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Who was Mary Magdalene? Was she a penitent sinner—even a repentant prostitute who broke a 

jar of expensive perfume on Jesus’s head, perfume that she would have used on her own lustful 

body—then wept repentant tears on his feet and dried them with her hair? Or was she the wife of 

Jesus of Nazareth who fled to France and bore Jesus’s child, who founded the line of 

Merovingian kings, as popularized in Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code? Or was she, in 

the legends of southern France, a refugee in a rudderless boat that came to the shores of France, 

where Mary lived the last thirty years of her life in a cave—where every morning the angels 

would lift her up into the clouds, so she could hear the choirs of angelic hosts singing? Or did she 

travel to Rome to confront the emperor Tiberius with a white egg that miraculously turned red 

before him, proving that Christ had risen as the stories of the Eastern Orthodox Church tell us? 

 

The truth is, so far as most biblical scholars can discern, is that she was none of the above. But 

finding the true Mary takes detective work—or perhaps a better analogy would be archeological 

work. In order to find the true Mary Magdalene, we must become textual archeologists, scraping 

away the years of legends and stories and sifting through the patriarchal assumptions and 

misogyny, in order to discern a glimpse of who the real Mary might be. 

 

Once we get down to the original stories, we find that there isn’t much to go on, which is why 

people over the years have embellished stories about her out of their imaginations, or have 

conflated different stories from the gospels to create a more robust portrait of this intriguing but 

mysterious New Testament figure. 

 

Our primary source for information about Mary is in the four canonical gospels of Mark, 

Matthew, Luke, and John. Reading them, it’s easy to see why there is confusion about Mary 

Magdalene. For one thing, there are so many Marys in the gospels! There are at least six Marys 

mentioned across the four gospels, out of a total of only 16 women who actually have names in 

the gospels: 

 Mary, Mother of Jesus 

 Mary of Bethany, sister of Martha and Lazarus 

 Mary, the mother of James and Joses 

 Mary, wife of Clopas 

 The “other Mary” 

 Mary Magdalene 

 

According to early Christian historian Bart Ehrman, Mary was one of the most popular names 

among Jewish women in Jesus’s time. “In the first century,” Ehrman claims, “nearly one out of 

four Jewish women from Palestine whose names are known was called Mary.”1 I can find no 
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definitive reason for the great popularity of the name, but one of the stories I learned in seminary 

is that Jewish families named their daughters Mary after Miriamne, the last Jewish princess of 

the Hasmonean dynasty, who was the second wife of Herod the Great, and who had been 

wrongly accused of a murder plot against Herod, and executed. If true, then all those Marys are 

named in defiance of that cruel and tyrannical ruler. 

 

The other reason it is easy to get all those Marys tangled up is that there are several similar 

stories in each of the gospels about women anointing Jesus. Here is how Bart Ehrman describes 

it: 

 

In the Gospel of Mark, an unnamed woman pours ointment over Jesus, head prior to his 

arrest and trial. He praises her for anointing him for his burial (Mark 14:3-9). There is 

nothing to tie this woman to Mary Magdalene, who is never mentioned in Mark’s Gospel 

prior to the Passion. But the Gospel of John, written about thirty years later, also speaks 

about a woman anointing Jesus, and this time it is someone named Mary. It is not Mary 

Magdalene, however, but Mary of Bethany (John 12:1-8). Moreover, this cannot be the 

same event mentioned in Mark, because in Mark it takes place in the home of Simon the 

Pharisee in the land of Galilee and in John it takes place in the house of Mary (of 

Bethany), Martha, and Lazarus in the land of Judea. But readers have confused the two 

stories, making both women Mary. Now, when Luke tells the story it is much like 

Mark’s, but in this case we are told that the woman is a “sinner,” and Simon the Pharisee 

is surprised that Jesus allows her to touch him (Luke 7:37-39). When this third story is 

taken to refer to the same event as Mark’s and John’s, then what result is a garbled 

account, not found in Mark, John, or Luke, in which Jesus is anointed by a sinful woman 

named Mary. The category “sinner” then somehow gets translated to mean “prostitute” 

(which it didn’t mean—it simply meant a woman who did not keep the law rigorously), 

with the result that Jesus is thought to have been anointed by a prostitute named Mary.2 

 

All this is to say that Mary was not a prostitute, or even a sinner.  

