
	 	 			Jesus’s	Right	Hand	Man	Was	a	Woman!	

	 										(Based	on	Luke	8:1-3	and	Mark	15:40-16:11)	

			A	Message	Offered	to	FCUCC	Gaylord	by	Toby	Jones	on	6/24/18	

	

	 What	do	you	picture	when	you	hear	the	name	Mary	Magdalene?	

What	does	she	look	like?	What	is	she	wearing?	Are	you	picturing	a	

temptress?	A	seductress?	Perhaps	even	a	woman	of	the	night?	

	 As	most	of	you	know,	I	grew	up	going	to	church	every	single	

Sunday,	along	with	Sunday	School	and	Youth	Group	too,	and	I	can	tell	

you	that	I	was	given	the	clear	impression	that	Mary	Magdalene	was	a	

sketchy	character	at	best,	not	the	kind	of	woman	you’d	bring	home	to	

mama.	And	here’s	another	odd	thing	about	my	age-old	impression	of	Ms.	

Magdalene…do	you	know	that	I	never	grew	up	picturing	her	at	any	of	

the	gatherings	of	the	disciples?	I’m	not	alone	in	that	impression;	heck,	

Davinci	didn’t	even	include	her	in	his	famous	depiction	of	the	last	

supper!		

	 I	guess	that’s	the	main	point	I’m	trying	to	make	about	our	

historical	impressions	of	Mary	Magdalene:	we	don’t	tend	to	think	of	her	

as	a	disciple.	Why	not,	do	you	suppose?	What	are	our	reasons	for	

relegating	Mary	to,	not	only	the	back	of	the	bus,	but	off	the	bus	entirely?	

	 Is	it	because	of	her	past?	Some	traditions	have	it	that	she	was	a	

very	unhealthy	woman,	one	who	had	been	inflicted	with	several	

diseases	and	that	Jesus	had,	in	fact,	healed	her	several	times.	Does	

someone’s	past	health	disqualify	her	from	being	a	disciple?	The	man	

known	as	the	Gerasene	Demoniac	became	a	disciple	after	he	was	healed,	

as	did	Bartimaeus,	the	blind	man,	whom	Jesus	also	healed.	

	 There	are	some	other	traditions	that	posit	that	Mary	Magdalene	

had	been	a	prostitute	when	she	met	Jesus,	a	participant	in	what	is	often	

called	‘the	oldest	profession	in	the	world.’	Does	someone’s	previous	job	

or	previous	moral	decisions	disqualify	her	from	being	a	disciple?	

Zaccheus	was	a	corrupt	and	embezzling	tax	collector	before	he	became	

a	follower	of	Jesus.	The	Apostle	Paul	traveled	around	the	Middle	East	

killing	Christians	before	meeting	Jesus.		

	 None	of	these	things	would	disqualify	one	from	being	a	disciple.	

So	what	could	it	be…?	What	is	it	inside	us	that	resists	or	even	rejects	the	

idea	that	Mary	Magdalene	was	a	disciple	of	Jesus’s…?	Might	it	be	her	

gender?	Do	we	think	that	there	is	something	inherent	in	men	that	makes	

them	better	suited	to	discipleship?	Are	men	tougher?	Stronger?	More	

loyal	or	more	willing	to	hang	in	there	when	the	going	gets	tough?	



	 Let’s	take	a	look.	You’re	all	familiar	with	the	Gospel	of	Mark,	right?	

It’s	the	earliest	gospel,	generally	considered	the	most	reliable	from	an	

historical	standpoint.	Both	Matthew	and	Luke	borrowed	heavily	from	

Mark’s	gospel	as	they	composed	their	versions	of	the	Jesus	story.	Many	

people	don’t	know,	unless	they	go	to	seminary,	that	the	original	Gospel	

of	Mark	includes	no	resurrection	account.	In	fact,	it	ends	with	the	

crucifixion.	Do	any	of	you	know	the	last	we	hear	of	the	twelve	male	

disciples	in	Mark’s	original	Gospel	account?	The	last	we	hear	of	the	12	

male	disciples	is	in	Gethsemane,	when	Jesus	is	arrested.	Just	after	Jesus	

is	seized	by	the	guards	that	Judas	has	brought	into	the	garden,	this	is	

what	Mark	writes	of	the	disciples…	“And	they	all	forsook	him	and	fled.”	

