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SAINT MARY MAGDALENE 

 

The name and personality of St Mary Magdalene is essential to Christianity – as the 

Gospels point out, she was the first witness and the first bearer of the good news of the 

Resurrection of Christ. The centuries, however, have overlaid the image of Magdalene with 

some mystery. This mystery was born in the age of Early Christianity, when the doctrine of 

the holy Fathers of the Church, the Gnostic teachings, and many legends and traditions 

intersected. It is inherent of our time as well, especially after reading a great deal of the 

ancient manuscripts, found in Qumran and Nag Hammadi, which gave a new impetus to the 

fantasy of writers and researchers. It would hardly be fatal, if it did not marginalize important 

moments, related to Mary Magdalene at the expense of other, more curious but unproven – a 

fundamental territory of authors seeking rapid and sensational glory. This edition has neither 

ambition to add nor to take away the layered mystery, and even less, to debate with such 

authors. What it seeks to achieve is to highlight a clear and righteous image of Mary 

Magdalene, who, despite the disagreement, has been left behind in the centuries-old tradition 

of Christianity. In addition, to show that if there is a mystery with St Mary Magdalene, it is 

nothing but her virtue, devotional love and service in the name of Christ, that dawned on her 

earthly path, and continued after death. The first witness and the first messenger of the 

resurrection deserves both respect and wonder. A real mystery is how one can endure this and 

continue to live with the thought that it happened: that you are worthy first to be touched by 

the voice of the resurrected God, to soak His first words after the Resurrection, to become 

their first messenger to the apostles themselves, to bear the meaning of these words with you 

throughout your life, to give this meaning to others. The image of Mary Magdalene is at the 

heart of this mystery. The way to it makes the writing of the following pages meaningful.  

 

St Mary Magdalene: following the traces of Holy Scripture 

 

The first knowledge of St Mary Magdalene we owe to the pages of the New 

Testament. In time, they have inevitably intertwined with many other texts – part of them 

church services, another part as a record of oral traditions, and third as legends and 

apocryphal stories – and it is difficult to separate them today. For the aware one, they create a 

dynamic and complex text, a palimpsest, in which the believer is quick and easy to find his 

bearings – through the heart. If, for some reason, the distinction is important, it is to avoid 
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hesitation about the true image of Magdalene. Therefore, at the beginning of the long way that 

the verbal, writing, and iconographic tradition goes up to date with regard to the image of 

Mary Magdalene is the canonical gospel word. The true essence of the four Gospels, written 

in the second half of the first century, was to preach the Resurrection of Christ, while 

revealing essential moments of His life, deeds and His teaching – not only as an example for 

imitation for believers, but henceforth giving meaning of every human life. At the same time, 

they offer several memorable encounters with Mary Magdalene, highly interwoven with 

moments of Jesus’ life and deeds. This in itself is a sign that she is a part of giving the 

meaning of life for anyone who identifies himself as a believing Christian; that every 

Christian needs an understanding of her image. 

Conceived from the point of view of the chronology of Jesus’ activity, the first 

meeting with Mary Magdalene was during Jesus’ activity in Galilee. It was clearly presented 

in The Gospel According to Luke, and implied in The Gospel According to Mark. As we will 

see below, this “half-expression”, and especially some of its interpretations, have proved to be 

important for the attitude to Magdalene’s image over the centuries. The second meeting was 

at the Crucifixion and was presented by the four evangelists. The third is the Lamentation of 

Jesus, removed from the cross and at His laying in the tomb, which was once again presented 

by the four evangelists. The fourth – the meeting with the angel at the empty tomb – was also 

presented by the four evangelists, but with some differences that are most clearly revealed in 

the fifth meeting – that of Mary with the resurrected Jesus. According to Matthew, this was a 

meeting of two Myrrh-bearing women with Jesus, while according to John and Mark this was 

a meeting of Jesus personally with Mary Magdalene. A consequence came after the meeting, 

narrated also in a different way: Mary Magdalene (in one case, alone, in the other, not) should 

pass the good news of the Resurrection to the apostles. For some of the evangelists, this 

happened upon angel’s behest, for others – upon behest of Jesus Himself. However, a new 

story emerged from the consequence, which made the evangelical stories distinct: for 

Matthew and Mark all ended up with the announcement that Jesus expected the apostles in 

Galilee. They do not go to the empty tomb where she met the messenger angel. Luke’s story 

sent Peter to the empty tomb to be convinced himself in the Resurrection. John’s narrative 

made a substantial shift in this story. First, Mary Magdalene was alone beside the empty 

tomb. Then came the announcement to Peter and John, who immediately went to the empty 

tomb, and only then the meeting with the angels and the resurrected Jesus happened. The 

description of this meeting is unprecedented in the New Testament texts – here, in the 
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conversation between Jesus and Magdalene, in the enigmatic “Noli me tangere” (“Do not 

cling to Me”) masterpieces of iconography and painting sprang. In this situation, according to 

John, Magdalene went to tell the apostles two different messages: about the missing body and 

the empty tomb (her own fears of what she saw, the story of the first witness of the empty 

tomb), and the good news of the resurrected Jesus (her delightful happiness from the meeting 

with Jesus, a story of the first witness of the Resurrection). In the Gospel According to Mark, 

she communicated (though without result: “they did not believe”) only one message – that of 

the Resurrection; for the empty tomb the Myrrhbearers were afraid to mention and kept 

silence. Thus, in general, Mary Magdalene’s appearances in the Gospels can be summed up. 

However, this general picture requires knowledge of the smallest details. For, as we shall see, 

interpretations have often suffered general blunt reference and escape from details. 

 St Mary Magdalene was a direct witness to Jesus’ deeds in Galilee – this is the 

way the first of the indisputable situations could be regarded, that will serve as a foundation 

for our narrative. It is as if Luke, when speaking of these deeds, mentioned Mary Magdalene, 

but this is deceptive, since Luke’s story followed the chronology, and the other evangelists 

followed the retrospection (she appears in them in the description of the Crucifixion). 

Moreover, in Luke’s narrative, the mention of Magdalene in this Galilean context is parallel 

to the mention of her healing (of seven demons), while the others do not mention such 

infirmity. We only find it once more, in Mark’s narrative, but devoid of the spatial context of 

Luke. Probably, however, it gave Luke grounds to interweave it more precisely and 

chronologically more precisely in his narrative, for it is simply a reminiscence for Mark’s 

Gospel. In Luke, we read the following: “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 household 

manager, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their means” (8:1-3).
1
 

This is Magdalene’s first appearance at Luke – not just as a reference, but a way of 

interposing her image into the text. That’s why such interposing is memorable, no matter how 

many traps to future readers and interpreters are set by this indefiniteness of “evil spirits and 

infirmities” and the supposedly specific “seven demons”. For Luke, Magdalene appeared at 

the same time with the apostles, she was a equivalent part of Jesus’ surroundings – as healed 

and worthy, together with the apostles, to absorb His word and witness His miracles. Matthew 

and Mark mentioned Mary Magdalene as a follower of Jesus in Galilee, not until they 

described the Crucifixion. On the other hand, Mark offered some other lines, that dialogue 
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with Luke (with the remark that in some early manuscripts, the Gospel  of Mark did not 

include these lines but ended with the verse before them): ”Now when He rose early on the 

first day of the week, He appeared first to Mary Magdalene, from whom He had cast out 

seven demons” (16:9). Mark mentioned the disease state as if the story of the expulsion of the 

seven demons from Magdalene was known to everyone – he just interposed this fact as he 

talked of the important appearance of Jesus in front of Magdalene. Unlike Luke, who began 

his narrative about Mary Magdalene with this fact, Mark mentioned it after having already 

described the events related to the Crucifixion, the discovery of the empty tomb and the 

meeting with the angel – all of them with the participation of Magdalene. In Luke’s 

description, the seven demons did not have that stylistic effect they had with Mark. With 

Luke, they introduced the image and were a prospect for future actions of Magdalene (freed 

from the disease, she could now follow Jesus to the end – as indeed the other women who He 

also freed Himself from diseases and evil spirits). With Mark, they created a final contrast 

(the resurrected Christ first appeared to the one He had once freed from demons). In any case, 

Mark and Luke are the only ones in the New Testament who associated the image of Mary 

Magdalene, through the symbolic sound of the seven demons. Most likely, with the two of 

them the semantics of the word “demon”, its figurative power and the numerical power of 

“seven” meant clearer and more specific things about the episteme of early Christianity, than 

they mean about us today. Without realizing it, and without bearing any guilt, the two 

evangelists opened the door to some of the most devastating overinterpretations in 

Christianity that have not stopped up to the present: that Mary Magdalene was a sinner. From 

the indisputable situation – that Magdalene, who was healed by Jesus, followed Him since He 

was in Galilee – one of the most controversial situations in the Christian world was born: that 

the diseases and demons in this case mean sins; that the seven mortal sins accompany the 

image of Mary Magdalene. It is as if we have forgotten what was written by John 

Chrysostom: “It is not so important to expel the demon but to get rid of sin. The demon does 

not prevent us from acquiring the Kingdom of God, while sin takes us away from Him”.
2
 

Jesus undoubtedly knew exactly what he did with Mary Magdalene through healing, but we 

gradually lost some of the senses for understanding the gospel truths. 

