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Preface

She is the Mary of many faces: humble saint, penitent sinner, apostle of the apostles, disciple, exorcist, anointer, Christian idealist, matriarch of a holy bloodline, the female goddess in the sacred union, beneficiary of exorcism by Jesus, independent woman of means, role model, artist’s model, muse, feminist icon, pleasure revolutionary, embodiment of feminist spirituality, victim of a male-dominated religion, wife of Jesus, worldly counterpoint to the ethereal Virgin Mary, and much more. “No other biblical figure—including Judas and perhaps even Jesus—has had such a vivid and bizarre post-biblical life in the human imagination,” says Jane Schaberg, one of our contributors. Nor has any cultural figure set off more controversy.

Today, we have come to know that much of her image has been contorted, her power as a spiritual figure dismissed. The “true” Mary Magdalene has been kept a secret, in effect, by a church tradition that exiled her from authority and imprisoned her theologically for her sex. For some, she was an inconvenient woman from the beginning. The Romans considered all women to be untrustworthy; the disciples followed suit. “Tell Mary to leave us,” Peter tells Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas, “for women are not worthy of life.” As the early church  evolved, many church fathers began to preach that Jesus had died to rid the world of Adam’s sin. The source of that sin, of course, was Eve. In the third century, Tertullian, a prolific defender of the orthodox church, wrote: “On account of [women] . . . even the Son of God had to die.”

The next turn of the screw came on an autumn Sunday in 591, when Pope Gregory the Great suggested to the assembled that Mary Magdalene had been a whore before being redeemed by Christ. Christendom quickly embraced this erroneous but religiously instructive image of the saintly sinner. Despite her allegedly sinful past—or perhaps because of it—this version of Mary Magdalene would become a new heroine to many as she morphed into a popular cult figure in thirteenth-century France, fed by stories of her arrival in Provence in a rudderless boat and the “discovery” of her bones.

During the Renaissance, artists found her a muse of great versatility—she could be buxom and bountiful (Titian), or haggard and ascetic (Donatello). Mary Magdalene even became something of a pious pinup, as can be seen in the painting recently attributed to Leonardo da Vinci.

The great social dislocation brought on by the industrial revolution saw churches invoke her name in an effort to rein in the wayward. Nuns started Magdalene houses in hopes of saving the lost. By the late nineteenth century Wagner, Rilke, and a few other cultural figures began to revive the suggestion that Mary had been an erotic partner to Jesus. By the end of the twentieth, she had become a feminist icon, a role model for women in the church, and a spiritual guide to New Agers. The Vatican, bowing in 1969 to the new scholarship that was emerging even from within, reversed the verdict that had  stood for fourteen hundred years by directing that from then on, Magdalene should be identified with her role as witness to the Resurrection and not with the sinful woman in Luke. But one aspect of her old image remains—even the rehabilitated Mary has continued to be defined by her sex. Look no further than the Da Vinci Code phenomenon, or what one contributor to this book, the pop singer Tori Amos, calls Mary Magdalene’s attractive quality of “sinsuality.”

Mary Magdalene’s real meaning, it seems, often continues to be a reflection of the mirror we hold up to ourselves. For some scholars and religious figures, the master narrative is the received Word of God and must remain in place unchanged, even though, as it turns out, what we have been taught about Mary Magdalene comes out of the Dark Ages of thought, and not from the lips of Jesus. Many others have embraced a Christianity born of diversity, and characterized by egalitarianism and tolerance. For still others, Mary Magdalene is only a nominal figure in the Christian story. Considering how closely Christianity and Western civilization have been intertwined for the last two thousand years, her mythic evolution is really a meta-commentary on how our culture perceives the role of women.

This book was written to help you, the reader, scrape off the encrusted layers of meaning that have come to obscure Mary Magdalene’s fundamental secular and religious importance, and come to your own conclusions about one of the most important and fascinating women in history.

As in previous books in the Secrets series—Secrets of the Code and Secrets of Angels & Demons—we have brought together a stellar group of theologians, scholars, and other experts who bring to our intellectual feast a wide  variety of perspectives and experience. We share with you the ideas of those who believe that all we need to know about Mary Magdalene can be found in the New Testament, as well as the opinions of those who find the alternative gospels—with their much greater emphasis on her starring role as disciple and close companion to Jesus—the best way to interpret her. We also bring you the voices of those who connect her to ancient goddess figures and the sacred feminine. And the views of still others for whom Mary Magdalene is the ultimate inspiration for creativity or spiritual community.

We direct you especially to Chapter 5, where six of the world’s leading experts on Mary Magdalene engage in a remarkable roundtable discussion of the major themes and controversies that surround her within the context of twenty-first-century Mary Magdalene studies. All have published and spoken extensively on Mary Magdalene and related subjects: the historical Jesus; the early Christian movement; Gnosticism and other alternative strains within Christianity; the role of women in the early church; religious art, archaeology, and culture from the biblical era to the present day; and many other topics within the nexus of gender/spirituality/religion/ myth/ archetype. Their pathbreaking work has uncovered new ideas about the events of two thousand years ago and what they imply for our era.

A word on our editorial approach. We have engaged in an extensive process to identify the most interesting and thought-provoking ideas and experts, and find the right balance of elements—original essays, interviews, and excerpts from previously published material. All original source material has been identified and we have taken care to be clear about when we are presenting original material and when we are speaking in our own  editorial voice. For example, the short pieces that introduce the excerpts, interviews, or original essays are set off in a noticeably different typestyle. Permissioned materials that previously appeared elsewhere are identified with bylines and/or copyright and reprint permission notices. We have tended to regularize spelling and naming conventions in our own work while leaving undisturbed the original spelling and conventions in excerpts. Variations in style such as the spellings “Magdalene” and “Magdalen” are inevitable, and we ask your understanding. Short biographical notes are contained within most of the introductions. For fuller biographies, please see the contributors section at the back of the book. We also encourage you to explore the full-length works by each of our contributors.

The story of Mary Magdalene is in some ways one about how we as a society interpret myth, legend, and the unknown when it intersects with the “real world.” It can also serve to remind us of the essential value of compassion, openness, tolerance, and respect for individuals that reaches beyond the narrow confines of one gender, one religious group, or one people. We invite you to explore these themes with us.

 




Dan Burstein  
Arne J. de Keijzer  
August 2006





Introduction

BY ELAINE PAGELS

Who was she, that elusive—and fascinating—woman in the circle around Jesus of Nazareth? For nearly two thousand years, Mary Magdalene has lived in the imagination of Christians as a seductive prostitute; in our own time, contemporary fiction pictures her as Jesus’ lover and wife, mother of his children. Yet the earliest sources that tell of Mary Magdalene—both within the New Testament and outside of it—do not describe either of these sexualized roles, suggesting that the woman herself, and how we have come to see her, is more complex than most of us ever imagined. Was she, then, one of Jesus’ followers, whose wealth helped support him, as the earliest New Testament gospel, the Gospel of Mark, says? A madwoman who had been possessed by seven devils, as Luke says? Or Jesus’ closest disciple, the one he loved more than any other, as the Gospel of Mary Magdalene tells us? Or, in the words of the Dialogue of the Savior, “the woman who understood all things”?

When we investigate the earliest available records, we find all of these conflicting images, and more. What we discover, too, is that which answer we find depends on where we look. What is probably the earliest story comes from the New Testament Gospel of Mark, written about  forty years after Jesus’ death. Mark tells us that while Roman soldiers were crucifying Jesus, Mary Magdalene stood among a group of women watching the execution, grieving, although the male disciples had fled in fear for their lives. Standing with Salome and another woman named Mary (the mother of James and Joseph), Mary Magdalene continued her vigil until Jesus finally died; later, along with her companions, she saw his body carefully wrapped in strips of linen, entombed, and sealed into a cave cut out of rock.

Mark explains that Mary, Salome, and “the other Mary” were among those who “followed Jesus and provided for him”—probably meals and a place to stay, perhaps money for necessities—when he was in Galilee. The morning after Sabbath, the women came to offer their teacher the final service, bringing aromatic spices to complete his burial. But Mark’s account ends on a note of confusion and shock: finding the tomb open, the body gone, the women, hearing that Jesus “is not here; he has risen,” run away, shaking with terror, “for trembling and astonishment came upon them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were terrified.”

