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MISSION STATEMENT - As women and men rocted in faith, we call
for justice, equality, and full partnership in ministry. We are committed
to church renewal and to the transformation of a structure which uses

gender rather than gifts as its criterion for ministry.

THIRTY FIVE AMAZING YEARS

On September 12, EqualwRites editors, Mary Whelan and Ellie Harty, sat down with Judy Heffernan, M. Div.
as she gave us her unique perspective on the 35 year history of WOC and SEPAWOC. Judy was a pioneer in
the movement, and her involvement and commitment to the full inclusion of women in the church have never
wavered. For this.we are grateful, as we are for the dramatic history she unfolded:

In the early heady days of the Women’s Ordination move-
ment, one of the leaders decided to send Christmas cards to
prominent church leaders. The cards depicted a typical win-
try outdoor scene with two cardinals, one of each gender, in
the middle of a snowy field. The sender wrote on the inside
of each card, “God created cardinals, male and female God
created them.” Only Cardinal Krol, then head of the Phila-
delphia Archdiocese, wrote back, “Just like the St. Louis
Cardinals, the College of Cardinals is an all-male team!”

The heartache experienced by those left out of the church’s
“all-male team” was certainly profoundly felt. For this rea-
son, the 1960’s Vatican II’s early breaths of hope for a change
in women’s roles in the church caused such excitement. In
fact, excitement — and hope — is just what Judy and other
local women pioneers, like Mary Lynch, began to feel when
they responded to a 1970 advertisement in the National
Catholic Reporter inviting women to “dare to dream” about
becoming deaconesses in the church. Many responded, and,
as it turned out, did more than just dream. Mary Lynch be-
came head of the deaconess movement and was the first
woman accepted to the master’s of divinity program by a
Catholic seminary.

The movement quickly took on momentum. Protestant women
began being ordained in significant numbers; women theolo-
gians were speaking up about the contributions of women

and doing serious research and producing scholarly publica-
tions exploring the significant role women had played in early
Christianity. Even the press was taking notice. One mile-
stone occurred in 1975 when the first conference in Detroit
convened to focus on women’s ordination in the Catholic
Church. Because of room constraints, only 1200 participants
could get in, but another 500 stood outside cheering, encour-
aging, praying. After the conference, volunteers across the
nation began networking and organizing on behalf of the
movement, now called Women’s Ordination Conference or.
WOC. Locally, Philadelphia area attendees called a press
conference to share what they had learned in Detroit and
announced their organization’s new name: Southeastern Penn-
sylvania Women’s Ordination Conference or SEPAWOC.

Throughout the fate 70°s and into the 1980’s, the movement
grew more organized and recognized. Religious women at-
tended; meetings were even held in convents. Priests and
bishops came to meetings and conferences. In the early
1980’s, U.S. Bishops invited women and men to participate
in a dialogue about women and the church in preparation for |
a pastoral letter they were planning to issue on the subject. In
1985, a conference was held in St. Louis just for women who.
felt called to ordination. The Rapport Committee formed at
the conference made it its mission to contact all bishops to
see if they would be willing to discuss women’s ordination.
continued on page 4
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The Feast of St. Mary Magdalene — A
Homily by Eileen DiFranco, RCWP

On July 18, 2010, the Community of Mary Magdalene
and SEPAWOC celebrated the Feast Day of St. Mary
Magdalene. Eileen DiFranco precided at Mass. The
Gospel for the day was from the Gospel of St. Mary
Magdalene. Eileen then presented a homily based on
the Gospel reading, the text of which is below:

The conflict we read about today in our gospel of St. Mary
Magdalene - how I love to say that - mirrors many other
conflicts and knock down drag out fights that the church has
experienced over the course of the last 2,000 years. Con-
trary to popular church opinion, something called the “one,
hioly, catholic, apostolic church” never actually existed. It still
doesn’t and probably never will because there has always
existed a diversity of opinion — from the very beginning. There
is a reason why the word, “catholic, “ with a small “c” is used
.0 express the all-encompassing nature of the faith that harks
vack to Jesus. Christianity is —and needs to be- a wide- open
rent without flaps rather than a good old all boys’ network.
Sadly, a utopian belief in unity can be imposed only from the
top down and maintained by spiritual or physical force.

