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PREFACE

This book is a revised version of my PhD thesis accepted by the Theological
University of Kampen (The Netherlands) in December 2002. When I was a student
in 1982,1 came upon the Gospel of Mary by chance while reading Elaine Pagels'
book The Gnostic Gospels. I vividly remember the shock when I saw the words
'the Gospel of Mary' in print before me. A Gospel named after a woman? I devoted the last years of my theological studies at the Free University in Amsterdam
to this Gospel: I learned Coptic, studied New Testament and Gnosticism, attended
the conference 'Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism' in Anaheim in 1985, wrote
the Dutch equivalent of a MA thesis on Mary Magdalene in the New Testament
Gospels and the Gospel of Mary and planned a larger study on the subject.
After I finished my studies, I began work as an army chaplain in Seedorf, Germany, and later as a minister in the Reformed Church in Ouderkerk aan de Amstel,
The Netherlands. In these circumstances, what I originally intended to be a larger
study resulted in a small book intended for the general public: Mary Magdalene:
Beyond the Myth. As reactions to this book came in, however, the desire to
undertake a more scholarly study returned. But how could I pursue such a project?
I then learned that the Theological University of Kampen had a special fund for
ministers. For three years 'my' parish would be paid to allow me to spend half of
my time on the study that was so important to me.
I would, therefore, like first of all to express my gratitude to the Theological
University of Kampen and the parish of Ouderkerk aan de Amstel for offering me
this wonderful opportunity. In the hectic round of preparing sermons, doing
funerals, attending church assemblies and all the other work a minister does, it was
a gift of grace to be entitled (even obliged) to retreat for two days a week in the
library of the Free University in Amsterdam (Kampen was too far away) to work
on the subject that I found so compelling.
For their continuing interest and kindness I thank Prof. Tj. Baarda (Free University, Amsterdam) and Prof. R. van den Broek (University of Utrecht), who
supervised the initial planning and the start of the larger study, when I was still a
student. I thank Prof. A.P. Bos (Free University, Amsterdam) for his comments on
Chapters 2 and 3 of the present study and Prof. C. den Heyer (Theological University of Kampen) for his comments on Chapters 5, 6, and 7 in their initial stage.
Special thanks are due to Dr J. Helderman who taught me the Coptic language and,
as a referee, read the entire manuscript of the thesis.
To both my supervisors, Dr C. Vander Stichele (University of Amsterdam) and
Prof. R. Roukema (Theological University of Kampen), I wish to express my
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sincere gratitude. I thank Dr Vander Stichele for her critical and challenging comments on various drafts of the work and for the opportunity and encouragement to
publish parts of my research. She also kept me informed about and in touch with
the international academic world. It is thanks to Prof. Roukema that this study has
been undertaken and completed. I am very grateful for the discussions that
preceded the project, mostly in the train on our way to a church meeting, for his
close involvement in the project and for his criticism and support during the
research, the writing and the completion of the book.
The work is written in English. I could not have done this without the help and
encouragement of Paula Pumplin. Starting in the early stages, she corrected whatever I wrote in the hope that my English would improve. She later patiently read
and reread all the drafts of the manuscript and critically commented on my use of
the English language. I wish to emphasize that any sins against the language that
remain are mine.
Finally, I would like to thank Prof. M.C. de Boer (Free University, Amsterdam)
and Prof. S.E. Porter (McMaster Divinity College, Hamilton, Canada). They
recommended the manuscript for publication in the Journal for the Study of the
New Testament Supplement Series. I am very glad that the work will now be
accessible to a wider audience.
Last, but certainly not least, I thank my children: Maartje and Jan for their patience and baby Simon for his presence. I thank my husband, Klaas Spoelstra, for his
care and support for us all. To him I dedicate this work.
Esther A. de Boer
Berg en Terblijt, The Netherlands
October 2003
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

The Gospel of Mary, the only known Gospel that is named after a woman, has
aroused new interest in the figure of Mary Magdalene and the beginnings of
Christianity. What was her impact and what was her message? What became of her
and her ideas? These are questions which are raised not only by scholars but which
also appeal to a larger public. Books about Mary Magdalene are popular. Marianne
Fredriksson's novel, According to Mary Magdalene, for example, became a bestseller.1 This novel tells the story of how Mary Magdalene comes to realize that
Peter and Paul are altering Christ's teaching to suit their own goals and how she
struggles to spread his undistorted teaching herself. In the introduction to the novel,
Fredriksson explains that she decided to write this book after reading the Gospel of
Mary. The present study examines the Gospel of Mary to discover what it reveals
about Mary Magdalene and to determine the origin of this portrayal.
1. Survey ofResearch
1.1. Saint Mary Magdalene
In the Western tradition of the Church, Mary Magdalene is the sinful sister of
Martha and Lazarus, who washed Jesus' feet with her tears and lovingly anointed
them with precious oil. In return he absolved her of her seven deadly sins. As a result she became a serious devotee of his teaching. Her ardent love for him compelled her to go to his tomb to anoint his dead body. This made her thefirstwitness
of his resurrection. With Lazarus, Martha and others, she proclaimed the Gospel in
France. She then withdrew to live the life of a hermit, as penance for her former
sinful life.
Most modern exegetes consider Saint Mary Magdalene of the Western Church
to be a product of the early Middle Ages when legends were used to supplement
the biblical texts in order to provide exemplary and attractive models of faith. In
the early Middle Ages, stories were drawn from several biblical narratives and
texts from different Gospels were harmonized. Especially Peter Ketter in his study
The Magdalene Question, published in 1935, has shown the harmonization of texts
which is at the basis of the composite figure of Saint Mary Magdalene.2 The
1. Fredriksson: 1999.
2. See also Sickenberger 1926 and Holzmeister 1922.
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medieval story of Saint Mary Magdalene is based on a combination of the four
different New Testament Gospel narratives about a woman who anoints Jesus and
on the interpretation of demons as sins. The Gospel of John introduces Mary, the
sister of Martha, with the words 'who had anointed the Lord with ointment and
wiped his feet with her hair' (Jn 11.2).3 In the Gospel of Luke it is 'a woman of the
city who was a sinner' who wipes Jesus' feet with her hair and anoints them (Lk.
7.37). Thus Martha's sister was identified with the anonymous sinner in Luke.
Directly following this narrative, Luke tells his readers of the women who followed
Jesus. Thefirstone he mentions is Mary Magdalenefromwhom, as he says, 'seven
evil spirits had gone out' (Lk. 8.2). These seven evil spirits were interpreted as the
sins of the anonymous woman-sinner of the previous story.
Mary, the sinful sister of Martha and Lazarus, became Mary Magdalene. As
such she did not only anoint the feet of Jesus, but also his head just before the day
of his arrest (Mk 14.3-9; Mt. 26.6-13). When the disciples become angry about this
(Mt. 26.8), Jesus defends the equally unnamed woman, saying: 'I assure you that
wherever the gospel is preached all over the world, what she has done will be told
in memory of her' (Mk 14.9; Mt. 26.13).
Other stories of unnamed women were also drawn on. In Luke, Jesus says of the
anonymous woman-sinner that she 'loved much' (Lk. 7.47). This fits in well with
the narrative of the unnamed Samaritan woman in the Gospel of John who was said
to have had several husbands (Jn 4.18) and also with the anonymous adulterous
woman who was saved from stoning by Jesus (Jn 8.1-11). Thus Mary Magdalene
became the sexually promiscuous woman who, inspired so many Christians
throughout the ages to care for prostitutes and for those who because of their weak
social position, succumbed to prostitution.4 Even her name, 'Magdalene', became
the word with which to describe an adulterous woman or a woman prostitute.5
By anointing Jesus, Mary Magdalene did penance for her many sins. Her new
state of life was thought to be described in Lk. 10.38-42. In this narrative Mary,
Martha's sister, is sitting at the feet of Jesus, and is listening to what he has to say,
while Martha is busy serving the many guests. When she asks Jesus to let Mary
help her, he answers 'Mary has taken the good part and it will not be taken of her'
(Lk. 10.42). Thus Mary Magdalene became the symbol of the ascetic and contemplative life, and even of the Church itself.6 Mary Magdalene's love for Jesus was
illustrated not only by the anointing scenes, but also by her presence at the crucifixion, and by her desire to anoint his dead body. As a result an ointment jar is one
of her main attributes in art.7
Old Testament texts were also drawn on,8 such as the Song of Songs in which
the loving zeal of Mary Magdalene was believed to be described. As a symbol of
3. Translation of biblical texts. Revised standard version.
4. Haskins 1993: 170-75, 317-27.
5. Haskins 1993: 176.
6. Haskins 1993: 91-94.
7. Anstett-Janssen 1974: VII, cols 516-41.
8. For instance in liturgy. See Mary Magdalene's feast day in the Roman Missal and in the
Roman Breviary, both from before the Second Vatican Council.
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the Church, Mary Magdalene became the Bride alongside the Bridegroom, one of
the metaphors for Christ. In the same way she became the Queen alongside the
King, for example in Psalm 45.
The composite Saint Mary Magdalene has become a popular subject in recent
scholarly work. Many studies have been devoted to her and one may expect more
to come. Studies have been published about the portrayal of Mary Magdalene
throughout the centuries. In 1975 Marjorie Malvern wrote Venus in Sackcloth. The
Magdalen's Origins and Metamorphoses. She reviews the biblical writings on
Mary Magdalene, the Gnostic writings, the Church fathers, some plays of the
Middle Ages and books and movies from the twentieth century. She includes art as
well as literature. In 1993 Susan Haskins published Mary Magdalen: Myth and
Metaphor, which also examines the portrayals of Mary Magdalene from the firstcentury four Gospels unto modern writers and artists, but in much more detail than
the book by Malvern.9 A similar procedure was followed by Ingrid Maisch, who in
1996 published Maria Magdalena. Zwischen Verachtung und Verehrung.
Each study describes the images of Mary Magdalene and, in addition, tries to
evaluate them. According to Malvern, the metamorphoses of the composite Saint
Mary Magdalene incorporate the remembrance of holy harlots and goddesses of
love, wisdom and fertility. Malvern argues that the metamorphoses are mythical
and reveal the need of a female counterpart next to the Jewish Christian male
God.10
Haskins argues that Mary Magdalene's myth has changed Mary Magdalene into
an effective weapon of the Church against the female sex. According to Haskins, in
the figure of Saint Mary Magdalene the ascetic Church rejected sexuality with
women as its embodiment. In her view, the biblical image of Mary Magdalene was
deliberately adapted so that, instead of being a woman who proclaimed the Easter
Gospel, she became a woman who served as a role model for a misogynistic
Church.11
Maisch concludes that Mary Magdalene's metamorphoses reflect the masculine
images of women: prostitute, wife, lover, ecstatic, saint. She argues that Mary
Magdalene must be rediscovered as a biblical saint with modern virtues such as
solidarity with the dying, compassion with the tortured, loyalty beyond death,
courage, creativity and perseverance.12
Other studies show a fascination with the tradition of the composite Mary
Magdalene and focus on her representations in art, in letters, in poetry, novels and
plays, in mysticism and in esoteric traditions. In 1986 an exhibition in Florence
was documented in an impressive catalogue with thorough articles. The same happened in 2002 in Ghent.13 Two conferences devoted to Mary Magdalene were held

9. See also the chapters on Mary Magdalene in Warner 1985:224-35 and Moltmann-Wendel
1980: 67-95.
10. Malvern 1975: 173-80.
11. Haskins 1993: 96-97.
12. Maisch 1996: 189-90.
13. Mosco 1986; Baert 2002.
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in France in 1988 (Avignon) and in 1999 (Vezelay).14 Margaret Starbird concentrated on esoteric traditions.15
Some books focus on the Middle Ages. Victor Saxer published an extensive
study on the cult of Mary Magdalene in the Western Church from its origins up to
the end of the Middle Ages.16 Elisabeth Pinto-Mathieu studied Mary Magdalene in
the literature of the Middle Ages; Marga Janssen studied her medieval representation in Western iconography; and Katherine Ludwig Jansen studied unpublished
sermons of the Middle Ages.17
The latter, in the epilogue of her book, emphasizes the importance of the traditions about Saint Mary Magdalene. In her view, when returning to the biblical
figure of Mary Magdalene, we not only gain 'historical' accuracy, but also lose
much, for example Mary Magdalene's representation as a preacher and apostle of
the apostles.18
In the tradition of the Eastern Church, Mary Magdalene and Mary the sister of
Martha remained separate and each have their own feast day. In the Eastern tradition Mary Magdalene is not celebrated as the penitent sinner as in the Western
tradition, but as 'ointment bearer' and as 'equal to an apostle'. Eva Synek studied
the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Eastern tradition and concluded that a
number of Church Fathers depict Mary Magdalene as a disciple and an apostle.19
In 1963 the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church decided that
the Calendar of Saints should be evaluated. Since then the calendar reads at Mary
Magdalene's day, 22 July, that it 'celebrates only the one whom Christ appeared
after the resurrection and in no sense the sister of St. Martha, or the woman who
was a sinner and whose sins the Lord forgave'.20 Officially the biblical Mary
Magdalene has replaced the Saint. The composite figure of Mary Magdalene the
Saint, however, has been extremely popular throughout the ages and still is today.
The portrait of the composite Mary Magdalene is kept alive in places of pilgrimage, such as in Vezelay, where it is, oddly enough, officially acknowledged
by local Roman Catholic authorities.21
1.2. A Gnostic Mary Magdalene
The present study is not about the traditions and origins of Saint Mary Magdalene,
but belongs to the field of research on specific portrayals of Mary Magdalene in
early Christianity. This study focuses on the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary, in order to contribute to the scholarly debate on the Gnostic Mary
Magdalene.
Beginning in the eighteenth century, papyrus codices have been found which are
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Duperray 1989; Montandon 1999.
Starbird 1993.
Saxer 1959.
Pinto-Mathieu 1997; Anstett-Janssen 1961; Jansen 2000.
Jansen 2000: 336.
Synek 1995.
Calendarium Romanum Generale 1969: 97-98, 131.
Pierre-Marie 1995: 7-21.
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believed to be among the Gnostic writings, in which a Mary occurs, who is commonly identified as Mary Magdalene.22 In 1773 the Codex Askewianus was found,
containing the writing Pistis Sophia. In 1896 the Papyrus Berolinensis, containing
the Gospel of Mary, and in 1945 the Nag Hammadi Codices were found with the
Gospel of Thomas, the Dialogue of the Saviour, the Gospel of Philip, the Sophia of
Jesus Christ and the First Apocalypse of James. These writings arefromthe second
and third centuries.23
In these writings Mary Magdalene is one of the disciples, learning from Jesus.
She asks questions, she is spoken to and spoken of. Both in the Gospel of Thomas
and in the Sophia of Jesus Christ she asks about the nature and purpose of
discipleship.24 In the Sophia of Jesus Christ she asks how the disciples can find
knowledge.25 In the Dialogue of the Saviour she is one of the three disciples (the
other two are Matthew and Judas) who receive special instruction. She asks about
the meaning of sorrow and joy.26 She also asks her brothers where and how they
will keep all the things that the Lord tells them.27
Furthermore, Mary Magdalene has a role as interpreter. She knows the Scripture
and sayings of Jesus and discusses their meaning. In Pistis Sophia she quotes Isaiah
and the Psalms. She memorizes what Jesus said and what Paul has written.28 She
also quotes sayings of Jesus in the Dialogue of the Saviour.29 The author adds:
'She uttered this as a woman who knew the AH'.30 Mary Magdalene's insight is
highly esteemed. In Pistis Sophia she is repeatedly praised by the Lord, because
she phrases pertinent questions accurately and purposefully.31 Her heart is said to
be more attuned to the Kingdom of Heaven than those of any of her brothers.32 In
the Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Mary the disciples state that the Lord loves
her more than any of them.33 In the Gospel of Philip she is said to be the constant
companion to the Lord.34
The First Apocalypse of James relates that the Lord had twelve male and seven
female disciples.35 When James says of the female disciples, 'I am amazed how

22. Shoemaker 2001, for instance, defends the conjecture that the Gnostic Mary may be a
compositefigure,in which Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus are merged. More about
this in Chapter 2, section 1.6.
23. Other writings have been found too. For a survey of early Mary Magdalene texts (including
the New Testament), see for instance Bovon 1984 and Atwood 1993. For a review of publications
on early Mary Magdalene texts, see Thimmes 1998.
24. GosThom 21; SJC 114.8-12.
25. SJC 98.9-11.
26. DialSav 126.17-20.
27. DialSav 131.19-21.
28. PS 17-18; 60; 62; 113.
29. DialSav 139.8-11.
30. DialSav 139.11-13.
31. PS 25.
32. PS 17.
33. GosPhil 64.1-5; GosMar 18.14-15.
34. GosPhil 59.6-11.
35. 1 ApocJas 38.16-17; 42.20-24.
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powerless vessels have become strong by a perception which is in them', the Lord
instructs him to learn from them and he mentions a few names, including Mary
Magdalene.36 In both Pistis Sophia and the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene shares
her insights and teaches the disciples. For this she is praised, but also attacked. In
some writings it is Peter in particular who shows hostility. In the Gospel of Thomas
he says: 'Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life' (GosThom 114). In
the Gospel of Mary he argues: 'Surely he [the Lord] did not speak to a woman
without our knowledge and not openly. Are we to turn and all listen to her? Has he
chosen her above us?' (GosMar 17.16-23). And in Pistis Sophia he states: 'My
Lord, we cannot tolerate this woman anymore: she does not allow any of us to say
a word, whereas she speaks often' (PS 36).
The finding of the Gospel of Mary makes Mary Magdalene the only historical
woman who has a Gospel to her name.37 In the Gospel of Mary at least half of
what has remained of the gospel is a revelation dialogue between Mary and the
Lord, while in the other half she is one of the central figures. The Gospel of Mary
is commonly studied as an important witness to the status of Mary Magdalene in
early Gnostic circles. Antti Marjanen represents the general opinion when stating:
'A good indication of the esteem Mary Magdalene enjoyed among Gnostics is the
fact that an entire Gnostic Christian gospel is written in her name'.38
1.3. Various Opinions of the Gnostic Mary Magdalene
As in the case of Saint Mary Magdalene, questions have been raised about where
the Gnostic portrait of Mary Magdalene comesfromand how it is to be evaluated.39
In her book The Gnostic Gospels Elaine Pagels suggests that the Gnostic Mary
Magdalene gives evidence of a debate about the position of women in the church in
the second and third centuries. Mary Magdalene symbolizes the more unorthodox
viewpoint on women, whereas Peter symbolizes the orthodox stand. Mary Magdalene is used by Gnostic authors to suggest that women's activity challenged the
male leaders of the orthodox community.40
In contrast to this, Pheme Perkins in her book The Gnostic Dialogue argues that
Mary Magdalene does not symbolize a debate about women leadership roles, but a
debate about Gnostic insights. In her view, Mary Magdalene was used as a mediator of revelations because she was afigureclosely associated with Jesus and one
to whom esoteric tradition could be attached.41
According to Malvern, the Gnostic Mary deals not only with gnosis, but also

36. 1 ApocJas 38.15-23; 40.24-26. For this interpretation, see Marjanen 1996: 132-37.
37. There is also a Gospel of Eve (Schneemelcher 1990:288-90). Some scholars, however, also
deny that Mary Magdalene would have been a historical woman; cf. Bultmann 1961: 308. Heine
1989 convincingly argues against this conjecture.
38. Marjanen 1996: 94.
39. For a survey of the history of the scholarly work on the Gnostic Mary Magdalene, see
Marjanen 1996: 6-20.
40. Pagels 1981: 76-81; see also Schmid 1990: 89.
41. Perkins 1980: 131-37, esp. 136 n. 10.
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with 'the desire to link the Magdalen with Jesus'.42 The Gnostic portrayal, in her
view, corresponds especially with the resurrection story of the Gospel of John,
which would evoke images of fertility goddesses, and encourages imaginations to
go beyond the figure of the canonical Gospels.43 As such both the Gnostic Mary
Magdalene and the Saint 'reveal the efforts of early Christians to create a feminine
counterpart for their man-God' .44 Susanne Heine refers to Lk. 8.1 -3 where, according to her, Mary Magdalene is presented as the closest companion to Jesus. She
argues that Gnostic authors took Mary Magdalene to be the female counterpart of
Christ in the Pleroma. Together with him she would be presented as an emanation
of the highest God.45
Peter Brown, on the contrary, argues that Gnostic circles with their portrayal of
Mary Magdalene valued the Mary Magdalene of the New Testament Gospels as
'an image of the sweet and irresistible absorption of the woman, the perpetual
inferior other, into her guiding principle, the male'.46 Haskins quotes Brown
with approval.47 In addition, Maisch points to Gnostic dualism and states that
Mary Magdalene would have had her place in Gnostic circles at the cost of her
femaleness.48
Others maintain that the Gnostic Mary Magdalene is not only an image but also
has a solid historical core. Robert Price argues that the conflict in the Gnostic
writings between Mary Magdalene and the male disciples reflects a first-century
debate about Mary Magdalene being the apostle of a non-hierarchical, egalitarian
Christianity. As a result, the biblical writers minimized her role.49 Karen King
concludes on the basis of the Gnostic writings that Mary Magdalene was afigureof
apostolic importance and a prophetess, more important than her official portrait in
the New Testament suggests. Mary Magdalene's absence, for instance from the
Acts of the Apostles, in her view, is part of a strategy to exclude women from
apostolic leadership roles.50 In addition, Jane Schaberg sees evidence in the resurrection story of the Gospel of John that Mary Magdalene was regarded by some as
a successor to Jesus, as Elisha was a successor to Elijah.51
1.4. Different Gnostic Portrayals of Mary Magdalene
The Finnish scholar Antti Marjanen was thefirstto go into detail with the study on
the Gnostic Mary Magdalene. In his dissertation The Woman Jesus Loved published in 1996, he states that three aspects are not sufficiently dealt with in other
studies about her.52 First, one must consider the possibility that Mary Magdalene
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Malvern 1975: 30.
Malvern 1975: 16-56.
Malvern 1975: 30.
Heine 1986: 139-42.
Brown 1989: 103-120 (113).
Haskins 1993: 54.
Maisch 1996: 36. See also Wisse 1988: 297-303 and Williams 1988.
Price 1990; see also Koivunen 1994: 210-11.
King 1998a: 39-40 and King 1998b: 21-41.
Schaberg 2002: 304-317.
Marjanen 1996: 28-29.
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may have a different role in the various Gnostic writings. Secondly, her position
must not be viewed in isolation, but must be dealt with in the context of what is
related about the other disciples, especially the male ones. Thirdly, one must take
into account that the positive characterizations of Mary Magdalene are 'accompanied
by statements in which images of the feminine are used as negative symbols'.53
Marjanen shows that there are different Gnostic Mary Magdalene traditions.54
He identifies several common features: Mary Magdalene is given a significant
position among the followers of Jesus; she is introduced together with some of his
best known disciples; and most of the texts portray her in the period after the
resurrection. However, the differences Marjanen points out are significant.
According to Marjanen, in the Gospel of Thomas Mary Magdalene is a woman
disciple who needs deeper understanding, whereas in the Sophia of Jesus Christ
and the Dialogue of the Saviour she is the disciple who, together with two male
disciples, receives special instruction on which the writings claim to build. In the
Gospel of Mary and the Gospel of Philip, Mary Magdalene is singled out as the
disciple most spiritually loved by Jesus, and is as such a model for the other
disciples. In Pistis Sophia Mary Magdalene is comparably prominent, but, Marjanen argues, as in the Gospel of Philip, the proclamation of the Gospel is specifically entrusted to the male disciples. In the First Apocalypse of James, however,
James is advised to turn to Mary Magdalene and three other female disciples to
learn from them how to actually preach the Gospel.
Marjanen also points out that not only in the Gospel of Thomas, but also in the
Dialogue of the Saviour, the Sophia of Jesus Christ, the First Apocalypse of James,
and in his view in the Gospel of Mary as well, language is used that is male
oriented and devalues women.55 Last but not least, the conflict between Mary and
Peter, which is generally interpreted as symbolizing a conflict between Gnostic and
non-Gnostic orthodox Christians, in his view, must be limited to the Gospel of
Mary only. In the Gospel of Philip the male disciples' envy does not turn into a
conflict and in the Pistis Sophia Peter's ideas are as Gnostic as Mary's. In the
Gospel of Thomas the debate concerns the position of women.56
Marjanen also goes into the question of the nature and the origin of the Gnostic
Mary Magdalene traditions. According to him no literary dependence between the
writings can be established. In his view two aspects are significant when looking
for the roots of the Gnostic Mary Magdalene traditions. The testimony in the
Gospels of Mark and John that Jesus after his resurrection appeared to Mary
Magdalene would make Mary Magdalene 'an attractivefigurefor a Gnostic mythmaking process'. 57 Secondly, the Gospel of Thomas, the Sophia of Jesus Christ
and the Dialogue of the Saviour are in his view evidence thatfromthe beginning of
the second century Mary Magdalene emerged as a Gnostic disciple.

53.
54.
55.
56.
57.

Marjanen
Marjanen
Marjanen
Marjanen
Marjanen

1996: 29.
1996: 216-25.
1996: 220-21.
1996: 222-23.
1996: 223.
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1.5. Gnostic Women Disciples
The German scholar Silke Petersen also devoted her dissertation to the Gnostic
Mary Magdalene, but in such a way that she focuses not just on her, but on all the
women disciples in Gnostic writings, namely Mary Magdalene, Salome, Martha,
Arsinoe, several unnamed women disciples (among them Jesus' seven women
disciples) and Mary, the mother of Jesus. In 1999 her book was published under
the title 'Zerstort die Werke der Weiblichkeitl' Maria Magdalena, Salome &
andere Jungerinnen Jesu in christlich-gnostischen Schriften.
Petersen studies the role and position of women disciples in Gnostic writings.
The fact that so many women disciples have a role in Christian Gnostic literature
might lead one to conclude that they were quite important in Christian Gnostic
circles. In Petersen's view, however, before concluding this, one should first
compare this circumstance with the presence of male disciples in Gnostic writings
and the references to women disciples in non-Gnostic texts. She concludes that for
each Gnostic writing in which a woman has an important role there are two
writings in which a man has such a position. At the same time, whereas in all the
New Testament Gospels women play a role in the Easter story, there are several
similar stories in Gnostic writings in which women play no role at all.58
Petersen focuses on the particular significance of women disciples in Christian
Gnostic texts. How and why did the New Testament tradition of women disciples
become part of these texts and what kind of Gnostic theology lies behind it? In the
central part of her book Petersen examines in detail the women disciples' representation in the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, the Sophia of Jesus Christ,
the Dialogue of the Saviour, the First Apocalypse of James and in the Gospel of
Mary and Pistis Sophia, as well as in Patristic anti-Gnostic documents, and in
Manichaean Psalms. In contrast to Marjanen who focuses on each separate writing,
Petersen gives a cross-section and focuses on each of the women disciples.
The central part of her book is preceded by a section in which she introduces the
different texts and critically re-examines the genre of the Gnostic dialogue. In the
last part of the book the author identifies the one aspect of the Christian Gnostic
texts in which women disciples appear to play a role in common: they all contain
general comments on femininity and masculinity.59 Petersen places these comments in the broader context of what is to be found on this subject in the literature
of late antiquity.60
According to Petersen, the Christian texts of antiquity show a fatal alternative:
either women become like men or, as women, they are to be submissive to men.
Petersen argues that the superiority of mind (asexual and masculine) to body
(sexual and feminine), which in her definition is fundamental to Gnostic thinking,
is at the root of the Gnostic Christian discipleship of women. She concludes that
women joined the Christian Gnostic community on the condition that they put
aside their feminine nature and become male.61
58.
59.
60.
61.

Petersen
Petersen
Petersen
Petersen

1999: 304-307.
1999: 307-308.
1999: 309-334.
1999: 336-37.
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Another German scholar, Erika Mohri, in her dissertation, Maria Magdalena
Frauen ub Evangelientexten des 1. bis 3 Jahrhundert, published in 2000, argues
that the changes in the portrayals of Mary Magdalene, not only in Gnostic, but also
in other texts, reflecting the continuing discussion about the place of women in the
communities and about the imagery of God and the world.62 Mohri emphasizes that
sexist imagery and self-confident women occur in the same texts. She explains this
by arguing that through sexual asceticism women can escape matter and become
equal to men. She suggests that sexual asceticism may have been experienced by
women as a liberation from the burden of childbearing.63 Moreover, Mohri argues
that, in spite of its androcentrism, the androgynous Gnostic imagery of God opens
up to women the possibility of experiencing themselves as close to the Divine.
2. The Present Research
2.1. Task
Two basic viewpoints can be distinguished in recent scholarly work: (1) Gnostic
authors have constructed a Gnostic Mary Magdalene using the biblical portrait of
her as a vehicle for Gnostic teaching, and, (2) biblical authors neglected the important role of Mary Magdalene, of which Gnostic authors preserved evidence. In
addition, on the one hand the Gnostic Mary Magdalene is valued as a female
apostolic leader, as an advocate of women and of egalitarian discipleship, and as a
revealer of Gnostic insights. On the other hand, scholars point to the specific
dualism, and the subsequently negative female imagery in Gnostic writings, and
reject a positive evaluation of the Gnostic Mary Magdalene.
To be able to evaluate these different viewpoints on the Gnostic Mary Magdalene, the present study focuses on the Gospel of Mary, which is considered to be
the most important early witness to the esteem of Mary Magdalene in Gnostic
circles. We will investigate the following.
1. The dualism involved in the Gospel of Mary: is it a specific Gnostic dualism
and does it contain a negative use of female imagery?
2. Mary's teaching in the Gospel of Mary: what is the specific content of her
teaching?
3. The Gospel of Mary's view on Mary Magdalene: does this gospel advocate
the apostolic leadership of women, an egalitarian discipleship and a nonhierarchical way of being the church?
4. The portrayals of Mary Magdalene in the New Testament Gospels: to what
extent can the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary, her
relation to the Saviour, her position among the disciples, her function in the
story, be understood from the New Testament Gospels?
By answering these questions I hope to contribute to the present debate about the
Gnostic Mary Magdalene.
62. Mohri 2000: 374-77.
63. Mohri 2000: 219-28 in an excursus on the Gospel of the Egyptians.
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2.2. Approach
Chapter 2 is an introduction to the Gospel of Mary. It will go into its three
incomplete manuscripts, the provenance of the original document, its date and
composition, the persons in the story and the identification of Mary as Mary Magdalene. This chapter also presents a translation of the nine pages from the Coptic
manuscript, followed by a study of the meaning of the Gospel of Mary, and of the
definition of the term 'Gnostic'.
Chapter 3 examines the purpose of and the dualism in the Gospel of Mary and
the question whether it is to be seen as a Gnostic document. Chapter 4 focuses on
the author's portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary. What is her
relation to the Saviour, what is her position among the disciples and what is her
function in the story? The author speaksfromthe viewpoint of Peter, of Andrew, of
Levi, of the Saviour, and of Mary herself. Through the interaction of these views,
through the extra knowledge and view of the narrator, through Mary's teaching and
through certain indications in the text, we shall examine the development of the plot
in which the author's view of Mary Magdalene becomes apparent.
To be able to investigate the origin of the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary the next three chapters examine the New Testament Gospels, since
they contain the earliest written material on Mary Magdalene. Chapter 5 studies the
portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mark. Almost at the end of the
Gospel, Mark for thefirsttime declares that a considerable number of women had
been following Jesus. What to think of these women? What is their function in
Mark's story? And what about Mary Magdalene in their midst? In order to answer
these questions this chapter not only focuses on Mark, but also on the historical
situation at the time. Chapter 6 investigates the Gospels of Matthew and Luke and
Chapter 7 examines the Gospel of John.
Chapter 8 will evaluate the portrayals of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary
and the New Testament Gospels. In conclusion, chapter 9 reflects on the questions
raised in chapter 1.

Chapter 2
THE GOSPEL OF MARY

This chapter is an introduction to the Gospel of Mary. It will cover its three incomplete manuscripts, the provenance of the original document, its date and composition, the persons in the story and the identification of Mary as Mary Magdalene.
This chapter also presents a translation of the nine pages which survived in the
Coptic manuscript, followed by a study of the meaning of the Gospel of Mary. It
will investigate in what way the Gospel of Mary, although obviously different from
the New Testament writings, contains similar themes. In addition, it will examine
the reasons why the Gospel of Mary is considered to be a Gnostic writing and the
debate about the definition of the term 'Gnostic'.
1. Introduction
1.1. Three Incomplete Manuscripts
The second-century Gospel of Mary is by far the most intriguing early text in
which Mary Magdalene has a part, since this text portrays her speaking extensively
about her knowledge and experience of the Lord. Three incomplete manuscripts of
the Gospel of Mary have survived.1 In 1896, C. Reinhardt discovered a fairly large
fragment of a Coptic manuscript, which is now called the Berlin Codex, that contained four writings: the Gospel of Mary, the Apocryphon of John, the Sophia of
Jesus Christ and the Act of Peter.2 This Coptic manuscript dates from about the beginning of the fifth century, or the end of the fourth century and is written in the
Sahidic dialect, which was generally used by the Egyptians at the time.3 The codex
was discovered, wrapped in feathers, in a niche in a wall at a Christian burial place
near the ancient city of Panopolis, in Upper Egypt.4
1. For an introduction into the research on the Gospel of Mary see Tardieu and Dubois 1986:
99-107. Luttikhuizen (1986: 38-60), was the first to translate and publish the Gospel of Mary in
Dutch with a short commentary. Photos of the manuscripts can be found in King 2003b: XI, 19-27,
91.
2. It is now in the Egyptology Department of the National Museum in Berlin under the name
Papyrus Berolinensis 8502. It is also called Berolinensis Gnosticus. See for text and comment Till
andSchenke 1972.
3. This is based on linguistic evidence and the form of the codex (Tardieu and Dubois 1986:
101).
4. Tardieu and Dubois 1986: 99-100.
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From this manuscript it becomes clear that the Gospel of Mary contained nineteen
pages, only nine of which (7.1-10.23,15.1-19.5) have survived. The beginning of the
Gospel and some of Mary's words are missing, but the end of the Gospel and the title
are preserved. The manuscript is a Coptic translation of a Greek original. Two Greek
papyrus fragments of the Gospel of Mary, both dating from the third century, were
found near the ancient city of Oxyrhynchus, one of the principal Hellenized centres
of Egypt. The first, P Ryl 463 discovered in 1938, which contains GosMar 17-19,
dates from the beginning of the third century.5 The second, POxy 3525 found in
1983, contains GosMar 9.1-10.6 The Greek fragments were written by different
hands and appear to be two separate later copies of the Greek original of the
Gospel of Mary.7
In third-century Oxyrhynchus, Greeks from Macedonia and Persia formed the
highest class.8 There was also a Jewish quarter. At this time the economic situation
was declining; Roman taxations were doubled and there was a great gap between
rich and poor.9 The first recorded persecution of Christians in Oxyrhynchus dates
from about 250. At the beginning of the third century there were two churches and
Christianity was widely flourishing.10
1.2. Provenance
The origin of the Gospel of Mary is unknown. Some argue, not very convincingly,
that the Gospel was perhaps written in Egypt.11 This suggestion is based on the
Gnostic myth that, according to most exegetes, lies behind the text and on the fact
that all three manuscripts of the Gospel of Mary were found in Egypt. The latter,
however, is most probably due to the Egyptian climate.12 Furthermore, the Gospel
of Mary is first of all a Christian writing and all the early Christian and Jewish
papyri which have been found in Oxyrhynchus originally came from outside
Egypt. In addition to the Gospel of Mary, the following Christian texts dating from
the first three centuries have been found there: the Gospel of John, the Gospel of
Matthew, the Gospel of Thomas, the LetterfromJames, the Gospel of Luke, Paul's
letter to the Romans, the Letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of Peter.13 None of
these were written in Egypt. Why would the Gospel of Mary be the exception?
5. P Ryl 463; see Roberts 1938: 18-23.
6. P Oxy 3525; see Parsons 1983: 12-14. Liihrmann (1988: 321-38) compares the two
fragments. See also Mohri 2000: 261-65.
7. Roberts 1938: 20; Liihrman 1988: 336; Marjanen 1996: 97.
8. MacLennon 1968: 13.
9. MacLennon (1968: 30), in his economic and social study of Oxyrhynchus, based on a large
number of papyri which are testimonies of everyday life, concludes about the third century that
'the evidence as a whole presents a dreadful picture of unbroken trouble and exaction and
depression, or ruthless profiteering and cynical violence'.
10. MacLennon 1968: 84-85.
11. Pasquier 1983: 13-14.
12. Petersen 1999: 5 7. Roberts (1979), on the basis of papyri, argues that early Christianity in
Egypt was not, as some have suggested, specifically inclined to Gnosticism.
13. See van Haelst 1976: 409-410 and Grenfell and Hunt no. 80 1994, no. 84 1997, no. 85
1998, no. 86 1999.
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The handwriting in the religious and philosophical papyri that have been found
in Oxyrhynchus suggests that there were professional scribes and scriptoria in this
town.14 The papyri sent from abroad to be copied probably would have come via
Alexandria, since the Oxhyrynchites had clear economic, cultural and personal
links with this town. There is also written evidence that books were indeed
acquired via Alexandria.15 Judith Hartenstein suggests that the Gospel of Mary
may have its origin in Syria, on the basis of the important role of Levi and the
Syrian provenance of other writings in which Levi plays a role.161 suggest that the
provenance of the Gospel of Mary may also have been in Asia Minor, because of
similar imagery in the Pauline letters and in the Gospel of John. As we will see in
Chapter 3, the context of the first recipients of the Gospel of Mary is probably one
in which Stoic philosophy flourished.

13. Date
Various dates have been proposed for the Gospel of Mary. Some scholars argue
that it dates from the beginning of the second century on the basis of the early
second-century debates over women's leadership.17 Others maintain that it dates
from the middle or the second half of the second century because of the direct or
indirect dependence of the Gospel of Mary on the New Testament Gospels18 and
because of the Gospel's closeness to Middle Platonist themes.19 The end of the
second century has also been put forward, because it allows the Gospel of Mary to
be situated in the context of the School of Bardesanes and Aramaic philosophy.20
Since the Greek fragments found in Oxyrhynchus appear to be later copies of a
Greek original of the Gospel of Mary and the original version probably came from
outside Egypt, it should be dated some decades before the date of the oldest
papyrus fragment, P Ryl 463: thus, some decades before the beginning of the third
century. The possibility of an earlier date, however, must not be excluded, since, as
I will show, the imagery of the Son of Man, who is in his disciples, and who made
his disciples true Human Being, who are at the same time to clothe themselves with
the perfect Human Being, is very close to the imagery of Christ in the Pauline
letters.21 The similarity of the Gospel of Mary to the New Testament Gospels could
also be due to the fact that they are based on similar oral and/or written tradition.
1.4. Composition
Concerning the composition of the Gospel of Mary, Walter Till has suggested that
the Gospel of Mary as we now know it is the result of a redaction, in which the
original Gospel and a dialogue with the Saviour are rather clumsily put together.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Comfort 1992: 59-61.
Turner 1952.
Hartenstein 2000: 131-32.
King 1995: 628 and De Boer 1997: 76-79.
Marjanen 1996: 98.
Pasquier 1983: 3-4.
Tardieu 1984: 25.
See Chapter 3, section 3.1
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According to him, the original Gospel of Mary begins at 10.1 of the Coptic manuscript.22 His argument is that Mary does not occur in the first part of the manuscript.
This is not convincing, however, since the first six pages of the Coptic manuscript
are missing. Why would one assume that Mary is not present on these pages?
Furthermore, according to Till, GosMar 9.5-10.1 would form the link between
the two original writings. Wilson, in his study of the New Testament references in
the Gospel of Mary, supports this last thesis, since the New Testament allusions in
his view are concentrated in the link between the two writings. However, he shows
them to occur in 8.14-23, instead of 9.5-10.1P Henri Puech argues that the Gospel
of Mary must be a later redaction of two writings since it consists of two genres: a
post-resurrection dialogue and an account of a vision. Like Till, he suggests that
the work originally entitled the Gospel of Mary only fits the second part of the
Coptic manuscript.24
Anne Pasquier offers a different view, according to which pages 9.21-17.9 (or
up to 17.15) were not included in the original Gospel of Mary. Pasquier suggests
this because of the strange way in which Peter contradicts himself in 10.1 and
17.18-22.25 This may, however, also be a development of the plot.26 In my view,
there is no valid reason to assume that two different writings lie behind the Coptic
Gospel of Mary, since, as will become clear, there is a unity in form and content
throughout the Gospel as we have it.27
1.5. Persons: Actors and Audience
The first six pages of the Coptic manuscript of the Gospel of Mary are missing. On
pp. 7 and 8 of the Gospel of Mary we suddenly enter into the end of a dialogue. We
know nothing about the beginning of the dialogue. On p. 7 two questions are
raised, one by Peter (7.10) and one by someone else (7.1) whose name is missing
and was probably mentioned earlier.
Jesus apparently addresses more people than Peter alone, since he uses a plural
when speaking to them (7.14-22; 8.5-9). In the course of the Gospel it becomes
clear that in addition to Peter, Mary, Andrew and Levi are also present. It is possible that there are more brothers (9.14; 17.11; 18.2) present than the three mentioned. If we assume this to be the case, then Andrew and Peter in 17.10-22 speak
to others in addition to Levi.
There might be also more sisters (10.1) present than Mary alone. If this is the
case, then we can assume that the women Peter refers to in 10.1-3 are actually
there. The Coptic word for 'brothers' CNHY in GosMar 9.14; 17.11 is the translation
of d5EA<|>oi (P Oxy 3525.9; P Ryl recto, 5-6). Whether this masculine plural
includes women is not quite clear. Peter, indeed, addresses Mary as 'sister', C(l)N6,
22. Till and Schenke 1972: 26; see also Puech 1959: 253.
23. Wilson 1957: 236-43.
24. Puech 1959: 252-54.
25. Pasquier 1983: 7-10 and 96-101.
26. See Marjanen 1996: 104, who adds that he owes this suggestion to Prof. King. See also
Chapter 4, section 3.3.
27. See also Tardieu 1984: 22-23; Luttikhuizen 1988: 158-68; King 1995: 626-27; Marjanen
1996: 100-104; Petersen 1999: 59, and Mohri 2000: 271-72.
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but when Andrew in 17.10 turns to the brothers she is clearly not included. In 9.14
the narrator relates that she embraces her brothers, and thus places her over and
against them as a sister. This does, however, not necessarily mean that the word
'brothers' is meant exclusively. The rest of the women mentioned in 10.1-3 may
also be included.
If they are, as in the Sophia of Jesus Christ, then they, as well as the brothers,
receive the teaching of the Saviour and the mission to proclaim the Gospel. They,
as well as the brothers, weep when he is gone and pose their desperate question.
They, as well as the brothers, are embraced by Mary and are encouraged by her
words. Peter and Andrew not only turn to the brothers in 17.10-22, but to their
sisters as well, but they do not take part in the discussion. Only Levi intervenes. If
women are mentioned on the first six missing pages as being present or as participants in the dialogue, on the extant pages, they have no active role whatsoever.
However, it remains uncertain whether the word 'brothers' in the Gospel of
Mary is meant inclusively or not. As in the Dialogue of the Saviour it is also
possible that Mary is alone with her brothers. In the Gospel of Mary these brothers
may be limited to Peter, Andrew and Levi. This is as much as we can say. Only the
missing pages of the Gospel of Mary could really help to settle the question
whether there is an audience in the Gospel of Mary and whether this audience
consists of both men and women. Because of this uncertainty I translate CNHY as
'brothers (and sisters)'.
1.6. Mary as Mary Magdalene
Less than half of the Gospel of Mary has been preserved: ten of nineteen pages of
the Coptic manuscript are missing. The remaining pages always speak of Mary
(MAP 12 AM) and do not specifically identify her. The Greek papyri fragments both
have MaptapiJr]. Perhaps the Mary meant is identified on the pages that are missing.
Mary was a very common name in Palestine.28 In the New Testament various
Marys occur: Mary the mother of Jesus,29 Mary the mother of James and Josef,30
the other Mary,31 Mary of James,32 Mary the mother of Joses,33 Mary the sister of
Martha,34 Mary of Klopas,35 Mary the mother of John Mark,36 Mary in Rome37
and Mary of Magdala.38 It is difficult to decide whether these names all refer to
different persons.39 Their names are in Greek both written as Mapia and Mapia|j.
Which, if any, of these Marys is meant by Mary in the Gospel of Mary?
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

Ilan 1989: 191-92. See also Ilan 1995a: 53-55 and 174-75.
Mk 6.3; Mt. 1-2; 13.55-56; Lk. 1-2; Acts 1.14.
Mt. 27.56.
Mt. 28.1.
Mk 16.1; Lk. 24.10.
Mk 15.47.
Lk. 10.28-42; Jn 11; 12.1-11.
Jn 19.25.
Acts 12.12.
Rom. 16.6.
Mk 15.40,47; 16.1, 9; Mt. 27.56-61; 28.1; Lk. 8.2; 24.10; Jn 19.25; 20.1-18.
See for instance Mayor 1906.
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Most exegetes of the Gospel of Mary assume that Mary in the Gospel of Mary
must be identified as Mary Magdalene.40 An important argument is that the name
of Jesus' mother in Coptic texts is spelled MAP IX, whereas the name of Mary
Magdalene is also spelled MAP 12AM or MAP 12AMMH. In addition, in the Greek texts
of the Church Fathers Jesus' mother's name is usually spelled Mapia and not
MapiaMMn as in the Greek papyri fragments of the Gospel of Mary.41 Another
important argument is one of characterization: only the traditions of Mary
Magdalene would make her the one who could play all Mary's roles in the Gospel
of Mary.42 As King states: 'It was precisely the traditions of Mary as a woman, as
an exemplary disciple, a witness to the ministry of Jesus, a visionary of the
glorified Jesus, and someone traditionally in contest with Peter, that made her the
only figure who could play all the roles required to convey the messages and
meaning of the Gospel ofMary\43
Other scholars suggest that Mary should be identified as Mary the mother of
Jesus.44 Luchessi mentions two arguments: the tradition that the risen Christ
appeared to his mother and that his mother and the Twelve are interlocutors in
post-resurrection dialogues.45 Marjanen argues against these arguments: the tradition of the risen Christ appearing to his mother is a late one and only in the
Questions of Bartholomew and Pistis Sophia Mary does the mother of Jesus participate in a post-resurrection dialogue.46
According to Stephen Shoemaker, the Gnostic Mary of the second and third
century may be a composite figure, in which Mary Magdalene and Mary the
mother of Jesus are merged.47 Like Luchessi, he refers to the Syrian tradition of the
risen Christ's first appearance to his mother. Unlike Marjanen, he insists that this
tradition originates from the harmonization of the New Testament Gospels in
Tatian's Diatesseron48 and may be dated as early as the second century.49
Shoemaker also defends the conjecture that the Mary attacked by Peter in PS 36
and 72 must not be identified with Mary Magdalene, but with the mother of Jesus,
because she is 'blessed among all women on earth' (PS 19) and 'blessed by all
generations' (PS 56) which in Shoemaker's view would refer to Lukan 'epithets' of
Jesus' mother.50 However, could no other Marys be called blessed because the
Gospel of Luke attributed blessedness to the mother of Jesus?51 Moreover, the

40. Till and Schenke 1972: 26; Pasquier 1983; 23 note 75; Tardieu 1984: 20; King 1995: 601;
Marjanen 1996: 94-95; Petersen 1999: 102; Hartenstein 2000: 130.
41. Marjanen 1996: 63-64.
42. King 2002.
43. King 2002: 74.
44. For instance Bauer 1909: 448; Heiler 1977: 101; Livingstone 1977: 325.
45. Lucchesi 1985: 366.
46. Marjanen 1996: 94-95 note 2.
47. Shoemaker 2001. See also Shoemaker 2002.
48. See also Baarda 1975: 254-57 and Murray 1975: 372-84.
49. Shoemaker 2001: 560-69. Marjanen (2002) goes into Shoemaker's arguments.
50. PS 19 - Lk. 1.42; PS 56 - Lk. 1.48. Shoemaker 2001: 572-73.
51. Luke already contradicts this: see Lk. 11.27-28 where a woman from the crowd exclaims to
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disciples in Pistis Sophia are called 'blessed beyond all men' (PS 352).
The more general accepted interpretation is that the blessed Mary in Pistis
Sophia is Mary Magdalene.52 Ann Graham Brock thoroughly examines the
unidentified Marys in Pistis Sophia and demonstrates that the texts show numerous
distinguishing, identifying phrases such as 'the other one', 'the blessed one', and
the 'pure spiritual one', helping the reader to identify Mary as Mary Magdalene.
She concludes that 'in a volume that philosophically tends to negate the physical
realm, Mary the Mother's status does not appear to be an especially high one'.53
In my view, the following considerations are convincing with regard to the
identification of Mary in the Gospel of Mary as Mary Magdalene. In the Gospel of
Mary it is Peter who is opposed to Mary's words, because she is a woman. Peter
has the same role in the Gospel of Thomas and in Pistis Sophia.54 In Pistis Sophia
the Mary concerned is identified as Mary Magdalene.55 Already the New Testament Gospels show a rivalry about Mary Magdalene and Peter and raise the
question to whom the risen Christ appearedfirst:to Mary Magdalene or to Peter.56
Furthermore, Levi in the Gospel of Mary states that the Saviour loved Mary 'more
than us'. The disciples in the Gospel of Philip make a similar statement about Mary
Magdalene.57 In addition, in the Gospel of Mary, Mary is supposed to know more
about the Saviour than the rest of her brothers and sisters. In the New Testament
Gospels it is Mary Magdalene who knows more than the others. As we will see, the
knowledge of Mary in the Gospel of Mary is especially close to the knowledge of
Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of John.
2. Translation of the Coptic Manuscript
The translation presented in this section is of the Coptic text as given by Pasquier
in her commentary, which is based on a thorough study of the original manuscript.58 The words within square brackets are those which are difficult to read. The
translation is literal in the sense that, if a Coptic word occurs more than once, I
tried to translate it each time with the same English word. The words or phrases
within brackets are not in the Coptic text. I added them to show my interpretation
of the meaning of certain verses. The first pages, pp. 1-6, of the manuscript are
missing.

Jesus 'Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you suckled' and Jesus answers
'Indeed, blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it'.
52. See also Marjanen 1996:173-74, who argues that Mary the mother of Jesus in Pistis Sophia
is always specifically introduced in a new passage.
53. Brock 2003: 47.
54. GosThom logion 114; PS 36 and 72.
55. Close to the discussion with Peter: PS 59 and 83.
56. Mk 16.9; Mt. 28.9; Jn 20.1-18 against Lk. 24.34.
57. GosPhil 63.30-64.9.
58. Pasquier 1983: 28-47. For the Greek text of P Oxy 3525 and P Ryl 463 with text-critical
notes see Luhrmann 1988: 324-25 and 328-30.
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[7]
[...] will [matter] then (2) be [destroyed] or not? The Saviour said,
(3) 'All natural phenomena, all that has been moulded, all that has been brought
into being (4) exist in and with each other, (5) and will be unloosened again up to
(6) their own root, since the (7) Nature of matter is unloosened up to what belongs
to (8) her Nature alone. He who has ears (9) to hear, let him hear.
(10) Peter said to him, 'Since you have told (11) us everything,
tell us this also (12): What is the sin of the world?'
(13) The Saviour said, 'Sin does not exist, (14) but you are the ones who sin (15)
when you do things which are like the nature of (16) adultery: that is called sin.
(17) Because of this the Good One came (18) into your midst, to those who belong
to all natural phenomena, (19) in order to restore Nature up (20) to her Root. Then
he continued (21) and said, 'That is why you become sick and (22) die, for [...]
[8]
[He who] (2) understands, let him understand.
Matter [brought forth] (3) passion that, (4) since it proceeded from an opposite
nature, has no form. (5) From then on confusion exists (6) in the whole body. That
is why I said (7) to you, 'Be fully assured and (8) do not be persuaded (by what is
opposite to Nature), (9) since you are already persuaded (by the Good One) in the
presence of the various forms (10) of Nature. He who has ears (11) to hear, let him
hear'
(12) When the Blessed One had said this, (13) he embraced them all, saying,
(14) 'Peace be with you. My peace (15) bring her forth to you. Beware that (16)
no one leads you astray, saying, (17) 'Lo here!' or 'Lo (18) there!', for the Son of
Man (19) is within you. (20) Follow him. Those who seek him will (21)findhim.
Go then and preach (22) the gospel of the kingdom. Do not
[9]
(1) 'lay down any rule other than (2) the one I appointed for you, and do not give
a law (3) like the lawgiver so that (4) you are not imprisoned by it'. (5) When he
had said this, he departed.
But they (6) were grieved and wept greatly, (7) saying, 'How shall we go (8) to
the nations and preach (9) the gospel of the kingdom of the Son (10) of Man? If
they did not (11) spare him, how will (12) they spare us?'
Then Mary (13) stood up, embraced them all, (14) and said to her brothers
(and sisters), 'Do not (15) weep and do not grieve and do not be in (16) two
minds, for his grace will be (17) with you all and will shelter you. (18) Rather let
us (19) praise his greatness, because he (20) has prepared us. He has made us
(true) Human Being'. When (21) Mary had said this, she turned their hearts (22) inward, to the Good One, and they began (23) to discuss the words of the [Saviour].61
[10]
(1) Peter said to Mary, 'Sister, (2) we know that the Saviour loved you (3) more

59. P Oxy 3525.9: embraced them and kissed them all...
60. P Oxy 3525.11-12: Rather, let us thank his greatness, because he has joined us together
and...
61. P Oxy 3525.13-14: After she had said this she turned their mind to the Good One and they
began to discuss the sayings of the Saviour.
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than the rest of women.62 (4) Tell us the words of the Saviour which you (5)
remember, the things that you know (6) and we do not, nor have we heard them'.
(7) Mary answered and said, (8) 'What is hidden from you I shall tell you'.63 (9)
And she began to say to them (10) these words: T , (11) she said, 'I have seen the
Lord in a vision and I (12) said to him, 'Lord, I have seen you (13) today in a
vision'. He answered, he (14) said to me, 'Blessed are you, because you are not
wavering (15) when you see me. For where the mind is, (16) there is the treasure'.
I said (17) to him, 'Lord, now, does he who sees (18) the vision see it with the
soul (19) or with the spirit? The Saviour answered, he (20) said, 'He does not see
with the soul (21) nor with the spirit, but with the mind which [is] (22) between
the two that is [what] (23) sees the vision and that [...]'
[pp. 11-14 are missing]
[15]
(1) him and Desire said: (2) 'I did not see you, on your way downwards, (3) but
now I see you, on your way (4) upwards. But how can you deceive me, when (5)
you belong to me?' The Soul answered (6) and said, 'I have seen you. You did not
see me (7) nor recognise me. I was (8) (like) a garment to you, and you did not
know me'. (9) When she had said this, she went away rejoicing (10) loudly.
'Again she came to the (11) third Power, which is called (12) Ignorance. [She]
(13) questioned the Soul, saying, (14) 'Where are you going? In (15) wickedness
you were held prisoner. Yes, you were held prisoner. (16) Do not judge then!'
And (17) the Soul said, 'Why do you judge (18) me when I do not judge you? I
am taken prisoner (19) although I did not take prisoners. I am not recognized, (20)
but I have recognized that the All is being unloosened, both the earthly
[16]
(1) 'and the heavenly things'. When the Soul (2) left the third Power powerless,
(3) she went upwards and saw the fourth Power.
She took on seven (5) appearances. The first appearance (6) is Darkness, the
second (7) Desire, the third (8) Ignorance, the fourth is the Jealousy of (9) Death,
thefifthis the Kingdom of the Flesh, (10) the sixth is the Foolish Learning (11) of
the Flesh, the seventh is the (12) Hot Tempered Wisdom. These are the seven (13)
[power]s of Wrath. They ask (14) the Soul, 'Where do you come from, (15) you
killer of people?', or, 'Where are you going, (16) you who leave places powerless?' The Soul answered, (17) she said, 'What imprisons me (18) is pierced.
What turns me (19) is left powerless and my Desire (20) has been fulfilled, and
Ignorance (21) has died. From a world I am unloosened
[17]
(1) 'through a world and from a (2) model through a model which is (3)fromthe
side of Heaven. And the fetter of oblivion (4) is temporal. From this hour on, (5-6)
at the time, of the decisive moment in the aeon, I shall receive the Rest in (7)
Silence'. When Mary had said (8) this, she fell silent, since it was to this point that
the Saviour (9) had spoken to her.

62. P Oxy 3525.16: like no other woman.
63. P Oxy 3525.18: what is hiddenfromyou and what I remember...
64. P Ryl 463 recto 5: had spoken.
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(10) But Andrew answered and said to (11) the brothers (and sisters), 'Tell me,
what do you say (12) about what she has spoken? (13) I at least do not believe that
(14) the Saviour said this. For these teachings (15) seem to be according to
another train of thought'. Peter answered (16) and spoke about (17) these same
things, he (18) reflected about the Saviour: 'After all, he (19) did not speak with a
woman apart (20) from us and not openly. (21) Are we to turn and all listen to
her? 22 Has he chosen her above us?'
[18]
(1) Then Mary wept, she said to (2) Peter, 'My brother Peter, what are you (3)
thinking? Do you suppose that I (4) devised this, alone, in my (5) heart, or that I
am deceiving the Saviour?' (6) Levi answered, he said to Peter (7), 'Peter, you
have always been (8) hot-tempered. Now I see you (9) arguing65 with the woman
as (10) these adversaries66 do. If (11) the Saviour has made her worthy, who are
you (12) indeed to reject67 her? Surely, (13) the Saviour knows her (14) very well.
That is why he loved her more (15) than us.68 Rather let us be ashamed (16) and
clothe ourselves with the perfect Human Being. (17) Let us bring him forth to us,
as he (18) commanded us. Let us preach (19) the Gospel, without laying down
(20) any other rule or law than (21) the one the Saviour said'.
[19]
When [(1) Levi had said] this, they began (2) to go forth [to] proclaim and to
preach.
(3) The Gospel
(4) according to
(5) Mary
3. The Gospel of Mary and the New Testament Writings
The Gospel of Mary is generally considered to contain Gnostic reinterpretations of
themes that are known from the New Testament. In the commentaries on the Gospel of Mary many New Testament parallels are noted. As we will see, the Gospel
of Mary also reminds one of Old Testament writings. In this section we will
examine the Gospel of Mary as different from the New Testament Gospels and
specify the similar themes in the New Testament and the Old Testament writings.
3.1. ^4 Different Gospel
The Gospel of Mary is clearly different from the Gospels in the New Testament.
Whereas the New Testament Gospels describe the work of Jesus in his earthly
lifetime, the Gospel of Mary describes a post-resurrection dialogue which is rather
philosophical.

65.
66.
67.
68.
69.

P Ryl 463 verso 3: and now you discuss...
P Ryl 463 verso 4: like her adversary does.
P Ryl 463 verso 6: despise...
P Ryl 463 verso 6-7: since, surely, he loved her, because he knew her thoroughly.
P Ryl 463 verso 14-15: After he had said this, Levi departed and began to proclaim...
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Post-resurrection dialogues with Jesus do occur in the New Testament, but they
are not about notions such as matter and nature, let alone about the origin of a
vision, the relation between soul, spirit and mind, and the dangers the soul has to
conquer on its way to the eternal Rest. When Luke relates that Jesus appeared for
forty days following his resurrection to the apostles he had chosen, speaking about
the Kingdom of God, he only records one question and answer. The disciples ask
whether Jesus will restore the kingdom to Israel in their time (Acts 1.3-8). The
other post-resurrection dialogues in the New Testament Gospels are about opening
the Scriptures (Lk. 24.27,45) and the commission to preach repentance and forgiveness of sins (Lk. 24.47), to make disciples (Mt. 28.19) or to take care of the 'sheep'
of the shepherd Jesus (Jn 21.14-17) and to be sent as Jesus was sent (Jn 20.19-23).
Perhaps the philosophical tone of the post-resurrection dialogue in the Gospel of
Mary is closest to the dialogues of the earthly Jesus in the Gospel of John. These
are about being born anew (Jn 3.1-21), about the spring of eternal water inside a
person (Jn 4), about the Son and the Father (Jn 5), about the Bread of Life (Jn 6.3559), about the resurrection (Jn 11.21-27), and the farewell dialogues about Jesus'
way upwards, his glorification and the coming of the Spirit (Jn 13-17).
Another significant difference between the Gospel of Mary and the New Testament writings is that Mary Magdalene in the New Testament is clearly not singled
out to speak about her knowledge and experience of the Lord. The Gospel of John
is the exception with one line in indirect speech: 'that she had seen the Lord and
that he had told her these things' (Jn 20.18). Moreover, in the Gospels of the New
Testament the disciples are nowhere portrayed as hesitating to preach the gospel.
Only in the second ending of Mark they are portrayed weeping, but this is not
because they are afraid to proclaim the gospel, but because they grieve about the
death of their master (Mk 16.10).
3.2. Familiar Themes
Although the Gospel of Mary is different from the Gospels in the New Testament,
at the same time, the Gospel of Mary is also strangely familiar. The reader who
knows the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke and John and who is also acquainted
with the Pauline letters and other canonical letters, the Old Testament prophets and
the Psalms will find many echoes of this literature in the Gospel of Mary.70
For instance, the strange philosophical remarks about matter and nature in
GosMar 7.1-9 are embedded in two familiar metaphors. The metaphor of 'root'
reminds one of New Testament parables about sowing and growing71 and the
metaphor of 'adultery' calls to mind the prophets Hosea, Jeremiah and Ezekiel who
compare the bond between God and Israel to a marriage bond and describe the
unfaithfulness and sin of Israel as adulterous behaviour.72 The 'unloosening' (B(DX
70. See, for New Testament echoes, Wilson 1956/57: 236-43; Evans et ah 1993: 415-20 and
Petersen 1999: 59-61 and 139-53.1 found some additional references and also looked at the Old
Testament.
71. See Maurer 1977 about p"i£a- The root is the life-sustaining force of the plant. See for the
metaphor Mk 4.6, 17; Mt. 13.6, 21; Lk. 8.13; Eph. 3.17; Col. 2.7.
72. See Kuhlewein 1984 about 'dzanah'. The Septuaginth mostly translates the Hebrew
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6 BOA) of the cosmos is familiar too. It recalls the unloosening (B(D\ 6 BOA)73 of the
elements and the heavens on the day of the Lord in the second letter of Peter (2 Pet.
3.10,12). It also is reminiscent of the shaking of earth and heaven in Hebrews, in
order that what cannot be shaken may remain. The author encourages the readers to
be thankful that they have received a kingdom that cannot be shaken (Heb. 12.2628). The unloosening of the cosmos also reminds one of Paul's letter to the
Romans where he assures his readers that the creation will be set free (B(DA 6BOA)
from the servitude of corruption unto the freedom of the glory of the children of
God (Rom. 8.21).
The 'sin of the world' in GosMar 7.12 reminds one of 'the Lamb of God, who
takes away the sin of the world' in the Gospel of John (Jn 1.29, 35). The repeated
encouragement to understand in GosMar 7.8-9; 8.1-2; 8.10-11 is similar to the
encouragements in the Gospel of Mark, Matthew and Luke and in the Revelation
of John.74 The appeal not to be led astray reminds one of Jesus' admonitions of the
coming persecutions in Matthew, Mark and Luke.75
The title, the 'Son of Man', recalls Jesus' self-designation in the New Testament
Gospels.76 The remark 'the Son of Man is within you (n6TN2OYN)' in GosMar
8.18-19 especially reminds one of the references in the Gospel of John where the
Son of Man who came out of heaven will go up to heaven (Jn 3.13; 6.62)77. The
Johannine Son of Man, after being 'lifted up', which means being crucified and
returned to the Father's presence in heaven, will, as the one who is thus glorified,
live within (2PAI NZHTOy) his disciples (Jn 12.23; 17.5, 24-26).78 This also
reminds one of the way the Pauline letters speak of the crucified and resurrected
'dzanah' with the Greek Tropveuco or MOIXEUCO. See for the metaphor Hos. 4.12; 9.1; Jer. 2.20; 3.1,
6, 8; Ezek. 16 and 23 and also Exod. 34.15; Deut. 31.16; Judges 2.17; 8.27, 33; Pss. 73.25-27;
106.34-39; 1 Chron. 5.25. The same metaphor is used in the New Testament; see Mk 8.38; Mt.
12.39; 16.4; Jas 4.4.
73. For the Coptic New Testament references see Horner 1969. For biblical texts in Coptic see
also Schiissler 1995.
74. Mk 4.9; 7.16; Mt. 11.15; 13.9,43; Lk. 8.8; 14.35; Revelation 2.7, 11, 17, 29; 3.6, 13,22;
13.9.
75. Mk 13.5-6, 21; Mt. 24.4-5, 23; Lk. 21.8.
76. The Synoptic references, however, refer to the earthly activity of the Son of Man (Mk 2.10,
28; 10.45; Mt. 8.20; 9.6; 11.19; 12.8,32; 13.37; 16.13; 18.11; 20.28; Lk. 5.24; 6.5,22; 7.34; 9.58;
12.10; 19.10), his suffering (Mk 8.31, 38; 9.9, 12, 31; 10.33; 14.21, 41; Mt. 12.40; 17.9, 12, 22;
20.18; 26.2, 24, 45; Lk. 9.22, 26, 44; 11.30; 18.31; 22.22, 48; 24.7) and the future returning in
judgment (Mk 13.26; 14.21, 62; Mt. 10.23; 13.41; 16.27,28; 19.28; 24.27, 30, 37, 39,44; 25.31;
26.64; Lk. 12.8, 40; 17.22,24, 26, 30; 18.8; 21.27, 36; 22.69).
77. Son of Man passages in John: 1.51; 3.13, 14; 5.27; 6.27, 53, 62; 8.28; 9.35; 12.23, 34;
13.31. Compared to the Synoptics the most typical trait of the Johannine Son of Man theology is
the notion that the Son of Man descended from heaven and is going to return; cf. Phil. 2.1-11. See
Schnackenburg 1964-65: 123-37, who argues that this trait is due to the Jewish concept of
Wisdom.
78. One could also think of Jn 6.53 'truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son
of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you' and Jn 6.56 'he who eats my flesh and drinks
my blood abides in me, and I in him', indicating the Eucharist (see Brown 1966: 284-85), but
perhaps also relating to the Jewish Wisdom theology (Prov. 9.5-6).
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Christ who lives within those (N2HTTHYTN) who believe in him.79 In the letter to
the Colossians this 'Christ in you' (N2HTTHYTN) is described as the word of God
made fully known. It is the content of the mystery hidden for ages and generations
but now made manifest to his saints (Col. 1.27).80
The appeal to follow the Son of Man and the promise that those who seek him
will find him, remind one of the words of Jesus in John, where he says in three
different places that he will go away and will be sought after.81 He explains to the
disciples that he is going to his Father, so that they will know the way and be able
to follow him (Jn 14.19-23). Seeking and finding God is also a theme in the literature of the Old Testament.82
The danger of being imprisoned (A MX 2 T 6) by laws and rules in GosMar 9.1-4
reminds one of Paul's words in his letter to the Romans about a law in his members
that leads to sin and death, which imprisons (AMA2T6) the law of his mind that
rejoices in the law of God (Rom. 7.6, 22-23). According to him, the law of the
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set us free from the law of sin and death, in order
that the law of God may be fulfilled through the strengthening of his Spirit which
lives in us (Rom. 7.21-8.11). In the Gospel of Mary as we have it, it is not clear
precisely what this one rule is that the Saviour gave. In the New Testament the
whole law of God is fulfilled in one commandment: the commandment to love.83
To this end Jesus' followers arefreedfrombondage to sin and law and are warned
not to submit to any yoke of slavery again, for instance to circumcision or to
specific feasts.84
The departure of the Saviour in GosMar 9.5 reminds one of his departure at the
end of Luke (Lk. 24.50-51) and the beginning of Acts (Acts 1.9). It also reminds
one of Jesus' farewell speech in the Gospel of John where he makes known his
imminent departure. The disciples will be grieved, but Jesus encourages them to
rejoice (Jn 14 and 16.16-23). In GosMar 9.12-20 it is Mary who has this role of
encouragement. She says that he prepared (AqCBTCDT) them and made them (true)
Human Being (Npo)M6) whereupon the disciples begin to study the words of the
Saviour. This reminds one of the second letter to Timothy where the knowledge of
Scripture enables one to be instructed for salvation through Jesus Christ, and
results in a complete human being of God (npa)M6 MnNOYTe e<*XHK 6BOA),
prepared (AHCBT(DT) for every good work (2 Tim. 3.17).
When Levi later refers to Mary's words (GosMar 18.16) he encourages the
79. Gal. 2.20; 4.19; Rom. 8.10. See also Jn 14.20.
80. There is no significant difference between n6TN2OYN and N2HTTHYTN. Various forms of
2OYN are used as inward experience opposed to outward appearance; see for instance Mk 7.21,23;
Mt. 7.15; 23.25,27,28; Lk. 11.40; Rom. 7.22 and 2 Cor. 4.16 in Homer 1969. This would also be
the case in GosMar 8.15-20: the Lord is not here nor there (outward appearance), but inside
(inward experience).
81. Jn 7.34, 36; 8.21; 13.33.
82. Deut.4.29; 1 Chron.28.9;2Chron. 15.2;Prov.7.15;8.17;Jer.29.13.Cf.Mk7.7-8andLk.
11.9-10.
83. See for instance Lev. 19.18; Mk 12.31; Mt. 22.39; Jn 13.34-35; Rom. 13.8-10; 1 Cor.
12.31-13.13; Jas 2.8.
84. For instance Jn 8.32-36; Gal. 4.9-11; 5.1-14; Rom. 6.18; 1 Pet. 2.16.

2. The Gospel of Mary

25

disciples to clothe themselves with the perfect Human Being (np(l)M6 NT6 AIOC);
this reminds one of the letter to the Galatians where baptism is explained as 'clothing oneself with Christ' (Gal. 3.27). In the letters to the Ephesians and the Colossians
the readers are encouraged to clothe themselves with the new Human Being (Eph.
4.24; Col. 3.10). Earlier in the letter to the Ephesians one is encouraged to attain
the perfect Human Being (np(DM6 NT6M OC),85 the measure of the stature of the
fullness (xo)K 6BOX) of Christ (Eph. 4.13). In the letter to the Romans the readers
are encouraged to clothe themselves with the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 13.11).
The fear of the disciples to proclaim the gospel (GosMar 9.5-12) reminds one of
Jesus' predictions of future suffering in the New Testament Gospels.86 In Matthew,
for instance, Jesus says to his disciples that he sends them out as sheep in the midst
of wolves (Mt. 10.16). Since a servant is not above his master and they call the
master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his
households? (Mt. 10.24) And he goes on to say: 'Do not fear those who kill the
body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body
in hell'(Mt. 10.28).
The portrayal of Mary as knowing more than her fellow disciples (GosMar 10.46) seems familiar too. In Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are the
only ones who are told that the risen Christ will be seen in Galilee (Mt. 28.5-7). In
Mark, Mary Magdalene, Mary of James and Salome receive the same message and,
although the man in white says that Jesus told this to his disciples and Peter, the
remark that he will be seen in Galilee is not mentioned earlier.87 In John, the
unique knowledge of Mary Magdalene consists of having seen the Lord and of
being told by him about his imminent ascension and about the new bond between
his Father and his disciples (Jn 20.17-18). In the Gospel of Mary her new knowledge consists of having seen the Lord in a vision and of being taught by him about
this and about the ascension of the soul (GosMar 10.9-17.9).
The word for vision in the Gospel of Mary is 20p AMA (opa|jcx) which occurs in
the Acts of the Apostles and in Matthew. Seeing visions seems quite common in
the New Testament writings. Peter has a vision about clean and unclean food (Acts
10.3,17,19). Stephen calls Moses' experience with the thorn bush a vision (Acts
7.31). Cornelius has a vision of an angel of God (Acts 10.3). Paul has a vision of a
man from Macedonia (Acts 16.9-10). There are also appearances of Jesus in a
vision. In Matthew, Jesus transfigures in his earthly lifetime on a mountain before
Peter, James and John. His face shines like the sun and his garments become white
as light. Peter, James and John are commanded to tell no one this vision until the
Son of Man is raised from the dead (Mt. 17.9). The other New Testament appearances of Jesus in visions are post-resurrectional. Thus he appears to Ananias and to
Paul (Acts 9.10; 18.9). All these visions include seeing and hearing and most of
them also questioning and answering.

