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Mary of Bethany 

Mary of Bethany (Judeo-Aramaic  ,˫˧˶ˬMaryǕm, rendered ɀŬɟɑŬ, Maria, in the Koine 

Greek of the New Testament; form of Hebrew , MiryǕm, or Miriam, "wished for child", 

"bitter" or "rebellious") is a biblical figure described in the Gospels of John and Luke in the 

Christian New Testament. Together with her siblings Lazarus and Martha, she is described 

as living in the village of Bethany near Jerusalem. In Roman Catholic tradition, Mary of 

Bethany is identified as Mary Magdalene (of whom more is recorded in the gospels as well 

as in later traditions), while in Eastern Orthodox and Protestant traditions they are considered 

separate persons. The Orthodox Church has its own traditions 

regarding Mary of Bethany's life beyond the gospel accounts. 

Biblical references 

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus visits the home of two sisters 

named Mary and Martha. Mary is contrasted with her sister 

Martha, who was "cumbered about many things"
[Lk 10:40]

 while 

Jesus was their guest, while Mary had chosen "the better part," 

that of listening to the master's discourse.
[1]

 The name of their 

village is not recorded, nor any mention of whether Jesus was 

near Jerusalem: 

As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a 

village where a woman named Martha opened her home to 

him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lordôs feet 

listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the 

preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, 

ñLord, donôt you care that my sister has left me to do the work 

by myself? Tell her to help me!ò ñMartha, Martha,ò the Lord 

answered, ñyou are worried and upset about many things, but 

only one thing is needed. Mary  has chosen what is better, and 

it will not be taken away from her.ò 

ï Luke 10:38-42, New International Version 

For Mary to sit at Jesus' feet, and for him to allow her to do so, was itself controversial. In 

doing so, as one commentator notes, Mary took "the place of a disciple by sitting at the feet 

of the teacher. It was unusual for a woman in first-century Judaism to be accepted by a 

teacher as a disciple."
[2]

 

In the Gospel of John, a Mary appears in connection two incidents: the raising from the dead 

of her brother Lazarus
[11:1-2]

 and the anointing of Jesus.
[12:3]

 The identification of this being 

 

Christ in the House of Martha and 

Mary, Johannes Vermeer, before 

1654-1655, oil on canvas 

(National Gallery of Scotland, 

Edinburgh) - Mary is seated at the 
feet of Jesus 

Venerated in Orthodox Church, 

Roman Catholic Church (as Mary 

Magdalene), Anglican 
Communion, Lutheranism, 

Feast: 

June 4 (Orthodox), July 29 
(Lutheran/Anglican) 
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the same Mary in both incidents is given explicitly by the author: "Now a man named 

Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. This 

Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the 

Lord and wiped his feet with her hair."
[John 11:1-2]

 The mention of her sister Martha suggests a 

connection with the aforementioned woman in Luke. 

In the account of the raising of Lazarus, Jesus meets 

with the sisters in turn: Martha followed by Mary. 

Martha goes immediately to meet Jesus as he arrives, 

while Mary waits until she is called. As one 

commentator notes, "Martha, the more aggressive 

sister, went to meet Jesus, while quiet and 

contemplative Mary stayed home. This portrayal of 

the sisters agrees with that found in Luke 10:38-42."
[3]

 

When Mary meets Jesus, she falls at his feet. In 

speaking with Jesus, both sisters lament that he did 

not arrive in time to prevent their brother's death: 

"Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 

have died."
[Jn 11:21,32]

 But where Jesus' response to Martha is one of teaching calling her to 

hope and faith, his response to Mary is more emotional: "When Jesus saw her weeping, and 

the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and 

troubled.
[Jn 11:33]

 As the 17th century British commentator Matthew Henry notes, "Mary 

added no more, as Martha did; but it appears, by what follows, that what she fell short in 

words she made up in tears; she said less than Martha, but wept more."
[4]

 

Anointing of Jesus 

A narrative in which Mary of Bethany plays a central role (in at least one of the accounts) is 

the anointing of Jesus, an event reported by the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John in 

which a woman pours the entire contents of an alabastron of very expensive perfume over 

the head
[Mt 26:7]

 
[Mk 14:3]

 or feet
[Jn 12:3]

 of Jesus. Only in the John account
[Jn 12:1-8]

 is the woman 

identified as Mary, with the earlier reference in John 11:1-2 establishing her as the sister of 

Martha and Lazarus. 

Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus 

had raised from the dead. Here a dinner was given in Jesus' honor. Martha served, while 

Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him. Then Mary  took about a pint of 

pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus' feet and wiped his feet with her 

hair. And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 

But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, "Why wasn't 

this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year's wages." He did not 

 

Christ in the House of Simon by Dieric 
Bouts, 1440s (Staatliche Museen, 

Berlin) 
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say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money 

bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it. 

"Leave her alone," Jesus replied. "It was intended that she should save this perfume for the 

day of my burial. You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have 

me.ò 

ï John 12:1-8, New International Version 

The woman's name is not given in the Gospels of Matthew
[26:6-13]

 and Mark,
[14:3-9]

 but the 

event is likewise placed in Bethany, specifically at the home of one Simon the Leper, a man 

whose significance is not explained elsewhere in the gospels. 

According to the Markan account, the perfume was the purest of spikenard. Some of the 

onlookers are angered because this expensive perfume could have been sold for a year's 

wages, which Mark enumerates as 300 denarii, and the money given to the poor. The Gospel 

of Matthew states that the "disciples were indignant" and John's gospel states that it was 

Judas Iscariot who was most offended (which is explained by the narrator as being because 

Judas was a thief and desired the money for himself). In the accounts, Jesus justifies Mary's 

action by stating that they would always have the poor among them and would be able to 

help them whenever they desired, but that he would not always be with them. He says that 

her anointing was done to prepare him for his burial. As one commentator notes, "Mary 

seems to have been the only one who was sensitive to the impending death of Jesus and who 

was willing to give a material expression of her esteem for him. Jesus' reply shows his 

appreciation of her act of devotion."
[3]

 The accounts in Matthew and Mark adds these words 

of Jesus, "I tell you the truth, wherever this gospel is preached throughout the world, what 

she has done will also be told, in memory of her".
[Mt 26:13]

 
[14:9]

 

Easton (1897) noted that it would appear from the circumstances that the family of Lazarus 

possessed a family vault
[Jn 11:38]

 and that a large number of Jews from Jerusalem came to 

console them on the death of Lazarus,
[Jn 11:39]

 that this family at Bethany belonged to the 

wealthier class of the people. This would help explain how Mary of Bethany could afford to 

possess quantities of expensive perfume.
[1]

 

A similar anointing is described in the Gospel of Luke
[7:7-39]

 as occurring at the home of one 

Simon the Pharisee in which a woman who had been sinful all her life, and who was crying, 

anointed Jesus' feet and, when her tears started to fall on his feet, she wiped them with her 

hair. Luke's account (as well as John's) differs from that of Matthew and Mark by relating 

that the anointing is to the feet rather than the head. Although it is a subject of considerable 

debate, many scholars hold that these actually describe two separate events.
[5]

 

It should also be noted that Jesus' response to the anointing in Luke is completely different 

from that recorded in the other gospels. Rather than Jesus' above-mentioned comments on 

the "poor you will always have with you", here he tells his host the Parable of the Two 
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Debtors. As one commentator notes, "Luke is the only one to record the parable of the two 

debtors, and he chooses to preserve it in this setting... If one considers the other gospel 

accounts as a variation of the same event, it is likely that the parable is not authentically set. 

