
Faces at the Cross; Mary Magdalene 
Third Sunday in Lent 
Shedding Our Shame 

 
It's nearing 3:00 p.m. in the afternoon.  The skies are growing darker.  Jesus is 
breathing his last breaths.  Crouching on the ground, Mary Magdalene stares up at 
him, tears streaming down her face... 
 
 So did we love him wrongly after all? Could this grim horror have been 

 prevented? Might it have never had to happen, if we, if I, had only figured out 

 the right way to respond to all the love we found, and felt and feasted on in him?   

 

 His love was unconditional, always there for me, even when he might have been 

 provoked, annoyed or disappointed in something I had said or done, an attitude 

 to others.  Our love  mine I do know about, for sure - our love was always eager  

 to possess.  We loved him those of us who got close enough, just as one might 

 love a thing of beauty, cherishing its grace and loveliness, needing to reach out 

 and grasp it, have it be at our disposal ready to be enjoyed at any moment.  

 

 He said his love God’s love was just like that, always there for us, shining on us 

 like the sun and would never let us down.  We didn’t have to make it ours, lock it 

 up and throw away the key, couldn’t do that anyway, because God’s love cannot 

 be held, can only be received and passed along.  And right then when we were 

 with him, when he was telling us all this, we could  believe it, at least I could.  

 Trouble was he wasn’t always there and then the doubts began again.   

 

 You see love is such a  basic thing, being loved is so important, that if you can’t 

 be certain God loves you then you just have to love yourself.  You have to watch 

 out all the time to make sure you don’t get hurt.  You have to realize, accept the 

 fact that everybody else is busy loving their own selves.  So you can never fully 

 trust them because finally, went a life is on the line, they will want it to be yours 

 rather than theirs.   

 

  See what happened to him.  See where his God-love got him in the end. Do you 

 suppose he still believes in it up there?  Do you think with all the hurt and hate 

 he's seen these past few hours, he still hangs on to what he taught and walked 

 and worked at with us all those weeks and months that seem to be leading 

 toward forever till they ended with a crash?   

 

 Now, even the two thieves are cursing him in their desperation.  Why must they 

 pick on him?  Don’t they know?  His sufferings are as bad as theirs, and he’s done 

 nothing to deserve it? Just listen to them argue, even up there when I was lost 

 they can’t agree on anything.   

 



  What’s that?  One of them is defending Jesus, asking him to bless him and his 

 death? And Jesus is assuring him of paradise.  What love is this?  What wondrous 

 love is this?  Of all the miracles I’ve witnessed these past months, the miracle 

 he brought about in my own life, this is the richest, truest of them all.  Even 

 death, this cruel, bloody death, cannot quench the flow of God’s love in this man.  

 This man I love and through whom, I learn to trust in God.  One thing I know, 

 whether we loved him wrong or not he loved us right.1 

 
What a powerful testimony to the power of God's unconditional love we experience 
through our communion with Christ to set us free from all that keeps us bound and 
from living the life of abundant joy we are meant to live.  Because of her liberating 
experience of his love, Mary Magdalene was one of the few who followed Jesus all 
the way from Galilee to the cross. Unfortunately, because it was really bold and 
unconventional, for any woman, let alone a single woman to travel so publicly Mary 
Magdalene's reputation in the early church was more a shameful scandal than a 
model of faithful discipleship. 

 
You probably recognize this as Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper.  Looking closely, 
you’ll see a woman sitting to Jesus’ left.  That woman is Mary Magdalene.  If you read 
the book or saw the movie The Da Vinci Code, you know that da Vinci was part of a 
church sect known as the Order of Scions.  They believed that Mary Magdalene was 
Jesus’ wife and bore him a child.  The theory is that since Jesus was a Jewish male he 
would have been married or the gospels would have offered up and explanation as 
to why he wasn’t.  But since that made Jesus all too human, the early church covered 
up his marriage by perpetuating the myth that Mary Magdalene wasn’t Jesus’ wife 
but instead was the prostitute Jesus had caught in the act of adultery.  Theories 
aside, the only thing we really know about Mary Magdalene is what Luke tells us 
that she was a follower of Jesus from the town of Magdala.  As he wrote, "Soon 
afterwards Jesus went through cities and villages proclaiming good news of God’s 
kingdom.  The 12 with him as well as some women who had been cure d of evil 
spirits including Mary, called Magdalene from whom 7 demons had gone out." 
 
We may no longer believe in demon possession or evil spirits the way people did in 
the first century.  But, we do know that many of us still bear the lasting scars of 
deep emotional or spiritual wounds that keep our spirits bound.  Scripture 
talks about sin in many ways but, what runs throughout the entire biblical narrative 
is that our sin is that which enslaves us and salvation is the power of God's love 
to deliver us into freedom and joy.  As the Apostle Paul wrote, "Why is it that we 

                                                        
1 J.Barrie Shepherd. Faces at the Cross 



do what we don't want to do rather than the good we desire to do?"  Our compulsive 
habits or behaviors, the damaging ways we communicate with each other, our self-
destructive addictions are the demons of our day.  What lies at the root of these 
"demonic forces"?  Unresolved shame.   
 
