
Saint Agnes

On Jan. 21, the Roman Catholic Church honors the virgin and martyr St. Agnes, who suffered death for 
her consecration to Christ.

Although the details of Agnes' life are mostly unknown, the story of her martyrdom has been passed on 
with reverence since the fourth century. On the feast day of the young martyr – whose name means 
“lamb” in Latin – the Pope traditionally blesses lambs, whose wool will be used to make the white pallium 
worn by archbishops.

Born into a wealthy family during the last decade of the third century, Agnes lived in Rome during the last 
major persecution of the early Church under the Emperor Diocletian. Though he was lenient toward 
believers for much of his rule, Diocletian changed course in 302, resolving to wipe out the Church in the 
empire.

Agnes came of age as the Church was beginning to suffer under a set of new laws decreed by 
Diocletian, and his co-ruler Galerius, in 303. The emperor and his subordinate called for churches to be 
destroyed and their books burned. Subsequent orders led to the imprisonment and torture of clergy and 
laypersons, for the sake of compelling them to worship the emperor instead of Christ.

Meanwhile, Agnes had become a young woman of great beauty and charm, drawing the attention of 
suitors from the first ranks of the Roman aristocracy. But in keeping with the words of Christ and Saint 
Paul, she had already decided on a life of celibacy for the sake of God's kingdom. To all interested men, 
she explained that she had already promised herself to a heavenly and unseen spouse.

These suitors both understood Agnes' meaning, and resented her resolution. Some of the men, possibly 
looking to change her mind, reported her to the state as a believer in Christ. Agnes was brought before a 
judge who tried first to persuade her, and then to threaten her, into renouncing her choice not to marry for 
the Lord's sake.

When the judge showed her the various punishments he could inflict – including fire, iron hooks, or the 
rack that destroyed the limbs by stretching – Agnes smiled and indicated she would suffer them willingly. 
But she was brought before a pagan altar instead, and asked to make an act of worship in accordance 
with the Roman state religion.

When Agnes refused, the judge ordered that she should be sent to a house of prostitution, where the 
virginity she had offered to God would be violated. Agnes predicted that God would not allow this to 
occur, and her statement proved true. Legends say that the first man to approach her in the brothel was 
struck blind by a sudden flash of light, and others opted not to repeat his mistake.

But one of the men who had at first sought to make Agnes his own, now lobbied the judge for her 
execution. In this respect, the suitor obtained his desire, when the public official sentenced her to die by 
beheading. The executioner gave her one last chance to spare her life, by renouncing her consecration 
to Christ – but Agnes refused, made a short prayer, and courageously submitted to death.

St. Agnes, who died in 304, was venerated as a holy martyr from the fourth century onward. She is 
mentioned in the Latin Church's most traditional Eucharistic prayer, the Roman Canon.

Feastday: January 21

Patron of young girls, chastity, rape 
survivors, and the Children of Mary

Birth: 291

Death: 304
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St. Casimir

On March 4, the Catholic Church honors Saint Casimir Jagiellon, a prince whose life of service to God 
has made him a patron saint of Poland, Lithuania, and young people.

In 1984, Pope John Paul II addressed Lithuanian pilgrims commemorating the 500th anniversary of the 
prince's death. He said the Church “proclaimed Casimir a saint and placed him before us not only to be 
venerated but also that we might imitate his heroic virtues and follow his example of holiness.”

“His witness of great faith and fervent piety continues to have special meaning for us today,” the Pope 
said, noting especially the “challenging call” he offers to young people.

“His life of purity and prayer beckons you to practice your faith with courage and zeal, to reject the 
deceptive attractions of modern permissive society, and to live your convictions with fearless confidence 
and joy.”

Casimir Jagiellon was born in 1458, the third of thirteen children born to Poland's King Casimir IV and his 
wife Elizabeth of Austria. He and several of his brothers studied with the priest and historian John 
Dlugosz, whose deep piety and political expertise influenced Casimir in his upbringing.