Otherwise, the powerful message from the parable located in this setting would likely be 

preserved elsewhere, too. However, if one considers the story historically accurate, 

happening in Jesus' life apart from the similar incidents recorded in the other gospels, the 

question of the authenticity of the parable receives a different answer... John Nolland, 

following Wilckens' ideas, writes: 'There can hardly be a prior form of the episode not 

containing the present parable, since this would leave the Pharisee's concerns of v 39 with no 

adequate response'."
[6]

 

Catholic identification with Mary Magdalene 

In Roman Catholic tradition, Mary of Bethany is identified as Mary Magdalene, while in 

Eastern Orthodox and Protestant traditions they are considered separate persons. The 

Catholic Encyclopedia (1910) states, "The Greek Fathers, as a whole, distinguish the three 

persons: the "sinner" of Luke 7:36-50; the sister of Martha and Lazarus, Luke 10:38-42 and 

John 11; and Mary Magdalen. On the other hand most of the Latins hold that these three 

were one and the same. Protestant critics, however, believe there were two, if not three, 

distinct persons."
[7]

 

The author of the Catholic Encyclopedia article goes on to enumerate the accounts of each of 

these three persons (the unnamed "sinner", Mary Magdalene, and Mary of Bethany) in the 

Gospel of Luke and concludes that based on these accounts ñthere is no suggestion of an 

identification of the three persons, and if we had only Luke to guide us we should certainly 

have no grounds for so identifying them [as the same person].ò He then explains first the 

Catholic position equating Mary of Bethany with the sinful woman of Luke by referring to 

John 11:2, where Mary is identified as the woman who anointed Jesus, and noting that this 

reference is given before Johnôs account of the anointing in Bethany: 

John, however, clearly identifies Mary of Bethany with the woman who anointed Christ's 

feet (12; cf. Matthew 26 and Mark 14). It is remarkable that already in John 11:2, John has 

spoken of Mary as "she that anointed the Lord's feet", he aleipsasa. It is commonly said that 

he refers to the subsequent anointing which he himself describes in 12:3-8; but it may be 

questioned whether he would have used he aleipsasa if another woman, and she a "sinner" in 

the city, had done the same. It is conceivable that John, just because he is writing so long 

after the event and at a time when Mary was dead, wishes to point out to us that she was 

really the same as the "sinner." In the same way Luke may have veiled her identity precisely 

because he did not wish to defame one who was yet living; he certainly does something 

similar in the case of St. Matthew whose identity with Levi the publican (5:7) he conceals. If 

the foregoing argument holds good, Mary of Bethany and the "sinner" are one and the 

same.
[7]
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The Catholic Encyclopedia author then explains the identification of Mary of Bethany with 

Mary Magdalene by the presumption that, because of Jesusô high praise of her deed of 

anointing him, it would be incredible that she should also not have been at his crucifixion 

and resurrection. Since Mary Magdelene is reported to have been present on those occasions, 

by this reasoning, she must therefore be the same person as Mary of Bethany: 

An examination of John's Gospel makes it almost impossible to deny the identity of Mary of 

Bethany with Mary Magdalen. From John we learn the name of the "woman" who anointed 

Christ's feet previous to the last supper. We may remark here that it seems unnecessary to 

hold that because Matthew and Mark say "two days before the Passover", while John says 

"six days" there were, therefore, two distinct anointings following one another. John does not 

necessarily mean that the supper and the anointing took place six days before, but only that 

Christ came to Bethany six days before the Passover. At that supper, then, Mary received the 

glorious encomium, "she hath wrought a good work upon Me...in pouring this ointment upon 

My body she hath done it for My burial...wheresoever this Gospel shall be preached...that 

also which she hath done shall be told for a memory of her." Is it credible, in view of all this, 

that this Mary should have no place at the foot of the cross, nor at the tomb of Christ? Yet it 

is Mary Magdalen who, according to all the Evangelists, stood at the foot of the cross and 

assisted at the entombment and was the first recorded witness of the Resurrection. And while 

John calls her "Mary Magdalen" in 19:25, 20:1, and 20:18, he calls her simply "Mary" in 

20:11 and 20:16.
[7]

 

French scholar Victor Saxer dates the identification of Mary Magdalene as a prostitute, and 

as Mary of Bethany, to a sermon by Pope Gregory the Great on September 21, 591 A.D., 

where he seemed to combine the actions of three women mentioned in the New Testament 

and also identified an unnamed woman as Mary Magdalene. In another sermon, Gregory 

specifically identified Mary Magdalene as the sister of Martha mentioned in Luke 10.
[8]

 

Eastern Orthodox tradition  

In Orthodox Church tradition, Mary of Bethany is honored as a separate individual from 

Mary Magdalene. Though they are not specifically named as such in the gospels, the 

Orthodox Church counts Mary and Martha among the Myrrh-bearing Women. These faithful 

followers of Jesus stood at Golgotha during the Crucifixion of Jesus and later came to his 

tomb early on the morning following the Sabbath with myrrh (expensive oil), according to 

the Jewish tradition, to anoint their Lord's body. The Myrrhbearers became the first 

witnesses to the Resurrection of Jesus, finding the empty tomb and hearing the joyful news 

from an angel.
[9]

 

Orthodox tradition also relates that Mary's brother Lazarus was cast out of Jerusalem in the 

persecution against the Jerusalem Church following the martyrdom of St. Stephen. His 

sisters Mary and Martha fled Judea with him, assisting him in the proclaiming of the Gospel 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_of_Bethany#cite_note-Pope-6
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Gregory_the_Great
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_of_Bethany#cite_note-7
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myrrh-bearers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crucifixion_of_Jesus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblical_Sabbath
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myrrh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resurrection_of_Jesus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_of_Bethany#cite_note-8
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Stephen


Various Information on the Maryçs & Martha 

8 | P a g e 
 

in various lands.
[10]

 The three later moved to Cyprus, where Lazarus became the first Bishop 

of Kition (modern Larnaca).
[11]

 All three died in Cyprus. 

Commemoration as a Saint 

St. Mary of Bethany is commemorated in the Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholic 

Churches with her sister Martha on June 4, as well as on the Sunday of the Myrrhbearers 

(the Third Sunday of Pascha, i.e. the Third Sunday of Easter). She also figures prominently 

in the commemorations on Lazarus Saturday (the day before Palm Sunday). 

She is commemorated on July 29 in the Calendar of Saints of the Lutheran Church (together 

with Martha and Lazarus) and in the Calendar of saints of the Episcopal Church and the 

Church of England (together with Martha).
[12]

 

St. Mary Magdalen (i) CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPEDIA 

Mary Magdalen was so called either from Magdala near Tiberias, on the west shore of 

Galilee, or possibly from a Talmudic expression meaning "curling women's hair," which the 

Talmud explains as of an adulteress.  

In the New Testament she is mentioned among the women who accompanied Christ and 

ministered to Him (Luke 8:2-3), where it is also said that seven devils had been cast out of 

her (Mark 16:9). She is next named as standing at the foot of the cross (Mark 15:40; 

Matthew 27:56; John 19:25; Luke 23:49). She saw Christ laid in the tomb, and she was the 

first recorded witness of the Resurrection.  

The Greek Fathers, as a whole, distinguish the three persons:  

 the "sinner" of Luke 7:36-50;  

 the sister of Martha and Lazarus, Luke 10:38-42 and John 11; and  

 Mary Magdalen.  

On the other hand most of the Latins hold that these three were one and the same. Protestant 

critics, however, believe there were two, if not three, distinct persons. It is impossible to 

demonstrate the identity of the three; but those commentators undoubtedly go too far who 

assert, as does Westcott (on John 11:1), "that the identity of Mary with Mary Magdalene is a 

mere conjecture supported by no direct evidence, and opposed to the general tenour of the 

gospels." It is the identification of Mary of Bethany with the "sinner" of Luke 7:37, which is 

most combatted by Protestants. It almost seems as if this reluctance to identify the "sinner" 

with the sister of Martha were due to a failure to grasp the full significance of the forgiveness 

of sin. The harmonizing tendencies of so many modern critics, too, are responsible for much 

of the existing confusion.  
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The first fact, mentioned in the Gospel relating to the question under discussion is the 

anointing of Christ's feet by a woman, a "sinner" in the city (Luke 7:37-50). This belongs to 

the Galilean ministry, it precedes the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand and the third 

Passover. Immediately afterwards St. Luke describes a missionary circuit in Galilee and tells 

us of the women who ministered to Christ, among them being "Mary who is called 

Magdalen, out of whom seven devils were gone forth" (Luke 8:2); but he does not tell us that 

she is to be identified with the "sinner" of the previous chapter. In 10:38-42, he tells us of 

Christ's visit to Martha and Mary "in a certain town"; it is impossible to identify this town, 

but it is clear from 9:53, that Christ had definitively left Galilee, and it is quite possible that 

this "town" was Bethany. This seems confirmed by the preceding parable of the good 

Samaritan, which must almost certainly have been spoken on the road between Jericho and 

Jerusalem. But here again we note that there is no suggestion of an identification of the three 

persons (the "sinner", Mary Magdalen, and Mary of Bethany), and if we had only St. Luke to 

guide us we should certainly have no grounds for so identifying them. St. John, however, 

clearly identifies Mary of Bethany with the woman who anointed Christ's feet (12; cf. 

