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 Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendell, in The Women Around Jesus writes: “Anyone who loves the 

Biblical Mary Magdalene and compares her with the Christian Mary Magdalene must get very angry.” 

The presentation of Mary Magdalene’s character in the Bible has been altered considerably by exegetes 

who have, in fact, created for Mary Magdalene an entirely new persona. This paper will attempt to 

distinguish between the two divergent conceptions of Mary Magdalene, first analyzing the actual 

Biblical literature in which she is presented and then discussing the exegetical distortions that have been 

traditionally committed to alter her character.  

 

 The first Biblical reference to Mary Magdalene is present in the Gospel of Luke. Luke 8:1-3 

reads:  

 “Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the 

kingdom of God. The 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 out; Joanna, 

the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, Susanna and many others who were helping to support them 

out of their own means.”  

 

 Mary Magdalene is described as one from whom “seven demons” have been exorcized. It is 

important to note that the number seven is emphasized in the New Testament, presented eighty-eight 

times in total. Luke 17:4 provides an example of one such presentation: “And if the same person sins 

against you seven times a day, and turns his back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must 

forgive.” Bearing a similar message, Matthew 18:21-22 reads: “Then Peter came and said to him, ‘Lord, 

if my brother sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?’ Jesus said to him, 

‘Not seven times, but I tell you, seventy-seven times.’” Carla Ricci, in Mary Magdalene and Many 

Others, suggests that the number seven is adopted in these two passages as a tool used for 

communicating the exaggerated and complete sense of forgiveness Jesus advocates. If the number seven 

is understood as a tool used to communicate exaggeration, in Luke 8:2 Mary Magdalene’s sense of 

possession can also be understood as exaggerated; she is really possessed.  

 

 The Biblical text suggests that Mary Magdalene is possessed by demons. Ricci equates 

“demoniacs” with epileptics, schizophrenics or the mentally ill. While the specifics of Mary’s 

possession are not explicitly stated in the Biblical text, Ricci provides a possible explanation. She 

suggests that Mary’s patriarchal and, thus, oppressive world has created such internal tension that she 

has been pushed to the point of insanity. Ricci writes: “Her psychic energies were probably pent up for 

lack of creative outlets; the tension produced by a repressive life-force may well have finally upset the 

balance of her mind.”   

 

 To counter Mary’s real sense of possession, the text reveals Jesus’ intervention. As Mary is 

really healed by Jesus, she becomes, according to Ben Witherington, “living proof of the Gospel’s 
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power.” While Mary’s exorcism is credited to Jesus, the Biblical text does not describe the details of its 

occurrence. “Considering how much of Jesus’ activity was carried out on the shores of the lake on to 

which Magdala faced, there would probably have been several occasions on which she could have met 

him.” Ricci suggests that Mary’s hometown of Magdala may have been the place Jesus retired to after 

he publicly multiplied the fish and loaves in Matthew 15:32. There, he may have healed Mary. But, the 

Biblical text does not emphasize the exact whereabouts of Mary’s healing. It does, however, stress 

Mary’s response. As is common to an individual healed by Jesus, Mary’s exorcism leads to her 

wholehearted commitment to Jesus. Initially, Mary Magdalene expresses her commitment to Jesus and 

his disciples via “support.” Various scholars suggest that “supporting” the disciples involved providing 

for their physical needs. Mary Magdalene may have replaced the duties that Jewish wives traditionally 

embodied, “shopping, cooking, sewing and serving meals.” According to Legenda Aurea, the Golden 

Legend, a thirteenth century extra Biblical source which recorded the lives of saints, Mary Magdalene is 

describe as a wealthy woman of noble heritage. Though such details on Mary Magdalene’s background 

are not provided in the Biblical text, it is possible that she served Jesus and the disciples as a 

benefactress, offering financial support. Regardless of the exact way in which Mary aided Jesus, it is 

important to acknowledge the intention behind her actions. The Bible portrays Mary Magdalene as one 

whose service stems from her special relationship to Jesus.  

