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GENDER, AUTHORITY, AND THE GOSPEL OF MARY

INTRODUCTION

We do not know, and never shall know, anything about the first origin of beliefs and customs the roots of which plunge into a distant past; but, as far as the present is concerned, it is certain that social behaviour is not produced spontaneously by each individual, under the influence of emotions of the moment.  Men do not act, as members of a group, in accordance with what each feels as an individual; each man feels as a function of the way in which he is permitted or obliged to act.  Customs are given as external norms before giving rise to internal sentiments, and these non-sentient norms determine the sentiments of individuals as well as the circumstances in which they may, or must, be displayed.

They could have inscribed Jesus’ words to Peter:  “Are you also still without understanding?”  (Mt 15,16), or “Get behind me, Satan!” (Mt 16,23).
   Instead we read, “Tu es Petrus” (You are Peter).  Thus begins the inscription of letters eight feet high carved in the glorious, lofty copula of Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome.  These are the first words of Christ’s commission to Simon Peter (Mt 16,17-19), heralded as the foundation of the Papacy and the Roman Catholic Church.  It is the source of a proud tradition, a touchstone of religious identity, a guarantee of truth meant to inspire faith and banish all doubt.


Yet long before Saint Peter’s was built or the concept of the Papacy developed, there was another authority to whom some of the earliest Christians looked, another heroine and exemplar who embodied a different understanding of the meaning of Christ:  Mary Magdalene, the intimate companion of the Lord and visionary revealer of his mysteries.


We know far less about the historical consciousness or theological views of either Peter or Mary Magdalene than we do about how these figures came to be appropriated as icons by later Christian communities.  Transformed into religious symbols, their meanings became polyvalent and political, as far as gender, authority, and indeed the very paradigm of early Christianity was concerned.  The link between Peter and the Church, which considers him the cornerstone of its authority, is well known.  What is less known is Mary Magdalene’s paramount significance for circles of Gnostic Christians around the second century and the cryptic scripture named for her:  the Gospel of Mary.


The text itself is a window which revels something of the historical situation at the time it was written.  It can serve as a lens through which we can see, beyond the words on the page, a historic divergence in the formation of Christianity and hear echoes of an ancient debate whose reverberations are growing in our own time.  By noting the positioning of Mary Magdalene and Peter in the Gospel of Mary, we can learn something of the later conflict of which they are representative.  My thesis is that the rivalry portrayed between them is a direct reflection of polarized attitudes toward gender and authority in early Christianity, the crux of the debate being the status of women in the ecclesial community.  Ascribed gender roles or lack of them, in turn, raises the question of genderfication or how gender identities and their meanings came to be inscribed in the first place.


It would be incorrect to speak of a standard, monolithic Christianity from the outset.  We know that there was nothing resembling a mainline church until at least three centuries after Christ.  There was rather various guises of Christianity among diverse groups, which later rivaled one another over claims of authenticity.  This investigation will weigh and contrast two different Christian camps:  certain Gnostic Christians and those aptly called proto-Christians.
  Such a study takes one down an almost forgotten road along the underside of history, to explore a minority tradition long ago silenced under sentence of heresy.


For centuries we knew about the Gnostic Christians only indirectly through the acerbic diatribes of Church Fathers, who went to great length to refute their errors and  attack them as immoral and debauched.  Their teachers were condemned, their heretical texts were burned and, after the fourth century, Gnostic Christianity was defeated.  However, “[t]he appearance of broadly similar myths and movements can be traced down through the succeeding centuries of church history to the present day—the Cathars, the Bogomils, the Mandeans, and so forth.”
  But before the curtain of silence fell in late antiquity, certain Gnostics concealed scrolls of their sacred writings in jars and hid them in caves.  Three of these works came to light in Egypt, where they were purchased by the Berlin Museum in 1896, and subsequently referred to as the Codex Berlinenis.  Part of this discovery was the Gospel of Mary.  An even greater find occurred in 1945, at Nag Hammadi, Egypt.  There a whole Gnostic library was recovered.  Because of these relatively recent discoveries, the Gnostics once again speak in their own voice and no longer through the biased pens of their opponents.


These Gnostic texts are written in Greek and Coptic, that is, Egyptian using the Greek alphabet.  It is not surprising that these spectacular finds occurred in Egypt, where Alexandria, the second largest city after Rome, was a renowned intellectual center for all manner of philosophical schools around the second century.  It was a place of ferment where East met West and even Buddhist monks proselytized .  In terms of religious ideas and cults, Alexandria in the second century was the crossroads of the world.

Gnosticism holds that the physical universe is not the creation of the ultimate, transcendent God, but rather is the work of a blind and ignorant demiurge.  Humans are trapped in this world like aliens far from their home, and yet there is in them a spark of  divine light.  Gnostics experience this mystery, they realize its great truth and live in this consciousness.  According to Hans Jonas, Gnostic speculation derives from two main streams:  one Persian and the other Syro-Egyptian.  Gnosticism has dualistic features, but the Persian source was one of the world’s most dualistic religious systems, with good and evil originating from two respectively opposed gods.  The Syro-Egyptian tradition posited one transcendent God whose pure light escaped through emanations in a descending series of levels to form aeons, a kind of dualistic conception on a monistic background.  In this cosmology, invariably the lower represented a defection from the higher.  The farther from its source, the dimmer the light and the denser the darkness, the ignorance, and the matter that trapped it.

There were various schools of Gnosticism, not infrequently at odds with each other.  If we cannot speak of a unity in terms of place, we can with regard to time.  The historical moment when it breaks upon the world and flourishes is the first and second centuries C.E.  “Gnosticism, like the intellectuals who produced it, is a child of its time:  its background is a religious world in ferment, a cultural universe in which syncretism had become an ideological garment, in which oriental blood had now been flowing for centuries in the somewhat anaemic body of the West.”
 

    
The Gospel of Mary consists essentially of two parts:  the first is a revelation of  Jesus to the disciples, wherein he discusses the disposition of the universe and the nature of sin and bids them to go forth and preach.  This is followed by a large lacuna.  The second part picks up after Jesus has left.  The disciples are hesitant and fearful, thinking that if their Lord was crucified the same fate may be in store for them.  Mary Magdalene, assumes the role of Jesus by comforting and encouraging them.  Responding to their request, she discloses to the disciples the message she received from the risen Christ in a vision.  Andrew challenges the validity of her testimony, Peter sneers at her, but Levi (Matthew) supports her and corrects the others.  They then go forth to preach the Word.  This two-part structure sets the basic frame for this paper.  My methodology will combine historical and textual criticism.  The chapters are arranged with a view toward investigating four key areas:  the phenomenology of Gnosticism, Christian origins, diversity and polarization of early Christianity over the issue of gender as it relates to authority, and some thoughts on the relevance of this research and lessons to be learned. 


Chapter One:  “The Gnostic Universe,” is introductory.  This chapter raises the question of what constitutes the Gnostic experience(s), from which various mythologies and worldviews developed.  Exploring Gnosticism is like entering a strange world.  This is partly because it was defamed, discarded, and superseded by a different, victorious viewpoint, which became familiar and accepted, thereby rendering Gnosticism a faint, foreign voice.  But even in its day Gnosticism had a strange feeling to it, not only to its opponents, but to its adherents who considered themselves “aliens.”  Only among one another did they find true community, for they saw themselves as a type of humankind set apart.


Chapter Two:  “Christian Origins:  Jesus and Paul,” examines the roots of Christianity, particularly, the praxis of Jesus with regard to women, which set an egalitarian, inclusive tone for the earliest Christian communities. Next to Jesus, the Apostle Paul, is nascent Christianity’s most influential figure.  His writings reveal a complex, seminal theologian, who, above all else sought the unity of the churches.  He was loved and quoted by both later Gnostic and proto-Christians who claimed him in support of their respective theologies.


Chapter Three:  “Divergence and Conflict,” focuses on Peter’s rivalry with Mary Magdalene for religious authority highlighted in the Gospel of Mary.  The tension between them is obvious in the second part of the text.  What is not explicit, but what I am suggesting, is that behind these two prominent figures lie two rival schools of thought.  I refer to them as camps to capture the historical conflict which they represent.  There were many points of difference between Gnostic and orthodox brands of Christianity, but my aim is to bring out specifically their divergence over the issue of gender and authority.  The Gnostic egalitarian practice of women’s full participation and the proto-Christians’ increasing subjugation of women, I contend, is one chief reason that the Gnostics were finally condemned as heretics.


Chapter Four:  “Mary Magdalene and Becoming Male,” begins with a look of who this person was and what she came to mean as a symbol for Gnostic and proto-Christians.  Then I take up the problem of her being a woman and how that is resolved.  It is not simply a matter of the Gnostics’ high esteem for Mary Magdalene and their openness to women’s participation, there is also a definite incoherence or dissonance in their own position in that they, too, denigrated femaleness.  A woman was not endorsed as a woman, but because she had experienced gnosis and thereby transcended the liability of her sex.  The Gnostics, therefore, were not pro-woman, but rather offered women a path to spiritualization referred to as “becoming male.”  Mary Magdalene, for all her pre-eminence, is not a feminist champion affirming women in the importance, value, and specificity of their own experience, rather, she too, is a construct of men.  Who else would put on her lips the admission that her visitations by Christ were because “he has prepared us and made us into men.”?
  How are we to make sense of spiritualization as masculinization?


Chapter Five:  “Summary Thoughts,” emphasizes the relevance of this research and against the backdrop of the whole issue of patriarchal androcentrism.  I will show how these past wranglings and viewpoints influence us today and how a feminist critique might reassess and reconstruct them.

It is impossible to know all that might have been contained in the Gospel of Mary, since the first six pages are missing, as well as pages eleven to fourteen.  In all there were nineteen pages in the original document, each one of them no more than a paragraph  in length.  As it stands, only about half of the text is extant.


Scholars place its writing in the second century, claiming that the Church Father, Iranaeus (130-200), knew of it.
  Marjanen is not convinced about the Iranaeus citation but does agree that “a date approximately in the middle of the second century is most likely.”
  King sets the date in the first half of the second century noting that the text “finds its life situation in the early second century debates over women’s leadership and the role of the apostles.”
  The earliest fragments are in Greek and reflect the view that, though Mary Magdalene’s teaching is challenged, her being a woman is not at issue.  The later Coptic version is more complete and reflects a later historical development, where, more specifically, it is woman’s leadership that is under attack and needs to be defended.
  

Filoramo raises the question whether Gnosticism is a Christian heresy or an independent religion.  His answer is that it depends on how we determine the essence of Gnosticism.  For example, the eighteenth-century scholar, F. C. Baur, regarded “the Gnostics as the first philosophers of the Christian religion.”  At the turn of this century, Adolf von Harnack regarded “Gnostics as the first Christian theologians and Gnosticism as the extreme Hellenization of Christianity,”
 due to the introduction of Greek rationalism into the message of Jesus.  He concludes that there are both kinds:  a Christian as well as a non-Christian Gnosticism.  It is clear that Gnosticism had pre-Christian roots.  It is also clear that the Church Fathers saw Gnosticism as a Christian heresy.  Consequently, this will be the perspective of this paper.


This entire discussion, however, is turned on its head by Michael Williams, who, in a revolutionary break with established scholarly opinion, challenges the basic assumptions underlying terms like “the Gnostics,” or “Gnostic religion,” or “Gnosticism.”  He maintains that the category and the terms associated with it “have created the impression of a generalized historical and social unity for which there is no evidence and against which there is much.”
  He rejects the classification as erroneous and misleading and asks that it be dismantled and replaced.