Matthew 26 and Mark 14). It is remarkable that already in 11:2, St. John has spoken of Mary 

as "she that anointed the Lord's feet", he aleipsasa; It is commonly said that he refers to the 

subsequent anointing which he himself describes in 12:3-8; but it may be questioned whether 

he would have used he aleipsasa if another woman, and she a "sinner" in the city, had done 

the same. It is conceivable that St. John, just because he is writing so long after the event and 

at a time when Mary was dead, wishes to point out to us that she was really the same as the 

"sinner." In the same way St. Luke may have veiled her identity precisely because he did not 

wish to defame one who was yet living; he certainly does something similar in the case of St. 

Matthew whose identity with Levi the publican (5:7) he conceals.  

If the foregoing argument holds good, Mary of Bethany and the "sinner" are one and the 

same. But an examination of St. John's Gospel makes it almost impossible to deny the 

identity of Mary of Bethany with Mary Magdalen. From St. John we learn the name of the 

"woman" who anointed Christ's feet previous to the last supper. We may remark here that it 

seems unnecessary to hold that because St. Matthew and St. Mark say "two days before the 

Passover", while St. John says "six days" there were, therefore, two distinct anointings 

following one another. St. John does not necessarily mean that the supper and the anointing 

took place six days before, but only that Christ came to Bethany six days before the 

Passover. At that supper, then, Mary received the glorious encomium, "she hath wrought a 

good work upon Me . . . in pouring this ointment upon My body she hath done it for My 

burial . . . wheresoever this Gospel shall be preached . . . that also which she hath done shall 

be told for a memory of her." Is it credible, in view of all this, that this Mary should have no 

place at the foot of the cross, nor at the tomb of Christ? Yet it is Mary Magdalen who, 

according to all the Evangelists, stood at the foot of the cross and assisted at the entombment 

and was the first recorded witness of the Resurrection. And while St. John calls her "Mary 

Magdalen" in 19:25, 20:1, and 20:18, he calls her simply "Mary" in 20:11 and 20:16.  
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In the view we have advocated the series of events 

forms a consistent whole; the "sinner" comes early in 

the ministry to seek for pardon; she is described 

immediately afterwards as Mary Magdalen "out of 

whom seven devils were gone forth"; shortly after, 

we find her "sitting at the Lord's feet and hearing His 

words." To the Catholic mind it all seems fitting and 

natural. At a later period Mary and Martha turn to 

"the Christ, the Son of the Living God", and He 

restores to them their brother Lazarus; a short time 

afterwards they make Him a supper and Mary once 

more repeats the act she had performed when a 

penitent. At the Passion she stands near by; she sees 

Him laid in the tomb; and she is the first witness of 

His Resurrection--excepting always His Mother, to 

whom He must needs have appeared first, though the 

New Testament is silent on this point. In our view, 

then, there were two anointings of Christ's feet--it 

should surely be no difficulty that St. Matthew and 

St. Mark speak of His head--the first (Luke 7) took 

place at a comparatively early date; the second, two 

days before the last Passover. But it was one and the 

same woman who performed this pious act on each 

occasion.  

Subsequent history of St. Mary Magdalen 

The Greek Church maintains that the saint retired to 

Ephesus with the Blessed Virgin and there died, that 

her relics were transferred to Constantinople in 886 

and are there preserved. Gregory of Tours (De 

miraculis, I, xxx) supports the statement that she went 

to Ephesus. However, according to a French tradition 

(see SAINT LAZARUS OF BETHANY), Mary, 

Lazarus, and some companions came to Marseilles 

and converted the whole of Provence. Magdalen is 

said to have retired to a hill, La Sainte-Baume, near 

by, where she gave herself up to a life of penance for 

thirty years. When the time of her death arrived she 

was carried by angels to Aix  and into the oratory of 

St. Maximinus, where she received the viaticum; her 

body was then laid in an oratory constructed by St. 

Maximinus at Villa Lata, afterwards called St. Maximin. History is silent about these relics 

 

Mary Magdalene at the foot of the Cross 

West Penitent 

East: Myrrh bearer and equal of apostles 

Born: early 1
st
 Century AD Magdala? 

Died: mid to late 1st century AD 

Ephesus, Asia Minor or Marseilles  

Venerated in Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman 

Catholic Church, Anglican Communion, 
Lutheranism other Protestant churches 

Feast July 22 

Attributes: 

Western: alabaster box of ointment, long hair, 

at the foot of the cross
[2]

 

Eastern: container of ointment (as a myrrh 

bearer), or holding a red egg (symbol of the 

resurrection); embracing the feet of Christ 
after the Resurrection 

Patron saint of: 

apothecaries; Atrani, Italy; Casamicciola 

Terme, Ischia; contemplative life; converts; 

glove makers; hairdressers; penitent sinners; 

people ridiculed for their piety; perfumeries; 

pharmacists; reformed prostitutes; sexual 

temptation; tanners; women 
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till 745, when according to the chronicler Sigebert, they were removed to Vézelay through 

fear of the Saracens. No record is preserved of their return, but in 1279, when Charles II, 

King of Naples, erected a convent at La Sainte-Baume for the Dominicans, the shrine was 

found intact, with an inscription stating why they were hidden. In 1600 the relics were placed 

in a sarcophagus sent by Clement VIII, the head being placed in a separate vessel. In 1814 

the church of La Sainte-Baume, wrecked during the Revolution, was restored, and in 1822 

the grotto was consecrated afresh. The head of the saint now lies there, where it has lain so 

long, and where it has been the centre of so many pilgrimages.  

Mary Magdalene (ii) Wikapedia 

Mary Magdalene or Mary of Magdala (original Greek ɀŬɟɑŬ ụ ɀŬɔŭŬɚɖɜɐ)[3]
 is 

described, in the New Testament, as one of the most important women in the movement of 

Jesus throughout his ministry.
[4]

 

The late 20th and early 21st century has seen a restoration of the New Testament figure of 

Mary Magdalene as a patron of women's preaching and ministry. Her new popularity has 

stemmed in part from the recognition that Mary Magdalene has suffered from what some 

believe to have been a historical defamation of character. She has been thought to be 

misidentified as a repentant prostitute in historical tradition, and depicted in art as a weeping 

sinner wiping Jesus' feet with her hair. Some New Testament scholarship has shown that this 

picture of Mary Magdalene is not true.
[5]

 

According to Luke 8:2 and Mark 16:9, Jesus cleansed her of "seven demons," a concept 

usually associated in the New Testament with healing from illness,
[6]

 not forgiveness of sin. 

Mary Magdalene is the leader of a group of women disciples who are present at the cross, 

when the male disciples (excepting John the Beloved) have fled, and at his burial. Mary was 

a devoted follower of Jesus, entering into the close circle of those taught by Jesus during his 

Galilean ministry. She became prominent during the last days, accompanying Jesus during 

his travels and following him to the end. She witnessed his Crucifixion and burial. 

According to all four Gospels in the Christian New Testament, she was the first person to see 

the resurrected Christ.
[7]

 

Mary Magdalene is referred to in early Christian writings as "the apostle to the apostles." In 

apocryphal texts, she is portrayed as a visionary and leader of the early movement, who was 

loved by Jesus more than the other disciples.
[8]

 Several Gnostic gospels, such as the Gospel 

of Mary, written in the early second century, see Mary as the special disciple of Jesus who 

has a deeper understanding of his teachings and is asked to impart this to the other disciples. 

Many speculations (though unsupported in most canons) in antiquity and in modern times, 

have emerged regarding Mary, including claims that she was Jesus' wife and even that she 

bore some children by him.
[9]
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According to Ambrose in De virginitate, Mary Magdalene 

was a virgin after she witnessed the Resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. Mary Magdalene is considered by the Catholic 

Church, as well as the Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, and 

Lutheran churches to be a saint, with a feast day of July 22. 

The Eastern Orthodox churches also commemorate her on 

the Sunday of the Myrrhbearers which is the second 

Sunday after Pascha (Easter). 

Name 

Consistently in the four Gospels, Mary Magdalene seems 

to be distinguished from other women named Mary
[10]

 by 

adding "Magdalene" (ɖ ɀŬɔŭŬɚɖɜɐ) to her name.
[3]

 

Traditionally, this has been interpreted to mean that she 

was from Magdala, a town thought to have been on the 

western shore of the Sea of Galilee. Luke 8:2 says that she 

was actually "called Magdalene." In Hebrew Migdal 

means "tower", "fortress"; in Aramaic, "Magdala" means 

"tower" or "elevated, great, magnificent". Not to confuse 

Mary bearing a title of greatness.
[11]

 

In the Gospel of John, Mary Magdalene is also referred to 

simply as "Mary" at least twice.
[12]

 Gnostic writings use either Mary or Mary Magdalene, or 

even just Magdalene. 