Matthew, who wrote his version with Mark’s account before him, repeats the same story but changes the troubling ending. What Matthew says instead is that Mary and her companions did leave the tomb quickly, but did so “with fear and great joy.” And instead of intending to say nothing, they immediately run “to tell his disciples.” Then, while they were on the way, the risen Jesus himself actually met and spoke to them.

Luke, like Matthew, has Mark’s story before him, but has something different in mind when he revises Mark. To make clear to the reader that women—any  woman, much less Mary—could not be among Jesus’  disciples, Luke initially leaves out Mark’s comment that Mary, Salome, and the other Mary “followed Jesus” (since saying this could be understood to place them among the disciples). Then Luke deliberately contrasts “the twelve”—the men whom he says Jesus named as disciples—with those he calls “the women,” whom he classifies among the needy, sick, and crazed members of the crowds that pressed themselves upon Jesus and his disciples. Thus Luke, unlike Mark, says that Mary came to Jesus driven by demonic spirits, and as only one among “some women who had been healed from evil spirits and from illnesses.” Luke identifies these women as “Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna . . . and Susanna, and many others,” who, he concedes, “provided for [Jesus and his disciples] from their resources.”

When Luke tells the story of Jesus’ crucifixion and death, he changes three passages in which Mark had named Mary Magdalene, leaving her nameless in each of these stories, standing among an anonymous group he calls “the women.”

Only after the anonymous women, horrified at first to find Jesus’ grave empty, testify about what they saw to “the eleven” (the inner circle that Luke had called “the twelve” until Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus, had left them) does Luke name the women. For at this point, apparently, their witness matters to validate their testimony and he now names the three that he sees as the most prominent: Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and Joanna. Although Luke, like John, sometimes speaks positively about “the women,” we may wonder why, at other times, he denigrates Mary and downplays her role.

Now, thanks to the recent discovery of other ancient  gospels—gospels not included in the New Testament, and which remained virtually unknown for nearly two thousand years—we may be able to understand what Luke had in mind. For these other gospels, found translated into Coptic in Egypt, originally had been written earlier, in Greek, like the New Testament gospels. Scholars debate when they were written, but generally agree that most of them come from the first two centuries of the Christian movement. What we find in these discoveries is surprising: every one of the recently discovered sources that mention Mary Magdalene—sources that include the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, the Wisdom of Faith, and the Dialogue of the Savior—unanimously picture Mary as one of Jesus’ most trusted disciples. Some even revere her as his foremost disciple, Jesus’ closest confidant, since he found her capable of understanding his deepest secrets. We can see that Luke apparently did not want to acknowledge that some of those he had simply called “the women” previously were actually regarded as disciples themselves. Although in this introduction we cannot discuss these remarkable texts in detail, let us briefly look at each of these in turn.

First, the Gospel of Mary Magdalene pictures Mary taking a leading role among the disciples. Finding the male disciples terrified to preach the gospel after Jesus’ death since they feared that they, too, would be arrested and killed, Mary stands up to speak and encourages them, “turning their hearts to the good.” When Peter, acknowledging that “the Lord loved you more than other women,” asks Mary to “tell us what he told you” secretly, Mary agrees. After she finishes, Peter, furious, asks, “Did he really speak privately with a woman, and not openly to us? Are we supposed to turn around and all listen to  her? Did he love her more than us?” Distressed at his rage, Mary replies, “My brother Peter, what do you think? Do you think that I thought this up myself in my heart, or that I am lying about the Savior?” Levi breaks in at this point to mediate the dispute: “Peter, you have always been hot-tempered. Now I see you contending against the women like [our] enemies. But if the Savior made her worthy, who are you to reject her? Surely the Lord knew her very well; that is why he loved her more than us.” The Gospel of Mary ends as the others agree to accept Mary’s teaching, and the disciples, including Mary, go forth to proclaim the gospel.

Like the Gospel of Mary, the Gospel of Thomas pictures Mary as one of Jesus’ disciples. Strikingly, it names only six disciples, not twelve, and two of these are women—Mary Magdalene and Salome, one of Mary’s companions. Yet like the dispute between Peter and Mary in the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, several passages in the Gospel of Thomas indicate that at the time it was written, probably around 90-100 CE, the question of whether women could be disciples had already triggered explosive controversy. In saying 61, for example, Salome asks Jesus to tell her who he is: “Who are you, man, that you have come up on my couch, and eaten from my table?” Jesus answers, “I come from what is undivided”; that is, from the divine, which transcends gender. He thereby rejects what her question implies—that his identity involves primarily his being male, as hers does being female. Salome, instantly understanding what he means, recognizes that the same is true for her and immediately answers, “I am your disciple.”

Here, too, however, as in the Gospel of Mary, Peter challenges and opposes the presence of women among the disciples. According to saying 114 in the Gospel of  Thomas, Peter says to Jesus, “Tell Mary to leave us, for women are not worthy of [spiritual] life.” But instead of dismissing Mary, as Peter insists, Jesus rebukes Peter and declares, “I will make Mary a living spirit,” so that she—or any woman—may become as capable of spiritual life as any man would have been in first-century Jewish tradition.

We find yet another account of an argument in which Peter challenges Mary’s right to speak among the disciples in the dialogue called Wisdom of Faith. Here, after Mary asks Jesus several questions, Peter breaks in, complaining to Jesus that Mary is talking too much and so displacing the rightful priority of Peter and his brother disciples. Yet here, too, just as in the Gospel of Mary Magdalene and the Gospel of Thomas, Peter’s attempt to silence Mary earns him a quick rebuke, this time from Jesus himself. Later, however, Mary admits to Jesus that she hardly dares to speak with him freely, because “Peter makes me hesitate; I am afraid of him, because he hates the female race.” Jesus replies that whomever the Spirit inspires is divinely ordained to speak, whether man or woman.

This theme of conflict between Mary and Peter that we find in so many sources—conflict involving Peter’s refusal to acknowledge Mary as a disciple, much less as a leader among the disciples—may well reflect what people knew and told about actual conflict between the two. We know, too, that since women often identified with Mary Magdalene, certain people in the movement told such stories about her—or against her—as a way of arguing about whether, or how, women could participate in their circles.

Note, for example, that the very writers who picture Peter as the disciple whom Jesus acknowledges as being  their primary leader—namely, the authors of the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke—are the same ones who picture Mary as no disciple at all, but simply as one of “the women,” or, worse, in the case of Luke, someone who had been demon-possessed. What makes their accounts important historically, of course, is that these are three of the gospels that came to be included in the canon of the New Testament—often invoked, even now, to “prove” that women cannot hold positions of authority within Christian churches.

Let us note, too, how this works in reverse: every one of the sources that revere Mary as a leader among the apostles was excluded from the New Testament canon. When these texts came to be excluded—among them the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, Wisdom of Faith, and the Dialogue of the Savior—many Christians excluded as well the conviction that women could—and should—participate in leading the churches.

The Dialogue of the Savior, another ancient text discovered with these other gospels, claims to recount a dialogue between the risen Jesus and three disciples he chooses to receive special revelation—Matthew, Thomas, and Mary. Yet here, after each of the three engage in dialogue with Jesus, the Dialogue singles out Mary to receive the highest praise: “This she spoke as the woman who understood all things.”

Finally, before turning to the fascinating studies that are found in this book, let us look at one of the most intriguing sources of all: the Gospel of Philip. This gospel shows how many early Christians saw Mary Magdalene—as Jesus’ constant companion. Certain contemporary readers have taken this literally to mean that she was Jesus’ lover and wife. It is true that the  Gospel of Philip pictures her as Jesus’ most intimate companion, and that the Greek term syzygos (companion) can suggest sexual intimacy. Plus, like the other sources we have looked at, the Gospel of Philip attests to a rivalry between Mary Magdalene and the male disciples:
The companion of the Savior is Mary Magdalene. [But Christ loved] her more than [all] the disciples, and used to kiss her often on her [mouth]. The rest of the disciples were offended by this. They said to him, “Why do you love her more than all of us?” The Savior answered and said to them, “Why do I not love you as much as I love her?”





