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Well, this will be my very last sermon in the Three Rivers Group, and I can think 
of no better way to end than being able to talk about my favourite woman in 
the bible – Mary Magdalene.  
 
Now I love Mary Magdalene and I feel like we have a lot more in common than 
just this depiction. So today I want to talk to you today about why Mary 
Magdalene is awesome, why she’s so important to me and why I think she 
should be so important to the church today.  
 
Biblically, we don’t actually know very much about Mary. She gets her name 
from her association with her birth place, the town of Magdala on the coast of 
Galilee. Luke tells us that she was not without means and some believe that it 
was Mary who helped to fund much of Jesus’ mission.  
 
But Mary has been the subject of scandal, rumour and reputation absolutely not 
deserved. We’ve probably heard rumours, depictions of her as prostitute, lover 
of Jesus, secret wife of Jesus, terrible sinner redeemed.  
 
This is partly because when we first meet Mary in the gospel of Luke chapter 8 
she is introduced as ‘Mary, called Magdalene, from whom 7 demons had gone 
out.’ In the previous chapter, 7, Luke describes the sinful woman who anoints 
Jesus’ feet with oil and wipes them with her hair and her tears. 
 
It was Pope Gregory 1 in 591 who suggested in a homily he delivered that they 
were the same woman, and where consequently rumours of her bad reputation 
and prostitution became widely accepted. He connected the 7 demons to the 7 
deadly sins which made her guilty not just of lust but all of human weakness and 
sin. A deeply sinful woman, who through repentance was restored to God. 
However, there is no evidence at all biblically that this was the case and we do 
her a huge injustice to see her in this light.  
 
We should instead see Mary for who she was. Yes, she was in some way a 
deeply afflicted woman, she had 7 demons, not just 1, but nobody is really sure 
what that means – all we do know is that she was no more a sinner than any 
other of the people healed, loved and made a disciple by Jesus.  
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The amazing difference is Mary’s response to Jesus’ love. When Jesus was 
arrested, while the other disciples ran away and hid, Mary followed Jesus to his 
trial. While Peter followed at a distance and denied knowing Jesus, Mary 
followed him to the cross. While the other onlookers left, Mary stayed until 
Jesus breathed his last.  
 
When Jesus was buried, Matthew 27 tells us that Mary sat opposite the tomb. 
While the other disciples hid away and wept, Mary got up and went to the tomb 
to find it empty. As it was put by Eaton Barrett in a poem entitled ‘Woman’ in 
1810:  
 

Not she with trait'rous kiss her Saviour stung, 
Not she denied Him with unholy tongue; 
She, while apostles shrank, could danger brave, 
Last at His cross, and earliest at His grave. 

 
Mary was the first witness to the risen Jesus. Without Mary, would the disciples 
still be locked in a room hiding? While Thomas needed physical proof of Jesus 
wounds, Mary only needed to hear his voice call her name.  
 
In 2016, the Catholic church finally recognised Mary as the ‘apostle to the 
apostles.’ A disciple means a follower, an apostle means someone ‘sent out.’ 
This is a massive deal and means far more than just her getting a slightly more 
exciting feast day.  Apostle to the apostles – screams the episcopate to me. It’s 
only taken the Anglican church until 2014 to work that out.  
 
So, Mary, not a terrible repentant sinner, prostitute or other rumour. But a 
woman who loved Jesus so deeply that she gave up her normal life to follow 
him with no care for rumour or reputation. 
 
So why is she so important to me and the church?  
 
I used to really associate with Mary because I thought of her as a terrible sinner 
who was able to be redeemed. I may seem reasonably lovely now but I do have 
a very dark past that even now sometimes threatens to swallow me up in 
shame.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiss_of_Judas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denial_of_Peter


Mary Magdalene Sermon – 21.07.19 
 

 

After my BAP I was asked to write a short piece for the church of England about 
my vocational journey. I couldn’t do it. The very idea of putting my head above 
the parapet as a ‘holy woman’ now going into the priesthood just terrified me. 
Hardly anybody would read it, nobody would know me, nobody would care 
probably, but I couldn’t do it. I have a past, I had 7 demons, I’ll never lose that 
reputation.  
 
Mary shows us, shows me, that this is not the case. Not because Mary was a 
terrible sinner who needed to repent, repent, repent to be redeemed as I felt 
for so long that I needed to do, but because God does not care about the past, 
about sin, gender, qualifications, reputation, his currency is love. Jesus looks for 
and sends those who love him. Recklessly, wholeheartedly, with faith, not 
knowledge or good standing or gender.  
 
Even misunderstood Mary has the power to inspire others. Understood, she can 
set people free from terrible guilt and shame to follow Jesus, not grovelling on 
the floor, but out there, as an apostle.  
 
I’m going to write the piece.  
  
The injustice done to Mary says nothing about her and everything about how 
women are perceived in the church and the world. She has a challenging truth. 
We don’t know anything about Mary’s family but we can assume that because 
of her freedom to follow Jesus she had no husband or children. So often I am 
asked when, not if, we are going to have children. Now I am a woman who has 
never wanted children, I still don’t. We are childfree by choice and this is so 
often judged to be deeply abnormal.  
 
There are also many couples that with all the trying in the word cannot have 
children of their own. It’s a deeply painful thing to go through. So many of the 
important women in the bible are mothers, are blessed by God by being able to 
become mothers – (Abraham & Sarah, the mother of Samuel) and like Mary 
mother of Jesus, famous for being mothers.  
 
Not Magdalene. A woman in her own right, with her own ministry. We need to 
be careful as a church that when we think of mission and outreach we don’t 
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simply look for families and children. Jesus loves children, so do we, but adults 
are important to God too. 
 
Let’s be as excited to receive new Christians in their 20s, 30.s 40.s 50’s 80’s and 
beyond in their own right as we are about young children and families. And, 
let’s ensure that we don’t just focus on activities and worship for children so 
much that we do not leave space for these single, childless and childfree people 
who need God, need space and worship to encounter and deepen relationship 
with God and could be the next apostles. 
 
Finally, someone once told me that one of the roles of a priest was to be a 
visible Jesus when God seemed invisible. I think that’s a role we all play, but the 
people we give a sainthood to tell the world a lot about us when they can’t see 
God. 
 
St Mary Magdalene shows that we can challenge our perceptions of gender 
roles, those who don’t fit in or are not as valued or mentioned as their 
counterparts, those who bring the past with them. Is there a role for you!  
 
We don’t know what Mary went on to do after Pentecost, but we can be 
reasonably sure that she had an important mission from God. Seeing Fordham 
church dedicated to St Peter & St Mary Magdalene gave me the courage I 
needed to accept this job, and the courage now for Peter and Mel to step out 
once again.  
 
So here’s to the red heads, the strong men and women of God who out of love 
and devotion risk everything for the one who loves them so.  
 
 


