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PREFACE

This story is stranger than fiction. It is the story of a surprising spiritual journey, the years I spent searching for the lost Grail of the European legends, and the final realization that it was not an artifact I was searching for, but a woman, the lost bride of Jesus.

Friends of The Woman with the Alabaster Jar have asked me to publish the story of my quest for the Sacred Marriage that was once at the very heart of Christianity, of how I stumbled upon the devastating flaw in the foundation of the Church—the scorned and repudiated feminine—and why, after so many years of being a conservative and very orthodox daughter of the Roman Catholic Church, I am singing a new song. This volume is offered as a response to their request. The path has been sometimes dark, even terrifying at times, the footing often treacherous. But I am finally ready to commit the story of my quest to writing because it is important that the hidden version of the Christian story survive.

At first, I was reluctant to hear about the marriage of Jesus because the idea was so contrary to everything I had been taught. I was reluctant to examine the evidence for it and later reluctant to speak of it. But that fear has subsided now. Because of the way the story has unfolded, step by step, aided by incredible gifts of synchronicity, I am now persuaded that all of reality is interwoven, a fabulous tapestry of silken threads linked with tiny knots behind the fabric.

Details of the quest for the Grail seem to have been carefully interconnected in my unconscious. Many favorite childhood memories played a role, illuminating dark corners of my mind like candle flames in the night. Blue iris and stone citadels, beloved fairy tales, storybook titles, symbols, and puns became vehicles for the unfolding of the myth, helping it break into consciousness. It was as if now and then I was permitted a glimpse of the completed embroidered tapestry from the front, instead of always seeing the reverse side where the multicolored threads are crisscrossed back and forth in an intricate but meaningless web.

Inextricably interwoven with my search for the Grail is the story of Emmanuel, a charismatic community formed in 1974 and consecrated by a Roman Catholic priest at a special liturgy in May 1979 as intercessors for the purification and healing of the Roman Catholic Church and her priesthood. The specific vehicles of the prophetic revelations we received were many: timely Scripture passages, locutions, and often startling synchronicities. Sudden enlightenment was once the role of Hermes, the guardian of the crossroads, messenger of the gods. Among Christians, the orchestrating of meaningful coincidence is attributed to the Holy Spirit, who traditionally guides, illumines, and comforts the pilgrim on life’s journey.

This intricate “networking” is one of the traditional roles of the “Paraclete”—from the Greek word meaning, appropriately, “traveling companion.” Whereas God the Father/Creator is honored as the transcendent principle—enthroned in glory somewhere “out there” and unforgettably painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican, the Holy Spirit is the immanent “feminine” aspect of the Divine, ever guiding us from within. She is both weaver and teacher—Holy Wisdom herself. Over the years, it has been the uncanny and sometimes overwhelming “coincidences” and “synchronicities” that have guided my steps, leading me deeper into the truth stored in the cells of my own body as well as in the dusty volumes of libraries.

An additional significant source of revelation for me was the ancient canon of sacred geometry and a numerical system known as gematria, in which alphabet letters were used as numbers which carried symbolic meaning.1 This system was widely practiced by both Hebrew and Greek authors and was especially popular during the Hellenistic period when the Gospels were written. In the wake of Michael Drosnin’s book The Bible Code2 with its startling evidence of codes found in the Torah of Judaism, it should not be considered too surprising that the New Testament is also coded. Gematria was a hidden dimension of enlightenment for those who held the key. The authors of the New Testament knew that the Hebrew Scriptures were coded and, although they could not decipher them, they decided to encode their own sacred texts of the New Covenant as well.

In their pursuit of the historical Jesus of Nazareth, some Scripture scholars have played down the strong influence of Hellenistic culture and classical philosophy on the first several centuries of the Christian movement. Jesus was a charismatic Jewish teacher, but the texts of the New Testament were written in Greek and their interpretation is greatly enhanced by the classical Greek form of gematria. Illumination I received from the numbers encoded in the New Testament was profound, the interplay of these various sources providing me with a wealth of surprising information—treasures from out of the darkness. Specific explanations of New Testament gematria are to be found in appendices 1 through 3 of this volume.

I feel it is important now to share this prophetic material, gleaned over the years from myriad sources, as it directly relates to the restoring of the Bride to the Christian story, and in the process, to each of us and to our world as well.

