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For every name that was written over,

and every voice that was quieted before it could finish speaking.
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A Note on Texts and Sources
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The primary sources drawn upon in this book span roughly eight centuries of ancient writing, from the letters of Paul of Tarsus in the early 50s of the common era to the later strata of apocryphal literature produced across the second and third centuries. Where the canonical gospels are quoted or paraphrased, the underlying Greek text has been consulted alongside standard scholarly translations, with attention to precision rather than elegance alone. All such passages have been rendered with awareness of the interpretive choices embedded in any translation decision, and where those choices bear on the argument of the book, they are discussed in the relevant chapter.

The Gospel of Mary survives in two manuscript traditions: the Coptic text preserved in the Berlin Gnostic Codex 8502, acquired by Carl Reinhardt in Cairo in 1896 and first published in a complete scholarly edition by Walter Till in 1955, and two smaller Greek fragments recovered from the site of Oxyrhynchus in Middle Egypt, now held in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford and the John Rylands Library in Manchester respectively. Where the surviving text is fragmentary, this is made clear in the discussion. Nothing has been reconstructed beyond what the surviving pages support, and the gaps in the manuscript are treated as genuine gaps rather than as opportunities for speculation.

Dates given for manuscript compositions throughout this book refer to scholarly estimates of original composition rather than to the physical age of surviving copies, which in most cases postdate the original composition by one to three centuries. The scholarly literature on each of the major texts discussed is extensive, and the bibliography at the close of this volume provides guidance to the most significant works. Where scholarly opinion is genuinely divided, those divisions are recorded honestly and readers are directed to the relevant sources for further investigation.

This book does not advance a theological argument or take sides in contemporary debates about women's ordination. It is a work of historical investigation, concerned with what the surviving evidence actually shows, how that evidence came to be so thoroughly overlaid by centuries of interpretive tradition, and what can be said with reasonable confidence once those accretions are carefully distinguished from the sources they claimed to interpret. I have spent many years reading in the primary and secondary literature of early Christianity, patristics, and the history of biblical interpretation, and my aim throughout has been to bring that reading to bear with as much precision and as little prior conclusion as the evidence will allow.
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Reader's Note

[image: ]


This book draws on four distinct categories of material, and readers coming from a religious background may find it helpful to understand how they are distinguished throughout.

The canonical gospels and letters of the New Testament are treated as the primary historical evidence for the earliest Christian communities. They are read carefully on their own terms, with attention to what they actually say as opposed to what later tradition has claimed they say.

Apocryphal texts, including the Gospel of Mary and the other documents from the Nag Hammadi library, are treated as evidence for the diversity of early Christian communities in the second and third centuries. They are neither dismissed as false nor elevated as suppressed truth. They are read as documents that reflect real theological debates in real communities, and they are given the same historical scrutiny as any other ancient source.

Later tradition, including the patristic commentaries, the medieval devotional literature, and the hagiographical accounts, is treated as a distinct layer of interpretation that needs to be carefully distinguished from the primary sources it claims to interpret. Understanding where the tradition departs from its sources, and why, is one of the central concerns of this book.

Scholarly interpretation is clearly identified as such throughout, with attribution to named researchers and acknowledgment of where academic opinion is divided.

These distinctions are maintained consistently across all fourteen chapters. Readers who hold the canonical gospels as sacred scripture and readers who approach them as historical documents will find the same texts discussed here, with the same care for accuracy and the same honesty about what the evidence does and does not support.
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Introduction

The Garden and the Name
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In the twentieth chapter of the Gospel of John, a woman stands alone in a garden beside an empty tomb at dawn. A shape she takes for the gardener speaks her name, she turns, and in that single moment of recognition everything that Christianity would become pivots on the witness of one woman: Mary Magdalene, first to the empty tomb, first to encounter the risen Christ, first to be sent with the proclamation that would reach the whole world.

