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surrounding empires, ending the dream of God’s people living in their God-given land” 
(p. 38). In other words, the story foreshadows “Israel’s eventual apostasy, the division of 
the kingdom, and God’s ongoing devotion to Israel” (p. 39). The interpretation produces 
slim feminist insight while it emphasizes the theological framework of the Deuteronomistic 
Historians. V.W.-B.’s concluding comments stress this framework over any other herme-
neutical option:

In Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, we have read about a people’s beginning filled 
with hope, a descent into chaos at the end of the first period of its existence, a new 
beginning and new potential with the establishment of a monarchy in fits and starts 
. . . and an end that constitutes a complete collapse of its dreams. (p. 299)

In short, the three volumes press the biblical books into the conventional literary-theologi-
cal framework of the Deuteronomistic History. The result is an interpretation that neatly 
organizes the 147 biblical chapters into seventeen “cycles” that are subdivided into many 
“acts” and multiple “scenes.” They start blending in the readerly mind. The many interpre-
tations also do not show that the biblical texts contain “contradictory voices” and “embed-
ded arguments” (p. 301). Thus, perhaps most challenging, the incessant biblical summaries 
imply a coherent biblical story line while the interspersed scholarly references lull readers 
into nodding compliance with the novelistic retellings. 

Of great virtue are the references to contemporary Jewish scholarship. The commen-
tator refers regularly to renowned feminist and nonfeminist Jewish scholars, although the 
rabbinic tradition remains outside the scope of the various readings. V.W.-B. traces her 
sensibilities for Christian anti-Judaism to the Netherlands where she was born “as a child 
of World War II” (preface, pp. x–xi) and to stories of her family of origin (Land and Its 
Kings, pp. 1–4). Yet the last paragraph of her commentary on 1 and 2 Kings leaves readers 
with a strangely amorphous vision about the post–Hebrew Bible era. Her semi-last sentence 
states: “. . . the descendants of the exiles continue to flourish for many centuries without a 
land, without a central sanctuary, with the words of the text as abiding testimony to the 
humility and grace of a God who condescends to revelation in the human word” (p. 301). 
This sounds almost like the Gospel of John’s first few lines: “In the beginning was the Word 
. . . and the Word became flesh” (John 1:1, 14). Over the centuries, Christian interpreters 
have exhibited a tendency to make this kind of move. V.W.-B. does not, and should not, 
hide her Christian theological preference, but this sentence seems out of place. Still, the 
three volumes include numerous exegetical details about the biblical books under consid-
eration. Many readers will benefit from the accessible retellings.

Susanne Scholz, SMU Perkins School of Theology, Dallas, TX 75275

carmen bernabé ubieta, Qué se sabe de . . . María Magdalena (Estella: Verbo Divino, 
2020). Pp. 235. Paper €19. 

This work was inspired by Carmen Bernabé Ubieta’s doctoral dissertation, “Las tra-
diciones de Maria Magdalena en el cristianismo primitivo” (Universidad de Deusto, 1991). 
The study is not a historical-critical reconstruction of the person of Mary Magdalene. Its 
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purpose is the study of the memory of Mary Magdalene and its transmission and reinter-
pretation in early Christian writings. 

In the introduction, B.U. discusses the book’s objective, methodology, and contribu-
tion. Her approach relies on the human sciences and feminist exegetical principles. By 
focusing on the importance of the social context of the primitive communities at the moment 
the memory of Mary Magdalene was being transmitted and recorded in the elaboration of 
ancient texts, B.U. presents a view of the social and political role of women in the Greco-
Roman world. 

The book divides into four parts after the introduction. The first section, composed of 
a single brief chapter, presents a historical summary of images of Mary Magdalene as an 
apostle, repentant prostitute, wife-lover of Jesus and the process of confusion that gave raise 
to some of these traditions. 