Jesus was born into Judaism and came “to fulfill the law,” but from its beginnings the Christian community has had many, sometimes incompatible, interpretations of the life and words of the master. It is my hope that those who read my revision of the Christian story to include the wife of Jesus will examine it with an open mind, carefully considering the possibility and giving it an honest hearing. In my earlier volume, The Woman with the Alabaster Jar, I presented extensive circumstantial evidence for the existence of the lost Bride of Jesus: the Mary whose epithet was “the Magdalene.” She was the sister of Martha and Lazarus of Bethany. This present book describes my personal search for this forgotten Beloved and provides direct evidence of the hieros gamous (sacred marriage) union at the heart of the Christian story.

One underlying enigma encountered during my quest—perhaps the strangest one of all—was the ever-recurring image of the Black Madonna. This archetypal feminine image keeps appearing in dreams, in art, in history, and in nearly four hundred shrines around the world, about half of which are located in the southern part of France, in the very region where the legends of Mary Magdalene’s life and ministry proliferated. Almost without exception, these dark images are understood to be the mother of Jesus, holding the Divine Child on her lap.

In 1978, when pictures of the icon of Our Lady of Czestochowa, the Black Madonna for whom Pope John Paul II has such special devotion, were published worldwide, I was taken aback. She did not match my stereotyped image of the beautiful madonna based on my study of medieval religious art. I had not the vaguest inkling of the multifaceted symbolism of the dark lady—why she was black, why she seemed distraught, or why her icon bore ugly scars across her right cheek. It has taken years for her story to unfold, bringing with it an understanding of her significance in my own life and in the Christian paradigm.

In 1997 it was widely reported that Pope John Paul II was strongly considering naming Virgin Mary, the Blessed Mother, the “Co-Redemptrix” with Christ, a possibility that engendered strong opposition from many quarters. Roman Catholics have been instructed, through the centuries, to believe without question that everything we were taught in catechism class was the whole truth and nothing but the truth. The traditional understanding of the Catholic Church has been that the Virgin Mary’s acceptance of her role was a prerequisite for the incarnation of Jesus: Her willingness to be the mother of Jesus preceded his role as Savior. She was the human “gate” or “portal”—the conduit—for the incarnation of Christ, but never his equal. Prominent theologians were reportedly united in opposing the pope’s stating this new doctrine ex cathedra, citing the dearth of scriptural support for this exalted interpretation of Mary’s role and the expressed dismay of the ecumenical community.

Tradition has long honored the mother of Jesus for her human role, always falling short of naming her an equal partner of Christ. But in the canonical Gospels of the Christian faith, it was not the mother of Jesus who was his intimate counterpart, nor is it she who is prominent in the suppressed Gnostic traditions rediscovered in 1945 in the Coptic library at Nag Hammadi.3 These significant books were concealed in jars in the Egyptian desert by a Gnostic sect in about A.D. 400 in the wake of persecutions by the official Christian Church of the Roman Empire. They were held in the dark bosom of the earth until after the end of the Second World War, when they were accidentally discovered by a Bedouin peasant.

In these suppressed Gnostic texts, it is not the Blessed Mother who is named as the constant companion and consort of Christ. It is Mary Magdalene who is called his koinon[image: image]s,4 a Greek word bearing conjugal connotations. In the early days of the Church, it was this “other Mary” who was his Beloved. Perhaps we need now to address fairly the question of true partnership: Who was the “first lady” among the early Christians? And what ever happened to her version of the story?

It is time to determine whether another—earlier!—alternative to the Christian saga might resonate with truth and inspiration, opening our minds and hearts anew to the ongoing Word of God that seeks a dwelling place within us. This “reclaimed” version would include the neglected and forgotten feminine, setting us free at last from long centuries of male-oriented traditions and the stifling hegemony of male celibate priests for whom the highest virtue has long been proven to be obedience rather than love. The perceived misogyny of Christianity was not indigenous to the Church in its infancy and was never the teaching of Jesus. My intent is to restore the paradigm of sacred partnership that was once at the very heart of the Christian message.

Perhaps this story of my quest for the layers of truth and meaning of the Holy Grail will help others to embrace the conclusion I have found inevitable: that the sacred union of Jesus and his Bride once formed the cornerstone of Christianity. It was this cornerstone—the blueprint of the Sacred Marriage—that the later builders rejected, causing a disastrous flaw in Christian doctrine that has warped Western civilization for nearly two millennia. In reclaiming the lost Bride—the Goddess in the Gospels—we will restore a precious piece of our own psyches: the sacred feminine too long denied.