St Mary Magdalene attends Christ’s Crucifixion – this is the way the second 

undisputed situation can be read. Although all the evangelists are united around it, they 

conveyed this with some differences that deserve attention – at least they are not nominally 

unanimous with regard to the Myrrh-bearing women. Matthew said: “There were also many 
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women there, looking on from a distance, who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering 

to Him, among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Joseph and 

the mother of the sons of Zabedee” (27:55-56).  It is obvious that among the women who 

followed Jesus, Matthew identified three: Mary Magdalene (named by name), Mary (named 

as the mother of James and Josiah – brothers of Jesus, according to Matthew 13:55) and 

Salome (named as the mother of the sons of Zebedee). The same situation we find in Mark: 

“There were also women looking on from a distance, among whom were Mary Magdalene, 

and Mary the mother of James the younger and Joses, and Salome” (15:40-41). Among the 

women who followed Jesus, Mark also outlined three: Mary Magdalene (named by name), 

Mary (once again, named James’ /this time, James the younger/ and Josiah’s mother, 

according to Mark 6:3) and Salome (this time named by name). Matthew and Mark outlined 

three same images among women: the first place is invariable taken by Mary Magdalene, 

followed by Mary, the mother of James and Joses, and Salome, the mother of the sons of 

Zebedee, John and James, two of the twelve apostles. The tradition of the Mount Athos 

assumes that the second Mary is actually the Virgin Mary (a fact, interpreted repeatedly in the 

writings of the holy fathers and by the researchers),
3
 but still impressive is the fact that she 

was not directly named as the mother of Jesus, but as the mother of His brothers James and 

Joses, and that in most cases it follows the image of Magdalene. The differences began in 

Luke. His story refused to name the Myrrhbearers that were around the cross: “And all His 

acquaintances and the women who had followed Him from Galilee stood at a distance 

watching these things” (23:49). Ostensibly, Luke did not distinguish a single female image 

here, but it is largely deceptive. Beforehand, in his text (8:1-3), he gave the names of some of 

the women who followed Jesus from Galilee, so that the reader can easily be oriented: “Mary 

called Magdalene… and Joanna, the wife of Chuza… and Susanna, and many others”. Luke 

did not mention, among the female figures, those two, who Matthew and Mark distinguished 

(Mary the mother of James and Joseph and Salome). Although, instead of them, he presented 

the names of new women’s images, Luke did not reject them (and the reader can easily 

perceive them from the other two Gospels), but eliding them, Magdalene was again put as 

first among the Myrrh-bearing women. It is obvious that none of the evangelists missed her 

presence at the Crucifixion. John also made no exception, he was as explicit as Matthew and 

Mark in relation to Magdalene, but changed the description of the Virgin Mary as a name and 

order of appearance (fully in line with the verses of that same chapter in which Jesus pledged 

Virgin Mary and John to each other): “But standing by the cross of Jesus were His mother and 
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His mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.” (19:25). Mary 

Magdalene is the only image (with regard to the women at Crucifixion), which is present in 

any of the four gospel texts – it was neither replaced, nor missed, and even, on the contrary, it 

was indicated with utter clarity in naming. If there is a female image that is beyond any 

doubt at Crucifixion, it is that of Mary Magdalene, according to the gospel texts. 

We also see this explicitness in the third situation – when St Mary Magdalene was 

present at the laying on the dead Jesus in the tomb. In the story of Matthew, “Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb” (27:61); and that in 

Mark, “Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where He has laid.” (15:47). 

According to Luke: “The women who had come with Him from Galilee followed and saw the 

tomb and how His body was laid” (23:55). While Luke once again referred to his earlier 

listing of women, and to the first among them, Mary Magdalene, John missed that moment in 

his narrative, probably because he was already reaching to the empty tomb and the meeting 

with the angel, the fourth of the indisputable situations, related to the presence of Magdalene 

in the Gospels. 

Precisely, that meeting of Mary Magdalene with the angel at the empty tomb of 

Jesus, as we pointed above, transformed the four evangelical narratives into various strategies 

of speaking of the most glorious message – the Resurrection. Matthew and Mark offered the 

first strategy: Mary Magdalene, accompanied by other Myrrhbearers, found the angel at the 

empty tomb, heart the message of the resurrection of Jesus from him, and received guidance 

from the angel to deliver the good news to the apostles. For Matthew the story went like this: 

“Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and 

the other Mary went to see the tomb… But the angel said to the women: “Do not be afraid, for 

I know that you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not here, for He has risen… go quickly 

and tell His disciples…” (28:1-9). According to Mark: “When the Sabbath was past, Mary 

Magdalene and Mary the mother of  James and Salome bought spices, so that they might go 

and anoint Nim… they saw a young man dressed in a white robe… and he said to them: “You 

seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has risen… but go, tell His disciples…” (16:1-

8). To this narrative strategy, Luke, who doubled the angels, added the apostle’s unbelief: 

“But on the first day of the week they went to the tomb… but  when they went in they did not 

find the body… two men stood by them in dazzling apparel… the men said to them: “… He is 

not here, but has risen.”… and returning from the tomb they told all these things to the eleven 

and to all the rest. Now it was Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James 
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and the other women with them who told these things to the apostles, but these words seemed 

to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.” (24:1-11).  John radically changed this 

strategy – Mary talked to the angels but did not receive the message of the resurrection: “Now 

on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early and saw that the stone 

had been taken away from the tomb… But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb, and as she 

wept she stooped to look into the tomb. And she saw two angels in white. They said to her, 

“Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord…”  

(20:1-10). After sharing her pain of Christ, Who was not it the tomb, instead of receiving an 

answer from the angels, Mary saw Jesus Himself (not yet understanding that it was Jesus 

Himself, thinking of Him as the gardener), he heart Him (still not realizing it was Jesus) and 

only at the end, hearing to address her by name, recognized her Master. Only in John, the 

message of the Resurrection came from Jesus Himself, Magdalene met the Logos, heart the 

beloved voice, absorbed the word of the Resurrection, which she was called by the Lord 

Himself to pass to the apostles. For the first time, the holy land was borne out by that “Christ 

is risen”, which for centuries will be a sign of faith, delight and victory. Pronounced by Mary 

Magdalene, given by Christ Himself.  

Inadvertently, we have entered a new storyline – the meeting of Jesus with Mary 

Magdalene, a two-faced storyline behind which the fifth undoubted situation is crept. Once, 

this is a meeting of Jesus with the Myrrh-bearing women, one of whom is Mary Magdalene. 

But here is the other side: Jesus’ meeting only with Mary Magdalene. Let us start with the 

absence – according to Luke, unlike the other evangelists, there was no such meeting. 

According to Matthew, this was a meeting of Jesus with the two Marys, and it happened on 

the way when the Myrrh-bearing women went to fulfil the angel’s command and to report 

Christ’s resurrection: “Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they came up and took hold 

of His feet and worshiped Him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell My 

brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see Me.” (28:9-10). This meeting was filled with 

symbolism: the two women touched the risen Christ (“took hold of His feet”) and worshiped 

Him. Without clarifying the gesture code, Matthew made the hands of the two Marys (Mary 

Magdalene and the Virgin Mary) invaluable – they got first in contact with Christ after the 

Resurrection, illuminated by the victorious divinity. 

According to Mark and John, this was not just a meeting of the resurrected Christ with 

Mary Magdalene, but also the first revelation of Jesus after the Resurrection. Nevertheless, 

the pathos was different. Mark delivered the story in a few strokes: “Now when He rose early 
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on the first day of the week, He appeared first to Mary Magdalene…She went and told those 

who had been with Him…” (16:9). No details of the meeting, no voice – we owe them to 

John. However, his were the words: “Do not cling to Me!” (20:17). John took away the power 

of the touch, which could be seen in Matthew, but replaced it with another, much more 

meaningful and inexhaustible symbolism, judging by the words to the unbelieving apostle 

Thomas, eight days later: “Have you believed because you have seen Me? Blessed are those 

who have not seen and yet have believed”. In this case, “saw” is a synonym of “touched” – 

Thomas put his hands in Christ’s prints of the nails, to believe. Mary Magdalene in John did 

not touch Jesus with his hands, but touched Him with his faith; it was a mystical touch, a 

mystery far higher than the physical touch. “Do not cling to Me!” could also be understood as: 

“Believe! You can believe without touching Me” – and this is the first victory of the 

Resurrection in Christianity. We owe it to Mary Magdalene, that one of The Gospel 

According to John. Because she believed without touching. And she went forth to pass the 

message of the Resurrection: “She turned around and saw Jesus standing… Jesus said to her, 

“Mary”. She turned and said to him in Aramaic, “Rabboni” (which means Teacher). Jesus 

said to her, “Do not cling to Me… but go to My brothers and say to them… ” Mary 

Magdalene went and announced to the disciples….” (20:14-18). Here interesting is the 

comment in the book The New Testament. The Four Gospels with Brief Interpretation (Ed. 

The Holy Metropolis of Nevrokop, 2013, p. 288). This edition is based on the interpretations 

of Trembelas and Kolitzaras, which were translated in Bulgarian by monk Dorotheos of the 

Great Lavra. There we read the following comment about Jesus’ appearance to Magdalene: 

„And Mary leaned to embrace His feet with honour and humility, but Jesus told her, ‘Do not 

touch Me, for I have not yet gone to My Father, and the time for the new kind of honour that 

men will give Me did not come yet’”. That is to say, Mary wanted to testify the new kind of 

honour to the Saviour (by analogy with Matthew’s text), but before the time for it had come (a 

stress in the text of John). But if we admit she timed herself, she did not do a mistake in the 

signs of worship – do we owe this set of gestures to her? 

Beyond the four gospel texts, another plot of the New Testament once again evoked 

the image of Mary Magdalene, this time from The Acts of the Apostles. When the eleven 

apostles were with one accord in prayer until the Pentecost, we read the following: “All these 

with one accord were devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the 

mother of Jesus…” (Acts 1:14). The four evangelical texts, and especially that in Luke, 

repeatedly show that in the collective phrase some women (synonymous with the women who 



10 

 

followed Jesus from Galilee, but with the painful attribution of the women at the Crucifixion 

and the Myrrh-bearing women), Magdalene hold a leading position. Now, the last 

undisputable situation regarding the presence of St Mary Magdalene in the New Testament is 

that until the Pentecost, Mary Magdalene was devoting herself to prayer, together with 

the Virgin Mary and the apostles.
4
  

With these descriptions, the New Testament left several indisputable traces of the 

importance of Mary Magdalene as an image. However, the problem of every text, and the 

texts of the New Testament could not be passed by this destiny as well, is that it is a subject to 

many interpretations. And the status of interpretation, as we know from a historical 

perspective, for a shorter or longer period, has been strongly bound and dependent on certain 

contexts. This is the way some controversial situations around her image have been born – 

namely, from the reading of pages in the New Testament. The first comes from the 

interpretation that Mary Magdalene and Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus of Bethany, 

are the same person. The second identified Mary Magdalene with the woman who anointed 

Jesus’ head with fragrant oil in the house of Simon the Leper. The third one identifies Mary 

Magdalene with the female sinner from Nain of Luke 7. These three interpretations of 

Magdalene’s image in the New Testament are at the root of an injustice. They shaken her 

identity, weaken its significance, and ultimately replace the true nature of the saint. And it is 

not so easy to name the guilty ones, because in the interpretations included are, alongside the 

rest, such since the 2nd century AD, and some of the brightest minds in the history of the 

Church. Since in the very nature of interpretation we can not talk about accuracy (correctness) 

and inaccuracy, but we can talk about overinterpretations that are able to replace and mislead, 

and in this sense, to offer readings that are not valid, I define this problem with the 

controversial situations surrounding St Mary Magdalene as a problem of misleading 

overinterpretations that are difficult to be accepted as valid. It is true that we have the 

freedom to discover meanings, but the freedom to invent them must not be tolerated, therefore 

I consider the case around Mary Magdalene is a field of inventions, that takes place over time 

and which, in certain contexts, does harm to the image. I will elaborate what I mean by 

looking at the three situations. At the same time, I will be laconic, as they were, on the one 

hand, the object of attention in the works of the Church Fathers and in the scientific literature, 

and on the other hand, they were noted in her life. 

