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[Music]

JIM (voice-over): Okay, trivia time. Who said the following? “The greatness of a nation can 
be judged by how it treats its weakest member.” Know who it is? Do an online search and 
the number one answer from Lord Google, from whom all information flows, is Mahatma 
Gandhi. Nice try, but no sources are cited and it’s not found in any of Gandhi’s known 
writings or speeches. Perhaps you thought of Martin Luther King or Nelson Mandela or 
Frederick Douglass, and I can see why. Chances are you did not think of Pol Pot or Joseph 
Stalin or Saddam Hussein, or any of our more recent authoritarian figures.

Ethics, whether national or personal, must include some accounting of how we treat those 
who can neither help us or hurt us; of how we defend the defenseless, or don’t; and of how 
we embrace the marginalized, or leave them to their own state. We at Making Our Way are 
most fortunate to count among our friends those who aspire to, and often attain, this ethical 
sensitivity. We keep them close so they can help keep us true.

One such friend is Maria Mathieson, whom we met in our last episode called “A Level 
Plainfield.” Here is her story so far. Maria is the executive director of Peabody Preparatory at 
Johns Hopkins University. Peabody Prep engages in programs such as Tuned-In and 
Pathways that reach talented and aspiring musicians, dancers, and artists in under-resourced 
communities. Maria also serves on the board of Equity Arc, “a national coalition dedicated 
to increasing racial equity within the field of classical music in the United States.” You may 
recall a recent 60 Minutes segment about Equity Arc and its efforts in coalition with The 
President’s Own United States Marine Band to provide a coaching and performance 
opportunity for disadvantaged musicians. After the president’s anti-DEI stance, however, the 
Marine Band had to withdraw from the project. That’s when CPS stepped in, and retired 
military musicians from around the country answered the call to produce a duplicate 
experience to enthusiastic acclaim.

In today’s political climate change, what precautions did Maria and her crew take, and what 
repercussions might they face?

JAN: Equity Arc is a non-profit. Is that correct?

Hosts: Jan, Rob, Dee, & Jim. Guest: Maria Mathieson

Our conversation with Maria Mathieson concludes with the repercussions of 
working in DEI efforts in the current political climate, Maria’s many travel and home 
mishaps, and her fondness for the American Tacky artistic movement.
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MARIA: It is.

JAN: Are you getting, or do you expect to get pressure in our current environment in 
opposition to the work that you’re doing?

MARIA: Yes, for sure. Equity Arc, they, from what we’re hearing from our executive director, 
certainly everything has been positive. We’re getting really positive feedback around this 
work. And we’re definitely getting, from the Equity Arc perspective, I think they are 
definitely getting, you know, certainly donations have been coming in, and they’ve been 
reached out from other organizations about partnering and what that might look like and 
what that could look like, you know, to provide additional experiences like this. The concern 
that we’ve had, certainly as a board, is in: are funders going to be scared off because of this 
DEI work, because this work is exclusively funding-specific. A lot of our partnership is 
between the Pathways programs and higher education. And that is, I think, where we are 
seeing a lot of the concerns around Equity Arc and for our student population. I know, for 
example, in order for our students to participate, we definitely had to run that up the 
flagpole here at Peabody and at Johns Hopkins, because Johns Hopkins is on a list of 10 
schools that they are very closely looking at. And so, you know, we are definitely having to 
be aware of what is being said, what is being put out there, those type of things, because of 
that threat of pulling funding.

JAN: It was a dark week this week for academia, and we watched what happened with 
Columbia. University of Michigan, just this week, got rid of their DEI, which was devastating 
to me because that was a large part of what made that university what it is. And I can see 
that as your kids want to go on to college, this will be something that impacts them. So I 
just didn’t know, I know you don’t know yet probably how to move forward with that, but 
I’m very much hoping that collaboration and bravery will lead toward the ability to continue 
this work. It’s interesting, U of M Flint decided to rename their DEI office something else. 
They put another acronym on it. And they sort of massaged the definitions, but they’re 
trying to go forward. And so it becomes this response, I suppose, to the political 
environment to try to still do the work, but maybe be a little bit under the radar. And now, 
all of us know about you because of 60 Minutes. And I didn’t know if that in some ways, 
well, first, it’s a positive because we learned about what you do, but it also puts a target on 
you in a way.

