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Sermon 25 July 2021- Mary Magdalene Patronal 

John 20.1-2,11-18 

 
Five years ago, at this service, I caused a bit of controversy by stating that 

Mary Magdalene was not a reformed prostitute. In support, I explained that for many 
years the RC church had taught that she had been, but in 1969 they retracted the 
statement and admitted that there was no evidence to support this teaching. Our 
Diocesan teaching series “Living faith” also stated there was no evidence, so I am 
still confident that she was not and never had been a prostitute. 

But who was she? She appears suddenly without any warning in Luke’s 
Gospel (8.3) “The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had been 
cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven 
demons had gone out and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward, Chuza and Susanna 
and many others who provided for them out of their own resources.” There is then no 
mention of her until the crucifixion and resurrection where she is mentioned 
frequently and becomes one of the most mentioned women in the Gospels. 

From the passage, I quoted, we see that Mary had some well-connected 
friends and was part of a band of women who followed Jesus with the twelve and 
provided for them out of their own resources. Over the last five years since I 
preached on Mary, there has been a lot written about the number and role of women 
in the Gospels and their prominence. We looked at this recently in Worshipping 
Together. 

A recent television programme entitled “Jesus’s female disciples” was heavily 
promoted as ground-breaking research by two ladies that would revolutionise our 
understanding of Jesus’s ministry. However, it was largely based on the few verses 
about Mary Magdalene and the other women who financed Jesus’s ministry, which is 
nothing new. 
  Of interest was what the researcher said about Mary Magdalene’s name and 
the fact that it was unusual not to be by reference to a man, such as a husband or 
father. Their “ground-breaking research” into the origins of her name could easily 
have been taken off the Diocese of Oxford’s website where there is a far more 
authoritative article on Mary by an Oxford College Dean and chaplain, The Revd 
Canon Dr Emma Percy. 
“We know little about her background, just her independence. Most women in the 
bible are known as the daughter/wife/sister of a man because that was how women 
were recognised in the society of the day. Mary is not connected to any male 
relative. 
She is always referred to as Mary Magdala. Many assume that this is a reference to 
her place of residence or business but there is some uncertainty of exactly where 
Magdala was. Professor Joan Taylor, from Kings College, suggests that this may 
have been the nickname Jesus gave her. She suggests that this was something 
Jesus did to close members of the community. We know that Simon was always 
referred to as Simon Peter that is, Simon Rock. Jesus made a play of the 
dependability and importance of Simon, his rock. Magdala means tower. Prof Taylor 
suggests this may have been Jesus nickname for her. Mary the tower.”   

I rather like the idea of an independent lady who was a tower of strength, but 
that does not fully answer the question of who she was. 
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We can get a bit more of a picture by looking at the company she kept, her 
friends. They all seem to have been healed of something and to have been attracted 
to Jesus by his healing power. They were wealthy and would have had access to the 
most expensive of healers. Such women were heavily chaperoned and kept in 
confined luxury. There is evidence that around King Herod’s extravagant city on the 
shore of Galilee there were a number of quack healers. It may be that these women 
had been fleeced by such healers to no effect. They then meet Jesus who cures 
them and their lives are transformed. Jesus did not ask for money “up-front”, but 
delivered health. It is hardly surprising that they abandoned their gilded cages and 
followed Jesus with devoted loyalty. 

  Mary was a friend of Joanna, the wife of Chusa, Herod’s Steward. (See 
how her name is linked to a man’s) As wife of Herod’s steward, Joanna would have 
been married to a member of the aristocracy and probably came from an aristocratic 
family herself. They both came from Galilee, not Jerusalem, although Joanna would 
have travelled “up to town” with her husband on frequent occasions, probably staying 
in Herod’s palace or an annexe. 

Mary was also a student or disciple. At the resurrection, when she realises 
she is looking at the risen Jesus, the first word she cries out is, “Rabboni” (teacher) 
and Jesus refers to the lessons he taught her. The word disciple refers to both male 
and female. Mark states that Mary Magdalene and various other women looking on 
at Jesus’s crucifixion used to follow him in Galilee as well as provide for him. 