 

Instead, according to the gospel accounts that name her specifically, she is one of several women 

who, Luke tells us, “had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities” and were accompanying Jesus 

as he traveled through the cities and villages. Luke says that among them were “Mary, called 

Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward 

Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources.”3 This 

mention of her in Luke is her only appearance in the gospels until the crucifixion and 

resurrection of Jesus, where she appears, named specifically, in all four gospels. In every gospel, 

she is among the women who wait and watch around the cross until the bitter end, even while the 

male disciples flee in fear. And in three of the gospels, she is one—in John the only one—who 

sees a vision of the risen Christ and receives a commission to go and tell others about the 

resurrection. Only in Luke is this vision and commission given to someone, and that is Peter.  

 

What the gospel accounts tell us, then, is that Mary Magdalene is actually a woman who 

experienced the healing power of Jesus and his message, a woman of independent means who 
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helped fund his ministry, a courageous follower who stood resolute at the crucifixion, and the 

first witness to the resurrection. Not a sinner. Not a prostitute. She is, instead, what the Eastern 

Orthodox tradition has always called her: an apostle to the apostles. The image on the cover of 

the announcement folder is a traditional icon from the Eastern church, showing Mary telling the 

other disciples about the resurrection of Jesus. 

 

So why is it that the Western church tradition has held on so resolutely to the idea that Mary was 

a penitent prostitute? I think the answer can be found, in part, in the non-canonical texts that 

were read widely in the first through fourth centuries of the early church, but that were deemed 

heretical by the church hierarchy and subsequently banned, destroyed, and hidden. These texts—

among them the Gospel of Mary Magdalene that Mike read from this morning—have been 

rediscovered in bits and pieces throughout the last three centuries, some found in middle eastern 

antiquities shops, and some found buried in clay jars in the desert of Egypt. 

 

One of the realities about early Christianity that these texts reveal is that there were huge 

conflicts among various groups of Christians about emerging Christian theology. What was the 

meaning of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection? Was the resurrection a bodily one, or a spiritual 

one? Who has authority in the church? What is the nature of salvation? Is revelation ongoing or 

fixed—and who is allowed to receive such revelation? All of these questions, and more, were 

vigorously debated among early Christians, and some early Christian sects had very different 

answers to these questions than the answers that we have been taught are part of orthodox 

Christianity. 

 

One of the heated topics for debate in these texts is the role of women in the church. The non-

canonical gospels and other writings that have been unearthed recently support something that 

biblical scholars have supposed for a long time—that women had roles of authority in many 

early Christian communities, especially in the ten to twenty years after Jesus’s death.4 

 

Even Paul, in his letter to the Romans, offers hints of women’s authority in the church. In the last 

chapter, he concludes his letter by commending to the Romans the names of those who have 

been ministering for Christ with him. I commend to you our sister Phoebe,” Paul says, “a deacon 

of the church at Cenchreae, so that you may welcome her in the Lord as is fitting for the saints, 

and help her in whatever she may require from you, for she has been a benefactor of many and of 

myself as well.” Phoebe is a deacon—a minister—and many scholars believe she is mentioned 

here because she is actually the courier of the letter from Paul. 

 

Paul continues, “Greet Prisca and Aquila, who work with me in Christ Jesus, and who risked 

their necks for my life, to whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles.  

