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Lilium Regis

O Lily of the King! low lies thy silver wing, 

And long has been the hour of thine unqueening; 

And thy scent of Paradise on the night-wind spills its sighs, 

Nor any take the secrets of its meaning. 

O Lily of the King! I speak a heavy thing, 

O patience, most sorrowful of daughters! 

Lo, the hour is at hand for the troubling of the land, 

And red shall be the breaking of the waters.

Sit fast upon thy stalk, when the blast shall with thee talk,

With the mercies of the king for thine awning;

And the just understand that thine hour is at hand,

Thine hour at hand with power in the dawning.

When the nations lie in blood, and their kings a broken brood,

Look up, O most sorrowful of daughters!

Lift up thy head and hark what sounds are in the dark,

For His feet are coming to thee on the waters!

O Lily of the King! I shall not see, that sing,

I shall not see the hour of thy queening!

But my song shall see, and wake, like a flower that dawn-winds shake,

And sigh with joy the odours of its meaning.

O Lily of the King, remember then the timing

That this dead mouth sang; and thy daughters,

As they dance before His way, sing there on the Day,

What I sang when the Night was on the waters!  

FRANCIS THOMPSON



INTRODUCTION

Mary Magdalene: Woman or Archetype?

For I tell you the truth: many prophets and righteous men have longed to see what you see, and they have not seen it, and to hear what you hear, and have not heard it.

MATTHEW 13:17

Centuries of desert exile stretch behind her as she crosses the threshold of the third Christian millennium, regal in her bearing, still clasping her alabaster jar. From her new vantage point, she gazes eagerly toward the future with renewed hope. We celebrate her joyful homecoming, embrace her warmly, singing and rejoicing, dancing before her way, as we experience an enormous surge of interest in this woman called the Magdalene, the woman most beloved among the many followers of Jesus Christ mentioned in the sacred texts of Christianity.

The gospels of the Greek Bible assert that a number of women accompanied Jesus during his ministry in the Roman-occupied province of Judea. We have pictured women walking side-by-side with his male disciples, carrying their food satchels and water jars, perhaps trundling carts bearing the belongings of the troupe following the itinerant rabbi Yeshua. And on gospel lists of women closest to Jesus, Mary Magdalene is almost always mentioned first. Apparently she was in some memorable way preeminent—First Lady—in the eyes of the community who knew her.

Information like this, read from between the lines of the gospels, encourages us to search the record for the historical Mary Magdalene. As we examine available sources, we sense that her importance is much greater than the biographical details known about her, so scant and inconsistent, though her legends and images have flourished for two millennia in Western culture. The rich tradition of Mary Magdalene’s influence and meaning must be examined at levels beyond the literal and historical; she must be encountered on allegorical/symbolic and mythological levels as well. She is not merely a first-century Jewess who was touched by Jesus and knew him well—his ardent disciple, his beloved friend, and first messenger of his resurrection. These details are not disputed. But exalted as these roles are, Mary Magdalene’s mythic stature is immeasurably greater: She is the carrier of the powerful archetype of the sacred feminine—the lost bride so long denied in the Christian mythology. In this book we will search for her at these levels of meaning, seeking her many faces, contemplating her example of unconditional love, faithfulness, and compassion, and pondering her union with her beloved bridegroom—bridegroom of Israel and bridegroom of the soul—Christ himself.

Who was this woman whom the four Evangelists called the Magdalene? For more than fourteen hundred years, Christian tradition dubbed her a penitent prostitute, an unsubstantiated and slanderous epithet rescinded by the Magisterium of the Roman Catholic Church in 1969, when it was finally, officially recognized and publicly acknowledged that no scriptural evidence could be found to support the spurious tradition. What do we actually know of this Mary? Why is reclaiming her story of such paramount importance at this moment in our collective spiritual pilgrimage on planet Earth—so important that in some circles it is called the resurrection of Mary Magdalene? Who is this enigmatic woman whose story tugs at our hearts, whose image fires our imaginations, whose song haunts our souls?

Relying on a combination of academic research and intuition gleaned over a period of nearly twenty years, I have become convinced that a missing piece from the foundations of Christianity suggested to my prayer community Emmanuel in 1973 is the sacred feminine 
embodied in the Mary whom the gospels call the Magdalene—the lost bride of Christian mythology. Her story was distorted and her voice stolen by fathers of the Church who branded her a prostitute, tragically contributing to the dissociation of Christianity from the feminine and thereby unwittingly causing unfathomable suffering in the human family over a period of nearly two millennia.

The momentous repercussions of this design flaw were brought fully home to me on a pilgrimage I made to France in 1996. I stood before the relief carved in the twelfth-century Romanesque tympanum of the Madeleine Basilica at Vézelay, the fourth most popular pilgrimage site in the Middle Ages. As I gazed up at the image of Christ enthroned in celestial majesty above the massive doorway, I realized that his left hand was missing, apparently destroyed in some accident, or perhaps intentionally vandalized. I was stunned. In the preeminent shrine of Mary Magdalene in Western Europe, Christ’s left hand—symbol of the feminine and the artistic/intuitive functions of the human brain—was missing! What did it mean? Christ, the heavenly King, enthroned on high and in our Christian consciousness, was maimed—stripped of his feminine partner, ruling from his throne alone. How could he be whole without her?

