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ABSTRACT 

The Changing Myth of Mary Magdalene 

by 

Cynthia Ann Caldwell 

Mary Magdalene is a dynamic expression of the divine feminine archetype. Her 

story has been changing and she has been transforming since the early years of 

Christianity. The discovery of the Gnostic Gospels and the subsequent study of those 

gospels, show a very different story regarding Magdalene than what the Orthodox 

teachings presumed. Magdalene was never a prostitute, but an important disciple and 

apostle to Jesus, along with being a teacher and leader to the rest of the apostles. 

Nevertheless, Magdalene’s story has followed the mythological pattern of becoming what 

the culture needed her to be. 

This theoretical dissertation follows Magdalene’s journey and interprets it through 

a mythological and Jungian lens. It discusses the idea that Magdalene’s expression of the 

divine feminine archetype is a far more appropriate choice for expanding the Christian 

Trinity into a Quaternity, than Jung’s supposition of the Virgin Mary. Magdalene was the 

spiritual partner to Jesus in Sacred Marriage and the balance to his divine masculine 

expression. 

Jung wrote that Job taught God about Himself. So has Magdalene taught God and 

she has become a new face of God, bringing a divine feminine expression that is sorely 

needed today. The divine feminine does not stop there, of course, but continues to expand 

exponentially, just as the divine masculine does. The metaphorical symbol of the trinity is 

also a dynamic one and where Christianity has formed its Trinity with gendered 
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expressions—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—all male personas, there are many other 

expressions of the trinity that are not limited to gender. Trinitarian metaphysics do not 

necessarily work toward completeness and are not static, but can be seen as an energetic 

continuum, always moving forward. 

 

Keywords:  Mary Magdalene; divine feminine; quaternity; archetypal; mythology; 

ternary metaphysics 
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Chapter One — The Changing Myth of Mary Magdalene 

Introduction 

 This dissertation topic has been born out of a lifelong spiritual quest. Having been 

raised in Christian Science, I developed a love for metaphysics, which also served as the 

foundation of my search for sacred knowledge. After selling my holistic health company, 

I decided it was time to formally pursue my spiritual interests. I tried two different 

seminaries but did not find my niche until I began to study mythology at Pacifica. 

 Edward Edinger's book, The New God-Image, gave me the inspiration I needed to 

explore which expression of the divine feminine archetype I wanted to pursue. Edinger's 

discussion of C. G. Jung's idea that the Virgin Mary expands the Trinity into a Quaternity 

was and is fascinating to me. Then, my research into what is referred to as the Nag 

Hammadi texts, The Gospel of Mary, The Gospel of Thomas and The Gospel of Philip, 

exposed me to the mythology around the life of Mary Magdalene. Combining these 

things gave me my dissertation topic. 
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Topic of Study 

 

 C. G. Jung went out on quite a limb in his later years when he wrote on 

Christianity. He argued that the Christian Trinity--the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit--was 

missing a component.  Even more astounding was that he felt the missing component was 

the archetypal, divine feminine, expressed in the Blessed Virgin Mary. In The Symbolic 

Life, Jung writes, 

Human nature is the divine vessel and as such the union of 

the Three. This results in a kind of quaternity which always 

signifies totality, while the triad is rather a process, but never 

the natural division of the circle, the natural symbol of 

wholeness. The quaternity as union of the Three seems to be 

aimed at by the Assumption of Mary.  This dogma adds the 

feminine element to    the masculine Trinity, the terrestrial 

element (virgo terra) to the spiritual, and thus sinful man to 

the Godhead. (CW 18, para. 1552) 

 In his book, The New God Image: A Study of Jung's Key Letters Concerning the 

Evolution of the Western God-Image, Edward Edinger clarifies Jung's comments, "He 

[Jung] is referring to the dogma of the Assumption of Mary into heaven..." Thus, Jung is 

telling us that Mary adds the feminine to the Trinity, the profane to the sacred, and 

humanity into divinity. The Virgin Mary represents purity and according to doctrine was 

born without sin; because she personifies a human woman, she also represents humanity, 

including its sinful nature. Edinger continues, "The result is that the Trinity has had a 
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fourth personage added to it--namely, Mary. Symbolically she brings the attributes of 

matter, flesh, and humanity--sinful humanity" (102).  

 We must have balance in order to express wholeness.  There must be yin to yang, 

light to dark, and the masculine to the feminine. Thus, if Christianity is to be balanced, it 

must include the Sacred Feminine. Jung and Edinger believe this balance to be achieved 

through the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. I believe this balance is actually better 

achieved through the inclusion of the divine feminine archetype as expressed by Mary 

Magdalene, because she represents a more whole, feminine archetype that includes light 

and shadow, not just the light. The Virgin Mary symbolically represents sinful humanity, 

but has no power of her own.  Magdalene, however, is empowered by her own status as 

master teacher and healer, as this dissertation will demonstrate.  

 What needs to be understood about both the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene is 

that they are mythic, archetypal figures whose stories were written and shaped long after 

their presumed historical lives. These stories were part of an oral tradition long before 

they were written down and represent a rich variety of theological and political 

perspectives. Who they were and what they represent is fluid, not static, and continues to 

evolve as we gain more scholarship about the era and as we look at them from our 

perspective. 

 The creation and evolution of Christianity was and is a mythic phenomenon. In 

his book, Thou Art That, Joseph Campbell writes, "All mythologies come to us in the 

field of a certain specific culture and must speak to us through the language and symbols 

of that culture...mythology reinforces the moral order by shaping the person to the 

demands of a specific geographically and historically conditioned social group" (3). 
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Thus, both Mary’s are mythical characters who can teach us about the moral order and 

culture of the time in which their stories originated. 

 Cynthia Bourgeault, Episcopal priest and Biblical scholar, has a different idea in 

regard to the Mary’s. In her book, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene, she writes:  

Rather than a kaleidoscope of individuals adding up to one 

archetype, what if it were the other way around: a later 

distribution of the assets that originally belonged to one 

unique, individual woman? The contemplative attunement 

of a Mary of Bethany, the incorruptible, spiritual purity of a 

Virgin Mary, the erotic devotion of a penitent whore--and 

of course, the bold and tenacious witness of the one so 

named as Mary Magdalene: could these all be facets of one 

flesh-and-blood woman whose very fullness breaks the 

mold of what our tradition has taught us is possible? (27) 

 According to the Bible, Mary of Bethany was the sister of Lazarus and Martha.  

Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, and this Mary was the one who wanted to sit at Jesus' 

feet and listen, while Martha did all the work. The Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, and 

Mary of Bethany were all three among the women who followed Jesus. However, 

although they were not one flesh and blood woman, I would suggest that they do embody 

one divine, feminine archetype, fractured into multiple pieces because of political 

reasons. 

 The infancy of Christianity was a chaotic and tumultuous time. Christians were 

treated with suspicion and often imprisoned or even killed because of their beliefs. There 
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were also various Christian factions fighting each other to gain enough power and 

followers to become churches. These factions were surrounded by other, more 

established religions, whose adherents worshiped different gods and goddesses and 

fought hard for those same followers. 

 Consider how some of these goddesses, such as Isis, Demeter, Hathor and others, 

might have influenced Christianity. For example, there are many things that are generally 

considered to be of Christian origin, but which actually derive from the worship of Isis. 

According to R. E. Witt in his book, Isis in Ancient Egypt, the familiar black cassock and 

white surplice that we see on Christian priests and nuns, were initially worn in the service 

of Isis. Fasting, confession, penance--all were engaged in by priests of Isis, as was the use 

of holy water (276). In his book, Goddesses, Joseph Campbell writes, "Isis is one of the 

principal models for the Madonna in the Christian tradition; this is the motif of the 

mother giving birth to the child without the father present, and this standard motif comes 

right down in later folklore and in epics" (95).  The goddess Isis had great influence on 

Christianity and its symbols, but she is a more powerful expression of the divine feminine 

archetype than any embodiment of it in early Christianity.   

 Christianity had to lessen the power of these goddesses, as well as build up its 

own power structure. One way to do this was to follow the principle of divide and 

conquer. If the patriarchs who were seeking to define Christianity could break the 

feminine archetype into pieces, this would serve to strengthen their hierarchy. If 

Magdalene was the most powerful female apostle, closest to Jesus, then she must be 

weakened the most. Thus, Magdalene was cast as a prostitute. 
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 The Bible has several stories that are mythically linked to Magdalene.  However, 

some of these stories have little scholarly support to connect them to Magdalene.  

Consider the weeping woman who anoints Jesus with the alabaster jar of precious oil 

(Matthew 26:6-13, Mark 14:3-8, Luke 7:36-47, & John 12:1-8). She is commonly 

identified as Mary Magdalene. Yet, Bourgeault writes, "Not a single one of the scriptures 

themselves identifies this woman as Mary Magdalene" (Mary 17). In fact, in the version 

included in the Gospel of John, the woman is identified as Mary of Bethany, sister to 

Lazarus. Yet, it became legend and then accepted as truth, that this woman was 

Magdalene. In fact, much of the iconography associated with Magdalene has her holding 

a jar of ointment. Some may remember that Magdalene went to Jesus’ tomb to anoint his 

body for burial and thus was carrying a container of oil. Too often she is remembered as 

the sinful woman who anointed Jesus while he was still alive. 

 However, it is the narrative in the Gospel of Luke that plants the seeds of the 

prostitute myth. Luke tells the story and connects it to an account of a Pharisee 

commenting on his distrust of Jesus, "If this man were a prophet, he would have known 

who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him: for she is a sinner" (Luke 7:39). 

This opens the door to woman and sinner being connected, and as we shall see, this 

allows the Christian founding fathers to force Magdalene into being viewed in relation to 

these denigrating terms. 

 Luke set the stage for Magdalene to be viewed as a sinful woman anointing Jesus' 

feet, but in 591, Pope Gregory the Great, in his homily on Luke's gospel takes it several 

steps further. "She whom Luke calls the sinful woman, whom John calls Mary, we 

believe to be the Mary from whom seven devils were ejected according to Mark. And 
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what did these seven devils signify, if not all the vices?" (Susan Haskins, Mary 

Magdalene: Myth and Metaphor 93). 

 In her book, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle, 

Karen King expands on this:  

Once these initial identifications were secure, Mary 

Magdalene could be associated with every unnamed sinful 

woman in the gospels, including the adulteress in John 8:1-11 

and the Syrophoenician woman with her five and more 

husbands in John 4:7-30. Mary the apostle and teacher have 

become Mary the repentant whore. (152) 

 The Gospels of Mary Magdalene, Thomas and Philip show us a very different 

Magdalene. These texts show Magdalene to be a gifted apostle, one whom Jesus favored 

and who excelled in understanding his teachings. They demonstrate how Magdalene 

followed the path of individuation, or in Bourgeault's words, became "a spiritual master" 

(Mary xi). Magdalene was called the Apostle of the Apostles, because she was the first to 

see and believe Jesus had risen from the dead (Bourgeault 8). Magdalene was also the 

only disciple not to denounce Jesus; she stood by him at the cross and all night at his 

tomb. Magdalene represents a feminine archetype of fierce love, loyalty and courage. 

 In his translation of The Gospel of Philip, Jean-Yves Leloup tells us that 

Magdalene had a special place in Jesus' heart. He was known to love her more than all 

others and seen to kiss her on the mouth (27). She was regarded as an authority on Jesus' 

teachings and following Jesus' ascension, became a great teacher in her own right 

(Bourgeault, Mary 36).  Because of all of this, I believe Magdalene is a better candidate 
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for the role of the fourth member in the Quaternity.   Only because of deliberate 

suppression and impacted, patriarchal thinking is this not common knowledge. 

 This dissertation will show how Magdalene's role as an apostle, her teaching and 

her text were kept from the public, and how the slander that she was a prostitute is based 

only on conjecture and patriarchal prejudice. In 1969, the Roman Catholic Church, 

during a revision of its missal--the book containing the services of Mass throughout the 

year--officially separated Luke's sinful woman, Mary of Bethany, and Mary Magdalene, 

into three distinct women (Bourgeault, Mary x). The church however, has not yet come 

so far as to call her an apostle. In fact, in numerous Christian churches, it is still taught 

that Magdalene was a prostitute. 

 History is written by the victors and the history of Christianity is no exception. In 

313 CE, Emperor Constantine made a political move to endorse Christianity because he 

liked the idea of one God, which he equated with one ruler. He then convened the Nicene 

Council of hand-picked men to determine the theology of true Christians.  If you 

disagreed with Constantine or this Council, you could be exiled. The books to be 

included in the New Testament had mostly been chosen by then, and other texts, such as 

the Gospels of Mary, Thomas, and Philip, were considered heretical and ordered burned. 

There were Christians that considered those heretical texts holy, however, and hid some 

of them in clay jars to be found some two thousand years later. 

 These texts tell a very different story than the one that has been told over the 

centuries. Because it is not the story so many people accept as literal truth, it shakes up 

the belief system of many Christians. It also shakes up the hierarchy and power structure 
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of the church. These texts show women to have been spiritual masters and teachers in the 

early church, well able to hold a position of authority. 

 The puzzle that is early Christianity--what Jesus said and did, and what happened 

after his ascension--is complicated by the actions of the Nicene council and the rejection 

of the recently recovered Nag Hammadi texts. King explains Mary's early standing, but 

also why she upset the patriarchal apple cart, "The fact that Jesus appeared to her first, 

gave her private teachings, and then sent her to instruct the other disciples seemed to 

elevate her status above the other disciples and give a woman authority to teach the male 

apostles" (Magdala150). 

  The Gospel of Mary Magdalene was discovered in 1896; fifty years earlier than 

those attributed to Thomas and Philip, but was published close to the same time as the 

other texts, due in part, to two world wars. King surmises that the Magdalene text was 

written in the first half of the second century, while The Gospels of Thomas and Philip 

were probably written in the fourth century (Magdala 11). Since we cannot know exactly 

when they were written, nor who wrote them, and we cannot trust traditional Christian 

theology, we must study these texts carefully. We cannot interpret these texts literally, 

but must look at them from a mythic viewpoint in order to gain a more complete and 

empowering understanding. 

 This dissertation will also propose that Magdalene can be seen as the new face of 

the Christian God. This is similar to how Jung describes the role of Job in relation to 

Yahweh. Edinger tells us that in Jung's Answer to Job, Jung is basically telling us that Job 

was Yahweh's mirror, "Job fulfilled the human task of mirroring the nature of God to 
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himself...Yahweh was obliged to undergo a process of Self-transformation, which is at 

the same time an incarnation and a humanization" (Edinger, The New God-Image 70).  

Magdalene can be seen as the mirror to the evolving Christian God.  God can only 

be as good (or bad), as whole or incomplete, as the humans constructing that God, and 

today humankind is starting to see the Divine Feminine as an important balance in the 

Godhead.  Without this balance, we continue to see only the shadow of the Divine 

Feminine, or as Helen Luke describes it, "...the 'ancient witch' who promises man all 

knowledge and all pleasure without any of the suffering and hard work of learning 

relatedness and love..." (Dark Wood to White Rose 84). 

 In the King James version of the Bible, God says to Moses, "I am that I am"          

(Exodus 3:14). Christine Downing, in her article, "The Myth of Biblical Monotheism", 

writes, "Famously mistranslated in the King James Version as 'I am that I am' (which 

leeches the Hebrew of its future-focused and dynamic implications), the phrase more 

nearly means: 'I will be as I will be'" (12). Or, as Jack Miles describes it in God: A 

Biography, "...I am what I shall be..." (99). Thus the God-Image is expanding, as 

humanity is expanding. 

 The Divine Feminine is doing her part to help the God-Image to evolve, in part 

through the new scholarship that activates the archetypal expression of Mary Magdalene. 

Interpreting these age-old stories through a mythological lens gives us new perspective 

and inspiration, so that our theology can evolve along with our culture. The Divine 

Feminine is becoming who She is and all of humankind is getting to see itself in that 

mirror. 
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Brief Review of Literature 

 The Gospel of Mary was discovered in the late nineteenth century in Cairo, 

although calling it a Gospel is generous. It is barely eight pages in length and is in 

fragmented pieces. In her book, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First 

Woman Apostle, Karen King describes it as: 

 ...a radical interpretation of Jesus' teachings as a path to 

inner spiritual knowledge; it rejects his suffering and death 

as the path to eternal life; it exposes the erroneous view that 

Mary of Magdala was a prostitute for what it is--a piece of 

theological fiction; it presents the most straightforward and 

convincing argument in any early Christian writing for the 

legitimacy of women's leadership; it offers a sharp critique 

of illegitimate power and utopian vision of spiritual 

perfection; it challenges our rather romantic views about 

the harmony and unanimity of the first Christians; and it 

asks us to rethink the basis for church authority. (4) 

 King, the Winn Professor of Ecclesiastical History in the Divinity School at 

Harvard University is compelling in her discussion of this Gospel, which includes a 

translation of each verse of the manuscript. In his book, The Gospel of Mary Magdalene, 

Jean-Yves Leloup, an Orthodox theologian, also gives a verse-by-verse interpretation, but 

from a more depth- psychological and spiritual viewpoint. King's edition may be more 

reliable academically, but Leloup’s book provides interesting insights based on his 

knowledge of the Near Eastern wisdom traditions. 
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 Cynthia Bourgeault, an Episcopal priest and Biblical scholar, wrote The Meaning 

of Mary Magdalene: Discovering the Woman at the Heart of Christianity, the first book 

that I read of the many now available. She was so persuasive in her argument that I knew 

I had to write my dissertation on Magdalene. Bourgeault will soon publish another book 

on Magdalene in which she also includes a verse by verse interpretation. 

 Another book that has been of great importance to me, both academically as well 

as inspirationally, is The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene: Legends, Apocrypha, and the 

Christian Testament by Jane Schaberg. Schaberg was a Professor of Religious Studies 

and Women's Studies at the University of Detroit Mercy and was one of the first to write 

about Magdalene. She was courageous and original in her depictions of the text, as well 

as in her unique, feminist interpretation of more common Biblical writings. She writes of 

the why and how of the deliberate repression of women and how the virgin birth was 

used as a tool to keep women subject to men. Her scholarship explains some of the power 

dynamics that directly affect the myths that surround Mary Magdalene. 

Equally important to me is Susan Haskins’, Mary Magdalene: Myth and 

Metaphor. Haskins, described as an independent author living in London, expertly traces 

some 2000 years of art, literature, and history to offer a new illustration of who 

Magdalene is and how her myth has evolved. 

  

Jesus of Nazareth 

 Studying Mary Magdalene effectively must include researching the ministry of 

Jesus. I will use the works of Elaine Pagels, Bart Ehrman, Marcus Borg, and Jane 

Schaberg, among others. Elaine Pagels' ground breaking work with the "Nag Hammadi" 
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texts earned her a nomination for a Pulitzer Prize and resulted in her book, The Gnostic 

Gospels. She received her doctorate from Harvard and is now the Harrington Spear Paine 

Professor of Religion at Princeton University. Pagels suggests that Christianity could 

have developed very differently if Gnostic texts had become part of the Christian canon. 

She argues that Christian orthodoxy grew out of the political considerations of the day, 

serving to legitimize and consolidate early church leadership. 

 Pagels also wrote a book called, Adam, Eve and the Serpent, in which she shows 

that while the myth of Adam and Eve is told in the Old Testament, there are many 

connections to this myth in the New Testament. This book gives valuable insights into 

early Christianity and what was to become labeled as Gnosticism. She makes unique 

connections between Eve and Magdalene that will be a valuable source for this 

dissertation. 

 Bart Ehrman, the James A. Gray Distinguished Professor of Religious Studies at 

the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, is a renowned and controversial Bible 

scholar. I will use his book, How Jesus Became God; The Exaltation of a Jewish 

Preacher from Galilee because it answers questions essential to the focus of this 

dissertation. According to Ehrman, there were many healers and preachers who walked 

the roads of Galilee and many human men who were considered divine for various 

reasons. The politics and power structure behind the ascension into power of the stories 

about Jesus are given careful consideration by Ehrman. 

 Two other relevant books by Ehrman are his Peter, Paul and Mary Magdalene 

and Lost Christiantities. Ehrman looks at these followers of Jesus as historical figures, as 
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well as the legends they have become. He discusses the nuts and bolts of how Christianity 

became an Empire and how it has evolved into the religion it is today. 

 Marcus Borg taught for twenty-eight years at Oregon State University, where he 

was the Hundere Distinguished Professor of Religion and Culture. He received his 

doctorate from Oxford and was an important 20th century, New Testament scholar. His 

book, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus and the Heart of 

Contemporary Faith, was ground-breaking in its scholarship about Jesus, but also told of 

Borg’s personal struggle to find authentic, mature faith. Borg’s book also gives insight 

into the politics behind Jesus becoming God. 

 

Mythic and Jungian Influences 

 Joseph Campbell, renowned author and teacher in the field of comparative 

mythology, defined the four functions of mythology in a way that I have found useful. I 

will use his book, Thou Art That: Transforming Religious Metaphor. This book focuses 

on the Judeo-Christian tradition, its symbols and metaphors, and how they are often 

misinterpreted. Campbell highlights and explains the difference in metaphorical and 

literal interpretations of religious stories, and how those interpretations can affect 

political and religious power. 

 I will also make use of books devoted to Goddess mythology and spirituality, 

such as Campbell's Goddesses: Mysteries of the Feminine Divine. and Ann Ulanov's, The 

Feminine in Jungian Psychology and in Christian Theology. It is important to distinguish 

the differences and commonalities between the divine feminine archetype as it manifests 

in Goddess mythology and in Christianity. There are many influences of Goddess 
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mythology and worship on Christianity and these books will help to elucidate them. 

Ulanov is an Episcopal minister and Jungian analyst, and teaches at Union Theological 

Seminary. 

 Edward Edinger will also have considerable influence in this dissertation with his 

books, The New God-Image, Ego and Archetype, and The Christian Archetype.  Edinger 

received his M.D. from Yale and was the senior analyst at the C. G. Jung Institute of Los 

Angeles. He believed that many neuroses are associated with the decline of religion and 

the dominance of science.  

 I will, of course, be using some of C. G. Jung's works, including Psychology of 

Religion: East and West, Answer to Job and Memories, Dreams, Reflections. Jung was a 

Swiss psychiatrist and psychotherapist, who was one of the founders of analytical 

psychology. He was a prolific writer and delved into many areas, such as mythology and 

alchemy, while being best known for his working definitions of archetypes, 

individuation, and the collective unconscious.  

 

New Revised Standard Version Bible 

 Unless otherwise noted, when the Bible is quoted, it will be from the New Revised 

Standard Version. 

The Gospel of Mary 

 Unless otherwise noted, when the Gospel of Mary is quoted, it will be from The 

Gospel of Mary of Magdala, as translated by Karen King. 
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Organization of Study 

 

Chapter Two—What Was Really Going On? 

 This chapter will look at the history of Christianity through the perspectives of 

current Bible scholars.  Exploring the theology of Jesus’ followers in the early Common 

Era will show how diverse and volatile the era was, both religiously and politically. A 

feminist lens will be used to see how women, especially Mary Magdalene, may have had 

different roles than those the patriarchal view has preached over the centuries. A 

comparison of the four gospels around the stories about Magdalene will elucidate how 

traditional, Christian theology has conflated female figures mentioned in the Canonical 

texts and projected Magdalene into roles she never held.  

 

Chapter Three—Why is Mary So Scary? 

 The Gospel of Mary was found in 1896, in Cairo. Published some fifty years later, 

it and other similar texts, such as The Gospel of Philip and The Gospel of Thomas, show 

a very different Mary Magdalene than the repentant prostitute myth that has been handed 

down through the centuries. These texts also reveal roles for women similar to those held 

by the known apostles. This chapter will also begin to look at how the various functions 

of mythology have been expressed in Christianity and how this continues to evolve. 
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Chapter Four—The Binding of the Christian Divine Feminine 

 There were many cultural and mythical influences that helped form Christianity. 

Many of these other traditions recognized the importance of the divine feminine 

archetype, expressed as goddesses or metaphors. Although the question that begs asking 

is why did Christianity feel the need to bind the divine feminine into such tight and 

limited expressions? This chapter will explore how the Christian understanding of the 

biblical Eve relates to Magdalene and how this helps explain why Magdalene was made 

into a prostitute. This chapter will also look at how the valorization of celibacy, the 

Reformation and other influences made Christianity what it is today. 

 

Chapter Five—C. G. Jung, the Christian Quaternity, and Sacred Marriage 

 C. G. Jung, in his later years, wrote a significant amount about Christianity, and 

one of his more controversial ideas was that the Trinity expands into a Quaternity. 

Sometimes he says the fourth is the Virgin Mary, at other times he says it is Satan. This 

chapter will unravel these concepts and demonstrate how Magdalene is a better choice 

than either to expand the Trinity into a Quaternity. She was powerful in her own right as 

a master teacher and healer, and brings the shadow and the light to the divine feminine 

archetype, rather than leaving it crippled and without power. This chapter will also 

consider the relevance of the archetype of sacred marriage, with Jesus as the embodiment 

of the divine masculine and Magdalene as the divine feminine. 
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Chapter Six—Mary Magdalene: The New Face of God 

 This dissertation will consider Magdalene as a new face of the Christian God. 

This is similar to how Jung describes the role of Job to Yahweh. Edward Edinger tells us 

that in Jung's Answer to Job, Jung is basically telling us that Job was Yahweh's mirror, 

"Job fulfilled the human task of mirroring the nature of God to himself...Yahweh was 

obliged to undergo a process of Self-transformation, which is at the same time an 

incarnation and a humanization" (The New God-Image 70). Magdalene was a divine 

feminine mirror for God and only now are we realizing how expansive this 

transformation is and continues to be.  
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Chapter Two – What Was Really Going On? 

 

Early Christianity is an enigma. This enigma is made doubly opaque because of 

the difficulty of separating out what Elaine Pagel’s describes as “historical investigation 

versus religious inquiry,” (Adam, Eve and the Serpent 151). Controversy often ensues 

when historical evidence does not support religious beliefs.  

In Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, Marcus Borg explains something of 

why this tension exists, when he describes what he was taught as a child about Jesus and 

why he then believed it to be literally true. “I received this image of Jesus in what I have 

since learned to call the state of precritical naiveté—that childhood state in which we 

take for granted that whatever the significant authority figures in our lives tell us to be 

true is indeed true” (6). Usually this childhood state does not last, but it often does not 

resolve itself cleanly. Individuals may believe some of the Bible to be literally true, while 

believing other parts to be…not exactly false, but not true, either. There is always an 

uncomfortable anxiety in the pit of the stomach, one is afraid that one might go to hell for 

not believing, or be a fool for believing. Borg describes this angst as, “…the scholarly 

distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith…” (10). Then he makes a 

disturbing statement, “…the historical Jesus is theologically irrelevant…” (12).   

This dissertation will be concerned with the history of Christianity, but will also 

be looking at that history and resulting religion through a mythological lens. Rather than 

having to define a Biblical story as true or false, myth allows the story to speak truth, 

even though it may not have literally happened. This allows us to see beyond 

controversial history and be enriched by the symbolism of metaphor, archetype, and 

mythological patterns. Eugene Kennedy, the editor of Joseph Campbell’s book, Thou Art 
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That, writes in his Foreword, “Many elements of the Bible seem lifeless and unbelievable 

because they have been regarded as historical facts instead of metaphorical 

representations of spiritual realities,” (xv).  

He goes on to say:  

Metaphors carry us from one place to another; they enable us 

to cross boundaries that would otherwise be closed to us. 

Spiritual truths that transcend time and space can only be 

borne in metaphorical vessels whose meaning is found in their 

connotations—that is, in the cloud of witnesses to the many 

sides of truth that they spontaneously evoke—not in their 

denotations, the hard, factual unidimensional casings of their 

historical reference. (xvi) 

Thus, this dissertation will attempt to understand the mythic meaning of the story 

of Mary Magdalene and how the container for her story is not so much a jar for fragrant 

oil, but an ancient riverbed that has twisted and turned in its response to culture and 

religious politics. Myth is like that, twisting and turning to meet the needs of the 

individual, as well as respond to the community-at-large. Myth reflects the culture in 

which it is born and in which it evolves, and the story of Mary Magdalene follows this 

pattern. When we pull away from the traditional and patriarchal views of the Bible and 

look also through a feminist, mythological, and historical lens, there is far more 

information than is taught in churches. This is certainly true with regard to Mary 

Magdalene. 
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Over the last 75 years, there have been some astounding discoveries in Christian 

scholarship. Several texts were uncovered in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, as well as Cairo and 

other Middle Eastern locations. Karen King describes eighteen of these texts in her book, 

The Gospel of Mary of Magdala. There are many other scholars who have studied and 

written about these and the other recently discovered texts as well. What these more 

recently discovered texts have given us are more lenses through which to view 

Christianity. These lenses make females visible as disciples and leaders, along with 

different stories and parables about Jesus’ teachings. 

What we do know is that early Christianity was not a simple belief system in 

which everyone agreed with each other. After Jesus’ death, there were many preachers 

and evangelists trying to gain followers, but also trying to escape harassment from the 

authorities. There were many dissenting opinions as to who Jesus was, what he said, and 

what his life meant. According to Elaine Pagels, in her book, The Gnostic Gospels, 

“Hundreds of rival teachers all claimed to teach the “true doctrine of Christ” and 

denounced one another as frauds” (7).  

  In his article, “The Anointing of Jesus”, J.K. Elliott writes, “Each evangelist has 

used the story for his own theological and dramatic purpose. The gospel writers are not 

mere collectors of developing traditions—each is a theologian in his own right, adapting 

and manipulating the oral and written traditions about Jesus for his own apologetic aims,” 

(The Expository Times,v85:105). Surely this is true for all of the early writers, whether 

they were part of the Canon or not. 

The New Testament Gospels give us four narratives about the life, teaching, death 

and resurrection of Jesus. The Nag Hammadi texts are writing about some of the same 
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events, but with a greater emphasis on the time after Jesus death, the post-Easter Jesus. 

As Borg describes the gospels, “…the gospels are not straightforward historical 

documents but are the developing traditions of the early Christian movement put into 

written form in the last third of the first century,” (Meeting 20). He also differentiates 

between the pre-Easter Jesus and the post-Easter Jesus. 

In the forty to seventy years between the ministry of Jesus 

and the writing of the gospels, the early Christians not only 

adapted the traditions about Jesus to new circumstances, 

but also continued to experience Jesus as a living reality 

after his death. The gospels contain both their memories of 

Jesus of Nazareth and their ongoing experience of the post-

Easter Jesus. (20) 

So we are not only negotiating what may or may not have happened when Jesus 

was alive, but are also trying to understand the religious experiences of his disciples after 

he died. His disciples wandered the land, preaching and converting people to Christianity, 

while trying to stay out of the hands of the authorities. Christians threatened the Roman 

hierarchy, especially when they would not revere the Roman rulers (who were considered 

divine), nor worship their gods. 

There were many different documents in circulation among the early Christian 

churches, including epistles, memoirs, prophecies, homilies and collections of teachings. 

