
Sharing an Awkward Tent

Jesus journeyed from one town and village to another, preaching and proclaiming the
good news of the Kingdom of God. Accompanying him were the Twelve and some

women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities, Mary, called Magdalene, from
whom seven demons had gone out, Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza,

Susanna, and many others who provided for them out of their resources.

Luke 8:1-3

The disciples of Jesus must have felt awkward at times.  An important mission of Jesus
was to bring together people who liked Jesus but didn’t necessarily like each other.  The
Gospel above declares, “Accompanying him were the Twelve.”  This sounds like an
innocuous statement.  But let’s look at just three of these “Twelve.”  One was a poor
fisherman from a backwater town (Peter).  Another was a Zealot who wanted a military
overthrow of the Romans (Simon) and a third was a tax collector, a Jewish man who
sold out to the Romans.  Can you imagine the awkwardness in the tent they shared as
they traveled around with Jesus?  These three men would never in a million years have
chosen to be in the same room together.  But Jesus seemed comfortable making them
feel awkward if it meant uniting together as disciples of one Savior.

Then we learn that in addition this awkward group of men was an awkward group of
women: “Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, Joanna, the
wife of Herod’s steward Chuza…and many others.”  We don’t know much about these
“seven demons” of Mary Magdalene.  First Century Israelites tended to call a lot of
things demons: epilepsy, mental illness, cerebral palsy, Parkinson’s, etc.  Whatever sort
of demons poor Magdalene was struggling with, there’s no way the wife of a high official
in Herod’s Court would have had anything to do with her—even after a miraculous
healing.  But here they were, sharing a tent together with who knows what other types
of women among the “many others.”  Joanna, of the royal court must not have slept a
wink in that awkward tent her first night on the road.

The fact that Jesus invited women to be disciples standing beside the men was
unprecedented and shocking.  Women were not allowed to have this role and were not
allowed to travel beside men in this culture.  Even today, many Mediterranean cultures
would forbid them standing together.  A few years ago, I visited a village deep “in the
bush” of rural Uganda.  I learned that there were two Catholic married couples who
were never able to profess their vows before a priest since there was never one around.
I excitedly said yes to the request to have a special Mass wherein they could finally do
so.  The whole town gathered for the ceremony.  Just as the opening song began and
we lined up to process into the mud chapel, I noticed that the two wives were standing



side-by-side, holding hands, followed by the two husbands doing the same!  They
refused to walk beside their spouses because men and women—even husbands and
wives—could not be seen together in public.  This was in the 21st Century; now imagine
how shocking it would have been for women disciples to be standing
shoulder-to-shoulder beside the Apostles in Jesus’ day.

Peter and Matthew, Joanna and Magdalene, women and men: these are layers upon
layers of awkwardness.  But the miracle of Jesus is in uniting these misfit groups.  We
see now the drama in Paul’s joyful acclamation:

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male
or female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28)

No doubt there are divisions in your family, among your friends, at your workplace.  To
tear down the walls created by past demons, cultural norms or religious disputes would
require you sharing an awkward space with those “others.”  And so, you’ve kept your
distance.  But Christ may well be saying to you through this Gospel passage, “Tear
down those walls!  Get in that awkward tent!” For there are no divisions in the Kingdom
of Heaven.
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