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Mary said, "My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord; my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. For He has 
looked with favor on his lowly servant; From this day all generations will call me blessed.  The Almighty has 
done great things for me, and holy is his name."  (Lk 1: 46-49) 
         Mary's magnificent hymn of praise, the Magnificat, gives us a view into her heart and soul.  We see 
her obedience, her faith, and her total love for the living God.  As she sings her canticle, she looks back 
through the ages at God's faithfulness to his people; she looks at all the wondrous things he has done and 
then sees how she is part of his plan; she realizes in a new way his overwhelming love for her as he chooses 
her to receive his greatest gift - to bring God's promised Messiah into the world.  And the only thing she can 
offer him in return is a heart overflowing with thankfulness and praise.  Mary, our Mother, wants to teach us 
to love and praise God as she does: with our whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. Let us learn from her 
as we look back and reflect upon the time just prior to her singing her beautiful song of praise. 
          In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a town of Galilee named Nazareth to a 
virgin betrothed to a man named Joseph of the house of David.  The virgin's name was Mary.  (Lk 1: 26-
27) 
The beautiful narrative of the Annunciation as told in the first chapter of Luke's Gospel tells of the angel 
Gabriel sent from God to invite his highly favored daughter, Mary, to become the mother of the 
Redeemer.  This ordinary woman, extraordinarily graced by God from the moment of her conception, was 
told she would conceive and bear a son and name him Jesus.  "How can this be...?" she asked.  The angel 
told her in reply, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you.  Therefore, the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God."  Mary placed her life at the disposal 
of his plan and said, "I am the servant of the Lord, let it be done according to your word.  [As a side note - 
I love the title with which Mary identified herself - servant.  In Greek this word is δούλη (doulē), which means 
a female slave, a servant of servants, the lowest level of servitude.]  Her surrender to the Lord was total. 
          This overshadowing of the Holy Spirit must have been the most incredible experience of union with 
God ever.  I imagine she would have wanted to savor this moment for a good period of time.  Yet Luke tells 
us "in those days" Mary set out in haste to visit her kinswoman, Elizabeth, whom the angel said was with 
child in her old age "for nothing is impossible with God." In faith, Mary began this arduous journey of nearly 
one hundred miles, which must have taken several days, to the hill country to a town of Judah. She went 
on the wings of the Holy Spirit to love and serve her aged cousin.  Pope Benedict said this was the first 
eucharistic procession.  One may also say that she was the first bearer of the good news of our 
salvation.  When Mary entered Zechariah's house and greeted Elizabeth, the child within Elizabeth's womb 
leapt; "Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and cried out in a loud voice, 'Blest are you among women 
and blest is the fruit of your womb.  But who am I that the mother of my Lord should come to me?'" 
     Because there were no easy forms of communication over distances at that period of time, the sight of 
Elizabeth, great with child, must have filled Mary's heart with joy.  This was indeed confirmation of what the 
angel had told her about her cousin.  How good it is for all of us to have a confirmation of what God has 
spoken quietly to our heart.  It was not possible for Elizabeth to know through human eyes that Mary was 
pregnant.  It was only by the revelation of the Holy Spirit that she knew Mary was bearing the Son of 
God.  The exuberant joy of these two women must have filled that little home.  I can only describe this 
moment as an explosion of grace.  Mary, filled to overflowing with love and gratitude and joy, sang 
her Magnificat with great exultation.  When she said, "my spirit rejoices in God, my Savior," the Greek word 
"rejoice" translates to jubilee joy - to jump or leap in great jubilation.  She marvels at the faithfulness and 
mercy of God in redeeming the human race and with all humility acknowledges that the Almighty has done 
great things for her. She gives him the glory, taking none for herself. 
          The town where this event took place is called Ein Karim, which means "Garden Fountain" or 
"Vineyard Fountain."  In visiting that little home in the Holy Land, one can see a well inside with the water 
flowing down into a fountain in the little village just below the shrine.  It is called Mary's Spring.  When Mary 



visited Elizabeth, a little spring burst forth, as often happens in places of her visitations.  Water is a symbol 
of the Holy Spirit.  Wherever she goes, the Holy Spirit is there as well.  The following passage describes 
Ein Karim to me. 
          