This loss of the beloved was of inestimable magnitude. Like the pearl of great price hidden in a field—a scriptural metaphor for the reign of God—the tragic loss of the archetypal bride has had far-reaching and damaging consequences for Western civilization and for our entire planet Earth. We pray earnestly for the kingdom to come, but we have—for two millennia—prevented its manifestation among and within us by denying the intrinsic value and importance of fully half that kingdom—the feminine half.

In a homily delivered in the Sistine Chapel on Easter, April 4, 1999, to celebrate the completion of the restoration of its magnificent frescoes, Pope John Paul II quoted from Acts 17:29, “. . . we ought not to imagine that the Divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image graven by human art and 
thought.”1 He proceeded, “If the intimate reality of things is always ‘beyond’ the powers of human perception, how much more so is God in the depths of his unfathomable mystery!” In the same homily addressed to artists, the pope cited Jewish law: “The Law of the Old Testament explicitly forbids representation of 
the invisible and ineffable God by means of ‘graven or molten image’ (Deuteronomy 27:15), because God transcends every material representation.” Pope John Paul II, speaking in the presence of Michelangelo’s famous painting of God creating Adam, thus asserted that this and every other image created by human artists express a false image of God, for God is beyond any human attempt to envision the Divine. Yet Michelangelo’s rendering is the prevailing image of God in Western civilization—the Supreme Patriarch, God the Father, honored among Christians worldwide, an image of Divinity made visible, according to doctrine, in Jesus Christ and in his Vicar, the Supreme Pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church.

I have spent the last twenty years and more in search of the lost feminine in Christianity, hoping to restore her to her proper place of honor in our individual minds and hearts, in our consciousness, and in our communal psyche. Some readers may be aware of my earlier books focused on Mary Magdalene as the lost bride. In the wake of the enormously popular mystery-thriller The Da Vinci Code, published in 2003, Mary Magdalene’s story is being rediscovered and proclaimed all over the world, translated into nearly every language, so that each person can hear the good news in his own tongue—as at Pentecost. In spite of attacks against the credibility of the mystery novel that insist it is merely fiction, Mary Magdalene is exploding into consciousness around the globe as if by spontaneous combustion.

Numerous Christians, predominantly women, gather today in study groups and prayer circles, eager to rediscover and encounter this Mary who was the most faithful of all the disciples of Christ, eager to hear her story and to examine the evidence that speaks of her intimate relationship with the Savior. In finding her, they often find themselves. At last we hear her story, told and retold “in memory of her” (Mark 14:9). She was the abandoned one—exiled, denigrated, stripped of her mantle of honor and dignity by the guardians of the walls. And with her, generations of women suffered similar devaluation and disenfranchisement. Chivalry demands that we seek her out and restore to her the robes of glory that once were hers. Because Mary Magdalene represents an important archetype that embodies a large aspect of our 
collective human experience, her story resonates with people at many levels, encouraging us to reclaim her now, to call her out of exile, to welcome her home. In remembering and restoring her, we bring home a part of ourselves: acknowledgment of our full humanity, our kinship with one another, our relationship with our living planet Earth and with our environment, our awareness of our own emotions and our own bodies—sacred earthen containers of soul and spirit.

In the years since writing The Woman with the Alabaster Jar, I have continued to research Magdalene’s story and examine her images in art and lore, gathering information from a variety of sources, rejoicing in their powerful message of freedom and inclusiveness. On my journey I am often asked, “What did we lose when we lost the Mary whom scripture calls the Magdalene?” Simply stated, we lost the color red—the deep crimson of passion, of the blood mysteries, of compassion and Eros in the Jungian sense of relatedness. And with the exile of Mary Magdalene from our consciousness, we were tragically cut off from the irrigating waters of intuition and mysticism, from feminine ways of knowing, from the deep wisdom of the body and its senses, and from our intimate kinship with all that lives. These aspects of the sacred feminine were originally embodied in the Mary who was the beloved companion of Jesus and who represented our full humanity in an intimate partnership union with the Divine Logos.

According to Christian scriptures of the Greek New Testament, the historical Mary was a flesh-and-blood person, a close associate of the human Jesus during his ministry, first to encounter the empty tomb and the risen Lord on Easter morning. New light has been shed by various texts found in the Egyptian desert in 1945, the codices of the Nag Hammadi library that speak of her preeminence among the apostles. And research has surfaced showing that the earliest Christian churches were radically egalitarian, allowing women to speak, to teach, and to prophesy in their assemblies. We sense that the model for this elevated status of women among the early Christians was Mary Magdalene, and women worldwide now long to know her better—to celebrate her life, to hear her story, to sing her song. Novelists, playwrights, artists, and songwriters celebrate the return of the bride from her long exile. 
We have seen Jesus Christ, Superstar and Godspell; we have heard Dar Williams sing The Ballad of Mary Magdalene and Anne Murray I Cried a Tear. We sense her nearness to us and to our own stories.