Mary Magdalene's given name ɀŬɟɑŬ (Maria) is usually regarded as a Latin form of ɀŬɟɘἶɛ 
(Mariam), which is the Greek variant used in Septuagint for Miriam, the Hebrew name for 

Moses' sister. The name had become very popular during Jesus' time due to its connections 

to the ruling Hasmonean and Herodian dynasties.
[13]

 

Primary sources about Mary Magdalene can be divided into canonical texts that are collected 

into the Christian New Testament and to apocryphal texts that were left out from the Bible, 

being judged as heretical during the development of the New Testament canon. These 

sources are usually dated earliest to the end of the 1st and latest to the early 4th century, all 

possibly written well after Mary's death. 

New Testament 

The four Gospels included in the New Testament have little to say about Mary Magdalene. 

With a single exception in the Gospel of Luke, there is no mention of her in the Gospels 

before the crucifixion. Luke 8:1-3 

 

Mary Magdalene kneeling within 
a Stabat Mater scene by Gabriel 

Wuger, 1868. 
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After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to anotherðThe Twelve were 

with him, and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary 

(called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come outðand many others. These 

women were helping to support them out of their own means. 

The same reference to "seven demons" is made later in Mark 16:9. However, this part of the 

Gospel of Mark is generally regarded as a late addition, and the reference is possibly based 

on the Gospel of Luke.
[14]

 

Mary Magdalene is the only person named by any of the canonical gospels as a witness to all 

three: Jesus' crucifixion, his burial, and the discovery of his tomb to be empty. Mark 15:40, 

Matthew 27:56 and John 19:25 mention Mary Magdalene as a witness to crucifixion, along 

with various other women. Luke does not name any witnesses, but mentions "women who 

had followed him from Galilee" standing at a distance.
[Lk. 23:49]

 No motivation for her to 

follow Jesus to the end is given. In listing witnesses who saw where Jesus was buried by 

Joseph of Aramathea, Mark 15:47 and Matthew 27:61 both name only two people: Mary 

Magdalene and "the other Mary", who in Mark is "the mother of Joseph". Luke 23:55 

describes the witnesses merely as "the women who had come with Jesus from Galilee". 

John 19:39-42 mentions no other witness to Joseph's burial of Jesus except for Joseph's 

assistant Nicodemus. However, John 20:1 then names Mary Magdalene in describing who 

discovered the tomb to be empty. Mark 16:1 says she was accompanied by Salome and Mary 

the mother of James, while Matthew 28:1 omits Salome. Luke 24:10 says the group who 

found the empty tomb consisted of "Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, 

and the others with them". 

In all four gospels, Mary Magdalene is first witness to the Resurrection. John 20:16 and 

Mark 16:9 both straightforwardly say that Jesus' first post-

resurrection appearance was to Mary Magdalene alone. New 

Testament scholar Frank Stagg points out that Mary's role as a 

witness is unusual because women at that time were not 

considered credible witnesses in legal proceedings.
[15]

 Because 

of this, and because of extra-biblical traditions about her 

subsequent missionary activity in spreading the Gospel, she is 

known by the title, "Equal of the Apostles". In Matthew 28:9, 

Mary Magdalene is with the other women returning from the 

empty tomb when they all see the first appearance of Jesus. In 

Luke 24 the resurrection is announced to the women at the tomb 

by "two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning" who 

suddenly appeared next to them. 

The first actual appearance by Jesus that Luke mentions is later 

that day, when Cleopas and an unnamed disciple walked with a fellow traveler they later 

realized was Jesus. Mark 16 describes the same appearance as happening after the private 

 

Noli me Tangere by Hans 

Holbein the Younger, 

1524. 
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appearance to Mary Magdalene. The gospels of Mark and Luke record that the rest of the 

disciples did not believe Mary's report of what she saw, and neither Mary Magdalene nor any 

of the other women are mentioned by name in Paul's catalog of appearances at ;&version=; 1 

Cor. 15. Instead, Paul writes that Jesus "appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve". Indeed, 

after her disbelieved first report of a resurrection vision, Mary Magdalene disappears from 

the New Testament. She is not mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles, and her fate remains 

undocumented. 

The Gospel of John
[11:1-45]

 
[12:1-8]

 and the Gospel of Luke
[10:38-42]

 also mention a "Mary of 

Bethany", who may or may not have been the same person as Mary Magdalene. Mary of 

Bethany was the sister of Lazarus and Martha. Scripture states, "Jesus loved Mary and 

Martha". 

New Testament Apocrypha 

Several Gnostic writings, usually dated to 2nd and 3rd centuries, have a drastically different 

view of Mary Magdalene from that of the canonical Gospels. 

In Gnostic writings Mary Magdalene is seen as one of the most important of Jesus's disciples 

whom he loved more than the others. The Gnostic Gospel of Philip names Mary Magdalene 

as Jesus' companion. Gnostic writings describe tensions and jealousy between Mary 

Magdalene and other disciples, especially Peter. 

Pistis Sophia 

Pistis Sophia, possibly dating as early as the 2nd century, 

is the best surviving of the Gnostic writings.
[16]

 Pistis 

Sophia presents a long dialog with Jesus in the form of 

his answers to questions from his disciples. Of the 64 

questions, 39 are presented by a woman who is referred 

to as Mary or Mary Magdalene. Jesus says of Mary: 

"Mary, thou blessed one, whom I will perfect in all 

mysteries of those of the height, discourse in openness, 

thou, whose heart is raised to the kingdom of heaven 

more than all thy brethren."
[16]

 

There is also a short reference to a person named 

"Martha" among the disciples, possibly the same person 

who is named as the sister of Mary of Bethany. 

 

 

Mary Magdalene, in a dramatic 

19th-century popular image of 

penitence painted by Ary Scheffer. 
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Gospel of Philip 

Gospel of Philip, dating from the 2nd or 3rd century, survives in part among the texts found 

in Nag Hammadi in 1945.
[17]

 In a manner very similar to John 19:25-26, the Gospel of Philip 

presents Mary Magdalene among Jesus' female entourage, adding that she was his 

companion (koinônos): 

There were three who always walked with the Lord: Mary, his mother, and her sister, and 

Magdalene, the one who was called his companion. His sister,
[18]

 his mother and his 

companion were each a Mary.
[17]

 

Others' irritation from the love and affection presented by Jesus to Mary Magdalene is made 

evident (the text is badly fragmented, speculated additions are included in brackets): 

And the companion of [the saviour was Mar]y Ma[gda]lene. [Christ loved] M[ary] more than 

[all] the disci[ples, and used to] kiss her [often] on her [mouth]. The rest of [the disciples 

were offended by it and expressed disapproval]. They said to him "Why do you love her 

more than all of us?" The Saviour answered and said to them, "Why do I not love you like 

her?"
[17]

 

Gospel of Mary 

Gospel of Mary is usually dated to about the same period as that of the Gospel of Philip. The 

Gospel was first discovered in 1896. The Gospel is missing six pages from the beginning and 

four in the middle.
[19]

 

The identity of "Mary" appearing as the main character in the Gospel is sometimes disputed, 

but she is generally regarded to be Mary Magdalene. In the Gospel, Mary, presented here as 

one of the disciples, has seen a private vision from the resurrected Jesus
[20]

 and describes it to 

other disciples. 

Peter said to Mary, "Sister we know that the Savior loved you more than the rest of woman. 

Tell us the words of the Savior which you remember which you know, but we do not, nor 

have we heard them." Mary answered and said, "What is hidden from you I will proclaim to 

you." And she began to speak to them these words: "I, she said, I saw the Lord in a vision 

and I said to Him, Lord I saw you today in a vision."
[19]

 

Unfortunately, almost all of Mary's vision is within the lost pages. Mary is then confronted 

by Andrew and Peter, who do not want to take for granted what she says, because she is a 

woman: 

"Did he then speak secretly with a woman, in preference to us, and not openly? Are we to 

turn back and all listen to her? Did he prefer her to us?" Then Mary grieved and said to Peter, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Philip
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nag_Hammadi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-grant-16
http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?passage=John%2019:25-26;&version=NIV;
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_of_Clopas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-17
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-grant-16
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-grant-16
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Mary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-de_boer-18
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-19
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Magdalene#cite_note-de_boer-18
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Andrew


Various Information on the Maryçs & Martha 

16 | P a g e 
 

"My brother Peter, what do you think? Do you think that I thought this up myself in my heart 

or that I am lying concerning the Savior?"
[19]

 

Mary is however defended by Levi: 

"But if the Savior made her worthy, who are you to reject her? Surely the Savior knew her 

very well. For this reason he loved her more than us."
[19]

 

The repeated reference in the Gnostic texts of Mary as being loved by Jesus more than the 

others has been seen as supporting the theory that the Beloved Disciple in the canonical 

Gospel of John was originally Mary Magdalene, before a later redactor made changes in the 

Gospel. 