  "You are an enclosed garden, my sister, my bride, 
             an enclosed garden, a fountain sealed. 
   You are a park that puts forth pomegranates,     
             with all choice fruits; 
   Nard and saffron, calamus and cinnamon, 
             with all kinds of incense; 
   Myrrh and aloes, 
             with all the finest spices. 
   You are a garden fountain, a well of water 
             flowing fresh from Lebanon. 
   Arise, north wind! Come, south wind! 
             blow upon my garden 
             that its perfumes may spread abroad. 
                                            (Song 4: 12-16) 
  
       Magnificat, A Ministry to Catholic Women, is a work of which I have been privileged to be a part since 
its beginning on the Feast of the Holy Rosary, October 7,1981.   
         Magnificat takes its inspiration from the Visitation, and before we had ever heard of Ein Karim, the 
Lord inspired us with this passage from Scripture.  We are women whose lives have been transformed 
through God's mercy by "the love God poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given 
to us" (Rom 5: 5).  We have experienced a taste of the joy these two women, Mary and Elizabeth, shared 
as they came together.  Through the grace and mercy of God, the Holy Spirit, given to us in baptism and 
confirmation, has been stirred and fanned into a flame (2 Tm 1: 6), making us new creations in Christ.  This 
personal encounter with the risen Christ has impelled us to go and tell the good news to our sisters in Christ, 
to evangelize and foster spiritual growth in women all over the world. 
          Our Holy Father, Pope Benedict, in speaking to the Curia at the end of 2007 identified a crucial need 
in the Church: to evangelize.  He also stated that the Gospel cannot be implemented without a personal 
encounter with Christ.  He said further, "Whoever has recognized a great truth, whoever has found a great 
joy should transmit it.  He cannot keep it to himself." 
          John Paul II told us (Rimini, Italy, April 2001) that Mary is the privileged and sure means for 
encountering the Lord: "It is she who prepares us to welcome His Word and makes us persevering in prayer, 
in the expectation of the Spirit who inflames our hearts and leads us to put out into the deep with courage, 
toward the goals that the Lord is indicating." 
          As a mother, I care deeply about the spiritual well-being of my children. I have learned that Mary, my 
heavenly Mother, cares much more about my spiritual growth.  Time and again I have asked Mary to help 
me pray, to prepare my heart to receive the Eucharist, to assist me in my ordinary duties, etc., and she has 
more than answered my prayer.  In the Apostles' Creed, we say Jesus "was conceived by the Holy Spirit 
and born of the Virgin Mary."  This is also true in our lives.  Mary was there at Cana interceding with Jesus: 
"They have no more wine."  One interpretation is the "wine" of the Holy Spirit.  She was present at 
Pentecost, praying with the apostles and disciples for the coming of the Spirit.  (When the Holy Spirit was 
poured out upon them, the joy of those receiving the Spirit was so profound that some bystanders scoffed, 
"They have had too much new wine.") 
          Father Cantalamessa, preacher to the papal household and a regular contributor to 
theMagnificat publication, said in one of his Advent homilies in 2007 that "all prayers and hymns to the Holy 
Spirit begin with "Come!"  This means that the Spirit is something that we have received and that we must 
receive again and again."  The "Spirit who interiorly transforms us, gives us a taste of  the praise of God, 
opens our mind to the understanding of the Scriptures, teaches us to proclaim Jesus 'Lord' and gives us 
the courage to assume new and difficult tasks in the service of God and neighbor."  Mary, spouse of the 
Holy Spirit, teaches us openness and docility to the Holy Spirit in our everyday lives. 
          Mary's life was filled with unexpected twists and turns, joys and sorrows.  She  embraced each day 
and situation with total submission to the will of God.  "I am the servant of the Lord, let it be done according 
to your word."  Father Romanus Cessario says it best in his exquisite meditations in the 2008 Holy Week 



