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The Controversy Regarding Mary Magdalene: Questions and Answers

According to the highly successful novel The Da Vinci Code, Mary Magdalene was Jesus’s wife, and the mother of his children. Yet many readers have wondered where to look for the sources and evidence for such a claim.

They may be able to look no further than the fertile imagination of Dan Brown and other skillful authors of “theology fiction,” for in his own teachings, Jesus seems to downplay the value of marriage and blood ties so revered by Jewish tradition in favor of those of the heart and the spirit. This was surely a difficult message for Jews of his time, with their traditional attachment to the family and their great respect for the figure of the mother:

While he was still speaking to the people, behold, his mother and his brothers stood outside, asking to speak to him. But to the man who told him he replied, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother, and sister, and mother.”1

When we go to a bookstore, we look for The Da Vinci Code on the fiction shelf, not in the spirituality or theology section. A science-fiction novel may be based on scientific principles, but no one regards it as a work of science. Likewise, a book of theology fiction may be inspired by a historical or religious figure, but that does not make it a work of history or of theology.

What can we really know about Mary Magdalene?

We must begin by reading the scriptures—in this case, the Christian gospels, both canonical and apocryphal. Then we can search for resonances between these gospels and the scriptures that preceded them. There is truth to the old adage “It is through the Bible that the Bible is understood, for each of its verses can be clarified by another verse.”

As a first step, let us compile an inventory of the different texts that speak of her.


	As a “possessed” woman and a “sinner”: Luke 8:1–3, 7:36–40

	As a woman purified by love who “fulfills the law” through love: Luke 7:40–50

	As a contemplative woman capable of silence who listens to the Logos incarnated by her Teacher, her Rabboni, Yeshua of Nazareth: Luke 10:38–42

	As a close disciple and a privileged, intimate friend of Yeshua: Philip plate 61:32, plate 65:55, plate 66:60, plate 72, plate 762


	As a woman of compassion and effective intervention: John 11:1–40

	As a woman in the role of both priest and prophet who “anoints” the One who must die (the word messiah literally means “anointed one”): John: 12:1–8

	As a woman who courageously confronts death, defeat, and absurdity as she accompanies Yeshua through his agony and death: John 19:25, Matt. 27:55

	As a woman who grieves without restraint, and who dares to look into the tomb, only to find that it is empty: John 20:11–13

	As a woman whose “love is stronger than death” and who is the first to see her resurrected Teacher in a vision: John 20:14–16, Mary plate 10:7–25

	As an initiate who becomes an initiator of others: John 20:17–18, Mary plate 10:4–9, plate 8:15–24, plate 9:1– 20, plate 17:10–20

	As a woman who has realized the marriage of the masculine and the feminine within herself, thus becoming a true anthropos, like her Teacher: Mary plate 9:16–18

	As a woman grounded in silence who is able to enter the realm of repose after passing through the different “climates” of the human psyche: Mary plate 17:1–7



Before venturing any claims about Miriam of Magdala, it is imperative to read all of these texts attentively, and to make an effort to understand their deeper meaning. This is what I have tried to do in my previous books3 so as not to neglect any facet of this extraordinary woman, a figure who is both historical and archetypal.

Some authors make a distinction between three Marys: Mary the Sinner, Mary of Bethany, and Mary of Magdala. What are we to make of this?

Father R.-L. Bruckberger, who bases his exegesis on the work of many scholars, has shown that actually these refer to one and the same woman.4 In my own exegesis, I agree with my colleague’s demonstrations, but only up to a certain point. His study is limited to those texts and gospels that have served the institution of the Church—during his time, he had no access to the Nag Hammadi scriptures. Also, he sometimes seems to forget that scriptures are not historical reports of events, but instead are narratives by authors who seek the meaning of events through their own faith, imagination, and symbolism. In any case, when we study all the diverse texts about Mary Magdalene as a whole, what emerges is indeed a picture of one woman: an incarnation of the feminine archetype portrayed at different stages of her life. Each of these stages represents an inner transformation, a metamorphosis of desire, and a new face of Woman.

Is there not good reason to see the so-called canonical gospels in opposition to the so-called apocryphal or gnostic gospels?

In my introduction to The Gospel of Philip I have explained why I do not subscribe to this adversarial relationship.5

When the cross upon which Christ was supposedly crucified was discovered by the Empress Helena in Jerusalem, the phrase “invention of the cross” was used. In Latin in venire means “to be brought to light,” “to emerge.” In its original sense, invention means a coming to light of what is already there—it is both a discovery and a return.

In this sense, we might speak today of an “invention of the gospels,” meaning those which were already there but lay in oblivion for many centuries, buried in the sands near Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. Might not this rediscovery of forgotten gospels, which began in 1945, also be an “invention” of Christianity? Might it not be an occasion for a return to the sources of a tradition thought to be known, but which in reality is largely ignorant of its own roots?

Some would detect in the discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts a return of the repressed: These sacred texts and inspired writings express and reveal the collective unconscious of a people or group. Thus these rejected gospels, reappearing in our time, have been considered manifestations of a return of Christianity’s repressed material.