For decades, women in universities have searched ancient records and mythologies of the Goddess that survive in the far corners of the Earth. She is Queen of Heaven, giver of bread, the compassionate, the merciful, the immanent. How ironic it is to discover Her at the very heart of Western civilization, embodied in the woman whom Christian tradition vilified as prostitute—effectively silencing her voice for nearly two millennia and, with it, the voices of countless generations of her daughters.

Historical records concerning Mary Magdalene’s life are nonexistent: No birth, marriage, or death certificate survives that would prove that this Mary ever existed, nor do we have such documents attesting to the historical Jesus. Even for Jesus, the historical written record is meager: Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (A.D. 56–58) contains the first written witness to Jesus, asserting that he is the offspring of King David “as to his human nature.” Our gospels are in part a midrash, or interpretation of the promises and prophecies made to King David and his heirs about their future dominant role, a theme carried over to the medieval heresy of the Holy Grail. According to the testimony of the authors of all four gospels accepted as canonical, a woman known to the community as Mary the Magdalene walked and spoke with Jesus; she was one of several generous women who supported his ministry with their wealth; she attended the Crucifixion and returned at first light on the third day to the garden tomb, where she encountered Jesus resurrected. Everything else we know of this Mary we must read from between the lines of the texts left to us by the four evangelists and by the authors of the gnostic gospels, dating from the second through fourth centuries.

More than one face of Mary Magdalene emerges from these texts: She was committed disciple, ardent devotee, and intimate companion of Jesus, even his consort or partner, according to various accounts. She is recognized as apostle by some, priestess by others, sometimes beloved and wife. Gnostics equated her with the Sophia, while orthodox believers 
associated her with the bride in the Song of Songs and medieval troubadours sang of their Dompna—the Lady. We will examine these faces of Magdalene, immersing ourselves in lore and legends gathered over two thousand years by those who sensed her importance to the Christian story and longed for her return to a place of honor—for Mary Magdalene is more than a woman who walked in Palestine, attentive to the words of the Savior and carrying the water jar from which he slaked his thirst.

At the core of her mythology, Mary Magdalene represents the land and the people—Jerusalem, the Daughter of Zion (Sion)—and, by extension, the entire human community, pilgrims on a journey toward union with the Divine. This powerful mythology became incarnate during the first century in the historical person named Jesus, the anointed bridegroom of Israel, who loved his bride (the Church) and “delivered himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). In her fidelity and devotion to Christ, Magdalene represents the faithful community who hears his voice and follows his teaching, remaining open and alert to his guidance, ever eager to do his bidding. Hers is the way of the heart, the way of the visionary who eagerly hears and answers the call of the beloved.

Students of Christian scripture find Jesus cast in this role of Eternal Bridegroom in numerous parables and metaphors of the New Testament. How can they fail to notice the woman who, in those cited texts, represents the community, the land, and the people as archetypal bride? How can they ignore the woman identified with the entire community of converts as well as with each individual soul in its ardent seeking of the beloved Divine? Here we will take a new look at these powerful themes and relate them to our own spiritual quest and longing, our own path of enlightenment, conversion, and transformation. The search for Mary Magdalene calls us to examine this story, culminating in the celebration of the wedding feast of the Lamb and the New Jerusalem, the enlightened community arrayed as a bride for her nuptials (Revelation 21:2).

Come, let us examine together the hidden legacy of Mary Magdalene—the greatest story never told!

“The Spirit and the Bride say ‘Come!’ ” (Revelation 22:17).



1

Mary, Mary

They came upon me, the guardians of the walls. They beat me and wounded me and stripped my mantle from me . . .

SONG OF SONGS 5:7

For two millennia, Christian traditions have honored several women from the gospels of the Greek New Testament who bear the same name—Maria. Their shared name in Hebrew is Miriam, or Mariam, derived from the name of King Herod’s Jewish queen Mariamne, the last princess of the Maccabean lineage, beloved of her people. The name Mariam was especially popular in the early first century, so popular that the gospels mention five or six women who share the name, which has caused considerable confusion among the identities and roles of the women closest to Jesus.

From earliest childhood, Christian children are told stories of the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus, including her acceptance of the message delivered by the angel Gabriel that she would bear the Son of the Most High and call his name Jesus. Children hear about the birth of her special baby boy in the stable at Bethlehem, and about the shepherds and kings who paid homage to him there. As they grow older in the Christian faith, children learn of other Marys mentioned in the gospel stories about Jesus. Of these, the two most prominent are the sister of Martha and Lazarus from Bethany and a woman called the Magdalene 
who supported the ministry of Jesus from her own personal wealth and was his most ardent and faithful disciple.