Williams’ thesis is brilliantly put and provocative to consider.  However, it is not so compelling, or necessary, or practical, to warrant jettisoning two centuries of scholarship in the area of Gnosticism.  Pains can be taken to avoid making the term “Gnosticism” unduly monolithic.  At the same time, it is possible to say something about those diverse groups, who, for all their differences, enshrined the idea of gnosis and whose spirituality, amid a darkened world, focused on recognizing and appropriating the divine spark in the human soul.

CHAPTER ONE

“The Gnostic Universe”


As William Paden points out, “Religious systems constitute autonomous worlds.”
  Gnosticism is such a world.  Indeed, when one considers its multiple variations, particularly, the intricate Valentinian system with its elegant mythology and grand synthesis of Gnostic thought, it is more accurate to speak of “the Gnostic universe.”  Jonas hails the Valentinian system as “the crowning achievement of the Syro-Egyptian type of Gnostic speculation.”
  The Gospel of Mary, belongs to this tradition and reflects Valentinian thought, though its author is unknown.  

Valentinus (ca. 100—ca.180) was a priest (possibly a bishop) from Alexandria, who was almost elected Bishop of Rome, where he lived approximately between 135-160), and earned a reputation as a brilliant teacher with a captivating personality.  We can only imagine what that Valentinus’ election would have meant historically.  “If Valentinianism had prevailed, the Church would have been more like George Fox’s Society of Quakers, a congregation of equals any one of whom might be moved by the ‘inner light’ to preach or testify his or her spiritual experience.”
  To grasp the Gospel of Mary we must understand something of the Valentinian doctrine by way of orientation, examining its main features along the lines of its psychology, theology, cosmology, anthropology, and eschatology.  

Missing from the fragments we have are some key themes such as the demiurge and the Sophia myth.  But other unmistakable traits are present which would warrant labeling the Gospel of Mary a Gnostic work of the Valentinian school.  For instance, there is the idea of finding and following the divine presence in oneself as the way to salvation (GM 8,18-19), and the need for deliverance from attachment to matter (described as adulterous) (GM 7,13-20), as well as from desire and ignorance (GM 16,19-21), and from the world (GM 16,21-17,1).

The Gnostics were not interested in Gnosticism, but rather in of the experience of 

gnosis.   The term is Greek and means “knowledge.”  Consequently, the Gnostics were 

“knowers.”  By gnosis, however, they did not mean discursive knowledge but a hidden, revealed knowledge, a true knowledge of “what is,” a noetic intuitive apprehension beyond question or proof.  Gnosis came through an inner experience and resulted in personal transformation.  The Gnostic Savior tells the disciples:  “Receive my peace to yourselves. . . . For the Son of Man is within you.  Follow after him!  Those who seek him will find him [within]” (GM 8,14-15,19-21).  In terms of religious initiation gnosis is the opposite of faith, which is not based on experience but consists of an intellectual assent to another’s word and authority.


A key distinguishing feature of Gnostic Christianity was its use of myth, for example, Valentinus’ myth of creation and his myth of the soul’s ascent.  The myth served to amplify gnostic experience.  It provided a framework within which one could understand one’s spiritual experience and a field of resonance, which confirmed and enabled that experience to be communicated and shared.  Gnostics did not sit idly by waiting for something to happen.  They prepared for the Spirit and disposed themselves accordingly.  They recalled that Jesus was both a teacher, who taught his disciples, and a hierophant of the mysteries, who initiated people into a spiritual rebirth.   Gnostic spirituality derived from both.  In the Gnostic understanding, most of Christ’s teachings were imparted after the resurrection to select disciples.  Gnostic scriptures, with their myths, contained this teaching and were part of the preparation.  However, the place of the experience, the locus of transformation, the sacred container, as it were, was the mysteries, later called sacraments.
  Both the teaching and the rites gave shape and intelligibility to the spiritual experience, which could be renewed and deepened at any time.  The one constituted wisdom, while the other effected transformation.  Both came from Christ, the source of gnosis.


“‘To know’ now means ‘to become that same reality that is known’, to be transformed through enlightenment into the actual object of knowledge, overcoming and removing the dichotomy between subject and object.”
  Herein lies the paradox of Gnosticism:  that one can know the ultimate, unknowable God, who indeed calls out to be known.  A Gnostic becomes what she sees through an experience of spiritual regeneration whose immediate effect is salvation.  But if the Gnostic becomes what she sees, it is a matter of realizing that in some way she already is that reality.  The discovery of one’s true nature is like finding something that was always there, recovering the Self one truly is.  This closely parallels the sublime doctrine of the Upanishads, which heralds the same ultimate enlightenment:  Atman is Brahman, that is to say, the individual essential Self and the universal Self are one and the same.  The experience of gnosis was a discovery of one’s inner divinity.

 
But the experience of gnosis is not only about “seeing”; it is initially a matter of “remembering.”  If for proto-Christians the greatest evil is sin, for Gnostic Christians the real problem is ignorance, (a view deriving from Platonic tradition).   This pervasive state of ignorance the Gnostics likened to slumber and drunkenness.  Gnosis brings about an inner awakening, which frees one from ignorance and unconsciousness.  Gnostic texts speak of epignosis, that is, recognition of one’s true identity through remembering one’s divine origin.  “The soul answered [Mary Magdalene] and said, ‘I saw you.  You did not see me nor recognize me.  I served you as a garment, and you did not know me’”  (GM 15,5-8).  Psychologically, gnosis is a recovery of the self at the deepest possible level.  The indefatigable heresiologist, Bishop Iranaeus understood as much when he observed that gnosis is “the redemption of the interior man.”
  As the Gospel of Mary puts it, “What binds me has been slain, and what surrounds me has been overcome, and my desire has been ended, and ignorance has died” (GM 16,18-21).

The experience of gnosis begins with a recollection of one’s true home and enkindles a desire to return there.  The Gospel of Truth, “the philosophical core of Valentinianism,”
 puts it this way:

Therefore if one has knowledge, he is from above.  If he is called, he hears, he answers, and he turns to him who is calling and ascends to him.  And he knows in what manner he is called . . . . He who is to have knowledge in this manner knows where he comes from and where he is going.  He knows as one who having become drunk has turned away from his drunkenness, and having returned to himself has set right what are his own.

Once a Gnostic remembers her true home, she embarks on a spiritual ascent.  “I did not see you descending, but now I see you ascending” (GM 15,2-3).  A common mythological idea in Gnostic thought is the sinking of the soul, the general downward movement of a divine principle, which was initiated by a reflection of the upper Light in the Darkness below.  

Another unique feature of Gnosticism lies in its understanding of the root of the problem of evil.  Most religions admit that the world is imperfect but generally lay the blame for it at humanity’s door.  For the Gnostics, the fault mysteriously lies within the bosom of Godhead.  The drama starts with a disturbance in the heights.  E. M. Forster beautifully relates the creation myth of Valentinus:

He imagines a primal God, the centre of a divine harmony, who sent out manifestations of himself in pairs of male and female.  Each pair was inferior to its predecessor, and Sophia the female of the thirtieth pair, least perfect of all.  She showed her imperfection not, like Lucifer, by rebelling from God, but by desiring too ardently to be united to him.  She fell through love . . . and the universe is formed out of her agony and remorse.

Christ is a being of the Fulness, the son, not of the creator of this world, but of the ultimate, transcendent God.  He descends from the Pleroma through the lower aeons on a mission of salvation to those who will receive him on earth.  Christ is the Savior who calls his own and awakens them to gnosis, not through the mediation of an institutional church, but directly by way of inner revelation.  The most “gnostic” of the canonical gospels has Jesus say, “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” and, “I will love them and reveal myself to them” (Jn 14,6a; 14,21c)  The Gnostic, who becomes aware and retrieves her spark of inner light and begins the arduous ascent through the lower material realms, contributes substantively to the fullness of God, the Pleroma itself.  Jonas writes, “This is the grand ‘pneumatic equation’ of Valentinian thought:  the human individual event of pneumatic knowledge is the inverse equivalent of the pre-cosmic universal event of divine ignorance, and in its redeeming effect of the same ontological order.”
  The salvation of the human is that of the Deity itself.  Herein lies the mystical experience for the Gnostic, namely, the soul’s ascent is experienced as happening inwardly (as opposed to mythically) in this life.

Valentinians were of the opinion that not all were candidates for this saving realization.  It was rather for the few who had the necessary capacity.  There is a suggestion of predestination here, and Valentinians were sometimes accused of elitism.  Nevertheless, their texts often reiterated the urgings of Jesus.  Twice we read in the Gospel of Mary:  “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (GM 7,8 and 8,11-12).  Another place offers this variation:  “He who understands, let him understand” (GM 8,1).  The implication seems to be that though everyone has ears, not all will hear the message in its fullness.  They noted how according to the gospel record, Jesus preached openly to the crowds, but instructed his disciples in private as to the hidden meaning of his teaching (Mk 4,34).  In the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene teaches the other disciples in the same fashion, she says to them, “What is hidden from you I will proclaim to you” (GM 10,8).  It is noteworthy that none of the Gnostic texts develop the figure of Mary Magdalene based on the canonical record, but rather, as we see especially in the Gospel of Mary, in terms of post-resurrection visionary encounters in which hidden messages are disclosed to her by the Savior.

Typically, circles of Gnostics clustered around esteemed teachers, forming something like clubs.  As intellectuals more interested in the pursuit of gnosis than in establishing institutions, theirs was a loose association largely lacking in organization. This marked difference from the increasingly organized proto-Christians no doubt contributed to their eventual dissolution.


Second-century Gnosticism was the expression of an economically expanding and socially mobile provincial society.  Its cosmopolitan aspects, with its syncretistic tendencies, its cultural flexibility, its ability to realize an aristocracy of the spirit on the religious level, its use of mythological, symbolic languages to satisfy popular and intellectual taste (it was both profoundly theological and speculative) were able to contain the tensions of the newly emerging social groups and to provide an outlet for the uprooting and social-religious crisis experienced by traditional groups as a result of acute economic and social change.  In this situation the openness of the communities, their internal fluidity and egalitarianism were strong points, but they proved to be short-lived.  They were to pay dearly for the absence of real organization and rejection of institutional roots.

Besides this obvious structural reason, there was the psychological or philosophical reasons why Gnostic communities were both elitist and transitory.  Forster points out the more elusive reason for the demise of Gnosticism:  “It was pessimistic, imaginative, esoteric—three great obstacles to success.”

This leads us to consider Valentinus’ anthropology.  The notion that the human person is constituted in three parts:  body, soul, and spirit was commonplace in late antiquity; even Paul refers to it.  But Valentinians maintained that, by virtue of the appearance of the Savior, humanity is divided into these three kinds:  1.)  The pneumatic (spiritual), who recognize him, and are therefore destined for salvation.  These, of course, are the Gnostics.  2.) The hylic (material-bound) humans, who rejected him and are, consequently, incapable of salvation.  In this group belong the Jews and pagans, who stand condemned.  3.)  The psychics (those in between) include some who gradually respond.  This group includes the proto-Christians who are capable of enlightenment, but are hesitant.  Therefore, they will be consigned to a lesser place in the celestial realm. 

Gnostic virtue lay in taking stock of oneself in a hostile environment and in becoming the best one can be in the whole scheme of things.  Their perception of this grand scheme led to two possible responses:  libertinism or asceticism.  The one repudiates allegiance to nature through excess, the other through abstention.