MARIA: Oh, yeah, yeah. In the 60 Minute broadcast, prior to it going live, as a board with 
Equity Arc, we did have a conversation and they did pull down the membership list as a 
preventative, cautionary target, particularly for those - that higher ed piece, because that is 
the one that I think we are, obviously that is where all schools, particularly at that, those sort 
of the ivies and the high level schools, that the no-named schools are, we are all worrying 
about what that’s going to mean, what that’s going to impact. And we’ve certainly had 
internal conversations around, “What’s on our website?” “What is this going to look like?” 
And around our Tuned-In program, which we are dealing, “How do we talk about our 
Tuned-In program and not impact what it is we actually do in Tuned-In?” And Tuned-In is 
actually - because we are dealing with financial need - is one of our sort of elements of 
qualification. It means that we certainly, but we’re also financial need, Baltimore City, 
predominantly, like focus Baltimore City, but also Baltimore County, as well as sort of the 
endangered instruments. And kind of particularly for Pathways, the merit piece, if you know, 
you’re super talented, that type of thing. So we have a very diverse group that participate in 
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Tuned-In, but because we focus on Baltimore City, it does mean we lean much more 
African-American just because that’s the demographic population that we have.

DEE: I wanted to follow up on the impact, I guess, of the 60 Minutes and everything that’s 
happened. Have you seen people are more educated now on the importance of DEI, just in 
the general public, and getting support because people who maybe before didn’t realize 
my vote matters, that now they realize it does matter, who actually is in control? And I’m just 
wondering if you’ve seen any sort of progress that way, that people are now - they have 
their eyes open, and this is something that’s important.

MARIA: I mean, I think that’s the hope that that’s what’s happening. I definitely think from the 
response from, you know, the equity arc is getting like the emails that they’re getting, the 
positive that they’re getting, that I think for a lot of people, this was a, it felt like a little bit 
of a stand. And I think that’s where we are all sort of, I don’t know about you all, but I kind 
of feel a little debilitated and like, “Where is my stand?” Like, can I stand? Is there 
something I can get behind that states that this is not okay? And that’s what I’m hoping is 
that something like this helps inspire, that doing something can be impactful. Like, 
obviously on the kids who participated, the military musicians who participated, but that 
sort of broader audience of, “Oh, actually, because this was canceled because of the DEI 
connection, that that’s not okay.” You know, and I’m hopeful that that helped spark 
something. I’m also a realist that we are in a time where keeping everyone off kilter, and not 
being able to formulate behind something - a movement - we’re not quite there yet. And I 
think that that’s kind of the reality of where we are. But I’m hoping that people who watch 
60 Minutes and, you know, you know, I guess, middle America or somewhere where this 
may be not even something they particularly thought about as to why this was important, 
that it may be sparked a conversation.

DEE: Yeah, it just seems like we have to keep reminding people why this is happening and 
where it’s coming from, because it’s so easy, as you know, what is it, America of amnesia?

JAN: Oh, gosh.

DEE: You know, that we need to keep making those connections and saying, “This is why your 
vote matters. This is why this is happening.”

JAN: You know, I know I’m like a receptive audience for the 60 Minutes program, but for me, 
it was nothing but joyful. It was this moment of encouragement that, first, you were able to 
do it; second, all these people came together because of what had happened and made 
state in their just their being. There was a statement both about I mean, I got emotional 
watching it because nonetheless, I’m seeing Maria in the audience, which was an awesome 
moment. I said, “Rob, there’s Maria.” And so it kept going back to you. It was awesome. 
But, you know, every statement that was made to me reinforced, “Wait a minute, there are 
things we can do,” and I need that right now because it’s very hard to find that thing that 
we can do. So we do this podcast and have an audience of, you know, small, but at least we 
have a chance to have a say and to present topics that may push people a little outside of 
their comfort zone.

ROB: Yup.

JAN: We’ve all been at this table, been impacted by music in our lives in the most profound 
ways. And the richness that it brings, the camaraderie that it brings, the way that it helps in 



all the other areas of your education.

So, “She was warned. She was given an explanation. Nevertheless, she persisted.” I’m 
telling you, that’s the best quote I know for you. And I love that it’s on your Facebook page. 
You’ve had your own challenges as a female musician. You persist. And I don’t know what 
keeps driving you, but it’s impressive.

MARIA: Well, thank you. I really appreciate that. That’s super kind of you to say it. But I think 
it’s just I’m so passionate about this work. I’m so passionate about being able to provide 
opportunity. I view it as my sort of my life’s work is to pass on the gift of music and to pass it 
on to the next generation. And to share that passion with other people and to ensure that 
this is something, you know, this being a musician has offered me these amazing 
opportunities. And for me, being able to gift that to musicians that follow behind me or to 
musicians that I work with in other ways, [music begins] that is really my I view that as my 
life’s work.

JAN: That’s awesome.

JIM (voice-over): We’ll return to Maria in just a moment. But while you’ve been listening, I’ve 
been researching this quote, “The greatness of a nation can be judged by how it treats its 
weakest member.” I found something close from the 1976 Democratic National Convention 
in a speech given by Senator and former Vice President Hubert Humphrey, where he says 
the following. “The ultimate moral test of any government is the way it treats three groups 
of its citizens. First, those in the dawn of life, our children. Second, those in the shadows of 
life, our needy, our sick, our handicapped. Third, those in the twilight of life, our elderly.” 
That’s good. That’s solid. And I have the transcript.

