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Scripture 

John 20:11-18 

The Resurrection of Jesus 

Jesus Appears to Mary Magdalene 

11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb;12and she 

saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at 

the feet.13They said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken away my 

Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.’14When she had said this, she turned round and saw 

Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus.15Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you 

weeping? For whom are you looking?’ Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, ‘Sir, if you 

have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.’16Jesus said to her, 

‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means Teacher).17Jesus said to her, 

‘Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to 

them, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” ’18Mary Magdalene went 

and announced to the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’; and she told them that he had said these things to 

her. 
 

Newsflash -- September 18, 2012.  From The New York Times:  

CAMBRIDGE, Mass. — A historian of early Christianity at Harvard Divinity School has 

identified a scrap of papyrus that she says was written in Coptic in the fourth century 
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and contains a phrase never seen in any piece of Scripture: “Jesus said to them, ‘My 

wife ...’ ”1 

 

Wow. 
 

So -- what a diverting and controversial little grenade was dropped on us that day.  It 

was a welcome change of topic during this endless election season, I have to say.    

Dr. Karen King is the one who has thrown this grenade.  She is an historian and 

professor at Harvard Divinity School who has published several books about modern 

discoveries of ancient texts.  She presented a paper on this "new" text last week in 

Rome.  Prior to this public release, she had worked with the fragment for about two 

years and had it authenticated by several other Coptic scholars and experts on ancient 

papyrus texts.  She has not yet had the ink carbon dated.    
 

The newly revealed fragment is about the size of a business card.  Tiny.  I want to read 

you the entire text that was translated from the fragment: 

Phrase 1:  "not to me.  My mother gave me to life" 

Phrase 2:  "The disciples said to Jesus" 

Phrase 3:  "deny. Mary is worthy of it" 

Phrase 4:  "Jesus said to them, 'My wife'" 

Phrase 5:  "she will be able to be my disciple" 

Phrase 6:  "let wicked people swell up" 

Phrase 7:  "as for me, I dwell with her in order to" 

Phrase 8:  "an image" 

 

That's it! Not many words, but given the content, and the fact that Dr. Karen King has 

decided to call it, "The Gospel of Jesus' Wife," it's not too surprising to learn that these 

few words have set some in the Christian world aflame!  As soon as it was reported in 

the Times that Dr. King had this explosive little fragment, it was all over the news.  All 

the big newspapers, all the major TV news shows, all the pundits, all the comedians. 

 

The comedians have had a field day with the idea that Jesus may have been married.  

Stephen Colbert, on his show, said,  "Jesus was one of my last single friends. . .  I settled 

                                                 
1 The New York Times, September 18, 2012  “Historian Says Piece of Papyrus Refers to Jesus’ Wife” 

reported by Laurie Goodstein    nyti.ms/OYeYQn 
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down, but he was still a party animal -- always turning water into wine; hanging out 

with prostitutes.  But now he has a wife, you know -- Mr. and Mrs. Jesus and. . . Helen 

Christ.  The Christs." 

 

The Christs.  It is sort of stunning to think of Jesus doing anything as ordinary as getting 

married.  Another comedian imagined Jesus' wife saying "Jesus Christ, can't you pick 

up your socks?"  That's blasphemous, right?  A couple of centuries ago, I could have 

been put in jail for saying that from the pulpit.  But of course, a couple of centuries ago, 

I wouldn't have been in the pulpit, because there were no women in pulpits.   When I 

was born, there were no women ministers in the Presbyterian church.  The first woman 

was ordained in 1956.  And of course, there are Christian denominations that still ban 

the ordination of women.    

 

I decided I had to write about this unsettling Coptic text fragment after my otherwise 

thoughtful husband (also a Presby minister) said to me last week, "Well who cares if 

Jesus had a wife?  What difference would it have made?"  I was surprised at the heat 

with which I answered him.  I said something to this effect,  "Are you KIDDING?  

