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Top Ten Interesting Facts

You'll Learn about Mary Magdalene

1. Mary Magdalene was Jesus' pre-eminent female disciple and the leader of a branch of the early movement of Christianity that promoted women's leadership.

2. Infamous as a repentant fallen woman, Mary Magdalene was, in fact, never a prostitute. You'll learn exactly how this myth was created and perpetrated for centuries.

3. She was the primary witness to the Resurrection. Jesus commissioned her to proclaim the Good News of his victory over death and this act earned her the appellation of Apostle to the Apostles.

4. Catholics consider her a saint. Her feast day is July 22 on the Roman calendar.

5. She is mentioned only fourteen times in the Gospels, sometimes as just a name in a list of women's names. However, her name often appears first, an indication of her stature and importance after Jesus' mother, Mary.

6. That the message of the Resurrection was entrusted to Mary Magdalene and other women is proof, scholars say, of the historicity of the Resurrection accounts. The testimony of women in Mary Magdalene's time was not accepted.

7. Writings related to early Christianity reveal that entire communities of faithful believers grew up around Mary Magdalene's ministry.

8. Mary Magdalene and other Christian women led prayerful fellowship and worship sessions in house-churches. Their leadership roles were diminished or eliminated when they moved into larger public places.

9. A Gospel named after her was excluded from the Bible. No complete version of the Gospel of Mary exists, but fragments tell a story different from the New Testament Gospels.

10. Some sources speculate that Mary Magdalene was the Beloved Disciple. Also, she may have either written or provided the eyewitness testimony for the Gospel of John.




Foreword

Mary Magdalene—saint or sinner, or both? She is sometimes identified as Apostle to the Apostles. The history of this woman, and her role and reputation within Christianity, is quite a remarkable story. She is held up by some as a figure who has been demeaned and discounted by the patriarchy that has so dominated the leadership of Christianity for more than 2,000 years. The claim for the authority of the apostolic successors has been the theory for the governance of Catholic Christianity since the early decades of the first century b.c. Mary Magdalene, according to her defenders, attempted to divert the patriarchal (male-dominated) interpretation of Jesus' message toward a far more radically inclusive interpretation known as “Gnosticism.” If this understanding of the meaning of Jesus' teachings had prevailed, the history of Christianity would be radically different.

Biographical data about Mary Magdalene produces a complex picture. She may have been a wealthy woman who was sufficiently attracted by Jesus and his teachings to follow him and to provide material support for him and his other disciples. Her close connection to Jesus may have evoked jealousy and ridicule from his male disciples after his death. She was falsely identified as a prostitute by Pope Gregory 1 in the sixth century with the intention of testifying to the forgiving grace of God through Jesus the Christ. This story was meant to illustrate that even a fallen woman receives the mercy of God. Alongside that tradition, Mary Magdalene has been venerated as a saint for many centuries (her saint day is July 22). Some argue that Mary was the author of, or the source for the author of, the Gospel of John in the New Testament. Others insist she provided the material for the document that was lost for many centuries called the Gospel of Mary.

Read this book and you will learn much about this fascinating, alluring woman. I hope you will also find that the story of Mary Magdalene deepens your understanding of Christianity as a whole. I'm sure you'll agree that there is much to ponder.

Dr. James B. Wiggins


Introduction

Mary Magdalene's life, perhaps more than any other biblical figure, remains shrouded in myth, misconception, mystery, and controversy. The Bible reveals that Jesus cast out of her seven devils. Right away, that conjures up questions of what “devil” meant to the first-century Palestinian Jews. All four Gospel accounts credit her with being the eyewitness to the Resurrection and being commissioned by Jesus to tell the others the Good News of his victory over death. Few would dispute her close proximity to Jesus or her status as preeminent female among the disciples. Mary Magdalene served Jesus as a faithful companion, confidante, follower, supporter, benefactor, and friend.

