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ST MARTIN DE PORRES  
 

Peter Dwan B.A. 
 

 
Martin de Porres, the son of a Spanish nobleman, Juan de Porres and a freed negress, 
Anna Valesquez, was born in 1579, in Lima, Peru and baptised on 9 December 1579. 
Martin's father refused to declare himself, so Martin's baptismal certificate contained 
the words "father unknown". When Juan de Porres' neighbours began making 
uncharitable comments about his half-caste children, Martin and Jane, Juan deserted 
his de facto wife, Anna. As there was no social service for one parent families in sixteenth 
century Peru, Anna was forced to support herself and her children by taking in 
washing. 

Anna found life hard. Sometimes when she was overtired she would vent her feelings 
on her children. Although the lot of half-castes in Lima at that time was not a happy one, 
Martin was a very good child. He had a deep faith and even as a child was deeply 
impressed with Our Lord's words: "Whatever you did to the least of these, my 
brethren, you did to Me." Martin's great charity made him unable to resist the 
temptation to give to the poor the money which his mother had given him to buy 
food. Martin's mother would beat him for failing to bring home the messages, yet Martin 
would never refuse to help the needy. However, Anna considered Martin too generous, 
giving away her hard earned cash, and thereby worsening the family's already difficult 
financial position. 

Food for the Poor 
 
After some years, Juan de Porres' conscience pricked him. Filled with regret for the way 
in which he had treated Anna and his children, Juan returned to Lima to make 
arrangements for their education. When Juan de Porres reached Lima, he noticed a 
half-caste youngster distributing food to the poor. Juan de Porres assumed that the 
child was the servant of a rich Lima family. Juan followed him. The child visited the 
church and prayed before Our Lady's altar. When Juan de Porres saw him enter the 
house where he had lived with Anna, he realized that the child was his son Martin.  

When Juan de Porres entered the house to see Anna and his children, he found Martin 
being beaten for giving to the poor, food he had been told to bring home. Seeing the 
harsh treatment which Martin was receiving made Juan de Porres more determined to 
give Martin and Jane the opportunity to receive a good education. For several weeks, 
Juan stayed with Anna and their children, oblivious of the neighbour's comments. Juan 
persuaded Anna to let the children return with him to Guayquil, where they would live 
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with their uncle, Don Diego de Miranda, and receive the best possible education.  

Martin and Jane loved living in their uncle's lovely house, where they had plenty of 
food, a good tutor, and above all, an atmosphere of kindness. Although Jane was a 
plodder, Martin learned quickly. 

Martin the Barber 
 
When Juan de Porres was appointed Governor of Panama, he did not want people to 
know that he had half-caste children. He therefore placed Jane in a convent to complete 
her education and arranged for Martin to train as a barber surgeon. Martin's father 
knew a certain Dr de Riverto very well, and persuaded him to train Martin. 

While training as a barber surgeon, Martin lodged with a lady, Ventura de Luna. He 
attended daily Mass in San Lazaro's church and spent many hours in prayer each night. 
While he was studying, Martin was taken for granted. It was not until after he had 
successfully treated an Indian who had been stabbed that people realized something of 
his skill. Martin's soothing words and healing ointment worked wonders. Martin's mother 
was pleased when she learnt of his ability, because she considered that when Martin 
had completed his training, he would be able to supplement the family income. 

Lay Helper at the Dominican Monastery 
 
However, when he was fifteen, Martin decided that medicine really wasn't his calling. 
Desiring a dedicated life, Martin offered himself as a lay helper to the Dominicans in the 
monastery of Santo Domingo, in Lima. This Dominican Priory was then one of the 
greatest in the New World. The Dominican Fathers there worked throughout the city, 
taught in the Lima University, looked after orphans and handled both the spiritual and 
administrative needs of the growing city. When the Dominicans explained to Martin that 
they could not afford to pay him, Martin replied that he wasn't interested in money, but 
rather in serving God as a lay helper in the Dominican Priory of the Holy Rosary. Because 
he considered himself unworthy to wear the Dominican habit, Martin chose for himself a 
similar habit, but minus the long Dominican scapular. 