85. In Nestle and Aland, the Greek of Ephesians does not read avSpcoTros as one would
expect, but instead avrjp as a direct reference to the masculine \i\6s TOU 6EOU in the same verse.
86. Mk 13.9-13; Mt. 10.16-36; Lk. 21.12-19; Jn 16.1-4.
87. Mk 16.7. In Mk 14.28 Jesus only says that he will go before them to Galilee.
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An equivalent word to opapa is OTrraai a (appearing). The vision of Zechariah
in the temple is called an oTrraaia (Lk. 1.22). In Acts Paul calls his meeting with
Jesus on his way to Damascus an oirraaia (Acts 26.19), and the two going to
Emmaus declare that the women at the tomb of Jesus, when they did not find his
body, saw a vision (oTrxaoia) of angels (Lk. 24.23). Last but not least Paul, in his
second letter to the Corinthians, relating his visions and revelations of the Lord
(2 Cor. 12.7) tells about a person who was caught up into the third heaven and later
into paradise, hearing things that cannot be told (2 Cor. 12.1-4). Paul adds that he
does not know whether this experience was in the body or out of the body.
In the Gospel of Mary it is the soul which ascends. The personified soul declares
that she first descended (GosMar 15.2-3). This reminds one of the descending and
ascending of the Son of Man in John (Jn 3.13; 6.62), who will come again and take
his disciples to himself (Jn 14.2-6; cf. 1 Thess. 4.16-17). It also reminds one of
Eph. 4.8-9 where Jesus is said, after having descended, to have ascended, leading a
host of captives. In Heb. 4.14 Jesus is called the Son of God who passed through
the heavens, thus becoming a forerunner on the readers' behalf (Heb. 6.20). The
powers which the soul has to conquer (GosMar 15.11; 16.4) remind one again of
the letter to the Ephesians, according to which the principalities and powers in the
heavenly places, because of Christ and through the church, will be made known
with the manifold wisdom of God (Eph. 3.10).
The boldness of the soul's answers to the powers in the Gospel of Mary reminds
one of the same letter when it says about the principalities of the heavenly places:
'in Christ Jesus our Lord we have boldness and confidence of access through our
faith in him' (Eph. 3.11-12). The readers are encouraged to put on the armour
of God:
For we are not contending againstfleshand blood, but against the principalities,
against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places (Eph. 6.12).
The mind (NOyc; vous) being described as a treasure (GosMar 10.15-16) reminds
one of Paul's first letter to the Corinthians where he quotes Isaiah's question 'who
has the mind (vous) of the Lord that he may instruct him?' (Isa. 11.13). And he
answers: but we have the mind (vous) of Christ (1 Cor. 2.16). In his letter to the
Romans the vous is the inner Human being, which is able to distinguish between
the good and the bad (Rom. 7.22-23). The vous is able to honour the law of God,
but is held prisoner by the flesh, causing death (Rom. 7.26). If the Spirit of God
who raised Christ lives within one, this situation changes, enabling one to become
free and alive (Rom. 7.24-25; 8.10-15). In the second letter to the Corinthians Paul
calls the knowledge of God's glory in Jesus Christ, a treasure which we have in
earthen vessels, referring to his hardships as an apostle (2 Cor. 4.6-11). He encourages his readers by saying that, although the outer human being is decaying, the
inner one is renewed from day to day (2 Cor. 4.16). Furthermore he asks them to
change themselves and to live their lives in accordance with their renewed vous
(Rom. 12.2). In the letter to the Ephesians this renewal through one's vous is the
same as clothing oneself with the new Human being (Eph. 4.23-24).
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The fact that Mary is described as not wavering (ATKIM) when she sees the Lord
in a vision (GosMar 10.13-15) reminds one of the Psalms, in which the righteous
and those who trust in the Lord are described as those who will not waver.88 In a
sermon of Peter in Acts one of these psalms is quoted: 'I see the Lord always
before me; because he is at my right hand I shall not be shaken' (Pss. 16.8). Seeing
the Lord before him and not wavering is for Peter, quoting this Psalm, a situation
full of hope and joy (Acts 2.25-28). In the second letter to the Thessalonians the
readers are encouraged not to be moved (KIM) and not to be troubled and deceived
by false teaching (2 Thess. 2.2).
Peter's statement that the Saviour would not speak to a woman concealed from
the group of disciples (GosMar 17.8-20) reminds one of the disciples' marvel in
John when they come to Jesus andfindhim talking with a woman (Jn 4.27). Peter's
question whether they are all to listen to a woman (GosMar 17.21) reminds one of
the apparent difficulties that men have with teaching women in various New
Testament letters.89
What does it mean that the Gospel of Mary, although obviously different from
the New Testament Gospels, contains so many themes and phrases that are similar
to those which occur in the four New Testament ones, the Pauline letters, the Old
Testament prophets and the Psalms?
4. A Gnostic Text?
According to most exegetes the Gospel of Mary belongs to the genre of the Gnostic
dialogue.90 If they do not all agree on the exact genre, they do agree that the Gospel of Mary is a Gnostic text.91 This would account for both the differences and the
similarities with the New Testament and Old Testament writings.
4.1. The Genre of Gnostic Dialogue
Pheme Perkins, on the basis of thirteen works,92 concludes that a Gnostic dialogue
consists of a revelation discourseframedby narrative elements. In the introduction
88. Pss. 15.5; 16.8; 17.5; 21.7; 26.1; 30.6; 36.11; 46.5; 62.2; 93.1; 96.10; 112.6; 125.1. See
Budge 1898 (who holds the numbering of the Septuagint 14.5; 15.8 etc.).
89. 1 Cor. 14.34-36; 1 Tim. 2.9-15; 1 Pet. 3.1-7. See also 1 Cor. 11.1-3; Eph. 5.22-24; Col.
3.18.
90. Rudolf 1996: 108; Perkins 1980: 31; Pasquier 1983: 10-12; Marjanen 1996: 99.
91. The option of the Gnostic dialogue is criticized by Petersen (1999: 35-43, 49-55) and by
Hartenstein (2000:5-15). In their view the genre of the Gnostic dialogue is not clear enough. They
opt for 'Erscheinungsdialog' (Petersen) or 'Dialogevangelium' (Hartenstein) and only include
those dialogues in which the Saviour actually appears and disappears. This means that they also
include the non-Gnostic Epistula Apostolorum. However, according to Hartenstein (2000:254) this
does not interfere with the 'relation' of the 'Dialogevangelien' to Gnostic teaching, since she labels
the Epistula Apostolorum as anti-Gnostic. Petersen (1999:40) simply states that the 'Erscheinungsdialoge' are about Gnostic knowledge, although she includes the Epistula Apostolorum.
92. Perkins's research is based on the Prayer of the Apostle Paul; the Apocryphon of John; the
Nature of the Archons; the Book of Tomas the Contender; the Sophia of Jesus Christ; the Dialogue
of the Saviour; the First Apocalypse of James; the Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles;
Apocalypse of Peter; Zostrianus; Letter of Peter to Philip; the Gospel of Mary; Pistis Sophia.
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the narrator speaks in general terms about the place of revelation, the time and the
recipients. The place is most often a mountain, for example the Mount of Olives;
the time is usually after the resurrection and the recipients are in almost all cases
names known from the New Testament. The Saviour appears to them at the moment when they are persecuted, proclaim the Gospel or reflect on Jesus' words.
They are anxious, sorrowful and confused, or sunk in prayer. The Saviour introduces himself with 'I am' sayings, makes clear the purpose of his coming and
rebukes the disciples for their unbelief.
Then follows the revelation discourse proper, through questions put by the
disciples. The proclamation often consists of information about the origin of the
cosmos, redemption and the true, this is Gnostic, teaching about baptism, the crucifixion and the interpretation of the scriptures, usually the New Testament ones. By
far the majority of the revelation discourses concentrates on questions about redemption. At the end the disciples are given the task of handing on what they have
been told to those who are worthy, or of protecting the revelation against those who
dispute it. Their reaction is one of gratitude and joy.
The content of the Gnostic teaching consists of the belief that God is radically
transcendent. The God who created the world, the Demiurge, is seen as a lower
deity. The highest God has nothing to do with this world, except with human
beings. They are bound to him in their deepest selves, but they have forgotten this.
It is the task of the Saviour to remind the human beings of their bond with God and
thus of their true identity. Moreover he has to overcome the demonic powers which
keep human beings imprisoned in this cosmos. For a Gnostic believer, the complete realization of redemption consists in the return to God after death (the journey
of the soul). Already in this life believers must strive to be free of matter and its
passions by following an ascetic lifestyle.93
In Perkins's view the Gnostic dialogues must be seen in a polemical context.
They were used as tools in missionary propaganda, containing the hermeneutic key
to true Christianity.94 They form an important part of the Gnostic debate with nonGnostic, orthodox Christianity and handle in general three subjects: the nature of
God, of salvation, and of authority. Perkins comments that the ideas about
salvation and authority in Gnostic dialogues differ hardly, if at all,fromthe various
Christian views of the second century, but they do differ in the third century and
later. Salvation in the second-century sense is about Christ's victory over the demonic powers of death, which is manifested in the resurrection.95 As to authority,
in the second century, Gnostic as well as orthodox Christians adhere to the
apostolic tradition. Gnosis in the second century is no secret teaching, but is
viewed as Jesus' teaching to all the apostles and the true legacy of the Church.96
However, as to the nature of God, the conviction that God is radically transcendent

93.
94.
95.
96.
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1980: 189.
1980: 25, 73, 157-62.
1980: 179-80.
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and has nothing to do with the cosmos stands in strong contrast to the other views
of the divine which are characteristic of the second century.97
4.2. The Gospel of Mary as a Gnostic Dialogue
If one considers the Gospel of Mary it appears at first tofitPerkins's description of
the Gnostic dialogue remarkably well. The Gospel as we have it contains a revelation discourse between the disciples and the resurrected Lord; even two revelation discourses (GosMar 7.1-9.4 and 10.10-17.7), framed by narrative elements in
GosMar 8.12-10.10 and 17.7-19.2. The recipients are known from the New
Testament: Peter, Mary, Andrew and Levi. The Gospel of Mary deals with the
nature of the cosmos (GosMar 7.1-8.6) and with redemption. New Testament
Scriptures are interpreted (GosMar 8.14-9.4). The Saviour reminds the disciples of
their true identity (GosMar 8.17-19); they are told of the lawgiver, who might be
the Demiurge, keeping the soul imprisoned (GosMar 9.1-4), and Mary describes a
journey of the soul (GosMar 15.1-17.7). The explanation that sin is adultery
(GosMar 7.16) may refer to an ascetic lifestyle.98 The adversaries in GosMar 18.10
may belong to a polemical context and refer to 'orthodox' Christians. These
indications seem to be compelling evidence that the Gospel of Mary belongs to the
genre of the Gnostic dialogue.
Although most of the exegetes of the Gospel of Mary differ in their specific
comments, they agree in that the purpose of the Gospel of Mary is to reveal
Gnostic insights. Till believes that the original Gospel of Mary begins in GosMar
10.1 where Peter asks her to relate the teaching which the Saviour has given only
to her.99 According to Till, the purpose of the Gospel of Mary is to depict Mary
Magdalene, the first witness of the resurrection, as a proclaimer of Gnostic
teaching, of which the ascent of the soul forms the central part.
Pasquier suggests that the dialogue between the Saviour and Mary about visions
and the ascent of the soul (GosMar 9.21-17.9/15) does not belong to the original
Gospel of Mary.100 In her view Peter's comment in GosMar 17.16-22 is not about
this account, but about Mary's words when she addresses the weeping disciples
(GosMar 9.12-20). Peter objects, above all, to the word 'us' in the sentence 'He
made us (true) Human Being' (GosMar 9.20). According to Peter, Mary is not a
(true) Human Being but a woman. In Pasquier's view, Peter thus represents the
orthodox thinking of the second century, that the appearances of therisenChrist to
women did not in themselves give them the right to preach the message of the
resurrection, far less exercise authority over the Christian community. By contrast,
the Gospel of Mary allows the readers to hear an unorthodox voice. Peter is portrayed as an opponent. His view of women runs contrary to that of the Saviour.
According to Pasquier, the Gospel of Mary shows that Mary can take preaching
upon herself because only she has already really become (true) Human Being. She
97. Perkins 1980: 166-69.
98. According to Tardieu (1984: 226), adultery refers to the act of sexuality. See also Till and
Schenke (1972: 27). Cf. Mohri 2000: 202-203 and Morard 2001: 155-71.
99. Till and Schenke 1972: 26. See also Wilson and MacRae 1979: 455.
100. Pasquier 1983: 7-10 and 96-101.
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has achieved the Gnostic androgynous unity; her soul is reunited with its heavenly
male element, showing the way back from the material world to the divine one.101
According to Pasquier, the purpose of the Gospel of Mary is to use Gnostic
arguments in the struggle against orthodoxy, which forbids women to exercise
authority.102
According to Tardieu, the Gospel of Mary takes a stand in the debate about the
role of Mary Magdalene. She is Jesus' substitute and his exegete. The Gospel of
Mary, which Tardieu regards as a unity, serves as a simple and attractive introduction to the other works included in the Berlin Codex. In Tardieu's opinion the
first six missing pages of the Gospel of Mary must have dealt with the Creator and
his creation. In his interpretation there is a clear development in the Gospel of
Mary, which offers a short survey of the essential doctrines of Gnosticism. The
Gospel of Mary thus elaborates on the Creator and his creation, on sin and its consequences, on salvation through Gnosis and on the ascent of the soul after death.103
Hartenstein focuses on the two revelation dialogues and the discussions among
the disciples. Whereas the dialogues contain knowledge about how to be saved,
the discussions among the disciples deal with concrete questions about persecution
and suffering, about the new teachings of Mary and about the possibility of a
woman passing on divine revelation.104 According to Hartenstein, the purpose of
the Gospel of Mary is to strengthen the beliefs of the Christian Gnostic readers
themselves.105
Thus, these exegetes, despite their differences, are all convinced that Gnosticism
is at the centre of the Gospel of Mary. It is important to note, however, that, what
Perkins describes as the most typically-second century Gnostic trait, the radical
transcendence of God, seems to be missing in the Gospel of Mary. The Gospel of
Mary as we have it contains no creation myth that portrays the creator as a lower
deity (the Demiurge) and the creation as a fall.
4.3. Debate
In 1986 M. Tardieu and J.-D. Dubois in their Introduction a la Htterature gnostique
could still state about the Gospel of Mary: 'la nature gnostique du document n'a
pas ete contestee'.106 In 1994 Karen King was thefirstto do this.107 In her opinion,
the Gospel of Mary provides no internal evidence to indicate that a fully developed
Gnostic myth must be behind the text. Thus, according to her, the Gospel should be
explicated in its own terms, without importing Gnostic myth. She adds: 'The reader
will have to determine how successful that attempt has been'.108
101. Pasquier 1983: 15-17.
102. Pasquier 1983: 24-25.
103. Tardieu 1984: 20-25.
104. Hartenstein 2000: 132.
105. Hartenstein 2000: 134.
106. Tardieu and Dubois 1986: 107. Translation: the gnostic nature of this document has not
been contradicted yet.

107. King 1995.
108. King 1995: 629 note 10.
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In her commentary, King indeed proves that it is not necessary to import Gnostic
myth. The question, however, still remains whether some internal elements should
be called Gnostic. For instance, Marjanen, while acknowledging that the Gospel
contains no creation myth or Demiurge, nevertheless emphasizes that both matter
and the human body represent that which does not originate from the heavenly
sphere, but which belongs to the realm of darkness, desire and ignorance, and, as
such, originates from the world. Moreover, according to him, the ascent of the soul
after death and beyond archontic powers has its closest parallels in Gnostic texts.109
Petersen uses a similar argument. In her view the description of the ascent of the
soul and the dissolution of matter are typical themes of a Gnostic theology.110
Hartenstein emphasizes the use of Gnostic terminology and themes in the Gospel
of Mary, such as, in her view, being ill, the Son of Man inside, to be made human,
Mary not being shaken, silence and rest as purposes, the liberation of the fetter of
sleep and the putting on of the perfect human being.111 In my opinion, the only
indication of a specifically 'Gnostic' context of the Gospel of Mary is the lawgiver,
who might be the Demiurge, keeping mankind imprisoned in creation.112
No scholar really elaborates on the Gnostic character of the Gospel of Mary.113
It seems as if the Gnostic character is taken for granted.114 Perhaps this is due to
the fact that the fifth-century Coptic version of the Gospel of Mary is part of the
Berlin Codex, which also contains the Apocryphon of John and the Sophia of Jesus
Christ, which are seen as typically Gnostic, as well as the non-Gnostic Act of Peter,
which may allow a Gnostic allegorical interpretation.115 Furthermore, at the beginning of the third century, Hippolytus relates that the Naasenes associate their
Gnostic teaching with a Mariamme, which may be Mary Magdalene.116 Moreover,
the third-century Pistis Sophia, which is clearly Gnostic, assigns Mary Magdalene
a major role.
We must remember, however, that the third-century Greek fragments of the
Gospel of MaryfromOxyrhynchus were not found in a specific Gnostic context. In
addition to the Gospel of Mary, the following texts dating from the first three
109. Marjanen 1996: 94 note 1 and p. 121.
110. Petersen 1999: 60, and 134 note 194.
111. Hartenstein 2000: 132-33. Hartenstein translates 'sleep' where others translate 'oblivion'
(GosMar 17.3).
112. Basilides, according to Hippolytus's Refutation of all Heresies VII.24.4, calls the Gnostic
Demiurge the Lawgiver.
113. Except Schroter 1999, who concludes that the Gospel of Mary belongs to the grey zone
between Christianity and Gnosticism (178 note 2 and 186-87). See also Morard (2001: 160,171)
who situates the Gospel in the prophetic and ascetic movement of the early church.
114. See Till and Schenke 1972: 25; Wilson and MacRae 1979: 453; Pasquier 1983: 5; Perkins
1980: 133; Tardieu 1984: 22; Mohri 2000: 253.
115. For a Gnostic allegorical interpretation of the non-Gnostic Act of Peter, see Brashler and
Parrott 1988: 529.
116. Hippolytus, Refutation of all Heresies V.7.1 and X.9.3. Some argue that this form of the
name Mary mostly refers to Mary Magdalene; see for instance Marjanen 1996: 63-64. Petersen
(1999: 157-62) argues for a clear connection between the Naasenes and the journey of the soul in
the Gospel of Mary.
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centuries were found in Oxyrhynchus: the Gospel of John, the Gospel of Matthew,
the Gospel of Thomas, the letter from James, the Gospel of Luke, Paul's letter to
the Romans, the Letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of Peter.117 These findings
reflect a pluralistic Christian context, but not a specifically Gnostic one. This circumstance and the fact that the Coptic version of the Gospel of Mary appeared two
centuries later in a Gnostic context seem to support King's suggestion that the Gospel of Mary was not originally Gnostic, but only later was read through Gnostic
lenses, as were the letters of Paul and the Gospel of John.118 But is this really true?
4.4. The Term 'Gnostic': Dualism in Creation as a Criterion
In the last decade a lively debate arose on the question of what the term 'Gnostic'
should imply. This led Marjanen to a radical change of opinion on the Gnostic
character of the Gospel of Mary. In an article subtitled 'Mary in the So-Called
Gnostic Christian Texts' (italics are mine)119 he explains:
Afterfinishingmy own work on the so-called Gnostic Mary texts (Marjanen, The
Woman Jesus Loved) I have redefined my conception of Gnosticism such that I no
longer regard the Gospel of Thomas, the Dialogue of the Savior, and the Gospel of
Mary as gnostic. Even if the anthropology and the soteriology of these writings
correspond to that of Gnosticism (or Platonism) with the emphasis on the return of
the preexistent soul to the realm of light as a sign of ultimate salvation, none of
these writings contains the other central feature of Gnosticism. They do not
contain the idea of a cosmic world created by an evil and/or ignorant demiurge. 120

A crucial issue in determining the Gnostic character of a manuscript is the fact
that so-called Gnostic writings include themes that occur throughout antiquity. If
these themes occur in a certain text, but the creation myth and the Demiurge are
missing, as in the Gospel of Mary, it is very difficult to decide whether they are
meant in a specifically Gnostic way. The so-called 'Gnostic' elements mentioned
by Marjanen (before his redefinition), Petersen and Hartenstein are widespread
phenomena both in Jewish and Christian thought and in Greek philosophy. The
ascent of the soul is a general theme in antiquity,121 as is the theme of 'not wavering'.122 A negative attitude towards matter,123 the fetter of oblivion which imprisons people, and the need to be reminded of one's real nature belong to Platonic
philosophy.124 The Son of Man inside is found in the Gospel of John and the
putting on of the perfect Human Being in the Pauline Letters.125
Last but not least, the 'lawgiver' (vojJoBexris) is a general term. In Jewish
117. See Van Haelst 1976: 409-410 and also Grenfell and Hunt no. 80 (1994), no. 84 (1997),
no. 85 (1998), no. 86(1999).
118. King 1995: 629 note 10.
119. Marjanen 2002.
120. Marjanen 2002: 32 note 3.
121. See for instance Culianu 1983.
122. See Williams 1985.
123. Especially in neo-Platonic philosophy; see Bormann 1972: 986.
124. See for instance Roukema 1999: 76-77.
125. Schroter 1999.
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thought the word may apply to God, who for Gnostics would be the Demiurge, but
it can also refer to Moses and the Rabbis. This is also the case in Christian terminology. The lawgiver stands for God or for Christ, but also for the church government. The lawgiver can also refer to the civil government of a city or a state.126 As
for being held prisoner by the law, this is an idea also expressed by Paul without
assuming that there is a true God who is not the God of creation (Rom. 7.6).
In his book Rethinking 'Gnosticism'; An argument for Dismantling a Dubious
Category, Michael Allen Williams challenges scholars to abolish the term 'Gnostic'
or at least to use the designation very cautiously and critically. He states that in
antiquity there was no such thing as a clearly defined Gnostic religion; instead, the
label 'Gnostic' is a modern way of categorizing certain late antique writings in
order to understand them better. He warns against misunderstanding certain texts
by assuming that they belong to afixed'Gnostic' religion, rather than allowing the
texts to speak for themselves.
King concludes that Gnosticism is a blanket term that covers a lot of early
Christian movements. She argues that the term only existed as a tool of orthodox
identity formation, deriving from an early Christian discourse of orthodoxy and
heresy which has now taken on an independent existence.127 In her book What is
Gnosticism? she shows that the early Christian polemicists' discourse of orthodoxy
and heresy has been intertwined with twentieth-century scholarship on Gnosticism.
This is an important insight, since, as she writes:
At stake is not only the capacity to write a more accurate history of ancient
Christianity in all its multiformity, but also our capacity to engage critically the
ancient politics of religious difference rather than unwittingly reproduce its strategies and results. 128

Instead of the term 'Gnostic', Williams coined a new term, which is more
technical, namely 'Biblical demiurgical tradition'. He prefers this term because
most Nag Hammadi Codices and related documents contain Jewish or Christian
elements and start from a distinction between the highest God and the lower
Demiurge of the world.129 With this definition he is close to Perkins in that she too
concluded that the radical transcendence of the Divine is the most common
characteristic of the writings which she studied. King observes that the distinction
of a true God and the creator God of Genesis is a popular choice to define Gnosticism.130 However she does not agree, since she rejects typological methodology,
because it does no justice to the fact that 'the so-called Gnostic works provide
evidence of a wide variety of ethical orientations, theological and anthropological
views, spiritual disciplines, andritualpractices confounding any attempt to develop
126. Lampe 1961: 919b. See also King 1995: 607. Hartenstein (2000: 145) suggests Jesus to be
the lawgiver, because of the direct context. Jesus has given a law, his disciples should not give
laws themselves.
127. King 2003a: 20-54.
128. King 2003a: 19.
129. Williams 1996: 263-66.
130. King 2003a: 226 and 335 note 21.
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a single set of typological categories that will fit everything scholars have labeled
Gnosticism'.131
If we, however, should decide to call the Gospel of Mary a Gnostic gospel, this
would be a modern way of categorizing it as related to those Nag Hammadi
Codices and other documents that start from a dualism in creation.132 We do not
presuppose a more or less clearly defined Gnostic movement and we only call the
dualism in creation a criterion to call the Gospel 'Gnostic' as a modern way of
categorizing it in order to understand it better.
The question is whether the Gospel of Mary as we have it gives internal clues
that point to a dualism in creation. It seems that only the missing pages of the Gospel of Mary could really answer the question of whether the Gospel presupposes
a dualism in creation or not, since in the Gospel as we have it no creation
myth occurs.
We may, however, also examine the question from a different point of view: is
there any internal evidence that the Gospel of Mary starts from another tradition?
Petersen and Hartenstein agree with King that the ideas of the Gospel of Mary on
p. 7 about matter and sin need not be read in a Gnostic context, but they are of the
opinion that it could belong to a Gnostic context as well.133 In contrast to
Hartenstein, who argues that the Gospel of Mary gives no indications against a
Gnostic reading, I believe it does.134 The next chapter examines a new perspective
on matter and Nature in the Gospel of Mary, which may point to a non-Gnostic
context, in which Nature is a positive power directly stemming from the Divine.

131. King 2003a: 213.
132. See also Roukema 1999: 120-25. According to him Gnosis must be viewed as a radical
form of the Hellenization, and especially Platonizing, of early Christianity (118-25). He refers to
Harnack 1931: 250.
133. Petersen 1999: 134; Hartenstein 2000: 132; King 1995: 628.
134. Hartenstein 2000: 133.

Chapter 3
CHARACTER AND PURPOSE OF THE GOSPEL OF MARY

This chapter will investigate the themes of matter and Nature in the Gospel of
Mary by comparing it to related ideas in Stoic philosophy. We will also study
similar thoughts in the works of Philo of Alexandria. We will focus on the extant
pages of the discourse between the Saviour and his disciples in the Gospel of Mary
and more specifically on its traces of ideas on cosmology (GosMar 7-8). In
addition, I will examine the themes of the other writings in the Berlin Codex and
present my thoughts on the character and the purpose of the Gospel of Mary.
1. Matter and Nature
In the Gospel of Mary the way the words <>| yc I c (nature) and rueoc (passion) are
used and the way <t>yc I c (nature) and 2Y*H (matter) are interrelated show an
affinity with Stoic philosophy. Stoicism holds a monistic view of the origin of the
world. In Stoic philosophy, matter is formed by Nature into a harmonious cosmos.
One can either act according to Nature (Kara <)>uaiv) or against it (rrapa <|>uai v);
to be guided by rrdSos is clearly Trcxpa <|>uaiv. The material world does not
originate in the act of a lower God; the creation is a self-transformation of God.
Nor do Stoics differentiate between a material and a spiritual world; according to
Stoic philosophy everything that exists is basically material. The world originates
from a state of pure fire in which God and the universe are coextensive. God as
purefirechanges into hot air and condenses into moisture, which then changes into
the four elements which constitute the cosmos: fire, air, water and earth.1
Obviously, the Gospel of Mary is not a Stoic document, since the 'body', which
probably refers to the human as well as the cosmic body, is not in harmony but
in confusion (GosMar 8.5-6). Moreover, the Gospel of Mary does not speak of
one material world, but presupposes two worlds: one earthly and one heavenly
(GosMar 16.21-17.3). However, although it is clear that the Gospel of Mary is not
Stoic, Stoic philosophy can help to clarify some of its basic ideas.
Pasquier is the only other scholar who calls attention to the Stoic language in the
Gospel of Mary.2 She argues that Stoic categories are used in order to reveal
Gnostic insights. In her view the Gospel of Mary characterizes Nature (GosMar
1.
2.

Long and Sedley 1987:1, 279.
Pasquier 1981: 390-404. See also Pasquier 1983: 48-56 and especially pp. 50 and 52.
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7.17-22) and the nature of matter (GosMar 7.1-8) as two opposite natures. The
disciples must choose Nature or perish with matter.
In Stoic philosophy, however, matter is only a thought-construct and does not
exist in itself: Nature and matter are intertwined, Nature is material. The nature of
matter in the Gospel of Mary, read within a Stoic context, is nothing but Nature
itself. Another objection to Pasquier's thesis is her reading of GosMar 8.2-4, where
she has added the word 'union'. Passion in her translation arises from 'une (union)
contre nature' which she herself defines as a union between matter and Nature,
whereas a more straightforward reading, as we will see, would be that matter has
been acted upon by an opposite nature, just as in Stoic philosophy matter is formed
by Nature. But the most important objection to her thesis is her interpretation of
<t>ycic NIM which occurs twice (GosMar 7.3 and 7.18). In the first occurrence
(GosMar 7.3) Pasquier interprets the expression as the nature of matter. In the
second (GosMar 7.18) this is interpreted as Nature.
On p. 7 of the Gospel of Mary we plunge into the end of a dialogue the beginning of which and its context we can only speculate about, since the first six pages
of the Coptic manuscript are missing. Thefirstquestion on p. 7 is about the destiny
of matter (7.1-2): 'Will matter thus be destroyed or not?' (eyxH ee NAoycoGn XN
MMON). The Saviour's answer in GosMar 7.3-4 is about all natural phenomena
(<t>yc I c NIM), all that has been formed (nAACMA NIM), and all that has been brought
into being (KTI c I c NIM).
It is customary to interpret these words to refer to the material world in contrast
to spiritual nature. The general opinion is that the Saviour's answer is about the
fate of matter.3 There is, however, one problem. When the words 4>yc I c NIM occur
again in GosMar 7.18-19, where the Saviour assures his disciples that the Good
One came into their midst, 'to those who belong to <(> yc IC NIM , in order to restore
<(>YC I c up to her Root', the same commentators who interpret the first <j>yc I c NIM
as referring to matter, interpret <(>yc I c NIM the second time it occurs as referring to
spiritual nature.4
Only Pasquier defends this inconsistent choice, arguing that thefirst4>yc I c NIM
has to be interpreted in a material way, because the question is about matter alone,
and because nxACMX and KT I c I c also refer to the material world alone.5 These
two reasons, however, do not justify the contradictory interpretation. Clearly, the
Saviour's answer to a question can be quite unexpected as can be seen on the same
page, the second question being about the content of sin, where the Saviour
answers that sin does not exist (GosMar 7.12-13). Furthermore the words TTAao|ja
and KTIGIS do not need to refer to matter contrary to spiritual nature. They may
also be meant in a Stoic way. In Stoic philosophy matter and spirit (or Nature) are
intertwined, matter being passive. In a Stoic sense the words denote the forms God
3. Till and Schenke 1972: 27; Pasquier 1981: 391-92 and 1983: 50; Tardieu 1984: 226; King
1995: 603.
4. Till and Schenke 1972: 27 and 63; Tardieu 1984: 226; King 1995: 604. Pasquier (1981:
393) notes the antithesis between what she calls the first (material) and the second (pneumatic)
nature; see also Pasquier 1983: 52-53.
5. Pasquier 1983: 50 note 7.
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or Nature made of substance. Interpreted this way <t>yc I c NIM in GosMar 7.3-4 as
well as in 7.18-19 refers to all natural phenomena (all Nature) as an appearance of
the Divine.
As in Stoic philosophy the Saviour in GosMar 7.3-4 does not seem to distinguish between material or spiritual realms in the cosmos, as does the disciple
who limits his or her question to the fate of matter alone, thus suggesting that
matter is the source of evil. The Saviour explains in GosMar 7.4-8 that all exists in
and with each other (2N N6 y e PHY [M]NMMAY) and does not repeat the verb 'destroy'
(oycDGn), which the disciple uses, but introduces the verb 'unloosen' (BO)A GBOA).
The answer of the Saviour is apparently unexpected in more than one way.
2. Cosmology in the Gospel of Mary
In this section we will examine Stoic thoughts on matter, Nature and the source of
evil, because they can help us to understand the ideas of the Gospel of Mary on
matter, Nature, an opposite nature and on the mixture of these. We will also turn to
the exegete Philo of Alexandria (± 20BC-45CE), who makes use of dualistic
(Platonic) as well as Stoic categories, as does the author of the Gospel of Mary, to
express the deeper meaning of Jewish Scripture. 6 With the help of these two
sources we will try to interpret GosMar 7.1-8.10 and investigate whether the
Gospel of Mary is to be seen as a Gnostic text in the sense that its remarks on
cosmology betray a dualism in creation.
2.1. Stoic Philosophy on Matter, Nature and the Source of Evil
2.1.1. Mixture and the Stability of the Cosmos. The idea that all things are mixed is
an important part of Stoic physics. Diogenes Laertius says:
The world is created when the substance is turned from fire through air into
moisture; then the thicker parts of the moisture condense and end up as earth, but
the finer parts are thoroughly rarefied, and when they have been thinned still
further, they producefire.Thereafter by mixture plants and elements and the other
natural kinds are produced after these. (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers 7.142)7
At the heart of the creation is God:
God, intelligence, fate and Zeus are all one, and many other names are applied to
him. In the beginning all by himself he turned the entire substance through air into
water. Just as the sperm is enveloped in the seminal fluid, so God, who is the
seminal principle in the world, stays behind as such in the moisture, making
6.

Morris (1987: 872), argues that Philo could be called a Platonist, but just as well a Stoic or

a Pythagorean. This is why Dillon (1977:139-83), calls him a Middle Platonist. Morris (1987: 87380) emphasizes that Philo was first of all a Jew, since he regarded the Torah of Moses as the
supreme authority. Furthermore, Philo does not present his thoughts systematically, but in
conjunction with Old Testament texts. Thus in Morris's view he can better be called an exegete
than a philosopher (p. 880). See for this view also Runia 1990: 189.
7. Quoted in Long and Sedley 1987:1, 275.
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matter serviceable to himself for the successive stages of creation (yeveoiv). He
then creates first of all the four elements,fire,water, air, earth. (Diogenes Laertius,
Lives of Eminent Philosophers 7.135-36)8
As such:
They [the Stoics] say that god is mixed with matter, pervading all of it and so
shaping it, structuring it, and making it into the world. (Alexander, On Mixture
225.1-2)9

Stoics referred to several types of mixtures as analogies from everyday life,
through which they explained and confirmed their belief in the stability of the
cosmos.10 The Stoics maintained, for instance, that a single drop of wine, which
spreads through the ocean, keeps its essential quality, since, if one puts an oiled
sponge in a mixture of wine and water the two can be separated. As the drop of
wine which spreads through the ocean, by keeping its essential quality, changes the
whole substance, so does the pneumatic force pervade and influence all substance,
thus holding the cosmos together and causing stability and harmony.11 In Stoic
philosophy matter is the substance of the cosmos. Everything is basically material,
but matter never exists alone; it is always permeated by this pneumatic force,
which is God himself. This pneumatic force is also called Nature, since in Stoicism
God and the divinity of Nature are one and the same.12
2.1.2. Nature and the Source ofEvil. Nature refers to the power or principle which
shapes and creates all things, which unifies and gives coherence to the whole and
the potential for growth. Nature is a fiery breath, self-moving and generative.
Nature is necessity and destiny, God, providence, craftsperson and right reason.13
Nature holds the cosmos together and is the source of stability and growth, the pure
fire transformed in an active fiery breath: God himself, who is also called Logos,
Pneuma, Zeus or other names.14 As it was said:
The Stoics made God out to be intelligent, a designing fire which methodically
proceeds towards creation of the world (eni ysveoei Koopou), and encompasses
all the seminal principles according to which everything comes about according to
fate, and a breath pervading the whole world, which takes on different names
owing to the alterations of the matter through which it passes. (Aetius, Placita
1.7.33)15

As Seneca says: 'What else is Nature than God and Divine Reason in the world and
its parts?' (De Beneficiis IV.7.1). Nature is personified and called upon in a
8. Quoted in Long and Sedley 1987:1, 275
9. Quoted in Long and Sedley 1987:1, 273.
10. See Todd 1976: 36-49 and 70-72. See also Long and Sedley 1987:1, 273-74 and 294.
11. Long and Sedley 1987:1, 270-72.
12. Long 1974: 149.
13. SVFII937,549,1211,1132-3,913, SVF1158,176 and SVF III 323. See Long 1974:148.
14. Long 1974: 147-54. Stoics are, however, not to be seen as 'materialists'. Long argues that
'Stoics are better described as vitalists' (Long 1974: 154).
15. For the quotation see Long and Sedley 1987:1, 274.
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religious way as the one ultimate deity, as Marcus Aurelius does, when he says: 'O
Nature, from you is all, in you is all, to you all is related' (Meditations IV.23).
Nature creates and arranges all for the good of the whole.16
How did the Stoics reconcile their thoughts about the cosmos being harmonious
and all being arranged for the good of the whole, with the problem of the source of
evil? In Stoic philosophy cosmic evil is seen as a misjudgment: as a human
description of things necessary for the good on a universal scale.17 Moral evil is
also seen as a matter of misjudgment: of allowing oneself to be guided by powers
of passion, rather than consciously subjecting them to reason, which results in the
freedom to act in a morally good way.18 The Stoics have an optimistic view on
evil. Both cosmic and moral evil, according to the Stoics, are essentially misjudgments. Passion is an important cause of these misjudgments, but even passion
is seen as a misjudgment itself. The origin of evil, in this Stoic concept, thus
remains an embarrassing problem.19
2.1.3. Passion and the Divine Within. It should be noted that passion in Stoic
philosophy is not to be confused with sexual desire. Passion is, instead, a general
overpowering unhealthy state of mind. It is the source of all unhappiness, the four
primary passions being appetite, pleasure, fear and distress.20 These four primary
passions should be understood in this way:
under appetite: anger and its species.. .intense sexual desires, cravings and yearnings, love of pleasures and riches and honours, and the like. Under pleasure: rejoicing at others' misfortunes, self-gratification, trickery, and the like. Under fear:
hesitancy, anguish, astonishment, shame, confusion, superstition, dread and terror.
Under distress: malice, envy, jealousy, pity, grief, worry, sorrow, annoyance,
mental pain, vexation. (Stobaeus, Anthologium 2.90.19-91.9) 21

Allowing oneself to be guided by passion is acting contrary to nature (TTapd
(|)uot v). In mainstream Stoic philosophy passion is a result of false judgments and
'a movement of soul which is irrational (dfXoyos) and contrary to nature (napa
<|)uaiv)\22 The Stoic Posidonius, however, ardently rejects the view that passion
arises from false judgment. Instead, he argues that the soul itself exists of rational
and irrational, animal-like faculties. The irrational faculties result in passions which
in their turn cause false judgments.23 Posidonius refers to a divine power within, a
strength which enables one to choose daily for reason over passion. He says:

16. Long 1974: 148. Pohlenz (1948: 68) describes this as 'ein ganz neues LebensgefuhF.
Nature is no longer a mere mechanical force, but a living and leading deity, a shaping power in the
cosmos as well as in human life: Zeus himself.

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.

Long 1968: 332-33.
Long 1968: 337-41.
Kidd 1971: 206.
Long and Sedley 1987:1,419-20.
As quoted by Long and Sedley 1987:1, 412.
Long and Sedley 1987:1, 410, quoting Stobaeus 288.8.
Kidd 1971: 207. See also Sandbach 1975: 135-36.
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The cause of the passions, that is a lack of harmony, and of the life of misery, lies
in not following in everything the daemon within, which is kin to the one who
rules the whole world, but rather live in subjection to the worse and the brutish.
(Galen, De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis 448.11 -12)25

According to F.H. Sandbach, referring to Epictetus, Seneca and Marcus Aurelius,
the Stoic discovery of God within is especially characteristic of Roman Stoics. 26
Epictetus, for instance, in an attempt to keep his listeners away from 'unclean
thoughts and filthy actions' asks them:
Why do you refuse to know whence you have come? When you eat will you not
remember who it is that is eating and whom you are feeding? When you go to bed
with a woman, who is doing that? When you mix in company, when you take
exercise, when you engage in conversation? Don't you know that you are feeding
God, exercising God? You carry God around with you, miserable creature, and do
not know it. Do you think I mean some god outside you, a god made of silver or
gold? No; you carry him within you, and do not perceive that you are defiling him
with your unclean thoughts andfilthyactions. In the presence of an image of God
you would not dare to do any of those things you now do, but in the presence of
God himself within you, who watches and hears all, are you not ashamed to
entertain these thoughts and do these actions, insensible of your own nature and
earning wrath of God? (Discourses II.8.11-14)27
Like the Roman Stoics and Posidonius, the Gospel of Mary also refers to a divine
power within. The Gospel of Mary, however, contains a further explanation for the
origin of passion. According to the Gospel of Mary the origin of passion does not
lie in our animal-like nature, as Posidonius puts it, nor in our false judgments, as
mainstream Stoic philosophy suggests. Instead, the Gospel of Mary introduces a
new concept.
2.2. The Gospel of Mary on Matter, Nature and an Opposite Nature
2.2A. The Cosmos in Confusion. In contrast to Stoic thought, the cosmos in the
Gospel of Mary is not harmonious, but in confusion (8.5-6). The Saviour says:
2 |>G]YAH [xn]e oy
3 rueoc 6MNTAH MMAYfinei Ne
4 6A4>6 I 6BOA 2N O\T\\?^\C

I C TO

5 T6 U)AP6OYTXPXXH 0)0)n6 2M
6 nC(DMA THPH 6TB€ W\ I AI XOC NH
7 TN x e q)(one € T 6 T N T H T HZHT
8 \\(D 6T6TNTO NNATT0)T 6 T 6
9 TNTHT M6N NNA2PM n IN6 n I N6
10NT6<j>YCIC28

(GosMar 8.1-10)
24. According to Sandbach (1975: 136 note 2), daemon in this quotation, which refers to the
divine ruler of the world, is God himself.
25. As quoted by Kidd 1971: 209.
26. Sandbach 1975:174.
27. Translation in Sandbach 1975: 167.
28. The Coptic text is quoted from Pasquier 1983: 32.
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Matter [brought forth] (3) passion that, (4) since it proceeds from an opposite
nature, has no form. (5) From then on confusion exists (6) in the whole body. That
is why I said (7) to you, 'Be fully assured and (8) do not be persuaded (by what is
opposite to Nature), (9) since you are already persuaded (by the Good One) in the
presence of the various forms (10) of Nature.

The grammar in this passage is complicated, which allows for a number of
different translations.29 The question is to find a translation that makes sense in the
direct context. The words between brackets render my interpretation. Four observations are important here. First, the passage 8.2-10 is an inclusion. In 8.1 the
Saviour encourages those who can understand to understand and in 8.10-11 those
who have ears to hear. Secondly, the inclusion consists of an encouragement by the
Saviour not to be persuaded (8.6-10) which is preceded by the explanation on
which this encouragement is based (8.2-6). This is clear from the words 6TB6 fix I
(that is why) in GosMar 8.6. Thirdly, the word e IN6 (form) occurs twice (8.3 and
8.9-10), and in both cases it is not directly clear what it means. Fourthly, the central
word in the passage, nAeoc (passion), may be understood in various ways.
2.2.2. The Meaning o/nAeoc. The word nxeoc (TTO;0OS) may be translated as
'suffering', instead of 'passion'.30 This would make sense, since in the previous
verses the Saviour tells about the cause of sickness and death (GosMar 7.21-22).31
When translating n^eoc as 'passion' this could be meant in the limited sense of
sexual desire.32 This would make sense, since in GosMar 7.16 the Saviour makes a
statement about sin and adultery. This interpretation, however, would not be likely
in the context of suffering of GosMar 7.21-22. Nevertheless, I translated nAeoc as
'passion', but in the Stoic sense of the word.
29. GosMar 8.7-10 has been translated in widely differing ways. The differences arise from the
various grammatical possibilities, the different meanings of TO)T N2HT and TO)T as well as the
attempted interpretation of the sentence as a whole. Till and Schenke (1972: 65) translate: 'Fasst
Mut und, wenn ihr mutlos seid, habt doch Mut angesichts der verschiedenen Gestalten der <|>uais'.
Wilson and MacRae (1979: 459) follow this translation: 'Be of good courage, and if you are
discouraged, be encouraged in the presence of the different forms of nature'. Pasquier (1983: 33)
translates quite differently: 'Soyez obeissants et a la fois desobeissants pourvu que vous soyez
obeissants envers chaque Image de la nature'. Tardieu (1984: 76) has: 'Soyez bien regies! Et si
vous etes deregles, reglez-vous done par rapport aux differentes especes de la nature'. King (1992:
362) has: 'Be content of heart. And do not conform (to the body), but form yourselves in the
presence of that other image of nature'. Hartenstein and Petersen (1998: 759) have: 'Seid euch
gewiss, und wenn ihr keine Gewissheit habt, seid gewiss angesichts der verschiedenen Gestalten
der Natur!' My translation is: 'Be fully assured and do not be persuaded (by what is opposite to
Nature), since you are already persuaded (by the Good One) in the presence of the various forms of
Nature'. This translation makes a distinction between T(DT N2HT (be fully assured, Crum 1939:
438a, TrXnpoc|)opEco) and TG)T (be persuaded, Crum 1939:437a, ireiSco). Because of the place of
Ayo I interpret 6T6TNO like 6T6TNTHT as a periphrastic imperative, belonging to q)O)ne.
Because b,\o does not occur a second time, I interpret the second 6T6TNTHT as a circumstantial
expression.
30. Bauer et al 1988: 1220.
31. As I did earlier, see De Boer 1997: 82. King (1995: 605) uses both translations.
32. As do Till and Schenke 1972: 27 and Tardieu 1984:226. According to them the Saviour in
GosMar 7.13-16 identifies sinning as procreation.
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According to Stoic philosophy:
Proneness to sickness is a tendency towards passion, towards one of the functions
contrary to nature, such as depression, irascibility, malevolence, quick temper and
the like. Proneness to sickness also occurs in reference to other functions which
are contrary to nature, such as theft, adultery and violence; hence people are called
thieves, violators and adulterers. Sickness is an appetitive opinion which has
flowed into a tenor and hardened, signifying a belief that what should not be
pursued is intensely worth pursuing, such as the passion for women, wine and
money. By antipathy the opposites of the sicknesses occur, such as loathing for
women and wine, and misanthropy. (Stobaeus, Anthologium 2.93.1-13)33

This description of sickness as 'a tendency towards passion' and 'signifying a
belief that what should not be pursued is intensely worth pursuing' fits both the
context of sickness and death in GosMar 7.21-22 as well as the context of adultery
in GosMar 7.16, especially when interpreted metaphorically.34 Thus the translation
of nxeoc as passion in the Stoic sense of the word seems the best translation in the
context of GosMar 7-8.
According to most translations of GosMar 8.3 the Saviour declares about
passion 'that it has no equal' (6MNTXH MMAy MneiNG).35 A difficulty with this
translation is, that, although 61N6 occurs again only a few verses later within the
same inclusion GosMar 8.2-11, it would have another meaning. The same exegetes
who translate 6IN6 in GosMar 8.3 as 'equal' translate 6IN6 in GosMar 8.9 as
'form': in their opinion n IN6 n IN6 NT6<t>yc I c in GosMar 8.9-10 means 'forms of
Nature'. Another difficulty is that in the direct context it seems to make little sense
to state that passion has no equal. Passion having no equal can hardly be the
reassuring explanation which precedes the encouragement in GosMar 8.6-11.
Only Pasquier and King discuss the meaning of the passage as a whole. They
use 'image' in both instances.36 By 'image' they mean the manifestation of the
truth in this world. They base their interpretation on the use of Tynoc and 21 KO)N
in the Gospel of Philip, where it says:
Truth did not come into the world naked, but it came in types and images. The
world will not receive truth in any other way. (GosPhil 67.9-11)

33. Long and Sedley 1987:1, 418.
34. See for the metaphor Hos. 4.12; 9.1; Jer. 2.20; 3.1, 6, 8; Ezek. 16 and 23 and also Exod.
34.15; Deut. 31.16; Judges 2.17; 8.27, 33; Pss. 73, 25-27; 106.34-39; 1 Chron. 5.25. The same
metaphor is used in the New Testament; see Mk 8.38; Mt. 12.39; 16.4; Jas 4.4. Outside the biblical
scriptures, the use of 'adultery' in a metaphorical sense occurs for instance in the Exegesis of the
Soul (NHC II.6).
35. Till and Schenke 1972:65; Wilson and MacRae 1979:459; Hartenstein and Petersen 1998:
759. Tardieu (1984: 226) translates 'desordonee'.
36. Till and Schenke (1972: 25): Gestalten. Wilson and MacRae (1979: 459): forms.
Hartenstein and Petersen (1998: 759): Gestalten. Tardieu (1984: 76): especes. Pasquier and King
are the exceptions. Pasquier (1983: 33) translates 'Image' in both instances and King (1992: 362)
'(true) image'.
37. Cf. GosPhil 84.20-21; see Pasquier 1983: 54 and King 1995: 605 and 629 note 11.
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Pasquier adds that not having an Image as a result of passion is described in
metaphorical language in Gnostic literature. In several Gnostic writings the fundamental passion of the Archonts or the lower powers is to possess the spiritual
element of the world above, but no matter how hard they try they constantly fail.38
However, is it justified to interpret 61N6 in GosMar 8.2-11 as 'spiritual element'
and use the 'types and images' of the Truth in the Gospel of Philip as a parallel? In
our passage 61N6 is specifically used in the context of Nature, which is not the case
in the Gospel of Philip.
2.2.3. The Meaning of Nature Having 6IN6. The word 6IN6 basically means
'likeness' or 'aspect'.39 The expression n IN6 n IN6 NT6<t>YC IC does not occur in the
other works of the Berlin Codex, nor in the Nag Hammadi Codices.40 There are,
however, parallel instances, which may shed light on its meaning. In the Paraphrase of Shem the expressionN6C61N6 THpoy (all her 'aspects', NHC VTI.45.30)
refers to the earlier mentioned NMop<|>H NT6<|>YCIC (the forms of Nature, NHC
VII.45.15). In this context 61N6 is a Coptic parallel to the Greek MOp<|>r). A similar
instance occurs in the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth in a doxology on
the Father, who is called 'the one whose will begets life for the "aspects" (NNIN6)
in every place; his Nature (4>YC IC) gives form (MOp<t>H) to substance' (NHC
VI.55.30-32).
We should note that Nature in the Paraphrase of Shem, which is a Gnostic
writing, is a burden. Every 'aspect' (6IN6) into which Nature has divided is 'a
power of the chaotic fire which is the hylic seed' (NHC VII. 11.1-4). One is to be
freed from Nature and Nature is to be destroyed (NHC VII.48.9-24). Would this
therefore be the case in the Gospel of Mary too? That Nature and its forms also
occur in a positive context is clear from the Discourse of the Eighth and Ninth,
which is a Hermetic writing.41 In this writing the creation is lauded as the perfect
deed of the perfect God. The Discourse of the Eighth and Ninth says:
He is the one whose will begets life for the * aspects' of every place; his Nature
gives form to substance. He created everything. By him the souls of the [eighth
and] the angels are moved [...] those that exist. His providence extends to
everything [...] begets everything. He is the one who [...] the aeon among spirits.
He created everything. He, who is self-contained cares for everything. He is
perfect, the invisible God to whom one speaks in silence. (NHC VI.55.30-56.12)
38. Pasquier 1983: 55.
39. Crum 1939: 80b.
40. There is no complete concordance yet. I used the available volumes of the concordance, the
Nag-Hammadi-Register of Siegert 1982, the indexes of the series of Bibliotheque Copte de Nag
Hammadi and the indexes of the series of the Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies for the
remaining writings.
41. Van den Broek 1996: 8. Van den Broek (1996: 1-21) examines the differences between
Gnostic and Hermetic writings. He concludes that, whereas in Gnostic writings the cosmos is the
bad product of an evil creator, in Hermetic writings the cosmos represents God's creative power. In
Hermetic writings the Stoic doctrine that contemplation of the cosmos gives an impression of God
himself 'became the core of a cosmic religiosity, which could lead to the mystical experience of
falling together with the universe, that is to say with God himself (Van den Broek 1996: 14).
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The Discourse of the Eighth and Ninth and especially NHC VI.55.30-32 and
56.8-12 form the background of my translation of n IN6 n IN6 NTe<j>yc I c. I follow
the exegetes who have 'forms of Nature', but in my view the expression must be
understood in a context of creation in which substance is formed by the perfect
invisible God, instead of in a context of creation as a fall.
2.2.4. The Meaning of Passion Having no 61N6. Giving 61N6 in GosMar 8.3 the
same meaning as in 8.9-10, because they belong to the same inclusion, means that
in my translation the Saviour declares that 'passion has no form' instead of
'passion has no equal', as most exegetes do. But what would this mean?
Again we must note that the expression oyrueoc GMNTA^ MMAY MneING does
not occur in the Nag Hammadi Codices or elsewhere in the Berlin Codex. That
something would have no 61 He occurs in Marsanes 17.7, but in such a fragmentary
context that its meaning is not clear.42 Furthermore, having no 61N6 only occurs in
the Berlin Codex in the Sophia of Jesus Christ. In BG 92.15 it is said that the
highest God has no 'likeness' (MNTAH e IN6), since he is inconceivable. It is clear
that GosMar 8.2 must have quite another meaning since here passion and not the
highest God lacks 61N6, a circumstance which furthermore, according to the direct
context, should not cause awe, but encourage the disciples not to be persuaded by it
(GosMar 8.7-10).
Stoic philosophy also has no parallel, since according to the Stoics only
matter and reason (reason being the same as God and Nature) are without form
(a\i6p$o\)s), meaning that they are ingenerated and indestructible, whereas the
elements are endowed with form and pass away.43 Passion being without form, and
thus indestructible in this Stoic interpretation, would hardly encourage the disciples
in the Gospel of Mary not to fear its strength.
Not having Mop<t>H as something that is missing, however, occurs in the Apocryphon of John, where Sophia's product comes forth imperfect, 'not having form
from her form' (6MN"n Mop<|>H 2N T6CMop<|>H: NHC III. 14.6-7).44 It also occurs in
the Paraphrase of Shem, where Nature originally is powerless 'since she did not
have a form from the Darkness' (NHC VI.5.11). When MOp<(>H is a parallel to 61N6
passion having no form could thus mean that it is imperfect and powerless. It is,
however, not likely that 61N6 in GosMar 8.2-10 is the translation of |Jop<|>rj, since
Mop<(>H as a Coptic rendering of the Greek |Jop(|>r) occurs in GosMar 16.5-6.
Stoic philosophy distinguishes between what really exists and what exists only
in one's mind. According to the Stoics, substance (ouoia) manifests itself in forms
and qualities. In this way substance really exists (Kara TV\V UTroaxaai V), whereas
matter (uArj) exists as a notion in one's mind.45 Perhaps GosMar 8.2-4 recalls this
42. See Pearson 1981: 282-83: 'But it is necessary that a [...] does not have form' (MNT6H
6IN6).
43. Diogenes Laertius 7.134. See Long and Sedley I, 1987: 268.
44. See Wisse and Waldstein 1995: 60.
45. See Steinmetz 1994: 686. Dorrie 1976, in his monograph on uTTooxaois concludes about
the use of the word in Stoic philosophy: 'Es ist das substantielle konkrete Sein, das in der Mitte
steht zwischen den nur aktuellen, aber zufalligen, und den nur gedanklichen Realitaten'. (p. 36).
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Stoic theory about existence, and passion having no form means that it does not
really exist; it exists in our imagination. But here again the Greek UTToaxaois
would have been rendered in Coptic by 2ynocTXC I c or translated as TAXpo, and
not as 61N6. 46
I suggest that we rely upon the translation of n IN6 n IN6 NT6<|>YC I c in GosMar
8.9-10 as 'forms of Nature', referring to the creation of everything as in the Discourse of the Eighth and Ninth. Within a context of creation, passion having no
form in GosMar 8.2-4 means that its origin is not from God. It has no divine root.
As we already saw, the Stoics say passion is d'Aoyos. It has nothing to do with
divine reason. Indeed, the Gospel of Mary directly explains this by stating that
passion's origin lies elsewhere.
2.2.5. Formless Passion and Forms of Nature. It seems most likely that 61N6 in
GosMar 8.2-10 is the Coptic translation of the Greek e\5os which means 'what is
seen': form, shape, class or kind. 47 Philo of Alexandria states that passion is
dveiSeos devoid of form (cf. GosMar 8.2).48 In his allegorical exegesis of the story
of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11.1-9), Philo explains the meaning of passion being
formless in a metaphorical way. Because passion is formless, the work of the evil
brick makers results in sloppy clay rather than solid cement. Philo says:
At present we have all the content of the soul in extricable confusion, so that no
clear form of any particular kind is discernable. Ourrightcourse is to take passion
and vice which at present is a substance devoid of form and quality and divide it
by continuous analysis into the proper categories and the subdivisions in regular
descending order till we reach the ultimate; thus we shall obtain both a clearer
apprehension of them and that experienced use and enjoyment which is calculated
to multiply our pleasure and delight. (On the Confusion of Tongues 84-85)
But, Philo explains, this right course is not followed by minds that set themselves
up against God (88). Through reasoning designed to destroy righteousness and
virtue they shape passions and vices into bricks and thus build 'a city and a tower
which will serve for the hold of vice, as a citadel for a despot' (83). 50 They even
violently forced their betters, the children of the race that has vision, to make
bricks and build strong cities (Exod. 1.11) for the mind which thinks itself their
sovereign. They wished in this way to shew that good is the slave of evil and
passion stronger than the higher emotions, that prudence and every virtue are
subject to folly and all vice, and thus must render obedience to every command of
the despotic power. (On the Confusion of Tongues 91)51
46. See 2 Cor. 9.4 and 11.17. See also Heb. 1.3; 3.14; 11.1.
47. For € IN6 as the Sahidic translation of elSos see for instance Lk. 9.29 (Crum 1939: 21a),
Exod. 24.10 and Isa. 53.2 (Crum 1939: 80b). For the meaning of i\bos see Liddell and Scott 1968:
482.
48. .. .and quality: dcveiSeov nva KOU CXTTOIOV ouoiav (Philo, On the Confusion of Tongues
85). Pasquier mentions the reference to Philo in a note, but does not go into its meaning. See
Pasquier 1981: 399 note 37.
49. Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 55.
50. Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 55
51. Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 59.
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There is, however, hope, since
the Father of excellence in His loving-kindness will not suffer the platform to
reach the condition of cement which defies dissolution, but makes the unsubstantial result of their fluid industry to be but as sloppy clay. (On the Confusion of
Tongues 103) 52

Philo assures his readers that the freedom from the slavery of the despotic power of
the brick makers, the freedom which is really sure and stable, is to serve God.
Those who serve God are not supposed to do earthly things like the brick makers,
but
in their thoughts to ascend to the heavenly height, setting before them Moses, the
nature beloved of God, to lead them on the way. For then they shall behold the
place, which is in fact the Word, where stands God. (On the Confusion of
Tongues 95-96)53
These quotations show that Philo's allegorical exegesis of Gen. 11.1-9 has more
themes in common with the Gospel of Mary than the formlessness of passion
alone.
Although there are obvious differences, they share the theme of the ascension to
the heavenly height and of someone leading the way. They share the idea that there
is confusion, that dissolution or division is necessary, that there is a despotic power
who by false reasoning enslaves people, but that there is a God who prevents his
work from succeeding and there are people who have vision, trusting the 'eye of
understanding' rather than their bodily eyes (On the Confusion of Tongues 100). 54
When we consider Philo's writings and search for the particular meaning of
niN6 niNG NT6<t>YClc in a context of creation, translating 6IN6 as the Coptic
equivalent of the Greek ei5os seems most likely too. Philo, in his exegesis on the
marked sheep of Jacob and the unmarked sheep of Laban (Gen. 30.25-31.21),
arguing that there are people who, like Laban, fashion material sovereignties as
Divine and do not take any trouble to know the moving Cause, declares:
For the world has come into being, and assuredly it has done so under the hand of
some Cause: and the Word.. .of Him who makes it is Himself the seal, by which
each thing that exists received its shape (jJE|j6p(f>coTai). Accordingly from the
outset form (elSos) in perfection accompanies the things that come into being, for
it is an impress and an image of the perfect Word. (On Flight and Finding 12)
As in the quotation of the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, here again the words
|jop(|>r) and slSos are closely related. They both refer to the perfect forms of what
exists. This perfection comes from God himself: by his Word (Logos) according to
Philo and by his Nature according to the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth.
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Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 65.67.
Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 61.
Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 65.
For the translation and the Greek see Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 16-17.
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2.2.6. The Origin of Passion. Whereas Nature has forms, passion, according to the
Gospel of Mary, has no form. The Saviour explains this by pointing to passion's
origin. Up to now all commentaries insist that matter is the cause of passion.56 In
this reading of GosMar 8.2-4 oynxp A<t>yc IC in 8.4, which can be translated as an
adjective (something contrary to nature) as well as a noun (an opposite nature),
explains the nature of eyxH (matter) in 8.2: since matter has brought forth passion,
and passion proceeds from an opposite nature, matter and opposite nature are one
and the same. And, indeed, in the Platonic dualistic view the material world is
contrary to the spiritual world. In this view, whereas the union with the spiritual
world brings forth the good, the union with the material world brings forth the
bad.57 In such an interpretation of GosMar 8.2-4, the disciples must be freed from
their adulterous attachment to the material world (GosMar 7.13-16). But if this
reading is correct, why is the Coptic so unclear? Why is the translator of the Greek
version so hesitantly speaking of passion as proceeding from an opposite nature
instead of clearly referring back to matter and state that passion proceeds from 'this
opposite nature'? Or, even clearer, why does he or she not simply state that matter,
because it is contrary to nature, brings forth passion?
GosMar 8.2-4 may also be read in quite another way: matter has not by itself
alone caused passion, resulting in an unstable cosmos, but a combination of matter
and an opposite nature are responsible. In this reading of GosMar 8.2-4 matter and
an opposite nature are not one and the same, but 'an opposite nature' is a separate
entity. This seems the most likely explanation for the fact that the translator speaks
of passion which proceeded from an opposite nature instead of clearly defining
matter as opposite to Nature.
In a metaphorical sense, matter is like a mother who has given birth (xno) to a
child called passion. Passion brings confusion in the whole body since the origin
(61 6 BOX 2N) of this product is 'an opposite nature', instead of Nature.58 A parallel
to passion having a 'mother' and an 'origin' is to be found in the Apocryphon of
John, where passions (2Nnxeoc) come forth from the four chief demons (NHC
11.18.14-20; IV.28.8-17). In NHC II.18.2-6 the mother of the demons is matter,
while 'the origin of the demons which are in the whole body is determined to be
four: heat, cold, wetness and dryness'. The background of this verse is Stoic
philosophy in which these four qualities form the basis of the constitution of the
cosmos. As we already noted in Stoic philosophy God is compared to a sperm. He
is the seminal principle of the world, making matter serviceable to himself for the
successive stages of creation.59
56. Till and Schenke 1972: 27; Pasquier 1983: 54; Tardieu 1984:76 and 227; King 1992: 362;
Marjanen 1996: 94 note 1; Hartenstein 2000: 129.
57. This view belongs to middle Platonic and especially neo-Platonic philosophers. Until Plato
UXT] (matter) has no abstract connotation: it simply means 'wood', 'material to build with'. Only
with Aristotle does \ik\\ become a philosophical term. See Bormann 1972: 977.
58. For xno in the sense of 'giving birth' see Crum 1939: 779a. The male origin of a child is
mostly described as 61 6BOA 2N fn I (coming out of the loins of; cf. Heb. 7.9). I thank Jan Helderman for this observation.
59. Note the ideas of Antiquity on procreation: 'the father was regarded as the sole cause of
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I suggest that in the Gospel of Mary matter is acted upon by an opposite nature
resulting in a confused and unstable cosmos, just as in Stoic philosophy matter is
acted upon by Nature resulting in a harmonious and stable cosmos. Interpreted this
way, the disciples in the Gospel of Mary are not to be freed from their adulterous
attachment to the material world and to turn to the spiritual one, as is mostly suggested. On the contrary, the disciples, belonging to the one cosmos which is a
mixture of Nature and matter, must be freed from the influence of 'an opposite
nature'. This alternative reading considerably changes the view on matter, on sin
and on salvation, which other interpreters of the Gospel of Mary hold. It is not the
material world which is to be avoided, but the power of this 'opposite nature',
which causes passion.
In the Gnostic writings of the Nag Hammadi Codices the expression 'opposite to
nature' does not occur. This is not surprising since Nature itself is in Gnostic
thought a negative power.60 We should also note, that in Stoic philosophy with its
monistic view, there is no cosmic power contrary to Nature.61 Nature alone exists.
In Stoic philosophy one can only act against Nature. Allowing oneself to be guided
by passion is, for instance, acting contrary to nature (napa <j)uaiv). Whereas in
mainstream Stoic philosophy passion is a result of false judgments and 'a movement of soul which is irrational (diAoyos) and contrary to nature (Trapa (|>ucn v)',62
the Gospel of Mary insists that there is a cosmic power contrary to Nature which,
by acting upon matter, has produced passion.
Thus, the Gospel of Mary introduces a new concept, a cosmic power contrary to
Nature, which, by infecting the harmonious mixture of Nature and matter, disturbs
the original Stoic concept of cosmic harmony. According to the Gospel of Mary
the ultimate cause of passion lies in this cosmic opposite nature. This power is
the reason that confusion came into the whole body. The mixture mentioned in
GosMar 7.4 apparently consists not only in a Stoic sense of Nature and matter, but
of Nature and a power contrary to Nature, both acting upon matter.
The cosmic power contrary to Nature in the Gospel of Mary might perhaps be
considered as an allusion to a Gnostic dualism in creation, since a similar distinction between Nature and an opposite nature is found in the Gnostic Apocryphon of John. In this writing, the Demiurge not only creates the material world, but
also a counterfeit spirit (CXVTI|JI|JOV TrveG|ja), which brings darkness and evil to
oppose the Spirit of light from the divine Mother.63 As we have seen, however,
generation, while the mother was thought to supply only a place for the embryo to grow in and
obtain nourishment' (Runia 1983: 245).
60. In other writings of the Nag Hammadi Codices the word nApA^yc I c occurs. The tractate
Asclepius uses 62MnApx<j>YClc. The wicked angels in this writing teach 'things contrary to
nature'. They lead into wicked things recklessly, as well as into atheism, wars and plundering. In
those days the earth will not be stable' (NHC VI.73.5-13). This tractate is Hermetic; see section
3.2.2.3 note 41, above (King 2003a: 162). Marsanes mentions angels and says: 'some among them
are polyphormous and contrary to nature' (NHC XI.25.6), but like Asclepius, this tractate also
lacks a dualism in creation (see King 2003a: 193).
61. See Long 1968: 335-36.
62. Long and Sedley 1987:1, 410, quoting Stobaeus 2.88.8.
63. ApocJohn BG 56.4; 63.9; 67.15; 68.6, 18; 71.4; 74.8; 75.6, 9.
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nothing in the Gospel of Mary refers to an evil Demiurge who creates the material
world, but, on the contrary, the Gospel of Mary uses the positive Stoic concept of
matter and Nature as the constitutive elements of the world and adds an opposite
nature.
2.2.7. Mixture, Creation and the Source of Evil. A closer parallel to the cosmology
in the Gospel of Mary may be found in Philo's works. Philo represents the Jewish
view of the good God, who creates the world by means of his Word (cf. Gen. 1.131). Philo's Logos (Word) is not the same as the Platonic, let alone the Gnostic
Demiurge. Like in Platonism, Philo's God does not enter in direct contact with
matter, but he does not use a Demiurge to create the world. Instead, in Philo's
works God employs his Logos (his Word), as an architect or as a cutter, to perform
the task of creation according to his thoughts (the Platonic ideas).64
David Runia, who studied Philo's interpretation of Plato's Timaeus, concludes
about Philo's concept of the Logos: 'Through the doctrine of the Logos God can be
said to be immanent in the universe which he created without the affirmation of his
transcendence put at risk'.65 The same may apply to the more Stoic concept of
Nature in the Gospel of Mary. By means of his Nature, God created the world and
is thus present in the world and at the same time beyond it.
But what is, against this background, the meaning of this cosmic power opposite
to Nature? Philo, when commenting on the Passover instructions and on the death
of all the firstborn of the Egyptians, concentrates on the meaning of Exod. 12.23
that God will not let 'the destroyer enter your houses to strike'. He admonishes his
readers that they are not to make God the cause of evil and describes the mixture of
the cosmos as existing of two contrary powers. These are the salutary and beneficent power and the opposite one, the unbounded and the destructive.66 According
to Philo the heavens and the entire world have received this mixture. All that
exists, however, is created in accordance with the better part of these, 'namely
when the salutary and beneficent (power) brings to an end the unbounded and
destructive nature'.67 Philo then continues:
64. Runia 1983: 373-76.
65. Runia 1983: 375.
66. Runia (1983: 243) argues that the unbounded power must be identified as matter, since
Philo describes matter as unbounded too. Matter, however, is not a power but a passive substance
devoid of all quality (see for example On Flight and Finding 9). I agree instead with Marcus (1953:
II, 32 note m) that the two opposing powers as Philo distinguishes them correspond to good and
evil cosmic powers identified with good and bad angels (or demons). Philo adds that this view is
also held by others. It is not clear which people Philo means, but it is known that the later middle
Platonic philosopher Plutarch (ca. 50 to ca. 150 CE) also distinguishes between two antagonistic
powers: one of them is beneficent and the other is the author of all opposite things. Van Kooten
(2001: 117-21), in his study of the Pauline views on the cosmos, refers to Plutarch's On Isis and
Osiris in which Osiris opposes the disorderly power, which mingles with the passive elements, and
attaches himself to them (On Isis and Osiris/Moralia 369-73). A great difference with the Gospel of
Mary, however, is that, according to Plutarch, Nature itself contains the creation and origin of evil
as well as of good. See Dillon 1977: 202 and comments on 202-208.
67. Questions and Answers on Exod. 1.23. Marcus 1953: II, 334.
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Now, sometimes the evil becomes greater in this mixture, and hence (all creatures)
live in torment, harm, ignominy, contention, battle and bodily illness together with
all the other things in human life, as in the whole world, so in man. And this mixture is in both the wicked and the wise but not in the same way. For the souls of
the foolish have the unbounded and destructive rather than the powerful and salutary (power), and it is full of misery when it dwells with earthly creatures. But the
prudent and noble (soul) rather receives the powerful and salutary (power) and, on
the contrary, possessing in itself good fortune and happiness, being carried around
with the heaven because of kinship with it. Most excellently, therefore, does
(Scripture) say that He will not let 'the destroyer enter your houses to strike', and
this is what actually happens, for the force which is the cause of destruction
strives, as it were, to enter the soul, but is prevented by the divine beneficences
from striking (it), for these are salutary. (Questions and Answers on Exod. 1.23)