The first controversial situation arising from the interpretation that Mary 

Magdalene and Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus of Bethany, are the same person 
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was generated through the reading of the following lines of The Gospel According to John: 

“Six days before the Passover, Jesus therefore came to Bethany… Mary therefore took a 

pound of expensive ointment made from pure nard, and anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped 

His feet with her hair… But Judas Iscariot… said, “Why was this ointment not sold for three 

hundred denarii…” (12:3-8). The second controversial situation – that Mary Magdalene 

was the woman who anointed Jesus’ head with fragrant oil in the house of Simon the 

Leper – was generated through the readings of The Gospel According to Mark, where we 

read the following: “And while he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the Leper … a 

woman came with an alabaster flask of ointment of pure nard, very costly, and she broke the 

flask and poured it over His head. There were some who said to themselves indignantly, ‘Why 

was the ointment wasted like that? For this ointment could have been sold for more than three 

hundred denarii…’” (14:3-10). The third controversial situation, according to which Mary 

Magdalene and the female sinner of Nain were the same person, comes from reading the 

following lines of The Gospel According to Luke:  “And behold, a woman of the city, who 

was a sinner, when she learned that He was reclining at the table in the Pharisee’s house, 

brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind Him at His feet, weeping, she 

began to wet His feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed His 

feet and anointed them with the ointment.” (7:37-50). 

Now then, St Mary Magdalene was Lazarus’ sister Mary of Bethany, and the woman 

who anointed Jesus’ head at the home of Simon the Leper (again in Bethany), and the sinner-

woman of Nain (a town near Capernaum, Galilee)... Some Fathers of the Church also 

suggested and teach that the Holy Gospel in all the narratives of the three women in question 

assumed a single person who – I will allow myself to quote a note from the life of Magdalene
5
 

– “in her youth, she had probably committed immorality, and because of her vicious life she 

was possessed by seven demons” (the life of another saint, Mary of Egypt, suggested the logic 

of such parallels). But she believed in Christ, continued the life, “and received forgiveness 

from Him (at the house of Simon), and she freed herself from the disease, and with her 

relatives Lazarus and Martha went to Bethany, where Jesus often dwelt at their home”. This 

was what St Clement of Alexandria, St Gregory the Great, St Augustine and then many others 

from the 3rd century believed. The first, in the 2nd century, was Tertullian who saw Mary 

Magdalene in two women – he identified her with the woman in Simon’s house. At the same 

time, Hippolytus of Rome compared her to the sinful Eve. In turn, St Gregory the Great (540-

604), was the first to identify Magdalene with the sister of Lazarus and Martha, and the sinner 
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of Nain. Meanwhile, others, including Origen, St Irenaeus of Lyons, St John Chrysostom, 

differentiated Mary Magdalene from the sister of Lazarus and Martha, but acknowledged her 

the same with the repentant sinner of Nain in Luke’s Gospel. Thus, the door to the 

misconceptions of Mary Magdalene was widely opened.
6
 St Gregory the Great even believed 

that under the seven evicted demons the various sins could be perceived, in which Magdalene 

lived – something that St Ambrose, St Cyril of Alexandria, St Romanus the Melodist, and 

later Nikephoros Kallistos, Nicodemus the Hagiorite and many others had not agreed. 

Although at the beginning of the 7th century Saint Modestus, Patriarch of Jerusalem († 634), 

made clear in his speech about the Myrrh-bearing women that Magdalene remained modest 

throughout her entire life, his voice was muffled by disagreements. With this, Rubicon was 

crossed, the infirmity was transformed into sin. In all these replacements, that reached us 

through the centuries, the meanings were hidden in the shadow of two words: anointing and 

sin. The first replacement is somewhat understandable, especially because of the image of 

Magdalene as a Myrrhbearer and her actions between the Crucifixion and the Resurrection 

(both Mary of Lazarus and the woman in Simon’s house, and the sinful woman from Nain did 

the same thing to Jesus – anointed Him, as Magdalene anointed Him after His death, 

according to the Evangelists). The second replacement, however, astonishes, as the text of the 

Gospel does not explicitly state anywhere that Magdalene was a sinner. It is only due to the 

identification with the sinner of Luke and the interpretation of demons as mortal sins. So the 

question: was Mary Magdalene a sinner most often contain pain. Unfortunately, as Fr 

Theologos of Simonopetra noted, Symeon the Metaphrast repeated the mistake of Pope 

Gregory I (the Great), and this in turn influenced even the presentation of Magdalene in the 

Great Synaxarion of the Orthodox Church.  

Sadly in this case is that the holy Fathers of the Church, through their views of sin, 

also gave an indirect point of view of the case of Mary Magdalene, which remained 

disregarded. “It is impossible that sin and God reign at the same time in the soul”, St Basil the 

Great wrote. Therefore, it is difficult to assume that Magdalene may be sinful because she 

proved with her whole life and with all her love that she brought God in herself. “Every sin is 

alienation from God”, Gregory the Theologian wrote. However, it is just alienation which is 

unthinkable for Magdalene, who brought God within herself, and moreover, permanently. 

And He first revealed to her – a clear sign of this lack of alienation. “Sin is nothing but action 

against the will of God”, John Chrysostom wrote. However, can we imagine Mary – 

rebellious against the will of God? Not even a single line in the Gospels called for such a 
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possibility. Even so, we are faced by a theological inability post factum to imply sin to Mary 

Magdalene and to condemn her after the Resurrection for a simple reason, mentioned not by 

anyone but by John Chrysostom himself: “God only can free us from sin, for no one else can 

forgive sins”. But if so, and the Gospels insist that it is so, then, who and for what reason 

could continue through the centuries to call Mary Magdalene a sinner, since for God this is 

not so? Does anyone allow himself to speak on His behalf, and to judge the opposite of His 

judgment? The contradiction is more than obvious. Every image of Magdalene, which 

literally drags her to the sinful nature (art, including the religious art, is abundant with such 

examples) is not just inaccurate, it is incompatible with the highest concept of ethics – ethics, 

which comes from God Himself. A sinner is not the one who sinned, but who is not forgiven. 

To whom God revealed, whom He has loved and whom he has graciously given to pass His 

words to the apostles and thus to the people – and that is Mary Magdalene – cannot be a 

sinner. Unfortunately, this logic has often been left in the shade for a long time. Thus, from 

the early centuries of Christianity, through the Middle Ages to the dawn of the Renaissance, 

the image of Mary Magdalene pulsates with a rather dynamic identity that hardly holds in it 

sin and holiness – a problem of the heritage of interpretations, the diversity in interpretations 

of the holy Fathers, local traditions and legends. 

If we look for the golden ratio of these misleading overinterpretations over time, we 

will find it effortlessly in an emblematic text that has been spreading since the end of the 13th 

century – the Golden Legend.
7
 In fact, if there was a text that had a tremendous influence over 

the religious ideas of the people in the Middle Ages, and even on the understanding and 

interpretation of the New Testament books, it is the Golden Legend. Its author, Jacobus de 

Voragine, Archbishop of Genoa, is destined to remain unforgettable. His compendium of 

saints’ lives, which bear different names but ultimately remain known as the Golden Legend, 

were completed around 1275. Their first printed edition (in Latin) was in 1470, the first 

English translation in 1483. By the beginning of the 16th century, the Golden Legend was 

translated and spread in several languages and gained a huge popularity. We can only assume, 

because of the scanty data, at what rates and in what ways it was spread between 1275 and 

1450, but it was undoubtedly known to a wide range of people. Its influence after the 15th 

century is undisputed – at least, because of the spreading of the text in the Gutenberg era. In 

the fourth volume of the Golden Legend, the story of Mary Magdalene was presented. The 

way Jacobus de Voragine does this undoubtedly influences the further perception of Mary 

Magdalene at all, so we try to extract both the essence and the details of his text. The Bishop 
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of Genoa brought Magdalene’s image to a few concrete things – the first concerned her 

identity during the time of Jesus and the apostles before the Resurrection, the rest – concerned 

her life after the Resurrection of Jesus. Mary Magdalene was the sister of Lazar and 

Martha, Jacobus de Voragine was categorical, and possessed the Magdala Castle, where her 

name came from. Moreover, for Jacobus, Magdalene was identical with the woman who 

anointed Jesus, and with the sinner-woman of Nain. So all the images of Mary come to life 

together, and with the spread and the growing popularity of the Golden Legend after the 

second half of the 15th century, it is now difficult to be properly differentiated. As in 

Procrustean bed, Jacobus de Voragine intercepted the disagreements of the Fathers for more 

than ten centuries. But it has not stopped there. After the resurrection of Jesus, Mary 

Magdalene carried out apostolic work in the region of Aix-en-Provence, after arriving in 

Marseilles with a group of Christians, including her brother Lazar and her sister Martha, and 

St Maximin, who would later became a bishop of that region. This activity went on until the 

death of the saint, including thirty years in the desert in the area of Aix, her relics remained in 

that region, and Christianity there was established through her missionary work (in her 

lifetime) and her holiness (after her death). Thus, Jacobus de Voragine predetermined the 

direction of multiple readings of Mary Magdalene’s life and activity at least for the Western 

world, but not only for it. It would reflect all later attempts for outlining the history of Mary 

Magdalene after the 13th and especially after the second half of the 15th century and would 

give rise to an additional reference point for pilgrimage literature. Jacobus de Voragine 

ascribed a number of miracles to Magdalene, of course, not forgetting to describe part of 

them. In this way, he not only created but also intensified a new place of values, 

advantageous for the Western world and the Roman Catholic Church – the saints of the 

East choose the West as their last home, leaving not only their relics but also the right stories 

about them to be told and written. But whether, along with this physiological transfer, the 

meaning of the sacrament and its understanding was transferred? 