The young prince had a distaste for the luxury of courtly life, and instead chose the way of asceticism 
and devotion. He wore plain clothes with a hair shirt beneath them, slept frequently on the ground, and 
would spend much of the night in prayer and meditation on the suffering and death of Christ.

Casimir showed his love for God through these exercises of devotion, and also through his material 
charity to the poor. He was known as a deeply compassionate young man who felt others' pains acutely.

The young prince was only 13 years old when his father was asked by the Hungarians to offer his son as 
their new king. Casimir was eager to aid the Hungarians in their defense against the Turks, and went to 
be crowned. This plan was unsuccessful, however, and he was forced to return to Poland.

After his return Casimir resumed his studies with Dlugosz, while developing a canny grasp of politics by 
observing his father's rule. In 1479 the king left Poland to attend to state business in Lithuania, leaving 
Prince Casimir in charge of the realm between 1481 and 1483.

Advisers to the prince joined his father in trying to convince Casimir to marry. But he preferred to remain 
single, focusing his life on the service of God and the good of his people.

After experiencing symptoms of tuberculosis, Casimir foresaw his death and prepared for it by deepening 
his devotion to God. He died en route to Lithuania on March 4, 1484, and was buried with a copy of a 
Marian hymn he frequently recited. Pope Adrian VI canonized him in 1522.

Five centuries after his death, Pope John Paul II recalled how St. Casimir “embraced a life of celibacy, 
submitted himself humbly to God’s will in all things, devoted himself with tender love to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary and developed a fervent practice of adoring Christ present in the Blessed Sacrament.”

“To all,” the Pope said, “he was a shining example of poverty and of sacrificial love for the poor and 
needy.”

Feastday: March 4

Patron of Poland and Lithuania

Birth: 1461

Death: 1484
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Saint Columba

On June 9, the Catholic Church commemorates the sixth-century Irish monk and missionary Saint 
Columba of Iona, also known as St. Columcille.

One of Ireland's three patron saints (together with Saint Patrick and Saint Brigid), he is also sometimes 
called the “Apostle of the Picts” for his evangelization of Scotland.

He should not be confused with St. Columbanus (or Columban), a different Irish monk and missionary 
who lived slightly later and ended up in Italy.

Columba was born during 521, descended from royalty through his father. He was taught and mentored 
by the priest who baptized him, and later attended a monastic school founded by Saint Finnian of 
Moville. His own life as a monk began at the school, where he was also ordained a deacon.

The deacon went on to spend time in a different monastery and school run by another Finnian, Saint 
Finnian of Clonard. Columba became a priest during this period, and along with eleven others from this 
same institution, he would become known as one of the “Twelve Apostles of Ireland.”

Columba also studied with Saint Mobhi of Glasnevin, before a disease epidemic forced him to return to 
his ancestral homeland of Ulster during 544. He spent the next 15 years traveling, preaching, and 
founding monasteries.

It is not clear why, in 563, Columba left Ireland. By some accounts he was simply going to preach the 
word of God. Others claim that he had become involved in a battle between warring tribes, before 
repenting and taking on foreign missionary work as a penance.

On the island of Iona, located on Scotland’s northwest coast, Columba and his group of companions built 
simple monastic quarters and a church for themselves. The priest-monk’s first missionary work was in 
the region of Dalriada, whose Celtic Christian inhabitants were lacking solid religious instruction.

His next effort was to convert the Picts of northern Scotland, a task that would take up most of the rest of 
his life. He began by gaining entrance to the castle of King Brude, where the locked gates are said to 
have miraculously opened when the sign of the Cross was made. The king welcomed the missionaries, 
believed the Gospel, and was baptized.

Columba’s evangelization of northern Scotland continued over the next three decades. He and his 
companions met with some resistance from the native pagan Druids, but on the whole they found 
remarkable success in spreading the Catholic faith and building up a network of churches and 
monasteries.

The island monastery at Iona remained his home base, and it drew pilgrims looking to benefit from the 
priest-monk’s wisdom and his prayers. He remained in touch with the Irish Church, making many trips 
back until he became too weak to travel. Even in old age, Columba maintained an intense routine of 
prayer, fasting, and study.