While the Mary who is the mother of Jesus has received robes of honor in Western civilization and titles commensurate with the exalted dignity of her role, the Mary who was the beloved companion of Jesus was sadly stripped of her rightful robes of honor and relegated to enforced exile. Symbolically in the ancient Near East, stripping a woman of her mantle or veil dishonored her. It was equivalent to—even a metaphor for—rape. This second Mary was denied her true identity; her story became distorted and her voice silenced by the ugly epithet prostitute, and, like her people in Diaspora, she was consigned to the wilderness. In this role, scorned and vilified, she embodies the mythology of both the Greek Sophia and the Jewish Shekinah. In her, Holy Wisdom—who reveals the feminine face of God and is his mirror and his delight—now becomes the abandoned one, the desolate and forsaken bride. She is the bearer of the archetype of feminine consciousness, likewise denigrated and reviled, relegated to second-class status. Like the bride in the Song of Songs, she serves in bondage to the masculine principle. The bride in the Song is black, swarthy from her labor in her brothers’ vineyards. Her own, she has not kept (Song of Songs 1:5–6). The woman in the Christian story who in person embodies this principle is the beloved of Christ, the woman called the Magdalene, now reemerging to claim again the robes of her long forgotten glory.

Already in the first century, in the early hours of the Christian story, Mary of Bethany became mingled with Mary Magdalene in the eyes of Christian believers. So inextricably intertwined were their stories that in Western European art, the two are traditionally identified as the same woman. In numerous altarpieces, Mary Magdalene holds the alabaster jar—her identifying icon—in one frame and in an adjacent panel she attends the raising of her brother Lazarus. So ubiquitous was this tradition that in old missals of the Roman Catholic liturgy, the Collect of the Mass for the Magdalene’s feast day, celebrated on July 22, contains this short prayer: “We beg, O Lord, to be helped by the patronage of blessed Mary Magdalene, whose prayers obtained from Thee the restoration to life of her brother Lazarus when already four days 
dead.”1 Since 1969, however, the Roman Catholic Church has disavowed its long-standing identification of Mary Magdalene with Mary of Bethany and has tried to extricate them from each other, following the tradition of the Eastern Orthodox churches and modern Protestant Bible scholars, thereby repudiating nearly two thousand years of Western lore concerning Mary Magdalene.

The tradition needed to be corrected. Nowhere in scripture does it state that Mary Magdalene was a prostitute. On that point, scholars agree. But I believe this recent revision of the centuries-old tradition identifying Mary Magdalene as Mary of Bethany is a mistake. In an effort to set the record straight on the identification of the preeminent Mary in the Christian gospels, it is important to realize that combining Mary of Bethany with another woman mentioned in an earlier gospel is not the result of a sermon delivered by Pope Saint Gregory I in 591, but rather first occurs in the Gospel of John, probably written between A.D. 90 and 95. The various stories of Mary were braided together early in Christian tradition. The question we must ask is “Why?” The earliest Christians apparently knew of only three Marys: the Virgin, the Magdalene, and the wife of 
Cleophas.2 Clearly this was the belief of the Johannine community from which the fourth gospel stems, and is, therefore, indigenous to the canonical New Testament. Perhaps we need to reexamine the evidence for commingling the Marys favored by the earliest exegetes of the Christian story.

Centuries of devout Christians have honored the memory of Mary Magdalene as the repentant sinner saved by Jesus from her sins in a scene from Luke’s gospel, believing her to have been the woman who anointed Jesus at a banquet at the house of Simon, though that woman is unnamed in Luke’s gospel and in the other synoptic gospels—Mark and Matthew. And yet, John’s gospel—written about ten years after Luke’s—clearly identifies the woman who anointed Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. She is Mary, the sister of Lazarus, from the town of Bethany (John 12:3). In this passage, the author of John appears to believe that we already know Luke’s version of the story; he is deliberately correcting the account in Luke regarding the identity of the woman who anointed Jesus. John’s account also corrects the story with 
regard to the location of the banquet. Luke places the dinner far away in Galilee, but John, following the earlier and very similar narrative found in the gospels of Mark and Matthew, restores the scene of the banquet to Bethany, situated on the Mount of Olives just east of Jerusalem. This location across the valley from the Holy City has powerful prophetic associations from the Book of Zechariah: “On the Day of the Lord, his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives which will be cleft in two” (Zechariah 14:4). Jesus’ anointing at Bethany proclaims his kingship on the prophetic Mount of Olives and must have had immense symbolic associations for Jews eagerly awaiting the coming of a Messiah to save them from the oppression of Roman occupation.

In numerous artistic representations of the anointing scene, Mary kneels distraught, crying over the feet of Jesus, waves of unbound auburn hair streaming over her bare shoulders and down her back (plate 1). This image of Mary Magdalene, promoted in Western art and legend, has served well as a model for passionate devotion to Christ and for the transformation of a sinful life into one deserving of sainthood. Always in the traditional rendering of the gospel story, Jesus is the Savior, Mary the supplicant kneeling at his feet—at the banquet at the house of Simon or at the garden tomb attempting to embrace him after his resurrection. The carnal nature of Mary’s alleged sinfulness was thoroughly established in tradition as well, derived solely from the account in Luke’s gospel of the anointing by a sinful woman. Because she loved much, much was forgiven her (Luke 7:37–40).