They are often called apocryphal, meaning “hidden” or “secret.” The original Greek word, as evidenced in the prefix apo-, carries the meaning “under”—in this case, “underneath” the scriptures.

Similarly, that which we call unconscious or subconscious relates to what is beneath consciousness—and may secretly influence or direct this so-called consciousness. In this sense, we might also speak of “unconscious gospels,” for their language is in fact closer to that of dreams than of history and reason, which we have come to associate with the so-called canonical gospels. The latter were put to effective use in building Church institutions that staked a claim, so to speak, on the entire territory of Christianity, fencing in a land which was originally open and free.

It is not our intention to set the canonical and the apocryphal gospels against each other or privilege one set over the other. Our aim is to read them together, to hold the manifest together with the hidden, the allowed with the forbidden, the conscious with the unconscious.

There are those who are disturbed by this indeterminacy in the origins of Christianity. Yet the coming to light of these ancient apocryphal writings should, on the contrary, remind us of the richness and freedom of those origins. If becoming a truly adult human being means taking responsibility for the unconsciousness that presides over most of our conscious actions, then perhaps now is the time for Christianity to become truly adult. It now has the opportunity to welcome these gospels, thereby welcoming into consciousness that which has been repressed by our culture. Our culture now has a chance to integrate, alongside its historical, rational, and more or less “masculine” values, those other dimensions that are more mystical, imaginary, imaginal . . . in a word, feminine—always virginal, always fertile. The figure of Miriam of Magdala, so often misunderstood and misused, now begins to reveal the full scope of her archetypal dimension.

In none of the gospels is there any mention of Mary Magdalene as a prostitute. What is the origin of this image?

Certain Church Fathers, as well as certain gnostics, were—like Dan Brown—endowed with a novelist’s imagination. It is a great pity that some of them used their imagination to degrade this beautiful image of the feminine, thereby degrading women in general. This has resulted in a Christianity without real women; there are only virgins, mothers, or whores. And because it is women who create men, the logical consequence is that there are no real men either; there are only boys, good fathers, and sexually obsessed males. The restitution of the true character of Miriam of Magdala as a companion of Yeshua of Nazareth can help men and women today realize their potential of anthropos, their full humanity, which is both flesh and spirit, both human and divine.

Can we really imagine a sexual relationship between Miriam and Yeshua?

Some have imagined it and have created novels or films about it. Personally, I do not “imagine” anything. I do not indulge in such fantasies, any more than I fantasize about the intimate life of my parents, or of my friends . . . all the more reason not to fantasize about the details of the intimacy between Yeshua and Miriam!

Instead, I study all the gospel texts and see that they are consistent with the doctrine of the Incarnation, which tells us that the Logos manifested not only spiritually, or through the Word, but “in the flesh,” as is said in the prologue to the Gospel of John.

But The Da Vinci Code and other texts often cite the Gospel of Philip, which says: “The Teacher loved her [Miriam] more than all the disciples. He often kissed her on the mouth.” 6

I have interpreted this sentence in the Jewish religious context of the time, and its various echoes in Hebrew scripture, especially the Song of Songs.6 To kiss (nashakh in Hebrew) means to “breathe together,” to share the same breath, or spirit (ruach). In spite of the profound intimacy that this implies, it does not, in itself, imply a sexual relationship.

On the other hand, logion 32 of the Gospel of Philip (plate 107) would seem to be more explicit about this question:

There were three who always walked with the Lord:

Mary, his mother; the sister of his mother; and Miriam of Magdala,

known as his companion [koinonos];

for him, Miriam is a sister, a mother, and a wife [koinonos].

The term koinonos, in both Greek and Coptic, refers to coupling and could be translated as “fiancée” “companion,” or “spouse.” In this text, Miriam appears as she who shares a “couple” relationship with the Teacher. But the text further states that she is also like a sister and a mother to Yeshua. Hence we cannot accept the limited image of Miriam as “Mrs. Jesus.” She was far more than a wife for him, at least in the way we conventionally understand that term.

In accordance with the doctrine of the Incarnation, the Gospel of Philip reminds us that love has incarnated in a human relationship that cannot have been merely sexual, for it was infused with agape (love that is pure and free), charis (love that is celebration and praise), eunoia (love that is compassion and service), storgè (tenderness), and finally philia, love that includes respect for our respect for each other in all dimensions of being.

This is indeed an “imagining” worth pursuing: an effort to envision the qualities of love that united Yeshua and Miriam. It could help us to imagine other kinds of relationships between men and women today—relationships that are less shallow, that witness the presence of God in our fleeting and impermanent human forms.

The needs to eat, drink, and reproduce are natural and necessary to the continuation of life. Seeking pleasure is also natural but not necessary to life’s continuation. Can we conclude that Jesus Christ may not have experienced a consummated sexuality, but more of a sublimated one?

The word sublimation is used in chemistry to designate the direct transformation of a substance from a solid to a gas without passing through the liquid state. In this sense, just as the “shadow which covered Mary” was overcome in the process of the Word becoming flesh, in speaking of the sublime love of Christ, might we also attempt to overcome the “liquid” state and bypass it entirely?