Considering her importance to him, one would think that her life's story would have been told and retold; no detail would ever be left out. Yet, just the opposite may be true. The New Testament Gospels were written by men during the first or early second centuries—during a particularly patriarchal time when women could not serve as legal witnesses, hold office, or participate in the temple as men did. Scholars have been studying Mary Magdalene's life for a long time and what they've been able to ascertain is that she may have gotten a raw deal.

She was depicted as a fallen woman and marginalized in the texts that were deemed acceptable for inclusion in the Bible. Artists and writers have portrayed her as a repentant prostitute, sensual seductress, and pious contemplative. Most recently, she has been imagined as everything from Jesus' romantic companion and wife, a wealthy heiress, author of the Fourth Gospel, the real Holy Grail, the leader of an early Christian sect whose ideas varied from orthodox Christianity, an Isis temple worker, Jesus' heir designate, and the mother of a child who became the ancestress to a line of medieval French kings. Legends about her still circulate in Provence, Ephesus, and England; cookies have been named after her in France; and churches are dedicated to her in many places in the world.

But as scholars have noted, Mary Magdalene was the perfect disciple. Spiritually adept, she was an eloquent spokesperson for Jesus' words, giving all credit, honor, and glory to him. The Vatican cleared Mary Magdalene's name in the 1960s and revised its Missal. Pope John Paul II called her “Apostle to the Apostles.” Women today who desire to serve in their churches and synagogues find Mary Magdalene to be an inspiring role model, for they, like her, also face issues of a male-dominated clergy and often a seemingly impenetrable stained-glass ceiling.

This book will help you learn about Mary Magdalene and her life in first-century Palestine under Roman occupation. You will also gain a basic understanding of her time with Jesus and his fledgling movement as it metamorphosed into one of the most far-reaching religious movements of all time. In a frank examination of her portrayal in the Bible, scholarly texts, legends, books, art, and popular culture, you will discover a beautiful mosaic of this holy woman's intriguing life.

Great effort was made to verify the facts in this work; however, scholars sometimes disagree, so whenever such discrepencies arose, the interpretation of a majority of the sources was the one used in this book.


I
Mary Magdalene
in the New Testament Gospels

chapter 1
The Woman from Magdala

Mary Magdalene, perhaps more than any other woman in the Bible, has fired the imaginations of historians, theologians, writers, and artists for more than two millennia. Venerated as a saint and maligned as a prostitute, she had an important role in the birth of Christianity. You might assume the details of her life—before meeting Jesus as well as during and after his lifetime—would be well documented, but you would be wrong. However, recent investigations are raising her profile and generating even more questions.

Who Was Mary Magdalene?

Today she bears the name of Mary Magdalene, but in the Aramaic language of Jesus, she was known as Miryam (an alternate spelling is Miriam) of Magdala. Mary Magdalene was ethnically Jewish—a Palestinian Hebrew woman who suffered from a serious affliction (the nature of which is still being debated), was healed by Jesus, and became his devoted follower. The canonical Gospels (the texts approved for inclusion in the Bible) do not tell us her age, status in society, or family connections or whether she ever had a husband and children.

Did She Have a Family?

Married women in the patriarchal cultures during Jesus' time were addressed first by their given names and then by their relationship to the most prominent male in their families, whether father, husband, or brother For example Salome might be called Salome wife of Zebedee; and Mary might be called Mary, sister of Lazarus. However, this is not true for Mary Magdalene, either in the New Testament Gospels or the Gnostic texts. So, it is easy to assume that she must have been either single or possibly widowed with no family attachment.

What Drew Her to Jesus?

Did she choose to follow Jesus because he healed her? Or did his teachings about tolerance, forgiveness, and love resonate with her? Like so many questions swirling around this woman at the center of the New Testament Gospels, we don't have the answers. She lived under Roman occupation at a time when there was great upheaval in the sociopolitical and religious climate. Jesus' egalitarian treatment of women may have appealed to her. His group quite possibly afforded her a measure of protection and safety as well as spiritual support.

