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      FOREWORD

      The Gospel of Mary first came to light in Cairo in 1896, some fifty years before the revolutionary discovery in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, of what have come to be known as the Gnostic gospels, the most well-known of which is the Gospel of Thomas. Like them, the Gospel of Mary offers the modern man or woman a new perception of the immensity of Christianity and the figure of Jesus.

      It is clear that in both root and essence the teaching of Jesus is a vision and a way that has been given to mankind from a source far above our known qualities of mind and sensibility. The luminosity and mystery of what he said and did two thousand years ago is a “shock from above” that changed the world and that continues to reverberate in the hopes of millions over the whole face of the earth. But the inner and outer conditions of modern life are such that it has become nearly impossible for many of us to hear the spiritual traditions of the world. The Gospel of Mary, taken with the inspired commentary by Jean-Yves Leloup, can help toward making the teaching of Jesus once again alive—that is, unknown, not in the negative sense, but in the great and fertile meaning of that word.

      Every spiritual teaching sounds a call from above. But, as the present text announces and demonstrates, the central aim of the teaching of Jesus is to sensitize us to the above that also calls to us from within ourselves. The immensity of Christianity takes its interior meaning as a sign of an immensity within the self of every human being. As a path of inner awakening, as a path of deep self-knowledge (that is to say, gnosis), it invites and supports the inner struggle to attend, to “hear and obey” one’s own Self, God in oneself. As Jean-Yves Leloup suggests, this is the intimate meaning of Anthropos: to be fully human oneself, the incarnation of God. This is an unknown teaching—not in the philosophical or theological sense, nor in the sense that it has never been said before, but in the sense that our ordinary thoughts and feelings can never really penetrate it. And it is unknown in the sense that we live our lives on the surface of ourselves, not knowing the one thing about our own being that it is necessary for us to know and that would bring us every good we could seriously wish for.

      We are speaking of an unknown part of ourselves, which is at the same time the essential part of ourselves: the Teacher within, our genuine identity. The way—and it is surely the way that is offered by all the spiritual traditions of the world—is the practice, and the community supporting the practice, that opens a relationship between our everyday sense of self and the Self, or Spirit. This interior relationship between self and Spirit, we are told, is made possible through the inner cultivation of a specific quality of conscious attention and intelligence that in this tradition is referred to by the Greek term nous, or higher mind. It is the realm of intermediate attention and of mediating conscious forces in the cosmos that are mythologized as the angelic realms in the esoteric traditions of the world’s religions. It is in this miraculous yet lawful mediating contact between the higher and the lower within ourselves that the deeper, intimate experience of conscious love is given—a conscious love for our starved and confused self that is at the same time love for our neighbor whose inner condition of metaphysical poverty is identical to our own. As Jean-Yves Leloup shows us, this is the love that is spoken of in the words of Jesus, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” It is a love that cannot be commanded, but that we are obliged to recognize as the defining attribute of our essential Self.

      One of the most remarkable aspects of The Gospel of Mary Magdalene is that the more it shows us about the meaning of Christianity, the more the mystery deepens. This paradox is due, surely, to the fact that, like every truly spiritual communication, it speaks to us both on the surface and at deep unconscious levels at the same time. While at the intellectual level it points to the resolution of apparent contradictions that sometimes drive us away from belief in the objective existence of the Good, it at the same time opens the heart to a silent recognition of homecoming—the joy of what we knew without words all along, but had all but given up hope of finding. No mystery is greater or more welcome than this—that above our minds, in the depths of silence, we may be given to know ourselves as Being and as created to serve the good both for God and our neighbor.

      Jacob Needleman,

Department of Philosophy,

San Francisco State University,

and author of Lost Christianity and The American Soul

    

  
    
      PREFACE: WHO IS MARY 
MAGDALENE?