 

St Mary Magdalene: following the traces of Tradition 

 

These are the short, as well as the extensive lives of Mary Magdalene, that supplement 

with information from the Church Tradition the New Testament texts. Hieromonk Theologos 

of Simonopetra pointed out that Mary Magdalene occupied an important place in the 

synaxaria of both the Orthodox Church and the so-called “Oriental Orthodox Churches” since 
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the Middle Ages.
8
 A chapter, dedicated to the saint, was found in the Menologion of Emperor 

Basil II (967-1025), in the Synaxarion of Constantinople (10th century) in the Armenian one 

(13th century), as well as in some others. It is also noted there, that besides the date of July 

22, designated for celebrating of St Mary Magdalene, her memory is celebrated on the 

Synaxis (collective feast day) of the Twelve Apostles (June 30). Some early synaxaria set 

May 4 as the feast day of the translation of her relics. At the same time, the ancient synaxaria 

also have some discrepancies in the information about the saint, especially with regard to the 

stay with Apostle John the Theologian, her death in Ephesus, her torture, as a follower of 

Christ, by Caiaphas (specifically in the Ethiopian and the Armenian synaxarion). Expectedly, 

the most complete information about the image is found in the life of the saint. In the Lives of 

the Saints written by St Dimitry of Rostov, written at the end of the 17th century and arranged 

in months and days (still in use in the Bulgarian Orthodox Church), in the volume for July, on 

the 22nd, we can find the Life of the St Equal-to-the-Apostles Myrrhbearer Mary 

Magdalene. This life achieves two important goals. Firstly, it adds interpretations and 

extensive comments of important verses in evangelical texts, including the etymology of the 

name Mary Magdalene, and an overview of the important moments from the Crucifixion to 

Pentecost, in which Mary Magdalene participated. An extremely important moment is the 

interpretation of the infirmity: “Mary Magdalene was obsessed by demons, not because of her 

personal sins, or those of her parents, but God’s providence allowed this, so that Lord Jesus 

Christ to reveal the work of the glory of God, to show the great work of healing of Mary 

Magdalene and her confession of faith in the Saviour (Christ). The reason for Mary 

Magdalene’s suffering from the demons as well as the reason for the other unknowable, 

unachievable for the people actions of God were hidden in the world secrets of God’s 

wisdom, which people cannot achieve.” At the same time, the life distinguished the three 

images that were long attributed to Magdalene – the Lazarus and Martha’s sister, the woman 

who was a sinner in Nain, and the woman at the home of Simon... Thus, it resolutely cleared 

the image of Mary Magdalene. The life insisted in its interpretations, that Magdalene was 

chosen by Christ to be the immediate messenger of the Resurrection; moreover, she is equal 

to the Apostles: “The first, according to the immediate command of the Lord, she was made a 

messenger, preacher of Christ’s resurrection. The Apostles preached the resurrection of Christ 

all over the world – Mary Magdalene preached the Resurrection to the Apostles themselves: 

she was an apostle to the Apostles!” A woman received the first lie from the mouth of the 

serpent, Gregory the Theologian wrote, and a woman was the first who heard the glad tidings 
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from the Risen Lord Himself; so, the same hand that opened up the mortal drink, passed the 

glass of life... The life repeatedly wrote lines that pointed to Magdalene as an example of a 

self-loving love for God, and the Paschal greeting that became a symbol for Christians all 

over the world: “Christ is risen!” was also attributed to her. 

Secondly, the life significantly enriched the New Testament texts, including new 

information, based on the Holy Tradition and on the works of the Church Fathers. As it is said 

in the life, all the information we know about the life of Mary Magdalene after Pentecost was 

subject of the traditions of several local Christian Churches. Of these, it is undisputable, that 

Magdalene was actively involved in spreading the faith in Jerusalem, and then went to Rome, 

where St Mary Magdalene boldly presented herself to the Emperor Tiberius. Here she 

handed a red-painted egg over to the Emperor, symbolizing Christ’s sacrifice together with 

the greeting: “Christ is risen!”, and the story about the shameful death on the Cross of Christ 

for which he blamed both the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem and the Roman governor of Judea, 

Pilate of Pontius. Reports of the consequences of this encounter were quite controversial, but 

it is a fact that they exist in the works of both the father of ecclesiastical history, Eusebius of 

Caesarea (Book II of his Church History), of Tertullian and of Justin the Martyr. The life that 

described this memorable moment used many references to the Gospel of Nicodemus, the first 

part of which includes the Acts of Pilate. The mission of Mary Magdalene in Rome obviously 

included other memorable events (there are several different written versions, even of the 

audience with Tiberius), since in the last part of his Epistle to the Romans (Rom. 16:6), 

Apostle Paul congratulated Magdalene (called in the text with her Jewish name, Mariam) 

about her efforts in favour of Christianity. From Rome, according to the tradition, Mary 

Magdalene headed for Ephesus, where she helped St John the Evangelist in his preaching 

ministry and where her life ended up. In the year 900, the incorruptible body of the saint was 

carried from Ephesus to Constantinople during the reign of Emperor Leo VI the Wise (886-

912) and laid in the main church of Saint Lazarus Monastery. 

The tradition of the Orthodox Church ends up with this record. Here, as an 

unstrained conclusion to these lines, we should be able to say that the canon for understanding 

the image of St Mary Magdalene is fully shaped. However, the life unexpectedly leaves the 

door opened and thus other stories come in. At the very end, some additional information is 

provided about other local traditions, mostly shared by the Roman Catholic Church. At first 

glance, they mostly concern the other sites where portions of her relics are preserved. 

Nevertheless, it quite logically implies another type of narrative, beyond the Orthodox 
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Tradition; some of them are local legends, other apocryphal stories, and the third – the Golden 

Legend’s supplements, and most often, a mixture of everything. They also insist that they tell 

of Mary Magdalene’s activity as a preacher of gospel truth. Thus, especially after one of the 

most extensive and discussed topics, related to Magdalene to her missionary work in 

Provence were allowed, Mary Magdalene’s story continues to be written. 

 

St Mary Magdalene in the apocryphal writings 

 

 Regardless of our attitude towards apocryphal writings, we can hardly ignore their 

existence, as well as the fact that they have largely modelled the perceptions of people over 

the centuries. Assuredly, this happened one way in the times of early Christianity, and another 

in the Middle Ages; motives and arguments, with which Irenaeus of Lyons, for example, 

opposed the heresies did not sound the same way through the Renaissance, Enlightenment, 

Romanticism and Modernism. Even more different is the epistemological attitude of the 

modern man, lost helplessly in a world of overinformation, which is difficult to be processed, 

if there are no truthful landmarks. The apocrypha are part of each palimpsest, regardless of the 

way there are estimated; they form a context that affects other readings and ages. And if we 

want to know how and why the understanding and attitude to Magdalene’s image have 

changed, we need to know them. I would very much like, in an effort to affirm this thesis, to 

give as an example St Clement of Ohrid, who, in his Encomia on John the Baptist 

demonstrated not only knowledge but also an enviable skill to use the text of the apocryphal 

Protoevangelium (Gospel) of James, before it was spread in Slavonic literatures. The analogy 

with Mary Magdalene is expected: the knowledge of the Apocrypha which do mention her 

would help us not only to understand why her image has been layered with mystery, and also 

to be able to face the challenges that change her image, and even more, mostly, by knowing 

where their roots are. The life of the saint, composed by Dimitry of Rostov, several times, 

moreover in details, referred to the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus. The image of Mary 

Magdalene we should approach frankly, without fear that texts, which deviates from the 

traditional understanding, would surely do harm to us. In them, we can easily perceive and 

distinguish truthful from false, as long as we read, guided by true faith. In the end, it is 

important to understand why so different epistles invariably include the image of Mary 

Magdalene. 
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Magdalene is found in the apocryphal books, where, particularly, her description (or 

the situation in which she appeared) is similar to that in the canonical Gospels; differences are 

more linguistic than ideological in nature. Such are, for example, the Gospel of Peter
10

 (in 

which Magdalene appeared as the only woman mentioned by name on the day of 

Resurrection, and a leading person amongst the Myrrhbearers: she takes them with her) and 

the Book of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, by Bartholomew the Apostle
11

 (which, contrary 

to the previous apocryphon, amplified the sound of the names – there is no other text,  that so 

many names of Myrrhbearers were mentioned – but Magdalene, once again, is the first; we 

cannot omit the fact that in this apocryphal book, at the time of heated debate in the writings 

of the Holy Fathers on the image of Mary Magdalene, all women who were identified with 

her as the same person over the centuries were referred to as separate and different women, 

and were simultaneously present – it is particularly notable in the case with Mary, Lazarus’ 

sister). Other apocryphal books refer to situations that are present either in the Gospels or in 

the traditions of Mary Magdalene, and the change here is both linguistic and ideological. Such 

is the apocryphon The long-lost second book of Acts: Setting forth the blessed Mary's 

teachings about reincarnation
12

 (Magdalene is portrayed as “the woman, out of whom had 

come seven evil spirits” and who took care of Virgin Mary until the day of her Dormition. At 

the same time, she took place in a last talk with the Virgin and asked a question, in which the 

problem of woman and sin came to life). The Dialogue of the Saviour is the same type of 

apocryphal text,
13

 in which Magdalene had a strong presence among the Apostles until the 

Ascension (at the same time, the words often attributed to Magdalene are quotes and 

paraphrases of canonical Gospels, mixed or followed by Gnostic reasoning), as well as The 

Wisdom of Jesus Christ
14

 (in which Mary asked Jesus about the service of Christ’s disciples, a 

question to which she answered most completely out of the apocryphal text – but with her 

service to God until the end of her life). In other apocryphal books, the overall representation 

of the image is different from that in the canonical Gospels. The Gnostic context of this type 

of apocrypha, the allegorical utterance, the extreme ideology of images and the radical 

messages are at the basis of their rejection by the Church over the centuries. Such apocryphal 

book is The Gospel of Mary Magdalene
15

 (in which she is the most prominent and most 

beloved among Christ’s disciples, and knows words and interpretations, not accessible to 

others). A similar apocryphon is Pistis Sophia
16

 (in which the presentation of Magdalene 

consists the greatest part of the text in apocryphal literature, and in which, she again, was 

presented as the most prominent among the disciples). 
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Although the presence of Magdalene is only reduced to the final rows of The Gospel 

of Thomas and appeared only three times in The Gospel of Philip, both in the ideological 

scheme of both texts, as well as in the rhetoric of their utterance, she, again, took the role of 

the most beloved disciple.
17 

The name of Mary Magdalene was also associated with the 

apocryphal book The Acts of Philip, discovered by Professor François Bovon at the Xenophon 

Monastery on Mount Athos in the 80s of the 20th century.
18

 Beyond its allegorical utterance, 

predominant in the plot in the first chapters of the text, the Acts share many things in common 

with the life of the holy apostle Philip, especially in the last days of his apostolic mission. His 

companions there were Apostle Bartholomew and St Maryamna (in some Orthodox texts – 

Maryam), long known in Orthodox literature as the sister of the Apostle Philip. Bovon 

insisted that Maryamna and Mary Magdalene were the same person and this statement is 

moving frankly on the verge of overinterpretation. It was based solely on the reading of the 

name of the saint and contradicts to all the traditions known – not only with the canonical 

interpretation of the images, but also even with the Gnostic interpretation. Apparently, the 

image of Mary Magdalena inspires – to such an extent, that we begin to find it even in places 

where it is not present. This raises the question of whether Magdalene is more symbolic than 

a real presence for some of the Gnostic writings. In any case, doubts remain. I am roaming 

around all these texts to show the ways in which Mary Magdalene’s name has been called for 

centuries in people’s minds. Along with the canonical texts of the first messenger of the 