This diversity of opinion is reflected in our four canonical
gospels where we essentially have four very different pic-
tures of Jesus. With the discovery of non-canonical gospels
in the Egyptian deserts during the last century, we know that
when Christianity burst into bloom all over the Mediterra-
nean, there were many ways of framing “The Good News”
first mentioned in Mark’s gospel. One of them was the gos-
pel of St. Mary Magdalene which we just read in honor of
our patron saint.

However, there were others: The Gospels of Thomas, Philip,
and even Judas, which is not what we might think it is. There
is the Protoevangelium of James, probably the only non-ca-
nonical gospel not condemned by the church. Most of what
we think we know about Mary of Nazareth, including popu-
lar Marian piety, comes from this non-biblical source, includ-
ing the names of her parents, Anne and Joachim and the idea
that Joseph was a very old man when he married Mary

The Mary we celebrate today, Mary whose name Magdala
means “tower,” appears frequently in all four canonical gos-
pels. While John — who is not a son of Zebedee- is only
mentioned as a witness only in the gospel bearing his name,
Mary is portrayed as the loyal friend, the traveling compan-
ion, and the apostle to the apostles who was the very first
person who was instructed by Jesus to preach the good news.
While some modern readers of today’s gospel and other non-
canonical gospels tend to portray Mary as Mrs. Jesus - which
would not dilute Jesus’ message one whit if he were, indeed
married - Mary was far more. The canonical gospels de-
scribe the fearful disciples cowering in the upper room both
before the resurrection and afterward. In her gospel, Mary
helped her fellow disciples become the people God wanted
them to be. _

Mary, Jesus’ tower of strength, who inspired confidence in
her fellow disciples became a huge problem to an emerging
Christendom which was trying to define itself in the ancient
world. As Christianity succumbed to the all-pervading very
pagan platonic philosophy which included the denigration of
women as a less than ideal human being, Mary, Jesus’ right
hand woman became a problem. The Gospel of Mary, along
with other non-canonical gospels, some of which were writ-
ten a mere ten years after the Gospel of John and like John,
did not recognize the Petrine primacy, needed to be suppressed
to insure unity.

Athanasius, one of the architects of the all male Trinity, di-
rected that all non-canonical gospels be burned. Following
three hundred years of anti-woman diatribes by the church
fathers, Pope Gregory the Great redefined and re-imaged
the woman who walked with the Savior by declaring her a
whore rather than an apostle. Mary, according to Gregory,
“... turned the mass of her crimes to virtue in order to serve
God in penance.”

The fate of women in religious, and therefore, societal and
political spheres was sealed for the next 1500 years. Women
remain shut up behind the wall of patriarchy, their names
masculinized, their titles explained away, their tombs vandal-
ized to remove any reference to their standing in the church.
And so the “constant tradition” of no women in ministry was
born and survives. Men with advanced degrees can say this
with straight faces and believe it.

The only good woman, the ideal woman, was not the outspo-
ken, courageous Mary Magdalene, but the humble, lowly,
obedient virginal woman who served man as god without
question in eternal repentance for the sin of Eve. It was re-
ally a sick world view, a world view which continues to haunt
us as the Vatican recently has decided that women’s ordina-
tion causes the same type of serious sin as does pedophilia.

But we are not here to talk about the Vatican or past or
present church fathers. Rather, we are here to honor and
remember our patron saint Mary Magdalene, the apostle to
the apostles, the first one commissioned by Christ to spread
the good news among all the people, who, through the eternal
and unstoppable Spirit of Truth, has been returned to her right-
ful status as Jesus’ one loyal and steadfast friend. She is the
woman who, as the gospel of Phillip says, “Knew the all.”

T'would also like to lift up giants who came before us or stand
with us, women who looked into the eye of power and did not
flinch: Jeanette Normandy, Jeannine Gramick, Louise Lears,
Margaret McBride, Christine Vladamirov, Joan Chittister, Judy
Heffernan, Regina Bannan, and men like the recently de-
ceased Bill Callahan.

Ahundred or so years ago, shepherds found the gospel manu-
scripts of Mary’s gospel lovingly wrapped and hidden away
in caves by Egyptian hermits who disobeyed the great
Athanasius and refused to burn the books that told their story.
Thanks to these nameless men and women of the desert,
Mary has been returned to us with an untarnished reputation.
However, not everyone knows that Mary Magdalene is not a
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