Gospel of Thomas 

Gospel of Thomas, usually dated to the late 1st or early 2nd century, was also among the 

finds in the Nag Hammadi library in 1945.
[21]

 It has two short references to a "Mary", 

generally regarded as Mary Magdalene. The latter of the two describes the sentiment towards 

female members of the early Gnostics: 

Simon Peter said to them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not worthy of 

the life. Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order that she also 

may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes herself male shall 

enter into the kingdom of heaven.
[21]

 

This is a gnostic saying. Some suspect that this saying uses male to refer to spirit, as in Sky-

Father typical of the day, and female, the eartly element, as in Mother Earth. We still make 

these distinctions today by pointing upward for Father God and downward to Mother Earth. 

In this view, Jesus was not literally claiming to change her gender, but rather arguing that 

Peter was wrong to want to deny her a role among the disciples. 

Mary Magdalene as viewed by Churches 

Eastern Orthodox 

The Eastern Orthodox Church maintains that Mary Magdalene, distinguished from Mary of 

Bethany and the "sinful woman", had been a virtuous woman all her life, even before her 

conversion. They have never celebrated her as a penitent. This view finds expression both in 

her written life (ɓɑɞɠ or vita) and in the liturgical service in her honor that is included in the 

Menaion and performed on her annual feast-day. There is a tradition that Mary Magdalene 

led so chaste a life that the devil thought she might be the one who was to bear Christ into 

the world, and for that reason he sent the seven demons to trouble her. 
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Mary Magdalene is honored as one of the first 

witnesses of the Resurrection of Jesus, and received a 

special commission from him to tell the Apostles of 

his resurrection.
[Jn 20:11ï18]

 She is often depicted on 

icons bearing a vessel of ointment, not because of the 

anointing by the "sinful woman", but because she 

was among those women who brought ointments to 

the tomb of Jesus. For this reason, she is called a 

Myrrh bearer. 

According to Eastern traditions, she retired to 

Ephesus with the Theotokos (Mary, the Mother of 

God) and there she died. (This previous statement 

appears to be a conflation of Turkish local traditions 

about St. John and the Virgin Mary [1] [2] House of 

the Virgin Mary). Her relics were transferred to 

Constantinople in 886 and are there preserved. 

Roman Catholic 

Gregory of Tours, writing in Tours in the sixth century,
[22]

 supports the tradition that she 

retired to Ephesus, with no mention of any connection to Gaul. 

How a cult of Mary Magdalene first arose in Provence has been summed up by Victor 

Saxer
[23]

 in the collection of essays in La Magdaleine, VIIIe ï XIIIe siècle
[24]

 and by 

Katherine Ludwig Jansen, drawing on popular devotions, sermon literature and iconology.
[25]

 

Mary Magdalene's relics were first venerated at the abbey of Vézelay in Burgundy. Jacobus 

de Voragine gives the common account of the transfer of the relics of Mary Magdalene from 

her sepulchre in the oratory of Saint Maximin at Aix-en-Provence to the newly founded 

abbey of Vézelay;
[26]

 the transportation of the relics is entered as undertaken in 771 by the 

founder of the abbey, identified as Gerard, duke of Burgundy.
[27]

 The earliest mention of this 

episode is the notice of the chronicler Sigebert of Gembloux (died 1112), who asserts that 

the relics were removed to Vézelay through fear of the Saracens. There is no record of their 

further removal to the other St-Maximin; a casket of relics associated with Magdalene 

remains at Vézelay. 

Afterwards, since September 9, 1279, the purported body of Mary Magdalene was also 

venerated at Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume, Provence. This cult attracted such throngs of 

pilgrims that the earlier shrine was rebuilt as the great Basilica from the mid-thirteenth 

century, one of the finest Gothic churches in the south of France. 

 

Eastern Orthodox icon of Mary 

Magdalene as a Myrrh bearer. 
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The competition between the Cluniac Benedictines of Vézelay and the Dominicans of Saint-

Maxime occasioned a rash of miraculous literature supporting the one or the other site. 

Jacobus de Voragine, compiling his Legenda Aurea (Golden Legend) before the competition 

arose, characterized Mary Magdalene as the emblem of penitence, washing the feet of Jesus 

with her copious tears (although it is now known that Mary of Bethany was the woman 

known for washing or anointing the feet of Jesus)
[28]

 

protectress of pilgrims to Jerusalem, daily lifting by 

angels at the meal hour in her fasting retreat and 

many other miraculous happenings in the genre of 

Romance, ending with her death in the oratory of 

Saint Maximin, all disingenuously claimed to have 

been drawn from the histories of Hegesippus and of 

Josephus. 

The French tradition of Saint Lazare of Bethany is 

that Mary, her brother Lazarus, and Maximinus, one 

of the Seventy Disciples and some companions, 

expelled by persecutions from the Holy Land, 

traversed the Mediterranean in a frail boat with 

neither rudder nor mast and landed at the place called 

Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer near Arles. Mary Magdalene came to Marseille and converted the 

whole of Provence. Magdalene is said to have retired to a cave on a hill by Marseille, La 

Sainte-Baume ("holy cave." baumo in Provençal), where she gave herself up to a life of 

penance for thirty years. When the time of her death arrived she was carried by angels to Aix 

and into the oratory of Saint Maximinus, where she received the viaticum; her body was then 

laid in an oratory constructed by St. Maximinus at Villa Lata, afterwards called St. Maximin. 

In 1279, when Charles II, King of Naples, erected a Dominican convent at La Sainte-Baume, 

the shrine was found intact, with an explanatory inscription stating why the relics had been 

hidden. 

In 1600, the relics were placed in a sarcophagus commissioned by Pope Clement VIII, the 

head being placed in a separate reliquary. The relics and free-standing images were scattered 

and destroyed at the Revolution. In 1814, the church of La Sainte-Baume, also wrecked 

during the Revolution, was restored. In 1822, the grotto was consecrated afresh. The head of 

the saint now lies there and has been the centre of many pilgrimages. 

The traditional Roman Catholic feast day dedicated to St. Mary Magdalene celebrated her 

position as a penitent. The Magdalene became a symbol of repentance for the vanities of the 

world to various sects. In 1969, the Catholic Church allegedly admitted what critics had been 

saying for centuries: Magdalene's standard image as a reformed prostitute is not supported by 

the text of the Bible. They reportedly have revised the Roman Missal and the Roman 

Calendar, and now neither of those documents mention Mary Magdalene as a repentant 

 

Mary Magdalene attributed to Gregor 

Erhart (Louvre). 
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sinner of ill repute.
[29]

 St. Mary Magdalene was the patron of Magdalen College, Oxford, and 

Magdalene College, Cambridge (both colleges pronounce her name as "maudlin"). In 

contrast, her name was also used for the Magdalen Asylum, institutions for "fallen women". 

Protestant views 

Although Anglican and Lutheran Christians revere her as a saint, other Protestants honor her 

as a highly respected apostle, disciple and friend of Jesus.
[4]

 Veneration of saints is not 

usually practiced by Protestant denominations.
[30]

 

Christ knew the circumstances that had shaped her life. (é) Seven times she had heard His 

rebuke of the demons that controlled her heart and mind. (é) Nonetheless, Mary of Magdala 

is recorded as having stood beside the cross, and followed Him to the sepulcher. Mary was 

first at the tomb after His resurrection. It was Mary who first proclaimed a risen Saviour.
[31]

 

Most Protestant denominations do not view Mary Magdalene as the "sinful woman" depicted 

in Luke 7:36-50.
[32]

 

Easter Egg tradition 

For centuries, it has been the custom of many 

Christians to share dyed and painted eggs, particularly 

on Easter Sunday. The eggs represent new life, and 

Christ bursting forth from the tomb. Among Eastern 

Orthodox Christians (including Bulgarian, Czech, 

Greek, Lebanese, Russian, Romanian, Serbian and 

Ukrainian) this sharing is accompanied by the 

proclamation "Christ is risen!" (in Greek "Christos 

anesti",Serbian:"ʍʨʠʩʪʦʩ ɺʘʩʢʨʩʝ!") and the response 

"Truly He is risen!" (in Greek - "Alithos 

anesti",Serbian:" ɺʘʠʩʪʠʥʫ ɺʘʩʢʨʩʝ"). 