Note: Since the publication of my earlier book, The Woman with the Alabaster Jar, I have discovered that an important word often used in that volume has an alternative spelling that is closer to its Greek original. Because the Bible codes of the New Testament so illuminating in my search were based on the original Greek texts, I have adopted in the present work the variant spelling of Magdalene with a final “e.” The final proof of the intimate partnership of Magdalene and Jesus has lain hidden for nearly two millennia in the gematria of their names.

In keeping with my desire to reclaim the neglected feminine in Christianity, I have capitalized Bride when speaking of the archetype and Church as her communal manifestation, the community of Christian believers. I have capitalized Temple when speaking of the center of religious and civic life of the Jewish community. When speaking of certain doctrines of the patriarchal establishment, I have attempted to “let go,” rendering them in lower case: i.e., apostolic succession.

In an attempt to be understood by the general reader, I have written in the vernacular. While aware of the use of C.E. (Current Era) and B.C.E. (Before Current Era) among Bible scholars, I have chosen to use the more traditional B.C. and A.D. because they are universally understood by lay persons of all ages and educational backgrounds. The message in these pages is for the people. For the same reason and to avoid repetition of certain phrases, I have now and then referred to the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament and the Greek Scriptures as the New Testament, along with the other widely recognized variants. I also occasionally refer to God with the traditional male pronoun, although I am acutely aware of the need to image the Divine as loving partners. It is my belief that “God” has the attitude of a loving grandmother, who does not care what you call her—just call!



TO OUR LADY


We have known you in

a thousand faces,

seen traces of your graciousness

in untold scores of places.

We have found you

in works of art,

in drops of dew,

and on a dragonfly’s wing—

opalescent, gossamer,

and strong as fragile can be.

Your heartbeat pulses

through the universe,

steady and faithful,

bringing blossoms to bud,

birthing fawns and

hatching goslings—

web and hoof,

warp and woof

of your subtle tapestry.

Mirror of Divinity,

you bless creation

incarnate from your womb.

Source of our life, you live.



CHAPTER I

PILGRIM IN PROVENCE


I tell you if these keep silent, the stones will cry out. (Luke 19:40)

Gnarled old vines bearing fragrant clusters of wisteria branched along the narrow street. For centuries pilgrims had ascended this winding way to the abbey church of the Magdalene crowning the hill at Vézelay, often crawling on their knees in penitence and petition. The romanesque basilica was imposing, with one massive square tower occupying the right front corner. Carved into the tawny sandstone above the entrance of “La Madeleine” was a relief showing Moses removing his shoes, a visual reminder to pilgrims to this site: “Take your sandals from your feet, for this is holy ground” (Exo. 3:5).

I resisted the impulse to remove my shoes, although medieval pilgrims would have done so upon entering the church, whose old stones were now, even as I listened, reverberating with the notes of the choir singing the evening service, calling me inside. I took a deep breath, savoring the moment and the soft, sweet air of the French countryside in springtime.

It was May 18, 1996, and I was on a pilgrimage to sacred sites of Mary Magdalene and shrines of the Black Madonna in France, feeling as if I should pinch myself to confirm the reality of the moment! I was in France for the first time in more than thirty years, preparing to enter one of the earliest and most important shrines of Mary Magdalene in Europe, a preeminent site of pilgrimage since the twelfth century—her basilica at Vézelay.

I glanced up again at Moses, reminding me that this was sacred ground, and entered the basilica, turning to the left toward the massive open door that was the original entrance of the church. Carved into the twelfth-century tympanum above the center door, the Christ was seated in majesty surrounded by figures of his saints. Looking more closely at the carved arch, I stared in awe at the imposing figure. I was stunned. Both arms of the enthroned Christ of the tympanum were outstretched in blessing, but—appallingly—his left hand was missing!

The basilica of La Madeleine was begun in 1096 in this picturesque village in the geographical heart of France. At that early date Vézelay was the fourth most popular of all sites of Christian pilgrimage, attesting to the enormous importance of Mary Magdalene at the time, based on legends that she and her family had fled to Gaul as refugees before the Gospels were even written. In 1146, fifty years after the cornerstone had been laid, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux launched the Second Crusade from the steps of this preeminent church of the Magdalene, calling his countrymen to arms for the liberation of Jerusalem.

The tympanum above the entrance at La Madeleine was desecrated during one of the many wars that plagued France for centuries, probably by an eighteenth-century revolutionary, but it is not the date of the mutilation of Jesus Christ that is important. The impact of the desecrated arch lies in the fact that in the preeminent medieval shrine of the Magdalene in Europe, it is Christ’s left hand that is missing.