Although the story of the anointing of Jesus by a woman occurs in all four canonical gospels, only Luke calls her a sinner. And yet very early in Christian tradition, Mary Magdalene was conflated, or confused, with Luke’s unnamed woman from the streets of Nian; she was assumed to be a prostitute, although on closer examination, the scriptural texts that mention her never supported the slander implied by this tradition.

The Greek word Luke used for “sinner” (àmart[image: image]los) is not synonymous with “prostitute” (porin). It has a more general meaning, and would have been used to characterize someone who avoided an obligation or was dishonest in a business transaction. But the sexual 
connotations of her ill repute flourished nonetheless. Everywhere in medieval art, we encounter the ravishing, sensuous Magdalene, often wrapped in a scarlet or crimson mantle, her sad face framed by waves of deep auburn or strawberry blond hair so often associated with passionate temperament, as in a famous painting by El Greco (plate 2). As the story is repeated over the years, and the portrait painted, gradually her mantle is stripped from her in artistic expression, often leaving a shoulder exposed or, now and again, her bosom. In many Renaissance paintings, Mary Magdalene represents the temptations of the flesh—the sinful, carnal woman in need of forgiveness and redemption. This portrayal is apparently in keeping with the view of Christianity’s Church fathers—Saint Augustine outspoken among them—that women, like Eve, who tempted Adam to eat of the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden, were a temptation and a distraction drawing men away from their spiritual path.

What does the historical record establish about the woman scripture calls the Magdalene? Like the face that launched a thousand ships, hers sends us forth to reassemble her many images, the extraordinary faces of the one woman who was renowned throughout Christendom as the most beloved and most faithful disciple of Jesus.


Disciple of the Rabbi Yeshua

In addition to reading them collectively as the infallible Word of God, there are other levels on which the scriptures may be read and interpreted as a literary work: the historical, factual or literal level; the allegorical/symbolic level; and the mythological level. Each of these has significant meaning, although they are clearly interrelated as well. Our logical first concern must be to establish the factual, physical or historical record regarding Mary Magdalene. Did she walk side-by-side with Jesus along the narrow streets of Jerusalem and on the garden paths beyond her family’s villa in Bethany? Did she stoop now and then to pick a flower at the side of the road or to comfort a child? Did she carry the water jar, pausing along the pathways to offer Jesus a drink?

In our efforts to contemplate the historical life of Mary Magdalene 
and her close—some sources allege even intimate—relationship with Jesus, we discover only meager evidence. Though exotic rumors abound concerning her origins and family, we have no birth certificate for Mary Magdalene. Primary and earliest of our existing sources are the canonical gospels, written by the four Christian Evangelists—Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John—whose first-century writings were deemed acceptable by the prominent Christian bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 202) and by later bishops following Bishop Irenaeus’s recommendations. Faced with numerous versions of the life and teachings of Jesus, some replete with legendary and sometimes wildly speculative material, conservative guardians of orthodox belief made a limited list of sacred texts they considered authentic, declaring other texts of lesser value. In choosing to accept only four gospels, Irenaeus thought he was selecting two texts written by actual eyewitnesses to the life and ministry of Jesus (the apostles Matthew and John) and two others written by disciples of Peter and Paul, respectively—the authors Mark and Luke. Irenaeus apparently believed that these scribes had recorded only information passed on to them by the apostles. He worked relentlessly to discredit other apocryphal and gnostic texts, some of which he deemed blasphemous and others merely of negligible value.

Historically speaking, the earliest written witness to the ministry of Jesus Christ is found in Paul’s epistles, recorded several decades after the Crucifixion and attesting to the atoning death and resurrection of the Christ whom the self-proclaimed apostle Paul recognized as the Son of God and Savior. Only after the death of Paul did Christians throughout the Roman Empire become concerned that the story of Jesus’ ministry and teachings would be forgotten, and only then were they moved to record their memories of Jesus in written documents. By A.D. 70, the year of the colossal destruction of Jerusalem by Roman legions, Christians realized that the glorious return of Jesus to establish his promised kingdom, as prophesied by Paul, had for some inexplicable reason been delayed. Followers of the Way were now inspired to record stories and sayings of Jesus, relying on material that had survived for a generation in an oral tradition and perhaps in a few early documents, now lost, that may have preserved some actual teachings and sayings of 
the master, similar to those found in the gnostic Gospel of Thomas.

