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SAINT CATHERINE OF SIENA 

Peter Dwan 

 

 An understanding of the life of St Catherine of Siena is impossible unless we 
have a certain amount of background knowledge. Her mission was to persuade the 
Pope to return to Rome from Avignon.  

 The Church experienced a number of Church-state tensions after the Popes 
began claiming temporal power in the eighth century. For our purposes, it suffices to 
consider things from the time of Pope Boniface Vlll, who was involved in a 
disagreement with King Philip the Fair of France. Although Philip used lay investiture 
and clerical exemption from taxation as pretexts for his actions the French King was 
actually chafing under papal domination and decided to use the dispute to throw off 
the "yoke of vassalage" to Rome. When Pope Boniface fixed the date of Philip the 
Fair's disposition as King of France, Philip the Fair sent his minister of vengeance, 
Norgaret, with 300 horsemen, to overthrow the Pope. Their actions resulted in Pope 
Boniface's death a few days later. 

 His successor, Pope Benedict XI, denounced the perpetrators of the crime. Pope 
Benedict Xl was found dead within four weeks, possibly poisoned. Following his 
death, the papal throne remained vacant for several months. 

Philip the Fair then took steps to have Bertrand, Bishop of Bordeaux, elected 
Pope. When Bertrand became Pope, he took up residence in the French city of 
Avignon. The papacy at Avignon was under French influence and Rome lay desolate. 
To make things worse, the papacy lost its influence over Catholics outside France. 
The ill-governed papal states were a ready prey for military leaders who were 
plundering Europe. Even Florence was at war with the Pope. It was in these 
circumstances that St Catherine of Siena was called upon to persuade the Pope to 
return to Rome. 

 The Church had become corrupt and badly governed. This situation had been 
made even worse by the effects of the terrible plague known in history as the Black 
Death. Because of their ministry to the plague stricken, many priests died. The 
shortage of priests and religious saw irreligion grow apace. Efforts to improve the 
situation led to inadequately trained men being ordained. Unsuitable candidates 
were accepted in religious houses, with the result that religious life became lax. 

 Another prevailing abuse was that the Bishops governed more than one 
diocese. This was for financial reasons, for the Bishops wanted the revenue from 
more than one bishopric. The office of Bishop was filled by men without spiritual 
ideals, who simply wanted wealth. It was in such a world that St Catherine of Siena 
was to accomplish her mission. 

 Catherine Benincasa was born on 25 March 1347, the twenty-fourth of twenty-
five children. The Dominicans had a house in Catherine's birthplace, Siena and she 
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learnt that the white of the Dominican habit symbolised purity and the black humility 
and penance. From her earliest years, Catherine sought to become holy. 

 When Catherine was six, while returning home with her brother Stephen, she 
saw an extraordinary vision above St Dominic's Church. She saw Christ enthroned 
and wearing a papal tiara. With Him were Sts Peter, Paul and John the Evangelist. 
Catherine saw Christ smile at her, then bless her. 

 Meanwhile Stephen, seeing that Catherine had remained behind, called her. 
When Catherine did not respond, Stephen returned, pulled her by the arm and said: 
"What's the matter with you? Come along. I had to come all the way back for you." 
Catherine seemed to have awakened from a sleep, stood dazed, and burst into tears 
because her vision had vanished. She said: "Oh Stephen, if you had seen what I saw, 
you would not have done that." On arriving home, Catherine went to her room and 
shut the door. She wanted to think about her vision. 

 Although everything around her remained the same, Catherine had changed. 
She became serious and quiet for the world's highest power had overshadowed her. 
God had spoken to her heart. During Catherine's vision, Christ's gaze had penetrated 
into her soul, calling her away from family and her environment. 

 Catherine responded willingly, although aware that it would cost her the 
happiness which this world offers. 

When she was seven Catherine made a vow of virginity. 

 As time passed, Catherine's prayer life deepened. After hearing a priest speak 
about Christ's life and Passion, Catherine tried to perform acts of mortification. 
However when the other members of her family saw Catherine leave food on her 
plate, they made her eat. Catherine's brothers and sisters showed their displeasure 
at the way she acted. The change in Catherine disturbed her mother, who invented 
little tasks to keep her busy. However, Catherine did those tasks quickly and then 
went to a quiet place to meditate. 

 Italian girls reach maturity earlier than girls in many other countries. When 
Catherine was twelve, her mother insisted that she should dress beautifully and start 
looking for a husband. Catherine initially enjoyed the gay life and young men's 
company. However, Catherine soon realized that it was an unworthy pleasure for 
one who knew that God was calling her to higher things. Catherine's father advised 
her: "Make yourself a little more attractive. Choose your clothes and ornaments as 
Bonaventure and your other sisters have done." Catherine then explained that she 
did not want to marry. 

 Catherine was left in peace for a time. However, when she was sixteen, the 
battle began again. When Catherine learnt that her parents had invited the young 
man they wanted her to marry to dinner, she cut off her pretty hair and covered her 
head with a veil. 
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 As a punishment, Catherine had to give up her own room and share a room with 
Stephen. The servants were dismissed. Catherine had to do their work and was 
treated unkindly. Catherine bore all this uncomplainingly. Her brothers and sisters 
would not talk to her. This silence helped Catherine, who made her heart a tiny 
chapel where she spoke to God, and worked for her family as though they were the 
Holy Family. 

 One night, Catherine had a strange dream. She saw St Dominic offering her the 
Dominican habit. He said to her: "Be of good heart, and fear not; assuredly you shall 
wear this habit." 

 After some months, Catherine's father, Jacob, called the family together and 
said: "Catherine is to have her own room again, and she is to be left alone. The 
servants will be rehired and Catherine treated as our daughter." 