Some documents proclaimed to be apostolic in origin, while others drew upon apostolic 

tradition, and others reflected the teachings of a particular church. It also should be 

remembered that the authors of the Gospels were not Jesus’ disciples. Some believe that 



 
 

23 
 

the authors were students of the disciples, but this cannot be confirmed. The gospel 

authors show themselves to be evangelists in their own right, each adapting and altering 

their text to suit their own theological beliefs and political needs. They used the disciple’s 

names, in some cases, to lend their texts authority and credibility.  

 Dr. Elmer Towns, who co-founded Liberty University with Jerry Falwell, writes 

in his article, “True Scripture is Tested,” that the early Christian church used the 

following criteria to determine what books appeared in the canon: 

First, they included books that were written by apostles or 

an author in special relationship to an apostle, such as 

Mark, Luke or James. Second, the contents were 

revelatory in nature; hence apocryphal, (of doubtful 

origin) and pseudepigraphical (written under pseudonyms 

or anonymously) books were eliminated. Third, the 

church accepted books that were universally recognized 

as Scripture. These were the books that were used in 

preaching and teaching. Finally, the books that were 

considered inspired or gave evidence of inspiration were 

placed in the canon. (BibleSprout.com 4) 

 The majority of Bible scholars do not agree with these criteria. Just a few 

questions that come to mind are—how do they define inspired or revelatory and in what 

context? How do they know Mark, Luke and James were in close relationship with the 

authors of these texts, other than what the books proclaim? And there were many, many 

books that were used for preaching and teaching that were not included in the New 
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Testament. The books that made it into the New Testament may have been more popular, 

but essentially, they simply had the most political power and clout. 

There are many people that say the books chosen for the New Testament were 

inspired by God, ordained by God, and their authors were only channels for the words. 

However, Borg describes this as “…a fideistic image of the Christian life, one whose 

primary dynamic is faith…” (Meeting 2). This belief system, this fideistic way of looking 

at how we got the New Testament, loses much of the richness and diversity of early 

Christianity and reinforces a patriarchal hierarchy that disempowers and wastes the 

potential of many valuable thinkers. 

The consensus of most contemporary Bible scholars is that the authors of the 

Synoptic texts are anonymous. It is no different for some of the Nag Hammadi texts. The 

Gospel of Mary will be a main ingredient to this dissertation, but its author is once again, 

unknown. Since the text was written sometime in the early second century, it’s possible 

the author knew one of Magdalene’s disciples, but again, there is no way to know. To 

borrow from Borg…the historical Magdalene is theologically irrelevant…except when 

new historical information expands theology, such as the information the Gnostic texts 

have given us.  

In her book, The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene, Jane Schaberg writes:  

The commonly accepted scholarly hypothesis, accepted 

here, is that Mark is the earliest Gospel, (ca. 65-70), used 

by Matthew and Luke in the composition of their Gospels 

in the 80s, along with Q (material these two have in 

common) and other material available only to each of them 
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(M and L respectively). The Gospel of John is widely 

regarded as independent of the Synoptics, even if this is not 

a consensus. (74) 

 In the early Christian centuries there was a plethora of preachers, teachers, and 

evangelists, all competing for power and the right to lead this new religion. There were 

many texts and some of them were more popular than others. However, which view 

would emerge as triumphant was not a foregone conclusion in the early Christian 

centuries.  Historians use labels such as orthodox and heretical, not because they know 

which theology was right, but because they know which side prevailed. Pagels tells us, 

“According to tradition, a heretic is one who deviates from the true faith. But what 

defines that ‘true faith’?” (Gnostic xxii). 

Simply put, the orthodox won the battle and their view became the dominant view 

and they became the ruling class within the church, while the heretics lost the debate and 

the power. So in truth, when historians describe a view as orthodox or heretical, it is not 

about right or wrong, but about domination and loss.  

 Not all Bible scholars are clear-minded in their interpretation of historical 

information, as is clearly seen in the fundamentalist viewpoint that Towns espouses. If a 

viewpoint is orthodox, it is often misogynistic as well. Magdalene certainly had a close 

relationship with Jesus and his apostles--she was after all, the apostle to the apostles. Her 

book seems as inspired as the other gospels, but her book was not chosen, at least in part, 

because she was a woman. It’s impossible to imagine what the world would be like today 

if a different twenty-seven books had been chosen for inclusion in the New Testament, 

especially if it had included The Gospel of Mary. 
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Gnostic is another term that is thrown around as if it refers to one, clearly defined 

group. Gnosis means knowledge, but in practice the definition is far wider. Schaberg lists 

several other terms as frustratingly unclear:  

The terms “gnosticism,” “heresy,” “marginal,” 

“heterodoxy” and “orthodoxy,” “central,” “mainline,” 

“traditional,” “ecclesiastical” are all increasingly 

unsatisfactory to the scholar, implying as they do that the 

lines between various Christian groups were clear, and that 

it was clear to the neutral observer which groups were 

“truly” Christian and which were not, which were original 

and healthy, and which parasitical or viral. Further, the 

term “gnosticism”—even as an umbrella term—wrongly 

implies some sort of monolithic system or movement. 

(Resurrection 123) 

  What Bible scholars know today is that there was no dominant church, theology, 

nor theologian for the first few centuries of Christianity. There were leaders and 

documents that were coming to the forefront, however. Justin, the Philosopher was one 

such leader, born 110 C. E. and converted to Christianity because of the courage he 

witnessed in the Christian martyrs. He had been a pagan, but after watching the torture 

and execution of Christians and their subsequent courage in facing it, he became 

convinced that they had supernatural powers. He began to believe that the Roman rulers 

were not divine and that the pagan gods had no power.  
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 Pagels tells us that Justin soon came to believe “…that the human mind by itself 

cannot grasp ultimate truth. Instead, one must receive illumination through the spirit of 

God descending from above—the same spirit that had possessed the Christian martyrs in 

the amphitheater,” (Adam, Eve and the Serpent 37). Justin continued to question his 

pagan religion and morality, by asking himself what sort of gods would sanction the 

slaughter of innocent people? Of course, the Pagans saw it very differently, believing the 

Christians to be rigid prudes, atheists, and treasonous. What influenced Justin’s own 

execution by the Romans was his burgeoning belief that the emperors were not godlike, 

but evil. 

Justin’s theology included encouraging his followers to practice sexual self-

restraint, to help the poor and destitute, and to live peacefully with other races and 

cultures. This was especially appealing to the most vulnerable. Those exposed to sexual 

abuse, exploitation, poverty, and racial hatred were very attracted to Justin and his 

version of Christianity (Pagels, Adam 59). Those Christians with more power, however, 

were not so fond of those concepts and resented being told what to do.  

Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, (c.180 CE) preached a similar moral order that had 

mixed results. Some followers were fine with the ethical aspects of Christian teachings, 

but felt supervision of their behavior unnecessary. Still others were interested in the 

spiritual transformation derived from Jesus’ teachings and wanted more than rules and 

regulations. 

 Irenaeus found a group of this transformational sort within his own church. They 

were not interested in his authority, but sought God directly, through gnosis, or personal 

experience. He had a grudging respect for their spiritual purpose, but soon found them to 
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be uncooperative and divisive to his vision of the church. Pagels tells us that, “…Irenaeus 

was concerned that gnostic teaching threatened the message of freedom that he and others 

considered central to the gospel,” (Adam 60). Freedom, obviously, is in the eye of the 

beholder. 

 Valentinus, (c.140-160 CE), a leader of one of these gnostic groups, had first 

established himself as a poet, visionary, and spiritual teacher in Alexandria. He 

encouraged his followers to go beyond the basic steps of faith, baptism and morality to 

spiritual illumination. His congregation believed that Valentinus had access to the secret 

teachings of Paul. Other gnostics claimed to know the secret teachings of Jesus himself, 

and pointed to secret documents such as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary 

Magdalene, and the Dialogue of the Savior (Pagels, Adam 61). 

The Gospel of Mary is the account of Mary Magdalene teaching the disciples 

about a vision she had from Jesus after his death. This teaching was difficult for the 

disciples to understand and different from other teachings of Jesus. The misogynistic 

attitudes of Peter and Andrew were also an impediment. Perhaps this is why these 

teachings and Magdalene’s text were later considered heretical.  

 There were other Christian sects that had a difficult time gaining power as well. In 

his book Lost Christianities, Bart Ehrman writes about these diverse belief systems. He 

writes of Christians who believed in one god and those who believed in two gods and 

others who believed in 365 gods. There were those who believed that the world had been 

created by a subordinate, ignorant divinity; why else would there be such suffering and 

cruelty in the world? And then there were those who believed that Jesus was both divine 

and human, while other factions believed Jesus to be completely divine. There were those 
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who believed that Jesus’ death brought about the salvation of the world and those that 

believed it didn’t. There were even those that thought Jesus had never died and that the 

resurrection was completely symbolic (2). 

 There was in fact, a huge controversy regarding the resurrection. Tertullian, a 

leading Orthodox Christian (190 CE), defined the orthodox position, “…as Christ rose 

bodily from the grave, so every believer should anticipate the resurrection of the flesh.” 

Pagels explains, “Tertullian expects the idea of Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection 

to shock his readers; he insists that “it must be believed because it is absurd!” (Gnostic 

5). However, the Gnostic Christians believed differently. They thought the resurrection 

could be experienced symbolically, spiritually. They could experience Christ in dreams, 

visions, or ecstatic trance. “But the orthodox condemn all such interpretations;  

Tertullian declares that anyone who denies the resurrection of the flesh is a heretic, not a  

Christian,” (5). 

 By this time, Irenaeus had become quite concerned about those who espoused 

gnostic beliefs because the majority of Christians couldn’t tell the difference between the 

gnostic and orthodox teaching. To combat this self-diagnosed infection, Irenaeus wrote 

an exhaustive, five volume text called Refutation and Overthrow of Falsely So-called 

Gnosis to “…teach the unwary to discriminate between the truth which saves believers, 

and gnostic teaching, which destroys them in ‘an abyss of madness and blasphemy’” 

(Pagels, Gnostic 32).  

 Irenaeus was not only concerned about the salvation of these Christians, he was 

also concerned about establishing and maintaining the Orthodox power structure. Pagels 

explains, “Specifically, by the latter part of the second century, when the orthodox 
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insisted upon ‘one God,’ they simultaneously validated the system of governance in 

which the church is ruled by ‘one bishop’” (Gnostic 34). The Gnostics had a more fluid 

understanding of God and this debate around spiritual authority threatened the Orthodox 

hierarchy.  

 The Orthodox also believed that in order to be Christian, one had to believe only 

in the teachings of the apostles. This did not sit well with the Gnostic Christians, who 

believed they had gone beyond what the apostles had taught. They believed they had also 

been taught by Jesus and the apostles, through visions, dreams and ecstatic trance. 

However, diversity was a hallmark of the Gnostics, but they gained little power, because 

this diversity did not inspire agreement. The end result was the Orthodox gaining power 

over them. Pagels writes, “The orthodox Christian believes ‘the one and only truth from 

the apostles, which is handed down by the church.’ And he accepts no gospels but the 

four in the New Testament which serve as the canon (literally, “guideline”) to measure all 

future doctrine and practice” (Gnostic 21).  

 In 313 C. E., Emperor Constantine gave imperial approval and legalized 

Christianity by issuing an order of toleration.  Suddenly the Christians were no longer 

being arrested, tortured and executed, but were on the good side of the ruling 

government. Christians were now given tax exemptions, money to build churches, and no 

longer had to be wary of professing their faith. In another book called, How Jesus 

Became God, Ehrman writes that at the time of Constantine’s conversion, approximately 

five percent of the sixty million inhabitants of the Roman Empire called themselves 

Christian. By the end of the century, closer to fifty percent identified as Christian. 

Ehrman also points out that it was Theodosius I that made Christianity the official Roman 
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religion and outlawed pagan practices (346). Certainly the tables had been turned on the 

Pagans and their religious beliefs. 

 Constantine saw Christianity as having the potential to unify his socially and 

culturally chaotic empire and was not pleased when he realized that there was a 

controversy that threatened to divide the religion. There was a theological argument that 

was creating a deep rift and shaking up the new power of the ruling, Christian elite. The 

argument began in Alexandria between a priest named Arius and his bishop, Alexander.  

 The argument was rooted in the issue of whether or not Jesus had always existed 

or whether he was begotten of God and came into existence after God. Arius believed 

that the definition of begotten implied that Jesus had not always existed and furthermore, 

that God was not a Father until he begot his only Son. Arius’ viewpoint was that only 

God is without beginning, which means that “…Christ—the Word (Logos) of God—is 

not fully God in the way that God is,” (Ehrman, Jesus 340). “In short, Christ was a kind 

of second-tier God, subordinate to god and inferior to God in every respect (341). 

 Bishop Alexander took issue with this theology and labeled it heretical. Around           

318 C. E., he deposed Arius from his position and excommunicated him along with about 

twenty of his supporters. Arius disagreed with this and wrote a letter to Alexander 

defending    his views. Ehrman quotes the letter: 

We know there is one God, the only unbegotten, only 

eternal, only without beginning, only true, who only has 

immortality…Before everlasting ages he begot his unique 

Son, through whom he made the ages and all things. He 

begot him…a perfect creature of God, but not as one of the 
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creatures—an offspring, but not as one of things begotten. 

(Jesus 342)  

 Now, by this time, most of the books of the New Testament had been sanctioned 

as canonical, although this wouldn’t be confirmed until 397 C. E., by the Council of 

Carthage. Bishop Alexander, in his defense of his own views, quotes Hebrews 1:2, which 

states that it was through Christ that God made the ages. Ehrman continues: 

Alexander reasons that if Christ made the ages, then there 

could not be a time before which he existed, since he was 

the one who created time and age: for it is also idiotic and 

full of every kind of ignorance to claim that the cause of 

something’s origin came to be after its beginning.        

(Jesus 344) 

Alexander also insisted that God was immutable, that he is God and so can’t change. 

Thus he couldn’t become the Father, but had always been the Father. 

 Constantine wanted them to agree, to choose one Christian God to eliminate the 

stresses of many Gods. He wanted there to be one Truth, one way to salvation, and one 

way to be Christian. Suffice it to say that Constantine did not get his wish. He did, 

however, organize the Nicene Council of 325 C. E., to clarify what true Christians should 

believe, and the Nicene Creed was a result of this Council. The Nicene Council also 

made a ruling that Jesus was begotten versus without beginning and wrote the Creed to 

clarify this, along with a few other points. 

 The majority of Christians today believe Christianity to be a monotheistic 

religion, having only one God. Some of the so-called Gnostic Christians believed Christ 
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was at least two beings if not several, but certainly a human being and a divine being, 

temporarily united. The Nicene Creed established the orthodox criteria—at least for the 

moment.  

Nicene Creed 

The only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father 

God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, 

Begotten not made, of one Being with the Father. 

Through him all things were made. 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven: 

By the power of the Holy Spirit  

He became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made man. 

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; 

He suffered death and was buried. 

On the third day he rose again in accordance with the scriptures; 

He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,  

And his kingdom will have no end. (Jesus 324)  

Ehrman then adds, 

Every one of these statements was put into the creed to 

ward off heretics who had different beliefs, for example, 

that Christ was a lesser divine being from God the Father, 

or that he was not really a human, or that his suffering was 

not important for salvation, or that his kingdom would 
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eventually come to an end—all of them notions held by one 

Christian group or another in the early centuries of the 

church. (Jesus 325) 

However, there are issues with taking the Nicene Creed literally, as was done in 

later Christianity. The Nicene Creed was a political move, an establishment of power, and 

while there was no separation of church and state in Constantine’s time, Christianity was 

still very new, surrounded by much older and more established religions. Something was 

needed to convince the pagans of Christianity’s authenticity and the divinity of their so-

called Messiah. Thus, a common practice of telling familiar, though extraordinary stories 

in order to elevate status was exactly what was needed to make Jesus divine. 

The story of Jesus’ birth is a perfect example. The story of a supernatural birth 

was not unusual in the pagan communities and miraculous births are not uncommon in 

the Hebrew Scriptures, either. Consider Isaac, conceived by parents who were both in 

their nineties. Ishmael was also fathered by ninety year-old Abraham, while Samson and 

Samuel were born to previously barren mothers. All of these sons grew up to be 

important leaders in their communities. 

  Miraculous birth stories are told after an important person has died, to emphasize 

that person’s place in history. No one knows the future of a newborn baby, but a birth 

narrative can certainly be added to increase the historical significance of a person’s life. 

Particular points can have great symbolic meaning. Edward Edinger, a Jungian analyst, 

wrote in his book, The Christian Archetype, “The virginity of Mary is an important part 

of the symbolism. There seems to be an archetypal connection between virginity and the 

ability to handle transpersonal energy (sacred fire)” (27). The writers of this birth story 
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created a container that could hold, but also allow, the transformational energy that Jesus 

represented. 

There are also political reasons for adding the story about Jesus’ birth. According 

to the article, “Mithras and Jesus: Two Sides of the Same Coin,” written by Flavio 

Barbiero, Mithraism was a powerful pagan religion practiced by Emperors, soldiers and 

many of the populace--both before the Common Era and for several centuries afterwards. 

It is accepted that Constantine chose to legalize Christianity, but it is not so well known 

that he never gave up his worship of Mithras. Constantine believed that Jesus and Mithras 

were both aspects of the same superior divinity and had coins minted with Mithraic 

symbols on one side and Christian symbols on the other. Barbiero writes: 

A long series of analogies exists between Mithras and Jesus. 

Mithras was born on December 25 in a stable to a virgin, 

surrounded by shepherds who brought gifts. He bore a halo 

around his head. He celebrated a last supper with his faithful 

followers before returning to his father. He was said not to 

have died, but to have ascended to heaven from where he 

would return in the last days to raise the dead and judge 

them, sending the good to Paradise and the evil to Hell. 

(Barbiero, “Mithras”)  

It’s easy enough to imagine the chaos that was early Christianity and the 

argumentative factions that were vying for power and prestige. The authors of Matthew 

and Luke were only trying to increase the power of their viewpoints and establish 
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authority by adding a supernatural birth. Constantine was doing a similar thing, possibly 

making this new religion more palatable for his soldiers and people. 

Many of the stories about Jesus and the miracles he performed fall within this 

practice of plagiarizing stories originally associated with other divinities, to enhance his 

standing. It was a common practice to enhance the exploits of heroes to make their 

reputations even stronger and those heroes often turned into gods themselves. Jesus may 

have been nothing more than a courageous politician with a vision of how to change his 

world. He never described himself as God and John is the only gospel to do so. 

Nevertheless, the gospels had to describe a powerful man in order to gain converts and 

credibility. Perhaps this is why each of the gospels repeats many of the same stories—

multiple sources giving similar accounts make them more believable—though they each 

have a different emphasis and come from the perspective of quite different theologies. 

In her synopsis of the Gospel of John for the Women’s Bible Commentary, Gail 

O’Day comments, “Each canonical Gospel is engaged in interpreting the meaning of the 

Jesus story for the faith needs of a particular community. Each Gospel selects details 

from the life and ministry of Jesus—none of them is encyclopedic in scope…” She 

continues, “Matthew, Mark, and Luke are grouped together under the title the Synoptic 

Gospels (literally, “the Gospels that see together”), further suggesting that these three 

Gospels speak with a common voice and that John is the only Gospel with a distinctive 

voice,” (517). 

  All of the Gospels are written pseudonymously because authorship was not 

considered as important as authority. Linking a Gospel to an apostle or friend of an 

apostle was a way to claim foundational influence for the developing church. In the 
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synopsis on the Gospel of Mark for the Women’s Commentary Bible, Elizabeth Malbon 

writes, “For most hearers and readers through the sixteenth century, the inspiration of the 

evangelists by the Holy Spirit was more important than the evangelists themselves—just 

as spiritual meanings were more important than literal ones.” She goes on to describe 

Mark as, “…the creator of the Gospel genre, and his work was thought to reflect the time 

of his telling (community situation and theology) as well as the time of his tale (Jesus’ 

ministry)” (478). 

Jane Schaberg and Sharon Ringe, who share the responsibility for the discussion 

of the Gospel of Luke in the Women’s Commentary Bible, start their exposé with a 

warning of how dangerous the text of Luke is. The text seems to offer a great deal of 

information about women and Luke has even been described as promoting the status of 

women. This is only true if the women are taking subordinate roles, however, and letting 

men do all of the important work. Schaberg and Ringe point out that Luke is interested in 

the Christian education of women and in how Christian women are viewed by the outside 

world, but mostly Luke is interested in “…controlling women who practice or aspire to 

practice a prophetic ministry in the church”. One of Luke’s strategies is to provide only 

female role models who are “…prayerful, quiet, grateful women, supportive of male 

leadership, forgoing the prophetic ministry,” (493).  

Some scholars believe that Luke had access to a female source, perhaps a 

collection of stories and teachings written by women or preserved by women, giving 

insight into a woman’s experience in the Jesus movement. Yet, even if some of Luke 

originally came from a woman’s source, it is not the experience or opinion of all women. 
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Even as there are numerous accounts in Luke of restricting women, there are others that 

do show traces of women in leadership. 

Schaberg and Ringe state that while it is possible that the author was a woman, it 

is improbable because of the attitude the text reflects towards women. Women of wealth 

or status could be educated, and, as is stated in the Bible in several places, there were 

women who followed Jesus and supported him financially. However, it is far more likely 

that, “The author of Luke, probably a Gentile Christian, was well educated in Hellenistic 

literature and rhetoric, familiar enough with the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible to 

be able to imitate its style, skilled and artistic in the use and blending of sources, and 

theologically creative,” (497). 

The Gospels present four versions of the life, ministry and death of a man referred 

to as Jesus of Nazareth. They were written long after his life and death, and are political 

and religious texts, written in a time of chaos and unrest. They are not simple or 

simplistic, but are part of a movement to establish a new religion and power structure. 

They reflect many different sects of people, from Jews, to Jewish Christians, to Christian 

Gentiles, Egyptian Christians and other groupings of people who wanted something 

different, politically and spiritually. To believe that the New Testament reflects what all 

Christians believed in the early Common Era is a gross misunderstanding. 

 

The Biblical Mary Magdalene 

There is very little said about Mary Magdalene in the Bible. There are two stories 

shared by all four gospel writers, another story mentioned by three gospels and two 

descriptions only given by Luke. Luke is the only one to describe her as, “…Mary called 
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Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out…” (Luke 8:2). Mark 16:9 does echo 

this description, but many scholars believe it was added later, using Luke as the source 

(King, Magdala 203). Luke is also the only gospel to establish Magdalene as a woman of 

means. Luke tells us that Joanna, Susanna, and Magdalene, among others, “…provided 

for them out of their resources,” (Luke 8:1). 

King writes that scholars are suspicious of these two details (Magdalene being 

healed of demons and her being a wealthy woman) because they are only given in Luke. 

“…they fit into Luke’s tendency to reduce the status of Mary Magdalene and indeed of 

women in general to subordinate roles, especially in comparison with the enhanced roles 

of Peter and ‘the twelve’” (142). This affirms Schaberg and Ringe’s earlier statement 

about Luke being dangerous to the status of women and this is not the only instance 

where Luke’s misogyny reduces Magdalene to a mere woman. 

Next, all four gospels have Magdalene at Jesus’ crucifixion, although Luke 

doesn’t name Magdalene specifically, but describes her as one of “…the women who had 

followed him from Galilee…” (Luke 23:49).  It should be noted, however, that the male 

disciples are nowhere to be seen, because they had all gone into hiding. Judas, of course, 

had betrayed Jesus and then    killed himself, while Peter denied knowing Jesus three 

times, just as Jesus had prophesied. Magdalene, however, had not betrayed him nor 

denied him, but had stayed with him until he died. 

Mark and Matthew have Magdalene at Jesus’ burial site. Matthew tells us that it 

was evening when Joseph of Arimathea took Jesus’ body down from the cross and laid 

him in his own tomb. Matthew also writes that, “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary 

were there, sitting opposite the sepulcher,” (Matthew 27:61). Mark differs in that he tells 
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us the Marys’ saw where Jesus was laid, but not that they were already there (Mark 

15:47). Luke, again, doesn’t identify the women, but leaves them nameless; although he 

acknowledges that they saw where Jesus was buried. 

Last, but most important of all, Magdalene is the first to see Jesus resurrected. 

Matthew has Magdalene and the other Mary seeing an angel who tells them Jesus has 

risen, to look in the tomb to see that he is gone, and then to go tell the disciples what they 

have seen. Jesus, himself, meets them as they leave and tells them, again, to not be afraid 

and to go tell the disciples, (Matthew 28:1-10). 

Mark has Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome see the angel, 

but not Jesus. They only see that Jesus is not in the tomb (Mark 16: 1-11). Luke writes 

that the women see the empty tomb and two angels, rather than one, and only 

acknowledges that it is Mary Magdalene, along with Joanna and Mary, the mother of 

James, after they have told the disbelieving disciples the news. 

John gives an interesting perspective. He has Magdalene go to the tomb alone, see 

that Jesus is gone and run back to tell the disciples that the tomb is empty. Peter and John 

race back to confirm that what Magdalene has said is true, but they have no answers as to 

why it is empty. They leave to go back into hiding, but Magdalene stays, weeping in her 

grief and confusion, and goes back into the tomb for a second look (John 20:1-10). 

She sees two angels and then turns around to see Jesus, who she thinks is the 

gardener. Both the angels and Jesus ask her why she is weeping, but she does not 

recognize Jesus until he calls her by name. She calls him, Rabbouni, or teacher, and he 

tells her not to hold onto him and to go back to the other disciples and tell them what she 

has seen (John 20:11-18). 
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So in two of the four gospels, Magdalene is the first to witness the resurrected 

Jesus and all four gospels have her at the tomb. She is the only apostle willing to stay at 

the tomb, in spite of the danger of being found and killed by the Roman authorities. She 

is the only one capable    of seeing Jesus resurrected-- the only one willing to sit with her 

fear and confusion until the light dawns. 

 

Magdalene Was Not a Prostitute 

 The previous section discusses the four places that Magdalene is named in the 

Bible. Nowhere does it call her a prostitute. She is named as a woman of means by Luke 

and as a follower of Jesus by all the gospel authors. As was stated earlier, women who 

were wealthy were often educated and had more independence than other women. She is 

always listed as first among the women in the New Testament, showing her prominence. 

However, the story that is later taken to connect Magdalene to prostitution is 

complicated.  

Luke tells us that Magdalene was healed of seven demons, and although Mark 

also mentions this description none of the other gospel writers include it. It has already 

been stated that this detail is suspect among Bible scholars. These demons are not 

described, but simply called demons. There has been much conjecture about these so-

called demons, however, as Schaberg writes:  

Here is the great imaginative opportunity: what kind of 

demons would a woman have? Sexual, of course. And seven, 

indicating intensity, totality, voracious lust. Her demon-

possession is variously interpreted today as epilepsy or 
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mental illness, an obsession or addiction, a not understood 

compulsion, a binding by the spirits of unfreedom, a sign of 

the lack of the Holy Spirit. (Resurrection 77) 

King also describes the presumption around Magdalene, “Even though she has 

been healed, the story of Mary’s possession effectively portrays her as unclean and 

susceptible to demonic influence” (Magdala 142). The amount of vilification directed at 

Magdalene in the years since the beginning of the Common Era is extraordinary. This is 

especially significant when we note how little information about Magdalene there is in 

the Bible and how many discrepancies there are within that information. To borrow a line 

from Hamlet, perhaps the church patriarchy doth protest too much. 

If Schaberg’s interpretation of Magdalene’s demons is correct – that they were 

signs of mental illness, an addiction, or a lack of the Holy Spirit – this diagnosis would 

greatly depend on those doing the diagnosing. There is plenty of documented history that 

shows women were often diagnosed with mental illness, hysteria, or addiction if they did 

not like their place in life, wanted to leave their husband or wanted to own property on 

their own. It seems likely that Magdalene pushed many misogynistic buttons. She might 

be a woman of independent means, she shows great courage and loyalty by staying by 

Jesus, and she alone is capable of recognizing him, immediately following his 

resurrection. 

It would seem possible, that like the stories created after-the-fact to make Jesus 

divine, perhaps there were stories created after-the-fact about Magdalene, to make her 

less than. According to Schaberg, “Robert Price has argued, I think rightly, that the claim 

that Mary Magdalene had been demon-possessed may not be based on historical memory. 
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It may be, rather, a trace of early polemics against what was regarded as her heresy, and 

hence her authority” (Resurrection 77). 

Ehrman adds more information about Magdalene’s demons in his book, Peter, 

Paul, and Mary Magdalene, “The number seven in this context may not be meant to be 

taken literally. It is often used to refer to a “complete” number…it may simply mean that 

she was completely overwhelmed by a demonic disorder before she joined Jesus’ 

followers” (206). His description comes across differently than Schaberg’s, as it 

downplays the possibility that the diagnosis could be an attack on Magdalene and it 

neutralizes the intensity of that attack. 

Jean-Yves Leloup puts forward a more Jungian interpretation of Magdalene and 

her demons, in his book, The Gospel of Mary Magdalene. “The most useful thing for us 

to know is the power of our own shadow. Without this knowledge, any of us is capable of 

being taken over by the worst of our worst aspects, and finding ourselves behaving in a 

fashion that is rightly called inhuman” (109). All of these explanations have merit, yet 

another description of Leloup’s rings loudly with truth, “We have already noted that her 

transgression could also be related to her thirst for knowledge, her desire to engage in 

studies reserved for men only in those days. This would certainly be enough to make her 

a dangerous woman, even an outlaw” (107). 

Consider that all of these explanations have truth, but they also point to another 

possibility. The number seven can symbolize totality or completeness. In the Dictionary 

of Symbols, more information is given on the number seven and on the term demon. 

“Seven is clearly a worldwide symbol for wholeness, but of a wholeness which is not 

static, a dynamic wholeness” (Chevalier and Gheerbrandt 860). The Dictionary 
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continues, “Daimons symbolize a higher than normal degree of enlightenment which 

enables their owners to see farther and more clearly, and in a way which defies 

explanation” (284). “In Christian demonology, according to the Pseudo-Dionysius the 

Areopagite, demons are ANGELS who have betrayed their nature, but who were neither 

originally nor naturally evil” (285).  

Is it possible that Luke was actually naming Magdalene’s genius (another name 

for demon) and Jesus simply helped to guide it in a positive direction? If Luke added this 

description of Magdalene after he wrote his main text, conceivably he was trying to 

confuse the issue around her leadership and authority. Perhaps it is Luke who betrayed 

Magdalene’s nature, rather than Magdalene herself. This dissertation will delve more 

deeply into why Magdalene was so maligned, but there is always the confusion of what 

words meant in the time of the gospel writers and how they are interpreted today. 

Whichever explanation seems most plausible; these so-called demons do not 

make Magdalene a prostitute. This is where the greatest leap of conjecture and projection 

appears. Late in the sixth century, Pope Gregory, the Great, preached a sermon that ended 

up ruining Magdalene’s reputation and undermining any power or prestige, she or her 

followers may have had. It is irrelevant that Pope Gregory didn’t have historical fact or 

scholarship to support his claim--he had the authority of being Pope. 