Libertinism was the most insolent expression of the metaphysical revolt, reveling in its own bravado:  the utmost contempt for the world consists in dismissing it even as a danger or an adversary.  Asceticism acknowledges the world’s corrupting power:  it takes seriously the danger of contamination and is thus animated more by fear than by contempt.

The majority of Gnostics opted for an ascetical lifestyle.  Exoteric Gnostics—those with the most external organization, institutional structures, and so forth—such as Marcion and Mani and their followers offered the most extreme examples of religious asceticism.  Some followers in these groups eschewed marriage and the folly of procreation, since these ensured the continued retention of souls in a basically evil world.
  

Among the relatively few Gnostics who followed the path of libertinism, the followers of Carpocrates were the most noteworthy.  For them the idea was to break every moral code, to commit every sin possible, so as to flaunt the evil archon, who governs this world and holds humans captive through his established codes and oppressive laws.  They considered conventional morality as irrelevant in light of their superior gnosis.  With this group in mind, there is undoubtedly some substance to the Church Fathers’ diatribes against Gnostic debauchery.  But libertine Gnostics were the rare exception; consequently, we can take the wholesale accusations of orgies, child sacrifice, and the like, as polemical attempts to discredit Gnostics in general.  This much is historically certain, the ferocity and violence with which proto-Christians eventually suppressed and eradicated Gnostic Christians, in the fourth and fifth centuries, surpasses in violence anything the Gnostics did. 


The school of Valentinus represented a middle approach between rigid asceticism and rebellious libertinism.  It was highly esoteric with the emphasis on inner work toward self-realization, and therefore deeply psychological.  Jonas quotes Clement of Alexandria’s citation of the Valentinian programmatic formula:  “What makes us free is the knowledge who we were, what we have become; where we were, wherein we have been thrown; whereto we speed, wherefrom we are redeemed; what is birth and what rebirth.”

Returning to the issue of their anthropology, Gnostics were in the world but not of it.  To be a Gnostic was to be misplaced, or as they said, to be an “alien.”  Between them and reunification with their source, which was their eschatological goal, were formidable barriers, namely, this world and the numerous aeons (realms) that stood between them and the transcendent God of Light, creating separation and distance.  Gnostics felt light years from home, but unlike the masses of ignorant humans who had no inkling, they recognized their predicament and perfected a remedy.  The quest for the soul and the quest for God are one and the same.  The way home is the journey within.

C. G. Jung maintained that many of the Gnostics were psychologists and that what they were describing was the realm of the unconscious.
  According to Eric Vogelin, “Gnostic thinkers, ancient and modern, are the great psychologists of alienation, the bearers of the Promethean revolution.”
   The true God from the Gnostic point of view is not to be confused with the demiurge, that is, the creator of this world, but rather is the other, the unknown.  His inner human counterpart, the essential self or pneuma, “otherwise hidden, reveals itself in the negative experience of otherness, of non-identification, and of protested indefinable freedom.”
  

It is significant that Christ directs Marry Magdalene, “Do not lay down any rules beyond what I appointed for you, and do not give a law like the lawgiver lest you be constrained by it” (GM 9,1-4).  The lawgiver refers to the demiurge, the creator of this world, who is essentially the god of the Old Testament.  But by extension this is a critique of the proto-Christian church which furthered his laws and created new legislation of its own, including defenses of its exclusive claim to orthodoxy and indictments of heresy against those who disagreed. 


The Gnostics, for the most part, repudiated the God of the Israel. Characteristically, however, they were not categorical in their views or declarations.  They distinguished various sources and layers behind scriptural texts.  In this regard, they were engaging in biblical criticism centuries before Bultmann and the German scholars picked it up.  Most of what Yahweh in the Old Testament had to say, they identified as coming from an imposter, who thought and claimed to be the true God, but was not the Father of life and love that Jesus Christ announced.  In other cases, they detected a higher source, for example, some of the impressions and interpretations of the prophets and the elders of Israel.  And in rare instances they found utterances which they attributed to the ultimate, true God.  At issue was not only what Yahweh said but how he acted that revealed his subterfuge.   With his volatile temperament and petulant moods, the Old Testament god was in fact the ignorant demiurge, the archon who ruled this world, like a warden of a prison, and held human beings in bondage.  

This led them to a radical reinterpretation of the Hebrew scriptures.  For them, Adam and Eve had not fallen; on the contrary, by disobeying the archon’s command, they took the first step out of ignorance into enlightenment.  Eating the forbidden fruit represented not a fall, but a rise in consciousness.  There was a group called Ophiles, who even worshipped the snake.  Similarly, Gnostics identified with traditional villains over canonized heroes.  They honored Esau over Jacob; and one group called themselves Cainites, paying tribute to Cain, the prototype of the outcast, over Abel.  Jonas notes that “[t]his opting for the ‘other’ side, for the traditionally infamous, is a heretical method, and much more serious than a merely sentimental siding with the underdog, let alone mere indulgence in speculative freedom.”  He goes on to call it, “a form of polemics . . . a rebel’s view of history.”


According to Jonas, this monumental “going against the grain” on the part of Gnostics was not only with regard to biblical myths, but extended to their total revaluation of the traditional world-positive, life-affirming Greek, as well as Hebrew, cultural world view.  This made them appear sacrilegious and blasphemous to Plontinus and other non-Christian philosophers.


Ancient peoples from time immemorial had deified the world or beheld it with wonder, and classical Greeks, staring at the starry vault of the sky, perceived the most sublime pattern of order and beauty.  The Gnostics looking out upon the same world felt disgust and looking up at the stars experienced terror before the vast, hostile universe.  As Jung and others note, the Gnostic sense of self is peculiarly attuned to modern ideas of alienation, angst, and anomie.  It produces a new kind of human being who breaks with antiquity’s homogeneity, is self-conscious, and stands apart.

Nevertheless, as a minority tradition, increasingly perceived to be heretical by the burgeoning proto-Christian church, a definite critique and protest characterized Gnostic Christianity’s perspective and discourse.  Struggling for the soul of Christ’s community on earth, the divergent groups of his followers in the second century necessarily defined themselves over and against one another.  The point of this paper is that it was no accident that Gnostics privileged Mary Magdalene over Peter as the prime, exemplary disciple and model of the direct, inner experience of saving gnosis.   Nor was it by chance that proto-Christians disregarded Mary Magdalene and looked to Peter as their historical link with Christ, guarantor of orthodoxy, and consolidator of authority through male apostolic succession.  Mary Magdalene and Peter were made to act out the scripts written for them and to symbolize the convictions and aspirations of the groups who canonized them.

CHAPTER TWO

“Christian Origins:  Jesus and Paul”


What we can gather from the canonical gospel record is that the teaching and practice of Jesus was novel in that it replaced the dominator model of human relationships with that of mutual participation.  The parable-in-action of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples at the Last Supper, “was not so much a condescending reversal of roles as the deliberate destruction of the paradigm of domination” and the inauguration of “participatory consciousness” and “the communion paradigm.”
 


As far as his relationship with women in general was concerned, Jesus conversed with conversed, traveled with them, and included them among his disciples.  He was not afraid of becoming ritually defiled by them, and he did not think that their only function lay in kitchen and child-bearing duties.  I might add that he not only associated with them, more significantly, he taught them.  Furthermore, his teaching style was inclusive of women.  Typically, his metaphors and illustrations were two-pronged to apply equally to the men, as well as to the women in his audience:  wine and skins – patching cloth, shepherd’s lost sheep – woman’s lost coin, the mustard seed – the leaven in the dough, the slave in charge of the house of his absent master – the foolish and wise bridesmaids.


This inclusion of women, as capable of being taught theologically on the same level as Jewish males, contravened custom and rabbinic practice.  When Martha, at her home in  Bethany, asked Jesus to “have my sister help me with the household chores,” Jesus defends her idle sister, who is in the posture of an attentive pupil listening to a rabbi.  He replies, “Mary has chosen the better portion and it will not be taken from her” (Lk 10,42).  In his encounter with the woman at the well, Jesus violates two taboos:  one, in associating with a Samaritan (Jn 4,9), the other, in speaking with a woman to the great surprise of his male disciples (Jn 4,27).  He compares God with a woman in the parable of the woman who lost a coin.  In his lament over Jerusalem he uses a feminine image to refer to himself, namely, that of a mother hen who longs to gather her chicks under her wings (Mt 23,37b).


Women were among Jesus’ close companions and supported him, not only emotionally but financially, during his ministry as an itinerant preacher (Lk 8,1-3).  The canonical gospels note that only his female friends are present at his death (with the exception of the beloved disciple in the fourth gospel), and women are the primary witnesses to the resurrection.   This is noteworthy, since the resurrection is the originating force, the very heart of Christianity.  Not only are women witnesses, they become emissaries of the Good News to the male disciples.  For our purposes it is also worth noting that whenever the gospels name the women followers of Jesus, Mary Magdalene heads the list.


Jesus’ attitude toward women constituted “a highly original feature of his life and teaching.”
  It is not surprising that women were drawn to the Jesus movement.  However, after a few short decades, the initial experience of sexual equality was, among the emerging proto-Christians, followed by male consolidation of power.  “Christ’s overturning of conventional Jewish and Hellenistic values, at least within his own group of followers was to be reversed within only a few generations of his death, while the rabbinical prejudices concerning the nature and role of women were absorbed into Christian thinking, and have lasted into the twentieth century.”


That the earliest forms of Christianity were egalitarian in their vision is evidenced in the premier Christian sacrament, which was an inclusive ritual.  Baptism was administered to all initiates, men and women alike, in contrast to circumcision which pertained only to Jewish males.  So theoretically, and at the outset in practice, women were incorporated into Christian communities on the same footing and with the same rights and duties as men.  

Tradition holds that Paul was martyred around the year 64 CE.  Paul’s writings roughly from 50 to 60 CE, constitute the earliest Christian record we have, predating both canonical and non-canonical sources.  These letters to various communities are invaluable in that they offer us a glimpse of the earliest stages of the formation of Christianity.  In them we get an insight into Paul’s mind.  We can note the norms he established, as well as observe his reactions to what he encountered by way of existing traditions.  For this reason, Paul is singularly important and may be considered the founder of Christianity, in the sense that prior to him there was what would more accurately be called a Jesus movement, a sect within Judaism.  With Paul, however, there is a vision of a New Covenant and a new religion.


Gnostic Christians held Paul in high esteem, for he was, in many respects, a Gnostic himself.  He never met Jesus in the flesh, but was transformed on the road to Damascus by a direct, personal experience of the risen Christ.  Not unlike Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary, when his ministry was challenged, he offered his vision of Christ as his vindication:  “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor 9,1).  This verb “to see” is used throughout the gospels to denote an apparition of the risen Christ.  As for the gospel he preached, Paul states:  “I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal 1,12).  He relates a mystical experience in which he was “caught up to the third heaven . . . and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat” (2 Cor 12,2; 12,4).  Heraclion, a foremost disciple of Valentinus, maintaied that Paul wrote like the Gnostics, that is, his words could be appropriated to exoteric, as well as esoteric levels of meaning.  The neophyte or dull person would understand the obvious or literal message, while the pneumatic would be realize the richer, deeper, hidden wisdom.