Women and Men under Mosaic Law

Being Jewish, Mary Magdalene would have been raised by her parents to obey and respect Mosaic Law. She would have understood a woman's place in the male-dominated culture of her time. Women were often betrothed while still quite young. Unlike men, they generally were not educated. Men participated fully in society courts, and synagogues. A woman's place was subordinated to her father first and later, after marriage, to her husband. A woman bore the responsibility of caring for the home and the family. Women were forbidden to read the Torah in public. They sat separate from men and were excluded from religious office. They were considered unclean during their menses. Finally, they could not be legal witnesses.

discussion question


Who were the other Marys who followed Jesus?

Mary Magdalene was one of six Marys who enjoyed the companionship and teachings of Jesus and formed part of his inner circle that included his mother; the wife of Cleophas; the mother of James the Less and Joses; Mary of Bethany; and Mary, mother of John Mark.



So it is ironic that the four male writers of the New Testament Gospels all included references to Mary Magdalene in their accounts. Though details of their stories may differ somewhat, they basically agree on Mary Magdalene. She must have been a powerful force for those writers to mention her. Perhaps her role in the Passion and the Resurrection of Jesus and leadership in his movement was simply too important and too well known to be ignored.

Modern Thinkers Debate and Wonder

Feminist theologians assert that the label of repentant prostitute was a way for the patriarchal church to minimize her. The archetype of a fallen and redeemed woman rendered Mary Magdalene more useful to those who needed a strong example of the forgiving nature of Christianity.

Scholars and biblical historians and members of the clergy alike wonder what it was about Mary Magdalene that made societies of different centuries denigrate her. Was she beautiful, sensual, brainy, competent, spiritual, and independent? Did she eschew traditional women's roles? Was she a free thinker who considered spiritual development more important than marrying, bearing children, and doing traditional women's work of managing a household? These questions continue to provoke debate and discussion among scholars and historians. Who was this woman from Magdala?

A Flourishing, Corrupt Magdala

Many sources suggest that Mary Magdalene came from Magdala, a Galilean town mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew immediately following the fishes and loaves story: “And he sent away the multitude, and took ship, and came into the coasts of Magdala” (15:39).

Magdala was located along the banks of Lake Gennesaret between the cities of Capernaum and Tiberias in Galilee, an area where Jesus ministered. The Magdala place name appears in the writings of Flavius Josephus, a first-century Jewish historian for whom early church fathers had high regard because of the historical accuracy of his writing.

factum


Magdalene and Magdala derive from the Hebrew word migdal, meaning tower. Migdal in Greek and Aramaic (the language of Jesus) is Magdala. The Greek translation of Magdala Nunayya is “tower of fishes.” Mary Magdalene's name has been associated with the strength and fortification imagery that a tower represents and the place name of the prosperous fishing community that was her hometown.



The Magdala place name also appears in the Talmud, a collection of Hebrew writings dating to the second century. The Talmud cites two Magdalas, one known as Magdala Gadar and the other called Magdala Nunayya. The latter, according to the Talmud, was a flourishing town situated on a lake located about three and a half miles north-northwest from Tiberias.

This Magdala is likely the same town that Josephus calls Taricheae (Greek for “place of pickling houses”). Pickling houses for preserving fish certainly fit in with a fishing community such as Magdala Nunayya, which is believed to have been an important center for the fishing industry as well as for ship building and trading. The town was once a fort. According to the Talmud, the Romans destroyed the town because of the moral depravity of its inhabitants and their involvement in the Jewish revolt against the Romans. The town of Mejdel occupies the site today.

Mary Magdalene Receives a Divine Healing

Mary Magdalene, whom others may have referred to as the “tower of strength,” is mentioned more often in the New Testament Gospels than any other female follower of Jesus. Scholars say that is a sure indication of her importance to Christianity. Some theologians and scholars of the early beginnings of Christianity say that without Mary Magdalene, the Jesus movement would have ended. The Romans had put to death other leaders of sects, knowing that when the leader of the movement dies, the movement itself eventually dies, too.

Today, Mary Magdalene is being credited as being the “glue” that kept the Jesus movement together after Jesus' death and resurrection. She comforted the grieving apostles who wanted only to return to their homes and resume their lives, and turned their minds back upon Jesus' good works and teachings. But she could never have accomplished this without being healed by Jesus.