 



This statement, in which the Gospel of Philip pictures Mary as Jesus’ companion, and perhaps even his partner, helped inspire one of Dan Brown’s most controversial plot points in The Da Vinci Code. For the purposes of his fiction, Brown tends to take these suggestions literally. But had he gone on to read the rest of the Gospel of Philip, he would have seen that its author sees Mary Magdalene as a powerful spiritual  presence, as one who manifests the divine as it appears in feminine form—above all as divine Wisdom, and the Holy Spirit.

When Israel’s prophets and poets spoke of the divine spirit and wisdom, they recognized the feminine gender of Hebrew terms. The biblical Book of Proverbs speaks of wisdom as a feminine spiritual presence who shared with God the work of creation:
The Lord created me at the beginning of his work ... before the beginning of the earth; when there were no deep waters, I was brought forth . . .  before the mountains had been shaped, I was there ... when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was beside him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always, rejoicing in his inhabited world, and delighting in the human race.





 



So the Gospel of Philip sees Mary as divine wisdom—hokhmah in Hebrew, sophia in Greek, both feminine terms—manifest in the world. Jewish mystical tradition often speaks of God’s presence in the world not only as  wisdom, but also as shehkina, as his presence. Over a thousand years after the Gospel of Philip was written, kabbalistic tradition, using the language of mystics throughout the world, would celebrate this feminine aspect of God as his divine bride.

Simultaneously, the Gospel of Philip celebrates Mary Magdalene as manifesting the divine spirit, which this gospel calls the “virgin who came down” from heaven. When Christians spoke of Jesus “born from a virgin,” this author agrees—but refuses to take it literally. So some people, he says, take this literally to mean that Jesus’ mother became pregnant apart from any man, apart from sexual intercourse. But this, he says, is the “faith of fools” who fail to comprehend spiritual matters (although, as we note, it can be seen in the birth narratives offered in the New Testament gospels of Matthew and Luke). Instead, continues the Gospel of Philip, Jesus was born physically, just as all humans, as the son of biological parents. The difference, says the author of this gospel, is that he was also “born again” in baptism—born spiritually to become the son of the Father above, and of the heavenly Mother, the Holy Spirit.

Many other texts discovered with Philip echo the same language. The Gospel of Truth, too, declares that grace restores us to our spiritual source, bringing us “into the Father, into the Mother, Jesus of the infinite sweetness.” The Secret Book of John tells how the disciple John, grieving after Jesus’ crucifixion, went out into the desert, filled with doubt and fear until suddenly “the whole creation shook, and I saw . . . an unearthly light, and in the light, three forms.” As John watched, amazed, he heard the voice of Jesus coming forth from the light, speaking to him: “John, John, why do you doubt, and why are you afraid? I am the one who is with you always; I am the Father; I am the Mother; and I am the Son.”

Startling as this may be at first glance, who else would we expect to find with the Father and the Son if not the divine Mother, the Holy Spirit? But this early formulation of the trinity apparently reflects the Hebrew term for spirit, Ruah, as a feminine being—a connotation lost when spirit was translated into the New Testament’s language, Greek, in which the word becomes neuter.

Even this quick sketch suggests the wide range of characterizations and wealth of meanings the early Christians associated with Mary Magdalene, many of which the essays in this book explore and amplify. From the first century through our own time, poets, artists, and mystics have loved to celebrate this remarkable woman whom the Dialogue of the Savior celebrates as the woman “who understood all things.” Now, through the research presented here, and through discussions now engaged, we may discover new aspects of Mary Magdalene—and, in the process, of ourselves.


Princeton, NJ  
May 2006





1 Mary Magdalene




Outcast No More



Though pedantry denies,
 It’s plain the Bible means
 That Solomon grew wise
 While talking to his queens.



—W.B.YEATS


 



Mary Magdalene is a person, and a representative and symbolic person, who has been part of the tradition since the very beginning. It’s like having a photograph in which one of the major images has been airbrushed out and now we’re seeing that the image has been there from the beginning, and belongs as part of the tradition we know.


—ELAINE PAGELS


 



It has come to me, then, that one must sift through the nonsense
 and hostility that has characterized thought and writing about
 Mary, to find some images, shards, and fragments, glittering in
 the rubble.



—MARY GORDON






Our Fascination with Mary Magdalene 


Confessions of a Da Vinci Code Fan  

BY DAN BURSTEIN

 



It was about 2:00 a.m. on a warm night in 2003. I had picked up The Da Vinci Code earlier that evening, and been speed-reading through its cliff-hanging chapters for several hours. I was utterly fascinated with this novel that was proving to be an intriguing murder mystery and, at the same time, a veritable treasure hunt through the myths, legends, and symbols of thousands of years of Western civilization.

When I came to the scene set in Leigh Teabing’s library, where this fictional character explains his thesis that a woman is seated at the right hand of Jesus in Leonardo’s Last Supper—and that this woman is supposed to be Mary Magdalene who, in turn, is supposed to be the partner and wife of Jesus, not to mention the mother of his child and therefore the embodiment of the Holy Grail—I couldn’t resist going to my library and taking a new look at the Last Supper. Quietly, in the middle of the night, I pulled down the oversized coffee-table book of Leonardo’s works that has been in my family for decades. I looked with new eyes at the familiar masterpiece. In the dim light, under the spell of Dan Brown’s conspiratorial  Da Vinci Code fictions, I discovered to my considerable surprise that what I had always thought to be the figure of John did indeed look like a woman.

That moment proved to be the beginning of my journey to sort out fact from fiction in The Da Vinci Code and to explore the scholarship, archaeological finds, and current thinking about how to interpret events and characters of the biblical era.

When I went to my local Barnes & Noble bookstore the next morning, the first thing I discovered was the plethora of recent books about Mary Magdalene. In addition, I found a whole world of books on many topics in which Mary Magdalene figured prominently and in surprising ways: the bestselling Gnostic Gospels by Elaine Pagels as well as the works of Karen King, Margaret Starbird, Susan Haskins, Lynn Picknett, and Tim Freke. And dozens of other titles, from the Nag Hammadi Library to  Holy Blood, Holy Grail, that had been drawing attention for the last three decades. There was Robert Graves on the white goddess, Riane Eisler on the symbols of the chalice and the blade, and Nikos Kazantzakis’s novel depicting Jesus’ dream about Mary Magdalene as he died on the cross, as I would soon come to know.

As I would soon come to know, in the seventies musical Jesus Christ Superstar, the Mary Magdalene character sang the hit song, I Don’t Know How to Love Him. Odetta performed a fascinating version of the old folk song, John Henry, in which the lyrics tell that the heroic John Henry character was married to Mary Magdalene. In the mid- 1990s, I learned, there were only a handful of events celebrating Mary Magdalene’s official saint day (July 22) in the United States. By last year, that number had grown to more than three hundred. In short, people were thinking about alternative interpretations of the Mary Magdalene story long before there was a Da Vinci Code.


Most of us, however, weren’t even aware that the Mary Magdalene story was undergoing reinterpretation until The Da Vinci Code became a global phenomenon. It has  been purchased as a book by more than sixty million people over the past several years, and seen as a movie by several hundred million more. Whatever the critical opinion of The Da Vinci Code, it has become one of the defining cultural works of the early years of the third millennium.

From the very first moment of what soon became a fascinating journey—that night, as I read the novel, and as I gazed back through five hundred years of art history at Leonardo’s masterwork—to the creation of Secrets of the Code, our internationally bestselling guidebook to the issues raised by The Da Vinci Code, one thing has been crystal clear to me: Mary Magdalene is the star of the show. Brown’s novel became so popular and so controversial for multiple reasons. But if I had to give one reason that explains The Da Vinci Code phenomenon, I would say it lies in the novel’s provocative arguments about Mary Magdalene (however speculative or fictive they may be) and the deep, resonant chord those ideas struck at that moment in global culture.

