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Fr. Thomas Stegman, S.J.:  
 
Thank you, Meghan, good afternoon to everyone and a warm welcome to today's presentation “Run Sister Run: The 
Figure of Mary Magdalene in the Negro Spiritual.” It's my great pleasure to introduce our distinguished speaker, 
Dr. M. Shawn Copeland is Professor Emerita of systematic theology in the theology department here at Boston 
College. She's an internationally recognized scholar and award-winning writer. Professor Copeland received her 
Ph.D. in systematic theology from Boston College, with a dissertation on the notion of the human good in the 
thought of the Jesuit theologian and philosopher, Bernard Lonergan.  Before returning to Boston College in 2003 as 
a faculty member, she taught at St. Norbert College, at Yale Divinity School, and at Marquette University, which is 
where I had the pleasure to first meet Shawn, years ago. In addition, she served for 12 years as an adjunct faculty 
member of the Institute for Black Catholic studies at Xavier University in New Orleans. Dr. Copeland lectures 
frequently on college and university campuses on topics related to theological anthropology, political theology, 
social suffering, gender and race. At the same time, she's widely recognized as one of the most important 
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more than 500. So we only ever hear a slim portion of spirituals, a slim portion. When asked about their method of 
composing their religious songs, enslaved men and women often replied: "Thee Lord just put them in our mouth. 
The Lord puts every word we say in our mouth.” One formerly enslaved woman from Kentucky insisted that the 
spirituals were formed from the material of traditional African tunes and familiar songs. Here is her description of 
the process by which a spiritual was made: “We older folks would make them up on the spur of the moment, after 
we wrestled with the Spirit and come through. They called them spirituals because the Holy Spirit revealed them to 
us. Some folks say that Master Jesus taught them to us, but I have seen them start in [prayer] meetings. We would 
all be in the praise house on Sunday and the white preacher would explain the word and read where Ezekiel says, 
"Dry bones going to live again." And, honey, the Lord would come shining through those pages and revive this old 
woman's heart. I would jump up then and there and shout and sing and clap and the others would catch the words 
and they all take up the words and keep adding to it and then it would be a spiritual. 
 
A spiritual is a sung or moaned utterance or chant of an enslaved African American in response to or about a given 
religious or ordinary or social experience, that held communal and/or universal significance. In and through song, 
one woman's or man's experience of sorrow, shout of jubilation became that of a people. But without a doubt, the 
spirituals are gifts of the Spirit. In creation and performance, these songs are marked by flexibility, spontaneity, and 
improvisation. A pattern of call-response allowed for the rhythmic weaving or manipulation of time, text, and pitch; 
while, the response or repetitive chorus provided a recognizable and stable foundation for the extemporized lines 
of the soloist or leader. The vocabulary of the spirituals is intensely poetic and expressive, decorative, that’s Zora 
Neale Hurston’s word “decorative”, and poignant, and characterized by vivid simile, personifications, and creative 
and effective juxtaposition of images and metaphor. The spirituals may 'sound' simple, but they are not simplistic; 
they possess what African American Catholic liturgist and priest Clarence Joseph Rivers called “magnitude”. 
Spirituals provide a window on the religious, social, aesthetic, and psychological worldview of a people. At the 
same time, historian Vincent Harding encourages us: "the spirituals are avail
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Rose,’ but in a style evocative of the original singing in which the leader 'lines out' the words to a song of hymn. 
 
If you feel like clapping in your home or with your friends on this, please just go for it. 
 
[Music] 
 
In Mark's gospel, Mary Magdalene along with three companions bring along embalming paraphernalia to wash 
and treat the body of Jesus. As they walk, the women wonder aloud, 'Who will roll away the stone for us?" Peering 
through the murky dawn, the women see that the stone has been rolled away (Mark 16:1-4). The spiritual credits 
Mary Magdalene with rolling away the stone; indeed, before the angel can arrive, Mary has taken care of business. 
Recall, Jesus' words: "Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, 'Be taken up and thrown into the sea,' and if you 
do not doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you" (Mark 11:23). 
Mary moves that very large stone through loving faith; she believes in Jesus and she loves him. Mary's ardent and 
powerful love rolled the grave stone away. Enslaved women, at great physical and psychic cost, pitted themselves 
against threats and obstacles for the sake of their children. An emancipated woman, Fannie Moore told her 
interviewer that on the plantation where she was held, the overseer "hated my mother," because her mother would 
fight with him whenever he beat Fannie or her siblings. Like Mary, enslaved women moved obstacles, pushed aside 
stones of every sort that physically or mentally sought to hinder their objectives. These women did not wait for 
someone else to come along, but acted! 
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Thank you very much for listening. 
 

Meghan Lovett:  

We're going to transition to question and answer now and before we dive in, there was a question about 
purchasing Dr. Copeland's books in the Q and A. And so, we are going to send a follow up email and we'll include 
some links if you're interested in purchasing and I wanted to give you the opportunity Dr. Copeland if you wanted 
to plug any particular books on this topic or any particular musicians, for our audience. 

 

Prof. Shawn Copeland:  
 
Well, we’re always happy to sell books. All academics are. I appreciate Dean Stegman mentioning, 

“Knowing Christ Crucified”, which has a section on the spirituals, and I appreciate his mentioning “Enfleshing 
Freedom.” Most recently, Laurie Cassidy, and I have co-edited a book entitled Desire, Darkness, and H
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succeeded. All you have to do is listen to go down Moses, and you know they succeeded. That's a very roundabout 
answer to your question but- 

 

Meghan Lovett:  

Thank you, Dr. Copeland. I think we have time for one more. This participant would love to learn more about the 
imagery and possible reality of Mary being in heaven and on earth. Since Jesus and Mother Mary are the only other 
people to bodily assumed to have- into heaven, it's even more powerful to imagine Mary Magdalene, participating 
in the journey to heaven and earth and in an embodied way. 

 

Prof. Shawn Copeland:  
 
This is a part of trying to understand this, in terms of dream consciousness. 
 
I’m not I’m not a Freudian at all, neither were the enslaved people, but they had a lot of the people making the 
spirituals had a lot of nous, a lot of mind, a lot of intelligence about how the human psyche worked. No one's 
projecting Mary Magdalene to be bodily in heaven. I certainly am not in this presentation. But the spiritual says she 
came running from heaven. “Had she been there?” is the question, and they're assuming she had. She was very 
much alive, she came running there to bring on the good news. So it becomes, yes, imagery. It becomes the 
juxtaposition that's creative of what we know to be factual and what people can imagine. If you do Hollywood 
movies you know that we human beings can imagine a lot. These people imagined a great deal and they did so with 
a desire to experience transcendence and to be free- and to be free.  

 

Meghan Lovett:  

Well, thank you Dr. Copeland. We've reached the end of our time together today. Thank you so much for your 
presentation. I want to share the thanks and praise from the Q and A as well. People, I think, were really moved by 
your presentation today, so thank you. 

 

Prof. Shawn Copeland:  
 
Thank you all very much for listening I deeply appreciate it, yes. 

 

Meghan Lovett:  

Thank you to our audience members for joining us today. This concludes our webinar for today and we hope that 
you'll join us for our fall events take care 
 
[Music] 
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