Susan Haskins, in her book, Mary Magdalene: Myth and Metaphor, describes 

Gregory:  

Gregory (c.540-604), under whose pontificate England was 

converted to Christianity, and who gave his name to the 

music composed for the liturgy known as “Gregorian chant,” 
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was a profoundly holy man and popular preacher upon 

whose words, historians related, huge crowds hung, and 

among whose favorite themes were the coming of the Last 

Judgement and repentance. (93) 

Haskins goes on to quote the homily that Gregory preached: 

She whom Luke calls the sinful woman, whom John calls 

Mary, we believe to be the Mary from whom seven devils 

were ejected according to Mark. And what did these seven 

devils signify, if not all the vices? ...It is clear, brothers, 

that the woman previously used the unguent to perfume her 

flesh in forbidden acts. What she therefore displayed more 

scandalously, she was now offering to God in a more 

praiseworthy manner. She had coveted with earthly eyes, 

but now through penitence these are consumed with tears. 

She displayed her hair to set off her face, but now her hair 

dries her tears. She had spoken proud things with her 

mouth, but in kissing the Lord’s feet, she now planted her 

mouth on the Redeemer’s feet. For every delight, therefore, 

she had had in herself, she now immolated herself. She 

turned the mass of her crimes to virtues, in order to serve 

God entirely in penance, for as much as she had wrongly 

held God in contempt. (Hom XXXIII 93) 
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The anointing story, to which Gregory points, is told in all four gospels, but as 

usual, with differing details. These details change the meaning dramatically. Matthew 

26:6-13 and Mark 14:3-8, put the event as happening two days before Passover, John 

12:1-8 puts it six days before Passover, and Luke 7: 36-47 puts it much earlier in Jesus’ 

ministry. All four stories include reference to objectors who disagree with the woman’s 

actions; in Matthew and Mark it is disciples who complain; in John, it is also a disciple, 

but in this particular case, Judas; and in Luke, it is Simon, the Pharisee. Jesus quells all 

the objectors and affirms the woman’s deed and his need for anointing. Matthew and 

Mark have the woman anoint Jesus head, while Luke and John have her anoint his feet.  

In his article, “The Anointing of Jesus”, Elliott writes about the anointing of the 

head versus the feet and clarifies that a social act of anointing would be to a guest’s feet, 

not his head. If it was a social act, would all four gospels have needed to write about it? 

He then goes on to state, “In the earliest gospels, Mt and Mk, it is Jesus’ head, which is 

anointed, an act which is no mere polite gesture—it is the definite and symbolic act of 

acknowledging a king’s consecration. Jesus is here clearly being anointed as king” (105).  

Elliott then references several Old Testament acts of anointing, which in some 

cases are considered prophetic of Jesus’ anointing. In 2 Kings 9:1-13, Elisha is anointed 

by his servant and becomes king over Israel, and 1 Samuel 10:1, 1 Kings 1:38-40, and 

Psalms 133:2, also relate anointing and royalty. Elliott believes that all but Luke are using 

this story to prophesy the anointing of Jesus’ soon-to-be dead body, even though in the 

Gospel of John, the woman is anointing the feet of Jesus (106).  

When taking all four gospels into account, it is confusing. Too often fideistic 

interpretations will simply combine the stories and project an entirely different version 
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than any actually told in the Bible. If one takes a little of Mark, a splash of Matthew, a 

pinch of Luke and stir with John, one has made a completely different gospel. This has 

happened with the anointing story.  

  Mary is a very common name, in fact, Ehrman tells us, “In the first century, 

nearly one out of four Jewish women from Palestine whose names are known was called 

Mary” (Peter 188). Because of this commonality, women were often differentiated by 

where they were from – thus Mary of Bethany, Mary of Magdala, or by whom you were 

in relationship with—Mary, the mother of Jesus, for example.  

John is the only one to name the anointing woman and he designates Mary of 

Bethany, and puts the event in her home in Judea (where she lives with her sister, Martha 

and her brother, Lazarus). Matthew and Mark set the event in Galilee, at Simon the 

Leper’s house. Luke’s story has many similarities to that of the other gospels, but there 

are also several discrepancies. Luke takes the story out of the context of Jesus’ king-like 

entry into Jerusalem and subsequent death and burial, and makes it into a story of a 

penitent sinner’s devotion and forgiveness.  

One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he 

went into the Pharisee’s house, and took his place at the 

table. And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, 

when she learned that he was at a 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. 



 
 

48 
 

Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said 

to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have 

known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching 

him, for she is a sinner. (Luke 7:36-39) 

           This text, along with the description of Magdalene being healed of demons, which 

was placed immediately after the anointing story (Luke 8:1-3), was enough for Pope 

Gregory to conflate the two and make Magdalene into a prostitute. Sinner doesn’t even 

mean prostitute, but rather simply means a person who doesn’t strictly keep Judaic law. A 

woman having her hair loose in public would be considered a sinner, and perhaps this is 

how the Pharisee judges her. Again, more trouble with what words meant in the Common 

Era versus what those words express half a century later to Pope Gregory. 

Why did Pope Gregory feel the need to label Magdalene a prostitute? There are so 

many discrepancies that it seems an unlikely conclusion. Why did Luke feel the need to 

come back to his text and add the description of Magdalene having seven demons? And, 

if all the apostles were in hiding during Jesus’ crucifixion and burial, why did all four 

gospel authors write that Magdalene was there the whole time, and in the case of John, 

that she was the first to see him resurrected? These questions and more will be explored 

in Chapter Three, along with introducing The Gospel of Mary. 
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Chapter Three — Why is Mary So Scary? 

The preceding chapter outlined what the New Testament had to say about 

Magdalene. She is mentioned only thirteen times and yet Magdalene has been in the 

limelight of Christianity since its beginning. The gnostic texts give us more information 

about Magdalene; in fact, they show Magdalene to be an apostle, even the most favored 

apostle of Jesus. The gnostic texts give us insight into the power that Magdalene held as 

the ideal apostle and why that power and her relationship to Jesus, scared the orthodox 

movement. 

The discovery of the codex that contained the Gospel of Mary and the subsequent 

discovery of over fifty texts at Nag Hammadi are invaluable sources of information 

showing the diversity of early Christianity. The traditional texts of Christianity were 

chosen for expedient and political reasons, representing a small selection of the numerous 

texts that were available. The authors of the New Testament texts have been shown to be 

political theologians and the Gospel of Mary and other texts found at Nag Hammadi are 

also political texts. However, while we can never know what truly happened during 

Jesus’ lifetime or in the early years of Christianity, we can explore what we do know of 

cultures, religions, and political environments and how they influenced the mythology 

that Christianity now embodies. These Gnostic texts do expand our understanding of 

what early Christianity was like and give us a glimpse into the role that Magdalene held. 

 

The Gospel of Mary 

In 1896, a papyrus book was sold to Dr. Carl Reinhardt in Cairo, Egypt. 

Seemingly insignificant, it turned out to be one of the most important finds of the 
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century. This book was a fifth century papyrus codex, written in Coptic and containing 

the Gospel of Mary, the Apocryphon of John, the Sophia of Jesus Christ and the Act of 

Peter. Unfortunately, more than half of the Gospel of Mary was missing and while the 

manuscript was found inside its original leather and papyrus cover, the contents were 

considerably jumbled. There is no way to know if the missing pages were destroyed or if 

they are still hidden away. 

 Since then, other fragments of the Magdalene text have been found; portions of 

three copies of the Gospel of Mary, two in Greek from the early third century and one in 

Coptic from the fifth century. Karen King writes, “Because it is unusual for several 

copies from such early dates to have survived, the attestation of the Gospel of Mary as an 

early Christian work is unusually strong” (Magdala 11). However, there are still fewer 

than eight pages out of eighteen to have survived. 

King goes on to surmise that the original manuscript was written early in the 

second century and since Coptic script was used almost exclusively by Christians in 

Egypt, they were probably the ones who translated and preserved the text (Magdala 8). 

She also postulates, “Although only fragments survive, they prove that the Gospel of 

Mary was circulated and read in Egypt over a period of at least three centuries, from the 

time of its composition in the second century until the copy made in the fifth-century 

Berlin Codex” (184). The Gospel of Mary and its followers were still in evidence, well 

into the fifth-century. 

 The Gospel of Mary is controversial not only because it has been shown to be an 

early text comparable to the canonical gospels, but especially because it is about a 

woman. And not only is it about a woman--but this woman preaches, comforts, and 
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explains complicated spiritual concepts to the male apostles. This woman has long been 

considered a prostitute whose only value was being saved by Jesus. Now according to 

this text, she is an apostle in her own right and a leader to the other apostles. This text 

gives new meaning to Magdalene’s title of apostle to the apostles. 

 However, her text was not chosen to be included in the New Testament and in 

retrospect, it seems clear that ecclesiastical misogyny was why the Gospel of Mary was 

not chosen as a canonical text. It certainly would have been considered heretical.   

The Gospel of Mary was not included in the Christian canon. 

The formation of the canon is a process belonging to a 

particular historical context and to the establishment of a 

particular set of power relations. The exclusion of every 

significant type of early Christianity that supported women’s 

leadership under the label of heresy is a fact that we cannot 

ignore. (King, Searching the Scriptures 601)  

 Those first Christians were establishing a new religious system that was 

influenced by surrounding cultures and had no single understanding of Jesus. “Because 

Christianity had not yet been fixed in an orthodox form, alternative interpretations of 

Jesus’ teachings were simply a part of the dynamic processes by which Christianity was 

being shaped” (King, Magdala 40).  The timeline shows Constantine giving imperial 

approval to Christianity in 313 C. E. and Magdalene was still a prominent apostle in the 

fifth century.  

The Gospel of Mary focuses on a post-resurrection appearance of Jesus to his 

apostles. Post-resurrection appearances are found in all four canonical gospels, as well as 
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the Book of Acts and signify the validity of a physical, bodily resurrection of Jesus. These 

visions also show Jesus giving special teachings and directions to the apostles. According 

to King, “…appearances or visions of the risen Lord were considered to have a special 

validity,” (King, Searching 602).  

 The first six pages of The Gospel of Mary are missing, but what we have opens 

with Jesus teaching a lesson on the nature of matter and sin to the apostles, including 

Magdalene and other women. Jesus then tells them to go and preach the good news that 

he has spoken to them.  

Gospel of Mary 4:1-10 When the Blessed One had said 

these things, he greeted them all. “Peace be with you!” he 

said. “Acquire my peace within yourselves! Be on your 

guard so that no one deceives you by saying, ‘Look over 

here!’ or ‘Look over there!’ For the child of true 

Humanity exists within you. Follow it! Those who search 

for it will find it. Go then, preach the good news about the 

Realm. Do not lay down any rule beyond what I 

determined for you, nor promulgate law like the lawgiver, 

or else you might be dominated by it. After he had said 

these things, he departed from them. (King, Magdala 14) 

The disciples are still afraid and resistant to Jesus’ teachings and his directions to 

go out and preach. Magdalene, however, is not afraid and she comforts the disciples. 

King writes, “Mary’s complete comprehension of the Savior’s teaching is signaled by her 
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stability, her capacity to comfort and teach the Savior’s word, and ultimately by her 

restful silence” (30). 

Gospel of Mary 5:1-8 But they were distressed and wept 

greatly. ‘How are we going to go out to the rest of the 

world to announce the good news about the Realm of the 

child of true Humanity?’ they said. ‘If they did not spare 

him, how will they spare us?’   Then Mary stood up. She 

greeted them all, addressing her brothers and sisters, ‘Do 

not weep and be distressed nor let your hearts be irresolute. 

For his grace will be with you all and will shelter you. 

Rather we should praise his greatness, for he has prepared 

us and made us true Human beings.’ (14-15) 

King translates “kingdom” as “realm” because she believes the text is trying to 

articulate that power should be used for spiritual freedom, not royal domination. King 

also takes issue with the term Son of Man, traditionally thought to refer to the human 

nature of Jesus and his incarnation. “So, too, the language of the “Son of Man” strains 

against the Gospel of Mary’s ideal of a nongendered space in which men and women 

exercise leadership based on their spiritual development…” Thus, King translates Son of 

Man as child of true Humanity. She goes on to support this nongendered space by 

highlighting the fact that God is not called Father in The Gospel of Mary, but Good, 

which in Greek can be considered grammatically neutral (Magdala 61).  

It is interesting to compare King’s translation of “…he has prepared us and made 

us true Human beings” with another translation (Magdala 15). In his book, The Gospel of 
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Mary Magdalene, Jean-Yves Leloup adds anthropos to human being, because anthropos 

is the original Greek word that was used. Leloup is emphasizing the inability of the 

phrase, human being, to fully express what he feels anthropos means. “We are this 

Anthropos—both “already” and “not yet”—just as the acorn is both already and not yet 

the oak tree in all its splendor” (102). Thus, human beings are spiritual beings who may 

not realize all of their potential or recognize their divinity. Leloup also feels that 

Magdalene has realized her anthropos and is trying to help the other apostles to recognize 

theirs. 

Perhaps Magdalene’s expression of anthropos does come through on some level 

because she does seem successful in comforting the apostles. Peter asks her to tell them 

more: 

Mary 6:1-4 Peter said to Mary, “Sister, we know that the 

Savior loved you more than all other women. Tell us the 

words of the Savior that you remember, the things which 

you know that we don’t because we haven’t heard them.” 

Mary responded, “I will teach you about what is hidden 

from you.” (King, Magdala15) 

This is where the problem begins. Whether or not Peter is asking for post or pre-

resurrection teachings is not clear, nor is it clear which Magdalene gives them. Perhaps 

Peter was just wanting anecdotes of Jesus—not a current lesson—and certainly not 

something complex.  Magdalene is having visions of Jesus and he is not--or these were 

private teachings to her from Jesus and he was not included.  
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It also must be noted that, in general, Jewish women simply weren’t allowed to 

preach or know about sacred concepts. Leloup writes, 

Not only was Miriam of Magdala a woman, she was a 

woman who had access to sacred knowledge. Given the 

era in which she lived, this is enough to have rendered her 

an outcast or a sinner, in many eyes. She was outside the 

laws of a society where such knowledge is strictly the 

affair of men, where women were prohibited from 

studying the secrets of the Torah, or even from learning to 

read its script. (Mary 13) 

Although this was true that Jewish women were not typically allowed spiritual 

education, it was not necessarily true for women of other faiths. It is important to 

remember that Magdalene was a Jewish woman, but was being written about in Greece. 

“In Greece and Asia Minor, women participated with men in religious cults, especially 

the cults of the Great Mother and of the Egyptian goddess, Isis” (Pagels, Gnostic 62). 

Since Magdalene’s text was written in the second century, in Greece, it is likely that the 

surrounding customs and cultures influenced the author.  

Pagels goes on to describe how by the first century, women in Egypt had attained 

“…a relatively advanced state of emancipation, socially, politically, and legally” (Gnostic 

62). Roman women, too, had better access to education and more freedom of choice in 

matters of marriage and profession. This is not to say that women in Egypt, Greece or 

Rome were considered equal to men. They may have had more freedom than Jewish 

women, but they were still considered less than men. In his book, Peter, Paul and Mary 
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Magdalene, Bart Ehrman writes about the people in antiquity, “For them, male and 

female were not two kinds of human being, they were two degrees of human being. 

Women, in fact, were imperfect men” (212).  

  Thus, although Magdalene was a Jewish woman who lived in the first century, the 

author of her text was influenced not only by the great diversity of gnostic thought, but 

also by the concepts and practices of various groups of Gentiles. Magdalene was 

recontextualized according to the belief system and political interests of the author. This 

author is telling us how they want us to remember Magdalene and thus describes 

Magdalene as spiritually gifted and courageous. 

The author of Mary points out that Magdalene’s vision disturbs Peter and Andrew 

because it undermines their patriarchal expectations. If Magdalene is having visions and 

they are not--this would suggest that her spiritual authority is greater than theirs. 

  Consider Magdalene’s vision: 

Mary 7:1-6 She said, “I saw the Lord in a vision and I 

said to him, ‘Lord, I saw you today in a vision.’ He 

answered me, ‘How wonderful you are for not wavering 

at seeing me! For where the mind is, there is the treasure.’ 

I said to him, ‘So now, Lord, does a person who sees a 

vision see it with the soul or with the spirit?’ The Savior 

answered, ‘A person does not see with the soul or with the 

spirit. Rather the mind, which exists between these two, 

sees the vision…” (King, Magdala 15) 
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Again, preaching about her vision of Jesus is an indication that Magdalene 

understands what the Savior has shown her. Jesus also praises Magdalene for not being 

afraid of his appearance, highlighting Magdalene’s confidence. King believes that 

Magdalene’s vision of Jesus was what attracted other Christians to her and led them to 

author a text about her.  “…Mary had become a figure to whom some Christians appealed 

in order to defend and promote their views of the meaning of Jesus’ teachings, the basis 

for leadership, and the roles of women” (Magdala 173).  

The complexity of Mary’s vision continues: 

Mary 9: 2-15 And Desire said, ‘I did not see you go down, 

yet now I see you go up. So why do you lie since you 

belong to me?’ The soul answered, ‘I saw you. You did not 

see me nor did you know me. You mistook the garment I 

wore for my true self. And you did not recognize me.’ 

After it had said these things, it left rejoicing greatly. 

Again, it came to the third Power, which is called, 

‘Ignorance.’ It examined the soul closely, saying, ‘Where 

are you going? You are bound by wickedness. Indeed you 

are bound! Do not judge!’ And the soul said, ‘Why do you 

judge me, since I have not passed judgment? I have been 

bound, but I have not bound anything. They did not 

recognize me, but I have recognized that the universe is to 

be dissolved, both the things of earth and those of heaven.” 

(King, Magdala 16) 
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This vision that Magdalene teaches is complicated and Andrew and Peter both 

question whether Magdalene got this vision from Jesus. Andrew thinks the ideas are 

strange and Peter simply can’t believe the Savior would talk to Magdalene rather than to 

him. It continues to bother them that Magdalene had private teachings from Jesus. 

Whether those teachings were before his resurrection or after, Peter and Andrew were 

still excluded. 

Mary 10:1-3 Andrew responded, addressing the brothers and 

sisters, “Say what you will about the things she has said, but 

I do not believe that the Savior said these things, for indeed 

these teachings are strange ideas.” Peter responded, bringing 

up similar concerns. He questioned them about the Savior: 

“Did he, then, speak with a woman in private without our 

knowing about it? Are we to turn around and listen to her? 

Did he choose her over us?” (17) 

 Again, the problem with Mary having visions is the power it represented. In 

antiquity, the belief was that the gods (or god) spoke through humans and thus those 

prophets had immense political and personal power. Mary’s confidence and spiritual 

authority rang true in her preaching and this upset the orthodox, political system. 

…Peter and Andrew, here representing the leaders of the 

orthodox group, accuse Mary—the gnostic—of pretending 

to have seen the Lord in order to justify the strange ideas, 

fictions, and lies she invents…Mary lacks the proper 

credentials for leadership, from the orthodox point of 
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view…the gnostics who take her as their prototype 

challenge the authority of those priests and bishops who 

claim to be Peter’s successors. (Pagels, Gnostic 14) 

 All Christians agreed in principle that Christ was the ultimate authority, the 

question was: Who in the present administers and translates that authority? Valentinus 

(100-160 C. E.), a successful Gnostic theologian of his time, believed that authority to be, 

“Whoever comes into direct, personal contact with the ‘living One’ (Pagels, Gnostic 14). 

Gnosticism was not interested in authority being vested in a male hierarchy, but in men 

and women who had moral character and spiritual maturity. They wanted a new 

humanity, a new way of being in the world. 

 The gnostic version of divine authority rested on an historical foundation. Ancient 

culture was deeply suspicious of writing and believed in understanding what Jesus taught, 

not what someone else wrote about him. Since Jesus did not put anything in writing, all 

that we know about what he said comes from the perspectives of early Christians. 

Dialogue, such as that seen in the text of Magdalene’s gospel, is the ancient ideal of how 

the disciple ought to follow the teacher. It was believed that Magdalene’s preaching of 

the gospel was a direct result of her understanding of Jesus’ words and not being afraid of 

his post-resurrection appearance (King, Magdala 31).  

The Gnostics believed in “…equal access, equal participation, and equal claims to 

knowledge…” yet this gnostic framework might be hard to organize and maintain 

(Pagels, Gnostic 60). If each individual’s spiritual truth is the most valued, how does a 

group find a consensus to function politically or as a church? And how do you gain 
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followers if the concepts you are presenting are complicated and esoteric, thus hard for a 

lay person to understand, especially if there are conflicting presentations?  

Equal access, equal participation, and equal claims to knowledge are quite 

controversial concepts considering the Jewish edict of not allowing women to have 

access to the Torah. Tertullian, a second century, Orthodox theologian, strongly protested 

women’s ability to hold leadership roles. He preached quite a negative campaign against 

this gnostic practice, describing one woman who led a congregation in North Africa as 

“that viper”. Tertullian adds: 

It is not permitted for a woman to speak in the church, nor 

is it permitted for her to teach, nor to baptize, nor to offer 

[the eucharist], nor to claim for herself a share in any 

masculine function—not to mention any priestly office. 

(Pagels, Gnostic 60) 

In general, the Orthodox hierarchy wanted authority to reside in the twelve, male 

apostles and their followers. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon, (115-202 C. E.) believed that he 

was in succession to the apostles and argued that, “If God is One, then there can be only 

one true church, and only one representative of that God in the community—the bishop.” 

Irenaeus also “…took for granted the correlation between the structure of divine authority 

and human authority in the church” (Pagels, Gnostic 44). One of the reasons Constantine 

liked Christianity was its concept of one God, which for him translated to one Ruler, 

which he translated to mean himself.  

The Orthodox restricted their leadership to a specific group of men, who they 

argued, had incontestable authority. Furthermore, the apostles were the only ones who 
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could ordain future leaders, because each must derive his authority from the apostles’ line 

of succession. The Orthodox claimed that none could ever equal the male apostles’ 

authority, nor challenge it. Their successors could only believe, protect, and continue the 

apostles’ testimony (Pagels, Gnostic 10). By establishing church authority on the basis of 

succession to the apostles and not on visions, the Orthodox could control not only who 

led the church, but what was preached.  

Magdalene might have been Jesus’ favored apostle, but the Orthodox hierarchy 

would not acknowledge her position, nor allow her any standing at all. Her prophetic 

ability pushed them to outlaw visions and undermine the teaching of those visions. 

Prophetic theology did not support a patriarchal hierarchy. 

Marvin Meyer, in his chapter titled, “The Alternative Gospel Tradition,” points 

out three main differences between the gnostic and orthodox Christians. He says that the 

Resurrection is the first difference, because the gnostics did not believe in a physical 

resurrection but a spiritual one. “It’s understood as being the spiritual person that comes 

to expression, the inner person that finally comes to life…” (Secrets of Mary Magdalene 

108).  

The treatment of Magdalene is Meyer’s second difference and he compares the 

subplot of the orthodox version to the dynamic role in the gnostic. “So from the point of 

view of a storyteller, the difference is between being a minor character in a subplot or a 

protagonist in the main story.” Meyer highlights that Magdalene is a lead character in 

early Christianity, in spite of the Orthodox dismissal of her (Alternative 108). 

The third difference is the role of sin. “I believe that among the Gnostics, sin was 

not the basic human problem; ignorance was” (Meyer, Alternative 109). This is a huge 
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difference between the Gnostics and the Orthodox. The Gnostics wanted their 

constituents to become educated and to honor their own spiritual integrity. The Orthodox 

wanted their constituents to believe and do what they were told. 

The Gnostic teachings, including Magdalene’s visions, were complex and 

sophisticated. It took spiritual maturity to understand them. Most of the early Christians, 

or anyone wanting to become a Christian, could neither read nor write, and Christian 

ideas were different from those of the other religions with which they were familiar. In 

general, the orthodox teachings were simpler, easier to understand and the hierarchy of 

bishops, more familiar as well.  

By the end of the second century, the Orthodox Christians had begun to establish 

the criteria for church membership: Confess the creed, accept the ritual of baptism, 

participate in worship, and obey the clergy. Do these things and be accepted as a church 

member. The Orthodoxy’s simple framework of doctrine, ritual, and political structure 

proved to be more effective than the complicated and independent structure of 

Gnosticism (Pagels, Gnostic 105).  

The Gnostic Christians had many difficulties before them, and women in 

leadership positions exacerbated those difficulties. In fact, Pagels writes, “Had 

Christianity remained multiform, it might well have disappeared from history, along with 

dozens of rival religious cults of antiquity” (Gnostic 142). It is obvious today that the 

Orthodox won, but things were not so clear during the early centuries of Christianity. The 

passionate spirituality that Magdalene preached was an attractive package to many liberal 

minded thinkers, so much so that her text was used and copied well into the fifth century.  
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The Gospel of Mary continues with Mary weeping and questioning Peter’s 

accusations. 

Mary 10: 5-6 Then Mary wept and said to Peter, “My 

brother Peter, what are you imagining? Do you think that I 

have thought up these things by myself in my heart or that I 

am telling lies about the Savior?” (17) 

 Then Levi stands up for Mary and reminds everyone of Peter’s temperament.  

Mary 10:7-14 Levi answered, speaking to Peter, “Peter, 

you have always been a wrathful person. Now I see you 

contending against the woman like the Adversaries. For if 

the Savior made her worthy, who are you then for your 

part to reject her? Assuredly the Savior’s knowledge of 

her is completely reliable. That is why he loved her more 

than us. Rather we should be ashamed. We should clothe 

ourselves with the perfect Human, acquire it for ourselves 

as he commanded us, and announce the good news, not 

laying down any other rule or law that differs from what 

the Savior said.” After he had said these things, they 

started going out to teach and to preach. (17) 

Levi’s rebuke is quite blunt and even goes so far as to compare Peter to the 

adversaries or the powers that represent divisive rivalry, judgment, and anger, not 

representative of the Savior’s true apostles. Levi also points out that the Savior accepted 

Mary and who was Peter to disregard the Savior? In fact, Levi feels that they all should 
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be ashamed for not believing and understanding Jesus the way Mary did and not being 

obedient to their Savior. The apostles behave like any group of people who have lost their 

leader and are vying for positions of authority. 

What we know is that in the Gospel of Mary, Magdalene has a position of status 

within the apostles, and Peter and Andrew resent her status. It is possible that the text 

shows an accurate reflection of the relationship that Peter and Andrew, Magdalene and 

Levi shared, because other texts found at Nag Hammadi also support their 

contentiousness. Contrasting the gnostic apostles --Magdalene, Philip, Matthew, Thomas, 

and Bartholomew--with the more orthodox apostles--Peter, Andrew, and John was a 

common tradition in gnostic writing.  The competitive nature of Peter and Mary’s 

relationship reflects the antagonistic viewpoints of the gnostic and orthodox belief 

systems and is deeply imbedded in the controversy of women in leadership. 

The main gnostic texts that show Magdalene in a position of authority are the 

Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Phillip, the Dialogue of the Savior, the Wisdom of Faith 

(often called the Pistis Sophia), and the Gospel of Mary, and have thematic connections. 

They all were written in the first few centuries of the Christian movement, were 

translated into Coptic, probably in Egypt, and show Magdalene to be one of Jesus’ most 

trusted disciples. However, we know that all the texts which show Magdalene as a leader 

among the apostles were excluded from the Canon.  

Elaine Pagels wrote the introduction to the book, Secrets of Mary Magdalene and 

she explains the consequences of those exclusions: 

 …the very writers who picture Peter as the disciple whom 

Jesus acknowledges as being their primary leader—namely 
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the authors of the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke—

are the same ones who picture Mary as no disciple at all, 

but simply as one of “the women,” or, worse, in the case of 

Luke, someone who had been demon-possessed. What 

makes their accounts important historically, of course, is 

that these are three of the gospels that came to be included 

in the canon of the New Testament—often invoked, even 

now, to “prove” that women cannot hold positions of 

authority within Christian churches. (5) 

The Gnostic texts are strange – both the concepts and the language. It often seems 

easy to understand why the Orthodox texts were picked instead of the Gnostic. However, 

this is the case only because we are not familiar with the Gnostic texts: they have not 

been accepted as the central text of Christianity for millennia, nor have we celebrated 

their stories and rituals. 

The Mary texts all include, in some form, a scenario that shows Magdalene as 

important to Jesus and with high ranking in the hierarchy of the apostles. She is also the 

most advanced student that Jesus has as far as understanding and teaching his gospel. 

Most of these texts also show Magdalene as controversial—always pushing the limits of 

society.  

 

The Gospel of Philip 

The Gospel of Philip has the famous kiss scene and also describes Magdalene as 

Jesus’ companion. The Gospel of Philip is a compilation of sayings by Jesus, without any 
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main narrative line. Jean-Yves Leloup believes that this gospel was written around 250 

C.E., but he says there are other scholars who believe that the Coptic version is a 

translation of an earlier Greek text, which would put the date of the original to 150 C.E. 

“Being a compilation of passages, we have no means of assigning all of these logia to a 

single date. We must deal with the fact that the evangelic flavor of certain passages 

contrasts with others (no doubt of a later date) that have a more gnostic character” 

(Leloup, The Gospel of Philip 5). 

The Gospel of Philip intertwines several themes and repeats them over and over, 

as if to find new meaning in a different presentation. There are themes of sacred 

sexuality, relationships, conception, birth, and death, along with questions regarding 

marriage, especially sacred marriage and the Holy of Holies. There is teaching on 

whether or not androgyny is more spiritual than clear definitions of sexual identity, and 

there is more preaching on Jesus being the anthropos or the realized human being 

(Leloup 47). Philip asks us to reconsider our notions about Jesus, his humanity and 

divinity, and his relationship to the divine feminine. 

The Gospel of Philip is known for its scene that has Jesus kissing Magdalene on 

the mouth, with the description that he loved her more than all the other disciples. Yet, if 

we only focus on the kiss and its repercussions, we lose a great deal that is significant 

about this passage in Philip. Magdalene is mentioned before the kissing scene and this 

text is important for understanding the significant role that Magdalene held. 

Philip 59:6-11 Three women always walked with the 

master: Mary his mother, [his] sister, and Mary of 

Magdala, who is called his companion. For Mary is his 
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sister, his mother and his companion.  

(King, Magdala 144) 

 First, companion is koinonos, a word borrowed from Greek. Many people believe 

koinonos means spouse because of the movie The Da Vinci Code. Leigh Teabing, the 

character in The Da Vinci Code who is the Holy Grail expert, states, “…as any Aramaic 

scholar will tell you, the word companion, in those days, literally meant spouse.” The 

problem, as Bart Erhman points out, is that the Gospel of Philip was written in Coptic, 

not Aramaic. Erhman states that koinonos “…normally means associate or companion” 

(Peter, 215).  

 However, Jane Schaberg gives us more information. “The Greek term koinonos 

has a wide range of meanings in the Bible and elsewhere: marriage partner, participant, 

co-worker in evangelization, companion in faith, business partner, comrade, friend.” 

Schaberg goes on to explain that in the Gospel of Philip, Magdalene is the earthly partner 

of Jesus, so spouse or associate are both applicable (Resurrection 152). 