In Paul’s theology baptism removes all differences among humans.  Speaking about its effects he declares, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3,28).    Curiously, he varies his Greek syntax for the last dyad, not using “or” as with the other examples, but “and” instead.  This would appear deliberate and no doubt evokes the language of Genesis where we read, “male and female he created them” (Gen 1,27c).  This, in turn, is a reference to the primordial unity of God, to a divine androgyny in whose image humankind was created.  Paul echoes the tendency in antiquity which sought to spiritualize the undivided state and decried the “warring passions” at the root of alienation from self and others.


Certain scholars emphasize the ritual setting of Paul’s declaration and are reminded of the myth of androgyny, which, though implicit in Paul, was widespread in his day in Judaism, Hellenism, and especially Gnosticism.  His contemporary, the Jewish writer Philo, explicitly envisioned a primordial unity of the sexes in an androgynous divine image, which was shattered by human desire.  Plato’s myth of love derives from the felicitous original androgyne (in its three-fold aspect:  male-male, male-female, female-female), who was split in two by the jealous gods, from which derives the subsequent longing of humans to find their missing half and experience wholeness.  Valentinian Christians among others held that the androgynous divine image existed before the separation of humans into male and female and that evil entered the world when the sexes were divided.  Those who turn away from earthly desires to pursue the divine must recover this archetypal image.  One thing is clear—contrary to the general mindset of antiquity—in this instance, Paul does not extol maleness.  “Paul wanted to eliminate the inequality between the sexes, while the gnostics wanted to eliminate the distinction between the sexes.”
 

The question we must ask is whether Paul’s clear statement of sexual equality in Christ was meant to translate into practical equality in the social roles of men and women in the Christian community.  Scholars agree that Paul treated women as equals “in Christ”.  For example, Pagels grants that he allowed them a wider range of activity than what had been customary in traditional Jewish congregations, but stopped short of advocating women’s equality in social and political terms.
  Neither Paul nor later Church Fathers understood this declaration as applying to people’s lives in the world.  One reason we know this is that the second of his three dyads, “there is no longer slave or free,” never led Paul once to speak against the institution of slavery.  On the contrary, he typically counsels people to be content with their station in life.  Widows, single people, should remain “unmarried as I am” (1 Cor 7,8), nor should slaves be concerned about their freedom, “[f]or whoever was called in the Lord as a slave is a freed person belonging to the Lord, just as whoever was free when called is a slave of Christ” (1 Cor 7,22).  He concludes, “In whatever condition you were called, brothers and sisters, there remain with God” (1 Cor 7,24).


The other reason his declaration of sexual equality was not applied to the concrete situation of most Christian women was that in another place he upholds the patriarchal household code, based on nature, rooted in creation, and ordained by God.  “[Man] is the image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man.  Indeed, man was not made from woman, but woman from man.  Neither was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of man” (1 Cor 11,7b-8).  Paul may well have thought it best to preserve these institutions lest a worse evil or social disintegration befall the community.  Nor should we lose sight of the political position of the nascent Christian movement, namely, Christians were a suspect minority trying to win respectability in a patriarchal society.  Calls for the abolition of slavery and the emancipation of women would have made them appear even more subversive and dangerous that they already did.

Perhaps the main reason that Paul can proclaim “there is no longer male and female” and not call for its full implication is that he thinks in terms of a two-tiered or binary model, what Fiorenza calls “the order of creation” and “the order of redemption.”
  The latter is never fully realizable in this world and will only be revealed in the eschatological Kingdom of God.  Inequality among men and women—not to mention masters and slaves—is the result of sin.  It is the same original sin which pits a man against his brother, as we see in Cain’s murder of Abel, and which sets the terms of Eve’s punishment (along with the pain of childbearing), namely, the subjugation of woman by man—“your desire shall be for your husband and he shall rule over you” (Gen 3,16b).  “To the rabbis, evil had been the cause of sin in the world; to Paul it had been the result.”
 

This is the order of creation.  It is the way things are on earth and Paul realistically accepts it.  However, he sees another vision, his eyes set on the divine realm, which the Parousia, the Second Coming of Christ, will definitively inaugurate.  This is the eschatological order of redemption, in which divisions caused by sin will be healed, love will prevail, and the Body of Christ will be brought to full stature.  Paul maintained the tension between the old and the new.  Woman’s subordination was called for by the order of creation, woman’s equivalence in Christ belonged to the order of redemption with its vision of the world to come.  Consequently, it is by way of anticipation of the new creation in Christ that he can make his sweeping egalitarian declaration of Galatians 3,28.  “When Paul fought those who defended the old—his bold vision of the new expressed itself most strongly as in Gal 3,28.  When he discerned the overstatement of the new he spoke up for the old as in Corinthians.”
 


Fiorenza calls Galatians 3,28, “a key expression, not of Pauline theology, but of the theological self-understanding of the Christian missionary movement which had far-reaching historical impact.”
  In the house churches in which the Christian movement first took root the common experience was that the baptized were, indeed, in her words, “a discipleship of equals,” shared in by sisters and brothers, daughters and sons of God.  “They all are equal, because they all share in the Spirit, God’s power; they are all called elect and holy because they are adopted by God, all without exception:  Jews, pagans, women, men, slaves, free poor, rich, those with high status and those who are ‘nothing’ in the eyes of the world.”

Haskins concurs that as far as women were concerned this new equality and level of participation “marked a radical departure from the negligible role in the synagogue of their sisters in Judaism.”
  Peter Brown elaborates further, “The Christian clergy . . . took a step that separated them from the rabbis of Palestine . . . [T]hey welcomed women as patrons and even offered women roles in which they could act as collaborators.”
  This break with Jewish gender roles was also the case with Greco-Roman custom as well.  As Rodney Stark observes, “Christian women enjoyed substantially higher status within the Christian subcultures than pagan women did in the world at large.”
  We must remember that these assessments pertain to the first few decades after Christ, the very inception of Christianity.


Second-century Hellenistic society divided men and women by localizing them in respective zones, which had been marked out as gender appropriate.  The various religious cults and associations of this time offered women a third sphere, a “middle zone” between the public/male sphere and the private/female sphere of  the household.

Christ’s liberation of women from their conventional familial position within Jewish society prevailed in the twenty to thirty years after his death, and may well have been some part of the reason why women seem to have been drawn to the Christian movement, a fact which was corroborated by pagan writers like Celsus, writing in the late second century, who scoffed at Christianity for being a religion of women, capable only of appealing to the simple and lowly and those without understanding, such as women, slaves and children.

Women’s religious leadership (at least in that context) put them on an equal footing with men.  One of the key leadership roles women exercised in the Christian communities of Paul’s day was that of prophet.  A prophet is one who is seized ecstatically by the Spirit and given oracles or divine messages to share with the community.  Early Christian prophecy was communal and liturgical in nature.  1 Cor 11,3-16 assumes that women are publicly praying and prophesying along with men, and Paul makes no attempt to control it.  Paul clearly endorses this ministry and he lists prophets second after apostles in citing the roles of service God has established for the church (1 Cor 12,28).  

While Paul supports prophecy, he aims to curtail excesses in the assembly lest an outsider perceive Christian worship to be so much religious madness.  Keen on safeguarding against this, he reminds the Corinthians that “God is a God not of disorder but of peace” (1 Cor 14,33), and cautions them, “all things should be done decently and in order” (1 Cor 14,40).  A key reason for his writing to the Corinthians was to address reports of abuses in their eucharistic gathering.  “I hear there are divisions among you; and to some extent I believe it” (1 Cor 11,18), he states.  He calls for order in the service of love and stresses unity among the members of the Body of Christ.  The great danger and scandal for the church in Paul’s view is division and disorder. 

With this in mind, he chastises the Corinthians for allowing women to function as prophets without wearing a veil.  But even Paul’s chastisement underscores the prominent positions women held and their importance in early Christian communities (at least in Corinth).  He presents a tortuous argument to support his views of proper decorum.  According to his logic, it is a shame for woman to be unveiled in public, whereas a man’s bare head is honorable.  Paul argues from Genesis that woman’s creation is derivative from man (Adam was created first), consequently her role is subservient to him.  He argues that as God is the head of Christ, and Christ is the head of man, so man is the head of the woman (1 Cor 11,3).  As one scholar concludes, “The woman, then, is head of no one.  Indeed, she is virtually decapitated. . . . [A] woman who prays without covering her head shames her head/husband.”

Paul’s tortuous logic in this passage may become more comprehensible if one takes into account social conventions of the period.  This was a culture in which loose hair was the sign a prostitute and loosening the hair was one way of disgracing a suspected adulteress.  In the Jewish context, the uncleanness of a leper was signified by loose hair (Lev 13,45).  “Jewish women very artfully braided their hair and pinned it up so that it formed a kind of tiara on their head.”
  A woman’s hairstyle could be a grave matter.  “A good Jewess allowed none but her spouse to see her hair unbound, and by loosening it in public she gave grounds for mandatory divorce.”
  

Contrast this with the custom of flowing unbound hair prevalent in the Isis cult, which had a major center in Corinth, and one can identify several factors which no doubt influenced Paul’s attitude.  The key point to remember, however, is that he respected women’s pneumatic gifts and their exercise of them in public.  Here again we can detect a tension in Paul between the two orders of creation and redemption.  On the one hand he observes, “[I]t is shameful for a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor 14,35b), yet he permits them to pray and prophesy publicly along with men, the headdress being his main concern.  “Any man who prays or prophesies with something on his head disgraces his head, but any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled disgraces her head” (1 Cor 11,4-5).  On balance, I would say that Paul’s concern for good order explains his apparent sexism in these passages.  This opens another question, namely, whose order?  For all sexism, along with racism and homophobia, is ideologically linked to a concern to preserve order.  How much Paul understood this is not clear.  What we do know is that he was subsequently used to defend discriminatory attitudes and practices under the rubric of so-called “good order,” as it was set forth by a dominant elite who were to seize control of the church.

According to the order of creation, as canonized by patriarchy, woman is subservient to man.  Man has a voice and speaks for them both.  Woman has no voice and should keep silent.  According to the order of redemption, women along with men have been saved by Christ, have become adopted children through baptism, and consequently they too have received the Spirit’s gifts empowering them to be channels of God’s word.  So what we have here are women, because they are women, forbidden to speak, and women, because they are under the influence of the Holy Spirit, allowed to pray and prophesy publicly in the liturgical assembly.  This is unlike the later proto-Christian practice of the exclusion of women and more like the Gnostic position of inclusion.  For though the Gnostics cannot be considered pro-woman, they saw themselves as a pneumatic community.  Consequently, women along with men were “in the Spirit,” and as such allowed full participation, with the understanding that in this way women became males/spiritual.  The operative principle was:  inspiration nullifies sexual differentiation.

Returning to the subject of women as prophets, this was an established connection in antiquity.  The Isis cult, among others, served as an avenue for women’s religious experience at this time.
  Women who prophesied were at the heart of this popular cult.  The ecstatic experience of prophecy often entailed visions.  It is precisely in this light that the Gospel of Mary portrays Mary Magdalene—a visionary who receives hidden teachings from the risen Christ and transmits them to the disciples.  When we consider Christian women’s mystical experience over the centuries, visions are one of the peculiarities.  “Women’s mysticism was characterized more than that of men by self-inflicted suffering, more affective writing, containing erotic and nuptial themes, and manifested itself in levitations, visions, stigmata and trances.”