Other	versions	say,	“The	eleven	all	deserted	him	and	fled.”	A	more	

contemporary	account	might	say,	“When	Jesus	got	arrested,	all	of	his	

male	followers	wimped	out…every	last	one	of	them.”	

	 Interestingly	enough,	as	Mark’s	gospel	continues,	there	was	one	

group	of	followers	who	stayed	with	Jesus.	They	stayed	as	close	to	him	as	

they	possibly	could.	Their	names….Mary	Magdalene,	Mary	the	mother	of	

James	(presumably	also	the	mother	of	Jesus	since	James	was	Jesus’s	

brother),	and	Salome.	These	women	not	only	didn’t	flee	when	the	going	

got	tough,	they	stayed	through	the	very	worst	of	it.	They	watched	the	

crucifixion,	not	because	they	were	into	the	sight	of	blood	and	torture,	

but	because	they	wanted	Jesus	to	see	them,	to	know	that	he	was	not	

alone	in	this.	The	women	were	there	when	the	sky	got	dark.	The	women	

were	there	when	Jesus	uttered	his	cry	of	dereliction,	“My	God,	my	God,	

why	have	you	forsaken	me?”	The	women	were	there	when	Jesus	took	

his	last	breath.	In	fact,	the	women	were	even	there	when	it	was	time	to	

take	the	bloody,	beaten,	and	lifeless	body	of	Jesus	down	off	that	cross.	

The	women	were	the	ones	who	tended	to	his	body.	

	 So	tell	me…why	is	it,	exactly,	that	we	have	a	hard	time	picturing	

women	as	being	actual	disciples	of	Jesus?	Especially	since	in	Mark	16,	

our	second	reading	for	the	morning,	Jesus	himself	gives	women	the	first	

ever	apostolic	charge	–“Go	and	tell	the	others	that	I	have	risen.”	

	 Biblical	Scholarship	and	Archeology	are	evolving,	advancing	

sciences,	like	all	the	other	academic	disciplines.	We	know	far	more	now	

about	original	sources	and	manuscripts	than	we	used	to,	thanks	to	

amazing	technology	and	improving	scholarship.	Did	you	know,	for	

instance,	that	more	gospels	have	been	discovered	than	just	the	four	we	

have	in	our	current	scriptures?		There	are	the	Gnostic	gospels	of	



Thomas,	Mary,	and	Phillip,	fascinating	accounts	that	fill	in	our	emerging	

understanding	of	Jesus.		

	 So	much	of	what	we	grew	up	assuming	was	true	and	somehow	

“biblical”	was	as	much	legend	as	anything	else.	For	instance,	this	whole	

notion	that	Mary	Magdelene	was	a	prostitute	emerged	600	years	after	

the	time	of	Jesus!	It	was	a	misunderstanding	that	came	from	Pope 

Gregory the Great, when he falsely assumed that Mary Magdalene was 

the same anonymous “sinful woman” mentioned in the chapter just 
before the one when Mary Magdalene is introduced in the Gospel of 

Luke. And from Gregory’s initial misunderstanding, things for Mary 

went downhill quickly. Cardinal	Gianfranco	Ravasi,	the	Vatican’s	culture	
minister,	said,	“Mary	Magdalene’s	reputation	has	been	constantly	sullied	

by	her	depiction	in	art	over	the	centuries.“	So	it	seems	that	Art	history	

and	Pope	Gregory	turned	Mary	into	a	prostitute,	something	which	she	

clearly	wasn’t	in	the	Gospels.	