Apparently, according to Philo, the mixture of the two opposing powers within
humans is not ontologically fixed, but depends on behaviour. Thanks to the Divine,
in Philo's view, the prudent and noble soul receives the better power and is
protected against the destructive one.
Against this background, the Saviour's encouragement in the Gospel of Mary
not to be persuaded by what opposes Nature does not sound strange (GosMar 8.8).
In the end the salutary power is more powerful than the destructive one. Likewise
the Saviour's encouragement to be fully assured (GosMar 8.7) that his disciples
already are persuaded 'in the presence of the forms of Nature' (GosMar 8.9-10)
does not sound peculiar, when we recall Philo's view that, although the mixture of
the cosmos is a mixture of two opposing powers, all that exists is created in
accordance with the better part.
2.2.8. Jesus' Parable of the Sower and his Enemy. The existence of Nature and a
power opposite to Nature in the context of the agricultural references in GosMar 7
recalls Jesus' parable about a sower and his enemy (Mt. 13.24-30; GosThom
logion 57). In this parable Jesus compares the Kingdom of God to a person who
sowed good seed in his field, whose enemy then came and sowed weeds. When
they bring forth fruit, the servants of the householder ask him: Sir, did you not sow
good seed in your field? Where do the weeds come from? He answers that an
enemy has done this. Both the wheat and the weeds are allowed to remain until the
harvest, because if the weeds were immediately removed, the growing wheat
would be uprooted along with them.
As in Jesus' parable, destruction of matter in the Gospel of Mary is no solution,
since this would destroy both oynAp\<t>YC I c (an opposite nature) and <|>YCic
(Nature). In GosMar 7.5-6 the mixture of things will, in the end, be unloosened
down to their own 'root' (NOYN6). In the dry lands of the Mediterranean the root is
the life-sustaining force for plants which need to be deeply rooted to survive. As
such, 'root' symbolizes the life-sustaining force of the cosmos.69 The Nature of
68. See for the translation Marcus 1953: II, 33-34. His translation of * wicked man', 'wise man',
and 'foolish men' I changed to 'the wicked, 'the wise', and 'the foolish'.
69. Maurer 1977. See also Menard 1972: 84. See for the metaphor Mk 4.6, 17; Mt. 13.6, 21;
Lk. 8.13; Eph. 3.17; Col. 2.7.
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matter apparently belongs to this root, since, as the Saviour says, the Good One
(nxrxeo) has come to restore Nature to its root (7.17-20).70
Again, the word 'root' could be interpreted in a Gnostic way. In the Gnostic
Gospel of Truth, the Root is the Father, 'the one who has made them [the emanations] all grow up in himself. He assigned them their destinies' (GosTruth 41.1428). According to the Gospel of Truth,
This is the manner of those who possess (something) from above of the irnmensurable greatness, as they wait for the one alone and the perfect one, the one who
is there for them. And they do not go down to Hades nor have they envy nor
groaning nor death within them, but they rest in him who is at rest, not striving nor
being twisted around the truth. But they themselves are the truth; and the Father is
within them and they are in the Father, being perfect, being undivided in the truly
good one, being in no way deficient in anything, but they are set at rest, refreshed
in the Spirit. And they will heed their root. (GosTruth 42.12-34)71

Many themes in this quotation are also present in the Gospel of Mary,72 with one
important exception. Whereas in the Gnostic Gospel of Truth only those 'who
possess something from above' have their root in the Father, in the Gospel of Mary
Nature as a whole has its divine Root, as in the creation story of Genesis. This
coincides with the fact that Jesus' parable of the weeds and the wheat also contains
a reference to Genesis in that, among other things,73 it parallels the belief that although originally the creation was good, some agent (in Gen. 3.1 -19 it is the snake)
corrupted it. In the Gospel of Mary this agent may be meant by oynApA<|>YC I c.
We already saw that the cosmic power contrary to Nature is not a Stoic concept.
The passages in which 'root' occurs (GosMar 7.3-8, 17-20) reveal a second
important difference with Stoic philosophy. In the Gospel of Mary the Good One is
apparently a power beyond Nature, since he has come to restore Nature to its
divine Root. Thus, whereas in Stoic philosophy Nature and the Divine are one and
the same, in the Gospel of Mary, Nature has a divine origin. The Good One is
beyond Nature, capable of firmly restoring Nature, which has become mixed with a
power opposite to Nature, to its divine Root again.
70. ne in riArAGO may also be translated as a neuter, not referring to the Good One but to the
good in general. Till and Schenke (1972: 63, 67); Wilson and MacRae (1979: 457, 461); King
(1992:361); Hartenstein and Petersen (1998: 759) all chose the neuter form. In GosMar 17.22 this
indeed may be the case, since there ne is followed by the neuter form of the Greek adjective
xrxeON. See Marjanen 1996:108-109, who argues that the Greek neuter forms of the adjectives in
Coptic denotes non-humans. However, the form dyccSov in the Greek original of GosMar 17.22
may have been used as the masculine adjective because of the preceding preposition. Indeed the
Greek in P Oxy 3525.13 has STT' ccyocBov. Since GosMar 7.17 has nxrAGO and not n^r^eoN as
the subject of the sentence, and since this subject is doing something, I translate the Good One, as
do Pasquier (1983: 31 and 35), and Tardieu (1984: 76 and 77), instead of the good, as the other
exegetes do.
71. Translated by Attridge and MacRae 1988: 51.
72. No envy nor groaning nor death cf. GosMar 7.19-22; rest cf. GosMar 17.4-7; being perfect
cf. GosMar 18.6; being undivided cf. GosMar 8.7 and 9.15-16; the Father, the divine, within cf.
GosMar 8.17-19; the good one cf. GosMar 7.17.
73. See the interpretation in Mt. 13.36-43.
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But who is the Good One? The Good One in GosMar 7.17, who came into the
midst of the disciples seems to be the Saviour himself who apparently is there in
order to set them on the right path. The Good One in GosMar 9.22 to whom the
disciples turn within their hearts seems to be identical with the Son of Man, since
the Saviour in GosMar 8.19 assures the disciples that the Son of Man is within
them. Both the Saviour and the Son of Man are references to Jesus in the New
Testament writings, where Jesus is also above Nature.74 In the New Testament
Jesus is pictured in control of natural phenomena such as storms, sickness and
death. He is pictured as vanishing and reappearing, as going through shut doors and
even as the pre-existent Lord of the universe. It is this New Testament Saviour who
in the Gospel of Mary has come to restore Nature to its divine Root.
As in Jesus' parable, where the weeds and the wheat are separated only at
harvest time, in the Gospel of Mary only in the end 4>YC IC will be untangled from
OYnApx<t>YClc (GosMar 7.1-9) and Nature will be restored to its Root. What
happens to what opposes nature is not clearfromthe Gospel of Mary as we have it.
Perhaps it vanishes, since, unlike the forms of Nature, it does not belong to Nature
and only generates formless things. Until this eschatological moment, however,
there is already a way to vanquish the grip of oynApA<t>YC I c which is a result of
the coming and the work of the Good One. Even now the Good One has already
begun to restore Nature to its divine Root (GosMar 7.10-22).
This is why in GosMar 8.5-14 the Saviour assures his disciples that they should
not be persuaded to think that an opposite nature with its passion has any power
over them. The disciples are to remind themselves that they belong to the forms of
Nature and not to the formlessness of what opposes Nature. Thanks to the restoring
work of the Saviour, the disciples are prepared to bring forth peace and harmony
instead of confusion and passion.
3. A Non-Gnostic Gospel of Mary in the Berlin Codex?
According to King, although she insists that the Gospel of Mary itself is not
Gnostic, the location of the Coptic version of the Gospel in the Berlin Codex is
convincing evidence of a later Gnostic reading of the text.75 Indeed, the idea that
the Gospel of Mary is part of a Gnostic collection suggests that it circulated as a
Gnostic text. But, even more so, assuming that the collector knew the pages of the
Gospel of Mary that are now lost, should we not conclude that the Gospel of Mary
was apparently intended to be read from a Gnostic perspective?
The Berlin Codex contains two writings that are clearly Gnostic, the Sophia of
Jesus Christ and the Apocryphon of John. There is, however, apartfromthe Gospel
of Mary, one writing which is non-Gnostic. Whereas most exegetes regard the
Gospel of Mary as a Gnostic document, they agree in that the fourth writing of the
74. Pasquier (1983: 53,56-57,61-62 and 70) identifies the Good One, the Saviour and the Son
of Man with the Gnostic Primordial Man. Tardieu (1984: 226) identifies him with Jesus bringing
gnosis. Schroter (1999: 187) concludes that the Son of Man terminology in GosMar refers to
becoming a true human being by following Jesus.
75. King 1995: 629 note 10.
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Berlin Codex, the Act of Peter, is non-Gnostic. Exegetes have wondered why the
collector of the Berlin Codex would have added the non-Gnostic Act of Peter to
three Gnostic writings.76
3.1. The Non-Gnostic Act of Peter
In the Act of Peter, a crowd of sick people is brought to Peter on a Sunday, in order
that they may be healed by him. One of the crowd challenges Peter to heal his own
paralysed daughter. Peter does so and she walks, but immediately he orders her to
go and sit down and she is an invalid again. Peter thereupon explains to the weeping crowd why his daughter is to remain an invalid.
It appears that a man named Ptolemy, who wanted to marry her, abducted her
and was about to rape her, when she suddenly became paralysed. When he wept
greatly over this, he became blind and received a vision in which a voice
(obviously of Christ) said to him:
Ptolemy, God did not give his vessels for corruption and pollution. But it was
necessary for you, since you believed in me, that you not defile my virgin, whom
you should have recognized as your sister, since I have become one Spirit for you
both. (Act of Peter 137.1-11)7"
He is told to arise and go to Peter, who cures him. After his death he gives his land
to Peter's daughter and everything is subsequently given to the poor. Peter summarizes the meaning of the story in the statement that 'God watches over those who
are his and he prepares what is good for each one' (Act of Peter 139.18-140.4).
Douglas Parrott suggests that the Act of Peter has been included in the Berlin
Codex because the writing may be interpreted allegorically in a way that suits
Gnostics. In Parrott's view Ptolemy symbolizes the soul who is attracted to the
things of the world, which lead to ignorance and almost to his death. Only the light
of knowledge rescues him and removes his blindness. The paralysis of Peter's
daughter may be explained as the power of divine knowledge over the powers of
this world and the daughter herself may represent the fallen Sophia.78
Tardieu also wondered why the non-Gnostic Act of Peter is part of the Berlin
Codex. In his opinion there is a clear design behind the Berlin Codex as a whole.
The book may be given the title 'De Fato', on fate.79 According to Tardieu, the
Gospel of Mary poses the problem of nature and destination and gives the Gnostic
antidotes. It is an introduction to the Codex as a whole. The Apocryphon of John,
as the dogmatic centre of the Berlin Codex, presents a tripartite theory on
providence: transcendent, demiurgical and interiorized. The Sophia of Jesus Christ
introduces the demiurgical rupture in the continuing development of the divine
chains. The Act of Peter gives an edifying and simple story about the good actions
of providence in human lives.
According to Tardieu, the Act of Peter has been added as an illustration of the
76.
77.
78.
79.

Brashler and Parrott 1979: 475-76.
Brashler and Parrott 1979: 487.
Brashler and Parrott 1979: 476.
Tardieu 1984: 17-19.
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three Gnostic writings. Ptolemy recognizes Peter's daughter as his sister just as the
disciples recognize Mary in the Gospel of Mary (GosMar 9.12-10.10). He has been
caught by the drunkenness of darkness, which is his sexuality, and he has reached
the union with himself (ApocJohn BG 59.20-60.16). He also testifies to his union
with the Spirit (ApocJohn BG 64.13-66.13; SJC BG 121.13-123.1).80
3.2. The Question of Evil
Thus, both Parrott and Tardieu believe that the Act of Peter as a non-Gnostic
writingfitsthe Gnostic design of the Berlin Codex. But what if the Gospel of Mary
is a non-Gnostic writing too? This would mean that in the Berlin Codex two
Gnostic and two non-Gnostic writings have been preserved together. The criterion
of Gnosticism would not have determined which texts were included in the Berlin
Codex but something else. One could object that the clear Gnostic character of two
of the writings defines the character of the Berlin Codex as a whole, and that the
Gospel of Mary and the Act of Peter in the Berlin Codex must be interpreted in a
Gnostic context. If the latter is the case, King would be right. The Berlin Codex
would then be proof that the Gospel of Mary, originally a non-Gnostic gospel, was
later read through Gnostic lenses. But why should two writings out of four determine the character of the other two?
Indeed, the Apocryphon of John and the Sophia of Jesus Christ are very similar.
The two other writings, however, the Gospel of Mary at the beginning of the Berlin
Codex and the Act of Peter at the end, are also similar, but in quite another way.
They both do not present a demiurgical tradition and contain more narrative
elements than the other two writings. Furthermore they both are more concrete than
the other two. In the Gospel of Mary the disciples worry about the suffering that is
awaiting them when they go to proclaim the gospel. The Act of Peter deals with the
question of why Peter's daughter has become and is to remain paralysed, whereas
Peter cures so many others who are sick.
As I see it, it is not the question of fate in general, as Tardieu suggests is the
main theme of these two writings, but the question of evil, which is central in the
non-Gnostic Gospel of Mary and the non-Gnostic Act of Peter. How should the
readers regard the suffering of disciples of the Lord? What are they to make of the
suffering of the daughter of Peter?
In my view this theme is precisely what all four writings of the Berlin Codex
have in common. They all give their own answer to the question of evil. The
Apocryphon of John answers two basic questions: what is the origin of evil and
how can we escape from this evil world to our heavenly home?81 Christ appears to
John, one of the sons of Zebedee, when he is doubting all he learned, after being
mocked by a Pharisee in Jerusalem. In a long revelatory discourse John learns
about the nature of true divinity, of the fall into creation and of the powers that
control the cosmos. They invented the power of fate to enchain humanity in sin and
ignorance and fear and hopelessness. With this knowledge people are able to resist
the evil creator and to return to true divinity.
80. Tardieu 1984: 70-71.
81. Wisse and Waldstein 1988: 104.
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The Sophia of Jesus Christ is about evil too. It also starts with a perplexed
audience: the twelve male and seven female disciples. They want to know more
about the underlying reality of the universe, about the evil power of the authorities
and about everything the Saviour is doing. He tells them about the kingdom of the
Son of Man and the divine aeons, the fall into creation and the bond of forgetfulness. The Saviour has escaped this bond and cut off the work of the powers. He
encourages his disciples to break their yoke and gives them authority over all
things 'as Sons of light that you might tread upon their power with your feet' (SJC
BG 126.15). The Sophia of Jesus Christ ends with the disciples joyfully going to
preach this gospel about the God who is above the universe.
I suggest that the four writings contained in the Berlin Codex do not deal with
Gnosticism as such, but with the question of evil, providing answers from various
perspectives. Thus the Berlin Codex is not a Gnostic codex, but a compilation of
different views on evil.
3.3. Other Themes in the Berlin Codex
There are other important similarities, which hold the writings together. All of the
writings are about life after and without the earthly Jesus. With respect to this the
Berlin Codex maintains a kind of 'historical' order, which is parallel to the New
Testament. In the Gospel of Mary, when the Lord is departing, Mary Magdalene is
the central figure as she is in the New Testament Gospels. In the Apocryphon of
John, John the son of Zebedee is apparently still in Jerusalem (as are all the disciples in Luke and Acts), whereas in the Sophia of Jesus Christ all the disciples,
male and female, are gathered in Galilee, where Jesus asked them to go from
Jerusalem in Mark and Matthew. The Act of Peter shows that the instruction to
proclaim the gospel, which in all three writings is important, is indeed carried out.
Furthermore, in each writing of the Berlin Codex Jesus' disciples are central
figures, who cope with questions about his teaching. They all are helped by visions
in which Christ appears and enlightens them. All the four writings deal with the
difficulties which arise when proclaiming the gospel.
The Berlin Codex may have another theme as well. In the Gospel of Mary the
integrity of Mary Magdalene's teaching is called into question by important
disciples. The Gospel of Mary itself, at least on face value, leaves their attack unanswered. The other three writings, however, seem to support Mary's trustworthiness on this point.
In the Gospel of Mary, Andrew objects to Mary's teaching by stating:
'I at least do not believe that the Saviour said this. For, indeed, these teachings are
according to another train of thought'. (GosMar 17.13-15)
Levi does not answer the question of Andrew. The question remains whether
Andrew is in some wayrightthat Mary's teaching differs from the teaching that the
Saviour gave the others. The Apocryphon of John and the Sophia of Jesus Christ,
however, show that Andrew is completely wrong. Not only Mary, but also John,
the son of Zebedee and even the twelve male and seven female disciples as a group
receive teaching about powers that try to keep the soul from its ascent to heaven.
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In the Gospel of Mary Peter objects to Mary's teaching, saying:
After all, he did not speak to a woman concealed to us and not openly. Are we to
turn and all listen to her? Has he chosen her above us? (GosMar 17.18-22)

The Act of Peter, however, relates that Peter tells the crowd about Ptolemy's vision
in which Christ himself appeared to Ptolemy and declared that God's 'vessels' are
to be recognized as sisters 'since I have become one Spirit for you both'. Thus the
Act of Peter shows that Levi's answer to Peter in the Gospel of Mary 'if the
Saviour has made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her' (GosMar 18.10-12)
is by no means only his own opinion. Christ himself gave a similar message to
Ptolemy in a vision. Indeed, both men and women have received the same Spirit of
Christ. Christ conveys this to Peter, by means of Ptolemy.
Thus, the Berlin Codex cannot support the theory that the Gospel of Mary must
have been read as a Gnostic text by those early readers who knew the gospel in its
entirety. The Berlin Codex cannot be called a collection of Gnostic texts. There are
things other than Gnosticism that the four writings share. One of them may be that
later copyists of the Gospel of Mary felt the need to stress Mary's integrity more
evidently than the Gospel of Mary does itself.
4. The Purpose of the Gospel of Mary
4.1. The Importance of Proclaiming the Gospel
When King considers a non-Gnostic purpose of the Gospel of Mary, she focuses on
the structure of the Gospel of Mary as a series of dialogues and departures.82 The
two main dialogues (GosMar 7.1-9.4 and 9.12-18.5) legitimate Mary's teaching
and her leadership role by placing her in a position parallel to that of the Saviour.
Because other dialogues are embedded within the second dialogue the reader is led
more deeply inward (cf. GosMar 9.20-23). In the second dialogue Mary tells of a
dialogue with the Lord of which other disciples know nothing (GosMar 10.1217.9). This dialogue contains a dialogue of the soul with the four Powers (GosMar
15.1-17.7). King concludes that 'both the content and the text's structure lead the
reader inward toward the identity, power and freedom of the true self, the soul set
freefromthe Powers of Matter and the fear of death' .83 The Gospel of Mary, in her
view, is about inter-Christian controversies; about the reliability of the disciples'
witness, the validity of teachings given to the disciples through post-resurrection
revelation and vision, and the leadership of women.84
The most important difference between King's views and mine is the fact that in
my opinion the soul is not to be freed from Powers of Matter, but from the power
of an opposite nature. Furthermore, I do not agree that the main purpose of the
Gospel of Mary is to lead the reader inward.
In my opinion the main purpose of the Gospel of Mary is to encourage the
82. King 1995: 626-27.
83. King 1995: 627.
84. King 1995: 621.
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disciples to go out and preach the gospel. The Gospel of Mary reveals its main
purpose by its repetition of themes. The Saviour's instruction to the disciples to go
and preach the gospel of the kingdom occurs twice (GosMar 8.21 -22 and 18.17-21)
and other parts of the Gospel are closely related to it. The Saviour's call to proclaim the gospel is embedded in a series of last exhortations, in which the disciples
are urged to be convinced of their new identity and to seek and follow the Son of
Man within them, bringing peace instead of confusion (GosMar 8.12-9.4). After
the Saviour's departure the disciples weep because of his instruction to go and
preach the gospel. The author of the Gospel of Mary places their grief right in the
centre of the Gospel:
How shall we go to the nations and preach the gospel of the kingdom of the Son
of Man? If they did not spare him, how will they spare us? (GosMar 9.5-12)
Mary Magdalene, having encouraged them, turns their hearts inwards, whereupon
the disciples begin to discuss the words of the Saviour, apparently as preparation
for proclaiming the gospel (GosMar 9.12-23). This is what motivates Peter to ask
Mary to tell them the things which the Saviour has told only to her (GosMar 10.16). Her answer takes the next eight pages (GosMar 10.7-17.6) which is clear from
the author's remark in GosMar 17.7-9, when she falls silent: 'since it was to this
point that the Saviour had spoken to her'.
Her words address the desperate question of the disciples. Mary, on the basis
of her knowledge of the Saviour, assures the disciples that the soul will be able
to conquer the powers which are contrary to Nature: darkness, desire, ignorance
and wrath. These powers, which keep the soul from its heavenly rest, will be left
powerless when the disciples use the insight and the new identity the Saviour has
given them (GosMar 15.1-17.9).
When Peter and Andrew thereupon begin to dispute Mary's authority (GosMar
17.20-22), Levi does not only defend her trustworthiness, but he also compares
Peter's conduct to the conduct of the adversaries of the soul. The powers attacking
the soul are not only to be identified with the nations that will persecute the disciples. The powers are among and inside the disciples themselves. Levi concludes
his speech by returning to the real issue at stake, the instruction of the Saviour to
preach the gospel (GosMar 18.6-21). And, indeed, the Gospel of Mary concludes
that 'they began to go forth and proclaim and to preach' (GosMar 19.2).
4.2. Form and Content
The Gospel of Mary, as we have it, consists of two main parts (GosMar 7.1-9.5
and 9.12-17.9) centred around the despairing and fundamental question of the
disciples: what is the use of proclaiming the gospel when this only causes persecution and suffering? (GosMar 9.6-12). Both the Saviour (GosMar 7.1-9.5) and Mary
(GosMar 9.12-17.9) insist that the gospel does not cause passion, but rather that
which opposes Nature does. Instead, the proclamation of the gospel is necessary to
enable people to hold on to Nature with its peace and harmony and to disarm the
powers of passion. Then the soul will attain the rest of Nature's divine root.
But the Gospel of Mary in a third part (GosMar 17.10-19.2) also shows that
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passion rules not only those who persecute the disciples, but also the disciples
themselves. This is clear from the reaction of Peter and Andrew, in which they
attack Mary. The powers of passion are strong. They can get a grip on the disciples
of the Lord, even when they are occupied with the things of the Lord, discussing
among themselves the content of the gospel.
In the Gospel of Mary, the Saviour in his last exhortations warns against making
rules and laws. The disciples will lose theirfreedomand be imprisoned by them. In
Stoic philosophy, the divine law of Nature is contrasted with the laws made by
human beings.85 Epictetus said, for instance, when a man complained about the
carelessness of his slave:
Will you not endure your brother, who has Zeus as his forefather, who is as it
were a son born of the same seed as you and begotten like you from above?... Do
you not remember what you are and to whom you give orders? Your kin, your
brothers in nature, the offspring of Zeus. 'But I have bought them, they have not
bought me!' You see where you are looking - to the earth, to the pit, to these
miserable laws made by corpses for corpses; you have no eyes for the divine law.
(Discourses I.I 3.4-5)8§
In the Gospel of Mary the one law which the Saviour gave is sufficient.87 But Peter
and Andrew do not heed this warning. They introduce two additional laws which
reflect the male domination of the later church: in their view the brothers need not
listen to a woman and only the knowledge and interpretation of the brothers should
determine the validity of what is to be said about the Saviour. The Gospel of Mary,
however, instead of submissively accepting these claims as comingfromthe divine
law of Nature, resolutely banishes them to the world of what opposes Nature.
5. Conclusion
On the basis of the investigation in this Chapter 1 suggest that the Gospel of Mary
should not be read as a specifically Gnostic text. It should, instead, be interpreted
as a document belonging to a broader Christian context. Although many scholars
regard the Gospel of Mary as a Gnostic text, the Gospel rather seems to startfroma
monistic, instead of a dualistic, view on creation, and its view on Nature and an
opposite nature appears to be best understood in a context of Jewish, Christian and
Stoic, rather than Gnostic, categories.
Stoic philosophy had a major impact on culture and society in the first and the
second centuries. Every level of the population was deeply influenced by it,88 and it
also influenced the church. Before the early church begins to feel at home with
Platonism in the third century, there is a period in the first and second centuries,
from Clement of Rome to Clement of Alexandria, in which categories of Stoic
85. Pohlenz 1948: 133-39.
86. Translated by Sandbach 1975: 168.
87. It does not become clear what the content of this one law is. Perhaps the one law of love
(Mk 12.31; Mt. 22.39; Jn 13.34-35; Rom. 13.8-10; 1 Cor. 12.31-13.13; Jas 2.8).
88. Pohlenz 1948: 363-66.
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philosophy are favourably regarded as a means of explaining the gospel in the
culture of the time.89 The Gospel of Mary should perhaps be seen as a testimony of
creative mission. The context of the recipients may have been one in which Stoic
philosophy flourished. One may assume that the theologian behind the Gospel of
Mary was acquainted with Hellenistic philosophy and with Philonic exegesis of
Jewish Scripture.
The Gospel of Mary is close to the New Testament ones in that it intends to encourage the fearful disciples to be assured of the greatness of the Saviour, despite
his suffering, and to go out and preach the gospel. In the Gospel of Mary the
content of the gospel is the Kingdom of the Son of Man, who brings peace and
restores all Nature unto its divine Root and enables his followers to conquer the
cosmic power opposite to Nature and its grip through passion.
The next chapter focuses on Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary: on her
words, on the various views of her and on the author's portrayal of her. What is the
view of the Gospel of Mary on Mary Magdalene's relation to the Saviour, her
position among the disciples and her function in the story?

89. Spanneut 1957; see also Colish 1985.

Chapter 4
MARY MAGDALENE ACCORDING TO THE GOSPEL OF MARY

As I argued in Chapter 3, the author's main purpose with the Gospel of Mary is to
encourage the readers to proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man.
To achieve this goal the author tells about a dialogue with the risen Saviour, about
his departure and about the disciples' reaction to the Saviour's instruction to preach
the gospel, thus showing its content and purpose.
That Mary Magdalene would be part of such a story is not wholly unexpected.
But, that the author would give her such an active part, and describe her from so
many different angles, even naming the Gospel after her, is extraordinary compared to other writings. The author speaksfromthe viewpoint of Peter, of Andrew,
of Levi, of the Saviour, and of Mary herself. Through the interaction of these
views, through the extra knowledge and view of the narrator, through Mary's
teaching and through certain indications in the text, we shall examine the development of the story in which the author's view of Mary Magdalene becomes apparent.
In this chapter we will focus on the author's portrayal of Mary Magdalene. What
is her relation to the Saviour, what is her position among the disciples and what is
her function in the story?
1. Different Views of Mary
1.1. Peter, Andrew and Levi on Mary
Three of the brothers give their views of Mary: Peter, Andrew and Levi. They do
not occur as a threesome in the New Testament Gospels. There we find Peter,
James and John. The Gospel of Peter, however, does refer to them together, when,
after Jesus' crucifixion, the disciples, full of sorrow, go each to their homes. Peter
relates:
Now it was on the final day of the Unleavened Bread; and many went out,
returning to their homes since the feast was over. But we twelve disciples of the
Lord were weeping and sorrowful; and each one, sorrowful of what had come to
pass, departed to his home. But I, Simon Peter, and my brother Andrew having
taken our nets, went off to the sea. And there was with us Levi of Alphaeus,
whom the Lord... (Gospel of Peter 14.58-60)1

1.

Translated in Brown 1993: 1321.
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That is the end of the fragment of the Gospel of Peter that has been discovered. In
the complete version this part probably would continue with an appearance of the
risen Christ and a dialogue with him. It would have been fascinating to compare
this with what we find in the Gospel of Mary.
1.1.1. Peter. In the Gospel of Mary as we have it Peter speaks twice about Mary.
The first time, after Mary has turned the weeping disciples' hearts inwards to the
Good One and they begin to discuss the words of the Saviour, Peter says:
Sister, we know that the Saviour loved you more than the rest of the women. Tell
us the words of the Saviour which you remember, the things that you know and
we do not, nor have we heard them. (GosMar 10.1-6)
We can make out from the initial 'sister' that Peter sees Mary as a fellow
believer. They are brother and sister. They are equal in that they are both disciples
of the Lord. But here the equality stops immediately. It appears to Peter that Mary
occupies a special position: the Saviour loved her more than the other women. That
is striking. Although Peter accepts Mary as a fellow disciple, he compares the
Saviour's love for her not with that for the other disciples, but with that for the
other women. Thus, for Peter, Mary is not a disciple in general, but, more specifically, a woman disciple. Among the women, she is special, in that the Saviour loved
her more than the rest of the women.
It is not very clear what Peter means by 'love more'. It seems to be a spiritual
loving, since his remark about 'loving more' leads Peter to ask Mary 'what you
know and we do not'. Peter obviously assumes that because the Saviour loved her
more than the rest of the women, Mary would know things that 'we', in any case
we men, Peter included, but perhaps also women, do not know. It is striking that
Peter invites Mary to reveal her knowledge: in all other writings where Mary and
Peter appear together, Peter either does not speak to her or rebukes her.2
The second time that Peter reveals his view of Mary is in reaction to the words
she has spoken on his invitation. After Andrew has asked the opinion of the others
on Mary's words and has given his own, stating that they probably do not come
from the Saviour, Peter continues thus:
After all, he did not speak to a woman concealed to us and not openly. Are we to
turn and all listen to her? Has he chosen her above us? (GosMar 17.18-22)
Apparently Peter agrees with Andrew. To Peter, although Mary has told the
disciples that her words arefromthe Saviour, they are obviously not. His argument
is gender related.
Here, to Peter, Mary is above all a woman. His earlier opinion of her as a fellow
disciple and as a special woman among the other women is forgotten. Also his
invitation to Mary to speak about things that he and the other men (and women)
would not know are forgotten. Mary is a woman and as a woman she is subject to
certain social limitations. First, the Saviour as a man would not have spoken to a

2.

See GosMar 17.16-23; GosThom 114; PS 36; cf. PS 72.

62

The Gospel of Mary

woman alone. Secondly, men are not to listen to a woman. Thirdly, the Saviour as
a man would never have chosen a woman above men.
Thus, Peter's view of Mary is contradictory. Yes, she is a fellow disciple, yes
she is special among the women disciples, yes she probably knows words of the
Saviour that the men do not, yes he wants to hear about them and believes that the
others should hear them too, but still that does not make Mary a man. She is a
woman and as a woman she is a threat and inferior to men. As a woman the
Saviour cannot have spoken to her alone; as a woman he and the others cannot
listen to her; as a woman the Saviour cannot have placed her above the men.
1.1.2. Andrew. In the Gospel of Mary as we have it Andrew speaks once about
Mary. He turns to the brothers (and sisters) to express his doubts about her teaching. He says:
Tell me, what do you say about what she has spoken? I at least do not believe that
the Saviour said this. For these teachings seem to be according to another train of
thought. (GosMar 17.11-15)
Andrew does not believe that what Mary tells them is something she really heard
from the Saviour. It is not clear whether he thinks that she is lying, or fantasizing,
or wants to make herself seem important. It is, however, obvious that he does not
find it necessary to discuss the matter directly with her. It is striking that he turns to
the brothers (and sisters), instead of to Mary, and does not mention her name, but
refers to her as 'she'. In contrast to Peter's arguments, however, Andrew's
argument pertains to the content of what she has said. To him Mary's words do not
seem to agree with what the disciples already know of the Saviour.
This raises the question of in what way Mary's teaching about the Saviour's
words differs from the Saviour's teaching before his departure (GosMar 7 and 8).
As we will see, Mary's teaching identifies the adversaries of the disciples, not as
the nations, which the disciples fear, but as the powers of Darkness, Desire, Ignorance and Wrath, which the soul is able to conquer.3 These powers issuefromwhat
is contrary to Nature, a category which the Saviour already introduced in GosMar
8.2-4. Mary, by revealing the Saviour's words she alone knows, defines what the
cosmic confusion in GosMar 8.2-4 means to the individual disciple. In addition,
Mary reveals that the knowledge of the All being unloosened (GosMar 7.1-8)
liberates the soul from her adversaries, enabling her to go her way upwards to the
Rest in Silence.
The reader realizes that, although Mary's teaching of the Saviour's words is
new, it is not wholly new, since it explains what has been taught earlier by the
Saviour to all the disciples.4 Thus Andrew's argument against Mary's teaching that
it does not agree with what the Saviour taught all the disciples is contradicted by
the extant pages of the Saviour's teaching in the Gospel of Mary itself.

3.
4.

See Chapter 4, section 2.3.
Cf. King 1995: 614-15.
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1.1.3. Levi
Levi reacts to Peter's objections. He says:
Peter, you have always been hot-tempered. Now I see you arguing with the
woman like these adversaries do. If the Saviour has made her worthy, who are you
indeed to reject her? Surely, the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he
loved her more than us. (GosMar 18.7-15)

In contrast to Andrew and to some degree also to Peter, Levi takes Mary's
contribution quite seriously, since, according to Levi, Peter tries to stop Mary like
the powers try to stop the soul on her way to the Rest in Silence. However, Levi
also seems to share Peter's problems about Mary being a woman, although he calls
Mary 'the woman'. According to Levi, the Saviour has made 'the woman' worthy.
This means that Peter is not allowed to reject her. Unlike Peter, Levi can say, 'He
loved her more than us', instead of 'than the rest of the women'. The reason he
gives is: 'surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved her more
than us'. As readers one might have expected him to say instead: that is why he
told her more than us.
Like Peter, Levi also makes a connection between loving and knowing (GosMar
10.1 -6), but Levi does not say that Mary knows more than the others. He concludes
that the Saviour knows Mary 'very well'. Thus, to Levi, Mary is the woman who
has been made worthy by the Saviour, but his exact view on her role of knowing
more than the other disciples remains unclear, although he encourages the disciples
to be ashamed, to put on the perfect Human Being and to refrain from making laws
and rules when they preach the Gospel.
1.2. Mary on Herself
Four times in the Gospel of Mary as we have it we become a glimpse of Mary's
view of herself. First of all we must note that when she speaks about the greatness
of the Son of Man, she says: he has prepared us, he has made us Human Being
(GosMar 9.21-22). She does not say: 'he has prepared you and made you Human
Being', although the rest of her speech is clearly directed to the brothers (and
sisters) as 'you' (GosMar 9.14-17). Apparently, she considers that she belongs to
the circle of disciples. In her view, she, like them, has been made Human Being by
the Son of Man. Like them, he has prepared her to preach the gospel of the
Kingdom of the Son of Man.
When Peter thereupon asks Mary to relate what she knows and the brothers (and
sisters) do not, Mary says without hesitation: 'What is hidden from you I shall tell
you' (GosMar 10.8). She is evidently aware of the fact that she indeed knows
things about the Saviour which the others do not know and with no holding back
she is willing to share her knowledge.
Then she relates her story about having seen the Lord in a vision. She tells this
simply and plain and without boasting,5 but also without false modesty. She does
not refrain from relating that the Saviour called her blessed: 'Blessed are you,
because you are not wavering when you see me' (GosMar 10.14-15). She also does
5.

Cf. 2 Cor. 12.1-7.
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not conceal the fact that she is the one who started the dialogue, eager to know
more.
The next time we hear anything about Mary's view of herself is when Andrew
and Peter have cast doubt on the trustworthiness of her words. Weeping, she says
to Peter:
My brother Peter, what are you thinking? Do you suppose that I devised this,
alone, in my heart, or that I am deceiving the Saviour? (GosMar 18.2-5)
Although Mary is crying, her answer to Peter is self-confident and to the point. In
her reaction to Peter's struggle with her being a woman, she reminds him of his
being a brother to her as a sister. Moreover, she shows Peter that if one takes his
words to their logical conclusion it would mean that she knowingly deceived the
Saviour.
1.3. The Extra Knowledge and the View of the Narrator
The narrator refers to Mary four times. Twice the remarks are about outward
perception. When the disciples remain behind weeping after the departure of the
Blessed One, the narrator relates: 'Then Mary stood up, embraced them all, and
said...' (GosMar 9.12-13). And almost at the end of the Gospel, after the words of
Andrew and Peter, the narrator says: 'Then Mary wept and said...' (GosMar 18.1).
The two other times that the narrator speaks of Mary are observations which
reveal more about the narrator's view of her. When Mary has spoken to the weeping disciples the narrator remarks:
When Mary had said this, she turned their hearts inwards to the Good One, and
they began to discuss the words of the [Saviour]. (GosMar 9.20-23)
And when Mary has told her story about the Saviour, the narrator says:
When Mary had said this, she fell silent, since it was to this point that the Saviour
had spoken to her. (GosMar 17.7-9)
In the first instance the narrator depicts Mary as having influence in a spiritual
way. She apparently knows how to turn the hearts of the disciples inwards, so that
they can reach the Good One. She is able to direct the attention of the disciples
inwards, where the Son of Man is.
With the second instance the narrator bears witness that Mary is reliable. She
hands on the words of the Saviour as he has spoken them to her. This last feature
6. The Coptic text of BG1 reads 2(l)CT6, whereas the Greek text of P Ryl 463, recto 4 reads
cos. Luhrmann (1988: 330), Petersen (1999:156) and Mohri (2000: 260) both translate the Greek
text with 'als ob': as if the Saviour spoke to this point. This raises the question, also from
the narrator's point of view, whether what Mary relates actually comes from the Saviour. Mohri,
Petersen and Luhrmann give no reason for their particular translation. The other exegetes all
translate both the Coptic and the Greek in the same sense, interpreting the silence of Mary as a
silence on the part of the Saviour: Till and Schenke (1972: 75) translate 'so dass' (also), Pasquier
(1983:43) translates 'car'; Tardieu (1984: 80) translates 'puisque'; Marjanen(1996:112) translates
'since', as do King (1992: 365) and Wilson and MacRae (1979: 467), Hartenstein (2000: 140)
translates 'demnach'.
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shows that the narrator is adopting a particular position. He or she knows more
than the reader and is not a reporter trying to give a detached account of the
discussion about Mary.
The narrator is on Mary's side. He or she is convinced of Mary's integrity and of
her importance for the gospel message, since Mary remembers sayings of Jesus
which the other disciples appear not to know. Moreover, according to the narrator,
Mary has the gift of actually guiding the disciples' hearts to the Son of Man within
them.
2. Mary's Teaching
The Gospel of Mary is the only early writing that has survived from antiquity in
which Mary Magdalene teaches the disciples at length. When the Saviour has
departed, after instructing his disciples to proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom of
the Son of Man, she encourages the wavering disciples, reminding them of his
greatness (GosMar 9.14-20). Then, at Peter's request, she describes the teaching
that the Saviour has given to her alone. She talks about seeing the Lord in a vision,
and about what he taught her, about stability and about the mind, when she asked
about this phenomenon (GosMar 10.7-23). She speaks for eight pages, four of
which are unfortunately missing. These missing pages were perhaps about the
mind and the spirit, and about the mind and the soul. Mary concludes her teaching
about the words of the Saviour by describing the soul's way upwards to the Rest in
Silence (GosMar 15.1-17.7). In this section we focus on Mary's teaching in the
Gospel of Mary.
2.1. On the Greatness of the Son of Man
The first time that Mary speaks is during a tense situation soon after the Saviour's
farewell and mission charge. The disciples are very sad and cannot hold back their
tears. They are afraid that in preaching the gospel they will call down upon
themselves the same suffering that was inflicted on the Son of Man. They ask:
How shall we go to the nations and preach the gospel of the kingdom of the Son
of Man? If they did not spare him, how will they spare us? (GosMar 9.5-12)
Then Mary embraces the disciples and says:
Do not weep and do not grieve and do not be in two minds, for his grace will be
with you all and will shelter you. Rather let us praise his greatness, because he has
prepared us.7 He has made us (true) Human Being. (GosMar 9.14-20)

Mary puts the emphasis on praise instead of on sorrow and despair. In her eyes
the suffering of the Son of Man is not the last word, but his greatness. This is a
greatness which has been shown to the disciples themselves: the Son of Man has
prepared them and made them (true) Human Being (AHCBTCDTN ASAXN NP(l)M6
GosMar 9.19-20).
7. P Oxy 3525.11-12: 'Rather, let us thank his greatness, because he has joined us together
and...'. See Chapter 4, section 2.1.3, below.
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2.1.1. On Suffering. The question of the disciples about the suffering of the Son of
Man shows that the Gospel of Mary does not hold the docetic opinion that the
suffering of the Son of Man did not really happen to him.8 Some exegetes believe
that the fear of the disciples in GosMar 9.5-12 represents their misunderstanding of
the Saviour's encouraging words before his departure.9 There is, however, no
indication of ignorance on their part, nor does Mary in the Gospel ridicule the fear
of the disciples. In answering them, she does not try to deny the possibility of
future suffering, but instead asks the disciples to look further than the suffering of
the Son of Man and to see his greatness. She explains that their fear is caused by
allowing their minds to be distracted from what the Son of Man has done to them.
To explain Mary's reaction to the disciples, Pasquier refers to a similar situation
in the Letter of Peter to Philip, where the disciples ask themselves: 'If he, our Lord,
suffered, then how much must we suffer?' (Letter of Peter to Philip 138.15-16).10
Peter answers that it is necessary to suffer, because of 'our smallness' (Letter of
Peter to Philip 138.18-20). A voice, apparentlyfromthe Risen One himself, affirms
the necessity of suffering. Peter thereupon explains that, although Jesus was indeed
crucified on a tree, buried in a tomb and rose from the dead, he is at the same time
a stranger to this suffering. He only suffered 'in appearance'. The real suffering is
caused by the 'transgression of the mother' (Letter of Peter to Philip 139.15-25).
This answer presupposes the Gnostic Sophia myth, in which Sophia brings forth
the Demiurge without the consent of the Father. This results in the creation and the
actual suffering of the disciples. According to Pasquier, the Letter of Peter to Philip
explains the situation of ignorance in which the disciples in the Gospel of Mary
find themselves.11
The situation in the Letter of Peter to Philip, however, reveals more about Mary's
answer by its differences than by its similarities. Mary in the Gospel of Mary says
nothing about the necessity of suffering, as Peter does in the Letter of Peter to
Philip, nor does her answer imply any kind of ignorance of the disciples, or anything that hints that the Saviour suffered only in appearance and that their own
suffering has been caused by 'the mother'. She does not belittle the disciples. On
the contrary she speaks of the greatness of the Son of Man.
2.1.2. Who Is the Son of Man? In the New Testament Gospels Jesus' greatness
consists of his suffering, death and resurrection, of which Mary Magdalene is the
key witness. In the Gospel of Mary, Mary describes the greatness of the Son of
Man as an act of re-creation. When she describes the greatness of the Son of Man
she says to her brothers (and sisters): 'He has prepared us. He has made us (true)
Human Being' (GosMar 9.19-20). What can this mean?
Earlier the Saviour spoke about his work in connection with sin (GosMar 7.1022). There is no sin, but there are people who sin by committing 'adultery', allow8. See also Petersen 1999: 135 note 197.
9. Pasquier 1983: 67; King 1995: 610; Marjanen 1996: 106-107; Hartenstein 2000: 146.
Petersen (1999: 135) objects to this view.
10. Pasquier 1983: 67.
11. Pasquier 1983: 67-68.
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ing themselves to be dragged along by the force of attraction exercised by that
which is contrary to Nature. The Good One has come to restore Nature to its Root
(GosMar 7.17-20). This adultery causes sickness and death (GosMar 7.20-22).
However, the disciples, through the Son of Man within them, can bring forth his
peace (GosMar 8.14-21).
Most likely Mary is referring to this teaching with her words 'he has made us
(true) Human Being'. Being truly Human then consists of the indwelling of the
Son of Man and this is seen as an act by the Son of Man: 'he has prepared us, he
has made us (true) Human Being' (GosMar 9.19-20). Apparently the Good One
has already restored the disciples to Nature's Root. They are already persuaded
(GosMar 8.9-10). At the same time, this calls for activity on the part of the disciples. According to the Saviour, the Son of Man must be followed, sought after
and found (GosMar 8.20-21). A similar activity is also referred to by Levi, when
he says:
Rather let us be ashamed and clothe ourselves with the perfect Human Being. Let
us bring him forth as he commanded us. (GosMar 18.15-18)
King and Marjanen follow Pasquier when they state that the Son of Man is not
Jesus, as one would expect from the New Testament Gospels, but the archetypal
Man, the primordial Adam, who is the heavenly model of all humanity.12
According to King and Marjanen, because this Son of Man is inside, salvation can
only be found in discovering one's own true spiritual self.13 Pasquier bases her
view on the Gnostic writing Eugnostos, but we can also look at the Sophia of Jesus
Christ, a Christian Gnostic rewriting of Eugnostos, in the Berlin Codex. In this
writing the archetypal Man, the Son of Man and his Kingdom, is one of the Aeons
of the Divine Pleroma, identified as Christ.14 Pasquier states that this is in sharp
contrast to the apocalyptic Son of Man in the New Testament Gospels.15 In her
view the Gospel of Mary unifies the presence now of the Kingdom of God (Lk.
17.21) with the future coming of the Son of Man (Lk. 17.24). This is also apparent
from the fact that the disciples are asked to preach the gospel of the Kingdom of
the Son of Man (GosMar 9.9-10).16
The title 'Son of Man' indeed reminds one of Jesus' self-designation in the
Gospels of the New Testament. In the Synoptic Gospels, the Son of Man terminology not only refers to his future returning in judgment, as in Dan. 7.13-14, but
also to his earthly activity, and to his suffering,17 whereas in the Gospel of John the
12. King 1995: 606; Marjanen 1996:108; Pasquier 1983: 61. See also Petersen 1999: 138 and
Hartenstein 2000: 129 and 144.
13. King 1995: 607; Marjanen 1996: 108. King therefore does not translate Son of Man, but
'seed of true humanity'.
14. SJCBG 101.8-9. Hartenstein (2000:129) refers to the Apocryphon of John (BG 47.14-15).
15. See also King (1995: 606) and Marj anen (1996:108) who states that this is'a clear Gnostic
reinterpretation'.
16. Pasquier 1983: 62.
17. Earthly activity of the Son of Man (Mk 2.10, 28; 10.45; Mt. 8.20; 9.6; 11.19; 12.8, 32;
13.37; 16.13; 18.11; 20.28; Lk. 5.24; 6.5,22; 7.34; 9.58; 12.10; 19.10), his suffering (Mk 8.31,38;
9.9,12,31; 10.33; 14.21,41; Mt. 12.40; 17.9,12,22; 20.18; 26.2,24,45; Lk. 9.22,26,44; 11.30;
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most typical trait of the Son of Man is the notion that he descended from heaven
and is going to return.18 Furthermore, in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus indeed speaks
of the Kingdom of God, but also of the Kingdom of the Son of Man (Mt. 13.41;
16.28). In addition, in the Gospel of John Jesus as the Son of Man speaks of 'My
Kingdom' (Jn 18.36; cf. Jn 13.23-24).
Jens Schroter, who studied the Son of Man terminology in the Gospel of Mary
with particular emphasis on its relation to the New Testament and other writings,
also points out that the imagery in the Gospel of John is close to that in the Gospel
of Mary.19 According to Schroter, the Gospel of John emphasizes that in the Son of
Man the relation between the heavenly and the earthly world is restored. In the
Gospel of John Jesus compares the Son of Man to the ladder in Jacob's dream in
Gen. 28.12-15, which rests on the ground, with its top reaching to heaven and the
angels of God going up and down on it (Jn 1.51). Another important aspect, in
Schroter's opinion, is that this relation, restored by Jesus, gives one 'life' through
participation in the Son of Man's flesh and blood (Jn 6.53).20
Schroter suggests that the Johannine interpretation of the Son of Man illuminates
the interpretations in Gnostic writings in which more emphasis is laid on the true
self of human beings than on Jesus. In his view the Son of Man in the Gospel of
Mary is similar to the one in the Gospel of John and should be interpreted in the
context of the discipleship of Jesus, in which one attains true humanity (life).
According to Schroter, the Gospel of Mary should thus be seen in the grey zone
between Christianity and Gnosticism in that it is still familiar with the historic
Jesus tradition, but is beginning to focus on knowledge of the true self in a more
mythological and philosophical way.21
Following Schroter's lead I would argue that the Johannine Son of Man terminology is even closer to the Gospel of Mary than he suggests. Not only the relation of attaining true humanity and the work of the Son of Man can be found in the
Gospel of John, as Schroter argues, but also the notion of having the Son of Man
inside (GosMar 8.18-19). In Jn 17.26 Jesus says that he will be in his disciples.
From the context it is clear that he will live within his disciples as the Son of Man
being 'lifted up', which means being crucified and returned to the Father's presence in heaven, and thus glorified (Jn 12.23; 17.5, 24-25).22 The Gospel of John
shows that there were followers of Jesus who were convinced that the Son of Man
inside was in fact the crucified and resurrected Lord, the one who had descended
18.31; 22.22, 48; 24.7) and the future returning in judgment (Mk 13.26; 14.21, 62; Mt. 10.23;
13.41; 16.27,28; 19.28; 24.27, 30, 37, 39,44; 25.31; 26.64; Lk. 12.8,40; 17.22, 24,26, 30; 18.8;
21.27, 36; 22.69).
18. Son of Man passages in John: 1.51; 3.13, 14; 5.27; 6.27, 53, 62; 8.28; 9.35; 12.23, 34;
13.31. Schnackenburg (1964-65: 123-37) argues that this Johanine trait of the descending and
returning Son of Man is due to the Jewish concept of Wisdom.
19. Schroter 1999: 179-88.
20. Schroter 1999: 183.
21. Schroter 1999: 186-87.
22. This is in contrast to Pasquier who argues that having the Son of Man inside apparently
means that the Son of Man in the Gospel of Mary has not descended, nor returned to Heaven, nor is
dead, nor resurrected; see Pasquier 1983: 61.
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from the Father and had returned. The same notion is to be found in Jn 6.56,
where Jesus says 'he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and
I in him'.23
The appeal to follow the Son of Man in the Gospel of Mary and the promise that
those who seek him willfindhim (GosMar 8.20-21) recalls the Johannine Jesus in
that he, at three different moments, declares that he will go away and will be
sought after, but will not be found, except by his disciples.24 He explains that he is
going to his Father, that the disciples know the way and that they will be able to
follow him (Jn 13.36; 14.4-8). When they keep his laws and love him, his Father
and he will abide with them (Jn 14.19-23).
The most illuminating passages, however, are to be found in the Pauline letters.
Paul does not speak of the Son of Man, but his use of the title Christ is similar to
John's use of the Son of Man in that, to Paul, Christ is the one who came from
heaven and is to return.25 In the Pauline letters, not the Son of Man, but Christ is
the title for the crucified and resurrected Jesus, who restores the relation between
the heavenly and the earthly world.26 Although Schroter mentions the correspondence between the Johannine Son of Man and the Christ of the New Testament Gospels, he does not deal with the Pauline Christ.27 If we do, however, we
find that Christ in oneself in the Pauline letters and the relation of this presence
inside to his death and resurrection and to the Human Being imagery is strikingly
close to the Gospel of Mary.
The Pauline letters speak of the crucified and resurrected Christ who lives within
those who believe in him.28 In the letter to the Colossians this 'Christ in you' is
described as the word of God made fully known. It is the mystery hidden for ages
and generations but now made manifest to his saints (Col. 1.27). At the same time
the readers are encouraged to attain the perfect Human Being, the measure of the
stature of the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4.13)29 and to clothe oneself with the Lord
Jesus Christ (Rom. 13.11). Baptism is explained as 'clothing oneself with Christ'
(Gal. 3.27). In the letters to the Ephesians and the Colossians this clothing oneself
with the crucified and resurrected Christ is imagined as putting off the old Human
Being and clothing oneself with the new one (Eph. 4.22-24; Col. 3.9-10).
The imagery of the crucified and resurrected Christ being inside and at the
same time outside like a garment (the new Human Being) in the Pauline letters, is
parallel to the Son of Man being inside and to clothing oneself with the perfect
23. See also Jn 6.53 'truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and
drink his blood, you have no life in you', indicating the Eucharist (see Brown 1966: 284-85), but
perhaps also relating to the Jewish Wisdom theology (Prov. 9.5-6).
24. Jn 7.34, 36; 8.21; 13.33.
25. See for instance Phil. 2.5-11.
26. See for instance 2 Cor. 5.14-19.
27. Schroter 1999: 184.
28. Gal. 2.20; 4.19; Rom. 8.10. See also Jn 14.20.
29. In Horner the Coptic text indeed translates po)M6 in Eph. 4.13. In Nestle and Aland the
Greek of Eph. 4.13 does not read avSpcoTTOs. as one would expect from the other Pauline
references and especially Eph. 4.24, but instead reads avrjp as a direct reference to the masculine
u\6s TOU 0eoG in the same verse.
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Human Being in the Gospel of Mary. The crucified and resurrected Christ in the
Pauline letters as in the Gospel of Mary is a presence inside as well as a presence to
be in. This is also the case in the Gospel of John, where instead of the imagery of a
garment, the imagery of the vine is used, Jesus asking his disciples to abide in him
as he will abide in them (Jn 15.4).30
Thus, on the basis of the similarity between the imagery in the Gospel of Mary
and that in the Gospel of John and the Pauline letters, we may reasonably conclude
that it is most likely that the Son of Man in the Gospel of Mary is not the
primordial Man, but the crucified and resurrected Jesus.
2.1.3. On Being Prepared and Made True Human Being. Mary in GosMar 9.14-20
specifically states that the Son of Man has prepared his disciples and made them
(true) Human Being. Where the Coptic text reads 'prepare' (COBT6), the Greek
text of P Oxy 3525 probably reads 'bind' (ouvapTaco). According to Hartenstein
and Petersen, this must be the better reading. They follow Luhrmann, who suggests
that the binding consists of uniting the male and female in man.31 King thinks the
binding refers to group unity.32 The Coptic reading COBT6, however, makes sense,
in that it fits in the direct context. Mary assures her fearful brothers (and sisters)
that the Son of Man, by making them true Human Being, has prepared them to go
to the nations and preach the gospel. Parallel to this is 2 Tim. 3.17 where the
perfect Human Being of God is 'prepared for every good work'.
The fact that Mary specifically uses the generic term p(DM6 (avSpcouos in P Oxy
3525.12) and not the term denoting the male 2OOYT, as happens in the Gospel of
Thomas (GosThom log. 114), does not necessarily mean that she is presenting an
androgynous image.33 It is too tenuous to come to this conclusion on the basis of
this verse alone. We can only say that Mary does not speak in terms of male and
female, as was customary in her time.34 The word pd)M6 here denotes 'human
being' and not 'man', or 'men'.35
The greatness of the Son of Man consists of an act of recreation. He has pre30. See also Jn 15.5-10 and cf. Jn 14.18-24.
31. Luhrmann 1988: 332; Petersen 1999: 138; Hartenstein 2000: 147 note 115; Morard 2001:
157.
32. King 1995: 611. Marjanen (1996: 107) thinks both interpretations are possible.
33. As is defended by Pasquier 1983:98-101; Luhrmann 1988: 332; Petersen 1999:138. Mohri
2001: 162-64.
34. Petersen 1999: 309-334. See also Mohri 2000: 282.
35. See also Luhrmann 1988:332; King 1995: 611; Petersen 1999:137-38; Hartenstein 2000:
147-48. Wilson and MacRae (1979: 461) as well as Perkins (1980: 134) and Tardieu (1984: 231)
overlook the difference with the Gospel of Thomas and refer to GosThom 114 to state that the
phrase in GosMar 9.20 means that Mary has been made male. Pasquier (1983: 100-101) seems to
use the French word 'Homme' in a generic way, since she translates GosThom 114 as becoming
'male' (King 1995: 629 note 13; Petersen 1999: 137 and Hartenstein 2000: 147 understand the
French 'Homme' of Pasquier as a masculine word). However, Pasquier also asserts that the female
element in the Gospel of Mary, as in the Gospel of Thomas, is weak and must be transformed. I
agree with Luhrmann (1988:332) and King (1995:611) that Mary's words do not refer to her nowreformed female defectiveness, but instead to her full humanity.
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pared his disciples and made them (true) Human Being. The Letters to the Ephesians
and Colossians assure their readers in a similar way: the new Human Being in
which one is to clothe oneself is not to be made by oneself, but is already there,
created after the likeness of God.36 Paul compares Christ to Adam, Adam being the
first earthly Human Being, and the Lord from heaven the second Human Being.37
The first Adam was a living soul, the last was made a life-giving spirit (1 Cor.
15.45). According to the Pauline letters, as we have borne the image of the earthly,
we shall also bear the image of the heavenly (1 Cor. 15.47-49). This will happen at
'the last trumpet' but even now anyone who is in Christ is a new creation.38
A close parallel to this being made a (true) Human Being is to be found in
Philo's exegesis of the creation story. According to Philo, with Gen. 2.7 Moses
means to say that God changed the earthly man from a dull and blind soul into a
spiritual and truly living being by blowing the life-giving Spirit into his vous\39 To
Philo the nous, which has God'spneuma in it, is the true Human Being in man.40
In his view it is not the earthly man who is made after the image of God, but the
true Human Being inside of him. The meaning of this is clearfromhis comment on
the phrase 'Noah was a righteous human being' (Gen. 6.9). Philo says:
We must not fail to note that in this passage he [Moses] gives the name of 'human
being' (divSpcoTTos) not according to the common form of speech, to the mortal
animal endowed with reason, but to the one, who pre-eminently verifies the
name by having expelled from the soul the untamed and frantic passions and the
truly beast-like vices. Here is a proof. After 'human being' he adds 'just', implying by the combination that the unjust is no human being, or more properly speaking a beast in human form, and that the follower after righteousness alone is
human being. (On Abraham 32) 4 2

Perhaps Philo's thoughts about the creation of the true Human Being in man are
behind Mary's words in GosMar 9.14-20, especially since her next words are about
the importance of the nous and state that the nous is between the pneuma and the
soul (GosMar 10.19-23). This coincides with Philo's imagery of the soul who is
guided and made alive by the nous which has God's pneuma blown into it.
With respect to the idea of the gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man in
GosMar 9.9-10 it is interesting to note that Philo compares the true Human Being
in man to a king. In his comment on Gen. 37.15 he says:
The name which most correctly describes the real human being (avSpcoxos) and
most thoroughly belongs to him is simply 'human being', the most proper title of
36. Eph. 4.24; Col. 3.10.
37. Rom. 5.14; 1 Cor. 15.22,45.
38. 2 Cor. 5.17; Gal. 6.15.
39. Philo, Allegorical Interpretation 1.31-32, 37-38. See Leisegang 1967: 87.
40. See Leisegang 1967: 85-88.
41. I changed Colson's translation, which unnecessarily has the androcentric 'but to the man
who is man pre-eminently, who verifies' into 'to the one who pre-eminently verifies' (Colson and
Whitaker 1959: VI, 21)
42. See Colson and Whitaker 1959: VI, 20-21.1 have replaced Colson's 'man' with 'human
being'.
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a mind endowed with reason and articulate utterance. This 'human being', dwelling in the soul of each of us, is discovered at one time as king and governor, at
another as judge and umpire of life's contests. Sometimes he assumes the part of
witness or accuser, and, all unseen, convicts us from within. (That the Worse is
Wont to Attack the Better 22-23)43

Philo also says that the task of the nous, the Human Being in man, is to bring 'the
disorder that prevailed in existing things as the result of mob-rule into the order of
regular government under a king'.44 Below, we will see that Philo calls the ascent
of the soul the Kings' highway, a road of wisdom and virtue, that leads to stability
and knowledge of the King.
I suggest that Philo's thoughts are at the background of being prepared and made
(true) Human Being, but in a Pauline way: not referring to the creation of Adam,
but to the re-creation through Christ. This interpretation recalls the Johannine story
of the risen Jesus blowing the Spirit upon his disciples and sending them as he was
sent (Jn 20.21-23).
2.1.4. Conclusion. It is difficult to find anything like a 'doctrine' in the Gospel of
Mary as we have it. But we can say that we can discern a certain kind of argument.
Passion and confusion came into the created cosmos because of a power contrary
to Nature. Redemption consists in the fact that the Son of Man, the crucified and
resurrected Jesus, as God did when creating truly living beings, once again blows
the Spirit into the nous, the mind, which has the task of ordering the turbulence of
the soul. The Son of Man thus re-creates his followers into (true) Human Beings.
Through his living within them they are empowered to bring forth his peace instead
of passion and confusion which belong to the power contrary to Nature. They,
having been restored to Nature's Root by the Good One can indeed be 'fully
assured' (GosMar 8.7). Opposite nature has no power over them. They are thus
prepared to proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man.
The weeping disciples, however, feel far from assured and prepared in this
moment of anxiety. Instead, in Mary's words, they are in 'two minds' (2HT CNAY
GosMar 9.15-16). On the basis of our interpretation of GosMar 7 and 8 we may
assume that this means that the disciples' minds are not only directed towards
Nature, but also towards what is contrary to Nature. What the Saviour warned
against is happening to the disciples. They are allowing themselves to become
'persuaded' (by what is contrary to Nature; GosMar 8.8). Their hearts are torn and
inwardly divided. They are confused by the suffering of the Son of Man and fear
their own. Mary instead calls on the disciples to remember and praise the Son of
43. See Colson and Whitaker 1958: II, 217-18. Again I have replaced Colson's 'man' with
'human being'.
44. On Flight and Finding 10. For the translation see Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 15. Philo
also uses other images. For nous as father, see Allegorical Interpretation 11.51 and 111.84; for nous
as teacher, ibid. 111,50; for nous as pilot, ibid. 111.24, and That the Worse is Wont to Attack the
Better 53; for nous as origin of the, good see About the Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 54; for nous as
shepherd, see About Agriculture 48, 66; for nous as God, see Allegorical Interpretation 1.40. See
Leisegang 1967: 139-40.
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Man's greatness. She reminds them of his re-creating them into (true) Human
Beings and thus of their being prepared.
2.2. On Seeing the Lord, on Stability and on the Mind
The second time that Mary speaks she is doing so at Peter's request. Mary has
turned the hearts of the brothers (and sisters) inwards towards the Good One. They
begin to discuss his words. Peter then asks Mary to relate those words of the
Saviour which she knows and are still unknown to the others. She thereupon gives
an account of a dialogue about the Saviour's teaching which she alone received
from him. The occasion for this was that she had seen him in a vision and had told
him about it. Only part of Mary's account in GosMar 10.7-17.10 has been preserved. The pages 11-14 are missing. In this section we first concentrate on
GosMar 10.7-23.
Mary answered and she said, * What is hiddenfromyou I shall tell you'. And she
began to say to them these words: T , she said, 'I have seen the Lord in a vision
and I said to him, "Lord, I have seen you today in a vision". He answered, he said
to me, "Blessed are you, because you are not wavering when you see me. For
where the mind is, there is the treasure". I said to him, "Lord, now, does he who
sees the vision see it with the soul or with the spirit?" The Saviour answered, he
said, "He does not see with the soul nor with the spirit, but with the mind which
[is] between the two that is [what] sees the vision and that [...]" (GosMar 10.7-23)

The situation recalls the beginning of the Gospel of Luke about the many reports
that circulated in his day which were based on what had been told by those who
witnessed everything from the beginning and who proclaimed the gospel (Lk. 1.12). The Apocryphon of James describes a situation similar to that in the Gospel of
Mary: the twelve disciples sitting together to recall what the Saviour had said to
each of them, whether in secret or openly. They try to arrange the various accounts
into books (NHC 1.2.7-15).
The precise situation in the Gospel of Mary is not that Peter assumes that there
are words of the Saviour that some know and others do not, but that he specifically
asks Mary to recall what she remembers. This is amazing, since in other instances
where Peter speaks to or about Mary he rebukes her.46 That Mary could have known
things that the others do not also occurs in the New Testament Gospels. The Gospel
of John is close to the Gospel of Mary in that the knowledge of Mary Magdalene
consists of having seen the Lord and of having been told by him about his way
upwards and about the new bond between his Father and his disciples (Jn 20.1718). In the Gospel of Mary shefirstreminds the disciples of their new identity and
then talks about having seen the Lord and about the way upwards of the soul.
2.2.1. On Seeing the Lord in a Vision. Most exegetes believe that Mary in GosMar
10.7-17.10 recalls words of the Saviour which she received in a vision.47 On the
45.
46.
47.
1996:

P Oxy 3525.18: 'what is hidden from you and what I remember'.
See GosMar 17.16-23; GosThom 114; PS 36; cf. PS 72.
Till and Schenke 1972:27; Pasquier 1983: 6; Tardieu 1984:21; King 1995:612; Marjanen
110-11; Petersen 1999: 153-54.
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basis of this assumption, Marjanen concludes that Mary 'tries to show that the
reception of divine revelation is not limited to repeating the old teachings of the
Saviour but it means to be constantly looking for new ones, even in the form of
visions'.48 According to Marjanen, Mary's 'obvious purpose' is to encourage the
disciples 'to seek new revelations of spiritual truths, i.e., the gnosis. By communicating her own vision she wants to lead them to a new way'.49
In Hartenstein's opinion, however, one should distinguish between Mary's
vision of the Lord and her dialogue with him, since Mary clearly states that she has
seen (A INXY GosMar 10.10) the Lord in a vision and not that she sees him.50 The
dialogue with the Lord does not start with the phrase 'Lord, I see you now in a
vision', but with the phrase 'Lord, I have seen you today in a vision'. Petersen
objects to Hartenstein's view by pointing to the sentence with which Mary starts
her story: 'I have seen the Lord in a vision and I said to him' (AlNAy...AY<D
A61XOOC ... GosMar 10.10-12). According to Petersen this sentence, together with
the Lord's words 'Blessed are you, because you are not wavering when you see
me' (epGNAy GosMar 10.14-15) points to the simultaneousness of the vision and
the dialogue. In her view Mary in GosMar 10.12-13 should indeed have said 'Lord,
I see you now in a vision', instead of 'Lord, I have seen you today in a vision', but
according to Petersen the author choose not to present Mary saying this, but instead
pictures her as using the perfect tense, as a reference to Jn 20.18 where Mary
Magdalene 'told the disciples that she had seen the Lord and that he had spoken
these things unto her'.51
The interpretation of Hartenstein seems the more logical one. When reading the
text it seems most likely that Mary recalls a dialogue with the Saviour that she
began by telling him that she saw him earlier in a vision. She clearly wants to know
more about this phenomenon, since herfirstquestion is about what exactly sees the
vision. However, if the exegetes are right who argue that the dialogue is part of the
vision, I still do not agree with the conclusion of Marjanen, that Mary by pointing
to her vision leads the disciples to a new way of knowledge. On the contrary, being
taught by a vision is not something that is rare in Antiquity and in the New Testament writings learning through visions is quite a common phenomenon.
The word for vision that is used in the Gospel of Mary, opapa, occurs in the
Acts of the Apostles and in Matthew. Peter has a vision about clean and unclean
food (Acts 10.17.19). Stephen calls Moses' experience with the thorn bush a vision
(Acts 7.31). Cornelius has a vision of an angel of God (Acts 10.3). Paul has a
vision of a man from Macedonia (Acts 16.9-10).
In the New Testament writings there are also appearances of Jesus in a vision
(opajja). In Matthew Jesus transfigures in his earthly lifetime on a mountain
before Peter, James and John. His face shines like the sun and his garments become
white as light. Peter, James and John are commanded to tell no one about this
vision until the Son of Man is raised from the dead (Mt. 17.9). The other New
48.
49.
50.
51.

Marjanen 1996: 111; see also Pagels 1978: 422; Pasquier 1983: 6 and King 1995: 622.
Marjanen 1996: 111.
Hartenstein 2000: 130.
Petersen 1999: 153.
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Testament appearances of Jesus in visions are post-resurrectional. Thus he appears
to Ananias and to Paul (Acts 9.10; 18.9). In every case the 'seeing' of the vision
and the words that go with it are taken very seriously by those who hear about it.
No story about a vision has the connotation that something strange is happening.
As to why exactly Mary relates this dialogue with the Lord, Mary seems to make
a connection with her encouragement of the disciples in GosMar 9.14-20, alluding
to the themes of being in two minds and of having been made (true) Human Being,
by recalling a dialogue in which 'not wavering' occurs and the treasure which is
within the nous. If we are right and the dialogue that Mary starts with Jesus is not
part of her vision, in the Gospel of Mary as we have it, the exact content of her
vision remains obscure. On the missing pages Mary could have begun to tell about
the content of her vision and the description of the way upwards of the soul may
still have been part of it.
Hartenstein suggests that Mary in her vision has seen Jesus as Lord, that is, in
his true nature, just as Peter, James and John saw Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.52
The words 'I have seen the Lord' from Mary's mouth suggest that she has seen the
risen Jesus as in the Gospel of John, but in the Gospel of Mary all the disciples
have already met and spoken with the risen Lord. If Mary indeed, now, recalls a
vision of the Lord in his true, divine nature, as in the Gospel of Matthew, this fits in
the context of Mary assuring the fearful disciples of the greatness of the Son of
Man. Whereas they are confused by the suffering Son of Man, Mary assures them
that she has seen him in his glorified state. This reminds one of Stephen, who, also
in a context of expected suffering testifies: 'Behold, I see the heavens opened, and
the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God' (Acts 7.56).
2.2.2. On not Wavering when Seeing the Lord. The fact that Mary is called not
wavering (ATK I M) when she sees the Lord in her vision (GosMar 10.13-15) also
supports the conclusion that the vision may have been about the glorified Lord.
With most exegetes Mary being ATKIM is interpreted as a reference to her being a
true Gnostic.53 Mary would belong to the 'immovable race'. This expression
occurs in two Gnostic writings contained in the Berlin Codex: the Apocryphon of
John and the Sophia of Jesus Christ.54 In the Gospel of Mary, however, nothing is
said about Mary being part of a certain race. She is simply talking about her experience of seeing the Lord in a vision. King suggests that Mary's stability illustrates
her advanced spiritual status, not assuming that Mary belongs to the Gnostic race,
but because of her 'conformity to the unchanging and eternal spiritual world'.55
The fact that Mary does not waver during her vision of the Lord reminds one
first of all of the Psalms, in which the righteous and those who keep to the Lord are
52. Mt. 17.9. Hartenstein 2000: 153-54.
53. Perkins 1980: 135; Tardieu 1984: 232; Petersen 1999: 154; Hartenstein 2000: 154.
54. BG 22.10-17; 64.17-65.3; 73.7-11; 75.15-76.1 andBG 87.8-88.10. The 'immovable race'
also occurs in the Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC IH.51.6-14; 59.12-15; 61.16-23 and parallels); in
the Three Steles of Seth (NHC VII.5.118.10-13) and in Zostrianos (NHC VIII. 1.51.15-16). See
Williams 1985: 1-3.
55. King 1995: 612.
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described as those who will not waver. 56 In a sermon in Acts, Peter quotes Ps. 16.8
(LXX 15.8) and says:
I saw the Lord always before me;
for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken (jirj oaXeuSco; NNAKIM).
Therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced;
moreover myfleshwill dwell in hope.
For thou wilt not abandon my soul to Hades,
Nor let thy Holy One see corruption.
Thou hast made known to me the ways of life:
thou wilt make me full of gladness with thy presence. (Acts 2.25-28)
Seeing the Lord before him and keeping the Lord at his right hand cause Peter
not to waver. Apparently this is an experience full of hope and joy. In the second
letter to the Thessalonians, not to waver is equivalent to not to be troubled and
deceived by false teaching (2 Thess. 2.2).
The Greek word aoaXeuxos which was probably used for ATK \ M in the original
text of the Gospel of Mary is very evocative. 57 The verb oaAeuco is used for the
restless tossing of ships in a stormy sea. 58 The same image occurs in the Letter of
James for being in two minds (Sfvpuxos; N2HT CNXY)- According to the letter,
anyone who is in two minds and inwardly divided is like a wave driven and tossed
by the wind (Jas 1.6-8).
In Mary's opinion the disciples, when they focus on the suffering of the Son of
Man instead of on his greatness, are in two minds. Whereas they waver when considering the suffering of the Son of Man, Mary does not when seeing the Lord.
2.2.3. Is Mary Spiritually More Advanced? The image of tossing like ships in a
stormy sea is also used by Philo when he says:
The soul faints and loses all power through passion when it receives from the
body thefloodof tossing surge caused by the storm wind which sweeps down in
its fury, driven on by unbridled appetite. (On the Preliminary Studies 60)
Philo's use of the image is close to the Gospel of Mary, in that it refers to
passion as the direct cause of the soul losing power (cf. GosMar 8.2-6).
To Philo, stability belongs to God and to those who draw near to God. 60 When,
for instance, commenting on Abraham 'who is standing in front of God' (Gen.
18.22) Philo says:
for when should we expect a mind to stand and no longer sway as on the balance
save when it is opposite God, seeing and being seen. For it gets its equipoise from
these two sources:fromseeing, because when it sees the Incomparable it does not
yield to the counter pull of things like itself; from being seen, because the mind
56.
Budge
57.
58.
59.
60.