The originating experience and central tenet of Christianity is the resurrection of Christ from the dead.  This is the novel lens, the incomparable revelation through which Christians see reality.  All the canonical gospels specifically cite Mary Magdalene and the women with her as the primary witnesses to this unparalleled theophany.  It is, therefore, curious that Paul either has not heard of this tradition or chose to ignore it, since he offers an exclusively male list of witnesses (1 Cor 15,1-6).  He never mentions Mary Magdalene and the women disciples of Jesus.  This omission may also reflect the Jewish custom of disallowing women’s testimony.  Paul’s contemporary, the Jewish historian Josephus observed, “The testimony of women is not accepted as valid because of the lightheadedness and brashness of the female sex .”


As the above evidence suggests, Paul is ambivalent with regard to women.  He praises them and he chastises them.  He had close women patrons, as well as collaborators in the ministry, whom he highly esteemed, for instance, Lydia, Damaris, Priscilla, Junia, whom he called an apostle, Mary, Julia, Phoebe, whom he referred to as a deacon, and the mother of Rufus, “a mother to me also” (Rom 16,13).  What is significant is that he mentions women in public worship praying and prophesying, something forbidden in his native Judaism, and he permits it.  He puts forth as a model for the churches what Fiorenza has called “love patriarchalism.”
  As compared to cruel, oppressive forms of patriarchalism, this is a kinder, gentler version, in which maleness remains normative and fundamental patriarchal social structures are not challenged.  This kind of order reflects the “loving” paterfamilias of that time who, nonetheless, is the recognized head of his household, with authority, we might add, to beat and kill disobedient wives and children.  


Yet even though Paul’s vision was patriarchal, his encouragement to the unmarried to remain single went against the grain of the general ethos, all the more so since it was addressed to urban people at a time when the birthrate was a significant concern and bachelorhood was penalized.  As regards unmarried women, Paul’s counsel challenged the right of the paterfamilias, the male head of the household, whose right it was to arrange his daughters’ marriage, when they were between twelve and fifteen years of age, and under whose tutorship a daughter remained even after she married.  Thus, Paul’s extolling of the virginal state and celibacy in widowhood afforded a woman an avenue to a more independent life.

To qualify Paul’s position, however, we must remember that his endorsement of remaining single was initially a practical one because “the time is short.”  Christians of the first few decades after Christ believed in the imminent Parousia, that is, they expected the Second Coming of Christ in their lifetime.  In Paul’s later writings, this urgent concern is no longer in the forefront of his thinking.  But having expressed his preference for virginity and celibacy, the later communities held to this tradition and enshrined these values, which were soon to become the elevated spiritual path for the serious Christian.  Toward the end of the first century, not long after Paul, attitudes toward women became increasingly oppressive in some branches of the church.  It was as if certain Christians, having relinquished their hope in Christ’s imminent return, settled back into the mores and customs of the world.  These proto-Christians moved swiftly from an attitude of charismatic expectation to the business of establishing an institution and a hierarchy.  Thus, the stage was set for the return of patriarchy.  

If Paul’s attitude toward the position of women in the Christian community was both affirmative and ambivalent, church leaders a generation after him came to adopt a dimmer view.  We can clearly see this shift in the pastoral letters, which claim Paul as their author but are now recognized to be deutero-Pauline, that is, texts composed by another author who invokes his authority.  They were written around the end of the first century, a generation or more after his death.  A comparison of texts reveals the shift in attitude.  For example, Paul writes, “But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by its cunning, your thoughts will be lead astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ” (2 Cor 11,3).  He is speaking to the whole church and compares men and women to Eve.  However, in the later pastoral epistles written by another hand, the androcentric bias is obvious, “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor” 1 Tim 2,14).  

Indeed the pastoral letters may be a response to the Gnostics.  Lines like this seem to point in that direction:  “Avoid the profane chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge” (1 Tim 6, 20b).  In 1 Tim 2,12 women are forbidden to teach or to have authority over men.  The justification for this subordination derives from Eve’s secondary creation after Adam and her being the first to sin by eating the forbidden fruit:  “For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor” (1 Tim 2, 13-14).  The author goes on to adopt the traditional Jewish patriarchal view based on the command in Genesis to go forth and multiply, namely, that women will be saved through childbearing.  Widows too who had had a public ministry of prayer and care for the sick, if they were under sixty, were encouraged to marry and, if young enough, to have children, lest they become idlers, frivolous, gossips and busybodies (1 Tim 3,11).


The pastoral letters reflect what was happening in the church a generation or two after Paul’s death.  Whereas the earlier Christian communities had accommodated women in positions of leadership along with men, now the segregation of the sexes, more akin to Jewish synagogue worship, became the norm.  In the later communities women were effectively silenced, no longer permitted to teach and baptize.  Whereas holy women had previously ministered to the whole church, now they were restricted to the service of their sisters.  Positions of power and authority once available to them came to be exercised by men only.


This shift in favor of patriarchal church structures and the increasing suspicion and hostility toward woman mainly pertained to what we have identified as proto-Christianity.  Among Gnostic Christians, such as the Valentinians, women continued to share equally in the religious life of the community.  This aroused the ire of Tertullian, a second century, anti-Gnostic writer:  “Even the heretical women—how barefaced the are!  They make bold to teach, to dispute, to perform exorcisms, to promise cures, perhaps also to baptize.”
  One of the reasons orthodox Christianity reasserted patriarchal modes of thinking was because of the threat of Gnostic Christianity, a subject to which we now turn.

CHAPTER THREE

“Divergence and Conflict”

The subject of Gnostic Christianity and women is complex and should not be reduced to generalizations.  Not all Gnostic Christians were in favor of women, just as not all proto-Christians were against women.  One cannot view second-century Christianity through the lens of later dogmatic understanding, which formed after the fourth-century Council of Nicea.  The second century was an historical moment of fluidity and ferment.  Clearly, the various groups of Christians at this time were not defined that sharply by well articulated doctrinal boundaries. 


There are many echoes of the canonical gospels in the Gnostic gospels.  The major events of Jesus’ life, for instance, his baptism and ministry, his exaltation to the right hand of God, and particularly his sayings, play a large part, as do his disciples, who are key participants in this drama:  Mary Magdalene, Thomas, Philip, all of whom have gospels named after them.  In addition, there are Gnostic Apocryphons of James and John, an Acts of Peter, and an Apocalypse of Paul.


Influences ran the other way as well, that is to say, not only did the canonical gospels influence Gnostic literature, but Gnostic ideas and themes influenced what later became known as the New Testament.   For example, we find the following Gnostic themes in the Christian canon:

1.  the presentation of Jesus as heavenly redeemer;
2.  the anthropological terminology of the Pauline tradition that speaks of humans as trapped in the flesh and the Law of the creator god;
3.  expressions of realized eschatology that speak of the believer possessing eternal life or ascending into heavenly realms;
4.  and the dualism of light and dark, elect and unbelievers, those who belong to heaven and those who belong to “this world,” which permeates the Fourth Gospel.


Perhaps a key to understanding how certain branches of early Christianity began to drift farther apart has to do with the perennial contrasting values of two distinct models: institutionalization of religion versus inner spiritual experience, church establishment versus people’s enlightenment.  In terms of these two poles, proto-Christians gravitated to the former, while Gnostic Christians clung to the latter.  Already in the canonical gospels we see a certain tension in this area.  Mary Magdalene and the other close women friends of Jesus are the primary witnesses to the resurrection, but the texts leave us with the distinct impression that Peter and the apostles are the principal witnesses.  The women have a vision or a mystical experience of the risen Christ, but Peter’s testimony alone, while validating the women’s claim, is necessary for formal authorization. 


In the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene is favored with direct revelation from the risen Savior.  The theology being expressed here is counter-institutional and celebrates the divine prerogative whereby any one, even a woman, at any time, may be blessed with direct communication or religious experience in the form of visions and revelations.  However, as early as the canonical gospel of Luke, we see the institutional model at work.  Only in this account is the ascension separated from the resurrection by some forty days.  During this time the resurrected Christ appears to the apostles, who become historical links to him, and to whom he gives the great commission to go forth to baptize and teach all nations.  Luke’s sequel to his gospel, the Acts of the Apostles, is even more concerned with issues of institutionalization.  Here we read of the selection of Matthias to replace Judas (Acts 1,15-26).  The church is built on the twelve apostles, thus the defection of one calls for another to replace him in order that the Twelve (symbolic of the twelve sons/tribes of Israel) might remain intact.

According to this model, the look is backward to the past; it establishes its authentication by means of historical precedent and links to the earthly Jesus.  To Christians with more Gnostic leanings, who valued direct personal experience over institutional structures, this would not have meant a great deal.  Their focus was on the present, for revelation was open-ended and on-going, not limited or dependent on historical links or past records, but rather on the Spirit’s inspiration experienced in the eternal now.

Not only did proto-Christians stress past historical events and persons as crucial in their foundation, but they also sought to “clean up” the record, that is, their ideology to a great extent dictated the slant of their interpretation.  Something is afoot in the canonical gospels, when such great care is taken to shift the blame for the crucifixion from the Romans and put it on the Jews, for instance.  The Jewish religious leaders become the unabashed villains, while Pontius Pilate is portrayed as a man, more weak than evil, who tries in vain to release Jesus.  Luke’s gospel is the most propagandistic in this respect.  No less than three times in his text the Roman governor proclaims Jesus’ innocence to the deaf ears of the Jewish populace, who clamor all the more loudly for the death sentence for their fellow Jew.
  
As Michel Foucault made us aware, all public discourse is in some way about power, just as all interpretation of history, and so forth, is unavoidably ideological.  Clearly, there is an agenda behind this interpretation of Christ’s death.  Written two and three generations after the crucifixion, we can detect in these canonical gospels rising institutional concerns centered on the need not to appear subversive or antagonistic to the Roman Empire.  There is a link between the seeds of anti-semitism sown in the gospels and the later reinstitution of patriarchalism in the church.  Both can be explained from the point of view of expediency in the service of a controlling ideology.  Gnostic Christians knew these gospels and drew on them in their writings, but interpreted them differently.  Whereas proto-Christians more and more adopted an institutional/patriarchal model of church, Gnostic Christians, on the other hand, had a different focus and were not as interested in these issues.  Their quest for transcendence led them in “a search for authority outside the institutionalized offices of normative society.”

When it comes to considering conflicting groups in the past, our thought patterns are in large part framed on the basis of the rhetoric of which side won the debate.  Once the proto-Christians emerged as the successful or triumphant branch of Christianity, the  Gnostic Christians were defined, in turn, as heretics.  But this evaluation can be viewed in reverse.  Seen this way, the emerging orthodoxy becomes the foreign element that shut down the liberal, individualist, free-thinking Gnostics.  This is Pagel’s approach, in which she depicts Gnostics as champions of personal freedom in an oppressive church.

The crux of the debate between Gnostic and proto-Christians was ultimately not 

over doctrine so much as it was over church order:  institutionalization versus pneumatic experience and expression.  Moreover, the historical shift of the proto-Christian church was away from charismatic and communal authority to an authority vested in local officers.  An episcopal hierarchy came to replace Christian prophecy.  “It seems, in the second century, that the gift of prophecy was claimed first to strengthen the authority of the local bishop, then it was occasionally assumed that the bishop possessed the gift of prophecy, and then finally the authority of the bishop came to replace that of the prophet.”
  

In the case of Gnostic Christians, primacy was given to the authority of the Spirit over that of non-charismatic local officers.  In such communities spirit-filled individuals, women and men, shared all ministries and took turns presiding, teaching, prophesying, and so forth.  Among proto-Christians, church offices were becoming more stratified and restricted to a male elite who held them permanently, not by virtue of charism but by right of apostolic succession.