 

 The Gospel of Matthew, Mark and John all present the next Biblical image of this special 

relationship, locating Mary Magdalene at the site of Jesus’ crucifixion. Matthew 27: 55-56 reads:  

“Many women were there, watching from a distance. They had followed Jesus from Galilee to 

care for his needs. Among them was Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Joseph 

and the mother of the sons of Zebedee.”  

 

 Similarly, Mark 15:40 reads:  

 “Some women were watching from a distance. Among them [was] Mary Magdalene, Mary 

the mother of the younger James and of Joseph and Salamone.”  

 

 While Matthew and Mark depict Mary Magdalene’s physical stance as being in sight of, but 

distanced from Jesus, The Gospel of John places Mary Magdalene closer by. John 19:25 reads:  

 “Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, the wife of Clopas and Mary 

Magdalene.”  

 

 Though her exact location varies in the Gospels, Mary Magdalene is unequivocally placed in 

such a way that she is able to witness the death of Jesus. The New Interpreters Bible suggests that 

Mary Magdalene, in watching Jesus’ crucifixion, will “be able to validate his death and burial.” Mary 

Magdalene’s presence here foreshadows her eventual witness to Jesus’ resurrection and, once again, 

signifies her special relationship with and commitment to Jesus. She is viewed as a “substitute” disciple, 

for none of the disciples are present in Jesus’ final hours.   

 

 The next place in the Gospels in which Mary Magdalene’s presence is explicitly mentioned is at 

Jesus’ burial site. Both the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Mark depict Jesus’ burial in a similar 

manner. As Matthew 27:57-61 reveals, a disciple of Jesus’, a wealthy Arithmathean named Joseph, asks 
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Pilate for permission to bury Jesus’ body. Granted permission, Joseph prepares Jesus’ body for burial, 

covering it in linen cloth. Joseph places Jesus’ body in his tomb, sealing it with a large stone.  

 

 Although the text suggests that Joseph leaves after completing the burial procedures, Matthew 

27:61 explains that both Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary,” remain outside of Jesus’ tomb. Mark 

15:47 confirms this image: “Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw where he was laid.” 

Mary Magdalene’s interminable commitment to Jesus is made manifest in her remaining with him, even 

after his death.  

 

 The Gospels are not clear as to how long Mary Magdalene remains at Jesus’ burial place. 

Matthew 28:1 does, however, suggest that she leaves and “returns to the tomb “after the sabbath, at 

dawn on the first day of the week.” It is then that she witnesses Jesus’ resurrection. Mark 16:1-9 and 

Luke 24:1-12 present similar accounts, but include one additional detail: Mary Magdalene and “the 

other Mary” bring spices to the tomb to anoint Jesus’ body.  

 

 The story in Matthew progresses: While Mary Magdalene, accompanied by “the other Mary,” 

mourns at Jesus’ tomb, the earth begins to tremble:  

 “There was a violent earthquake, for an Angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, 

going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightening and his 

clothes were white as snow.”  

 

 The text proceeds, describing the guards’ reactions. They are filled with fear. They shake and 

“become like dead men.” Though the guards flee from the site, Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary” 

remain. An Angel speaks to them: “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus who was 

crucified. He is not here; he has risen just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay.” It is 

interesting to note the contrast in behavior of the guards and the women. Through they all view the same 

mysterious occurrences, the women remain while the guards flee. Mary Magdalene, once again, is 

described in terms of her commitment to Jesus.  

 

 As continued in the Gospel of Matthew, the women are commanded by the Angels to respond to 

their experience in a very specific manner: They are asked to actively participate in Jesus’ mission. The 

Angels request that the women find the disciples and proclaim the news of Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus, the 

Angels suggest, is “going ahead of [them into Galilee],” where he will be seen by all. The text depicts 

the women’s obedient response: “The women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and 

ran to tell his disciples.” As if to reward them for their commitment during his life, at his death and at 

his burial, Jesus grants them first sighting of his resurrection. Jesus “suddenly. . . met them.” 