What Christianity has most frequently told about her, however, has been something quite different from what those texts actually contain. For most of its history, the Western church remembered Mary Magdalene primarily as a reformed prostitute whose most celebrated attribute was her sin rather than her witness, whose place in the story was explained by her gratitude for forgiveness rather than by any capacity or calling of her own. That image did not emerge from the gospels. It was constructed carefully, across several centuries, through a sequence of interpretive decisions made by educated and authoritative men who had their own reasons for finding a penitent more useful than an apostle. It was given its most influential form in a homily delivered by Pope Gregory the Great in Rome in 591 CE, and repeated with such consistency across the following fourteen centuries that it became, for most people, simply the obvious meaning of the gospel text, even though the gospel text says nothing of the kind.

This book traces the full arc of that history. It begins with the historical Mary Magdalene as she can be read in the earliest surviving evidence, examining the canonical gospels carefully and without the weight of later interpretation sitting over them like a permanent haze. It then follows the specific steps by which her identity was distorted: the conflation of distinct female figures who had no connection with one another in the original texts, the theological interests that made that conflation convenient and useful, and the institutional authority that gave it a staying power it could not have achieved through intellectual persuasion alone. It examines the rich devotional tradition of the medieval church, which was built on this distorted foundation but which also preserved, in unexpected ways, something of the original woman's stature. From there the book turns to a body of early Christian literature that lay buried for many centuries and was recovered in stages across the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These texts present a Mary Magdalene so different from the penitent of Western legend that they permanently changed the scholarly understanding of who she was and what she represented to the communities that first preserved her memory.

At the heart of the inquiry sits the Gospel of Mary, a damaged and incomplete document found in Egypt in the late nineteenth century and not available to scholars in a published critical edition until 1955. Several pages are missing from both the beginning and the middle of the text, and what survives is the middle section of a work whose opening and a significant portion of whose core theological vision have been lost to time. What remains is enough to read the argument of the text clearly, and that argument turns on one of the most direct and revealing disputes in all of early Christian literature: a confrontation between Mary and Peter over whose testimony is valid, whose vision is to be trusted, and whether a woman can be a legitimate channel of divine revelation in a community where some of the male disciples find the idea intolerable.

The scholarly recovery of Mary Magdalene's historical identity is one of the significant intellectual achievements of the past hundred years. It was made possible by a combination of rigorous textual scholarship, new manuscript discoveries, the sustained questions brought to the evidence by feminist historians and theologians, and a broader cultural willingness to revisit assumptions about women's religious history that had long gone unexamined. The recovery has produced a consensus clear enough to be described as such, even where it remains contested in some quarters: the Western tradition departed substantially from the earliest textual evidence about Mary Magdalene. It shaped her memory in ways that served specific institutional interests, and the woman at the centre of that reshaped story was more significant, more complex, and more genuinely important to the origins of Christianity than the legend that replaced her allowed anyone to see.

Mary Magdalene was a real woman. She came from a specific place at a specific moment in history. She was present at events that shaped the development of a faith that has informed Western culture for two thousand years. She was remembered differently by different early Christian communities, and the records of those different memories survive in a range of texts, some canonical and some not. Reading all of that evidence together, with care and without prior conclusions, produces a portrait more accurate, more historically grounded, and more respectful of the actual person than either the legend of the penitent or the fantasy of the sacred bride. That portrait is what this book sets out to draw.
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Chapter One

Magdala and the Woman Who Came From There
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The name tells us where she came from, and where she came from tells us a great deal about who she was before she ever appears in the gospel record. Mary of Magdala, Miriam of Migdal in the Hebrew form that her contemporaries would have used, was a woman rooted in a particular landscape: the western shore of the Sea of Galilee, south of Capernaum, in the fishing and farming country that formed the backdrop to almost everything the synoptic gospels record of the early ministry of Jesus. She was a woman from somewhere specific. That somewhere had a character, an economy, a religious culture, and understanding it changes the way her later prominence reads.

Magdala itself was, by any reasonable measure, a substantial and prosperous settlement. The Hebrew name Migdal means tower or watchtower, a designation that may have referred to an actual fortified structure within the town or simply to the commanding position above the lake that gave the community a clear view across the water to the eastern shore. Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian whose works provide some of the most detailed surviving descriptions of the Galilean landscape, refers to the town under variant spellings in different works. In his account of the Jewish War, he describes the town under the Greek name Tarichaeae, a name that almost certainly reflects its reputation as a centre for the salting and processing of fish from the lake. The word tarichos in Greek referred to preserved fish, and a town
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