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We are fast approaching the Christmas season entering into the period known as Advent. This is a time devoted to narratives of the birth of Christ, yet today having just finished a holiday of thanks giving I would like to present you with some images of another who might well be do some thanks, thanks for her role in lifting up to the world significant religious figure, while herself being consistently moved out of religious history out of the light so rightly due her. It is a time for bringing in the lights and shining them on centuries of darkness, so in this sermon and maybe even in this season you will find that I will be turning things from the traditional male perspectives to an alternative and potentially feminine version of the story. This is one more time, season used to relegate women to the background in the traditionally liturgy of the Christian Church. As we have learned from feminist redaction, or retelling of the biblical texts, the women were not always as insignificant to the early church as the male leadership of the church would long have had us believe. Rather women were instrumental in the development of the early church. In this service I hope you will see one example of the male dominated leadership of the church sculpting an important, in fact, a central figure out of the history by raising doubts about her character.
In this season of Darkness in which we of many faiths are searching for the light I thought it appropriate to look at the figure in Christian history who was cast out into the darkness, hidden for centuries, Mary Magdalen. Mary Magdalen could be identified as having had one of the most pivotal roles in the entire passion narratives, the stories of the biblical period between the Last Supper and the Resurrection. Mary Magdalen is in some texts the first to see the risen Jesus and she is the first to beckon others and spread the word of Jesus' return. Mary Magdalen was Jesus' trusted friend. Yet this is not how we know Mary Magdalen.

Instead Mary Magdalen has gone down in history as a sinner and a harlot. So much so that author Carla Ricci in her book Mary Magdalen and Many Others writes "Mary Magdalen has become the most commonly used exemplar in referring to sin, repentance, redemption. One might say that so great is the extent and power of this phenomenon that Mary Magdalen herself has become the personification of sinfulness. Within this dynamic, another can be seen at work: sin and evil are closely connected to sexuality, corporeality, and more specifically to that of women.  One example will suffice to show that the predominant message that has come down to our time and been attached to women, after centuries of elaborations on Mary Magdalene, is the projection of sexual guilt on to this woman: this is so prevalent in reference to Mary Magdalene that her very name, "Magdalene" with a small "m," has come to mean reformed prostitute, as current dictionaries in many languages still testify, as do “Magdalene houses" as refuges for "fallen women" in many countries, (p. 150)

This is interesting because we do not know that Mary Magdalen was a prostitute. We have been told by the patriarchal leadership of the Christian church that she was a fallen woman, a sinner, a harlot. However, nowhere in the bible does it actually say that Mary Magdalen was a prostitute, or person of less than exemplar reputation. There were prostitutes mentioned in the biblical text but we have no real reason to believe that any of them was Mary Magdalen. Two reasons have traditionally been given for this view of Mary as a Harlot. First is that she was from the town of Magdala which apparently was not looked on fondly in Rabbinic literature   Most of the rabbinic dislike of Magdala however appears to have come from an abuse of wealth in the town, and aside from the town being how she is identified, it should have no impact on her character.
The second is that she was confused with other women, one described as a sinner by Luke, one from Samaria in John, and frequently with Mary of Bethany. We are told by Susan Haskins in her book Mary Maqdalen Myth and Metaphor  "Confusion about the identity of these women dates from at least the third century, but it was not until the end of the sixth century that Pope Gregory the Great(c 540-604) was to settle the question by declaring that Mary Magdalen, Mary of Bethany and the sinner in Luke were one and the same," (p.14)
Another well known author is the Catholic theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether who writes on this same subject in her book Womenquides Readings Toward a Feminist Theoloqy. Ruether speaks directly of the texts used in the misidentification of Mary Magdalen, she writes: The misinterpretation of Mary as a converted prostitute is created by conflation of the texts about an unknown woman who signs Jesus' impending death by breaking a jar of funerary ointment on his head (Mark 14:3-9) (a prophetic gesture, not an expression of penitence for sin) with Luke's rewriting of this incident as the story of the unnamed woman sinner who breaks the ointment on Jesus' feet as a sign of penitence (Luke 7:36-50) and a third version of the text which identifies the prophet (not the sinner) version of the story with Mary of Bethany (John 12:1-8). By combining these texts, the church paints a picture of Mary Magdalene as weeping sinner, thereby displacing her from her original high status as the leader of the faithful remnant of Jesus' apostles who founds the Church's kerygma (or preaching) of the resurrection, (p. 178)
Ruether is not alone in believing these were wrongfully combined individuals, most contemporary feminist scholarship shows that there is no reason to believe that these women were in fact Mary Magdalen. What is believed by many is that the church acted intentionally to combine these women as a method of discrediting Mary Magdalen and removing in one more way, any claim that women might rightfully have to leadership within the Christian church.   The position on Mary Magdalen among feminist theologians is that the men feared the   significance that Jesus' relationship with her   gave to women as leaders in the church and so intentionally they worked to lower her status. Most of these scholars believe she should be viewed as being equal in significance with Peter.
Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza addresses this in her book But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation where she writes “Women have always transmitted history, told stories and kept memories alive. However, history has by and large been written by elite men as their own story in their own interests The apostle Peter, who according to some traditions was the first witness to the resurrection, has been hailed through the centuries as first among the apostles, whereas the apostle Mary of Magdala, who according to other traditions was the primary witness to the resurrection, has lived in Christian memory as repentant whore and sinner."(p.80)

Schussler Fiorenza uses this as her introduction to women needing to take the time to reopen the texts that have been closed to them by the male church. In fact this is what is happening. Historians, theologians, and biblical scholars are readdressing the biblical texts to find what has been buried within. These individuals are also reexamining the extra-canonical literature; this material in particular opens doors to the roles of women in the church. Some traditionalists reject this as being against God's teachings because they maintain that the bible is the intact word of God. As religious liberals we are not bound by such constraints, rather we are well aware of the selective and very human process which determined which texts should be included in the canon of the church. Being aware of this process gives us much freedom in terms of reassessing the validity of these extra-canonical materials.