Pss. 15.5; 16.8; 17.5; 21.7; 26.1; 30.6; 36.11; 46.5; 62.2; 93.1; 96.10; 112.6; 125.1. See
1898 (who holds the LXX numbering of the Psalms: 14.5; 15.8 etc.).
Williams 1985: 3.
Liddell and Scott 1968: 1581b.
Colson and Whitaker 1968: IV, 489.
Passcher 1931: 228-38; Williams 1985: 25-27 and 76.
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which the Ruler judges worthy to come within His sight He claims for the solely
best, that is for Himself. (On Dreams II.226-27).61
And commenting on Moses standing in front of God (Deut. 5.31) Philo continues:
'For that which draws near to God enters into affinity with what is and through that
immutability becomes self-standing'.62 In view of the Rest in Silence which the
soul reaches after her ascent in GosMar 17.4-7, it is noteworthy that Philo defines
this 'self-standing' as the mind which is at Rest:
And when the mind is at Rest it recognizes clearly how great a blessing Rest is,
and struck with wonder at its beauty, has the thought that it belongs either to God
or to that form of being which is midway between mortal and immortal kind. (On
Dreams II.228)63
Mary's stability is in contrast to the wavering of the disciples, when they focus
on the suffering of the Son of Man, instead of on his greatness. Whereas Mary is
called fortunate for not wavering, the disciples were weeping and in two minds.
This difference may indicate Mary's advanced spiritual status. When Philo, for
instance, describes Lot as irresolute, his mind set on the good as well as the bad,
'like a boat tossed by windsfromopposite quarters',64 he says that Lot suffers from
a relapse 'carried off a prisoner of war by the enemies in the soul'65. Philo ascribes
this to Lot's being at present 'a novice in the contemplation and study of things
Divine'.66
The main objection, however, to Mary being more spiritually advanced and less
affected by what is contrary to nature and its passion than the others, is the fact that
not only the disciples give in to passion and become distressed, but in the course of
the story Mary does so herself as well. The reaction of Andrew and Peter on her
words causes her to weep like they did (GosMar 18.1). Perhaps, where the
disciples are concerned, it is best to keep in mind Philo's comment on Abraham's
momentary doubt, when hearing of the promise that he and his barren Sarah in
their old age will receive a son. Philo says:
Happy is he to whom it is granted to incline towards the better and more god-like
part through most of his life. For it is impossible that it should be so with him
throughout the whole length of life, since sometimes the opposing load of mortality throws its weight into the scales, and binding its time waits tofindits chance
in the miss-chances of reason and so prove too strong for him. (On the Change of
Names 185)67
Philo assures his readers that being stable all the time is impossible, since this
belongs to God alone, who is unmixed, whereas 'we are mixtures, with human and

61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 545.
On Dreams 11.228; Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 545.
Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 545.
On the Migration of Abraham 148; Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 217.
On the Migration of Abraham 150; Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 219.
On the Migration of Abraham 150; Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 219.
Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 237.
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divine blended in us'. 68 In the Gospel of Mary this is also the case. Whereas the
disciples do not waver all the time, Mary is likewise not stable all the time.
2.2.4. On the Soul, the Mind and the Spirit. According to Philo, stability is one's
richest possession. He states that 'so vast in its excess is the stability of the Deity
that he imparts to chosen natures a share of his steadfastness to be their richest
possession'.69 In the Gospel of Mary the Saviour, in his teaching to Mary alone,
reveals that the treasure of stability is within one's reach. When he tells Mary that
he considers her fortunate for not wavering, he continues: 'For where the nous is,
there is the treasure' (GosMar 10.15-16).70 But what exactly is the nousl
The teaching Mary gives to the disciples in GosMar 10.11-23 is apparently
centred around the nous, since in response to her question about what exactly sees
the vision, the spirit or the soul, she says that the Lord replied:
He does not see it with the soul nor with the spirit, but with the nous which is
between the two... (GosMar 10.20-22)
Thus, the nous, which has 'the treasure' in it, is also the organ through which one
sees the vision. Moreover, the place of the nous is disclosed to us: between the
spirit and the soul.
To be able to really understand Mary's words, we must seek to comprehend
Mary's question about the vision she saw: 'Lord, now, does he who sees the vision
see it with the soul or with the Spirit?'(GosMar 10.18-19). Mary, apparently,
before the Saviour instructed her about this, thought in the categories of soul and
Spirit. In Stoicism the soul is the seat of perception by the senses. The divine Spirit
is the immanent principle that holds the cosmos together, that gives the body life as
breath, and human spirit, and that orders the turbulence of the soul.71
In this way of thinking there were two views about dreams.72 One said that when
the human spirit rested, the senses of the soul took over and produced ghostly
images. The other said that the human spirit parted from the soul and now, detached from the confusing impressions of the soul, could converse freely with the
spiritual and see the Divine.73 On the basis of this we may suppose that Mary's
question about precisely what sees the vision is the question of whether the vision
comes from the divine Spirit or from the turbulence of her own soul.
The Saviour introduces a new category in answering Mary's question about
soul and Spirit. One does not see the vision through the soul, nor through the spirit,

68. On the Change of Names 184; Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 237.
69. On Dreams 11.223; Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 543.
70. This saying may also be a reinterpretation of Mt. 6.21 and Lk. 12.35-40, warning against
greed and wealth: Tor, where your treasure is, there will be your heart', namely in heaven and not
on earth. The inverted saying 'where the nous is, there is your treasure', however, is also known
from other sources such as Clement of Alexandria. See Pasquier 1983: 101-104.
71. Pohlenz 1948: 81-88.
72. King (1998: 23 and 35 note 17) suggests that the vision came to Mary while sleeping.
73. The first view is for instance represented by Aristotle and the second by the Stoic
Posidonius of Apameia. See Leisegang 1967: 176-78.
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but through the nous. The place of the nous is in between the soul and the spirit.
Now we no longer have 'soul and spirit', but 'soul, nous, spirit'. This means that,
according to the Saviour, there is more to a human psyche than the turbulence of
one's soul and the reception of divine revelation. Through the nous, which here
because of its place between the soul and the spirit is a human category, one is able
to actively draw near the divine. It also means that the Saviour creates an opposition. By separating the soul and the spirit, the Spirit has thus become a transcendent instead of an immanent divine category.
These three categories instead of two, together with the assurance that the nous
is in between the soul and the spirit, once again recalls Philo's exegesis of Gen.
2.7: man is made a true living soul by the nous which has God's pneuma blown
into it. The imagery of the nous with the life-giving pneuma in it also recalls the
Pauline letters. To Paul, the nous is able to honour the law of God, but is held
prisoner by the flesh, causing death (Rom. 7.26). If God's pneuma which raised
Christ lives within one this situation changes, enabling one to become free and
alive (Rom. 7.24-25; 8.10-15). He assures his readers that although the outer human being is decaying, the inner one, the nous, is renewed from day to day (2 Cor.
4.16; cf. Rom. 7.22-23).
To Paul the nous of a Christian is a renewed nous, because of God's pneuma
that lives within it. In hisfirstletter to the Corinthians Paul quotes Isaiah's question
'who has the nous of the Lord that he may instruct him?' (Isa. 11.13). And he
answers: 'but we have the nous of Christ' (1 Cor. 2.16). In the letter to the Ephesians
this renewal of the nous is the same as clothing oneself with the new Human Being
(Eph. 4.23-24). Paul encourages his readers to actively change themselves and to
really live in accordance with their renewed nous (Rom. 12.2).
Again, on the basis of similar imagery, I suggest that we may understand the
nous in the Gospel of Mary, to be a renewed nous as in the Pauline letters: the nous
of Christ, and in the case of the Gospel of Mary, the nous of the risen Son of Man.
In the second letter to the Corinthians we even hear, in a context of suffering as in
the Gospel of Mary, a faint allusion of a treasure being within the nous, when Paul,
referring to his hardships as an apostle, calls the knowledge of God's glory in Jesus
Christ, a treasure which we have in earthen vessels (2 Cor. 4.6-11).
2.2.5. Conclusion. The words of the Saviour, as yet unknown to the disciples,
which Mary on Peter's request recalls in GosMar 10.7-23, help them to understand
in a more profound way the teaching of the Saviour about the Son of Man being
within, who is to be followed, sought after and found. Whereas the disciples think
of the Son of Man as the one who suffered and fear their own suffering, Mary in
GosMar 9.14-20 emphasizes his greatness, which prepared them and made them
Human Being. Now, by recalling words of the Saviour that she knows and the
others do not, she shows how they can conquer their wavering. The disciples do
not depend on their souls' senses, nor do they need to wait for divine inspiration
from outside. The Saviour has explained to Mary that there are not two categories,
soul and spirit, but three. Their own souls' nous which has the spirit of the Son of
Man blown into it enables them, first, to see the Lord's greatness; second, to
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become stable; and third, to experience bliss. Thus, 'where the nous is there is the
treasure' (GosMar 10.15-16).
2.3. On the Way Upwards to the Rest in Silence
The dialogue on seeing the Lord, on stability and on the nous, ends abruptly
(GosMar 10.23). Four pages of the dialogue of Mary with the Saviour are missing
(GosMar 11-14). When we rejoin the story again in GosMar 15.1 we step into
Mary's description of the way upwards of the soul to the Rest in Silence. The more
the soul ascends, the more powerful the opposition becomes. Whereas at first individual powers want to restrain the Soul, the last power is sevenfold. In this section
we concentrate on GosMar 15.1-17.7. The soul's road is barred by four powers.
The first power is missing. The extant text starts on p. 15 with the second power:
Desire said: 'I did not see you, on your way downwards, but now I see you, on
your way upwards. But how can you deceive me, when you belong to me?' The
Soul answered and said, 'I have seen you. You did not see me nor recognise me. I
was (like) a garment to you, and you did not know me'. When she had said this,
she went away rejoicing loudly. Again she came to the third Power, which is
called Ignorance. [She] questioned the Soul, saying, 'Where are you going? In
wickedness you were held prisoner. Yes, you were held prisoner. Do not judge
then!' And the Soul said, 'Why do you judge me when I do not judge you? I am
taken prisoner although I did not take prisoner. I am not recognized, but I have
recognized that the All is being unloosened, both the earthly and the heavenly
things. When the Soul left the third Power powerless, she went upwards and saw
the fourth Power. She took on seven appearances. The first appearance is Darkness, the second Desire, the third Ignorance, the fourth is the Jealousy of Death,
the fifth is the Kingdom of the Flesh, the sixth is the Foolish Learning of the
Flesh, the seventh is the Hot Tempered Wisdom. These are the seven [power] s of
Wrath. They ask the Soul, 'Where do you come from, you killer of people?', or,
'Where are you going, you who leave places powerless?' The Soul answered and
said, 'What imprisons me is pierced. What turns me is left powerless and my
Desire has been fulfilled, and Ignorance has died. From a world I am unloosened
through a world and from a model through a model which is from the side of
Heaven. And the fetter of oblivion is temporal. From this hour on, at the time of
the decisive moment in the aeon, I shall receive the Rest in Silence'. (GosMar
15.1-17.7)
Although this part of the text only begins with the second power, by comparing it
to the first three appearances of the fourth power, it is most likely that the first
power was Darkness.74 Thus, the soul's way upwards to heaven is hindered by
Darkness, Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath; Wrath taking on seven appearances:
Darkness, Desire, Ignorance, Jealousy of Death, Kingdom of the Flesh, Foolish
Learning, and Hot Tempered Wisdom. These powers try to stop the soul from her
ascent by arguments, but the soul is able to expose those as false. The four powers
confront the soul with the fact that she belongs to them and is not to go elsewhere.
The soul, basically by inverting their words, shows them to be above their claims

74. Pasquier 1983: 79.
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and joyfully continues her way, which is not difficult, but light and playful.75
Given the structure of the Gospel of Mary, we can assume that the account of the
soul is the answer to a question of Mary's. The specific question, however, is on
one of the missing pages. This means that we can only speculate about the context
in which the Saviour relates these things about the soul. It seems reasonable to
assume that Mary has asked about the new category which the Saviour has given
her and which he has placed between the soul and the spirit. The missing part of
the work would then have been about the nous and the spirit, while the part that has
been preserved is about the soul and the nous. Granted, the word nous does not
appear in this section, but the answers that the soul gives to the powers bear
witness to the knowledge of the soul's nous.76
But why would Mary recall words of the Saviour about the ascent of the soul at
this very moment and what are they about?
2.3.1. A Post-Mortem Ascent Past Archontic Powers? Some exegetes assume that
the ascent of the soul is an ascent after death.77 In that case Mary would tell the
disciples about it to reassure them about their fate even if'the nations' (N269NOC;
TCX 60vrj)78 do not spare them and put them to death as was the case with the Son of
Man. According to Pasquier, however, the ascent symbolizes religious or psychic
experience.79
According to Carsten Colpe who studied the general theme of the ascent of the
soul, some ascents indeed describe one's fate after death, but other descriptions are
about ascents while living and probably in ecstasy.80 From what we are told by the
Gospel of Mary, it is difficult to decide whether the soul's ascent is an ascent in the
present or after death, since the beginning of the description of the way upwards of
the soul is on the missing pages. Although we do know the final goal, the Rest in
Silence, this is also of no help, because Rest may be experienced not only after
death, but also now as a gift of grace.81 We saw earlier that Philo calls the one who
experiences stability 'the mind who is at Rest'.82 This being at Rest is an experience in the present. According to Philo it is an experience of beauty which belongs
to God or to 'that form of being which is midway between mortal and immortal
kind'.83
We can only conclude that it is clear it is in the present that the soul in the Gospel of Mary encounters Darkness, Desire, Ignorance and Wrath. On the other hand
75. See Pasquier 1983: 86-93; King 1995: 613-14.
76. See also Perkins 1980: 134.
77. Till and Schenke 1972: 27-28; Tardieu 1984: 233; Marjanen 1996: 94 note 1. King (1995:
615) and Petersen (1999: 156) speak of the soul's liberation of the fetters of material existence.
78. For the Greek see POxy 3525.
79. Pasquier 1983: 22. She refers to Philo, Who is the Heir of Divine Things 81 (Colson and
Whitaker 1958: IV, 323).
80. Colpe 1967: 439. See also Rudolph 1996: 244-55.
81. Helderman 1984: 25 and 338-42.
82. For Rest as stability and being near to God in Philo's thoughts, see Passcher 1931: 228-38
and Helderman 1984: 58-60.
83. Philo, On Dreams 11.228; Colson and Whitaker 1958: V, 545.
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it is also clear that the ultimate victory depends on a future action on the part of
heaven, which, however, at the same time has already been started (GosMar 7.3-8
and 15.20-16.1).
Most exegetes of the Gospel of Mary consider the description of the ascent of
the soul as typically Gnostic. 84 Most of them believe this, since they consider the
ascent of the soul as a specific Gnostic phenomenon. Marjanen thinks that the
ascent in the Gospel of Mary belongs to a Gnostic context, since 'the whole idea of
the post-mortem ascent of the soul past archontic powers back to the realm of the
light has its closest parallels in Gnostic texts'. 85 Colpe, however, has shown that
the ascent of the soul is a widespread phenomenon and concludes that one should
be very careful when deciding whether or not an ascent is to be called Gnostic. 86
A moving account of an ascent to God which is hindered by adversaries is the
vision of Vibia Perpetua from about 202 CE. She is a young Christian mother with
an infant son still at the breast, who in prison awaits the probable sentence to be
thrown before the wild beasts. Her account runs as follows:
There was a bronze ladder of extraordinary height reaching up to heaven, but it
was so narrow that only one person could ascend at a time. Every conceivable
kind of iron weapon was attached to the sides of the ladder: swords, lances, hooks,
and daggers. If anyone climbed up carelessly or without looking upwards, he/she
would be mangled as the flesh adhered to the weapons. Crouching directly beneath the ladder was a monstrous dragon who threatened those climbing up and
tried tofrightenthem from ascent. Saturus went up first. Because of his concern
for us he had given himself up voluntarily after we had been arrested. He had been
our source of strength but was not with us at the time of the arrest. When he
reached the top of the ladder he turned to me and said, 'Perpetua, I'm waiting for
you, but be careful not to be bitten by the dragon'. I told him that in the name of
Jesus Christ the dragon could not harm me. At this the dragon slowly lowered its
head as though afraid of me. Using its head as the first step, I began my ascent.
(The Martyrdom of Perpetua 4) 87

No one would call Perpetua a Gnostic or would identify the monstrous dragon as
a Gnostic archon. In my opinion there is also no evidence that supports the interpretation that the powers in GosMar 15.1-16.13 should be identified with Gnostic
archons. Assuming a Gnostic context, Till and others argue that the powers in
84. Till and Schenke 1972: 26; Tardieu 1984: 22; Marjanen 1996: 94; Petersen 1999: 60;
Hartenstein 2000: 132-33.
85. Marjanen 1996: 94 note 1. On page 34 he refers to the First Apocalypse of James (NHC
V.32.28-36), the Apocryphon of James (NHC 1.8.35-36); the Apocalypse of Paul (NHC V.22.2323.28). He also refers to the Second Book of Jeu (127.5-138.4) and Pistis Sophia (PS 286.9291.23) and to descriptions of the Church fathers: Irenaus (Against the Heresies 1.21.5) and
Epifanius (Panarion 26.13.2; 36.3.16). Marjanen also mentions the writing Poimandres (Corpus
Hermeticum 1.24-26), which is, however, not Gnostic, but Hermetic and which by Koivunen
(1994: 235) is seen as the closest parallel to the Gospel of Mary. For the difference between
Gnostic and Hermetic writings see Chapter 3, section 2.2.4 note 41.
86. Colpe 1967: 429-47. See for ascents in various contexts also Rudolph 1996: 244-55;
Culianu 1983; Collins 1979; Dean Otting 1984; Himmelfarb 1993; Roukema 2003.
87. TranslatedbyRaderl981:21.
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GosMar 15.1-16.13 are the four powers of material creation, representing the four
elements earth, water, air and fire.88 Pasquier suggests that they are perhaps hypostases of Yaldabaoth, the Creator God in the Apocryphon of John.89 According to
Tardieu, the seven appearances of the fourth Power Wrath represent the passions of
the God from the Bible.90 King, however, simply speaks of the Powers of Matter,
without identifying them with Gnostic archons.
As we saw earlier in Chapter 3, section 5 the Gospel of Mary is best understood
from the Stoic perspective on matter, Nature and passion. It is important to note
that the powers in GosMar 15.1-16.13 are vices. In Stoic philosophy vices such as
darkness, desire, ignorance and wrath, belong to the life of passion contrary to
Nature. I suggest that the four powers in the Gospel of Mary represent the influence
of what is contrary to Nature, which according to the Saviour's teaching caused
matter to bring forth passion (cf. GosMar 8.2-4).
2.3.2. The Way to Rebirth and the Royal Road. An interesting parallel to the ascent
of the soul in the Gospel of Mary is the description of the way to rebirth in Tractate
XIII of the Corpus Hermeticum. Hannelore Koivunen pointed to Tractate I (Poimandres) as a close parallel to the Gospel of Mary, but according to its description
of the ascent, one simply gives one's vices to the heavenly spheres and there is no
gaining victory over vices as in the Gospel of Mary.91 In Tractate XIII, in the
account that Hermes relates to his son Tat, the soul endures twelve senseless punishments of matter or of darkness:92 ignorance, grief, incontinence, lust, injustice,
greed, deceit, malice, treachery, anger, rashness, and wickedness (CH XIII.7).93
The soul is able to overcome them by the ten spiritual Powers of the mercy of God.
Knowledge of God drives away ignorance, knowledge of joy drives away grief,
self-control drives away incontinence, steadfastness drives away lust, righteousness
drives away injustice, generosity drives away greed, truth drives away deceit, the
good drives away malice, and life and light conquer the remaining punishments of
darkness: treachery, anger, rashness, and wickedness (CH XIII.8-9).94
Hermes calls this the process of 'regeneration' (TrocAiyyevecna) and explains to
Tat:
By the arrival of the Decade, child, the intellectual generation was put together.
It drove out the Dodecade, and we were deified by this generation. Therefore,
88. Till and Schenke (1972: 28 and 44) refer to the Apocryphon of John (BG 54.11-55.13),
where the powers form the corpse of Adam from the four elements matter, darkness, desire and
counterfeit spirit. See for the earthly elements also King 1995: 613. Petersen (1999:156) calls the
powers the earthly fetters.
89. Pasquier 1983: 21 and 84.
90. According to Tardieu (1984: 234 and 290-91), the Gospel of Mary would have inverted
God's attributes mentioned in Exod. 20.5 and Isa. 33.22.
91. Poimandres, CH 1.24-25.
92. Of matter: CH XIII.7; of darkness: CH XIII. 11.
93. See for the Greek text and the translation Grese 1979:12-15.
94. Grese 1979: 14-17.
95. The ten powers of God.
96. The twelve punishments.
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whoever, through mercy, has obtained divine generation, after leaving behind
bodily perception, knows himself to be composed from these powers and he
rejoices. (CH XIII. 10) 97

This regeneration is called an intellectual perception and a true 'vision' (0ea CH
XIII.3). The regenerated person is also described as being made 'steadfast'
(CXKAI VT\S) by God, and thus to have come to be at Rest, which is called a blessing:
not to be effected by the turbulence and confusion of the physical world (CH
XIII. 11,20).98 The beginning of the tractate states that it is about regeneration and
the promise of silence (CH XIII. 1). Similar notions occur in the Gospel of Mary:
GosMar 10.13-14; 17.5; 8.5-6. It is also noteworthy that the producer of the
regeneration is called: 'the Son of God, the one Human Being, by the will of God'
(6 TOG 8EOU nais, avSpcoTTos els, 9eAr)|Jcm 8eoG CH XIII, 5)."
William Grese, who studied the meaning of this tractate and compared it to
early Christian literature, points to Pauline baptismal terminology of putting off
the old human being and clothing oneself with the new one, and dying and rising
with Christ. Paul contrasts these two ways of life by means of lists of vices and
virtues. Grese also refers to the Pauline terminology of being made a new creation.100 Even more relevant is Grese's reference to the Letter to Titus in which the
term TTOCAI yyevEoia is used for baptism, which brings an end to the former sinful
life and brings the gift of the Holy Spirit to make a new life possible (Titus 3.5).
Furthermore, Grese points to the terminology of regeneration in the Gospel of
John: of being born anew, thus becoming children of God (Jn 1.12-13). In the
Gospel of John this is a change from bondage to release,101 from darkness to
light102 and from death to life.1031 would add that in the Gospel of John this way
also includes the way upwards of the Son of Man himself, which is to be followed
by his disciples, who are empowered to do this by the gift of the Holy Spirit.104 On
the basis of these parallels I suggest that Mary's teaching about the way upwards of
the soul may be meant to illustrate what following the Son of Man, being made
true Human Being, and living in accordance with one's renewed mind actually
signifies.
By giving this account of the Saviour's teaching to her alone Mary also identifies the adversaries of the disciples. They are not the nations as the disciples
assume, but they are certain powers. This recalls the Pauline statement that 'we are
not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the
powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts
of wickedness in the heavenly places' (Eph. 6.12). The readers of the Letter to the
Ephesians are encouraged to put on the armour of God, which consists of truth,
97. See Grese 1979: 16-17.
98. For the text see Grese 1979: 16-17; 30-31. See also Grese's commentary on p. 136.
99. Grese 1979: 10.
100. Gal. 3.26-27; 6.15; Eph. 4.22-5.20; Col. 3.5-17; Rom. 6.3-11; 2 Cor. 5.17.
101. Jn 8.34; 12.31; 14.30; 8.31-32, 36.
102. Jn 3.19-21; 8.12; 12.46.
103. Jn 3.36; 4.14; 5.24; 6.47-51; 17.3.
104. Jn 13.36; 14.1-6; 16.5-11. Cf. 20.17, 21-22; 3.12-14; 13.1.
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righteousness, the readiness to bring the gospel of peace, faith, salvation, and the
word of God. These seven parts of the armour together seem to represent the manifold wisdom of God which will be made known to the principalities and powers in
the heavenly places, because of Christ and through the church (Eph. 3.10). In
consequence the readers are assured that 'in Christ Jesus our Lord we have boldness and confidence of access through our faith in him' (Eph. 3.11-12).
The powerful vices in the Gospel of Mary are conquered by the particular
arguments of the soul. A parallel to this is found in Philo's writings. To Philo
stability is experienced by drawing near to the Divine. Philo calls this an ascent of
the soul on the royal road, leading towards the knowledge of the King.105 Commenting on Num. 20.17, where Israel, on its way to the promised land of milk and
honey, asks the king of Edom to be permitted to go through his land and promises
not to pass through the fields but to go by the king's highway, Philo says:
This road is, as I said by now, wisdom, by which alone suppliant souls can make
their escape to the Uncreated. For we may well believe that he who walks unimpeded along the king's way will never flag or faint, till he comes into the
presence of the king. (On the Unchangeableness of God 160)

Philo says that the celestial and heavenly soul leaves the region of the earth, is
drawn upwards and dwells with divine natures. It takes its fill of the vision of the
incorruptible and genuine good and bids farewell to the good which is transient and
spurious.107
In Philo's interpretation of Num. 20.17, where Edom refuses to allow Israel to
pass through its land, Edom in his view means 'earthly' and Israel 'the one who
sees God'.108 Philo concludes that the earthly Edom, 'with its vices that war
against us', purposes to bar the heavenly and royal road of virtue, but the divine
reason on the other hand bars the road of Edom and its associates.109 When Israel
answers 'We will go by the mountain country' this means that they will 'examine
each point by analysis and definition, and search out in everything its rationale, by
which its essential nature is known'.110 Philo does not here elaborate in what way
Edom's vices war against Israel, but, as we already noted, Philo, in his exegesis of
the tower of Babel, explains that minds, setting themselves up against God, use
reasoning to build citadels of passions and vices, with the purpose to destroy
righteousness and virtue.111 They argue that good is the slave of evil, and passion
stronger than the higher emotions, that prudence and virtue are subject to folly and
vice, and thus must render obedience to every command of the despotic power.l n
In a similar way the vices which war against the soul in the Gospel of Mary do

105. Pascher 1931: 10-23.
106. Colson and Whitaker 1960: III, 91.
107. On the Unchangeableness of God 151; Colson and Whitaker 1960: III, 87.
108. On the Unchangeableness of God 144; Colson and Whitaker 1960: III, 83.
109. On the Unchangeableness of God 164 and 180; Colson and Whitaker 1960: III, 91 and 99.
110. On the Unchangeableness of God 167; Colson and Whitaker 1960: III, 93.
111. On the Confusion of Tongues 86 and 101-102; Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 57 and 65.
112. On the Confusion of Tongues 91; Colson and Whitaker 1958: IV, 59.
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so by emphasizing that the soul belongs to them instead of to the heavenly world.
Their main question is paraphrased: where do you think you are going? Desire
reminds the soul of the fact that she did not see her on her way downwards. How
could she go upwards? The soul belongs to her. Ignorance reminds the soul of the
fact that she is imprisoned by wickedness and thus not able to judge. Wrath with its
seven appearances accuses the soul of being a killer of people and one who leaves
places powerless. Perhaps the background of this accusation is the conviction that
the soul is the life-giving centre of the body.
The soul's answer to Wrath summarizes the divine knowledge by which the
soul overcomes the powers. Her Desire has been fulfilled, her Ignorance has died,
what imprisons her is pierced (Darkness?) and what turned her is left powerless
(Wrath?), since the soul has been freed from this world by a heavenly world. The
soul argues that she indeed leaves places powerless as Wrath accuses her of, but
these places are not the bodies: instead, she leaves Darkness, Desire, Ignorance,
and Wrath itself powerless. Central to the soul's knowledge is the conviction that
'the All has been unloosened, both the earthly and the heavenly things': which is
what the Saviour taught the disciples in GosMar 7.1-8. Freed from Darkness,
Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath the soul can enter the Rest in Silence.
2.3.3. The Figures Four and Seven. Stoic philosophy was convinced of the inescapable regularity by which all things run their course. The soul is determined by
the body and by the natural surroundings in which it is born, as well as by the
heavenly bodies. The whole cosmos and thus, in the view of the Stoics, also the
body, consists of the four elements of earth, water, air and fire. In the cosmos the
seven planets are made almost solely of fire. From the seven planets the soul
receives its capacity for ordering, itsfivesenses, and the growth which is necessary
for the body. These are the seven parts of the soul.113
In the light of this it is striking that in Mary's account the Saviour uses the
figures four and seven and arranges them in such a way that the fourth power,
which is closest to heaven, has seven forms. The powers which, according to the
Saviour, lay siege to the soul thus seem to be analogous to the elements which for
the Stoics make the body and the cosmos what they are. However, it is not the
material elements of the body that lay siege to the soul, but the powers of passion:
not earth, but Darkness; not water, but Desire; not air, but Ignorance; not fire, but
Wrath. Not the senses as such affect the soul, but Darkness, Desire, Ignorance,
Jealousy of Death, Kingdom of the Flesh, Foolish Learning, and Hot Tempered
Wisdom.
It seems likely that the Saviour in this way defines more closely what exactly the
power contrary to Nature has caused by acting upon matter which thus has given
birth to passion. The Saviour already told the disciples that this caused confusion in
the whole body, which probably in a Stoic way is a metaphor for both the individual body and the body of the cosmos. But now Mary reveals that she has been
told about what the confusion means for the individual. Apparently, the body,
113. Pohlenz 1948: 81-88, 217-18, 222-24.
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being endowed with the natural elements of earth, water, air andfirewith its seven
parts for the soul, has come under the siege of the anti-natural vices of Darkness,
Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath with its seven appearances. Redemption consists of
beingfreedfromthe grip of these powers which are contrary to Nature. All Nature,
however, in this case one's liberated soul, will be restored to its divine Root.
The figures four and seven in the ascent of the soul also stand for the liberation
from the belief in one's bondage to the elements and planets. Not only Stoics
believed that one's soul was determined by the elements and planets, but most
of the ancient world. People believed the elements and planets to be gods and
goddesses.114 As Philo says:
A great delusion has taken hold of the larger part of mankind in regard to a fact
which properly should be established beyond all question in every mind to the
exclusion of, or at least above, all others. For some have deified the four elements
earth, water, air and fire, others the sun, moon, planets and fixed stars, others again
the heaven by itself, others the whole world. But the highest and the most august,
the Begetter, the Ruler of the great World-city, the Commander-in-Chief of the
invincible host, the Pilot who ever steers all things in safety, Him they have
hidden from sight by misleading titles assigned to objects of worship mentioned
above. (On the Decalogue 52-53) 115

Philo continues by mentioning the names: Kore, Demeter, Pluto, Poseidon, Hera,
Hephaistus, Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, and Hermes. Elsewhere Philo assures his
readers that they are but names for 'lifeless matter incapable of movement of itself
and laid by the Artificer as a substratum for every kind of shape and quality'.116
According to Paul, however, his readers were indeed in bondage to the elements of
the world, like servants. But now the Spirit of the Son of God is in their hearts
crying: Abba, Father. They now know God, and more than that, they are known by
God, and are thus freed from their bondage.117 To Paul, Christians are no longer
subject to the elements, or to their ordinances.118
The Gospel of Mary emphasizes that not the four elements with the seven planets,
nor the body with its senses, nor the (heathen) gods and goddesses with their
ordinances, but the powers of passion, originating from what is opposite to Nature,
keep the soul in bondage.
2.3.4. Conclusion. In Philo's comments we find themes related to those in the
Gospel of Mary: seeing the Divine, stability, vices that try to stop the soul by
reasoning and divine reason which enables the soul to continue on her way. In
GosMar 10.10-17.7 the link is not made between these themes, but perhaps it
occurred on the missing pages 11-14. In Philo's exegesis, however, the link is
clear: whereas vices, by false reasoning, try to stop the soul from drawing near to

114. See Strieker (1990: 45-46) who refers to Philo and Paul.
115. Colson and Whitaker 1958: VII, 33.
116. On the Contemplative Life 3-4; Colson and Whitaker 1960: IX, 115.
117. Gal. 4.3-9.
118. Col. 2.20.
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see the Divine and to experience stability, divine reason helps her to continue on
her way and to reach her goal.
On the basis of the similarity of the related themes in Philo's comments and in
the Gospel of Mary (as well as in part in CH XIII) I suggest that Mary recalls the
themes of stability, the mind, and the ascent of the soul in GosMar 10.10-17.7 to
reveal to the disciples the Saviour's teaching to her alone on what following the
Son of Man, being made true Human Being, and living in accordance with one's
renewed mind actually signifies. Mary identifies the adversaries as Darkness,
Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath with its seven appearances and shows the wavering
disciples the way stability can be obtained. On this way it is important to be able to
distinguish false reasoning with the help of Divine reason. Divine reason consists
of the conviction that the soul has beenfreedfromthis world by a heavenly world:
the power opposite to Nature has been made powerless. This enables one to
overcome the vices that try to keep the soul from drawing near to the Divine.
Mary, last but not least, through the words which the Saviour taught her, also
shows that the soul's way to the Rest in Silence is not a road of suffering, but one
of victory and joy. Her knowledge about this may already be behind her words in
GosMar 9.14-20 where she encourages the weeping disciples to praise the
greatness of the Son of Man, instead of to fear his suffering.
3. The Author's Story of Mary Magdalene
To the reader the story about Mary in the Gospel of Mary is complicated. Why
does the author present so many different views of her? How do they relate to one
other? What does it mean that the author or perhaps an early copyist gave the story
the title the Gospel of Mary?
So far, we have studied the various views of Mary held by Peter, Andrew, Levi,
the Saviour, and by Mary herself. We also studied the extra knowledge of the
narrator and the narrator's view. Furthermore, we examined the meaning of Mary's
teaching. In addition, we now turn to certain indications in the text and to the title
in order to outline the development of the plot of the Gospel of Mary.
3.1. Author's Indications in the Text
The author is not only present as the narrator in the Gospel of Mary, but in the
Gospel of Mary as a whole, since the author gave the Gospel of Mary its structure
and perhaps also its title. In so doing the author gives the readers clues to understand the development of the story. In this section we will first examine Mary's
role compared to the role of the Saviour. Then we turn to the themes of bringing
forth either passion or peace and of making rules and laws. We will also go into the
question of the identity of the adversaries and we conclude with the question of
which actors in the story share the viewpoint of the author.
3.1.1. Embracing, Being Blessed and Silent When looking at the structure of the
Gospel of Mary the first thing that strikes the readers is the large role Mary has.
The author allows her to speak from page 9 to page 17. If we assume that the post-
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resurrection dialogue with the Saviour started earlier than page 7, for instance at
the beginning of the missing pages of the Gospel of Mary or later, the author gives
Mary as much or even more attention as he or she has given the Saviour. In this
way the author encourages the readers to compare Mary to the Saviour and to
question their relation. The author heightens the readers' curiosity by the different
views of Peter, Andrew and Levi. According to Peter, the Saviour loved Mary
more than the other women; according to Andrew, Mary is lying about the Saviour;
and according to Levi, the Saviour knows Mary very well, he loved her more than
all the others and he made her worthy. What is the author's view? By his or her
choice of words the author gives the readers clues to answer this question.
When the Saviour departs, the author says that he embraces (AHACflAze) the
disciples.119 The same is said of Mary. When she starts her teaching she also embraces (ACxcnxze) the disciples.120 By this, the author encourages the readers to
believe that Mary in some way takes over the role of the Saviour. She seems to
represent him. This belief is confirmed when the narrator in GosMar 17.8-9 assures
the readers that Mary's teaching is a recapitulation of the teaching the Saviour gave
to her.
Two other instances point to the conclusion that Mary represents the departed
Saviour. First, the author not only calls the Saviour the Blessed One (riMAK Ap I oc),
but also assures the readers that the Saviour called Mary blessed (NAIAT6).121
Secondly, the author not only relates that Mary fell silent after her teaching about
the soul having reached the Rest in Silence, but the author as the narrator also
assures the readers that at this very point the Saviour had also fallen silent (GosMar
17.5-9).
3.1.2. Bringing Forth Passion or Peace. By using the verb xno twice in crucial
parts of the Saviour's teaching the author gives the readers another clue to understand the author's perspective in the Gospel of Mary. The Saviour explains in
GosMar 8.2 that matter, being acted upon by an opposite nature, has given birth
(xne) to passion. He states further that this caused confusion in the whole body.
When the Saviour departs in GosMar 8.14-15 he encourages the disciples to give
birth (xnoc) to his peace and not to be led astray. The readers thus have a standard
by which to judge the disciples' behaviour in the Gospel of Mary. Are they
bringing forth passion or peace? When they bring forth passion they are apparently
inspired by what is contrary to Nature. When they bring forth peace, they stay by
the Saviour.
The disciples in GosMar 9.6-12 bring forth passion, which arises from their
despair, which is a result of focusing on the suffering of the Son of Man. Mary
brings forth peace, which is apparent from her calmness and her ability to encourage the disciples by focusing on the Son of Man's greatness (GosMar 9.1420). The disciples, in reaction to Mary's words and behaviour, bring forth peace
119. GosMar 8.12-13.
120. GosMar 9.13.
121. GosMar 8.12 and GosMar 10.14. P Oxy 3525.20 reads MCXKapicx where the Coptic text of
BG1
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which results from their willingness to focus on the words of the Saviour instead
of on the suffering Son of Man (GosMar 9.22). Mary again brings forth peace,
which is manifest in her silence, after she teaches the disciples about how to reach
stability (GosMar 17.7-9), but this silence is violently disturbed, since Andrew and
Peter bring forth passion as a reaction to Mary's teaching, Andrew becoming
distrustful and Peter becoming angry and confused (GosMar 17.15-22). Mary
thereupon brings forth passion in her reaction to Peter: she starts to weep (GosMar
18.1). Levi, in contrast, brings forth peace, namely in the calm manner in which he
corrects Peter and in his encouragement to return to the Saviour's instruction to
proclaim the gospel (GosMar 18.8-21).
Thus Mary, when conveying her knowledge of the Saviour, and the disciples
when focusing on the Saviour's teaching, plus Levi, when returning to the Saviour's
teaching, stay close to the Saviour. The disciples, on the other hand, when they
focus on the suffering of the Son of Man, and Peter and Andrew, when they attack
Mary, and also Mary, when she allows herself to be touched by the implications of
their attack, are under the influence of what is contrary to Nature.
3.1.3. Making Rules and Laws. By introducing the theme of making rules and laws,
the author gives an extra clue to evaluate the behaviour of Peter and Andrew. The
Saviour in the Gospel of Mary, before departing, warns the disciples against
making rules and laws other than the one rule he has given to them (GosMar 8.229.4). This single unknown rule the Saviour gave in the Gospel of Mary may have
alluded to the one law Jesus gave according to the New Testament writings: the
law of love.
The reactions of Andrew and Peter show that they adhere to other rules as well.
When Andrew asks the brothers (and sisters), what they think of his opinion that
what Mary says does not come from the Saviour, he explains his view by stating
that Mary's words seem to be according to another train of thought. Apparently,
Andrew is of the opinion that he and the others share a sort of canon of teaching of
the Saviour. Teaching that seems different is not to be viewed as coming from the
Saviour. Thus, Andrew has a clear rule: only the teaching of the Saviour that the
brothers (and sisters) hold as a canon determines the authenticity of what others
add from their knowledge of the Saviour.
Peter, apparently, has rules about the roles of women and men. According to
Peter, a man is not to listen to a woman, a man should not speak to a woman alone
and a woman disciple is never above male disciples.
The Saviour in the Gospel of Mary, before he departs, warns the disciples that
adhering rules other than the one he gave will imprison them. And indeed, Andrew
and Peter, as a result of their extra rules, are no longer free to really listen to what
the Saviour teaches them through Mary. They are no longer able to discuss the
content of the Saviour's words, as they did before, but instead accuse Mary of
falsehood.
3.1.4. Being Like the Adversaries. Levi, when rebuking Peter, compares his manner
of arguing with 'the woman' to that of 'these adversaries' (NI ANT IK61M6NOC).
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According to Levi, Peter does not discuss (NpryMNAze) the words of the Saviour as
he did with his brothers (and sisters), their hearts having been turned inwards by
Mary to the Good One. Instead, in Levi's view, with 'the woman' Peter discusses
(eKprYMNAZe) as 'these adversaries' do.122
Who are these adversaries to whom Levi refers? Most exegetes, in a Gnostic
interpretation of the text, suggest that 'these adversaries' are those who the Gospel
of Mary is supposed to oppose, namely, orthodox Christians.123 Peter and Andrew
with their additional rules would represent the viewpoints of the catholic Church.
The author, however, gives three clues as to the identity of the adversaries in the
Gospel of Mary.
First, in the extant pages of the Gospel of Mary there are several opinions
and attitudes the disciples must be on their guard against. GosMar 8.15-19 warns
against people who want to lead the disciples astray, saying that the Son of Man is
here or there. GosMar 8.22-9.4 warns against people who would give additional
laws and rules. GosMar 9.7-12 mentions the 'nations' that did not spare the Son of
Man and will consequently not spare the disciples. GosMar 15.1-17.7 describes the
powers Darkness, Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath which try to keep the soul from
her way upwards, and GosMar 17.10-22 portrays Andrew and Peter who try to
prevent the other disciples from hearing words of the Saviour. The author in the
Gospel of Mary thus presents a fivefold characterization of adversaries.
Secondly, when Levi corrects Peter he calls him hot-tempered (NpeHNoysc
GosMar 18.7-8). This is the same word the author uses to describe the seventh
power of Wrath: the hot-tempered Wisdom (Tco<t> IA NpeHNoysc GosMar 16.1112). Thus the author encourages the reader to see something of this power in Peter.
Thirdly, the comparison Levi uses is unfinished and must be completed by the
readers. With whom do 'these adversaries' argue, so that Peter's arguing with 'the
woman' is compared to their behaviour? In the Gospel of Mary as we have it only
Andrew and Peter and the powers Darkness, Desire, Ignorance and Wrath really
argue in the sense that the author describes their arguments. Andrew and Peter
argue about 'she' and 'a woman', while the Powers argue with the soul (TGtYXH),
which is a feminine word. In this way the author invites the readers tofinishLevi's
comparison as follows:
Peter, you have always been hot-tempered.
Now I see you arguing with the woman
as these adversaries (do with the soul).
The author thus unmasks the adversaries through Levi's words. They are not
those who lead the disciples astray, they are not the nations who did not spare the
Son of Man and will not spare the disciples, they are not Andrew and Peter or
others with their additional rules, but they are the powers of passion and of what is
contrary to Nature in them and through them.124
122. Cf. GosMar 9.23 and 18.9-10. P Oxy 3525.13-14 and P Ryl 463, verso 3 have auvCnreco.
123. Pagels 1981: 77; Perkins 1980:133; Pasquier 1983:24; Quispel 1988: 81; Marjanen 1996:
221-23.
124. See also King 1995: 615, but in her view these powers are the Powers of Matter. Petersen
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Also another important view becomes apparent. When Levi implicitly refers to
the Powers that keep the soul from her way upwards as 'these adversaries', he
apparently makes use of Mary's teaching. However, Levi does not explicitly
acknowledge her teaching as comingfromthe Saviour. He says 'surely the Saviour
knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than us' (GosMar 18.12-15).
As readers one might have expected him to say instead: that is why he told her
more than us. In contrast, Levi rejects Peter's reasoning by emphasizing the
Saviour's love for 'the woman'.
3.1.5. False Reasoning Versus Divine Reason. The structure of the Gospel of Mary
as we have it consists of dialogues. Throughout the Gospel certain reasoning is
exposed as false. Additionally, the author, especially through the teaching about
the way upwards of the soul, shows that it is of vital importance to expose false
reasoning with the help of Divine reason, since this is the way the soul is liberated
from the grip of the Powers and through which she reaches the Rest in Silence.
The Saviour in GosMar 7 exposes the disciples' reasoning about matter and sin
as false. Mary in GosMar 9.18-20 shows that the reasoning of the disciples about
the suffering Son of Man is false. The soul in GosMar 15.1-17.7 exposes the
reasoning of the Powers as false. The narrator in GosMar 17.7-9 and Levi in
GosMar 18.7-15 expose the reasoning of Peter and Andrew as false. But what
about the reasoning of Levi? The author apparently leaves this question open, since
no one in the text reacts on Levi's words.
How are the readers to evaluate Levi's view on Mary? In any case, Levi brings
forth peace, appearing from his calmness and his encouragement to return to the
Saviour's instruction. Levi also implicitly makes use of Mary's teaching which,
according to the extra knowledge of the narrator, indeed derives from the Saviour.
But what about Levi's referring to Mary as 'the woman', who has been 'made
worthy' by the Saviour? What about the absence in Levi's correction of Peter of an
explicit acknowledgment of Mary's teaching as coming from the Saviour? What
about Levi's emphasis on the Saviour's love for 'the woman'?
It is difficult to answer these questions, but by using similar expressions the
author invites the readers to compare Levi's words to Peter to Mary's words to the
weeping disciples. Mary in GosMar 9.18 uses the phrase MAX AON A 6 MApNCMoy.
Levi in GosMar 18.15 uses a similar expression: MAAAON MApFJ(l)l ne.
Mary says:

(1999:167) argues that the Archons are meant and points to Authoritative Teaching (NHC VI.30.6,
27; 31.9), where the same figure is called AIABOAOC and nANT IK 61M6NOC. Hartenstein (2000:
135) points to 1 Tim. 5.14, where also in the context of women's behaviour 'the adversary' is
mentioned, which according to Hartenstein is an adversary from outside and according to Petersen
(1999:167) is the same as Satan in 1 Tim. 5.15. The parallel is interesting, since where the Gospel
of Mary accuses Peter of being hot-tempered like the adversaries, instead in 1 Tim. 5.14 the
women are called on to behave in a more womanly manner and thus not to occasion the reproaches
of the adversary.
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Do not weep and do not grieve and do not be in two minds, for his grace will be
with you all and will shelter you. Rather let us praise his greatness, because he
has prepared us. He has made us (true) Human Being. (GosMar 9.18-20)
Levi says:
Surely the Saviour knows her very well, that is why he loved her more than us.
Rather let us be ashamed and clothe ourselves with the perfect Human Being. Let
us bring him forth to us, as he commanded us. Let us preach the Gospel, without
laying down any other rule or law than the one the Saviour said. (GosMar 18.1221)

From the comparison it becomes clear, that, whereas Mary includes herself with
her use of the word 'us', Levi excludes her. According to Mary, she obviously
belongs to the 'us' who have been prepared to bring the Gospel and who have been
made (true) Human Being: all disciples have been prepared and made (true)
Human Being. In this sense all have been made 'worthy'.
According to Levi, Mary does not belong to the 'us' that should be ashamed,
should clothe themselves with the perfect Human Being, and proclaim the Gospel.
In Levi's view, Mary is a case apart, specifically having been made 'worthy'. It
remains unclear what exactly Levi means by this. Has Mary especially been made
worthy to teach the brothers, whereas the brothers (and sisters) would not need
such worthiness? Why does Mary not need to clothe herself with the perfect
Human Being as the brothers (and sisters)? Because she has done this already?
Why does she not need to proclaim the Gospel as the brothers (and sisters)?
Because she already has done so with her teaching to the disciples? Does Levi
perhaps mean that the Saviour gave Mary, as a woman, a special warrant to teach
the disciples, but did not authorize her to proclaim the Gospel to the nations as the
male (and female) disciples are supposed to do?
One thing is clear: while unmasking Peter's reasoning, Levi, like Peter, assumes
that Mary as 'the woman' is apart from 'us'. Mary's view of herself and the disciples is different. To her the 'us' includes her, and she as a woman is not a case
apart.
Who is right: Mary or Levi? What is the view of the author? Levi's view is the
end of the Gospel of Mary. Levi has the last word. This seems to leave the readers
in uncertainty. There is, however, one indication yet to explore: the title.
3.2. The Title
It is not wholly true that the Gospel of Mary ends with the words of Levi. There is
the reaction of the disciples. They indeed begin to proclaim the Gospel. Secondly,
there is the title. The Gospel of Mary really ends with the title. This title has been
preserved in thefifth-centuryCoptic text as well as in the third-century Greek text.
On this basis we can safely assume that either the author him or herself added the
title, or some very early copyist.
3.2.1. A Gospel Named after a Woman. We must note that the title of the Gospel
of Mary is exceptional, since no other known Gospel from early Christianity is
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named after a woman. The names which occur in Gospel titles refer to men: Mark,
Matthew, Luke, John, Peter, the Twelve Apostles, Thomas, Philip, Matthias, Jude,
James, Cerinth, Basilides, Marcion, Apelles, Bardesanes, and Mani.
To an orthodox audience it would have been offensive for a book to be ascribed
to a woman. Several New Testament passages were quoted over and over again to
explain that women were not allowed to have any authority over men.
In Ephesians, Colossians and 1 Peter, wives are encouraged to be submissive to
their husbands, while the husbands are told to love their wives (Eph. 5.21-33; Col.
3.18-19; 1 Pet. 3.1-7). Paul, when demanding that women wear veils when praying
or prophesying (1 Cor. 11.1-16), argues that the reason for this is that the head of
every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband and the head of Christ is
God. However, later in the argument he changes from wives to woman in general,
referring to the creation: 'For man was not made from woman, but woman from
man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man' (1 Cor. 11.8-9).
In addition, while 1 Pet. 3.1-7 refers to the submissiveness of Sarah to Abraham,
in 1 Tim. 2.1-11 the creation analogy is used again: 'For Adam was formed first,
then Eve', continuing thus 'and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor'. The author concludes that a woman has to learn
with all submissiveness: 'I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over
men: she is to keep silent'. This text and the possibly non-Pauline text in 1 Cor.
14.34-36 about women who are to keep silent in the assemblies125 were in the centuries that followed quoted again and again to emphasize that women were not
allowed to have authority over men.
In reference to women writing books and thus having authority over men,
Schiissler Fiorenza cites the fourth-century Dialogue Between a Montanist and an
Orthodox which, through means of a discussion between a Montanist and an
orthodox Christian, shows their respective viewpoints.126 The orthodox viewpoint
may reflect a very early stand, since it corresponds to the arguments in the firstcentury letters, which claim that women are to be submissive to men.
The quotation from the Dialogue comments on women's authority, concentrating on those women who wrote books, like the second-century Montanist prophetesses Prisca and Maximilla.
Orthodox: We do not reject the prophecies of women. Blessed Mary prophesied
when she said: 'Henceforth all generations shall call me blessed'. And
as you yourself say, Philip had daughters who prophesied and Mary,
the sister of Aaron, prophesied. But we do not permit women to speak
in the assemblies, nor to have authority over men, to the point of writing books in their own name: since, such is, indeed, the implication
for them of praying with uncovered head (...) Wasn't Mary, the
Mother of God, able to write books in her own name? To avoid
dishonoring her head by placing herself above men, she did not do so.

125. Verses 33b-36 would have been added around the turn of the century. For extended text
critical and literary arguments see Fee 1994: 272-81.
126. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 307-309. She uses the English translation of Gryson 1972: 12931. The Greek text was first published by Ficker 1905.
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Montanist: Did you say that to pray or to prophesy with uncovered head implies
not to write books?
Orthodox: Perfectly.
Montanist: When Blessed Mary says: 'Henceforth all generations shall call me
blessed', does she or doesn't she speak freely and openly?
Orthodox: Since the Gospel is not written in her name, she has a veil in the
Evangelist.127

Would a Gospel then, primarily based on the authority of Mary Magdalene be
acceptable? Later in the discussion the Montanist asks the crucial question:
Montanist: Is it because they have written books that you do not receive Prisca
and Maximilla?
Orthodox: It is not only for this reason, but also because they were false
1 98

prophetesses, following their guide Montanus.
Schussler Fiorenza also refers to the fourth-century Didymus the Blind who
propounds a similar argument, likewise drawing heavily on the first-century letters:
Scripture recognizes as prophetesses the four daughters of Philip, Deborah, Mary,
the sister of Aaron, and Mary, the mother of God, who said, as recorded in the
Gospel: 'Henceforth all women and all generations shall call me blessed'. But in
Scripture there are no books written in their name. On the contrary, the Apostle
says in First Timothy: 'I do not permit women to teach', and again in First
Corinthians: 'Every woman who prays or prophesies with uncovered head
dishonors her head'. He means that he does not permit a woman to write books
impudently, on her own authority, nor to teach in the assemblies, because, by
doing so, she offends her head, man: for 'the head of woman is man, and the head
of man is Christ'. The reason for the silence imposed on women is obvious:
woman's teaching in the beginning caused considerable havoc to the human race;
for the apostle writes: 'It is not the man who was deceived, but the woman'. (On
the Trinity 3.41.3)129

When Origen in thefirsthalf of the third century comments on the verse 'for it is
shameful for a woman to speak in the community' from Paul's first letter to the
Corinthians, he already draws on the same canonical examples of prophesying
women, which the disciples of Prisca and Maximilla, he states, use as their argument. Origen argues that, when these biblical figures (the daughters of Philip,
Deborah, Mary the sister of Aaron, Hulda, Anne the daughter of Phanuel) prophesied, they did not do so in public, since their prophesies are not recorded in
Scripture. He refers to 1 Tim. 2.12 and Titus 2.3-5 concluding that a woman is to
keep silent, 'even if she says admirable or holy things' and he continues 'however,
it comes out of the mouth of a woman'.130
Tertullian, even after he became inclined to Montanism himself, quoted Paul's
first letter to the Corinthians as fervently as he did before. Although in two cases he
127. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 308. Ficker 1905: 456-57.
128. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 309 (italics added by EAB). Ficker 1905: 458.
129. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 309. See also Gryson 1972: 130-31.
130. Gryson 1972: 56-57. See Jenkins 1909: 242.
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cites the prophesies of Prisca and Maximilla he still argues that women are not
allowed to speak in the assemblies, to teach, to baptize, to serve the eucharist, or to
do any task that belongs to males. This, he adds, not only applies to married
women, but to all women, including the unmarried.131
Thus, the second-century Prisca and Maximilla are not only discussed because
of the content of their prophesies, but also because they as women prophesy in
public and write books, and in doing so claim authority over men. Their authority
is attacked with quotations from the first-century letters. It is striking that Clement
of Alexandria, who clearly defends the equality of men and women, nevertheless,
also does the same. According to him, although men and women have the same
nature and are both capable of attaining self control and virtue, their physical
differences lead to inequality. Quoting the first letter to the Corinthians, Ephesians
and Colossians he argues that woman must submit to man.132
Apparently there were, already in the second century, Christians and Christian
communities who would reject a Gospel written by a woman or which relied on the
authority of a woman. The choice of the author or an early copyist to give the
Gospel of Mary its name is thus not a neutral one. It acknowledges the unorthodox
stand that a woman may have authority, including authority over men.
3.2.2. The Impact of the Title. We saw earlier that the narrator with his or her extra
knowledge is not a neutral informer, but he or she is on Mary's side. He or she is
convinced of Mary's integrity and of her importance for the Gospel message, since
Mary remembers sayings of Jesus which the other disciples appear not to know
and she teaches the disciples as she has been taught by the Saviour. Moreover,
according to the narrator, Mary has the gift of actually turning the disciples' hearts
to the Son of Man within them. In addition we saw that also the author takes a
certain viewpoint: against Andrew and Peter and in favour of Mary and Levi.
By giving the writing the title 'Gospel of Mary', the author or early copyist
supports the narrator's view and makes an even more radical choice. The title
invites the readers to see not only Mary, but the whole writing in a certain light.
The writing is not about questions of the disciples or discussions between them,
about words of Mary or wisdom of Mary or about the Gospel of the Kingdom of
the Son of Man. The writing is about the Gospel of Mary. This means that the
teaching of Mary is central in the writing as a whole and that Mary's teaching
about the Saviour is described as Gospel.
The title thus gives a vital clue to the readers: Mary's teaching is at the centre.
When we return to the unanswered question of whether Mary or Levi isright,when
they give opposite opinions on Mary as a woman belonging to the 'us' of the
disciples, we can thus state that the Gospel of Mary shares Mary's viewpoint and
not Levi's. Not only according to Mary, but also according to the one who gave the
book its title, Mary belongs to the 'us' who have been prepared to bring the Gospel

131. Gryson 1972: 44. Tertullian, On Head-coverings for Unmarried Girls 9.1.
132. Roukema 1996: 163. Stromateis IV.58.2-60.3. Clement quotes 1 Cor. 11.3, 8, 11; Eph.
5.21-25, 28-29; Col. 3.18-4.1.
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and who have been made (true) Human Being. Mary as 'the woman' has not
specifically been made 'worthy' as Levi suggests. She simply belongs to the others:
all have been prepared to proclaim the Gospel and have been made (true) Human
Being.
3.3. The Development of the Author's Story
Because of the title it would not be surprising if the beginning of the Gospel of
Mary originally also was about Mary Magdalene. Thefirstpages of the Gospel of
Mary could have been about Mary telling the disciples of Jesus' crucifixion, of his
death and of her visit to Jesus' tomb, comparable to accounts in the New Testament
Gospels. One could above all think of the Gospel of John in which Mary is said to
have gone to the disciples to tell them that she had seen the Lord and what he had
told her (Jn 20.18).
One could also think of the second-century Epistula Apostolorum, which, after
describing several stories from Jesus' life, turns to his death and portrays Mary
telling the disciples about his resurrection. When she is not believed, she returns to
the Lord to tell him this. Then he sends Sarah. In the Coptic version these women
are Martha and Mary. When the apostles still do not believe them, the Lord accompanies the women, whom the author calls 'Mary and her sisters' (EpAp 11.1), and
rebukes the apostles (EpAp 9.4, 11-16). In this context a dialogue between the
disciples and the Lord occurs, where various themes arise, such as the Lord's
incarnation, his returning, the end of the world, the future of the disciples, the laws
of the Lord, the instruction to proclaim the Gospel, the suffering of the disciples
and their being uplifted with Jesus, to reach the final Rest.
In the Gospel of Mary the dialogue with the Saviour which starts somewhere
before GosMar 7 may well have been situated in a similar situation as in the
Epistula Apostolorum. The Saviour, on the missing pages at the beginning of the
Gospel of Mary, perhaps appeared after Mary's testimony of the resurrection to
affirm the reliability of her words and to go into certain themes. The difference
with the Epistula Apostolorum is that the Gospel of Mary does not end with the
Lord's departure, as does the Epistula Apostolorum (EpAp 51), but, after the
Saviour's departure, continues the story and tells of the disciples' wavering reaction to the Saviour's instructions and of Mary's teaching.
In the Gospel of Mary the development of the story after the Saviour's departure
is quite lively. The story not only gives the content of Mary's teaching, but also
presents several different views of her. After her teaching on the greatness of the
Son of Man, she turns the disciples' hearts inwards to the Son of Man in them.
Thanks to Mary they begin to discuss the words of the Saviour, apparently with
the aim of proclaiming the Gospel. It seems that initially only the men are doing
this, since Peter asks Mary to join them, because in his view she is special among
the women. According to Peter, the Saviour loved her more than the rest of the
women.
The words of the Saviour, as yet unknown to the disciples, which Mary at
Peter's request recalls, are meant to illustrate in a more profound way the teaching
of the Saviour to all the disciples about the Son of Man being within, who is to be
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followed, sought after, and found. Whereas the disciples think of the Son of Man as
the one who suffered and fear their own suffering, Mary first underlines his greatness, which has prepared them and made them (true) Human Being. Now, by recalling words of the Saviour that she knows and the others do not, she shows the way
out of their wavering. The disciples do not depend on their soul's senses, nor do
they need to wait for divine inspiration from outside. The Saviour has explained to
Mary that there are not two categories, soul and spirit, but three. Their own soul's
nous which has the spirit of the Son of Man blown into it enables them, first, to see
the Lord's greatness; second, to become stable; and third, to experience bliss.
After the missing pages Mary tells the disciples what the Saviour taught her
about the way through which stability can be achieved. By identifying false
reasoning with the help of Divine reason the powers of passion, Darkness, Desire,
Ignorance, and Wrath, the real adversaries - originating from what is opposite to
Nature and keeping the soul in bondage - can be joyfully overcome. The author is
clear that Mary's teaching about the words of the Saviour is what the Gospel is
about. But still the Gospel does not end here. First the trustworthiness of Mary as a
woman is put into doubt.
Andrew reacts quite bluntly to what 'she' says. Mary's words are simply not
from the Saviour since they seem to be at odds with what the disciples already
know. Peter becomes entangled in social rules about 'a woman' and men. Upon
Mary's shocked reaction Levi tries to mediate but still excludes 'the woman' from
the 'we' group of disciples. The Gospel of Mary ends here, which leaves the
readers uncertain. Are Mary's words accepted? Is her teaching incorporated? The
title shows that this is the case for the author or an early copyist. He or she wants
the readers to accept Mary's teaching and to understand its importance. But
Andrew, Peter, and even Levi seem to have decided to do without her. For them,
the teaching Mary as a woman is a problem.
4. The Author's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
In the Gospel of Mary the author tells a complicated story, in which the teaching of
Mary is presented as well as several views of her. In this section we will go into the
author's portrayal of Mary Magdalene. What is, according to the author, her
relation to the Saviour, what is her position among the disciples and what is her
function in the story?
4.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
Apparently, in the author's view, Mary is a disciple of Jesus, the Saviour, in the
sense that she has been taught by him. She also has had access to teaching that the
others have not had. She alone has been taught by the Saviour about the way
through which stability can be experienced, about who the adversaries are on this
way, and how to handle them.
In addition, she has been prepared by the Son of Man to proclaim the Gospel of
his Kingdom and has been made (true) Human Being, like the other disciples.
Furthermore, the author gives indications that Mary, in the author's view, after the
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Saviour has departed, represents him. She is able to turn the disciples' hearts
inwards to the Son of Man within.
The author also shows how the Saviour regards Mary. He calls her blessed,
because she endeavours to live according to her renewed mind and is going the
way upwards to the Divine. Mary's esteem for the Saviour appearsfromher eagerness to learn from him. She is not focused on his suffering, but on his greatness.
She has seen him glorified in a vision.
4.2. Mary Magdalene Among the Disciples
In the author's view, Mary is a disciple among the disciples. After the crucifixion
and the resurrection of the Son of Man, she is a special disciple, because she, after
his departure, represents him and has a role in persuading the disciples to go and
proclaim the Gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man.
The author shows that the position of Mary among the disciples is ambiguous.
Her encouraging the weeping disciples is accepted by them and apparently arouses
their curiosity to know more about her view of the Saviour. But when she talks
more this is not accepted. It is difficult to understand precisely why this is the case.
What exactly makes Andrew and Peter so angry, and why does Levi hesitate to
plainly acknowledge that her teaching comes from the Saviour?
The author signals two related problems: the content of Mary's teaching and her
being a woman. This generates a third problem: the relation between Mary and the
Saviour. Would the Saviour as a man have taught Mary as a woman alone? Could
she really know things that differ from what the others know?
The author presents three views of Mary among the disciples. First, Mary lies
about the Saviour, since she tells things that seem to differ from those which the
disciples already know. Moreover, the Saviour, as a man, would never have told
her, as a woman, things that the male disciples would need to listen to. Secondly,
Mary knows more than the other disciples, since the Saviour loved her more than
the rest of the women. Thirdly, the Saviour has made Mary worthy, because he
knows her thoroughly. That is why he loved her more than the others. Each of
these three views is rejected by the author. Mary is not lying nor has she as 'the
woman' specifically been made worthy, singled out by the Saviour because of his
love and knowledge of her. In the view of the author, Mary is simply a disciple like
the others, having been prepared and made (true) Human Being like them, although
in this case knowing things that the others do not know and acting accordingly.
4.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
Mary Magdalene and her teaching are the subject of the story of the Gospel of
Mary. That is why the author gives Mary Magdalene such a large and active role.
As I suggested, the first missing pages of the Gospel of Mary may have contained
Mary Magdalene's testimony of the death, burial and resurrection of the Lord,
as in Matthew, Luke and John, the second ending of Mark, and the Epistula
Apostolorum. When her testimony is not believed the Saviour himself appears to
show that Mary has the authority to instruct the disciples and to summon them to
proclaim the Gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man.
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To the author, Mary's function in the story is crucial. This is evident from the
fact that she is able to help the disciples to turn their hearts inwards, away from
their being sadly focused on the suffering of the Son of Man, inflicted by 'the
nations'. She points them to the joyous recognition of his greatness, which consists
of his having prepared the disciples to preach the Gospel and of having made them
(true) Human Being. In line with the Saviour's teaching to Mary alone, she also
shows the identity of the real adversaries, the importance of the disciples' renewed
minds, and the way through which stability can be experienced.
Although to the author Mary's teaching is crucial, the story makes clear that
Andrew, Peter and Levi are of a different opinion, because Mary is not a man, but a
woman. By the sudden and unexpected end of the Gospel of Mary the author,
however, invites the readers to re-read the Gospel, to reconsider the function of
Mary and to share the author's view.

