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The Progress

As human beings, we live within a culture and tradition. Our country has a culture and 
tradition rooted in a dream of people almost 220 years ago to experience freedom and 
democracy. As members of a religious faith community, we are also aware of the 
importance of culture and tradition and how these realities impact the practice of our faith. 
Culture and tradition help to formulate symbols that capture the best within a community.!
I became very much aware of the power of symbols within our lives as a result of two 
distinct experiences on consecutive evenings at the end of July. On one evening, I went to 
see the popular movie, “Apollo 13," which tells the powerful tale of the failed space mission 
in 1971.!
I have to admit I had forgotten the drama of the event that took place almost 25 years ago. 
I remember well exactly where I was and the time of day it was as I watched the television 
coverage of the first American astronaut setting foot on the moon. The promise made by 
President Kennedy to have an American be the first to set foot on the moon had become a 
reality. Our country became the sign and symbol of technological superiority. However, no 
one ever expected that a failure was possible or that the lives of astronauts could be 
threatened or in danger.!
Over the years within our country we have lived with symbols that have become brittle and 
even broken. Yet, patriotic symbols expressed in flag and song, Fourth of July parades 
and our search for national heroes and heroines sustain us and give us hope as a nation. 
Seeing “Apollo 13” made me very much aware of the importance of symbols within our 
political lives.!

Religious symbols!
If symbols are important and significant to us as citizens of a country, they are even more 
so as members of a religious faith community. For Roman Catholics, symbols are part and 
parcel of the liturgy we celebrate and the faith we profess.!
We have a rich heritage of symbols that express our faith which range from the liturgical 
year and seasons to the powerful symbols of the crucifix, holy water, ashes, and the 
sacramental rituals that celebrate nourishment and life, healing and unity, ministry, 
forgiveness and maturity.!
In a world that seems to give priority and importance to the tangible and powerful, it would 
be tragic to lose the importance of religious symbols by ignoring them or taking them for 
granted. !
Within cultural communities or within a nation, some religious symbols take on a very 
special importance. One such religious symbol shared by many cultures and people, as 
well as the church universal, is the religious symbol of Mary. The power of Mary as a 
religious symbol is evident, for example, in the devotion of Hispanic people to Our Lady of 
Guadalupe, of the Polish community to Our Lady of Czestochowa, of the Irish to Our Lady 
of Knock. In each of these instances Mary becomes not only a symbol of religious faith, 
but a symbol of human dignity and freedom.
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Our Lady of Antipolo!
The impact of Mary as a powerful symbol of our faith tradition became more evident to me 
than ever before when I celebrated one of the Eucharistic liturgies that was part of the 
pilgrimage for the statue of Our Lady of Antipolo. This statue has a rich history in the lives 
of the Filipino people as a symbol of God's protection in times of war, danger and travel.!
Special shrines honoring Mary as Our Lady of Antipolo, as well as Mary, Mother of Africa, 
are now under construction at the National Shrine of the Basilica of the Immaculate 
Conception in Washington, D.C., where this statue will be placed. However, in preparation 
for this event, the statue of Our Lady of Antipolo went on pilgrimage to major cities 
throughout our country where there is a large Filipino presence.!
In Western Washington, 13 celebrations took place from Bellingham to Vancouver. An 
overflow crowd was present at each gathering, which began with the prayer of the rosary 
and devotions to Our Lady of Antipolo in preparation for the celebration of the Eucharist. !
The crowd present included the young and the old as well as people of all cultures and 
languages. An impressive reverence and respect characterized each gathering. People 
found meaning and purpose in the powerful symbols of Mary as a source of faith and 
hope. !

Mary – A symbol of faith!
As sociologists study the culture of our time, they speak of a growing and gnawing 
religious hunger on the part of many. People seem to be looking for signs and symbols 
that will resurrect and sustain their religious faith.!
The celebrations honoring Our Lady of Antipolo made me very much aware of the power 
and significance of Mary within our religious tradition. As a religious symbol of faith and 
discipleship, as well as a sign of God’s love for us, Mary could well be the symbol that 
would give the church today a new vigor and strength to fulfill its mission.!
She was present at the significant moments of Christ’s life and ministry. She was present 
when the wind and fire of the Holy Spirit came to renew the face of the earth. She is 
present today as we seek to ignite the fire and fan the breeze that reflects the Spirit’s 
presence among us.!
A religious symbol is not an end in itself. A symbol always points to something more. As a 
symbol of religious faith, Mary always points to her son, Jesus Christ. So too, our devotion 
to Mary must lead us to Christ, especially in the Eucharist, and in living out our faith as 
disciples of Jesus in our parish communities.!
Devotion to Mary could well lead us to places throughout our world where apparitions of 
Mary have been verified by the church, or even to places where there have been alleged 
appearances. There is present within the human spirit a search for the extraordinary and 
the spectacular, but the real power of Mary as a symbol of faith is the example she offers 
us of being a disciple of Jesus who dared to say “Yes” to the ordinary events of human life.!
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The importance of symbols!
The power of “Apollo 13” is the way in which the movie seems to grab the audience into 
the screen as it tells a story of hope and disappointment, scientific failure and success, 
and the realization that apparent symbols of technological genius can be fractured and 
broken. It is also a story of the triumph of the human spirit.  !
The power of the celebrations connected with the pilgrimage of Our Lady of Antipolo is the 
realization that the symbols of our faith which some may have ignored or overlooked are 
still present to us. They are part of our heritage and tradition. Among these symbols is 
Mary, the first disciple of Jesus. Mary is a symbol that can make a difference. A true 
devotion to Mary will only bring us to Jesus. Such a symbol is well worth embracing.!
It is amazing what happens on two consecutive nights when you go to a movie and 
celebrate a liturgy. You come into contact with powerful realities of symbols that make a 
difference. May God’s grace and peace be yours.!
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