After giving a final blessing to his monastery on June 8, 597, he died sometime in the early hours of the 
following day.

Feastday: June 9

Patron of Derry, floods, 
bookbinders, poets, Ireland, 
Scotland

Birth: 521

Death: 597
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Saint Elizabeth 
Ann Seton

Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton was the foundress and first superior of the Sisters of Charity in the United 
States.  She was born to Episcopalian parents into New York City high society on August 28, 1774.

Her father, Dr. Richard Bayley was the first professor of anatomy at Columbia College and praised for his 
work as the health officer of the Port of New York.  Her mother, Catherine Charlton, daughter of an 
Anglican minister of Staten Island, N.Y. died when Elizabeth was three years old, leaving her and two 
other young daughters.

Elizabeth was married on January 25, 1794 in St. Paul's Episcopalian Church to William Magee 
Seton. When his father died, they took over custody of William's seven half brothers and sisters, as well 
as the family's importing business. William fell into financial troubles, and later died of tuberculosis in 
Pisa, Italy in December 1803 while attempting to get help from his business friends. After getting to know 
the Catholic Church in Italy, Elizabeth fasted and prayed for light. Finally, on Ash Wednesday, March 14, 
1805, she was received into the Church.

Her conversion unleashed a storm among her Protestant relatives and friends and made her financial 
strains even greater.  In January 1806, Cecilia Seton, Elizabeth's young sister-in-law, became very ill and 
begged to see the ostracized convert and told her of her desire to become a Catholic. When Cecilia's 
decision was known threats were made to have Mrs. Seton expelled from the state by the Legislature.  
On her recovery Cecilia fled to Elizabeth for refuge and was received into the Church.

Elizabeth moved to Baltimore in 1808 and with the help of a Catholic convert, a farm was purchased two 
miles from Mt. St. Mary's College and Mrs. Seton took vows privately before Archbishop Carroll and her 
daughter Anna.

In 1810, Bishop Flaget was commissioned to obtain in France the rules of the Sisters of Charity of St. 
Vincent de Paul. The rule, with some modifications, was approved by Archbishop Carroll in January 
1812, and adopted.  Mrs. Seton was elected superior against her will and in spite of the fact that she had 
also to care for her children.  Many joined the community; including Mother Seton's daughter, Anna, who 
died during her novitiate (March 12, 1812), but had been permitted to pronounce her vows on her 
deathbed. Mother Seton and eighteen sisters made their vows on July 19, 1813.

The third time she was elected superior in 1819, she protested that it was the "election of the dead," but 
she lived for two years more, finally succuming to a pulmonary infection.  She died in Emmitsburg, 
Maryland on January 4, 1821.

In 1880 Cardinal Gibbons (then Archbishop) urged the steps be taken toward her canonization. Elizabeth 
Ann Seton was beatified in 1963 and she was canonized on September 14, 1975.

Feastday: January 4

Patron of in-law problems, against the 
death of children, widows, death of 
parents, and opposition of Church 
authorities

Birth: August 28, 1774

Death: January 4, 1821

Beatified By: by Pope John XXIII on 
March 17, 1963

Canonized By: by Pope Paul VI on 
September 14, 1975

PLAY VIDEO

https://www.catholic.org/saints/f_day/
https://www.catholic.org/saints/patron.php
https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=180


Saint Francis Xavier

On Dec. 3, the Roman Catholic Church honors St. Francis Xavier, one of the first Jesuits who went on to 
evangelize vast portions of Asia.

Francis Xavier was born during 1506 in the Kingdom of Navarre, a region now divided between Spain 
and France. His mother was an esteemed heiress, and his father an adviser to King John III. While his 
brothers entered the military, Francis followed an intellectual path to a college in Paris. There he studied 
philosophy, and later taught it after earning his masters degree.

In Paris, the young man would discover his destiny with the help of his long-time friend Peter Faber, and 
an older student named Ignatius Loyola – who came to Paris in 1528 to finish a degree, and brought 
together a group of men looking to glorify God with their lives.

