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What do you know about Mary Magdalene and how much of what you know is true?  We 

at least probably know her name and can place her in the time of Jesus.  But Mary has 

fallen victim to some honest confusion about her identity and some intentional 

manipulation as to who she was and what she did.  Part of the problem lies in the fact that 

almost every female in the time of Jesus seems to have the name Mary.  It is like the 

Scottish kings and chiefs and lords, they are all called James, John, or George – it is 

nearly impossible not to confuse them.  So I attribute some of the confusion around Mary 

Magdalene to that fact that there are many women in the bible who are unnamed and 

among the ones who are named most of them are called Mary.  Yet we need to 

understand clearly who Mary is and is not if we are going to understand her importance 

and her impact for us today. 

 

So first who she is not: Mary Magdalene is not the Mother of Jesus.  She is also not half 

of the Mary and Martha sister duo.  That is Mary of Bethany.  She is not Mary the mother 

of James and John.  Nor is she Mary the wife of Clopas.  Mary Magdalene was a lady 

from the village on the shore of the Sea of Galilee called Magdala.  Luke tells us that 

Jesus healed her of demons.  We don’t know what that means but it could have been 

anything from epilepsy, to a skin condition, a mental illness or something else.  Luke tells 

us the twelve male disciples traveled with Jesus through the cities and villages and 

women went too – Mary, Joanna, Susanna and many others.  Mary is listed first in this 

list to note her importance.  The other detail Luke provides is that these three ladies 

provided for Jesus out of their resources – in other words, Mary Magdalene was well to 

do.  So this is what we know, she was from a town name Magdala, she had money, Jesus 

had cured her, and she became a faithful follower – the first female to be listed as a 

follower of Christ.   

 

Now fast forward to the scenes at the end of Jesus’ life – the trial, the crucifixion, and the 

burial at the tomb and Mary Magdalene was there.  The 12 disciples abandoned Jesus but 

Mary was there until the end.  She was the first one to visit the tomb to see the stone had 

been removed.  She ran to find Peter and John who then went and also saw the empty 

tomb.  Peter and John went home but Mary stayed and then Jesus appeared to her.  She 

was the first to witness the resurrection, the risen Lord called her by name, she was the 

first person to go and proclaim the good news that Jesus had risen from the dead.  Those 

are the two biblical encounters with Mary Magdalene.   

 

Mary Magdalene is a hero of the faith.  She is a giant.  A woman who was healed, 

became a devoted follower, stayed with Jesus in his time of need, visited his tomb, 

witnessed his resurrection, and preached good news on Easter morning.  Mary Magdalene 

was a disciple of Jesus Christ, the first Christian apostle.  And yet how little attention we 

give her and how poorly the church has treated her and how corruptly her identity has 

been handled.  The church for generations has perpetuated lies and fake news about Mary 

Magdalene.  But maybe you are not shocked by this because, despite the very significant 
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role women played in the life and ministry of Jesus, the church historically has not been a 

place that is welcoming to women in ministry.   

 

So here is how Mary Magdalene became embroiled in controversy: in chapter seven of 

Luke’s gospel, right before we meet Mary Magdalene there is a story about an unnamed, 

sinful woman who interrupted a dinner party where Jesus was in attendance.  She fell on 

her knees and she anointed his feet with oil and she dried his feet with her hair, and she 

kissed his feet over and over again.  All of this is way outside the bounds of appropriate 

behavior for a woman and the other guests told Jesus to reprimand her and send her 

away.  He refused to do so and instead commended her faith, her repentance, and her 

generosity.  Now somehow this unnamed woman became Mary Magdalene.  Mary 

becomes the unnamed sinner, which is code for a prostitute and so right there her identity 

shifts drastically.  The greatest Christian artists have portrayed Mary Magdalene as a 

highly erotic figure in minimal clothing with long hair flowing and longing eyes cast 

towards Jesus.   

 

Mary Magdalene becomes the opposite of the Virgin Mary, who is pure and unblemished 

– Mary Magdalene becomes the lady with a past.  And so the church has lifted up Mother 

Mary for veneration and but such is not the case with Mary Magdalene.   