Chapter 5
MARY MAGDALENE ACCORDING TO THE GOSPEL OF MARK

To be able to investigate the origin of the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary, we now turn to the New Testament Gospels. The New Testament
Gospels contain the earliest written material on Mary Magdalene. In each of the
New Testament Gospels the general outline of the story of Mary Magdalene is
similar: she is introduced rather abruptly and plays her part towards the end of their
accounts in the events relating to the crucifixion of Jesus, his burial, and his
resurrection.
Within this basic framework Mark, Matthew, Luke and John each appear to give
Mary Magdalene a very different role. The following chapters identify their portrayals of Mary Magdalene. To be able to do this we will not only study the texts in
which Mary Magdalene occurs, but also analyse the concepts of Markan, Matthean, Lukan and Johannine discipleship, their opinions of the Twelve, and their
views on women.
1. Mark's Introduction of Mary Magdalene
Mark introduces the women followers of Jesus at the end of the Gospel, immediately after the death of Jesus. Mark relates:
There were also women looking on from afar, among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome, who,
when he was in Galilee, followed him and ministered to him; and also many other
women who came up with him to Jerusalem. (15.40-41)

Mark distinguishes between two groups of women: the first group is small and
consists of women identified by name; the second larger group consists of many
women who remain unnamed. Mark describes the small group as having been with
Jesus longer, following him and ministering to him in Galilee. The larger group has
decided at some point to go up with him to Jerusalem.1
Here, almost at the end of the Gospel, Mark for the first time declares that a
considerable number of women had been following Jesus. What are we to think of
these women? What is their function in Mark's story? And what about Mary
Magdalene in their midst? To be able to answer these questions this chapter not
1.

r|KoAo\j0ouv and SITJKOVOUV: past continuous; auvava(3aooci ingressive aorist
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only focuses on Mark, but also on the historical situation at the time.
In her pioneering and influential work, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza coined
the phrase 'discipleship of equals'. In her view no distinction can be made between
male and female disciples at the beginning of the Jesus movement. They were all
disciples of one teacher, all brothers and sisters of Jesus. The gospel of the kingdom of God allowed no distinction. It was meant for everyone without exception.2
Although Schussler Fiorenza emphasized that her method of feminist historiography allows no conclusion with regard to historical 'reality', but rather generates
a 'different historical imagination',3 her reconstruction of discipleship as a 'discipleship of equals' challenges one to reflect on 'reality' again.4 Especially because
her insight into the use and the meaning of androcentric language provides a new
perspective on the New Testament texts about the disciples. In In Memory of Her
she says:
A historically adequate translation must take into account the interpretative
implications of androcentric language which functioned as inclusive language in a
patriarchal culture. Such androcentric inclusive language mentions women only
when their presence has become in any way a problem or when they are 'exceptional', but it does not mention women in so-called normal situations.
Could it be historically adequate to imagine women and men when the word 'disciples' occurs in the New Testament, although the Synoptic Gospel writers allow
the women followers of Jesus only to play a role at the end of their accounts?6
Two important arguments have been raised which seem to preclude the
possibility that women could have been disciples. The first argument is the utter
implausibility of the thought. Given the social status of women at that time, female
discipleship would simply be inconceivable: it would not have been the custom for
women and men to travel together and disciples of a rabbi normally would have
been exclusively male since women were not to study Torah. If Jesus did have
women disciples, why do the New Testament Gospels give no indication whatsoever of the scandal this must have caused? The second argument against the
discipleship of women is that the New Testament Gospels do not record the call of
a specific woman to be a disciple and that the disciples in general seem to be the
male Twelve.7
In this chapter we will examine Mark's view on women and discipleship and go
into the arguments and sources of scholars who investigate the historical situation
and positions women held in Second Temple Jewish society and early Christianity.
On the basis of this, and on the basis of the exegesis of Mark's story about the
2. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 106-159.
3. Schussler Fiorenza 1992: 80-101, esp. 92
4. See also De Boer 1997: 31-38.
5. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 44.
6. Mt. 27.55-28.10; Mk 15.40-16.11. Luke mentions the women in 8.1-3, but they also play
their part at the end of his account in 23.49—24.11.
7. E.g. Sanders 1993: 110; Schweizer 1982; Rengstorf 1977: 460-61.
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women at the end of the Gospel, we will be able to conclude to the specific Markan
portrayal of Mary Magdalene.
2. Women and Discipleship in Mark
2.1. The Large Group of Women Followers
Does Mark give any clue as to the position of the large group of women going up
with Jesus to Jerusalem? They are not mentioned earlier, but is there any reference
in Mark's story about the beginning of their going up with Jesus to Jerusalem? Are
they perhaps somewhere implied?
The going up of the large group of women probably refers to the pilgrimage to
Jerusalem for the sacred festival of Passover.8 Some scholars suggest that the
women follow Jesus in his pilgrimage to Jerusalem as his disciples, while others
argue that they are mainly going as pilgrims themselves.9 Mk 10.32 describes the
going up of Jesus to Jerusalem, also mentioning 'those who follow'. Does Mark
here allude to a large group of followers, among them perhaps the large group of
women of 15.41 ? If so, one could conclude that Mark suggests that the large group
of women in 15.41 followed Jesus as disciples, since following Jesus implies
discipleship.10
Mk 10.32 is a peculiar verse:
And they were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead
of them; and they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. And taking
the twelve again, he began to tell them what was to happen to him. (10.32)

'They' who are 'amazed' seem to be the disciples, who in 10.23-27 are also
amazed by how hard Jesus says it is to enter the Kingdom of God, especially for
the rich.11 But who are 'those' in 10.32 who are 'afraid'? Some commentators
indeed argue that Mark here alludes to the large group of women going up with
him to Jerusalem.12
This might be possible, but the direct context seems to point to the Twelve,
differentiating between the Twelve and the disciples in general.13 Whereas the
disciples, reacting to the departure of the pious rich man and to the saying of Jesus
8. Cf. Lk. 2.42; Jn 2.13; 5.1; 7.8, 10, 14; 11.55. That women did participate in the annual
pilgrimages (Passover, Shavuot and Sukkot) to Jerusalem is shown by Ilan 1995a: 179-80. See also
Safrail991: 15-21.
9. See for instance Schiissler Fiorenza (1983: 321), who calls them apostolic witnesses
referring to Acts 13.31. For the other opinion see for instance Sanders 1993: 110.
10. See Chapter 5, section 2.2.1.
11. Both times 60aMPouvTO (10.24, 32).
12. For instance Pesch 1977: II, 148 and 508: those who are amazed are the disciples and those
who follow are the Passover pilgrims including the women in 15.40-41. Gundry (1993: 569-71 and
573-74) suggests that both represent the people in general distinguishing between those in front of
the train that accompanies Jesus to Jerusalem and those in the back. Lane (1974: 373 n. 60)
suggests that there is only one group: the Twelve who are both amazed and afraid.
13. See also Chapter 5, section 2.2.2.
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about the camel going through the eye of a needle, ask themselves how anyone can
possibly be saved (10.23-27), Peter, as a representative of the Twelve,14 concludes
that they are indeed followers of Jesus, having left everything behind (10.28), in
contrast to the rich man in 10.17-22 and apparently also to the amazed disciples in
10.23-27.15
In 10.32b Jesus takes the Twelve aside to explain what will happen in Jerusalem.
This suggests that in 10.32a Mark also may mean both groups describing the
disciples as the ones who are amazed and the Twelve as 'those following'. The
latter have just heard Jesus' enigmatic saying that 'many who are first will be last
and many who are last will be first'. Indeed the Twelve are last now. Mark's
mentioning that they are afraid suggests that this is why Jesus takes them apart to
explain what will happen in Jerusalem.16 In addition, he teaches them that their
having left everything behind does not make them greater than anyone else. They
are not to rule after his death, or exercise authority; they are to be servants and
slaves, just as he will show himself to be in Jerusalem (10.35-45).
If the large group of women of 15.41 who came up with Jesus to Jerusalem
would belong to the disciples who are amazed in 10.32a, then Mark implicitly
portrays this large group of unnamed women in a discipleship context. In the
Gospel of Mark, however, the group of disciples gathers in Jesus' house or in other
houses.17 It thus seems that the group is small.18 Could Mark then intend the large
group of women to be among them? I suggest that the large group of women who
'came up with him to Jerusalem' belong instead to the crowd (oxAos) that is with
Jesus on his journey to Jerusalem from 10.1 onwards.19
If we are right about this, then Mark allows the readers to visualize the large
group of women from 15.41 also among the crowd in 10.46, where they witness
the blind beggar of Jericho regaining his sight. In addition, the readers can
visualize them among the many at the entry into Jerusalem who lay down their
garments on the road or spread branches which they had cut from thefields(11.8).
In both cases Mark allows the readers to imagine them speaking. The blind
beggar, who is crying 'Jesus, Son of David, have mercy upon me', they order to be
silent, but when Jesus tells them to call him they say: 'Take heart;rise,he is calling
you' (10.49). At the entry into Jerusalem they cry out: 'Hosanna!' Blessed be he
who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed be the Kingdom of our father David
that is coming! Hosanna in the highest!' (11.9-10).
14. Roloff 1965: 161-62. In Mark, Peter is mostly mentioned in the context of the Twelve
(3.16; 11.21; 14.29; 14.54) or together with certain persons of the Twelve (1.16-20; 5.37; 9.2-5;
13.3; 14.33-37). He is always named first.
15. i\\x{\s: 'we' with emphasis (10.28).
16. The earlier sayings about what will happen make no mention of Jerusalem and are directed
to the disciples in general (8.31-33; 9.30-32).
17. Mk 7.17; 9.28, 33; 10.10; 14.14.
18. Large houses could be meant though. However, in Luke, where a large crowd of disciples is
following Jesus (Lk. 6.17), they do not gather in houses. Instead, Jesus and the twelve apostles
come together in a house, when they eat the Passover (Lk. 22.7-14), in contrast to Mark where
Jesus and the Twelve join the (other) disciples to do so (Mk 12.12-17).
19. Jesus' journey to Jerusalem seems to start in 10.1.
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In Jerusalem the readers may perhaps also visualize them among the crowd
whom the chief priests, scribes and elders fear when they consider arresting Jesus
(11.27; 12.12), the same crowd who, for the most part, are glad to hear Jesus
teaching in the Temple (12.37). At this point, however, we should ask if it is
historically correct to imagine women in the Temple. In the Outer Court yes, but in
the Inner Court they were largely confined to a section called the Court of Women.
Does this mean that men and women were strictly separated in the Inner Court, as
in later times in the synagogue, where women were confined to the balcony?
The balcony for women in the synagogue is said to derive from a balcony in the
Court of Women. Rabbinic literature reveals the reason for the construction of the
balcony in the Temple: it was to enable men to dance in the Court of Women at the
festival of Sukkoth without mixing with the dancing women. Thus, the Court of
Women obviously allowed both men and women. Their contact with one another
became a problem only when both groups were dancing. As Tal Ilan says: 'the
Court of Women did not solely serve women, but marked the boundary beyond
which women could not cross into the Temple if they had no sacrifices to offer'.20
We may, therefore, visualize both men and women listening to Jesus' teaching
in the Temple, unless we assume that Jesus taught in the part of the Temple near
the altar. This is, however, not likely since Mark emphasizes the fact that Jesus
speaks in public (11.12, 38). Mark only once refers to a specific place in the
Temple where Jesus teaches. It is opposite the treasury, where the crowd, both
women and men, donated their money (12.41-44).
On these grounds we may conclude that the large group of women, being part of
the crowd, was familiar with the teaching of Jesus in the Temple: the shocking
parable of the tenants of the vineyard and Jesus' warning against the scribes. They
also heard the questions from the official religious leaders and Jesus' answers to
them: questions about Jesus' authority, about paying taxes, about the resurrection
from death, about the most important commandment and about the Christ being the
Son of David (11.27-13.1).
2.2. The Small Group of Women Disciples
But what about the small group of women in 15.40-41 whom Mark identifies by
name, the ones who followed Jesus and ministered to him when he was in Galilee?
It is not immediately clear whether Mark mentions three or four women, but in
the flow of the story it seems more likely that there are four: Mary Magdalene,
Mary of James, Mary of Joses, and Salome (15.40, 47; 16.1).21 Is it Mark's
20. Ilan 1995a: 180 n. 7. For the discussion about the balcony, see Ilan 1995a: 180-81 and
Safrai 1991: 69-76. See also Safrai (1991) for the active presence of women in the Temple. They
prayed, they brought offerings, they donated, they completed nazirite vows, they belonged to the
Temple congregation celebrating the annual festivals and partaking in daily service.
21. There is considerable argument about this, especially because in 6.3 a James and Joses
(along with a Judas and a Simon) are said to be the brothers of Jesus. Mary, the mother of James
and Joses in 15.40 could therefore be the mother of Jesus, which some find highly desirable.
However, I opt for four women because the Gospel itself distinguishes between Mary she of Joses
in 15.47 and Mary she of Jacob in 16.1. If this is taken seriously the four times that KOH occurs in
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intention that we imagine these four named women every time the following crowd
is mentioned, as is the case with the large group of unnamed women? There seem
to be major differences. The named women are apparently more closely related to
Jesus than the larger group of women, having been with him longer, since Jesus'
ministry started in Galilee (1.14). They are accustomed to following Jesus and
to serving him.
2.2.1. Following, Serving and Jewish Discipleship. Some exegetes argue that following and serving, aKoAou6eco and SICXKOVECO, typically belong to Markan
vocabulary and as a consequence are a result of Markan redaction.22 Following and
serving, however, are the main characteristics of Jewish discipleship.23 The pupils
of a rabbi were not supposed to learn only theoretically, but also to learnfromdaily
life.24 They were to follow their rabbi wherever he went and to serve (sjimesh)
him.25 The root of the verb SiaKoveco, which is the Greek equivalent of sjimesh,
has the notion of being a 'go-between', of being sent out on errands, the dative
designating the person authorizing the activity.26 Philo describes the servant of
Rebecca as a |ja0r)Tr)s (disciple) and Rebecca as the personification of the virtuous
teacher. In the course of his explanation Rebecca as teacher appears to be a
HaSrjTTis of God.27 Josephus calls Joshua a |ja0rjTrjs of Moses, Elisha a na0r)Tr)s
of Elijah and Baruch a Ma8r]Tr)s of Jeremiah.28
Mark relates that the disciples of Jesus did indeed follow him and serve him.
Several times they arrange for a ship and serve as the crew (4.35; 5.21; 6.35 etc.),
15.40 must be interpreted as referring to four different persons. See also Pesch 1977: II, 505-507
and Melzer-Keller 1997: 49-52. Brown (1993: 1016, 1152-1154) argues for three women.
22. For instance Fander 1992a: 167 n. 6 and Melzer-Keller 1997: 46-53.
23. See the comments of Rengstorf 1976b: 153-54, esp. 154 n. 40 and Rengstorf 1977:434-35.
See also Strack and Billerbeck 1922: I, 527-29 and Davies 1964: 422-25 and 455-56. Collins
(1990: 90), in his major philological study on 'diakonia', mentions this interpretation in his
discussion of various modern authors on the early Christian notions of 'diakonia' (pp. 46-62).
However, he does not evaluate the possibility of women as disciples and on p. 245 simply labels
the women's ministry to Jesus as 'menial attendance of one kind or another'.
24. For the classical Greek and Hellenistic background of the term |Jo:0rjTris see Wilkins 1988:
11-42. The term was used with the general connotation of a 'learner', but in Hellenism most
commonly designated the adherence to a great master.
25. See Jastrow 1982:1601 -1602, who quotes Ketubot 96a: 'All manner of service that a slave
must render to his master, a student must render to his teacher...'
26. Karris (1994: 8-9), on the basis of Collins's study on 'diakonia', suggests that the women
ministry to Jesus should be translated as 'going on mission for him', referring to Collins (1990:
222) where he writes about the 'diakonia' of Onesimus to Paul in Philemon 13 which in Collins's
view would consist of'more than (being) a butler for a gaoled apostle'. In the case of Onesimus in
his role as 'diakonos' Collins refers to Tychicus 'who is sent to Colossae, Onesimus accompanying
him, to inform the community there of Paul's affairs and to encourage their hearts (Col. 4:7-9)'
(p. 222).
27. Philo, On the Posterity and Exile of Cain 132 and 147. Philo does not literally call Rebecca
a Ma6rjTT]s as Wilkins (1988:102) suggests, but Philo says she fetches her teaching from the wells
of the Wisdom of God (On the Posterity and Exile of Cain 151).
28. Josephus, Antiquities 8.354; 9.28-33. See Wilkins (1988: 92-125) for an extensive survey
of the Jewish use of the word |ja6r|Tr)s.
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they distribute food to the crowd (5.37), they find a donkey for Jesus to ride on
(11.1-6) and they prepare the Passover meal (14.12-16). Jesus emphasizes the
importance of service. The disciples are not to become masters, but to remain in
service and even to serve all. To follow and to serve is clearly central to the
Markan concept of discipleship (10.17-45).
Does all this mean that Mark in 15.40-41, by using the words following and
serving when the named women are mentioned, and by stating that they had done
so already in Galilee, encourages the reader to include Mary Magdalene, Mary of
Joses, Mary of James and Salome every time we read the word 'disciples'?
According to Luise Schottroff this is the case:
Markus gibt hier zu erkennen, dass er bisher den in der Antike iiblichen patriarchalischen Sprachgebrauch verwendet hat, in dem Frauen in Begriff miteingeschlossen sind, die Manner bezeichnen.29
The question is, however, whether following and serving by women may be
regarded as references to their discipleship. As Ricci rightly states:
If the reality of being a disciple involved serving, the opposite was not necessarily
true: that a servant had to be a disciple.30
The few exegetes who really address the status of the women31 mainly focus on
the exact nature of their service. They relate it to serving at table and preparing
food and label it as specifically women's work. In this context they either conclude
that the women were not disciples,32 or they confine themselves to contrasting the
roles of men and women disciples.33 Others disagree with this and argue that the
women's service must be seen in the broader light of the service Jesus demands of
the Twelve (10.35-45), assuming that this does not necessarily include the
preparation of food and serving at table.34
Within Jewish discipleship, however, serving at table and preparing food is not
regarded specifically as women's work, or as unusual or unworthy, but simply as
one aspect of the service of disciples to their rabbi, which is part of their discipleship. A fine example illustrating the worthiness of this kind of serving is the story
about a great rabbi serving other rabbis, who dined with him. This indeed caused
astonishment, but the discussion about it is thus concluded: 'God.. .spreads the table
before all people, and should not Rabban Gamaliel therefore.. .stand and serve us?'35
29. Schottroff 1982:3-4. Translation: Mark indicates here that he has until this point adhered to
the patriarchal linguistic usage customary in antiquity, in which women are included in words that
denote men.
30. Ricci 1994: 170.
31. See the survey of Ricci (1994: 29-50) about the research from 1860 onwards. For the most
part, exegetes did not discuss the texts about the women followers of Jesus. See, for instance, also the
bibliography 'One Hundred Years of Study on the Passion Narratives' by Garland 1984, which has
entries on nearly everything, but the women at the crucifixion and the burial are decidedly absent.
32. E.g. Schweizer 1982: esp. 298-99 and Gerhardsson 1989: 219-20.
33. E.g. Witherington 1979: 243-47; 1990: 110-12 and Ernst 1981: 475-76.
34. Schottroff 1982: 11-12; Munro 1982: 232-34; Heine 1986: 68-70; Fander 1990: 145 and
Melzer-Keller 1997: 53.
35. Qiddusin 32b; cf. Mekilta Exod. 18.2 as quoted by Beyer 1976: 83.
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Mark's concept of discipleship conforms to the Jewish model of discipleship.
The Gospel includes in a matter of fact way that Jesus' disciples prepare food and
serve at table (5.37; 14.12-16). Thus, focusing on the exact nature of the service of
the four named women in 15.40-41 does not really help to find an answer to the
question of whether and how they were disciples. We conclude that the service as
such, whatever its nature, belongs to the discipleship role of Jesus' male as well as
female followers,36 and that, therefore, Mark's portrayal of the four women as
having been following and serving Jesus may indicate their discipleship role.
2.2.2. Markan Discipleship and the Twelve. Some exegetes would object that the
disciples in Mark are obviously exclusively male, since they are the Twelve.37 But
is this really true? In the Gospel of Mark the disciples are always referred to in the
plural, just as the disciples of John the Baptist and those of the Pharisees (2.18).
Mark only once speaks of an individual disciple and even then uses the phrase 'one
of his disciples' (13.1). Grammatically men as well as women may be meant by a
masculine plural, but this would not be the case if Mark identified the disciples
with the all-male Twelve.
The lack of a definite article with 'twelve' in 3.14, however, seems to suggest
that Jesus summoned the Twelve out of a larger group he called to him. This may
mean that he called more disciples than the Twelve alone.38 The second time Mark
mentions the Twelve this is confirmed: the Twelve are together with a number of
other insiders. They are called the ones around him (oi Trepi CXUTOV) in 4.10 and
together with the Twelve they are called his own disciples (TOIS ISfois |ja0r|Tais)
in 4.34. To these insiders Jesus explains everything that to outsiders is only in
parables. The Twelve and those around Jesus thus receive the secret of the
Kingdom of God from him (4.11).
It is also striking to note that Mark uses the word 'disciples' in a very special
way, carefully avoiding identifying any specific individual as disciple. The Gospel
never calls the Twelve 'the twelve disciples', nor is the word 'disciples' directly
connected with the names of the Twelve, or with any name at all. At an interpretative level this, of course, does not mean that the Twelve are not disciples. Like
the other disciples they learnfromJesus, but, unlike them, they do so with a special
purpose: they are called apostles and sent by Jesus to preach and have authority to
drive out demons (3.13-15; 6.7-13). The Twelve are also disciples, but the Markan
disciples are not to be identified with the Twelve. The Twelve are a distinguishable
group of specific individuals, as we suggested earlier when discussing 10.32,39
36. See also Gundry 1993: 167.
37. E.g. Sanders 1993: 110; Schweizer 1982 and Rengstorf 1977: 460-61.
38. See also Sanders (1993: 118-22, 291), who argues that Jesus used the number 'twelve'
referring to the twelve tribes as a symbol of his mission and his hope. Roloff (1965: 145-50)
considers the call of the Twelve not only as a symbolic act of representation but also as a
demonstration of eschatological reality. See also Mt. 19.28 and Lk. 22.30.
39. See also 6.1//6.7; 6.30//6.35; 9.31//9.35; 14.16//14.17 and for instance Schussler Fiorenza
1983: 319-20 and Gundry 1993: 167. Most scholars tend to identify the Twelve and the Markan
disciples; see Wilkins 1988: 166. For various exegetes on the topic see Malbon 1986: 107 n. 9.
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whereas the group of Markan disciples as a whole remains unspecified.
Mark, by always using the term 'disciple' as a male plural, which remains unspecified, opens up the possibility that both men and women are included. Mark
indeed has no reference to women being personally called, but perhaps the Gospel
wants us to visualize their call in 3.13 where the Gospel portrays Jesus on the
mountain calling to himself whomever he wishes, before he appoints the Twelve.
However, it is clear that Jesus' invitation to follow him is not limited to specific
persons and has nothing to do with a special personal call. The call to follow him
is, on the contrary, all-inclusive, since he invites the crowds to follow him and, by
the use of 'whoever', also includes even those who read or hear the Gospel.40
Mark often sets the unspecified group of disciples over and against the unspecified
crowd and frequently uses the word whoever or anyone.41 According to Elizabeth
Struthers Malbon, this is a compelling invitation to the readers to get into the story
and to make the choice to follow Jesus: to be one with the crowd and to become
one with the disciples.42 Everyone is invited to follow Jesus as Mark relates:
And calling to himself the multitude with his disciples, he said to them, 'If anyone
wishes to follow me, let that one deny himself and take up his cross and follow
me' (8.34).
Likewise Malbon concludes: 'Disciples, crowds, whoever - everyone is a potential
follower. The demands of followership, however, make for a different actuality'.43
2.2.3. The Argument ofImplausibility and Rabbinic Literature. In Mark the disciples are a relatively small group around Jesus who share in his life. They are in
his house,44 they eat with him,45 they provide food,46 they arrange for a ship and a
colt,47 they follow him,48 they withdraw with him,49 they ask him questions50 and
he asks questions of them.51 Although Jesus' teaching is mostly in public, in the
synagogue,52 at the sea of Galilee,53 in the villages,54 on the road,55 and in the

40. Malbon 1986: 105-110.
41. 3.7; 3.9; 4.1//4.34; 5.31; 6.45; 8.1; 10.46; 12.41//12.43; see also the useful appendix of
Malbon 1986: 126-29.
42. Malbon (1986: 104-130) argues that Mark's use of the words 'disciples', 'crowds' and
'whoever' is complementary and opens up the followership of Jesus to the readers.
43. Malbon 1986: 110.
44. 7.17; 9.33; 10.10.
45. 2.15; 2.18; 2.23; 6.41; 7.2; 8.6; 14.14.
46. 2.23; 6.41; 8.6; 14.12; 14.16.
47. 3.9; 11.1-7.
48. 6.1.
49. 3.7; 8.10.
50. 5.31; 6.35; 7.17; 9.28; 10.10.
51. 8.4; 8.27, 29; 8.17, 21; 9.33.
52. 1.21; 1.39; 3.1; 6.2.
53. 4.1; 6.31.
54. 6.6b.
55. 10.1.
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Temple,56 his disciples also receive advanced teaching at his house or at someone
else's house57 or are taken aside on a journey.58
When one realizes how close the Markan Jesus is to his disciples, questions
inevitably arise, which support the first argument we mentioned that has been
raised against the discipleship of women: the utter implausibility of the thought.
Does Mark really want us to visualize Jesus with men as well as women in the
privacy of his house, teaching them as a rabbi would and answering their questions? Does Mark really want us to visualize women eating with him? Does Mark
really want us to visualize Jesus in public, with male as well as female disciples? If
so, why does Mark not once indicate that this would all be highly unusual?
In order to account for this, it is important to look at those texts in Mark where
the Gospel specifically describes Jesus meeting women, namely, Peter's mother-inlaw (1.29-31), the woman who suffered from severe bleeding and the daughter of
Jairus (5.21-43), the Syro-Phoenician woman (7.24-30), the widow in the temple
(12.41-44), and the woman at Bethany (14.42-47). In Mark's description of Jesus'
encounters with these women Jesus touches them in the privacy of their houses
(Peter's mother-in-law, the daughter of Jairus) and is touched by them in public
(the bleeding woman and the woman at Bethany). Mark also relates that Jesus is
convinced by and praises a woman who questions his negative attitude towards
non-Jews (the Syro-Phoenician woman). Moreover, Jesus uses women as positive
examples when teaching his disciples (the woman at Bethany and the widow in the
temple). And last, but by no means least, he allows a woman to anoint his head in
public and declares that her action is authentically prophetic, one which is to be
remembered wherever the Gospel is preached throughout the world (14.8-9).59
It is noteworthy that in these texts nothing is said to imply that the attitudes of
Jesus and of the women are strange or unusual with respect to gender norms. This
may signify that, for Mark, these open attitudes were not strange or unusual at all.
At this point it is important to examine exactly what lies behind our conception
of what is unusual. It is either a strongly rooted bias deeply internalized through
art, literature and education, or it is based on sources of the time. The latter seems
at first to be the case. Referring extensively to Rabbinic literature, Joachim Jeremias concludes that women were not supposed to go out of doors unless heavily
56. 11.15-17,27; 12.35,41.
57. 7.17; 9.28, 33; 10.10.
58. 4.33-34; 8.14-21; 8.27-33; 9.30-32; 9.23-27.
59. For the women in Mark see Fander 1990 and Fander 1992b: 413-32, Melzer-Keller 1997:
13-45, and D'Angelo 1999b: 138-44. Fander and Melzer-Keller argue that these five stories about
women are at the centre of Markan theology: Peter's mother-in-law is an example of followership,
the woman with the flow of blood recognizes Jesus' power and nature, the Syro-Phoenician
understands Jesus' mission and identity, the poor widow serves as example of self-sacrifice and the
anointing woman understands Jesus' destiny. D'Angelo draws attention to stereotypes of
femininity, e.g. the malice of Herodias and the vulnerability of the widow. See the introduction of
Dannemann 1996 for a survey of several feminist scholarly opinions on the women in Mark. Her
study focuses on the Syro-Phoenician woman (7.24-30), Herodias and her daughter (6.17-29), and
the female slave of the high priest (14.66-72). Dannemann argues that each story hides patriarchal
supporting and patriarchal critical elements.
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veiled, men were not to talk to women, women were to live in their own separate
quarters, to obey their husbands or their male relatives and to devote their lives to
housework rather than, like men, to religious life with its laws and the study of the
Torah. Although in the country and in cases of poverty women would be allowed
more freedom of movement, this, according to Jeremias, was the basic framework
for women's lives.60 Leonard Swidler, who also draws on Rabbinic literature,
concludes,
that in the formative period of Judaism the status of women was not one of
equality with men, but rather, severe inferiority, and that even intense misogynism
was not infrequently present.61
Both Jeremias's and Swidler's work has been heavily criticized, as has the use of
Rabbinic literature as a source for the study of the lives of Jewish women. Rabbinic
scholars have emphasized that Rabbinic literature is a literary source and that no
history is to be found in it.62 Feminist scholars have emphasized that Rabbinic
literature is not about women, but about men's views on women and, as such, is
mostly prescriptive rather than descriptive.63 They have also shown that there is a
tendency among (feminist) scholars to select Rabbinic sayings that are restrictive
for women, declaring them to reflect the general Jewish attitude of the time.64 If,
however, Rabbinic literature cannot be used as a historical source, then which
sources can be drawn on?
2.2.4. Other Sources and Other Arguments. On the basis of his research, Swidler
suggests that Jesus must have been quite revolutionary in his attitude towards
women, interpreting Jesus' attitude as liberational against the background of restrictive Jewish attitudes. The title of one of his articles became widely known:
'Jesus Was a Feminist'.65 In contrast to this interpretation, Judith Plaskow argues
that, because Jesus was a Jew, his open attitude towards women actually represents
a possibility within early Judaism, rather than a victory over it.66 Plaskow suggests
that the New Testament should be seen as a source for Jewish women's history,
rather than being used as evidence of a radical alternative to Jewish attitudes. This
is possible precisely because of the fact that nothing is said in the New Testament
about the peculiarity of Jesus' inclusive attitude towards women, which 'suggests
60. Jeremias 1962: 395-413. Ilan (1997: 17) calls his work 'the most fully annotated and
learned study of the topic until his day' and says that 'it created the basic corpus on which many
later studies relied'.
61. Swidler 1976: 167.
62. See for instance Ilan (1997:9-25) about Jacob Neusner' s radical and influential criticism of
the use of Rabbinic literature as a historical source.
63. See for instance Brooten 1985: 65-91.
64. As pointed out by Brooten 1982b: 141-48 and 1985, and Plaskow 1994: 117-29. See also
Kraemer 1999a.
65. Brooten (1985: 74-75) states that Swidler's 'studies of women in ancient Judaism and early
Christianity have been more influential on a broad scale over the past decade than the work of any
other single scholar'.
66. Plaskow 1994: 124.
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that his relation to women and gender norms might not have been so different from
the attitudes of his contemporaries'.67
This would radically change the perspectives of Swidler and Jeremias. Instead of
being striking, the reference to the women who followed Jesus would simply mean
that Jewish women apparently travelled and also travelled together with men. The
mention of the woman at the dinner in Bethany, who is not criticized for her being
there, but for her behaviour, would simply mean that Jewish women and men could
be together at meals. The reference to Priscilla and Aquila, both tentmakers like
Paul, being in the synagogue, listening to the learned Apollo, who was well versed
in Scripture, who then took him aside to teach him, would simply mean that both
Jewish women and men could have professions and both could be trained in the
study of Scripture, listening and learning in the synagogue and even teaching
others (Acts 18, 3.26). There is no indication that this was considered strange and
nothing is said about Priscilla being inferior to Aquila. When Paul mentions them,
he calls them both his fellow workers in Christ (Rom. 16.3).
Schiissler Fiorenza refers to the book of Judith as a source for the role and
position of Jewish women at the time.68 Judith is a widow who inherits the estate
of her husband, which a female steward administers for her. Judith is independent
and has great freedom: she refuses a second marriage, she devotes her life to
prayer, asceticism and observing the Sabbath, she criticizes the elders of her city
for their folly and their theologically perverse judgment; she travels with her maid
and without a male escort, and is clearly not heavily veiled, but probably even
unveiled because everyone notices her beauty. All this is described with approval.
Bernadette Brooten refers to Philo of Alexandria69 as a source. In his book De
Vita Contemplativa he describes the 'Therapeutai' who lived near Alexandria. This
was a group of Jewish women and men who studied the Torah, who prayed, sang,
and ate together and who lived in strict asceticism.70 Philo relates that these communities existed in many other countries,71 which could also include Palestine.
These independent and learned Therapeutai women are, like Judith, favourably
portrayed. They are not criticized in any way and no special attention is given to
their gender. In fact, they are admired for their way of life. Brooten argues that we
should reject the idea that Rabbinic opinions were all-powerful, especially during
the first century.72 The Therapeutai women studied the Torah not because they had
some special Rabbinic leave to do so, but because they themselves had decided it

67. Plaskow 1994:126. According to Kraemer (1999a: 39-42), both Jesus' limited speech with
women and the unremarkable presence of women in public in the New Testament Gospels cannot
be seen to conflict with Rabbinic restrictions.
68. Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 116-18.
69. Brooten 1982b: 145.
70. Philo, On the Contemplative Life 2, 28, 32, 68. See also Kraemer 1989.
71. On the Contemplative Life 21.
72. Brooten (1982a: 150) cites the work of Neusner (1980), who regards as obvious the
viewpoint that what the male rabbis said about women does not reflect the general attitude towards
women nor the attitudes of women themselves.
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to be important. Philo makes no apology for their studying the Torah, but simply
states that they do so and thinks it praiseworthy.73
Brooten and others emphasize the great importance of non-literary documents,
such as papyri (contracts or letters), inscriptions, and archaeological remains.74
There is still much work to be done in thisfield,but it is already clear that women
were in business and had economic resources. Documents also reveal that women
had certain rights within marriage and could initiate divorce. Brooten has studied
inscriptions which show that women had religious roles, for instance, within the
synagogue.75 Eileen Schuller, on the basis of what has been found at the Qumran
site and one of the caves, suggests that women were members of the Qumran community, even serving as scribes and elders.76 Ross Kraemer uses as an important
source the personal papers of a Jewish woman named Babatha, which were found
in a cave in the Judean desert. The papyri contain among other things marriage
contracts, loan documents, guardianship papers, and land registrations.77
Tal Ilan made a study of all the sources that contribute to our knowledge of
Jewish women in Greco-Roman Palestine, including the New Testament, the
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, Josephus, the Dead Sea Scrolls, funery inscriptions, and papyri and ostraca from the Judean desert. In addition, and in spite of
recent discussion, she also uses Rabbinic literature as a source for the study of
Jewish women's history.78 She outlines her methodology, defending her stand that
Rabbinic literature as the most extensive source concerning Jewish women
available from antiquity, should not simply be labelled literary and thus dismissed
as a-historical, but should instead be scrutinized with the help of historical and
literary criticism to reveal the layers that might contain historical information.79
She shows, for instance, that in Rabbinic literature women studying the Torah is
a controversial issue. Rabbi Eliezer is an especially aggressive opponent of Torah
study for women. However, in more incidental remarks about women and Torah
study it is clear that not only men but also women were allowed to study the Torah
and other texts as well, as these quotations show: 'If a man is forbidden by vow to
have any benefit from his fellow,.. .he may teach Scripture to his sons and daughters. ..' and 'Men and women who have suffered a flux, menstruants and women
who have given birth are permitted to read Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings

73. Brooten 1982b: 145.
74. Brooten 1985: 88-91.
75. Brooten 1982a; Fander 1990: 215-57 and Fander 1992a: 180-85.
76. Schuller 1994; see also Ilan 1995a: 28-33.
77. Kraemer 1999b: 53.
78. Ilan 1995a.
79. Ilan 1997. Ilan 1995a and 1997 are the first and second book of a trilogy on Jewish women.
Ilan regards the first book as a rather naive attempt to master and resolve the issue of Jewish
women in one single work, under traditional headings such as marriage, family, sex, childrearing,
and housework. Nevertheless, it is a very useful source book. Ilan plans a third book which will
consist of an incorporation of the data she found in the first two books into the framework of the
main events of Greco-Roman Jewish history (Ilan 1997, preface and p. 24 n. 91).
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and to learn mishnah, midrash, halakhah and aggadah... ' 80 This last saying relates
specifically to women handling Scripture and studying the Torah.
Ilan refers to Daniel Boyarin who has demonstrated that, although this saying
was quoted literally in the Palestinian Talmud, the Babylonian Talmud changed it
rather severely to exclude women: 'Men who suffer from a (veneral) discharge and
(male) lepers and men who had intercourse with menstruants are permitted to read
from the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings and to study mishna, gemarah,
halakhot, and agadot'. The women who are conspicuously present in the earlier
version are simply left out.81 Women also used to be scribes, but their work
was declared unacceptable by later rabbis, which is shown by this remark: 'They
taught: ...a Torah scroll, tefilin, and a mezuzah which...a woman wrote...are
disqualified'.82
Ilan argues that reality must have been very different from even the lenient
legislated ideal of the Pharisees that survived in Rabbinic literature. Jewish women
did indeed go out of doors, going to the market and travelling on their own.83 They
did have professions and men and women mingled in public.84 Women studied the
Torah, questioning rabbis and receiving detailed answers.85 Ilan attributes the
discrepancy between what has been written and what was practised to the highly
heterogeneous nature of Second Temple period Jewish society, and also to the fact
that most of the surviving sources relate to upper-middle and aristocratic classes.86
Helga Melzer-Keller suggests that one should focus on contemporary opposition
and renewal groups at the time of Jesus.87 With regard to this it is interesting that
Ilan researched texts which mention women supporting the Pharisees. She argues
that, as an opposition group, the Pharisees accepted this support, and did not enact
specific rules against women. Only later, when they came into power after the
destruction of the Temple, did their misogynistic tendencies emerge.88
If indeed Jesus' attitudes towards women and the attitudes of women towards
him are not to be considered unusual for the time but part of the pluralism of early

80. Mishna Nedarim 4.2-3 and Tosefta Berakhot 2.12. See Ilan 1995a: 193 and 190-204. Her
conclusion that women studying Scripture 'would most probably concentrate on the relative simple
book of Genesis' is surprisingly meagre compared to the sources she herself refers to. Cf. for
instancep. 204andp. 193. However, Ilan (1997:166-69) gives even more material and concludes
that 'the Rabbinic world as a whole admitted to a reality.. .which preserved in it the possibility for
women to study Torah' (p. 169).
81. j . Berakhot 3.4, 6c and b. Berakhot 22a. Ilan 1997: 60-61.
82. b. Menakhot 42b; see Ilan 1995a: 193.
83. Ilan 1995a: 128-29; Ilan 1997: 171-73, 265,268-69.
84. Ilan 1995a: 184-90.
85. See Ilan (1995a: 190-204) about Beruriah and Matrona and other female figures in Rabbinic
literature, who apparently discuss Scripture and Halacha with knowledge and insight. See also Ilan
1997:297-310.
86. Ilan 1995a: esp. 226-29.
87. Melzer-Keller (1997:437-39), suggests that there was no gender problem in the early Jesus
movement, because equal poverty and hope defined the situation of men and women alike. See also
Schottroff 1980: 106.
88. Ilan 1995b: 1-33.
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Judaism, it is no longer valid to say that women especially were attracted to early
Christianity because it offered them more freedom and respect. Fander concludes
that the challenge is to find a different explanation of why Christianity was so
appealing to women.89 In contrast to this, Judith Lieu argues that the question in
itself is wrong. According to her, the assumption that women were especially
attracted to early Christianity is a mere truism, based on a naive use of sources.
Rather than asking 'what did early Christianity do for women', it is more appropriate to inquire 'what did women do to early Christianity'.90
In fact, the latter question was the fundamental premise of Anne Jensen who
wrote a major study of early Church women in which she brings to light actual
women who were missionaries, prophets, martyrs, deacons, theologians, teachers,
and writers.91 Whereas Jensen studied contemporary writings, Ute Eisen researched
inscriptions and documentary papyri. She concludes that women were apostles,
prophets and teachers of theology, consecrated widows, deacons, stewards, priests,
and bishops.92 Both studies are very thorough and impressive.
Thus, if we were only to rely on the studies of Jeremias and Swidler, female
discipleship would, indeed, simply be inconceivable. If, however, we take into
account the more recent research, it is certainly possible that women were disciples
of Jesus.
2.2.5. Markan Disciples: Women and Men. In fact, there are early sources which
call Jesus' women followers 'disciples' such as Tertullian in his book Against Marcion, and the apostles in the Didascalia Apostolorum.93 Both mention the women
in the band of Jesus' disciples: discipulae. The Gospel of Peter calls Mary
Magdalene liaBrixpia TOU Kupiou (the female disciple of the Lord),94 while the
Gospel of Thomas presents Salome saying to Jesus 'I am your disciple' in Coptic
using the Greek word |Ja0r|TT]s.95 The Sophia of Jesus Christ and the Apocalypse
of James both mention the presence of twelve male and seven female disciples.96
89. Fander 1992a: 185.
90. Lieu 1998.
91. Jensen 1992. See also Torjessen 1993.
92. Eisen 1996.
93. Against Marcion IV. 19.1; Didascalia Apostolorum III.6.
94. GosPet 12.50. See Vander Stichele 1998.
95. GosThom61.
96. SJC 90.16-18 (BG 107.4-10); 1 ApocJas 38.16-17; 42.20-24. For the twelve male and
seven female disciples see also the Manichaean Psalmbook Ps. II 192.21-193.3. Marjanen (1996:
71-72) argues that the tradition of the twelve male and seven female disciples predates the early
second-century Gnostic Sophia of Jesus Christ and is not necessarily Gnostic in origin. The
tradition might be a good explanation to the peculiar double story about Jesus' feeding the people
(Mk 6.30-44; 8.1-10), where respectively twelve and seven baskets with bread are left over. The
Markan Jesus himself emphasizes the symbolic meaning of these two numbers (8.14-21). The most
common interpretation is that the first feeding (twelve baskets) refers to the Jewish and the second
feeding (seven baskets) refers to the Gentile mission. However, scholarly opinions differ. See
Gundry (1993: 395-401), who gives a survey of opinions which 'differ wildly'. I suggest that
Mark's double story might draw on the early tradition of the seven and the twelve disciples. Mk
8.14-21 underlines that the disciples do not need the leaven of the Pharisees or the leaven of Herod.
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In the Gospel of Thomas and in the Sophia of Jesus Christ, Mary Magdalene's
questions are about the nature of discipleship.97
This, however, makes it all the more striking that Mark does not explicitly call
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, Mary of Joses and Salome in Mk 15.40-41
disciples djaOrjTpiai or MaBrjTcn), but only refers to their role with the words
following and serving. Does this perhaps reveal that Mark is ambiguous about their
discipleship? On the contrary, in my opinion it supports the view that it could be a
typical Markan characteristic to avoid identifying any specific individuals as
disciples in order to make choosing to follow Jesus more accessible to the reader.
As we showed before, the Gospel achieves this by the consistent use of the word
disciples as an unspecified plural.
There is one more text in Mark which needs to be dealt with to reveal its view
on the gender of Jesus' disciples. When Jesus' mother and brothers send for him,
he replies:
Who are my mother and my brothers? And looking around on those who sat about
him, he said, 'Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of
God is my brother and sister and mother'. (3.33-34)

Mark calling those around Jesus his mother and his brothers suggests that the
group includes women as well as men. In addition, by using the masculine plural
'brothers' (a5eA<|)oi) and then splitting it up into the singular brother (dSeA^os)
and the singular sister (cx5e A(|>ri), Mark clearly shows that the Gospel makes use of
the grammatical possibility of choosing a masculine plural to mean both men and
women. This strengthens the argument that Mark possibly does the same with
regard to the masculine plural 'disciples'. Indeed the text strongly suggests this to
be the case, because who else can the men and women sitting around Jesus, xous
Trepi cxuxov KUKACO KOC0r||JEVOus, be but Jesus' disciples?98 This conjecture is
confirmed in the following verses. In 4.10 the men and women are mentioned again
as oi TT6p\ auTov. They as well as the Twelve are with Jesus when he is alone.
When they ask him about the parables he says:
To you has been given the secret of the Kingdom of God, but for those outside
everything is in parables. (4.10)
In 4.34 Mark explicitly calls them his disciples, even TOIS iSiois |Ja6rjTais, to
whom he explains everything.
I conclude, therefore, that Mark indeed wants us to visualize women as well as
men when the Gospel mentions the disciples and that Mary Magdalene, Mary of
James, Mary of Joses, and Salome in 15.40-41 are introduced as women belonging
to the inner circle, who had followed Jesusrightfromthe beginning of his ministry
in Galilee.
Through Jesus they each individually, the twelve and the seven, male and female disciples, have
their own basket of bread to share, to feed themselves (8.14-21) and to feed all the needy people
(6.30-44; 8.1-10), even the non-Jewish (7.24-30).
97. GosThom21; SJC 98.9-11; 114.8-12.
98. Cf. Mt. 12.49; see Strack and Billerbeck (1922: II, 763-64) about the custom of sitting
around the teacher while being taught.
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2.2.6. Exemplifying Markan Discipleship. Perhaps the four named female disciples,
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, Mary of Joses and Salome, at the end of Mark
reflect the four named male disciples at the beginning, Simon (Peter), Andrew,
James, and John, who later, just before Jesus is handed over, receive special
instruction about the suffering in the near future." But why does Mark introduce
the women disciples only at the very end of the Gospel and not earlier? Again,
some exegetes suggest that this shows Mark's ambivalence towards the discipleship of women.100 In my opinion Mark is not at all ambivalent, considering that
Mark clearly indicates as early as Mk 3.33-34 that women as well as men can be
disciples. The Gospel consistently and characteristically uses an inviting unspecified plural to refer to the disciples. Jesus' open attitude towards women is not
described as unusual and, finally, no other contemporary sources support the
assumption that open attitudes of or towards women generally were to be labelled
as unusual.
Mark introduces Mary Magdalene, the two other Marys, and Salome at the very
end of the Gospel because only then do they play their explicit and individual part.
Until then, they are implied in the larger unspecified group of Jesus' disciples:
women as well as men. Yet, there may be another reason.101
The women are introduced immediately after the moment that Jesus died (15.3339). At this point it is made manifest that Jesus is not a Messiah with any worldly
power, but rather a suffering one, which, in fact, is the main theme of the Gospel.
Similarly, in 15.40-41, it turns out that the disciples who truly understand what
following Jesus means are not the specified male Twelve, who thought themselves
to be the authorized followers of Jesus,102 but who in fact betrayed him (Judas),
denied him (Peter) and ran away when he was arrested.103 Instead, until then the
unknown and implied women followers at this point of Mark's story illustrate that
discipleship has nothing to do with power, but with the utmost willingness to
follow and to remain of service, even when it is dangerous to do so, which Mark
emphasizes by situating the women looking on from afar (15.40; cf. 14.54).104
Thus Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, Mary of Joses and Salome exemplify
Markan discipleship and by doing so they are special among the other disciples.
3. The Name 'Mary Magdalene'
It is striking that three of the four women Mark mentions by name should be called
'Mary'. Does Mark mean something special by this? Ilan demonstrated that
the New Testament Gospels contain relatively more women's names than other

99. 1.16-20; 13.3-37; see also Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 320 and Melzer-Keller 1997: 54.
100. As do Munro 1982: 226-29,234-35; Melzer-Keller 1997: 54-55 and De Boer 1997:41-44
and is opposed by Selvidge 1983.
101. In addition to Fander 1992b: 431.
102. Cf. 9.30-40; 10.32-45.
103. 14.10-11, 33-40,43-45, 50-52, 66-72.
104. See also Schottrof 1982: 6 and Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 320.
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sources of the time in Palestine.105 Even on funeral inscriptions in Jerusalem,
where male and female bones were found equally, male names are by far the
majority. Most women of the time remained anonymous and the 145 who are
identified by name appear only to have 11 different names. Even more striking,
almost half of these women were called Mary (or its longer version Mariamme) or
Salome (or its longer version Salomezion). These names conjure up the independent time of Jewish reign of the Hasmonean line in between the periods of Greek
and Roman occupation as did one-third of the male names at the time. The two
female names represent two Hasmonean Queens: Queen Salomezion who reigned
nine years and Queen Mariamme who, as a threat to his throne, was killed by her
husband, the Nabatean Herod, who was made King of the Jews by the Romans.106
Mary is thus an entirely normal and much used Hebrew name. Mary Magdalene,
however, is more special. Whenever the name Mary occurs in the New Testament,
relatives are added to distinguish them as in the case of Mary the mother of Jesus,
Mary the mother of James, Mary the mother of Joses, Mary the sister of Martha
and Lazarus, and Mary of Clopas. Our Mary is not named after a father, a son, a
sister, a brother, a husband, or any other relative. Perhaps her family was not
known to the circle around Jesus or perhaps she was not to be defined by family
relations. The research on the few women names that remain give no clues
whatsoever. Only this is certain: Mary Magdalene's name, instead of referring to
family, refers to a town.107
Magdala is the Hebrew name of a fortified mercantile town at the west shore of
the Sea of Galilee, between Tiberias and Capernaum. The town was favourably
located for different international trade routes and its strategic situation was also
strong. The Greek name was Tarichea which refers to the drying and salting offish.
There was also trade in dyed fabrics and in a variety of agricultural products. The
town was a hotbed of opposition against the Romans and a sanctuary for fugitives.
It had a Hellenistic hippodrome, but also a small Jewish synagogue.108
In the New Testament only men have geographicallyfixednames such as Joseph
of Arimathea (15.43), Judas Iscariot (3.18), Jesus himself (the Nazarean 10.47),
and Simon of Cyrene (15.21). Mary Thompson notes that the New Testament
Gospels constantly have the name of Mary Magdalene formed as proper noun +
definite article + geographical name.109 The definite article in these cases is only
105. Ilan 1989.
106. Ilan 1989: 191-92. See also Ilan 1995a: 53-55 and 174-75.
107. Some would contradict this interpretation. The Hebrew word 'migdaP means stronghold.
That is why Jerome, Letters 127.5, interprets the name Magdalene symbolically as an epithet
meaning 'of the tower'. According to Jerome, Mary Magdalene received this name 'because of her
earnestness and ardent faith'. See Wright 1954:451. Starbird(1998:140-41 and 155-56) suggests a
more esoteric interpretation and points to the gematria value of r| May5aAr)vri which is 153 (cf. Jn
21.11). The epithet 'the Magdalene' would have been chosen to reveal that Mary Magdalene is the
bride of Jesus: he represents the fish (his early Christian epithet ix©^s) and she the vessel of the
fish. Together, as the bearers of Christianity, they bring forth many fishes (believers).
108. De Boer 1997: 21-31. See also Manns 1976: 307-337; Corbo 1976 and especially the
meditations on the site by Schaberg 2002: 47-64.
109. Thompson 1995: 27-32.

5. Mary Magdalene According to the Gospel of Mark

119

used in Greek if a well-known person is to be distinguished from others with the
same name.110 She concludes:
The evidence is clear that the form used to identify this particular disciple of Jesus
was already encapsulated in a technical form by the time the Gospels were
written. 111

She argues that Mary Magdalene must have been widely known and prominent. By
naming her first, not only here but also in 15.47 and 16.1, thus being the only one
who is present at all three events, Mark underlines her importance. As we will see,
this is in contrast to the other New Testament Gospels. Matthew first introduces
many unnamed women (Mt. 27,55), Luke introduces Mary Magdalene in 8.2 right
after he mentions the Twelve, while in Lk. 23.55-24.10 she appears to be implied
in a large group of unnamed women and John first mentions Jesus' mother (Jn
19.25). However, Luke and Matthew agree with Mark, in that, when they name the
women, Mary Magdalene is always named first. Because of this Martin Hengel
suggests that Mary Magdalene's position is comparable to the one of Peter, who is
always named first when several names of male disciples are concerned.112
4. Mark's Story about Mary Magdalene
When introducing Mary Magdalene almost at the end of the Gospel, Mark encourages the readers to leaf back and visualize her, Mary of Joses, Mary of James,
and Salome every time the word disciples occur. Thus Mark's story about Mary
Magdalene actually starts at the beginning of the Gospel. As a disciple she is
among the other disciples following and serving Jesus. Like them she shares his
life. She witnesses his influence on people, his healings, the power of his teaching.
Though Jesus' teaching is mostly in public the disciples receive advanced teaching
when taken aside by him. Together with the Twelve and others she is one of those
Jesus calls his sisters and brothers and to whom he says: 'To you has been given
the secret of the Kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables'
(4.10).
As a disciple Mary Magdalene is amazed like the others, even shocked and
terrified at what happens.113 Like them she does not understand Jesus' words about
the Son of Man who will be put to death and after three days rise again, not daring
to ask anything about it (9.30-32). Like them she is at the Passover meal, sharing
bread and wine, and in Gethsemane, where Jesus prays and is arrested (14.12-42).
Like the other disciples sheflees(14.50), but unlike them, more like Peter (14.54),
she apparently takes courage and returns, since she is present at the crucifixion. At
this point Mark singles her out.

110. Thompson 1995: 30 and p. 132 nn. 21 and 22. Blass, Debrunner and Rehkopf 1990: 268
esp. n. 1.
111. Thompson 1995: 31.
112. Hengel 1963: 243-56.
113. E.g. Mk 1.27; 4.35-41; 10.24-32.

120

The Gospel of Mary

4.1. The Crucifixion: Looking on from Afar
The Gospel begins with the remark that Mary Magdalene and many other women
followers of Jesus are at the crucifixion scene 'looking onfromafar' (CXTTO nocKpoBev
Secopouaa i - 15.40). The women are not described wailing as one would perhaps
expect of women at such a scene. Mark does not describe any activity on the part
of Mary Magdalene and the other women. The soldiers are dividing Jesus' garments and are casting lots. The passersby deride him, referring to his own words
about destroying the temple and rebuilding it in three days. The chief priests and
the scribes and even those who are crucified with him are jeering: 'He saved others,
he cannot save himself. Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down nowfromthe
cross, that we may see and believe' (15.31-32).
Mark encourages the readers to visualize the women there for six hours, the last
three hours in darkness, seeing all this happening. They hear Jesus crying loudly:
'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' (15.34). They note the confusion
when some think he calls Elijah for help. But Elijah does not come down and after
another loud cry Jesus dies.
Then, very unexpectedly for the reader, the centurion near Jesus, seeing him thus
dying, says: 'Truly this man was a son of God' (15.39). Earlier the chief priests and
scribes had mocked Jesus, saying 'Let the Christ, the King of the Jews come down
from the cross now, so that we may see and believe' (15.32). Now for this gentile
man precisely Jesus' way of dying evokes the central confession.
Mark simply portrays the women followers as looking at all of this from afar.
Are they paralysed, appalled, filled with awe, fearful? Mark does not relate their
emotions. Some exegetes argue that the Gospel, by using the phrase CXTTO ijaKpoBev
8ecopoGaai, suggests that the women are not closely involved.114 The women's
willingness to follow and to serve Jesus would be shown by this verse to be
deficient. Mark would have portrayed them over and against the Roman centurion
to show the women as counter examples. These exegetes refer, among other things,
to Peter who followed Jesus 'from afar' after the arrest. However, both the women
and Peter had sound reasons for keeping far away, as Mark suggests when telling
about the young man who tries to remain with Jesus and as a consequence is taken
by the soldiers, only narrowly escaping (14.51).
Mark also uses the verb Beopeco when two of the women observe Jesus' burial
(15.47) and when three of them look for the stone of the tomb, which, to their
shock has been rolled away (16.4). Originally the word denotes the observance of a
religious event.115 This may also be the case here.116 The verb indeed expresses
distance, but not necessarily emotional distance. On the contrary, Mark's story portrays the women disciples in rather active roles, clearly involved with what happens.

114. See Brown 1993: II, 1157-1158, who refers to Ps. 38.12. See also Melzer-Keller 1997: 5556andLegassel997:984.
115. Michaelis 1977: 318-19, 327-28, 345-46.
116. In all other instances where Mark uses the word, some religiously meaningful incident is
involved: 3.11; 5.15, 38; 12.41.
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4.2. Seeing the Place where Jesus is Laid
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses see the place where Jesus is laid.
Mark relates that Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the Council who
also expected the Kingdom of God (cf. 12.34), arranges the burial. Raymond
Brown argues that this does not mean that he was a disciple, but that he was a close
observer of Jewish law and thus wanted the body to be buried before the end of the
day. According to Roman law the body should not have been buried at all, but left
hanging until there was nothing left of it.117 As Mark emphasizes it took courage,
even for a respected member of the Council, to ask Pilate to release the body.
Mark does not picture a lovingly performed burial, but, however, a decent one,
since Joseph of Arimathea buys the linen cloth in which to wrap a body. An
honorable burial would consist of the anointing of the body.
4.3. Buying Spices and Going to the Tomb
Very early in the morning, at sunrise, when the Sabbath is over Mary Magdalene,
Mary the mother of James, and Salome buy spices to anoint Jesus. Some exegetes
argue that the women's desire to anoint Jesus' body indicates their misunderstanding, since Jesus was already anointed at Bethany, which he himself interpreted to
have been in preparation for his burial (14.8). Others point to the uselessness of
going to balm a deteriorating body.118 However, this is precisely why spices were
used, to mask the odours from the decomposition of the body.119 The women want
to complete the burial by Joseph of Arimathea and thus to pay their respects.
The half darkness reminds the readers of the danger involved, and the courage
required, to which Mark repeatedly alludes: the young man being taken by the
soldiers, only narrowly escaping, the disciples running away at the arrest, the
following of Peter 'from afar' and the looking on of the women 'from afar' and
Joseph of Arimathea who dared to ask Pilate for Jesus' body.120 John Donahue,
describing the setting of persecution of Mark's Gospel, argues that, in the story of
Peter's denial, the readers 'would inevitably hear.. .echoes of narratives of the trials
of the various Christian martyrs, especially in Rome, where such trials characterized the persecution under Nero'.121 This being the case the first readers would
also relate to the disciples' flight at Jesus' arrest, the caution of Peter and the
women keeping far off and the courage needed to draw near again.
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James and Salome run a very real danger. Jesus was
not condemned for just any crime, but as 'king of the Jews', he was a supposed
threat to the Roman empire. His grave was not to be visited, and those who did so

117. Brown 1993:1207-1219. See also Lane (1974: 577-79), who argues that Jesus' case could
be viewed as one of high treason.
118. For these opinions see Melzer-Keller 1997: 65. According to Melzer-Keller (1997: 57-59)
the intention to anoint Jesus' body in Mark belongs to a redactional intervention whose aim is to
combine the originally independent stories of the burial and the visit of the grave.
119. Lane 1974: 585.
120. Mk 14.50, 51, 54; 15.40, 43.
121. Donahue 1995: 19.
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ran the risk of being condemned to death just as he had been.122
On their way to the tomb the three women disciples ask themselves who will roll
the stone away. However, when they look up, they see that this has already been
done.
4.4. Entering the Tomb and Being Instructed by a Young Man
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James and Salome enter the tomb and are quite startled
when they see a young man sitting in the tomb in a white garment. He says to them:
You seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has risen, he is not here; see
the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter: 'He is going
before you into Galilee'. There you will see him, as he told you. (16.6-7)
Some exegetes argue that these verses make it perfectly clear that Jesus did not
regard the women as disciples, since they are to tell the disciples that they will see
him in Galilee.124 They refer to the fact that Mark clearly prefers direct speech,
with which I also agree.125 The translation should not be 'Go, tell his disciples and
Peter that he is going before you into Galilee' which would include the women. By
using direct speech Mark seems to exclude the women on purpose. Their witness
does not suffice.
The same exegetes also presume that the punctuation should be added from 'he
is going' up to 'as he told you'. Another punctuation is also possible: from 'he is
going' up to 'Galilee'. Then only the words 'He is going before you into Galilee'
are addressed directly to the disciples, exactly the same words Jesus said to them
earlier (14.28). The words 'there you will see him, as he told you' are directed to
the women as a reminder and explanation of Jesus' promise. This clearly includes
them.126
The latter would be the proper interpretation, since, as we saw, Mark in the rest
of the Gospel includes both women and men in the use of the word 'disciples'.
There is one new element compared to 14.28: the disciples are promised that they
will see Jesus in Galilee, which would have been told earlier too. This 'seeing',
Jesus appearing to people, became vital to the Christian creed.127
4.5. The Unexpected End: Being Afraid and Saying Nothing
The reaction of Mary Magdalene, Mary of James and Salome which Mark describes is quite remarkable and unexpected:
122. Schottroff 1982: 3-25 esp.7-8. Women and children were also crucified; see Josephus,
Jewish War 11.307.
123. The Revised Standard Version has: 'But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going
before you into Galilee'. For the punctuation see below.
124. E.g. Schweizer 1982: esp. 298; Pesch 1977: 521, 534-35; Ernst 1981: 482, 487-88.
125. Blass, Debrunner and Rehkopf 1990: 386.1; 397.5; 470.1.
126. See also Neirynck 1969: esp. 181-82. Both he and Schottroff (1982: 3-25) point at the logic
of the connection between verses 6 and 7: 'You seek Jesus, he is not here, but go..., there you will
see him'. Melzer-Keller (1997: 63-64) concludes that, since in her opinion both interpretations
remain possible, this is once more a sign of Mark's ambivalence towards women as disciples.
127. See 1 Cor. 15.1-8.
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And they went out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had
come upon them; and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid. (16.8)
These sentences form the conclusion to the Gospel of Mark as we know it. However, there is a debate as to whether the Gospel originally ended with the women
fleeing and keeping silent. Perhaps the real conclusion to the Gospel has been
lost.128
A number of scholars think that in terms of narrative technique Mark could have
ended very meaningfully with v. 8.129 Mary Cotes draws attention to the fact that in
all other instances in Mark fear as a result of divine manifestation does not evoke
silence, but, instead, gives rise to speech.130 She compares this to the fact that the
silence of Mary Magdalene, Mary of James and Salome is in keeping with their
silence in the preceding narrative. They only speak among themselves (16.3). This
corresponds to the silence of the women throughout Mark and would, according to
Cotes, reflect a typical image of women's behaviour in the ancient world.131 In her
view the silence and fear of the women does not need any further explanation: as
women they are simply afraid of making a public declaration, since men are the
speakers in the public sphere.132 According to Cotes, Mark thus portrays the
women as refusing to take on a public role. Mark would confirm the women as
seers and the men as speakers: only the male disciples take up the public role of
proclaiming that the crucified one is risen.133
An important objection to this interpretation is that the young man in white
specifically instructs the women to go and speak. Cotes argues that this is ironic,
and that Mark with the silent women forces the readers to focus on his words
instead of on theirs. I am inclined to take the instruction more seriously in the sense
that Mark suggests that it should be proper behaviour to obey the instruction,
although it may be different from what women do in the rest of Mark.
Instead, I agree with Schottroff who argues that Mark puts Peter and Mary
Magdalene side by side: both take courage, both fail (16.1-8; 14.66-72). In both
their cases, anxiety gains the upper hand. Both are examples of the fulfillment of
the prophecy of Zechariah of which Jesus reminded them shortly before his arrest
when he said:
You will all fall away; for it is written, *I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep
will be scattered'. (14.27; cf. Zech. 13.7)

128. For an account of the various views about the original conclusion, see O'Collins 1988.
129. For instance Schottroff 1982: 3-25 and Hester 1995. O'Collins discusses the views of the
Badhams, Perrin, Marxsen, Pesch and Lightfoot.
130. Mk4.41; 5.16-17; 6.49; 9.6.
131. As exceptions Cotes (1992: 159) refers to Herodias and her daughter and to the SyroPhoenician woman, but she emphasizes that Mark situates these women in an interior (6.22-29;
7.24-30).
132. Cotes (1992: 158-60) refers to the fact that only men in Mark speak and are summoned to
remain silent, not women. She also points to the vast hesitation and fear of the haemorrhaging
woman to speak in public (Mk 5.25-34).
133. Cotes 1992: 166.
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To the readers, both are also examples of people who have overcome their
failure and their anxiety. Mary Magdalene and the women eventually did speak and
Peter and the others recovered from flight and denial. Otherwise the readers would
not have known about the resurrection.
However, the Gospel of Mark does not end with the overcoming of anxiety but
with anxiety.134 Donahue suggests that Mark's conclusion relates to the difficult
situation of persecution faced by the first Christians. Donahue, arguing that the
persecutions under Nero are involved, quotes Tacitus:
First, then, the confessed members of the sect were arrested, next, on evidence
furnished by them, a huge multitude was convicted, not so much on the count of
arson as for hatred of the human race. And derision accompanied their end
[deaths]: they were covered with wild beasts' skins and torn to death by dogs; or
they were fastened on crosses, and, when daylight failed, were burned to serve as
lamps by night. (The Annals 15.44) 135

The conclusion of the Gospel of Mark has a literary focus precisely with respect to
this situation. The Gospel shows that anxiety and failure are understandable: even
Peter and Mary Magdalene were overcome by them. But the Gospel's ending
shows more. There is also anxiety and failure in the face of the miracle of the
resurrection.136 However, the proclamation of the gospel depends on overcoming
anxiety and failure.137
According to David Hester, the abrupt end of the Gospel of Mark makes a
powerful impact on the readers: they are not to keep silent, but to speak.138 And
indeed they are to go to Galilee, where Jesus unfolded his teaching. He is going
before them; which is the fulfillment of the promise Jesus gave the disciples before
his death (14.28). Hester concludes:
If actual readers wish to meet Jesus, they must 'return' to the ministry in Galilee
and relive the story by taking his place (picking up the cross and following his
example).139
The disciples must hold on to what Jesus taught them in Galilee: then they will see
him (16.7).
However, Mark not only calls on the readers, women and men alike, to become
and to remain disciples, but also, like Peter and Mary Magdalene, to overcome
anxiety and failure and to become proclaimers of the suffering Messiah who was
raised to life.

134. Schottroff 1982: 20-22.
135. Donahue 1995: 21.
136. O'Collins (1988: 499-503), following Lightfoot, interprets the fear of the women as a
reaction on the revelation and the empty grave: a 'mysterium fascinans et tremendum'.
137. Schottroff 1982: 20-22.
138. Hester 1995. See also Boomershine 1981.
139. Hester 1995: 84. See also Cotes 1992: 165.
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4.6. The Second Ending: Meeting the Risen Lord
According to the later Markan appendix (16.9-20), Mary Magdalene 'of whom he
had cast seven devils', was thefirstto whom the risen Christ appeared (16.9). Mary
Magdalene thereupon goes to those who had been with Jesus, who were mourning
and weeping, to tell them that Jesus was alive and had been seen by her. However,
they do not believe her. Then Jesus appears to two of them, who were walking, but
when they tell it to the others they are not believed either. Finally, Jesus appears to
the Eleven and reproaches them for not believing those who had seen him and
summons them to preach the Gospel to every creature, which they accordingly do.
5. Mark's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
5.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
By introducing Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, Mary the mother of
Joses and Salome almost at the end of the Gospel, as disciples who have been
following Jesus from the beginning of his ministry (15.40-41), Mark encourages
the readers to leaf back and visualize them every time the word disciples occurs.
Thus, in Mark's portrayal Mary Magdalene from the very start of the Gospel
witnesses Jesus' influence on people, his healings, and the power of his teaching.
Together with the Twelve and others, Mary Magdalene is one of those whom Jesus
calls his sisters and brothers and to whom he has given the secret of the Kingdom
of God, in contrast to those outside who receive everything in parables (4.10).
5.2. Mary Magdalene Among the Disciples
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, Mary the mother of Joses and Salome
at the end of the Gospel all seem to reflect the four named male disciples at the
beginning: Simon, Andrew, James and John. However, in contrast to them and the
other disciples, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, Mary the mother of
Joses and Salome, until then the unknown and implied women disciples, are
present at the crucifixion. At this point of Mark's story they exemplify the content
of Markan discipleship.
In Mark, Mary Magdalene and Mary of Joses also witness the burial of Jesus.
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome see that the stone has been rolled
away from the tomb and encounter the young man inside the tomb. In this way
Mark makes Mary Magdalene the only witness of both circumstances: Jesus being
dead and buried and Jesus no longer being in his tomb.
The young man in white instructs them to go and tell the disciples and Peter that
Jesus is going before them to Galilee. This is exactly what Jesus said he would do
after his resurrection, saying this to all the disciples on the night when he was
captured. The sentence 'there you will see him' is new and not only directed at the
other disciples, but also at Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome.
However, Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome do not tell anybody and
thus in the end fail Jesus like the other disciples.
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5.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
To the readers, Mary Magdalene, Mary of Joses, Mary of James, and Salome
exemplify what Markan discipleship really is. Discipleship has nothing to do with
power, but with the utmost willingness to remain of service, even when it is
dangerous to do so.
When we take into account that Mark encourages the reader to visualize the four
women among the disciples, they are also truly Markan disciples in that they are no
perfect models, but models through their failures. As Markan disciples they are
amazed, shocked and terrified at what Jesus does. 14° They do not understand all his
teaching (e.g. 9.30-32). Although they are at the Passover meal, sharing bread and
wine, and in Gethsemane, where Jesus prays, they flee when he is arrested (14.1250). Like Peter (14.54), Mary Magdalene and the three other women take courage
and return. But, while Peter denies Jesus, Mary Magdalene, as the most important
witness, fails Jesus by keeping silent.
Nevertheless in the flow of the story, Peter and Mary Magdalene, in their
courage and failure, are catalysts to the readers. With Mary Magdalene Mark
encourages the readers, women and men, to overcome anxiety and failure, to
remain disciples and to become apostles, no matter how frightening. The courage
and inspiration necessary to overcome one's fear can be found in the knowledge
that the suffering Messiah was raised to life and will be seen in Galilee.

