
 1

Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church 
South Hurstville 

Mary Magdalen 
Pentecost 7 
23 July 2006 

Preacher 
The Reverend Clive H Norton 

Locum Rector 

Readings:   The Song of Songs 3. 1-5; Psalm 63;  2 Corinthians 5. 14-21;  John 20. 1-18 
with Jim Cotter’s 'unfolding' of the Psalm 63  in contemporary thought-forms 

 
Listen for the Word Beyond Words 

 
Today we specially remember one of Jesus’ followers, one of several women named “Mary” in the 
New Testament stories.  This Mary came from the village of Magdala a couple of kilometres or so 
to the west of Lake Galilee in the north of Palestine.   It was around that lake that Jesus spent most 
of his 30 years’ life.  
 
The earliest thing we read about this Mary is in Luke’s account (8: 1-3):  “Now it happened that 
after this he made his way through towns and villages preaching and proclaiming the good news of 
the kingdom of God.   With him went the Twelve [men disciples], as well as certain women who had 
been cured of evil spirits and ailments:  Mary surnamed the Magdalene, from whom seven demons 
had gone out, Joanna the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, Susanna, and many others who provided 
for them out of their own resources.”   
 
We do not know what problems Mary from Magdala had had.   Because the district of Galilee was 
occupied territory ruled by the Romans, it is possible that she was harassed and raped by the foreign 
soldiers as frequently happens.   Perhaps what are described as demons were the post-traumatic 
symptoms of such experiences and the community's ostracism and exclusion she had been subjected 
to by the people of her village even though it was not her fault?   There is not, though, anything in 
the New Testament, when read carefully, to connect Mary of Magdala with the unnamed woman 
from the street [a prostitute], the centre of another story, who slipped into a house where people 
were gathered for a meal and washed Jesus’ feet with her tears. 
 
Whatever were her afflictions Mary Magdalene had carried in her tortured life, she was changed by 
meeting Jesus.   The “seven demons” should probably be read as an idiom for an overwhelming 
combination of physical, mental and/or spiritual problems.   Life had been hard on Mary!   It had 
been a long search for relief.   Then she met Jesus. 
 
Move on a year or two later, John in the 4th Gospel tells us that Mary Magdalene was standing near 
the cross on which Jesus was being killed.  “Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother and his 
mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary of Magdala”. (Jn 19: 25).  And a couple of days 
later, in John’s account, it was to Mary Magdalene that Jesus first “appeared” after they had seen 
him die that horrific cruel death.   In the garden where they had buried Jesus, Mary turned round 
and saw a man.  They spoke, but she was thinking he was a gardener.   Only when the man called 
her by name, “Mary” did she recognize him as Jesus. 
 
None of the documents in the New Testament are like what we are used to nowadays.   The New 
Testament does not provide us with any straightforward “biography” of Jesus, or with anything like 
the short “bios” or “CVs” that we find on dustcovers of modern books or in job applications!  All 
we get in the New Testament are tantalizingly short mentions.   From the little references to Mary 
from Magdala we cannot jump to the conclusion that she was married or engaged to Jesus or that 
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they were “lovers”, as Dan Brown writer of The Da Vinci Code and others before him have 
speculated.   Such pieces of imaginative fiction may titillate the palate and increase book sales.   But 
it amounts to bad, unsubstantiated history and obscures the truth:  without solid evidence, there are 
many things we can never know.    
 
The more interesting question is why some Christians get so upset, anxious and even scandalized 
about the suggestion that maybe Mary Magdalene was “in love” with Jesus and that Jesus may have 
had special, very affectionate, tender - even sensual - feelings towards Mary.   The shock-horror 
reaction in some quarters probably has more to do with the fact that many people do not understand 
what the Bible and the Church teaches:   that Jesus was fully and completely a man, a human being 
like us, and at the same time that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself”.   We believe 
that in and through the man Jesus, the ultimate Mystery of God was revealed. 
 
If Jesus did not have the same sort of natural appetites, passions and sexual feelings as we have, 
then he was not fully a person.  If he was not a real man, then he cannot help or be an example to 
us.  Some sort of hybrid or demi-god cannot help. 
 