Different Accounts of Healing

The Gospel of Mark reveals that Mary Magdalene was possessed by seven devils (devils represented a metaphor for illness) that Jesus cast out, suggesting that he treated and healed her: “Now when Jesus was risen early the first day of the week, he appeared to Mary Magdalene, out of whom he had cast seven devils” (16:9). The orthodox view this “casting out” as an exorcism, while the non-orthodox suggest that Jesus enabled some kind of healing to take place.

In the Gospel of Luke, which most scholars agree was written after the Gospel of Mark, Mary Magdalene is also introduced as someone who has been healed: “And it came to pass afterward that he [Jesus] went throughout every city and village, preaching and showing the glad tidings of the kingdom of God: and the twelve were with him, and certain women, which had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities, Mary called Magdalene, out of whom went seven devils” (8:1–2).

The Gospel of Luke actually does not say directly that Jesus healed Mary Magdalene, but it infers as much. Whether she suffered from melancholy, severe depression, or epilepsy, the restoration of her health could certainly have been a powerful motivator for Mary Magdalene to remain in the Jesus movement, near him, ministering to his needs, as the canonical Gospels state she did.

What Was Her Ailment?

It is clear that Mary Magdalene suffered from some kind of serious illness. Modern scholars suggest that Mary Magdalene's illness may have been depression or epilepsy, and the nature of it may have been protracted, as suggested by the number seven. The writers of the Hebrew and the New Testament texts used the number seven symbolically to suggest something exaggerated or “in the extreme.” Jesus, for example, used the number seven to advocate an exaggerated and total sense of forgiveness. “Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times? Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:21–22).

What “possessed” Mary Magdalene? Did she hear sounds or voices or see visions or sense things that she didn't fully comprehend? Could her ailment have been epilepsy? Or, did Mary Magdalene suffer from a form of depression? Modern scholarship suggests she most likely suffered from one of these ailments.

Epilepsy is one of the most common of all neurological conditions. Stroke itself can cause epilepsy. But epilepsy can also be triggered by infections such as meningitis. Some people are born with lesions on their brains that cause epilepsy. If Mary Magdalene had epilepsy she would not have been the only biblical character to suffer from the illness. The Old Testament prophet Ezekiel possessed all the symptoms of temporal lobe epilepsy according to American neuroscientist Dr. Eric Altschuler at the University of San Diego. Ezekiel displayed common signs of the illness, such as fainting spells and the inability to speak at times.

discussion question


Can people have different types of hallucinations with epileptic seizures?

Yes. The Epilepsy Foundation, which provides information to suffers and those interested in the disease, states many different kinds of epileptic seizure cause a variety of symptoms that can include olfactory, auditory, and visual hallucinations.



Modern scholars theorize that Mary Magdalene may have suffered from epilepsy because the canonical Gospels refer to the devils that Jesus cast out of her. The people of the first century attributed any physical, spiritual, or emotional dysfunction to the presence of evil spirits (or devils, as the Gospels of Mark and Luke called them). Some sufferers of epilepsy experience panic attacks, depression, and bouts of melancholy as well as seizures. Could Mary Magdalene have been plagued by such severe symptoms that people around her believed she was possessed? We may never know exactly what ailed Mary Magdalene, but the scriptures never say that her illness was a result of sexual sins.

Jesus the Christ

Mary Magdalene's story might never have been told if it were not intertwined with Jesus' Resurrection narrative. She was the first eyewitness to the risen Savior, commissioned by Jesus to go forth and spread the Good News, and mentioned by all four Gospel writers. Although her story shines in its own right, Jesus' story dwarfs all others for he was the founder of Christianity and the beloved teacher of Mary Magdalene and all the other believers through the ages.

