or less – inhospitable and uninviting.  Thus we learn to look towards people, events and 

things, face to face, eye to eye, as promise or threat.  We may, for example, face others expecting an hon-

est encounter, or perhaps we may face them with fear or greed or the intention of manipulation or even 

violence; then again, we might not be able to face people at all – because we are too shy, too vulnerable, 

too dishonest or too fearful or too distracted. 

 

THE CRITICAL OPTION: FACING OR FLEEING 

 

Much of what we call “living” is actually about facing what must be faced.  Some of us do this well, some 

of us not so well and some of us fail quite badly, spending too much of our lives turning our faces away 

from what we should face.  “Facing” is the major point of entry into our humanity.  When we refuse – 

implicitly or explicitly, consciously or unconsciously – to face what must be faced, we withdraw from the 

truth of who we are.  We become less real, less human than we might otherwise be. 

 

The great religious traditions are united in reassuring us that we all have a genius for self-deceit – for 

avoiding the real issues of life.  We can even be so good at it we deceive ourselves into thinking that we 

are actually being truthful when we are deceiving ourselves.  If we are not working honestly and constant-

ly and effectively at facing ourselves and what is happening in our lives, we are bound to drift into some 

pretty clever modes of flight and evasion.  Again, the great religious traditions are united in promoting 

attentiveness, mindfulness, remembrance, awareness and wakefulness.  They cry out with one voice: 

“Listen!  Pay attention!  Wake up!  Hear and heed!” 



THE TEN WEDDING ATTENDANTS 
 

Matthew’s Gospel tells a story about “facing” and “not facing”.  It is the story of the so-called “Ten Wed-

ding Attendants” and comes just before the passion narrative.  There is a sense of urgency; time is short 

and the disciples are called to live with focused minds, seeking out and committing to what is essential.  

There is no room here for trivialities or distractions. 
 

“Ten wedding attendants took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom” (25:1).  The bridegroom is 

late in coming and they all fall asleep.  When the cry is raised – “Look!  The bridegroom!  Go out and 

meet him” (25:6) – those who brought extra oil are able to light their lamps and fulfil their duties, while 

those who had brought no extra oil were left in the dark, unable to do what they were there to do.  “Stay 

awake because you do not know either the day or the hour” (25:13). 
 

Am I too weighed down with this and that to “go out and meet (face) him”?  Have I grown lazy about the 

source of “light” in my life?  Am I willing and able to daily face myself? 

 

THE GIFT OF THE OTHER IN FACING US 

 

“Facing” is evocative.  At its best, when we are faced, we are invited to a response in faith, hope and love.  

The transparent face of the other calls us out of bondage and oppression.  Like Lazarus of old, the truthful 

and compassionate facing of the other says, “Come forth!”  The killing oppressions that we grasp to our-

selves – our anxious pretenses and petty illusions that we mistakenly believe make us into “somebody” – 

can fall away like the bandages of Lazarus under the compassionate and understanding face of the other.  

Perhaps Les Murray implies something of this in his brilliant epic poem, Fredy Neptune, when, in Book 

IV, “Lazarus Unstuck”, Fredy recalls the baptism of his daughter Louise: 
 

In life there’s nearly always at least one face 
between us and God’s face, I remember the priest saying. 

 

We are, as it were, given ourselves by others facing us honestly and lovingly.  “Facing” overcomes the 

shame we might feel in the presence of other human beings.  “If only you knew ….”  When you do know 

and you still obviously face me with compassion and honesty, you set me free. 
 

The Other who faces us every moment of every day, in every circumstance, is the only One who is able to 

face all with unwavering compassion and honesty.  Facing God and facing self are the one turning.  And 

this is the turning that we call “conversion” – not something we do, but something that happens within 

when we discover that we are always being faced with infinite Compassion and Truth. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 
 

1.  Get a picture or statue of the Madonna and Child.  Study it in the light of the above reflection. 

2.  What has been your own human experience of facing and being faced?  Reflect. 

3.  What is it like to be with someone who cannot look you in the eye?  What is happening? 

4.  Can you name different ways you have been faced? 

5.  What is it like when you must face something unpleasant? 

6.  Have you ever felt the consequences of evading what you should have faced? 

7.  In what sense might “facing or fleeing” be a critical option in our lives? 

8.  Do your own reflection on Matthew 25:1-13. 

9.  Have you ever felt the freedom of being faced in compassion and honesty?  Reflect. 

10. What is the biggest obstacle for you in facing and being faced? 
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