Women have been oppressed by the church for over 1600 years.  Partly because of Jesus' 

supposedly celibate example, women have been considered to be defilers, impure, the 

thing you have to avoid if you want to have a serious relationship with God.  You don't 

think that if Jesus had had a wife, especially a wife who was equal to the male disciples, 

that the Roman church would have developed differently?  That maybe it wouldn't 

have been the all-male celebrate hierarchy that it is, suppressing the rights of women 

TO THIS DAY?"  Welcome to our breakfast table.  It's fun.  But I'm grateful for that 

conversation, because it made me realize how seriously I take this little fragment.   

 

You see, I've already spent some time over the last couple of years studying the Bible 

and other ancient texts which offer evidence that Jesus did in fact have a very important 

female disciple.  A female disciple with whom he was very close; the one disciple who 

fully understood his teaching.  And that disciple was of course Mary Magdalene.  I'm 

not talking about the Da Vinci Code.  I'm talking about canonical and non-canonical 

gospels. 
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Let's consider Mary Magdalene in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the canonical 

gospels.  She is mentioned by name 12 times in the four Gospels.  Eleven of those 

references place her front and center at Jesus' death and burial.  Most important, all four 

Gospels place her, by name, as a witness to Jesus' resurrection, and not only that, she is 

the one who announces the resurrection to the others.  For that, she has been called by 

some, "The apostle to the apostles." In her book called The Meaning of Mary Magdalene, 

Dr. Cynthia Bourgeault says, "Given the shifting sands of oral history, the unanimity of 

this testimony is astounding.  It suggests that among the earliest Christians the stature 

of Mary Magdalene is of the highest order of magnitude, more so than even the Virgin 

Mother. . ."2 

 

OK.  It's on!  Virgin Mary versus Apostle Mary. Although it's not much of a match, 

because clearly, historically, the Virgin Mary won.  Adored throughout the ages.  

Worshipped.  Whereas the Apostle Mary was dismissed for the most part, as she was in 

the reading from Luke that we used as our opening sentences this morning. "An idle 

tale" indeed!  Her reputation really went downhill after she was mistakenly identified 

as a prostitute by Pope Gregory in the year 594.  He conflated some texts and drew an 

unsupported conclusion; but once branded -- especially by a Pope -- it sticks.  She 

became for many centuries Mary Magdalene, the repentant prostitute. 

 

HOWEVER, in recent years, Mary Magdalene has enjoyed something of a resurrection 

herself.  Scholars like Dr. Bourgeault and others have looked again at the canonical texts 

and also some other ancient texts that have been discovered over the course  of the last 

century.  These are texts that for a variety of reasons did not make it into the official 

canon, our Bible, but which most scholars believe to be -- like Matthew Mark Luke and 

John -- an authentic witness to the life of Jesus.   

 

One is the Gospel of Philip, from the 2nd or 3rd century, which presents MM among 

Jesus' female entourage, adding that she was his koinonos, a Greek word variously 

translated as partner, associate, comrade, or companion.  Here's a quote from the 

Gospel of Philip:  "There were three who always walked with the Lord:  Mary, his 

mother, and her sister, and Magdalene, the one who was called his companion. "  Later 

on, the Gospel of Philip says "And the companion of the savior was Mary Magdalene.  

                                                 
2 Cynthia Bourgeault, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene, p. 15 
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Christ loved Mary more than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often.  The rest of the 

disciples were offended by it and expressed disapproval.  They said to him, 'Why do 

you love her more than all of us?'" 

 

There is a 2nd century text called the Pistis Sophia, which presents a long dialogue 

between Jesus and his disciples.  More than half of the disciples' questions are presented 

to Jesus by a woman who is referred to as Mary Magdalene.   

 

Then there's the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, a 5th century Coptic text, discovered in 

Cairo in 1896.   It's short.  It fits on four pages.  In this gospel, Peter says to Mary "Sister, 

we know that the Savior greatly loved you above all other women, so tell us what you 

remember of his words that we ourselves do not know or perhaps have never heard."    