Dan Brown didn’t originate any of the arguments and theses about Mary Magdalene that are critical to The Da Vinci Code. Instead, in creating his pop culture/intellectual stew he mixed in bits and pieces of ideas and arguments that came from the works of those who had spent the last several decades working on new biographies and new ideas about Mary Magdalene. His sources ranged from the occult to Ivy League academics; from mythic folklore to archeological finds, and even to outright frauds and hoaxes. He synthesized and compressed these stories. He stretched and twisted them to make them fit his very compelling plot. In doing so, he helped make Mary Magdalene the new “It” girl of the twenty-first century. Incidentally, he also shone a laser beam back in time on her role as the “It” girl of the first century as well.

Although The Da Vinci Code is fundamentally “just a pop novel” filled with fact and fiction, speculation and storytelling, it has nevertheless become the new center-piece of popular knowledge about Mary Magdalene and the wellspring of today’s debates about the historical Jesus, the meaning of the alternate gospels, the role of women in the church, Gnosticism, and the differing trends of thought in the early Christian movement. Even leading academics in the field who are annoyed by The Da Vinci Code’s errors and confusions feel compelled to address the arguments in the novel—because they know that it is the novel, and not serious scholarly work, that has attracted the interest and sparked the imagination of millions upon millions of people. Indeed, The Da Vinci Code  weaves into the physical package of a book hundreds of strands of ideas and arguments that connect it to the spiritual reawakening occurring at the beginning of this new millennium.

At this time of great uncertainty, new religious and spiritual winds are blowing forcefully throughout the world. The experience of living in the twenty-first century is one that highlights for many people the apparent absence of a just and loving God. On the one hand, we live in a world where terrible things happen—from Rwanda to Darfur, from the tsunami to Katrina, ours is a world of widespread political violence, massive natural catastrophes, unexpected disease epidemics, intolerance, and corruption. Sexual abuse and violence continue to erupt within families, communities, and even the church. At the same time, our world has generated amazing material wealth. It has produced immense and profound new scientific discoveries. And it has broken down almost every barrier and every taboo. In the process of building this new world order and freeing postmodern  global citizens from the strictures of religion, many people have become separated from their traditional roots and beliefs. Our culture, however rich, productive, and enjoyable, is increasingly vulgar, excessively commercial, and alienating.

In the face of these contradictions, many different religious and spiritual responses have arisen. Traditional religious belief is experiencing a towering revival, no matter the form—from Islamic fundamentalism to Orthodox Judaism to Opus Dei to born-again Protestant evangelism. But while orthodoxy gains adherents, new religions and new spiritual directions of all types are also proving appealing. It is estimated that some two hundred new religions are created in America each year. In our popular culture, this new religiosity is reflected in a continuum of works that runs from Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ  to Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code.


In The Passion of the Christ, we are told, in effect: This is exactly the way it was two thousand years ago. We know what happened. It happened just the way traditional scripture says it happened, and we are going to use the powerful tools of modern Hollywood filmmaking to make you feel that you, too, witnessed these apocalyptic events. You will leave the theater with a new commitment to a traditional belief in Jesus and a traditional understanding of the Christian message.

At the other end of the continuum, The Da Vinci Code  says, in effect: Everything you were told about what happened two thousand years ago is probably wrong. You were never told about some of the most important things, like who Mary Magdalene really was. You should question everything, because powerful people are conspiring to conceal the real history. Those called heretics are the true believers; those who call others heretics are the false prophets.

In The Da Vinci Code’s interpretation, Roman pagan emperors, the enemies of Jesus, later hijacked his movement, turned his philosophy inside out, and recast Christianity as the hierarchal, patriarchal, imperialistic state religion of their empire. Along the way, they edited out the role of women as priestesses and prophetesses; they excised the spirit of the goddess and the union of the duality of male and female that had been central to certain religious cults in Egypt, Greece, and elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean. The Romans overturned the revolutionary anti-materialism of Jesus in favor of using Christianity to justify the accumulation of power and wealth. Rather than encourage the self-actualization embedded in such documents as the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of Mary, they used their approved and accepted gospels to keep serfs, slaves, and soldiers in their place. They eradicated the search for self-knowledge and the ability to approach God individually, superimposing on the simple, unmediated religion of Jesus the infrastructure of priests and popes, churches, confessionals, cathedrals, and crusades. They denounced as heresy the mystery traditions and the Gnostic practices of seeking ever-deeper knowledge of the sacred from within. And they replaced what was a diverse, evolving religious movement with the dogma of flawed and contradictory gospel accounts they declared to be the true word of God.

As The Da Vinci Code tells it, Mary Magdalene symbolizes all that was ripped from the heart of Jesus’ revolutionary vision. She embodies all the wisdom and knowledge tragically lost to future generations. In the novel, keeping the secret of Mary alive also symbolizes the potential to bring Christian faith back to its true spiritual principles. It is no surprise that some people have taken The Da Vinci Code far more seriously than an action-adventure beach  book should be. The novel is constructed as a romantic grail quest on the order of a Joseph Campbell-style “hero’s journey” to find what has been lost, to slay the demons and dragons of adversity, and to recover the heroine’s true identity, thus restoring her to her rightful place. Like Carl Jung’s archetypal feminine spirit of the anima,  Mary Magdalene animates the novel. Whether or not Mary Magdalene is in The Last Supper, and whether or not Leonardo da Vinci thought of her as the Holy Grail, she is definitely the Holy Grail of The Da Vinci Code.


Much has been made of the sloppy historical errors in The Da Vinci Code, of the way its author plays fast and loose with matters of faith, theology, and religious practices, and his seeming inability to discern what for most intellectuals is a clear bright line dividing the factual from the fictional. While all these criticisms are valid to one extent or another, they miss the point. For one thing, it is difficult to get worked up over criticism that The Da Vinci Code is an unholy amalgam of fact and fiction when such criticism comes from those who fail to recognize that the same problem is inherent in religious scriptures—Gnostic, Jewish, Christian, or otherwise. For me, the weaving of fact and fiction until they are almost indistinguishable poses no more or less of a logical problem in determining how to react to the story told in The Da Vinci Code than it does in determining how to react to the stories told in the Bible.

But perhaps more relevant to us here is the value, and even the validity, of The Da Vinci Code at a certain level of abstraction. If you step back, ignore the erroneous details, cardboard characters, sometimes laughable dialogue, and over-the-top plot elements for a moment, and focus on the big picture, you begin to see that The Da Vinci Code does a reasonably good job of conveying at least some of the  big ideas about Mary Magdalene that pioneering scholars, theologians, and feminists have been articulating for the last several decades.

In The Da Vinci Code, we learn most importantly what Mary Magdalene was not: she was not a prostitute, repentant or otherwise. Even the self-styled keepers of religious purity—those who have attacked the numerous perceived affronts to theology and history they see in The Da Vinci Code—have generally not attacked Dan Brown’s “shocking” premise that Mary Magdalene was not the repentant prostitute that the Roman Catholic Church described from the time of Pope Gregory the Great in 591 until 1969. It was only amid the storms of the 1960s and all the other profound changes in church policy that the Vatican itself made a small set of changes in certain documents and recommended scripture readings for her saint’s day that disassociated Mary Magdalene from the harlotized image that had dominated the official church story since the time of Pope Gregory I.

Of course, spending 1,378 years institutionalized in Western consciousness as a prostitute has had certain lingering effects. My personal experiences at Catholic services are limited but, as recently as the mid-1990s, I heard a priest deliver a sermon on the meaning of Jesus forgiving the sins of Mary Magdalene, the prostitute. This was almost three decades after the church had supposedly corrected the record.


The Da Vinci Code vision of Mary Magdalene, however radical for the public culture at large, was already commonplace to students in America’s leading divinity schools in the 1970s and 1980s, where the alternative scriptures found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945 were the subject of intense debate and brilliant doctoral dissertations. Those who read Elaine Pagels’s pathbreaking  book, the Gnostic Gospels, and other similar revolutionary accounts of Mary Magdalene, the historical Jesus, and the Gnostic movement were similarly enlightened. Still, among the billion Christians in the world in 2003, statistically very few were aware that Mary Magdalene’s biography no longer included a stint as a streetwalker. Unaware, that is, until they encountered The Da Vinci Code  that year. I find it more than ironic that an obscure novelist from a small town in New Hampshire, now routinely attacked by some as a heretic and blasphemer himself, is responsible for informing far more people of the church’s efforts to correct Mary Magdalene’s record than the Vatican itself.