Being a barber, Martin knew about cutting hair. Being a holy person, he knew about the 
value of obedience. Martin's first assignment was to serve as the community's barber, 
and, as such, was expected to cut hair severely, in accordance with the then current 
prescriptions of the Dominican Rule. Although the Dominican Rule stipulated short hair, 
an exception had previously been made in favour of Brother James, a vain seminarian 
who had come from a wealthy family. Martin knew that Brother James had been 
receiving preferential treatment in this regard. However, when Martin gave Brother 
James a haircut, he followed the strict letter of the Rule. Brother James was furious. 
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However, Martin answered Brother James' criticism by saying that he was merely 
obeying God's will as manifested in the Rule. Brother James received the grace to see 
that obedience to the Rule was more important than his concern over his appearance. 

Martin's day began with prayer. HIS morning prayer always was: "Praised be Jesus 
Christ. Dear Blessed Mother, let me be useful today. Holy Father, St Dominic, help me in 
my work. St Joseph, pray for all of us in the monastery and keep us from harm." Martin 
then had the privilege of serving Mass, a privilege which he appreciated. After 
breakfast, Martin began his daily routine, which included washing dishes, sweeping the 
cloisters, gardening and helping in the infirmary. 

Worker of Miracles 
 
Martin worked miracles. One of the community, Fr Peter, was ordered to bed, prior to 
having his leg amputated. He was feeling sorry for himself, and wished that someone 
would be kind enough to bring him a salad. Meanwhile, Martin felt that he should visit Fr 
Peter and take him something, but the question was "what?" Not wishing to visit Fr 
Peter empty handed, Martin asked God to inspire him what to take him. Martin was 
inspired to take Fr Peter a salad. Fr Peter was delighted and allowed Martin to 
re-bandage his leg. After Martin had done so, Fr Peter discovered that his leg had been 
miraculously healed. 

Let us now consider Martin's dealings with the famous Dominican preacher, Fr 
Raimundos Mantanes. This brilliant Spanish preacher was not loved, for he attributed 
the success of his preaching to his ability as an orator. Pride blinded him to the fact that 
it was God who had given him the gift of oratory and who blessed his preaching with 
success. 

This famous Dominican was sent as a missionary to Lima. During the voyage, he heard 
much about the Dominicans there, and in particular about Martin. The very enthusiasm 
with which people praised Martin only served to make Fr Raimundos more prejudiced 
against him, and ready to criticise him on the flimsiest of pretexts. 

At that time, the law of cloister forbade the Dominicans to allow lay people into the 
Dominicans' cells. Now, the large numbers of sick people coming to the monastery for 
treatment forced the community to waive the law of cloister and make the Dominicans' 
cells available to the sick who came to the monastery. When Fr Raimundos saw this 
infringement of the Rule, he told the Prior that he would report the matter to the 
Dominican authorities in Spain. When the Prior ventured to point out that charity and 
mercy were more important than the law of cloister, Fr Raimundos became very angry. 
He lost his speech, probably as a result of fatigue and overwrought nerves. 
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Martin visited Fr Raimundos and offered him an apple, which to Fr Raimundos' 
surprise, he was able to eat. Fr Raimundos then fell asleep. When he woke up, Fr 
Raimundos saw Martin beside him with a tray of food. Martin said: "You can speak." 
Incredulous, Fr Raimundos said "No," and hearing his own voice, realized that what 
Martin had said was true. Besides curing Fr Raimundos' dumbness, Martin had also 
cured his pride. 

The Orphanage 
 
Martin's charity made him the driving force behind efforts to build and maintain an 
orphanage. The wealthy but mean Dona Isabella del Colonna was visiting friends. When 
they asked her to help the project, she declined and walked out, leaving her host and 
hostess dismayed. While walking home, Dona Isabella considered whether she would free 
the negress, Acalpa, who was her slave. On arriving home, Dona Isabella went to her 
vault to count her gold. While Dona Isabella was in the vault, Acalpa found the key of 
the vault, locked Dona Isabella inside and left her to die. 

Disappointed by their lack of success, Martin's friends decided to take him to Dona 
Isabella's home to plead his cause personally. When they arrived, Acalpa told them that 
her mistress would not be back. Acalpa finally admitted what she had done. 