 

Mary cast in this disreputable role isn’t a model for discipleship but a figure to be 

watched, kept at arms reach, and ideally controlled.  In her new role, as the woman who 

has fallen from grace who then meets Jesus, Mary becomes noteworthy for her 

repentance and her reformation of life.  She becomes a model for women to turn from 

their evil ways and submit to the leadership of men.  This is the identity that has been 

perpetuated popes, artists, and pop culture.  In the rock opera Jesus Christ Superstar Mary 

Magdalene sings, “I don’t know how to love him…He’s just a man, and I’ve had so many 

men before…I want him so.  I love him so.”  But this is not the biblical narrative – that is 

not who she was but what she became throughout history.   

 

Let us remember that Jesus, according to his teaching and his behavior valued and treated 

women as full members of the community.  Even Paul in the early church wrote about the 

important role women played and he named them as his partners in ministry.  But as the 

church became more established things changed and the authority of the twelve male 

disciples became emphasized and used as a way to prevent women from being full 

participants in ministry.  And such is often still the case today.   

 

There were early Christian communities who recognized Mary Magdalene’s authority 

and role and even an early text called the Gospel of Mary, written about her life.   In this 

text, Mary is clearly an important figure, a colleague of the disciples, and at times even 

an advisor to them – she is not the unnamed woman with the long hair and the 

questionable behavior.  But in the 4
th

 century when the Christian church canonized the 

list of books of the bible, the Gospel of Mary was not included.  I’m not arguing that is 

should have been but what is interesting is that it was then somehow lost for generations, 

reemerging in 1896 in Egypt.  You can buy it and read it and decide what you think.   
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Has Mary Magdalene been treated poorly?  Has her identity been warped and changed to 

serve the church’s purposes to keep women on the sidelines?  Do the biblical narratives 

stack up with what we know about her?  Should we pay more attention to this woman and 

her healing and her faith and her devotion to Jesus?  Was Mary Magdalene the first of 

many women to be treated poorly by the Christian Church? 

 

As many of you know, in May my uncle and godfather died of cancer and I went to 

Minnesota to officiate the funeral at the Chaska Community Center.  The service was 

held there because the church where my aunt and uncle had worshipped for 15 years 

would not allow me to officiate or co-officiate in the service.   They pointed to their by-

laws saying that only male leadership was recognized in ordained roles.  They would 

allow me to read a bible lesson as long as I was not wearing clerical attire.  My aunt and 

uncle said no thanks and they never went back.   

 

I am happy to say that at least the Presbyterian Church, PCUSA, has come a long way in 

its treatment of women.  Women have been ordained ministers since 1956 and for the last 

15 years or so women have even served as senior pastors.  But we still have room to go 

and one thing that would help is having female biblical models to lift up like Mary 

Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna – women who were important to Jesus, generous 

stewards to the early church, and courageous disciples.  So I think I’m going to start 

using Mary Magdalene in my defense much more often.   

 

The next time someone calls the church and I spend my time talking to them about a 

death in the family and how they have lived in Georgetown for a long time but never 

attended but would really like to have the funeral here and that they saw on our website 

that we have a pastor named Chris and they think their family would prefer him to 

officiate then I think I will respond by saying…you know Mary Magdalene was the first 

person to see the risen Christ, right? 

 

Or the next time someone walks in the church office and assumes I am the secretary and 

asks to see the pastor then I will say…you know Mary Magdalene supported the work of 

the early church with her own money, right? 

 

Or the next time someone expresses surprise that I am the senior minister at the church 

and says they didn’t know that was allowed then I will say…you know Mary Magdalene 

wasn’t a harlot, right?   

 

If we liberate Mary Magdalene and return her to the original biblical texts then she 

becomes a role model for all of us.  Jesus healed her and then she devoted her life and her 

resources to serving him, she mourned his treatment and his death, she celebrated his 

resurrection, and she preached the Good News as one of his apostles.  Mary is an 

important biblical witness for all of us, male or female, reminding us that Christ is ready 

and able to equip all who will follow and believe, as disciples in service to God’s 

kingdom.   

 

Thanks be to God!  Amen.   
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