140. E.g. Mk 1.27; 4.35-41; 10.24-32.

Chapter 6
MARY MAGDALENE ACCORDING TO THE
GOSPELS OF MATTHEW AND LUKE

1. Matthew's Introduction of Mary Magdalene
Like Mark, Matthew introduces the women followers of Jesus at the end of the
Gospel, immediately after the death of Jesus. Atfirstsight, it seems that Matthew
introduces Mary Magdalene the same way as Mark does. However, the sentence
construction with which Matthew introduces Mary Magdalene is strikingly different in composition. As we saw, Mark introduces the women thus:
There were also women looking onfromafar, among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary of James the younger and the mother of Joses, and Salome, who,
when he was in Galilee, followed him and ministered to him; and also many other
women who came up with him to Jerusalem. (Mk 15.40-41)
Matthew, however, relates:
There were many women there, looking onfromafar, who had followed Jesus
from Galilee to minister to him; among them were Mary Magdalene and Mary the
mother of James and Joseph and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. (Mt. 27.55)
Whereas Mark mentions the named women before the unnamed, Matthew has it
the other way round. Furthermore, whereas Mark introduces the named women
with the words 'to follow' and 'to serve', Matthew introduces the many unnamed
women with these verbs. Moreover, Mark relates that the named women had followed (r|KoAou0o\Jv) and served (5ir)i<6vou\/) Jesus in Galilee, while Matthew says
that the many unnamed women decided to follow (r|KoAou0r)Gav) Jesusfrom(CXTTO
TT\S) Galilee with the purpose of serving (SiaKovoGoai) him.1 Last, but not least,
whereas Mark gave both the named and the unnamed women their own active
verbs, Matthew does not combine the named women with any active verbs at all.
Matthew only relates that they 'were' among the unnamed women (ev a\s ify).
With these differences Matthew alters the Markan portrait of Mary Magdalene
in a significant way. She and the other named women, as a small group, are no
longer distinguished from the larger group of women. They have become part of it.
The named women are no longer singled out as belonging to the disciples in
1. T^KoAovj0Tioa v is an aorist ingressive and 5i OCKOVOUOCC I is a participle of purpose; see Blass,
Debrunner and Rehkopf 1990: 418.4.
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contrast to the unnamed women who decided to join Jesus on their pilgrimage to
the Passover festival. According to Matthew, the named and unnamed women not
only now belong to one and the same group, but have always done so.
In this section we will go into Matthew's view on women and discipleship and
on Matthean discipleship and the Twelve.
2. Women and Discipleship in Matthew
2.1. One Large Group of Women Followers
Matthew does not mention the going up to Jerusalem as Mark does. The Gospel
only alludes to the pilgrimage by emphasizing that the large group of women at
some point decided to follow Jesus from Galilee, thus leaving out the clear Markan
pilgrimage motive of the unnamed women, and at the same time radically changing
the Markan portrait of the named women as the ones who had followed and served
Jesus from the beginning of his ministry in Galilee. In Matthew's view, all the
women who are now at the crucifixion decided to follow Jesus when he left
Galilee. They did not follow and serve him like the small group of women in Mark,
but they decided to follow him with the aim of being of service. Thus their motive
is not the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, as is the motive of the large group in Mark, but
their motive is their decision to serve Jesus. Matthew introduces Mary Magdalene
as one of a large group of women determined to serve Jesus on his journey from
Galilee onward. How should we interpret this?
In any case, Matthew encourages the reader to think of the large group of women
followers as being implied every time the Gospel mentions the following crowd
from 19.1 onward, since this is where Jesus' journey from Galilee starts. This
means that they are among the crowds in 19.2 that are healed. They hear Jesus'
teaching about marriage and divorce and see him blessing the children (19.2-15).
They are among the crowd rebuking two blind people when Jesus leaves Jericho
(20.29-34) and spreading their garments and cutting branches from the trees when
Jesus enters Jerusalem (21.1-11). The readers may visualize them speaking as the
crowd shouts 'Hosanna to the son of David! Blessed be he who comes in the name
of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!' and as the crowd answers to the people in the
stirred city: 'This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee'.
They are also among the crowd which is astonished at Jesus' teaching in the
Temple (22.33): his answer to the chief priests and the elders about his authority,
his parable of the two sons, of the tenants in the vineyard and of the wedding feast,
his answer to the questions of the disciples of the Pharisees and of Herod's party
about paying taxes, his answer to the question of the Sadducees about rising from
death, his answer to the question of the Pharisees about the greatest commandment
and about the Messiah, his approval of the teaching of the scribes and the Pharisees, his severe warning against their actions and his prophecy on the Temple
being abandoned (21.23-24.1). Perhaps we may also visualize the women already
among the crowd in Galilee, before their decision to serve Jesus upon his departure.
But what about discipleship? Does Matthew encourage the readers to think that
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the serving women are implied every time the Gospel uses the word disciples, as
Mark does? In contrast to Mark, Matthew is rather ambivalent about this.
2.2. Matthean Discipleship and the Twelve Disciples
We should note that Matthew's use of the word 'disciple' differs considerably from
that of Mark, who only uses it as a male plural and avoids identifying those individuals to whom it refers, not once calling the Twelve 'the twelve disciples', nor
connecting the word with the name of any who belong to the Twelve, or with any
other name. This is all very different in Matthew. Matthew specifically calls the
male Twelve 'the twelve disciples',2 and also uses the word in connection with
their names.3 In addition, in all those instances where Mark distinguishes between
the Twelve and the disciples in general, Matthew carefully avoids doing so.4
Furthermore, for Matthew, Peter is not a representative of the Twelve, as in Mark,
but the spokesman of the disciples in general.5
Moreover, Matthew only connects the names of the Twelve with the word
'disciple', and not with any other name. All this suggests that the disciples in
Matthew are first and foremost these twelve males. Note, for instance, the careful
way in which Matthew describes Joseph of Arimathea: not as a disciple but as one
who has been 'discipled' (e jja9r|TSu0ri) by Jesus (27.57). Matthew says that he has
'also' (KCU auxos) been 'discipled', thus referring to the serving women in 27.5556, suggesting that they too have been 'discipled' by Jesus.6
Although, in Matthew's view, the disciples are first and foremost the twelve
males, Matthew, nevertheless, uses the masculine plural of the word 'disciple'
inclusively, meaning both men and women. Like Mark, Matthew splits the plural
brothers into brother and sister. Matthew even more clearly than Mark insists
that these brothers and sisters are disciples, since, whereas Mark describes the
ones around Jesus as his brothers and sisters, Matthew directly calls his disciples
brothers and sisters.7
Also significant is the importance of serving for Matthean discipleship. Some
exegetes limit the ministry of the women in 27.55 to a traditional women's role of
serving.8 However, just as in Mark, the word SiccKOveco is used in Matthew to
characterize both Jesus' ministry as well as the ministry of his disciples (Mk 10.45;
Mt. 20.20). And as in Mark, the disciples in Matthew also serve in many ways,
including the preparing of food and waiting at table (14.19-20; 15.36-37; 26.17).
Matthew gives even more emphasis than Mark does on the importance of serving,
since at the last Judgment only those who have served the Son of Man by serving
2. 10.1 and 11.1; cf. 28.16.
3. Peter, James and John in 17.1-8 and 26.27-41. Unlike Mark, see Mk 9.2-8 and 14.33-38.
4. Cf. Mk 4.10-12 with Mt. 13.10-11; cf. Mk 6.1-7 with Mt. 9.37-10.1; cf. Mk 6.30-35 with
Mt. 14.13-15; cf. Mk 9.30-35 with Mt. 18.1-3; cf. Mk 14.16-17 with Mt. 26.19-20. The exception
is Mt. 19.23-27 compared to Mk 10.23-28.
5. E.g., Mt. 14.26-28; 15.12-15; 16.13-16; 19.25-27; 26.26-35. See, for the role of Peter in
Matthew Wilkins 1988: 173-216 esp. 208-214.
6. See Minear 1974: 37-38.
7. Mt. 12.48-49; cf. Mk 3.33-34.
8. See Melzer-Keller 1997: 117-19.
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those who are in need, will be saved (25.31-46).9 The serving consists of feeding
the hungry, giving the thirsty something to drink, receiving strangers, clothing the
naked, caring for the sick and visiting the prisoners. These are to be done by all of
Jesus' followers as if one did it to Jesus himself. Matthew clearly labels these
activities as diakonia (25.44). As such, serving is a major characteristic of Matthean discipleship, and the women followers, who consciously decided to follow
Jesus precisely with the aim of serving him, are examples of Matthean discipleship.
Moreover, in contrast to Mark, Matthew mentions one of the serving women
earlier in the Gospel than 27.55, namely the mother of the sons of Zebedee, James
and John, who are two core members of the Twelve (4.21). Matthew relates that
she, accompanied by her two sons, goes to Jesus to ask him whether her sons may
sit in his kingdom at hisrightand left hand (20.21). This is strikingly different than
Mark, where she is absent and the two brothers themselves ask Jesus if they may
sit with him in his kingdom.
Some exegetes argue that Matthew, in contrast to Mark, thus lays the burden of
the question on the mother' s shoulders, in this way unburdening James and John.l °
However, Matthew relates that the mother asks her question in the presence of her
sons. This suggests that, according to Matthew, she was related to the Twelve and
Jesus in such a way that she, instead of her sons, asks their question. Matthew
furthermore suggests that Jesus' answer 'You do not know what you are asking.
Are you able to drink the cup that I am to drink?' is directed to her sons as well as
to her, and that she, like them, replies firmly 'We are able'. Jesus' words 'You will
drink my cup' affirm that she is or is to be a close follower.11
Thus, on the one hand the disciples first and foremost seem to be the male
Twelve, but on the other hand Matthew still allows the readers to imagine women
as disciples. Elisabeth Wainwright, on the basis of a thorough examination of
the Gospel of Matthew and especially of the stories in which women function as
characters, identifies the same ambiguity. In Matthew there is a vision of inclusive
discipleship, but it is blurred by the dominant presence of male disciples in the
narrative.12
2.3. Conflicting Traditions
As we saw earlier, Mark invitingly opens up the possibility of following Jesus to
all the readers, both male and female, teaching them what discipleship really means.
9. See also Ricci 1994: 170-71.
10. E.g. Melzer-Keller 1997:139-41.1 would have agreed if Matthew had pictured the sons as
not present.
11. See Wainwright 1991: 119-21 and 253-57.
12. Wainwright 1991, especially 325-39. In addition, see Wainwright 1995: 635-77 and
Melzer-Keller 1997: 104-186, according to whom Matthew's women are also less important and
more traditional than Mark's. The stories about women in Matthew are: the women in Jesus'
genealogy (1.1-17); Peter's mother-in-law (8.14-17); the woman with a flow of blood and the
daughter of Jairus (9.18-30); Herodias and her daughter (14.1-12); the Canaanite woman (15.2128); the mother of the sons of Zebedee (20.20-28); the believing harlots (21.31 -32); the parable of
the foolish and the wise women (25.1-13); the anointing woman (26.6-16); the wife of Pilate
(27.19); the women at the crucifixion (27.55-56); Mary Magdalene and the other Mary (28.1-10).
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Matthew, however, has a slightly different, more androcentric and perhaps more
hierarchic point of view. Matthew is not only about being a disciple, but also about
making disciples. The Gospel offers both one identified disciple, Peter, as a living
and encouraging example of discipleship and, by devoting large portions to teaching on discipleship, Matthew also equips readers, as disciples, both male and
female, to make others disciples.13 In the end, however, it appears that the making
of disciples is first entrusted to the Eleven (28.8, 16-20).
Already in 16.13-28 the Jesus of Matthew called Peter the rock on which the
church would be built, saying to him:
And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the
powers of death shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the
kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. (16.18-20; cf. Mk 8.27-33)
This is unlike Mark. However, at the same time Matthew also has the Markan
passage where Peter is chastised for his bold refusal to accept Jesus' death. Though
Matthew softens the scene, Jesus rebukes Peter not openly, but aside from the
others, his words are virtually the same (16.22-23; cf. Mk 8.32-33). Jesus calls Peter
a stumbling block and Satan, one who is not concerned with the thoughts of God
but with those of men.14 In addition, in Mt. 19.27-30, Jesus promises the Twelve
'in the regeneration' that they will sit on twelve thrones, next to the Son of Man,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel, in contrast to Mk 10.28-31, where these words
are absent. This seems to reveal a rather high notion of the Twelve in Matthew.
However, Matthew, unlike Mark, also reminds the disciples not to call themselves or others rabbi, father or master, for there is but one Rabbi, one Father and
one Master (23.8-10), which seems to contradict such a high notion. This contradiction fits in with Wainwright's assumption that Matthew holds conflicting traditions, which destabilize and open up the predominantly patriarchal narrative
world of the Gospel.
We should regard Matthew's ambiguity towards the serving women, including
Mary Magdalene, in the same light. Their decision to follow Jesus with the aim of
serving him exemplifies discipleship. Matthew seems to say that they have been
'discipled' like Joseph of Arimathea. They are perhaps included in the plural form
of the word 'disciples' whenever it is not further specified as the male Twelve. One
of them, the mother of James and John, is related to the Twelve and seems to be a
close follower of Jesus. However, Matthew clearly avoids directly connecting the
word 'disciples' with the serving women, whereas Matthew, unlike Mark, does not
hesitate to do so in case of the Twelve.
3. Matthew's Story about Mary Magdalene
Matthew introduces Mary Magdalene as one of many women followers who
decided to follow Jesus when he left Galilee with the aim of serving him. In this
13. Minear 1974: 28-44 and Wilkins 1988: esp. 172.
14. About the special place of Peter in Matthew, see Wilkins 1988: 173-216.
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way Matthew encourages the reader to leaf back to 19.1 and to visualize Mary
Magdalene among the crowds which follow Jesus. Although the women in 27.55
exemplify Matthean discipleship and although Matthew's use of the word 'disciples' may refer to both women and men, as became clear in 12.48-50, the Gospel
is rather ambivalent about whether the reader should believe the women are
implied whenever the word 'disciples' is used. Matthew obviously puts the Twelve
and especially Peter to the fore.
3.1. The Crucifixion and Graves Breaking Open
At the crucifixion Matthew singles out Mary Magdalene. The many women
followers, among them Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph,
and the mother of the sons of Zebedee, are at the crucifixion looking on from afar.
The mention of the mother of the sons of Zebedee makes the reader aware that her
sons James and John, who said they could drink Jesus' cup (20.20-23), are painfully absent.15 The disciples have all fled, just as they did in Mark (26.56).
Matthew follows Mark closely by relating the casting of lots by the soldiers and
the people passing who insult Jesus and who make reference to his building up the
Temple in three days. Unlike Mark, Matthew's passersby and the chief priests and
the scribes also mock about Jesus being the Son of God:
He trusts in God; let God deliver him now, if he desires it; for he said, 'I am the
Son of God'. (27.43)
As in Mark the whole country is covered in darkness for three hours. Then Jesus
dies as he does in Mark, crying loudly. But what happens next is very different.
The centurion and the soldiers with him see the earth shaking, the rocks splitting
apart and the graves breaking open. Terrified by this, they say: 'He really was Son
of God' (27.54), referring to the mocking of the passersby, the priests and scribes
and those who had been crucified with Jesus.
3.2. Sitting Opposite the Tomb
In what follows, two of the many women, Mary Magdalene and 'the other Mary'
are singled out (27.61). It is not clear who this other Mary is. Is she the same as the
Mary mentioned in 27.56? As we saw, Mark emphasizes the role of Mary
Magdalene, by portraying her in the company of different women when they see
where Jesus is buried and when they go to the tomb. In contrast to this, in Matthew's story Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are together all the time.
Matthew does not explicitly state, as Mark does, that the women see where Jesus
is buried (27.57-61). The burial is done by Joseph of Arimathea, as in Mark, but
here he is not a member of the Council, but a rich man being 'also discipled' by
Jesus. He buries Jesus in his own tomb. Matthew ends this pericope by simply
stating:
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the sepulcher.
(27.61)
15. Wainwright 1991: 142; Melzer-Keller 1997: 118-19.
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Matthew, thereupon, turns to the high priests and the Pharisees, who remind themselves that Jesus ('that impostor') said he would be raised after three days (27.6267). The tomb is therefore secured and guards are put by it to make it impossible
for the disciples to steal the body, and then tell the people that he indeed had risen.
Matthew gives the readers the impression that the two women have remained at
the tomb, perhaps all the time, but in any case for a longer period, since the word
that is used for the sitting of the women is Ka8ri|JEvai: a present tense, implying
duration. Perhaps Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are sitting opposite the
grave in vigil, thus showing their care and concern.16 Or perhaps the sitting is meant
as keeping guard: Matthew refers to sitting soldiers in 27.36, guarding over Jesus,
during the crucifixion.17 The vigil of the two Marys could also be an apologetic
reassurance of Matthew that the tomb was not unwatched for one moment. Nobody
could have stolen the body.18
3.3. Going to Look at the Tomb and Witnessing its Opening
Perhaps Matthew has another motive too. Matthew mentions the two Marys again,
when they go to the tomb. They do not go to anoint the body of Jesus, as in Mark,
(how could they since the tomb is sealed and guarded?), but they go to look
(0Ecopeco)19 at the tomb. Why? According to Thomas Longstaff, Matthew refers to
a certain custom. He argues that 'it was very likely [that] the custom in ancient
Judaism [was] to watch.. .the tomb of a loved one until the third day after death, in
order to ensure that premature burial had not taken place'.20 In his view the two
Marys go to look at the tomb to ensure that Jesus is really dead.
Other comments vary as to why the two Marys go to look at the tomb. The
Marys go to look at the tomb because they simply need to find it empty from the
narrator's point of view.21 Or their going to look is a pious grave visit.22 Some
exegetes suggest that Matthew, by skipping the anointing motive, affirms the
validity of the anointing at Bethany.23 It is also suggested that the words of the

16. According to Gundry (1982: 582), 'they sit opposite the grave in vigil. Their vigil, too,
exemplifies the care and concern for the persecuted that true discipleship requires'.
17. Wainwright (1991: 300) refers to the soldiers in 27.36 who are sitting, keeping guard over
Jesus, witnessing the crucifixion and acknowledging the crucified to be the son of God. So the
women who witnessed the burial will encounter the risen Christ.
18. Melzer-Keller 1997:120. Stock (1994:431-32) combines the three motives: 'astheirfinal
service of love at the grave, they sit in wake, by which the continuation of the narrative is assured,
and the motive of security as well'.
19. Matthew does not use the word 0ecopeco at the burial like Mark, but uses it in the context of
the women going to look at the tomb. See also 27.55; cf. Mk 15.40,47; 16.4.
20. Longstaff 1981: 278. He refers to Semachot 8.1, 'the classic Rabbinic text on death and
mourning' (quoting Dov Zlotnick's commentary on it, Yale Judaica Series 17), and reacts to
Goulder (1978: 235) according to whom Matthew's story here is rather incoherent compared to
Mark. See also Longstaff 2000.
21. See Neirynck 1969: 175-76.
22. See Stock (1994:434), who, without any references, states that the word Beeopico is 'an apt
expression for a pious grave visit'.
23. See Wainwright 1991:143 and 302. Melzer-Keller (1997:121) considers Matthew's story
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angel 'I know that you seek Jesus who was crucified' reveal why the Marys go to
look: they are looking for Jesus' dead body. By doing this Matthew shows their
complete failure to believe Jesus' words that he would rise. 24 Others, however,
object to this, since how could the women possibly be expected to inspect a sealed
tomb?25 Because of the Matthean story of the guards, it has also been argued that
Matthew shows the faith of the women. Like the Pharisees they know what Jesus
said about his resurrection and they are going to look on thefirstday of the week to
see if anything has happened.26
I think it is indeed important to note the direct context in which Matthew relates
that the guards are at the tomb, since the Pharisees remembered that Jesus said he
would rise after three days (27.62-66). By this pericope Matthew encourages the
readers to take for granted that Jesus' words about the resurrection were common
knowledge (16.21; 17.23; 20.19). The two Marys are indeed aware of them, since
the angel says to them: 'he is risen, as he said'. In addition, Matthew's two Marys
are not struck by fear as they are in Mark. They are afraid, but at the same time
rejoice greatly (28.8). We should also note that earlier in Matthew, in contrast to
Mark, the women had already witnessed that, through divine intervention an
earthquake caused (r| yf] eaeia0ri) graves to be opened and people to be resurrected
(27.51 -52). By this narrative device Matthew suggests that not only the guards, but
also the two Marys, are at the tomb precisely because of Jesus' words about his
resurrection.
Towards the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary ignore the guards and go to look at the tomb, expecting that Jesus, whom
they watched dying on the cross, will now rise, as he himself said. And indeed,
there is an earthquake (OSIOJJOS 28.1). An angel of the Lord comes down from
heaven, rolls the stone away from the tomb and sits on it as if it were a throne, his
appearance like lightning. He invites Mary Magdalene and the other Mary to see
the empty place where Jesus has been laid. The guards are so overcome by fear that
they seem to be the dead ones. But Jesus, the crucified, is gone: 'for he has risen, as
he said' (28.6).
3.4. Meeting the Risen Jesus and being Instructed by him
Matthew, in contrast to Mark, does not relate that the women actually go into the
tomb. Instead, the two Marys immediately depart from the tomb to do what the
angel requires of them:

to be more logical than Mark's, since Matthew skips the paradoxical intention to anoint Jesus'
body after it has been buried. Gaechter (1962: 951-52) simply harmonizes Mark, Luke and
Matthew and argues that the women are going to anoint the body.
24. See Frankemolle 1994: II, 518-19. Just as the male disciples failed earlier, Matthew, in
Frankemolle's view, here shows the failure of the women disciples, which consists of 'einem
grundlegenden Vergessen' (p. 519).
25. See Wainwright 1991: 143.
26. See Margoliouth 1927. Also Gaechter (1962:952) considers the women's faith as a reason
to go to look at the tomb. He rejects it, however, as utterly impossible, since, whereas the Twelve
could not believe the prophecy (16.21; 17.23; 20.19) the women could not have done so either.
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Then go quickly and tell his disciples: 'he hasrisenfromthe dead, and behold, he
is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him'. Lo, I have told you. (28.7)
They are not terrified as they are in Mark where theyfleeand tell nobody what they
have seen and heard. In Matthew they are afraid; yet,filledwith joy, they run to tell
the disciples.
Unlike Mark, it is clear here that the two Marys are not implied in the male
plural 'disciples'. They are not to see Jesus in Galilee. Instead, Jesus comes to meet
the two Marys himself. 'Rejoice (xafpexe)', he says, and when they take hold of
his feet and worship him, he adds: 'do not be afraid' (28.9-10). The common
translation interprets xcxipETE as a familiar Greek salutation.27 It is suggested that
this common greeting is one of the indications that Matthew is not concerned with
Jesus' appearance to the women, but only with the affirmation of the angel's
words.28 For Wainwright, Jesus' salutation is profound irony on the part of the
evangelist, who places the same greeting, used earlier by the betraying Judas
(26.49) and the mocking soldiers (27.29), on Jesus' lips right after his death and
resurrection.29 In my opinion, however, xaipsTE must be interpreted within the
direct context, in which the two Marys are said to be filled with fear and great joy
(M6TCX <J>6(3ou KCU xaP<*S lieyaArjs 28.8). Jesus reacts on this with 'rejoice'
(XcupeTe) in 28.9 and 'be not afraid' (pr) ^opEfoSe) in 28.10.30 In doing so Jesus
affirms the joy of Mary Magdalene and the other Mary and banishes their fear.
In the context of the persecution and death of Jesus and in the context of the
chief priests and the Pharisees who expect the disciples to steal Jesus' body and to
lie about a supposed resurrection, the encouragement to rejoice reminds the reader
of the beatitude directed to the disciples at the beginning of the Sermon on the
Mount:
Blessed are you, when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice (xaipETE) and be glad, for your reward
is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you.
(5.12)
The risen Jesus asks the two Marys to go, not to 'his disciples' as the angel said,
but to 'my brothers', in this way indicating that the disciples'flightat his arrest has
not changed their relationship (cf. 12.49-50).31 It is unclear whether in this case the
male plural 'brothers' implies the sisters as it did in 12.48-50.
3.5. The End: Mission Charge to the Eleven Disciples
The Gospel does not relate the meeting of the two women and the others, but
clearly what they say is accepted as true. However, not all the disciples, men and
women, go to Galilee; only the Eleven do. They even appear to have a special
27. Buchanan (1996: 1021) translates: 'Jesus met them, saying, "Hi!", which is the most
modern version of Jesus' greeting'.
28. Melzer-Keller (1997: 123) regards it as 'ausserst banal'.
29. Wainwright 1991: 310.
30. See also Zahn 1910: 718 n. 4.
31. See also Zahn 1910: 719.
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appointment, since they go to a specific hill as Jesus had instructed them. There
they worship Jesus, as the two women did, however, some disciples doubt the
appearance. Coming closer, Jesus says to them:
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I
have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.
(28.19-20).
The difference with Mark is significant. In Mark the readers, women and men, are
encouraged to proclaim the gospel and to overcome their anxiety as Mary Magdalene and Peter eventually did. In Matthew it is the Eleven, and especially Peter
as is clear from the Gospel as a whole, where the reader is first and foremost
encouraged to look to, not to become like them, but, on the contrary, to be guided,
to be 'discipled', to be baptized and to be taught.
4. Matthew's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
4.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
Matthew introduces Mary Magdalene as one of many women followers who
decided to follow Jesus on his leaving Galilee. Their aim is to serve him. As such
Matthew encourages the readers to leaf back to 19.1 and to see Mary Magdalene
among the crowds which follow Jesus. As such she experiences Jesus' healings, his
teaching and his triumphant entry into Jerusalem (19.1-21.11). She also witnesses
his teaching in the Temple, his parables on the end of times and his answers on
questions about controversial political issues such as paying taxes, rising from
death, the greatest commandment, the Messiah, the difference of the teaching of
the scribes and Pharisees and their actions, and the prophecy on the Temple being
abandoned (21.23-23.39).
Between this moment and the arrest of Jesus only his disciples are with him
(24.1-26.19). Only the Twelve seem to be present at the Last Supper (26.20).
Mary Magdalene emerges from the crowds and is present again at the crucifixion. She and the other Mary are portrayed as courageous and trustworthy
followers of Jesus, 'discipled' by him as were the other women who came from
Galilee. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary sit in vigil opposite the tomb and go
to look at it on the first day of the week, expecting Jesus to rise as he promised.
And indeed they meet the risen Jesus and touch him and worship him. According
to Matthew, the risen Lord spoke to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary and
authorized them to instruct the disciples, who once again may be called his
brothers, to go to Galilee.
4.2. Mary Magdalene among the Disciples
Although the women in 27.55 by their emphasis on service exemplify Matthean
discipleship and although Matthew's use of the word 'disciples' may refer to both
women and men, as became clear in 12.48-50, the Gospel is rather ambivalent
about whether the readers should believe the women are implied whenever the
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word 'disciples' is used. Matthew emphasizes the presence of the Twelve as
disciples and especially puts Peter to the fore. Nothing is said of the women who
followed Jesus from Galilee, but Matthew assures the readers that they are there to
serve Jesus.
In contrast to Mark, Matthew does not single out Mary Magdalene; she is
constantly in the company of the other Mary. In Matthew the readers are to hold
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary in high esteem. Their faith in the resurrection
and their courage to follow Jesus, even remaining near him near the tomb, in spite
of the guards, make them inspiring examples. As such they are special compared to
the other women following JesusfromGalilee. They also stand outfromthe twelve
disciples who have all fled and especially Judas who betrayed him and Peter who
denied him. Furthermore, in contrast to some of the remaining eleven disciples
who later in the story doubt when they see the risen Jesus, Mary Magdalene and
the other Mary worship him without hesitation.
Nevertheless, it is clear that Jesus does not encourage Mary Magdalene and the
other Mary, as he does the eleven disciples, to go and bring the gospel to all nations. They are not to be apostles in general. Their apostleship is confined to a
certain moment and limited to the 'brothers'.
4.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
In Matthew, Mary Magdalene exemplifies Matthean discipleship, as one among
many women who decided to follow Jesus with the aim of serving him. In
Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are important as the only witnesses
of the angel of the Lord descending from heaven, rolling away the stone from
before the sealed tomb, where Jesus had been laid. In contrast to Mark Mary
Magdalene and the other Mary are not to see Jesus in Galilee. They see him on
their way to go and tell the disciples, as the angel commissioned them to do.
Matthew suggests that Mary Magdalene and the other Mary fulfil an intermediary role between Jesus and his remaining eleven disciples. Their mission is to
send the disciples to Galilee to see the risen Jesus and to assure them that Jesus still
considers them as his brothers in spite of their flight. Furthermore, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary can also testify that the risen Jesus himself encouraged
them to rejoice without fear.
To the reader, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are inspiring examples of
serving, faith, courage, and stability, but it is the Eleven and especially Peter they
are to look to, to be guided, to be 'discipled', to be baptized, and to be taught.
5. Luke's Introduction of Mary Magdalene
In contrast to the Gospels of Mark and Matthew, Luke introduces Mary Magdalene
not at the end of the Gospel after Jesus has died, but rather at the beginning of his
ministry, in the third of the summaries of Jesus' activities. In the first summary,
covering the period after the forty days of temptation in the wilderness, Luke
relates:
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And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee, and a report concerning
him went out through all the surrounding country. And he taught in their synagogues glorified by all. (4.14)

In the second summary when people in Capernaum try to keep him from
leaving, Luke's Jesus himself explains his purpose:
I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I
was sent for this purpose. (4.43)
Luke then adds that 'he was preaching in the synagogues of Judea' (4.44). Back
in Galilee, he appears to have gathered a great crowd of disciples from which he
chooses twelve, naming them 'apostles' (6.12-17). When Luke for the third time
summarizes Jesus' activities, Mary Magdalene is mentioned:
Soon afterward he went through cities and villages, preaching and bringing the
good news of the kingdom of God. And the twelve were with him, and also some
women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna the wife of Chuza,
Herod's steward, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of
their means. (8.1-3)
Luke's introduction of Mary Magdalene in a summarizing pericope of Jesus' early
ministry is strikingly different from the late and sudden introductions in Mk 15.4041 and Mt. 27.55-56. Another difference is that the Markan and Matthean ministry
to Jesus in Luke has become a support for Jesus and his followers provided out of
the women's means. Also notably different is the mentioning of the Twelve as well
as Joanna and Susanna. An entirely new feature is the statement that the women
had been healed. In fact, the only similarity between Mark and Matthew on the one
hand and Luke on the other is the large group of women being divided into named
and unnamed persons. What is the significance of all this for the Lukan portrayal of
Mary Magdalene?

6. Women and Discipleship in Luke
6.1. Typically Women's Roles?
Some scholars argue that Luke portrays the women in 8.1-3 as having typically
women's roles which are distinguished from male ones. According to C.F. Evans,
for example, Lk. 8.1-3 explains how Jesus could have been able to travel extensively. He states:
32. Some texts read 'him'. See Bieberstein (1998: 33-35) for a discussion of the two possibilities. However, the singular looks like a harmonization with Mk 15.41 or Mt. 27.55. See for
instance Fitzmyer 1981: 698; Seim 1994: 58 and Bieberstein 1998: 34-35. This is in contrast to
Schurmann 1969:444 and 447, Ricci 1994: 156-58 and Karris 1994: 6-7, who argue in favour of
the singular 'him'. Collins (1990: 245-46) interprets the 'them' as a specific Lukan trait to avoid
stating 'that ministrations at table were directed exclusively at the Lord' (p.246). The shift is rather
to the Lord who breaks the bread, who refreshes and satisfies. Cf. Lk. 12.37; 13.29; 22.16,24-30;
24.29-31.
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This is the only explicit explanation (Mk 14.50f. is only implicit) of how Jesus
and his immediate companions were able to travel so extensively, especially in
Luke's account, without working to support themselves. It also establishes the
function of women disciples as material care and not preaching and healing.33
According to Josef Ernst, Jesus' allowing women to follow him shows his open
attitude towards them, but in a specific way. He writes about 8.1-3:
Lk sieht wie Jesus in der Frau das Kind Gottes, allerdings in einer angepassten
gesellschaftlichen Position (die dienende Frau).34
Ben Witherington, who was the first to devote a whole article on Lk. 8.1-3, 35 is
enthusiastic about the distinct position of the women, since it shows that Jesus gave
typical women's roles significance and importance. He concludes:
This meant something unique... Being Jesus' disciple did not lead these women to
abandon their traditional roles in regard to preparing food, serving etc. Rather it
gave these roles significance and importance, for now they could be used to serve
the Master and the family... Luke admirably preserves the tension between the old
and the new in regard to women roles in the Christian community.
Is this the case? Does Luke, in sharp contrast to Mark, divide the followers of Jesus
in two gender-specified categories, portraying the women followers in a typically
women's role of providing material care, whereas the male followers are portrayed
as spiritually concerned? A close look at 8.1-3 within the context of the Gospel of
Luke as a whole gives quite another, more nuanced view on the role of the women
in this text.
6.2. Being with Jesus and Learningfrom Him
By mentioning Mary Magdalene and the other women in this early summarizing
statement, Luke makes the women followers of Jesus more visible and present than
they are in Mark and Matthew. We do not need to leaf back from the crucifixion
narrative and assume their presence when the words 'crowds' or 'disciples' appear.
We are rather encouraged to take as given that they are everywhere Jesus goes.
They are 'with him' (auv auTco 8.1) like the Twelve. What does this mean?
Lk. 8.1 relates what Jesus is doing while the Twelve, Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
Susanna, and many other women are with him. He travels through the area
(SicoSeuev) from city to village preaching (Kara TTOAIV KCU Keojjrjv Krjpuaaeov)
and bringing the good news of the Kingdom of God (KOU euayyeAi^OMEVOs Trjv
(3aaiAe(av xou 0sou). Being with Jesus means that the Twelve, Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, Susanna, and many other women travel around with him and witness him
preaching. In this way the Twelve and the named and unnamed women have the
33. Evans 1990: 366-67.
34. Ernst 1993: 202. Translation: Like Jesus, Luke sees God's child in the woman, to be sure,
in an adjusted social position (the serving woman).
35. Witherington (1979) introduces his article with the words: 'Luke 8:1-3 has the dubious
honour of being a New Testament pericope that has not been studied in any of the specialist
reviews for the last hundred years' (p. 243). See also Ricci 1994: 29-50.
36. Witherington 1979: 247.
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same role. They all travel with Jesus, they all witness him preaching from city to
village and they all learn from him the good news of the Kingdom of God.
Being with Jesus may also mean that the Twelve, Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
Susanna, and the many unnamed women, preach and evangelize themselves.
However, with the use of ccuxos (8.1), Luke perhaps indicates that at this stage this
is done only by Jesus himself. Luke might include the women in the mission of the
Seventy sent out two by two (10.1), but this seems not very likely. Paul relates that
the apostles take women with them on their mission, especially mentioning the
brothers of the Lord and Cephas (1 Cor. 9.5). He himself mentions Euodia and
Syntyche as women who were on mission with him and Clement and others
preaching the gospel (Phil. 4.2-3). Luke, however, mentions only one mission
couple, Priscilla and Aquila, who are wife and husband (Acts 18.2,26). Luke gives
no further indication of mixed couples or of women couples. The other mission
couples in Acts are exclusively male.37
Although the women do not specifically appear again until the crucifixion, Luke
assures the reader that Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and many other women
have been following Jesus the entire time. The Gospel makes this clear at the end,
when it relates that all Jesus' acquaintances are watching the crucifixion, including
the women who followed himfromGalilee onwards (23.49).38 They later appear to
be the same women who had already followed Jesus in Galilee (23.55; 24.1,6,10).
Thus Luke shows that the women followed Jesus from the beginning of his
ministry until the end.
Luke does not allow the reader simply to visualize Jesus and the Twelve surrounded by women who are there to serve them. This is also evident from the story
about Martha and Mary where Jesus points to Mary's learning as an example to
Martha, who reminds him that Mary's duty is, instead, to help her to serve. Elsewhere in Luke's Gospel, hearing the word of God and doing it, with regard to
women, is also more highly valued than gender-specified duties and privileges (cf.
8.21; 11.27-28).
At the end of the Gospel, Luke shows that the women followers from Galilee
indeed listened to Jesus' words and remembered them. Having found Jesus' tomb
empty, they are asked by the 'men' at the tomb to remember what Jesus said about
the Son of Man being delivered into the hands of sinful men, crucified, and on the
third day rising again (24.6-7). Luke then states: 'And they remembered his words'
(24.8). Luke thus emphasizes that not only the men, but also the women following
Jesus did so first and foremost to learn from him. In this way the Twelve, Mary
Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and many other women who are with Jesus in 8.1 -3
are all disciples.

37. Acts 11.30; 15.22, 39, 40; 16.3; 18.5.
3 8. Note the difference with Matthew. The women did not decide to follow Jesus when he left
Galilee (T]KoAou0r]aav ingressive aorist), as in Mt. 27.55 but here in Lk. 23.49 they have been
following him from Galilee onwards (ouvaKoAouBouoai present indicative).
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6.3. Two Groups of Women Disciples
Lk. 8.1-3 is not about males and females as such, but about specific men and
women: the Twelve apostles, some named women and many unnamed. Mark and
Matthew also divide the group of women in some named and many unnamed. We
saw that Mark distinguishes between two groups of women: a large group of
unnamed women who followed Jesus in his pilgrimage to Jerusalem and a small
group of women disciples, Mary Magdalene, Mary of Joses, Mary of James, and
Salome who followed Jesus right from the start of his ministry. We also saw that
Matthew portrays the named and unnamed women as belonging to one group: they
all followed Jesus from Galilee onwards. In addition, Matthew is ambivalent in
portraying them as disciples. Luke, on the one hand, treats the group of women as a
unity. In his account of the resurrection he refers to them as the women 'who
followed him from Galilee' (amvss ifaav auveAr)Au0uicu £K T % TaAiXaias
23.55). A few verses later this group is called: Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary of
James, 'and the others who were with them' (ai AOITTOU OUV CXUTCUS 24.10). This
is a parallel to the Eleven and all the others in 24.9. This suggests that Luke
distinguishes between two groups of women: an inner and an outer circle.
The long sentence construction of 8.1-3 is also somewhat ambiguous. The sentence, having four subjects - Jesus, the Twelve, some named women, and many
others unnamed - could be divided in two parts: Jesus and the Twelve on the one
hand, and the named and unnamed women on the other. This would imply that all
the women serve all the men. The sentence can also be interpreted as an inclusion:
providing theframeare Jesus and the unnamed women, each with their own active
verbs; enclosed are the Twelve and the named women, who have no active verbs of
their own but like the others are said to be 'with him'. The many unnamed women
in this configuration provide for Jesus and the Twelve as well as for Mary
Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna.
Lk. 8.1-3 thus allows two quite different answers to the question of who serves
whom: either all the women serve all the men, or the many unnamed women serve
Jesus, the Twelve, and Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna.39 The latter interpretation would mean that, according to Luke, the women following Jesus did not
all have the same role.
This interpretation seems the more appropriate one,40 since Luke's story about
Martha and Mary actually shows different types of women's behaviour in relation
to Jesus: Mary listens to Jesus' teaching and Martha serves (10.38-42). The story
also very realistically reveals the conflict inherent with regard to gender roles:
Martha urges Jesus to command Mary to help her.
39. No other author seems to make a point of this. Without any argument auxois. in 8.3
is supposed to refer exclusively to the men. See Zahn 1913: 339-40; Fitzmyer 1981: 698; Heine
1986: 69; Seim 1994: 57; Reid 1996: 126; Melzer-Keller 1997: 195.
40. I do not follow the view of Karris (1994:9) that the women in 8.1 -3 used their resources to
go on mission for Jesus (which is one of the meanings of 'diakonia' suggested by Collins (1990) in
his major philological study of the word), since, in my interpretation this would mean that the
unnamed women went on mission for Jesus as well as for the Twelve and Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, and Susanna. However, the suggestion remains intriguing.
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Luke's long sentence construction also raises another question concerning the
number of healed women. Are all the women healed or only the three women mentioned by name: Mary called the Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna? If the words
KCU 6TEpou TToAAai are to be interpreted as grammatically subordinate to yuvaiKss
TIVSS and are read in one breath with the three named women, the implication is
that both the named and unnamed women would have been healed. However, KCX\
ETepcu TToAAcn may also be interpreted as coordinative to yuvcuKes xives, Jesus,
and the Twelve, meaning that only the three named women were healed.411 opt for
the latter interpretation, since the idea that some women would consist of three
named persons together with many others is very unlikely.42
Thus, Lk. 8.1-3 distinguishes between two groups of women:first,a large group
of unnamed women disciples who serve Jesus, the Twelve and the named women
and, secondly, a small group of named women disciples who have been healed by
Jesus.
6.4. The Large Group of Women Disciples
6.4.1. Lukan Discipleship and the Meaning of Serving. Luke's use of the verb
differs from that of Mark and Matthew. In Luke's context the verb
means the preparing of food and waiting at table.43 This is done by women and
slaves. The women in Lk. 8.3, moreover, serve not only Jesus as in Mark and
Matthew, but also serve others with him, including the Twelve. Does this mean
that the women's serving is typical for them as women and has nothing to do with
discipleship?
With respect to this we should note Luke's story about Martha: Jesus insists she
should not be absorbed by her serving and encourages her to take time and learn
from him (10.38-42). Furthermore, the dutiful and unrewarded serving carried out
by slaves is presented as a positive example to Jesus' followers (17.7-10), and
Jesus promises that the Lord will invite all who served, and will serve them at his
table (12.35-37). Indeed, the preparing of food and waiting at table in this gospel is
also done by the male disciples. As in Mark and Matthew's accounts, the disciples
distribute the food when Jesus is feeding the people (9.14-15) and Peter and John
prepare the Passover meal themselves (22.7-13). Serving in the Lukan sense of
preparing food and waiting at table is obviously not a role reserved only for
women. It is a discipleship role for all.
SIOCKOVECO

41. Most authors do not discuss these two possibilities. Either all women being healed is taken
for granted (Fitzmyer 1981: 697; Seim 1994: 39) or only three women being healed (Zahn 1913:
339; Schurmann 1969: 445).
42. With Ricci 1994: 127 and Bieberstein 1998: 37-38, and against Melzer-Keller 1997: 195
n. 27, who argues, referring to Blass, Debrunner and Rehkopf (1990: 306.2), that 'many others'
must enhance the list of cured women. However, there is no reference to Lk. 8.1-3, but to Mt.
15.30, STEpous TTOXAOUS not being preceded by TIVES. Indeed, ETEpos must refer to the other
within a unity: however, the unity here need not be only the cured women, but may also be the
group of women as a whole.
43. 10.40; 12.37; 17-7-10; 22.26-30 are clear examples. Perhaps because of this we should also
interpret the serving of Simon's mother-in-law in 4.39 as preparing food.
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Luke relates that the women who follow Jesus are serving out of their means
(8.3).44 This does not necessarily mean that the women are rich.45 Luke's point is
that the women use what they themselves own for the benefit of all. They thus
personify an important Lukan ideal: distributing their means in order to provide for
those in need (Acts 4.32-35).46
In other words, when one reads 8.1-3 within the context of the Gospel of Luke
as a whole, it becomes apparent that Luke is portraying the many serving women in
a discipleship role which is exemplary to all who follow Jesus.
6.4.2. Lukan Discipleship and the Twelve Apostles. We concluded that the many
serving women are disciples like the Twelve and the named women in Lk. 8.1 -3 in
that they follow Jesus and learn from him about the Kingdom of God. We also saw
that serving others out of one's own means is a Lukan ideal for all Jesus' followers.
In this way the women would exemplify Lukan discipleship. But would Luke call
the many women disciples?
Luke does not identify the disciples as the Twelve as Matthew does. Lk. 6.12-19
tells that Jesus on a mountain chooses his twelve apostlesfromhis disciples, whom
he called to him. When these apostles and the remaining disciples go down from
the mountain, these disciples appear to be a great crowd (oxXos TTOXUS M«8r|Tc3v
6.17). Thus, the many women could easily be part of them. In Luke the group of
disciples is not small as in Mark and Matthew, but there is a large crowd of
disciples (cf. 19.37; Acts 6.2).
In Acts, Luke's use of the word 'disciples' is not restricted to those people who
followed Jesus in his earthly lifetime, but is used for all believers. Paul, for
instance, has become a disciple (Acts 9.26) and makes disciples (e.g. Acts 14.21).
There are the disciples of Damascus (Acts 9.20), of Joppe (Acts 9.38), of Derbe,
Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch (Acts 14.20-22), of Achaje (Acts 18.27), of Ephesus
(Acts 19.30; 20.1), of Tyre (Acts 21.3-4), Cyprus, and of Caesarea (21.16). In Acts,
Luke, with his use of the word 'disciples', seems to exclude women, since Acts
21.5 relates that all disciples with their wives and children say goodbye to Paul.
44. For an extensive review of scholarly interpretations see Bieberstein 1998: 53-69. For Sim
(1989:55-60), Lk. 8.1-3 gives no information whatsoever about the day-to-day role of the women
followers. In his opinion it only says that they donated their money: their role as disciples is not
being described. On the basis of 10.38-42 Sim concludes that they apparently were expected 'to be
faithful and attentive students' (p. 60). On the basis of the same pericope, however, I conclude that
the providing consisted of more than donating money and could have been a highly regarded,
significant role (cf. Acts 6.1-4). Bieberstein (1998: 64-65) also refers to Acts 19.22.
45. Sim (1989: 52-53) suggests that they were not wealthy, wealth and discipleship being
incompatible. He suggests that they 'combined their monetary resources to make a common fund'.
According to him this is 'the most logical explanation for the early church's "experiment in
communism" (Acts 2.44-45; 4.32; 5.1-11). The Jerusalem church simply adopted the economic
system which operated at the time of Jesus' ministry'.
46. In contrast to Bieberstein (1998: 68), who argues that Luke presents the women as
economically independent who apparently still hold on to their possessions instead of leaving
everything behind. In this way Luke would contradict his portrayal of women wandering with
Jesus.
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This must, however, be an androcentric way of speaking, since Luke, in contrast to
Mark and Matthew uses the female word for |ia0r)Tr)s, namely naBrjxpicx (Acts
9.36). This disciple is Tabitha, a woman who did many good works. When she dies
the widows stand weeping, showing the coats and garments that she made.
Luke seems to include women within the masculine plural 'disciples'. This is
also clear from the Galilean women in 24.6-8 who remember Jesus' words about
his suffering and resurrection. Only as disciples could they be aware of these
words, since they are spoken by Jesus, when he is alone with his disciples, commanding them to tell no one about his pronouncement (9.21).47
However, when Luke's Jesus describes the cost of discipleship he seems, in
contrast to Mark and Matthew, to aim exclusively at men:
If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and
children and brothers and sisters, yes, even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.
(14.26; cf. Mk 10.28-30 and Mt. 10.37-40)
The disciples are to hate their wives and children: the husband is strikingly absent
(see also 18.29). Is this simply an androcentric way of putting things or does this
indicate that only men can be disciples? The same question may be posed in regard
to 8.21, where Luke omits the Markan and Matthean splitting of the 'brothers'
into 'sister' and 'brother' (cf. Mk 3.33-35 and Mt. 12.48-49). Nevertheless,
Luke, unlike Mark and Matthew, does not hesitate to use the singular female noun
|ja0r]Tpia (Acts 9.36). Perhaps in Luke's view women are not supposed to hate
their husbands and to take the initiative to abandon them to lead ascetic lives.
Seim, referring to the wholly male-oriented Lukan language when marriage,
divorce, and remarriage are concerned (16.18; 20.37-38), suggests that for Luke the
women disciples either remained married, or did not have a husband, for instance
being widows. Perhaps they were divorced, single, or abandoned women.48
With respect to this, it is noteworthy that some of the women are said to have
been healed from evil spirits and infirmities. This may indicate that they were not
women who were held in great esteem. The mention of Joanna being the wife of
Chuza, Herod's steward, strengthens this view, since already 3.19-20 makes clear
that Herod is notorious for his evil deeds. In fact, this connection to the Herodian
court gives Joanna a dubious status comparable to that of a tax collector.49
6.5. The Small Group of Women Disciples
6.5.1. Healed Women Disciples. Compared to Mark and Matthew's accounts, Luke's
emphasis on the named women as having been ill is unique, as is the mention of
their being healed. Seim suggests that the healing of women throughout Luke
demonstrates their restoration to the community: they are 'daughters of Abraham'

47. See also Bieberstein 1998: 247-48.
48. Seim 1995: 755-61. See for instance also Sim (1989: 53-55), who argues that the women
followers generally must have been non-married women being less restricted in first-century
Palestinian society.
49. Seim 1994: 37; see also her n. 39.
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(13.16; cf. 8.48) and thus share in God's promise of blessing.50 In addition, in
contrast to Mark and Matthew, Luke demonstrates Jesus' miraculous power at the
beginning of his ministry, before he has any disciples (4.34-41);51 the first three
disciples - Peter, James and John - decide to follow Jesus after they, having followed his instructions, catch an astonishing quantity offish. Luke thus emphasizes
Jesus' power and relates the experience of it to the discipleship of the three core
disciples of the male Twelve.
However, Luke not only relates the three women's experience of Jesus' power in
the sense that they are cured by him, but, in contrast to the men, Luke thus also
underlines their need to be cured.52 Scholars argue that, according to Luke,
whereas the Twelve are called to their discipleship (6.12-19), the women follow
Jesus out of gratitude.53
Sabine Bieberstein points to the direct relation between healings and the coming
of the Kingdom of God in Luke.54 She understands the healed women as visible
marks of the power of the Kingdom of God. Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Salome,
in her view, forcibly experienced the dawn of the Kingdom of God in their
own lives. She suggests that as the Twelve may be understood as representing
the twelve tribes of Israel, the three healed women following Jesus could be understood as representing the realization of the coming Kingdom of God. They represent the human experience of being made whole by Jesus.55
Perhaps another view underlies the unique Lukan description of the three healed
women as well. At that time it was thought that women, because of their womanly
nature, were more vulnerable to diseases than men. Philo, for instance, states:
The soul has, as it were, a dwelling, partly men's quarters, partly women's
quarters. Now for the men there is a place where properly dwell the masculine
thoughts (that are) wise, sound, just, prudent, pious, filled with freedom and
boldness, and kin to wisdom. And the women's quarters are a place where
womanly opinions go about and dwell, being followers of the female sex. And the
female sex is irrational and akin to bestial passions, fear, sorrow, pleasure and
desire,fromwhich ensue incurable weaknesses and indescribable sicknesses. He
who is conquered by these is unhappy, while he who controls them is happy. And
longing for and desiring this happiness, and seizing a certain time to be able to
escape from terrible and unbearable sorrow, which is (what is meant by) 'there
ceased to be the ways of women' - this clearly belongs to minds full of the Law,
which resemble the male sex and overcome passions and rise above all sensepleasure and desire and are without sorrow and fear and, if one must speak the
truth, without passion, not zealously practising apathy, for this would be
50. See Seim (1994: 43-57) about the term 'daughter of Abraham'.
51. According to Luke, in contrast to Mark and Matthew, Peter's mother-in-law is cured before
he becomes a disciple (4.38-39).
52. So also Bieberstein 1998: 65.
53. Ernst 1993: 201; Reid 1996: 132; Melzer-Keller 1997: 198-99; De Boer 1997: 50-51; cf.
Bovon 1989: 398.
54. Bieberstein (1998:42-45) refers to Lk. 4.18-19,40-44; 6.17-19; 7.22; 10.9,11,20; 13.1021.
55. Bieberstein 1998: 45.
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ungrateful and shameless and akin to arrogance and reckless boldness, but that
which is consistent with the argument given, (namely) cutting the mind off from
disturbing and confusing passions. (Questions and Answers on Genesis IV. 15)

Philo uses the terms 'male' and 'female' in a metaphorical sense; at the same time
they relate to real men and women.57 Man is the symbol of reason and woman of
perception through the senses. Thus men are 'manly' by disposition just as women
are 'womanly'. Yet women can be made 'manly' and men can degenerate into
'womanliness', since, just as men should rule over women, so the manly should
dominate the womanly in every person: understanding must regulate sensual
perception, among both men and women.58 As Philo states, only 'spirits full of the
law' can control the womanly impulse. If that does not happen, then illnesses
develop and women are obviously more vulnerable to these illnesses than men.
Luke's addition may thus reveal an apologetic touch: the three are not 'womanly'
women anymore; they have become 'manly' since Jesus banished the evil spirits
and the sicknesses that were part of their womanly weakness. However, this
remains a conjecture, since Luke does not give any hint that such thoughts would
be at the background of Lk. 8.2.
6.5.2. The Seven Demons of Mary Magdalene. Luke describes only the illness of
Mary Magdalene: not just one demon has gone out of her, nor a legion, but precisely seven (cf. 4.33; 8.30; 9.42). Most exegetes suggest that the number seven
indicates totality (cf. 11.21-26), meaning that Mary Magdalene would have been
totally possessed and subsequently completely healed.59 As Ricci phrases it: Mary
Magdalene was 'dispossessed of herself and through Jesus could 'return to self.60
The seven demons also coincide with the Stoic view of the soul as having seven
parts difficult to control: the capacities to feel, to hear, to touch, to taste, to see, to
desire, and to speak. The eighth part of the soul is the 'commander': it has the task
of keeping these different capacities in check and giving direction.61 To achieve a
life in harmony with the Divine, one should free oneself from the claims of the
seven, more sensual parts.62 If this is the context of Mary's seven demons, Jesus,
apparently, successfully taught her to control them.63
56. See for the translation Marcus 1953:1,288-89. This is Philo's interpretation of Gen. 18.11:
There ceased to be to Sarah the ways of women.
57. That this was generally done, is shown by Petersen 1999: 309-334.
58. See for this: Questions and Answers on Genesis 11.49 and IV. 15,148.
59. E.g. Rengstorff 1976a: esp. 629-31.
60. Ricci 1994: 133-39 esp. 137 and 139; see also n. 35.
61. Pohlenz 1948: 87-88. See also Long and Sedley (1987:1, 315) who quote Calcidius 220.
According to Pohlenz (1948: 363-64), Stoic philosophy was part of the general knowledge of the
Roman period.
62. When the * commander' is not healthy, he fails to recognize bad influences (Pohlenz 1948:
141). Zenon distinguished three powers in this 'hegemonikon': image, drive, and reasoning
(logos). The logos is to be the one who rules (Pohlenz 1948: 90).
63. GosThom log. 114 has preserved a tradition which pictures Mary Magdalene as being made
'male' by Jesus. 1 ApocJas 38.22-23 describes Jesus' seven women followers as powerless vessels
who have become strong by a perception which is in them.
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But Luke is far from clear. The seven demons of Mary Magdalene and the
illnesses of Joanna and Susanna raise many questions, especially since Luke does
not hesitate to specify the ailments of other women.64 Luke simply gives no clues
to enable us tofinddefinitive explanations concerning the conditions of these three
women.
6.5.3. Like and Unlike the Twelve Apostles. In the same way that Luke does not
specify their illnesses, he also does not specify the role of Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
and Susanna: like the Twelve they are not connected to active verbs. Later in the
Gospel, the Twelve receive instruction: Jesus calls them together, gives them power
and authority over all demons and diseases, and sends them out to preach the Kingdom of God and to heal (9.1 -2). Nothing special is said about the women, although
we might perhaps assume that they, and also the other women, could be included in
the mission of the Seventy, sent out two by two (10.1; cf. 1 Cor. 9.5; Phil. 4.2-3).65
Although Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna in 8.1-3 seem to be closely
connected to the Twelve and are provided for like them, Luke does not give them
the same function. Luke affirms this when all the women, named and unnamed,
appear as a group over and against the Twelve (23.55-24.10).
Except for the fact that the Twelve are chosen as apostles, the difference
between the three women and the Twelve is not immediately evident, since it is not
based on the act of providing. Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna as well as the
Twelve are served by the many women. The Twelve and all the women are also on
an equal footing with regard to learningfromJesus. As disciples they all learn from
him. Furthermore, Luke's description of them as groups is the same: the Twelve
appear to have three core disciples and so do the women.66 Only at the beginning
of Acts does the difference between them become clear. The Twelve, as men, have
leadership roles, the women do not (Acts 1.20-22; cf. 6.3).
When the apostles want to replace the twelfth apostle, Luke summarizes the
criteria of being an apostle. It must be one of the men who were with the apostles
(Sei oSv TGOV OUVSXBOVTCOV r||Jiv av5pGov Acts 1.21) from the baptism of John
until the day that Jesus was taken away. Why one of the men? What about the
women who were with Jesus and the apostles?
6.6. Luke's Narrative Technique of Silencing Women
Luke, not only in 8.1-3, but throughout the Gospel, and more so than Mark and
Matthew, describes women playing a prominent part. Luke is especially known for
his peculiar Lukan 'gender pairs': parallel stories with, respectively, a woman and
a man as subject (e.g. the shepherd with his lost sheep and the woman with her lost
coin 15.3-7, 8-10).67 Luke seems to be consciously aiming at an audience of both
64. High fever (4.38-39), flow of blood (8.43-48), sick to death (8.40-56), and unable to stand
upright (13.10-17).
65. But this is not very likely, see Chapter 6, section 6.2.
66. Peter, James, and John (5.9-11; 8.51; 9.28) and Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna or
Mary of James (8.1-3; 24.10).
67. See Seim 1994: 11-24. She mentions Zechariah and Mary (1.11-20/26-38; 46-55/67-79),
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men and women, although Tal Ilan, referring to Jewish parallels, suggests that the
gender pairs are a literary convention of the time that indicate the story-teller's
perception of what is typical of women and of men.68 Turid Karlsen Seim, who supports the view that Luke consciously addresses both women and men, concludes:
At the same time, he conveys a picture of a world divided by gender, of a culture
and a mediation of tradition in which men and women, within the same community, nevertheless, keep each to their own sphere of life.69
Seim draws attention to the fact that, although Luke has several stories about
women not found in Mark and Matthew,70 the story of the Syro-Phoenician/
Canaanite woman who boldly questions Jesus' rejecting attitude towards non-Jews
and is praised for her faith, is strikingly absent.71 In addition, Mary D'Angelo
points to the significant fact that the woman prophet who anoints Jesus in Mark and
Matthew has become a repentant sinner in Luke.
Last, but not least, the silent and receiving Mary, sister of Martha, is referred to
as a role model (10.38-42). As Jane Schaberg notes, learning is often done in
dialogues (e.g. 5.1-11; 8.4-15; 9.10-11), but Mary's study is not described as such.
What she learns remains private and is evidently not meant to instruct the community as a whole.72 Luke indeed speaks favourably of women when their strength
and perseverance are concerned in hearing the word of God, and doing it in prayer
and in the sharing of possessions.73 Yet, as Seim rightly concludes, 'the rest is
silence'.74 D'Angelo concludes about the women in Luke:

Simeon and Anna (2.25-35/36-38), Naaman and the widow in Zarephta (4.27/25-26), Jairus's
daughter and the widow's son (8.40-56/7.11-17), Jairus and the woman with the issue of blood
(8.40-41,49-56/43-48), the men of Nineveh and the queen of the South (11.32/31), a man healed
on Sabbath and a woman healed on Sabbath (14.1-6/13.10-17), Abraham's son and Abraham's
daughter (19.9/13.16), a man who sowed a seed and a woman who hid yeast (13.18-19/20-21), a
shepherd with sheep and a woman with coins (15.3-7/8-10), men sleeping and women grinding
(17.34/35), Peter at the tomb and women at the tomb (24.12/1-11), Aeneas and Tabitha (Acts 9.3235/36-42). See Seim 1994: 15. See also the more extensive survey of D'Angelo 1999c: 182-84.
68. Ilan 1997: 269-73.
69. Seim 1994: 24.
70. The women stories unique to Luke are: Elizabeth, Mary and Anna (1.5-7,24-66; 2.36-52),
the widow at Nain (7.11-17), the woman sinner (7.36-50); Mary Magdalene, Joanna and Susanna
and many other women following Jesus (8.1 -3), Martha and Mary (10.38-42), the woman from the
crowd (11.27-28), the woman who could not stand upright (13.10-17), the woman with the coins
(15.8-10), the widow and the judge (18.1-8), the women wailing (23.27-31).
71. Seim 1994: 56; Seim 1995: 738, 747-48. One may object that Luke's Jesus in contrast to
Mark and Matthew only mixes with Jews. However, Luke does relate Matthew's story about Jesus
and the Roman centurion, simply by adding Jews who act on his behalf (7.5; cf. Mt. 8.5-6). Why
did Luke not alter the story of the Syro-Phoenician/Canaanite woman in the same way, by adding
Jews who act on her behalf? The inclusion of the story of the Roman centurion in Luke makes the
absence of the story of the Syro-Phoenician/Canaanite woman even more striking: the two stories
together would have formed a good Lukan gender pair.
72. Schaberg 1992: 288-89.
73. Lk. 2.36-38; 18.1-8; cf. Acts 1.14//21.4-6 and Acts 9.36-39.
74. Seim 1994: 745.
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Luke's multiplication of representations of women is accompanied by a corresponding limitation of their roles. Luke is concerned not with changing the
status of women, but with the appropriate deployment of gender.75
Luke thus addresses the issue of gender more directly than Mark and Matthew.76
What does appropriate women's behaviour contain according to Luke? Remaining silent in public seems to be an important virtue. Seim analysed the stories in
Luke concerning women's healings.77 She concludes that Luke describes these
women primarily as passive recipients and not as active persons taking the initiative.78 In the one account where a woman does actively seek her cure (8.43-48),
Luke omits the Markan and Matthean verse in which she herself explains her
action (8.44; cf. Mk 5.28-29; Mt. 9.21-22). Similarly, Luke regularly introduces
women whom the reader is supposed to imagine speaking, but who at the same
time are silenced, since Luke grants them no actual voice.79 The major exceptions
are Elizabeth and Mary in the infancy stories, who praise God among themselves
and in a domestic situation (1.24-60).80 As we will see, at the end of the Gospel,
Luke, unlike Mark and Matthew, makes it clear that Mary Magdalene and the other
women are not to go and tell about the crucified Lord being raised. The women are
to remember what they experienced among themselves.
7. Luke's Story about Mary Magdalene
Luke's story about Mary Magdalene begins in 8.1-3. The readers are encouraged to
visualize her, together with the Twelve, Joanna and Susanna and many other
women, everywhere Jesus goes. They travel with Jesus on his journeying in Galilee
(4.14-9.50), they follow him on his way to Jerusalem (9.51-19.27) and stay with
him, until the crucifixion. This is a major difference between Mark and Matthew
and Luke. In Luke the disciples do not flee at the arrest of Jesus, as they do in Mark
and Matthew. Not only do the women followers watch the crucifixion, but all who
knew Jesus. Even the crowds are watching and, when he dies, beat their breasts in
sorrow (23.48). On his way to the cross Jesus encounters women already wailing
for him, whom he addresses as 'daughters of Jerusalem' and whom he tells not to
cry for him, but for themselves. 'For, if they do this to the green wood, what shall
be done with the dry?' (23.31).
What the Galilean women see at the crucifixion differs significantly from the
events described by Mark and Matthew. The darkness is there, but Luke explains it
as a solar eclipse and relates no other special signs of nature. As in Mark and
Matthew, the curtain of the Temple is torn in two, but the centurion does not
75. D'Angelo 1999c: 187.
76. D'Angelo 1999c: 190.
77. Lk. 4.38-39; 7.11-17; 8.43-48; 8.40-56; 13.10-17.
78. Seim 1994: 39-57. See also Melzer-Keller 1997: 278-300.
79. For instance Lk. 2.36-38; 8.47; 13.13; 23.27; 24.9-10; Acts 1.14; 9.39; 12.13-15; 18.26;
21.9.
80. Reid (1996:52), concludes that apart from the infancy narratives 'women who speak in the
rest of the Gospel are reprimanded by Jesus or are disbelieved*.
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declare Jesus to be Son of God. Instead he emphasizes Jesus' innocence by calling
him righteous. As in Mark and Matthew, Jesus is mocked by the Jewish leaders,
but in Luke, although the crowds are present, they do not mock him. Instead the
soldiers do. In contrast to Matthew and Mark, only one of the two criminals
crucified with Jesus derides him, and he, in turn, is rebuked by the other who asks
Jesus to remember him when he comes into his kingdom (23.39-43).
Luke also portrays Jesus differently. He is not the man who cries out 'My God,
my God, why did you abandon me', but while he is crucified he says 'Father,
forgive them, for they know not what they do' (23.34).81 And to one of those
crucified with him he says 'Verily, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise' (23.43). When he is dying in Mark and Matthew he only shouts, but in Luke
he cries out loudly, 'Father, into your hands I commend my spirit' (23.46).
7.1. Watching the Burial, Preparing Spices and Going to the Tomb
Only after the crucifixion does Luke single out the Galilean women. In contrast to
Mark and Matthew they all are present at the burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea. Luke relates that, after they all returned, they also prepare spices and
ointments together (23.55-56). They then rest on the Sabbath, according to the
commandment. Luke gives the same reason as Mark does for the visit to the tomb:
the women go to the tomb to anoint the body of Jesus (24.1). In contrast to Mark
and Matthew's accounts, however, these women are not Mary Magdalene and one
or two others. For Luke they initially are those women 'who had come with Jesus
from Galilee' (23.55). Only at the end of Luke's story the women are identified as
Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary of James, and those who were with them.
7.2. Meeting Two Men and Remembering Jesus' Words
The women are perplexed when they find the tomb empty. Two men in shining
garments encourage them to remember how Jesus himself, while he was in Galilee,
had said that he had to suffer and rise (9.18-22). At this point Luke declares: 'And
they remembered his words' (24.8). Some scholars argue that the women remember the words, but without understanding. R. J. Dillon, for instance, argues that
the women's witness has the purpose 'of building a total experience bereft of
understanding and belief, so that faith's inception should prove to be the independent gift of the risen Lord'.82
The major scholarly objection to the interpretation that the women understand
the remembered words is formulated by M.D. Goulder, who states:
Being women, the receivers of this message do not presume toriseto faith before
the apostles, but limit themselves to remembering his 'sayings' (a Lucanism), and
scuttling off to the Eleven. For all his feeling for women, Luke comes from a
world of male chauvinists.

81. However, this text is missing in various early and important manuscripts. See Fitzmyer
1981:11,1503-1504.
82. Dillon 1978: 56.
83. Goulder 1989: 775.
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Remembering Jesus' words, however, is important according to Luke. Seim refers
to two instances where Peter, upon remembering the words of the Lord, comes to
understand what is happening to him in the present. First, after his denial, Peter
remembers Jesus' prediction that this would happen, which causes him to realize
what he has done (22.61 -62). Second, in Acts 11.16-18, Peter relates, that upon remembering the words of the Lord 'John baptized with water, you shall be baptized
by the holy Spirit', he understood that, since the Holy Spirit had also been poured
out on the Gentiles (Acts 10.44-48), he was not to hinder their baptism. In the same
way, the Galilean women in Lk. 24.8 remember Jesus' words about his death and
resurrection, and as a result they understand why the tomb, in which they had seen
Jesus' body interred, is now empty.84
7.3. 'They Had Seen a Vision of Angels'
Luke, in contrast to Mark and Matthew, does not depict the women as commissioned to speak to the others. They receive no charge. Instead, the women go to
the Eleven and all the others of their own accord and tell them everything.
Luke does not record their exact words, but later the two disciples going to
Emmaus repeat to Jesus what the women said. According to them, when the
women did not find the body, they came to the others and announced that they had
seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive (24.23). The word for vision is
OTTTaaioc, which primarily and neutrally means 'appearing'. However, one may
ask what Luke intends with this word. If it rather denotes 'vision' here,85 could it
signify that Luke wants to downplay what the women experienced at the empty
tomb as only a vision? This is not likely, since Luke uses the same word for
Zecharia's encounter in the Jerusalem temple (1.22) and for Paul's experience on
his way to Damascus (Acts 26.19), both of which events are taken very seriously.
The equivalent words, Spaois (sight, appearance, vision) and opajja ('what is
to be seen', appearance, vision), as well as OTrraoia itself most frequently occur in
Luke and Acts and very rarely in other canonical New Testament writings.86 In
every instance, the experience causes the one who sees the vision to do something,
even something which may be quite overwhelming. No story about a vision in
Luke or Acts has the connotation of 'only a vision'.87
84. See also Perkins 1984: 155; Karris 1994:14-15. For additional arguments see Seim 1994:
150-55 and also Bock 1996: 1895-1896.
85. See Michaelis 1977: 372. He states that the angelophany here cannot be called a 'vision',
since the sense Visionary appearance' would not have been 'firmly established'.
86. See Michaelis 1976:370-73. The word opaois occurs in Revelation (4.3; 9.17) and in Acts
2.17.Thewordopa|jaoccursinMt. 17.9 and in Acts 7.31; 9.10,12; 10.3,17,19; 11.5; 12.9; 16.910; 18.9. The word oTTTaoia occurs in 2 Cor. 12.1 andinLk. 1.22; 24.23; Acts 26.19. Here I use
the English word 'vision' in the widest sense of the word.
87. There is one instance in Luke-Acts where the question 'reality or vision' is at stake. The
author of Acts relates that, when Peter followed the angel who freed him from prison, he did not
know whether what was happening with the angel's help was real. Peter thought that he saw a
vision (Acts 12.9). However, the reality of the appearance of the angel is not at stake here. Peter
actually saw the angel, which is also the case in a vision, but was uncertain about the reality of
what was happening to him at that moment.
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Zechariah has a vision in which he is told that his barren wife will bear a son and
is instructed to call him John. When Zechariah asks for a sign, his speech is taken
from him, since he doubted. According to Stephen, Moses' experience with the
thorn bush is a vision in which God summons Moses, at that time no more than a
shepherd, to free his people from mighty Pharaoh. He obeys (Acts 7.31). The
Christian Ananias has a vision in which he is told to go to the persecutor, Paul. He
obeys (Acts 9.10-16). Paul has visions in which he is told to convert to the
Christian faith (Acts 26.19), to receive Ananias (Acts 9.12), and to keep preaching
the Gospel (Acts 18.9), even as far as Macedonia (Acts 16.9). He obeys. The
Roman centurion has a vision in which he is told to listen to the unknown Jew,
Peter (Acts 10.3). Peter has a vision in which he learns to reverse his insistence on
Levitical purity laws, to go to Cornelius and to baptize Gentiles (Acts 16.9-10).
Both Peter and Cornelius obey their visions.
In this light, the fact that the Galilean women at the empty tomb, in their vision,
according to Luke, only receive the charge to remember and are not summoned to
do anything, is even more striking.
7.4. Being Silenced
Nevertheless, on their own initiative the Galilean women go to tell the disciples. At
this point in the story the name of Mary Magdalene occurs again, as one of three
named women88 among the unnamed (24.10).89 This seems odd, for in contrast to
Mark and Matthew's accounts, here she is no longer special. Further, the role of the
Galilean women is in and of itself not important to anyone other than to themselves. Luke relates that they are not believed and at the same time shows that they
do not need to be believed, since what they have to relate is not unique. Others also
found the tomb empty (24.12; 24.24)90 and when Cleopas and his unnamed companion return from Emmaus, ready to share their experiences, they are told before
they are allowed to speak: 'The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon!'
(24.34). In Luke's story, not only the women but also Peter and others witnessed
the empty tomb and, according to the disciples, Simon is thefirstto whom the risen
Lord appeared, although Luke does not describe the event.
Why did Luke not describe Jesus' appearance to Peter? Could it be that there
was no such story available? Or is Luke engaging in irony by depicting Peter as
being believed while the women are doubted although a clear story underlines their
truthfulness? Luke differs significantly from Mark and Matthew and also from
88. Compared to 8.1-3 the names are changed though. Luke leaves Susanna out and adds Mary
of James.
89. By a difference in punctuation this verse is interpreted in two ways in subsequent editions
of Nestle and Aland. In the 25th edition, it is suggested that only the other women and not the three
who are named relate everything to the apostles, in which case Luke silences them radically. In the
26th edition, it is suggested that both the named three and the other women convey the news to the
apostles. The latter seems the more appropriate interpretation since it parallels the phrase 'the
eleven and the others' in 24.9.
90. The verse 24.12 has been interpreted as a later insertion, but scholarly opinion has changed
on this point because of new text-critical evidence and the Lukan terms which are used; see Bock
1996: 1902.
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John. In Matthew and John's resurrection accounts, Mary Magdalene is thefirstto
see Jesus. In Mark, both Peter and Mary Magdalene, and all the other disciples are
promised that they will see him. Luke also differs significantly from the Markan
appendix and the non-canonical Epistula Apostolorum, where, when the disciples
do not believe the women, Jesus reproaches them.91 Luke relates no rebuke from
Jesus for disbelieving the women.
According to Luke, Mary Magdalene and the other women are on their own.
They are not believed and need not be believed. Their testimony is not important in
the flow of the story. They stand in sharp contrast to Peter, whose words immediately evoke sincere belief, since his testimony prompts all the others to exclaim:
'The Lord has risen indeed'! (24.34). Thus Luke not only downplays the role of the
Galilean women and Mary Magdalene as one of them, but also firmly establishes
the importance of Peter's role.
Luke does portray Mary Magdalene and the other women as trustworthy and
understanding witnesses.92 They simply lack authority and the authority is not
given to them, as in other texts, by any of the male disciples, or by Jesus himself or
by the angels. Although they keep repeating what has happened,93 their words
cause confusion rather than belief (24.11, 22). As Seim states:
Their own immediate attempt to break through the boundaries shows how stillborn this is. Men's lack of confidence in women makes it useless.
7.5. The End: Receiving an Open Mind, Being Witnesses and Being Blessed
The risen Lord appears to the two disciples on the Emmaus road. When they come
back they are told that the Lord appeared to Simon. While they are together, the
Lord appears to them all: to the eleven and those who were with them. He opens
their minds so that they can understand the scriptures, and says:
Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third dayrisefromthe
dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name
to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses to these things. And
behold, I send the promise of my Father upon you; but stay in the city, until you
are clothed with power from on high. (24.46-49)
In Matthew the mission charge 'to all nations' is addressed to the eleven disciples;
in Luke the statement 'you are witnesses to these things' (24.48) is addressed to the
Eleven 'and those who were with them' (24.33). On the basis of Lk. 8.1-3 we may
assume that Mary Magdalene and the other women were also 'with them'. However, if we look within the direct context, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary of
James are distinct from the Eleven and all the others (24.9-10). Nevertheless, the
91. Mk 16.14; EpAp 20-22.
92. Seim 1994: 156-57.
93. iAeyov past continuous (24.10).
94. Seim 1994: 163. Karris (1994: 16-17) argues that Luke is 'equating the women's
confession with the community's christological creed and with Jesus' self revelation of his
resurrection after an ignominious death' (p. 16), comparing 24.22-24 to 24.19-20 (see also Acts
2.22-24; 10.38-39) and 24.25-27.