Greet also the church in their house. Greet my beloved Epaenetus, who was the first convert in 

Asia for Christ. Greet Mary, who has worked very hard among you. Greet Andronicus and Junia, 

my relatives who were in prison with me; they are prominent among the apostles, and they were 

in Christ before I was.” 5 
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Prisca…Junia…Mary… all women of the church, who have worked hard to spread the message 

of Christ. Notice that Paul includes Junia as one of those called apostles, a title that carries 

weight and authority in the church, as one who has had an experience of the risen Christ and 

been commissioned by him. Since it was such a popular name, we do not know if the Mary that 

Paul mentions here is Mary Magdalene… but it might be. 

 

There are several non-canonical texts in which Mary Magdalene appears, and in them she plays a 

significant role. In these texts—including in the Gospel of Mary—she is portrayed as a disciple 

who is more advanced than the others in her spiritual perception and progress. She has had a 

special revelation of knowledge from Jesus, and she teaches this to the other disciples. She is, as 

she was in the canonical gospels, brave and courageous. 

 

These texts are not necessarily preserving any reliable history of the lives of Jesus and the 

disciples, but they do show the esteem that early Christians had for Mary Magdalene, and hint at 

what her role was in the early church. Not a sinner. Not a prostitute. Instead, a leader, a minister, 

a teacher, a prophet—as were many women in early churches.  

 

That women, like Mary Magdalene, had positions of authority and leadership in the early church 

is made clear in the writings of early church fathers advocating for the orthodox position. Here is 

Tertullian, who lived from the mid-second to mid-third centuries, expressing his outrage at a 

group of Christians he considered heretical: “These heretical women—how audacious they are! 

They have no modesty; they are bold enough to teach, to engage in argument, to enact 

exorcisms, to undertake cures, and, it may be, even to baptize!”6 Tertullian advocated for what 

“‘he called the ‘precepts of ecclesiastical discipline concerning women,’ which specified: It is 

not permitted for a woman to speak in the church, nor is it permitted for her to teach, nor to 

baptize, nor to offer [the eucharist], nor to claim for herself a share in any masculine function—

not to mention any priestly office.”7 

 

Unfortunately for women—and men, too, I would argue—the outrage won out, and included in 

our New Testament canon are works such as the pastoral letters to Timothy, which essentially 

codified Tertullian’s rules for women’s behavior in church, confining their roles, denying them 

the apostolic authority they had rightfully claimed in the first years of the church. The texts of 

the “heretics” were lost, Mary’s voice was silenced, and the fathers of the church turned her into 

a repentant prostitute instead of the strong leader that she really was. As feminist theologian 

Sister Elizabeth Johnson has said, “For some who prefer a church ordered by a clerical, male-

exclusive hierarchy, the traditional image of Mary will suffice. It is easier to deal with a 

repentant sinner than an apostolic woman who has a voice and uses it.”8 

 

So it is time—past time—that we tell Mary’s story again, and lift up the voices of women 

throughout the ages who claimed the authority to preach and teach and minister. It is time to 

reclaim women’s apostolic role in the church, offered first by Christ to Mary Magdalene on that 

first Easter morning. It is important to tell her story—not the conflated, imagined story of the 
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penitent sinner, but the story of the strong and brave disciple who bore witness to the crucifixion 

and first experienced the resurrection. 

 

“The way we decide to tell her story can become an impetus for growing an understanding of 

possibilities for women in the church today. In rendering her visible, women also become 

visible. In reclaiming her, she reclaims women who witness to a God who calls forth life out of 

death. And for women and men alike, there are questions she asks that can frame our own lives 

and ministries: how do we continue her courageous solidarity with those who suffer, and her 

apostolic witness to new life? Where are the crosses of our day that others run from, and that we 

are called to stand by? Who are the gardeners in our lives, the ones we mistake for someone else, 

but who are truly the presence of Christ? How does our name have to be called for us to 

recognize the voice of God? Which ways of living are we called to leave behind in order to live 

the gospel?”9 Amen. 
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