 Philip mentions three different Marys, but then intimates that they may all be one 

person. For Mary is his sister, his mother and his companion. King writes, “The Gospel 

of Philip wants its readers to see that these figures are more than literal, historical 

characters. Mary is the image of a greater spiritual truth” (Magdala 145). This may seem 

an odd supposition when on the surface it simply looks like Philip is commenting on the 

common name; yet, King’s idea raises this sentence to a mythological level if the 

archetype of the divine feminine is considered.  

 The divine feminine archetype would include the roles of mother, sister and 

companion, and Philip may have been trying to describe his sense of the divine feminine. 
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Nancy Qualls-Corbett’s defines an archetype as, “Charged with internal psychic energy, 

it is projected on to the external world where it finds its reflection in a living form; it may 

even be projected into an abstract form such as an ideal, something suprahuman, as was 

the goddess” (The Sacred Prostitute 55). It’s possible that Philip believes that Magdalene 

is the ideal of the Christian divine feminine. 

The Gospel of Philip continues this thread a few verses later. (Brackets are words 

missing from the original text). 

Philip 63:33-64:9 As for Wisdom who is called “the barren,” 

she is the mother [of the] angels and the companion of the 

S[avior]. Ma]ria the Mag[da]lene—(she is the one) the 

S[avior loved] more than [all] the disciples [and he] used to 

kiss her on her [mouth of]ten. The rest of [the disciples…]. 

They said to him, “Why do you love her more than us?” The 

Savior replied; he said to them, “Why do I not love you like 

her? If a blind man and one who sees are both in the dark, 

they do not differ from each other. When the light comes, 

then the one who sees will see the light, and the one who is 

blind will remain in the dark.” (King, Magdala 145) 

 Consider the first verse of this text, As for Wisdom who is called “the barren,” 

she is the mother [of the] angels and the companion of the S[avior]. Why is Wisdom 

called “the barren” if she is the mother of the angels and how is Wisdom also the 

companion to the Savior? Or, is Wisdom meant as an additional expression of the divine 
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feminine archetype that also complements Jesus? Philip writes more about Wisdom, as 

translated by Madeleine Scopello and Marvin Meyer: 

Philip 59:27-60:1 The apostles said to the disciples, “May 

our entire offering be provided with salt.” For they called 

[Wisdom] salt. Without it an offering is unacceptable. 

Wisdom is barren, [with no] children, and so she is called 

[the pillar] of salt. Whenever…the Holy Spirit… [60] and 

she has many children.  (Nag Hammadi Scriptures 167) 

 According to King, “… Heavenly Wisdom is the mother of the powers that rule 

the cosmos; because of their evil, her fruit is ‘barren’” (Magdala 145). Wisdom is the 

mother of the angels, the companion to Jesus and is offered salt to honor her position and 

power. Salt was considered a commodity in the early Common Era and could be used as 

currency, a gift or as symbol of honoring someone. However, if Wisdom is barren 

because of the evil powers, then salt has been used to make her womb infertile, and she is 

nothing more than a pillar of that which poisoned her. 

Consider, “Charged with internal psychic energy, it is projected on to the external 

world where it finds its reflection in a living form; it may even be projected into an 

abstract form such as an ideal…” (Qualls-Corbett 55) Wisdom is that ideal.   

King adds, “But the heavenly Sophia became fruitful when she became the 

companion of the Savior through the Holy Spirit” (Magdala 145). King has added the 

name Sophia, perhaps to underline the feminine aspect of Wisdom, especially since the 

two words are intertwined in meaning. Thus the divine feminine aspect of 

Wisdom/Sophia becomes fruitful--when it becomes the companion to the divine 
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masculine archetype as expressed in Jesus, the Christ. Magdalene is the human 

manifestation for these divine feminine expressions.  

 The next verse in Philip 63 is: Ma]ria the Mag[da]lene—(she is the one) the 

S[avior loved] more than [all] the disciples [and he] used to kiss her on her [mouth 

of]ten. The kiss is symbolic, a metaphor for passing spiritual knowledge from Jesus to 

Magdalene. It also acknowledges Magdalene’s spiritual receptivity. This does not mean it 

cannot have sexual connotations, but it is showing that Magdalene is special and worthy. 

Consider another verse from Philip, according to King’s translation: 

Philip 58:34-59:6 And had the word gone out from that 

(heavenly) place, it would be nourished with the mouth and 

it would become perfect. For it is by a kiss that the perfect 

conceive and give birth.  For this reason we also kiss one 

another. We receive conception from the grace which is in 

one another.” (Magdala 146) 

 This kiss is metaphorical for the conception of an idea, its gestation, and 

subsequent spiritual rebirth within an individual. The kiss is symbolic for giving and 

receiving spiritual understanding. Jesus’ words led his followers into being reborn of the 

Spirit and out of their limited human understanding. “This explains yet again how Mary 

is at once mother (for she conceives and gives birth to spiritual things through the kiss), 

his spiritual sister, and companion” (King 146). It is Magdalene’s spirituality that 

confirms the special relationship that she and Jesus share. The rest of the verse goes on to 

confirm this:  
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The rest of [the disciples…]. They said to him, “Why do you 

love her more than us?” The Savior replied; he said to them, 

“Why do I not love you like her? If a blind man and one who 

sees are both in the dark, they do not differ from each other. 

When the light comes, then the one who sees will see the 

light, and the one who is blind will remain in the dark.” 

(King, Magdala 145) 

 Philip is quite specific in comparing the spiritual aptitude of the disciples to 

Magdalene. He describes the disciples as blind, while Magdalene sees the light. Philip is 

describing his sense of the divine feminine and Magdalene as the human expression. An 

archetype is a field of energy before it crystallizes into a particular image. Magdalene is 

that image for Philip.   

Philip is different from the other gnostic texts to be discussed, as he did not bring 

any negative sayings about Magdalene into his writing. However, it is Philip that has led 

to many people believing that Jesus and Magdalene were married. This may seem to be 

harmless and even natural, but it also leads to once again, undermining the ability of 

women to be spiritual authorities. It supports the idea that women can only be wives to 

important men, not spiritual leaders in their own right. 

The ambiguity of koinonos can lead to interpreting the kiss as a sexual intimacy, 

which supports the patriarchal assumption that if women are involved it must be sexual. 

“Such ambiguity avoids two alternatives which both buy into patriarchal notions of the 

female body: (1) that any male-female relationship must involve sexual relations; or (2) 

that “sacred” or “spiritual” male-female relations must not” (Schaberg, Resurrection 
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153). Thus, women are mothers, prostitutes, or nuns to the patriarchal hierarchy, not 

spiritual leaders. 

The other gnostic texts show Magdalene to be elevated above the disciples as 

well, but they also include scenes and verses that have been interpreted as negative and 

confusing. It is important, however, to interpret these texts with what we know about the 

early Common Era, not from our current experience. 

 

Dialogue of the Savior 

The Dialogue of the Savior, also translated by Madeleine Scopello and Marvin 

Meyer, has perhaps the most controversial sayings in regard to Magdalene. It was written 

in the second century and is a combination of monologue and dialogue between Jesus and 

his disciples, with much of the dialogue being in a question and answer format. It was 

written originally in Greek, but translated into Coptic. Jesus addresses the disciples, but 

only three of them are named: Matthew, Judas Thomas and Magdalene. The author seems 

to be elevating these three disciples above the rest. In fact, Judas Thomas and Magdalene 

are the two most praised disciples in Gnostic literature, according to Scopello and Meyer 

(Nag Hammadi Scriptures 298).  

Magdalene answers many questions and is described “…as a woman who 

understood everything” (Dialogue of the Savior 139:62). The controversial part comes a 

bit later when Judas Thomas asks Jesus,  

Dialogue of the Savior 144:78-79; 145:80 “When we pray, 

how should we pray?” The master said, “Pray in the place 

where there is no woman.” Matthew says, “He tells us, ‘Pray 
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in the place where there is no woman,’ which means, destroy 

the works of the female, not because there is another form of 

birth but because they should stop [giving birth].” Mary said, 

“Will they never be destroyed?” The master said, “[You] 

know they will perish [once again] and [the works] of [the 

female here] will be [destroyed as well].” Judas said [to 

Matthew], “The works of the [female] will perish. [Then] the 

rulers will [call upon their realms], and we shall be ready for 

them.” (Scopello and Meyer, Nag Hammadi Scriptures 310) 

 Destroying the works of the female doesn’t sound very affirming or liberating. 

These are not words that we want to imagine Jesus saying. Bart Ehrman explains: 

 We should remember here that Gnostic Christians 

maintained that this material world and all that belongs to 

it are the result of a cosmic disaster; this is not a good 

place created by the one true God. It was created by a 

lesser deity, and the point of the Gnostic religions was not 

to affirm this material existence or to hope for its ultimate 

redemption. The point was to escape the material world. 

(Peter, 232) 

 The idea is that the material world should not perpetuate itself; procreation should 

be avoided at all costs. To destroy the works of the female is to avoid sexual intercourse, 

thus keeping a woman from getting pregnant and giving birth. When procreation has 

stopped and there are no more babies being born, then salvation will come. “Once there 
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are no more bodies being produced, there will be no more prisons for the divine sparks to 

inhabit, and death will, obviously, be no more” (Ehrman, Peter 233). 

 Magdalene is not dismayed by these words as she understands that this is 

metaphorical. For example, in the Gospel of Mary (5:8) translated by George MacRae, 

Magdalene says to the disciples, “…praise his greatness, for he has prepared us, and 

made us into men” (Nag Hammadi Library 525). (King translates this as Human being 

rather than man). Magdalene understands the spiritual connotation of the works of the 

female being destroyed. 

 

The Gospel of Thomas 

However, Peter is not so spiritually advanced and in the Gospel of Thomas, as 

translated by Marvin Meyer, he makes it personal against Magdalene. The 

contentiousness between Peter and Magdalene continues: 

Thomas 114:1-3 Simon Peter said to them, “Mary should 

leave us, for females are not worthy of life.” Jesus said, 

“Look, I shall guide her to make her male, so that she too 

may become a living spirit resembling you males. For 

every female who makes herself male will enter heaven’s 

kingdom.” (Meyer, Nag Hammadi Scriptures 153) 

 Although to modern sensibilities, this seems like a repugnant thing for Jesus to 

say, his words express a similar concept to the one in the Dialogue of the Savior. 

Remember, the Romans believed that women were imperfect men and so making a 

woman into a man, would be a good thing. There is also the idea that Eve was made from 
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Adam’s rib, thus woman is not made in God’s image, but is created out of man. Meyer 

explains another ancient concept: “Here, the female may symbolize what is earthly and 

perishable and the male what is heavenly and imperishable, so that the female becoming 

male means that all who are mortal and of this world, men and women alike, become 

immortal and divine” (Nag Hammadi Scriptures 153). 

Although there are various ways of explaining what Jesus meant by this verse, it’s 

possible that the passage was added later and was not part of the original text. The text is 

awkward in the dramatic change of concept. Thomas 113 has Jesus answering the 

question of “When will the kingdom come?” and then Thomas 114 abruptly jumps to 

Peter telling Mary to leave. 

In his book, The Gospel of Thomas, Leloup writes,  

There are two arguments: First, is its quasi-misogynist style 

of language, which is not characteristic of Yeshua’s 

discourse in the rest of this gospel (nor with his discourse 

in the Gospel of Mary…); and second is its anticlimactic 

placement, tacked on, as it were, right after the sublime 

logion 113, which would seem an appropriate ending for 

the gospel. (225) 

 The Gospel of Thomas is one of the earlier gnostic texts, probably written around 

90-100 C. E. It is a collection of sayings by Jesus, supposedly recorded by Judas Thomas, 

whom some considered Jesus’ twin. This gospel names only six disciples and two of 

them are women, Magdalene and Salome. It is interesting that Peter does not ask that 

Salome leave, but only Magdalene – perhaps more evidence supporting a competitive 
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relationship between the two. It also reflects the controversy around women being 

disciples, and the favor that Jesus shows Magdalene. 

 

Pistis Sophia 

The Pistis Sophia is another text that exemplifies Magdalene’s spiritual 

perception, while showing Peter as less than exemplary. The Pistis Sophia, often called 

by its translation of Faith-Wisdom, was not part of the Nag Hammadi findings but was 

discovered in the eighteenth century as part of a large grouping of gnostic texts. It is 

thought to have been written sometime in the third century, but there are arguments for it 

having been written as early as the second century and as late as the sixth century. Jesus 

is again explaining to his disciples about the need to escape the material world by 

acquiring spiritual understanding. It shifts from Jesus teaching them outright, to a 

question and answer period during which Magdalene asks four out of every five 

questions (Ehrman, Peter 209). 

 Jesus is pleased with Magdalene’s knowledge and asks her to speak openly about 

her understanding:  

Pistis Sophia: 17 “Blessed Mary, you whom I shall 

complete with all the mysteries on high [i.e., he will 

perfect her with knowledge], speak openly, for you are 

one whose heart is set on heaven’s kingdom more than all 

your brothers.”   

Pistis Sophia: 19 When Mary finished saying these 

things, Jesus said, “Well done, Mary. You are more 
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blessed than all women on earth, because you will be the 

fullness of fullnesses and the completion of completions.” 

(Ehrman, Peter 209) 

 Peter continues to complain and does not even acknowledge Magdalene by name, 

but calls her, this woman, perhaps trying to diminish her authority. 

Pistis Sophia: 36 Peter stepped forward and said to Jesus, 

“My master, we cannot endure this woman who gets in our 

way and does not let any of us speak, though she talks all 

the time.” (Ehrman, Peter 209) 

 Jesus lets Peter speak and even tests his knowledge and understanding. The author 

of the Pistis Sophia makes it very clear that Peter represents the orthodox way of 

thinking, while Magdalene is the perfect Gnostic. The Pistis Sophia also goes out of its 

way to show that women are the spiritual equal of men. 

 Magdalene is willing and capable of preaching on Jesus’ teachings, but she is 

afraid of Peter. Jesus makes it clear that the Spirit is not limited by gender. 

Pistis Sophia: 72 “My master, I understand in my mind 

that I can come forward at any time to interpret what 

Pistis Sophia [the divine being who gives wisdom] has 

said, but I am afraid of Peter, because he threatens me and 

hates our gender.” Jesus answered, “Any of those filled 

with the spirit of light will come forward to interpret what 

I say: no one will be able to oppose them.” (Ehrman,   

Peter 209) 
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 The Pistis Sophia makes it clear that spiritual knowledge is based on inward 

enlightenment and has nothing to do with the material appearance of gender. Magdalene 

demonstrates her spiritual knowledge and is second only to Jesus. 

Pistis Sophia 73 “When Mary finished saying these things, 

the Savior marveled greatly at the answers she gave, for she 

had become entirely pure spirit. Jesus answered and said, 

“Well done, Mary, pure spiritual woman.” (Ehrman 210) 

 It is no wonder that the orthodox hierarchy would not acknowledge Magdalene’s 

position or her spiritual knowledge. She was second only to Jesus and that did not comply 

with the rules of the patriarchal culture. The patriarchy either ignored or was not capable 

of honoring this strong expression of the divine feminine.  

 

Mythology and Christianity 

Joseph Campbell writes, “A whole mythology is an organization of symbolic 

images and narratives, metaphorical of the possibilities of human experience and the 

fulfillment of a given culture at a given time” (Thou Art That 3). The Bible and the texts 

found more recently, all tell a story of what the various authors wanted us to believe was 

the truth. Hundreds of theologians preached what each considered to be the authentic 

teachings of Jesus Christ.  

Valuable truth can be mined from the metaphorical narratives told about the life 

of Jesus, even if those stories aren’t literally true. These stories have patterns that follow 

a mythic narrative and use symbolism, metaphor, archetype and other representations of 
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spiritual realism. Narrative can speak truth without being hampered by trying to literally 

believe in that narrative. 

 

First Function of Mythology 

According to Campbell there are four basic functions of a given mythology. “The 

first function is that of reconciling consciousness to the preconditions of its own 

existence—that is, of aligning waking consciousness to the mysterium tremendum of this 

universe, as it is” (3). This mysterium tremendum is the numinous that is beyond 

conception. The individual needs to have a sense of awe concerning the mystery that is 

human existence-- including both the monstrous and the beautiful--all that life offers.  

The mysterium tremendum is the feeling a person gets in the presence of 

something vast, something beyond the power and understanding of that individual. It is 

the sensation of looking at a night sky full of stars and gaining an awareness of how vast 

the universe is and how small human beings are. This realization is also behind the need 

for every culture to explain the order of the universe, often through gods and goddesses 

who have powers beyond what humans can control.  

The birth story given to Jesus was invented to attach a sense of awe to him, to 

make him godlike. The miracles assigned to Jesus were also about adding to his spiritual 

aura, his power and divinity. We have writings that show Jesus lived, preached and was 

crucified, but nothing to prove any miracles. However, that did not keep him from being 

made into a god. A sense of awe regarding Jesus, his birth and his miracles, has 

continued for millennia and the mythology surrounding Jesus has changed and evolved 

according to the demands of the culture. 
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Second Function of Mythology 

“The second function of a traditional mythology is interpretive, to present a 

consistent image of the order of the cosmos” (Campbell, Thou 3). Several millennia ago, 

as humankind moved along on the möbius strip of existence, there was a major change in 

the order of the cosmos for people of the goddess religions. They were forced to 

surrender to the overpowering force of the invading tribes that had domesticated and then 

militarized the horse. Many of these goddess religions did not have militaries and were 

no match for these warring people. Some of these goddess religions have become known 

as egalitarian or partnership societies, while these incoming, conquering tribes are 

known as dominator societies. 

In her book, The Chalice and the Blade, Riane Eisler describes the social relations 

of the partnership model as based on “…the principle of linking rather than ranking… 

and that the fundamental difference in the diversity of men and women …is not equated 

with either inferiority or superiority,” (xvii). Marija Gimbutas supports this theory, “The 

male divinity in the shape of a young man or male animal appears to affirm and 

strengthen the forces of the creative and active female. Neither is subordinate to the 

other: by complementing one another, their power is doubled” (Gods and Goddesses of 

Old Europe 237).  

The worship of the Goddess is central to this partnership model and She was 

worshiped and given the same power that Christians give to Jesus. Eisler goes on to 

describe the metaphorical body of the Goddess as the “…divine Chalice containing the 

miracle of birth and the power to transform death into life through the mysterious cyclical 
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regeneration of   nature” (Chalice 19). Both Goddess and Chalice are expressions of the 

divine feminine archetype.  Again, consider the definition of an archetype, “Charged with 

internal psychic energy, it is projected on to the external world where it finds its 

reflection in a living form; it may even be projected into an abstract form such as an 

ideal, something suprahuman, as was the goddess” (Qualls-Corbett 55). 

  The divine feminine archetype, as expressed by Gaia, Aphrodite, or the Virgin 

Mary, all represent a way of ordering and relating to the feminine element in a given 

culture. The terms Goddess and Chalice are more all-encompassing descriptions of the 

feminine element than is seen in the specific expression of any one particular goddess. 

All of these expressions have visible, objective and cultural meanings; they also have an 

invisible and profound personal meaning for the individual. For example, the institution 

of the Catholic Church declared the Virgin Mary to be the mother of Jesus: this is more 

cultural and political in contrast to the individual woman believing that praying to Mary 

will give her protection in childbirth. 

The partnership societies--those that worshiped the life-giving and nurturing 

powers of the Goddess--had a cataclysmic turning point when they were invaded by the 

dominator societies—those that worshiped the power of the blade and used the ability to 

take and control the lives of others through violence and domination. The divine 

masculine was no longer an equal partner and support to the divine feminine, but was 

now equated with superiority and ruthlessness. Eisler points out that the problem is not 

with men as a sex, but with a social system that idealized the power of the sword and 

domination. She describes this stark education as when “…both men and women are 
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taught to equate true masculinity with violence and dominance and to see men who do 

not conform to this ideal as ‘too soft’ or ‘effeminate’” (Chalice xviii).  

Some of the goddess religions had a high priestess that scholars call the Sacred 

Prostitute. This priestess embodied the goddess, expressing her true feminine nature by 

honoring love-making as sacred. There was no separation of sexuality and spirituality; 

they were all part of the Goddess. One explanation for sacred prostitution was that it 

honored the acts of Mother Earth in fertility, reproduction of crops, children and animal 

life. The goddess, Mother Earth, had a consort for this ritual act. “Connected to the 

goddess of fertility, although in a subordinate position, was the son-lover husband. It was 

supposed that this union of the goddess and her consort ensured fertility for the land…” 

(Qualls-Corbett 31).  

Perhaps the men of the dominator tribes did not like the subordinate position and 

swore they would never allow men to be subordinate again. It seems hardly a coincidence 

that the Orthodox Christians would describe their divine feminine as a Virgin with no 

voice, no power, no place, and certainly no sexuality. And undermining Magdalene by 

naming her a prostitute would also be a deliberate slap in the face of the Goddess. 

These dominator tribes had a different cosmology, which caused the culture, 

religious practices, and ways of relating to the world to change dramatically for the 

partnership tribes. This is not to say that the belief systems and practices of the 

partnership tribes just disappeared. Over the millennia they changed, they went 

underground, they blended—but they did not disappear. Goddess influences are seen in 

Judaism and Christianity, as well as in the religions   of surrounding cultures. 
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Creation Stories as Myth 

Each culture has what are described as creation stories that attempt to tell how the 

Earth was formed, how human beings came to be, and why life is hard, beautiful, and 

sustainable.   Adam and Eve is one such story, and when it was told by the goddess 

religions or even in early Judaism, it carried a very different interpretation than the 

version that was taught later. In his book,  Eve: The History of an Idea, John Phillips 

writes, “The history of the interpretation of Eve, modern scholars hold, is largely a 

history of misunderstanding and malice and has little to offer in understanding the Eve of 

Genesis.” Phillips describes this as “…eisegesis—that is, the reading into the text of the 

interpreter’s own ideas and prejudices” (xiii).   

The story was originally told with Eve as the heroine, lauded for being brave 

enough to reach for more knowledge in order to help the tribe to survive. She and Adam 

were considered equal partners in trying to keep the tribe strong. According to Phillips, 

Genesis defines Eve as the Mother of all the living, honored and worshiped as the Mother 

Goddess. “… Eve is related by her name to humanity’s earliest attempts to articulate the 

nature of Woman, the Feminine as a religious concept, and the very origins of human 

consciousness of the sacred” (Phillips 3). 

Originally, Eve was the Creator-Goddess, living with her consort Adam amongst 

her people; but that all changes:  

But the story of Eve is also the story of the displacing of 

the Goddess whose name is taken from a form of the 

Hebrew verb “to be” by the masculine God, Yahweh, 

whose name has the same derivation. We cannot 
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understand the history of Eve without seeing her as a 

deposed Creator-Goddess, and indeed, in some sense as 

creation itself. (Phillips 3) 

Yahweh replaces the Goddess, even takes her name and makes it his own. He now 

creates without the need for birth and there is more importance placed on risking life, 

rather than producing it. Exploration, domination, and male authority became the way of 

life and the goddess and her advocacy of relatedness and honoring nature came to be seen 

as immoral and weak. 

The Genesis creation story is quite different from other Near East creation stories, 

because the Genesis story has no other gods or goddesses. Yahweh is described as the 

most powerful god and a jealous god, making all others subordinate to Him. This does 

not keep the writers of Genesis from being influenced by other stories, however. The 

goddess religions had to surrender to the power of the dominator religions, but their 

belief systems did not change overnight. Consider the similarities that Phillips offers: 

Tohu is related to the Hebrew loan word tehom, the “deeps” 

or heavenly ocean-chaos that is held back by the “expanse” 

(what the King James Version calls the “firmament”) so 

that it might not destroy all creation; Tehom in turn is 

related to Tiamat, the formless, dark menacing female of 

Enuma elish. Somewhere in the back of the minds of the 

writers of Genesis is the Tiamat world of dark and storm, 

and the story of the masculine warrior-god who creates the 

cosmos from out of chaos, splitting the dragon-mother’s 
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corpse as the initial act of creation. The transparent image 

of Marduk is thus superimposed upon Yahweh. (5) 

Still, there is the question of why the creation story had to change so much, why 

Eve had to become the cause of all pain and suffering--even the originator of evil. 

Certainly the Goddess had to be conquered and her power attributed to Yahweh. The 

belief system that had the Goddess as its center had not disappeared completely and the 

authors of Genesis needed to undermine Her in whatever way that they could.  

 

The Feminine Element 

In her book, The Feminine in Jungian Psychology and in Christian Theology, Ann 

Ulanov differentiates between two aspects of the feminine principle. One is elementary 

and static, what is thought of as “…the basis of the conservative, unchanging, and stable 

quality of the feminine which predominates in motherhood.”  Ulanov goes on to use such 

descriptors as secure, protected, accepted and acceptable, hope and possibility—all the 

things that we associate with the feminine aspect of the mother. However, there is also a 

negative expression of this static principle “…described symbolically as ensnaring, 

fixating, holding fast, leading from light to darkness, depriving, rejecting, acting as a 

regressive undertow of unconsciousness that drags one beyond one’s depths to be 

swallowed up” (158).  

The Virgin Mary can be seen in the positive elementary or static expression of the 

feminine principle. She gives birth to Jesus, follows him in his ministry, and then watches 

him die on the cross. She is conservative, unchanging, and stable. She never speaks or 

does anything that does not comply with the patriarchal expectation of her. The Virgin 
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Mary is an expression of the divine feminine, yet, she does not express the fullness of the 

divine feminine archetype. She is too powerless and one-dimensional. 

The negative manifestation of this feminine, static principle is seen in patriarchal, 

Christian orthodoxy. It is seen in the roles they allow women to express, but also in the 

limited ways men are allowed to express themselves. The patriarchy forces the negative 

aspect of the feminine that ensnares, fixates, deprives and maintains an unconsciousness 

that drags the whole world beyond its depths, so that everyone drowns. 

Patriarchy assures men their ‘privilege,’ if it is, in fact, 

privilege, by perpetuating the intergenerational premise that 

little boys should not have feelings, that they should be 

needless and grow up as soon as possible seeking only to 

work hard, make lots of money, go to war when ‘necessary’ 

and use women as nurturers and sexual objects. (Baker, 

Reclaiming the Dark Feminine 12) 

It is noted that the feminine element is expressed in both men and women, as is 

the masculine element. However, if men and women are taught to believe the feminine 

element is weak and inferior, they unconsciously hide it, learn to disregard its strengths 

and use it as a scapegoat. In her book, Crossing to Avalon, Jean Shinoda Bolen adds, “In 

the psyches of men (and increasingly in women as well), feminine values and expression 

of feelings are often repressed because they are incompatible with the acquisition of 

power” (152). This describes the history of patriarchy. 

However, there is a second aspect of the feminine principle that is dynamic and 

perhaps is more frightening—and more denied.   
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The transformative, active side of the feminine principle 

accents the dynamic elements of the psyche that urge 

change and transformation. This active side of the feminine 

is similar to that divine madness of the soul described in 

Plato’s Phaedrus, which invokes primeval forces that take 

us out of the limitations and conventions of social norms 

and the reasonable life. (Ulanov 159) 

The feminine elements of change and transformation are scary to both sexes, 

because they are outside the comfort zone of what is known and understood. 

Transformation can be seen in birth, death and rebirth, creativity and inspiration; the 

caterpillar turning into the butterfly. The caterpillar still has to undergo the alchemical 

process of stewing in its own juices, dying to its original form in order to be created 

anew. Birth is painful and messy and it changes everything.  

It is difficult, from a contemporary standpoint, to understand why women have 

been so repressed and why the patriarchal model has been so adamant about that 

repression. Is it really that the feminine was seen and felt as a powerful and 

uncontrollable force and thus the dominator tribes wanted to contain it? In fact, Phillips 

writes, “It is as though the writers believed that civilization could not begin or be 

sustained until the Feminine, as a dominant religious power, had been mastered and 

domesticated (4).  

Yahweh continues to fight and dominate the Goddess all through the Old 

Testament. He “…continually struggles against evil personified as female forces and 

powers: Tehom (Tiamat), Rahab and Leviathan (Lothan), all names for the chaotic 
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dragon in Mesopotamian and Canaanite tradition” (Phillips 7). Yahweh conquers the evil 

dragon-mother time and again, guarding against the unknowable and chaotic power that 

threatens his male creation. Judaism is a monotheistic religion and has only a male god, 

which must fight the surrounding Pagan religions—or those religions that still 

worshipped some form of the Goddess. This metaphorical battle continues throughout 

Jewish and Christian history with God and his representatives fighting the dragon that 

represents everything they fear. In order to keep the Goddess or anything feminine from 

taking back their power, the Jewish and Christian hierarchy must dominate all things 

female.   

Christianity was born out of this dominator and patriarchal model. Recognizing 

the origins of Christian cosmology is important because it has everything to do with why 

Magdalene was maligned, as well as how the power structure of Christianity was 

established. The dominator model works to maintain its domination, hierarchy and 

power.  

 

Third Function of Mythology 

Campbell has a third function of mythology which he calls the sociological 

function: 

The third function of a traditional mythology is to validate 

and support a specific moral order, that order of the society 

out of which that mythology arose. All mythologies come 

to us in the field of a certain specific culture and must 

speak to us through the language and symbols of that 
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culture…Through this third function, mythology reinforces 

the moral order by shaping the person to the demands of a 

specific geographically and historically conditioned social 

group. (Thou 5) 

  Any given mythology fits the social structure and culture of a given society, but 

that society is also made up of individuals. Those individuals identify with the 

mythology, but perhaps not all of it. There are always those individuals who see the 

world a little differently and early Christianity was full of this sort of diversity. There is 

always a tension between those that want to maintain the status quo and those that are 

pushing for change.  

Mary Magdalene was a Jewish woman of her culture. Even though she was the 

first to see Jesus resurrected, her experience could not be relied upon. In “The Mary 

Magdalene Roundtable,” Elaine Pagels explains, “Her experience doesn’t count; she’s a 

woman, so she cannot testify in court under Jewish law at the time, and therefore she has 

to go to the disciples, and they authorize whether Jesus is actually risen, because her 

testimony is regarded as insignificant” (Secrets of Mary Magdalene 179).  

 However, Magdalene is also non-traditional. It cannot be proven that she was 

independently wealthy or if Jesus cast seven demons out of her, but it is a story that helps 

to explain why she was able to follow Jesus as a woman, without husband, son or father 

to claim her. Again, all four gospels chose to write about her and to put her in key places 

in Jesus’ ministry, especially around his death and resurrection. It seems that she was 

someone important, even if we don’t know the extent of that importance. The Gospel of 

Mary and other Gnostic texts demonstrate that Magdalene was an apostle of Jesus and an 
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early Christian leader, yet, the dominator thinking of the culture would not allow 

Magdalene to usurp the hierarchy that had been established.  

