
Advent 3A 
 

My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit rejoiceth in God my 
Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the 
Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. “In a 
gentle way, you can shake the World,” said Ghandi. 

We were talking about this on Wednesday, at our Bible Study up in 
Salinas with one of the committees of the Church. What does it 
mean to say “my soul magnifies the Lord?” Surely God, all-knowing, 
all-powerful and ever-present, is in no need of enhancement by the 
likes of us, or even of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the ‘BVM’ as some of 
my childhood friends used to call her, as they left whatever activity 
we were engaged in – in the woods, in the attics and basements of 
our houses, or the back yards of our neighborhood, to go off to 
catechism class at the “Annunziata,” the Church of the 
Annunciation down the road – “We gotta go see the BVM,” they’d 
say. 

If even she can’t make God greater, then for her soul to magnify the 
Lord must entail polishing, even breaking the old, dim, cloudy 
panes of glass, through which God can be but dimly perceived, like 
the peepholes of old apartment doors, or the thick portholes of 
some old ship. Mary’s cousin Elizabeth is asking, “What is going on 
with you? Why did my baby kick when you walked in? Something 
big is happening here, and it’s centered in you. Mary’s life had 
become a powerful lens, not to make God bigger or better, but 
through which we all might perceive God more immediately, with 
better light and in a clearer context.  

The large and definitive dictionary, the Oxford English Dictionary, 
OED for short, is a wonder to behold, with so many entries , it 
reminds one of psalm 139 which talks about the thoughts of God 
being uncountable, like sand on a beach. To look something up in 
the OED, you have to use the handy magnifying glass that lives in a 



little drawer that’s part of the box the dictionary lives in. Like this, 
Mary’s life, her very soul serves as a magnifier, through whom we 
might better look at God – “My soul doth magnify the Lord.” In her 
gentle way, she shook the World. 

These stories, as with the writings of the great prophets, were the 
novels and social commentaries of their day. Whether you take 
them as fundamentally factual history, or as wonderfully evocative 
legend doesn’t really matter, as long as they serve to magnify the 
Lord for you. We heard a startling example from Isaiah today, who 
said, “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert 
shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom 
abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.” Even the wildest and 
most imaginative of our big screen, big budget movies don’t often 
have the audacity to suggest such a thing: the desert itself, singing? 
Maybe in Fantasia. 

 As the novelist of his day, a great social critic, playwright, 
commentator, and comedian, Isaiah spins this tale, paints this 
picture, posits this scenario of how the World will be when God 
ultimately intervenes. But by the time Mary is carrying Jesus to life 
in her womb, dancing hills and skipping mountains have morphed 
and simplified into the immediacy of one life lived, a life through 
which God is more perceivable, more magnified than ever before. 
The great prophetic possibilities have become a domestic reality of 
two pregnant women talking about the lives inside themselves and 
how, in their gentle ways, they might shake the World by 
magnifying God. 

This week, we have seen the Lord magnified in our own time. We have 
seen the World shaken by a gentle soul. We have experienced a story of 
biblical proportions.  Writes Morgan Freeman: “With the passing of 
Nelson Mandela, we have a chance to put the idea of a true hero in 
perspective. Actually, Calling Mandela a hero falls woefully short in 
adequately portraying the man who fought apartheid, was sent to 
prison for 27 years, was freed from the living hell of unjust 
confinement, became South Africa's first democratically elected 



president, and changed the political landscape of his country. We 
have lost one of the true giants of the past century, but in our loss is 
the realization that thanks to him, we have all gained something. 
For in bringing down the evil of apartheid, Mandela raised us up; 
his wisdom, patience, compassion and insistence on reconciliation 
make us aspire to be better people. In his determination to break 
from the chains of the past, he allowed us all to join him as the 
masters of our fate and the captains of our souls.”  We have been 
witnesses to the saga in the making of a life that transcends its own 
age by devoting itself to the humblest particulars of that age. In his 
gentle way, he shook the World; he magnified the Lord for us.  

Isaiah goes on: They shall strengthen the weak hands, and make 
firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a fearful heart, “Be 
strong, do not fear!” What could be more wondrously fearless than 
to insist on forgiving, reconciling with and treating with affection 
those who have wronged you? 

“The moment you saw Mandela, you were aware of an aura – you 
were with someone very special. He made it clear that your station 
in life does not determine your importance. He always visited and 
thanked the servers and the workers wherever he would go,” 
remembered Archbishop Tutu. “He made us feel humble and also 
charged with responsibility for healing forgotten conflicts and 
bringing justice to the marginalized and weak,” testified Mary 
Robinson. 

 “The farmer waits for the precious crop from the earth, being 
patient with it until it receives the early and the late rains. You also 
must be patient. As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, 
take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.” To spend 27 
years in prison, then to be President sound like what James is 
talking about. Mandela invited his former prison guards to sit in the 
front row at his inauguration – he had a thirst for righteousness 
that almost defies imagining. 



In her poem, His Day is Done, Maya Angelou writes about Mandela. 
Let’s let her have the last word: “His day is done. Is done. The news 
came on the wings of a wind reluctant to carry its burden. Nelson 
Mandela’s day is done. Yet we, his inheritors, will open the gates wider 
for reconciliation now, and because of him, we will respond more 
generously to the cries of Blacks and Whites, Asians, Hispanics, the 
poor who live piteously on the floor of our planet. We will not withhold 
forgiveness even from those who do not ask. We lift our voices to say 
thank you. Thank you our Gideon, thank you our David, our great 
courageous man. We will not forget you, we will remember and be glad 
that you lived among us, that you taught us, and that you loved us all. 
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