Pope Gregory’s portrayal of St. Mary from Magdala as the penitent sinner was based on his decision to conflate three distinct female characters referenced within the same gospel passage—Mary Magdalene, Mary of Bethany, and an unnamed woman known only as the “sinner from the city”—and declare them to be one person: Mary Magdalene. In doing so, whether intentionally or not, he changed the Christian (for which you could also read: Western) world’s attitude toward Mary Magdalene, women, and sexuality for centuries to come.

Was Gregory’s conflation of the three women a simple Dark Ages error of transcription, made in the effort to simplify the story for an illiterate audience and standardize the official canon? Was it a conscious attempt to debase Mary Magdalene’s reputation and, in doing so, eviscerate the history of female prophets and leaders in the church? Was it part of a philosophical argument to portray sexuality as a moral vice, with women as temptresses and prostitutes, and therefore the sources of sin? Or was it a way of suggesting the universality and totality of Jesus’ capacity for forgiveness, such that even a former prostitute—if she  repented—could become a member of the inner circle of the son of God?

In the end, of course, the answers to these and many other questions now being asked by scholars are speculative. Except to Dan Brown, who presumes to know the truth. The Da Vinci Code argues there was a deliberate, purposeful conspiracy afoot. In the novel’s scenario, Pope Gregory was a conscious opponent of Mary Magdalene’s legacy and the inheritor of a male tradition that began with St. Peter and continued through Constantine and the early church fathers such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen. All these men were the willing tools of a church conspiracy to denigrate Mary, obliterate her central role in the Jesus story, and cut Christianity off from the ancient influences of the sacred feminine she represented. In this context, sacred feminine means everything from the sacred-ness of sexuality and the life-giving power of sex, fertility, and birth to the special nature of female intuition and women’s superior access to divine knowledge.

Moving from the sacred to the profane, The Da Vinci Code goes on to suggest that Mary ends up cast as history’s most famous prostitute, rather than as history’s most famous wife and mother, in order to cover up all traces of what amounted to a political coup d’état: Peter, seeking control over the movement for himself, refused to allow a woman’s leadership. This coup, according to the novel, explains Peter’s threatening gestures and the sharp knife pointed toward the “Mary” figure in The Last Supper. It may also explain the reason why the Gospel of Matthew contains a rather awkward and out of context utterance from Jesus, from whence Peter derives his legitimacy: “You are Peter and upon this rock I will build my church.” Some scholars think this sentence sticks out like a sore thumb and is a much later addition made to bolster Peter’s claim  to be the standard-bearer of the Jesus movement, as opposed to, and in place of, Mary.

Next we travel from the profane back to the sacred:  The Da Vinci Code goes on to suggest that, fearing Peter’s threats as much as the Roman soldiers, Mary—the woman Jesus was accustomed to “kiss frequently on the [mouth]” according to the tantalizing words of the Gospel of Philip, the woman to whom Jesus confided his deepest knowledge and most penetrating visions—escapes to France. She is pregnant with his child when she flees the tumult of the post-crucifixion Holy Land. This child from her marriage to Jesus is the real holy blood that she holds in her womb, making her the ultimate bodily chalice—the Holy Grail. Numerous French legends, especially popular during the medieval period, do, indeed, tell stories about Mary Magdalene and a child, or children, arriving on French shores in a small boat without sail and without oars. Mary lives out her days in various locations in the south of France, some of which have claimed to preserve relics of her bones and strands of her famous red hair.

Moving on from the sublime to the almost definitely ridiculous, The Da Vinci Code then spins a legendary tale of the offspring of Jesus and Mary seeding a royal bloodline, their child intermarrying with those who go on to become the Merovingian kings of France, the bloodline continuing to this day. All of this highly charged history is said to be rediscovered by the Knights Templar during their occupation of the ruins of the Temple of Solomon for a few brief years during the Crusades. But popes and emperors instigate the massacre and persecution of the Templars on Friday the thirteenth, in October 1307, because these medieval knights have come to know and understand the powerful story of Mary Magdalene and  her bloodline, and therefore have to be murdered for fear the secret will get out. The secret continues to be documented and maintained, however, by the so-called grand masters of the Priory of Sion, whose ranks are said to have included a pantheon of great European geniuses. These men—and they are almost all men, which is a bit surprising for an allegedly feminist-tinged cult—know the truth about Mary Magdalene, worship her as a goddess figure, and even engage in the ancient Greek mystery practice of hieros gamos (sacred sex) to keep their commitment to the sacred feminine alive. From Leonardo, whose Last Supper is supposed to show Mary Magdalene as the Holy Grail, to Disney’s Little Mermaid (Ariel keeps an image of Mary Magdalene on her undersea dresser), The Da Vinci Code claims there is a whole world out there that knows the secret of Mary Magdalene and keeps hiding it in plain sight in the hopes of getting the rest of us to notice.

After three years of studying the source materials for  The Da Vinci Code, as well as all the controversies and speculations it has provoked, I am reasonably convinced of the following propositions:


One: As I indicated above, when Dan Brown insists that Mary Magdalene is not a prostitute and that there is no indication in the earliest scriptures or the early years of the Christian movement to support an interpretation of her as a repentant prostitute, he is historically correct and in the mainstream of the best and most important scholarly work done on this subject in the last half century.


Two: I am equally certain that almost everything in The Da Vinci Code having to do with Mary Magdalene as the Holy Grail, or as the chalice responsible for mothering a still traceable bloodline from two thousand years ago, as well as almost everything having to do with a deliberate conspiracy by the Catholic Church to cover all this up,  and/or a sustained multi-century effort by an alleged Priory of Sion to keep the truth about Mary Magdalene alive—all of this is far more fanciful than factual. While the success of the novel demonstrates that these elements make compelling and memorable storytelling, I find it hard to assign any historical credibility to these parts of  The Da Vinci Code. I am quite certain that the Priory of Sion, for example, is a mid-twentieth-century hoax cooked up by Pierre Plantard and his nostalgic, right-of-center royalist friends in France. It is also my considered view that Leonardo da Vinci was a grand master of nothing except the arts and ideas of the Renaissance. The dramatic conspiracy theories and occult-infused parts of The Da Vinci Code are extremely interesting on the level of myth and metaphor, archetype and symbolic narrative. But it is important to note that these parts of the story—and in particular this version of who Mary Magdalene was—is not derived from facts, historical evidence, or even serious scholarly speculation.


Three: The more complex and nuanced areas of The Da Vinci Code concern not the prostitute that Mary Magdalene wasn’t, nor the postmodern conspiracy victim she has become for some. The more interesting questions about Mary Magdalene have to do with who she really was (or at least who she really might have been) and the role she might actually have played in the life and times of Jesus, the role attributed to her in early Christian history by certain Gnostic groups, and the reasons she has emerged today as so central to so many facets of new spiritual thinking. Just as The Da Vinci Code was the source from which many readers heard for the first time that Mary Magdalene was not a prostitute, it is also the source from which many readers first learned of the existence of alternative gospels and scriptures besides Matthew, Mark,  Luke, and John and the other accepted books of the New Testament. The importance of these alternative scriptures is, in part, that they give more airtime to Mary Magdalene than the accepted gospels do. Indeed, in the alternative texts she has her “own” Gospel of Mary (to my mind, not actually written by Mary Magdalene, but rather written by later Gnostic thinkers, attempting to capture her spirit, wisdom, and story). And it is certainly of significance that in the alternative texts she is called the “companion” of Jesus (from an ancient Greek word that was sometimes used to mean “spouse”) and is said to be “frequently” kissed by him, whether on the mouth or elsewhere.

