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SAINT CATHERINE OF SIENA (1347-1380) – FOURTEENTH CENTURY 

 

Saint Catherine of Siena ranks as one of the greatest, most interesting, most 

influential and most popular saints in all of Church history. Saint Catherine was 

born the twenty-fourth of twenty-five children of a middle-class family.  She 

reportedly vowed herself to a life of virginity after receiving a vision of Christ at 

the age of seven. At age fifteen Saint Catherine cut off her hair to protest her 

parents’ wishes that she marry. She lived in a cell on the top floor of her parents’ 

house as a recluse, ascetic, and visionary.  For three years she lived a life similar to 

that of the enclosed women (inclusae), or anchoresses, popular throughout the 

Middle Ages.  During this time, she learned to read and engaged in an intensive 

prayer life that resulted in a famous vision in which, like her namesake the 

legendary Catherine of Alexandria, she was espoused to Christ.  Saint Catherine 

interpreted this experience as a call to an evangelical lifestyle, so at age twenty-

one she began to serve the poor and sick in her city.  She also gathered a group of 

followers around her to hear her reflections on Christian faith and life. 

 

Saint Catherine was inspired to step out into the world and speak about God, 

religion, and the need to reform.  Saint Catherine built up a following of like-

minded people who were equally concerned about the conditions of their time. 

 

There were years when the scandals in the Church ruined people’s lives.  The 

Pope lived in France, Church discipline was lax, money influenced appointments, 

and decisions were based on personal and political reasons rather than the good 

of the people. 

 



War and the Black Plague wreaked chaos on men, women, and children of all ages 

and social classes.  Saint Catherine engaged in the social services and political 

activism that the poor and sick required.  She was bold and forthright, even to the 

point of looking people in the eye when she spoke—something women were not 

supposed to do in that era. 

 

Saint Catherine was a mystic, a stigmatic, and a miracle worker.  Her penances 

were so great that she eventually ate no food-except Communion-and it was 

reported that she did not require sleep.  

 

Through her personal influence, thousands of people returned to the faith.  Her 

crowning achievement consisted of persuading Pope Gregory Xl to return the 

Papacy to Rome, thus ending the “Babylonian Captivity.”  During much of Saint 

Catherine’s brief life she labored valiantly to end the “Great Western Schism”, to 

reconcile the warring states of Italy, and to have the Church preach a crusade 

against the Turks.  

 

Saint Catherine died at the age of 33, the victim of her own strenuous efforts and 

penances on behalf of the Church.  Her 400 letter-to Popes and to religious and 

political leaders-testify to these efforts.  Toward the end of her life, while in 

ecstasy, she dictated her famous “Dialogue” with God the Father, which has 

become one of the great spiritual treasures of the Church.  For this writing and for 

her letters, Pope Paul Vl declared her a Doctor of the Church. 

 

Saint Catherine of Siena is so appealing because she literally consumed herself for 

the sake of souls and for the welfare of the Catholic Church. 


