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When we read the Holy Gospel and think about our Lord’s disciples, we tend to focus on
the twelve apostles. However, today on the Sunday of the Myrrh-bearing Women, we are
reminded that there was also a loyal band of women who followed our Savior, ministered to
Him during His lifetime, and fulfilled His needs. While the men were renouncing the Lord after
His arrest the women remained publicly devoted. They stood at a distance (although in John’s
Gospel they were closer) and watched the Crucifixion. While the men were hiding in the locked
upper room for fear of the Jews, the women courageously ventured out after the sabbath, on
the first day of the week, early at dawn, and came to the tomb in order to anoint the body of
Jesus with fragrant ointments and spices. Even in death they continued to minister to the
Lord. Their faith was so strong that they went to the tomb without even knowing who would
roll away the huge stone which sealed the entrance, nor how they would get past the guard
who was placed there to keep people from entering. When they arrive at the tomb they find
that the stone has been rolled away and the tomb is empty, and then they begin to weep. An
angel is sitting on the right side and he informs them that Jesus has risen. He then sends them
on a mission to tell the disciples that Jesus will appear to them in Galilee as He foretold. In the
Orthodox tradition the myrrh-bearing women are called “equal-to-the-apostles,” eisapostolai in
Greek. An “apostle” literally means someone who is sent on a mission.

The Gospel tells us that Jesus had cast out seven demons from Mary Magdalene. In the
Gospel of Luke where it mentions Mary Magdalene and all of the myrrh-bearing women, he
speaks in the plural and says that Jesus had cast out demons from all of them. He says, “Out
of whom” —in plural—*“he cast out demons from them.” Perhaps all those women were sick at
first. Maybe that’s even an important teaching: We’re all sick at first. We’re all filled with all
kinds of demons at first. Then the Lord comes and casts them out and we get healed and get
in our right mind, and then we can follow Him and love Him. The love of the women of our
Savior is pure, holy, and not self-interested. The first among the Lord’s women disciples was
Mary Magdalene. She was formerly captivated by dark and evil powers (seven demons we are
told) and was mentally and spiritually in a very bad way. Jesus heals her, and now that she is in
her right mind, she can follow the Lord with love, faith, and devotion, so much so, that she
becomes the leader of the women disciples of the Lord.

It was Mary Magdalene in John’s Gospel who stood at the foot of the Cross with the Mother
of God and St. John. It was Mary Magdalene who was the first of all the disciples (man or
woman) to see the risen Lord, appearing to her in the Garden of Gethsemane. It was Mary
Magdalene who was again sent on an apostolic mission, this time by Jesus Himself, to inform
the apostles that she had seen the risen Lord. St. Ambrose of Milan calls her “apostola
apostolorum,” “the apostle to the apostles.” Each Gospel has varying accounts about the
identity of the myrrh-bearing women, but each Gospel agrees that Mary Magdalene is among
them, and each Gospel lists her name first.

Also listed among the myrrh-bearing women is Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward,
a woman named Susanna, the unnamed mother of James and John, the sons of Zebedee, a
Mary who is the mother of James and Joseph (or Joses), a woman named Salome who
ministered to the Lord when He was in Galilee, and another Mary who is the wife of Cleopas
and a close relative of the Mother of God. The Gospels tell us that there were many other
women as well, but these are the only names that we are given. Curiously the Mother of God is
not mentioned. It makes sense to assume that the Lord appeared to His Mother, and probably
appeared to her first. When these women went to the tomb they expected to find a corpse.
Therefore, they did not go to the tomb because they expected something from the Lord, but
they went out of love. In fact, during the Lord’s lifetime and missionary activity when He
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preached the Kingdom of God, they ministered to Him out of love, and not just because of
what he could give to them. Their love and devotion was just as strong even after He died and
was laid in the tomb.

Our Savior never rejected anyone who came to Him seeking help with a sincere and broken
heart. The Lord came to heal, forgive, and save us all. He accepts a harlot who washes his
feet with her hair, and He accepts another harlot who is about to be stoned to death. The chief
of the apostles denies Him three times and weeps bitterly, yet the Lord forgives and restores
him. The first person to see him after His resurrection was someone from whom He had cast
out seven demons, a woman who was spiritually and mentally very sick and was restored to
health. The first human being to enter Paradise was a repentant thief hanging on a cross. A
pharisee who was responsible for the persecution and death of many Christians becomes the
Apostle to the Gentiles. The Lord dines with a thieving and cheating tax collector who repents
and becomes a devoted disciple. And the first apostles who were sent by the risen Lord and
by the angels to announce the Resurrection were not the men, but the women. This is what we
remember today. Amen.
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