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ST MARY MAGDALEN (FIRST CENTURY)
The story of St. Mary Magdalen, as generally received in the West following St. Gregory the Great, is
one of the most moving and encouraging in the Holy Scriptures. Mention is made in the gospels of a
woman who was a sinner (Luke vii 37-50, etc.), of Mary Magdalen, a follower of our Lord (John xx
10-18, etc.), and of Mary of Bethany, the sister of Lazarus (Luke x 38-42, etc.), and the liturgy of the
Roman church by identifying these three as one single individual has set its approval on the ancient
tradition and popular belief of Western Catholics.!

Mary Magdalen, whom our English ancestors called “Mawdleyn,” probably received her name
from Magdala, a place on the western shore of the sea of Galilee, near to Tiberias, and our Lord first
met her when on His Galilean ministry. St. Luke records that she was a sinner, and evidently a notori-
ous sinner (though he says nothing to suggest that she was a public harlot, as is commonly supposed),
and goes on to describe how, Christ having accepted an invitation to dine with a Pharisee, she came
into the house while they were at table, fell weeping before Jesus, and, having wiped His feet with her
own hair, anointed them with ointment from an alabaster box. The Pharisee murmured at what seemed
to him the unbecoming acquiescence of a prophet in the presence of a great sinner, and Jesus, knowing
his thoughts, rebuked him; first by asking which of two released debtors, a great and a small, had the
more cause to be grateful to their creditor, and then directly:

“Dost thou see this woman? I entered into thy house—thou gavest me no water for my feet. But
she with tears hath washed my feet, and with her hairs hath wiped them. Thou gavest me no kiss. But
she, since she came in, hath not ceased to kiss my feet. My head with oil thou didst not anoint—but she
with ointment hath anointed my feet. Wherefore I say to thee: Many sins are forgiven her, because she
hath loved much. But to whom less is forgiven, he loveth less.” And to the penitent woman he said,
“Thy sins are forgiven thee. Thy faith hath made thee safe. Go in peace.”

In his very next chapter St. Luke, in speaking of the missionary travels of our Lord in Galilee,
tells us that He and His apostles were accompanied and ministered to by certain women, among them
(by name) Mary Magdalen, “out of whom seven devils had gone forth.” Later, He entered into a certain
town and was received by Martha and her sister Mary, who supposedly had come to live with their
brother Lazarus at Bethany in order to be nearer the Master who, at their instance, had restored him to
life. Martha, busy about the house, appealed to Him to urge Mary to help her, rather than to sit continu-
ally at His feet listening to His words, and received that answer which has puzzled and consoled all
succeeding ages: “Martha, Martha, thou art careful and art troubled about many things. But one thing is
necessary. Mary hath chosen the best part, which shall not be taken away from her.” Mary the sinner
had become Mary the contemplative.

On the day before the triumphal entry into Jerusalem which was the prelude to His passion, Jesus
supped with the family of Lazarus at Bethany (Jesus loved them, St. John tells us), and on this occasion
Mary again anointed His head and feet and wiped them with her hair, so that “the house was filled with
the fragrance of the ointment.” And again there was a critic present, this time Judas Iscariot the apostle,

1 The identification of Mary Magdalen, the sister of Lazarus and the Sinner as one person is still by no means unchallenged
in the West. Though most Latin writers since the time of Pope St. Gregory have supported the identity, St. Ambrose, St. Jer-
ome, St. Augustine, St. Albert the Great and St. Thomas leave the question undecided; most of the Greek fathers distinguish
three, or at least two, different persons. This is the common view in the East, not only among the dissidents but also among
those in communion with the Holy See. Thus the Catholic Byzantines keep the feast of Mary Magdalen the Myrrh-bearer on
July 22, and of the other two on other dates.
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scandalized not because he was self-righteous but because he was dishonest and avaricious; and even
the other disciples were distressed at what seemed a waste. And again Jesus vindicated Magdalen:

“Let her alone! Why do you molest her? She hath wrought a good work upon me. For the poor
you have always with you, and whensoever you will you may do them good; but me you have not al-
ways. She hath done what she could: she is come beforehand to anoint my body for the burial. Amen, I
say to you—wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the whole world, that also which she hath
done shall be told for a memorial of her.” “And behold!” says St. John Chrysostom, “what He said has
come to pass. Wherever you go you will hear her praises sung.... The dwellers in Persia, in India... in
the British isles celebrate this deed.”

