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Guilt by association 
 

The papers, T.V., radio have been full this week of the charade being played out around the case of 

Mohamed Haneef, the Indian doctor accused of having links with the recent abortive terrorist 

bombing in London and Scotland. If it was not sp serious it really would be quite laughable, for it 

reads as a kind of comedy – or perhaps one might say a black comedy from Dr Haneef’s 

perspective! It has been almost Basil Fawlty like in its machinations. If it wasn’t real, but the script 

of a film or T.V., how you’d accuse the script writers of playing the extremes and suggesting that 

they need to make it a bit more believable! 

 

But it is real and it’s all happening here in Australia. Perhaps for Dr Haneef’s sake, that is just as 

well for we are a free and democratic society – still!; and there are people of integrity prepared to 

speak out when our politicians and the system general threaten basic freedoms. Don’t get me wrong 

– there is an appropriate need to protect public safety and to check out any allegations of links with 

terrorism. It may well yet prove to be the case that Dr Haneef is not just an innocent bystander 

caught up in guilt by association, but the way this is investigated is important, as that his basic 

rights are not trampled on in the pursuit of any other agenda. So thank goodness for people from 

both sides of the party political divide such as Malcolm Fraser, the former Liberal Prime Minister 

and Barry Jones, former president of the ALP who this week issued a joint statement which read in 

part: 

Political” revocation of Haneef’s visa was an attack on fundamental rights. They said there 

was no suggestion that Haneef’s SIM card was used for terrorist purpose. “We call on every 

member of Federal Parliament to condemn this outrageous and destructive abuse of 

executive power,” the two said. “This is another step too far. The Government and those 

who support this action have demonstrated in the clearest terms that the basic concept of the 

rule of law is of no consequence to them. What the Government has done, what all those 

who have supported this action have done, strikes at the heart of the basic freedom of every 

person” 

 

Malcolm Fraser and Barry Jones are right; we are all diminished and our freedoms are threatened 

when our politicians and law enforcement people seemingly trample on any individuals basic 

freedoms and rights to due process. Thankfully they have not been the only ones to publicly 

challenged, the various statements and actions of people such as AFP Commissioner Mick Kelty 

and Immigration Minister Kevin Andrews, to mention just two. 

 

Federal Court judge Jeffrey Spender pointedly said that he would fail the character test under Mr 

Andrews’ interpretation of the Immigration laws. Indeed perhaps many of us would too. How many 

of us have unthinkingly given an old mobile phone to another family member – I know I have. And 

I certainly have from time to time been known to associate with people who have been, or 

subsequently are charged with a criminal offence. It kind of goes with the territory of being a Priest! 

 

The Attorney General Phillip Ruddock has been outspoken in his criticism of Dr Haneef’s barrister 

Stephen Keim for releasing the transcript of a police interview to the Media. Mr Ruddock has 
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suggested that the Court of Public Opinion is not the appropriate place for the airing of such 

information, and that it reduces the possibility of a trail without prejudice.  There is merit in what 

the Attorney General says – the appropriate place for the revealing and tests of ALL of the evidence 

is in the law courts – however his comments would carry more weight and one might begin to 

believe that he really means that if he were to be equally critical of the selective leaks of 

information the law enforcement authorities and also of the actions of Kevin Andrews in removing 

Dr Haneef’s visa and his subsequent and unsubstantiated attacks on his character. Such leaks and 

the Minister’s action are much more likely to have had an impact the Court of Public Opinion than 

Mr Keim’s release of the transcript. 

 

As the SMH Banner headline said yesterday it has all become a farce! To date it seems that all Dr 

Haneef is guilty of is having the wrong relatives - it’s all a case of guilt by Association. 

 

Not that he is the first to suffer such a fate, nor sadly will he be the last. 

 

One has to go no further than the person at the centre of our worship celebration today. Mary 

Magdalene. I wonder what you would say if I were to ask you who she was? What do you know 

about her? I asked that question on Monday night at the Bible Study group and almost immediately 

someone said “She was a Prostitute, wasn’t she?” Indeed that quite early in Christian history 

became the way she was depicted, so it may well be part of your image of her! That particular 

tradition was taken up by Dan Brown in his novel the Da Vinci Code, as David Van Biema points 

out in this quote from an essay on Time magazine, when the Da Vinci Code was at the height of its 

popularity; “The gorgeous female cryptographer and the hunky college professor are fleeing the 

scene of a ghastly murder they did not commit. In the midst of their escape, which will eventually 

utilize an armored car, a private jet, electronic-surveillance devices and just enough unavoidable 

violence to keep things interesting, our heroes seek out the one man who holds the key not only to 

their exoneration but also to a mystery that could change the world. To help explain it to them, 

crippled, jovial, fabulously wealthy historian Sir Leigh Teabing points out a figure in a famous 

painting.  