154

The Gospel of Mary

ones who went to Emmaus called them: 'certain women also of our company'
(24.22). Moreover, we may assume that the women are with the Eleven, since
Jesus calls them 'witnesses to these things' (24.48) and indeed they have witnessed
all his activities and teaching throughout the Gospel.95 After promising them the
power from on high, Jesus leads them out as far as Bethany, blesses them and is
carried up into heaven.
7.6. The Difference between Luke and Acts
When Luke's story resumes in Acts 1.1-11, only the apostles are present.96 Yet,
women appear to be with them in Jerusalem and to receive the Holy Spirit as they
do(Acts 1.14; 2.1,17). Are they to witness as the apostles do (1.8)? In Acts 13.31
Paul assures his hearers that the risen Lord appeared for many days to 'those who
came up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem and who are now his witnesses unto
the people'. Would they not include the women from Galilee?97
It is very strange that these women in Acts 1.14 are only referred to and that
Mary the mother of Jesus and his brothers are mentioned, although they play no
discipleship role in the Gospel.98 One would have expected at least the name of
Mary Magdalene to occur again, but this is not the case. Throughout Acts she is not
mentioned; also absent is the name of any other woman Luke mentioned in his
Gospel. They play no role in Luke's story about the beginnings of the Church.
This can mean one of two things: either the author of Luke is not the same as the
author of Acts,99 or that Luke in his second book deliberately remains silent about
Mary Magdalene and the others. It appears that Luke seeks to limit the role of the
Galilean women to Jesus' lifetime. They are history. The Church can do without
them, since the Church relies on the male Twelve and on the males who receive
their blessing. Nevertheless, Seim observes:
The masculinisation which dominates Acts, however, does not cover the whole of
Luke's story cloaking women in silence and invisibility... By means of the
narrative sequence and of the positioning of the gospel as a 'first volume', the
traditions from Jesus' life, that is the life and voice of Jesus, lack the strong
historical transparency of Mark and Matthew. They are located in the past and
given the character of remembrance. The same is true of the examples of women
and the stories about them. But this does not bring them to silence... On the
95. Perkins 1984: 167; Karris 1994: 13-19; Melzer-Keller 1997: 271-73; Bieberstein 1998:
267-69 indeed argue that the women as part of the group receive the mission charge and witness
the ascension.
96. See also Melzer-Keller 1997: 273-75.
97. See Ryan 1985: 58; Schiissler Fiorenza 1983: 321; Melzer-Keller 1997: 272-73.
98. See also Bieberstein 1998: 274.
99. For the theory of various sources, see Boismard and Lamouille 1990. They do, however,
defend the original unity of a proto Luke and what they call Act I, which already concentrated on
Peter and Paul. According to their source theory, Act I uses Peter to show that Jesus is the
Messianic King who, like a new Elijah, has ascended to heaven from whence he will come again.
Act I uses Paul to show that, although this message was taken from synagogue to synagogue, it was
refused. Act I warns against a possible ruin of Jerusalem as a consequence of this blindness
(Boismard and Lamouille 1990: 26-30).
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contrary, Luke's own employment of the motive of 'memory' shows that it is
precisely in the remembrance of this past story that the key to critical insight and
to a new evaluation and a new understanding is to be found.
Luke's story of the emerging Church in The Acts of the Apostles omits the contribution of the Galilean women, concentrating especially on Peter, and then on
Paul. This does not mean, however, that the Galilean women and others did not
play their part. It means that Luke does not focus on the emerging Church as a
whole, but mainly on the contribution to it by these two apostles. Very rightly,
the publishers of the recent commentary on Acts in the series Etudes Bibliques
did not choose the commonly used canonical101 title The Acts of the Apostles for
their book. Instead, they decided for the more accurate title: The Acts of the Two
Apostles.102
8. Luke's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
What does all this mean for the Lukan portrayal of Mary Magdalene? What is her
relation to Jesus? What is her role among the disciples? What is her function in the
story and to the readers?
8.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
Luke's portrayal of Mary Magdalene's relation to Jesus is special in that Jesus has
freed her from seven evil spirits, as also occurred in the Markan appendix. To
Luke, Mary Magdalene is one of the Galilean women who are disciples among the
Gospel's use of the grammatically masculine plural of disciples (24.6-7; cf. 9.1822). As disciples they know and remember Jesus' words, even those words about
the suffering and resurrection of the Son of Man which he only told in private.
They follow Jesus as disciples like the Twelve.
Like the Twelve, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna are with Jesus, being
provided for by many unnamed women disciples. They follow Jesusrightfromthe
start until the very end. However, although the specific roles of the Twelve and the
unnamed women disciples during their following Jesus become clear (the Twelve
are apostles and the unnamed women use their resources for the benefit of all),
nothing is said about the role of Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna. Luke emphasizes instead their specific status as healed ones, and explicitly mentions Mary
Magdalene's healing from seven demons.
100. Seim 1994: 259-60.
101. As Metzger (1987:301-304) shows, in antiquity titles were commonly added later. As early
as the end of the second century the Canon Muratori asserts that by Luke 'the acts of all the
apostles were written in one book'. At the same time, however, the author concludes that Luke
only 'compiled the individual events that took place in his presence', since he apparently skipped
Peter's martyrdom and Paul's journey to Spain (Canon Muratori 34-39). Metzger (1987: 196)
suggests that the statement of the Muratorian author about 'all the apostles' while mentioning only
Peter and Paul 'may be directed against Marcion, who identified Paul as the apostle. Or may be
directed against the growing number of apocryphal books of acts of apostles'.
102. Boismard and Lamouille 1990: Les Actes des Deux Apotres.
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8.2. Mary Magdalene among the Disciples
Unlike Mark and Matthew, in Luke Mary Magdalene has no special function
among the disciples. Luke's story about Mary Magdalene begins in 8.1-3. The
readers are encouraged to visualize her everywhere Jesus goes, together with the
Twelve, Joanna, Susanna and many other women. They, women and men, travel
with him and learn from him in Galilee (4.14-9.50), on his way to Jerusalem
(9.51-19.27) and stay with him, until the crucifixion. This is a major difference
from the other Synoptics. In Luke's Gospel the disciples do notfleeat the arrest of
Jesus, as they do in Mark and Matthew. Not only the women followers watch the
crucifixion, but all who knew Jesus. Even the crowds are watching and when he
dies beat their breasts in sorrow.
Compared to Mark, Luke de-emphasizes the role of Mary Magdalene, and the
other women followers in favour of Peter and other male followers. Not only the
women, but he and others as well are witnesses to the empty tomb (24.12,24). On
his words that he saw the Lord, the disciples all cry out 'The Lord has risen indeed'
(24.34), whereas Mary Magdalene and the other Galilean women are not believed.
Nevertheless the readers are encouraged to value Mary Magdalene, as well as
the other Galilean women, as trustworthy and capable witnesses to Jesus: to his
healing and teaching, to his death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. When Jesus
opens the minds of his disciples to enable them to understand the Scriptures, he
opens Mary Magdalene's and the other women's minds too. By this Luke suggests
that Mary Magdalene and the other Galilean women must have played their part in
the rise of the early Church. However, they have a specific task. They are first and
foremost to remember Jesus' words among themselves, rather than going and
speaking about them, since, in spite of their trustworthiness as witnesses they lack
the authority to do the latter.
8.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
In Luke, Mary Magdalene is a disciple, like the other Galilean women, knowing
also those words Jesus said only in private. Like the Markan and Matthean women,
the Lukan women exemplify what Lukan discipleship means, since they provide
for Jesus and his disciples out of their own means. However, Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, and Susanna are special among them, since they belong to the small group
of healed women who are with Jesus, and, as the Twelve, are being provided for,
instead of providing themselves.
Although the Galilean women, Mary Magdalene among them, are trustworthy
and capable witnesses, their testimony is not asked for, nor needed. They simply
lack authority, causing confusion rather than belief. The women readers are thus
encouraged by the role of the Galilean women, excluding Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, and Susanna, to use their goods for the benefit of all and by the role of the
Galilean women, Mary Magdalene and Joanna (and Mary of James) included, to
remember Jesus' teaching and the revelation they experienced among themselves.

Chapter 7
MARY MAGDALENE ACCORDING TO THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

1. John's Introduction of Mary Magdalene
Like Mark and Matthew, but unlike Luke, John introduces Mary Magdalene at the
scene of the crucifixion. However, Jesus has not yet died and Mary Magdalene is
not introduced as watching from afar. Wefindher close to the cross, within speaking distance. While the soldiers divide Jesus' garments into four parts and are casting lots for his seamless tunic, John relates:
So the soldiers did this; but standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother and
his mother's sister, Mary of Clopas and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his
mother, and the disciple whom he loved standing near, he said to his mother,
* Woman, behold your son!' Then he said to the disciple, 'Behold your mother!'
Andfromthat hour the disciple took her to his own home. (19.25-27)
John's introduction of Mary Magdalene is strikingly different from those in Mark,
Matthew and Luke, the most important difference being the complete absence of
any allusion to her having followed Jesus and having ministered to him. Another
important difference is the absence of the many unnamed women. Instead, John
portrays Mary Magdalene as part of a small group of Jesus' near relatives. What
does this mean for John's portrayal of Mary Magdalene?
2. Women and Discipleship in John
l.X.Inthe Company of Jesus' Mother
As in Luke, the sentence in which John introduces Mary Magdalene (19.25) is
difficult to interpret. In addition, in John, the specific connection with the next two
verses (19.26-27) is rather unclear. Scholars wonder about the number of women
standing under the cross, about how the names of the women differ from those that
occur in the Synoptic Gospels and about the sudden presence of an anonymous
male disciple. Why does John not mention this disciple in verse 25? And why mention Mary Magdalene, Mary of Clopas, and Jesus' mother's sister in verse 25,
when Mary of Clopas, and Jesus' mother's sister play no role whatsoever in the
next verse, in the scene between Jesus, his mother and the disciple he loved, nor in
the rest of John?
Various solutions have been offered which presuppose the redaction of the text
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and the copying of the list of women from tradition.1 Because of the incongruity
between 19.25 and 19.26-27 most scholars conclude that the presence of the
anonymous disciple is due to a redaction of the text. It is John's supplement to the
tradition.2 That this is generally believed is shown by the thorough study of the
disciple Jesus loved by James H. Charlesworth, who presents seven pages of
questions about 19.25-27, but does not even mention the question of the relation
between 19.25 and 19.26-27.3
Today the common interpretation is that there are four women standing under
the cross: Jesus' mother, her sister, Mary of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. This is
seen to agree with Mk 15.41 and to form counterpart to the four soldiers in 19.23
who are dividing Jesus' clothing.4 Earlier the interpretation which presupposed
three women under the cross was popular: Jesus' mother, her sister called Mary of
Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.5 This agrees with the number of named women in
Mk 16.1, Mt. 27.56 and Lk. 8.2-3; 24.10. The mysterious disciple in this case could
be the fourth person to contrast with the soldiers. Both interpretations depict Mary
Magdalene in the same way. John portrays her within a small group of women, two
of them having close family ties to Jesus.
A third interpretation of 19.25 would introduce Mary Magdalene as a relative
herself. When the verse is viewed as a parallelism John introduces Mary
Magdalene as the sister of Jesus' mother:
his mother and his mother's sister
-Mary of Clopas and Mary MagdaleneSome exegetes mention the option of two women, but do not really discuss
the possibility.6 The interpretation of two women is, for the most part, not regarded
as a serious option, since the two sisters would have the same name.7 However, a5eA<t>rj may also be interpreted in a wider sense as a kinswoman, for
instance as a 'sister-in-law' or 'niece'8 and, as we have seen, the name 'Mary' was

1. For a comparison with the lists of synoptic women, see Brown 1970: 904-906 and Brown
1994:11,1013-1019.
2. Brown 1970: 922.
3. Charlesworth 1995: 57-64.
4. E.g. Hoskyns 1947: 530.
5. See Klauck 1992:2347-51. Bauckham (1992:231-55) is a recent example of a scholar, who
defends the view that there are three women under the cross.
6. Charlesworth does not mention the option. Klauck (1992) thinks the possibility should be
taken more seriously. In his view: 'Die nahezu reflexhafte Ablehnung der Zweierlosung ist
konditioniert durch das fest umrissene Bild von den Familienverhaltnissen Jesu, das wir durch
Harmonisierung und Kombination verschiedener Daten gewonnen haben. Auch wenn das
Johannesevangelium die einschlagigen synoptischen Stoffe kennen sollte, steht damit immer noch
nicht fest, wie es sie selbst verstanden hat und aus seiner Sicht verstanden wissen wollte' (p. 2346).
7. E.g. Westcott 1902: 275; Wikenhauser 1961: 332; Brown 1970: 904 and Brown 1994: II,
1014. Schackenburg (1975: 321) has yet another reason to object to the parallelism: the option of
two women 'scheidet aus sachlichen Grunden aus; Maria von Magdala ware dann die Schwester
der Mutter Jesu!'
8. Liddell and Scott 1968: 20; sister, kinswoman. See also Bauckham 1992: 233.
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very common at the time.9
The third interpretation would also imply that, according to John, the name of
Jesus' mother is Mary of Clopas, Clopas' wife, his daughter, or his mother: Mary
the daughter of Clopas perhaps being the most probable.10 Could this really be
John's intention? An objection against the conjecture that John identifies Clopas as
the father of Jesus' mother could be that later tradition generally identifies the
father of Jesus' mother as Joachim. This is, however, not the objection of Richard
Bauckham, in his article on Jn 19.25. He states:
It is really inconceivable that Mary the mother of Jesus, who could always and
most obviously be distinguished from other women called Mary by calling her the
mother of Jesus, could ever have been known in the early church as Mary of
Clopas.11
His main objection is that Mary in the early Church would generally have been
known by reference to her famous son, rather than to her father. Some other
exegetes would object, since in their view one of the peculiarities of John is leaving
Jesus' mother unnamed. By not naming her, John emphasizes her being a mother.
As mother of Jesus she would symbolize the Church.12
However, if John really wanted to emphasize the motherhood of Jesus' mother,
why would John's Jesus, when he speaks to her in 2.4, address her in such an
uncommon way as 'woman'? There is no other son in Greco-Roman and Hebrew
sources who addresses his mother in such a manner.13 The only other instance
where Jesus addresses his mother, he also addresses her as 'woman' (19.26). At the
beginning of John, Jesus' mother asks him to intervene at the wedding of Cana, but
he rejects this saying 'what is there between you and me, woman' (2.4). Her
motherhood apparently allows her no particular claim on him.14
The second time Jesus addresses his mother is here, at the end of his work,
where again her motherhood is the object of his remark. I would like to argue that
John mentions her name precisely here, because Jesus' mother is on the verge of
losing her identity as 'his mother'. She is on the verge of having to live a life
without him, no longer being known, and knowing herself, as 'his mother', but
becoming 'Mary of Clopas' again. Jesus' words to her are precisely about the fact
that she is going to lose her identity as 'his mother', opening up a new way of
belonging and relating.
Another important consideration is that John's description of two women fits
with a peculiar Johannine trait discerned by William Watty: the Gospel's 'massive
9. See Chapter 5, section 3.
10. See also Bauckham 1992:232: according to Matthew and Luke, Mary's husband would be
Joseph and no brother of Jesus called Clopas is known. Bauckham (1992:235-36), on the basis of
epigraphical evidence from Jewish Palestine, mentions cases in which a married woman is
designated by reference to her father.
11. Bauckham 1992: 232.
12. For instance Hoskyns 1947: 530 and Brown 1970: 98,107-109.
13. Brown 1966: 99.
14. See also Seim 1987: 60 and Schtissler Fiorenza 1983: 327. Cf. Mk 3.31-35; Mt. 12.46-50;
Lk. 8.19-21; 11.27-28.
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effort at precision' when introducing places or persons, not only giving names as
such, but also several connections with other places or persons. John relates, for
instance, that Simon, also named Peter, is the son of John (1.14; 21.15-17) and that
Philip is of Bethsaida in Galilee, the birthplace also of Andrew and Peter (1.44;
12.21).15
We must, however, simply conclude that John's sentence construction is not
clear. Jn 19.25 leaves three options open: there are either two women at the cross,
or three, or four. This led Thomas Brodie to an unusual interpretation, not choosing
between the three possibilities, but respecting them from the point of view of the
reader. In his view:
within the reader there is a process of shiftingfromone combination to another, a
process which in some ways is unsettling but one which corresponds to what is in
question - the changing shape of God's people, the unsettling butfruitfulprocess
of moving towards a people that is one and universal.
According to Brodie, the two women represent the Judaism which seeks to believe
(the mother) and the Judaism which does not (Mary Magdalene). The three women
represent the Judaism that does not believe (Mary Magdalene), together with the
Church's Jewish and Gentile components (the sisters). The four women, as
counterpart to the four soldiers, evoke 'the emerging universalism'.17
Most scholars, however, choose one of the interpretations. I opt for two women,
not only because of the above-mentioned arguments, but also because in the case
of two women John would not introduce a sister of Jesus' mother or Mary of
Clopas in 19.25 without referring to them again. The two women, Jesus' mother
named Mary of Clopas and Mary Magdalene, do have their roles after Jn 19.25:
Jesus' mother has her role under the cross and Mary Magdalene appears in John's
account of the resurrection.18
Yet, it must be admitted that the other options are also credible. This leaves us
with the conclusion that, in any case, John introduces Mary Magdalene at the cross,
within speaking distance either in the company of several relatives of Jesus, among
them his mother, or with his mother alone. This is strikingly different from the
introductions in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, where Mary Magdalene is presented
looking on from afar and in the company of many women followers of Jesus. What
is the implication of this for John's portrayal of Mary Magdalene? Should we
regard her as belonging to a small circle of close relatives?
If so, it may be possible to visualize her in the train of Jesus' followers which is
described in 2.12, where John first mentions Jesus' mother, then his brothers (and
sisters) or in a broader sense his relatives (oi a5eA<|>oi), and,finally,his disciples.
In contrast to the Synoptics, Jesus' relatives do have a role in John. His mother
urges him to intervene at the wedding in Cana and speaks to the servants on his
15. Watty (1979:209-210) gives numerous examples. However, Watty does not mention 19.25.
In his view Jesus' mother remains anonymous.
16. Brodie 1993: 549.
17. Brodie 1993: 547-49.
18. Bauckham 1992.
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behalf (2.1-11). She and other relatives are near the cross. His relatives, after he
has lost many disciples in Galilee following his discourse on his flesh and blood
giving eternal life (6.66), recommend that he go to Judea, to show his disciples his
works (7.3). John adds that even his relatives did not believe in him (7.5). Is Mary
Magdalene part of this group?
2.2. Mary Magdalene as Disciple
What exactly is Mary Magdalene's relation to Jesus and what about discipleship?
In John's account of her we find some clues. In 20.14-17 Jesus appears to her, calling her by name (20.16). This is the only instance in John where Jesus addresses a
woman by her name. He addresses his mother, the Samaritan woman, the adulteress19 and Mary Magdalene as 'woman'.20 The fact that Jesus calls her by name
in 20.16 reminds one of John's account of Jesus, comparing his 'own' to sheep
who recognize his voice as that of the good shepherd, when he calls them by name,
and who are guided by him to seek good pastures (10.1-10). This would imply that
Mary Magdalene, since she recognizes Jesus' voice when he calls her by name and
is guided by him, belongs to Jesus' own. This coincides with the circumstance that
Jesus calls his disciples his 'own' (13.1, 34; cf. 15.9-17; and 17.6-12).21
Mary Magdalene in turn addresses Jesus with 'Rabbouni', which John explains
as the Hebrew word for teacher (SiSaoKaXe 20.16). This reminds one of the two
disciples of John the Baptist who decide to follow Jesus instead and thus call Jesus
'Rabbi' (1.35-40),22 which the Gospel again translates as teacher (SiSaaxaAe
1.38).23 Jesus' question is also similar. He asks the twofirstdisciples 'what do you
seek' (TI ^TBTTE 1.38) and Mary Magdalene 'whom do you seek' (xiva £r|Te7s
20.15).24 Raymond Brown argues that these questions reflect a theology of discipleship.25 He states: 'If the training of the disciples begins when they go to Jesus
to see where he is staying and stay on with him, it will be completed when they see
his glory and believe in him'.26 Thefirsttwo disciples seek where Jesus is staying,
whereas Mary Magdalene first seeks his body in order to stay with it and finally
sees the risen Jesus and believes in him, which is clear when she tells the disciples
that she has seen the Lord (20.18).
19. See Hoskyns (1947: 563-66), for a detailed text-critical and linguistic analysis of this rather
early story. In various manuscripts it is missing. In others it is found at different places: after Lk.
21.38, after Jn 7.36 or 7.44, or directly after the Gospel of John as a whole. Most commonly, the
story is understood to belong in or near John.
20. Seim (1987: 56-73), draws attention to the instances where John's Jesus addresses women
as yxivai: 2.4; 4.21; 19.26; 20.13-15, thus emphasizing their womanhood and otherness.
21. See also Brown 1970: 1009-1010.
22. Cf. Nathanael in 1.50; the disciples in 11.8 call Jesus Rabbi too.
23. See also Ruschmann 2002: 153-56.
24. See also Ruschmann 2002: 151-53.
25. Brown 1966: 74. For the conjecture that the verb 'to seek' indicates discipleship see also
Schussler Fiorenza (1983: 333) and M.C. De Boer (1992: 226-27) who refers to Jn 4.27. To
Ruschmann (2002: 151-52), the verb to seek especially denotes the human search for Jesus. She
points to Jesus' question Tiva £r|Te7TE to the soldiers in 18.4, 7.
26. Brown 1966: 79. Italics original.

162

The Gospel of Mary

In addition, Susanne Ruschmann draws attention to two additional similarities
between the first disciples and Mary Magdalene. In 1.38 Jesus turns around to the
disciples, whereas in 20.16 Mary Magdalene turns around to Jesus.27 As Andrew in
1.41 and Philip in 1.45, now Mary Magdalene in 20.18 goes to others to tell about
whom she found.28 All this would imply that John in 20.16 depicts the relation
between Mary Magdalene and Jesus as one between a pupil and her teacher, as is
the case with the first disciples in 1.35-51.
This raises two questions. First, when John portrays Mary Magdalene as disciple, is it possible that John, like Mark, encourages the readers to visualize Mary
Magdalene every time the word 'disciples' occurs, being anonymously present
from the very start of Jesus' ministry? And secondly, when considering the close
connection between 1.35-40 and 20.15-18 and the fact that of thefirsttwo disciples
only one is named (Andrew in Jn 1.40) and the other remains anonymous in a
context of other explicitly named male disciples: could it be possible that John
means to suggest that this disciple is Mary Magdalene?29
2.3. Johannine Discipleship and the Twelve
In John, Jesus has many disciples, at least in the beginning of his ministry. In 6.66,
John relates that many of his disciples leave Jesus and Jesus asks the Twelve
whether they also want to leave him (6.67). Simon Peter answers on behalf of the
Twelve and they stay. It is reasonable to assume that, as in Mark and Luke, also in
John the group of remaining disciples is not limited to the Twelve, since Joseph of
Arimathea is a disciple too (19.38).
In contrast to the Synoptics, in John the Twelve play no further role, except that
Judas and Thomas are identified as belonging to the group (6.71; 20.24). In
contrast to the Synoptics, John also favours other disciples than those favoured
in the Synoptics: Peter, John and James. In John, Peter speaks on behalf of the
Twelve (6.68), he refuses to allow Jesus to wash his feet (13.8), he denies Jesus
(18.25-27), he, against Jesus' wish, draws his sword at Jesus' arrest (18.10-11), he
witnesses the grave to be empty (20.6) and Jesus asks him whether he truly loves
him, giving him the authority to care for Jesus' followers like a shepherd for his
sheep (21.15-17). This is very different from Matthew's view of Peter, who is,
according to this Gospel, the rock on which the Church is to be built and the one
who receives the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven (Mt. 16.18-20). In contrast to the
Synoptics, Peter recognizes Jesus as the holy one of God (6.69) and not as the
Christ the Son of the living God.30 Instead, Nathanael confesses him as the Son of
God the king of Israel while Martha confesses Jesus as the Christ Son of God, who

27. Ruschmann 2002:150-51. She explains Mary Magdalene's turning around in 20.14 as part
of the process of seeking. To others, Mary Magdalene's turning around twice towards Jesus (20.14,
16) is one of the notions that has led to various theories about the composition of Jn 20.1-18; see
Brown 1970: 995-1004.
28. Ruschmann 2002: 145, 212.
29. As is suggested by Schaberg 2002: 342.
30. Cf. Mk 8.29; Mt. 16.16; Lk. 9.20.
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would come to the world, which is also the confession of the author of John.31
The sons of Zebedee, James and John, who are prominent in the Synoptics, do
not occur in John until perhaps in 21.2 and then only very vaguely as 'those of
Zebedee'. Instead Andrew, Philip, Nathanael, Thomas, and Judas (not Iskarioth),
play a prominent role (e.g. 1.35-52 and 13.1-14.24). In contrast to the Synoptics,
John does not mention the names of the Twelve32 and only Philip is found and
called as disciple by Jesus himself (1.44). Andrew, another disciple, Simon Peter,
and Natanael follow him on their own initiative, respectively recommended to do
this by John the Baptist, Andrew, and Philip (1.35-52).
John's view on discipleship is also different from that of the Synoptics. In John,
the disciples follow and serve Jesus as they do in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, but
the specific Johannine criteria of discipleship are remaining in Jesus' words (8.31),
showing love to one another (13.35), and bearing much fruit (15.8). Hating one's
father and mother, one's wife, sons and daughters and brothers and sisters is not
required, nor is leaving everything behind.33 The crucial message of the Gospel,
formulated in the prologue, says that Jesus has come, so that all those who accept
him, who believe in his name, will receive from him the strength to become
children of God by being born anew (1.12-13). John uses the inclusive word TEKVCX
for children and not the more masculine word 'sons', which Matthew uses when
Jesus says that those who love their enemies and those who make peace will be
children of God (uiof Mt. 5.9,45). However, the disciples are called 'sons' (uioi)
of light in Jn 12.36.
Since the disciples in John are not limited to the Twelve, Johannine discipleship
does not necessarily depend on breaking family ties, and John's prologue and the
criteria of discipleship seem inclusive, we can assume that John includes women as
well as men when the Gospel uses the masculine plural disciples.34 However, two
objections must be made against this conjecture. First, whereas John specifically
calls Andrew, Judas Iskarioth, and Joseph of Arimathea disciples (6.8; 12.4; 19.38),
not one of the prominent women is identified as such. Secondly, whereas Mary
Magdalene in 20.18 goes to 'the disciples' to tell them whom she has seen, in
20.25 'the other disciples' tell Thomas what they have seen, thus suggesting that
Thomas belongs to the disciples and Mary does not belong to them. Are these
androcentric slips of the pen, or is there more behind this?
2.4. John's Attitude towards Women
2.4.1. Conservative Boundaries. Some scholars emphasize John's positive attitude
towards women and women's experience and refer to the theological importance
of the women portrayed in the Gospel.35 Others are more sceptical about this.36
31. Jn 1.50; 11.27, cf. 20.31.
32. Cf.Mk 3.13-19; Mt. 10.1-4; Lk. 6.12-16.
33. Cf. Mt. 10.37-39; Lk. 14.26 and also Mk 10.28-31; Mt. 19.27-30; Lk. 18.28-30.
34. See for instance Schussler Fiorenza 1983: 323-27 and M.C. De Boer 1992: 210, 228-29.
35. See Brown 1975 (reprinted in Brown 1979); Schneiders 1982; Schussler Fiorenza 1983:
323-34; O'Day 1992; Reinhartz 1994: esp. 594-95; Beirne 2003.
36. E.g. Seim 1987 and van Tilborg 1993:169-208. Fehribach( 1998) extensively discusses the

164

The Gospel of Mary

Although John indeed depicts remarkable women, the Gospel also relates circumstances which disclose a repressive attitude towards women. There are hints of an
awareness of being seen and spoken to primarily as 'woman', or as 'other'37 and
being in a suspect situation when acting as a person, without regard for maleness
and femaleness (4.27; cf. 4.9). In addition, the story of the adulteress (8.1-11),
although it would or did not originally belong to the Gospel,38 reflects the female
awareness of being vulnerable as a woman at the mercy of male power.
In contrast to the Synoptics, in John, the women whom Jesus addresses are
either his relatives (his mother) or in the company of his mother (Mary Magdalene),
or are already acquainted with him, being in the company of a male relative of their
own who is Jesus' friend (Martha and Mary as sisters of Lazarus). Only the
Samaritan woman is a complete stranger to Jesus.39
Furthermore, the women Jesus relates to in John are in their domestic situations
or fulfilling domestic tasks. The Samaritan woman is drawing water near her own
town (4.4-42) and Martha and Mary are in their own Bethany, caring for their
brother (11.1 -44; 12.1 -8). In view of this, Mary Magdalene seems to be the exception, since she appears rather unexpectedly in Jerusalem, instead of in a domestic
situation in Magdala. Moreover, she is in the company of the mother of Jesus, the
only woman clearly mentioned to be travelling. John, however, depicts the mother
of Jesus travelling in the company of her family (2.12), which also suggests a
conservative view on gender roles.40
This is all very different from the Synoptic Gospels, in which Jesus addresses
women freely. The Synoptic Gospels do not portray them as his relatives or as
relatives of male friends. Moreover Mark, Matthew, and Luke all speak of 'many
women' who followed Jesus, travelling with him and learning from him. In John,
Jesus apparently moves within the boundaries of more conservative attitudes
towards women than he does in the Synoptic Gospels.
John, instead, depicts a certain ambiguity towards women on the part of the
disciples and Jesus. This becomes clear in the story about Jesus and the Samaritan
woman, with whom he is not acquainted. Jesus addresses her briefly which according to Rabbinic texts befits a man talking to a strange woman. According to Rabbinic texts, women outside the circle of family and friends should especially be
addressed as briefly as possible.41 Indeed Jesus uses only the necessary words, 56s
MOi TTefv and even omits yuvai from his address (4.7).42 The woman thereupon
patriarchal and androcentric traits of the women's portrayals in John. Maccini (1996), however,
argues against any conclusion about John's attitude towards women. In his view John does not
focus on gender but on individuals (e.g. p. 244).
37. Seim (1987), rightly draws attention to the instances where John's Jesus addresses women
as yuvai: 2.4; 4.21; 19.26; 20.13-15, thus emphasizing their womanhood and otherness.
38. See note 16.
39. In the remaining encounter with an unknown woman in 8.1 -11, the woman is presented to
Jesus by the Pharisees. The contact with Jesus is not her or his initiative.
40. We may visualize her among the ot a5eA<|>oi, if we do not interpret the word as brothers
and sisters, but in the wider sense as relatives (2.12).
41. Ilan 1995a: 126-27.
42. Kraemer (1999a: 39-41) argues that the New Testament portrayal of Jesus' conversation
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starts the dialogue (4.9).43 Furthermore, when she asks to be given the living water,
Jesus wants her to fetch her husband (4.16). The disciples, returning from their
shopping, marvel that Jesus is talking with a woman (4.27). In a way the story
builds up like the story of the Syro-Phoenician/Canaanite woman in Mark and
Matthew: not only the Samaritan woman, but also Jesus is learning, and so are the
disciples and the readers.
Ilan refers to a passage about the Jewish woman Beruriah, which is quite interesting with regard to our story:
R. Yose the Galilean was once on a journey when he met Beruriah. By what road,
he asked her, do we go to Lod? Galilean fool, she replied, did not the sages say
this 'Talk not much with womankind?' You should have asked: By which to Lod?
(b. Erubin 53b)44
Ilan comments that R. Yose, ironically, already avoiding all polite formality, is
now drawn against his own will into a conversation by a woman exactly about how
to address women to avoid conversation with them.
The same happens to Jesus. He uses only the words he really needs, thus avoiding conversation with the woman, but she finds enough reason to question him
about them. The great difference between the Beruriah story and the one about
Jesus and the Samaritan woman is that the Samaritan woman does not linger on the
behaviour of males towards females, like Beruriah, but focuses on the behaviour of
Jews towards Samaritans. Whereas Jesus' attitude reveals that he is focused on his
maleness and her femaleness, the Samaritan woman is more concerned by the fact
that he is a Jew and she is a Samaritan.
The Johannine story of the Samaritan woman illustrates that women are able to
be partners in theological discourse and of having their share in mission (quite successfully too), even on their own initiative as their response to Jesus' self-revelation
that he is the Messiah. The story also shows that Jesus himself becomes aware that
women may be also sowers of the seed, and that the disciples need not be afraid, or
need not stop them, but may rejoice with them, reaping the harvest (4.27-38).
According to Martinus de Boer, the Johannine Jesus tradition as attested in the
narrative portions of John is thoroughly androcentric, but the marvelling disciples
in 4.27 would reflect 'the growing and developing faith of Johannine Christianity
away from an androcentric understanding of discipleship and mission to one emphasizing and recognizing the equality of women to men in Christian life and
praxis'.45

with women in general fits easily within the Rabbinic notion of limited speech with women. Of the
few narratives where Jesus is portrayed speaking more than five words or engages in actual
dialogue, two involve non-Jewish women: the Syro-Phoenician/Canaanite woman and the
Samaritan woman.
43. I do not agree with Seim (1987: 59), who argues that Jesus takes the initiative: Jesus only
wants water.
44. Ilan 1995a: 127.
45. De Boer 1992: 228.
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2.4.2. Speaking Women. Apparently there is a conservative attitude from John's
Jesus and his disciples, which would imply that the attitude within the Johannine
community is conservative too. The Johannine Jesus and his disciples approach
women carefully.
However, although John portrays women in their domestic situations, or in the
company of Jesus' relatives or male friends and thus keeping them in conservative
boundaries, the Gospel within these boundaries depicts them as self-confidently
speaking women even when they are in dialogue with Jesus and in theological
discourse. John's narratives where women speak freely are in sharp contrast to
Luke's narrative technique of silencing women.
John portrays women as speaking far more than Mark, Matthew, and Luke. In
Mark only five instances of women speaking are recorded,46 in Matthew women
speak nine times47 and in Luke eleven times,48 only four of which occur in stories
about Jesus as a grown man.49 In contrast to the Synoptics, John records 22 instances of women speaking.50
When one considers the words of women spoken in dialogue with Jesus the
difference is even more obvious. In Mark and Matthew only the Syrophoenician/
Canaanite woman speaks with Jesus (one in Mark; three times in Matthew),51 and
in Luke only his mother, Martha, and the woman from the crowd (each one time),
all three of whom are rebuked by Jesus.52 In John, however, all the women, except
the doorkeeper of the court of the high Priest, are portrayed in a self-confident
dialogue with Jesus: his mother speaks once, the Samaritan woman six times,
Martha, and Mary together once, Martha alone four times, her sister Mary once,
and Mary Magdalene twice.53
Both Martha and Mary are prominent in John. Peter's confession in the Synoptics that Jesus is the Christ is in John ascribed to Martha (11.27). The balming of
Jesus' feet is done by Mary (12.3), a gesture which is followed by Jesus as an
example for his disciples, when he washes their feet (13.1-20). Martha calls her
sister Mary to Jesus as Andrew called his brother, Simon Peter, and Philip called
Nathanael. It is strikingly different, however, that her call is said to be in secret.
After she confessed Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of God, the one coming into the
world, John relates:
When she had said this, she went and called Mary her sister secretly, saying, The
Teacher is here and is calling for you. (11.28)
46. Mk 5.28; 7.28; 14.67, 69; 16.3.
47. Mt. 14.8; 15.22, 26, 27; 25.8, 9, 11; 26.69, 71.
48. Lk. 1.25, 34, 38, 42-45, 46-55, 60; 2.48; 10.40; 11.27; 18.3; 22.56.
49. Lk. 10.40; 11.27; 18.3; 22.56.
50. Jn 2.3, 5; 4.9,11-12,15,17,19-20,25,29,39; 11.3,21-22,24,27,28,32,39; 18.17; 20.2,
13, 15, 16.
51. Mk 7.28; Mt. 15.22, 26, 27. Although she is rather bold, Jesus praises her faith in both
Mark and Matthew.
52. Lk. 2.48-49; 10.40-42; 11.27-28.
53. 2.3; 4.9, 11-12, 15, 17, 19-20,25; 11.3, 21-22, 24, 27, 32, 39; 20.15, 16.
54. Revised Standard Version: '... called her sister Mary, saying quietly...'
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In response to Martha's call, Mary rises quickly and goes to him.
The remaining six times that women speak to someone other than Jesus are in a
self-confident context too. The mother of Jesus, at the wedding of Cana, tells the
servants to do whatever Jesus asks them to do (2.5). The Samaritan woman evangelizes the citizens of her hometown Sychar (4.29,39). The woman doorkeeper at
the court of the high Priest takes the initiative of identifying Peter to be one of
Jesus' disciples (18.17). Last, but not least, Mary Magdalene summons Peter and
the other disciple Jesus loved to come to the empty tomb (20.2), where she, after
they have gone, addresses the angels to find out where Jesus' body has been taken
(20.13).
2 A3. Implicit Women 'sDiscipleship. Adeline Fehribach, in her extensive study on
the women in John, states that it is a modern interpretation to see Jesus' mother, the
Samaritan woman, Martha and Mary and Mary Magdalene as disciples. Although
she admits that there are good reasons for doing so, it would not reflect the interpretation offirst-centuryreaders of John. As she argues, by comparing the Johannine stories about women with literary and social conventions of the time, firstcentury readers would interpret the women in a far more androcentric context.
In Fehribach's interpretation, afirst-centuryreader would recognize the mother
of Jesus as the mother of an important son, who in the story supports the portrayal
of Jesus as the messianic Bridegroom. The Samaritan woman, Martha, Mary, and
Mary Magdalene, subsequently, function as the betrothed or a bride. Jesus provides
the seed for them to bring about childrenfromabove. Thus, they symbolize various
communities of faith. The Samaritan woman does this on behalf of the Samaritan
people, Mary of Bethany on behalf of the Jews (Martha is an example of Jewish
faith) and Mary Magdalene on behalf of the entire community.
However, would thefirst-centuryreader of the Johannine community not recognize that John depicts Jesus' mother, the Samaritan woman, Martha and Mary, and
Mary Magdalene in discipleship roles? Jesus' mother, the Samaritan woman,
Martha and Mary Magdalene are taught by him. They express their belief in him
and they evangelize. Mary the sister of Martha is an example of service Jesus asks
of his disciples. Indeed, the Samaritan woman, Martha, and Mary are disciples in
domestic situations and Mary Magdalene belongs to the company of Jesus' mother.
Within these conservative boundaries, however, John portrays the women in selfconfident and theologically relevant dialogue with Jesus.
In addition, John does not mention the many women who, according to the
Synoptics, followed Jesus during his ministry. Should we assume that this feature
of tradition was unknown to John or does this difference emphasize John's conservative attitude towards women? If John's use of the masculine plural of disciples refers to women as well as men, which is reasonable to assume, John keeps
the women disciples who follow Jesus and travel with him in the shadows. They
remain invisible.
Although John's women are depicted in prominent roles as disciples, their
names are not specifically combined with the word disciple, as are the names of
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Andrew, Judas Iskariot, and Joseph of Arimathea. If identified as disciples, women
remain invisible behind the masculine plural of disciples. Because of the marked
similarities between 20.15-18 and 1.38-40, we assumed earlier that John perhaps
suggests that the unnamed disciple who together with Andrew began to follow
Jesus in 1.35-41 is Mary Magdalene. Does John leave this disciple unnamed, in
contrast to Andrew and in contrast to all other first followers of Jesus in 1.35-52,
because she is a woman?
John depicts other anonymous single disciples, who are, however, mostly identified as one disciple: the disciple Jesus loved. We will return to this in an excursus
below.
3. John's Story about Mary Magdalene
3.1. Standing by the Cross
John begins the story about Mary Magdalene at the end of the Gospel, beneath the
cross, just before Jesus dies. Mary Magdalene is standing by the cross with a small
group of women closely related to Jesus (19.25). If we think of two women being
present, Mary Magdalene is introduced as the niece or sister-in-law of Jesus'
mother. On the cross is the title: Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews. Soldiers
are casting lots for his coat (19.24). Jesus sees his mother and the disciple he loved
standing by and talks to them (19.26-27). John states that after this he knows that
all is accomplished, he receives the vinegar and he says: 'It is finished' (19.30).
Mary Magdalene is thus introduced at a very important moment in John. This is
Jesus' hour. She witnesses the Son of Man being lifted up and glorified (cf. 3.14;
12.23): the shepherd giving his life in defence of his sheep (cf. 10.11; 15.13), the
grain falling in the earth in order to bring forth many fruits (12.24-25). In addition,
she witnesses the constitution of the new community. In 19.26-27 Jesus declares
that his mother and the disciple he loved are to act as a mother and a son, which
implies that this disciple from this hour on also stands in a fraternal relation to
Jesus. Mary Magdalene thus stands at the threshold between an earthly belonging
to Jesus and a spiritual one.55
In contrast to the Synoptics, no women attend the burial of Jesus. Instead, it is
Joseph of Arimathea, who buries Jesus together with Nicodemus. They bury him in
a markedly honourable manner, as a true King would have been buried. They wind
the body in linen cloths with spices, which Nicodemus brought with him: a
hundred pounds of myrrh and aloe. Then they lay Jesus' body in a new tomb in a
garden (19.38-42).56
3.2. Seeking Jesus' Dead Body
In John, Mary Magdalene is alone when she goes to the tomb of Jesus. Nothing is
said about the purpose of her visit. While, according to Mark and Luke, Mary
55. See also Ruschmann 2002: 106-107.
56. See Brown 1994: II, 1258-71 for a survey of several interpretations of the meaning of this
burial. Brown suggests that the huge amount of spices and the tomb being in a garden is a symbolic
honouring of Jesus as King of the Jews and Son of David.
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Magdalene and the other women are going to anoint Jesus' body and, according to
Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are going to have a look, John
relates nothing of the sort. In John, Jesus is anointed already and quite sufficiently
too. And there is no context of suspense awaiting the moment of the third day, as in
Matthew.
Another difference is the circumstance that, when Mary Magdalene discovers
the grave to be empty, she immediately goes to tell Simon Peter and the other
disciple Jesus loved. Peter and the other disciple Jesus loved react to Mary Magdalene's message by running to the grave, the other disciple outrunning Peter, both
finding the body not to be there, as Mary Magdalene said.
The author then comments that the anonymous disciple sees and believes.
Believes what? That Mary Magdalene is right?57 Or believing that Jesus has now
gone up, as he said he would? Perhaps like Elijah, whose body could not be found
again either (2 Kgs 2.1-18)? John does not explain. The reader here is reminded of
the words of Jesus which he twice spoke to others and at the Last Supper repeated
to his disciples:
Yet a little while I am with you. You will seek me: and as I said to the Jews, so
now I say to you 'Where I am going you cannot come'. (Jn 13.33; cf. 7.33-36;
8.21-22)58
Mary Magdalene is seeking Jesus and confides in Peter and the other disciple Jesus
loved that Jesus' body is not there. They cannot come where he is going.
The believing of the disciple is contrasted to knowing the scripture, as the author
explains:
For as yet they [all three] did not know the scripture, that he mustrisefromthe
dead. (Jn 20.9)
After this the two return, each to their own things. Mary Magdalene is alone again.
The readers are held in suspense.
In Mark, Matthew and Luke there is no such story. The women at the empty
tomb in the Synoptics do not fetch anyone. They do, or do not, talk about the
revelation they received. They ask no other person to go to the tomb and there is no
distinguishing between Peter who 'sees' and the other disciple Jesus loved who
'sees and believes', both of them returning 'to their own things'. In Luke in the
Emmaus story there is an allusion to other persons who went to the tomb, one of
the two disciples saying:
Some of those who were with us went to the tomb, and found it just as the women
had said; but him they did not see. (Lk. 24.24)

57. Brown (1970: 987) refers to no one less than Augustine for this interpretation (without an
exact reference). However, according to Brown and others, the disciple Jesus loved is the first to
believe in the risen Jesus.
58. See also Ruschmann 2002: 195.
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In Lk. 24.12 Peter alone runs to the tomb to find it empty.59 Peter and the other
disciple in John are witnesses to the empty tomb too. In the case of Mary Magdalene all the emphasis is on the significance of the body of Jesus not being there.
One may ask if the other disciple Jesus loved already grasped this significance.
Some exegetes suggest that the disciple who 'saw and believed' is the first in the
Gospel to believe in the living Jesus.60 This disciple's faith is lauded, with reference to Jesus' words to Thomas:
Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not
seen and yet believe. (20.29)
David Beck assumes that the other disciple Jesus loved, thus, compared to Peter,
Mary Magdalene, and Thomas, is the only one who gives an 'appropriate response'
to Jesus, which he defines as 'an active faith response to Jesus' word without a sign
or the need to "see" and bearing witness to the efficacy of Jesus' words to
others'.61 In Beck's view John invites the readers to identify with the anonymous
disciple and to reject the ways in which Peter, Mary Magdalene, and Thomas react
to Jesus.
Brown refutes this kind of reasoning, since, as he rightly argues:
the praise of those who believe without having seen Jesus by no means implies a
lesser beatitude on those who have seen and have believed.62
Dodd concludes that faith in John always is a 'form of vision'.63 He states:
When Christ was on earth, to have faith was to 'see His glory' - to apprehend and
acknowledge the deity through the veil of humanity. Now that he is no longer
visible to the bodily eye, faith remains the capacity of seeing His glory.
It is this 'seeing' which is at stake in our pericope. John does not invite the readers
to accept or reject ways of reacting to Jesus; rather the Gospel takes the readers
cautiously by the hand to enable them to really understand what is going on.
3.3. Seeing, but What Exactly?
John, as in a thriller movie, gradually heightens the suspense by disclosing more
and more of what there is actually to be seen. Mary Magdalene sees that the stone
has been taken from the tomb (20.1). The anonymous other disciple sees the linen
cloths (20.5). Simon Peter, going into the tomb, observes the linen cloths and the
napkin 'not lying with the linen cloths but rolled up in a place by itself (20.6-7).
The other disciple, going into the tomb sees and believes: 'for as yet they did not
know the scripture, that he must rise from the dead' (20.8-9). This remark
59. This verse has been interpreted as a later insertion, but Bock (1994:1902) and others on the
basis of text-critical and literary arguments advocate the stand that the verse originally belongs to
the text.
60. Brown 1970: 987.
61. Beck 1997: 121-36, esp. 133.
62. Brown 1970: 1005.
63. Dodd 1953: 177-86.
64. Dodd 1953: 186.
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heightens the suspense even more. What is going to happen? What more is there to
be seen? When Mary Magdalene, alone again, looks into the tomb she 'observes
two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had lain, one at the head and
one at the feet' (20.12). Later she even 'caught sight of Jesus standing', but she
thinks he is the gardener (20.14). Verbs of seeing are used six times, PAETTEIV,
Becopeiv and tSeiv but still it is not clear what there is actually to be seen.65
3.4. Determined to Take Hold of Jesus' Body
It is striking that, in contrast to the stories of Mark, Matthew and Luke, in John
there are no heavenly figures who, immediately, give their knowledge to Mary
Magdalene. In John, the two angels in the empty tomb only ask a question. In
addition, in John, as in Matthew, Mary Magdalene actually meets the resurrected
Jesus, but while in Matthew he encourages her and the other Mary to rejoice
without any fear, in John he, just like the angels, asks a question. Mary Magdalene
in John is gradually coming to a full understanding, whereas in Mark, Matthew and
Luke she and the woman or women in her company, at once, almost as soon as
they discover the grave to be empty, receive a revelatory message.
By this, John not only takes the readers by the hand to enable them to unravel
the significance of the body of Jesus not being there, but also, in contrast to the
other three Gospels, describes Mary Magdalene as one who is persistently seeking
for an answer. Mary Magdalene speaks three times; each time she expresses her
forlornness. She says to Simon Peter and the other disciple Jesus loved:
They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we know not where they
have laid him. (20.2)
When they leave and she herself goes into the tomb, and sees the angels at the head
and the feet of the place where Jesus' body should have been, she answers their
question 'Woman, why do you weep?' by saying:
Because they have taken away my Lord and I do not know where they have laid
him. (20.13)
Then, when she turns around and sees Jesus whom she does not recognize, thinking
him to be the gardener, she answers his question 'Woman, why do you weep?
Whom do you seek?' saying:
Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take
him away. (20.15)
Three times she expresses the great loss she feels, because she cannotfindthe dead
body of Jesus. The third time when she speaks, she reveals why she wants to know
where he is: tell me where you have laid him and I will take him away (20.15).
65. The translations to see, observe and catch sight are from Brown 1970:979. Some exegetes
argue that pAerretv refers to material sight, 9ecopeiv to sight with concentration and intensity and
iSeiv. to sight accompanied by understanding. Brown (1966: 501-503) argues that the verbs
sometimes seem to have these specific meanings, but not always and not in the case of Jn 20.1 -18.
See also Brown 1970: 986.
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This sheds light on why she came: to be with Jesus' dead body, almost to keep him
to herself, seeking comfort in his physical proximity.
3.5. Seeing the Lord and being Instructed by Him
The sense of loss is overwhelmingly present in this part of the story. Mary Magdalene experiences the distress that had been prophesied to the disciples in Jesus'
farewell speech (14.1,27; 16.20).66 As John emphasizes in 20.1, it is still dark. But
then, when Jesus calls her by name, she suddenly realizes who this gardener is.
'Rabbouni!' she exclaims.67 In John, no heavenly figures, but Jesus himself reveals
to Mary Magdalene what is happening, saying:
Do not hold me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brothers
(and sisters) and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my
God and your God. (20.17)
Mary Magdalene thereupon goes to Jesus' disciples, and not to Jesus' relatives.68
John reports that she repeats Jesus' words to her and adds: 'I have seen the Lord!'
(20.18).
3.5.1. 'Do not hold me'. Jesus does not only ask Mary Magdalene to 'go'
(TTOpeuou) and 'say' (EITTE), two positive imperatives, but also directs a negative
imperative unto her: jjrj pou CXTTTOU (20.17). This negative imperative has received
much attention throughout the ages.69 It has often been seen as a problem that
Mary Magdalene is not allowed to touch Jesus, whereas he invites Thomas to do so
(20.27). On the one hand, it is important to note that the imperative has the notion
of stopping a present action.70 This means that we have to ask ourselves what
action is taking place. On the other hand, the verb may have not only a literal but
also a more figurative meaning.71
Literally it would mean: 'Stop touching me' in a physical way. In this case the
readers must assume that Mary Magdalene indeed touched Jesus, as in Matthew,
where she and the other Mary held Jesus' feet, thus worshipping him (Mt. 28.9).
This may be the case; however, John does not actually relate that Mary Magdalene
touched or worshipped Jesus.
The negative imperative may also be interpreted more figuratively as 'stop
touching me' in a psychological way, assuming that Jesus was moved by Mary
Magdalene's forlornness and her weeping. This would be more plausible, since,
66. Also Ruschmann 2002:195. She interprets the narrative of 20.1,2,11-18 in the context of
13.31-14.31 (pp. 165-209). Brown (1970: 1013) does the same with respect to Jn 20.17.
67. See Brown (1970: 991-92) for a survey of several interpretations. Rabbouni in later
Rabbinic literature is used to address God. It may also mean 'my dear rabbi'. Brown argues we
should follow John, who explains the word as meaning 'teacher' (20.16).
68. See section 3.5.2, below.
69. See Brown (1970: 992-94) for several interpretations.
70. Present imperative Blass, Debrunner and Rehkopf 1990:336.2c note 4. Cf. for instance Lk.
8.52.
71. Liddell and Scott 1968:231: literally it would mean to grasp, metaphorically it would mean
take hold of, and more psychologically it would mean to touch, to affect.
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when Lazarus has died, John relates that Jesus 'was deeply moved in spirit and
troubled' (11.30), when he saw Mary, the sister of Lazarus, and others weeping. In
my view, the more accurate (figurative) interpretation would be 'stop grasping me'.
This would refer to what John indeed relates: Mary's persistently seeking Jesus'
dead body, her wish to have it and to take hold of it.72
With the negative imperative Jesus wants Mary Magdalene (and John wants its
readers) to finally understand what is going on. Jesus is no object, no spiritless
body. There is no point in her looking for him like that. She has to stop her search.
He is not lying somewhere, but standing before her. He explains: he has to go his
way to the Father and she is to go her way to his brothers (and sisters).
Ruschmann compares this negative imperative to Mary with Jesus' answer to
Peter in 13.36-38, when Peter asks 'Lord where are you going?': 'Where I am
going, you cannot follow me now; but you will follow later'. The present way of
relating to Jesus must be relinquished.73 Ruschmann states that, to the reader, Mary
Magdalene thus models the way towards the experience of the risen Jesus: she is
'eine Vermittlerin zwischen den Zeiten'.74 Through Mary Magdalene the readers
can find the way from the earthly relationship with Jesus towards the spiritual
relation with the risen one.
Ruschmann specifically studied Jn 14.18-24 as a commentary on the narrative of
20.14-18.75 The narrative of 20.14-18 is a fulfilment of 14.21-23, in which the
promise of Jesus' revelation is given to those who love him. According to Ruschmann, Mary Magdalene is portrayed as the one who loves Jesus by various references to the Song of Songs.76
Ruschmann also argues that Mary Magdalene in her encounter with the risen
Lord experiences the fulfilment of 14.18-20, where Jesus says:
I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you. Yet a little while, and the world
will see me no more, but you will see me. Because I live, you will live also. In that
day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. (Jn 14.1820)

According to Ruschmann, Mary, in hearing her name and recognizing Jesus,
experiences that she is not left behind as an orphan by him (14.18). She also
experiences the words: 'You will see me, because I live' (14.19). In addition,
through Jesus' words in 20.17, she understands and remembers that Jesus' going to
his Father is meant to make a lasting relationship possible (14.2-3) and that that
day will reveal to the disciples what exactly this new relationship is about: 'I am in
my Father, and you in me, and I in you'. She understands that this day has now
72. This is in contrast to Brown (1970: 1012 and 1014). In his view, Mary Magdalene thinks
the risen Jesus has already fulfilled all he promised and now has come to continue their earthly
relationship.
73. Ruschmann 2002: 196.
74. Ruschmann 2002: 245-49. Quotation p. 245.
75. Ruschmann 2002: 190.
76. Ruschmann 2002: 201-205. She mentions e.g. Song of Songs 7.1 - Jn 20.14,16; Song of
Songs 3.4 - Jn 20.15; Song of Songs 2.16 and 6.2 - Jn 20.17. The whole narrative can be interpreted from Song of Songs 8.6: stronger than death and Hades is love.
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come, since she indeed stops holding on to the earthly Jesus and brings the message about the new relationship, which will be completed in the narrative of the
evening of the same day (20.18-23).77
3.5.2. Go to my Brothers (and Sisters) and Say to Them. Mary Magdalene does not
go to Jesus' brothers (and sisters), as Jesus instructed her to do, but to the disciples.
When one thinks of the Synoptics this seems quite logical: in these gospels Jesus
calls his disciples his brothers and sisters.78 One may suggest that John copied
Jesus' reference to his brothers from tradition, since it also appears in the resurrection story of Matthew, when Jesus instructs Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary (Mt. 28.10).
In John, however, Jesus nowhere calls his disciples his brothers (and sisters) as
he does in Mark, Matthew, and Luke. In contrast to the Synoptics in John, Jesus'
earthly brothers (and sisters) actually play a role in following him. In addition, in
John, Jesus always refers to God as 'my Father' or 'the Father' and never, when
addressing his disciples, to 'your Father' or 'our Father' as in the Synoptic Gospels.79 John, in contrast to Matthew and Luke, does not mention the Lord's prayer
which Jesus teaches to his disciples. The disciples, according to the Matthean and
Lukan Jesus, are to begin their prayer with the words 'our Father' in Matthew (6.9)
or 'Father' in Luke (11.2). Instead in John, when some Jews, in discussion with
Jesus, call God their Father (8.40-41), Jesus answers that the devil is their Father,
since 'if God were your Father, you would love me, for I proceeded forth and came
from God; neither came I of myself, but he sent me' (8.42).
Notwithstanding this specific Johannine trait, John does not suggest that Mary
Magdalene is mistaken by going to Jesus' disciples, instead of to his brothers (and
sisters).80 What does this mean? Brown suggests that John's Jesus in 20.17 refers
to the disciples as brothers in anticipation.81 As is clear from the prologue and the
dialogue with Nicodemus, the disciples will be set in the same relationship to the
Father as Jesus: as new creations, being born from God, through the Spirit (1.1213.17-18; 3.5).
Brown argues that in Johannine theology the ascension of the Son of Man and
the giving of the Spirit are intimately connected. The Spirit can only be given when
Jesus is glorified (7.39), which means when he has returned to his Father (16.7,
17). In the introductory verse to the passion narrative John describes Jesus' hour as
the hour to pass from this world to the Father (13.1). This theme re-occurs several
77. Ruschmann 2002: 198-200. For the interpretation that that day in 14.20 and elsewhere
refers to the day described in 20.1-29 see for instance Grundmann 1961: 219, 221 and Brown
1970: 1016.
78. Mk 3.31-35; Mt. 12.46-50; Lk. 8.19-21.
79. 'Your Father' occurs 17 times in Matthew: 5.16,48; 6.1, 4, 6, 8, 14, 15, 18, 26, 32; 7.11,
21; 10.20,29; 18.14;23.9. 'Your Father'occurs two times in Mark (11.25,26) and four times in
Luke (6.36; 11.13; 12.30,32). 'Our Father' and 'their father' both only occur once (Mt. 6.9; 13.43),
the latter referring to the righteous.
80. Some scholars suggest that she misunderstands Jesus' instruction and should indeed have
gone to Jesus' relatives: e.g. Dodd 1953: 147.
81. Brown 1970: 1016.
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times in the farewell discourse.82 This way upwards to the Father in Johannine
theology consists of crucifixion, resurrection and ascension. As Brown states:
If John reinterprets the crucifixion so that it becomes part of Jesus' glorification,
he dramatizes the resurrection so that it is obviously part of the ascension. Jesus is
lifted up on the cross; he is raised up from the dead; and he goes to the Father - all
as part of one action and one 'hour.

To Brown, Mary Magdalene is the vehicle for the Johannine reinterpretation of
the resurrection.84 She is the one to go to the brothers (and sisters) to declare that
Jesus' resurrection is part of the ascension (avcx(3a(vco present tense: I am going
upwards to the Father)85 and that through Jesus' ascension his Father will become
the Father of his disciples and by implication his brothers (and sisters).86
Brown emphasizes the great importance of Jesus' solemn declaration in Jn
20.17: 'I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God'. It
is covenantal language, reminding one of Ruth who says to Naomi: 'Your people
shall be my people and your God shall be my God' (Ruth 1.16). It also reminds of
God's promise of a new covenant in Jeremiah: 'I will be their God and they shall
be my people' (Jer. 31.33).87 Through Jesus' resurrection/ascension a new relationship will be established for the disciples.
According to Walter Grundmann, Jn 20.17 constitutes the decisive pronouncement of a new way of discipleship after Jesus' resurrection. In his view it must be
seen in relation to Jesus' words to the disciples that he will no longer call them his
slaves, 'for a slave does not know what his master does', but his friends, 'since', as
he explains, 'all things that I have heard from my Father, I have made known unto
you' (15.15).88 In 20.17 Jesus declares that the disciples are his brothers (and
sisters): his Father is now their father. This new relationship is what John is all
about, as is summarized in the prologue:
To his own he came; yet his own people did not accept him. But all those who did
accept him he empowered to become God's children. (Jn 1.11-12)
To Grundmann, Jn 1.19-4.42 is about Jesus' coming to his own; 4.43-12.50 is
about those who do not accept him, whereas 13.1-20.29 is about those who do
accept him and whom he subsequently empowers to become children of God.89 Jn
20.17 pronounces the completion of Jesus' work as mentioned in the prologue, thus
enclosing the whole gospel90 and fulfilling what was said before in the farewell
82. Jn 14.12, 28; 16.5,10,28.
83. Brown 1970: 1013-1014.
84. Brown 1970: 1014.
85. Brown 1970: 994: 'The present tense here means that Jesus is already in the process of
ascending but has not yet reached his destination'. For this use of the present tense see also Blass,
Debrunner and Rehkopf 1990: 323.3.
86. Brown 1970: 1016.
87. Brown 1970: 1016-1017. He refers to Feuillet 1963.
88. Grundmann 1961: 213-14.
89. Grundmann 1961: 214.
90. Grundmann 1961: 215.
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discourses in 13.1-14.31 and 15-16: Jesus makes possible the access to the Father,
by his returning to him.91
Grundmann recognizes the same theme not only in the Letters of John, but also
in New Testament theology in general, for instance in Paul's letter to the Romans
in which Paul characterizes the risen Jesus as 'thefirstborn among many brothers'
(Rom. 8.29). Grundmann also refers to the letter to the Hebrews which declares
that Jesus 'brought many sons to glory' (Heb. 2.9-10) and to Ephesians, which
states: 'Through Jesus we have access in one Spirit to the Father' (Eph. 2.18). He
concludes that in 20.17 John shows a confession that especially in more Hellenistic
communities would have been common: that Jesus provides access to his own to
his Father, brings him to them and establishes the genuine relationship of a Father
to his children.92
What does all this mean for John's portrayal of Mary Magdalene? Grundmann
does not even mention her.93 Brown calls her a 'vehicle' for Johannine interpretation of the resurrection. In the flow of John's story, however, Mary Magdalene
seems to be more than that. Indeed, she is the one who interprets the brothers (and
sisters) Jesus sends her to as the disciples. In John's picture of Mary Magdalene
this going to the disciples, instead of going to Jesus' actual family, means that John
portrays her as independently interpreting Jesus' words. Only by both Jesus' words
and Mary Magdalene's interpretation of them are the readers reminded of the
purpose of Jesus' work as is phrased in John's prologue.
In John it is Mary Magdalene alone who at this point of the story, between death
and implicit ascension, is the sole witness of Jesus going upwards and the sole
witness to hisfinalrevelation: my Father - your Father, my God - your God. This
is in sharp contrast to Mark, Matthew, and Luke in which the heavenly figures,
when speaking to Mary Magdalene and other women, only refer to something that
Jesus had already revealed before his death to all the disciples.
Grundmann and Brown very impressively show the importance and meaning of
Jn 20.17, but they both fail to see the role John subsequently chooses to give to
Mary Magdalene. John gives Mary Magdalene the role of interpreting the meaning
of and proclaiming the final message of the gospel. Both Mary Magdalene's
interpretation and proclamation, apparently, became authoritative to the Johannine
community and constitutive to the Gospel of John.
3.6. The End: Proclaiming, Receiving the Holy Spirit and being Sent as Jesus was
Mary Magdalene, according to John, has her own understanding and initiative.
This is also apparent since she is not described as literally repeating Jesus' words
to the disciples. She adds her own experience to it: 'she told the disciples that she
had seen the Lord' (20.18). This is similar to the way in which all the disciples in
John tell of their contact with the risen Lord (20.20,25). At the same time, these
words of Mary Magdalene also form the apotheosis of what is to be seen in John's
91. Grundmann 1961: 218-22.
92. Grundmann 1961: 229.
93. Although Grundmann (1960: 144) does mention Mary Magdalene's message to the
disciples, he does not draw any conclusion with regard to John's portrayal of her.
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story of the empty tomb.94 After recording six instances of seeing by three different
persons, this seventh time John finally discloses what is actually to be seen: the
Lord.
This seeing the Lord is also important outside John, as is clear from Mk 16.7;
Mt. 28.7; Lk. 24.34 and Acts 1.3. In 1 Cor. 9.1 seeing the Lord is the basis of
Paul's apostleship. Seeing the risen Christ forms one of the elements of the Christian core confession that Paul received and which accordingly is central to his
preaching (1 Cor. 15.5-8).
John relates that Mary Magdalene went to the disciples to bring the news that
she had seen the Lord and that he had told her these things. By this John suggests
that she said: I have seen the Lord and this is what he told me: 'Go to my brothers
(and sisters) and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my
God and your God'.
John does not actually depict Mary Magdalene doing this, allowing her only
indirect speech. The readers must remain without an account of Mary Magdalene's
encounter with her brothers (and sisters) and also later in the story John does not
disclose any reaction or reference to her words.
Instead, John's next verses are about the disciples being together on the same
evening in a place where the doors are closed because of their fear of the Jews. It is
uncertain whether Mary Magdalene is present (20.19). Yet, we may assume this to
be the case, since 20.18 describes Mary Magdalene going to the disciples. The
same day on which Jesus revealed his purpose of going up to his Father to Mary
Magdalene, he returns and sends his disciples and Mary Magdalene as he himself
was sent (cf. 8.42), giving to them the authority to forgive and blowing the Holy
Spirit on them, which he promised he would do a short time after he ascended to
his Father (20.21-23; cf. 16.7,16).95
4. John's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
4.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
According to John, Mary Magdalene belongs to the group of relatives to Jesus.
Perhaps she is introduced as a relative of his mother. She is portrayed in a discipleship role. As we have seen, Jesus loved all his disciples, calling them 'his own',
being those who recognize his voice when he calls them by name, and who listen
to his words. In John's story about Mary Magdalene she indeed recognizes his
voice when Jesus calls her by name (20.16). She listens to his words and goes to
the disciples, saying what he asked her to say (20.18). In addition, she calls Jesus
Rabbouni. This would suggest that Mary Magdalene belongs to Jesus' own and
that she thus is a disciple, loved by him.
Their relation is such that she persistently seeks his dead body, wishing to have
94. Beck (1997:133) who, as we saw earlier, values the emphasis on 'seeing' as 'inappropriate
response to Jesus', argues that Mary Magdalene by adding these words herself obviously shows
that she misunderstood what Jesus said to her.
95. Brown 1970: 1016.
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it and to take hold of it, seeking comfort in his physical proximity. Yet, she meets
the risen Jesus, is instructed by him and authorized by him to tell his brothers (and
sisters) about his ascending and the new relationship between him, his Father and
them. She independently interprets his words and understands that she has to go to
his disciples instead of to his relatives. Jesus explains to her that they have to go
their separate ways, but that they are bound by the same God and the same Father.
4.2. Mary Magdalene among the Disciples
In John, Mary Magdalene may perhaps be implied in the masculine plural of he
word disciples. If she is the anonymous disciple among thefirstdisciples of Jesus,
then she is present throughout John, but perhaps more specifically she belongs in
the company of Jesus' mother. Because John portrays her as understanding Jesus'
words in 20.17, since she goes to the disciples and not to Jesus' relatives, Mary
Magdalene must be considered included among the disciples which are present
during the farewell discourse in 13.1-16.33 and perhaps Jesus' prayer in John 17,
both of which would have prepared her for such an understanding. Mary Magdalene is on such footing with Peter and the other disciple Jesus loved that they are
the first to whom she turns when she finds the tomb empty.
In John, Mary Magdalene is the only one to see Jesus between his death and
implicit ascension. She alone receives Jesus' proclamation that the disciples' direct
access to the Father, which according to the prologue to John became vital to the
Johannine community, has now been completed.
It is not evident what this means for her position among the disciples, since, if
she is present in the further story, she is present invisibly among the other disciples. John does not depict the disciples reacting to Mary Magdalene's words, nor
are her words discussed by the others.
4.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
In John, Mary Magdalene functions as a disciple whofirstwitnesses Jesus after his
burial. Her function is to pass on her knowledge. Mary Magdalene is portrayed as
an independent interpreter of Jesus' words spoken to her between his death and
ascension. Although her interpretation and her testimony of the meaning of Jesus'
death became vital to the Johannine community, John does not depict anyone
receiving her message or reacting on it.
To the reader, Mary Magdalene not only proclaims but also models the way
from the earthly relationship with Jesus towards the spiritual relationship with the
ascended one, who through his ascension provides direct access to the Father for
all who recognize and love him.
EXCURSUS: THE DISCIPLE JESUS LOVED

Ramon K. Jusino, in his article 'Mary Magdalene: Author of the Fourth Gospel?'
argues in favour of the possibility that Mary Magdalene could be the disciple Jesus
loved in the Gospel of John. In his view, Mary Magdalene, who is called the
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disciple most loved by Jesus in the Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Mary,96 is in
the Gospel of John, after first being mentioned by name in an earlier version of the
Gospel, deliberately turned into the anonymous and male Beloved Disciple.
According to Jusino, in the two instances where Mary Magdalene's name could not
be avoided, in Jn 19.25-27 and 20.1 -11, the redactor added the Beloved Disciple to
be sure that Mary Magdalene and he would be interpreted as two different people.
To strengthen this argument Jusino refers to the inconsistencies most exegetes see
in Jn 19.25-27 and 20.1-11: the sudden presence of the male disciple in 19.26 and
the text about Peter and the disciple Jesus loved in 20.2-10, which seems to have
been added later.97
Jusino suggests, on the basis of Brown's widely respected research on the
Johannine community,98 that this was done as part of a later process.99 Jusino
distinguishes three stages in the process: 50-80 the community is led by Mary
Magdalene; 80-90 after the death of Mary Magdalene the community is divided by
a Christological schism; 90-100 one faction, fearful of persecution, seeks
amalgamation with the emerging institutional Church, the other holds on to the
community's tradition and cites Mary Magdalene as the Beloved Disciple of Jesus,
which is reflected in the Gospel of Mary and the Gospel of Philip.
According to Jusino, the female beloved disciple is made anonymous and male
to be acceptable to mainstream ideology. Brown argues that the Johaninne community in a very early stage became divided because of a Christological argument.
The more heterodox believers defended a very high Christology, whereas the more
orthodox believers wanted to be part of the mainstream emerging Church which
defended Jesus' corporeality. To those wanting to take part in the growing
institutional Church, Jusino argues, 'the claim that a female disciple of Jesus had
been their community's first leader and hero quickly becomes an embarrassment'.100 According to him, the other, more heterodox believers of the community
held on to their tradition. This is the reason why Mary Magdalene in various
heterodox writings is depicted as the one loved most by Jesus.
In this excursus I, like Jusino, want to argue that Mary Magdalene may be
concealed in the male anonymous disciple, but, unlike Jusino, my argument does
not draw on the Gospel of Mary or the Gospel of Philip nor on textual inconsistencies in Jn 19.25-27 and 20.1-18 or Brown's research on the Johannine community. My argument is based on the Gospel of John considered as a meaningful
unity, on the importance of 20.17, on the parallels between 1.35-40 and 20.15-18
and on John's conservative, but also affirmative, attitude towards women as
disciples and apostles.

96. GosPhil 64.1-5; GosMar 18.14-15.
97. Jusino 1998: 9-18.
98. Brown 1979.
99. Jusino 1998: 5.
100. Jusino 1998: 5.
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In John there are several instances where individual disciples remain anonymous.
The first passage concerns one of two disciples, who is a former disciple of John
the Baptist and one of thefirsttwo disciples to follow Jesus (1.37-42). This disciple
remains unnamed in a section in which John explicitly mentions all others who
decide to follow Jesus by name.101
The second is to 'another disciple' (a'AAos \XXQT)TT\S 18.15). This disciple is said
to be acquainted with the high Priest and as such able to enter the court of the high
Priest and to bring Peter in (18.15-16).
The anonymous disciple Jesus loved (6 |ja0r|Tr|s ov r^yaTra) occurs for the first
time at Jesus' bosom during the Last Supper, prompted by Peter to ask Jesus who
will betray him (13.23-26). This disciple also appears to be under the cross with
Jesus' mother, where the disciple is instructed to act as her son and to regard her as
a mother (19.26-27). The disciple Jesus loved again occurs in the company of Peter
in a boat when the disciples are fishing. The disciple reveals to Peter that the one
who tells them where to cast their net is Jesus (21.7). The disciple Jesus loved also
occurs at the close of John, expressly identified as the one who was at Jesus'
bosom earlier. John explains that rumour says Jesus stated that this disciple would
not die, but John denies that this was the meaning of Jesus' words (21.20-24). This
disciple is furthermore identified as the one who is the witness behind the Gospel
of John and the one who wrote things down (21.24).
Another anonymous disciple appears in the resurrection story of 20.1-18. This
disciple is called: the other disciple Jesus loved (xov aAAov MCxSrjTrjv ov 6cJ>iAei
20.2). Mary fetches this disciple when she finds the tomb empty. This disciple
features further in the story: the other disciple (6 aAAos MCcBrjTris 20.2, 3). This
disciple outruns Peter, enters the tomb after Peter and sees and believes (20.2-10).
'Two others of his disciples' (ciAAoi EK TCOV )ja9r]Tc3v auxou 5uo) are
mentioned in 21.2, when after the resurrection the disciples join Simon Peter and
go fishing. The two are in the company of Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of
Cana in Galilee and those of Zebedee (21.2).
Why does John leave these disciples explicitly anonymous? I suggest that the
reason could be that they are women, since John does not name women as disciples, and only allows the named women to have discipleship roles within conservative boundaries. At the same time, however, although John does not identify
these named women as disciples, the Gospel gives them prominent roles.
Oral or written tradition may have included names in those instances where John
suggests an anonymous disciple who acts outside the Gospel's conservative boundaries. This is especially probable, since the other disciples in the company of the
anonymous disciples are named. Perhaps John's grammar concerning these disciples is masculine, since feminine grammar would disclose their gender. I will
defend this conjecture below.