Resurrection of Jesus, and with the various interpretations of Magdalene’s infirmity (sin), 

there were other texts that worked hard for its ideology, through the image of the knowing, 

seeking, and dignified disciple. It is hardly surprising that the apocryphal books, that chose 

this ideology, refer to the image of Magdalene – beyond the image of the Virgin Mary 

Magdalene is the most distinguished female figure next to Christ. Aside from the question 

of how much Magdalene fits into such an ideology, there is a paradox we face: counter-

doctrines have the same image of the worthy follower of the teaching of Christ. But what 

Gnostic texts said in dozens of pages, namely, that Mary Magdalene was the initiated one, the 

woman who knew everything, the Orthodox Church holds in a single sentence: “Rejoice, thou 

who art ornament and beauty of wise women; rejoice, thou who art embellishment and 

praise of women; rejoice, thou who art wiser than the wise men of this world; rejoice, for 

God revealed to thee His secret wisdom.” (Akathist Hymn to Saint Mary Magdalene, Ikos 5). 
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St Mary Magdalene in Pilgrim Travel Notes 

* 

An important step towards Mary Magdalene’s story is the knowledge of pilgrim travel 

notes about the Holy Land
19

 – in them, canonical and apocryphal texts, Eastern and Western 

tradition are highly intertwined. Most of the pilgrimage routes described mostly places 

associated with Jesus Christ, and that fact makes them to face the choice whether to relate the 

relevant places to Magdalene, and then, in which way. Reasons for this are found in the 

evangelical texts, in many legends, and, in the last quarter of the 13th century – in the Golden 

Legend by Jacobus da Varagine. In the 19th century, when in Jerusalem, on the Mount of 

Olives, was erected an Orthodox Russian monastery in the name of St. Mary Magdalene, the 

name of the saint found another reason to be called to the pilgrims’ minds.  

It should be noted that the earliest known so far travelogue – Itinerary from 

Bordeaux to Jerusalem (The Bordeaux Pilgrim; 333 AD) – did not mention the name of 

Mary Magdalene when it described the places in Jerusalem related to the Crucifixion, the 

lamentation, the funeral and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. In fact, The Bordeaux Pilgrim 

did not mention any names in these descriptions (neither the collective image of the 

Myrrhbearers, nor Virgin Mary), but related the places directly and only to the Saviour. The 

same is true for the description of Bethany, where only the resurrection of Lazarus was 

mentioned, save his sisters Mary and Martha. For the first time in a pilgrim travel note, the 

name of Mary was mentioned by St. Jerome (382 AD), who told about the pilgrimage of 

Paula. However, he mentioned not Mary Magdalene, but Mary, Lazarus’s sister, when at the 

description of Bethany he noted that Paula visited the tomb of Lazarus and the house of Mary 

and Martha. Almost at the same time, Silvia of Aquitania also mentioned the name of Mary 

in her narrative dating back to 385 AD, but she also did not mean Magdalene, but Lazarus’ 

sister, this time in relation with the place where Mary met Jesus in Bethany, just before the 

resurrection of Lazar. It is important to note that Silvia, as well as St. Jerome before her, did 

not mix the two names and Lazarus’ sister was never identified as Mary Magdalene. Besides, 

although he described the services, related to the Passion and Resurrection of Christ (with 

associations to other names and references to evangelical texts), Egeria did not mention the 

name of Mary Magdalene anywhere in her text. In 440 AD, the bishop of Lyon, Eucherius, 

describing the Holy Land, pointed to those where Jesus spoke to His disciples, not mentioning 

Magdalene’s name. For two centuries of pilgrimage writings, her name did not appear on the 

pages of the travel books, unlike Mary, the sister of Lazarus and Martha. The Gospel of John 
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obviously had a great impact; otherwise, Lazarus, Mary and Martha of Bethany would be 

strangers to the pilgrims. Nevertheless, Mary Magdalene, the first to whom the Lord 

appeared, according to the same Gospel, remains an unread page in the topography of the 

holy places and the stories about them.  

The first clear indication of the saint in a pilgrimage writing was in 530 AD We owe it 

to Theodosius, who mentioned Magdala as the birthplace of Mary Magdalene. Bethany was 

represented only as the place where Jesus raised Lazarus (no mention of his sisters). 

Interestingly, Theodosius also mentioned Ephesus (where, according to the Orthodox 

tradition, Mary Magdalene died) without relation to her name, noting the cave of the Seven 

Sleepers, but not the tomb of Magdalene, which is at the very entrance of the cave. Most 

likely, at that time, these facts were not generally known and would not have turned into a 

pilgrimage route. Shortly after, like Silvia and St. Jerome, another pilgrim, named Antoninus 

Martyr (570 AD) also mentioned in his brief narrative, Bethany, the tomb of Lazarus, and the 

house of Martha and Mary, without more details and moreover, without the name of Mary 

Magdalene. To Gregorius Turonensis (Gregory of Tours; 590 AD) we owe the pointing 

that Magdalene’s tomb is in Ephesus (a fact that Patriarch Modestus of Jerusalem will 

confirm in 630 AD). In, perhaps, the most famous pilgrimage travel note of the 7th century, 

that of abbot Arculfus (actually written by Adamnan, on the oral account of Arculfus in AD 

670), Mary Magdalene was not mentioned. Arculfus accounted in details of both, the places 

associated with the Saviour in Jerusalem and those in Bethany, related to the resurrection of 

Lazarus, but Mary Magdalene’s name was not mentioned. The Venerable Bede did the same 

in his story from the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 8th century, which, moreover, 

followed the story of Arculfus. Pope Gregory I’s statement on the sinfulness of Magdalene 

had already gained popularity – is not it a reflection of the controversy over her sinfulness? 

Silence was soon broken. Magdalene appeared again, several times, in the 754 travel 

notes of Saint Willibald (the first travel-book to be written by an Anglo-Saxon, according to 

the Oxford Dictionary of Saints). These travel notes must undoubtedly be marked since they 

are more than five centuries older than the Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine, and 

exactly seven centuries before the last was published as a book in various languages. In other 

words, the manuscript St Willibald, Bishop of Eichstätt wrote in 742 showed that long before 

Jacobus de Voragine, the image of Mary Magdalene began to adopt characteristic dimensions. 

St Willibald marked Magdala as the village of Mary Magdalene, and when he later returned to 

Magdalene in his writing, he noted that it was “the town of Lazarus [sic] and his sisters”. 
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Thus, in pilgrimage writings, most likely as a response to the Church Fathers’ debate, St 

Willibald was the first to intermix Mary Magdalene with Mary, Lazarus’ sister of Bethany, 

calling Magdala their home town. Moreover, he did something more: included also Ephesus 

in his travel notes, which was the occasion not only to mention the tomb of St Apostle and 

Evangelist John, but also, that the holy remains of Mary Magdalene were also there 

(curiously, Bishop Verdena, in this same year, insisted that he had received and brought to the 

West from Ephesus two teeth and a part of Magdalene’s hair). Thus, St Willibald reaffirmed 

that Mary Magdalene’s tomb was at Ephesus, positioning it near the cave of the Seven 

Sleepers. This happened a century and a half before the official remove of the relics from 

Ephesus to Constantinople (900 BC, at the time of Emperor Leo VI). We also learn from him 

that Mary Magdalene’s feast day is July 22. 

In later pilgrim notes, those of Bernard the Wise (870 AD), Bethany again appeared 

as a place of Lazarus’ tomb without mentioning his sisters; the name Magdalene was also 

missing. Quite a little later, in the travel notes from the 11th and 12th centuries, after the 

official transfer of the relics and the intensified cult to her in the capital of Byzantium and 

during the crusades, the image of Mary Magdalene increasingly appeared in the stories of 

pilgrims. At the beginning of the 11th century, one Anonymous Pilgrim, describing the holy 

places in Jerusalem (and following the text of John), noted of the monastery of St. Virgin 

Mary, erected by the Latins, the following: “In this same monastery there is an altar on the 

place where Mary the Lord’s mother stood, and Mary the wife of Cleophas, and Mary 

Magdalen with her, weeping and grieving because they saw the Lord upon the cross…”. So 

did Abbot Daniel in 1106 in his description of Calvary (except that he followed the text of 

Mark) when he described that west of the Holy Sepulchre on the slope where the Virgin Mary 

stood and with great tribulation watched her Son, crucified on the Cross; where Mary 

Magdalene and Mary (the mother) of James, and Salome also stood and watched – there is a 

monastery with a church dedicated to the Virgin Mary. At the description of Bethany, Abbot 

Daniel mentioned only Lazarus and Martha. However, at the description of Ephesus, he 

provoked perplexity, as he claimed to have bowed to the holy head of Mary Magdalene 

(carried over, according to the official chronicles, two centuries earlier from Ephesus to 

Constantinople). Almost at the same time, in 1102-1103 AD, Saewulf, describing the Holy 

Sepulchre in Jerusalem, indicated the place where the risen Jesus appeared to Mary 

Magdalene: “In that place also some say that our Lord Jesus Christ appeared first to Mary 

Magdalene, when she was seeking Him weeping, and thought He was the gardener, as the 
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Evangelist relates.” Saewulf determined the topography of Jerusalem with the help of the 

Gospel text, linking the place with what was already written (the evangelist is John). 

Describing Bethany, the village of resurrected by Jesus Lazarus – Saewulf also 

unambiguously identified Mary Magdalene as the sister of Lazarus and Martha: 

“Bethania… there is the Church of St. Lazarus… Under the altar is the place where Mary 

Magdalene washed the feet of the Lord Jesus with her tears, and wiped them with her hair, 

and kissed His feet, and anointed them with ointment.” 

In 1130, another pilgrim – Fetellus, mentioned Magdalene in his annotations of the 

holy places. When describing the Latin Church of Our Lady, Fetellus explained that her altar 

lied exactly in the place where Mary, Mary Magdalene and Mary (the wife) of Clopas cried 

and mourned over the crucified Jesus. Further on in his remarks, coming to Bethany, Fetellus 

did not miss the opportunity to engage himself in the general confusion: according to him, 

Bethany was the place of the resurrected Lazarus, but also the place where Mary Magdalene, 

in the house of Simon the Leper, anointed the feet of Jesus, and he forgave her sins. Fetellus 

shared these thoughts, sitting in front of the church in Bethany, dedicated to Mary Magdalene. 

In the 12th century, several anonymous pilgrims also reported on the Holy Places, including 

Magdalene in their stories. One of them described the Holy Sepulchre and the small chapels 

around it. They were already known from the slightly earlier descriptions of Saewulf and 

Abbot Daniel, but they then they seemed altered: the first three coincided (those for the Holy 

Trinity, St. John the Baptist and St. Jacob). The fourth is different and dedicated to Mary 

Magdalene. It is “on the place where the three Marys stood at the time of the Passion”. The 

same anonymous pilgrim told that there was a Syrian Jacobite monastery in Jerusalem where 

St James’ head and St Stephen the Protomartyr’s hand were kept. The Syro-Jacobites also 

possessed the church dedicated to Mary Magdalene, where they kept “some of her hair.” 