Today there is a growing movement among feminist biblical scholars, as well as many mainstream biblical scholars that says Mary Magdalen was Jesus wife, and this does not originate with Dan Brown’s book The DaVinci Code. The DaVinci Code only brought to the wider public some questions and issues which had long been in debate among those studying the bible and the biblical community. My personal view is that there is no way that a man of Jesus age, and station in society would have gotten to the ripe old age that he did, 33, in is time without having been married. Mary Magdalen’s position in the narratives and presence with Jesus’ entourage certainly makes her the logical candidate to be his spouse. Additionally I believe that her status as a woman of Magdala would have made her an idea wife with a significant dowery for a man of Jesus’ status, otherwise why would they have bothered to tell us where she was from?
I tell you those things because when I look at biblical materials, I always look at them with a skeptical eye. I believe the freedom to do this is one of the gifts of being a Unitarian Universalist those of other faiths do not necessarily have or feel they have the same freedom. An example of this that I will always remember is a day, when I was in theological school, where after a very rough New Testament class. A class in which the teacher raised many doubts about the authenticity of a particular text, one of my classmates approached me. My classmate said "I envy you your faith right now". What he meant was that my faith, our faith, Unitarian Universalism has never been grounded on the biblical texts being fact, and his was. When in our classes the authenticity of the bible, the core of their faith, was questioned, they felt as if the rug had been pulled out from under them, and they no longer knew where to turn for authenticity in relation to their faith. We are very fortunate. Our faith teaches us to weigh all things for ourselves, not to accept things on faith but instead on reason.

This is important for those of us of the liberal religious traditions to remember when we deal with people of more conservative and biblically literal traditions. Our tradition tells us to use our reason, other traditions teach their believers to repeat what they have been told. Our tradition tells us that the bible is a story, rooted in history and written by humans, for others the bible is the literal word of God, simply transcribed by humans. While we can understand this distinction intellectually it is often hard for us to accept and understand that there are those in our world for whom these texts alone form the literal, factual basis and structure of their religious understanding. Even more challenging for all of us is writing back into history all those women who through the ages have been written out, and getting those who take these biblical texts as fact to acknowledge let alone accept that there were aspects of these stories which were altered.

An example of this can be found when Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt in her essay "Women in the Passion and Resurrection Narratives" eloquently emphasizes what has happened to the women's voices, in Christian history. When she examines the women disciples immediately after the resurrection Rosenblatt is telling us that in the text it is clear the women did have a place    "The new metaphor for women's work she writes” is no longer the cook-pot or water-jug. Nor is it crying babies, attention to husband or even status of belonging to one man rather than another( Luke20,27-40). The resurrection involves the transformation of women into autonomous witnesses whose testimony is ultimately reliable before the community of men. The new work is their struggle to 'get through' to the male disciples(p.46)” Rosenblatt includes in the conclusion of her essay the following statement "It is no accident that there is no report in the gospel of the women going back home after the resurrection. The only destination ever described for them is the ecclesial community. They attempt to enter the place where the male disciples are gathered. They initiate the proclamation."(p.50) Rosenblatt ends saying "In the canonical gospels, there is no report of the men confirming the testimony of the women in an actual conversation with them. Today that conversation remains the 'unfinished business' of the resurrection, an inclusion of women's testimony yet to be realized in the Church of Peter."(p51)
And so it remains the missing link. Women were important to the church, they simply were not listened to and their messages were lost. However the resurgence of these materials these writings, gives Mary Magdalene back her life, back her place in religious history. She is not yet but may one day be recognized by many as the apostle that she was rather than the Harlot the church would have had us believe all these many centuries.
As we approach Advent what does this mean for us ? For me it means another source of hope in the holiday season, another source of light being revealed. The message of Advent is one of hope, and the message of this season is a slow and steady search and unveiling of answers to questions long posed. I see the slow and steady identification and restoration of Mary Magdalen to her rightful place by respected biblical scholars to give hope to the place of women in the Christian church, and the potential for light to emerge in the traditional church.
I see it as one more reminder of how blessed I am to have found my religious home in a faith that has ordained women since 1883, and to serve a congregation which has trusted it's faith to the leadership of such women since shortly after that. The members of this congregation have five times invited women to serve as their ministers, honoring the true message of the biblical texts and the teachings of Jesus when he selected and welcomed Mary Magdalen into the leadership of his community. Our roots, our history is linked inseparably with the Judeo-Christian tradition and as such Mary was one of our first ministers and we must continue to seek out and empower the others lost or altered by power in our own age as well  as those from the ages past.     ———Amen
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