“Greetings,” he said.” Mary Magdalene’s response to Jesus is significant, for it is very much in line with 

her previous, exemplary responses. Communicating respect, adoration and commitment, “[she] came to 

him, clasped his feet and worshipped him.” Jesus responds to Mary Magdalene’s graciousness by 

entrusting her with a serious responsibility. He repeats the command the Angels had previously given in 

saying, “Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” As, at this point in history, 

women were not regularly sanctioned religious teachers, Jesus’ request to Mary Magdalene must be 

understood as counter-cultural. Mary Magdalene, the text suggests, is commissioned to brings news of 

Jesus resurrection to the disbelieving disciples. Moltmann-Wendell refers to Mary Magdalene as “the 
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first apostle.” In fact, she even names her “the apostle of the apostles.” She is the first to witness Jesus’ 

resurrection and is sent to inform the apostles of her firsthand account before they themselves bear 

witness.  

 

 The Gospel of John presents a somewhat different account of Mary Magdalene’s response to 

Jesus’ resurrection. John 20:1-18, as in the Synoptics, describes Mary’s discovery of the empty tomb. 

Though some disciples are present at the time of discovery, they return to their respective houses 

immediately. Mary Magdalene, the text suggests, remains, intensely disturbed at the disappearance of 

Jesus’ body. John 20:11-12 reads: “Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to 

look into the tomb and saw two Angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body has been.”  The Angels 

question Mary as to the cause of her tears. She responds: “They have taken my Lord away. . . and I don’t 

know where they have put him.” Though she does not recognize him immediately, Jesus appears to her. 

He reiterates the Angel’s questions: “Why are you crying? Who is it that you are looking for?” It is 

important to note that in asking this question of Mary Magdalene, Jesus speaks for the first time in his 

resurrected state. The specific content of his question, “whom are you looking for” directly corresponds 

to the first words spoken to John the Baptist in the beginning of his ministry. John 1:38 reads “What are 

you looking for?” “This question is an invitation that introduces one of the marks of discipleship in John 

to look for Jesus. The repetition of that question in chapter 20 establishes continuity between Mary and 

the first disciples of Jesus.” Just as John the Baptist is the first to proclaim the news of Jesus’ earthly 

ministry, Mary Magdalene is the first to proclaim Jesus’ resurrection. The proclamation of Jesus’ 

resurrection suggests that Jesus’ earthly ministry has not ended, but has been transformed.  

 

 To Jesus, whom she mistakes for a gardener, Mary Magdalene asks for her Lord’s body to be 

returned. As if touched by her unfaltering commitment, Jesus calls her by name, revealing his identity to 

her. The text reads: “Jesus said to her, ‘Mary.’ She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, 

‘Rabboni!’ (which translates teacher).”  

 

 To counter Mary’s impassioned response, Jesus speaks: “Do not hold onto me, for I have not yet 

returned to the father.” Jesus’ words, on the surface, seem inconsistent with the response expected to 

counter Mary Magdalene’s response. But, The Anchor Bible’s analysis reads: “To read these words as 

cold and harsh is to misread them, however, and to overlook their import.” What seems to be a 

reprimand from Jesus is actually his first post resurrection teaching. He urges Mary to relinquish her 

desire to control him. The Anchor Bible’s analysis continues: “One cannot hold Jesus to preconceived 

standards and expectations of who he should be, because to do so is to interfere with Jesus’ work and 

thereby limit what Jesus has to offer.” Had Mary prevented Jesus’ ascension, by way of detaining him in 

the garden, Jesus’ mission would remain unfinished. Thus, Jesus’ prohibition to Mary must not be 

considered a mere scolding. The Anchor Bible rephrases Jesus’ words for clarification: “Do not hold on 

to me, but let me be free so that I can give you the fullness of what I have to offer.”  

 

 Jesus’s statement is followed with a request: “Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am 

returning to my father and your father, To my God and your God.’” The text suggests that Mary 

Magdalene follows Jesus’ command, seeking out the disciples and proclaiming “I have seen the Lord!” 