Background

The date of his birth is fixed in Matthew 2:1 as occurring “in the days of Herod the King.” Most timelines place the birth at the beginning of the first century or at around 4 b.c. Christian history states that his mother was Mary, a virgin who conceived Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit. At the time, Mary was betrothed to Joseph, a carpenter who served as Jesus' stepfather. Jesus was born in Bethlehem, located in the Judean province, which was part of the Roman Empire. The infant Jesus and his family did not remain for more than two years in Bethlehem because of Herod's decree to kill all infants under the age of two (this was in response to a prediction of a threat to Herod's power by another would-be king).

factum


Luke's narrative about the birth of Jesus relates how the shepherds were watching their flocks; an angel of the Lord appeared, proclaimed the news of the birth of the Messiah, and told them how to find him.



Eight days after his birth, Jesus received circumcision and his name, which the angel had told Mary during the Annunciation. Both acts incorporated him into the people of Israel. When the time for purification had passed, Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the Temple, in keeping with Mosaic Law. There they presented Jesus to the Lord. The Gospel of Luke states that two people recognized the infant as the Messiah—Simeon, a righteous man who blessed them, and Anna, a prophetess of the tribe of Asher, who gave thanks to God.

Early Years

Not a lot is known about the early years of Jesus. He may have lived a normal Jewish boy's life as the son of a carpenter and a loving mother. The New Testament, however, tells the story of one Passover trip to Jerusalem, when Mary and Joseph could not locate Jesus after leaving the city and they had to return. They eventually found him in the Temple discoursing with learned rabbis. When Mary asked him why he had not stayed with them, Jesus answered that he needed to be in his father's house. “How is it that ye sought me? wist ye not that I must be about my Father's business?” (Luke 2:49).

Baptism and the Beginning of Public Ministry

Jesus' cousin John the Baptist, who had a large following of his own, baptized Jesus in the River Jordan. When Jesus asked John to baptize him, John at first refused because he felt unworthy. But at Jesus' insistence, John performed the rite of baptism whereupon Jesus retired to the desert to fast for forty days and nights. Although he faced many temptations by Satan, Jesus prevailed in order to carry out the plan he believed God had for him.

The Gospel of Luke and the works of Josephus the Jewish historian set the beginning of Jesus' ministry when he turned thirty. A group of followers soon gathered, including, of course, his mother, Mary, and Mary Magdalene. Jesus' ministry consisted of teaching through the literary devices of stories, fables, anecdotes, prayers, sayings, and parables as well as healings, miraculous works, signs, and the like. His followers were so devoted that they often sacrificed their lives rather than renounce their beliefs.

Passion and Death

The arrest and trial of Jesus is called his Passion. The Gospel of Mark 15:42 states that Jesus died on a Friday (Jews celebrate sundown Friday to sundown Saturday as their Sabbath) on a Passover weekend. He perished on the cross, was removed to the garden of Joseph of Arimathea, wrapped in linen and spices, and subsequently entombed. On the third day, scripture says he arose and appeared to Mary Magdalene. It is because of her role as a loving and loyal disciple during his Passion and His Resurrection that her place in the history of Christianity is ensured for all time.

Following Jesus

Biblical historians familiar with the sociopolitical and religious conditions of Jesus' time say that he didn't just one day appear and declare he was establishing a new religion and calling it Christianity. He was a Jew and Mary Magdalene and his earliest followers were as well. The Jesus movement began as a Jewish sect at a time when influences from other cultures, especially the Roman Empire, were informing the lives of those living in Palestine.

How Did They Meet?

Jesus may have been one of a number of charismatic healers who traveled the countryside doing good works and teaching religious ideas. But for women to move around the countryside with a man or men would have been unusual in the first century. It was considered scandalous for a woman to even speak to a man in public or to let him see her hair unbound. So how did Mary Magdalene and Jesus cross paths? Perhaps she had heard about the itinerant preacher and the crowds he attracted. Perhaps she wanted to see him and hear his message. Maybe she sought healing from Jesus. However that fateful meeting came about, Mary Magdalene heeded an inner urging to follow Jesus, and no other.

