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and Mary Ann will come back, by the way, two years from now.  Next year’s speaker is already 
engaged and we’ll tell you it’s Sandra Schneiders.  We’ll tell you about that later.  But, so literally, 
rather than cancel the day we turned to our colleague and…good spouse, Colleen, Dr. Colleen Griffith.  
So, literally, at the last minute Colleen stepped into the breach, and as our beloved Teddy would say, 
“Go Mom, you’ll do good.”  Here’s Melinda to introduce Colleen. 

Melinda Brown Donovan: 
Thank you, Tom.  It’s such a great honor to introduce my good friend and colleague, Colleen Griffith.  
Dr. Colleen M. Griffith is associate professor of the practice of theology at Boston College’s School of 
Theology and Ministry where she also serves as faculty director of spirituality studies.  She holds a 
doctorate in theology from Harvard Divinity School where she worked under the directorship of the 
Historical Theologian, Margaret Miles.   
 
Dr. Griffith’s research and writing interests include historical and contemporary spirituality, Christian 
theologies of the Bible… of the body (excuse me), method in practical theology, and the relationship 
between doctrine and spiritual practice.  She is a popular teacher at the STM with a full-time teaching 
load during the academic year.  And yet, she is always willing to spend time outside of class advising 
and guiding students.  In addition, she designed the summer Post-Master’s Program in Spiritual 
Formation which she directs every summer at the STM.   
 
Dr. Griffith’s most recent publication is Prophetic Witness: Catholic Women’s Strategies for Reform, 
published by Crossroad which received a first-place award by the Catholic Press Association in 2010.  
She served as the editor for the spring 2009 C21 Resources issue entitled “Catholic Spirituality in 
Practice,” which had an unprecedented print request of over 200,000 copies.  With such popularity, a 
new book entitled Catholic Spiritual Practices: A Treasury Old and New has been expanded to include 
this C21 Resources issue and more under Dr. Griffith’s editorial guidance.  It will be published in… by 
Paraclete Press in October of this year.  Dr. Griffith is currently working on a manuscript entitled 
Prophecy for Dry Bones: Toward a Contemporary Christian Theology of Human Bodyliness, work she is 
looking forward to continuing when she is on sabbatical this fall.   
 
Dr. Colleen Griffith is a woman of deep faith, a faith that energizes her creativity, her generosity, and 
her work.  Please join me in welcoming Dr. Colleen Griffith to speak on In the Footsteps of Mary 
Magdalene: The Spirituality of Evelyn Underhill.   

Dr. Colleen Griffith: 
Thank you, all.  I had a bit of sub-anxiety, but it’s slowly dissipating.  I’m seeing a lot of friendly faces 
out there.   

Mary of Magdala, there you are.  You adorn our museum and cathedral walls.  Red dress, long bright 
orange hair, a colorful and dramatic figure portrayed visually as a lusty woman with wild eyes looking 
toward the heavens.  You’ve carried our collective Christian cultural projections for a long time.  We’ve 
referred to you as the fallen Eve, the redeemed whore, the repentant woman.  Two thousand years 
later biblical scholarship underscores how falsely we, in fact, have portrayed you.  We’ve incorrectly 
labeled you the woman with the alabaster jar who anointed Jesus in the house of Simon, the leper of 
Bethany.  When did we decide that the penitent prostitute should be you when there were no 
scriptural references to you there?  What purpose did it serve?  How did we come to misrepresent you 
so?   
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Your story parallels that of most biblical women, a story of fragments and torn pieces.  In your case, 
pieces that have been distorted and some completely covered from view.  Mary of Magdala, did we 
think that by calling you a redeemed harlot and naming you Christianity’s model of repentance that 
somehow that was a better way of dealing with your provocative apostolic leadership, your mystical 
presence on our biblical pages?  Did this make you a more manageable figure for us, more 
controllable in terms of your influence?  How long and in how many hands deemed Christian hands 
have you been asked to serve as an instrument of propaganda against your own sex?  It seemed 
easier to fashion you as a penitent prostitute than to deal with the profound depth of your truth, your 
love, your leadership.  Now today we mark a very different remembering of you in this gathering, and 
with it we stand open to the chance of moving in solidarity with the female holiness and leadership 
you model.   

When I walk with the Johannine community’s telling of today’s 
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that God cannot be found, and in the dark terrain witness to the Spirit in pre-dawn places.  Steadied 
by the story of Mary Magdalene, we celebrate all historical and contemporary women who have heard 
their names called by God, and often in unfamiliar contexts and though tempted to run away, don’t.  
And we especially celebrate the scores of women who have received and grappled with the invitation 
to move on to Galilee to places of ministry, and to do so without concern for their own success or 
failure.  Yes, the blessing of Mary Magdalene’s life and story continues.  It continues in women and 
men alike who long to love in ways wide and deep, and who are practical witnesses to the irrupting 
Spirit of God, to the Resurrection Christ.   

Who is one such woman witness in your life?  Can you call this face into view?  Let’s take a few 
moments in silence with this question. 

What has been this woman’s blessing in your life?  And how does she witness to the irrupting Spirit of 
God?  Let’s take just a couple of minutes to chat with one other person at our circle, to share that 
woman’s face, name, and story. 

Well, look, I’d like to share with you one such woman witness from my own life.  She’s an early 20th 
century woman who I’ve been reading for many years, who’s become an abiding friend of sorts at this 
point, who very much walks in the footsteps of Mary Magdalene.  And this historic woman is Evelyn 
Underhill.   