Of the texts that bear witness to the flesh-and-blood historical Jesus, Mark’s gospel was probably written first, in about A.D. 70. Here we find the earliest reference to the woman called the Magdalene who later plays such a prominent role in the life and ministry of Jesus. In the canonical version of Mark, we first encounter this Mary present at the crucifixion of Jesus: “And some women were also there, looking on from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joseph, and Salome” (Mark 15:40). The text goes on to comment that these women had ministered to Jesus in Galilee. Apparently they were among his loyal entourage of itinerant companions who walked with him from village to village in Roman-occupied Palestine. Even this itinerant lifestyle seems unusual in a cultural milieu that had strict traditions concerning the relationship of men and women and their public behavior. We can envision that the women procured food for the group, drew water from the village well, cooked the meals, and washed the laundry, although these activities are not mentioned in the gospels texts.

Mary Magdalene is next mentioned in Mark’s gospel when she approaches the garden tomb on Easter. She is one of the myrrhophores, the female ointment bearers who came to mourn the death of Jesus and to anoint his corpse in final preparation for burial. Here, as earlier, she is mentioned first: “And when the Sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices that they might go and anoint him” (Mark 16:1). Because corpses were considered unclean under Jewish law, it fell to the kinswomen of the deceased to prepare the body for burial. The anointing begun on the evening following the Crucifixion had been hurried and perhaps curtailed in observance of the Sabbath law requiring that Jews be in their homes by sundown on Friday. Thus at dawn on Sunday morning, three devoted women returned to the tomb where they had left the deceased body of their beloved Jesus, prepared to finish their ritual anointing of the dead.




The Woman Possessed

While the canonical gospel of Mark mentions Mary Magdalene only at the cross and tomb, Luke’s gospel, written later and relying on Mark as one of its primary sources, is more explicit about her role. Luke states that several women whom Jesus had healed of evil spirits and infirmities accompanied him and provided for his ministry from their means. Luke then names three of them: Mary, the so-called Magdalene; Johanna, the wife of Herod’s steward, Chuza; and Suzanna. Of Mary, he asserts that she was the one “from whom seven demons had gone out” (Luke 8:2). From this passage, we infer that wealthy women traveled with Jesus and his entourage of male disciples as they made their way through the little fishing and farming villages of Judaea, preaching the glad tidings of the approaching Kingdom of God. Luke’s assertion that Mary Magdalene was one “from whom seven demons had gone out” may refer to her having been healed of illness, for people of that time often attributed unexplained diseases to demonic possession. Sources contemporary with the gospels use the metaphor of demonic possession for disease in general, so it is a likely explanation for this 
passage.3 Some also suggest the reference indicates specifically mental or emotional disorders, migraine headaches, or possibly severe bouts of depression. We should note that Luke, whose gospel was most likely written between A.D. 80 and 85, is the first of the synoptic gospels to mention demons in connection with Mary Magdalene. Although the final lines of Mark’s gospel speak of the seven demons, scholars believe that this passage (Mark 16:9–16) was a late addition to the gospel, probably derived from the allegation in Luke.

Some modern scholars assert that, rather than a historically accurate statement, Luke’s allegation of demon possession was an attempt to diminish Mary Magdalene’s stature by suggesting that she was unclean and subject to psychological problems of some 
nature.4 Perhaps this was a politically motivated attempt to lessen her preeminence, which is inherent in the story of her witness to the resurrection. If Luke was a disciple of Paul, as is widely accepted among New Testament scholars, perhaps he was more interested in promoting the message of Jesus without regard to the importance of the immediate family of the Savior. 
Luke’s mentor Paul was obviously not popular with Peter or James, the brother of Jesus, acknowledged leaders of the Jerusalem community. Luke may have believed that discrediting or downplaying the family connections of Jesus, as happens surprisingly often in the gospels, would serve the interest of Paul’s message and ministry.

Strong political reasons may have motivated gospel writers in the 80s A.D. and thereafter to dissociate Jesus from his Jewish roots and family ties. Their goal was to frame the gospels to appeal to pagan converts from wider reaches of the Roman Empire. They tried to align themselves with Rome, whose legions had just obliterated Israel in a brutal war (A.D. 66–73), culminating in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple of Herod and in the fall of the Jewish stronghold at 
Masada.5 No proponent of the Christian message would have wanted to be on the wrong side of Rome in this decade; bitterness and rancor between Rome and Israel ran strong at the time the gospels were written, the memory of Nero’s duplicitous extermination of the Christians in Rome still burning. In hopes of appealing to converts, the Christian gospels reflect a desire to disentangle faith in the risen Christ from identification with its ethnic Jewish roots and family connections.




Proclaiming the Kingdom of God

A kingdom where justice and loving concern for the well-being of one’s neighbor were the prevailing virtues—superseding strict adherence to legalistic dictates of a privileged priesthood—obviously appealed to women who became ardent disciples of Rabbi Yeshua. His proclamation of the Kingdom of God already in their midst was a radical departure from the rules and rituals of Judaism they knew and practiced, and they were charmed by the novel ideas preached by their charismatic master, who often illustrated his points with parables and stories drawn from the daily experiences of women. His teachings included radical assertions about their social status, among them a surprisingly strong position supporting the absolute integrity of monogamous marriage—at a time when divorce was easily obtained by husbands living in a culture that typically viewed wives as items of property rather than people.