But to me, the greatest significance of the link between the Gnostic Gospels and Mary Magdalene may lie in the relevance of this type of spirituality to our times. To today’s loose but rapidly growing neo-gnostic movement there appears to be a more Zen-like, more profound, more spiritual wisdom in the Gnostic Gospels than in traditional Christian theology. There is much more searching to understand the mysteries and magic of life, more sense of the sacred. The Gnostics seemed to have emphasized the processes of self-discovery and self-actualization as lying at the heart of morality and religion. And although extremely contradictory things are said about women in the Gnostic texts, at least a strong pro-feminine trend seems to be one thread running through many of these documents.

In this context, it is interesting to note the “revolution within the revolution” that is now going on in Mary Magdalene studies. Having been so recently rehabilitated from fourteen centuries of identity theft, what identity should Mary assume now? There are those who think that merely making her an important figure in the Jesus movement again—the “apostle to the apostles,” as she is  sometimes referred to in traditional Christian parlance—is not good enough. Some think she should be seen as a goddess, or at least that stories about her should be interpreted as mythic representations of the spirit of the goddess in eastern Mediterranean culture.

There are those who think Dan Brown’s view of Mary as being married to Jesus and the mother of his child is too confining a role (i.e., “Mrs. Jesus”) for this deeply spiritual, independent woman who embodies the essence of the sacred feminine principle. Some say she should be seen as fully equal with Jesus in the creation of the Christian revolution. Others think it is not exotic enough to see her as a wealthy Jewish woman from the fishing village of Magdala on the Sea of Galilee, but suggest instead that she was a black woman from a town, also called Magdala, in Ethiopia—perhaps explaining the Cult of the Black Madonna, which is particularly strong in those parts of France where legend holds Mary Magdalene lived after the death of Jesus.

A few Mary Magdalene experts are even unhappy with the idea of taking the role of prostitute away from her. Some evidence exists that so-called temple prostitutes inhabited certain places of religious worship in Egypt, Greece, Israel, and elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean. These temple prostitutes performed sacred sex rites with kings, princes, warriors, and religious leaders, anointing males with their goddess-like powers through these acts of hieros gamos. By bestowing their female gifts, the temple prostitutes caused the men to be successful in the hunt and in battle, in attracting rain for the crops, or in predicting the future. The association of Mary Magdalene with prostitution, a handful of feminist scholars argue, is a corrupted allusion to this glorious goddess-like history of powerful women in the ancient world.

As I discovered wandering among the many titles in Barnes & Noble on that morning in 2003—and as I have continued to discover by reading many of the hundreds of new books and articles about Mary Magdalene published in recent years—Mary Magdalene is like a twenty-first-century Rorschach test for attitudes about women, gender, sexuality, religion, Christianity, the historical Jesus, spirituality, knowledge, self-discovery, intuition, and what is truly sacred and profane in our world. The reality is that Mary Magdalene—like Jesus, Moses, Buddha, Confucius, and virtually all popular icons of religious belief and faith—has become whoever we want her to be.




Who Was Mary Magdalene? 

BY JAMES CARROLL

“The whole history of western civilization is epitomized in the cult of Mary Magdalene,” begins James Carroll in this provocative essay. Carroll is a former priest, author of 10 novels, columnist for The Boston Globe, and author of Constantine’s Sword and other nonfiction titles. His thesis here is that from the original documents that become the New Testament to the filming of The Da Vinci Code, Mary Magdalene’s image has been repeatedly conscripted, contorted, and contradicted. But through it all, he says, the essential question has gone largely ignored: who was she?

Carroll’s essay sets out to provide an answer by noting that the confusions which have swirled around Mary Magdalene start with the gospels themselves. These, he reminds readers, grew out of “what scholars commonly call the ‘telephone game’ character of oral tradition,” meaning that while the writers of these gospels might agree that she appeared at key events, such as the Crucifixion and Resurrection,  they differ on what happened—especially in the subsequent retelling. For example, when, in the garden near the empty tomb, the risen Jesus encounters Mary Magdalene, he says to her, “Don’t cling to me.” This, says Carroll, is a phrase that rings true for a Jesus who in most biblical accounts is “remembered as treating women with respect, and as equals in his circle.” But this interpretation soon began to be subtly altered, Carroll says, and, as with every narrative related to Mary Magdalene, erotic details start to loom large.Thus begins the invention of Mary Magdalene as the repentant prostitute—a manipulation, he says, carried out by men, for men: “A celibate’s vision conjured for celibates.” But as elements of this religious movement moved from challenging misogyny to confirming it, one result was significant changes in the Mary Magdalene story. Mary, says Carroll, “went from being an important disciple whose superior status depended on the confidence Jesus himself had invested in her, to a repentant whore whose status depended on the erotic charge of her history and the misery of her stricken conscience.”

In this piece, a former priest blends his knowledge of biblical thinking with his journalist’s eye for detail to paint a nuanced version of Mary’s history.

 



 



The whole history of western civilization is epitomized in the cult of Mary Magdalene. For many centuries the most obsessively revered of saints, this woman became the embodiment of Christian devotion, which was defined as repentance. Yet she was only elusively identified in Scripture, and has thus served as a scrim onto which a succession of fantasies has been projected. In one age after another her image was reinvented, from prostitute to sibyl to mystic to celibate nun to passive helpmeet to feminist icon to the matriarch of divinity’s secret dynasty. How the past is remembered, how sexual desire is domesticated, how men and women negotiate their separate impulses; how power inevitably seeks sanctification, how tradition becomes authoritative, how revolutions are co-opted; how fallibility is reckoned with, and how sweet devotion can be made to serve violent domination—all these cultural questions helped shape the story of the woman who befriended Jesus of Nazareth.

Who was she? From the New Testament, one can conclude that Mary of Magdala (her hometown, a village on the shore of the Sea of Galilee) was a leading figure among those attracted to Jesus. When the men in that company abandoned him at the hour of mortal danger, Mary of Magdala was one of the women who stayed with him, even to the Crucifixion. She was present at the tomb, the first person to whom Jesus appeared after his Resurrection and the first to preach the “Good News” of that miracle. These are among the few specific assertions made about Mary Magdalene in the Gospels. From other texts of the early Christian era, it seems that her status as an “apostle,” in the years after Jesus’ death, rivaled even that of Peter. This prominence derived from the intimacy of her relationship with Jesus, which, according to some accounts, had a physical aspect that included kissing. Beginning with the threads of these few statements in the earliest Christian records, dating to the first through third centuries, an elaborate tapestry was woven, leading to a portrait of St. Mary Magdalene in which the most consequential note—that she was a repentant prostitute—is almost certainly untrue. On that false note hangs the dual use to which her legend has been put ever since: discrediting sexuality in general and disempowering women in particular.

Confusions attached to Mary Magdalene’s character were compounded across time as her image was conscripted into one power struggle after another, and twisted accordingly. In conflicts that defined the Christian Church— over attitudes toward the material world, focused on sexuality; the authority of an all-male clergy; the coming of celibacy; the branding of theological diversity as heresy; the sublimations of courtly love; the unleashing of “chivalrous” violence; the marketing of sainthood, whether in the time of Constantine, the Counter-Reformation, the Romantic era, or the Industrial Age—through all of these, reinventions of Mary Magdalene played their role. Her recent reemergence in a novel and film as the secret wife of Jesus and the mother of his fate-burdened daughter shows that the conscripting and twisting are still going on.

But, in truth, the confusion starts with the Gospels themselves.

 



In the gospels several women come into the story of Jesus with great energy, including erotic energy. There are several Marys—not least, of course, Mary the mother of Jesus. But there is Mary of Bethany, sister of Martha and Lazarus. There is Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and Mary the wife of Clopas. Equally important, there are three unnamed women who are expressly identified as sexual sinners—the woman with a “bad name” who wipes Jesus’ feet with ointment as a signal of repentance, a Samaritan woman whom Jesus meets at a well, and an adulteress whom Pharisees haul before Jesus to see if he will condemn her. The first thing to do in unraveling the tapestry of Mary Magdalene is to tease out the threads that properly belong to these other women. Some of these threads are themselves quite knotted.