 

Fourth Function of Mythology 

There is a fourth function of a traditional mythology, which Campbell calls the 

psychological function. It shapes the individual to the aims and ideals of his or her 

various   social groups by carrying the individual… 

…through the various stages and crisis of life—that is, to help 

persons grasp the unfolding of life with integrity. This 

wholeness means that individuals will experience significant 

events, from birth through midlife to death, as in accord with, 

first, themselves, and, secondly, with their culture, as well as, 

thirdly, the universe, and lastly, with that mysterium 

tremendum beyond themselves and all things. (Thou 5) 

 All individuals have their own personal myth that takes them through life. It 

blends or clashes with the culture of the individual as they live within a community. The 

texts that were written in early Christianity, whether they were considered orthodox or 

gnostic, were written as hermeneutics on the life of Jesus and his teachings. These 

authors were writing out of their own personal and cultural mythology, without knowing 

how their texts would be interpreted in the future. It is very fortunate that someone had 

the foresight to hide the texts that were found later. 

 The Orthodox groups that came into power gave only men positions of status.  

Gnostic texts threatened their patriarchal power structure and thus they were labeled 
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heretical. King explains in her chapter, “Gospel of Mary”, that when Constantine gave 

imperial approval to Christianity, “…bishops had begun to base their claim to be the 

legitimate leaders of the church on apostolic succession, claiming to trace their authority 

through a direct line to Jesus’ immediate followers, who were styled as the great 

apostolic founders of Christianity” (Secrets 104). These bishops did not recognize women 

as apostles or leaders and the male bishops became the dominant hierarchy in 

Christianity. 

King doesn’t use the words mythology or archetypes, but she could as she 

explains how the characters of early Christianity were used as educational models: 

All the characters in the early Christian gospel literature, 

including Jesus and the disciples, are portrayed as types: the 

messianic Savior, the wisdom teacher, the doubting 

disciple(s), the good disciple, the betraying disciple and so 

forth. They provide models of behavior, edification, and 

conversion…Even accounts of emotions (anger, weeping, 

pity, etc.) are included primarily to illustrate a type’s 

particular character. Mary appears—as do all the other 

disciples in the canonical gospels—not as the subject of 

modern historical biography but as a model for early 

Christian discipleship…This does not mean that the texts 

have no historical value (in our sense); it means we must see 

them as reflections of the spiritual and political interests of 

early Christians. (Searching 618) 
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  All of the Christian texts, both orthodox and gnostic, were written decades or 

even centuries after Jesus’ death. He personally didn’t leave anything in writing. None of 

the texts, gnostic or canonical, can be considered historically accurate, but they do tell us 

what the authors wanted us to believe. These stories, conversations and events are being 

imagined, or at least expanded, to promote the author’s own understanding. These 

authors are giving us their model for early Christian discipleship and are showing us how 

they are relating to their own belief system, as they come to terms with their own sense of 

the mysterium tremendum. 

 

Fifth Function of Mythology 

Dr. Evans Lansing Smith describes a fifth mythological function as aesthetic 

(Approaches to Mythology, Pacifica Graduate Institute). Consider the paintings of 

Magdalene. She is often portrayed in various stages of undress, her hair is loose, and she 

often has a sultry sense of mystery about her. The artistic expression of Magdalene 

helped to perpetuate the illusion that she was a prostitute. Far more paintings were done 

depicting Magdalene as a prostitute, than of her as a preacher. As King tells us, “As with 

most of the other disciples, the very meagerness of what was known about Mary’s life 

served only to fire the imaginations of later Christians, who elaborated her history in 

story and art according to their spiritual needs and political aims” (Magdala 149). The 

culture determined who Magdalene could be. 

The fact is that all of the books chosen for the New Testament support the male 

disciples as the chosen ones of Jesus and as the ones who founded Christianity. This is 

not a coincidence. Jane Schaberg writes, “In this analysis of Magdalene traditions from 
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the first century onward, what we are looking at and for is not ‘conspiracy’ but neither is 

it a series of innocent mistakes and confusions” (Resurrection 80). Again, the concept 

that history is written by the victors turns out to hold true. 

The controversy around women in the church is a long-standing argument and one 

that is still going on today. Nevertheless, what the gnostic texts show us is that women, 

especially Magdalene, were far more involved in early Christianity than what Orthodox 

Christianity has taught. In fact, these texts show evidence of a more balanced spirituality 

by including a sense of the divine feminine, as well as the divine masculine. These 

spiritual interpretations support the idea that Magdalene was the expression of the divine 

feminine archetype that complemented Jesus as the expression of the divine masculine 

archetype. This opens up a whole new way to interpret Christianity and recognizes the 

growing spiritual dimension in human experience. 
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Chapter Four – The Binding of the Christian Divine Feminine 

  This chapter will follow some of the history that detailed what happened to 

women when the dominator tribes took over. Mary Magdalene was labeled a prostitute 

because of cultural values, not because there was any truth in the label. She was not the 

first and certainly not the last to have her reputation ruined because she stepped outside 

the patriarchal expectations. 

The repression of women has endured for thousands of years. After the dominator 

tribes came into power, their cultures took precedence and became the established 

governance. War and commerce became the focus and women’s roles of giving birth and 

sustaining life became subordinate. Centuries passed and the pantheon of Gods and 

Goddesses gave way to the one Supreme God. Sexual pleasure and spiritual values were 

no longer seen as compatible, as man was reaching for heaven rather than appreciating 

the joys of the earth. 

 Patriarchal culture took some specific steps to keep the divine feminine, and 

women, under its control. First, it made the Goddess and all things sacred to Her evil and 

weak. Yahweh conquered the Goddess many times in the Old Testament, but this went 

farther than scriptural writing. It’s as if the patriarchal hierarchy was so afraid of the 

Goddess regaining her power that they had to destroy everything that represented Her.  

Women had once been honored and respected for their ability to create life. They 

could bleed every month and not die; they could gestate, give birth to children; they were 

an equally valued part of society. The Goddess had once been revered because She was 

associated with birth, growth, love, death and rebirth, as well as having a close 

connection between sexuality and spirituality. Patriarchy changed all of this. 
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Yet, how does one change an entire belief system and way of life? Certainly brute 

force can coerce an individual into certain behaviors, but how does one change an entire 

culture? The replication of ideas provides a primary factor in forming and then in 

maintaining social systems (Eisler 82). If a new social organization is being formed, 

fundamental changes have to be made to what is taught, how people are treated, and what 

is considered sacred. Those in authority repeat and enforce the new ideas until they take 

hold. Therefore, the change from a partnership society to a dominator society takes a very 

long time, even millennia. Eisler explains,  

Directly, through personal coercion, and indirectly, through 

intermittent social shows of force such as public 

inquisitions and executions, behaviors, attitudes and 

perceptions that did not conform to dominator norms were 

systematically discouraged. This fear conditioning became 

part of all aspects of daily life, permeating child rearing, 

laws, and schools. And through these and all the other 

instruments of socialization, the kind of replicative 

information required establishing and maintaining a 

dominator society was distributed throughout the social 

system. (83) 

The Goddess was undermined. Women, as her representatives, had to be 

controlled. The religious beliefs and practices were changed, so that blood, sex, and 

childbirth were no longer honored. In Judaism, women who were having their menses 

were kept apart for fear that they would pollute the men. If a woman had given birth to a 
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child, she had to be ritually cleansed, as well as kept apart. “If a woman bears a male 

child, she shall be unclean seven days, however, if she bears a female child, she shall be 

unclean two weeks” (Leviticus 12:1-5). Even female infants bore the scars of prejudice. 

Perhaps the ability of women to bleed and not die was the basis of men’s fear of 

menstruating women. Whatever the reason, men’s fear was real. Esther Harding writes, 

“For it is believed that if a man ‘looks upon a menstruating woman his bones will soften, 

he will lose his manhood,’ will even die, while his weapons and implements will become 

useless, his nets will no longer catch fish, and his arrows will not kill deer” (Woman’s 

Mysteries 58). This fear led to men believing that they had to control women at all costs; 

which included making women secondary to men. 

 Women’s status was defined by their relationship to men. They became property 

that could be sold or bartered. They were sexual slaves whether they were married or 

literally enslaved. They had no power to say no to sex or to control their lives or bodies. 

Their children remained the property of their husbands or masters. This dependency of 

women on men was put into canon and law and came to be understood as natural and 

inevitable. 

This also happened in many of the polytheistic cultures that surrounded Judaism 

and then Christianity. As the Goddess lost her power, she became a wife, consort or 

daughter to the male deities, losing her self-sufficiency and wholeness. Previously she 

had represented life and death, creation and chaos—now she was being separated into 

several different figures, each with limited power. “The Greeks had divided the ancient 

Goddess, who was both virgin and mother, protector and warrior, into separate types: 
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Athena, the virgin warrior; Artemis, the virgin huntress; Hera, the nagging wife of Zeus; 

and Aphrodite, the love Goddess” (Ruether, WomanGuides 6).  

In Egyptian religious practices, the Goddess Isis was married to the God Osiris. 

Together they caused the crops to grow as they brought fertility to the land. It was the 

same in Sumeria where Innana was married to Dumuzi. However, unlike these divine 

couples, Yahweh was single and did not have a physical representation nor a backstory. 

There were many myths about these divine couples and many artistic representations of 

them as well, but Yahweh remained without physical form and did not share His power. 

  In the Goddess societies, having a figurine of the Goddess that fit into one’s 

hand, made of the clay of the earth was an object of sensual devotion. But Yahweh was a 

jealous God, so His priests declared that graven images were evil (Exodus 20:4). This 

commandment made what had been sacred, profane. Having no images of Yahweh was 

one more thing that distinguished Him from the Goddess. 

 We can see how the Adam and Eve story in the Bible, reworks themes and images 

associated with older traditions. Formerly, the tree, the garden, and the serpent were all 

symbols of the Goddess, representing death and rebirth. The tree provides fruit season 

after season, the garden replenishes itself in the spring, and the serpent, along with 

representing wisdom, can shed its skin, thus symbolically being born anew. Again, 

patriarchy redefined what was sacred and what was evil, putting domination of every 

living thing under its power. It was no accident that Yahweh took dominion over 

everything that had been the Goddess’ domain; every living thing (Genesis 1:26-30). 

 Genesis has the masculine Yahweh creating the world, not the Great Mother or 

Goddess. The Goddess had blessed female fertility, but Yahweh punished Eve by forcing 
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her to bear her children painfully. It is doubtful that the pain of childbirth changed from 

the Goddess religions to the patriarchal ones, nevertheless, the pain is now seen as 

punishment, rather than as the natural process of bringing children into the world. 

 This was the beginning of the hierarchy that put God above man, man above 

woman and everything else, including animals and the Earth. This led to Eve being 

blamed for the exile from the Garden and to her position as second best. The story that 

God made Eve from Adam’s rib was interpreted as Eve being less than Adam. The 

conversation around the implications of the myth of Adam and Eve was a continuing 

process, but became the basis for Jewish and then Christian views of sexuality, celibacy 

and marriage. 

 

Common Era 

In the early Common Era, Judaism experienced a turbulent time.  Jews tried to 

maintain the integrity of their own religious beliefs and practices while living as a 

minority within the predominantly pagan culture. They did not all agree on how to live 

and worship in a Roman-ruled and pagan world. Some of their own Jewish leaders were 

seen as colluding with the Roman occupiers.  

The most popular sect, the Pharisees, bitterly criticized 

these leaders for having subverted the Temple, while some 

devout people went further and withdrew in protest from 

ordinary Jewish life. The Essenes, for example, during the 

first century B.C.E., abandoned Jerusalem, denounced the 

Temple worship as polluted and formed a “pure” 
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community in desert caves overlooking the Dead Sea. 

(Pagels, Adam, Eve and the Serpent 4) 

 The Romans were much more liberal than most Jews in many areas of life, 

including sexuality, nudity, and marriage. Accepted sexual practices could include 

prostitution and homosexuality, while marriage was primarily a social and economic 

arrangement. The Jews would never consider bathing in a public bath, but this was 

common for the Romans. If Adam and Eve felt shame at their nudity and covered 

themselves because of their disobedience to God, then all of humanity should follow their 

example.  

Most Jewish sects felt that marriage was primarily for procreation. They banned 

sexual acts that were not conducive to conception and a man was allowed to divorce his 

wife if she did not give him children.  Jews interpreted the Adam and Eve myth to 

support their laws and customs, believing and teaching that their customs concerning sex, 

nudity and childbirth were built into human nature from the beginning.  

The Pharisees approved of sexual pleasure within marriage, while many of the 

Essenes were celibate. The Essenes felt that celibacy gave them more spiritual power, 

which they would need for the coming holy war. The various factions within Judaism, as 

well as the surrounding pagan religions, had great influence on how sexuality came to be 

viewed in early Christianity, because Christianity attracted people from all of these 

cultures. 

Orthodox and Gnostic Christians continued to embellish the Adam and Eve myth, 

but in radically different ways. In general, most Gnostics believed the myth to be 

symbolic, even allegorical. They thought that it simply did not make sense to believe in it 
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literally. “Gnostic Christians, who disagreed with one another on almost everything else, 

agreed that this naïve story hid profound truths about human nature, and they vied with 

one another to come up with ingenious and imaginative interpretations” (Pagels, Adam 

xxiv). 

 The most radical Gnostics, who believed Yahweh was an anti-god, turned the 

story on its head. They thought that the serpent was a manifestation of Jesus, who advised 

Adam and Eve to eat the apple, thus defying their jealous and violent creator. Less radical 

Gnostics thought that Eve was representative of the authentic spiritual self, hidden in 

Adam, or the soul. Eve was the spiritual intelligence that woke Adam, the soul, to his 

spiritual nature. Others thought of Adam as an androgyne who carried both the male and 

the female within himself, similar to how they thought of God. The Gnostics gave Eve 

equal spiritual power. They continued these spiritual principles in the social and political 

structures of their communities, by giving women roles of authority in the church. 

 On the other hand, Orthodox Christians did not give Adam and Eve any spiritual 

credit, but labeled them disobedient and sinful. They described God in masculine terms 

and believed Eve was created from Adam, to be his companion. This also translated into 

social practice by the end of the second century. The Orthodox came to accept the 

dominion of men over women within the church as the divinely ordained order (Pagels, 

Gnostic Gospels 66). This God shared power with no one, especially not women. 

 However, even within the Orthodox world, opinions varied about the roles 

women could play within the church. Clement of Alexandria (150-215 C.E.), a revered 

father of the church, described God in masculine and feminine terms. He stated, “…men 

and women share equally in perfection, and are to receive the same instruction and the 
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same discipline…for in Christ there is neither male nor female” (Pagels, Gnostic 68). 

But, Pagels points out, “His perspective, formed in the cosmopolitan atmosphere of 

Alexandra and articulated among wealthy and educated members of Egyptian society, 

may have proved too alien for the majority of Western Christians…” (68).  

 Hippolytus, (170-235 C. E.) a Roman bishop and martyr had another perspective 

that was excluded from Orthodox theology. He believed in the spiritual integrity of 

women. Ann Brock wrote a chapter titled, “An Apostle Diminished: The Challenge to 

Mary Magdalene’s Authority” and she quotes Hippolytus: 

Lest the female apostles doubt the angels, Christ himself 

came to them so that the women would be apostles of 

Christ and by their obedience rectify the sin of the ancient 

Eve…Christ showed himself to the (male) apostles and 

said to them: “…It is I who appeared to these women and 

I who wanted to send them to you as apostles.” Thus, 

Hippolytus here affirms the role of women as apostles of 

Christ, and since Mary Magdalene was the one who 

received this honor first (and exclusively in John), she 

eventually comes to be the one known as the apostola 

apostolorum. (Secrets of Mary Magdalene 139) 

Instead of adopting the more liberal view of Clement or Hippolytus, the majority 

of early Christians clung to the perspectives of their contemporary, Tertullian (160-220 

C.E.). “It is not permitted for a woman to speak in the church, nor is it permitted for her 

to teach or to baptize, nor to offer [the eucharist], nor to claim for herself a share in any 
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masculine function—not to mention any priestly office” (Pagels, Gnostic 60). It wasn’t 

long before those churches that allowed women to hold positions of authority were 

labeled heretical. 

 

Paul of Tarsus 

Interestingly, both the Gnostic and the Orthodox claimed Paul of Tarsus as their 

source in this discussion about women. Paul is arguably the most influential writer in the 

New Testament regarding the roles of women. Yet, what he says is inconsistent, due in 

part to the fact that many of the texts once attributed to Paul were written 

pseudonymously. Nearly half of the entire Pauline corpus is in dispute. 2 Thessalonians, 

Ephesians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus are now considered to have been 

written by friends of Paul.  

Some Gnostic Christians claimed Paul for themselves and 

offered up interpretations of his writings that revealed their 

‘true’ meaning. These interpretations went far beyond the 

literal meaning to the secrets hidden within them. 

Obviously, when such interpreters propounded their views 

they claimed to be representing what Paul himself really 

meant. (Ehrman, Peter 161) 

Valentinus is perhaps the best known, second-century Gnostic Christian. He 

preached on what he felt to be Paul’s true meaning. Because Valentinus had been the 

disciple of one of Paul’s disciples, those who followed Valentinus believed his preaching 

came directly from Paul, handed down orally from one generation to the next. 
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Valentinian Christians believed in the equality of all participants, not in a hierarchal 

division between clergy and lay Christians.  

Tertullian and Irenaeus adamantly disagreed with the Valentinian interpretation of 

Paul’s writings. They retaliated with what are referred to as the apostolic letters and 

dialogues from the pseudo-Pauline texts of 1 & 2 Timothy, Colossians, and Ephesians; all 

of which insisted that men were superior to women, thus women must obey men. 

The Orthodox saw Paul’s writings as a continuation of the Jewish tradition of 

describing God in masculine terms and putting God at the top in the hierarchy of social 

subordination.  “…as God has authority over Christ, he declares, citing Genesis 2-3, so 

man has authority over woman” (Pagels, Gnostic 61). “For a man ought not to have his 

head veiled, since he is the image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of 

man.  Indeed man was not made from woman but woman from man” (1Corinthians 11:7-

9). The Orthodox interpretation of the Adam and Eve myth supported how they treated 

women and the roles they allowed women to play. 

However, in Galatians 3:28, Paul says, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is 

no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ 

Jesus.” The Gnostics would have held up this verse to support their interpretation of Paul, 

while also giving a foundation to those who wanted women to be able to preach or hold 

positions in the church. These contradictory writings and practices are not only reflective 

of the immense social transition happening in the early Common Era, but also the great 

cultural diversity in the world in which the early church was growing up.  

Surprisingly, many women followed Paul. The sixteenth chapter of Romans is 

basically a list of the women who walked with Paul in his ministry. They went to jail with 
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him, they were his benefactors, and he describes them as his sisters in Christ. Thecla was 

a female preacher and disciple of Paul’s, although he was initially resistant to her. 

Nevertheless, she persisted and “…became a famous teacher and holy woman, revered 

for centuries throughout the eastern churches as a beloved saint” (Pagels, Adam 20). 

Thecla’s power and prominence may have influenced the so-called friends of Paul 

to write text that truly limited women.  I Timothy may have been written to denounce the 

actions of Thecla and Magdalene, along with other female preachers. 

Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit 

no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is 

to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and 

Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and 

became a transgressor. Yet she will be saved through 

childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and 

holiness, with modesty. (I Timothy 2:11-15) 

I Timothy is just one side of the debate in early Christian circles. Thecla and the 

Gospel of Mary show that women did pursue positions of spiritual leadership, even 

though this led to a backlash that labeled them immodest, unseemly, disobedient and 

sexually deviant. Tertullian, Irenaeus, the pseudonymous writers of texts once assigned to 

Paul, and many other Orthodox Christians had a narrow, patriarchal view of who could 

be a leader.  
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Prophecy 

The only role the Orthodox allowed women to play in the church was that of 

prophet. Prophecy was highly valued in the early Common Era, by Christian, Jewish and 

some pagan religions. It was considered a spiritual experience that enabled a deity to 

communicate with his/her people. The prophet could be a man or a woman, each 

shouldering a variety of leadership roles, including offering guidance, interpreting 

scripture, and proclaiming the deity’s communications. Prophetic power gave legitimacy 

to the clear cases of women’s leadership. The Corinthian women—Philips’ daughters, 

Ammia of Philadelphia, Philumene, Perpetua and others--were accepted as prophets and 

exercised authority within Christian groups. In a chapter called, “Prophetic Power and 

Women’s Authority,” King describes how women were accepted as prophets: 

In the second century, Tertullian understood the prophet to 

play a variety of roles, including revealing prophecy, 

interpreting Scriptures, and directing discipline within the 

community. Once a prophet’s knowledge of God was 

acknowledged, her status as a teacher was ensured. (Women 

Preachers and Prophets 23) 

Tertullian believed that the patriarchal definition of gender roles, including the 

subordination of women, was based in nature. Thus a woman prophet could preach, but 

only privately, and had to have her visions authenticated as true by the male elders of the 

church. “Her prophetic experience was highly valued, but her role as a public leader was 

not” (King, Prophetic Power 27). 
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The Gospel of Mary is thought to have been written in the early second century, 

while Tertullian was active in the third century. It is possible that the Gospel of Mary 

influenced Tertullian’s attitude towards women. Obviously, his theology was quite 

different from that expressed in the Gospel of Mary, but both believed that visions were 

authoritative in Christianity.  

However, they had very different beliefs about sin and the fundamental nature of 

an individual. Tertullian felt that sin was the transgression of moral laws, which proper 

penitence would correct. He also believed that the soul was corporeal and that 

resurrection was a physical event, including the material body and the material soul. 

Tertullian was inspired by a female prophet who saw the soul in physical form. Her 

vision led him to declare that the soul was gendered. Tertullian thus believed that gender 

differences and gender hierarchy were a natural component of the soul (King,     

Prophetic 25). 

The Gospel of Mary defines sin as adultery or “…the improper mixing of matter 

with the divine soul” (King, Prophetic 25). This mixing of spiritual and material natures 

is what causes suffering. The Gospel of Mary and Gnostic belief in general, understands 

that the purpose of moral reflection is to improve spiritual development. “For the Gospel 

of Mary, it is the teaching of the risen Savior that brings salvation; whereas for Tertullian, 

the resurrected Jesus ensures the physical resurrection of the believer,” (25). The Gospel 

of Mary wanted its readers to take responsibility for their own spiritual journey. 

Tertullian felt that Jesus had already done the important work and wanted his followers to 

be obedient, not independent. 
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The Gospel of Mary saw gender roles as illusory and saw Magdalene as the 

obvious person to take over Jesus’ role after he was gone. She was seen as a powerful 

example of a woman in leadership, because of her visions and her ability to interpret 

Jesus’ post-resurrection teachings. This is one of the reasons Peter opposed Magdalene; 

her leadership lowered his status. 

 Furthermore, prophetic experience raised the status of women, as it gave them 

spiritual authority. Female prophets were not defined only by their relationship to men: 

they could go beyond the roles of wife and mother. However, the Orthodox refused to 

relate to women in anything other than their patriarchal roles. Since true prophets were 

inspired by divine authority and false prophets were of the devil, it should be made clear 

which were true and which false. Unfortunately, since the male elders assumed the role of 

determining the authenticity of the female prophets, their own prejudices against women 

certainly influenced their judgment. Even if the woman was deemed a true prophet, the 

men were there to interpret her visions and claim its power—just as Tertullian did. 

Women’s identity and social status were still defined by their relationship to men, 

as well as by their sexual roles. Thus, the men in power could use those roles to support 

or denigrate a female prophet. One aim of those opposed to female leaders was to coerce 

them back into their traditional roles. “Yet she will be saved through childbearing, 

provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty” (I Timothy 2:15). 

 When a female prophet followed the expectations of the Orthodoxy and her 

prophecy was valued, her sexual purity was emphasized. She was described as a virgin, a 

chaste widow, or occasionally as a devoted wife. If she wasn’t following the Orthodox 

protocol, her sexual status became a way for the Orthodox to undermine her spiritual 
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status. King gives the example of Tertullian condemning the prophet Philumene. Twice 

he calls her a virgin and affirms that she has a vigorous spirit; he then dismisses her with 

the unsubstantiated charge that later she became a prostitute. Perhaps she gave a 

prophecy with which Tertullian disagreed. “Tertullian can make this charge seem 

plausible because he associates her “erroneous” teachings with penetration by evil spirits 

and hence sexual pollution” (Women 28). Magdalene was not the only woman to have her 

preaching labeled heretical, nor was she the only one to be labeled as sexually polluted 

because of that preaching. 

Magdalene’s visions of Jesus and her ability to teach his lessons support the 

notion that Magdalene was Jesus’ most important apostle and a powerful prophet. Her 

ability and position also support the idea that the Orthodox did not like her power or 

prestige and would try to undermine her. Consider the other women who followed Jesus 

and did not have their reputations ruined. Mary of Bethany was named in John’s 

anointing story, but she does not have the reputation of sinner. Salome and the other 

women mentioned in the Gnostic texts are not vilified or berated as Magdalene was. 

Peter’s issue with Magdalene is about her character and status, rather than the content of 

her teaching.  

  It is no wonder that the Orthodox labeled her a prostitute; it’s only surprising that 

they waited until 591 C.E. Perhaps she followed their rules by preaching only to the 

apostles, in private. Yet, her followers may have become too plentiful and too powerful. 

“What a woman thinks and what she has to say can be every bit as alarming as her genital 

sexuality. The heightening of and focus on her sexuality may be a way of decapitating 

her, removing her mind, identity, voice” (Schaberg, Resurrection 79).  
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Original Sin 

Orthodox and Gnostic Christians were in a fight for control and hierarchy. The 

role of women as prophets or preachers was just one issue. When Constantine approved 

of Christianity, the bishops who held the most power assumed the ability to openly 

declare what they considered to be true Christianity. However, the Orthodox were not 

only fighting the Gnostics, they had issues within their own camp. Orthodox bishops still 

did not all agree, in fact, a variety of hermeneutics were still being applied to the Adam 

and Eve myth. 

The Orthodox bishop, Augustine (354-430 C. E.), read the myth of Adam and Eve 

as a story of human bondage. He developed the idea of original sin from this 

interpretation. Most Christians had at this point believed that God have given humankind 

moral freedom, but Adam and Eve’s misuse of this freedom brought mortality upon 

humanity. “But Augustine went further: Adam’s sin not only caused our mortality but 

cost us our moral freedom, irreversibly corrupted our experience of sexuality (which 

Augustine tended to identify with original sin), and made us incapable of genuine 

political freedom,” (Pagels, Adam xxvi).  

Those in power adopted this interpretation because it demonstrated that human 

beings needed external government—both in the form of a Christian state and an 

imperially supported church (Pagels, Adam xxvi). Not only did this interpretation change 

things during Augustine’s lifetime, but even more so afterwards. His analysis of human 

nature became a building block of Western Christianity that has influenced both 

psychological and political thinking.  
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Surprisingly, Augustine held Magdalene in high esteem. “Then came Mary 

Magdalene, who unquestionably was surpassingly more ardent in her love than these 

other women who had administered to the Lord…” (Haskins, Mary Magdalen: Myth and 

Metaphor 92). Augustine agreed with Hippolytus that Magdalene was a counter to Eve. 

He reasoned that Eve was the first to lose her relationship with God, while Magdalene 

had been the first to recognize the risen Christ. Adam had believed Eve’s words, while 

the disciples had not believed Magdalene’s. Augustine believed that Magdalene found 

Jesus first because she was of the weaker sex and so would search more ardently, being 

more emotional than the disciples who were of the stronger sex. However, Augustine did 

not connect Magdalene with the woman anointing Jesus’ feet, nor did he connect 

Magdalene to prostitution. 

Although Augustine may have held Magdalene as the example of womanhood 

that all women should aspire to, he still felt women were secondary to men. He believed 

that man and things of the spirit were on the right side, women and material things were 

on the wrong side--the corporeal side--which men must avoid at all costs. He may have 

considered Magdalene to be an ideal woman, but not anywhere close to the goodness of 

man.  

Other leaders in the fourth century wanted to lessen the impact of Magdalene’s 

spiritual power. Their discussion of her had to do with why Jesus would not allow her to 

touch him when she first saw him resurrected (John 20:17). Those leaders were still 

trying to decide if the resurrected Jesus had a physical body, but they were certain that 

Magdalene was not worthy of touching him, physical or not. In fact, some church fathers 
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felt that Magdalene’s lack of faith and her feminine frailty kept her from recognizing 

Jesus—quite different from Augustine’s opinion of her. 

Augustine may have thought Magdalene to be docta et sancta—a woman learned 

and holy—but he still did not think Magdalene could hold the office and assume the 

duties of priest. He agreed with St. Ambrose (337-397 C. E.), who believed Jesus asking 

Magdalene not to touch him meant that women were forbidden to preach or to administer 

the sacraments. Women were to ask those more holy and perfect to do these tasks; men. 

Thus, Magdalene’s place as an apostle did not fit in with the perspectives of the growing 

male dominance of the church. Her prominent role could not be sustained. Again, men’s 

fear of women shows up in distressing ways. 

 

Prostitution and Sexuality 

Categorizing women as prostitutes was a common tool the church used to 

disempower women and keep them subservient. “Men have created the group, the type, 

the concept, the epithet, the insult, the industry, the trade, the commodity, the reality of 

woman as whore” (Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women 9). A prostitute is 

reduced to her sexuality and blamed for provoking men’s sexual desire and the resulting 

sexual behavior. This double-standard of holding women morally accountable for men’s 

sexual activity is clearly unjust and dangerous. Nevertheless, the Orthodox Christian 

hierarchy considered it God-given justice.  

The repentant whore who became a lover of Christ and a 

saint is needed in the church as the prostitute is needed in 

secular society of dominators and dominated. A sinful, 
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fallen condition is projected on women, making the 

prostitute, represented by Mary Magdalene, the archetypal 

sinner unless she chooses to be saved by divine grace. 

(Schaberg, Resurrection 104) 

Orthodox Christianity used sex and sexuality to control its constituents and 

differentiate itself from the nearby pagan religions. Virginity was not especially valuable 

to most pagans; they recognized prostitution as a legitimate job and taxed it. This was not 

the case for Orthodox Christianity. They felt the need to limit all aspects of sexuality. 

Augustine was particularly severe in his opinion of sex and sexuality and believed 

“…that spontaneous sexual desire is proof of—and penalty for—universal original sin…” 

(Pagels, Adam xviii). Simply having sexual desire proved that one was a sinner. Many 

Christians disagreed with Augustine’s definition, but that did not keep his theory from 

being adopted. Those who disagreed with him were declared heretical. 

Eventually, Augustine’s view became the basis for Christian standards. Soon, 

marriage became monogamous and indissoluble, because Orthodox Christianity decided 

God had intended marriage to be a sacrament. Sacraments are the outward and visible 

sign of an individual’s commitment to God and of God’s commitment to the individual. 

Marriage became a covenant with God, thus both husband and wife had to purge 

themselves of the sexual desire that was the downfall of Adam and Eve. 

This is why the controversy around Jesus being married to Magdalene became so 

volatile. Most believed Jesus was divine, the son of God, and so he could not be brought 

so low as to desire a woman. Especially once Augustine’s definition of original sin 

became widespread, Jesus could not be seen as sinful. 
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Pope Gregory 

Up until this point, Magdalene had not been seen as sinful either. Pope Gregory 

(540-604 C.E.), the Pope who named Magdalene a prostitute, was trying to give his 

people hope in a time of widespread war and plague. Pope Gregory wanted peace in the 

short term, but he ultimately thought the world was coming to an end. “If the Last Days 

were coming soon, it was essential that all Christians, not just monks, should prepare 

themselves for the end by reforming their lives; the clergy, chiefly himself, should be 

energetic in helping them do so” (MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand 

Years 328).  