"'Who is she?' Sophie asked. 

"'That, my dear,' Teabing replied, 'is Mary Magdalene.'  

"Sophie turned. 'The prostitute?' 

"Teabing drew a short breath, as if the word had injured him personally. 'Magdalene was no such 

thing. That unfortunate misconception is the legacy of a smear campaign launched by the early 

Church.'" (Time Magazine Mon 11 August 2003) 

 

Dan Brown at least gets that bit right, even if there is little else of historical merit in his work of 

fiction. A good read, but nothing more! 

 

You see, a careful look at the Scripture references to Mary Magdalene reveals no mention of such a 

questionable background for her. She was apparently healed by Jesus – (Marks gospel tell us that 

Jesus cast out 7 demons from her – today we would probably say she was cured of some form of 

psychiatric illness) – and then joined the band of people who followed Jesus on his travels around 

Galilee and who provided for him – so she was probably a person of some substance and wealth. 

All the Gospels mention her as being one of the women who were present at the Cross and then 

went to the tomb on the first Easter morning. As we have just heard on today’s Gospel reading she 

was the first witness of he Resurrection and was sent to share the joyful news with Jesus disciples! 

So whence the suggestion that she was a prostitute? Something associated with her quite early in 

/Christian history, so much as that religious art often depicts her either naked or at least naked from 

the waist up. Some think that it was linking her with the unnamed woman of Luke7:36 ff who 

anointed Jesus feet with perfume after washing them with her hair and wiping her with her hair. 

Perhaps she was a victim of the early church’s difficulty in accepting the central role of women in 
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proclaiming the Gospel. Mary Magdalene was almost certainly not a prostitute – this is agreed by 

most scholars today. She is guilty of that by association only – not fact! She in fact has a central and 

special place in the Christian story – as the Apostle to the Apostles – the first person to see the risen 

Jesus and discover the joyful news that He was not dead but risen! Alive! And she is told to share 

the joyful news with the disciples! 

 

There is something powerfully evocative about that encounter in the garden. Mary, full of grief, 

blinded by her fears, not recognising Him until He speaks her name – as no doubt He has done 

countless times before. One has the sense of perhaps a particular inflection in the voice, a way of 

saying the name tenderly – Mary! And she knows Him and seeks to cling to Him – who would not, 

least she loses Him again. But cling she must not, but let Him go and go and share the good news – 

deaths overcome, hope springs eternal. 

 

Do we recognise Him in our midst – do we follow the example of Mary Magdalene and proclaim 

the Easter message of new life, transformation and hope. For that is our calling to be witness too, to 

the resurrection life and hope that is at the heart of the Gospel. As St Paul reminds us in the second 

reading “If anyone is joined to Christ they are a new creation – the old has passed away, the new 

has come…..” This is something that we proclaim as much by our lives as by our words – for the 

transformation of the Gospel is about place and justice and mercy – the signs and marks of the 

kingdom of God in our midst, So we cannot be witness to the resurrection – to the change that 

Easter left and faith means – if we only speak about Jesus being raised and being saved for eternity 

– along with it goes the need to be working for future, showing mercy, relating compassionately – 

speaking out about injustice and oppression and violence wherever they occur and in all their 

guises. Hence the need to recognise what is going in our midst in the case of Dr Haneef with his 

seemingly being maligned and tarred with the same brush as Mary Magdalene – made out to be a 

person of ill repute – guilty by association. 

 

We celebrate Mary Magdalene today – Saint or Sinner? Is the heading of the Time Essay quoted 

earlier! Well both actually – Sinners as we all are – not because she was a prostitute  - but because 

all of us fall short and are in need of God’s forgiveness, healing and grace. But Saint also displaying 

an exemplary devotion to Jesus, her life transformed by encounter with Him and now revived by 

this encounter with the raised Christ. She leads as the first witness and teller of the good news that 

is Easter life and faith. Blessed be God. Blessed be Mary Magdalene! 

 

 

_______________________________ 