101. Jn 1.35-52: Andrew, Simon Peter, Philip and Nathanael.
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The Disciple Jesus Loved
Scholars from all over the world have addressed the problem of the individual
anonymous disciples in John. Especially the identity of the disciple Jesus loved has
been the subject of many thorough studies. Various hypotheses as to the identity of
this disciple have been suggested, among them Andrew, Lazarus, Apollos, Paul, a
Paulinist, Benjamin, Judas Iskariot, Philip, Nathanael, Judas Jesus' brother, John
Mark, John the son of Zebedee, John the Elder, Matthias, a disciple of the Baptist,
Thomas, an Essene monk from Jerusalem. It has also been suggested that the
disciple Jesus loved is a symbolic figure representing the Johannine community,
the Hellenistic brand of the Church, or the ideal Christian disciple.102
The name John comes from Church tradition and is the most common solution
to the problem of the identity of the disciple Jesus loved. The raised Lazarus is
proposed because of Jesus' love for him (11.5) and because of the rumour that the
disciple Jesus loved would not die (21.23). The option for Andrew was recently
propounded by Klaus Berger.103 In his thorough monograph about the disciple
Jesus loved, Charlesworth studies most of the options that have been suggested and
presents an exegesis of all the Johannine passages that are relevant to the topic. He
specifically investigates the suggestion of Hans Martin Schenke who studied beloved disciples in the Nag Hammadi manuscripts - Mary Magdalene, James, and
Judas Thomas - and assumes that Judas Thomas could be the identity of the
disciple Jesus loved in John. Charlesworth agrees with Schenke's theory.104
It has, however, also been suggested that the disciple Jesus loved is a redactional
fiction used to present the Gospel as having been based on the testimony of an
eyewitness.105 The modern interpretation that the disciple Jesus loved is anonymous as a character for the reader to identify with is defended by several
scholars.106 Watty, for instance, states:
As long as the disciple remains unnamed, any disciple, however recent, however
late, may be the disciple whom Jesus loved, who reclined on his breast at the
Supper and who may be still alive when he comes.107
Scholars distinguish either five passages about the disciple Jesus loved (13.2326; 19.26-27; 20.2-10; 21.7,20-24), or six (plus 18.15-16) or seven (plus 1.37-42).
The other disciple Jesus loved in 20.2-10 is interpreted in a descriptive way as 'the
other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved'. This allows scholars to include this
passage and the passages mentioning 'another disciple' (1.37-42; 18.6) in their
investigation of the disciple Jesus loved. Thus John's reference to anonymous

102. For various options and their arguments see Brown 1966: xcii-xcviii; Schenke 1986:11419 and especially Charlesworth 1995: 127-218.
103. Berger 1997: 96-109.
104. Schenke 1986: 120-25.
105. See also the survey of Schenke 1986: 114-19.
106. E.g. Watty 1979; Beck 1997.
107. Watty 1979: 212.
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disciples would almost all refer to one disciple.108 The passage about an anonymous person whose testimony is recorded in 19.35 is also frequently included. This
person witnessed Jesus' side being pierced by a spear and saw blood and water
pouring out of his side.
This one disciple has become such a fixed identity that scholars call him the
Beloved Disciple, or abbreviated: BD. Others, in my view rightly, keep to the
original expression 'the disciple Jesus loved', since the title the Beloved Disciple
does not do enough justice to the narrated anonymity. Moreover the title the
Beloved Disciple, more than the expression 'the disciple Jesus loved', suggests a
sense of being loved most.109
In John not only one disciple is mentioned as being loved by Jesus. Jesus also
loved Lazarus, Martha, and Mary (11.5). He loved all his disciples, calling them
'his own' (13.1, 34; cf. 15.9-17 and 17.6-12), even loving those disciples who are
yet to come (10.16; 14.21; 17.20-26). Jesus compares 'his own' with sheep who
recognize his voice, as that of the good shepherd, when he calls them by name, and
who are guided by him to seek good pastures (10.1-10). That Mary Magdalene is
also considered one of 'his own', as we already noticed, emerges from John's story
about her in which she recognizes Jesus' voice when he calls her by name, and
listens to his words (20.16-18).110 In addition, she calls him 'Rabbouni', which
means 'my teacher' (20.16). She is thus implicitly one of the disciples Jesus loved.
In 20.2 the Greek expression for the disciple Jesus loved is different from that
used in 13.23-26; 19.26-27 and 21.7, 20-24. In the latter instances ov rjyaiTa is
used, whereas the expression in 20.2 reads ov e<t>!Asi. This difference is not
necessarily of great importance, but it is striking that it occurs exactly here, where
the disciple is also specifically called 'the other disciple Jesus loved'. No other
author, however, seems to interpret the Greek expression in 20.2 as 'the other
disciple Jesus loved'. This passage is commonly translated as 'the other disciple,
the one whom Jesus loved', thus suggesting that this disciple (ov e<|)iAei) is to be
identified with the disciple referred to as ov riyaTra. Since John describes other
disciples as being loved by Jesus, the possibility that there are two different beloved disciples deserves to be taken seriously.
This is also probable when looking at the disciple's presence in the story at the
end of the Gospel of John. The disciple Jesus loved (ov rjycxTTa) recognizes Jesus
on the shore and tells Peter (21.7). When Jesus later asks Peter to follow him,
Peter, turning, sees that the disciple Jesus loved indeed follows (21.20-23). John
here emphasizes that the disciple Jesus loved (ov riyaTia) is the same one who was
at Jesus' chest at the Last Supper (21.20). Does John here specifically clarify the
expression 'the disciple Jesus loved' as the one who was at Jesus' chest, because
John distinguishes more disciples loved by Jesus? This would strengthen the
assumption that the reference to the other disciple Jesus loved in 20.2 is indeed
about another person. Continuing this line of argument it could be possible that
108. Brown (1966: xciv; 1979: 31-34), like many exegetes, argues for the latter interpretation.
See also Charlesworth 1995: 326-59. But Charlesworth leaves out 18.15-16.
109. See also Beck 1997: 110-11.
110. Brown 1970: 1009-1010.
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'the disciple Jesus loved' (ov rjycxTra 21.7,20-23) together with the 'other disciple
Jesus loved' (ov ECJMAEI 20.2) are the two unnamed 'others' of his disciples in
21.2.111
Mary Magdalene as the Disciple Jesus Loved
In Jn 20.2 Mary Magdalene does not fetch Peter and 'the disciple whom Jesus
loved' (6 |ja0r]Tr|s ov r)yaTTa) but John very precisely describes the disciple being
with Peter as 'the other disciple Jesus loved' (TOV aAAov |ja0r|Tr|V ov e<|>iAei).
Theoretically, the presence of this other beloved disciple leaves the option open
that either Mary Magdalene or Peter could be the disciple Jesus loved (6 jja0r)Tr)s
ov riyaTTa), who is mentioned earlier in 19.25-27. In most of the pericopes where
John uses the expression, 'the disciple Jesus loved', however, is in the company of
Peter.112 Thus it cannot be Peter. This implies that Mary Magdalene could be an
option: Mary Magdalene as the disciple Jesus loved (ov rpyaTTa), when she discovers the tomb to be empty, fetches Simon Peter and the other disciple Jesus
loved (ov e<f>(Aei).
The scene under the cross may also be understood in such a way that it points to
Mary Magdalene as the disciple Jesus loved, the same one who rested at the bosom
of Jesus at the Last Supper. In the scene under the cross Jn 19.26 describes Jesus
seeing two people: his mother and the disciple he loved. John's description of the
women standing under the cross in 19.25 leaves three possibilities: there are either
four, three or two women. I suggested earlier that two women seems the most
reasonable interpretation.113 In 19.25 Jesus' mother and her sister-in-law or niece
Mary Magdalene stand under the cross. No sister of Jesus' mother or Mary of
Clopas would be mentioned here without referring to them or her again.
This leaves us with two women under the cross in 19.25 - Jesus' mother who is
named Mary of Clopas and her sister-in-law or niece Mary Magdalene - and the
two people Jesus sees in 19.26: Jesus' mother and the disciple Jesus loved. Does
John in this pericope both reveal the identity of Jesus' mother as Mary of Clopas
and the identity of the disciple Jesus loved as Mary Magdalene?
Objections
There are important objections to be made. First, scholars argue that both 19.25-27
and 20.1 -18 are the result of redaction. Secondly, the solutions scholars offer to the
identity of the disciple Jesus loved exclusively point to men, because the grammar
111. According to Westcott (1902: 300), the two are disciples in a wider sense than the Twelve.
Brown (1970:1068), suggests as possible candidates for the two Philip and Andrew (6.7-8; 12.22)
or Andrew and Levi (referring to the Gospel of Peter). Schnackenburg (1975:419-20), argues that
the seven disciples together represent the future Church. The two anonymous disciples allow the
inclusion of the disciple Jesus loved. Morris (1995:760), concludes that the author has 'reasons of
his own' not to identify the two.
112. Jn 19.25-27 being the one exception.
113. See section 2.1, above.
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concerning this disciple is masculine, and because Jesus presents him as a son to
his mother (19.27).
Martin Hengel gives a survey of the various scholarly opinions on the unity of
the Gospel of John as a whole, ranging from the view that the unity 'is lost beyond
saving' (E. Schwartz) to the view that the Gospel is like the 'seamless robe of
Christ' (D.F. Strauss).114 Hengel himself argues for a 'relative unity', since three
recently found Johannine papyri dating from the second century give no evidence
of alleged primal forms of the Gospel. A second important argument is the unity in
language and style and the coherence of the narrative (he refers to studies of E.
Schweizer, E. Ruckstuhl, R. Kieffer, B. Olsson, R.A. Culpepper, G. van Belle). In
Hengel's view the Gospel is a 'relative' unity due to the fact that it has been
written over a long period of time, based on oral teaching, and that the Gospel was
completed after the author's death by his pupils.115 There is, however, one dominant creative and theological unity behind the Gospel. Thus, when we treat John as
a unity, there are scholars who would agree.
The second objection concerns the maleness of the disciple Jesus loved, which is
assumed because of the exclusively masculine grammar John uses. This is no doubt
an important objection. Yet, if anonymity in the case of the disciple Jesus loved
(and other anonymous disciples) was so important to the author of John, would the
use of masculine grammar not guarantee the anonymity in a better way than the use
of feminine grammar, which would obviously reveal to the readers at least one
important feature of the disciple, namely that she is a woman?116
Moreover, a woman being referred to as male was not so strange at the time, as
it would be to us now. Grace M. Jantzen has shown that spirituality in early Christianity gradually became identified with maleness.117 She gives several examples
of the fact that 'women whose spirituality was beyond question were described as
honorary males'.118 She also gives examples of cases of cross-dressing. And,
indeed, with regard to Mary Magdalene there is a tradition which speaks of her
maleness. In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus promises Peter that he will lead Mary
Magdalene in order to make her male 'so that she too may become a living spirit
resembling you males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the
Kingdom of Heaven'.x 19 In the Acts of Philip the Saviour praises Mary Magdalene
for her manly character. Because of this he gives her the task ofjoining the weaker
Philip on his mission journey. But she is not to join him as a woman. 'As for you,
Mary', he says, 'change your clothing and your outward appearance: reject
everything which from the outside suggests a woman'.120
114. Hengel 1989: 83-96.
115. Hengel 1989: 96-108.
116. Cf. Chapter 4, section 3.2.
117. Jantzen 1995: 43-58.
118. Jantzen 1995: 51.
119. GosThom 114; see Meyer (1985), who comments on this logion and shows, that to castigate femaleness and to recommend the transformation to maleness is by no means rare in the
ancient world.
120. Acts of Philip 95; see Bovon 1984: 57-58.
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Charlesworth, in his impressive monograph on the disciple Jesus loved, leaves
open the possibility that this figure could be a woman, perhaps Mary, Martha, or
Mary Magdalene, in spite of the masculine grammar.121 For him, the final proof
that the disciple must be male, is not the grammar, but the circumstance that the
disciple is called 'son'.122
This is, however, not the case. Jesus does not address the disciple as 'son' in
19.26, and uses no other masculine formal address, which would have completed
the parallelism:
He said to his mother:
* Woman, behold your son'.
Then he said to the disciple
'Behold your mother'.

By leaving out any masculine formal address, and by only saying 'Behold your
mother', Jesus declares the disciple to represent him as a son. This representation
does not necessarily mean that the disciple has to be male. That a woman may fulfil
the function of a son to a mother is clear from the story of Ruth and Naomi. The
female neighbours praise the way Ruth cared for her mother-in-law, by mentioning
her to Naomi as: 'she, who has been more to you than seven sons' (Ruth 4.15).
But, more important, I would like to argue that the word 'son' in Jn 19.26 does
not primarily refer to the disciple Jesus loved, but rather refers to Jesus himself.
For the reader who does not know theflowof the story beforehand, the word 'son'
directed to the mother of Jesus designates her own son: the dying crucified Jesus.
The reader is focused on Mary, thoroughly relating with her, when hearing Jesus'
words towards her: 'Woman, behold your son'. It is only after Jesus' words to the
disciple 'behold your mother' that the reader suddenly turns to this second person.
Turning to the disciple Jesus loved, and hearing those words 'behold your mother'
the reader is reminded of earlier farewell words of Jesus:
I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you. Yet a little while, and the world
will see me no more, but you will see me. Because I live, you will live also. In that
day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. He who
has heard my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me; and he who
loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to
him. (Jn 14.18-21)

Obviously, after Jesus died, he can be found in those who keep his words and as a
consequence are loved by him. His father and he himself will come to them and
live in them (14.23).
The ultimate importance of the scene in 19.26-27 lies in Jesus' invitation to his
mother to look away from her dying son tofindhim, alive, in the disciple he loved.
At the same time Jesus' words are a solemn declaration to this disciple: he (or she)
may act on Jesus' behalf, as if he (or she) were Jesus himself. To the reader, who
121. Charlesworth (1995: xiv) gives no arguments why the grammatically male disciple may be
female. For about two pages Charlesworth refers to the anonymous disciple as 'he or she'.
However, from page xvi onwards, without any comment, the disciple becomes 'he' again.
122. Charlesworth 1995: 5-6.
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remembers Jesus' prayer to his Father for all those who followed him, and who in
their turn will attract new followers - 'that the love with which thou has loved me,
may be in them, and I in them' (17.26) - , the disciple Jesus loved is the first of a
vast number of those disciples yet to come.
Both Jesus' mother and the disciple react to Jesus' words, the disciple by taking
Jesus' mother to him (or her) and the mother by accepting this. Jesus' words to his
mother and the disciple he loved, together with their reaction to them, constitute
the beginning of the growing koinonia of those who follow Jesus.123
In this interpretation of 19.26-27 the word 'son' in 19.26 does not point to the
gender of the disciple Jesus loved. The 'son' is the dying Jesus, who, alive, can be
found in the disciple he loved as the one who may represent him.
Criteria
Charlesworth, on the basis of a detailed exegesis of the passages in which the
disciple Jesus loved occurs, developed eight criteria to judge the various attempts
to identify this person.124
1. The love Jesus felt for the disciple must be demonstrable.
2. A clear reason for the anonymity must be given.
3. The closeness of exactly this disciple to Jesus, and his or her authority over
The others, should be adequately explained.
4. An explanation is needed for the fact that the disciple occurs relatively late
in the Gospel.
5. An explanation must be given for the scene at the cross.
6. The emphasis of the validity of the testimony should be explained.
7. The fear, that is caused by the prospect of the death of the disciple, must be
explained.
8. And the almost polemic rivalry between the disciple and Peter should be
clarified.
These criteria can be used to investigate the option for Mary Magdalene as the
disciple Jesus loved in more detail.125
As we have seen, Jesus loved all his disciples, calling them 'his own', being
those who recognize his voice when he calls them by name, and who listen to his
words. In John's story about Mary Magdalene she indeed recognizes his voice,
when Jesus calls her by name, and she listens to his words, going to the disciples,
saying what he asked her to say (20.16,18). This would suggest that Mary Magdalene is one of Jesus' own and that she thus, implicitly, is a disciple, loved by
123. As far as I could find, no interpretation of 19.25-27 emphasizes that 'son' in 19.26 may
refer to Jesus himself. For a survey of several interpretations of 19.25-27 see Brown 1994: II,
1019-1026. They range from the filial duty of Jesus, caring for his mother even at his own
crucifixion, to various symbolic interpretations of the Church being born.
124. Charlesworth 1995: xiv-xviii.
125. Charlesworth (1995:428-31) uses these criteria to show that Thomas could be the disciple
Jesus loved.
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him. Also the three criteria of Johannine discipleship apply to her. She remains in
Jesus' words (20.18; cf. 8.31), she shows love to the mother of Jesus (19.27; cf.
13.35), and as the witness to the significance of the resurrection (20.17; cf. 1.12),
she bears much fruit (15.8). In addition, she recognizes Jesus as Rabbouni (20.16)
and understands his teaching which has been prepared for in the farewell discourse
(20.17-18).126
The anonymity of Mary Magdalene as the disciple Jesus loved (the second
criterion), as argued earlier, may be explained by the fact that she is a female
disciple. Testimony from a female disciple, one who followed the teacher like the
male disciples, would have been difficult to accept, not only for those outside the
Johannine community, but, as I have shown, also for the Johannine community
itself.127
Mary Magdalene's special authority (the third criterion) is evident from the fact
that she is the sole witness to the precise meaning of Jesus' resurrection, which
Jesus reveals only to her. Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene alone before he has
ascended to his Father. She alone is the witness and proclaimer of the new bond
Jesus initiates at that very moment: 'my Father - your Father, my God - your God'
(20.17). Jesus urges her to go and tell this to his brothers (and sisters). Mary
Magdalene independently interprets this request in the light of the farewell
discourse and does not go to Jesus' relatives, but to the disciples. Earlier at the Last
Supper Jesus said to his disciples, his 'own' (13.1), as such also Mary Magdalene,
Martha and Mary and perhaps other women too, that he would no longer call them
slaves, but friends, since he had revealed everything to them (15.15), but now they
have become his brothers and sisters, he and they are all children of the one Father.
The reader understands that Mary Magdalene's interpretation has become authoritative to the Johannine community, since it is the crucial message of the Gospel,
formulated in the prologue, which says that Jesus indeed has come, so that all those
who accept him, who believe in his name, will receive from him the strength to
become children of God, by being born anew (1.12-13).128 This will be done
through the Spirit (3.5), Jesus' ascension to the Father making the gift of the Spirit
finally possible (16.5-7).129
But how should we explain Mary Magdalene's closeness to Jesus at the Last
Supper (the second clause of the third criterion), where she is 'reclining on Jesus'
bosom', which means sitting/lying next to him, Peter motioning to her to ask Jesus
who will betray him? Why this special position? In Hellenism a 'favourite pupil'
was quite common. Sjef van Tilborg gives examples of favourites who succeeded
their teachers. According to him the love of Jesus for the anonymous disciple
reflects the love of the Father for Jesus.130
But why would Mary Magdalene be at the bosom of Jesus? On the one hand this
could be explained by the circumstance that Mary Magdalene in our interpretation
126. See Chapter 7, section 2.2 and Chapter 7, 3.2.5.
127. See the Chapter 4, section 3.2.1 and Chapter 7, section 2.4.
128. Here indeed the inclusive word TEKVO: has been used.
129. See also Brown 1970: 1014-1017.
130. Van Tilborg 1993: 77-91.
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is a family member: the niece or the sister-in-law of his mother (19.25). And if not,
she is obviously in the company of Jesus' mother. In contrast to the Synoptics,
Jesus' relatives do have a role in John. When in 2.12 the train of his followers is
described, his mother is mentioned first, then his brothers and sisters and, finally,
his disciples (2.12).
The 'reclining on Jesus' bosom' may also be understood metaphorically. The
metaphor of the bosom in Judaism symbolizes the handing over of authoritative
tradition.131 The disciple Jesus loved being at Jesus' bosom represents the receiving of tradition and authority especially now, when Jesus' end is near. If indeed
there are two women under the cross and the disciple Jesus loved is one of them,
Mary Magdalene is this disciple to whom Jesus refers his mother, as the one in
whom he himself can be found, declaring this disciple to be the one who may
represent him (19.25-27). But, more important, the prologue and Jn 20.17 indeed
suggest that Mary Magdalene's teaching have become authoritative for the
Johannine community.
Why does the disciple Jesus loved, if she is to be identified as Mary Magdalene,
occur so late in the Gospel (Charlesworth's fourth criterion)? Indeed, John introduces the expression 'the disciple Jesus loved' relatively late in 13.23. This might
be because chapter 13 forms the beginning of the farewell discourse which ends in
chapter 17. Jesus, as the one loved by God, now passes his authoritative knowledge
on to the one he loved. The anonymous disciple may have been present right from
the start as one of Jesus' first two disciples in 1.35, a former disciple of John
the Baptist.132 As we already noted earlier, the parallels between Jn 20.15-18
and 1.35-40 suggest that John perhaps identifies this anonymous disciple as
Mary Magdalene.133
According to Brown, the anonymous disciple is distinguished as the loved one at
the Last Supper and not earlier, since only in this Christological context of 'the
hour', the identity as the loved one, close to Jesus, plays a role.134 This coincides
with the fact that in Mark and Matthew, Mary Magdalene is also anonymously
present from Galilee onwards, being specifically mentioned only late in the Gospel
story, at the time of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Even in Luke,
although her name is mentioned earlier, she only plays her part at the end of the
Gospel.
An explanation of the scene at the cross, the fifth criterion of Charlesworth, has
already partly been given. Jesus solemnly declares Mary Magdalene to represent
him and to act on his behalf, while he invites his mother to find him in Mary
131.Bergerl997:99, 109.
132. Brown (1979: 33) argues that the disciple Jesus loved is a former disciple of John the
Baptist. In his view the disciple in 1.35-40 is not called the disciple Jesus loved, since in the
beginning of the Gospel story he has not yet achieved this closeness to Jesus.
133. See section 2.2, above.
134. Brown (1979: 33) states: * During his lifetime... the Beloved Disciple lived through the
same growth in christological perception that the Johannine community went through, and it was
this growth that made it possible for the community to identify him as the one whom Jesus
particularly loved'.
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Magdalene. By reacting positively to this, together they represent the growing
koinonia of those who follow Jesus in the near and distant future. Yet something
else happens after Jesus has died. His side is pierced by a spear and is testified to
by an eyewitness. This is the second half of Charlesworth's fifth criterion. Why
could this witness be Mary Magdalene? In my opinion everyone who was under
the cross could be this witness. Even one of the soldiers. But, since John expressly
emphasizes the trustworthiness of this witness and this person remains anonymous,
it might be a woman. John presents this witness to the insight that Jesus' death
indeed procured not only blood, as a symbol of his gift of love (cf. 10.11 -15) but
also water, as a symbol of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Jn 5.6-8; Jn 7.37-39).135 A similar
emphasis on the truthfulness of a particular witness occurs again in 21.24. This
verse refers to the disciple Jesus loved in 21.20. The similar emphasis in both 21.24
and 19.35 could indicate that the anonymous witness of 19.35 is to be identified as
the disciple Jesus loved. Mary Magdalene is an option, since she is present under
the cross and in our interpretation John portrays no other named persons present
under the cross except Jesus' mother.
Testing Mary Magdalene against Charlesworth's sixth criterion we are to explain why the validity of her testimony should be emphasized. As I already suggested, this emphasis is due to the fact that at least the we-group in Jn 21.24 knows
that the disciple Jesus loved is a woman. The conservative attitude towards women
in John and the negative attitude of the time towards women claiming authority,
shows that especially the testimony of a woman could have been easily doubted or
rejected.136
Charlesworth's seventh criterion is based on his interpretation of 21.21-23.
He suggests that the community feared the death of the disciple Jesus loved.
Apparently a rumour circulated which had its origin in what Jesus himself said,
that the disciple he loved would not die (21.21 -23). The community, who found its
identity in the testimony of the disciple Jesus loved, could have feared the death of
Mary Magdalene (or could have been traumatized by the death of Mary Magdalene), since she is the only one to whom Jesus revealed the meaning of his resurrection and her testimony and interpretation became vital to the creed of the
community (1.12).
Concerning the eighth criterion we have to remember that we choose to interpret
the other disciple that outruns Peter as another (female) disciple (perhaps to
symbolize the gender difficulties in the community?), rather than the disciple Jesus
loved who stood beneath the cross. Charlesworth's idea that any rivalry between
Peter and the disciple Jesus loved derives for the most part from the disciple
outrunning Peter. Nevertheless, it is obvious that Peter recognizes the fact that the
disciple Jesus loved is closer to Jesus than he himself (13.23-24 and 21.7,20-23).
In the Synoptics there is no disciple closer to Jesus than Peter. In the later noncanonical sources, such as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary and Pistis
Sophia, Peter and Mary Magdalene appear together, Peter denying rather than
135. For a survey of several interpretations see Brown 1970: 946-56.
136. See Chapter 4, section 3.2.1.
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recognizing Mary Magdalene's closeness to Jesus.137 In these writings Mary
Magdalene indeed has a special position. In the Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of
Mary she is the only person to whom the other disciples refer to as the one loved
by Jesus more than the others and as the one who has a greater insight.138 In the
Gospel of John the two are held in balance, Peter receiving the authority to care for
Jesus' followers in a pastoral way (21.15-19),139 whereas Mary Magdalene
receives and understands the crucial message of the Gospel (20.17; cf. 1.12).
Mary Magdalene as One of the Options
This excursus does not pretend to offer a final solution to the problem of the
identity of the anonymous disciple Jesus loved. It is presented as one possibility
among others and is meant to contribute to the ongoing debate. Taking into account
the numerous and very different scholarly hypotheses that have been offered thus
far, one can only conclude that, if, indeed, the Gospel of John wanted the disciple
Jesus loved to remain anonymous, at least to outsiders, the author has proved to be
quite successful.
If we look upon Mary Magdalene as concealed in the grammatically male
anonymous disciple Jesus loved, this will affect our perspective on her as well as
on the Gospel of John. Not only Mary Magdalene's testimony about the meaning
of the Lord's resurrection would have been important to the Johannine community,
as we concluded earlier, but Mary Magdalene would also have had disciples, who
preserved her accounts of Jesus' life and teachings, which later received the title
the Gospel of John. Moreover, through the canonization of the Gospel of John,
Mary Magdalene's accounts of Jesus would have been canonized and taught
through the ages, and spread over the world.

137. GosThom log. 114; GosMar 17.16-23; PS 36; 72.
138. GosPhil 64.1-5; GosMar 18.14-15.
139. This is very different from Matthew's view on Peter, who is, according to this Gospel, the
rock on which the Church is to be built and the one who receives the keys to the Kingdom of
Heaven (Mt. 16.18-20).

Chapter 8
THE NEW TESTAMENT GOSPELS AND THE
GOSPEL OF MARY ABOUT MARY MAGDALENE

To be able to investigate the background of the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary we turned to the New Testament Gospels, since they contain the
earliest written material on Mary Magdalene that has survived. To what extent can
the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary be understood from the
New Testament Gospels? In addition, we will examine what the different New
Testament portrayals of Mary Magdalene reveal about their use of first-century
Mary Magdalene traditions.
1. Common Themes
This section compares Mary Magdalene's portrayal in the Gospel of Mary with
those in the New Testament Gospels by considering Mary Magdalene's relation to
Jesus, her role among the disciples and her function in the Gospel stories.
1.1. Mary Magdalene's Relation to Jesus
1.1.1. Having been Taught by Jesus Alone. In Mark, Mary Magdalene is taught by
Jesus as a disciple belonging to the small circle of Jesus' disciples. Though Jesus'
teaching is mostly in public she and the other disciples are taken aside to receive
advanced teachingfromhim. Together with the Twelve and others she is one of the
inner group to whom Jesus has given the secret of the Kingdom of God, in contrast
to those outside who receive everything in parables. In Matthew, Mary Magdalene
is among the crowds who are taught by Jesus and together with the other Mary
when the risen Jesus speaks to them. In Luke, Mary Magdalene has been taught by
Jesus, being with him all the time. John, in contrast to the Synoptics, actually
describes Jesus teaching Mary Magdalene alone. Thus, the Gospel of Mary in
portraying Mary Magdalene as having been taught by Jesus alone is closest to the
Gospel of John.
1.1.2. Being Loved by Jesus. Mark, Matthew and Luke do not mention Jesus' love
for Mary Magdalene. According to John, Jesus loved all his disciples, even loving
those who are yet to come, calling them 'his own'. John compares Jesus' love to
the relationship between a good shepherd and his sheep. The sheep recognize his
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voice and are guided by him to seek good pastures. Mary Magdalene implicitly
belongs to these loved ones, since she recognizes his voice, listens to him and calls
him Rabbouni. She may also be concealed in the anonymous disciple called 'the
disciple Jesus loved': the one who is the witness behind the Gospel of John and the
one who wrote things down.
In the Gospel of Mary, Peter explicitly states that Jesus loved Mary more than
the rest of the women. That is the reason why he assumes that she knows things
that the other disciples do not. According to Levi, Jesus loved her more than the
other disciples, because he knows her thoroughly. The author's opinion remains
unclear. The Gospel of John and Mary are close in that both relate Jesus' love to
knowing his words and being known by him.
1.1.3. Being Authorized and Prepared to Proclaim the Gospel In Mark, the young
man in white authorizes Mary Magdalene to go and tell the disciples and Peter that
the risen Jesus is going before them into Galilee and will be seen there by them. In
Matthew, the risen Lord himself authorizes Mary Magdalene and the other Mary to
instruct his brothers (and sisters) that he will go before them to Galilee, but he
instructs the Eleven to preach the gospel to the nations.
Luke implicitly includes Mary Magdalene when relating that Jesus opened the
minds of the apostles and those who were with them. In Luke this happens so they
can understand the Scriptures. With them she also receives Jesus' blessing and the
promise that she will be clothed with power from on high. Luke, however, also
suggests that, although the women from Galilee are able to understand the gospel,
they should not preach it, because of the confusion they cause.
In John, the risen Jesus himself authorizes Mary Magdalene to tell his brothers
(and sisters) about his way upwards and the new relationship between his Father
and his disciples. In addition, implicitly, as one of the disciples, Mary Magdalene
receives the Holy Spirit and is sent by Jesus as he was sent by the Father. In the
Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene's extra knowledge and Peter's request authorize
Mary to instruct the disciples. The Saviour authorized and prepared her as well as
the others to go to the nations and preach the gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of
Man and made her true Human Being like the other disciples. With respect to being
authorized and prepared to proclaim the gospel, the Gospel of Mary is thus again
closest to the Gospel of John.
1.1 A. A Teaching Mary Magdalene. Mark ends with the information that Mary
Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome do not instruct the disciples, but suggests
that they must have done this at some point. The second ending of Mark relates
that Mary Magdalene tells the disciples that the risen Lord has appeared to her and
the narrator confirms that she indeed did so, but those who had been with Jesus did
not believe what she said.
Matthew relates that Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are on their way to tell
the disciples to go to Galilee and that the Eleven indeed go there, but to a certain
mountain to which Jesus himself apparently had directed them. Luke relates that
Mary Magdalene, Joanna and Mary of James and the other women with them
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instructed the apostles. The women's words seem idle tales to them and are not
believed. The two followers of Jesus going to Emmaus relate that the women had
confused them. Instead, Peter's story evokes immediate belief.
John relates that Mary Magdalene instructed the disciples about what the risen
Jesus told her alone and shows a specific regard for Mary Magdalene's teaching,
since its content is the central confession in the prologue. The Gospel of Mary
shows that Mary's teaching turns the disciples' hearts inwards to the Good One
and confirms that her teaching indeed consists of the words of the Saviour that he
told her alone. The Gospel of John and the Gospel of Mary are thus similar in that
the author declares that Mary Magdalene's teaching is both trustworthy and of
consequence.
1.1.5. Not his Suffering, but his Greatness. In the New Testament Gospels, Mary
Magdalene is portrayed as having seen Jesus dying on the cross, as having found
his tomb empty and as receiving the revelation about Jesus being alive. In each
New Testament Gospel, Mary Magdalene is thus associated with Jesus' suffering
and with his transcending his suffering. In the Gospel of Mary, Mary encourages
the disciples to focus on the greatness of the Son of Man instead of on his suffering. With respect to this the Gospel of Mary is close to all the New Testament
Gospels.
1.2. Mary Magdalene among the Disciples
1.2.1 Mary Magdalene as a Sister among the Brothers (and Sisters). In Mark, as
well as in Matthew, the disciples are portrayed as brothers and sisters of Jesus. In
Mark, Mary Magdalene is included in the masculine plural of disciples. Mark invites the readers to identify with them, whereas it criticizes the Twelve. In contrast
to this, in Matthew, Mary Magdalene is portrayed, on the one hand, as a disciple
and is included in the masculine plural of disciples, brothers and sisters, but, on the
other hand, Matthew puts the twelve disciples to the fore. Mary Magdalene belongs
more specifically to a large group of women followers. Matthew presents Mary
Magdalene in the company of the mother of James and Joseph and the mother of
the sons of Zebedee. The latter is the mother of two of the three core disciples of
the twelve: Peter, James and John. In this way Mary Magdalene is closely connected to the twelve disciples.
In Luke, Jesus calls all those who do the will of God 'my mother and my
brothers'. Luke distinguishes between the twelve apostles and the many disciples.
Mary Magdalene is included in the masculine plural of disciples and belongs in
particular to the group of women disciples who followed Jesus in andfromGalilee.
Together with Joanna and Susanna she belongs to an inner circle of three healed
women, who, like the Twelve, are with Jesus wherever he goes and who are served
by the many women disciples.
In John, Mary Magdalene is portrayed as a disciple, but it remains unclear
whether she is included in the masculine plural of disciples. She may, however, be
concealed in the anonymous 'disciple Jesus loved'. Her relation to Peter and the
other disciple Jesus loved is such, that she fetches them the moment she finds the
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tomb empty. In John, Mary Magdalene proclaims the central message of the
Gospel of John: thanks to Jesus' crucifixion, resurrection and ascension the disciples become his brothers and sisters and children of God.
In the Gospel of Mary, Peter calls Mary Magdalene 'sister', and she calls him
*my brother'. With respect to this the Gospel of Mary is close to Mark, Matthew,
and John in that looking upon Jesus' disciples as brothers and sisters also occurs in
Jesus' earthly lifetime in Mark and Matthew and, as a result of Jesus' ascension to
his Father, also in John. The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Mary all
agree that Mary Magdalene belongs to the disciples and as such is related to the
Twelve.
1.2.2. Knowing More than the Others. In Mark, Mary Magdalene appears to be the
only witness of Jesus' burial as well as of the tomb being empty. The second
ending of Mark portrays Mary Magdalene relating that she has seen the Lord. In
Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary together are thefirstto see the risen
Jesus, who affirms their joy and banishes their fear. In Luke, Mary Magdalene is
one of many women witnessing the tomb being empty and remembering words of
the Saviour which are told earlier in the Gospel to the disciples in general.
In John, the specific knowledge of Mary Magdalene consists of having seen the
Lord between his death and his ascension and of being told by him about the new
bond between his Father and his disciples and their new identity. The content of
this instruction is only conveyed earlier in the prologue of John. Although the disciples are prepared for this teaching through Jesus' farewell discourse, in the flow
of the story, the specific content of Mary Magdalene's teaching is new to them.
In the Gospel of Mary, Peter and Levi state that Mary Magdalene knows more
than the other disciples, which she herself confirms. In the Gospel of Mary, Mary's
new knowledge consists of having seen the Lord in a vision, of the specific nature
of the disciples' new identity, and of the way upwards to the Divine. Thus, the
Gospel of Mary, as in Mark, the second ending of Mark, and John suggest that
Mary knows more than the other disciples. But the themes of Mary's new teaching
in the Gospel of Mary especially parallel those of the Gospel of John.
1.2.3. Mary Magdalene and Peter. In Mark, Mary Magdalene and Peter both are
courageous and both fail. However, it is not the Twelve with Peter as their representative who exemplify Markan discipleship, but, instead, Mary Magdalene, Mary
of Joses, Mary of James, and Salome.
In Matthew, Peter is to the readers the spokesman of the disciples in general.
Throughout Matthew, Peter is an encouraging example of the practice of discipleship both in his belief and his failure. As disciples, Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary are models of service, faith, courage and stability, but in order to be made
disciples, to be baptized and taught, the readers must turn to the remaining eleven
disciples.
In Luke, Peter belongs to the twelve apostles, whereas Mary Magdalene is a
disciple healed by Jesus from seven evil spirits. Both are present at the crucifixion,
like all Jesus' acquaintances. Both witness the tomb being empty, but the witness

8. The New Testament Gospels

195

of Mary Magdalene and the other Galilean women is not believed, whereas all
readily accept that the Lord is risen when he is said to be seen by Simon (Peter).
In John, Peter comes to the empty tomb on Mary Magdalene's initiative. Jesus is
seen by her. She receives the message which is crucial to the Gospel of John. Peter
receives the responsibility of the pastoral care for the believers. In the Gospel of
Mary, Mary Magdalene and Peter both, as disciples, have been made true Human
Being by the Son of Man and have been prepared to bring the gospel of his
Kingdom. But, whereas Mary Magdalene encourages the weeping disciples and
shows them the way to stability, Peter allows the power of Wrath to take over and
rejects Mary's teaching because she is a woman. Thus, the portrayals of Mary
Magdalene and Peter in the New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Mary all
seem to reflect a certain rivalry or hierarchy as if the views on the roles of Mary
Magdalene and Peter are interdependent.1 When Peter's role is crucial, Mary
Magdalene's is not (Matthew and Luke). When Mary Magdalene's role is crucial,
Peter's role is not (Mark and John), but in none of the New Testament Gospels
is the contrast between Mary Magdalene and Peter so striking as in the Gospel
of Mary.
1.3. Mary Magdalene's Function in the Story
Through Mary Magdalene's example, Mark encourages the readers to overcome
anxiety and failure, to remain disciples and to become apostles, no matter how
frightening this may be. The courage and inspiration necessary can be found in the
knowledge that the suffering Messiah was raised to life and will be seen in Galilee
to which Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome are witnesses. In the
second ending of Mark, Mary Magdalene is to the readers an example of faithfulness. She proclaims to the weeping disciples that she has seen the Lord. The
risen Jesus rebukes the Eleven when they do not believe her.
In Matthew, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are inspiring examples of
serving Jesus, of having faith in him, of courage and of stability, but they are not to
preach the gospel. In Luke, Mary Magdalene functions as a trustworthy and
capable witness and at the same time as a warning that a woman's witness may be
confusing. As their witness is apparently not asked for and not needed, women
should be satisfied with remembering Jesus' words among themselves, as the two
men in shining garments advised Mary Magdalene and the other women.
With Mary Magdalene the readers of John are invited to stop focusing on and go
beyond the death of Jesus. Jesus can still be seen and heard, he is still calling his
disciples by their names and they can still answer his call. The readers also recognize that Mary Magdalene is the disciple who alone received Jesus' instruction
about their new identity, which according to the prologue is crucial to the message
of the Gospel of John.
With Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary the readers are encouraged to
1. This is also the case in other early Christian texts. On the basis of her study of Peter and
Mary Magdalene in early Christian literature, Brock (2003: 162) concludes: 'in no text do both
Mary Magdalene and Peter enjoy the same status as witnesses. Indeed, this study has shown that as
one of the two figures gains prominence, the status of the other often declines'.
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proclaim the Gospel of the Kingdom of the Son of Man, in spite of their fear of his
suffering. Although Andrew and Peter object to Mary's trustworthiness as a
woman teaching, the readers are invited to believe Mary's instruction. A similar
function of Mary Magdalene as in the Gospel of Mary is found in Mark and John
while Matthew and Luke limit her role. In both Mark and John, however, Mary
Magdalene's importance is implied and not brought to the fore as in the Gospel
of Mary.
1.4. Conclusion
In one way or another most of the aspects of Mary Magdalene's portrayal in the
Gospel of Mary are present in the New Testament Gospels as well. The New Testament Gospels and the Gospel of Mary all portray Mary Magdalene as a disciple: a
sister among the brothers (and sisters). She is associated with Jesus' suffering and
with transcending this. She is a woman who teaches the other disciples since she
knows more. There is the implicit suggestion that she proclaims the gospel.
But we can say more: certain themes in the Gospel of Mary appear to be
especially close to the Gospel of John. The Gospel of John and the Gospel of Mary
refer to Jesus' love for her which they both relate to being known by him and
knowing his words. The Gospel of Mary is close to the Gospel of John in portraying Mary Magdalene as having been taught by Jesus alone as well as in the content
of this teaching. They both contain the themes of having seen the Lord, of the new
identity of the disciples and of the way upwards to the Divine. With respect to
being prepared to proclaim the gospel, the Gospel of Mary is also closest to the
Gospel of John. Furthermore, the Gospel of John and the Gospel of Mary are
similar in that the author declares that Mary Magdalene's teaching is trustworthy
and of particular consequence.
2. Different Choices
A comparison between the Gospel of Mary's portrayal of Mary Magdalene and
those of the New Testament Gospels also shows that they decided to colour her
portrait in their own ways. Especially in four respects the portrayals appear to be
evidence of different choices. In contrast to the New Testament Gospels, in the
extant pages of the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene has a role after the final
departure of the Saviour and not only between Jesus' crucifixion and his final
departure as in the New Testament Gospels.
A second difference is that the Gospel of Mary specifically depicts Mary
Magdalene instructing the disciples, whereas the New Testament Gospels relate
that she does, but do not describe her actually doing it. John is the exception by
granting her one sentence of (indirect) speech, whereas the Gospel of Mary grants
her several pages of (direct) speech.
A third difference is that the Gospel of Mary openly portrays the male disciples'
difficulty with Mary Magdalene being a woman and a disciple to be listened to,
whereas the New Testament Gospels suggest that they feel the same problem, but
leave the topic vague. A fourth difference is that to the author of the Gospel of
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Mary, Mary Magdalene has the leading part, whereas the New Testament Gospels
mainly focus on the male disciples.
It is clear that the New Testament Gospels show traces of a high esteem of Mary
Magdalene, but they also show traces of a choice to reduce the importance of her
role. Mark suggests that all is lost, when Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and
Salome do not speak. No one will go to Galilee and actually see the risen Jesus. By
this open ending the readers are strongly invited to speak themselves, knowing that
Mary Magdalene and the others eventually must have spoken too, since they are
reading their story. The readers are encouraged to overcome their fear just like
Mary Magdalene, Mary of James, and Salome apparently must have done.
Compared to Mark, Matthew puts Mary Magdalene in a golden cage. She is no
longer the important witness of Mark, on whom the impact of Jesus' work depends.
She is the faithful and courageous model disciple who experiences the opening of
the tomb, meets the risen Jesus and joyfully obeys him, but the impact of Jesus'
work depends on himself and on the eleven disciples.
Compared to Matthew, Luke takes a different view. In Luke, Mary Magdalene is
also special as in Matthew, not because of her belief and courage, however, but
because she has been healed from seven evil spirits. Her account of the revelation
at the empty tomb is not believed, but instead causes confusion and is deemed
superfluous, whereas the word that the Lord is seen by Simon is readily believed.
Although Matthew and Luke go very different ways, both are similar, compared
to Mark, in that they introduce male disciples to de-emphasize the importance of
the Markan Mary Magdalene. Both suggest that the impact of Jesus' work rests
solely on the shoulders of the male Eleven, instead of on the shoulders of the
Markan Mary Magdalene and the women accompanying her. On the basis of this
observation we must conclude that one of the reasons why Matthew and Luke limit
the role of the Markan Mary Magdalene is that she is a woman. This is affirmed by
the exclusion of women as one of the criteria of apostleship in the Lukan account at
the beginning of Acts.
With respect to this, another observation is important as well. Although the
Synoptics differ considerably in their portrayals of Mary Magdalene, they are
similar in that the main content of Mary Magdalene's instruction is not new to the
disciples. In the Synoptics Mary Magdalene and the other women first and foremost have a role of reminding the disciples of certain words Jesus already spoke
when still being among them. In contrast to the Synoptic accounts, in the account
of John the main content of the instruction which is entrusted to Mary Magdalene
is new to the disciples. In addition, Mary Magdalene on her own accord interprets
Jesus' instruction in a certain way, which on the basis of the prologue the readers
know to be the right one.
With respect to women, John, apparently, made other choices than the Synoptics. In contrast to them, for instance, John does not hesitate to depict women being
in relevant dialogue with Jesus. At the same time, however, the Gospel of John and
the Synoptic Gospels remain androcentric in a similar way. In the Synoptic
Gospels many women are said to follow Jesus, but these women are not depicted in
dialogue with him. In John, women are in dialogue with Jesus, but John portrays
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women within conservative boundaries and does not picture women travelling with
Jesus. If they are, they are made invisible in the masculine plural of the word
disciples or in the single anonymous disciples.
In the Gospel of Mary the teaching of Mary Magdalene is openly discussed. Is
she to be relied on? Do her words really come from the Saviour? Are the disciples
to believe that the Saviour would have taught a woman alone and that the disciples
should listen to her? This kind of discussion is not openly dealt with in the New
Testament Gospels. In the New Testament Gospels, a discussion about the position
of Mary Magdalene is, instead, implicitly present. The outcome of this discussion
is very different: whereas the Gospel of Mary chooses to depict Mary Magdalene
as a disciple to whom one should listen carefully, the New Testament Gospels
show ambiguity and reservation with regard to her role as well as to the roles of
other women disciples.
3. First-Century Traditions and the New Testament Gospels
In the introduction to Chapter 41 suggested that, compared to other writings, it is
extraordinary that the author of the Gospel of Mary gives Mary Magdalene such an
explicit role. At the end of this chapter I wonder whether I should say, is it not
extraordinary that the New Testament Gospels take so much trouble to limit her
role? The New Testament Gospels apparently have different reasons for keeping
Mary Magdalene silent. Mark and Matthew do so because of the purpose of their
Gospels. Luke and John both seem to address the issue of gender, but in very
different ways: Luke by actually silencing women and John by carefully bringing
them to speech in a conservative context.
The common themes about Mary Magdalene in the New Testament Gospels are
evidence of afirst-centurymain tradition about her. But, when she was generally
known as a disciple of Jesus and closely related to the circumstances that led to the
core confession of the first Christians, then we can imagine that there must have
been stories not only about her presence at Jesus' crucifixion and his grave, but
also about what she learnt from him and the content of her gospel.
Perhaps Mark made use of these stories, but we do not know, since Mark has its
own theological device. Mark only identifies the twelve apostles by name, but does
not directly identify any disciple, consistently using an inviting unspecified plural
to refer to the disciples. Mark portrays Mary Magdalene, the other two Marys and
Salome at the end of the Gospel, contrasting them to the Twelve, to reveal what
discipleship actually means. In addition, their portrayal as remaining silent has a
literary focus, challenging the readers to overcome their own silence.
In the Gospel of Matthew no explicit role of Mary Magdalene as a disciple is
required, since the author presents Jesus' disciples first and foremost as the twelve
males. To them the readers should turn, to be made disciples, to be baptized and to
be taught.
The Gospel of Luke, although implicitly, seems to actually address the issue of
gender. Luke's gender pairs convey a picture of a world divided by gender. Luke
speaks favourably of women when their strength and perseverance are concerned
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in hearing the word of God and doing it, in prayer, and the sharing of possessions,
but also uses the narrative technique of silencing them. The witness of the Galilean
women, Mary Magdalene among them, is not important other than to remember
among themselves.
The Gospel of John shows quite the reverse motive. According to the author,
Mary Magdalene's interpretation and proclamation of the meaning of Jesus' death,
resurrection and ascension is authoritative to the Johannine community and constitutive to the Gospel of John. In addition, other teaching of her as an eyewitness
may also be present in John. However, there are conservative boundaries to be
dealt with. In the Gospel of John, even Jesus himself only gradually comes to the
understanding that women may be sowers of the seed, and that the disciples need
not be afraid, or need to stop them, but may rejoice with them, reaping the harvest.

Chapter 9
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

As we saw in Chapter 1, the scholarly debate about the Gnostic Mary concentrates
on the origin of the Gnostic portrait of Mary Magdalene and on its evaluation.
Concerning its origin, two basic viewpoints can be distinguished: (1) Gnostic
authors have constructed a Gnostic Mary Magdalene using the New Testament
portrait of her as a vehicle for Gnostic teaching, and (2) New Testament authors
neglected the important role of Mary Magdalene, evidence of which is preserved in
Gnostic writings. Subsequently, on the one hand the Gnostic Mary is regarded as a
specific Gnostic construct, and, on the other hand the conjecture is defended that
the Gnostic portrayal of Mary Magdalene has a solid historical core.
The evaluations of the Gnostic portrayal of Mary Magdalene also vary widely.
The Gnostic Mary is valued as the feminine counterpart of Jesus, as a female
apostolic leader, as a prophetess, as an advocate of female leadership, of egalitarian
discipleship and of a non-hierarchical and charismatic way of being the church in
contrast to Peter who represents a male-oriented and hierarchically structured
church. The Gnostic Mary is also valued as an important representative of Gnostic
insights. Other scholars, however, point to the specific dualism, and the subsequently negative female imagery in Gnostic writings.
In addition, Marjanen and Mohri have shown that the Gnostic writings represent
different Gnostic evaluations of Mary Magdalene. In Marjanen's view, for
instance, it is only in the Gospel of Mary that the conflict between Mary and Peter
symbolizes a conflict between Gnostic and non-Gnostic orthodox Christians.
Petersen, on the basis of the Gnostic portrayal of Mary Magdalene and other
women disciples, concluded that women only could join the Christian Gnostic
community on the condition that they put aside their feminine nature and became
male.
To be able to evaluate these viewpoints on the Gnostic Mary Magdalene, the
present study focused on the Gospel of Mary, which is considered to be the most
important early witness to the esteem of Mary Magdalene in Gnostic circles. I
raised four questions:
1. Is the dualism involved in the Gospel of Mary a Gnostic dualism and does it
contain a negative use of female imagery?
2. What is the specific content of Mary's teaching in the Gospel of Mary?
3. Does the Gospel of Mary' s view on Mary Magdalene advocate the apostolic
leadership of women, an egalitarian discipleship and a non-hierarchical way
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of being the church?
To what extent can the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary,
her relation to the Saviour, her position among the disciples, and her
function in the story, be understood from the New Testament Gospels?

This chapter will try to answer these questions and take a position with regard to
the Gospel of Mary and the debate about the Gnostic Mary Magdalene.
1. Dualism and Female Imagery in the Gospel of Mary
1.1. The Specific Dualism in the Gospel of Mary
After having introduced the Gospel of Mary in Chapter 2, in Chapter 3 we studied
the specific dualism in the gospel. The Gospel of Mary contains a dualistic view of
this world and another world and of body and soul. The dualism in the Gospel of
Mary is mostly interpreted as a radical dualism, which belongs to a Gnostic
context: the material world is a fall from the spiritual world and should not have
come into existence; it originates from an inferior Demiurge, who created the
world according to his own image. The dualism of this world and another world
and of body and soul, however, may also belong to contexts other than a Gnostic
one. The dualism could belong to a Jewish and Christian context: the material
world originates directly from the spiritual world, or could belong to a more
Platonic setting: the material world originates from a Demiurge, a lower deity, who
created the world according to models, which belong to the spiritual world.
Perkins who studied the genre of Gnostic dialogue, to which most scholars
believe the Gospel of Mary belongs, concluded that the most characteristic trait of
Gnostic belief is the view that God is radically transcendent and has nothing to do
with the cosmos. This marks the importance of the question about the specific
dualism in the Gospel of Mary. If it is not a Gnostic dualism, then the Gospel of
Mary lacks the trait that makes Gnosticism in the second century so different from
other views of the divine and must be interpreted in the broader context of
pluriform Christianity. In addition, Williams warns against the view that a clearly
defined Gnostic movement really existed. Like Perkins, he considers the dualism in
creation the most characteristic trait of the 'Gnostic' belief, but he argues that the
label should only be used as a modern way to categorize certain late antique
writings in order to understand them better.
When we tried to understand the dualism involved in the Gospel of Mary we
concluded that there are two difficulties in the current interpretation of the remarks
on cosmology in GosMar 7.1-8.10. The expression 'all nature' (<|>YC1 c Nl M) is
interpreted in a contradictory way: on the one hand as referring to the material
world and on the other hand as referring to the spiritual world (GosMar 7.3,18). In
addition, matter is seen as something contrary to nature (GosMar 8.2-4). In order to
find an interpretation which would solve these contradictions we turned to Stoic
philosophy and to the Jewish exegete Philo of Alexandria who made use of
dualistic (Platonic) as well as Stoic categories, to express the deeper meaning of
Jewish Scripture.
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We concluded that the dualism of the Gospel of Mary is a moderate one and
belongs to a Jewish-Christian context in which the material world directly derives
from the spiritual one. The world is not created by an inferior Demiurge, but is
created by God himself through his Nature. The creation is divine in origin, but
somehow something went wrong. In the language of Genesis, the snake tempted
the woman to sin. In Jesus' parable of the sower and his enemy, it is the enemy
who sows weeds. In the language of Philo the cause of evil is the existence of two
opposing powers; the salutary and beneficent power and the opposite one, the
unbounded and destructive. In the language used in the Gospel of Mary, Nature is
originally rooted into the Divine, but has become mixed with a power contrary to
Nature. Both Nature and this power contrary to Nature act upon (passive) matter,
as do the sower and his enemy in Jesus' parable and the two powers in Philo.
The particular language of the Gospel of Mary, however, belongs to a more
specifically Stoic context, in which matter is a thought construct and matter and
Nature are intertwined. This means that the material world as such is not to be
avoided, as would be the case in a Gnostic dualistic view, but that one should be
careful not to be ruled by the power contrary to Nature.
1.2. Female Imagery in the Gospel of Mary
As we have seen in the debate about the Gnostic Mary Magdalene, scholars such as
Maisch, Petersen, and Marjanen point to Gnostic radical dualistic thought and the
subsequent negative use of female imagery. Petersen, however, also showed that
such views not only occur in a Gnostic, but also in a more orthodox Christian
context. In her view, Christian texts of antiquity show a fatal alternative: either
women become men, or, as women, they are to be submissive to men. We saw the
latter opinion to be true when looking to the use of New Testament texts about the
creation and the submissiveness of women. We also noticed that Philo uses
dualistic categories of maleness and femaleness. Therefore, not only the radical
Gnostic dualism, but also the moderate dualism that belongs to a Jewish and
Christian context can give rise to a repressive attitude towards women.
What about female imagery in the context of the dualism in the Gospel of Mary?
The negative power contrary to Nature is feminine (nxp A<>
| YC I c), but the positive
power of Nature is feminine too (^ycic). 1 Matter is feminine (2Y*H), but is
labelled neither positively nor negatively.2 Matter bringing forth passion contains
the female imagery of giving birth (xno), but at the same time the disciples being
able to bring forth peace contains the same imagery.3 The soul is feminine (tYXH),
but is not particularly depicted as the seat of perceptions, as emotion, but also as
the seat of the mind, as reasoning, which is a positive category.
The Son of Man and the mind are masculine (n<l)Hpe Mnpa>M6 and nNoyc), but
they are inside male as well as female followers.4 Nothing is said of females who
would have to become male: both men and women have been made true Human
1.
2.
3.
4.

GosMar 8.4 and GosMar 7.3, 7, 8, 18; 8.10.
GosMar 7.1, 7; 8.2.
GosMar 8.2 and 8.15.
GosMar 8.18-19; 10.21.
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Being by the Son of Man. The only indication of a negative use of female imagery
is the fact that three of the four powers of passion are feminine: Desire
(Ten I GYM I A), Ignorance (TMNTATCOOYN), and Wrath (ToprH).5 And only two of
the seven appearances of Wrath are masculine: Darkness (nK AK 6) and the Jealousy
of Death (nK(D2 MnMOy).6 However, the goal of the soul's ascent is again described
with female imagery: the Rest in Silence (TANAnxyc I c in NoyKApaw).7 Moreover, when the author of the Gospel of Mary describes the salvation of the soul no
imagery is used that could suggest that masculinity saves from the evils of femininity. Instead, the author only uses masculine words. The soul says: 'From a
world (KOCMOC) I am unloosened through a world and from a model (Tynoc)
through a model which is from the side of Heaven'.8
When we thus consider the use of female imagery in the Gospel of Mary no
dualistic use is made of male and female imagery and female imagery does not
specifically occur in a negative context alone. On the contrary, the fact that Mary is
called blessed because of her stability, whereas the brothers (and sisters) are
pictured as unstable right after the departure of the Saviour, turns the current views
of male and female behaviour upside down.9
2. The Content of Mary's Teaching in the Gospel of Mary
2.1. Mary's Teaching
In the extant pages of the Gospel of Mary, Mary's teaching concerns three subjects.
These are the greatness of the Son of Man (GosMar 9.14-20), the importance of the
mind(GosMar 10.7-23) and the way upwards to the Rest in Silence (GosMar 15.1—
17.7).
The disciples feel far from assured and prepared to bring the Gospel of the
Kingdom of the Son of Man after the Saviour has departed. They fear that they will
suffer as the Son of Man did. In this situation Mary encourages them (GosMar 9.1420). In Mary's words, the disciples are in 'two minds' (2HT CNXY GosMar 9.15-16).
On the basis of our interpretation of GosMar 7 and 8 we concluded this to mean that
the disciples' minds are not only directed towards Nature, but also towards what is
contrary to Nature. What the Saviour warned against is happening to the disciples.
They are allowing themselves to become 'persuaded' by what is contrary to Nature
(GosMar 8.8). Their hearts are torn and inwardly divided. They are confused by the
suffering of the Son of Man and fear their own. Mary instead calls on the disciples to
remember and praise the Son of Man's greatness. She reminds them of his recreating them into true Human Being and thus of their being prepared.
The words of the Saviour, which are still unknown to the disciples, and which
Mary at Peter's request recalls in GosMar 10.7-23, help them to understand in a
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

GosMar
GosMar
GosMar
GosMar
GosMar

15.1, 12; 16.13.
16.6, 8.
17.5-7. Rest is feminine and silence is masculine.
16.21-17.3.
10.14-15 and GosMar 9.5-12.
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more profound way the teaching of the Saviour about the Son of Man being within,
who is to be followed, sought after and found. By recalling words of the Saviour that
she knows and the others do not, Mary explains the way out of the disciples' wavering. The disciples do not depend on their soul's senses, nor do they need to wait for
divine inspirationfromoutside. The Saviour has explained to Mary that there are not
two categories, soul and spirit, but three, the third one being the mind. Their soul's
mind which has the spirit of the Son of Man blown into it enables them, first, to see
the Lord's greatness; second, to become stable; and third, to experience bliss.
In GosMar 15.1-17.7 Mary recalls the theme of the ascent of the soul to reveal to
the disciples what the Saviour had taught to her alone about the significance of
following the Son of Man, being made true Human Being, and living in accordance
with one's renewed mind. Mary identifies the adversaries on the way upwards as
Darkness, Desire, Ignorance, and Wrath with its seven appearances and shows the
wavering disciples the way stability can be experienced. On this way it is important
to be able to identify false reasoning with the help of Divine reason. Divine reason
consists of the conviction that the soul has beenfreedfromthe world she lived in by
a heavenly world: the power opposite to Nature has been made powerless. This
enables one to overcome the powers that try to keep the soul from drawing near to
the Divine.
Mary, last but not least, through the words which the Saviour taught her, also
shows that the soul's way to the Rest in Silence is not a road of suffering, but one of
victory and joy. Her knowledge about this is perhaps behind her earlier words in
GosMar 9.14-20 where she encourages the weeping disciples to praise the greatness
of the Son of Man, instead of fearing his suffering.
2.2. Hermeneutical Tools: Philo, Paul and John
We first checked whether Mary's teaching on the three subjects outlined above
could be seen as related to Gnostic writings, but we saw that this did not bring us
any further.10 Gnostic thoughts on suffering, on primordial Man, on being stable and
on the post-mortem ascent past archontic powers offered no help in interpreting the
content of Mary's teaching in the Gospel of Mary. Instead, Philo's writings, the
Pauline letters and the Gospel of John appeared to be illuminating when searching
for the meaning of Mary's teaching. The Pauline letters and the Gospel of John
were useful for the metaphor of the Son of Man being inside and clothing oneself
with him and for the view that one, as a follower of the Son of Man, is re-created.
The writings of Philo appeared to be instructive for the meaning of being made true
Human Being, for the importance of the mind and for the relation between seeing
the Divine, stability, vices that try to stop the soul by reasoning and Divine reason
which enables the soul to continue her way to the Rest in Silence.
This strengthens the view that not only the dualism in the Gospel of Mary, but
also the interpretation of Mary's teaching in the Gospel of Mary, should not be
limited to a specific Gnostic context, but should be situated in the broader context
offirstand partly second-century pluriform Christianity. Not only the words of the
10. See Chapter 4, section 2.
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Saviour before his departure, but also Mary's teaching after his departure are more
closely related to a broader Christian context than a Gnostic one, and are rooted in
similar ground as Philonic, Pauline, and Johannine thought.
3. The Gospel of Mary and the Apostolic Leadership of Women
3.1. Male Opinions on Mary's Teaching
First of all it can be noted that the debate about Mary's teaching takes place solely
among the men: there is no debate with Mary, but only a debate about her.11
Although Mary at one point breaks into the male evaluation of her teaching, she
receives no answer.12 These are most important elements in a debate about women
leadership.
The Gospel of Mary offers four male opinions on Mary's teaching:
1. She knows more than the brothers (and sisters) because she is a woman and
the Saviour loved her more than the rest of women (Peter, GosMar 10.1-6).
2. Her teaching must be rejected, since she tells things that seem to differ from
those that the brothers (and sisters) already know (Andrew, GosMar 17.1115).
3. Her teaching must be rejected, since the Saviour, as a man, would never
have told her, as a woman, things that the males should listen to (Peter,
GosMar 17.18-22).
4. She knows more than the brothers (and sisters) because the Saviour made
her worthy, knowing her thoroughly and subsequently loving her more than
the other disciples (Levi, GosMar 18.7-15).
In this debate the author or early copier of the Gospel of Mary takes a clear stand
by dedicating the gospel to a woman: the Gospel of Mary.13 In the Gospel of Mary,
the male opinions about Mary's teaching are contradicted through the development
of the plot.14 Peter's first opinion (1) is contradicted by Levi (4). Peter's later
opinion is contrary to hisfirst(1 against 3). In addition, the narrator contradicts the
opinion that Mary's teaching should be rejected (2 and 3).15 Moreover, Peter's first
opinion is contradictory to Andrew's (1 against 2). Andrew's words are also shown
to be inconsistent by the author, since Mary's teaching is demonstrably related to
the Saviour's teaching earlier in the Gospel of Mary. Last but not least, Levi's
opinion is contradicted by Mary herself, when she taught earlier that the Son of
Man made 'us' true Human Being, and not herself alone.
I suggest that it is more accurate to conclude that the Gospel of Mary refutes
those who reject Mary's teaching because she is a woman, rather than that the
Gospel of Mary specifically advocates the apostolic leadership of women. The
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

GosMar 17.10-18.21. See Chapter 4, section 1.
GosMar 18.1-6.
See Chapter 4, section 3.2.
See Chapter 4, sections 3.1 and 3.3.
GosMar 17.7-9.
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Gospel of Mary seems instead to advocate the apostolic leadership of all those who
can shed light on the words of the Saviour: women and men. In addition, the Gospel of Mary advocates egalitarian discipleship in the sense that all disciples have
been made true Human Being and all received the instruction to preach the gospel.
3.2. No Rules and Laws
By introducing the theme of making rules and laws, the author gives a clue to how
he or she regards the behaviour of Peter and Andrew. The Saviour in the Gospel of
Mary, before departing, warns the disciples against making rules and laws, other
than the one rule he gave to them, which may be the one rule of love (GosMar 8.229.3). The reactions of Andrew and Peter show that they also adhere to other rules.
Andrew's rule contains the conviction that only the words of the Saviour that the
brothers (and sisters) regard as a canon determine the truth-content of what others
contribute to their knowledge of the Saviour (GosMar 17.10-15). Peter, apparently,
adheres to rules about the roles of women and men. According to Peter a man is not
to listen to a woman, a man must not speak to a woman alone and a woman
disciple is never above male disciples (GosMar 17.18-22).
These objections to Mary's teaching do not seem to reflect a specific option in
favour of a hierarchically structured church. This conjecture coincides with the fact
that Peter and Andrew do not object to the Saviour's warning not to make additional rules and laws. If this warning suggests a more charismatic way of being the
church, then Peter and Andrew seem to agree with it.
Andrew's objection shows the belief that until then words of the Saviour must
be in harmony with the teaching already known, which is a common opinion in
both hierarchical and more charismatic contexts, and one, as we have seen, that is
shared by the author of the Gospel of Mary. The author is also clear that Andrew's
words reflect a male bias against a woman's role of authority, but disguised in a
seemingly rational objection against the context of Mary's words. I suggest that the
author of the Gospel of Mary through the Saviour's warning against additional
rules and laws and through Andrew's and Peter's extra rules, instead of stating
something about hierarchy or charisma, emphasizes that the emerging rules concerning gender roles are not evidence of obedience, but of obvious disobedience
to the Saviour.
The Saviour in the Gospel of Mary, before he departs, warns the disciples that
adhering to other rules than the one he gave will imprison them (GosMar 8.22-9.4).
And indeed, Andrew and Peter, through their extra rules, are no longerfreeto really
listen to what the Saviour teaches them through Mary. They are no longer able to
discuss the content of the Saviour's words, as they did before, but instead turn to
accusing Mary of deceit.
4. The Origin of the Gospel of Mary's Portrayal of Mary Magdalene
The Gospel of Mary is the earliest remaining testimony of an open attitude towards
the teaching of a woman disciple of Jesus. To be able to investigate the background
of the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary, we turned to the New
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Testament Gospels, since they contain the earliest written material on Mary Magdalene.16 We studied their various portraits with respect to Mary Magdalene's
relation to Jesus, her role among the disciples and her function in the Gospel
stories. We concluded that the basic traits of the Gospel of Mary's portrayal of
Mary Magdalene are also present in the New Testament Gospels, especially in the
Gospel of John.17 Does this mean that the author devised the Gospel of Mary
inspired by the New Testament Gospels? Or did the author's esteem of Mary
Magdalene stem from a broad stream of earlier written and oral tradition about her
of which the New Testament Gospels are the only testimonies that survived?
The common themes about Mary Magdalene in the New Testament Gospels are
evidence of afirst-centurymain tradition about her. But, when she was generally
known as a disciple of Jesus and closely related to the circumstances that led to
the core confession of the first Christians, then we can imagine that there must
have been stories not only about her presence at Jesus' crucifixion and his grave,
but also about what she learnt from him and the content of her gospel. It is quite
plausible that there were traditions that focused especially on Mary Magdalene.
In addition, we noticed that the New Testament Gospels show both traces of a
sincere esteem for Mary Magdalene as well as traces of a choice to reduce her role.
Moreover, we saw that each of the New Testament Gospels had their own particular reasons to keep Mary Magdalene silent. Therefore it seems less likely that the
author's esteem of Mary Magdalene derives from the New Testament Gospels,
than that it is rooted in a broader stream offirst-centurywritten and oral tradition
about her. This first-century evidence which specifically focused on Mary Magdalene has not survived, but is reflected in the Gospel of Mary and less explicitly in
the Gospel of John.
5. The Present Study's Contribution
The purpose of the present study was to evaluate the different viewpoints on the
Gnostic Mary Magdalene by studying the Gospel of Mary which is considered to
be the most important early witness to the esteem for Mary Magdalene in Gnostic
circles. First of all, a significant conclusion of this study is that the Gospel of Mary
is not to be categorized as a Gnostic writing and that Mary in the Gospel of Mary is
not promoting Gnostic teaching. This means that the Gospel of Mary cannot be
seen as evidence of an early esteem of Mary Magdalene in Gnostic circles. Thus
the Gospel of Mary is not at home in the reconstruction of a Gnostic portrayal of
Mary Magdalene. This conclusion calls for a new evaluation of the Gnostic
portrayal of Mary Magdalene.
A second conclusion concerns the more specific traits of the portrayal of Mary
Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary. These are closest to the evaluation of her as an
apostolic leader. The author of the Gospel of Mary presents Mary Magdalene as a
disciple of the Saviour to whom one should listen. The author considers Mary
16. See Chapters 5, 6, and 7.
17. See Chapter 8.
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Magdalene's contribution especially relevant in a situation of fear to go and
proclaim the gospel, since she has been taught by the Saviour about the identity of
the adversaries the disciples are to meet. In the author's view, Mary Magdalene's
words, when heard, can empower the disciples to take courage and become stable.
A third conclusion concerns the role of gender in the Gospel of Mary. The
Gospel of Mary contains no dualistic use of male and female imagery. On the contrary, the Divine is described with feminine words: Nature, Root, and Rest in
Silence. Furthermore, the insight in the identity of the adversaries sheds a specific
light on the gender difficulties which especially Peter experiences. They are a result
of the power of Wrath, and do not stem from the Divine, but instead, hinder one
from finding the way upwards to the Divine. In addition, the author of the Gospel
of Mary emphasizes that rules concerning gender roles are evidence of disobedience rather than of obedience to the Saviour.
A fourth conclusion of the present study concerns the origin of the portrayal of
Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary. On the basis of the examination of the
different portrayals of Mary Magdalene in the New Testament Gospels we
concluded that the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary most likely
does not depend on the New Testament Gospels, but rather on earlier tradition
about Mary Magdalene.
The Gospel of Mary is thus plain evidence against the conjecture that early
Christian texts present a fatal alternative: either women become men or, as women
they are to be submissive to men. The Gospel of Mary is significant proof of an
early Christian view which considered (at least) Mary Magdalene to be on an equal
footing with her brothers (and sisters) in the sense that they all have been made true
Human Being and that they all are prepared to preach the gospel of the Kingdom of
the Son of Man. According to the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene's additional
knowledge is vital to be able to fulfil this task. As a consequence, the Gospel of
Mary contradicts all those who reject Mary Magdalene's teaching, simply because
she is a woman.
6. Further Study
In Chapter 7, solely on the basis of the Gospel of John itself, it was suggested that
the theory that Mary Magdalene is concealed in the anonymous disciple Jesus
loved cannot be dismissed out of hand and merits further investigation.18 At the
end of this study it was concluded that the portrayal of Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary is close to that in the Gospel of John. We also noted that the
Gospel of John proved to be helpful in understanding Mary's teaching in the
Gospel of Mary. This calls for a further examination of the relationship of the
Gospel of John and the Gospel of Mary and a deeper study of Mary Magdalene and
the anonymous disciple in the Gospel of John in relation to Mary Magdalene in the
Gospel of Mary.

18. See the excursus at the end of Chapter 7.
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