But here’s another Gandhi Google result. Quote, “The greatness of a nation and its moral 
progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.” Again, a nice sentiment. But 
again, it doesn’t appear with any cited sources, although some have made some nice 
looking memes with it. I think the Internet is broken. I’ll keep looking.

Where are we with Maria? By the way, aren’t you impressed with her high ideals and 
professionalism? I know I am. But hold that thought. Could there be a tell-all book in the 
offing revealing her darker side? Why, yes, there could be. In fact, I think she’s writing it 
herself. Let’s listen.

[Music ends]

JIM: Were you in Oklahoma when Jim was in Texas?

MARIA: Yes, I was.

JIM: OK, did you ever call each other just to shed a tear about the old homeland?

MARIA: So anytime we got together, there was always a, you know, just having [unintelligible 
Scottish stuff]. And funnily enough, I work with the conductor of our children’s chorus, is a 
woman named Doreen Falby, and she is Scottish too. So in my interview, when I interviewed 
for the job, Doreen was on my committee and the first five minutes of the conversation 
were Doreen and I going, [more unintelligible Scottish stuff]. And everyone else in the room 
was going, “We have no idea what the two of them are talking about.” Absolutely nothing 
about what they were talking about.
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[Laughter]

JIM: Well, see, this is the thing. As soon as I mentioned Jim Anderson, everything after that, I 
didn’t understand that.

[Laughter]

JAN: What did she say? I don’t know.

JIM: Same thing happened with Dee. When she calls her mom, her actual speaking cadence 
comes out and it was like…

MARIA: Absolutely.

JIM: Wow, you just you just left Baltimore for a while there.

MARIA: I, I, I did. I did. I do, I do work - tell my colleagues here and, “You can tell how 
annoyed I am by the Scottishness of my accent.”

JIM: There it is.

MARIA: So, like, so generally I do have it’s much flattened, then a little, you know, there’s not 
as, you know, there’s a little American in my accent. The minute I talk to my family or I get 
annoyed or even excited, the accent just comes straight back.

JIM: Why do you wear your watch on your right wrist?

MARIA: I don’t know why I do it on my right wrist, but I have always done it. I’m right handed, 
but I have always worn it on my right wrist.

JIM: OK.

MARIA: It was just much more comfortable for me to for it to be on my right wrist and not my 
left wrist.

JIM: I thought maybe your video was reversed, but then I saw the clock in the background 
and that was going the correct way. So I thought, “Okay, she’s it’s on her right wrist,” and 
then the stem - it’s an Apple Watch, right?

MARIA: It is.

JIM: The stem is going away, which would make it very awkward, but that’s Okay. I’m two 
generations away from Scotland myself, so I may not understand these things.

JAN: So Maria is in the news. Now, Maria can be in the news for a lot of things. She has “The 
Misadventures of Maria” that we all follow.

MARIA: I do. I do. Yes.

JAN: Which connects a little bit to our travel portion of our podcast. Whenever Maria goes on 
a trip, I like to look and see how she’s getting from here to there because it’s never a 
straight line.

MARIA: I am the Goddess of Misfortune when it comes to travel. If it can go wrong, it will go 
wrong. And I it is always an adventure. It’s something that there is always a story. It doesn’t 
matter. Even if I am taking the simplest of trips, there will be a story.



JAN: But see, I love that. I love that you still get back on the plane every Christmas, Maria. 
[Maria laughs] And you go back home. I don’t know. It’s amazing to me.

MARIA: It is. And you know, at this point, my arsenal for being able to pull when things go 
wrong is fairly stacked at this point. So I have, you know, “Stranded at an airport,” or “Your 
flight has canceled and you now have no way to get to where you’re going,” or, you know, 
just just random stuff. Luggage never appearing. Those type of things. Just, you know, I 
have a whole selection of things in my toolbox that I can pull from.

JAN: Well, and then now you have a new relatively new new to you home…

MARIA: I do.

JAN: …within the last year, which has its own, you know, series of adventures.

MARIA: Wee Blue is she - she’s 100 years old and she’s a cantankerous old girl, and she has 
definitely seen some things. So for a while, the travel gods had sort of calmed down a little 
bit to allow the house gods to ramp up. For example, I was in the house for less than a 
month and my basement flooded, and I’ve had plumbing disasters. I’ve had all sorts of just 
misfortune in this house, like things that you just, you’re like, “What in the world is 
happening with this house?” I just - I can’t.

JAN: Well, and Maria always has a wee man to come and take care of her problems.

MARIA: I do. Yeah. So anybody who comes to fix something is a wee man or a wee woman. 
So they just the wee man comes to fix. And occasionally, if I’m really unfortunate, I’ll have 
multiple wee men like, you know, I try and stack them so I can work from home and then the 
wee men all come and do whatever it is they’re going to need to do. So, yeah.