      RESEARCH FOR OUR play, My Magdalene—about a young woman who finds a challenging and strengthening relationship to Mary Magdalene through her dream life—led us to France, where the Magdalene tradition lives strongly. Halfway up the hill to the cathedral at Vezelay, a nexus of Magdalene devotion, in a little stone bookstore opening onto the steep stone street, Joseph Rowe handed us
The Gospel of Mary Magdalene in its original French. Completely enchanted by it, we arranged for Mr. Rowe, a very talented translator, dramatist, and musician, to translate it into English.

      It became our charge to provide the foreword for this new translation. The fruits of our research, we hoped, would place Mary in some context, thereby, perhaps, making the reading of her gospel more potent.

      Accomplishing this meant that we needed to find Mary both historically and geographically. We explored references to her in the Christian Gospels and the Gnostic texts. We traveled to Israel and to the south of France to follow her historical and mythical trail. We reviewed great art of the ages to see how others perceived her. We read as many books as we could find.1 We asked each other many questions, exploring our own perceptions. And we meditated and prayed for guidance and insight. Our search is not over. It continues to be a remarkable journey.

      We consider her reemergence and a renewed awareness of her importance as an essential remembering of the Feminine. The way in which Jean-Yves Leloup honors Mary Magdalene’s presence in his commentaries on her gospel contributes greatly to the convergence of her memory with the priceless wisdom of “direct knowing” (the true meaning of gnosis).
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      The earliest materials that refer to Mary Magdalene appear from two very different sources: the canonical Gospels of the New Testament, and a group of fringe materials that have come to be known as the Gnostic gospels, which were rejected by the Roman Catholic Church.

      The story of the suppression of these alternative gospels reads like an adventure novel—book burnings, secret meetings of small sects found out by the authorities, exiles, executions, and so forth.

      Ironically, the greatest suppression of early Christian literature began when Constantine became emperor of Rome and declared Christianity the religion of the entire Roman Empire (leading to a process of conversion that occurred over a number of years, from his initial victory in 312
C.E. to the final defeat of his rivals in 324). In 325, Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea where it was decided which texts would become the standards of the Church—those that we now know as the canonical Gospels—and which would be suppressed. Those not chosen as standard were attacked—sometimes violently—for many years. Indeed, the bishops at the Council of Nicaea who disagreed with Constantine’s choices were exiled on the spot.2

      The suppression, however, was not completely successful. Some texts survived, passed on since ancient times. Many scraps and fragments turned up in a variety of places over the years, though hardly a significant number. But in 1945 the story took a completely different turn when a stash of alternative texts was found in a large clay jar in the desert at Nag Hammadi, near Phou, Egypt. The account of how these documents traveled from the nomadic tribesmen who discovered them, through the black markets—one of the papyrus books from the jar even found its way into the possession of the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung—and eventually back to Cairo makes a true adventure tale.3 The contents of this jar, along with other scraps or fragments from around the same time period, have become known as the Gnostic gospels, because of the association of many of them with the belief system of a group who called themselves Gnostics, from the Greek word gnosis, meaning “inner knowing,” “self-acquaintance,” or “self-knowledge.” Amidst the often very strange cosmology of the Gnostic sects, there can be found what has come to be known as gnosticism, the belief that spiritual development and salvation are achieved through inner knowing. Recent writers have seized on the modern aspects of these texts, finding in them leading-edge thinking about intuition and consciousness. In reality, while the Gospel of Thomas (one of those discovered at Nag Hammadi) and the Gospel of Mary Magdalene are often considered Gnostic texts, and while they do share the same emphasis on inner knowing, they do not share the elaborate cosmology of the treatises from the Gnostic sects.4

      The discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts gave a much fuller picture of the body of materials rejected early in the history of Christianity and sparked interest in studying other incomplete texts that had been languishing in the vaults of museums. One of these texts receiving renewed interest was the Gospel of Mary, found in Egypt in 1896 and left to the care of the Berlin Museum. The rediscovery of this gospel resulted in a number of translations—the first in 1955—and this translation from the Coptic to French by Jean-Yves Leloup, a scholar who has a deep intellectual and spiritual understanding of the whole range of early scriptures, and who has commented on many of them.