 Catherine was very happy. She returned to prayer and penance in her own 
room. One day, while she was praying, Catherine had a vision. Our Lady took 
Catherine's hand which she held up to Jesus, Who placed a ring on Catherine's finger. 
Only Catherine could see the ring. She understood that she was Christ's spouse and 
that she must do His work. 

 It was at this time that Catherine became a Dominican Tertiary. The Dominican 
Tertiaries lived in the world, but nursed the sick and dying in hospitals. However, 
during her first three years as a Tertiary, Catherine fasted and prayed, and only left 
home to attend Mass and to go to confession at St Dominic's. 

 Although mortification was a prominent feature of Catherine's life at the time, 
in her latter years Catherine would warn her disciples that penances can lead to 
pride.  

During that period, Catherine had a number of visions and ecstasies. 

During her first three years as a Tertiary, Catherine had a number of 
temptations. She realized that temptation overcome means a growth in self-
knowledge, an essential part of humility. Temptations did not discourage her. 
Catherine wished to offer Christ an undivided will and purity of heart, both of which 
can only be proved under temptation. 

 Catherine valiantly resisted many temptations against purity. Once when the 
temptations seemed to have possessed her soul, Catherine knelt before the crucifix 
and said: "Lord, where were you when my soul was being so sorely tormented?" 
Christ answered: "I was in your heart, Catherine, for I do not leave anyone who does 
not first leave Me by mortal sin." Catherine then realized that she was one of those 
white-robed warriors of the Dominican army, whose war is against such vices. 
Repeating the Holy Name, Catherine courageously fought her way through 
temptations to peace. 

 Following one such victory, Christ appeared to Catherine and said: "Because you 
have, for love of Me, renounced all worldly joys and desires, I have resolved solemnly 
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to keep My betrothal with you and to take you for My bride in faith." In the mystic 
marriage which then took place, Christ put a golden ring on Catherine's finger, 
saying: "Fear nothing, you are shielded with the armour of Faith and shall prevail 
over all your enemies." 

Shortly afterwards, Christ commanded Catherine to leave her seclusion and work 
for the salvation of souls through works of charity and zeal. The next few years saw 
Catherine giving alms and nursing the sick of Siena. 

 Catherine devoted herself to caring for a leper woman named Tecca. Catherine 
took cleaning materials and medicines to Tecca's house. When Catherine opened the 
door, the stench of Tecca's flesh forced her out. Bracing herself, Catherine reentered. 
Although curses and shouts of anger greeted her, Catherine washed Tecca and 
cleaned her room. Catherine cared for Tecca daily, and all Tecca did in return was to 
spread lies about her. Although Tecca's lies caused Catherine trouble, Catherine's 
devotion did not lessen. She was pleased to learn that Tecca repented before she 
died. As no-one else would go near Tecca's corpse, Catherine dug Tecca's grave and 
buried her with her own hands.  

 Catherine regularly visited prisons, where men and women who had been 
condemned to death were in dereliction and despair. She repeatedly won such souls 
for God. Catherine sometimes spent whole nights in the cell, pleading with the 
condemned person to turn to God. 

 Many people, including soldiers, outcasts, poets, kings and queens, sought 
Catherine's advice. Her mediation was sought in family quarrels. Catherine's 
friendship was valued because she showed herself vitally interested in every person 
and was able to draw out and sustain the best in every nature. 

 In every case, Catherine insisted on purity of life and prayer. She never began a 
conversation with a rebuke but pointed out that she, too, knew human weakness. 
Catherine would then speak about Christ's mercy. By showing virtue's loveliness and 
desirability, Catherine would deftly contrast the person's conduct, showing him sin's 
ugliness. Thus, in true Dominican style, Catherine led sinners to repentance by the 
positive method, stimulating the will to virtue by visions of holiness and by depicting 
God in such a way that even the most degraded sinner would feel ashamed. 
Catherine dealt thus with the wicked Queen Joanna of Naples. 

 Finding sentimentality or effeminate weakness un-bearable, Catherine required 
her friends to be willing to undertake hard tasks: "Do not stand still, do not look 
back, do not leave hold of the plough," Catherine would advise those hesitating on 
the road to conversion or tending to waver in the conquest of souls. 

 Meanwhile, the fact that the Pope was residing at Avignon and there was 
clerical corruption brought evil repercussions throughout Europe. Wars started in an 
effort to break the papacy's temporal power. Papal legates visited Catherine to 
discuss her methods of reform and appeasement. Catherine advised them to reform 
their lives and work for renewal. Papal legates persuaded Catherine to go as an 
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ambassador of peace to those unruly cities. Catherine willingly complied, visiting 
Pisa, Florence and Lucca as a papal representative. 

 Catherine saw her visit to Avignon in 1376 to plead for the rebellious city of 
Florence as her great opportunity to plead with the Pope to return to Rome and 
reform the clergy. On entering the presence of Pope Gregory XI, Catherine firstly 
pleaded for Florence, then exhorted the Pope to renounce his luxury and idleness 
and do what he knew to be his duty. The Cardinals asked the Pope to get rid of 
Catherine after she had told them to their faces that their lives were a disgrace and 
would certainly bring down God's wrath on the world. Heeding Catherine's advice, in 
January 1377, Pope Gregory XI returned to Rome. 

 Catherine's next three years were spent in Rome as adviser to Pope Gregory XI 
and his successor, Pope Urban VI, and performing works of charity. Catherine wrote 
eloquent letters on the Pope's behalf to the governments and courts of Europe. 
Three secretaries were needed to write the letters which Catherine dictated 
simultaneously. Catherine's letters, her Dialogues and a series of prayers which she 
wrote rank among the classics of Italian literature. 

 St Catherine of Siena died on 29 April 1380. She was proclaimed a Doctor of the 
Church by Pope Paul VI. 
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