At first, personal ambition kept Francis from heeding God's call. Ignatius' humble and austere lifestyle did 
not appeal to him. But the older student, who had undergone a dramatic conversion, often posed Christ's 
question to Francis: “What will it profit a man to gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”

Gradually, Ignatius convinced the young man to give up his own plans and open his mind to God's will. In 
1534, Francis Xavier, Peter Faber, and four other men joined Ignatius in making a vow of poverty, 
chastity, and dedication to the spread of the Gospel through personal obedience to the Pope.

Francis became a priest in 1537. Three years later, Pope Paul III confirmed Ignatius and his companions 
as a religious order, the Jesuits. During that year, the king of Portugal asked the Pope to send 
missionaries to his newly-acquired territories in India.

Together with another Jesuit, Simon Rodriguez, Francis first spent time in Portugal caring for the sick and 
giving instruction in the faith. On his 35th birthday, he set sail for Goa on India's west coast. There, 
however, he found the Portuguese colonists causing disgrace to the Church through their bad behavior.

This situation spurred the Jesuit to action. He spent his days visiting prisoners and the sick, gathering 
groups of children together to teach them about God, and preaching to both Portuguese and Indians. 
Adopting the lifestyle of the common people, he lived on rice and water in a hut with a dirt floor.

Xavier's missionary efforts among them often succeeded, though he had more difficulty converting the 
upper classes, and encountered opposition from both Hindus and Muslims. In 1545 he extended his 
efforts to Malaysia, before moving on to Japan in 1549.

Becoming fluent in Japanese, Francis instructed the first generation of Japanese Catholic converts. 
Many said that they were willing to suffer martyrdom, rather than renounce the faith brought by the far-
flung Jesuit.

St. Francis Xavier became ill and died on Dec. 3, 1552, while seeking a way to enter the closely-guarded 
kingdom of China. In 1622, both St. Francis Xavier and St. Ignatius Loyola were canonized on the same 
day.

Feastday: December 3

Patron of Catholic missions; African 
missions; Goa, India; China; missionaries

Birth: 1506

Death: 1552

Beatified By: Oct. 25, 1619 by Pope Paul V 

Canonized By: March 12, 1622 by Pope 
Gregory XV 

PLAY VIDEO

https://www.catholic.org/saints/f_day/
https://www.catholic.org/saints/patron.php
https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=423


Saint George

St. George was a soldier of the Roman army who was tortured and beheaded for his Christian faith in the 
year 303, in Lydda (in modern day Palestine).  He was likely born in Cappadocia, of a Cappadocian 
father and a Palestinian mother of noble rank. At the death of his father (possibly martyrdom) he moved 
to Palestine with his mother where he joined the military and apparently served with some distinction, 
meriting several promotions in rank.

One account of the martyrdom of St. George is Eusebius´ Ecclesiastical History, which relates that when 
the emperor Diocletian issued an edict "to tear down the churches to the foundations and to destroy the 
Sacred Scriptures by fire…a certain man, of no mean origin, but highly esteemed for his temporal 
dignities, stimulated by a divine zeal, and excited by an ardent faith, took it as it was openly placed and 
posted up for public inspection, and tore it to shreds as a most profane and wicked act."  This act of 
instransigence and holy audacity enraged the emperor who had the man tortured and killed. This man “of 
no mean origin”, i.e. of nobility, has been identified by more than one ancient source, including Eusebius, 
as St. George, though most modern historians of the period state that this is unlikely.

St. George is usually depicted in Christian art as a soldier on horseback killing a dragon with a lance. 
This image is a representation of a popular legend of St. George which first appears in 1265 in a 
romance titled "The Golden Legend," in which he saved a town terrorized by a dragon with one blow of 
his lance. The image, however, is also, and more significantly, a powerful symbol of the victory of 
Christian faith over evil (sometimes interpreted more contextually in the early Church as “paganism”), 
personified by the devil who is symbolized by the dragon according to the imagery in Revelations.