Lurking behind thinking and images of Jesus as sexless is what the early Church defined as a 
perversion and heresy.   There were then, as now, many religious groups and cults that saw 
everything in dualistic terms here and beyond:  sharply distinguishing what is earthy, here-and-now 
from what is “spiritual” and beyond this world.   They believed that  matter, material things and 
particularly sexual activity (except only for the purpose of procreation) are so deeply tainted with 
evil that the only way to “salvation” is to discipline the body and mind with severe asceticism 
(rigorous fasting, discomfort, flagellation) and by so doing escape into a realm of pure spirit. These 
ideas are still present in some new age thinking. 
 
Such negative and dualistic views are far from the central core teachings of the Hebrew (Jewish) 
sacred books we call the “Old Testament” and from the Christian “New Testament”.  But when it 
comes to sex and sexuality, large sections of the Christ’s Church down the centuries has been so 
fearful that the lives of millions have been twisted.   Often popes, bishops and priests, have taught 
that best way to become a “spiritual” person  is to remain celibate and not to marry, and that the 
celibacy makes one a superior Christian.   
 
If Jesus and St Paul, because of the driving impulse they had within them to move around teaching, 
healing and bringing new hope to people, chose not to marry, that decision had nothing to do with 
sex and marriage being a 'lesser state of grace'; it had all to do with choosing to follow a 'vocation' 
to which you want to devote everything without any distraction or responsibility for spouse or 
children that took you away from that the driving passion.  It has to do with each person discovering 
her or his area for service in life. There have been millions of people who because of a drive to do 
something special have not married or have elected to remain celibate.  Many problems in the 
churches today have been caused by compulsory celibacy imposed on those to be ordained as 
priests or bishops.  In some Protestant churches, the opposite tendency rules:  there is suspicion of 
unmarried clergy, who therefore are less likely to be appointed to a local church.   The churches 
today still carry with them the influence of Gnostic sects that were trying to infiltrate and distort the 
early Christian communities with their dualism and fear of sex in particular;  we are still 
contaminated by some beliefs of Manichaeism, a Gnostic cult to which St Augustine of Hippo 
belonged for nine years before his conversion to Christianity in 387 AD. 
 
On this feast day of St Mary Magdalene the wisdom of the Church’s central tradition was illustrated 
by the first reading from the Church’s lectionary [which prescribes what Scriptures should be read].   
It was from The Song of Songs.  This Old Testament book “consists of a series of poems celebrating 
the mutual love of a Lover and a Beloved, now meeting, now parting, now seeking, now finding 
each other”.  
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“People have found it surprising that a book that makes no mention of God and whose vocabulary is 
so passionate should figure in the sacred canon. … The Song proclaims the lawfulness and exalts 
the value of human love.  … Sexual life…is treated with a wholesome realism.” (from Introduction 
in New Jerusalem Bible translation 1985; p1027) 
 
For Mary Magdalene’s day, we heard a delighting story of a girl in love, seeking her sweet-heart.   
The poems in the Song of Songs are erotic, passionate and sensual;  a celebration of what is natural 
and good.    
 
Mary of Magdala, the poet and song writer of The Song of Songs, and Jesus himself have much to 
teach us about prayer.  It is all about being real, being honest.  First, whatever our age and stage, so 
far as possible, we have to affirm and delight in life as we find it. 
 
Jesus did not let cultural rules, social rules or taboos stop him from talking to women who were not 
related to him.  He stepped out of line.  He delighted in life.  He looked around him and constantly 
drew illustrations from the natural, earthy world of God’s creation.  From Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene we can learn to be thankful, not fearful of people, what they may do or say, nor of what 
is around us.  
 
Mass media and instant communication today means we are deluged by information about new 
tragedies and outrageous injustices, about what is wrong and what to fear.   Politicians deliberately 
play the fear card.  It is a way of getting more power in their hands.  No previous generation had to 
cope instantly with such pervasive negative news – often the way it is put turns out to be 
exaggerated, one-sided spin. 
 
The modern city can seem to be a desert.   As we sit here, in Israel and Lebanon cities, towns, 
houses and facilities – and the children and adults in them - are being raised to the ground, making 
them worse than a desert.    
 
