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What do St Mary Magdalene, St Catherine, the Most Holy Trinity, St Peter, St John, St Edmund of Abingdon, Sir Isaac Wolfson, and Jesus all have in common? For an answer, see the end of the article.

This Tuesday, July 22nd, we celebrate the memorial of St Mary Magdalen. For centuries, western tradition regarded her as a reformed prostitute, the sinner woman, who in Luke 7:36-50, anointed Jesus’ feet with ointment, while He was at supper in the house of Simon the Pharisee. Many homes for similar “fallen women” were called Magdalens.

Recent scholarship, however, does not identify Mary of Magdala, from whom Jesus had cast out “seven demons,” with this woman “who had a bad name in the town” and lovingly anointed His feet. Still less does it identify her with Mary of Bethany, the sister of Martha. 

Whether we are dealing here with three Marys, or two, or only one, we cannot know for certain. What is wonderful is that a woman who was disturbed by multiple demonic infestation, both found healing from Jesus, and became the first witness to His Resurrection.  “Tell us, Mary, say, what thou didst see upon the way. I saw Christ’s glory as He rose, the tomb the living did enclose . .” (Easter Sequence)

If Mary the anointer, the repentant prostitute, was a separate individual, we can also rejoice that the Lord brought her forgiveness.

In both these accounts, we see that the love of Christ is inclusive. He reaches out to the most fallen sinners, to those most under diabolical attack. He transcends the boundaries of race, of social custom, and of sex, to bring forgiveness and peace.

Therefore it is correct that the urge towards inclusiveness is part of the Gospel message. God wants all to be saved. He wants no soul to go to everlasting perdition. Jesus died in agony upon the cross so that souls might escape such a fate worse than words can describe.

Does the Gospel’s inclusiveness then have any limits? Will all be included, willy-nilly, in the community of the redeemed? Or will some be excluded? Is it possible to place oneself beyond the range of Divine Love and Mercy?

The life of another saint whose feast falls this week suggests that it is. 

St Bridget of Sweden, while she was a lady-in-waiting at the court of the Swedish royal family, received a series of visions - warnings to King Magnus II and Queen Blanche that they should amend their lives and convert. The royal family esteemed Bridget’s piety but were loath to change their behaviour.

As a result of more visions, Bridget founded a double monastery of both men and women at Vadstena. This developed into the order of the Most Holy Saviour, the Bridgettines, who still lead a contemplative and penitential life of prayer and study.

In her European travels, St Bridget tried to persuade Pope Clement VI, who was then at Avignon, to return to Rome. In one of her visions, Christ Himself referred to this Pope as “a destroyer of souls, worse than Lucifer, more unjust than Pilate, more merciless than Judas.”

When she returned to Sweden, she became a missionary, travelling around the country, caring for the poor and working inexplicable healings among them. She received more outspoken prophecies from Christ:  

“The Son of God speaks: I have said before that I will scourge the knights of this kingdom with the sword, the spear and my fury. But they answer: God is merciful. This evil will not come. . .  Hearken now to what I say! I shall stand up and I shall spare neither young nor old, rich nor poor, honest nor dishonest . . . Three sins abound in this kingdom, pride, voluptuousness and greed.”  

It is not only Popes and immoral Swedes who can be excluded from God’s Kingdom. Scripture itself provides several lists of those ultimately to be excluded : “Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor catamites, nor sodomites, nor thieves, nor the avaricious, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor robbers, will inherit the Kingdom of God.” (1 Cor 6:9-10)

St John too reports Jesus’ words: “But as for the cowardly, the unbelieving, the polluted, as for murderers, fornicators, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their lot shall be in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.” (Revelation 21:8)

The New Testament, therefore, offers salvation to all, but warns that not all will be found worthy of it. The urgency of the Scriptural call to convert, is widely neutralised today by a resurgence of the heresy of Origen concerning an apokatastasis - the mistaken conception that in the end all will be saved and that even the devil might repent. 

