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Whether youbelieve
shewas apeni-
tent prostitute, the
wife of Jesus or

the apostle’s apostle,MaryMagda-
lene andher storyhave intrigued the
nation sinceDanBrownpublished
“TheDaVinciCode” in2003—and
that doesn’t include themillionsof
Catholics andOrthodox inChicago
who for centurieshavevenerated
the saint.

I fell forher twoyears agowhen
I sought outwomen theologians to
helpme throughaperiodof grief. I
learned shewasnever aprostitute
(PopeGregory theGreatmade that
up). She learnedJesus’ koans faster
than themen, crashedaparty to
anointher ‘beloved’ and refused to
crumbleoverdisciples’mockeryof
her.That’smykindof girl.
Then, I learnedaboutherFrench

connection.Legendholds thatMary
Magdalenefledpersecutionafter
Jesus’ crucifixion. She, hismother,
MarySalomeandothers left the
HolyLand in amakeshift boat, land-
ing in afishingvillage calledSaint-
es-Maries-de-la-Mer in the southof
France.Traditionholds thatMary
Magdalene spent the last 30years
of her life in andaroundMarseille,
preaching andbaptizingbelievers
until she retired to a grotto in the
mountains of Sainte-Baume.
Twoyears later, France called to

me, aswell. I couldplaypilgrim: visit
the relics of her famous skull, imag-
iningher face. I could climbamoun-
tain to touch the rockwalls of her
sacreddwelling— thepiècede résis-
tanceof everydevotee’s trip.This
was also inProvence,whichmeant
lavender.Wine.Cheese. Sun.
I joineda tourbookendedby stays

inMarseille for 10days inOctober.
Iwouldbe ingoodcompany.

Roughly 18%of the87million tour-
ists visitingFrance eachyear come
for spiritual or religious reasons, a
rising trend, according todata from
FutureMarket Insights, aNewYork-
based researchfirm.Peak season for
MaryMagdalene trips is aroundJuly
22, her feast day.
“Apilgrimage toMaryMagda-

lene is apilgrimageof theheart,”
saidArianaBrackenbury,who leads
sacredpilgrimages inFrance.
To seeMaryMagdalene’s shrines,

onedoesn’t needa tour—although
solo travelerswill finda car is often
necessary—but I chose to travel
withMagdaleneSacredJourneys, a
tour group runbyVeroniqueFlayol
since2004.
“Iwasborn inSt.Maximin,where

she lived the last 30years of her
life and is buried, at the foot of the
Sainte-Baumemountain,”Flayol
said. “It’smyuniverse.”
She andherhusband—shedid the

teaching, he thedriving— ledour
intimate groupof three to visit theSt.
MaryMagdaleneBasilica at Saint-
Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume that
housesher skull andbones; Saint-
es-Maries-de-la-Mer towitness a
seasideprocessionhonoringMary
Salome; and toLaSainte-Baume, the
HolyMountain.
Wealsomadeourway toCathar

country—Cathars believedJesus
and theMagdaleneweremarried
— including the fortifiedcity of
Carcassone andRennes-le-Chateau,
homeof theChurchofMaryMagda-
lenemade famousby “TheDaVinci
Code.”
Weopened thevisitwith a stop

at St.MaryMagdaleneBasilica in
Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume.
In the crypt, behind ironbars, rests
a gilded reliquary containingwhat
theCatholicChurchbelieves is her
skull, theone researchersused to
reconstruct her face.Amid the thick
silence in the cold, dark crypt, I
couldhearmyownheart beat.
Later, on theway toSaintes-

Maries-de-la-Mer, the capital of the
Camargue,we stopped to see the
region’s famouspinkflamingoes
andwhitehorses. By the timewe
made it to town,wind-whippedby
theMediterranean sea, theparade
for St.MarySalomewas liningup.
What seemed like every townresi-
dent spilledout onto the streets,

wavingbanners and singing tradi-
tional hymns.We followed them
through thewinding streets to the
beach,wherepriestsmarched into
the rushing sea tobless the saints’
statues. Locals believe theMagda-
lene andher companionsdocked in
this area.
AtRennes leBains,wewatched

people swim inwaters theyfind
healing just outside ruinsofRoman
baths.AndatRennes-le-Château,
with its ownChurchof St.Mary
Magdalene,wemarveled at the
religious confectionbuilt by contro-
versial priest François-Bérenger
Saunière,whowas suspended from
thepriesthood for allegedly selling
Masses andcooking the church’s
books.Nevertheless, Saunière
used someof themoney tobuild
the church, andheencoded secret
messages in the artwork.
Then, finally, themountain.