Pope Gregory was known as a profoundly holy man and popular preacher; huge 

crowds attended his sermons. His favorite themes were the coming of the Last Judgment 

and repentance. By connecting Magdalene to the sinner anointing Jesus’ feet, he hoped to 

comfort his people who were besieged by famine, plague, and war. He made Magdalene 

into a powerful example of what can happen if one repents. 

Once Pope Gregory had named Magdalene a prostitute in 591 C.E., she became a 

lodestar of Jesus’ power. Jesus cast out her demons and redeemed her from prostitution. 

She then becomes known as the redeemed whore, rather than the highest apostle. Her 

power to preach comes from Jesus, from her perceived redemption, not from her own 

intelligence and spiritual power. Magdalene’s reputation as a prostitute was accepted 

because men would not allow her to remain powerful.  

The myth of Magdalene did give women hope. She was the lowest of the low, a 

prostitute, and yet Jesus saved her. As a prostitute, she was also a distinct contrast to the 

Virgin Mary. The Virgin Mary was sinless, a virgin even after childbirth—an impossible 
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feat for mortal women. “So the perfect Virgin is a flawed and far from perfect model of 

her sex. Her asexuality and virgin motherhood make it impossible for any woman to be 

virtuous, powerful and sexual at one and the same time” (Gadon, The Once and Future 

Goddess 208).  

 The idea of the virgin birth of Jesus was brought into Christianity in the late 

second century and was used to counter the Gnostic idea that Jesus wasn’t human, but 

only divine. The myth of his mother being and staying a virgin became a powerful tool 

for the church in their need to control women. Both the Virgin Mary and Magdalene were 

props for the church, because both gained their power or position from Jesus. The Virgin 

Mary’s purity could be held as the feminine ideal, while Magdalene showed what could 

be done with proper repentance. “The Virgin Mary is not the innate archetype of female 

nature, the dream incarnate; she is the instrument of a dynamic argument from the 

Catholic Church about the structure of society presented as a God-given code” (Warner, 

Alone of All Her Sex 338). 

 

The Roles of Women 

Women’s roles continued to be more limited as more restrictions were put into 

canon and law. Up until the fourth century the clergy had been allowed to marry and their 

wives were permitted to help with pastoral duties. This all changed because of two 

councils. The Council of Elvira, held in 305 C. E., “…instructed those involved in the 

ministry of the altar to maintain entire abstinence from their wives under pain of 

forfeiting their positions” (Haskins, Mary: Myth 86). This was reminiscent of the Temple 

laws in Leviticus, which held that in order to maintain the purity of the Holy of Holies, 
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women could not enter because of their menstrual pollution. Thus only men could serve 

as priests and they could not sully themselves by having intercourse with their wives, lest 

they carry that pollution onto the altar.  

Then in 352 C. E., the Council of Laodicea further limited what women could do 

in the church. Haskins explains that the council forbade women  “…to serve as priests or 

to preside over churches, a ruling which implies that, contrary to modern assumptions, 

women had been able to assume the sacerdotal role and function in the early Church” 

(Haskins, Mary: Myth 86). In spite of these councils, women must have continued to 

preach and carry out religious tasks, because there were further edicts. 

In her chapter, “Maria Magdalena,” Katherine Jansen quotes a letter from Pope 

Innocent III to two Spanish bishops in 1210: 

Recently certain news has been intimated to us, about 

which we marvel greatly, that abbesses…give blessings to 

their own nuns, and they also hear confessions of sins, and, 

reading the Gospel, they presume to preach in public. This 

thing is inharmonious as well as absurd and not to be 

tolerated by us. For that reason by means of our discretion 

from apostolic writing, we order that it be done no longer 

and by apostolic authority to check it more firmly, for, 

although the Blessed Virgin Mary surpassed in dignity and 

in excellence all the Apostles, nevertheless, it was not to 

her but to them that the Lord entrusted the keys to the 
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kingdom of heaven. (Jansen, Women Preachers and 

Prophets 68)  

 

The Power of Magdalene, the Prostitute 

Magdalene was given a special dispensation to preach because of her repentance 

and closeness to Jesus. Her preaching had filled the universe with the news of Jesus 

Christ and thus her mission was to be the herald of the resurrection. Stories and legends 

about Magdalene continued to accumulate, adding numerous details to the few things told 

about her in the Gospels. 

Women were not allowed to preach in the Middle Ages because they were said to 

lack sense and provoke lust. Thus, one would think that male preachers would not bring 

up references of Magdalene preaching in their sermons. This, however, was not the case, 

because the myth of Magdalene preaching strengthened and expanded. Ironically, 

considering that there is no evidence of her being a prostitute, her reputation as a 

repentant prostitute, gave her far more power than her position as Jesus’ apostle. 

Magdalene’s other dispensation was that her repentance was also crucial to the salvation 

theology of Christianity, of which she was the star representative. 

Magdalene’s reputation continued to grow; in the tenth century, Odo of Cluny 

actually equates her with the apostles. He praises and blesses her “…since she removed 

doubt and incredulity of his Resurrection from their hearts” (Jansen, Maria 61). He also 

called her apostolorum consors or kindred of the apostles. Since Odo of Cluny had 

previously described women as excrement, this is quite a statement. Abbott Hugh of 

Semur, under whom Cluny had studied, refers to Magdalene as “…the sinner who was so 
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glorified that she was worthy to be called apostolorum apostola of the Resurrection” 

(61). Apostolorum apostola or apostle to the apostles became Magdalene’s title in the 

twelfth century. 

Magdalene’s reputation as the sinner who had anointed Jesus’ feet had largely 

been accepted by the twelfth century. The story of her tears while washing Jesus’ feet 

convinced those in power of her contrition. Also, it was believed that Magdalene’s 

redemption and repentance resulted in her celibacy, thus supporting the Church’s 

growing insistence that celibacy was the only true path to God. And while women were 

being more and more restricted in their preaching, the myth of Magdalene preaching 

continued to gain power.  

Women, in general, were fair game for moralists and satirists in the Middle Ages, 

but Magdalene stood in stark contrast to such negative images. The myth of Magdalene’s 

repentance, salvation, and relationship to Jesus completely neutralized her reputation as 

an apostle. The Church kept Magdalene submissive, padlocked to her repentance. “In 

short, even though she is acknowledged as the most extraordinary woman, she does not 

disturb but rather confirms the patriarchal ideology and structures. She is at their service” 

(Schaberg, Resurrection 98).  

 However, when people wondered why Jesus appeared to Magdalene rather than to 

his other disciples, the general consensus was that Jesus did not come for the righteous, 

but for sinners, thus showing his resurrected self, first, to a former sinner. Magdalene’s 

repentance as a prostitute and Jesus having shown himself to her first was seen as what 

allowed her to preach and bring entire communities into Christianity. 
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Magdalene continued to gain notoriety. Franciscus of Meyronis (d. 1328) 

crowned Magdalene with the golden aureola. In general, the golden aureola was 

considered a triple crown, derived from courageous deeds.  Hugh of Ripelin (d. 1296) 

explained the triple crown, “Whence it is clear that the aureola is due to virgins, martyrs, 

and preachers. Martyrs conquer the world, virgins the flesh, and preachers the devil 

whom they not only expel from themselves but also from the hearts of others” (Jansen, 

Maria 73). In a fourteenth century manuscript, Magdalene is shown wearing the triple 

crown, earned by her preaching. 

The myth of Magdalene’s spiritual power continued to strengthen. It was said that 

her preaching had converted the men and women of Marseilles, including the prince and 

his wife. Her preaching was so powerful that not only did she save the people of 

Marseilles, but they destroyed all of their pagan idols and built many Christian churches. 

This powerful image of Magdalene baptizing and preaching was seen in devotional 

literature, sacred poetry and drama, religious art, the liturgy, and sermons. These stories 

emerged in the eleventh century and continued to be expanded for at least five hundred 

years (Jansen, Maria 78). “In Western Europe, over 190 shrines were dedicated to Mary 

Magdalene, and more than 600 of her relics venerated. In pre-Reformation England, there 

were 170 churches bearing her name” (Schaberg, Resurrection 90). 

Magdalene had been dead for centuries, but the stories of her preaching, baptizing 

and converting people to Christianity continued to grow. She must have inspired many 

for numerous churches, shrines and relics were named after her. Nevertheless, in order 

for her power to grow, the Church not only had to approve of the stories, they had to help 
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spread them. Magdalene gave hope to the people, but she could only do so as a repentant 

prostitute. 

The myths around Magdalene continued. One that connected her to Marseilles 

was the myth of the rudderless boat. Supposedly, the infidels (Jews) put Magdalene, with 

several of her fellow Christians, out to sea in a rudderless boat in hopes that they would 

drown. Instead, they landed safely on the shores of Marseilles where Magdalene 

immediately began preaching to and converting the French. “And all wondered at her, not 

only for her beauty, but for her eloquence, which eloquence was not indeed a matter of 

surprise on lips that had touched the Lord’s feet” (Schaberg, Resurrection 91). 

Once Magdalene had converted the Prince and Princess of Marseilles, they asked 

her to intercede with God for them to conceive a child. Even though the Princess became 

pregnant, the Prince did not trust all that Magdalene preached. He set out to confer with 

Peter, the bishop of Rome, taking the Princess with him. The Princess went into labor 

during a storm at sea and died. The Prince abandoned his dead wife and living infant on a 

small island. The Prince went onto Rome and stayed for two years, to gain instruction 

from Peter. When he made his way back to Marseilles, he stopped by the island and 

found his child alive. He realized that Magdalene had cared for the child from afar and 

when he prayed to her, the body of the Princess came alive as well. The Princess said that 

Magdalene had watched over both of them. 

Perhaps the reason Magdalene was said to preach in Marseilles was because the 

Church wanted France under its control. Parts of France were under the rule of the 

Cathars, who held to Manichaeism, a dualistic religious system combining Christian, 

Gnostic and Pagan elements. Manichaeism held that an evil god had created the material 
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world and the pure spirit of man was imprisoned in the flesh. The Cathars gave genuine 

equality to women, who were allowed to become priests of the highest order.  

The Cathars also believed that casual fornication was better than the 

institutionalized sex of marriage. All of this was total heresy to the Church that believed 

chastity was the greatest protection against evil, with monogamy the only option within 

marriage. The Church found the Cathars’ religious practices to be heinous and they 

established the Inquisition to root out their evil. Those determined to be unrepentant 

heretics were burned at the stake. 

Cathar women who preached were considered witches and the Inquisition had 

them burned at the stake. Pope Innocent VII declared witchcraft to be heresy in the late 

fifteenth century and a war on all women was established. “It was open season on all 

aberrant people, some men but mostly women of the peasant working class, the lower 

strata of society—midwives, herbalists, the old wise women, widows, and spinsters, 

women unprotected by a man” (Gadon, 212). It is estimated that between fifty and a 

hundred thousand people were killed during the Inquisition; the number is higher if the 

people left to die in prison are added (MacCulloch, 686).  

The terror unleashed by the Inquisition left women with few choices, little power 

or protection.  The one safe option that women had was to join a convent. Forty-four 

convents were established in southern France within a few years and the cult of the 

Virgin experienced rapid growth. Magdalene was still the apostolorum apostola, but few 

women would dare to follow her example of taking on the role of preacher. 
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The Reformation 

The Reformation was the next battle the Church faced. Martin Luther led the fight 

for Protestantism and the Church countered with the Council of Trent. This Council 

established uniformity of worship, doctrinal instruction, clergy training and discipline, 

while also finalizing the Biblical Canon. Magdalene was particularly valuable to the 

Church as a symbol of sin and salvation. 

Katherine Jansen wrote another chapter on Magdalene, called “Penitent Sinner, 

Apostolic Saint” and she writes that the Protestants felt that the Catholic saints were 

embellished by legend. In response, the Catholic reformers decreed that the “…literary 

lives of the saints henceforth should be as historically accurate as possible and all 

legendary accretions should be stripped away” (Jansen, Secrets of Mary Magdalene 153). 

Since there were few details about Magdalene’s life in the Bible, most of the stories told 

about her were legend and thus, when the legend was stripped away, so was her title of 

apostolorum apostola. The legend that was not removed was the one that viewed her as a 

prostitute. 

The Council of Trent also reaffirmed the requirement of celibacy for those in 

religious positions. The idea of celibacy was nothing new--the Essenes had created 

separate communities where they could keep themselves pure in which some of them 

practiced celibacy. Paul had also preferred celibacy, promoting marriage only as a means 

of sexual containment, “…for it is better to marry than to burn” (I Corinthians 7:9).  

Nevertheless, for the Church, celibacy was not only a means of control, but also a 

tool to separate the clergy from the sinful world and elevate them above secular rulers. In 

order to increase the pressure on the clergy, Pope Gregory VII declared that clergy might 
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not marry and Pope Benedict VIII prohibited the children of priests from inheriting 

property. One question being answered was who had more power--the king or the 

church? The answer seemed to be that if the Church could control your sex life, it could 

control your money and almost anything else.  

Schaberg describes this period in church history: 

The broad church context in which all this operates is that 

of male culture and hypermasculinity: valuing obedience to 

male authority, sexual control or chastity, hierarchy. It is a 

culture marked by misogyny, devaluation of sexuality, fear 

of homosexuality, ambivalent attitudes toward the body, 

the split between body and soul. A sinful, fallen condition 

is projected on women, making the prostitute, represented 

by Mary Magdalene, the archetypal sinner unless she 

chooses to be saved by divine grace. (Resurrection 104) 

  

The Patriarchal Divine Feminine 

The Church’s narrow view about sexuality made Magdalene a reformed prostitute 

and Jesus’ mother a virgin. Some believed that the power of Mary’s virginity was what 

made Christ divine. This was good for Jesus, but did nothing for his mother. The Church 

created a divine feminine expression that had no voice, no power, and certainly no 

sexuality. 

 Magdalene’s redemption is another way the Orthodox ordered and related to the 

divine feminine. Her redemption is about them, the Orthodox, not about Magdalene. It is 
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their way of containing the divine feminine and keeping it under their control. We know, 

of course, that the divine feminine cannot be contained or controlled, but the Orthodox 

certainly did their best. 

 However, not all Christian communities considered Magdalene a prostitute. The 

Eastern Church never connected her with prostitution, but all along considered her a 

disciple and an apostle of Jesus. She was considered an apostle, but not an apostle with 

leadership potential. Thus, recognizing Magdalene as important did not result in women 

gaining ecclesiastical positions of authority. The patriarchal hierarchy was maintained 

and the divine feminine was kept in submission. 

The Eastern Church promulgated other myths about Magdalene, including 

Magdalene and the Red Egg. It states that after Jesus’ death, Magdalene travelled to 

Rome to complain to Caesar Tiberius about how Pontius Pilate had handled Jesus’ trial 

and the resulting lack of justice. Magdalene also told Tiberius that Jesus had risen from 

the dead and to elucidate his resurrection, she picked up an egg from the dinner table. 

Tiberius responded that a human being could no more rise from the dead than the egg she 

was holding could turn red. The egg immediately turned red, thus red eggs have been 

exchanged for centuries at Easter in Byzantine Europe. 

 The stories behind such practices have been mostly forgotten and this is also true 

of the myths about Magdalene. Following the Reformation, few stories were told about 

her ability to preach, convert and baptize—at least in the west. The Catholic Church 

finally chose to release Magdalene from the role of prostitute in 1969, when it also 

separated her from Luke’s account of the sinful woman. It seems likely that the texts 

found at Nag Hammadi and elsewhere were instrumental in Magdalene’s liberation. 
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 Christian patriarchy has shown repeatedly that strong women must be weakened. 

The most common way to do that is to ruin their reputations. Even after the Catholic 

Church made an honest woman out of Magdalene, she was still just a woman, not a 

spiritual leader. Only now is it being recognized that Magdalene was an outstanding 

disciple and apostle. 

 The new scholarship around Magdalene’s role as a spiritual leader provides fuel 

for the current women’s movement. The Catholic Church has not allowed women to be 

ordained for various reasons, but one is that Jesus did not have female disciples and 

apostles. The Gnostic texts show this to be false and women are pushing to be ordained in 

the Catholic Church. Many Protestant denominations have already allowed this. 

 Magdalene has evolved with the culture and now for many, serves as a strong 

expression of the divine feminine archetype. There is strong interest and inspiration 

around the new Magdalene, in women becoming priests and ministers, as well as women 

gaining ground in business and politics.  

…Mary Magdalene is the figure in the gospels who seems 

to embody all the elements of the feminine that were lost 

for so long. She is strong, she’s courageous, she’s fearless, 

and she’s independent. I think those characteristics are 

what should embody the feminine, or what the feminine 

should embody, and that’s how I see her: as a very 

powerful message or symbol for women. (Haskins, 

“Roundtable” 172) 
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 Not only is the binding of the Christian divine feminine being loosened, but the 

divine feminine is also bringing balance to Christianity. Both men and women are feeling 

the opening of the boxes in which they have been forced to live. The following chapter 

will take Magdalene to a higher level, by demonstrating how she can be seen as 

expanding the Christian Trinity into a Quaternity. 
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Chapter Five—C. G. Jung, the Christian Quaternity, and Sacred Marriage 

As first seen in the Gnostic Gospels, Magdalene possessed extraordinary spiritual 

power that brings a new Christian divine feminine expression into the all-male Trinity. 

Magdalene’s divine femininity brings balance to Jesus’ divine masculinity, resulting in 

their sacred partnership. C. G. Jung believed the addition of the Virgin Mary would 

expand the Christian Trinity into a Quaternity, but my study of Magdalene persuades me 

that she should hold this position of authority. 

One of Jung’s most enlightening discoveries is what he called the collective 

unconscious; a sort of universal data base of archetypal images that he believed is an 

innate part of every human psyche. An archetype is a field of energy before it coalesces 

into an image. The archetype of God may be seen in the archetypal images of the 

Goddess, God-the-Father, Buddha or many others. Jung believed that religions are a 

repository for many archetypes and he wrote extensively about them. Archetypal images, 

such as Jesus Christ or the Virgin Mary, also express the culture and history of their 

given era. 

During the first few centuries of Christianity, Magdalene was seen as embodying 

the archetypal image of apostle and companion to Jesus. However, once Pope Gregory 

made his damning homily, Magdalene was relegated to the archetypal role of redeemed 

prostitute. Magdalene as witness, preacher and prophet was obliterated because of the 

reaction and fear of female power and authority. “Inclusion of the element of prostitution 

in the later Magdalene legends responds to the desire to downgrade her and deny her 

authority, as well as the desire to attach to female sexuality the notions of evil, 

repentance, and male mercy” (Schaberg, Resurrection 80). 
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The only divine feminine expression that the Orthodox would accept was one they 

could dominate. They could control the Virgin Mary because they created her, just as 

they created Magdalene, the whore. The Virgin Mary is an expression of the divine 

feminine archetype, but it is a limited one, as Marie Louise von Franz notes:  

Catholicism has at least the Virgin Mary as an archetypal 

representant of femininity, but this feminine archetypal image 

is incomplete because it encompasses only the sublime and 

light aspects of the divine feminine principle and therefore 

does not express the whole feminine principle. (The Feminine 

in Fairytales, 1) 

Church doctrine declared that the Virgin Mary was without sin and thus, from a 

depth psychological perspective, she has no shadow. Without a shadow, the Virgin Mary 

cannot be fully human or divine. “Original sin is not an inherited stain, but human 

weakness, and to deprive Mary of it robs her of her full humanity…” (Warner, Alone 

252). It also robs her of her full divinity. 

The cult of the mother goddess got stuck and suppressed and 

then reappeared later in the cult of the Virgin Mary, but with 

great mental reservations and precautions for disinfection of 

her dark aspect. She was once more admitted, but only 

insofar as the Church Fathers approved, and if she behaved. 

(Von Franz, Feminine 25) 

Consider the original, divine feminine archetype of the Goddess. She represented 

creation, fertility, birth and death. She was responsible for hurricanes, earthquakes, 
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sunshine and rain. None of this was labeled evil; it was just all that She was. Good and 

bad were a part of life and contained within the divinity of the Goddess. 

Christianity separated good and bad, rather than recognizing both as present in 

each individual and as part of the whole. This is seen in the roles it allowed its feminine 

God-Images to take—virgin or prostitute. “Together, the Virgin and the Magdalene form 

a diptych of Christian patriarchy’s idea of woman” (Warner, Alone 235). The 

manageable, controllable divine feminine expressions that the patriarchy created were an 

effective weapon of propaganda against the female sex. The Virgin Mary was an 

impossible ideal and Magdalene’s leadership and closeness to Jesus were buried with the 

Gnostic texts. The strength of Magdalene’s feminine expression was there, but covered 

up with patriarchal fear and weakness. 

She became a whore for many reasons: sexism, never 

simple, and misogyny; the struggle to create and maintain 

a male hierarchy with its male models and precedents; 

unconscious or semi-conscious androcentrism; asceticism 

and the increasingly high value put on celibacy; 

intolerance of difference; the genuine fear of one’s 

opponents within and without; political and social and 

cultural pressures; the liking for a good story; anger. 

(Schaberg, Resurrection 81) 

Magdalene was labeled a prostitute, but ironically, her true expression is closer to 

the original definition of virgin. Latin virgo means unmarried, but depth psychology 

expands that definition, interpreting virgin as a woman who belonged to herself, not to a 
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man; not to father, husband, or son (Harding, Women’s Mysteries 102). A virgin is her 

own person, true to her own nature and instincts, not to patriarchal expectations. “One 

speaks of a virgin forest, which is free and unconstrained, pregnant with life in 

accordance with the laws of nature. It is untrammeled and untouched by man, or, we 

could say, the laws of man” (Qualls-Corbett, Sacred 59). 

Magdalene expressed this virginal strength, for example, when she did not run 

and hide during and following Jesus’ crucifixion. Her ability to preach about Jesus’ 

teachings showed her courage, intelligence, and independence. She comforted the 

apostles and was not afraid. Magdalene can express this virginal strength because it is not 

about her relationship to a man—it is not about sex—it is about how she embodies the 

fullness of the feminine. 

The fullness of the feminine must include a shadow. Jung describes the shadow 

as, “The inferior part of the personality; sum of all personal and collective psychic 

elements which, because of their incompatibility with the chosen conscious attitude, are 

denied expression in life…” (Memories, Dreams, Reflections 398). Magdalene’s spiritual 

power was certainly denied expression and her demons may have been the result of that 

repression. Magdalene’s shadow, then, is seen in the seven demons that Jesus cast out of 

her (Leloup, Magdalene 109). Those demons were defined by the Orthodox as deviant 

sexuality, but they could have symbolized Magdalene’s thirst for and access to spiritual 

knowledge. This alone could label her a sinner; it certainly was incompatible with the 

Jewish view of respectable women.  

However, Magdalene’s demons could refer to the Greek term daimone, a 

reference to minor divine beings with their own power. “Daimons symbolize a higher 
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than normal degree of enlightenment which enables their owners to see farther and more 

clearly, and in a way which defies explanation” (Chevalier and Gheerbrandt, Dictionary 

of Symbols 284). This certainly describes Magdalene, but it is easy to imagine how her 

higher degree of enlightenment would have irritated the Church fathers. 

Along with the demons, Magdalene was cast into the shadow by those Christian 

fathers. She was forced into the role of prostitute rather than acknowledged for who she 

truly was. Nevertheless, having a shadow enables Magdalene to embody the fullness of 

the divine feminine, making her a more complete archetypal expression. 

This fullness was buried by the Orthodox. None of the books chosen for the New 

Testament showed Magdalene in leadership roles. “The ‘true’ Mary Magdalene has been 

kept a secret, in effect, by a church tradition that exiled her from authority and 

imprisoned her theologically for her sex” (Pagels, Introduction ix). The Gnostic gospels 

acknowledged her power and position: they saw a different archetypal image than did the 

Orthodox. However, even the synoptic gospels have her supporting Jesus during the most 

crucial events of his life.  

 

The Transforming Feminine 

The New Testament shows Magdalene to be present whenever critical events are 

happening to Jesus, including his crucifixion, burial and resurrection. Considering how 

important these events are to Christianity, why did the authors of all four canonical 

gospels make sure we know Magdalene, a woman, was there? In fact, the original ending 

of Mark 16:8 did not have Magdalene seeing the resurrected Jesus. Mark 16:9 was added 
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years later: “Now after he rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to 

Mary Magdalene, out of whom he had cast seven demons.” 

 Why did the editors of Mark make sure this information was added? Taking into 

account how patriarchal early Christianity was, why did all four gospels emphasize that 

Magdalene was there and that she was the first to witness Jesus’ resurrection? The 

gospels continued to be edited up until the printing press—yet they left Magdalene at 

scenes of great importance. One way to understand this is to reconstruct the story of 

Magdalene and Jesus--to reinterpret it in a way that is newly meaningful—to 

remythologize it. 

Often, if persons of religious faith are asked about mythology, they describe it as 

stories, morals, or cultural teaching. They would never believe that the stories of Zeus 

and Aphrodite are real, yet, they think the stories of their own religion are literally true. 

Sacred scriptures do not mean literal scriptures, but that is how much of the Bible is 

viewed. Unfortunately, what has been lost in this literalizing of religious myth, is the 

metaphorical and symbolic knowledge that deepens these stories, while keeping them 

current and meaningful. It is possible that the authors of early Christian texts were using 

well understood symbols and metaphors of their time and culture that we do not 

recognize. Jung writes in “A Psychological Approach to the Dogma of the Trinity”, 

“…man’s consciousness in those days did not find the symbols as outlandish as they are 

for us” (CW 11, para. 293). 

Archetypes, metaphors, and symbols come from the collective unconscious, but 

when they are put into religious stories, often the original meaning is lost or changed, 

especially if they are interpreted literally. Early on, Eve was sometimes considered a 
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heroine, reaching for knowledge; not a woman who was the cause of all sin. Believing 

literally in a talking serpent or that Adam and Eve got kicked out of an actual Garden of 

Eden, loses much of the symbolic and metaphorical meaning.  

The Virgin archetype should also be understood symbolically, not literally. “The 

Virgin carries the new consciousness—the consciousness that may radically shift the 

consciousness of the planet” (Woodman, Dancing in the Flames 10). Ironically, 

Magdalene carries this Virgin energy and embodies this consciousness, as does Jesus. 

The Christian understanding is that Jesus brought love to the religious world, rather than 

the rule of law and changed the world forever. Magdalene and Jesus are in the crucible of 

continuing incarnation, both necessary to radically shift the consciousness of the planet. 

Magdalene embodies not only this Virgin energy, but symbolizes the power of the 

transforming feminine. 

Ann Ulanov describes feminine energy this way. “The transformative, active side 

of the feminine principle accents the dynamic elements of the psyche that urge change 

and transformation” (Feminine 159). This feminine, transformational energy is seen 

metaphorically in gestation, birth, and death—not only of babies, but of ideas and 

change. However, the feminine and masculine principles work together in order to affect 

transformation. 

The feminine, in this sense, is the completing element; it is 

the feminine which completes the individuation of each 

sex. The masculine initiates the emergence of 

consciousness from primary unconsciousness; the feminine 
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initiates the completion of consciousness by re-establishing 

contact with the unconscious. (Ulanov, Feminine 269)  

Magdalene was with Jesus every step of the way; even the synoptic gospels 

indicate this. She was there when he was crucified, she was there when he was buried, 

and she was the first to see him resurrected. Magdalene was the only one capable of 

recognizing Jesus’ resurrected self, because she was instrumental in that rebirth. 

Magdalene represents this transformational feminine, which was necessary for the 

transformation of Jesus. 

Using Ulanov’s definition, it is the masculine that pushes an issue to the forefront, 

creating the opportunity for the psyche to assimilate the opposing concept. It is the 

feminine that carries that push to fruition and then starts the process all over again. This 

is the process of individuation; a continuous progression that has the psyche coming to 

terms with its own opposing elements. Individuation could be seen as conflict resolution 

within one’s own psyche, including the male and female elements. Integrating the 

feminine element is difficult, however, if the feminine is considered unimportant, weak, 

and even evil. Nevertheless, by remythologizing the events of Jesus’ life it becomes clear 

how necessary the feminine element is to Christianity.  

One of these events is the story of the woman anointing Jesus with oil. This story 

established that Jesus was being consecrated as king or Messiah. If Jesus was a mere 

guest having his feet traditionally washed, the story would not garner enough interest to 

be told in all four gospels. Certainly the stories vary; the Gospel of John tells us that it 

was Mary of Bethany that anointed Jesus’ feet; in Luke, the woman was a nameless 

sinner and Matthew and Mark tell us that it was Jesus’ head that was anointed. 
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Nevertheless, they all have Jesus being anointed and this ritual act establishes him as    

the Messiah. 

However, Jesus being anointed as Messiah is not what comes to mind when the 

anointing story is told. This story became infamous because Pope Gregory decided that 

the unnamed, sinful woman in Luke was Magdalene. The other three versions of the story 

do not describe the woman as a sinner and emphasize the anointing, rather than a long 

description of the woman.  This anointing must be important, not only because it is told 

in all four gospels, but because in Matthew 26:12-13, Jesus declares, “By pouring this 

ointment on my body she has prepared it for burial. Truly, I tell you, wherever this good 

news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of 

her.”  

The original meaning of this verse may be lost, as the anointing woman is seldom 

considered important. Yet, in the spirit of remythologizing what has been traditionally 

accepted, there is another possible interpretation of why we should remember this 

woman. The woman in the story is being proclaimed because of her ability to recognize 

Jesus as the Messiah; but more importantly, she represents the transformational feminine 

that is consecrating Jesus as he begins his journey of individuation and resurrection.  

Earlier in his ministry, Jesus tells his disciples not to tell the people that he is the 

Messiah. “He sternly ordered and commanded them not to tell anyone, saying, ‘The Son 

of Man must undergo great suffering , and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and 

scribes and be killed, and on the third day be raised’” Luke 9: 20-23. Thus, later in Jesus’ 

ministry was the right time to acknowledge him as Messiah. It is not a male disciple that 
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does this, but a woman who recognizes the right time and has the job of consecrating him 

as he begins his process of rebirth.  

Much has been written seeking to right the wrong done to Magdalene’s 

reputation. There is no evidence that she is the sinful woman in Luke’s gospel, but there 

is no evidence that she is not the anointing woman in two of the other three gospels. 

Perhaps the anointing woman is Magdalene; at least Bruce Chilton thinks so. In his 

chapter, “Changing Our Perceptions of Mary Magdalene,” he writes, “That gives us the 

key to the identity of this woman, because it is precisely Mary Magdalene who later in 

Mark’s gospel goes to the tomb in order to anoint Jesus’ body” (Secrets of Mary 

Magdalene 58). Chilton’s theory adds an important component when remythologizing 

this story. 