It will help to remember how the story that includes them all came to be written. The four Gospels are not eyewitness accounts. They were written 35 to 65 years after Jesus’ death, a jelling of separate oral traditions that had taken form in dispersed Christian communities. Jesus died  in about the year a.d. 30. The Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke date to about 65 to 85, and have sources and themes in common. The Gospel of John was composed around 90 to 95 and is distinct. So when we read about Mary Magdalene in each of the Gospels, as when we read about Jesus, what we are getting is not history but memory—memory shaped by time, by shades of emphasis and by efforts to make distinctive theological points. And already, even in that early period—as is evident when the varied accounts are measured against each other—the memory is blurred.

Regarding Mary of Magdala, the confusion begins in the eighth chapter of Luke:

 



Now after this [Jesus] made his way through towns and villages preaching, and proclaiming the Good News of the kingdom of God. With him went the Twelve, as well as certain women who had been cured of evil spirits and ailments: Mary surnamed the Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, Joanna the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, Susanna, and several others who provided for them out of their own resources.

 



Two things of note are implied in this passage. First, these women “provided for” Jesus and the Twelve, which suggests that the women were well-to-do, respectable figures. (It is possible this was an attribution, to Jesus’ time, of a role prosperous women played some years later.) Second, they all had been cured of something, including Mary Magdalene. The “seven demons,” as applied to her, indicates an ailment (not necessarily possession) of a certain severity. Soon enough, as the blurring work of memory continued, and then as the written Gospel was read by Gentiles unfamiliar with such coded language, those  “demons” would be taken as a sign of a moral infirmity.

This otherwise innocuous reference to Mary Magdalene takes on a kind of radioactive narrative energy because of what immediately precedes it at the end of the seventh chapter, an anecdote of stupendous power:
One of the Pharisees invited [Jesus] to a meal. When he arrived at the Pharisee’s house and took his place at table, a woman came in, who had a bad name in the town. She had heard he was dining with the Pharisee and had brought with her an alabaster jar of ointment. She waited behind him at his feet, weeping, and her tears fell on his feet, and she wiped them away with her hair; then she covered his feet with kisses and anointed them with the ointment.

When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who this woman is that is touching him and what a bad name she has.”





 



But Jesus refuses to condemn her, or even to deflect her gesture. Indeed, he recognizes it as a sign that “her many sins must have been forgiven her, or she would not have shown such great love.” “Your faith has saved you,” Jesus tells her. “Go in peace.”

This story of the woman with the bad name, the alabaster jar, the loose hair, the “many sins,” the stricken conscience, the ointment, the rubbing of feet and the kissing would, over time, become the dramatic high point of the story of Mary Magdalene. The scene would be explicitly attached to her, and rendered again and again by the greatest Christian artists. But even a casual reading of this text, however charged its juxtaposition with the  subsequent verses, suggests that the two women have nothing to do with each other—that the weeping anointer is no more connected to Mary of Magdala than she is to Joanna or Susanna.

Other verses in other Gospels only add to the complexity. Matthew gives an account of the same incident, for example, but to make a different point and with a crucial detail added:Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, when a woman came to him with an alabaster jar of the most expensive ointment, and poured it on his head as he was at table. When they saw this, the disciples were indignant. “Why this waste?” they said. “This could have been sold at a high price and the money given to the poor.” Jesus noticed this. “Why are you upsetting the woman?” he said to them. . . . “When she poured this ointment on my body, she did it to prepare me for burial. I tell you solemnly, wherever in all the world this Good News is proclaimed, what she has done will be told also, in remembrance of her.”




 



This passage shows what Scripture scholars commonly call the “telephone game” character of the oral tradition from which the Gospels grew. Instead of Luke’s Pharisee, whose name is Simon, we find in Matthew “Simon the leper.” Most tellingly, this anointing is specifically referred to as the traditional rubbing of a corpse with oil, so the act is an explicit foreshadowing of Jesus’ death. In Matthew, and in Mark, the story of the unnamed woman puts her acceptance of Jesus’ coming death in glorious contrast to the (male) disciples’ refusal to take Jesus’ predictions of his death  seriously. But in other passages, Mary Magdalene is associated by name with the burial of Jesus, which helps explain why it was easy to confuse this anonymous woman with her.

Indeed, with this incident both Matthew’s and Mark’s narratives begin the move toward the climax of the Crucifixion, because one of the disciples—“the man called Judas”—goes, in the very next verse, to the chief priests to betray Jesus.

In the passages about the anointings, the woman is identified by the “alabaster jar,” but in Luke, with no reference to the death ritual, there are clear erotic overtones; a man of that time was to see a woman’s loosened hair only in the intimacy of the bedroom. The offense taken by witnesses in Luke concerns sex, while in Matthew and Mark it concerns money. And, in Luke, the woman’s tears, together with Jesus’ words, define the encounter as one of abject repentance.

But the complications mount. Matthew and Mark say the anointing incident occurred at Bethany, a detail that echoes in the Gospel of John, which has yet another Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus, and yet another anointing story:

Six days before the Passover, Jesus went to Bethany, where Lazarus was, whom he had raised from the dead. They gave a dinner for him there; Martha waited on them and Lazarus was among those at table. Mary brought in a pound of very costly ointment, pure nard, and with it anointed the feet of Jesus, wiping them with her hair.

Judas objects in the name of the poor, and once more Jesus is shown defending the woman. “Leave her alone; she had to keep this scent for the day of my burial,” he says. “You have the poor with you always, you  will not always have me.”

As before, the anointing foreshadows the Crucifixion. There is also resentment at the waste of a luxury good, so death and money define the content of the encounter. But the loose hair implies the erotic as well.

The death of Jesus on Golgotha, where Mary Magdalene is expressly identified as one of the women who refused to leave him, leads to what is by far the most important affirmation about her. All four Gospels (and another early Christian text, the Gospel of Peter)

explicitly name her as present at the tomb, and in John she is the first witness to the Resurrection of Jesus. This—not repentance, not sexual renunciation—is her greatest claim. Unlike the men who scattered and ran, who lost faith, who betrayed Jesus, the women stayed. (Even while Christian memory glorifies this act of loyalty, its historical context may have been less noble: the men in Jesus’ company were far more likely to have been arrested than the women.) And chief among them was Mary Magdalene. The Gospel of John puts the story poignantly:It was very early on the first day of the week and still dark, when Mary of Magdala came to the tomb. She saw that the stone had been moved away from the tomb and came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved. “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb,” she said, “and we don’t know where they have put him.”




 



Peter and the others rush to the tomb to see for themselves, then disperse again.

Meanwhile Mary stayed outside near the tomb,  weeping. Then, still weeping, she stooped to look inside, and saw two angels in white sitting where the body of Jesus had been, one at the head, the other at the feet. They said, “Woman, why are you weeping?” “They have taken my Lord away,” she replied, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” As she said this she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, though she did not recognize him. Jesus said, “Woman, why are you weeping? Who are you looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have taken him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will go and remove him.” Jesus said, “Mary!” She knew him then and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbuni!”—which means Master. Jesus said to her, “Do not cling to me, because I have not yet ascended to . . . my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” So Mary of Magdala went and told the disciples that she had seen the Lord and that he had said these things to her.

 



As the story of Jesus was told and told again in those first decades, narrative adjustments in event and character were inevitable, and confusion of one with the other was a mark of the way the Gospels were handed on. Most Christians were illiterate; they received their traditions through a complex work of memory and interpretation, not history, that led only eventually to texts. Once the sacred texts were authoritatively set, the exegetes who interpreted them could make careful distinctions, keeping the roster of women separate, but common preachers were less careful. The telling of anecdotes was essential to them, and so alterations were certain to occur.

The multiplicity of the Marys by itself was enough to mix things up—as were the various accounts of anointing, which in one place is the act of a loose-haired  prostitute, in another of a modest stranger preparing Jesus for the tomb, and in yet another of a beloved friend named Mary. Women who weep, albeit in a range of circumstances, emerged as a motif. As with every narrative, erotic details loomed large, especially because Jesus’ attitude toward women with sexual histories was one of the things that set him apart from other teachers of the time. Not only was Jesus remembered as treating women with respect, as equals in his circle; not only did he refuse to reduce them to their sexuality; Jesus was expressly portrayed as a man who loved women, and whom women loved.