While prophetic, ascetic, and gnostic Christianity established its social self-identity as spiritual-religious identity in terms of essence and lifestyle, patristic Christianity drew its social boundaries in terms of submission to the episcopacy, which controlled the doctrinal belief systems.  The patristic boundaries no longer established Christian identity over and against its patriarchal society but over and against other Christian social and doctrinal systems.
  


It is no accident therefore that the Gospel of Mary extols Mary Magdalene as Jesus’ most intimate companion and as the symbol of divine Wisdom.  The rivalry between Peter and Mary Magdalene, which this gospel depicts, is a reflection of the tensions and conflicts among Christian groups at the time it was written.  At issue is the validity of the tradition deriving from Mary Magdalene, which honors and includes women’s spiritual leadership and private, post-resurrection visions as a reliable source of revelation.  The gospel format allows the author to present his/her convictions narratively in the tensions among the disciples rather than in direct theological argument.


In the Gospel of Mary Peter and Andrew represent those Christians who maintain as authoritative teaching only that which is publicly taught by man.  Mary Magdalene and Levi, her ally, stand for those Christians who will not settle for an apostolic authority that disregards their own experience of the Living Lord.  “For them apostolic authority is not based simply on being one with the Twelve or on gender but on spiritual qualifications.  Women who have these qualifications may exercise legitimate authority.”



The Gospel of Mary offers a perspective that counters the proto-Christian tradition of increasing marginalization of women in roles of leadership.  As Karen King explains, this gospel

provides an important complement to texts such as 1 Tim 2,8-15, which demand the silence and submissiveness of women and forbid them to have authority over men.  We can now see that the position of 1 Timothy is but one side of a debate in early Christian circles.  The Gospel of Mary also provides evidence that texts such as 1 Timothy were written precisely because women were exercising leadership and exerting their authority over men.  If some thought that such women were immodest, unseemly, insubordinate, and garrulous, Levi’s mocking response to Peter shows that others may have viewed the opponents to women’s legitimate leadership as jealous, proud, contentious, and foolish.
  

Christ’s warning—“Do not lay down any rules beyond what I appointed for you, and do not give a law like the lawgiver lest you be constrained by it” (GM 8,22-9,4),
 would appear to reflect the Gnostic polemic against the more institutionally minded proto-Christians.  This desire not to be enslaved by the law is reminiscent of Paul’s attitude expressed in his Letter to the Galatians, the Magna Carter of Christian Liberty:  “If you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law” (Gal 5, 18), and again, “For freedom Christ has set us free.  Stand firm therefore and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal 5,1).  Reading the Gospel of Mary this way—though the rules referred to remain unspecified—Gnostic Christians associated the law with the position of the proto-Christian intstitutionalists.

Another key issue in the Gospel of Mary is the role and value of visions.  Favoring the law upheld by hierarchical rule, proto-Christians challenged the validity of visions, such as that which Mary Magdalene experiences in the account named for her.  Andrew shares his doubts with the others, “Say what you (wish to) say about what she has said.  I at least do not believe that the Savior said this.  For certainly these teachings are strange ideas” (GM 17,11-15).  We can hear the ring of orthodox incredulity in his apostolic protest.  Andrew’s claim that the revelation Mary Magdalene received is not in accord with the teachings of Jesus was a judgment often made by proto-Christians in their polemic against Gnostic Christians. It is Peter’s words, however, which reveal the rub and perhaps the real reason behind their rejection of  Christ’s revelation to Mary Magdalene.  He asks with sarcastic jealousy, “Did he really speak with a woman without our knowledge (and) not openly?  Are we to turn about and all listen to her?  Did he prefer her to us?”  (GM 17,18-22).

Levi’s response to Peter supports our thesis that the tensions in the text reflect the conflict among the second-century Christian communities over the issue of women’s leadership.  Levi, who takes Mary Magdalene’s side, says to him, “Peter, you have always been hot-tempered.  Now I see you contending with the woman like the adversaries” (GM 18,7-9).  (Another translation renders it:  “as if you’re her adversary”).
  We can hear a position being articulated, a reminder to the proto-Christians that God’s election is not dependent on human norms and expectations, that is to say, institutions.  Levi continues, “[I]f the Savior made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her?” (GM 18,10-12).  He shatters Peter’s vanity by declaring, “[Christ] loved her more than us” (GM 18,15-16).  The gospel concludes with the disciples going forth to proclaim and to preach.  Thus, a woman’s worth has been vindicated; a female has instructed male disciples, much as Gnostic women must have preached to and taught men.

In those seminal years around the second century, Christianity’s various groups were in conflict with each other over interpretation and practice.  With no set sacred narrative, standardized cultic practice, or formulated creed, the common heritage of Christians could be developed quite differently.  Some Christians traveled great distances to sit at the feet of a spiritual master, and those who were well-off regularly consulted their own trusted spiritual directors.  Small study groups were the seed beds of theological development and creativity, but they also gave rise to an increasing polarization among Christians who did not hesitate to label their opponents as heretical.  “One group connected with the bishops and clergy, wished to present itself as representing the ‘Great Church.’  They claimed not only that they alone had preserved the authentic teachings of Christ—every group claimed to do that—but also that they represented the views of an overwhelming majority of right-thinking believers.”
 

The so-called “Great Church” were the proto-Christians.  For them revelation was closed, it ended with the death of the last apostle.  Their view was monolithic and absolute, whereas the Gnostic understanding was typically non-categorical and pluralistic. “Gnostics tended to regard all doctrines, speculations, and myths—their own as well as others’—only as approaches to truth.  The orthodox by contrast, were coming to identify their own doctrine as itself the truth—the sole legitimate form of Christian faith.”
  To many Gnostics the bishops and their clergy were “dry canals.”
  For the heart of the Gnostic position was the primacy of a beatific, personal illumination that could be experienced by pneumatic or spiritual individuals and which was understood to impart gnosis or hidden knowledge from the risen Savior.  Gnostic initiation entailed not merely the ritual of baptism and charismatic expressions, such as prophecy, but the reciting of poetry and prayers composed by the initiate herself and based on her experience.   Consequently, in a Gnostic community all were on an equal footing, confirmed in their sense of inner authority, and grounded, not in faith, but in experience.  

The experiencial was, after all, the radical matrix in which Christianity was born. Clearly, Luke describes something along these lines in his account of Pentecost (Acts 2,1-13), where, symbolized in the rush of wind and tongues of flame, the Spirit pours forth its manifold gifts on the disciples, women and men, without distinction, producing direct enlightenment and transformation of those present.  This is not unlike Jesus’ own experience at his baptism, which is also described in auditory and visual terms:  “[H]e saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased'” (Mk 1,10b-11).  This was the watershed moment of Jesus’ life, his gnostic illumination, the inauguration of his ministry.  It came by way of a hierophany, that is, a sacred, revelatory, transformative personal experience—a spiritual rebirth.  We do well to remember that he was not a priest and had no institutional authorization.  By all accounts Jesus was an ordinary Jewish layman.  It was his unmediated experience of God, which impelled him on his religious vocation.  This parallels the experience Gnostic Christians spoke about and cherished and which Mary Magdalene symbolized par excellence.

CHAPTER FOUR

“Mary Madgalene and ‘Becoming Male’”


The figure of Mary Magdalene is complex and compelling.  She is a symbol of discipleship over which Gnostic and proto-Christians differed.  In addition, as a woman, she is also a problem for both groups in different ways.  On the one hand, she represents women, on the other hand, she is a male construct, a creation of the male imagination, inscribed by man’s values and suited to an androcentric purpose.  “Thus one must clearly distinguish between the place given women in the world of religious imagination and that accorded to them in the actual world of religious life.  These two often stand in an inverse relationship to each other and remain poles apart.”
  


The myth and cult of the Virgin Mary is a prime example of this ambivalence.  It is telling that the two most significant female figures in early Christianity was Mary the Mother of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.  At the same historical juncture, that is, the fourth century, the now victorious proto-Christian church began to demote Mary Magdalene and promote the Virgin Mary.  This process continued over subsequent centuries.  The result was two quite different models of the feminine:  the former was remade into a repentant whore, symbol of woman’s shame, another failed Eve; the latter into the goddess revisited, only as Virgin and Mother simultaneously, a conundrum to confound women, an ideal impossibility, an abstract de-sexed Eve, alone of all her sex.
  In both cases the two Marys were stripped of their reality and became male—specifically clerical, celibate—representations of woman.  Thus inscribed, they have been distorted and deployed as anti-female religious symbols.


As I have noted, the very first decades of Christianity were a brief moment of sexual equality in Christian communities in general, which has not been experienced since.  The divergence in community practices in relation to women’s ministry is obvious in the second century.  Mary Magdalene becomes a symbol in this debate.  In all Gnostic Christian literature she is consistently held in highest esteem, ironically, even in texts which denigrate the female.  Gnostic sources scarcely build on the canonical Mary Magdalene tradition.  This should not surprise us when we consider that the canonical gospels are highly narrative (except for John’s account, the most “gnostic” of the four), while the Gnostic gospels resemble treatises in which esoteric teachings are disclosed.  In the main, the former told a story, while the latter dealt with dialogue and collected sayings.  

We have seen that in the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene is not only the beloved disciple of Christ, but is also the leader of the apostles, a position which does not go unchallenged.  Her preeminence is also expressed in the Gnostic Dialogue of the Savior, where she is described as “the apostle who excels the rest,” and as the “revealer of the greatness of the revealer,” a woman “who knew the All.”
  In the Gospel of Philip, we read that “[Christ] loved her more than all the disciples and used to kiss her often on the mouth”
  In the Gospel of Mary, Levi (Matthew), the only apostle to recognize her superiority, remarks, “Surely, the Savior knows her very well.  That is why he loved her more than us” (GM 18,12-14).

The nature of Mary Magdalene’s relationship with Christ is open to debate.  Haskins points out that the term frequently used to describe Mary Magdalene comes from the Greek koinonos and is usually translated as “companion,” but a more accurate rendering would be “partner” or “consort,” which presumes a woman who is sexually familiar with a man.
  She makes no definitive judgment one way or the other, but presents it as a possibility.  Marjanen, on the other hand, argues against a sexual relationship:  “In the extant part of the Gospel of Mary, there is no hint that Jesus’ love for Mary would contain any sexual aspect.”

I think Marjanen is correct, especially in light of the generally negative views of matter and sex held by the Gnostics.  These belonged to the lower realms and were forms of bondage, sex being the curse used by the deimurge to gain control over humans.  From this perspective, it is inconceivable that Christ, the bearer of gnosis, and Mary Magdalene, his favored and enlightened disciple, would grovel on the gross, sensual level like Valentinus’ hylic (material) humans who are lost in their ignorance and destined for damnation.  The place of Christ and Mary Magdalene in Gnostic understanding precludes this interpretation. 