JAN: Okay, one more thing we may or may not, you know, we’ll have to you decide if you 
want this in there. Your your wee Jesuses explain that. What the heck?

MARIA: So I one of the things I have loved since I came to the United States was the just 
there’s a culture of sort of tacky. Yeah, like tack.

ROB: Really?

[Laughter abounds in this section]

MARIA: Like from when I lived in Oklahoma, one of my great joys at Christmas time was to 
drive around and find the tackiest Christmas light display. Like I, for that is a glorious 
evening of entertainment for me right there. I just love it. I just love it. And one of the things 
that I have absolutely found great delight in is Jesus junk. Is, I love everything. The tackier, 
the better. This is how we’re going to celebrate our Lord and Savior as praying hands or a 
“Jesus Saves” piggy bank, or I - it fills me with so much stinking joy. It’s just like if I go into a 
shop and I see it, I don’t care how much money it costs, I will buy it. So I have a collection 
that sits in my office on top of like I have a closet. And so, and then people, because they 
know I love Jesus junk, if they see something will start to send me. In fact, I’ve got 
something somebody sent something in the post and I had to this day do not know who 
sent me two little key rings of Jesus junk here. There was Jesus saves and it was him being a 
goalkeeper. And I just it is so, so glorious. And in fact, Marty Mikles was, because his son 
Justice was auditioning for Peabody, came into my office and saw my Jesus junk collection. 
He’s like, “Oh, Maria, I have the thing for you.” So he went home to Brooklyn, went to one 
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of these, I guess, sort of, you know, like the Cath- the sort of Catholic candles and all this 
type of stuff. And he brought me back, the next time he came down, he brought me a 
holographic Jesus that is now sitting in my office, that sometimes sits at the end of my 
table.

So because of my love of Jesus junk, my friend Josie happened - bought 50 miniature Jesus 
as many Jesus’s. And she was she was at the house and I was I must have been at the office 
or something. So she hid 50 mini Jesus around my house. And so every time I go into a 
closet or I go somewhere, I will find a mini Jesus, and they just sort of like fetch up. And 
then this past time I had found like 38 of them. So I was getting pretty close to having 
found the 50. And of course, now I’m making like Jesus Christmas trees and Jesus four leaf 
clovers out of all my Jesuses. And then she came back and then I was like, how are there 
only 25 of them? Only the reason realize that she had re-hidden 10 of them. So now I’m 
back finding Jesuses everywhere in my house. You know, I feel like there’s a sermon 
illustration there.

JAN: Listen, when we we helped an elderly person in our corps move, and as a thank you, we 
were given a lighted Last Supper 3D with plastic flowers.

MARIA: Oh!

JIM: It’ll be in you mail in a couple of weeks.

JAN: It would be glorious for you. We - so it became the thing we gave back and forth, you 
know?

MARIA: Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. That’s that’s like like and you hang it on somebody else’s wall. 
And it would just fetch up in a toilet. Yeah. Yeah.

JAN: Well, and wouldn’t you know, so we finally decided to get, to get rid of it. If I’d known 
you at the time, I know. But we put it out for garage sale and we thought, “Nobody will buy 
this.” And wouldn’t you know, Maria, it was the first thing that went. It’s like, “Oh, my gosh!” 
Anyway, I don’t know. Anything closing things, Jim?

JIM: I like the key ring, the Jesus key ring. When I was a kid, there was a bumper sticker, 
“Jesus saves, but Esposito scores on the rebound.”

JAN: That might not mean anything to her.

JIM: That’s a hockey joke.

MARIA: Yeah. Yeah.

JAN: This has been such a joy to talk to you.

ROB: It’s really good to see you.

MARIA: It’s so good to catch up with you all. I feel like, you know, it’s time hasn’t passed, but 
it’s been forever in a day that I’ve talked to you all. So it’s so good to catch up with you all. 
And thank you for letting me wax, you know, lyrically-ish about something, you know, about 
music and, you know, something that I love. And it’s just a great opportunity to kind of to 
chat about it and with people who get what I’m trying to do here.

JIM (voice-over): As I noted at the conclusion of our last episode, Maria is now Making Her 



Way to a new venture. At the end of May, Maria takes the helm as executive director for the 
Choral Arts Society of Washington. [Music begins] We should note that the Choral Arts 
Society’s primary performance venue is the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Well, 
Maria, out of the frying pan… You know.

Finally, an update on my search for whomever said, “The greatness of a nation can be 
judged by how it treats its weakest member.” I’ve found nothing. It’s not my fault. We’ll find 
whomever is responsible for this editorial slip up and let you know. As Hubert Humphrey 
also said, “To err is human, to blame someone else is politics.”

Until next time.

[Music ends] 
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