The second, lengthier section consists of four chapters. In chap. 2, B.U. identifies the 
social-political situation of Galilee as one of extreme poverty and oppression for the com-
mon people. This gave rise to messianic expectations in the person of Jesus. B.U. suggests 
that Mary Magdalene may have adhered to the Jesus-movement because of her own per-
sonal political and cultural marginalization. The Jesus-movement remembers her in the 
following two ways: (1) as a wealthy woman (from Taricheae/Al-Majdal, a prosperous 
commercial center with a strong Hellenistic influence despite being a Judean city) who 
supported Jesus’s ministry because of her strong religious belief that the messianic age had 
arrived in his person; (2) by the appellative “of Madgala” to differentiate her from other 
women named Mary. In chap. 3, B.U. defines memory as either “the collective memory 
(memories that reside in the daily life of a group and change with the passage of time) or 
cultural memory (memories that are objectivized in texts, rituals, and monuments). The 
name of Mary Magdalene in first position in the list of women’s names who accompanied 
Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels suggests her importance among the women and in the cultural 
memory of the community who preserved the names. Chapter 4 consists of a linguistic 
analysis of the Greek verbs akoloutheō (“to follow”), diakoneō (“to serve”) and synana-
bainō (“to ascend”) in Mark 15:40 and Matt 25:55–66 to establish the apostolic role of Mary 
Magdalene. Applying cultural anthropology and linguistic analysis to Luke 8:1–3, B.U. 
argues in chap 5. that the evangelist applies the cultural topos of the Jewish and Greco-
Roman world that viewed a woman’s nature as morally weak and thus more vulnerable to 
demonic possession. B.U. says that Luke introduces gender differences when describing 
illnesses between men and women. A man’s illness is nosos (physical, Luke 4:40; 6:18; 
7:21; 9:1); a woman’s illness is astheneia (physical and moral, Luke 8:2; 13:11–12). Luke 
attributes women’s illness to demonic possession, and their liberation becomes the sign of 
the eschatological time. In this way, Luke dismisses Mary Magdalene “as apostle to the 
apostles” and makes her a patron of Jesus and his disciples. 

The third section includes two chapters. In chap. 6, B.U. suggests that an ancient oral 
tradition remembers that Mary Magdalene’s original visit to Jesus’s tomb was to mourn and 
lament (an activity associated with women). The ritual lament was the circumstance prompt-
ing Luke to explain the theology of Jesus’s absence, resurrection, and victory over death 
during Mary Magdalene’s visit to the tomb. B.U. points out in chap. 7 that Luke further 
obscures Mary Magdalene’s apostolic role by attributing apostleship to males only, spe-
cifically to the Twelve and by making Peter the recipient of the first appearance of the risen 
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Christ (Acts 1:21–22; Luke 24:33–34). B.U. also surveys extrabiblical sources identifying 
Mary Magdalene as Jesus’s apostle, as well as those containing alternative readings. 

The fourth section (chap. 8) presents the ecclesial overview of the image of Mary 
Magdalene from the first to the fourth century c.e. Citing a diversity of sources, B.U. con-
cludes that Mary Magdalene’s image as apostle, healer, prostitute, and wife of Jesus, has 
been influenced by cultural and political circumstances. B.U. is encouraged that, in the later 
part of the twentieth century, the memory of Mary Magdalene as disciple and apostle, sent 
with authority to proclaim the good news, has served as an inspiration and model for many 
women in ecclesial ministries. The work concludes with a short bibliography which stimu-
lates the reader’s interest (chap. 9). 

In summary, B.U.’s work makes a valuable contribution to research on the political, 
cultural, and ecclesial transmission of the memory of Mary Magdalene. She offers some 
good exegetical insights throughout her study that will prove fruitful for feminist exegetes. 

J. L. Manzo, University of St. Thomas, Houston, TX 77006

helen k. bond, The First Biography of Jesus: Genre and Meaning in Mark’s Gospel 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020). Pp. 317. $43.

In this book, Bond argues two things. The first is that Mark’s Gospel is the first Gos-
pel to have been written and, second, that this Gospel fits within the genre of ancient biog-
raphy. This is not a new theory, and many have taken note of a number of elements in Mark’s 
Gospel to argue the same––which raises the question of how this study furthers our knowl-
edge of the subject. B. does so in six chapters, with the first three devoted to critical theory 
surrounding ancient biography and the last three devoted to an application of this theory to 
the contents of Mark’s Gospel. This is a well-balanced book, and the reader will thank B. 
for her inclusion of an index of modern and ancient authors to whom she refers throughout. 

Bond is quite correct, as was John Frow (Genre [London: Routledge, 2006]), in assert-
ing that an idea about a text’s genre should guide any reading (p. 15), as the genre of any 
text creates a level of expectation in the reader. However, this may place B.’s argument in 
peril from the beginning, as she may run the risk of interpreting the text only insofar as she 
understands ancient biography. This is evident in her assumption that the term “gospel” has 
some level of synonymity with the word “biography” (p. 15). She is quite correct in noting 
that the term “gospel,” or “good news,” is ascribed to a great many people in the ancient 
world, and it is often used with regard to their great achievements. Such people include 
Caesar Augustus, whose triumph as Caesar is described as the advent of good news. Yet the 
question of whether the term “good news” was as sacred a term then as it became during 
the years of the early church is uncertain, and the endowment of prestige to the word may 
well be the result of an anachronistic viewpoint. 

Another potential problem with B.’s thesis concerns the Gospel itself: while there is 
certainly ample evidence of ancient biographical writings that are concerned with the life 
and achievements of many people, is Mark’s Gospel actually concerned with the life of 
Jesus? After all, the author of Mark tells us nothing about the birth of Jesus or about his 
early life. Instead, the evangelist is concerned with just a few instances of Jesus’s life that 
led to his death and resurrection. A quick read of any ancient biographical entry will yield 