St. George is invoked as a patron of military causes, not only because he was a soldier, but also, and 
primarily, due to his appearance to the Christian armies before the battle of Antioch, in which they were 
victorious, and to King Richard the Lionheart of England during his crusade against the Saracens.

The cult of St.George, while universal, remains strongest in the Eastern Church where he is venerated 
as “The Great Martyr.” Accounts of early pilgrims identify the seat of the cult of St.George at his burial 
site in Lydda. The cult has been in existence since the 4th century, soon after his death.

St. George is the patron of soldiers and the patron of many nations, including Palestine; Lebanon; 
England; Georgia; Malta. He is also the patron of Palestinian Christians and of Boy Scouts.  He is 
invoked by sufferers of herpes, skin diseases, skin rashes, syphilis, and snakebites.Feastday: April 23


Patron of England & Catalonia

Death: 303

Canonized By: by Pope Gelasius I
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Saint John the Baptist

John the Baptist spent his adult life preparing the way for Jesus, and proclaiming that “the Kingdom of 
Heaven is close at hand.”. He was born to Zachary and Elizabeth, an elderly married couple. The Angel 
Gabriel had visited Zachary and told him that his wife would bear a child, even though she was already 
past the child-bearing age.

Elizabeth was Mary’s cousin and Zachary was a priest of the Temple in Jerusalem. As a baby in the 
womb, John recognized Jesus’ presence in Mary’s womb when Mary visited Elizabeth soon after the 
Annunciation. Both women were pregnant at the same time.

John was probably born at Ain-Karim, which is southwest of Jerusalem. As a young adult, he lived as a 
hermit in the desert of Judea until about A.D. 27. When he was 30, he began to preach on the banks of 
the Jordan, calling for repentance and baptizing people in the river waters. When Jesus came to John to 
be baptized, John recognized Jesus as the Messiah and baptized Him, saying: “It is I who need baptism 
from you.”

John continued to preach after Jesus was baptized, but was imprisoned not long after by Herod Antipas, 
after he denounced the king’s adulterous marriage with Herodias, wife of his half-brother Philip.

John was beheaded at the request of Salome, daughter of Herodias. Many came to know Jesus through 
John, namely the Apostles Andrew and John.

Feastday: June 24

Patron of Jordan, Puerto Rico, Knights 
Hospitaller of Jerusalem, French Canada, 
Newfoundland, Cesena, Florence, 
Genoa, Monza, Perth (Scotland), Porto, 
San Juan, Turin, Xewkija, and many other 
places

Death: ~31-36
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Saint John Mary Vianney

On August 4, the Church celebrates the feast day of St. John Vianney, patron of priests.  

John Vianney, also known as the Holy Curé de Ars, was born May 8, 1786 in Dardilly, near Lyon, France 
to a family of farmers. He was ordained a priest in 1815 and became curate in Ecully. He was then sent 
to the remote French community of Ars in 1818 to be a parish priest.

Upon his arrival, the priest immediately began praying and working for the conversion of his parishioners. 
Although he saw himself as unworthy of his mission as pastor, he allowed himself to be consumed by the 
love of God as he served the people. 

Vianney slowly helped to revive the community’s faith through both his prayers and the witness of his 
lifestyle. He gave powerful homilies on the mercy and love of God, and it is said that even staunch 
sinners were converted upon hearing him.  In addition, he restored his church, formed an orphanage, “La 
Providence,” and cared for the poor.

His reputation as a confessor grew rapidly, and pilgrims traveled from all over France to come to him in 
the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  Firmly committed to the conversion of the people, he would spend up 
to 16 hours a day in the confessional.

Plagued by many trials and besieged by the devil, the St. John Vianney remained firm in his faith, and 
lived a life of devotion to God.  Dedicated to the Blessed Sacrament, he spent much time in prayer and 
practiced much mortification. He lived on little food and sleep, while working without rest in unfailing 
humility, gentleness, patience and cheerfulness, until he was well into his 70s.