Martin demanded the keys of the vault. When the vault was opened, Dona Isabella was 
discovered unconscious but not dead. 

Following her convalescence, Dona Isabella asked to see Martin. When he visited her, 
Dona Isabella thanked Martin for rescuing her from death and damnation. Martin 
replied that it was God who had saved her, using him as His instrument. Dona Isabella 
then offered to provide the balance for the erection of the orphanage, and told Martin 
that she had resolved to free her slaves and pay them a living wage. 

On hearing this, Martin exclaimed: "Oh, you have made me so happy this morning. See, 
my lady, how generosity works. It's like the sun shining down upon us. You feel good 
yourself, but you warm others and make them feel good too. The misery of the world, its 
cruelties come from the love of money. And the opposite is true, where money is freely 
given to the unfortunate, there comes joy. God owns everything, man is but a steward. 
Our true happiness come from doing what God wants. 

Help for those in Need 
 
People in trouble often sought Martin's help. Martin met two men, Lopez and Pacheto, 
who had been unjustly condemned to death. He advised them to pray and promised to 
pray for them. Lopez and Pacheto escaped from prison and came to the Priory of the 
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Rosary and asked Martin to hide them. Knowing that the prison officers and their 
tracker dogs would be searching for the prisoners, Martin told Lopez and Pacheto to go 
to the infirmary and lie in the beds normally reserved for the dying, to cover 
themselves and not to move, whatever happened. 

When the prison officers reached the monastery, the Prior gave permission for the 
Priory to be searched. He stipulated, however, that the infirmary should be searched 
last. Martin accompanied the officers on their search. When the officers were about to 
look behind the screens in the infirmary where Lopez and Pacheto were, Martin said: 
"The beds behind the screens are occupied by men in danger of death." Not relishing the 
prospect of seeing dying men, the officers decided not to look behind the screens and 
busied themselves searching the rest of the infirmary. Martin left them for a time. 
When he returned, Martin told the prison officers that he had visited the Viceroy of 
Lima, who had paroled Lopez and Pacheto into his care. 

Martin managed to bring to a better frame of mind the jealous Dona Caterina Jenario, 
whose jealousy made her a possessive mother. Dona Caterina's greatest fear was that 
her son, Antonia would marry St Rose of Lima. Martin was able to allay Dona Caterina's 
fears by explaining to her that St Rose, a Dominican Tertiary, had taken a vow of 
perpetual chastity, and hence would not marry. Martin showed Dona Caterina that 
what she regarded as love of her son was only a form of self-love. Martin also 
persuaded Dona Caterina to give Antonio the money he needed to visit the Old World, 
which he had long desired to see. 

Martin rendered invaluable help to Don Jose de Figuereo, the Governor of Peru, who, 
although noted for his charity and honesty, was a slave to drunkenness and gluttony. 
The Governor feared dismissal from his post for intemperance. He confided his fears to 
Martin, who assured him that the Archbishop of Lima had written favourably about him 
to the King of Spain. Don Jose de Figuereo was not to know that that favourable letter 
had only been written as a result of Martin's persuasion. 

After one of Don Jose de Figuereo's drinking bouts, Martin visited him and offered him 
some healing medicine. The Governor then asked to see an understanding priest. 
Martin then sent the Archbishop of Lima to hear the Governor's confession. The 
Governor was truly penitent and resolved to amend his life. 

The aforesaid events occurred at different times of Martin's life. The chronology we 
have of Martin's life leaves much to be desired. We do not know which of the aforesaid 
events occurred before Martin became a Dominican lay brother, hence throughout this 
pamphlet our hero will be referred to simply as Martin. In fact, we do not know 
precisely when Martin became a Dominican lay brother. 
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Financial Difficulties 
 
Although the Dominican Priory in Lima received many gifts, there were often financial 
difficulties. Although Martin was quite prepared to take outside employment and give 
his wages to the Dominicans, half-castes were then unacceptable as employees in Lima. 
The financial situation sometimes became so serious that the Dominicans in Lima 
sometimes had to sell their art treasures in order to obtain money. The Prior had often 
taken Martin to look at two beautiful paintings which hung in the refectory, and, by his 
patient explanations, had increased Martin's appreciation of them. Martin was well aware 
just how much the Prior liked those pictures. One day Martin saw the Prior leaving the 
monastery carrying a large parcel. Martin suspected what had happened. A visit to the 
refectory confirmed Martin's worst fears. Anxious to save the pictures at all costs, 
Martin considered that, rather than parting with the pictures, it would be better if the 
Prior sold him as a slave. 