It rises fromanancient forest
where somebelievers say fertility
goddesses once lived.TheDomini-
canOrderhas long takencareof the
site andbuilt a chapel andhostel
nearby.Thegrounds are accessible
onlyby car andhiking is theonly
way to get to the cave at the top. It’s
a 45-minutewalk canopiedbyhick-
ory, yew, lindenandother trees, and
dottedwithplentyof resting spots
so youcan takeyour time, picnic or
meditate.
On the ascent, thepath changes

fromearth to stone.TheDomini-

cansplacedplaques and statues of
theHolyFamily along thewayas if
theywerepumpingyouuponyour
way.Butnothingprepares you for
the cliff.
At the top stands thePietà of the

Grottoof Sainte-Marie-Madeleine,
MartheSpitzer’s stunning sculpture
ofMary cradling thebodyof Jesus
as theMagdaleneweeps ather feet.
If youwalk 30 steps to the cliff’s
ledge, gaze at thehazeover green
trees and let thewind lift yourhair,
you’ll knowwhy the faithful believe
angels liftedMaryMagdalene into
theheavens.
Inside thecave,myhands shook,

whether frommagic, divine loveor
the thoughtofhewingachapel into
rock, Idon’t know.Theenergy is
palpable.Dropsofwater fromthe
wallsplinkandecho. Justbeyond
themarblealtar, a gildedboxholds
chipsofMaryMagdalene’s tibia.
Flayolpointedout theartworkon its
bluepedestal thatdepicted the refu-
geeswithabodyproneon theboat’s
floor.Localsbelievewhatothers call
heresy: that it depicts thebodyof
Jesus.
At the endof the tour, I hoppeda

trainback toMarseille andchecked
into theHôtelMaisonSaintLouis
VieuxPort, a stone’s throw fromthe
famedNoaillesmarket. I headed to
LesBainsSherazade, ahammam,
for steam, ablackolivebody scrub
andmassage. Iwandered through
Noailles, theArabicmarket, intoxi-

catedby turmeric andcinnamonand
in lovewithhandwovenbaskets.On
my last night, I snaggeda coveted
reservation for afive-coursedinner
atLaMercerie.
Awhirlwind, for sure.Butmy soul

was fed.
Whilewewere inSaint-Maximin,

ourgroupstayedat a family-run,
three-starhotel calledHotelde
Franceanddinedat its sister restau-
rant,CôtéJardin.Thehotel is charm-
ingandefficient, the fooddivine. If
chanterelles areon themenu,don’t
skip them.Wealso stayed inAlet les
BainsatHôtel l’Evêché, anenchant-
ing former 14thcenturymonastery.
However, isnot taking reservations
as theowner toldusat the timeshe
was selling theplace.
Youcan travel to these sites by

flying intoMarseilles,Aix-en-
ProvenceorToulon, but you’ll need
todrive to get to thegrotto’s grounds.
Mygroupmet inMarseille,which
hasnodirect flights fromChicago.
I opted tofly intoParis and take the
train toMarseille.Trains aredaily,
cheapandeasy.Be sure todown-
load theTrainlineorSNCFapps,
orOiugo’s, France’s discount train
service.

ErikaHobbs is a freelancewriter.

TO GO TO LA SAINTE-BAUME
According to the Dominican Order’s
website (saintebaume.org), you should
put these coordinates in your GPS:
For the city: Plan-d’Aups-Sainte-
Baume
For the site: D 80 Nazareth soit
Nazareth
The only way to get to the grotto at
the top of the mountain is by hiking
up on one of two paths. It is not
accessible. Entrance is free, and you
can pack a picnic or have one delivered
by the hostel for only 9 euros apiece.
We picked up a catered lunch in St.
Maximin before we left for our trip.
Rooms at the hostel (saintebaume.
org/hostelry) average about 45 euros
for one person per night.
Tour providers: Magdalene
Sacred Journeys (Veronique Flayol,
magdalenesacredjourneys.com)
Mary Magdalene Pilgrimages
(Ariana Brackenbury,
marymagdalenepilgrimages.com)

In search ofMary
Magdalene

Pilgrims chant during a pilgrimage in Saintes Maries de la Mer, in the south of France, on Oct. 19, 2019. Since the mid-15th
century, worshippers have paid tribute to Sainte Marie Jacobe and Sainte Marie Salome by parading their shrines through
town and returning their saints to the sea. DANIEL COLE/AP

A French pilgrimage brings
devotees to shrine,
dwelling of sainted disciple

A man adorns a statue of Saint Sara
with jewelry in the church of Saintes-
Maries de la Mer, southern France,
Sept. 23, 2022. Saint Sara is revered
throughout Camarguaise tradition.
DANIEL COLE/AP
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Mary Magdalene’s skull is protected by an iron grate at the Basilica of St. Mary
Magdalene in St. Maximin. It sits above her alabaster sarcophagus.
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Camargue worshippers pay tribute to the Saintes Marie shrine during a pilgrimage
to Saintes Maries de la Mer in 2019. DANIEL COLE/AP
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