John Vianney died on August 4, 1859. Over 1,000 people attended his funeral, including the bishop and 
priests of the diocese, who already viewed his life as a model of priestly holiness.

The Holy Curé of Ars was canonized by Pope Pius XI in 1925.  He is the patron of priests.  Over 450,000 
pilgrims travel to Ars every year in remembrance of his holy life.

In 2009, Pope Benedict XVI, commemorating the 150th anniversary of St. John Vianney’s death, 
declared the Year for Priests.  The Pope wrote a Letter to Clergy, encouraging all priests to look to the 
Curé of Ars as an example of dedication to one’s priestly calling.

REFLECTION — Indifference toward religion, coupled with a love for material comfort, seem to be 
common signs of our times. A person from another planet observing us would not likely judge us to be 
pilgrim people, on our way to somewhere else. John Vianney on the other hand, was a man on a journey, 
with his goal before him at all times.

Feastday: August 4

Patron of Priests

Birth: May 8, 1786

Death: August 4, 1859)
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Saint Louis Marie 
Grignion de Montfort

On April 28, the universal Church celebrates the feast day of Louis-Marie de Monfort, a 17th century 
saint who is revered for his intense devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

St. Louis-Marie is perhaps most famously known for his prayer of entrustment to Our Lady, “Totus Tuus 
ego sum,” which means, “I am all yours.” The late-Pope John Paul II took the phrase “Totus Tuus” as his 
episcopal motto.

Born in Montfort, Brittany, on January 31, 1673, St. Louis-Marie possessed a strong devotion to the 
Blessed Sacrament as a child, and was also intimately devoted to the Blessed Virgin, especially through 
the Rosary. He took the name Marie at his confirmation.

The saint manifested a love for the poor while he was at school and joined a society of young men who 
ministered to the poor and the sick on school holidays. When he was 19, he walked 130 miles to Paris to 
study theology, gave all he had to the poor that he met along the way and made a vow to live only on 
alms. After his ordination at 27, he served as a hospital chaplain until the management of the hospital 
resented his reorganization of the staff and sent him away.

St. Louis-Marie discovered his great gift for preaching at the age of 32, and committed himself to it for the 
rest of his life. He met with such great success that he often drew crowds of thousands to hear his 
sermons in which he encouraged frequent communion and devotion to Mary.

But he also met with opposition, especially from the Jansenists, a heretical movement within the Church 
that believed in absolute Predestination, in which only a chosen few are saved, and the rest damned. 
Much of France was influenced by Jansenism, including many bishops, who banished St. Loius-Marie 
from preaching in their dioceses. He was even poisoned by Jansenists in La Rochelle, but survived, 
though he suffered ill health after.

While recuperating from the effects of the poisoning, he wrote the masterpiece of Marian piety, "True 
Devotion to the Blessed Virgin," which he correctly prophesied would be hidden by the devil for a time. 
His seminal work was discovered 200 years after his death.

One year before he died, St. Louis-Marie founded two congregations: the Daughters of Divine Wisdom – 
which tended to the sick in hospitals and the education of poor girls, and the Company of Mary, 
missionaries devoted to preaching and to spreading devotion to Mary.

Reflection - Like Mary, Louis experienced challenges in his efforts to follow Jesus. Opposed at times in 
his preaching and in his other ministries, Louis knew with Saint Paul, “Neither the one who plants nor the 
one who waters is anything, but only God, who causes the growth” (1 Corinthians 3:7). Any attempt to 
succeed by worldly standards runs the risk of betraying the Good News of Jesus. Mary is “the first and 
most perfect disciple,” as the late Sulpician Father Raymond Brown described her.

Feastday: April 28

Patron Saint of preachers

Birth: 1673

Death: 1716
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Saint Mary Magdalene

On July 22, the Church celebrates the Feast of St. Mary Magdelene, one of the most prominent women 
mentioned in the New Testament.

Her name comes from the town of Magdala in Galilee, where she was born. Scripture introduces her as a 
woman “who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven 
demons had gone out” (Lk. 8:2).