Freud writes of the psychic forces of disgust, guilt, and morality and their relation to aesthetic ideals:

By what means are these extremely important constructions achieved, so important for personal culture and future equilibrium? They are probably achieved at the expense of infantile sexuality itself. The influx of this sexuality never ceases, even during this period of latency, but its energy is redirected, either totally or partially, away from sexual use, and towards other goals. Historians of civilization seem unanimous in the opinion that a similar redirection of sexual energy away from sexual goals, towards new ones—a process which is aptly described as “sublimation”—has been a powerful constituent of all cultural achievements.7

If we subscribe to this theory, things become much simpler. The Christ was fully human, with a normal, healthy male sexuality, but he directed this energy toward goals other than pleasure or reproduction, not unlike artists, soldiers, or political figures who sublimate sexual energy for the realization of their ambitions, whether personal, social, or religious. Perhaps it is really no more complicated than that.

For Freud, the great work of the reality principle is the development of culture and civilization, especially science. Thought is a kind of ethereal mutation of desire: “The most precious things of human culture are based on the repression of instinct.”

Wilhelm Reich’s answer to Freud is that this repression is not at all the basis of culture and civilization. On the contrary, he believes it instills a rigidity in the human organism that activates mechanisms of fear and violence. It was men like this, covered with “character armor,” who killed Christ, for they could not tolerate the free, uninhibited, innocent flow of life and love that manifested in and through him.

It is not so difficult to imagine the Christ as a person free of both repression and self-indulgence. When the energy of libido passes through the heart center, it becomes love or, better yet, prayer. Surely Nietzsche was right when he said “In true love, it is the soul which envelops the body.” And the meeting of souls, according to those who have experienced it, offers far greater pleasure than the meeting of bodies. Nor does this imply a dualism of body and soul, for the very body of Christ could not help but feel the beatitudes in which his soul and spirit lived.

Surely Christ’s sexuality was more sublime than sublimated. But does this necessarily mean that he never experienced the physical act? Is it possible that his experience of pleasure remained at a platonic or even adolescent stage? Consider his harsh words regarding the fig tree that does not flourish and bear fruit.a Might this not be extended to the human body, so that having a body requires exulting in it in order for it to flourish and bear fruit according to its season?

There is no doubt that many people experience great problems and suffering regarding sexual pleasure and fertility. Might it not be that in this domain, as in so many others, Yeshua was the Teacher? The way that he shows us is neither one of repression (neurosis), nor of renunciation (asceticism). Nor is it the Freudian notion of civilized sublimation (normosis). It is instead the way of transfiguration: the human manifesting the divine.

It is easier to renounce sexuality than to render it sublime through transfiguration. The latter action infuses sexuality with the life of the Spirit, “which makes all things new.” In other words, it infuses it with a quality of consciousness and love that transforms it into an act of the divine-as-human, or anthropos.

As Paul of Tarsus said, “To the pure, all is pure.” It is love that purifies. Sex without love may be “healthy,” functional, pleasurable, or sordid. But only with love can it become an epiphany of transcendence, a communion in total simplicity with the Presence.

Love is the only God which cannot become an idol, for it can be had only in the giving of it. As soon as we think we possess it, it is lost. It is love that maintains in openness not only the human heart, but also the human body.

Is it really possible to imagine the Christ’s experience of desire and pleasure?

To imagine it would surely require us to be more exacting as to the quality of desires and pleasures possible for human beings.

Both horses and humans know sexual desire (libidine), but a horse is driven by desire for a horse and a human by desire for a human. The same differentiation applies to the desires and appetites of insects, fish, and birds. Furthermore, although each creature lives in satisfaction (contentum) with its constitutive nature and in a related experience of well-being (gaudeum), it is nevertheless true that this satisfaction and this well-being of each one is nothing other than the idea or soul of this individual. Consequently, the nature of the well-being (gaudeum) of one must differ from the well-being of another inasmuch as the essence of one differs from the essence of another.8

Granting this, what is the nature of the “well-being” experienced by the God-human, or anthropos? This remains difficult for us to imagine, for we know that it cannot be a simple animal or egocentric pleasure or one that is more or less closed on itself. Nevertheless, we can get a sense of it as a pleasure that is fully human, yet unceasingly open to transcendence.

A state of well-being depends on the nature of the being in question. For us humans—animals gifted with language, intelligence, and spirituality—well-being depends on our own beliefs and ideas about our basic nature. In other words, no reflection upon human pleasure can avoid a philosophy of the body, an effort to understand what it means to be a human being, a “presence of Spirit” that manifests through and in the body. Sensual pleasure, which for ordinary humans is the original and fundamental pleasure, is transformed into a pleasure of higher sense or meaning. This is a pleasure that reverberates through the body as well, a pleasure of sense that a human being decides to give to his or her own life, the pleasure of sense that Jesus Christ decided to give to his life, the pleasure of God or love which gives itself through Him.
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