The prevailing opinion is that she wasn't “called” by him, as were his twelve male disciples. The Bible sheds no light on this subject, so it's difficult to know the sequence of events that connected their lives. But she did follow Jesus. And she wasn't the only woman to embrace his ideology and values. His mother, Mary and other women were part of his traveling coterie of disciples and followers.

fallacy


It's a fallacy that Mary Magdalene was ever a prostitute. Biblical scholars have found no evidence to support that myth, which was created by Pope Gregory the Great to illustrate the forgiving nature of Christianity. After unfairly portraying Mary Magdalene for centuries as a redeemed harlot, the Roman Catholic Church in 1969 reversed its position and revised its Missal. It now calls Mary Magdalene “Apostle to the Apostles.”



How Jesus Treated Women

The egalitarian Jesus offered a new view of how to treat women that elevated their status from a rank below beasts of burden to one of equality with men. The Jewish men around him must have seen this as a radical departure from the traditional way women were viewed in their culture. Some might have even been threatened or thought he was crazy. Jesus liberated women from their established traditional roles as wives and mothers.

For Mary Magdalene and her female companions in the Jesus movement—especially those women considered social outcasts because of physical defects, illnesses, and sins—Jesus' compassion and respect must have seemed as refreshing as a sip of cool water on a hot Galilean day. Jesus gave them hope, purpose, and a reason to live. He forgave the sins of Jewish and Gentile women alike, healed their ailing and broken bodies, saved them from death by stoning, and restored their dignity.

Mary Magdalene is accorded a prominent position, even a pre-eminent one, as a follower of Jesus in the Gospels when her name often appears first in lists of women who followed Jesus. Unless a woman had social prominence, she would not be named in any texts. Since Mary Magdalene's name is included along with other women's names, perhaps wealthy women helped fund Jesus' Galilean mission.

Mary Magdalene's Female Companions

Often in the New Testament Gospels, Mary Magdalene's name is mentioned along with other women who, like her, traveled with Jesus. She must have forged relationships with these women as they moved from town to town, helping Jesus, learning from him as he spoke to the crowds, and talking with his disciples.

Mary, Mother of Jesus

Jesus' mother would have kept company with Mary Magdalene while traveling with Jesus in his ministry. All Christians hold Mary in high esteem; Catholics, in particular, venerate her as the Queen of Heaven, the Immaculate Conception, and the sinless mother of Christ.

Mary Jacobi

The mother of James the Less and Joses, Mary Jacobi was one of the women contributors (perhaps a financial supporter) who followed Jesus throughout Galilee. She also accompanied Mary Magdalene and the other women to Jesus' death, burial, and resurrection.

Mary, Mother of John Mark

The mother of John Mark (a friend of Peter's and namesake of the Gospel of Mark), this Mary held a group prayer session that Peter attended on his release from prison. Her son, John Mark, may have been the youthful disciple who fled when Jesus was arrested.

Mary, Wife of Cleophas

The wife of Cleophas (modern spelling is Clopas) and thought to be the sister-in-law of Jesus' mother, this Mary stood vigil at the cross with Mary Magdalene and Jesus' mother during Jesus' crucifixion and death.

Salome

Wife of Zebedee and the mother of James and John, Salome was among the women who went to anoint Jesus' body with sweet spices.

Martha

The sister of Mary of Bethany and Lazarus (whom Jesus raised from the dead), Martha oversaw the running of the home where she and her siblings lived. She labored to prepare a meal while Mary remained seated at Jesus' feet. Mary anointed Him with scented oil. Martha told Jesus that her brother would not have died if Jesus had not waited four days to come. Even after all that time, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. Although the Eastern Church has always kept Mary Magdalene and Martha's sister, Mary, separate, some Western traditions have fused the two identities while others have distinguished between them.

A Woman of Independent Means

Mary Magdalene may have had the financial means to contribute to the needs of Jesus and his coterie. The Gospel of Luke states that Mary and some of the women healed by Jesus not only accompanied him and his apostles as they traveled through cities and villages but that the women ministered “unto him of their substance” (Luke 8:1–3). Along with Mary Magdalene who provided support to the Jesus movement, the Gospel of Luke also mentions Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's steward. The passage in Luke certainly seems to suggest that these women had financial resources at their disposal.