											 The	most	recent	archeological	and	manuscript	evidence	points	to	
the	fact	that	not	only	was	Mary	Magdalene	not	a	prostitute,	she	was	a	

disciple	–	and	beyond	that	-	a	leader	of	the	disciples,	closer	to	Jesus	in	

heart,	mind,	and	spirit	than	any	of	the	others.	A	recent	article	out	of	

Israel	helps	us	understand	how	and	why	Mary’s	image	is	finally	

changing:	

	 If there’s a feminist figure from the Bible for the #MeToo era, it could 
very well be Mary Magdalene. The major character in the life of Jesus was 
long maligned in the West and portrayed as a reformed former prostitute. 
But scholars have adopted a different approach more recently, viewing her 
as a strong, independent woman who supported Jesus financially and 
spiritually.                                                                                                          
 Pope Francis took the biggest step yet to rehabilitate Mary 
Magdalene’s image by declaring a major feast day in her honor, July 22. His 
2016 decree put the woman who first proclaimed Jesus’ resurrection on par 
with the liturgical celebrations of the male apostles. “By doing this, he 
established the absolute equality of Mary Magdalene to the apostles, 
something that has never been done before and is also a point of no return” 
for women in the church, said Lucetta Scarrafia, editor of the Vatican-
published Women Church World monthly magazine. Only in 1969 did the 
Catholic Church roll back centuries of labeling Mary Magdalene as such, 
stating she was distinct from the sinful woman mentioned in Luke. Eastern 
Orthodox Christians never depicted her as a prostitute. Modern	scholars,	



however,	have	adopted	a	different	understanding	of	Mary	Magdalene,	and	

now	regard	her	as	one	of	Jesus’	most	prominent	disciples,	one	who	stood	

by	him	to	the	end	while	his	most	devoted	male	apostles	did	not.	

	 But	despite	all	this	growth	and	development	among	scholars,	

archeologists,	and	even	Popes,	the	image	of	Mary	Magdalene	as	a	

licentious,	sexualized	woman	still	persists	in	Western	culture,	including	in	

“Jesus	Christ	Superstar”	and	“The	Da	Vinci	Code.”		

	 Listen	to	what	theologian	and	biblical	scholar	Cynthia	Bourgeault	

says	in	her	book,	The	Meaning	of	Mary	Magdalene:	Discovering	the	

Woman	at	the	Heart	of	Christianity:	

	 While	Mary	Magdalene	has	often	been	sentimentalized	or	

sexualized…her	intact	humanness	is	her	saving	grace.	Now	that	a	new	

generation	of	Bible	scholarship	has	corrected	the	glaring	inaccuracy	of	

her	earlier	portrayal	as	a	prostitute	and	is	steadily	laying	the	groundwork	

by	which	she	is	gradually	reclaiming	her	role	as	Jesus’	spiritual	partner	

and	wisdom	lineage	bearer.	

	 Applying	the	teachings	that	Jesus	showed	her,	Mary	did	her	inner	

work	(we	call	that	“Reaching	In!”)	and	emerged	through	the	eye	of	the	

needle	into	genuine,	fulfilled	singleness.	If	Jesus	shows	us	what	the	

completed	human	being	looks	like	in	male	form,	Mary	Magdalene	models	

it	for	us	in	its	female	version;	together	Mary	and	Jesus	become	

the	Christosophia,	the	very	archetype	of	human	wholeness.	
 We’ve been celebrating women for the past two months in this 

church, and, frankly, it’s high time we did. Women played a huge and 

positive role in the Hebrew scriptures – women like Deborah, Esther, 

Hannah, and Ruth. Women played an equally significant role in getting the 

Jesus Movement started. They were his disciples with a capital D! Davinci 

got it wrong in his famous depiction of The Last Supper. The cover of your 

bulletin today is much closer to the truth. When the going got tough, the men 

took off.                                                                                                       

 I want you to close your eyes for a moment. Picture a woman or two 

or three from your past who stood firm when the going got tough, who 

didn’t leave you when it might have been easier and safer if they had. 

Picture a woman whose faith inspired you, who lived out the teachings of 

Jesus in simple, consistent, every-day ways. Now picture all of these women 

with Mary Magdalene around a big table with Jesus. The table has bread and 

wine in the middle, and as Jesus blesses and distributes these elements, he 

says, “Well done, my good and faithful disciples! Well done!” Amen.  