Another anonymous pilgrim, also from the 12th century, noted in his travel book the place 

where Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene after the Resurrection. It is important to be noted, 

that when the same pilgrim described Bethany, he defined the houses of Martha and Simon 

the Leper, the tomb of Lazarus and the place where Martha and Mary met Jesus, but he did 

not even specify whether Mary Magdalene and Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus were 

the same or different person. Mary Magdalene, as a name, was simply absent in his account of 

Bethany. Another 12th-century anonymous pilgrim, also known as Pseudo-Beda, describing 

known from evangelical texts places in Galilee, did not miss Magdala, related the place 

explicitly to Mary Magdalene and defined her as blessed: “Two miles from Gennezareth is the 
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town of Magdalum, from whence came the blessed Mary Magdalen”. Another anonymous 

pilgrim, from the 12th century, describing the location of the church of St Mary of the Latins 

near the Holy Sepulchre, noted that it was located exactly at the place where Mary Magdalene 

and Mary of Clopas “tore their hair when the Lord was put upon the Cross”. The same 

pilgrim, describing the places between the Temple and the Golden Gate, marked two churches 

– those of St Anna and St Mary Magdalene. Again, an anonymous pilgrim from the 12th 

century noted that Bethany was the place where “the Lord raised Lazarus and forgave Mary 

her sins”. One last 12th-century anonymous pilgrim, describing Bethany, noted that at the 

place where Jesus raised Lazarus and where Martha and Mary met Jesus, a church dedicated 

to Mary Magdalene was erected. An anonymous pilgrim from the very end of the 12th 

century and the beginning of the 13th century, in his description of Bethany, intermixed Mary, 

Lazarus’ sister with the woman to whom Jesus forgave all sins without, however, calling her 

Magdalene. 

To the 12th century, we owe one of Mary Magdalene’s most interesting references in 

pilgrim travel books in general. It was done by John of Würzburg from 1160-70 AD. In the 

description of Bethany, the author of these travel notes demonstrated the confusion in the 

interpretations of the gospel texts, according to which Mary Magdalene, Lazarus’ sister, the 

abandoned woman of Nain and the woman in the house of Simon the Leper were the same 

person. But they seemed to be different women, John of Würzburg wrote, when got to the 

church dedicated to Mary Magdalene in Bethany, supported by Syro-Jacobites monks, the 

same one, of whom Fettelus had mentioned a few years ago. They, in turn, convinced him that 

Mary, Lazarus’ sister, was another Mary, different from Magdalene. But both were in 

Bethany. In fact, all the three – that of Simon’s house, too. The tomb of Mary, Lazarus’s sister 

was in Tiberias, while “the body of Mary Magdalene rests in our own country, being buried 

at Verziliacum.” (Vezelai, in Burgundy) And more: John of Würzburg declared that he had 

heard with his own ears that the sister of Lazarus and the abandoned woman of Nain were the 

same person. Precisely, his inability to understand evangelical texts and their interpretations 

took precedence in the description. Either way, again before Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden 

Legend (this time, a century earlier) we have a text that – as in St Willibald – complicated the 

understanding of Mary Magdalene’s image. With one addition, the relics of Magdalene 

imperceptibly gained popularity in the Holy Land as the relics of Vézelay. 

In the description of Jerusalem, given in Theoderich’s travel notes (1172 AD), the 

Gospel text once again penetrated the style of the writer: “They are shown in a picture of 
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mosaic-work placing our Lord’s body in the tomb, with our Lady, His Mother, standing by, 

and the three Maries, whom we know well from the Gospel, with pots of perfumes…”. 

Theoderich expressively pointed the place where Mary Magdalene was at the feet of 

resurrected Jesus, but did not receive permission to touch them (even used quotations from the 

Gospel of John), and from there, he led us to the Church of the Three Marys, following a 

topography, drawn by the Templars. When he takes us to Bethany the mention of the church 

of Lazarus, where his tomb is, and the house of his sisters Mary and Martha, no mention of 

Magdalene exists – Jerusalem remains her ‘territory’. In one of most complete histories of 

Jerusalem at that time – that of Jacques de Vitry (1180 AD), the erection of the church of St 

Mary of the Latins and the convent of St Mary Magdalene established to it, to house female 

pilgrims to the Holy Land was described. In the vast travel notes of Burchard from 1280, it is 

remarkable that in the description of Magdala, Burchard noted that he had even entered “in 

the castle of Mary Magdalene”, but when he described Bethany, he mentioned Lazarus and 

his two sisters, Martha and Mary, without any mention of Magdalene. 

In 1350, after the Crusade, the famous “Guide-Book to Palestine” appeared, in which 

all the more important pilgrimage routes were described, often accompanied by extracts of 

evangelical texts. Among them, several times the name of Mary Magdalene appeared. First, in 

relation to the place where the resurrected Jesus appeared to her. At this place, the travel-

guide narrates, “Where our Lord rising from the dead appeared first to Mary Magdalene… in 

which place is a holy altar in honour of that appearance, which is before the door of the chapel 

of the blessed Virgin. And there is absolution from pain and guilt”. The name of the saint 

appeared also in the description of the Holy Sepulchre: “Then you shall have opposite you a 

chapel built in honour of St. Mary Magdalene, where along with thw other women she wept 

and bewailed the Lord as He hung on the cross. And there the cinctured Christians minister. 

And there is an indulgence for seven years and seven Lenten seasons”. The most problematic 

appearance of Mary Magdalene’s name is when describing the places in Bethany: “Bethany, 

the town of Mary, and Martha, and their brother Lazarus, is distant fifteen furlongs from 

Jerusalem… and there formerly was the house of Simon the leper, in which the Lord Jesus sat 

at meat with His disciples; where, also, the Magdalene came… and standing behind  began to 

wash His feet with tears, and to wipe them with her hair, where too, she deservedly heard that 

sweet and glorious word, Thy sins are forgiven thee; go in peace. A great church used to be 

there, but it has been destroyed by the Saracens”. The church of St Mary Magdalene in 

Bethany was demolished, but the story – after Fetellus and John of Würzburg – continued to 
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tirelessly link the destinies of both Marys and that of the abandoned woman. In the same 

1350, the information about Magdalene in the house of Simon the Leper, as well as the church 

destroyed by the Saracens, was literally repeated in the travel book of Ludolph von Suchem. 

It is also noteworthy, that in the travel notes of the pilgrims until the release and spread of the 

Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine, intermixing Mary Magdalene with Mary of Bethany 

and the woman at the house of Simon was already a fact. An issue that remains open is 

whether it had been known and influenced Jacobus de Voragine himself and how popular it 

had been in the Christian world until the time of writing and the initial spreading of the 

Golden Legend.  

In these years, between the writing of the Legend and its first print release in the 

second half of the 15th century, another famous description of the Holy Land appeared – that 

of John Poloner from 1421 AD. John Poloner mixed gospel texts with topographic 

annotations, mentioning the name of Mary Magdalene several times. In his book about his 

journeys in the Holy Land, in the part about Jerusalem, he also told about the chapel near the 

Holy Sepulchre, dedicated to St Mary Magdalene, which, at that time belonged to the Greek 

Orthodox Church. When, in his description of Jerusalem, Poloner got to the Armenian church, 

he noted the following: “Here is the place where Mary Magdalene met the Blessed Virgin, 

and brought her tidings that her Son was alive and had risen from the dead. Here also Christ 

appeared to the three Marys, saying: ‘All hail!’”. We also awe to John Poloner the deepening 

of confusion about Mary’s image. While telling about Bethany and the grave from which 

Jesus raised Lazarus, Polonner made two mistakes in a few sentences, and probably reflected 

the belief in the 15th century about the image of Mary in the Gospels. He wrote, “Also outside 

is the house of Simon the Leper… It was here that the Magdalene poured the ointment upon 

His head as He sat at meat, whereat Judas was wroth”. And a little further: “On the left hand, 

toward Jordan, may be seen the ruins of Martha’s house. One bowshot from thence… was the 

Magdalene’s house, on whose site stands a ruined church… The Lord Jesus was very often 

entertained and fed in these two houses”. What John Poloner did, can be illustrated in two 

ways. The first – searching for the intersection between evangelical texts and the topography 

of Jerusalem in the middle of the 15th century, led by the desire to describe the places of 

Crucifixion and Resurrection, (here the appearance of Mary Magdalene is expected and 

logical). The second – looking for additional topographical details that are not accurately (or 

even at all) indicated in evangelical texts, such as the houses of Martha, Mary and Simon the 

Leper, and, worse, indiscriminate relating to the evangelical texts (here Mary Magdalene was 



27 

 

intermixed first with the woman in the house of Simon the Leper, the account of which 

interweaved with the story of Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus, who anointed Jesus’ 

feet, and then was directly identified as the sister of Martha and Lazarus). Obviously, he is not 

the one to be blamed – as we have seen, in the middle of the 8th century in St Willibald’s 

travel notes, and then in the 12th century, in the writings of Saewulf, Fetellus and John of 

Würzburg, Mary Magdalene was identified as the sister of Martha and Lazarus. After 1275, 

when the Archbishop of Genoa, Jacobus de Voragine, finished the Golden Legend, things 

seemed more similar. John Poloner was in a situation where, before the years of printing, he 

took the same position already occupied by St Willibald, John of Würzburg, Saewulf and 

Jacobus de Voragine, and which, in much of Western Europe, had already been known. 

I will give one last example of a pilgrim’s travel guide from the end of the 15th 

century – a period coinciding with the time when the Byzantine Empire no longer existed, as 

well as with the release of the first printed copies of the Golden Legend’s. It is about the 

extensive travel history of Felix Fabri from 1480-83. In the four volumes of Fabri, various 

stories, places and services were given in detail, and a different one, largely ritualized for the 

pilgrims, Jerusalem (Fabri pointed to all the places where pilgrims received indulgence, one 

of which was the church dedicated to Magdalene). Mary Magdalene appeared, fully 

anticipated, in the place of both the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. For Fabri, who followed 

the entire text of John, but in the interpretations he relied on the Golden Legend, Magdalene 

was already finished as an image: beyond all doubt, she was Lazarus’ sister (who barely 

managed to tear her away from Jesus’ tomb – so great was her grief), who, after anointing the 

living Christ, now did this with the dead body, and finally first saw the resurrected Lord. Fabri 

visited all the places related to her, including Bethany, where, as a sister of Lazarus and 

Martha, she lived and welcomed Jesus to her home.  