One tradition concerning Mary Magdalene says that 

following the death and resurrection of Jesus, she used 

her position to gain an invitation to a banquet given by 

Emperor Tiberius. When she met him, she held a plain 

egg in her hand and exclaimed "Christ is risen!" 

Caesar laughed, and said that Christ rising from the 

dead was as likely as the egg in her hand turning red 

while she held it. Before he finished speaking, the egg 

in her hand turned a bright red, and she continued 

proclaiming the Gospel to the entire imperial house.
[33]

 

 

Icon of St. Mary Magdalene holding a 
red Easter egg with the words Christ is 

Risen 

 

Red-coloured Belarussian Easter Eggs 
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Another version of this story can be found in popular belief, mostly in Greece. It is believed 

that after the Crucifixion, Mary Magdalene and the Virgin Mary put a basket full of eggs at 

the foot of the cross. There, the eggs were painted red by the blood of the Christ. Then, Mary 

Magdalene brought them to Tiberius Caesar (see above). 

Speculations 

The name Mary occurs in 51 passages of the New Testament.
[34]

 There are several people 

named Mary in the Gospels. There also are several unnamed women who seem to share 

characteristics with Mary Magdalene. At different times in history, Mary Magdalene has 

been confused or misidentified with almost every woman in the four Gospels, except the 

mother of Jesus. "The idea that this Mary was 'the woman who was a sinner,' or that she was 

unchaste, is altogether groundless."
[35]

 There is no scriptural or historical evidence that 

Maryôs relationship with Jesus was anything other than that of a disciple to her teacher, 

definitely not a lover or wife. Although in the past she has suffered from a case of mistaken 

identity, Mary Magdalene was never reviled, demeaned or dismissed.
[36]

 

The story of Mary Magdalene reminds everyone of a fundamental truth: She is a disciple of 

Christ who...has had the humility to ask for his help, has been healed by him, and has 

followed him closely, becoming a witness of the power of his merciful love, which is 

stronger than sin and death. 

ðBenedict XVI
[37]

 

Mary Magdalene, a virgin after the Resurrection of Jesus Christ 

Ambrose (De virginitate 3,14; 4,15) and John Chrysostom (Matthew, Homily 88) have 

suggested that Mary Magdalene was a virgin after the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

"Beloved Disciple" in the Gospel of John 

A group of scholars, the most familiar of whom is Elaine Pagels, have suggested that for one 

early group of Christians Mary Magdalene was a leader of the early Church and maybe even 

is the unidentified "Beloved Disciple", to whom the Gospel of John is ascribed.
[11]

 

Ramon K. Jusino, an internet writer, offers an explanation of this view, based on the textual 

researches of Raymond E. Brown.
[38]

 In order to make this claim and maintain consistency 

with scriptures, the theory is suggested that Mary's separate existence in the two common 

scenes with the Beloved Disciple
[Jn 19:25-27]

 
[20:1-11]

 were later modifications, hastily done to 

authorize the gospel in the late 2nd century. Both scenes have inconsistencies both internally 

and in reference to the synoptic Gospels, possibly coming from rough editing to make Mary 

Magdalene and the Beloved Disciple appear as different persons.
[39]
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It has also been claimed that the inexplicable final chapter of the Gospel, with Peter catching 

153 fish while the Beloved Disciple and Jesus exchange words is actually a hidden reference 

to Mary Magdalene, her original epithet "ɖ ɀŬɔŭŬɚɖɜɐ" 

(e Magdalene) bearing the number 153 in Greek 

gematria.
[40]

 

Ann Graham Brock summarized this reading of the texts 

in 2003. She demonstrated that an early Christian writing 

portrays authority as being represented in Mary 

Magdalene or in the church community structure. 

Relationship with Jesus 

A few writers have come forward with claims that Mary 

Magdalene was the wife of Jesus. These writers cite 

Gnostic writings to support their argument. Extrabiblical sources like the apocryphal Gospel 

of Philip depict Mary Magdalene as being closer to Jesus than any other disciple. 

That apocryphal Gospel depicts Mary as Jesus' koinonos, a Greek term indicating a "close 

friend" or "companion". Mary Magdalene is mentioned as one of three Marys "who always 

walked with the Lord" and as his companion (Philip 59.6-11). The work also says that Lord 

loved her more than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often (63.34-36).
[8]

 The closeness 

described in these writings depicts Mary Magdalene, representing the Gnostics, as 

understanding Jesus and his teaching while the other disciples, representing the Church, did 

not. Kripal writes that "the historical sources are simply too contradictory and 

simultaneously too silent" to make absolute declarations regarding Jesus' sexuality.
[41]

 On the 

other hand, the historian John Dickson argues that it was common in early Christianity to 

kiss a fellow believer by way of greeting,
[;&version=; 1 Pet. 5:14]

 and as such kissing would have no 

romantic connotations.
[42]

 

Mary Magdalene appears with more frequency than other 

women in the canonical Gospels and is shown as being a close 

follower of Jesus. Mary's presence at the Crucifixion and Jesus' 

tomb, while hardly conclusive, is at least consistent with the 

role of grieving wife and widow.
[43]

 Some interpret that since 

Jesus refused physical contact with Mary Magdalene after his 

death and resurrection, as reported in John 20:17, that would 

speak against the marriage theory.
[44]

 

Proponents of a married status of Jesus argue that it would have 

been unthinkable for an adult, unmarried Jew to travel about 

teaching as a rabbi. However, in Jesus' time the Jewish religion was very diverse and the role 

of the rabbi was not yet well defined. It was not until after the Roman destruction of the 

 

13th century Romanesque capital 

showing Jesus and Mary 

Magdalene (Noli me tangere). 

 

The penitent Mary 

Magdalene, by Francesco 

Hayez. 
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Second Temple in AD 70 that Rabbinic Judaism became dominant and the role of the rabbi 

made uniform in Jewish communities.
[45]

 

The idea that Mary Magdalene was the wife of Jesus was popularized by books like The 

Jesus Scroll (1972), Holy Blood, Holy Grail (1982), The Gospel According to Jesus Christ 

(1991), The Woman with the Alabaster Jar (1993), Bloodline of the Holy Grail: The Hidden 

Lineage of Jesus Revealed (1996), The Da Vinci Code (2003), and Jesus the Man
[46]

 (2006); 

and by films like Bloodline (2008). 

Mary Magdalene, the Apostle 

According to Harvard theologian Karen King, Mary Magdalene was a prominent disciple 

and leader of one wing of the early Christian movement that promoted women's leadership.
[9]

 

King cites references in the Gospel of John that the risen Jesus gives Mary special teaching 

and commissions her as an "Apostle to the Apostles." Mary is the first to announce the 

resurrection and to fulfill the role of an ApostleƄsomeone sent by Jesus with a special 

message or commission, to spread the gospel ("good news") and to lead the early church. 

The first message she was given was to announce to Peter and the others that "He is 

risen!"
[Mt. 28:7]

 
[Mk. 16:9-11]

 
[Lk. 24:10]

 
[Jn. 20:2]

 Although the term is not specifically used of her 

(though, in Eastern Christianity she is referred to as "Equal to the Apostles"). Later tradition, 

however, names her as "the apostle to the apostles." King writes that the strength of this 

literary tradition makes it possible to suggest that historically Mary was a prophetic visionary 

and leader within one sector of the early Christian movement after the death of Jesus.
[9]

 

Asbury Theological Seminary Bible scholar Ben Witherington III confirms the New 

Testament account of Mary Magdalene as historical: "Mary was an important early disciple 

and witness for Jesus."
[47]

 He continues, "There is absolutely no early historical evidence that 

Mary's relationship with Jesus was anything other than that of a disciple to her Master 

teacher." 

Identification as Mary of Bethany 

In Roman Catholic tradition, Mary of Bethany is identified as Mary Magdalene, while in 

Eastern Orthodox and Protestant traditions they are considered separate persons.
[48]

 "Mary of 

Bethany" itself is an anachronism, as she is just referred to as "Mary" both in Luke 10:38-42 

and the Gospel of John. 