      Besides translating the texts found in Egypt, scholars have attempted to determine their ages. Most scholars believe that the jar discovered at Nag Hammadi was placed there around 350 
C.E. and that the Coptic texts in it were translations from Greek originals. How old, then, were the original writings? Complex textual analysis can lead only to educated guesses. Some scholars believe that the text of the Sayings of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas goes back to 50
C.E., that it predates the canonical Gospels, and that it may be contemporaneous with the “Q” text thought to be the common (missing) sourcebook for the canonical Gospels. Some think that other portions of the Gnostic gospels date to no earlier than the third century, while others suggest that the Gospel of Mary Magdalene may date to the early part of the second century.5

      Ultimately, all that we know is not enough to allow us to determine the exact historical origins of the Gospel of Mary in either time or place. Once we have exhausted historical certainties, however, we can determine something of the context of this work and its author through other means.
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      We have four ways to explore a life story that goes as far back in time as that of Mary Magdalene. First, we can review the available references to her in the canonical Gospels and the Gnostic texts. Some of the Gnostic texts feature Magdalene prominently and convey a very different picture from the Gospels we’re familiar with, including the presentation of Magdalene as the intimate companion of Jesus, while the references presented in the canonical Gospels themselves can be examined for their deeper resonance.

      Second, we can approach the story through the eyes and experiences of the great artists who have focused on scenes from the Gospel references to Mary and have interpreted them through their own intuitions (filtered, of course, through the views of their cultural context). In reviewing art from books and tramping through museums around the world, we have been fascinated by several recurring symbolic interpretations: Magdalene is often painted with red or golden hair; she is repeatedly associated with a jar used for anointing; and many times she is depicted in the presence of a skull.

      A third way to approach the story of the Gospel of Mary and the significance of Mary herself is to explore both on a purely symbolic level, much as artists have done with their recurring images. Doing so enables us to pose and, perhaps answer, the questions: What does this woman represent to us today, and what is the symbolic significance of her words and actions?

      Last, an approach to Mary and her existence can be a particularly spiritual exploration. What has fueled our personal research is that we perceive a profound and important spiritual truth embodied by Mary Magdalene and her unique relationship with Jesus, one that has been ignored or edited from the last two millennia.
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      The canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) mention Mary Magdalene by name a handful of times, though many have assigned to her the identity of other unnamed women who figure in these four texts. For instance, there has been some assumption that she and Mary of Bethany, Lazarus’s sister, are the same person. Likewise, Luke refers to a woman, a “sinner”—often assumed to be a prostitute—who brings unguent to anoint Jesus at the home of Simon, a Pharisee, and some have believed that Magdalene is this sinner who receives forgiveness after washing Jesus’ feet with her tears (Luke 7:36–50).

      Mary’s identity as a prostitute stems from Homily 33 of Pope Gregory I, delivered in the year 591, in which he declared that she and the unnamed woman in Luke 7 are, in fact, one and the same, and that the faithful should hold Mary as the penitent whore:

      She whom Luke calls the sinful woman, whom John calls Mary, we believe to be the Mary from whom seven devils were ejected according to Mark. And what did these seven devils signify, if not all the vices? . . . It is clear, brothers, that the woman previously used the unguent to perfume her flesh in forbidden acts.6

      It is interesting to note that the Greek word interpreted as “sinner” in the verse of Luke to which Pope Gregory referred was harmartolos, which can be translated several ways. From a Jewish perspective, it could mean one who has transgressed Jewish law. It might also mean someone who, perhaps, did not pay his or her taxes. The word itself does not imply a streetwalker or a prostitute. The Greek word for harlot, porin, which is used elsewhere in Luke, is not the word used for the sinful woman who weeps at Jesus’ feet. In fact, there is no direct reference to her—or to Mary—as a prostitute anywhere in the Gospels.