The Council of Constantinople (543) declared: “If anyone says or holds that the punishment of the demons and of impious men is temporary, and that it will have an end at some time, or that there will be a complete restoration (apokatastasis) of demons and impious men, anathema sit.”

The mantra of inclusiveness, nevertheless, echoes throughout modern society. It is easy to confuse worldly inclusiveness with the inclusiveness of the Kingdom of God. Divine inclusiveness requires that we repent of our sins, and conform our lifestyle to Divine Truth. “You are my friends, if you do what I command you,” said Jesus.

Secular inclusiveness pretends to include everyone, whatever their lifestyle, religion or sexual practice, without any need for repentance – indeed, without any recognition of transcendent truth. It promotes an illusory unity which quickly disintegrates under pressure. 

Worldly inclusiveness often means that the boundaries of what is socially unacceptable are merely redrawn. Some groups condemned by Scripture are socially sanctioned, while others, whose sins were once deemed light matter, are placed beyond the pale of political correctness: homophobes, fox hunters, battery farmers, anti-abortionists, “fundamentalists” and smokers. Personally, I prefer to stick to the Biblical lists. Given that they are divinely inspired, they are much more likely to turn out correct in the end. 

Christian inclusiveness embraces all that is good.The only true unity for the human race is to be found in Christian discipleship. The holiness of God is incompatible with behaviour which is damaging to oneself or others. It therefore must burn away all that is evil. 

The Anglican communion has long prided itself upon its inclusiveness and tolerance. The recent affair of Dr Jeffrey John, elected and deselected gay bishop of Reading, has stretched this rather worldly inclusiveness to breaking point.

The Creator made male and female sexually complementary to each other, and commanded them to “Go forth and multiply.”  The Scriptures do not record His similarly sanctioning homosexual sex – indeed, quite the opposite.

Archbishop Peter Akinola, leader of the 17.5 million-strong church in Nigeria (compared to the UK and US's combined Anglican congregations of just 2.3 million) denounced the Bishop of Oxford’s promotion of Dr John as ”a Satanic attack on God's church.” Nigeria has more problems with polygamy and human sacrifice than with gay sex. 

The Bishop of Carlisle, Graham Dow, interviewed on Newsnight, restrained himself to this observation: "Obviously the penis belongs to the vagina, that is something fundamental to the way God has made us." 

Homosexualists (sic) have certainly infiltrated the Anglican hierarchy. In 1999, a dozen bishops attended a “Not the Lambeth Conference” meeting at Derby, organised by the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement. Richard Holloway, then Bishop of Edinburgh, addressed them, sporting a pink badge proclaiming his own orientation as "straight but not narrow." His book “Godless Morality” proposes to exclude the Almighty from all moral deliberations. 

“Doom for the shepherds who allow the flock of my pasture to be destroyed and scattered!” preaches Jeremiah, in this weekend’s first reading.

In the USA a similar dilemma is dividing the Anglican Episcopalians. The Diocese of New Hampshire overwhelmingly elected Canon Gene Robinson as its new bishop. Only one problem: about 15 years ago Canon Robinson (56) left his wife and two daughters (aged 4 and 7 at the time) to move in with his male partner, Mark Andrew.

Nigeria and 12 other provinces - the West Indies, the Southern Cone (South America), Central Africa, Kenya, India, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Uganda, West Africa, the Indian Ocean, Congo and Sudan - have already declared themselves to be in "impaired communion" with a Canadian diocese which performs same-sex “marriage blessings”. They may take similar action against New Hampshire.

There is the world of a difference between those who are intent upon rewriting Christian morality to pander to their own appetites, and those who bravely cope with a particular sexual temptation, accept that its expression would be sinful, and try to live chastely. It is the difference between hell and heaven. 

Truth cannot be inclusive of error. Holiness cannot include sin. Heaven cannot include wickedness, but it can incorporate the repentant. Jesus, our Good Shepherd, took pity upon the multitudes, like sheep without a shepherd, and “set himself to teach them at some length.” Good teaching too is a work of mercy. 

P.S. They all have colleges named after them at both Oxford and Cambridge.