Knowing that medieval symbolic language identifies the left hand with the feminine (as in heraldry, where the left half of a shield bore the coat of arms of the maternal line), it seemed uncannily prophetic to me that in this basilica dedicated to Mary Magdalene—of all the hundreds of churches in France!—Christ should be maimed in this particular way, his left hand chopped off at the wrist, as if to show irrevocably that he is just not whole without her! Jesus once assured the Pharisees that if his disciples remained silent, the very stones would cry out. I would maintain that the stones at Vézelay are eloquent!

A special altar to the Magdalene occupies a large alcove on the right side of her basilica, where numerous votive candles keep their vigil before her. Here she stands serene, gracefully gowned, long hair flowing beneath her veil, arms extended, hands clasped, holding the chalice slightly tilted against her lower body. It is a chalice she holds cradled against her body, not the traditional alabaster jar. At Vézelay, Magdalene clasps the Holy Grail in a pose evocative of a mother cherishing her unborn child. She wears an enigmatic smile and is the very incarnation of tenderness and grace.

On this day of my pilgrimage to Vézelay, I wanted to remain before the statue of Magdalene, basking in her gentle presence and reflecting on her role as the incarnation of the “Hagia Sophia” of the Greeks—“Holy Wisdom.” She was the archetypal Sister-Bride and Beloved of Jesus, his “mirror” image in the feminine. Her sweet smile caught at my heart—I wanted to know her better, to spend more time in her presence.

However, the afternoon schedule of our pilgrimage required that I continue my journey, so I finally tore myself away from the lovely statue of Magdalene cradling the Grail and continued down a short, narrow staircase into the crypt carved from the rock foundation of the basilica. Votive candles caused flickering shadows on the low ceiling between the arches in the crypt, where relics of Mary Magdalene were kept in a rectangular glass replica of the Ark of the Covenant. Nearby stood a vase of crimson roses—red for the passionate one who, at least for the earliest generations of Christians, embodied ekklesia—“the Church” in Greek—the Bride whom Christ loved so much he gave his life for her. They understood that Mary Magdalene was the human form of the archetypal Beloved of Christ.

On this day, May 18, 1996, the pope’s birthday, I knelt in the crypt of “La Madeleine” to pray for Pope John Paul II and the patriarchs of the Church of Rome. Do they know that the carving of the Christ in the tympanum of Magdalene’s shrine at Vézelay is missing its left hand? I wondered. Have they understood the deeper meaning of this desecration? Do they realize that the disfigurement of the Christ at Vézelay echoes the loss of the Beloved and the consequent neglect and devaluation of Woman and all the children through nearly two millennia of Christianity? If they knew, would they care? These thoughts haunted me as I prayed for the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church and especially for the pope on his birthday, feeling the significant coincidence of my pilgrimage to “La Madeleine” on this particular date.

It is a widely circulated fact that an eclipse of the sun occurred on the date of Pope John Paul II’s birth, May 18, 1920. A potent prophecy lies inherent in synchronicity. An “eclipse of the sun” is a misnomer for the celestial event it attempts to describe, seeming to suggest that the sun is somehow “closed out.” However, the sun is not really lost during an eclipse. It is still in its assigned place in the sky, but it is brought into a visible conjunction with its Sister-Bride, the moon. An eclipse is a symbol in the heavens—however brief!—for the “Sacred Marriage.” Does the Polish pope understand the momentous significance of this symbol of the intimate partnership of the masculine and feminine energies, the hieros gamos in the heavens? I wondered. Perhaps it is this conjunctio of the celestial bodies on the day of his birth that helps him to intuit the need to restore the feminine to a place of honor in the Christian paradigm, I speculated.

In the twelfth century, an Irish monk named Malachy O’Morgair, the bishop of Connor, is credited with having written a now-famous prophecy applying an epithetical verse to each pope elected in future centuries. At the time, there were 112 verses; each applied to a future pontificate, and, in hindsight, each has been amazingly appropriate.

The verse from Saint Malachy’s prophecy that corresponds to the pontificate of Pope John Paul II is “de laboris solis”—translated from Latin as “concerning the eclipse of the sun.” This prophetic epithet has been the subject of intense scrutiny over the past twenty years, causing speculation and debate in various quarters. I am convinced that the verse refers to the rising of the sacred feminine to true partnership with the masculine, symbolized in the conjunction of the moon and sun, that has occurred during the years of this pope’s pontificate.