The identification is mainly based on the Gospel of John. The Mary appearing in Bethany is 

introduced in John 11:1 only by her first name, as if her identity was self-evident. Jesus 

seems to know her family well
[Jn 11:3]

 and is described visiting them several times.
[Jn 11:17]

 
[12:1]

 

In John 12:3-8, Mary anoints Jesus with expensive perfume and wipes his feet with her own 

hair, to which Jesus says that it was intended "she should save this perfume for the day of my 

burial".
[49]

 Following this, Mary of Bethany inexplicably disappears from the narrative, while 
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the earlier unmentioned Mary Magdalene emerges without introduction at Jesus' crucifixion, 

finding later his tomb empty and being the first to be visited by him after the resurrection. 

Furthermore, also Mary Magdalene is referred to as "Mary" in the scenes certainly involving 

her.
[Jn 20:11]

 
[20:16]

 

The Gnostic texts commonly refer to Mary Magdalene as Mary  

Identifica tion as a prostitute 

Few characters in the New Testament have been so sorely miscast as Mary Magdalene, 

whose reputation as a fallen woman originated not in the Bible but in a sixth-century sermon 

by Pope Gregory the Great. Not only is she misidentified 

as the repentant fallen prostitute of legend, meditating 

and levitating in a cave, but she was not necessarily even 

a notable sinner: Being possessed by "seven demons" 

that were exorcised by Jesus, she was arguably more 

victim than sinner. And the idea, popularized by The Da 

Vinci Code, that Mary was Jesus' wife and bore his child, 

while not totally disprovable, is the longest of long shots. 

Since the late 6th century, Mary Magdalene has been 

misidentified in the Latin Rite of the Roman Catholic 

Church as an adulteress and repentant prostitute. Pope 

Gregory the Great made a speech in 591 where he 

seemed to combine the actions of three women 

mentioned in the New Testament and also identified an 

unnamed woman as Mary Magdalene.
[41]

 In 1969 the 

Vatican, without commenting on Pope Gregory's 

reasoning,
[51]

 implicitly rejected it by separating Luke's sinful woman, Mary of Bethany, and 

Mary Magdala via the Roman Missal.
[citation needed]

 

Jeffrey Kripal, a religion scholar, wrote, "Migdal or 

Magdala (meaning "tower" in Hebrew and Aramaic 

respectively) was a fishing town known, or so the legend 

goes, for its possibly punning connection to hairdressers 

(medgaddlela) and women of questionable reputation."
[41]

 

This impression of Mary is perpetuated by much Western 

medieval Christian art. In many such depictions, Mary 

Magdalene is shown as having long hair which she wears 

down over her shoulders, while other women follow 

contemporary standards of propriety by hiding their hair 

beneath headdresses or kerchiefs. The Magdalene's hair 

 

Mary Magdalene by Anthony 

Frederick Augustus Sandys. Ca. 
1860 

 

"Kreuzigung" by Meister des 

Marienlebens, 1465. 
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may be rendered as red, while the other women of the New Testament in these same 

depictions ordinarily have dark hair beneath a scarf. This disparity between depictions of 

women can be seen in works such as the Crucifixion paintings by the Meister des 

Marienlebens. 

This image of Mary as a prostitute was followed by many writers and artists until the 20th 

century. Even today the identification of Mary Magdalene as the adulteress is prolonged by 

various Christian and secular groups today. It is reflected in Martin Scorsese's film 

adaptation of Nikos Kazantzakis's novel The Last Temptation of Christ, in José Saramago's 

The Gospel According to Jesus Christ, Andrew Lloyd Webber's rock opera Jesus Christ 

Superstar, Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ, Jean-Claude La Marre's Color of the 

Cross and Hal Hartley's The Book of Life. 

Saint Mary Magdalen 

http://saints.sqpn.com/ncd05121.htm 

New Catholic Dictionary 

Penitent, called Magdalen probably from a her native 
town, Magdala, in Galilee, or from the Talmudic 
expression meaning adulteress. She is mentioned as the 
sinner (Luke 7), who bathed the feet of Christ; as Mary, 
the sister of Martha and Lazarus (Luke 10 and John 11); 
and later as Mary Magdalen (Luke 8), who ministered to 
Christ, by whom she was freed from seven devils. It is 
generally agreed today that the three persons mentioned 
are identical, although the Greek Fathers considered 
them distinct. After her conversion, she remained faithful 
to Christ; stood at the foot of the cross (Mark 15, 
Matthew 27; John 19; Luke 22); and was the first witness 
of the Resurrection. The Greek tradition holds that Mary 
Magdalen retired to Ephesus with the Blessed Virgin, and 
died there, her relics being transferred to Constantinople. The French tradition holds that 
she migrated to Marseilles with Lazarus and Martha, and retired to a hill, La Sainte-Baume, 
near the city, where she lived in seclusion for 30 years. Represented in art, kneeling before 
a Crucifix at the foot of which a death's head is lying. Her head now rests in the grotto of 
Sainte-Baume. Feast, Roman Calendar, 22 July.  

Mentioned only in Luke 10:38-42; and John 11, 12, sqq. The Aramaic form occurs in a Nabatæan inscription 

found at Puteoli, and now in the Naples Museum; it is dated A.D. 5 (Corpus Inscr. Semit., 158); also in a 

Palmyrene inscription, where the Greek translation has the form Marthein, A.D. 179.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meister_des_Marienlebens
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meister_des_Marienlebens
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Scorsese
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikos_Kazantzakis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Last_Temptation_of_Christ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jos%C3%A9_Saramago
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gospel_According_to_Jesus_Christ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andrew_Lloyd_Webber
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock_opera
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesus_Christ_Superstar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesus_Christ_Superstar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mel_Gibson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Passion_of_the_Christ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Claude_La_Marre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_of_the_Cross
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_of_the_Cross
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hal_Hartley
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Book_of_Life_(film)
http://saints.sqpn.com/ncd05121.htm
http://saints.sqpn.com/ncd02597.htm
http://saints.sqpn.com/ncd03240.htm
http://saints.sqpn.com/day0722.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/bible/luk010.htm#vrs38
http://www.newadvent.org/bible/joh011.htm


Various Information on the Maryçs & Martha 

25 | P a g e 
 

St Martha 

CATHOLIC  ENCYCLOPEDIA  

Mary, Martha, and Lazarus are represented by St. John as living at Bethania, but St. Luke 
would seem to imply that they were, at least at one time, living in Galilee; he does not 
mention the name of the town, but it may have been Magdala, and we should thus, 
supposing Mary of Bethania and Mary Magdalene to be the same person, understand the 
appellative "Magdalene". The words of St. John (11:1) seem to imply a change of residence 
for the family. It is possible, too, that St. Luke has displaced the incident referred to in 
Chapter 10. The likeness between the pictures of Martha presented by Luke and John is 
very remarkable. The familiar intercourse between the Saviour of the world and the humble 
family which St. Luke depicts is dwelt on by St. John when he tells us that "Jesus loved 
Martha, and her sister Mary, and Lazarus" (11:5). Again the picture of Martha's anxiety 
(John 11:20-21, 39) accords with the picture of her who was "busy about much serving" 
(Luke 10:40); so also in John 12:2: "They made him a supper there: and Martha served." But 
St. John has given us a glimpse of the other and deeper side of her character when he 
depicts her growing faith in Christ's Divinity (11:20-27), a faith which was the occasion of 
the words: "I am the resurrection and the life." The Evangelist has beautifully indicated the 
change that came over Martha after that interview: "When she had said these things, she 
went and called her sister Mary secretly, saying: The Master is come, and calleth for thee."  

Difficulties have been raised about the last supper at Bethania. St. John seems to put it six 
days before the Pasch, and, so some conclude, in the house of Martha; while the Synoptic 
account puts it two days before the Pasch, and in the house of Simon the Leper. We need 
not try to avoid this difficulty by asserting that there were two suppers; for St. John does 
not say that the supper took place six days before, but only that Christ arrived in Bethania 
six days before the Pasch; nor does he say that it was in the house of Martha. We are surely 
justified in arguing that, since St. Matthew and St. Mark place the scene in the house of 
Simon, St. John must be understood to say the same; it remains to be proved that Martha 
could not "serve" in Simon's house. 
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The Golden Legend - The Life of Saint Martha  
 

ere followeth the Life of Saint Martha.  
 