Thus, Mary becomes the first witness to Jesus’ resurrection, in both senses of the word. She is the first to 

see his risen body and is the first to report to the disciples what she has seen.  
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 While the Gospels include only positive images of Mary Magdalene, exegetes have distorted the 

text, inappropriately equating negative characteristics to her character. As previously discussed, Luke 

8:1-3 explains that Jesus exorcized seven demons from Mary Magdalene. This description of Mary 

Magdalene directly precedes the described activities of the unnamed woman who anoints Jesus in Luke 

7:36-50. Luke 7:36-50 explains that a Pharisee invites Jesus to his house for a dinner party. An unnamed 

woman, whom the text declares a “sinner,” approaches Jesus. The text describes her actions accordingly:  

 “She brought an alabaster jar of perfume and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she 

began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured 

perfume on them.”  

 

 The same story is found in Mark 14:3-9.  

 

 A similar, but separate, story involving different characters is illustrated in John 12:1-8. It 

depicts an account of Jesus’ visit to the house of a man named Lazarus and his two sisters named Martha 

and Mary in Bethany. This Mary, Mary of Bethany, anoints Jesus’ feet. The text reads: “Mary took 

about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped his feet with her 

hair.” Based solely on the fact that she washes Jesus’ feet, this Mary is understood by exegetes to be the 

unnamed woman. As this woman’s name is Mary, she is understood to be Mary Magdalene. Thus, 

instead of viewing the three women, Mary Magdalene, the unnamed woman and Mary of Bethany, as 

three distinct figures, interpreters credit all three women’s characteristics to Mary Magdalene.  

 

 Ricci explains that Mary was a common name in the ancient world. Herod’s first wife was 

named Mary and she seemed to popularize its use. Moltmann-Wendell writes: “This trend had the sorry 

consequence that Church fathers, popes, bishops and, following them, artists and writers could throw all 

the Marys into a stock pot and take out again and present an appropriate selection from them in 

accordance with their needs.” As product of the inappropriate compilation of characteristics present in 

the three women, exegetes assume that Mary Magdalene’s possession by demons is caused by her 

sinfulness.  

 

 Ricci explains that there has been little critical analysis of the word “sinner” amongst exegetes. 

She explains that the Greek word for sinner applied by Luke to the unnamed woman in 7:37 is 

interpreted as prostitute, even though such an interpretation demands the term “pornh” used by Luke in 

15:30. Due to exegetical distortion, Mary Magdalene’s state of demon possession is transformed into a 

condition with moral implications. “A state generally equated with sickness, here exegetes translate 

moral corruption.” Thus, Mary Magdalene has come to represent such characteristics as sinfulness, 

repentance and redemption in the minds of Christian theologians. Ricci suggests that “Mary Magdalene 

herself has become the personification of sinfulness.” This conception of Mary Magdalene has pervaded 

western culture to such an extent that even language has been affected. “Magdalene with a small “m” 

has come to mean reformed prostitute, as current dictionaries in many languages still testify.”  

 

 Jane Dillenberger, in “The Magdalene: Reflections on the Image of the Saint and Sinner in 

Christian Art,” discusses the way in which these exegetical distortions of the Bible have been made 

manifest in art. In Botticelli’s Magdalene at the Foot of the Cross, Christ is depicted hanging dead on the 
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cross in Florence. To the left of his hanging body, evil forces engage in battle with godly forces. To the 

right of Jesus, St. Michael is depicted in an attempt to slay the serpent or devil. Mary Magdalene, clad in 

a red cloak, lies prostrated at the foot of Jesus’ cross. Dillenberger explains the significance of Mary 

Magdalene’s representation: “She is the harlot who turns from her sins in penitence and who through the 

love of Christ is forgiven.” Botticelli’s Magdalene at the Foot of the Cross provides one example of the 

way in which Mary Magdalene has been artistically misrepresented.  

 

 The image of woman as sinful is not one particular to the figure of Mary Magdalene. 