And Mary proceeds to pass on to the other disciples the things that Jesus had taught 

her.  It's an esoteric and deeply philosophical teaching.  Very sophisticated.  Alas, we 

don't have all of it, because the central portion of the text is missing.  And alas, at the 

end of the text, Peter challenges her and dismisses what she has taught them.  But Levi 

comes to her defense, saying "If the Savior considered her worthy, who are you to reject 

her?  He knew her completely and loved her faithfully." 

 

Mary Magdalene.  Hers is a complicated and tantalizing story.  Was she his wife?  

Probably not.  Was she his most cherished disciple?  Quite possibly.  Was she 

dismissed, quashed, evaporated and denigrated by patriarchy?  Yes she was.  Would 

the history of the church and the history of women in the western world have been very 

different if she had been allowed her rightful place by Jesus' side, as his beloved 

companion;, as the apostle to the apostles; the first among the disciples?  I believe it 

would. 

 

As I was working on this sermon this week, each day I googled the words "Jesus' wife" 

to see what people were saying.  Up came article upon article attacking Dr. Karen King, 

her methodology, her theology, her integrity and her papyrus fragment.  The protectors 

of the status quo are in full attack mode.  On Friday, the top headline was "Jesus' Wife 

Papyrus Is Fake, says Vatican."  I'm shocked. (not) 
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Why does this matter?  I hope it matters to you, but all I can tell you is why it matters to 

me.   

 

The Bible is a profoundly patriarchal document, produced out of a profoundly 

patriarchal culture.  There are a few notable exceptions, but for the most part women in 

the Bible, when portrayed at all are subsidiary, subservient, submissive -- or evil.  They 

are property; part of the list of things that the tenth commandment tells us should not 

be coveted.  In First Corinthians, as we heard earlier, women are told to keep silence in 

church.  The Bible tells us that it is shameful for their voices to be heard.  That was a 

pretty effective teaching, wasn't it?  It lasted for almost 1900 years.  The first woman 

who was allowed to speak as a Presbyterian minister was ordained in my lifetime. 

 

Yesterday, we had a leadership workshop with a church consultant named Tom Ehrich.  

This wasn't what he was talking about, but by the by, he said that the men who founded 

the institutional church had a small-minded, two-fold agenda:  "they wanted power and 

they wanted women out of the way." That's a pretty bald, unforgiving summary, but it's 

basically true.  There were women among the faithful followers of Jesus who are only 

barely mentioned in the Gospels.  And read the Book of Acts -- there were women 

leaders in the early church.  But their contribution, their importance, their voices were 

systematically silenced and remained silenced for hundreds and hundreds of years of 

second-class citizenship in the secular world and in the church. (of course this isn’t just 

a Western, Christian phenomenon, but that’s another story.)  Only in the 20th century 

after the birth of Christ did women begin to be heard as leaders in some, not all, 

Protestant churches. And not at all, to this day, in Catholic churches. 

 

Do I care if Jesus and Mary Magdalene were married?  No I don't, particularly.  But do I 

care a lot that Jesus had a woman companion whom he revered and respected, who was 

a disciple. . . who in fact may have been the first among the  disciples in her wisdom 

and understanding of Jesus' teaching?  You bet I do.  And will I rejoice at each piece of 

authentic evidence that emerges that supports this fuller humanity of women?  Yes I 

will.  Yes I do.  Here are the words that speak to me from Dr. King’s ancient papyrus: 

"Mary is worthy of it"  "She will be able to be my disciple" 
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This makes my heart sing.  Not just for me, but for all of us, men and women, who need 

each other to be fully human. . . full-voiced. . . recognized as equals in the sight of God.  

This is why I care.  This is why I say, let's open our hearts and minds to the egalitarian 

Way of Jesus.    