edition of Magnificat, "TheVia Matris: The Way of Our Sorrowful Mother." Father Cessario writes that 
"although Mary was conceived immaculately she did not refuse to embrace the sorrows that she endured 
for the Lord's sake... Her 'Fiat,' her prayer of submission to the divine plan, commits Mary to cooperating 
with her Son as he wins the world's salvation.  The sorrows of Mary are meant to provide a source of 
encouragement for Christian believers.  What the Mother of God experienced in faith becomes both a model 
and a support for us."  She truly is the Woman of the Way and the Help of Christians.  So often I have 
turned to her and meditated on her trials in life and been strengthened.  How many of us, as parents, have 
had concerns for our children and grandchildren, and have entrusted them to her to watch over them. Mary 
is the first and foremost disciple, with virtues for all to emulate! 
          Saint Augustine tells us that we cannot be exempt from trials but that we progress through means of 
them. In the ministry of Magnificat we have received strength and inspiration from hearing the testimonies 
of so many women who have endured great obstacles and difficulties, have overcome them, and have 
grown spiritually through the power of the Holy Spirit and Mary's help.  As Mary endured the depths of 
sorrow, she received the heights of joy and praise. Reflecting on her many trials gives us strength to endure 
and to grow in our own gratitude to God. 
          This year marks the twentieth anniversary of John Paul II's Apostolic Letter On the Dignity and 
Vocation of Women.  The introduction opens with an excerpt from a prophetic message to women given at 
the close of the Second Vatican Council, December 8, 1965. 
          "The hour is coming, in fact has already come, when the vocation of women is being acknowledged 
in its fullness, the hour in which women acquire in the world an influence, effect, and a power never hitherto 
achieved. That is why, at this moment when the human race is undergoing so deep a transformation, 
women imbued with the Spirit of the Gospel can do much to aid mankind in not falling...." 
    The word "imbued" means to soak, to saturate as if one were dyeing a garment.  God's plan for us is to 
be saturated with his Holy Spirit - as Mary is. 
Women have been given by God great power to influence for good or for evil.  We see this in the Scriptures 
and in our society and culture today. The late Archbishop Sheen said that "woman is the measure of the 
level of our civilization." As go women, morally, so goes the culture.  She is a standard bearer. As we see 
the moral decline in our culture today, we also see that godly women can make a difference in influencing 
our culture for good. I have witnessed that when a woman surrenders her heart to the Lord and his purposes 
for her life, dramatic changes often happen within her family and sphere of activities. 
          In John Paul II's Apostolic Letter on women he wrote, "in order to intervene in the history of his 
people, God addresses himself to women...."  And also, "In the Spirit of Christ... women can discover the 
entire meaning of their femininity and thus be disposed to making a 'sincere gift of self' to others thereby 
finding themselves."  
          I believe God is speaking this message to the hearts of women all over this world.  Let us pray that 
we respond in this critical hour.  I believe it is only through the grace of God in the power of his Spirit that 
we as women can pull down the strongholds that allure us to seek ourselves in following the ways of the 
world. Jesus said, "Whoever finds his life will lose it and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it" (Mt 
10: 39). I like to think of this passage in this way: in seeking ourselves we lose our selves, but in losing 
ourselves in Christ we discover who we are. It is only in Christ that we can find our true identity and 
fulfillment. "Self-help" programs apart from Christ, striving to have the perfect body or to rise on the 
corporate ladder, will never gain for us true peace. Our position or beauty, etc., is not our worth; it is only 
Christ and his plans for us that will bring true happiness. 
          
 
 
 Again, John Paul II said, "Only by the power of the Holy Spirit who 'overshadowed' her was Mary able to 
accept what is impossible with men, but not with God" (cf. Mk 10: 27). God, the Almighty, is calling all of 
us, men and women, to unite with him in a life of holiness - to walk with him as Enoch and all the holy 
men and women in the Scriptures walked - to imitate the lives of the saints of the past and the saints who 
are living among us today.  This is the universal call to holiness the Church proclaims. As Mary teaches 
us, however, holiness cannot be accomplished by our efforts alone. We must cooperate with God's 
grace.  He initiates and we respond.  How do we cooperate and respond to his grace? 
          I believe it is by living a life of prayer. "There is no holiness without prayer.  In fact, as we see in the 
lives of the saints, Christians are worth as much as they pray" (John Paul II, Rimini, Italy, April 
2001).  Prayer must become an essential part of our day.  Making it so begins with a decision on our part 