      Amidst all of the conjecture regarding the identity of Mary we find some important details that do emerge from all four Gospels: Mary Magdalene is the only woman besides Mother Mary who is mentioned by name in all four texts, and her name, in all but one instance, is the first listed when there is mention of the women present at an event. The texts also clearly indicate that Jesus heals Mary Magdalene by freeing her from seven demons (Mark 16:9, Luke 8:2), an event referred to by Pope Gregory in Homily 33. We learn, as well, that she is one of the three, along with John the Apostle and Mother Mary, who waits at the foot of the cross during Christ’s crucifixion ( John 19:25). And, most essentially, we know that Mary Magdalene is the first to see Jesus Christ resurrected from the tomb ( John 20:11–18, Mark 16:9, Matthew 28:9–10). It is because of this that she is considered the “apostle of apostles,” and is so called even by Saint Augustine.

      Altogether, these few specifics seems so paltry, so scant! Yet they give us enough to work with, if we can understand their condensed meanings. Each of these references translates something more than its face value and provides more insight about Mary.
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      We hear in the Gospels about many healings—of the crowds of sick and needy gathering to receive Jesus’ touch or glance.7 But only in the case of Mary Magdalene are seven demons released from one person. The usual conclusion has been that this exceptional number of demons must stem directly from the depth of her sin. But there may be another interpretation, which lies in the number seven.

      Since ancient times, spiritual science has understood that human beings have seven energy centers located throughout the body. These “wheels of energy” are called chakras in Sanskrit. The understanding of chakras can be traced from the earliest teachings in India, to the cultures of Babylon and Assyria, then to the culture of Egypt. From there, it entered the traditions of the Hebrews—there are many references to the sevenfold structure of spiritual worlds in Hebrew scripture and thought that the Hebrews themselves claimed to have received as divine revelation, but which also may have been absorbed during their captivities in Babylon and Egypt.8

      The Hebrew menorah reflects this numerical and spiritual connection: the six candles reach up to the seventh, central light of the spirit. Today the awareness of the body’s seven energy centers is the focus of the spiritual science of many healers who work with chakras and the seven levels.9

      Unfortunately, the fact that Mary Magdalene is freed from the possession of seven demons has resulted in greater focus on the perceived stigma of her past as interpreted in Homily 33 than on her cleansed state after this healing. Only in 1969 did the Catholic Church officially repeal Gregory’s labeling of Mary as a whore, thereby admitting their error—though the image of Mary Magdalene as the penitent whore has remained in the public teachings of all Christian denominations. Like a small erratum buried in the back pages of a newspaper, the Church’s correction goes unnoticed, while the initial and incorrect article continues to influence readers.

      But it’s important to remember that Jesus Christ does relieve Mary of the seven demons—or, perhaps, those aspects that can cloud vision and energy at each of the seven chakras. Presumably, she no longer possesses the seven deadly sins—pride, lust, envy, anger, covetousness, gluttony, and sloth. In their place exist the corresponding virtues10—the way has been cleared for “the seven virgins of light.”11 If her purification is viewed in this way, it makes her the most thoroughly sanctified person mentioned in the New Testament. Imagine being completely cleansed of prejudice and old grudges, fogs of illusion, hereditary obstacles to health, all desires. Once healed, she can truly see the spiritual truth that works in all things. She can see the barbarity of other human beings, as well as the transcendent beauty of Jesus Christ’s teachings. In modern terms, her heart and energetic centers are open.
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      On the third morning after the Crucifixion, Mary Magdalene feels a call to visit Jesus’ tomb. She takes with her a container of unguent, perhaps one in the series of ancient oils used to assist the dead through the underworld and into the realms of spirit. She alone meets Jesus Christ at the tomb in his resurrected body. It is easy to imagine that she receives an important teaching here, one that can be comprehended only by a person whose seven demons have been lifted.

      The evangelists John, Mark, and Matthew all relate this first appearance to Mary of the risen Christ. The brief verbal exchange that then occurs between Christ and Mary as related in the Gospel of John has spurred much debate. When she understands that the man she has assumed is the gardener is actually her teacher, she speaks the intimate word rabboni, and reaches toward him. Jesus Christ responds, in the King James version ( John 20:17), “Do not touch me.” The Latin translation is, “Noli me tangere.” These words have been interpreted as confirmation that Mary Magdalene still carries some of the taint from her sins. In other words, some perceive Jesus Christ’s words as, “Stay away from me, you soiled woman.” Indeed, many statues with the inscription, Noli me tangere depict a transcendent Jesus Christ and a woman below him, groveling in the ultimate shame of rejection.