Now let me set her a little bit in context for you.  The year was 1911, one hundred and one years ago.  
And England stood in a real twilight zone.  The balance of power was shifting in a Europe in which a 
unified Germany was on the rise.  England sought to advance its educational systems and to buttress 
its defense capability.  And shuffling its foreign policy, it made fresh overtures to France and to 
Russia, holding Germany now at arm’s length.  Meanwhile, the pre-war years under George V had 
proved very turbulent ones domestically.  Tariff reform caused widespread consternation.  And the 
proposal of a people’s budget that would tax the rich to pay for needed reforms and rebuild the Royal 
Navy wreaked havoc in the upper chambers of the House of Lords.  And one hundred years… one 
hundred and one years ago from our present year marked the greatest industrial unrest in England’s 
history.  There were massive strikes of dockworkers and railroad workers and miners, all of which 
brought the country to a halt.  Over 25 percent of the population of England found themselves living in 
poverty.  And those that did have jobs were working 55-hour weeks with no paid holidays.   

Now from this historic island and its people’s struggles in place and time arose a voice, the voice of 
another gifted communicator with a compelling spiritual vision.  The i
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interest in Underhill, becoming her colleague, her mentor, her friend von Hügel.  The book Mysticism 
was an intellectual tour de force.  It was a brilliant and carefully rendered piece for which Underhill, 
with no formal theological education, had studied a thousand sources in order to explore faithfully the 
experiences of those whom she called humanity’s pioneers, those who paved the mystic way.  Now 
this work both established Underhill’s reputation and gave exposure to a treasury of mystical literature 
in the Christian tradition that was largely unknown in the English-speaking world.  And it marked the 
beginning of the revival of Christian mysticism with some strikingly fresh accents.  The 500-page book 
that has seen 13 editions since was but the start of a prolific spiritual writing career for Underhill. She 
went on to produce over 300 pieces on the spiritual life—books, essays, introductions, reviews.  She 
became the first woman invited to give theological lectures at Oxford, and she was named a fellow at 
King’s College in London, the recipient of an honorary degree from the University of Aberdeen.  She 
was also the first woman invited to give clergy retreats.  And normally, that theological personage, 
that ministerial personage, are two different people.  In Underhill 
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A detangling of our consciousness from whatever it is that inhabits… that inhibits singleness of heart, 
will have to include some reassessment of our relationship with our things, some exploration of why 
we value the things that we value, and how and when it is that our possessions possess us.  Breaking 
from the allure of consumption won’t be easy and it won’t be a once-and-for-all thing, once done 
intentional adjustment.  It likely will require the adoption and re-adoption of something akin to what 
the sociologist Juliet Schor calls “a new attitude of plentitude,” a calling attention back to the inherent 
bounty of all that can’t be consumed.  This intentional self-adjustment includes making decisive 
strides toward being rich in things that in fact matter, relations with one another, relations with a 
planet in peril.  By restoring our investments in one another and in our communities, by moving 
toward less ambiguous postures of sustainability, we’ll find ourselves released at last from the 
shackles of “I have, I need, and I want”—a readjustment indeed.   

Turning now to the third component in the education of a practical mystic, Underhill writes about an 
openness to particular forms of contemplation.  Here she specifically addresses three complimentary 
ways of encounter with God:  the discovery of God in the created order, the apprehension of infinite 
Reality in what is finite or that sense of the more in the Real, and finally a trustful dwelling in God 
which results in our letting go of tightly-reined selves so that God’s activity can become manifest in 
our human activity.  Underhill claims that it is in these ways of contemplation that we stand open to 
the living touch of God in the present moment, a touch that, of course, remains ever more than the 
specific moment itself.  It is this more in the Real upon which all creatures depend for their existence.  
We hunger so for that glimpsing of eternity-with-us that beckons, invites, and prods.   

The world for Underhill is the place where the infinite God manifests God’s self in a multiplicity of 
forms.  Engagement with God in the natural order of creation is a grace given without measure.  And 
yet, the choice to engage creation, bringing a high degree of conscious awareness to it or noon
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is not the auditorium but the stage of the world or as the case may be, the field, the 
workshop, the study, the laboratory because we ourselves form part of 
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his tombstone when he died.  And Marty responded that, quote, “He’d like to see the word vivit, v-i-v-
i-t, there since he hoped to live after death rather than to lie or rest.”  The Christian symbol, the 
Communion of Saints, carries this very same hope.  How powerful it is to remember in hope that all of 
us sitting here today, along with the 1st century Mary of Magdala and the 20th century Evelyn Underhill 
and a great big cloud of witnesses in between—including women like Macrina and Scholastica and 
Clare of Assisi and Julian of Norwich and Catherine of Genoa and Catherine of Siena, Teresa of Avila, 
Jane de Chantal, the list goes on—all of us are summoned to participate in the work of hallowing, of 
making holy the context in which we live by witnessing to the irruptions of the Spirit to resurrection 
life and doing so as practical mystics.  Herein lies our highest calling, that of the practical mystic.  In 
the words of Evelyn Underhill: 

 See.  Here is your vocation set out.  It is your business to actualize it within the world of this 
time and space, perhaps by great endeavors, perhaps by small ones, in fields and market, 
tram and tube, office and meeting room, in the perpetual give and take of the common life.  It 
is your business to actualize the more real life, that holy creative energy.  You shall work for 
mercy, order, beauty, significance.  You shall mend where you find things broken and make 
where you find the need. 

Amen.  Amen, we say.  So be it.   

Thank you.   

                                                                        

 

12 In the Footsteps of Mary Magdalene           www.bc.edu/encore 

 
 