Trudging sadly into the city, the Prior heard steps coming behind him. Turning around, 
the Prior saw Martin, who outlined his plan. Naturally the Prior would not hear of the 
idea, and instead asked Martin to help him carry the pictures into Lima. 

This incident greatly increased the Prior's appreciation of Martin. Shortly afterwards, 
the Prior told Martin that he wanted him to become a Dominican lay brother. Although 
Martin protested his unworthiness, the Prior remained adamant. Martin, whose only 
wish was to do God's will, received the news with joy and humility. 

Works of Charity 
 
Martin was at his happiest when performing works of charity. He considered it a 
privilege to distribute food to beggars who came to the monastery. Sometimes God 
gave Martin the gift of bilocation, enabling him to be in two places simultaneously. 
Martin was seen in Algiers, China, Mexico. Japan and the Philippines on occasions when 
he was definitely in the Dominican Priory in Lima. When questioned about these 
incidents, Martin replied: "If God can multiply loaves and fishes, why can't He multiply 
Martin de Porres?" 

Martin was very friendly with another famous Dominican lay brother in Lima, St John 
Masias. Besides his concern for the unfortunate of Lima, Martin was also concerned 
about the welfare of young girls in Lima, who were exposed to a life of sin. St John 
Masias advised Martin to seek financial help from Don Mateo, in order to be able to 
provide those girls with marriage dowries. 

Martin also greatly helped St Rose of Lima in her apostolate of charity. Rose helped those 
women who had come down in the world, but who maintained a facade which deceived 
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many as to their true financial position. Rose nursed the sick in her parents' home. 
When she had too many patients, she arranged for Martin to treat some of them at the 
Dominican Priory. Rose met with much opposition from her parents, who considered 
that she was going too far when she brought home patients with contagious diseases. 
Martin was able to comfort St Rose because he understood her ideals and motives. 

Brother Thomas 
 
Once when Martin was away on an errand of mercy, Brother Thomas took ill and died. 
On his return, Martin was told of Brother Thomas' death. When Martin asked whether 
Brother Thomas was really dead, he was laughed at. Martin went to Brother Thomas' 
cell and prayed before the crucifix. Brother Ferdinand, who was watching beside the 
corpse, then saw Martin take Brother Thomas' hand and say: "In the name of Jesus 
Christ, Brother Thomas arise." Brother Thomas immediately sat up. Martin said: "Ah, 
Brother Thomas, you must be hungry after your long sleep." Martin then brought 
Brother Thomas some food. Then as though nothing unusual had happened, Martin 
said simply to the assembled community: "Brother Thomas is well again. He is sitting up 
and having something to eat." 

This is the most spectacular miracle that Martin ever worked. Yet there were many 
wonders associated with his life. Martin's confreres sometimes saw four angels 
accompany him as he went about his duties. We have already seen how limited Martin's 
formal education was. It was generally believed that it was through his conversations 
with angels that Martin obtained his extensive knowledge of the Bible and the teachings 
of St Thomas Aquinas. Martin's knowledge amazed the Bishops and priests who 
would consult him on difficult theological questions. 

Preparation for Death 
 
Thus the years of Martin's life passed, with wonders being interspersed with humble 
duties. Throughout his life, Martin had always been eager to serve. At length, severe 
stabbing pains convinced Martin that his end was approaching. Sometimes while he was 
sweeping the cloisters, pain forced Martin to lean on his broom handle and stand in 
agony. Nevertheless, Martin continued working, until one day when a priest in the 
monastery saw Martin in pain and advised him to lie down. The fact that Martin did so 
convinced his confreres that he was very sick. 

To the amazement of all at the Priory, one day Martin appeared dressed in a brand new 
habit. Knowing that Martin had always insisted on wearing patched worn-out habits, a 
confrere teased him about becoming vain in his old age. Martin replied seriously that he 
would like a new habit for his burial, adding that he was going to die in about four days. 
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The news of Martin's prediction quickly spread through the monastery, because the 
Dominicans realized that on a number of previous occasions, Martin's predictions had 
come true. 

