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“The Courage to Speak”
Luke 8:1-3                      Luke 24:1-11 January 28, 2018

Mary Magdalene has always gotten a bad rap. Christian 
tradition has portrayed her as a woman with loose morals 
and even as a prostitute. I once heard Dr. Fred Craddock say 
that most people think the problem with Mary Magdalene 
was that her lipstick was three shades too red and her skirt 
was hitched up three inches too high. It was Pope Gregory 
who sealed her fate in a 1591 sermon in which he said 
identified her as the sinful woman who washed the feet of 
Jesus with her hair and from whom Jesus exorcised seven 
demons, “And what did these seven devils signify, if not all 
the vices? … It is clear, brothers, that the woman previously 
used the unguent to perfume her flesh in forbidden acts.”  
(www.uscatholic.org). 

Maybe we should pay closer attention to what the Bible 
says about her and less to the centuries of gossip. Her 
encounter in the Scripture was not with the Vice Squad, 
but with Jesus. When she met Jesus, he changed her. Luke 
tells us in these short verses that Jesus cast out seven demons 
from Mary Magdalene. Demonic possession in the New 
Testament era was a way of talking about mental or physical 
illness, but not about loose morals. I suspect he transformed 
her impossible life into a life of peace, usefulness and 
hope. In gratitude, Mary Magdalene followed Jesus and 
the disciples. Even when the other disciples fled from the 
crucifixion, Mary Magdalene never left him. According to 
all four gospels, Mary Magdalene was the first or among the 
first to discover the empty tomb and tell the disciples what 
she found. Her testimony about the resurrection of Jesus 
was met with disbelief.  Luke tells us:

Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the 
mother of James, and the other women with them 
who told this to the apostles. But these words seemed 
to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.  
(Luke 24:10-11)

The reaction of the disciples to the testimony of Mary 
Magdalene should not surprise us given what we have seen  
over the past few years about the truth that women have 
dared to speak. Some things never seem to change.  Yet, 
women today in politics, entertainment, sports, business 

and even the church are finding new courage to speak after 
so many years of being hushed, silenced and not believed. 

I wonder if the Holy Spirit gives special courage to speak 
up to people who have come through trauma, mistreatment 
and abuse. As Mary Magdalene followed Jesus all the 
way from Galilee to Jerusalem, did her own experience as 
an outcast and wounded person give her a special gift to 
understand and feel compassion for the broken people Jesus 
met time and again on the road to the Holy City?  People 
who have gone through great trauma discover a new kind 
of empathy that comes from their painful experiences. How 
often the one who has overcome an addiction becomes a 
mentor or coach to others struggling with addiction; the 
breast cancer survivor can provide a kind of emotional 
and spiritual support that no one else can match to others 
facing the same disease; the parent whose child has died 
is sometimes the only one with a healing word to say to 
another grieving parent. It happens because they discover in 
their time a trial a truth that must be spoken.   

In Ernest Hemingway’s novel, A Farewell to Arms, Frederic 
Henry is an ambulance driver in the First World War. His 
war experiences and his own wounds lead him to think 
about how the world kills what is good, kind and noble. He 
muses, “The world breaks everyone and afterward many are 
strong in the broken places” (Ch. 34). I suspect that Jesus 
gave Mary Magdalene special strength in the broken places.  
This strength led her to speak the truth even when others 
did not believe her words.  Yet, given the growth of the 
church and the transformation of the world as a result of the 
resurrection of Jesus, Mary and others must have persisted 
in bearing witness to the truth in spite of the ridicule they 
may have faced.  Where are the places in your life where you 
have been wounded? Where are the places God has made 
you strong? How is God giving you the courage to speak? 

My favorite high school commencement address is not 
that one that gives glowing images of the bright, successful 
future that lies shimmering in the distance just waiting for 
the graduates to grasp like a brass ring. No, my favorite high 
school graduation speech is the one that tells the graduates 
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to fail often. The speaker says that if we never take risks, 
we will never fail. If we never fail, we will never learn from 
our mistakes. If we never learn from our mistakes, we will 
never grow stronger. Failure, rejection and scorn can teach 
us more than success. When we find God in the struggles 
and apparent dead ends of life, we learn courage, resilience, 
faithfulness, determination and hope. Getting up from 
our failures can make us strong in the broken places. Such 
experiences can lead us to speak the truth that leads to 
healing, community and justice. 

We are all a part of a variety of communities: a family, a 
circle of friends, a school, a team, a business, a community 
organization, and a nation. All of the groups to which 
we belong can face hard times, experience loss and know 
setbacks. These groups can become critical, dysfunctional 
or negative. When we draw God’s strength from our own 
experiences of hurt, betrayal, disappointment, we can 
become God’s hands and feet, God’s heart and mind, in 
turning the situation and these groups around. When God 
heals us, we may bear the scars. When we draw strength 
from our points of weakness, we become what Henri 
Nouwen called “wounded healers.” We are witnesses to the 
power of grace to transform lives that are broken, groups 
that are dysfunctional and situations that seem beyond 
hope. To be a wounded healer takes a certain maturity of 
faith, a willingness to be vulnerable, a spiritual strength and 
a deep compassion for others.

These are the very gifts we receive when God touches 
our lives, breaks us and makes us whole again.  This is the 
strength the Apostle Paul discovered when he struggled with 
his own “thorn in the flesh.” Paul wrote to the Corinthians: 
“So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so 
that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am 
content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, 
and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am 
weak, then I am strong.”  (2 Cor. 12)

Sometimes I wonder where I would be if it were not for 
those people in my life who have stayed with me when I 
have struggled with problems that were greater than I could 
handle, with decisions that I did not know how to make, 
or with adversity that knocked me down to the ground. 
Most of the time, these wounded healers came with a hard 
won strength that was born out of their own struggles. They 
came with an openness, honesty and vulnerability. They 
were willing to speak the truth in love and to share their 
own spiritual journey of how God had healed and changed 
them. I wonder where I would be if it were not for the 

people through the years who believed in me even when I 
was not so sure I believed in myself. 

God heals us and makes us strong in the broken places not 
for our sake alone. God makes us strong for the sake of the 
world. You have within yourself an astonishing God-given 
power to bring healing and hope to others. The scars you 
bear, the wounds you carry and the limping steps you take are 
the very means through which God will transform another 
person’s life. Instead of hiding our wounds and remaining 
silent about our experiences of God’s grace, we can, by the 
grace of God, become vulnerable, even transparent, to those 
around us in need of God’s healing power. May God give you 
the courage and strength to speak the truth of your life. 