      Were Mary Magdalene still soiled from her past, however, then we would have to conclude that Jesus Christ is not really an effective healer—that he hadn’t really done the job of cleansing her of her demons. If we look at Christ’s words in the original Greek, the meaning translates a little differently. “Me mou aptou” uses the imperative mood of the verb (h)aptein, “to fasten.” A better translation would then be, “Don’t hold onto me” or “Don’t cling to me.”

      Now for the full line: “Do not cling to me, for I am not yet ascended to the Father.” The last part of the sentence takes on the greater importance—Jesus Christ refers to the nature of the resurrected body that exists between the earthly body and the ascended body, a nature which we could think of as the eidolon, that is, the “pure and ideal image.”12

      When we let go of the emphasis on Mary Magdalene’s rejection that some hear in Jesus’ words outside the tomb, and see this instead as a teaching about the other worlds in which we can exist, we can then understand that these words may indicate her very special role. She is the one—perhaps, because of her purified state, the only one—who can deliver Christ’s message: “Go to my brethren and tell them I ascend to my Father and your Father, and my God and your God.” At this point, she becomes in the canonical Gospels the “apostle of apostles,” which the other gospels (from Nag Hammadi, the third-century Pistis Sophia, and so forth) expand upon.13 Jesus clearly asks her to represent a teaching to the others—to the men who were not to be found at the foot of the cross during the Crucifixion, the men who did not believe Jesus himself when he told them he would rise.

      Do we know what she taught? The Gospel of Mary Magdalene is the primary source of the teaching that she received. Jean-Yves Leloup’s commentaries add much insight to the text, which is missing some critical pages, and restores this text to a place of importance which other Gnostic compilations have ignored. In a way, this teaching received by Mary at the site of the Resurrection is the most important one of all.
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      Tradition hands us a picture of the final moments of Jesus Christ’s life on the cross. Three figures stand at his feet, three central people through whom his teachings will go out into the world ( John 19:25): Mother Mary, John the Apostle, and Mary Magdalene.

      Mother Mary will become the center of the disciples and will focus the descending power of spiritual fire at Pentecost, whereupon the disciples, “filled with the spirit,” will go out and preach the gospel, evangelize, convert, and baptize. The so-called apostolic succession means that official Christianity has come through the successive initiations of priest to priest, beginning with Peter. Mother Mary, as the human progenitor at the beginning of this line of succession, becomes the mysterious figure onto whom the faithful project all hidden needs. The tradition of succession, this spiritual stream beginning with the virgin birth of Jesus, concentrates on the outer work of the Church, on telling the Good News of the Gospels, on proselytizing to convince and convert others to this understanding.

      The second figure, John, will accompany Mother Mary to Ephesus for her final years, become the bishop of Ephesus, and eventually suffer exile to the island of Patmos, where he will receive and record a powerful revelation along with his version of the Gospel story. One can gather all the Johns, including John the Baptist, into John the Apostle’s mystical teachings and the way of mysticism that has grown from them.14
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      But can we identify what lives today from Mary Magdalene’s connection to Jesus Christ and her presence at the cross? We see the apostles taking the work of Jesus into the world—but Magdalene was not present at Pentecost. Based on our studies of Mary Magdalene, we imagine the idea of proselytizing did not resonate with her direct experience of the Divine. Perhaps her kind of wisdom was not something she could preach about. Instead, Mary Magdalene focuses on the inner worlds of initiation.

      We imagine that, not through outer pomp and pageantry, but through gnosis or direct knowing, she seeks union with the Divine. Hers is the path of the sacred marriage,15 accomplished within.