If the fundamental stance for prayer is thankfulness and appreciation of life, the process of praying 
requires of us stark realism to face the things as they are.  In particular we know better than to 
whine or piously wish that 'God would intervene' or sing fantasy never-never-land 'feel-good' 
nonsense.  Last week, at the church where my wife and I are members, we had the hymn God is our 
strength and refuge to a great stirring tune.  Based on Psalm 46, it contains encouragement to trust 
God through thick and thin.   But unfortunately no one had taken the trouble to prune verse 3 which 
reads, 
 Come, see the works of our Maker, 
 learn of His deeds all-powerful; 
 wars will cease across the world 
 when He shatters the spear! 
 Be still and know your Creator, 
 uplift Him in the nations – 
 God the Lord of hosts is with us evermore! 
 
What a crass cop-out!   No wonder lots of people don’t take the church seriously.  
 
By contrast we’ll meditate now, using Jim Cotter’s modern “unfolding” of Psalm 63.  Please join in 
the bold responses: 
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Psalm 63 The City Dwellers desert 

We pray for contentment with simple things; for the befriending of the creatures of the night;  
and in solidarity with those in dark and dry places. 

In the depths of my being you are my God, at the rising of the sun I seek your face.  My heart thirsts for 
you, my flesh longs for you, in a barren and dry land where no water is. 
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 
    Pause 
I search for you in unexpected places, at the edges of the known, in the language of dreams, in the 
wilderness of the city streets, in the shacks where the destitute dwell. 
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 
    Pause 
There may I look long and lovingly, there may I listen for the word beyond words, there may I wait for a 
glimpse of your glory, there may I utter strange songs of your praise. 
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 
    Pause 
For your love endures to the end, it is better even than life itself:  So my lips will praise you, and I shall 
lift up my hands in your name.        
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 
    Pause. 
With food, shelter; and clothing we shall be content; with simple dignity we shall be rich in friends.   The streets 
and squares of the city will be our meeting place, among the streets of the parks we shall breathe free and play. 
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 

    Pause 
With manna in my exile you feed me, with water springing up from parched land.   I am satisfied with a 
sumptuous feast, my whole being resounds with murmurs of joy 
Sustain me through the dry places, bring me to the beautiful country. 
    Silence 
Courage have I found to face the creatures of the night, the terrible faces masking cries of abandonment, 
swords that glint in the darkness protecting the weak, jackals that swoop on those who dare near. 
Sustain me through the dark places, bring me to a glorious dawn. 
    Pause 
I am bewildered by mirrors distorting the truth, lost before hallucinations spun in the heat.   Yet I shall 
trust you through the blindness of light, through the delusions that threaten to destroy me. 
Sustain me through the dark places, bring me to a glorious dawn. 
    Pause 
I hear your voice, "Do not be afraid."  You sustain me in the watches of the night.   Your hovering wings 
give me shade on my journey.  I stumble yet I trust you not to let go. 
Sustain me through the dark places, bring me to a glorious dawn. 
    Pause 
The faces of terror will prove my friends yet, guarding as they do my fragile soul-self, waiting the calm 
word of the approach of true love, wanting to be named as faithful and true. 
Sustain me through the dark places, bring me to a glorious dawn. 
    Pause 
So I shall emerge to the place of rejoicing, the child and the adult linked arm in arm. We shall see your 
face in all your creatures, we shall know the truth in our hearts. 
    Silence 
Pioneer of the living way,  give us courage to traverse the waste and barren places,  
trusting that we shall come at the last to our true home and to the city of our God. 
 
May we listen for the word beyond words! 

________________________ 
Acknowledgement:  
Jim Cotter & Paul Payton, Out of the Silence..  Prayer’s Daily Round, Cairns Publications; Harlech, 2006 

Enquiries, comments and criticisms are invited;  also requests for additional copies of sermon scripts or 
permission to quote / reproduce. The Reverend Clive H. Norton, phone (02) 9411 8606; fax 9410 2069 

7 Dulwich Road, Chatswood West, NSW 2067. Email: chnorton@bigpond.com

mailto:chnorton@bigpond.com