If a sexual relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene is unthinkable for Gnostics, it does not mean that somewhere in the earliest Mary Magdalene traditions there may, indeed, be a memory of a spousal relationship between her and Jesus.  If this were so, it would explain in large part her subsequent eclipse and demotion in the church.  It is intriguing to entertain the possibility and investigate what hints may point in that direction.  To begin with, it would have been highly unusual for a rabbi to be unmarried.  Of all the commandments, the first was given in Genesis:  “Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1,28a).  Bishop Spong draws on John’s account of the resurrection.  He notes Mary Magdalene’s boldness is seeking and wanting to retrieve the body of Jesus was an action only the next of kin would properly undertake, the presumption being that for a woman who was not the man’s mother or even a sister, she must have been his wife.
  Mary Magdalene displays none of the fear of the other women described in the synoptic accounts of the empty tomb.  The style of the fourth gospel in telling this Easter story is both straightforward and endearing.  Upon discovering the empty tomb, Mary Magdalene, who is alone, meets a man there who asks, “Woman, why are you weeping?  Whom are you looking for?” (Jn 20,15a).  She presumes him to be the gardener, and inquires of him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away” (Jn 20,15b).  In one of the most intimate scenes in the gospels, the stranger speaks her name.  Immediately, she resonates to the familiar voice calling her by name and recognizes that it is Jesus.  “Rabboni,” she gasps, and she embraces him (Jn 20,11-18).  

The Gospel According to John also records the wedding feast at Cana (Jn 2,1-12).  Curiously, the bride and groom are not named, but Jesus, his mother, and his disciples were all there.  The evangelist notes that this was the occasion of the first of his signs:  the water-made-wine, heralding the Christian dispensation, the joyful symbol of Christ’s presence.  Could this have been his wedding?

It is significant that of all the women in the canonical gospels, Mary Magdalene alone stands out as a woman in her own right and not as some man’s wife, mother, daughter, or sister.  She is also the only woman to be identified by where she was from:  Mary of Magdala.  Perhaps the gospel writers took her spousal relationship with Christ for granted, focusing on him and his salvific mission.  If so, this would be one of the best kept secrets in Christianity.

Unlike Gnostics, proto-Christians downplayed Mary Magdalene.  We saw how in Paul’s list of witnesses to the resurrection, Peter usurps her position as primary witness. Yet according to all four gospel accounts, she and the other women (the fourth gospel has her alone) are first to discover the empty tomb, and first to announce the Good News to the world.  Already in one gospel narrative there is a hint of this tension, where the testimony of Mary Magdalene and the women disciples is received with incredulity.  Their “words seemed to them an idle tale and they did not believe them” (Lk 24,11).  This scenario was to become an oft-repeated script.  In the second century the pagan Celsus, “mocked Christianity by claiming that the resurrection itself had been based on nothing more than the reports of hysterical women.”
  A church moving toward male supremacy had to have the male disciples see for themselves in order to verify the story.  This may well be an early hint of the tendency on the part of proto-Christians to derogate not only Mary Magdalene and the women disciples, but all women.  It is the male witness that counts in this tradition, of which Peter plays the key role as authenticator and bulwark.

It is significant that in the history of this tradition Mary Magdalene’s status has plummeted.  Most Christians today if asked to identify her would most likely remember her as the repentant whore forgiven by Jesus.  Yet nowhere in the gospel record does it indicate that Mary Magdalene was a prostitute or a sinner who turned her life around.  Actually, the Western or Latin church came to conflate her with two others in the gospel record:  Mary of Bethany, the sister of Lazarsus (Lk 10,38-42; Jn 11,1-7), and the unnamed woman “who was a sinner” (Lk 7-36-50).  This merging of identities, however, never occurred in the Eastern church; whose tradition preserved instead the memory of three distinct individuals.   

Mary Magdalene’s reputation may have been colored by Luke’s reference to her as “Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out” (Lk 8,2b).  In the Jewish understanding of Jesus’ time, anything than marred the wholeness of God’s creation was considered the work of demonic forces.  Disease, disability, and death itself were seen as Satan’s wiles.  Ailments that today be diagnosed as neurological disorders, like epilepsy, for example, fell under the classification of demonic possession.  In the religious tradition of the Jews, a connection was made between sin and affliction, the latter often seen as a punishment due to sin.  The disciples reflect this mentality in their question to Jesus, in the account of the healing of the man born blind.  “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (Jn 9,2).  Jesus’ answer, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” represents a break from the conventional understanding.   His non-judgmental attitude and healing ministry opened up a radically different perspective on human infirmity and its cause.  In another example of Jesus’ viewpoint in this regard  (Luke 13,1-9), he does not call for a disconnection between natural and moral good and evil.  For him, suffering represents God’s judgment and is a call to repentance, lest spiritual catastrophe overtake his hearers.  But we are wrong to infer from Luke 8,2b, that Mary Magdalene was a sinner.  Based on Luke’s description, the most we can say is that she seems to have been healed by Jesus from some unspecified malady.

It is no accident that the counterpoint to her demotion is the establishment of Peter as the pre-eminent apostle and principal Christian witness.  This suits the theology of a tradition where local bishops replaced charismatic prophets as the sole locus of ecclesial authority and transmitters of a male apostolic succession.  In light of this we can distinguish Mary Magdalene from Peter not as historical persons, but as icons to their respective followings, standard bearers for the communities which invoked them as sources of authority.

Among Gnostics Mary Magdalene was never demoted but held in the highest esteem.  Where did she derive her exalted role?  It is not difficult to understand the proto-Christian hierarchy’s problem with a powerful female mediator, but it is harder to know why this role was created by Gnostics in the first place.  We know that in Gnostic texts the followers of Jesus, whose names are explicitly associated with an appearance of the Risen One, were both popular and invoked as authoritative figures.  Mary Magdalene belongs to this group (Jn 20,14-18; Mk 16,9-11).  She is the disciple who really understood the Lord.  In the Gospel of Mary, she teaches the other disciples that salvation lies within, therefore they are not to repeat old teachings, but look for new ones through visions.   As I have mentioned, wherever the women disciples are named in the canonical gospels (with the exception of Jesus’ mother at the foot of the cross in John), Mary Magdalene heads the list.

The reason for Mary Magdalene’s pre-eminence may derive from a lost tradition.  Haskins weaves an ingenious mythical correlation of Mary Magdalene with the Old Testament prophetess, Miriam.  She calls our attention to the birth of Moses at which time Pharaoh, fearing the coming of a prophesied  liberator, decrees death for all Hebrew male children.  In order to save his life, Moses is set afloat on the River Nile.


Moses’ sister, later thought to be Miriam (Num 26,59), witnesses the discovery of the baby by Pharaoh’s daughter, and thus becomes the mother of his second birth.  In the mythological sequence Moses sister/Miriam succeeds Isis/Asherah whose brother/husband Osiris is murdered by his brother Seth.  Isis reassembles the pieces of Osiris and conceives Horus; and Mary Magdalene, a still later incarnation, in witnessing the resurrection of Christ also witnesses his rebirth, and in a mythic sense can be seen as his second mother."

The author goes on to note how both Miriam and Mary Magdalene, two great female prophetesses, suffered a similar fate in the collective memory:  from an original position of prominence, both were demoted to a status of repentance.

Mary Magdalene becomes a metaphor for the historically subordinate position of women in later Christianity.  Her popular myth requires her to be a whore, for such is the patriarchal symbolism imposed on her.  She is called peccatrix beatissima, the most blessed sinner, which seems to confirm the notion of sex as the worst of sins and sexy women as the worst of sinners.  Among proto-Christians of earlier times, there is a strange silence about her.  It is as if prior to her demotion she is ignored, eclipsed in Peter’s shadow.  “It has been suggested that this reticence [on the part of proto-Christian writers] may have been due to the extraordinary prominence given to her from the second century by the Gnostics whose own writings were suppressed in the fourth century for their heretical contents.”
  

As I pointed out above, Gnostic Christians aimed at transcending sexual difference by a return to the primordial androgynous divine image.  We hear this theme echoed by Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas:  “When you make the two one . . . and when you make the male and the female one and the same, so that the male not be male nor the female female  . . . then you will enter the [the kingdom].”
  Here the male and the female become one and the same, neutered, androgynous.  The end state achieves the primal unity and the elimination of social divisions.  Yet Gnostics too cannot escape the influence of millennia-long patriarchal ideology, for they too identify maleness with the higher, spiritual, rational faculties, and equate femaleness with the lower, material, sensual realm.  This thinking formed a time-honored tradition, which long ago had been articulated by Aristotle:  “The female is as it were a deformed male, though one which occurs in the ordinary course of nature.”
  His argument is framed by his faulty understanding of biology.  One of the principal reasons he gives for female’s natural inferiority is because women lack heat and are colder than men.  In addition, the male gave form to the amorphous female.  The male is the guiding principle, which informs and elevates the female from her natural condition of unfulfilled desire and dissipation.  The female alone, even for Gnostics, is never given primacy.  We can see Christ performing this role with regard to Mary Magdalene.

It is perhaps revealing that in the Gospel of Mary, Mary Magdalene is portrayed in both classically masculine and feminine modes.  She, unlike the others, is courageous and takes the place of the Lord, emboldening the spirits of the timid disciples.   She reminds them that the Christ “has prepared us and made us into men” (GM 919-20).  Yet when her account of her vision is opposed by Andrew and Peter, we read that “Mary wept” (GM 18,1).  Suddenly, she appears to act like a “typical” woman.  Levi comes to her defense; she does not speak again.  Clearly, in this gospel named for her she is the leader and initiator, with an authority superior to the male disciples, nevertheless, these brush strokes seem to suggest an unconscious, subliminal crosscurrent:  Mary Magdalene is a woman after all.

How woman came to be identified as man’s inferior “other,” as the antithesis of everything spiritual, has its roots in what seems to be a primordial fear of women.

The source of ideas about women as inferior, defective, contaminated, seductive, and defiling human beings antedates Greek philosophy, of course.  Primitive peoples the world over prohibited any kind of commerce with women before important male undertakings such as the hunt, negotiations of state, or warfare.  Ancient cultures imposed blood taboos and segregated women from cultic celebrations because of their presumed capacity for violating the sacred.  Contact with women, particularly sexual intercourse, was generally held to be a source of pollution and debilitation for the male.  In the conscious and unconscious levels of cultural conditioning these attitudes and the practices which flowed from them attest to the long persistence of an underlying fear of woman, associated with her biological processes, especially her motherhood, her perceived relation to the earth and its fertility, and her occult power over males.

The above author seems to be limited by the dominant perspective, which cites the separation of women from men as arising out of fear which, in turn, called forth certain taboos.  But this explanation cannot be applied universally.  For some of the Native American tribes the blood taboo is based on the special power of menstruating women which mingles with the spiritual power present in ceremonies to create forces which are distracting from the purpose of the ceremony.  From this point of view it is not fear of women, but rather awe of their power which is the basis for the taboo.

At any rate, for groups like the Gnostics that granted both sexes equal participation in leadership, the denigration of the female is puzzling.  “There is a disjunction rather than a correlation between the theology of the feminine and the institutional functions of women in Gnosticism.”
  The way women became qualified for these spiritual roles was by “becoming male.”
  The very language betrays the bias.