The authors of the synoptic gospels may have recognized the metaphorical 

importance of having the divine feminine partnered to the divine masculine. It’s even 

possible that the Orthodox recognized this need, but would not allow the feminine to 

have that much power and spiritual authority. They did not edit Magdalene out of the 

gospels, but later undermined her authority. “The counterweight of her sinfulness had 

made it safe to speak of her power and authority” (Schaberg, Resurrection 89).  

However, if Magdalene is considered the anointing woman, this would add a 

fourth time that she represents the transforming feminine element for Jesus; the 

anointing, the cross, the burial, and the resurrection—a Quaternity of sacred proportions. 

She embodies the active and transformational, divine feminine energy.  
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The Feminine Holy Spirit 

The Orthodox considered all the members of the Trinity to be masculine; Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit. However, Gnostic Christians did not necessarily agree. Their idea of 

God was more expansive and many of them felt the Christian God to be male and female.  

Pagels quotes Hippolytus, a third century theologian. 

One group of gnostic sources claims to have received a 

secret tradition from Jesus through James and through 

Mary Magdalene. Members of this group prayed to both the 

divine Father and Mother: “From Thee, Father, and through 

Thee, Mother, the two immortal names, Parents of the 

divine being.” (Gnostic 49) 

Other Gnostic groups also believed God to be male and female, basing their 

theology on Genesis 1:26, “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, 

according to our likeness…” God cannot be a single entity in this verse as the 

determiners are us and our. Genesis 1: 27 leaves no doubt as to God’s duality—at least to 

these Gnostic groups. “So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he 

created them; male and female he created them.” Other Gnostic groups agreed. 

 Valentinus, the teacher and poet, begins with the premise 

that God is essentially indescribable. But he suggests that 

the divine can be imagined as a dyad; consisting, in one 

part, of the Ineffable, the Depth, the Primal Father; and, in 

the other, of Grace, Silence, the Womb and ‘Mother of the 

All.’ (Pagels, Gnostic 50)  
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In the gnostic text, Apocryphon of John, John has a vision and Jesus talks to him, 

saying, “I [am the Father]; I am the Mother; I am the Son” (Verse 1:31). This creates a 

different kind of Trinity, one that includes the feminine. Pagels explains that in the 

gnostic text, Secret Book, the author “…has in mind the Hebrew term for spirit, ruah, a 

feminine word; and so concludes that the feminine “Person” conjoined with the Father 

and Son must be the Mother” (Gnostic 52). Ruah, then, according to Pagels, points to the 

divine Mother as being the Holy Spirit.  

Startling as this may be at first glance, who else would we 

expect to find with the Father and the Son if not the divine 

Mother, the Holy Spirit? But this early formulation of the 

trinity apparently reflects the Hebrew term for spirit, Ruah, 

as a feminine being—a connotation lost when spirit was 

translated into the New Testament’s language, Greek, in 

which the word becomes neuter. (Pagels, Introduction 8) 

Other Gnostic texts, including The Gospel to the Hebrews, The Gospel of Thomas, 

and The Gospel of Philip, all describe the divine Mother as Spirit. The Gospel of Philip 

59: 60, states that Spirit (ruah) is the “Mother of many” (Scopello and Meyer, Nag 

Hammadi Scriptures 167). Philip goes on to educate those who believe that the Virgin 

Mary was impregnated by the Holy Spirit, 55: 23 “Some say Mary became pregnant by 

the Holy Spirit. They are wrong and do not know what they are saying. When did a 

woman ever get pregnant by a woman?” (164).  

There are many examples of Gnostic texts declaring the Holy Spirit to be 

feminine, in contrast to the Orthodox texts and proclamations. Most of these descriptions 
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have the divine Mother as the Holy Spirit, to balance the Father and of course, to birth the 

Son. What is important to realize is that the feminine Holy Spirit represents the 

archetypal mother and thus, is not limited to one, literal woman. The Holy Spirit is 

mother to all. This provides equilibrium in that we have the Holy Spirit as the archetypal 

mother, balancing the archetypal expression of God-the-Father, and balancing the divine 

masculine of the Son, is Magdalene’s expression of the divine feminine. 

 

An Explanation of Jung’s Quaternity 

Jung did not accept that the Holy Spirit was feminine, but he did push the limits 

of the Christian Trinity. He asserted that the Christian Trinity--the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit--was missing a component. He sometimes argued that the missing component was 

the archetypal, divine feminine, expressed through the assumption of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary, while at other times he identified the fourth component as Lucifer, the fallen son of 

God.  

He began this train of thought because of the announcement of the dogma 

establishing the Assumption of the Virgin Mary into heaven. Seeking to oppose the 

materialism of Communism, in 1950, Pope Pius XII decided that elevating the Virgin 

Mary would help combat the attraction of Communism. Von Franz explains that Pope 

Pius believed, “…that the only way to fight the materialistic aspect would be by raising to 

a higher position the symbol of the feminine Godhead, and with it matter. Since it is the 

Virgin Mary’s body which is raised to Heaven, emphasis is on the physical material 

aspect” (Alchemy 213). 
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Women have long been associated symbolically with matter and mortality, as was 

the Goddess. Since women are the physical representations of the Goddess, they also 

symbolize matter and sinful humanity, as does the Virgin Mary. In “The Symbolic Life,” 

Jung explains the quaternity and how he thinks the Virgin Mary is connected.  

Human nature is the divine vessel and as such the union of the 

Three. This results in a kind of quaternity which always 

signifies totality, while the triad is rather a process, but never 

the natural division of the circle, the natural symbol of 

wholeness. The quaternity as union of the Three seems to be 

aimed at by the Assumption of Mary.  This dogma adds the 

feminine element to the masculine Trinity, the terrestrial 

element (virgo terra) to the spiritual, and thus sinful man to 

the Godhead. (CW 18, para. 1552) 

Human nature as the divine vessel is similar to the crucible in alchemy. The key 

alchemical ingredients are put into a crucible to be purified with the hope that the end 

result will be gold. Human nature or the psyche is the divine vessel or crucible that 

creates the God-Images. If culture and history are added to this crucible, various religions 

and God-Images are the result. The God-Images of Christianity--Jesus, the Holy Spirit 

and God-the-Father--are all born out of the political culture and history of early 

Christianity. This is also true of the Virgin Mary and Magdalene as a redeemed 

prostitute; both are a result of the politics and culture of their time. 

However, the God-Image is not static, but a continually evolving process within 

the psyche. In reality, humans are not made in the image of God, but the God-Image is 



 
 

140 
 

born out of the imagination of humanity. The numinous as an archetype, Jung would say 

is a priori, but the resulting God and God-Images are a result of human experience and 

evolve along with humanity. “…the God-image is a living entity, a living process that 

moves, that unfolds, that develops and undergoes transformations” (Edinger, The New 

God-Image xiii). The God-Image of Jesus has changed dramatically from his initial 

conception in early Christianity. Politics, varying cultures, the Reformation, feminist 

theology; all have influenced Jesus’ evolution.  

As quoted earlier, “Human nature is the divine vessel and as such the union of the 

Three” (Jung, CW 18, para. 1552). Again, Jung believed the Trinity, as an archetype, 

symbolized progression; a type of work-in-progress. “As a psychological symbol the 

Trinity denotes, first, the homoousia or essential unity of a three-part process, to be 

thought of as a process of unconscious maturation taking place within the individual” 

(CW 11, para. 287). The symbols of the Trinity--growth, development, and dynamic 

movement—could be exemplified in the three days it took Jesus to overcome death and 

be resurrected. Human nature is the psychic container for the Trinity, which then evolves 

into a Quaternity. 

The archetype of the Quaternity symbolizes completeness, stability, even a static-

psychic-process. Edinger explains, “The quaternity image expresses the totality of the 

psyche in its structural, static or eternal sense, whereas the trinity image expresses the 

totality of psychological experience in its dynamic, developmental, temporal aspect” 

(Ego and Archetype 182). 

Thus, when Jung says, “This results in a kind of quaternity which always signifies 

totality, while the triad is rather a process, but never the natural division of the circle, the 
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natural symbol of wholeness”, he is referring to a psychic process that is circular and 

continuous (Jung, CW 18, para. 1552). Jung’s phrase about the circle is confusing in this 

context, but points to the circle as a more common symbol of wholeness, which relates 

better to the idea of the quaternity. However, both the quaternity and the triad are 

necessary processes.   

Jung theorizes that the Assumption of the Virgin Mary completes the Trinity by 

raising it to a Quaternity. “This dogma adds the feminine element to the masculine 

Trinity, the terrestrial element (virgo terra) to the spiritual, and thus sinful man to the 

Godhead” (CW 18, para. 1552). Yet, it is confusing that the Virgin Mary could represent 

sinful man, when according to dogma, she was born without sin. Nevertheless, as a 

woman, Jung believes that the Virgin Mary can carry sinful humanity into the divinity of 

the Quaternity.  

Jung declared the dogma of the Assumption of Mary to be a major event for the 

collective psychology, because the religious masses were in dire need of  “…an 

intercessor and mediatrix who would at last take her place alongside the Holy Trinity and 

be received as the ‘Queen of Heaven and Bride at the heavenly court’” (CW 11, para. 

748). Jung believed that the expansion of the Trinity into a Quaternity was a necessary 

step in the progression of Christianity. However, Jung is primarily writing about 

Catholicism, as Protestants, on the whole, have not adopted the idea of the Virgin Mary 

being assumed into heaven. 

It is one of Jung’s basic ideas, therefore, that depth 

psychology is transforming the Trinitarian God-image of the 

Christian aeon into a quaternity God-image of the coming 
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aeon. It is another expression for the idea of the continuing 

incarnation, because with Mary being added to the Godhead, 

all humanity is dragged with her. It means all humanity 

becomes available for the incarnating process of the 

quaternity God-image. (Edinger, The New God-Image 102) 

 

Lucifer, the Other Fourth 

Elsewhere Jung states that it is Lucifer or the Devil that expands the Trinity. 

Lucifer was the Son that was cast out because he rebelled against his Father. Since God 

had incarnated into a Son that was all good, this left Lucifer with evil and the judgment 

that opposition is sinful. The Devil is in opposition to God: yet, without this opposition 

there can be no creation, individuation or continuing incarnation. 

Lucifer was perhaps the one who best understood the divine 

will struggling to create a world and who carried out that will 

most faithfully. For, by rebelling against God, he became the 

active principle of a creation which opposed to God a 

counter-will of its own. Because God willed this, we are told 

in Genesis 3 that he gave man the power to will otherwise. 

Had he not done so, he would have created nothing but a 

machine, and then the incarnation and the redemption would 

never have come about. Nor would there have been any 

revelation of the Trinity, because everything would have 

remained One forever. (Jung, CW 11, para 290) 
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Creation requires opposition, otherwise it is all unity with no catalyst for change. 

Diversity is a necessary part of creation. “Life, being an energetic process, needs the 

opposites, for without opposition there is, as we know, no energy. Good and evil are 

simply the moral aspects of this natural polarity” (Jung, CW 11, para. 291). 

 It is important to recognize that good and evil are human constructs and cannot be 

extended beyond human nature. This is also true of the Devil and God. Psychologically, 

the Devil is an impetus to change; for example, in the Garden of Eden, the serpent, 

symbolizing evil, was the impetus to change for Adam and Eve. Change is often labeled 

as evil. 

 Mythically, the Garden of Eden symbolizes the psychological Self before 

consciousness. “It [the Garden of Eden] is the initial, unconscious, animal state of being 

at one with one’s Self” (Edinger, Ego 17). In the Garden of Eden, the human psyche is 

not yet conscious, thus there is no conflict. However, when Eve reaches for the apple, she 

is reaching for consciousness. She is expanding her sense of self, by wanting 

discernment. “The fruit is clearly symbolical of consciousness. It is the fruit of the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil, which means that it brings awareness of the opposites, 

the specific feature of consciousness” (18). Becoming aware of the opposites is the first 

step towards individuation.  

Consciousness, then, is the true original sin and is what births the concepts of 

good and evil in human nature. Since Eve, a woman, was the first to reach for 

consciousness, she is blamed for colluding with that impetus for change, the Devil. Once 

Adam and Eve eat the apple, they cannot go back to their original state of 

unconsciousness; their eyes have been opened. “The serpent’s temptation represents the 



 
 

144 
 

urge to self-realization in man and symbolizes the principle of individuation (Edinger, 

Ego 18). This does not mean this process is easy or appreciated.  

 The lack of awareness of behavior and its consequences, or the unwillingness to 

look at that part of ourselves that makes us uncomfortable, is a root of evil.  “One of the 

toughest roots of all evil is unconsciousness…” (Jung, CW 11, para. 291). In his article, 

“Owning Up to My Toxic Biases,” Parker Palmer highlights this concept when he quotes 

Jerry Colona. “Grant me the wisdom to see my own unconscious biases that continue to 

unintentionally and inadvertently make me complicit in this staggering rise of hate and 

callousness.” Parker Palmer then adds, “…an unexamined life is a threat to others” 

(Owning Up to My Toxic Biases, Onbeing.org). Looking at the shadow is a necessary part 

of individuation; a necessary part of integrating the opposites. 

Another name for the devil is Lucifer, which means bearer of light. Perhaps this 

light is labeled evil because it shines into the darkest corners of the psyche—those 

corners that every individual wants to keep hidden. Lucifer embodies the resistance each 

human being has to facing their shadow and doing the work of individuation. In “The 

History and Psychology of a Natural Symbol,” Jung writes: 

Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in 

the individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. 

If inferiority is conscious, one always has a chance to 

correct it. Furthermore, it is constantly in contact with other 

interests, so that it is continually subjected to modifications. 

But if it is repressed and isolated from consciousness, it 

never gets corrected, and is liable to burst forth suddenly in 
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a moment of unawareness. At all events, it forms an 

unconscious snag, thwarting our most well-meant 

intentions. (CW 11, para. 131) 

 The shadow carries what we have not yet come to terms with in our psyche and is 

often what we fear most about ourselves. It is the unknown, the other, the part of 

ourselves that we don’t want to accept and often fear. “The ‘shadow’ is what Jung called 

those negative forces that trap the blithe ego, including what we deny in ourselves on 

moral or hypocritical grounds” (Rowland, Remembering Dionysus 4). However, the 

shadow is not only a part of every individual; it is also part of the collective unconscious-

-the shadow of humanity as a whole.  

Racism, sexism and other sins of the collective are a result of fearing the 

shadow—the other within ourselves. “Sexism, like racism betrays the fundamental 

inability of a dominant group to deal with otherness, to acknowledge equal humanity and 

kinship with those who are different from themselves” (Johnson, She Who Is 23). 

Hierarchy is one result of this fear of the other; that ranking of one group as better than 

another. This hierarchy results in racism and sexism and is experienced personally and 

collectively. 

 Christianity’s god is male and this puts men at the top of the Christian hierarchy, 

as they are the only ones made in that god’s image. As Mary Daly writes, “…if God is 

male, then the male is God” (Beyond God the Father 19). Men became all that is good 

and superior, while women are their opposite and inferior. Rather than praise Eve’s 

courage for reaching for consciousness, the patriarchy labeled her as evil for disobeying 

their male god. Instead of respecting Magdalene as Jesus’ most important apostle, this 
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patriarchal hierarchy made her into a whore. Thus, women do not just represent matter 

and sin; they are often depicted as the devil and the cause of all suffering.  

Consider Bishop Tertullian’s words, in the second century: 

Do you not realize, Eve, that it is you? The curse God 

pronounced on your sex weighs still on the world. Guilty, 

you must bear its hardships. You are the devil’s gateway, 

you desecrated the fatal tree, you first betrayed the law of 

God, you softened up with your cajoling words the man 

against whom the devil could not prevail by force. The 

image of God, Adam, you broke him as if he were a 

plaything. You deserved death, and it was the son of God 

who had to die! (Warner, Alone 58) 

The exception to all of this hatred was the Virgin Mary, an impossible ideal for 

mortal women, but a very handy tool for the patriarchy. “And while Catholics revere 

Mary as the mother of Jesus, they never identify her as divine in her own right; if she is 

“mother of God,” she is not “God the Mother” on an equal footing with God the Father!” 

(Pagels, Gnostic 48). She was valued for her virginity and motherhood, but especially for 

her submission. The Virgin Mary was a stark contrast to Eve and Magdalene—one 

cannot imagine that the Virgin Mary would push the limits of society and reach for 

consciousness—her role was to serve the patriarchy. 
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The Psychic Process of the Trinity Becoming the Quaternity 

 The story of Eve reaching for consciousness and subsequently being thrown out 

of the unity of the Garden of Eden is a myth that may be told to explain the evolution of 

humanity. Depth psychology would call this a creation myth, but also a story of 

individuation. The reaching for consciousness, becoming aware of the opposites, and the 

processing of these psychic consequences are all steps of individuation.  

According to Jung, the progression of the Trinity becoming the Quaternity is also 

a psychic process and represents steps of individuation. Jung wrote that the three persons 

in the Trinity symbolize three stages of development in the psyche. “Generally speaking, 

the father denotes the earlier state of consciousness when one was still a child, still 

dependent on a definite ready-made pattern of existence which is habitual and has the 

character of law” (CW 11, para. 270).  In this stage, all is one with the Father and he has 

absolute authority; opposites are not differentiated, Satan has not fallen and Jesus is only 

a gleam. 

The Son is the psyche’s stage of discrimination and reflection. God has been 

incarnated into the Son, who represents a transition stage of consciousness. “…the state 

of unreflecting awareness known as ‘Father’ changes into the reflective and rational state 

of consciousness known as ‘Son’” (CW 11, para. 272). The Son is now distinct from the 

Father and there is awareness of differences and opposites. 

Yahweh is the foundation of the Father-God in Christianity, although Yahweh 

could be seen as evil, while the Christian God is all good. “The biblical account of the 

destruction that Yahweh ordered is consistent with an evil god…” (Noddings, Women 

and Evil 13). However, in order for Yahweh to become all good, Lucifer, as the opposing 
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Son, had to be cast out. This dividing of Yahweh into two contrasting aspects is dualism, 

resulting in good opposed to evil, rather than both being a natural part of life and of the 

God-head (Edinger, God-Image xx).  

Again, opposition is essential for individuation and is often represented in 

religious context through stories and images. This is part of the psyche’s process. 

“Individuation, the discovery of the psyche, refers to the psychological level which 

understands religious imagery as the phenomenology of the objective psyche” (God-

Image xxi). The numinous or divine is expressed in images the collective psyche creates. 

It is through the individuation process that the nature of the God-Image transforms within 

the individual and then the collective psyche. Adding the feminine to the Trinity 

demonstrates the expansion of the religious psyche. This religious individuation is the 

process of humankind expanding its idea of what is sacred. This evolution can also be 

understood as the continuing incarnation of the God-Image.  

The Holy Ghost or Holy Spirit is the third being in the Trinity and Jung describes 

this as the third stage of psychic development in traditional Christianity. “He [Holy 

Ghost] is a function, but that function is the Third Person of the Godhead” (CW 11, para. 

236). And in theory, the Holy Ghost ends the duality of Father and Son, as there are now 

three being integrated into the God-head. The Holy Ghost becomes the paraclete, the 

advocate or counselor to Christians (Jung, CW 11, para. 204). 

The third step, finally, points beyond the “Son” into the 

future, to a continuing realization of the “spirit,” i.e., a 

living activity proceeding from “Father” and “Son” which 

raises the subsequent stages of consciousness to the same 
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level of independence as that of “Father” and “Son.” This 

extension of the filiatio, whereby men are made children of 

God, is a metaphysical projection of the psychic change 

that has taken place. (CW 11, para. 272) 

  Thus, when Jung writes that the Assumption of the Virgin Mary expands the 

Trinity into a Quaternity, it is a powerful change for the collective psychology. “The 

Assumptio Mariae paves the way not only for the divinity of the Theotokos (i.e., her 

ultimate recognition as a goddess), but also for the quaternity. At the same time, matter is 

included in the metaphysical realm, together with the corrupting principle of the cosmos, 

evil (CW 11, para. 252).  

 

Magdalene as the Fourth 

 There are problems with the Virgin Mary holding the place of the divine feminine 

in the Quaternity and that is her lack of sin, shadow and autonomy. It is inconceivable 

that the Virgin Mary could embody evil and she has no power of her own. Magdalene, of 

course, with her exorcised demons and spiritual power, can be seen as a more believable 

container for the full divine feminine.  

It is also true that women have been labeled evil and born of the devil for 

centuries. In this sense, Magdalene could be seen as carrying both the Devil and the 

divine feminine into the Quaternity. The Devil symbolizes the impetus to change and 

Magdalene represents the transforming feminine; both are necessary for resurrection. 

These archetypal expressions, while not the same, are not unlike in their end results.  
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Magdalene is not dependent on the Virgin Mary’s Assumptio to be recognized as 

the expression of the fourth in the Quaternity. She has been doing this, unacknowledged, 

since the writing of the Gnostic Gospels. There are four key times that she is with Jesus 

in the New Testament; at the anointing, the crucifixion, the burial and the resurrection. 

Yet, according to the Gospel of Philip, she is also with him in the Bridal Chamber. The 

continuing incarnation of the God-Image that Magdalene has come to express follows her 

journey from apostle and companion, to redeemed prostitute, and now to being 

acknowledged as anthropos and entering the Bridal Chamber. This is the last piece in the 

puzzle that secures Magdalene’s place as an equal to Jesus and the fourth in the 

Quaternity. 

 

Hieros Gamos and the Bridal Chamber 

The Gospel of Philip has several verses regarding Sacred Marriage and the Bridal 

Chamber, but in order to understand what these verses may mean, we need to understand 

the history behind them. The Hieros Gamos (or Sacred Marriage) is an ancient ritual that 

varies somewhat depending on the culture and the time, but is typically a ritual to ensure 

the fertility of the land, animals and humans. “This ritual is the traditional reenactment of 

the marriage of the goddess of love and fertility with her lover, the young, virile 

vegetation god…This union assures productivity of the land and fruitfulness of the womb 

of both human and beast…” (Qualls-Corbett, Sacred Prostitute 24). 

This religious ritual, like many others, was based on a 

psychological need. An essential spiritual dimension of life 

was projected outward and made concrete in the enactment 
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of the sacred union. Two elements, male and female, were 

joined together in the presence of a third, the divine. The 

psychological need symbolized by the sacred marriage is 

the psyche’s movement toward wholeness. The closest 

modern equivalent is the sacrament of Holy Matrimony. 

(Qualls-Corbett 79) 

 The psychological drive for wholeness is still a part of every individual, as are the 

male and female elements within each person. The ritual and symbolism around the 

Sacred Marriage uses two people, male and female, to express these elements that are 

within each person that need to be integrated. The Gospel of Philip suggests that Jesus 

and Magdalene are archetypal expressions of this integration. 

 

The Gospel of Philip and the Bridal Chamber  

  The Gospel of Philip (brackets are Leloup’s): 

Immersion in water and light is the Holy [baptism];  

To be free is the Holy of holiness [atonement];  

And the holy of holies is the bridal chamber or 

communion…”  (Leloup, Philip 107) 

 The ritual of being immersed in water symbolizes a spiritual cleansing and when 

combined with the light of inspiration becomes the ritual of baptism. The Holy of 

holiness symbolizes the freedom gained when an initiate atones for their sins. Once the 

initiate has integrated their baptism and atonement, their holiness is elevated so they can 
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enter the bridal chamber and commune with Spirit. First, one must do this on an 

individual level, but it also includes helping others in this pursuit of spirituality. 

Philip suggests that it is the relationship with other human beings and the divine 

that enable one to reach the overall goal of becoming a realized human being or 

anthropos. Philip continues, “Fully realized human beings are, thus, conceived through a 

kiss, and then they are born. We should desire, therefore, to kiss one another and assist in 

each other’s conception through the love we mutually share” (Bauman, The Luminous 

Gospels 89). The kiss is an exchange of inspiration, encouraging another to be born 

anew. 

 According to Bauman, the complexity of Philip’s gospel must be understood 

within the teachings of ancient, Jewish mysticism. This involves the vision of the 

heavenly temple and results in spiritual access to the Bridal Chamber. Bauman explains 

that this temple has three chambers that an initiate must pass through to be transformed. 

These chambers symbolize stages of human consciousness, each a spiritual practice 

moving the initiate forward in the process of individuation (77). These chambers are 

metaphors for the stages of individuation, just as Jung’s explanation of the Trinity also 

relates it to stages of consciousness moving towards individuation. 

 “The first chamber, which is the Holy Place, is associated with baptism, 

chrismation and the Eucharist, the three basic sacraments” (Bauman 78). This baptism is 

a spiritual one, opening the initiate to transcendence and a new way of being. Duality is 

challenged and a conscious change of identity results. The anointing that occurs in 

baptism strengthens the initiate so that they can honor this new sense of self. The more 

the initiate embodies the new self-awareness, the more the old awareness fades. 
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 The mystical rites of baptism and the anointing that goes with it, prepare the 

initiate for the second chamber, the Holy of Holies. The Holy of Holies represents a 

further stage of consciousness that exposes whatever limits and prejudices the initiates 

still have and burns them away. The initiate can now know the sacred self and is restored 

to the fullness of being that Philip believes is one’s True Self. This readies the initiate for 

the Bridal Chamber. “The perspective of self has now shifted from total duality to 

participation IN God, and the final transformation into nondual consciousness is now 

possible” (Bauman 79). 

 The Bridal Chamber is the third and holiest chamber and is where the initiate 

embodies the Christ spirit. “‘Sacred Marriage’, or the ‘pure embrace’ is what happens 

when, prepared by the mystical practices experienced above, one enters into the 

innermost room of the Bridal Chamber where soul and spirit are reunited in sacred 

marriage” (Bauman 79). This is reminiscent of the blending of the transformative 

feminine and the initiatory masculine. Soul represents the feminine, while spirit holds the 

masculine; both necessary for Sacred Marriage. 

Jesus and Magdalene can be seen as the expressions of these divine feminine and 

masculine elements; two becoming one in the Bridal Chamber. Philip seems to point to 

this by establishing the spiritual and intimate relationship of Jesus and Magdalene. 

Leloup translates, “The companion [koinonos] of the Son is Miriam of Magdala. The 

Teacher loved her more than all the disciples; he often kissed her on the mouth” (Leloup, 

Philip 83).  Leloup explains: 

The Hebrew word for kiss (nashak) means ‘to breathe 

together; to share the same breath.’ And the word for breath 
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is the same as the word for spirit; this is true not only in 

Hebrew (ruakh), but also in Greek (pneuma) and Latin 

(spiritus). Thus Yeshua and Miriam shared the same breath 

and allowed themselves to be borne by the same spirit. 

How could it be otherwise? (Philip 28) 

Schaberg quotes Iraneaus about what she calls the Bridal Chamber formula. 

“Place the seed of light in your bridal chamber…If you become light, the light will 

become your companion [koinōnei]” (Resurrection 154). Again, if the light of 

inspiration, hard won through baptism and atonement, is now part of the initiate, it is their 

constant companion and lights the path into the Bridal Chamber. Magdalene and Jesus 

symbolize this joining as they are companions or koinonos to each other. 

Koinonos means companion, but it is derived from koinonia, the word used to 

describe the sacred embrace of the bridal chamber. “A koinonos is one who on some 

level or another has experienced koinonia” (Bourgeault, Mary 140). The elevated status 

of koinonia is modeled by Magdalene and Jesus. 

Schaberg argues that all of these elements create a connection between the kiss 

and the Bridal Chamber, including a metaphor for spiritual intercourse or a sign for 

sexual intercourse (Resurrection 154). Bourgeault adds another metaphorical aspect, as 

she believes that the Holy of Holies represents the human heart, thus Philip’s Bridal 

Chamber is within the heart—an interior experience, not an external one (Mary 132).  

There is no one right way to think about the kiss or the Bridal Chamber. It would 

seem to be a powerful and intimate moment between Jesus and Magdalene, but also 

exemplifies the way to spiritual communion within an individual or in community. All of 
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these explanations point to Magdalene as an important, spiritual leader in her own right. 

Elaine Pagels believes Philip “…sees Mary Magdalene as a powerful spiritual presence, 

as one who manifests the divine as it appears in feminine form—above all as divine 

Wisdom, and the Holy Spirit” (Introduction 6). The Gnostic text, Dialogue of the Savior 

describes Magdalene as “…a woman who knew all things” (Scopello and Meyers, Nag 

Hammadi Scriptures 308). 

However, Jesus expected everyone to do the work to enter the Bridal Chamber. 

Have you not read that he who made them from the 

beginning made them male and female and said, ‘For this 

reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined 

to his wife and the two shall become one’? So they are no 

longer two but one. What therefore God has joined together 

let no man put asunder. Matthew 19: 4-6  

A possible depth psychological interpretation of this verse is that when any individual 

leaves what is comfortable (his father and mother) and works to blend the opposing 

elements in the psyche (the two become one), that individual gets to embody sacred 

marriage; the archetypal union of the male and female elements.  

 Magdalene demonstrates this integration and journey into the Bridal Chamber.  

She is indeed a potent symbol for the individual in search 

of union with the divine, as the symbolic bride of Christ. 

And the bride-bridegroom language has applied to both the 

individual and to Christianity as a collective, to a group of 

people in search of communion with God. (Bellevie 173) 
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 Magdalene has entered the Bridal Chamber and become the anthropos or realized 

human being; she has become an equal partner to Jesus. In spite of the Orthodox 

minimizing her power, today she has become a spiritual mentor for many seekers. 

Magdalene is a new face of God, a sorely needed divine feminine expression for today’s 

culture. She is not here just for women, but for men as well. The feminine element is a 

necessary quality in all people and men would surely find their own sense of freedom if 

they welcomed it into their psyche.  

 Magdalene has challenged the status quo, helping many people to see the gender 

imbalance in Christianity, as well as the possibility for a powerful, divine feminine 

expression. Magdalene is, as Jane Schaberg describes her, “…an action figure—one who 

stands for getting involved, for voting correctly, for informing yourself, and for getting 

off your butt” (“Roundtable” 173). Magdalene has become a dynamic figure of 

womanhood--representing the strength, courage and tenacity that it takes to be a 

powerful, spiritual woman. She is a new God-Image; expressing the integration and 

fullness of the divine feminine archetype. 
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Chapter Six—Mary Magdalene: The New Face of God 

 This sixth and concluding chapter will establish Magdalene as a new face of God, 

inspired by Jung’s idea of Job, in the Old Testament, teaching Yahweh about Himself. 

This will lead into new ideas about the Christian Trinity and how it is evolving beyond 

Jung’s idea of the Quaternity. Last, but possibly the most important, will be to explore 

how the divine feminine archetype is being expressed today. 

Often, Christians think of God as perfect, immutable, and omnipotent. One would 

think that a God who knows all and has unlimited power would know everything there is 

to know about those things that He creates, such as humans. This God would not need 

constructive criticism—as He is perfect and unchanging. The traditional translation of 

Exodus 3:14, “I am that I am”, has often been interpreted to support this description of 

God’s immutability. However, Jack Miles writes that a more accurate translation of this 

verse is “I am what I shall be” meaning, “You’ll find out who I am” (God: A Biography 

99). This gives a sense that God is not finished, that He is evolving. Perhaps Miles had 

read Jung’s book, Answer to Job, as it exemplifies this concept. 