Theologians freely associate women with sin. This is not a phenomenon even particular to the New 

Testament. It is readily observed in theologian’s interpretations of Genesis. There, exegetes suggest 

human beings are created at the climax of God’s creative activity. Man is formed out of the earth and 

brought to life via God’s breath. Woman is created after man, out of his ribs. Carol Gilligan, in her book 

entitled In A Different Voice, suggests that based on her creation after and out of man, woman has been 

viewed a “deviant,” who acts accordingly; her actions are viewed as contrary to the morality created by 

God for his first human creation, man. Through a lack of morality, it has been interpreted, woman is 

tricked in the Garden of Eden by a serpent who assures her that she must eat from the forbidden tree of 

knowledge. The woman eats from its branches and entices man to eat soon after. The consequences for 

her actions are grave. God punishes woman’s disobedience via increased pain in bearing children. He 

punishes man by heightening his difficulty in tilling the land. God assigns mortality to both man and 

woman. Most strikingly, between man and woman he creates an eternal tension. Many scholars have 

interpreted the text in such a way as to blame women for God’s punishments.  

 

 Based, in part, on this interpretation of the Bible’s creation story, woman has come to be known 

as the “Devil’s gateway.” This interpretation was, for example, developed by Tertullian, an African 

priest who stood at the pulpit between 160 and 220 A.D. His sermons reflect the felt connection between 

woman and the evil that caused man’s fall from grace. His most famous sermon includes the following 

words:  

 “Do you know that each of you is Eve? T he sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in this 

age. The guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil’s gateway. You are the unsealer of 

that forbidden tree. You are the deserter of divine law. You are she who persuaded him whom the 

devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image man.”  

 

 Interpreters have pointed to other parts of Scripture to support Tertullian’s description of woman 

as evil and sinful. Many sections portray woman as a threat to the harmonious and ordered creation that 

God has established. Her beauty is capable of seducing men into immoral acts. For example, in Genesis 

6: 1, women are responsible for convincing the “sons of heaven” into the immoral act of sexual 

intercourse. In light of woman’s sinfulness, God punishes all of human civilization via a flood.  

 

 A similar example presents itself in Ezekiel 16. The nation of Israel is described as God’s 

faithless spouse, a woman who was given luxurious jewels to wear to compliment her incredible beauty. 

But, because she is so enthralled with her own beauty, she uses it to commit evil seduction: “You use 

your renown to make yourself a harlot, and you lavished your harlotry on every passer-by, whose own 

you became.” She is referred to as a “slaughterer. . . an evil doer. . . a shameless prostitute” who is 

punished by God for her sinfulness through public humiliation:  



 

7 

 

 “Therefore, harlot, hear the word of the Lord. . . because you poured out your lust and 

revealed your nakedness in your harlotry. . . I will gather together all your lovers who you tried to 

please. . . against you from all sides and expose you naked for them to see.”  

 

 These images of women, though different in their specific accounts, provide examples of 

characteristics so similar to those equated with Mary Magdalene.  

 

 Mary Magdalene, viewed in context with traditionally interpreted images of the feminine, 

confirms the statement that, within western theology, “sin and evil are closely connected to sexuality, 

corporeality, and more specifically to that of women” even if the actual Biblical text states otherwise.  
 

 Ricci relies on psychoanalysis for explanation of this phenomenon. She writes:  

 “Over the centuries, Mary Magdalene has been the object of deep projections by generations 

of men. . . the phenomena of projection on to the being of another of what really belongs to one’s 

own personal unconscious baggage, we find at our disposal an enormous quantity of exegetical, 

literary, homiletic, poetic, pictorial and other artistic material describing, not the reality of Mary 

Magdalene, but the most hidden psychological traits of men who have represented her in all sorts 

of ways.” 

 

 Out of a tradition of Biblical interpretation in which scholars have been particularly androcentric, 

the role of women in the Bible has been distorted. Moltmann-Wendell writes: “Women in the Bible are 

not allowed any beauty, independence or originality of their own and are made to fulfill the function of 

providing whatever image of womanhood Christianity may desire.” In the case of Mary Magdalene, it 

seems that a woman’s commitment to Jesus and his ministry posed a threat to a patriarchal world. So as 

not to allow her an elevated position amongst the male disciples, theologians described her as a 

prostitute and a sinner. Perhaps the faulty scholarship committed by exegetes cannot be understood as 

intentionally manipulative. But, as their depiction of Mary Magdalene is inaccurate, potent and 

dangerous, it is in desperate need of reevaluation.  