Ironically, Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of Mary, as in other Gnostic texts, speaks for women but not as a woman.  Her words at times seem more like a male-written script put in her mouth.  She enjoins the disciples not to weep and grieve but to praise the risen Savior “for he has prepared us and made us into men” (GM 9,19-20).  Levi echoes this notion and calls on his fellow disciples to be strong, faithful and true, to “put on the perfect man” (GM 18,16).  What exactly it means for a woman to say “he has . . . made us into men,” and the true disciple is “the perfect man,” is clarified in the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas.  Here too, we notice Peter’s denigration of Mary Magdalene and women.  With these lines the gospel concludes:  “Simon Peter said to them, ‘Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life.’  Jesus said, ‘I myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males.  For every woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’”
 

According to Marjanen, a woman’s “becoming male” can be understood in three ways:
   1.)  A concrete application entailing impersonation of the male.  She gives as examples—the cutting of hair, wearing men’s clothes, and opting for the most radical choice of becoming an ascetic.  2.)  A theological or socio-cultural appropriation of the androgyne.  This applies to a woman’s return to the prelapsarian state prior to sexual differentiation.  3.)  A theological or socio-cultural response having to do with one’s cultural framework.  This mode accepts the gender symbolism of femaleness (as earthly, sensual, imperfect, passive) and maleness (as transcendent, chaste, perfect, active) and plots the move from the former to the latter, that is, from a woman’s physical and earthly nature to a spiritual and heavenly new creation. The opposite is also true:  men are “female” if they do not live out of their spiritual nature but instead are under the control of cosmic powers.  Indeed, the ethos of antiquity was such that any hint of femininity in a man was considered something to be spurned.  “It was never enough to be male:  a man had to strive to remain ‘virile,’  He had to learn to exclude from his character and from the poise and temper of his body all telltale traces of ‘softness’ that might betray, in him, the half-formed state of a woman.”

Whereas women in proto-Christian communities of the second century were increasingly barred from positions of religious leadership, Gnostic Christian women could “become male” and thereby transcend the liability of their sex.  Among Gnostics, the Spirit empowers one to speak; it has nothing to do with sex..  This is in sharp contrast with the late canonical injunction:  “I permit no woman to teach . . . she is to keep silent” (1 Tim 2,12).  In both traditions the female presents a problem, but for Gnostic Christians there is a resolution through spiritual transformation/masculinization.  For pro-Christians, as for Freud centuries later, biology was destiny.  Woman was destined to be man’s inferior “other.”  The highest status she could aspire to was that of consecrated virginity, which made a woman in the words of the fifth century misogynist, St. Jerome, “like a man.”  Holy women could express their salvational parity with men through ascetic defeminization, whereby they overcame woman’s curse through virginity and widowhood.  

Rosemary Radford Ruether seems to contradict the other scholars I have cited, who maintained that Christianity represented a liberation for women.  She disagrees and holds, on the contrary, that Christianity as it evolved was oppressive of women.  I want to stress, however, that she agrees with most scholars that for the first few decades of the Christian movement, women enjoyed more or less equality with men.  Soon after that, however, it is a different story.  As far as women’s status among later proto-Christians her assessment is correct.  “[T]he frequent claim that Christianity elevated the position of women must be denied.  It actually lowered the position of women compared to more enlightened legislation in later Roman society as far as the married woman was concerned, and elevated woman only in her new ‘unnatural' and antifeminine role as ‘virgin.’”

No doubt the Gnostics’ practice of full inclusion and participation of women, particularly at a time when proto-Christians were revoking such authorization, derives in large part from their concept of the Godhead or Pleroma, which included male and female principles.


In the Valentinian scheme, for example, the Forefather, Abyss, mates with a primordial female, Thought (also called Grace and Silence), to bring forth a male aeon, Mind, and a female one, Truth—and the “begetting” continues from that point, with male and female principles bringing forth new offspring.  The last female aeon, Sophia (Wisdom), throws the pleroma into disruption by her passion to know Father Abyss; because of the disturbance she causes, the entire universe (and mankind) is created.

With femaleness envisioned as belonging to the Godhead itself, we can readily recognize the social counterpart to this theology in the activities of women in Gnostic communities. There is a wholeness to this perspective missing in the hyper-masculine God imagery of the Church Fathers.  In Valentinian theology, the creation of Eve, for instance, was not taken as a subordination of woman, but as the completing of creation.  Eve, created to drain man of power, paradoxically leads Adam to gnosis.

This is quite a different assessment of Eve and of women than that found in Judaism and proto-Christianity.  In the Hebrew scriptures we read, “From a woman sin had its beginning, and because of her we all die” (Sirach 25,26).  Tertullian, however, is perhaps the supreme misogynst: 

And do you not know that you are [each] an Eve?  The 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 first deserter of the 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.  On account of your desert—that is, death—even the Son of God had to die.

Nevertheless, the deep-seated pervasiveness of patriarchal attitudes, which stole the soul of the proto-Christian church, also continued to unconsciously influence Gnostic thinking as well.  For the latter, as for the former, the male was normative and maleness was equated with the spiritual.  For all the Gnostic openness to women leaders, Gnosticism, if we can use such a general term, was not pro-woman.  For all its androgynous notions of God, dimorphic, patriarchal ideology was still operative in its world view. 

CHAPTER FIVE

“Summary Thoughts”


We have focused on one aspect of the divergence and conflict among second century Christians, namely, gender and how it related to authority in Gnostic and proto-Christian communities.  We saw that the Gospel of Mary as a text illustrates this conflict.  Nonetheless, there are layers to this issue of which even the Gnostics were not fully conscious, for they too unthinkingly accepted established patriarchal ideas and values.  For this reason, it is worthwhile for us to investigate the subject at hand from the perspective of contemporary feminist critique.  For we are the inheritors of a legacy that was forged in those creative early decades that witnessed the birth of Christianity.  Learning from what took place then, we are able to chart our course at the threshold of the third millennium.  Revisiting our manifold origins, we are inspired to reinvent the church, true to the gospel spirit, but in keeping with the best knowledge and wisdom available to us today.



Religious systems both reflect and reinforce cultural values and patterns of social organization.  I have argued that this is the case for both proto-Christians as well as Gnostics in the second century, only in different ways.  I have demonstrated how this is reflected in the Gospel of Mary.  At this juncture, we do well to define what patriarchy means.  Fiorenza offers a nuanced and insightful understanding:  “I do not use the concept (patriarchy) of ‘all men dominating all women equally,’ but in the classic Aristotelian sense:  Patriarchy as a male pyramid of graded subordinations and exploitations specifies women’s oppression in terms of class, race, country, or religion of the men to whom we belong.”


In the area of gender, the debates of long ago have influenced cultural attitudes down to the present day.  We can distinguish three different lenses, or hidden assumptions about sex and gender, which enforce sexual inequality and shape patriarchal ideology, then and now.
  

Polarization describes that lens through which what it means to be male or female is set forth, as it were, in mutually exclusive scripts, from which one must not deviate.  This operates by establishing a gender-polarizing link between one’s given biological sex and the character of one’s psyche and sexuality.  A polarity claimed to be “natural” is established and any middle ground or ambivalence is eradicated.  This construction stands on the two rigidly distinct pillars:  either/or.  

Androcentrism is the lens through which men are seen as inherently superior and dominant and, indeed, the normative sex.   This has been a consistent theme running through Western culture, like a preferred menu served up time and again by the so-called greatest thinkers of all time.  As I pointed out, Aristotle maintained this position.  In late antiquity it was amplified by the Church Fathers, particularly, Augustine, in the Middle Ages it was further clarified by Aquinas, and in this century it was reformulated by Freud.   

Essentialism is the viewpoint which accepts the difference between male and female as a biological given, and insists that the gender roles ascribed to the two sexes are natural, namely, male dominance/female subservience.  Until very recently, religious groups have enforced this paradigm and many still do.  This lens is particularly suited to fundamentalists who can look through it and defend sexism not as unjust but as divinely ordered.  “The cultural conceptions of male and female as two complementary yet mutually exclusive categories into which all human beings are placed constitute within each culture a gender system, a symbolic system or system of meanings, that correlates sex to cultural contents according to social values and hierarchies.”
  


That these issues were not consciously understood by people in late antiquity should not surprise us, if Michel Foucalut’s thesis is correct.  He holds that though there has been sex from the beginning of time, sexuality, on the other hand, is a modern construct, a relatively recent facet of human consciousness.  “Sexuality, commonly thought to be a natural as well as a private, intimate matter, is in fact completely constructed in culture according to the political aims of the society’s dominant class.”


Language is one of the chief ways in which gender and sexual constructions are created and enforced.  For instance, as we see in Gnostic literature, anti-female gender language is employed even where Mary Magdalene is being extolled.  In the Gospel of Mary, the gender language is less severe but its use creates a dissonance, nonetheless.  This, in turn, serves to erode the full impact which Mary Magdalene, as a woman leader, might have had in society and religious life.  Where the author might have put a more congruous statement on her lips such as, “the Lord has prepared us and made us men and women,” we have instead this illustrious heroine confirming the androcentric paradigm, whereby she is made to say, the Lord “has prepared us and made us into men”  (GM 9,19-20).  

There are many examples in Gnostic literature where the language is not only dissonant, but rabidly anti-feminine.  In the Dialogue of the Savior, Mary Magdalene is described as a disciple “who has understood completely”
 the Lord’s words.  Ironically, on the next page we read Jesus’ answer to Matthew’s question about how the disciples should pray.  He tells them,  “Pray in the place where there is no woman,”
 which Matthew takes to mean, “[d]estroy the works of womanhood.”
  According to prevailing gender symbolism, woman was identified with mensturation, child-birth, and sexuality, all of which carried varying degrees of defilement.  This judgment was not Gnostic in origin, but, as we saw, pervasive in ancient patriarchal culture. 


Ideology is most effective because it is taken for granted, remains unexamined, and is universally assumed to be common sense.  So speakers and writers in a second-century Gnostic community would not have been conscious of what a feminist critique was seeking to address.  Consequently, feminine gender language used as a negative symbol would less likely result from an author’s intention to disparage women, than it would reflect a common cultural language pattern.  It would, in other words, simply be a tool or mouthpiece of the prevailing ideology.

An overwhelming pivotal issue in the history of Christian politics has been the issue of gender and authority in the church.  It was at the heart of the debates in the second century, and it has reemerged in our time with a fury that tears congregations apart and is the single greatest factor undermining the credibility of several of the largest Christian denominations.  Consequently, today in the Catholic and Orthodox communities, there are seven sacraments for men, six for women—the latter, because they are female, are disqualified from Holy Orders, which is the sacrament of leadership and authority in the church.   

A feminist critique of the Gospel of Mary would be quick to point out that it is not enough to have a church in which women have equal access to power with men.  Rather, the problem of “woman” must be solved by liberating the symbol, as well as the real women.  The Gnostics achieved a partial, practical liberation.  But the representation of “woman” went unquestioned and remained a male construct laden with androcentric bias.  If we are to build on their work, we need a liberated ideology.  Our thinking and our rhetoric have polarized human experiences and values into the masculine and the feminine, but our culture has yet to transcend these binaries and develop a concept of a true human being.  Religion has, without doubt, upheld various and lofty ideals for humanity, but, by and large, these have been articulated by men, often to the exclusion and detriment of women.  A new inclusive mindset, shaped by broad human categories, must ultimately lead to a reformulation of our image of the Divine and how we name that reality.  

The Gospel of Mary is a window through which we can look back on the second century and discern the outline of disparate Christian attitudes and practice.  The issues I have addressed, which are implicated in this text, are strikingly relevant today.  Anyone investigating the dynamics of gender and authority in the church comes up against the hardest hurdle of all:  overcoming ages of exclusivist male projections and constructions, bound up as they are with “divine revelation” and the very economy of salvation.  But not to probe, not to question and seek reform, is to betray the integrated, egalitarian vision of Jesus in the interests of continued male, clerical power and its illusions.  The Gnostics made an enormous, yet limited, contribution toward the practice of open and inclusive leadership in the church before they were squelched.  We would do well to revive their legacy in the present religious context and take their vision down new paths they could not have foreseen. 
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