Shams is an unholy whisper in your head that says, "You're never good enough."  
Shame is a soul-sucking wound that makes you feel like you always have to prove 
your self-worth.  The power of shame is that it keeps you questioning your identity, 
you social standing, the value of your work or your life.  Shame saps our energy.  It 
often breeds depression.  And, as I said, it causes us to act in self-destructive ways. 
 
Important to remind ourselves, that shame is different than guilt.  Shame focuses on 
self.  Guilt focuses on behavior.  Guilt says, "I did something bad."  Shame says, "I am 
bad."  Unlike shame that cripples us, guilt can be productive because it leads us to 
change. Not so with shame.  Shame restricts our freedom.  Especially our freedom to 
fail and try again which restricts our capacity to grow more fully into becoming the 
man or woman God desires us to become.  The shame that binds us as adults stems 
from the wounds we suffered in childhood.  
 
We all know there are no perfect families.  There are no perfect parents (if you are 
the exception, let me know, and I'll help you write your best-seller.). In every family 
there are certain unwritten, unspoken rules, intended to conceal family 
imperfections.  These rules help maintain a sense of normalcy (or should I say, the 
facade of normalcy) in all the stress that life inevitably brings.  Trouble is once you 
learn these rules, they are hard to forget even long after you've left your childhood 
behind.  Because the truth is, you never do.  These family rules dictate much of our 
behavior later on in life unless we become aware of them. 

 
"Be Blind” 

One such rule is "be blind" — ignore the unhealthy behavior you see around you.  
My friend Jeff grew up in a home where both his parents were alcoholics.  As a child, 
he would hide in the closet whenever his father came home not because he was 
afraid of what his father would do.  If he didn’t see his father drunk, then it wasn't 
really happening.  As a child, we easily believe these distortions of reality because 
we're not able to care for ourselves so we won’t risk upsetting the status quo.   As an 
adult our shame keeps us from looking too closely at our own or our loved one's 
unhealthy behaviors.  We tiptoe through life, walk on eggshells, always on edge, 
never at peace.  The problem is that God desires our peace.  

 
"Be Quiet” 

Another rule is to be quiet.  We don’t talk about our problems.  We don’t give voice 
to our pain.  We all know every family has its secrets. And we all know how 
destructive keeping secrets can be in any relationship.  How much energy it takes to 
keep up appearances.  As an adult the voice of our shame tells us it's not how you 
really are but how you look that' important.  If you try to bring something into the 
light you are likely to hear, "Why bring that all up again?"  It also keeps people from 



getting the help they need.  Personal and spiritual healing is sacrificed on the altar of 
family loyalty.  Jesus said, "the truth shall set you free." 

 
"Be Numb" 

Maybe the family rule in your house was "be numb."  There was a low tolerance for 
emotional displays of anger, sadness, fear or pain.   We become ashamed of the way 
we feel so we repress our feelings.  As an adult when someone asks us how we feel, 
we answer with a perfunctory "I’m fine."  Or if we are so bound by our shame we 
become emotionally unavailable even to those we love the most.  Jesus said, "the 
greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your 
mind and all your strength. Love your neighbor as yourself."  As we experience more 
fully God's unconditional love for us, we grow in greater love and acceptance of 
ourselves.  

 
"Be Good" 

The last rule that can produce shame is "be good."  In the extreme "be the best."  
Now, who doesn’t want to encourage their child to be the best they can be.  But what 
if the message we send is a good child is a perfect child who never inconveniences 
the parents, never disappoints, never loses, never gets less than an "A," does 
everything a parent asks.   Unrealistic as those expectations sound, it doesn’t keep a 
child from believing they should be able to meet them.  Shame is at work in our lives 
if we need to be perfect or the best in everything we do, or always at our best in who 
we are.  Or, if within us there is a never-ending tape of our failures rather than our 
successes. 
 
In each of our lives, one or more of these rules are at work in us, restricting our 
freedom and joy.   As I said, there are no "perfect" families nor are there 
"dysfunctional" families.  It's all a matter of the degree of healthy relationships in 
any family.   God's desire is that we and our families become healthier, more loving 
and whole.  The good news of the gospel this morning is that we have a mighty 
power at work in us releasing us from our shame — the power of God’s 
unconditional love for us that increases our love for ourselves and then purifies our 
love for others.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



REFLECTION 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Poet laureate Ranier Maria Rilke wrote, “We entangle 
ourselves in knots of our making and struggle, lonely and 
confused. So like children we begin again to learn from the 
things in God's heart." 

The first week of Lent we laid our sorrow at the 
foot of the cross that Christ might redeem it into 
Easter joy.  Last Sunday, we offered up our hearts 
so that as they are purified so that our speech 
might be constructive rather than destructive.  This 
a.m. we are invited to bring our shame to the foot 
of the cross that Christ might set us free.   
What is the "voice of shame" within you that is 
keeping you bound?  Pray for the grace of the 
"truth that will set you free" this Easter.   
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