We are beginning to build up a picture of Mary. Not only was she an 
independently minded tower of strength, but she had a history of ill health, had been 
cured by Jesus, had become a follower and disciple; kept company with influential 
friends and was wealthy enough to help provide for the needs of the Jesus 
movement. 

By looking at the part she played can we add to this picture? All four Gospels 
record something that Mary did at the crucifixion and resurrection. 

 Matthew and Mark record that Mary Magdalene and other women from 
Galilee were standing at a distance watching the crucifixion, whilst John states that 
she was standing near the cross with Jesus’s mother. Make no mistake, crucifixion 
was a slow agonising death by torture, designed to be as cruel as possible to deter 
others. Imagine standing, watching someone, you loved and admired, die in cruel 
agony, especially when many of the men had fled. We can imagine Mary, the Tower, 
standing firm, comforting, Mary, the mother of Jesus. Matthew then records that she 
and another Mary followed the group taking Jesus to be buried and noted where it 
was. 

They then had a frustrating time waiting before they could anoint the body 
because the Sabbath intervened and they were not allowed to go out and do 
anything. Mary had, however, done a recce, so as soon as the Sabbath was over 
and it was light, she and various friends went over to the tomb with the spices they 
had bought. What a surprise awaited them! 

All four gospels record Mary’s visit, but the details are slightly different. 
Matthew recalls that Mary Magdalene was with “the other Mary” and they were 
greeted by an angel. They were told to run back to the disciples and tell them that 
Jesus was risen and would meet them in Galilee. It was only on the return journey 
that they were met by Jesus. Mark has a similar story, but omits the meeting with 
Jesus.  We heard John’s account in this afternoon’s reading. It is very different and 
much more happens, but again Mary Magdalene plays a key role. She alone meets 
Jesus and has a conversation with him, in which she calls him teacher. 
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Although Luke was the first to mention Mary, way back in Galilee, he is silent 
about her appearance at the cross. However, his resurrection account is interesting. 
He also records that Mary brought the spices she had prepared. This time she is with 
Joanna, whom you will recall was the wife of Herod’s steward. It is quite likely that 
Mary Magdalene had stayed with her, preparing the spices whilst they waited for 
dawn. Luke alone records that two angels said “Remember how he told you, while 
he was still in Galilee, that the son of man must be crucified.” This was what Jesus 
had taught his disciples which shows that Mary Magdalene was among them. 

We can now complete our picture. Whilst Mary was an interesting lady who 
had clearly played her part with many other women, helping Jesus’s journey to 
Jerusalem, it is at the crucifixion that she comes into her own. Clearly not deserting 
Jesus; probably comforting Jesus’s mother; leading a group of close friends to the 
site of Jesus’s tomb and then, with them, preparing the spices for anointing the body. 
She had the courage to go out at the crack of dawn with two or three others, whilst 
the men were still indoors, find the tomb and attempt to anoint Jesus’s body. She 
was the first person Jesus spoke to. He chose her to be the one to tell the others that 
he had risen and he trusted her to deliver the message. 

Referring back to the article by Dr Emma Percy, she concludes with a 
reference to the Tower nick-name and writes:- 
 “Perhaps this points to her as someone of vision who could see far, also someone 
rooted and stable; a safe place. It is good for us to reclaim this idea of Mary 
Magdalene. Friend and disciple of Jesus, someone he felt supported by. No scarlet 
woman but a woman of substance, independence, vision and faith.” 

What can we learn from her today? I have chosen four lessons:- 
• We can all join the Jesus movement, whoever we are, and it is never too late. 
• We can all be a learning disciple of Jesus and look to him as teacher. 
• We can follow in his footsteps. It will be tough at times, but it will never be 

boring. 
• Our reading from the Epistle refers to the love of Christ urging us on. It was 

the love of Christ that urged Mary on. We too can be urged on by that love. 
 

Thank you for listening. 

 