Feminist theologians say that it is important to remember that although the Gospel of Luke often mentions women, Mary Magdalene and other women are cast in traditional roles as patrons and benefactors rather than as leaders, preachers, healers, prophetesses, and visionaries within the movement. The Gospel of Luke also states that Peter first saw the risen Christ, not Mary Magdalene as proclaimed by the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and John. The Gospel of Luke, according to some feminist theologians, subtly erodes the primacy of Mary Magdalene as an important member of the Jesus movement and relegates her to roles appropriate for women of those times. In the role of benefactor, she might have arranged or contributed to the purchase of food, clothing, and shelter for Jesus and his group. This would certainly fit in with a lesser role accorded her by Luke. It begs the question, however: What was the source of Mary Magdalene's income?

factum


Mary Magdalene's titles of respect or monikers are “Thirteenth Apostle,” “the All,” “the Apostle to the Apostles,” “Equal to the Apostles,” and the “Woman Who Knows the All.” Some have even called her “Christianity's Founder” in veneration of her role as the first apostle.



Theories of Mary Magdalene's Wealth

Some believe that Mary Magdalene may have descended from a well-to-do family. Theologians reason that since she came from Magdala Nunayya, and it was known to be a prosperous place, perhaps she had some beneficial connection to a successful enterprise there. Perhaps she had some prominence in that town and that is why she was called Mary of Magdala. However, seaports, especially a prosperous one like Magdala Nunayya, have traditionally been associated with unsavory reputations—places where bacchanalian sailors could drive the age-old trade of prostitution.

Others say she was most likely a widow of some inheritance although scholars say that Palestinian Hebrew women were quite poor during Jesus' time. They lived tenuous lives, unable to inherit and at the mercy of husbands who could divorce them for the slightest provocation (like burning a meal). They had no right to divorce and even if they did, the consequences were disastrous in terms of their survival.

Was She Mary of Bethany?

Still others believe a connection exists to support the fusing of Mary Magdalene's and Mary of Bethany's identities. A careful reading of the Gospel of John seems to confirm that Mary of Bethany is indeed Mary Magdalene (11:2). Mary of Bethany may have been of noble lineage and had considerable resources. The Eastern Church has always kept these two Marys separate, but certain Western traditions have combined them. The Roman Catholic Church long ago merged Mary Magdalene and Mary of Bethany with the Gospel of Luke's unnamed sinner, a fallen woman, or prostitute. In Luke's account, this anonymous woman's story precedes the reference to Mary Magdalene, perhaps causing the confusion in the first place.

And behold, a woman in the city, which was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at meat in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster box of ointment, and stood at his feet behind him weeping, and began to wash his feet with her tears, and did wipe them with the hairs on her head, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with the ointment. Now when the Pharisee which had bidden him saw it, he spake within himself, saying, This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who and what manner of woman this is that toucheth him: for she is a sinner (Luke 7:37–39).

The Pharisee certainly knew this woman was a sinner. What was the nature of her sin? It's a good bet it had something to do with her sexuality. If she didn't conform to first-century society's traditional view of womanhood, then she stood outside of what was culturally acceptable. Such women were judged fallen, forbidden, or outcast—and were usually judged in terms of their sexuality or sexual sins. It was outside the realm of traditional Old Testament Hebrew thinking that a woman could be both a sexual and a holy being.

In Chapter 8, you'll read about how a well-meaning pope combined these women's stories. The Catholic Church has now officially separated this repentant sinner from the two Marys. But some still believe that Mary Magdalene and Mary of Bethany were the same woman. The Gospels suggest they both anointed Jesus.

symbolism


In art, she is most frequently pictured with the icon of an ointment box or unguent jar (often made of alabaster). In Byzantine iconographic images, Mary Magdalene also holds an egg as a symbol of the Resurrection, hope, and promise.



