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Who is the most powerful woman on earth? 
 
News organizations like to ask those kinds of questions. So they make lists: Who is the 
wealthiest person in the world. Who is the sexiest man alive? Who is the most untruthful 
politician? 
 
Recently, National Geographic asked:  “who is the most powerful woman on earth?” 
 
Some suggested Hillary Clinton. Others suggested Angela Merkel of Germany or Oprah. 
 
But National Geographic recently announced its answer. The most powerful woman in 
the world is… the Blessed Virgin Mary.  
 
One of the writers of the article spoke about the profound change that happened in her 
own life as she traveled around the world to explore how the image, the example and the 
faith of the Virgin Mary continues to inspire and assist people of every race.  
 
She saw how Mary’s faith and courage can help to strength the faith and courage of those 
who are suffering. How Mary’s willingness to allow Christ to take flesh in her continues 
to challenge all Christians to allow Christ to take flesh in us. 
 
And the writer describes a scene in Haiti, where a mother and child were bathing in a 
waterfall which has become a sort of unofficial pilgrimage spot for those who want to 
pray with the Virgin Mary. 
 
The writer observed the mother and child, refreshed by the water, smiling as they came 
forth from the water, praying. And the writer knew that she wanted that kind of faith to. 
So she returned home, and was baptized.  
 
One National Geographic  writer said that the life of the Virgin Mary answers an 
important question – “what does mercy look like?” 
 
National Geographic has finally discovered the power of Mary’s example. 
 
We Catholics have known that all along… 
 
And this weekend, especially for Mexicans, this is a solemn feast day: The Feast of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe. At Guadalupe, Mary once again answered the important question: 
what does mercy look like? 
 
The year was 1531, just about a decade after Europeans arrived in the new world, 



bringing with them the Christian faith, and a way of life which clashed with the native 
culture. It was a time of great hardship for native peoples and those who were new to 
these shores.  
 
On December 9, an Aztec native named Juan Diego was hastening toward a Catholic 
church near Mexico City, trying to find a priest to anoint a sick relative.  
 
As Juan Diego neared a certain hill, he heard music, and then unnerving silence. 
Suddenly, the silence was broken by a woman’s voice, calling out to him. He had a vision 
of a woman. She spoke his native language. Her clothing reflected some of the customs 
of his own people. She said that she had come to him to bring him the good news of the 
God who gives us mercy and life. She told this poor man to build a church on that very 
spot. 
 
He went to tell the local bishop. You can imagine his reaction! For several days, Mary 
kept telling Juan to keep trying. 
 
On December 12, Juan went to the bishop again, and as he opened his cloak a miraculous 
cascade of summer roses fell to the floor (in the middle of December!) … and on his 
cloak was the miraculous image of Mary, looking like one of the locals.  
 
The bishop finally believed Juan Diego! 
 
Up to that time, the native peoples were hesitant to become Christians, because the 
“example” shown by the colonists was not very Christ-like! Christianity appeared to be a 
religion for the powerful and wealthy. 
 
But just 6 years after Mary appeared to a poor native, speaking his language, looking like 
one of his own people, delivering a message of mercy to the poor and the outcast, 
millions of Mexicans asked to be baptized. 
 
They believed that Mary had come to bring words of hope to native peoples who had 
suffered many hardships.  
 
In fact, throughout history, whenever Mary appears she never seems to appear to the 
strong and the powerful. She has a knack for appearing to the poor and the powerless, to 
the weak and the suffering. She looks like them and speaks like them. 
 
And she always brings with her the GOOD NEWS that her son loves all the people of 
that region. 
 
The message of Guadalupe presents an Advent challenge to all who will listen. In an age 
when immigration reform, border security and national identity  are in the news, it can be 
tempting for some of us to look down upon those who speak a different language, or have 
a different skin color, or come from a different culture.  
 



It is easy to look at people who are DIFFERENT from us, and to consider them a 
‘problem to be solved.’ But the Blessed Mother appeared at Guadalupe at a time of 
cultural and racial strife, bringing with her the merciful message - that Christ loves all of 
us. 
 
Pay attention to what happens in today’s Gospel reading. The people of Jerusalem had 
come out hear John the Baptist announcing that the Lord is near, and calling them to a 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
But as today’s Gospel reading begins, some of them need John to be more specific. They 
ask,  “What do you mean by repentance? What do mean we have to change? What does 
that look like?” 
 
And John is happy to answer: “your preparation for the arrival of the messiah must look 
like this: open your closet – if you have two coats, give your extra coat to the person who 
has none. 
 
Open your pantry – you have more than enough food. Give some to those who are 
hungry. 
 
Open your hearts – if you have been placed in charge of others, don’t steal from those 
under your control.  
 
Open your mind – if you have power over others, if you are stronger than others, don’t 
take from them, don’t treat people poorly, don’t live a life that lacks integrity. 
 
That’s what “preparing the way of the Lord” looks like.  
 
It looks like mercy. 
 
The powerful preaching of John the Baptist, and the powerful example of the Virgin 
Mary, both assure us that when we feel powerless over something that’s going on in our 
life or in our world, God has not abandoned us. God knows us. God is with us, never far 
away. 
 
When we are in a time of suffering, or doubt, or need, John and Mary keep pointing to 
Jesus, encouraging us to do whatever Jesus tells us, and to trust that Christ is with us. 
 
What does Christ’s mercy look like? It looks like forgiveness, and encouragement, and 
presence, and hope and strength. It looks like a mother bathing her child. It looks like 
love. 
 
And once we know that, we will understand why Mary keeps appearing to the outcast and 
the powerless. We will understand why John the Baptist called us to live with charity, 
and integrity, and justice.  
 



That’s who God is, and that’s how God lives. And that’s how God wants his people to 
live. 
 
No wonder Mary’s memory is so powerful, so challenging and so comforting all at once. 
 
She looks like mercy. She looks like charity. She looks like faith. She looks like love. 
 
I’d like to look like her, too… 
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