Martin took to his bed a day or two later. News of Martin's illness spread rapidly and 
caused great distress to all those who knew him. Many visited Martin. The Archbishop of 
Lima told the Dominicans not to spare any expense in obtaining medical aid for him. 

The King of Spain's Viceroy, Don Luis Fernandez Bobadilla, came to see Martin for the last 
time. When the Prior escorted the Viceroy to the infirmary, the novice who was on duty 
at the door told the Prior that Martin had requested that visitors should not be 
admitted. The Prior was displeased at what he considered to be a discourteous message. 
However, the novice explained that Martin had made the request because he was 
having a vision of Our Lady and St Dominic. Shortly afterwards, Martin indicated that 
he would see anyone whom the Prior wished him to receive. The Viceroy was then 
admitted, kissed Martin's hands and begged his prayers. 

Half an hour later, Martin died. His death occurred in 1639, Many visited the Dominican 
church in Lima before Martin's funeral. After Martin's death, his body became hard and 
cold. However, following prayers, Martin's body miraculously became warm and soft 
again. 

A noble Spanish lady, Dona Catherine Gonzalez, had been afflicted with a withered arm 
for twelve years. She was inspired with the hope that she might be cured if she could 
touch her withered arm to Martin's hand. Dona Catherine had prepared a prayer to say 
when she was in front of Martin's remains. However, when she approached the corpse 
and saw the beauty of Martin's face, she just said, "O Brother Martin please." Dona 
Catherine uncovered her arm and moved it across Martin's hand. Dona Catherine was 
instantly cured, and her cry of joy was taken up by all those around her.  

Martin had a large funeral. He was so highly esteemed that, at his funeral, Martin's 
remains were carried, not by the four Brothers whom the Prior had chosen, but by an 
Archbishop, a future Bishop, a Viceroy and a Judge of the Royal court.  

Martin de Porres was beatified in 1837. Devotion to him grew over the years. In 1939, 
during celebrations marking the third centenary of Martin's death, Peru proclaimed him 
the Patron of Social Justice. The Decree said in part: "Since because of his parentage, 
and his charity to the unfortunate of all classes, he is the symbol of interracial fraternity, 
we decree that Blessed Martin de Porres be considered as patron and special promoter 
of all works of social justice in Peru." 

St Martin de Porres was canonised by Pope John XXIII on 9 December 1962. 
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The Example of Martin's Life 
 
St Martin de Porres is a model for Christian living today. Vatican II emphasised the 
importance of a spirit of prayer. We need to remember that Martin's great charity was 
sustained by his spirit of prayer. Martin's favourite private devotion was the Rosary. His 
fidelity to the Rosary helped him grown in sanctity. We often saw St Martin de Porres 
praying before the crucifix. This should remind us that devotion to the Passion is an 
integral part of any balanced spirituality.  

Martin's spirit of service contains a pertinent lesson for us today. Vatican II stressed the 
importance of a spirit of service. Some who claim that they wish to help in the lay 
apostolate seem to consider certain menial tasks beneath their dignity. What a lesson 
we have in Martin. Although he had the chance for fame and wealth as a doctor, he 
aspired only to the humble position of a helper in a Dominican monastery, considering 
himself unworthy to wear the Dominican habit. Hand in hand with his humility went a 
great spirit of obedience. Although Martin aspired to the life of a lay helper, Martin's 
spirit of obedience made him accept the Prior's decision that he should become a 
Dominican lay brother as God's will.  

St Martin de Porres worked for justice and charity for all. His motivation sprang from his 
realization of the great Christian truth of the brotherhood of man under the 
fatherhood of God. 

Although concerned about sick bodies, St Martin de Porres was even more concerned 
about sick souls. May we therefore seek his intercession for spiritual as well as temporal 
favours. Well may we pray in the words of the prayer of the Mass of St Martin de 
Porres (November 3): 

"Lord, you led Martin de Porres by a life of humility to eternal glory. May we follow his 
example and be exalted with him in the kingdom of heaven." 
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