Lest there be any confusion about what anointing is, here's a brief overview of that act. Anoint means to apply holy oil on objects, people, and places to sanctify and consecrate them to God. The Hebrews often used perfumed oil (olive oil mixed with spices) for both secular and sacred purposes, including medicinal uses such as applying it on wounds. Even in modern times, some churches use holy oil to anoint the sick. In Jesus' time, Jews customarily used perfumed oils to refresh themselves and also anointed their guests as an act of hospitality. In addition, they anointed their dead before burial. Following the Jewish Sabbath, Mary Magdalene, according to the Gospel of Mark, went to anoint the body of Jesus: “And when the sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome, had brought sweet spices, that they might come and anoint him” (16:1).

Could She Claim Royal Lineage?

There's a great deal of confusion about the Marys in the Gospels because there were so many women who had that name. In fact, Mary was a popular name for Hebrew women in Jesus' time. Also, many of them were followers of Jesus. Some anointed him. Mary of Bethany, sister to Martha and Lazarus, was one of them, according to the Gospel of John. She is the Mary most often associated with Mary Magdalene. Could they have been the same woman?

A Case for Being Martha's Sister

“Now a certain man was sick, named Lazarus, of Bethany, the town of Mary and her sister Martha. (It was that Mary which anointed the Lord with ointment, and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was sick)” (John 11:1–2). Mary lived with Martha and Lazarus in a house in Bethany. The canonical Gospels reveal that Jesus loved them and visited them. On one occasion mentioned in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus stays for a meal. While Martha completes the preparations, her sister sits with Jesus. The Gospel of Luke describes this particular incident.

Now it came to pass, as they went, that he entered into a certain village: and a certain woman named Martha received him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, which also sat at Jesus' feet, and heard his word. But Martha was cumbered about much serving, and came to him, and said, Lord, dost thou not care that my sister hath left me serve alone? bid her therefore that she help me. And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things: but one thing is needful; and Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not be taken away from her (10:38–42).

If Mary Magdalene was the same person as Mary of Bethany (as suggested by some authors who have conjectured that the latter woman was possibly a Benjamite heiress), it would explain her having resources to use to minister to Jesus. Biblical scholar and writer Margaret Starbird theorizes that Mary of Bethany may have belonged to the tribe of Benjamin and that her tribe remained so close and loyal to the tribe of Judah (the House of David from which Jesus descended) that the tribes' histories were entwined. For a nation chafing under Roman occupation, an alliance between this royal daughter and Jesus would have given hope to the Jewish people. However, many do not believe that Mary Magdalene and Mary of Bethany were the same person. And scriptures do not say that Mary of Magdala descended from royalty.

factum


There are several references in the Bible to Christ as the Anointed One. The Greek word christos means “anointed one.” The Hebrew equivalent is meshiach or messiah. The ancient Hebrews believed a Redeemer (descendant from the House of David) would reunite Israel and Judah to usher in a messianic age. The promised Deliverer in the Old Testament is called the “Anointed.” The New Testament Gospels and letters declare that Jesus is that Anointed Messiah or Christos (John 1:41; Acts 9:22,17:2–3,18:5,18:28).



Mary Magdalene the Apostle

While many curious Christians have turned to the scriptures to discover anew Mary Magdalene's story others have not and may still believe in the penitent prostitute myth, despite lack of evidence. In that way she is still being maligned. Most scholars now agree that Mary Magdalene was Jesus' closest friend (some say his confidante). She is venerated in the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church as a saint. She has been called Apostle to the Apostles by church fathers, from Saint Augustine, who viewed women as inferior, to the late Pope John Paul II. Her other titles are “the Thirteenth Apostle” and “the Woman Who Knew the All.”


chapter 2
For the Love of Jesus

For more than 2,000 years, Mary Magdalene has been falsely portrayed as a woman with an unsavory past in the flesh trade who was forgiven her sins by Jesus. Modern scholarship has corrected the untruth about her past and is revealing a Mary Magdalene who loved her teacher and selflessly served him and his earthly ministry in many roles, some traditional and others that elevated her stature from that of a traditional Hebrew woman of her time.
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