For it is to Pope John Paul II that we owe the recent explosion of interest in the Black Madonna, having brought media attention to her image because of his devotion to the dark Lady of Czestochowa, clearly the image of the Mother Mary holding the Divine Child on her lap. Our Lady in her many icons around the world echoes the neolithic “Triple Goddess”—the sacred feminine.

As I knelt in the crypt at Vézelay, I remembered something else: In the ancient Hebrew Song of Songs included in the Scriptures, it is not the mother who is dark, “swarthy,” and sunburned from her labor in her brothers’ vineyard; it is—very explicitly—the bride! And in those same Hebrew Scriptures, it is not as archetypal Mother that the Holy Sophia is embraced, but, again, as Bride. The archetypal partner of the sacrificed Bridegroom/King of Middle Eastern myth is almost ubiquitously identified as his Sister-Bride.

Early Christian renderings of the Virgin and her child were modeled on the far more ancient images of the Egyptian goddess Isis, the Sister-Bride of Osiris, holding the sacred child Horus, god of light, on her lap. Ritual poetry from the cult of Isis and Osiris parallels the Song of Songs, in some places word for word.1 Both lunar and Earth goddesses of the ancient world were often rendered dark to represent the feminine principle in juxtaposition to the solar/masculine, a dualism common in the early civilizations of the Mediterranean. Numerous goddesses were rendered black: Inanna, Isis, Cybele, and Artemis, to name only a few.

For the earliest Christians, the goddess in the Gospels was Mary Magdalene, whose epithet meant “elevated” or “watchtower/stronghold.” As the number codes of the New Testament prove, they honored her as the partner of Christ, a fact we will examine at length in later chapters. These number codes or gematria have been hidden in the Greek texts of canonical Scripture ever since the Gospels were written but have until recently been ignored by exegetes and scholars of the New Testament.

For example, on a trip to the Rocky Mountain Book Fair in Denver in 1994 I happened to encounter a scholar who had served on the Jesus Seminar, the panel of Scripture scholars who voted on whether the words of Jesus quoted in the canonical Gospels were actually spoken by him. I asked the scholar whether the panel had considered the gematria of the phrases in question, and he replied that they knew that the gematria was there, but they did not know how to deal with it, so they decided not to consider it. I was appalled. The panel of experts had a significant tool for interpreting Scripture from the perspective of the original authors, and they chose to disregard it!

After peaking in the twelfth century, the unique importance of the Magdalene in Western Europe was gradually downgraded from around the mid-thirteenth century—a date that corresponds rather dramatically with the Albigensian crusade against the Cathars and the adherents of the “Church of Love.” I discussed this subject at some length in The Woman with the Alabaster Jar.2 The rise of the Inquisition in the thirteenth century was especially virulent in southern France in response to several Gospel-oriented versions of Christianity, popular heretical sects that severely threatened the hegemony of the Church of Rome. With collaboration from the French king, the pope mounted a crusade against the Albigensian heretics, a bloody war of devastation that lasted for a generation, wiping out whole towns and destroying the cultural flowering of the region known as the Languedoc.

During this same era, beautiful and important epithets that once belonged to the Magdalene were shifted to the Blessed Virgin Mary and churches built to “Our Lady” ostensibly honored the mother of Jesus as the preeminent bearer of the archetypal feminine—“alone of all her sex.”3 Statues and effigies of the Virgin proliferated, most often with her child on her lap, reminiscent of the Egyptian statues of Isis and Horus. After the mid-thirteenth century, the “voice of the Bride” was effectively silenced, although it is whispered that the masons of Europe kept the true faith and built its symbols into the very stones of their Gothic cathedrals.

I had heard these persistent rumors and pondered their meaning for years. Curious to see if I could unravel the secrets of the stones, I had returned to Europe to sacred sites I had not visited for more than thirty years since traveling there as a graduate student in the summer of 1963.

What was this true faith recorded in stone? I groped with this question as I left La Madeleine that day, walking down the hill in a gentle rain. What did the medieval stonemasons know that we have forgotten? I asked myself these same questions often as I continued on my pilgrimage to famous shrines of the Virgin Mary—Rocamadour, Clermont-Ferrand, Montserrat, Lourdes, and Chartres—and visited sites where Magdalene is highly honored—Vézelay, Marseilles, and Les Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer. I wanted to learn the truth hidden in their stones.



