
Notes from Fr. Nick 
 

Mary Magdalen 
 

Our patron, Mary Magdalen — whose feast is this week, July 22nd — is known as 

the Apostle to the Apostles. She was first to discover the empty tomb and see Jesus 

resurrected. Jesus directed her to announce good news to the apostles and for 

them to meet him in Galilee. (Mark 16:1-2; Matthew 28:1; Luke 23:55, 24:1; John 

20:1) Thus she was the first to preach Jesus’ resurrection. 

 

Over the centuries Mary Magdalen has been portrayed as a 

prostitute, but there is no evidence in the scriptures that she 

was one. Some argue that this identification came from a play 

on the name of her hometown, Magdala, located on the Sea of 

Galilee. The town’s name means “tower” in Hebrew, but it is 

hypothesized that its name was punned with medgaddlela, 

meaning “hairdresser.” In the ancient world, hairdressers had 

questionable reputations.  

 

Another theory comes from a sermon by Pope Gregory, who 

spoke of her as the model of repentance.  Already identified as 

a sinner, it didn’t take men long to jump to the conclusion that 

as a woman, Mary’s sins were of the flesh. 

 

The Harvard theologian Karen King postulates that Mary was 

a prominent leader in the early Christian community. Mary 

was singled out in all four gospels as the first to witness the 

Resurrection. This special recognition shows the stature, not 

only of Mary Magdalen, but of women 

in general in the early Church.  

 

In art, Mary Magdalen is usually por-

trayed with long red hair (which sig-

naled prostitution) and often elegantly 

clothed. On the other hand, she is occa-

sionally shown as a beggar woman, indi-

cating the lengths she took to repent 

from her former worldly ways.  

 

As a saint in heaven, Mary Magdalen is 

focused on adoration of God. Yet one 

must wonder what she thinks of being 

misrepresented as a woman of ill repute 

over the centuries when her reputation 

was completely undeserved! 
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