Saint Martha, hostess of our Lord Jesu Christ, was born of a royal kindred. Her 

father was named Syro and her mother Encharia. The father of her was duke of Syria and 

places maritime, and Martha with her sister possessed by the heritage of their mother three 

places, that was, the castle Magdalen, and Bethany and a part of Jerusalem. It is nowhere 

read that Martha had ever any husband ne fellowship of man, but she as a noble hostess 

ministered and served our Lord, and would also that her sister should serve him and help her, 

for she thought that all the world was not sufficient to serve such a guest. After the ascension 

of our Lord, when the disciples were departed, she with her brother Lazarus and her sister 

Mary, also Saint Maximin which baptized them, and to whom they were committed of the 

Holy Ghost, and many others, were put into a ship without sail, oars, or rudder governail, of 

the paynims, which by the conduct of our Lord they came all to Marseilles, and after came to 

the territory of Aquense or Aix, and there converted the people to the faith. Martha was right 

facound of speech, and courteous and gracious to the sight of the people.  

There was that time upon the river of Rhone, in a certain wood between Arles and Avignon, 

a great dragon, half beast and half fish, greater than an ox, longer than an horse, having teeth 

sharp as a sword, and horned on either side, head like a lion, tail like a serpent, and defended 

him with two wings on either side, and could not be beaten with cast of stones ne with other 

armour, and was as strong as twelve lions or bears; which dragon lay hiding and lurking in 

the river, and perished them that passed by and drowned ships. He came thither by sea from 

Galicia, and was engendered of Leviathan, which is a serpent of the water and is much wood, 

and of a beast called Bonacho, that is engendered in Galicia. And when he is pursued he 

casts out of his belly behind, his ordure, the space of an acre of land on them that follow him, 

and it is bright as glass, and what it toucheth it burneth as fire. To whom Martha, at the 

prayer of the people, came into the wood, and found him eating a man. And she cast on him 

holy water, and showed to him the cross, which anon was overcome, and standing still as a 

sheep, she bound him with her own girdle, and then was slain with spears and glaives of the 

people. The dragon was called of them that dwelled in the country Tarasconus, whereof, in 

remembrance of him that place is called Tarasconus, which tofore was called Nerluc, and the 

Black Lake, because there be woods shadowous and black. And there the blessed Martha, by 

licence of Maximin her master, and of her sister, dwelled and abode in the same place after, 

and daily occupied in prayers and in fastings, and thereafter assembled and were gathered 

together a great convent of sisters, and builded a fair church at the honour of the blessed 

Mary virgin, where she led a hard and a sharp life. She eschewed flesh and all fat meat, eggs, 

cheese and wine; she ate but once a day. An hundred times a day and an hundred times a 

night she kneeled down and bowed her knees.  
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On a time, at Avignon, when she preached between the town and the river of Rhone, there 

was a young man on that other side of the river desiring to hear her words, and had no boat 

to pass over. He began to swim naked, but he was suddenly taken by the strength of the 

water, and anon suffocate and drowned, whose body unnethe was found the next day. And 

when it was taken up, it was presented at the feet of Martha for to be raised to life. She then, 

in manner of a cross, fell down to the ground and prayed in this manner: O Adonay, Lord 

Jesu Christ, which raisedst sometime my well-beloved brother, behold my most dear guest to 

the faith of them that stand here, and raise this child. And she took him by the hand, and 

forthwith he arose living and received the holy baptism.  

Eusebius telleth in the book of the Historia Ecclesiastica that a woman named Emorissa, 

after that she was healed of our Lord, she made in her court an image like unto Jesu Christ, 

with cloth and hem, like as she saw him when she was healed, and worshipped him much 

devoutly. The herbs that grew under the image tofore that she had touched the hem, were of 

no virtue, but, after that she had touched it, they were of so much virtue that many sick 

people by them were healed. That woman Emorissa, whom our Lord healed, Ambrose saith 

that it was Martha. Saint Jerome saith, and it is had in Historia Tripartita, that Julianus 

Apostata took away that image that Emorissa made, and set his own there, which, with the 

stroke of thunder, was all tobroken. Our Lord came to her a year tofore her death, and 

showed to her that she should depart out of this world, and all that year she was sick and 

laboured in the fevers, and eight days tofore her death she heard the heavenly fellowship of 

angels bearing her sister's soul into heaven, and anon did do come all the convent of brethren 

and of sisters, and said to them: My friends and most sweet fellows, I pray you to rejoice and 

enjoy with me, for I see the fellowship of angels bear the soul of my sister Mary unto 

heaven. O most fair and sweet sister, thou livest now with thy master and my guest in the 

blessed seat in heaven. And then anon Martha said to them that were present, that her death 

was nigh, and bade to light the tapers about her, and that they should wake unto her death. 

And about midnight tofore the day of her death, they that should watch her were heavy of 

sleep and slept, and there came a great wind and extinguished and did out the lights. She 

then, seeing a great tourbe of wicked spirits, began to pray and said: My father Eli, my dear 

guest, these deceivers be gathered for to devour me, bringing written, all the evil deeds that 

ever I did. O blessed Eli be not withdrawn from me, but intend in to mine help; and forthwith 

she saw her sister coming to her, holding a brand in her hand, and lighted the tapers and 

lamps, and as each of them called other by their name, Christ came to them saying: Come, 

my well-beloved hostess, for where I am thou shalt be with me. Thou hast received me in 

thine harbour and I shall receive thee in mine heaven, and all them that call upon thee, I shall 

hear them for thy love. Then the hour of her death approaching, she commanded that she 

should be borne out of the house that she might behold and look up into heaven, and to lay 

her on the earth, and to hold the sign of the cross tofore her, and saying these words, she 

prayed: My sweet guest, I beseech thee to keep me, thy poor creature, and like as thou hast 

vouchsafed to be lodged with me, so I beseech thee to receive me into thine heavenly 

harbour. And then she bade that the passion after Luke should be read tofore her, and when 

this was said: Pater, in manus tuas commendo spiritum meum, she gave up her spirit and 



Various Information on the Maryçs & Martha 

28 | P a g e 
 

died in our Lord. The next day following, that was the Sunday, whiles they said lauds about 

her body, and did her obsequies, and about the hour of tierce, at Petrogoricke, our Lord 

appeared to the blessed Frontonius singing mass, which after the epistle slept in his chair, 

and said to him: My wellbeloved Frontonius, if thou wilt fulfil that thou behightest long sith 

to my hostess Martha, arise anon and follow me. Whose commandment he obeyed, and 

suddenly both came to Tarascona, and singing the office about the body and the other 

answering, they with their own hands laid the body into the sepulchre. And troth it was that 

at Petrogoricke, when they had sung in the choir and the deacon should go read the gospel 

and receive the benediction, they awoke the bishop, demanding the benediction. Then the 

bishop awoke and said: Why have ye awakened me, my brethren? Our Lord Jesu Christ hath 

led me to his hostess Martha, and we have laid her in her sepulchre. Now send thither 

messengers for to fetch our ring of gold and our gloves, which whiles I made me ready to 

bury her, I delivered them to the sexton, and I have forgotten them there because ye awoke 

me so soon. Then were messengers sent forth, and as the bishop said, they found his ring and 

one glove which they brought again, and that other the sexton retained for a witness and 

memory. And the blessed Frontonius added thereto, saying that after her sepulture, a brother 

of the same place, a learned man in the law, demanded of our Lord what was his name?To 

whom he answered not, but showed a book open in his hand in which was written this 

versicle: In everlasting memory shall be my rightful hostess, and she shall dread none evil in 

the last day; and when he should turn the leaves of the book, in every leaf he found that same 

written, where afterward many miracles were showed and done at her tomb. Then Clovis, 

king of France, was after this made a christian man, and baptized of Saint Remigius, and 

suffering great pain in his reins, came to her tomb and there received very health. For which 

cause he enriched that place, and the space of three miles way about on both sides of the 

river of Rhone, as well towns as castles, he gave to the same place, and that place he made 

free. Martilla, her servant, wrote her life, which afterward went into Sclavonia, and there 

preached the gospel of Christ, and after ten years, from the death of Martha, she rested in our 

Lord. Then let us pray to this blessed Martha, hostess of our Lord, that after this short life we 

may be harboured in heaven with our blessed Lord Jesu Christ, to whom be given joy, laud 

and praising, world without end. Amen. 
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Old Saint Guide book 

 



Various Information on the Maryçs & Martha 

30 | P a g e 
 

 

 