that time alone with God must be a priority.  In all of our busy lives we need to carve out a portion of our 
day to God - to seek his kingdom first and his righteousness, and all things will be given to us besides (Mt 
6: 33).  This will mean finding a time and place to meet with God alone:  "When you pray, go to your 
room, close the door and pray to your Father in secret.  And your Father who sees in secret will repay 
you"  (Mt 6: 6).  These are the words of Jesus, who by his words and example teaches us to 
pray.  Seeking God in personal prayer will always be rewarded - if we are faithful to a little, he will give us 
more.  Prayer will be the joy and strength of our lives. 
          In 2001, John Paul II exhorted us to "'put out into the deep' of prayer in order to 'put out into the 
deep' of mission.  Mission that does not spring from contemplation is doomed to frustration and failure... 
Contemplation which does not give birth to mission will eventually wither" (John Paul II, Vatican, June 22, 
2001).  In other words, we must "Be" before we "Do."  Prayer must always precede apostolic activity. 
          What happens to us as we pray?  Why is it so important? I have tried to identify, from my personal 
experience, six gifts God gives us as we pray.  You may want to add to this list. 
  
1.     Fellowship with God 
It is inconceivable to us how much God desires to commune with us. Saint Augustine said that God thirsts 
that we may thirst for him. It is in prayer that we come to know him and his personal love for us and to 
love him in return.  Once we have experienced the joy of fellowship with him, nothing will be the 
same.  We will only thirst for more.  We have an open invitation to have each day a divine appointment 
with the Almighty. He desires for us "fullness of joy in his presence" (Ps 16: 11). 
2.     He Changes Us 
In the presence of the living God, we are changed and transformed.  "All of us, gazing on the Lord with 
unveiled faces are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another"  (2 Cor 3: 
18).  The word "transform" in Greek is (metamorphein), which is metamorphosis - the process through 
which a caterpillar is changed into a butterfly.  God changes us in his presence.  Bad habits are gradually 
softened and erased.  More love for others comes into our hearts.  Even our appearance can be altered 
as the Lord's light shines through us (see 2 Cor 4: 6). I have realized that, through prayer, God changes 
the desires of my heart. Looking back, I have seen how the direction of my life has changed. The things 
that I held important no longer attract me. It is amazing that we have only to say "yes" to him and dispose 
ourselves and he does the rest - he transforms us. This is the good news of salvation. 
3.     He Teaches Us 
He renews our mind.  "Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, 
that you may prove what is good and acceptable and perfect" (Rom 12: 2).  Once again the word 
"transform" is metamorphosis.  God's word is alive and active with power to enlighten and conform our 
minds to God's will as we read and meditate upon the Scriptures.  "The revelation of your words sheds 
light, giving understanding to the simple" (Ps 119: 130).  As we read God's word and reflect upon it, it is 
amazing how often a word or a passage will come "alive" to us with understanding and be a source of 
meditation for the day.  The Magnificat missal is a great tool for us to read and meditate upon the 
Scriptures for each day.  It is a perfect companion to carry with us in our purse or pocket.  I look forward 
to the spiritual reflection that follows each day's reading, as well as the many hymns and beautiful images 
that accompany each issue.  Father Peter Cameron's articles and meditations are both inspiring and 
spiritually nourishing.   
4.   He Guides Us 
In prayer we come to recognize the Shepherd's voice that wants to lead and "guide us along right paths 
for his name's sake" (cf. Ps 23: 3). So often in prayer God will inspire us and direct us to do or not do 
certain things. We may be prompted to call or visit someone in need. Or we may have a decision to make 
that we want to take to prayer. I remember after Hurricane Katrina when we were in "exile" - not knowing 
if our home was destroyed or where we were to live. I was praying in an adoration chapel and the clear 
words came to me, "My home is by your altars" (cf. Ps 84: 4). I was filled with peace and joy, knowing it 
did not matter as long as I was with him. 
5.   He Strengthens Us against Temptations 
Jesus, as he prayed in the garden prior to his passion, told his companions to "watch and pray that you 
may not undergo the test."  He was preparing them for what was to come, but they did not 
understand.  All of us are tempted, but prayer strengthens us to overcome temptations.  In my own life, 
areas I have struggled with, through prayer, have somewhat been lessened and handling them has been 
a bit easier. One example is the proper use of my tongue: to respond with kindness when spoken to 



unkindly, not speaking too much (or too little), speaking the right words at the right time and in the right 
way.  God is about the work of purification, and so we will never be free of temptation, but he will always 
give the grace to grow and overcome. 
6.   He Uses Us 
The work of intercession on behalf of others is powerful.  Battles can be won, wars can be stopped, lives 
can be changed through conversion, vocations to the priesthood and religious life can increase, family life 
strengthened, and life can be made sacred - all through prayer.  God will inspire us to pray in a certain 
way for a particular situation, but we must be disposed by prayer to follow his directives. 
  