In more recent times, somehow naturally, when it comes to a pilgrim travel note, the 

focus falls on Basil Barsky (probably, because in the period 1724-1745 he combined two 

types of descriptions – of the Holy Land and of Mount Athos – in one common pilgrimage 

effort). To the pilgrims, coming mainly from the West, stood the Eastern Orthodox view, 

which was not influenced by the Golden Legend. Mary Magdalene also came to life to Barsky 

in Jerusalem, at the place where resurrected Jesus revealed to her. But when he write about 

the raising of Lazarus by Jesus, Magdalene is absent – the characteristic, until the 16th 

century, confusion among the Western pilgrims is missing too. Thus, in the complex 

palimpsest of memory, Mary Magdalene was condemned to live in a field of texts that point, 
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cite, support and/or deny each other. Some – like St Willibald, Saewulf, Poloner, and Fabri – 

went to the Holy Land, led-by-words (they knew in advance from stories and writings what 

they would see), others – like John of Würzburg – were led-by-world (at place they learnt 

things that stir the preliminary perusal and knowledge). In both cases, canonical and 

apocryphal texts and traditions, and many local legends and beliefs form a complex tangle 

that the pilgrim travel notes absorb and then re-emit – and so, endlessly, between fama est and 

de visu, Magdalene’s image continues to resist the time. 

 

NOTES: 

1. All citations from the Bible are from Holy Bible. English Standard Version, Containing the Old and 

New Testament. Sofia, 2005, 1527 pp. 

2. See: Бисери от духовната съкровищница на светите отци. Съст. Сливенски митрополит 

Иоаникий. С., 2009, с. 82.  

3. The Athonite tradition accepts following the holy Fathers of the Church, that this other Mary is 

Virgin Mary, and not Mary of Clopas. – See: Святая Магдалина. Священное сокровище Симонопетра. 

Hajnowka, 2014, с.49-55. Related to this characteristic are two homilies of John Chrysostom: Хомилии върху 

Евангелие на Матея (с.903-911) and Хомилии върху Евангелие на Иоан (с. 624, 629- 632). See: Schaff, P. 

(Ed.). Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1893, Vol. 10, 977 pp.; Vol. 14, 1099 pp. 

4. In the apocryphal scriptures in Nag Hamadi, there also are evidences that the disciples of Jesus, along 

with some women, gathered after His death to serve Him together. In The Wisdom of Jesus Christ, the first line 

of the manuscript highlights this fact: “After he rose from the dead, his twelve disciples and sven women 

continued to be his followers. They went to Galilee…” (90, 14 – 93, 24). 

5.  See:  Житие на света равноапостолна Мария Магдалина. – In: Св. Димитрий, митрополит 

Ростовски (Съст.). Жития на светиите. Света Гора, Атон, 2007, Юли, 22. с.641-693. 

6.  In more details on the attitude of the Fathers of the Church towards Mary Magdalene, see: Житие на 

света равноапостолна Мария Магдалина. – In: Св. Димитрий, митрополит Ростовски (Съст.). Жития на 

светиите. Света Гора, Атон, 2007, Юли, 22. с. 676-678. See also: Святая Магдалина. Священное 

сокровище Симонопетра. Hajnowka, 2014, с. 33; 89-107 (especially the description of Nicephorus Callistus, 

according to whom, Magdalene accompanied Jesus in Bethany during the resurrection of Lazarus to comfort his 

sisters, as well as on the influence of some interpretations of the Talmud on Magdalene’s image as a harlot).See 

also: Koivunen, H. A Semiotic Analysis of the Mary Magdalene Myth in the Gnostic Gospel of Mary. Imatra, 

1994, International Semiotic Institute, p. 137-143. 

7. See: Jacobus de Voragine, 1275 (1931): The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints. Compiled by 

Jacobus de Voragine, Archibichop of Genoa, 1275, First Edition Published 1470 (Reprinted 1931). Volume IV, 

pp. 36-43; 64-67. 

8. See: Святая Магдалина. Священное сокровище Симонопетра. Hajnowka, 2014, с. 106-119. On 

July 22nd, in Bibliotheca Hagiographica Balcano-Slavica (С., 2008, 720 с.) St Mary Magdalene is not 

mentioned (see p. 589-590, 669). 
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9. One of the stories about the audience with Tiberius is kept in Manuscript Code 530 of 

Koutloumousiou Monastery, Mount Athos, f. 396 (according to it, Magdalene healed with her prayer the blind 

daughter of the Emperor). At the end of the 19th century, the Athonite hieromonk, Chariton the Pneumatikos, 

discovered another story about the audience and included it in the life of the saint he wrote (see: Святая 

Магдалина. Священное сокровище Симонопетра. Hajnowka, 2014, с. 75-81).  

10. The Gospel of Peter was discovered in 1886 by a French archaeological expedition in the town of 

Akhmim (Panopolis) in the Upper Nile valley, Egypt. It was first published in 1892, in the Memoirs of the 

French Archaeological Mission at Cairo. The preserved part of the book describes the last days of Jesus during 

the Holy Week and the Resurrection Day, in which the Myrrhbearers, led by Mary Magdalene, found the empty 

tomb: “And at dawn upon the Lord’s day Mary Magdalen, a disciple of the Lord, fearing because of the Jews, 

since they were burming with wrath, had not done at the Lord’s sepulcher the things which women are wont to 

do for those that die and for those that are beloved by them – she took her friends with her and came to the sepulcher where 

he was laid.  And they went and found the tomb opened, and coming near they looked in there; and they see there a certain young man 

sitting in the midst of the tomb, beautiful and clothed in a robe exceeding bright: who said to them, Where are ye come? Whom seek ye? 

Him that was crucified? He is risen and gone. But if ye  believe not, look in and see the place where he lay,  that he is not [here]; for he is 

risen and gone thither, whence he was sent. Then the women feared and fled.“ See: The Gospel of Peter (by prof. J. A. 

Robinson). – In: Schaff, P. (Ed.). Ante-Nicene Fathers. Vol. IX, 1893, 1075 pp. (p.33, #12). A Handbook of 

Patrology. The Rev. J. Tixeront, D.D. A Handbook of Patrology. B.Herder Book Co., 1923, p. 65. Bulgarian 

edition: Евангелие от Петър, прев. В. Гуторанов, с. 33. 

11. The Book of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, by Bartholomew the Apostle was known still in the 

5th-7th centuries. It is preserved in the British Museum in a copy in Coptic dated from the 12th century and 

published by M. P. James in 1924 in Oxford. It also provides a portrait of the Myrrh-bearing women, led by 

Mary Magdalene, finding the empty tomb: “And early in the morning of the Lord’s Day, whilst [it was] still 

[dark], the holy women came forth to the tomb, [and their names are these]: Mary Magdalene, and Mary the 

mother of James, <…>, and Salome the temptress, and Mary who ministered [unto Him], and Martha [her] 

sister, and Susannah, the wife of Khousa, the steward of Herod, <…> and Berenice, the fountain of whose blood 

[Jesus] had stopped for her in Capernaum/ and Leah, the widow, whose son God had raised from the dead [in 

Nain], and the woman who was a sinner, unto whom the Saviour said, ‘Thy sins, which are many, are remitted 

unto thee; go in peace.’. In this apocryphal, the first one who saw the resurrected Christ, was his Mother: Jesus 

blessed the body that gave birth to Him, and sent the Holy Virgin to bring the good news of the Resurrection to 

the apostles. The swapped roles of Magdalene and the Virgin Mary here seem to echo another debate among the 

holy Fathers: to which of the two women Christ first appeared. Cf.: Книга за Възкресението от апостол 

Вартоломей. Гуторанов и син, 2007, с. 47-48.  

12. In The long-lost second book of Acts: Setting forth the blessed Mary’s teachings about 

reincarnation (a manuscript, found and first published in 1904 by Kenneth Guthrie), Mary of Magdala was 

among the apostles at the house of John in Jerusalem, where she cared for Virgin Mary and became a witness of 

her Dormition. In a conversation with the Mother of God and the apostles, Magdalene focused on what she is at 

the basis of a continuous debate over the centuries: the problem of the woman and the sin. Magdalene spoke 

words that correspond to the gospel word and surely took some of Gnostic messages about good, evil and sin, 

but that does not distort the essence of her image – seeking and relying on God’s justice, Magdalene sees the 
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woman in the new world not only as an descendent of Eve (the sin), but also as capable of unreservedly serving 

God (love). See: Благословената Мария за пътя на душите. С., 2002, Аквариус, с. 21-23, 32, 42. 

13. In The Dialogue of the Saviour (a part of the Gnostic corpus of Nag Hammadi), Mary Magdalene, 

Matthew and Thomas talk long with their Teacher, Mary being the most active participant in the dialogue. 

Attracted to knowledge, she speaks words, often quoted in the apocryphal books: “The wickedness of each day 

<is sufficient>. Workers deserve their food. Disciples resemble their teachers”. After these words of Magdalene, 

the anonymous narrator sums up, “She spoke this utterance as a woman who understood everything”. The first 

sentence of the words attributed to Magdalene can actually be found in Matthew 6:34 (“Sufficient for the day is 

its own trouble”); the second again in Matthew 10:10 (“For the labourer deserves his food”), but also in Luke 

10:7 (“For the labourer deserves his wages”, the same is verbally quoted in 1 Timothy 5:18), and the third 

sentence – in Matthew 10:25 (“It is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher”). It is often the case in 

apocryphal books to perceive the language of the canonical Gospels, but there are not many places where it is so 

visible. Textual observations are those that would shed more light on such matches, as well as on the goals 

behind them. It is important for us that in the apocryphon Mary Magdalene spoke not so much with the language 

of Gnosticism, as with the canonical language of the Evangelicals; the woman, who understands everything, 

actually knows the word of the Gospel and speaks with it; through it expresses the secret of being. See: The 

Dialogue of the Saviour (Nag Hammadi Codex III; 120,1-147,3). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). The Nag Hammadi 

Scriptures. Harper One (Harper Collins), p. 297-312.  

14. In The Wisdom of Jesus Christ, the apostles Matthew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew and Mary 

Magdalene posed questions to the resurrected Christ about various things that disciples had no explanation for. 

Regardless of the abstract form of the dialogue, Mary’s second question sounds simple and pragmatic: “Holy 

Master, where did your disciples come from, where are they going and what should they do here?” – a question 

that contains the complex essence and the tough fate, as well as the meaning of the apostolic mission of Christ’s 

disciples. See: The Wisdom of Jesus Christ (Nag Hammadi Codex III, 4; 90,14-119,18). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). 

The Nag Hammadi Scriptures. Harper One (Harper Collins), p. 283-296. 