Small wonder that women from all walks of life were drawn to this movement, and that those who could left their homes to follow Jesus. They must have been astonished when he cured the woman with the continuous menstrual flux who audaciously reached out to touch his robe as he passed by; she represented the “unclean” status of women in their society. And they must have thrilled at the raising of the daughter of Jairus: Apparently little girls had worth in this new kingdom. Just as surely, they delighted in the story of a widow who swept her house to find a lost coin, rejoicing with her neighbors when it was found; and of another who won the praise of Jesus when she offered alms from her poverty.

These women who followed Jesus must have been elated by the discovery that their charismatic teacher did not maintain the double standard so evident in many of their religion’s tenets. When men gathered to stone a woman caught in adultery, Jesus confronted them with their own sinfulness and allowed the woman to go unpunished, exhorting her to sin no more: “Let him among you who is without sin be the first to cast a stone” (John 8:3). Such stories surely touched the hearts of women disciples, among whom the Mary Magdalene was preeminent.




Discipleship

The role of the disciple is to listen attentively to the guidance and wisdom of the spiritual teacher, the master, to ask questions that ensure the teaching is understood as fully as possible, perhaps to walk in companionable silence at times, allowing the teacher to formulate his ideas in solitude, and to support his mission in any way possible—with generous offerings of money, but also with emotional affirmation, enthusiasm, and encouragement.

A narrative found only in the Gospel of Luke records the story of a woman named Mary who is cast in the role of the perfect disciple, a woman who sat at the feet of Jesus, who apparently couldn’t take her eyes off him, drinking in every word he spoke, engrossed in his teaching and basking in his presence. At the outset of the community life of the 
early Christians, Mary Magdalene was identified as this ardent disciple, the sister of Lazarus of Bethany: “[A] woman named Martha welcomed Jesus into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying” (Luke 10:38–39). In this passage, Martha complains to Jesus that Mary was not helping her to prepare their meal, at which Jesus admonishes Martha, replying, “Mary has chosen the better part and it shall not be taken from her” (Luke 10:42).

I am aware that the nearly-two-thousand-year-old Roman Catholic position regarding the identity of Mary of Bethany with Mary Magdalene was rescinded in 1969 when a revised official calendar of saints’ feast days was established. But the entwining of these two female disciples named Mary—Mary called the Magdalene and the one identified as the sister of Martha and Lazarus—is of great antiquity, stretching back to the very dawn of Christian mythology. From the sixth century until the twentieth, no feast day honored Mary the sister of Lazarus in the official Roman Catholic calendar, though one existed for her sister Martha, a feast day that fell exactly one week after Mary Magdalene’s own day. Only since 1969 has Mary Magdalene been extricated from centuries-old conflation with Mary of Bethany in liturgical prayers for her feast day. Since then, the liturgy has been stripped of references to raising her brother from the grave.

Important new arguments must be brought to bear concerning the identity of Mary in light of a recently discovered text called the Secret Gospel of 
Mark.6 The canonical gospel of Mark accepted by Bishop Irenaeus does not mention Martha or Lazarus and their sister, but a letter written by Clement of Alexandria (d. 215), a prominent Church father and contemporary of Irenaeus, quotes a passage from a text he asserts is a secret but authentic version of Mark’s gospel. Clement alleges that certain secret portions of this gospel were reserved exclusively for a special group of initiated Christians because the writings contained material that could easily be misunderstood. In the passage quoted by Clement, we are startled to encounter a reference to the “sister of the youth whom Jesus raised.” Could this secret gospel text be the original version of the story of Lazarus’s raising found in John’s gospel? The obvious answer is “Probably.”

The momentous discovery of these passages from a suppressed version of Mark’s gospel was made in 1958 by Dr. Morton Smith, an American professor cataloging documents in the monastery of Mar Saba near Jerusalem. The event caused a sensation among Bible scholars when it was published in 1973. Before its discovery, the earliest known reference to the raising of Lazarus occurred in the eleventh chapter of John, written about A.D. 90–95, according to scholarly consensus. Yet here in this recently discovered fragment, we find a reference in an allegedly authentic but suppressed version of Mark possibly written as much as twenty years earlier than John’s version of the story and probably antedating the canonical version of 
Mark.7 According to Clement, certain passages of Mark were being misinterpreted by gnostic Carpocratians. In the passage Clement quotes from the Secret Gospel of Mark, Jesus and his entourage of itinerant disciples arrive in Bethany and encounter a woman whose brother has recently died. Neither sibling is named. The woman addresses Jesus as Son of David and the disciples of Jesus rebuke her. But Jesus is angry with the disciples and leads the young man’s sister into the garden where the tomb of her brother is located. At her request, Jesus raises her brother from the dead. After this, they go to the house of the man and his family in Bethany, “for he was rich.”




Which Mary?