      Her path emphasizes inner preparation, introspection, and inner transformation. Perhaps, in addition, she also represents the feeling world; she carries the sensitivity of sensuality, in the truest meaning of the word, finding the divinity in the senses.

      In addition, the presence of Mary at the Crucifixion and at the tomb, beyond illustrating her love for Jesus, also indicates her comfort and familiarity with death. The many artistic depictions of Magdalene with a skull may suggest that this has long been seen as part of her identity. In fact, Golgotha, the hill where Jesus was crucified, means “place of the skull.” Perhaps visionary artists of the past, in their representations, were implying that Magdalene understands the thresholds of death. Her appearances with special oils to use in anointing Jesus Christ place her in the tradition of priests and priestesses of Isis, whose unguents were used to achieve the transition over the threshold of death while retaining consciousness.

      Jesus accepts and encourages this anointing, explaining to the other disciples that she “helps prepare me for my burial.” This statement implies Jesus’ knowledge that Mary is aware of what is happening at a deeper level than the other disciples. We can ask ourselves, “By what authority does she anoint him?” But we cannot ignore the fact that the very word christ means “anointed one.” How can it be that Christians have pushed into a dark corner the female minister of the rite of anointing?

      After one anointing of Christ by Mary, in Mark 14: 9, Jesus remarks, “Verily I say unto you, wheresoever this gospel shall be preached throughout the whole world, what she has done here will be told in remembrance of her.” How is it, then, that all Christians do not remember and revere this memorial, so clearly marked by their teacher? Why do most people know her as the reformed prostitute, rather than as what seems more likely—a ministering priestess with a deep understanding of the thresholds of the spirit world?

      
[image: image]

      In the legends and stories told about Mary Magdalene there can be found some hint of what she may represent to us today: As one who was cleansed from sin; who remains with Christ throughout his death on the cross; and who first witnesses, understands, and believes Christ’s resurrection, she represents a human being who is open and available to true “inner knowing,” who can “see” in deeper, clearer ways through a unique spiritual connection to both earthly death and the Divine. In southern France there is a strong belief that Mary Magdalene journeyed there along with a small band of followers of Jesus Christ after the chaos that prevailed in Jerusalem.

      It is said that she lived in the caves that extend throughout the area and developed a kind of clairvoyance—“clear seeing”—that permitted her to become intimate with the caverns and passageways without the use of torches. These caves, carved from the region’s limestone, extend for hundreds of miles, and make up the most extensive subterranean system in the world. There is one cavern at Ste. Baume, in the hills east of Marseilles, where Mary is said to have lived the last thirty years of her life in intimate connection with this hidden part of the earth.

      Each morning, according to another legend, a group of angels lifted Mary Magdalene above the summit of the cliffs where she could listen to the entire choir of angelic hosts, the divine sounds of original and continuing creation.

      David Tresemer, Ph.D., and Laura-Lea Cannon

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      ALTHOUGH HISTORIANS of early Christianity now have many gospels in their catalogues, those of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John remain the best known. For most churches, they are still the only ones authorized to communicate to us the echoes and interpretations of the events and teachings that took place in Galilee and Judaea about twenty centuries ago.

      The recent discovery in 1945 of the library of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt has enabled us to broaden our horizons and enrich our knowledge of certain aspects of Christianity that had previously been hidden or suppressed by the orthodoxies. The gospels contained in this library are written in the Sahidic Coptic language (the word copt comes from the Arabic qibt, which in turn is a contraction of the Greek Aiguptos, or Egypt). Most of them are attributed to direct disciples of the Galilean rabbi Yeshua, considered by some to be the Messiah foretold by Hebraic scriptures, by others as a prophet or a teacher—and by still others as the universal Savior.