Magdalene and Job taught God about Himself. They both expanded God’s sense 

of identity. Jung explains in his book, Answer to Job, that in the Old Testament, the Book 

of Job is an important development of the divine drama. It shows Yahweh to be 

contradictory in His behavior, as if He were unconscious of that behavior and its 

consequences. “Insight existed along with obtuseness, loving-kindness along with 

cruelty, creative power along with destructiveness” (CW 11, para. 560). Jung writes that 

Yahweh feels pain because of this inconsistency, which results in “…the picture of a God 

who knew no moderation in his emotions and suffered precisely from this lack of 
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moderation.” However, Yahweh’s condition was that He had little self-awareness to 

change these behaviors, in spite of the pain He was causing Himself. “Such a condition is 

only conceivable either when no reflecting consciousness is present at all, or when the 

capacity for reflection is very feeble…” (3). 

Jack Miles describes Yahweh as peculiar, because He did not create a social life 

for Himself—no other worlds and gods with whom to interact--but only allowing Himself 

to be at the top of the God-chain. “His only way of pursuing an interest in himself is 

through mankind” (God 86). This eliminates any opportunity to see Himself through 

another god or goddess’s eyes. 

In essence, Jung writes that it is Job who teaches Yahweh to reflect on his 

behavior and to see into his own unconsciousness and become conscious. The Adversary 

in the Book of Job is the symbolic impetus to this individuating process and tells Yahweh 

that Job is only pious because Yahweh has blessed him. The Adversary’s thesis is that if 

Yahweh were to take everything away from Job—his wealth, health, children, means of 

making a living—that Job will curse Yahweh and not honor nor worship Him anymore. 

Remember that another name for Adversary is Lucifer, meaning bringer of light—

symbolically shining that light into the darkness of Yahweh’s unconscious.  

 Jung is not writing about God, so much as the God-image of Yahweh; the God-

image that humanity had projected onto their concept of sacred power. Humanity has 

created a plethora of God-images and theologies that express the many-layered ideas 

surrounding the sacredness and mysteries of life. In fact, Edinger takes it further, “The 

history of western man can be viewed as a history of its God-images, the primary 

formulations of how mankind orients itself to the basic questions of life, its mysteries” 
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(The New God-Image xiii). This is more accurate than the supposition that the God-image 

is self-created, when it is actually the projection of humans. Thus, the construct of the 

God-image evolves along with humanity. 

 Yahweh becoming conscious is Jung’s interpretation of the meaning of Job’s 

suffering. The story of Job exemplifies the human desire that suffering mean 

something—that suffering is not arbitrary. If He is an unconscious God, who allows 

suffering or even causes it, then the relationship between God and humanity is small and 

cruel. Job was a necessary component to Yahweh becoming conscious of Himself and 

His behaviors, enabling Yahweh to evolve. “This chain of suffering repeats itself 

endlessly as long as objective consciousness is lacking” (Edinger, God-image 73). 

Job fulfilled the human task of mirroring the nature of God 

to himself. As a consequence of being shown what the Job 

mirror showed Him, Yahweh was obliged to undergo a 

process of Self-transformation, which is at the same time an 

incarnation and a humanization. He has to become; He has 

to participate more concretely in that mirroring 

phenomenon which has brought Him this consciousness, 

the mirroring phenomenon that is man. (Edinger,          

God-Image 70) 

 The story of Job is an example of the universality of human suffering, 

demonstrating that suffering is not necessarily a punishment by God. This God-image 

and this story are being experienced individually and collectively—through the psyche. 

Edinger explains, “The God-image is a synonym for the Self in Jungian terms. The term 
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God-image should not be confused with the term God…More specifically, the term God-

image is synonymous with a particular aspect of the Self—what would be called the 

collective Self” (xiv). These images change and evolve as the collective psyche of 

humanity evolves. “All God-images are modes of expression of humanity’s experience 

and understanding of the autonomous psyche…” (xv).  

Thus, when Yahweh allowed Job’s suffering, even pushed Satan to test Job 

further, and still Job did not curse Him--Yahweh was able to see Himself consciously 

through Job’s reaction and language. Yahweh was now on the path of individuation by 

acknowledging the opposing aspects (labeled good and evil) in His own behavior. This, 

of course, is reflected in the human psyche. 

With no human consciousness to reflect themselves in, 

good and evil simply happen, or rather, there is no good 

and evil, but only a sequence of neutral events, or what the 

Buddhists call the Nidhanna-chain, the uninterrupted causal 

concatenation leading to suffering, old age, sickness, and 

death. Buddha’s insight and the Incarnation in Christ break 

the chain through the intervention of the enlightened human 

consciousness, which thereby acquires a metaphysical and 

cosmic significance. (Jung, Letters para. 311) 

From Jung’s perspective, Job refusing to curse Yahweh and accepting Yahweh’s 

good and evil behavior gave Yahweh an insight into the opposition within His own 

consciousness. This insight led Yahweh to acknowledge and experience another set of 

opposites, that of becoming human and divine. The result led to God incarnating into 
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Jesus Christ. “The result of Job’s insight was then that Yahweh was obliged to incarnate 

and involve Himself in a Self-sacrifice in order to become man and to undergo 

humanization” (Edinger, God-image 73). In order to understand Himself and His 

creation, God needed to experience being human. The God-image lives and moves and 

has its being in humanity. 

 

The Magdalene 

 So it is with Mary Magdalene. Along with experiencing the opposites of good and 

evil, human and divine, the God-image (the Self within the collective human psyche) 

needed a balance of the opposing male and female elements. Thus, the God-image also 

incarnated into an aspect of the feminine. Magdalene became a feminine God-image, in 

contrast to Jesus. The individual and collective psyche needed this balance, perhaps 

expressed symbolically in the Sacred Marriage of Jesus and Magdalene in the Gospel of 

Philip. 

Magdalene began her story as a powerful apostle and many of her followers were 

capable of consciously seeing her in that role. However, a powerful, spiritual and 

independent woman was not yet part of the collective consciousness. The fear of this 

evolutionary change produced the projection that women were the cause of all sin. This 

fear also undermined Magdalene’s spiritual authority and imprisoned the feminine God-

image. This restriction of the feminine aspect of the Sacred has caused untold suffering 

on many levels. Certainly, women have suffered over millennia, but this lack of 

consciousness and acceptance of the divine feminine expression has also hurt children, 

the Earth, and the ability of men to look at their own unconscious behavior.  
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The process of looking at the unconscious is necessary if we are to expand our 

image of God and of the Self. “…God does not know what his will is until the individual 

makes the discovery” (Edinger, God-Image 88). However, if the discovery of God’s will 

(or God’s unconscious) is only valued if it comes from men in power, then it will take a 

long time for God to discover the balance and strength of the feminine. The continuing 

incarnation of the God-image and human consciousness is slowed by what the majority 

will accept. This does not mean there are not many other options, counter movements and 

belief systems existing side-by-side with that majority. It is the other options that push 

the status quo and the continuing incarnation. 

Today, the God-image of Magdalene is experiencing its own resurrection. 

Originally, she was seen as a powerful apostle and then as a redeemed prostitute, her 

image aligning with the cultural consciousness. Feminist scholarship, the Gnostic 

Gospels, and the women’s movement have all played a part in Magdalene’s continuing 

incarnation. The story of Magdalene the prostitute, whose only saving grace was being 

redeemed by Jesus, is now incarnating into one of Magdalene the apostle, leader and 

partner to Jesus. 

The story of Magdalene is the story of all women who have been considered only 

as sexual objects, whose authority and expertise have been dismissed because of 

misogyny and patriarchal limitations. This is clearly seen in today’s #MeToo campaign, 

highlighting the abuse and repression that women have endured for centuries; or in the 

elaborate effort by Russia, the Republican party and a patriarchal mind-set to defeat 

Hillary Clinton, the first female to be chosen as a nominee for President of the United 

States by a major political party. Magdalene is The Magdalene, an archetypal mentor for 
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women everywhere who are bringing changes to the collective consciousness and 

certainly to Christian God-images and Christian theology. Magdalene’s rebirth supports 

women’s rebirth everywhere. 

Magdalene can be seen as a new face of God—a new God-image in her own right. 

She presents an expansion, a balancing and continuing incarnation of the Christian 

Godhead, providing the vital, feminine expression so sorely needed. Magdalene’s visions, 

leadership and spiritual understanding underscore her own anointing and assumption into 

the Quaternity. She is one of many examples of the divine feminine being seen today and 

she certainly deserves the chance to have her story told. 

She is a model for women’s apostleship, leadership, 

courage, fidelity, power—twenty-five years ago, you would 

never have thought of Mary Magdalene in terms of these 

extraordinarily important roles. It’s very exciting that this 

dynamic creature has come to stand for these new feminine 

roles as opposed to the position she’d been relegated to for 

about two thousand years. (Haskins 174) 

 

Integration Through a Dynamic Trinity 

 Cynthia Bourgeault’s book, The Holy Trinity and the Law of Three, presents 

another way of looking at the psychic process of the Trinity. She notes that 

acknowledging the Gnostic idea of a feminine Holy Spirit in the Trinity cannot replace 

two thousand years of believing the Holy Spirit to be masculine. Bourgeault also points 

out that simply painting the Holy Spirit as feminine still diminishes “…the full range of 
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womanhood by a gender stereotyping that associates the feminine only with qualities of 

nurturance, tenderness and receptivity while diminishing the fullness of divinity by 

‘ontologizing sex in God,’ extending human divisions to the Godhead itself” (14).  

Bourgeault also emphasizes that in spite of recent efforts to feminize God-the-

Father and the Trinity, most Christians are too conditioned to thinking of the Trinity as 

three male persons rather than a metaphysical process. Yet, she believes the power of the 

Trinity is in its psychic process.  

As a metaphysical principle, the Trinity is by nature 

kinetic, overspilling itself into new expressions of its 

tremendous creative energy. In our dogmatic insistence 

upon only one triad of this eternal manifesting principle 

(Father-Son-Holy Spirit), we have bottled up its energy and 

conflated its unfolding manifestations. But the solution is 

not to find more-inclusive-language expressions of this one 

triad, but to become much more fluid in our use of the Law 

of Three, realizing that Father-Son-Holy Spirit takes its 

place among many triads of God’s expressiveness…   

(Holy Trinity 20) 

 The Law of Three has its foundation in G.I. Gurdjieff’s esoteric work in ternary 

metaphysics. This Law and process is a ternary system, rather than a binary one. A binary 

system, much like the concept of duality, is dependent on the tension of opposites or the 

contrast of polarities. This can be expressed in male and female, light and dark, good and 

evil, or even consciousness and unconsciousness. By its very nature, a binary system 
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results in two options, an either/or result. This can be very limiting, as well as subjective; 

for example, who decides what is good or evil?  

This subjective, either/or result is Bourgeault’s main complaint about binary 

systems. She offers instead the ternary system, which seeks completion in creating new 

dimensions of thought and action. The ternary system as she describes it “…stipulates a 

third force that emerges as the necessary mediation of these opposites and that in turn 

(and this is the really crucial point) generates a synthesis at a whole new level” (16). Her 

main attraction to the ternary system is its forward motion, where the chemistry between 

polarities results in a mediating or reconciling principle resulting in a new realm of 

possibility.  

Bourgeault also takes issue with Jung’s concept of the Christian Quaternity, 

writing that a quaternity is simply a double binary, still not allowing the full expression 

of the divine—especially because it does not include the shadow. After all, Jung names 

the fourth in the Quaternity as the feminine or the shadow, but not both. Bourgeault 

clarifies her reservation by quoting Bruno Barnhart’s description of the quaternity as 

“…the wedding of the masculine principle of structure and polarity with the feminine 

principle of wholeness, simplicity, and unity” (19).  She points again to the lack of 

shadow and thus, an incomplete expression of both the male and female principles, as 

well as the muddying of the Trinitarian metaphysical concepts.  

Jung’s idea of the Trinity is a psychic process moving towards the Quaternity--the 

stage of completion. Too often the concept of completion is that the process stops moving 

in a dynamic direction-- that it becomes static. This is not necessarily the case within the 

human psyche because the process just starts over again. However, many feminists and 
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others who are pushing the edges of the status quo, want a dynamic continuum—a 

process that continues to expand exponentially. One way to describe this dynamic 

continuum is the psychic process of the Law of Three or ternary metaphysics. 

 

The Teamwork of Ternary Metaphysics and the Masculine and Feminine Elements 

The point of bringing in a whole new idea of the Trinity is that it offers freedom 

from the binary expectations of the masculine and feminine elements. Ternary 

metaphysics offers the exciting and dynamic new potential that integration could bring. 

Bourgeault writes that if the fixation on the Trinity as being three male persons is 

loosened, then the Trinity can flow into new configurations. The Holy Spirit as feminine 

or Magdalene as the fourth in the Quaternity, are new configurations in Christian 

concepts, but ternary metaphysics takes it further. 

Bourgeault’s ternary metaphysics takes gender out of the Christian Trinity, 

freeing it to express many different aspects. She suggests that the power of the Law of 

Three is in the process and cannot be limited to an individual person or God-image. In 

fact, the concepts of masculine and feminine may be born out of the binary system, 

similar to the concepts of good and evil. Jung’s delineation of the masculine and feminine 

elements provides a necessary step in the progress towards individuation, but it is also 

quite limiting if those descriptions are not allowed to evolve. The ultimate goal is to 

allow integration and dynamic movement within one’s own psyche and the collective 

psyche.  
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Bourgeault writes that a triad based in the principles of the Law of Three, goes 

beyond basic inclusive language and reveals different facets of the divine wholeness. She 

gives examples of other triads: 

-Unmanifest/manifesting/manifested 

-God/Word/Word made flesh 

-Affirming/denying/reconciling (basic tenants of Gurdjieff) 

-Mother-Sophia/Jesus-Sophia/Spirit-Sophia 

 (Bourgeault credits Elizabeth Johnson for the last 

configuration). (Holy Trinity 20) 

These concepts and metaphors give an idea of the potential that could be a result of the 

ternary process. It removes strict definitions of gender and allows a more expansive view 

of the male and female principles. These concepts are necessary to the individuation 

process. 

There are those that think women wanting to be priests or to have equal rights and 

representation means they want the Goddess to return and a matriarchy to replace our 

current governing, patriarchal system. This would be a backward step in humanity’s 

efforts toward individuation and integration. Humanity needs to acknowledge and find 

balance with the integration of the masculine and feminine elements. This requires new 

language and evolving belief systems to support these new ways of being. 

Pushing for the inclusion of women in authority positions in Christianity is, 

perhaps, a positive and necessary result of the binary system. Protestant religions have 

started to allow not only women, but homosexuals and other gender non-conforming 

people to become priests and ministers. If the binary system allowed women to become 
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ordained, perhaps the ternary system continued with other marginalized groups. Perhaps 

the triad would look something like—man/woman/gender-fluid.  

The ternary system and its mediating process results in more than two options—

more than male or female biology and more than patriarchal expectations of the male and 

female principles. It is essential that all expressions of the human race can identify with 

the sacred. The God-image evolves along with humanity, thus all marginalized people 

can become new faces of God. 

 

New Sacred Expressions: Going Beyond Magdalene as the Divine Feminine 

Not only are the Christian God-images evolving and the traditional gender roles 

expanding, but Christian religious concepts and practices are also changing. Buddhism 

brought new ways to meditate; Hinduism (among others) brought yoga, while Sufism 

shared the joy of Rumi’s outlook on life. Many forms of Christianity have expanded to 

include some of these concepts. These religious siblings have further loosened the 

definition of what it means to be Christian. 

The dynamic changes that are taking place in Christianity and elsewhere can be 

explained in various ways. It could be that the divine feminine is initiating the changes 

from its elements of creation, chaos, birth and death or the explanation could be seen in 

the combination of the masculine and feminine principles demanding full expression. 

Perhaps ternary metaphysics combines all of these factors and more, resulting in a 

continuous unfolding and incarnating of ideas and concepts.  

Traditional groupings of religious affiliation or family are also changing. One 

interesting example of this process is seen in the number of African-Americans, many of 
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them less than thirty years old, who are leaving the Christian church and adopting 

variations of African spirituality. This can manifest in ancestor reverence, nature-based 

spirituality or general witchcraft. These variations may come from Ifá, Vodou, Santeria, 

Candomblé or other Yoruba religious traditions.  

Luna Malbroux writes in an article titled, “Why More Young Black People Are 

Trading In Church for African Spirituality”, “Doctrines that push respectability versus 

self-acceptance often focus on appearances and decorum, rather than the necessary self-

awareness to create systemic change” (SplinterNews.com 3). One can see the desire for 

individuation and real change in her explanation. Malbroux goes on to explain that for 

many Black people, Christian culture is not a progressive step, as it continues to uphold 

patriarchy, rape culture, and white supremacy.  Even though Magdalene’s new role in 

Christianity may be inspiring to some, it is not necessarily appealing to young Black 

people. 

So rather than only having two choices—either Christianity or one African 

religion, these young Black people are combining the God-images, rituals and theology 

that are meaningful to them. This could be seen as a result of ternary metaphysics--going 

beyond binary choices and definitions-- resulting in something entirely new. 

 A positive and negative effect of the ternary system is that it does not wait. 

Women want equal pay and representation; the ternary system agrees and pushes onward 

with Black Lives Matter, Immigration Reform, and any number of other progressive 

movements. The ternary system does not relegate progress to one dimension, nor does it 

wait for the quaternity stage of completion. It is a principle based in forward motion. 

People will have various opinions on whether this is good or bad, but the ternary system 
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says, “Yes! And keep going!” without judging it as good or bad—it just is. The ternary 

system, with its mediating and reconciling principles, tries to find common ground rather 

than opposition--producing integration and expansion, not separation. 

It is also important to acknowledge that the male and female elements are pushing 

for balance and wholeness within each individual, resulting in a myriad of expressions. 

These energies are to be integrated within each person and the collective consciousness, 

including secular and religious organizations. This is the point of individuation. This is 

also the point of having symbols and metaphors, as well as new language that can carry 

the individual, thus humanity, to a new way of being. Elizabeth Johnson writes, 

“…symbols point beyond themselves to something else, something moreover in which 

they participate. They open up levels of reality which otherwise are closed for us, and 

concomitantly open up depths of our own being, which otherwise would remain 

untouched” (She Who Is 46).  

 

Beyond Gender: How the Masculine and Feminine Elements Push Dynamic Change 

The feminine has been repressed for a long time, but so has the fullness of the 

masculine. The dynamic movement towards wholeness is freeing both of these elements 

to new expressions of teamwork and assimilation. Certainly there is resistance to the 

changes this individuation process is creating and sometimes forward movement is hard 

to discern, but it is happening. And it is happening in that dynamic fashion of many 

expressions, many avenues. 

Consider the binary system of gender—male and female. Often this has been 

expressed in archetypal images of traditional gender-conforming representations, such as 
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Magdalene and Jesus. There are exceptions to this rule and archetypes are supposed to 

cross gender stereotypes, but most archetypal expressions still have the countenance of 

male or female. However, society is learning that gender is not necessarily a binary 

system. Gender non-conforming individuals are speaking out and demanding 

acknowledgment. Genitals simply are not adequate or accurate in defining gender 

identity.  

The ternary system as Bourgeault describes it “…stipulates a third force that 

emerges as the necessary mediation of these opposites and that in turn (and this is the 

really crucial point) generates a synthesis at a whole new level” (Holy Trinity 16). This 

whole new level is allowing the masculine and feminine elements to color themselves far 

outside the lines that society has understood.  

Homosexuality is defined as sexual attraction to people of the same sex, but this is 

still only seeing things in terms of binary choices; male attracted to male and female 

attracted to female. The result of the ternary system combining the masculine and 

feminine elements is a plethora of gender expressions. The world is working to catch up 

to these new concepts of gender and language, sometimes with violence rather than 

mediation or acceptance.  

Finding language to fit these new concepts is challenging and often confusing. 

Certainly the new language around gender non-conforming individuals is not easy, 

especially when those individuals don’t identify as either male or female. For example, 

Mx, a new gender-neutral honorific for those who don’t want to be identified by gender, 

is now listed in the Merriam Webster dictionary. Nevertheless, these new concepts and 

the resultant language are a combination of the masculine and feminine elements working 
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within a ternary psychic process. Change continues and with it comes options. Breaking 

the use of habitual language is a step toward breaking the patterns of perception and 

feeling around a concept. 

In her article, Malbroux continues to explain the expanding consciousness of 

some young Black people. She describes the co-founder of Black Lives Matter, Patrice 

Cullors, as a queer polyamorous practitioner of Ifá, who is also a non-traditional, political 

leader. “Movements such as Black Lives Matter have re-centered queer and trans women, 

bringing awareness to the internalized sexism, transphobia, and racism in all systems—

including the church” (Why 3). This re-centering may be experienced by far more than 

the queer and transgender women of the movement and it provides a new dimension for 

people to discover within themselves. 

 Activism, as seen in groups like Black Lives Matter, may also be considered as a 

sacred experience. “The revolution is an energy of a divine, feminine force, one that we 

call Oya—that’s change. She’s the queen of the ancestors and the queen of the spirits. 

The revolution we need is going to start spiritually” (Malbroux 4). Like Job and 

Magdalene, all people need to make sense of their suffering, thus their God-images and 

spiritual concepts must evolve. 

The revolution is being seen everywhere. The last two years in the United States 

have been a hotbed of activism and resistance. Again, the masculine and feminine 

principles working within the ternary process do not judge things as good or bad—but 

they do release energy and move in a dynamic direction. Patriarchal and misogynistic 

practices are being left behind and the resistance to that is fierce. Nevertheless, that 

dynamic motion has begun. 
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Today, an unprecedented number of women are running for political office. This 

is at least partly due to the patriarchal manipulation that kept Hillary Clinton out of the 

White House. The consequences of old, patriarchal patterns quashing the efforts towards 

feminine empowerment is resistance, resulting in more women running for office, but 

also in the symbols of pink pussy hats, the hashtag #Nasty Woman, and the very 

concrete, but inspiring Women’s March.  

The #MeToo campaign is speaking out and standing up to entitled men who have 

used sexual assault to manipulate and demean women. There are many men who are not 

only supporting the #MeToo campaign, but are willing to look at their own behaviors and 

work towards change. This process is not easy or simple, but a necessary cleansing of an 

infected wound that has weakened the body of our society. The power of integrating the 

masculine and feminine elements is exponential and not to be underestimated. 

 

In Conclusion: My Thoughts 

When I first read Cynthia Bourgeault’s, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene, I had 

no idea where it would take me. I was shocked to learn that there was no evidence 

whatsoever that supported Magdalene as a prostitute, but plenty of evidence showing her 

to be a prominent apostle and partner to Jesus. This was similar to learning that some of 

the original stories about Eve lauded her as a courageous heroine, willing to risk all that 

she knew to help her people; she was not the cause of all sin and disobedience. Of course, 

even more disconcerting was the traumatic education that outlined the deliberate and 

systemic suppression of women. It’s not that I didn’t know the end result, but I was not 
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aware of the eager and corporate willingness to blatantly misrepresent and manipulate 

women into positions of weakness and degradation. 

As Elizabeth Johnson noticed, “…androcentric injunctions become more detailed 

and numerous with the growth of the women’s movement” (She Who Is 60). The question 

I have not had answered in this dissertation process is, “What are men so afraid of?” It’s 

as if they are afraid that the Goddess will regain power and re-institute the Hieros Gamos 

practice of sacrificing the male consort for the fertility of the land.  And while there are a 

few men that I might suggest for this ritual, it would not be a progressive step for 

humanity. So the question remains unanswered for me. Perhaps it awaits the person who 

will take on the challenge of one of my professors, “There is a dissertation in that!” I’m 

sure there are many dissertations on just that issue. 

I feel tremendous gratitude for the numerous, feminist Bible scholars who have 

presented their research about the roles of women and men in the Bible, especially the 

New Testament. Learning the process and evolution of early Christianity was invaluable; 

the immense diversity that was its foundation, but especially that women were leaders--

exposing the falsity of the disingenuous explanation, “That’s just the way it was for 

women in that time.” 

The Gnostic Gospels added to this education by continuing to expose the diversity 

of early Christianity and revealing that the end result of what Christianity looks like was 

not a foregone conclusion. I was surprised that some Gnostics believed the resurrection of 

Jesus to be symbolic, not literal, and of course, that women were leaders, prophets, and 

preachers. The Bible is a mythological text, not an historic one, yet learning about the 

personal agenda of all the authors of early Christian texts was particularly eye-opening. 
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There were many ideas that were corrected for me—the Council of Nicaea did not 

choose the books of the New Testament, but established the dogma of Jesus being divine 

and human. The Council of Carthage sanctioned which books were to be included in the 

New Testament, but other texts were added after that and they all continued to be edited 

up until time of the printing press. There were other councils whose sole purpose was to 

limit the roles women could perform in the church. This, of course, points to the fact that 

women were until then, active in those roles.  

The Gospel of Mary was still being used and copied into the fifth century and 

soon after that Pope Gregory damned her to prostitution. One of the most powerful times 

for the evolution of the myth of Magdalene, the redeemed prostitute, was in the Middle 

Ages, demonstrating the power of myth to evolve with the culture. The archetypal 

expression of the divine feminine that was Magdalene could not be contained, but it 

could be pushed into the images and concepts that fit the patriarchal expectations of      

the times. 

The controversy between the Orthodox and the Gnostic followers, symbolically 

represented by Peter and Magdalene, was extraordinary because it demonstrated the 

threat that Magdalene embodied. And while I shouldn’t be surprised at the deliberate 

cruelty of misogyny, I was astounded by the extent to which it was carried out. If a man 

in power didn’t like what a woman was saying or doing, he would just label her a 

prostitute. Of course, the real sadness is that this is still happening today. Will men 

always feel so insecure that they have to conquer the Goddess over and over again? 

Hopefully this will not be the case. 
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The Gnostic Gospels give us vital information in regards to Magdalene and early 

Christianity. Unfortunately, the famous kiss scene in the Gospel of Philip has been 

interpreted to mean that Magdalene and Jesus were married, and mostly loses the 

metaphorical and spiritual meaning behind the event. Marcus J. Borg said that the 

historical Jesus was theologically irrelevant, and for me, this is true of Magdalene as well 

(Seeing Jesus for the First Time 12). Whether or not Magdalene and Jesus were literally 

married and had a child is also irrelevant.  However, I am thoroughly convinced that the 

Gnostic groups that revered Magdalene did see her as the spiritual partner of Jesus, 

representing the divine feminine in Sacred Marriage to Jesus, as well as the spiritual 

leader most qualified to take his place. 

 

The Divine Feminine Again 

I have begun to see the effect of the divine feminine everywhere. It gives me hope 

in a world that seems to be in a downward spiral. I can see that old patriarchal ways of 

thinking and behaving are doing everything they can to keep a new, metaphorical Christ-

child from being born. The last two thousand years have tried very hard to repress and 

control the divine feminine, but as it is a part of every human consciousness, it is finding 

new, dynamic ways to be seen. This is being seen in both individual consciousness and 

the collective, in religious context and secular.  

The divine feminine and the divine masculine are finding new ways to express 

themselves, no longer content to be separated into female or male bodies.  

All religions have truth in them and religions are more similar than the general 

populace may want to admit. Religion, in some format, will always have a place in the 
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human psyche. Jung called it the religious function; that need to experience the 

numinous. I want to experience the numinous, as well, but not by remaking Christianity 

or any other religion. I am more in line with the concept found in 12-step groups, Take 

what you like and leave the rest. The sacred can be creatively expressed and embodied in 

infinite ways. New dimensions are always available. 

I do find comfort in Christian rituals and communities, but often find other 

mythological stories to fit my experience better. The story of Innana, the Sumerian great 

goddess and Queen of Heaven (c. 1900-1600 B.C.E), describes the dissertation process 

for me. 

Innana goes to visit her sister, Ereshkigal, Queen of the Dead, to observe the 

funeral rites of her brother-in-law. She dresses in her finest and her objects of power. She 

has the Crown of Heaven on her head, a necklace of lapis lazuli, a breastplate, golden 

ring, and carries her scepter or Rod of Power. 

However, Ereshkigal has no great love for Innana, and tells her servant to bolt the 

seven gates to the underworld and only let Innana in one-at-a-time, and each time she 

must remove an object of power. Eventually, even her clothing must be removed and she 

enters Ereshkigal’s domain naked and bowed. Ereshkigal then strikes her dead and has 

her corpse hung on a hook. 

When Innana doesn’t return after three days and three nights, her servant 

Ninshabur goes to Innana’s uncle for help and he gives her two demons. The demons fly 

into the underworld and notice that Ereshkigal is in great pain over the death of her 

husband. They sympathize with her, (Oh, if Job’s friends could only have done the 
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same!) and she gives them a boon. They take Innana’s body and revive her with the food 

and water of life.  

This describes the process of writing a dissertation. One goes into the process, 

robed with passion, ideas, eagerness and a clear purpose. Every chapter takes something 

from you, until you are naked and vulnerable. Then the person you thought was your 

family, a familiar and comforting extension of yourself, mercilessly strikes you down. 

The only thing left of your old self is a corpse, hung helplessly on a hook. 

You are now dry as a husk, with no inspiration and no ability to get down by 

yourself.  And it is your servant who saves you—the lowliest idea or glimmer of respect 

that you have for yourself—the part of yourself that you have dismissed and not 

appreciated. In actuality, it is your demons who save you—your Daimons, your inner 

divinity and perseverance that saves the day, over and over again. 

Various myths, gods and goddesses, including Magdalene, give me inspiration 

and courage. However, I now know too much about the evolution of Christianity to really 

be inspired by its practice. One of the greatest sins Christianity has perpetrated is the idea 

that if you are only good enough, you won’t suffer. Suffering is part of life. Everyone 

suffers; but like Job, we want to know why. 

I have seen in this last year of Black men being killed, immigrants being deported, 

and the sex trade being exposed, that there may be no meaning to suffering. However, the 

inspiration—and the hope—come from the people working so imperfectly to make things 

better. People are complex, inspiring and dispiriting, as am I. There is power in accepting 

what is—what reality is, right now—then changes can be made. 
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It also seems to me that while there is so much pain in the world, there is also a lot 

of compassion. We’ve seen this in the heroic efforts made by people after the Las Vegas 

shooting, or the help given during and after the floods in Houston or the fires in 

California. People are so complex, flawed and beautiful. James Baldwin wrote, “White 

people will have quite enough to do in learning how to accept and love themselves and 

each other, and when they have achieved this—which will not be tomorrow and may very 

well be never—the Negro problem will no longer exist, for it will no longer be needed” 

(“Letter from a Region in My Mind”, 22). I’m sure this need to love oneself is not limited 

to white people. 

This is the point of individuation; to learn to love ourselves so that we don’t 

blame anything and everything else. This is the point of Magdalene’s courageous 

journey—to keep moving forward no matter what. We must move forward even when we 

are falsely accused and labeled a prostitute for two thousand years. We must keep 

working with the dynamic movement of the ternary metaphysical process, so that there 

are choices. And we must come to terms with the full expression of the feminine and 

masculine elements, individually and collectively. This is our work. 
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