The climax of that theme takes place in the garden of the tomb, with that one word of address, “Mary!” It was enough to make her recognize him, and her response is clear from what he says then: “Do not cling to me.” Whatever it was before, bodily expression between Jesus and Mary of Magdala must be different now.

Out of these disparate threads—the various female figures, the ointment, the hair, the weeping, the unparalleled intimacy at the tomb—a new character was created for Mary Magdalene. Out of the threads, that is, a tapestry was woven—a single narrative line. Across time, this Mary went from being an important disciple whose superior status depended on the confidence Jesus himself had invested in her, to a repentant whore whose status depended on the erotic charge of her history and the misery of her stricken conscience. In part, this development arose out of a natural impulse to see the fragments of Scripture whole, to make a disjointed narrative adhere, with separate choices and consequences being tied to each other in one drama. It is as if Aristotle’s principle of unity, given in Poetics, was imposed after the fact on the foundational texts of  Christianity.

Thus, for example, out of discrete episodes in the Gospel narratives, some readers would even create a far more unified—more satisfying—legend according to which Mary of Magdala was the unnamed woman being married at the wedding feast of Cana, where Jesus famously turned water into wine. Her spouse, in this telling, was John, whom Jesus immediately recruited to be one of the Twelve. When John went off from Cana with the Lord, leaving his new wife behind, she collapsed in a fit of loneliness and jealousy and began to sell herself to other men. She next appeared in the narrative as the by-then notorious adulteress whom the Pharisees thrust before Jesus. When Jesus refused to condemn her, she saw the error of her ways. Consequently, she went and got her precious ointment and spread it on his feet, weeping in sorrow. From then on she followed him, in chastity and devotion, her love forever unconsummated—“Do not cling to me!”—and more intense for being so.

Such a woman lives on as Mary Magdalene in Western Christianity and in the secular Western imagination, right down, say, to the rock opera Jesus Christ Superstar, in which Mary Magdalene sings, “I don’t know how to love him . . . He’s just a man, and I’ve had so many men before . . . I want him so. I love him so.” The story has timeless appeal, first, because that problem of “how”—whether love should be eros or agape; sensual or spiritual; a matter of longing or consummation—defines the human condition. What makes the conflict universal is the dual experience of sex: the necessary means of reproduction and the madness of passionate encounter. For women, the maternal can seem to be at odds with the erotic, a tension that in men can be reduced to the well-known opposite fantasies of the madonna and the whore. I write as a man, yet it seems to me in women this tension is expressed in attitudes not toward men, but toward femaleness itself. The image of Mary Magdalene gives expression to such tensions, and draws power from them, especially when it is twinned to the image of that other Mary, Jesus’ mother.

Christians may worship the Blessed Virgin, but it is Magdalene with whom they identify. What makes her compelling is that she is not merely the whore in contrast to the Madonna who is the mother of Jesus, but that she combines both figures in herself. Pure by virtue of her repentance, she nevertheless remains a woman with a past. Her conversion, instead of removing her erotic allure, heightens it. The misery of self-accusation, known in one way or another to every human being, finds release in a figure whose abject penitence is the condition of recovery. That she is sorry for having led the willful life of a sex object makes her only more compelling as what might be called a repentance object.

 



So the invention of the character of Mary Magdalene as repentant prostitute can be seen as having come about because of pressures inhering in the narrative form and in the primordial urge to give expression to the inevitable tensions of sexual restlessness. But neither of these was the main factor in the conversion of Mary Magdalene’s image, from one that challenged men’s misogynist assumptions to one that confirmed them. The main factor in that transformation was, in fact, the manipulation of her image by those very men. The mutation took a long time to accomplish—fully the first 600 years of the Christian era.

Again, it helps to have a chronology in mind, with a  focus on the place of women in the Jesus movement. Phase one is the time of Jesus himself, and there is every reason to believe that, according to his teaching and in his circle, women were uniquely empowered as fully equal. In phase two, when the norms and assumptions of the Jesus community were being written down, the equality of women is reflected in the letters of St. Paul (c. 50-60), who names women as full partners—his partners—in the Christian movement, and in the Gospel accounts that give evidence of Jesus’ own attitudes and highlight women whose courage and fidelity stand in marked contrast to the men’s cowardice.

But by phase three—after the Gospels are written, but before the New Testament is defined as such—Jesus’ rejection of the prevailing male dominance was being eroded in the Christian community. The Gospels themselves, written in those several decades after Jesus, can be read to suggest this erosion because of their emphasis on the authority of “the Twelve,” who are all males. (The all-male composition of “the Twelve” is expressly used by the Vatican today to exclude women from ordination.) But in the books of the New Testament, the argument among Christians over the place of women in the community is implicit; it becomes quite explicit in other sacred texts of that early period. Not surprisingly, perhaps, the figure who most embodies the imaginative and theological conflict over the place of women in the “church,” as it had begun to call itself, is Mary Magdalene.

Here, it is useful to recall not only how the New Testament texts were composed, but also how they were selected as a sacred literature. The popular assumption is that the Epistles of Paul and James and the four Gospels, together with the Acts of the Apostles and the Book of  Revelation, were pretty much what the early Christian community had by way of foundational writings. These texts, believed to be “inspired by the Holy Spirit,” are regarded as having somehow been conveyed by God to the church, and joined to the previously “inspired” and selected books of the Old Testament to form “the Bible.” But the holy books of Christianity (like the holy books of Judaism, for that matter) were established by a process far more complicated (and human) than that.

The explosive spread of the Good News of Jesus around the Mediterranean world meant that distinct Christian communities were springing up all over the place. There was a lively diversity of belief and practice, which was reflected in the oral traditions and, later, texts those communities drew on. In other words, there were many other texts that could have been included in the “canon” (or list), but weren’t.

It was not until the fourth century that the list of canonized books we now know as the New Testament was established. This amounted to a milestone on the road toward the church’s definition of itself precisely in opposition to Judaism. At the same time, and more subtly, the church was on the way toward understanding itself in opposition to women. Once the church began to enforce the “orthodoxy” of what it deemed Scripture and its doctrinally defined creed, rejected texts—and sometimes the people who prized them, also known as heretics—were destroyed. This was a matter partly of theological dispute—If Jesus was divine, in what way?—and partly of boundary-drawing against Judaism. But there was also an expressly philosophical inquiry at work, as Christians, like their pagan contemporaries, sought to define the relationship between spirit and matter. Among Christians, that argument would soon enough focus on  sexuality—and its battleground would be the existential tension between male and female.

As the sacred books were canonized, which texts were excluded, and why? This is the long way around, but we are back to our subject, because one of the most important Christian texts to be found outside the New Testament canon is the so-called Gospel of Mary, a telling of the Jesus-movement story that features Mary Magdalene (decidedly not the woman of the “alabaster jar”) as one of its most powerful leaders. Just as the “canonical” Gospels emerged from communities that associated themselves with the “evangelists,” who may not actually have “written” the texts, this one is named for Mary not because she “wrote” it, but because it emerged from a community that recognized her authority.

Whether through suppression or neglect, the Gospel of Mary was lost in the early period—just as the real Mary Magdalene was beginning to disappear into the writhing misery of a penitent whore, and as women were disappearing from the church’s inner circle. It reappeared in 1896, when a well-preserved, if incomplete, fifth-century copy of a document dating to the second century showed up for sale in Cairo; eventually, other fragments of this text were found. Only slowly through the 20th century did scholars appreciate what the rediscovered Gospel revealed, a process that culminated with the publication in 2003 of The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle by Karen L. King.

Although Jesus rejected male dominance, as symbolized in his commissioning of Mary Magdalene to spread word of the Resurrection, male dominance gradually made a powerful comeback within the Jesus movement. But for that to happen, the commissioning of  Mary Magdalene had to be reinvented. One sees that very thing under way in the Gospel of Mary.

For example, Peter’s preeminence is elsewhere taken for granted (in Matthew, Jesus says, “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church”). Here, he defers to her:Peter said to Mary, “Sister, we know that the Savior loved you more than all other women. Tell us the words of the Savior that you remember, the things which you know that we don’t because we haven’t heard them.”
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