      Today we are able to study these other gospels—of Philip, Peter, Bartholomew, and most especially of Thomas—right alongside those of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. As with some other gospels that came later, it has been established that the Gospel of Thomas (Thomas being also the name of the evangelist of India whose tomb is believed to be in Madras) contains certain logia, or simple sayings, that are likely to be older than the revisions of the canonical texts, and may have been skillfully used by the editors of the latter.1

      Among these other gospels, which have recently become much better known, there is one that does not seem to have attracted the attention it deserves from specialists and is still practically unknown to the public at large. It is the Gospel of Mary, attributed to Miriam of Magdala (Mary Magdalene). Because she was the first witness of the Resurrection, she was considered by the apostle John as the founder of Christianity,2 long before Paul and his vision on the road to Damascus.

      By all apostolic accounts, Yeshua of Nazareth himself was certainly not a founder of any “ism,” nor of any institution. He was the Annunciator, the Witness, and some would go so far as to say the Incarnation of the possible reign of the Spirit in the heart of this space-time, the manifestation of the Infinite in the very heart of our finitude, the voice of the Other within the speech of human beingness.
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      The Gospel of Mary makes up the first part of the so-called Berlin Papyrus.3 This manuscript was acquired in Cairo by C. Reinhardt and has been preserved since 1896 in the Egyptology section of the National Museum of Berlin. It probably came from the area of Akhmin, since it first appeared in an antique shop in that town. According to C. Schmidt, this copy was made in the early fifth century. The papyrological analysis of the manuscript was done by W. C. Till, following the work of C. Schmidt, and then corrected and completed by H. M. Schenke4 The scribe wrote down twenty-one, twenty-two, or twenty-three lines per page, with each line containing an average of twenty-two or twenty-three letters. Several leaves are missing5 from the document: pages 1 to 6, and 11 to 14. This renders its interpretation particularly difficult.

      Like the other writings in the Berlin Papyrus, and also like the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary is written in Sahidic Coptic, with a number of dialectical borrowings. Several faulty transcriptions and other errors have been discerned in the writing.

      As to the dating of the original text upon which the copy was based, it is interesting to note that there exists a Greek fragment—the Rylands Papyrus 463—whose identity as the precursor of the Coptic text has been confirmed by Professor Carl Schmidt. This fragment comes from Oxyrhynchus and dates from the beginning of the third century.6 The first edition of the Gospel of Mary, however, would likely be older than this, that is, from sometime during the second century. W. C. Till places it around the year 150. Therefore it would seem, like the canonical Gospels, to be one of the founding or primitive texts of Christianity. If this is so, what is the reason for the general reticence about reading and discussing it?

      Today’s reactions are essentially the same as those of Peter and Andrew themselves, after they had listened to Miriam of Magdala:

      
        
          Then Andrew began to speak, and said to his brothers:
        
      

      
        
          “Tell me, what do you think of these things she has been telling us?
        
      

      
        
          As for me, I do not believe
        
      

      
        
          that the Teacher would speak like this.
        
      

      
        
          These ideas are too different from those we have known.”
        
      

      
        
          And Peter added:
        
      

      
        
          “How is it possible that the Teacher talked
        
      

      
        
          in this manner, with a woman,
        
      

      
        
          about secrets of which we ourselves are ignorant?
        
      

      
        
          Must we change our customs,
        
      

      
        
          and listen to this woman?
        
      

      
        
          Did he really choose her, and prefer her to us?”
        
      

      
        (Mary 17:9–20)
      

      The difficulty of acceptance of this text turns out to be one of the most interesting things about it.

      For this is a gospel that was at least inspired (if not literally written down) by a woman: Miriam of Magdala. Here she is neither the sinful woman of the canonical Gospels, nor is she the woman of more recent traditions, which confuse her sin with some sort of misuse of the lively power of her sexuality.

      Here, she is the intimate friend of Yeshua, and the initiate who transmits his most subtle teachings.

      
[image: image]

      An even deeper difficulty to acceptance of the Gospel of Mary arises from the nature of its teaching, from the anthropology7 and the metaphysics that are implicit in it. This is not a dualistic anthropology, nor is it a metaphysics of Being, with the essences to which we have become accustomed in Western philosophy. It is instead a fourfold anthropology, and a metaphysics of the Imaginal, whose keys the most liberated and informed minds of our era have just begun to rediscover.
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