             Developing a grateful, Magnificat heart like Mary's will require us to decide to make God first in 
our lives.  This will mean daily prayer, but also frequent participation in the sacraments.  Most of us are 
blessed with the opportunity to attend daily Mass.  This is such a gift to be able to receive the Lord - body 
and blood, soul and divinity - into our very being.  Jesus said, "Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my 
blood remains in me and I in him.  Just as the living Father sent me and I have life because of the Father, 
so also the one who feeds on me will have life because of me" (Jn 6: 56-57).  What powerful words to 
meditate upon.  Every one of us who wants to grow in Christ should make every effort to receive the 
Eucharist as often as possible. "The Eucharist in a priceless treasure ... The worship of the Eucharist 
outside of the Mass is of inestimable value for the life of the Church" (Ecclesia de Eucharistia, John Paul 
II's encyclical on the Eucharist, section 25). Eucharistic adoration chapels, which are springing up all over 
with the encouragement that has come from Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict, are great gifts.  I live 
in the Archdiocese of New Orleans, where Archbishop Alfred Hughes, a native of Boston, has set up an 
office to promote eucharistic adoration.  I am blessed to live in a place where there are three adoration 
chapels within a ten-minute drive from my home. It is a taste of heaven to have this 
opportunity.  Eucharistic adoration has become a great joy in my life and has expanded my participation 
in the Holy Mass.  These chapels are fountains of grace for the Church.  They seem to build community 
as well.  
              We are blessed in the Church to have the great sacrament of reconciliation.  The discipline of 
monthly confession (more frequent if needed) is a great means of spiritual growth and grace. Nothing 
gives us greater gratitude and love in our hearts for God than receiving his forgiveness and mercy. I love 
the words of Jesus regarding the sinful woman who anointed his feet: "I tell you, her sins which are many 
are forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little" (Lk 7: 47). 
All of us need some kind of faith community in order to grow and be strengthened spiritually. In a culture 
increasingly secular, it is important to have holy bonds of friendship and prayer so that we can grow in 
holiness and bring the Gospel into the marketplace. The presence of a joy-filled, loving Christian provides 
a powerful witness. My involvement in various growth and prayer groups within the Church has helped to 
deepen my faith and inspire me by the lives of those trying to live a godly life. Participation in conferences 
and events like the "Pilgrimage of Hope" bless the faithful with renewed spiritual strength to press on to 
live and proclaim the kingdom of God in our midst. 
We are living in difficult times - some say these are times of darkness but of great light. "The light shines 
in the darkness and darkness has not overcome it" (Jn 1: 5). We are those who are to be the lights in the 
midst of the darkness. 
          At the opening of the one hundred and fifty-year jubilee celebration in Lourdes, France, as papal 
envoy Ivan Cardinal Dias stated: "The Virgin Mary invites us once again today to be part of her combat 
legion against the forces of evil.  The struggle between God and his enemy still takes place more so 
today than at the time of Bernadette, one hundred and fifty years ago."  He quoted Cardinal Karol 
Wojtyła's words on November 9, 1976 (six months before he became pope): "We are today before 
the  final struggle between the Church and the Antichurch, between the Gospel and the Anti-
Gospel."  Cardinal Dias continued, "One thing that remains certain: the final victory belongs to God and 
that will happen thanks to Mary the Woman of Genesis and of the Apocalypse who will fight at the head of 
the army of her sons and daughters against the enemy forces of Satan and will crush the head of the 
serpent" (Inside the Vatican, February 2008). 
Let us ask Mary to pray for us and to walk with us along the way of her Son. Let us ask her to help us be 
a people of hope, a people of joy and gratitude in the knowledge of our God "who is able to accomplish 
far more than all we ask or imagine, by the power at work within us, to him be glory in the Church and in 
Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen"  
(Eph 3: 20-21). 



           I close with words from Saint Ambrose:  "Let Mary's soul be in each of you to proclaim the 
greatness of the Lord. Let her spirit be in each to rejoice in the Lord."  

 