15. The Gospel of Mary, written originally in Greek in the 2nd century, is invariably associated with 

Magdalene. Ironically, although it was quite popular in early Christianity, it was only published in 1955. Here is 

also the question of sin (“There is no such thing as sin; rather, you yourselves are what produces sin when you 

act in accordance with the nature of adultery, which is called ‘sin’”), and by analogy with the other texts of Nag 

Hammadi – the question of the hidden knowledge (which Magdalene, unlike the other disciples, possessed) and 

the mistrust in the words of Mary by part of the apostles (also manifested in the New Testament in the message 

of the empty tomb and the Resurrection). The most obvious of all is the attribution of the gospel gesture: the 

gospel is by Mary Magdalene, as if by the same hand that anointed the Lord – able of being sacrilegious, and to 

reach out for knowledge. Because of the Gnostic utterance, the symbolic opposition of male and female, and 

some conflicting with the canon, the Gospel is not accepted by the Church. There are doubts about the author’s 

identity. Either way, along with the question, often asked in the apocrypha, how women find strength in order to 

be among Christ’s disciples, another one is out in the foreground – how, in that extremely masculine age, they 

find strength to bear the cross of the word. Because whoever the author of this apocryphon was, he already laid 

the cross of the written gospel word, an eminently male-dominated territory, on the woman – through the image 

of Mary Magdalene. See: The Gospel of Mary with the Greek Gospel of Mary (Coptic text: BG 8502, 1: 7,1-
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19,5. Greek fragments: P.Oxy. 3525; P. Ryl. 463). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). The Nag Hammadi Scriptures. Harper 

One (Harper Collins), p. 737-748. 

16. In the six books of Pistis Sophia (See: Mead, G.R.S., Ed. Pistis Sophia. London, 1921, J.M.Watkins. 

Vol. 1-6), the most extensive representation of the image of Magdalene is found. In the apocryphon, there are 

two women named Mary – Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of Jesus; among the women, Martha, the 

Lazarus’ sister is mentioned, while Mary not. The apocryphon, which was only discovered in the 19th century 

(published in succession in Latin, French and English in 1851, 1856 and 1896), is a dialogue with the Saviour in 

which He reveals the meaning of the different mysteries. Magdalene is the most active participant in the 

dialogues (entered in Book 1, Chapter 17 with a full name, and in Chapter 45, as the disciple who fully 

understands the Master’s words). Her language, like the language of the apocryphon as whole, requires a good 

knowledge of Gnosticism because it presents a much fuller and at the same time a symbolic image of the woman 

who knows everything (Mary knows details from the Old Testament books, interprets certain verses from the 

Book of the Prophet Isaiah, and from the Book of the Psalms, proceeds to the exegesis of the inexpressible, and 

interprets the words of Jesus before the other disciples). Among Magdalene’s appearances, images and gestures 

stand out, through which she is recognized in the canonical Gospels: often before asking her question to Jesus, 

Mary Magdalene fells down to bow before the feet of the Saviour and kisses them (Book 2, Chapter 94, Book 3, 

Chapter 108, Book 4, Chapter 128, Chapter 138 of Book 5 is varied – she bows at Jesus’ feet but kisses His 

hands). In Chapter 115 of Book 3, when Jesus reveals to His disciples one of the mysteries, He turns to 

Magdalene with the words that through this mystery, sins and all transgressions are remitted – a theme, with 

which her image is bound for many centuries. In the apocryphon, the rivalry between Magdalene and Apostle 

Peter (Book 2, Chapter 72) is also presented, which we also find in the final of the Gospel of Thomas, and which 

forms a complete ideology of opposition by the two origins (of Mary and Peter) for Gnostic Christianity. This is 

something definitely not accepted by the Orthodox Church.  

17. See: The Gospel of Thomas with the Greek Gospel of Thomas (Nag Hammadi Codex II, 2; 32,10-

51,28). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). The Nag Hammadi Scriptures. Harper One (Harper Collins), p. 133-156; as well 

as: The Gospel of Philip (Nag Hammadi Codex II, 3; 51,29-86,19). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). The Nag Hammadi 

Scriptures. Harper One (Harper Collins), p. 157-186). Since both texts have an explicit affinity to Gnostic 

writings, their critical reading should be based on knowledge of the figurative expression and the play of 

allegorical strata. Magdalene’s only appearance at the very ending of the Gospel of Thomas fully fits into the 

esoteric utterance of the text: the answer to the question of whether a woman as such is worthy of entering into 

the heavenly realm is hidden, both in the metamorphosis of the spirit, she needs to carry in herself, and in the 

fact that God will not abandon Her on the way of this search – transformation. It is indicative that no other 

woman, namely Magdalene, was summoned as a gesture to best illustrate this. Mary Magdalene is an image to 

which many narratives, irrespective of their ideology, symbolic depth, and significance, all strive for her as an 

appropriate illustration of the idea they bring, in the literal sense of shedding light on. “Three women always 

walked with the master: Mary his mother, <her> sister, and Mary of Magdala, who is called his companion. For 

‘Mary’ is the name of his mother, <her> sister, and his companion”. This is told in the Gospel of Philip, one of 

the most controversial, according to the church canon. The controversy lies entirely in the ideology of the text, 

but it also affects the image of Magdalene, especially in one of the textual lacunae, which all interpreters fill in 

the same way, without any thorough evidence of that – “The [Savior loved] her more than [all] the disciples, 
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[and he] kissed her often on her [mouth]”. The kiss in its literal reading is almost nonsensical, especially in 

Gnostic texts. It is obviously a symbol that gives birth to interpretations of spiritual closeness and relationship. 

The kiss, among other things, thought in the context of early Christianity (often mentioned in the Apostle Paul’s 

Epistles), is a sign of Christian love and affiliation that has to wipe out the traces of another kiss, with which 

Christ was betrayed. “Beloved more than others” – in the ideology of Gnosticism, this distinguishes the image of 

Mary Magdalene over the other disciples, on the path of spiritual growth – hypotheses, perceived as unproven by 

the Church over the centuries. The two evangelical texts, as well as the rest of the Nag Hammadi library, in 

which the image of Mary Magdalene appears, have a common goal: to highlight Magdalene’s image among the 

other apostles, making her the closest to Christ. Apostola apostolorum. It is not through the testimony of the 

Resurrection, but through the degree of knowledge, Magdalene is the one who knows and who the others do not 

like, not only because she is preferred, but moreover, she was a woman. This compulsive insistence of Gnostic 

writings is at the root of the controversy with the canon, regarding Magdalene. However, beyond the 

controversy, one unmistakable fact stands out: Gnostic writings often develop the idea of knowledge through the 

image of Magdalene, as if it really needs this image. Is it because, being chosen to be the first witness of the 

Resurrection, she can be chosen and first admitted to get knowledge? Beyond the apparent contradiction between 

the canonical and apocryphal texts, and their different value for the history of the Church, they need, in their own 

way, the image of Magdalene. If they diverge, deeply in their essence, and this has often placed the Church at a 

crossroads (let us only mention the Ecumenical Councils and the energy spent for engaging in heresy), the 

involvement of the same figure as a witness is a sign of significance that is difficult to ignore superficially. A 

reason for such reflections is given by another apocryphal book from the Nag Hammadi Library: The First 

Revelation of James (Nag Hammadi Codex V, 3; 24, 10-44, 10). – In: Meyer, M. (Ed.). The Nag Hammadi 

Scriptures. Harper One (Harper Collins), p. 321-330). The apocryphon recreates a conversation between Christ 

and his brother James, in which James asks: “Who are the seven women who have [become] your disciples? 

Look, all women bless you. But I wonder how it can be that [powerless] vessels have become strong through the 

perception within them?”. Despite the textual lacunae, three of the names in Jesus’ answer are visible and one of 

them is that of Magdalene. But as the canonical evangelical texts and the scriptures of the holy Fathers of the 

Church teach, the activity of Jesus in Galilee, through the most painful for every Christian moments, such as the 

Crucifixion and laying in the tomb, until Pentecost and then, when the Church is being built and stood in the first 

years after the Resurrection, women were always close to Christ and to idea of Christ: as a dedicated presence 

and immeasurable love. And Magdalene was always among them.  

 18. See: Bovon, Fr., Chr. Matthews. The Acts of  Philip (A New Translation). Baylor University Press, 

114 pp. In Gnostic writings, strongly related to the work of Apostle Philip, there is no suggestion that Magdalene 

was his sister. In the Gospel of Philip, where the image of Mary Magdalene was named directly several times, 

there was no kinship with the Apostle Philip, moreover, there were only three Marys (Maryam) and Philip had 

no sister mentioned. From the book of Bovon, it is evident that he knew the Orthodox tradition in which the 

image of the sister of Apostle Philip – St Maryamna – was long known and recognizable, is present both in the 

synaxaria and in the voluminous Lives of the Saints. In his capital work, The Lives of the Saints, St Dimitry of 

Rostov included the life of St Maryamna (see on February 17th). The text unequivocally refers to the life of the 

Holy Apostle Philip, who in the Orthodox tradition is celebrated on November 14th. The days, when the Apostle 

Philip, along with Apostle Bartholomew and his sister Maryamna, preached together in Lydia and Moesia, are 
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described in details, and where they met St John the Theologian, and then parted with him in Hierapolis of 

Phrygia. The plot here is the story of the healing of the blind Stachys; the physical and mental healing of 

Nicanora, the wife of the mayor; the torture by the angry mayor that his wife received Christ (described in the 

Acts a little more in detail than in his life); Philip’s death (the Acts wrap it in allegories), and so on. The 

difference is found in the fate of Bartholomew and Maryamna: according to his life, Bartholomew went to the 

city of Alban in Greater Armenia, where he was crucified, while according to the Acts, he went to Lycania, 

without mentioning his fate; according to the life, Maryamna preached the Gospel in Lycania, where she died, 

while, according to the Acts, she went to the Jordan River. Maryamna’s fate is not clear in the Acts – the text is 

controversial in some respects, but these are the differences that echo on the reading of the fate of the saint, not 

on her supposed relationship with Magdalene, which would overturn almost everything, known for her so far. 

The spiritual closeness of Maryamna to Magdalene, in terms of manifested courage, sacrifice and knowledge is 

not enough to identify the two images, but rather a rhetorical technique in the descriptions of the feats of the 

saints. See also: Bovon, Fr. Mary Magdalene in the Acts of Philip. – In: Which Mary? The Marys of Early 

Christian Tradition. Atlanta, Society of Biblical Literature, 2002, p. 75-89; A Handbook of Patrology. The Rev. 

J. Tixeront, D.D. A Handbook of Patrology. B.Herder Book Co., 1923, p. 71; Eusebius of Caesarea. Church 

History. 340 A.D., Book II, Ch. 31. 

19. All quoted pilgrim travelogues can be found in the bibliography at the end of the text, with the exact 

pages of quotes, given in brackets after the description.  
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