And yet Mary Magdalen is remembered at least as well for other things. In the darkest hour of our
Lord’s life she stood at some distance, watching Him on the cross; and with “the other Mary” she saw
the great stone rolled before the door of the tomb wherein lay the body of the Lord. But the crowning
mercy of the life of Mary Magdalen was yet to come, for it was she who, bearing sweet spices and
weeping by the sepulchre early on the first day of the week, was the first to see, to be greeted by, and to
recognize, the risen Christ; she, the contemplative, was the first witness to that resurrection without
which our faith and our preaching are alike vain; it was to the abused flesh of the penitent that the radi-
ant and glorified body of the Son of God was first made manifest.

Jesus saith to her, “Mary!” She, turning, saith to Him, “Master!” Jesus saith to her: “Do not touch
me, for I am not yet ascended to my Father. But go to my brethren and say to them: I ascend to my Fa-
ther and to your Father, to my God and to your God.”

According to Eastern tradition, Mary Magdalen after Pentecost accompanied our Lady and St.
John to Ephesus where she died and was buried; the English pilgrim St. Willibald was shown her shrine
there in the middle of the eighth century. But according to the tradition of France, in the Roman Marty-
rology and by the granting of various local feasts, she, with Lazarus, Martha, and others, evangelized
Provence. The last thirty years of her life, it is claimed, she spent in a cavern of a rock, La Sainte
Baume, high up among the Maritime Alps, to be transported miraculously, just before she died, to the
chapel of St. Maximin; she received the last sacraments from and was buried by that saint.

The earliest known reference to the coming of the Palestinians to France is of the eleventh cen-
tury, in connection with the relics of St. Mary Magdalen claimed by the abbey of Vézelay in Burgundy;
the elaborations of the story seem to have spread in Provence only during the thirteenth. From 1279 the
relics of the Magdalen are said to be in the keeping of the monks of Vézelay and of the Dominican fti-
ars of Saint-Maximin, to the shrine in which church and the cave at La Sainte Baume pilgrimage is still
popular. But research, especially by Mgr.. Duchesne, has demonstrated more and more clearly that nei-
ther the relics nor the story of the voyage of the friends of our Lord to Marseilles can be relied on as
authentic; in spite of the defence of those piously concerned on behalf of the local belief, it cannot be
doubted that the whole story is a fabrication.

Among the other curious and baseless tales current about the saint in the middle ages is that she
was affianced to St. John the Evangelist when Christ called him. “She had thereof indignation that her
husband was taken from her, and went and gave herself to all delight; but because it was not fitting that
the calling of St. John should be the occasion of her damnation, therefore our Lord mercifully con-
verted her to penance, and because He had taken from her sovereign delight of the flesh, He replen-
ished her with sovereign spiritual delight before all other, that is, the love of God” (The Golden Leg-

end).
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Much has been written on the subject of St. Mary Magdalen’s coming to Provence, but it is impossible to
allow any sort of probability to the view which venerates the Sainte Baume as the home of her last years. The
destructive criticism which began with J. de Launoy in the seventeenth century has been supported and devel-
oped by Catholic scholars of the highest name. The modern Bollandists have many times recurred to the subject
(see for example the Analecta Bollandiana, vol. xii, 296; xvi, 515; xvii, 361, etc.), where in reviewing different
phases of the controversy they have expressed themselves in the most unequivocal terms. Particular attention
may be directed to the essay of Mgr. Duchesne, now reprinted in his Pastes Episcopaux, vol. i, pp. 321-359; to
the paper of G. de Manteyer in Mélanges d’archéologie et d’histoire, vol. xvii (1897), PP* 467-489; to G. Morin
in the Revue Bénédictine 9 vol. xxvi (1909), pp. 24-33; to an article of E. Vacandard in the Revue des questions
Hstoriques for 1924, pp. 257-305; and another by Fr H. Thurston in Studies, vol. xxiii (1934), pp. 110-123 (it
may be noticed that on the last page of this article, “Saint-Marcellin” has by an oversight been misprinted for
Saint-Maximin); and H. Hansel, Die Maria Magdalena—Legende (1937). There is an excellent summary in Bau-
dot and Chaussin, Vies des Saints..., t. vii (1949), pp. 526-543. The case of the believers in these traditions is pre-
sented very fully in books by J. Véran (1868), and by J. Sagette in 1880. A fuller bibliography may be found in
Leclercq, DAC., vol. viii, cc. 2038-2086, s.v. “Lazare,” an article which supplies an admirably documented dis-
cussion of the whole subject. There is a well-known Life of St. Mary Magdalen by Lacordaire (Eng. trans.), but
however excellent it may be from a literary and devotional point of view it is historically quite uncritical. A dis-
cussion of the problem of the Maries in Provence by C. M. Girdlestone appeared in Blackfriars, vol. xxxii
(1951), pp. 407~414, 478-488.
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