If John had access to this suppressed version of Mark when he was writing his own gospel, it might well have been the grounds for merging Mary of Bethany (Luke 10) with the woman who anoints Jesus at the banquet (Luke 7). In John’s version, the rich young man from Bethany mentioned in Secret Mark becomes Lazarus, the youth from Bethany of whom Jesus was fond in John 11:3, and whom he raises from death in John 11:43. The story may have circulated in oral tradition, but if so, it is difficult to explain why it receives no treatment in the other synoptic gospels.

The text of Secret Mark continues with a second mention of the sister of the youth from Bethany: “And the sister of the youth whom Jesus 
loved, and his mother, and Salome were there . . .” This is extremely significant in light of further developments. According to this suppressed text, an unnamed woman identified as the sister of the rich young man from Bethany “whom Jesus loved” traveled with the mother of Jesus and another woman called Salome. This early testimony is clearly significant because the sister of the youth is mentioned before the mother of Jesus and Salome, giving her textual preeminence in the group, and the epithet “whom Jesus loved” is later found referring to Lazarus and his siblings in John’s gospel where the author elaborates on the story of the young family of siblings in Bethany, stating that Jesus “loved Martha and her sister Mary and Lazarus” (John 11:5). This chapter in John is the only gospel passage in which Jesus is said to love anyone by name, which in itself is significant. And here John states also that this same Mary, the sister of Lazarus, anointed Jesus with her perfumed ointment and wiped his feet with her hair (John 11:2).

These passages concerning the family from Bethany do not occur in the canonical gospel of Mark approved by Irenaeus, but according to his contemporary Bishop Clement, they are part of an original, authentic teaching of Mark. If so, they provide us with critical evidence of a very early conflation of Mary Magdalene with the sister of the rich youth from Bethany—which John’s gospel later systematically embellishes. Secret Mark does not name the sister of the rich youth, but at the end of the canonical version of Mark’s gospel, we find a further mention of three women traveling together, similar to the group listed earlier in Secret Mark. The testimony of Mark is clear: Three women remained close to Jesus—the Mary known as the Magdalene, his devoted mother Mary, and Salome.

During Jesus’ crucifixion, his grieving women followers were gathered nearby, and among the women identified in each gospel account is Mary Magdalene. The mother of James the younger (sometimes called the less) and of Joseph (or Joses), also mentioned in Mark and Matthew, is there as well, along with Salome. This is another very intriguing assertion in the earliest version of the gospel, because the texts Mark 6:3 and Matthew 14:7 both name four brothers of Jesus: “James, Joses (or Joseph), Simon, and Jude,” stating that he also had 
sisters, who remain unnamed. These passages have led a number of scripture scholars to suspect that “James the younger” is an abbreviated form of an original phrase, “James the younger brother of Jesus.” John’s gospel does not mention Simon or Jude, the other two sons mentioned in Mark 6:3, but states succinctly that Mary Magdalene; Mary, the mother of Jesus; and her sister were witnesses to the Crucifixion. Could it be that these women mentioned in John’s account are actually the same three women found in Mark 15:40?

The author of the gospel attributed to John has the advantage of the other gospels as sources for his own. In my view, the most obvious way to reconcile these differing accounts is to accept that the three women watchers were the same in each instance: Mary Magdalene; Mary, the mother of Jesus (and of his brothers, including James and Joses/Joseph); and a woman called Mary Salome or Salome, who was either the sister of the Blessed Mother or one of the sisters of Jesus mentioned but not named in Mark 6:3. Due to the conflicting testimony of the gospels, the identity of this third woman remains ambiguous, but the identity of the other two is not.

In the canonical Mark, the same three devoted women followers of Jesus seek his garden tomb at dawn on Easter morning. They are the three myrrhophores, coming to anoint the deceased: Mary Magdalene; Mary, mother of James (Μαρια Ιακωβον); and Salome (Mark 16:1).

Here the woman called the Magdalene is again mentioned first, while her companion is called “Mary, mother of James,” referring to her eldest living son, because her firstborn is presumed deceased. A few lines earlier, in Mark 15:47, Mary Magdalene and Mary, “the mother of Joseph,” observe the entombment of Jesus. In reconciling the texts of Mark 15:47 and 16:1, a likely deduction is that the companion of Mary Magdalene at the tomb was the mother of both James and Joseph, already identified as the brothers of Jesus himself, rather than the mother of the sons of Zebedee, James and John, as is very often assumed. Indeed, in Matthew 27:56, the Mary present with the Magdalene at the cross is again called the “mother of James and Joseph,” and still another woman, the mother of Zebedee’s sons, is mentioned with them. 
And yet another Mary is mentioned in John’s gospel: “Now there were standing by the cross of Jesus his mother and his mother’s sister, Mary of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene” (John 19:25). In reconciling these textual discrepancies, it seems logical to assume that Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of Jesus, James, and Joses (Joseph), were together at the cross and at the tomb, accompanied by a third kinswoman, whose identity varies in the three different accounts: Mary of Cleophas (John 19:25) or the mother of the sons of Zebedee (Matthew 27:55) or Salome (Mark 15:40).
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