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LITERATURE

KNOWN AS A MYSTIC AND CONTEMPLATIVE WHO RECEIVED THE STIGMATA ST CATHERINE OF SIENNA (1347-1380) WAS
THE YOUNGEST OF TWENTY FIVE CHILDREN BORN TO A PROSPEROUS WOOL DYER AND HIS WIFE. SHE RECEIVED NO
FORMAL EDUCATION AND AT THE AGE OF SIX HAD A VISION IN WHICH CHRIST IN GLORY SEATED WITH THE APOSTLES,

BLESSED HER. FROM THAT MOMENT ON SHE SPENT MOST OF HER TIME IN PRAYER AND MEDITATION AND DESPITE HER
PARENTS OPPOSITION AT SIXTEEN JOINED THE 3RD ORDER OF ST DOMINIC. ALTHOUGH STILL TECHNICALLY A LAY

PERSON SHE LIVED IN A SMALL DIMLY LIT CELL AT HOME, SCOURGED HERSELF WITH AN IRON CHAIN THREE TIMES A DAY,
WORE A HAIR SHIRT, FASTED, PRAYED AND SLEPT ON A BOARD. FOR THREE YEARS SHE SPOKE ONLY TO HER

CONFESSOR THEN IN 1366 ON SHROVE TUESDAY SHE EXPERIENCED A ‘MYSTICAL MARRIAGE’ WITH JESUS. FROM THAT
DAY SHE ABANDONED HER SOLITUDE, WENT INTO THE WORLD AND NURSED THE SICK, HELPED PLAGUE VICTIMS AND

CONVERTED CONDEMNED PRISONERS. THE SIENESE BEGAN TO REGARD HER AS A MIRACLE WORKER AND IN 1375 ON A
VISIT TO PISA SHE RECEIVED THE STIGMATA WHILST TAKING COMMUNION IN THE CHURCH OF ST CHRISTINA. 

MANY OF THE POLITICAL UPHEAVALS AND CATHOLIC TROUBLES WHICH THEN AFFLICTED EUROPE STEMMED FROM THE
DIVISIVE 74 YEAR RESIDENCE OF THE POPES AT AVIGNON. CATHERINE OF SIENNA TOOK IT UPON HERSELF TO CONVINCE
POPE GREGORY XI TO RETURN TO ROME DESPITE THE OPPOSITION OF THE FRENCH CARDINALS. SHE PERSUADED HIM

THAT PEACE COULD BE WON ONLY BY RESTORING THE PAPACY TO ROME AND REVEALED A VOW THAT HE HAD ONCE
TAKEN AND NEVER DISCLOSED TO ANOTHER HUMAN BEING. IMPRESSED BY WHAT HE REGARDED AS A SUPERNATURAL

SIGN, GREGORY RESOLVED TO ACT IMMEDIATELY AND IN 1376 SET OUT FROM AVIGNON TO TRAVEL BACK TO ROME. 
HOWEVER THE GREAT SCHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH CONTINUED WITH CLEMENT VII RECOGNISED AS THE POPE IN
AVIGNON BY FRANCE, SPAIN, SCOTLAND AND NAPLES AND GREGORY’S SUCCESSOR, URBAN VI AS THE POPE IN ROME BY

MOST OF NORTHERN ITALY, ENGLAND, FLANDERS AND HUNGARY. ST CATHERINE WORKED TIRELESSLY TO HEAL THIS
BREACH WITHIN CHRISTIAN UNITY AND WAS EVENTUALLY SUMMONED BY URBAN VI TO LEAVE SIENNA AND TO LIVE IN THE



HOLY SEE IN ROME IN ORDER THAT HE MIGHT BENEFIT FROM HER ADVICE. 
ON VARIOUS OCCASIONS AT SIENNA, AVIGNON AND GENOA LEARNED THEOLOGIANS HAD INTERROGATED AND

QUESTIONED HER AND IT IS SAID HAD BEEN HUMBLED BY THE WISDOM OF HER REPLIES. IN 1380 AT THE AGE OF 33 SHE
DIED A VIRGIN AND ‘BRIDE OF CHRIST’. SHE WAS CANONIZED IN 1461 AND MADE ONE OF EUROPE’S PATRON SAINTS IN

1999.

 