CHAPTER II

BOUND ON EARTH


I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven. (Matt. 16:19)

A week had passed since my visit to Magdalene’s basilica at Vézelay. I had climbed the steep path to the summit crowned by the Cathar stronghold at Montsegur. And I had stood in the sea with the gypsies at Les Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, celebrating the arrival of the “three Marys” and their friends from Jerusalem, bringing with them the Holy Grail. I had accompanied the colorful throng parading through the streets behind the statue of Saint Sarah “the Egyptian” escorted by gypsy men in costume mounted on white horses, all of us shouting in unison: “Vive Saintes Marias, vive Sainte Sara!”

Now the itinerary of the pilgrimage had brought me on the Feast of Pentecost to Saint Victor’s abbey church perched on a plaza high above the harbor in the old part of Marseilles. The day was flawless, the blue of the Mediterranean sparkling under an azure sky, colorful boats dancing in the sunlight in the marina below.

For a long time before entering the imposing structure, I stood in awed silence in front of the church, built on the site of a sixth-century abbey that housed a community of both male and female clergy. It still shelters catacombs of great antiquity where the legacy of Lazarus and Magdalene, who brought the Good News to Gaul, was celebrated. The door of the church is framed by two massive square towers, more reminiscent of a citadel than of a church.

I smiled to myself, noticing how closely the facade of Saint Victor’s resembled the castle insignia of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, my husband’s branch of military service for thirty years—and his father’s before him. Military tradition runs in both of our families for generations. We have a red banner with a white castle in our living room, reminding us of my husband’s distinguished career as an officer in the Corps of Engineers. I have spent my entire married life under its aegis.

For a moment I paused to reflect on the long journey that had brought me here: on my childhood as an army brat with four brothers, moving from post to post on my father’s military orders, and on the three wonderful years we lived in Germany during my mid-teens. I had become infatuated with medieval history and had later majored in comparative literature, with a minor in history and a concentration in medieval studies: medieval literature, medieval philosophy, and medieval art.

In 1963 I had returned to Germany on a Fulbright student fellowship and had continued my studies at the Christian Albrechts Universität in Kiel. The following year when I returned to Maryland University, I taught German and completed my master’s degree, then embarked on doctoral studies in German language and linguistics, which I never completed, opting in 1968 for marriage to Ted, who had just returned from Vietnam and was headed for graduate school in North Carolina. The years since had been a long, often strenuous journey, my husband’s thirty-year career as an army officer requiring frequent military moves with our growing family of five children.

Reminiscing in the plaza before Saint Victor’s, I reflected on my orthodox Roman Catholic upbringing and on my unexpected awakening to the flawed doctrines of Christianity concerning the feminine. I reflected on my passionate quest for the meaning of the Grail and the Black Madonna that had brought me to this abbey, now drenched in brilliant sunshine on this Pentecost morning. What an incredible path I had followed to arrive at this moment! What further revelations were still awaiting me on my journey?

Saint Victor’s was not unique among churches along the Mediterranean coast of France, I had learned. During the week of my pilgrimage in Provence I had discovered that many of the oldest churches in France do not have traditional spiked steeples. In fact, they typically look more like fortresses than churches. They were built with massive walls to protect people from the raids of pirates and Moors that swept their coastal areas.

The words of Martin Luther’s hymn come to mind when one sees these ancient walls: “A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing.” The Church of Our Lady of the Sea in Les Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer is another such fortress-church, built for security. Many of the oldest churches had a single square tower, often equipped with a bell, which was rung for alarm as well as to call the faithful to Sunday mass.

I knew from my research in earliest Christianity that it was Magdalene whose epithet was derived from “Magdala,” a Hebrew word meaning “watchtower” or “stronghold.” It was she who was the original model for the Church, the community that Christ loved as eternal Bridegroom. Her name and her presence seemed to be built into the very walls of the churches of France. And here I was now, visiting the Mediterranean Coast, walking where she once had walked, retracing her footsteps. For me, Provence is holy ground.

All the bells in Marseilles were ringing as I entered the church of Saint Victor and found myself face to face with Notre Dame de la Confessione, “Our Lady of the Witness,” one of the most famous black madonnas in France. Her glistening black effigy had been brought up from her accustomed niche in the crypt to celebrate the official birthday of Christianity on Pentecost. She was dressed in green, symbol of hope and fertility, and was holding her child in her arms. Surprisingly, she wore a large silver brooch in the shape of the fleur-de-lis, the emblem of the royal Merovingian kings of France during the fifth through the seventh centuries—the royal dynasty rumored to have been descended from the union of Christ and Mary Magdalene.1 The symbol is now commonly identified with France. Our Lady was definitely French. And she was smiling.
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