Some scholars identify Mary Magdalene with the sinful woman who anointed the feet of Christ with oil in 
the house of Simon the Pharisee (Lk. 7:36-50). Others associate her with Mary, the sister of Martha and 
Lazarus (Lk. 10:38-42, Jn. 11). Some believe the three figures to be one person, while others believe 
them to be three distinct individuals.

What the Scriptures make certain about Mary Magdalene is that she was a follower of Christ, who 
accompanied and ministered to him (Lk. 8:2-3). The Gospels record her as being one of the women 
present at Christ’s crucifixion.

In addition, she was the first recorded witness of the Resurrection. The Gospels all describe Mary 
Magdalene going to the tomb on Easter morning. When she saw that the tomb was empty, she stood 
outside, weeping. Jesus appeared to her and asked her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you 
looking for?” (Jn. 20:15)

She did not recognize him, however, and thought he was the gardener, until he said her name, 
“Mary!” (Jn. 20:16) Upon hearing this, Mary recognized him. She returned to the grieving disciples to 
announce to them the message of the Resurrection.

Pope Benedict XVI spoke about Mary Magdalene in his address before the Angelus on July 23, 2006. He 
referred to her as “a disciple of the Lord who plays a lead role in the Gospels.”

The Pope recalled Mary Magdalene’s presence “beneath the Cross” on Good Friday, as well as how “she 
was to be the one to discover the empty tomb” on Easter morning.

“The story of Mary of Magdala reminds us all of a fundamental truth,” Pope Benedict said. “A disciple of 
Christ is one who, in the experience of human weakness, has had the humility to ask for his help, has 
been healed by him and has set out following closely after him, becoming a witness of the power of his 
merciful love that is stronger than sin and death.”

On June 10, 2016, the liturgical celebration honoring St. Mary Magdalene was raised from a memorial to 
a feast, putting her on par with the apostles.

Feastday: January 21

Patron of young girls, chastity, rape 
survivors, and the Children of Mary

Birth: 291

Death: 304
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Saint Mary Magdalene 
de Pazzi

On May 25, the Catholic Church celebrates Saint Mary Magdalene de Pazzi, an Italian noblewoman of 
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries who became a Carmelite nun distinguished for her intense 
prayer life and devotion to frequent Holy Communion.

In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI marked the 400th anniversary of St. Mary Magdalene de Pazzi’s death in a 
letter to the Archbishop of Florence, her birthplace. He described her as “a symbolic figure of a living love 
that recalls the essential mystical dimension of every Christian life.”

“May the great mystic,” the Pope wrote, “still make her voice heard in all the Church, spreading to every 
human creature the proclamation to love God.”

Born on April 2, 1566, the future “Mary Magdalene” was given the name of Caterina at the time of her 
birth. She was the only daughter of her parents, who both came from prominent families. Caterina was 
drawn to the Holy Eucharist from a young age, and she resolved to serve God as a consecrated virgin 
shortly after receiving her First Communion at age 10.

Late in the year 1582 she entered a strictly traditional Carmelite monastery, where Holy Communion was 
– unusually for the time period – administered daily. Receiving her religious habit the next year, she took 
the name of Mary Magdalene.

From March to May of 1584, Mary became seriously ill and was thought to be in danger of death. On 
May 27 of that year she made her religious vows while lying sick upon a pallet. Her recovery marked the 
start of an extended mystical experience, which lasted 40 days and involved extraordinary experiences 
taken down by her religious sisters in a set of manuscripts.

Mary served the monastery in a series of teaching and supervisory positions, while also contributing to 
her community through manual work. Her fellow Carmelites respected her strict sense of discipline, 
which was accompanied by profound charity and practical wisdom. Her experiences of suffering and 
temptation helped her to guide and inspire others.

Extraordinary spiritual occurrences were a frequent feature of this Carmelite nun’s life, to a much greater 
degree than is typical in the tradition of Catholic mysticism. Many of her experiences of God were 
documented by others in her community, although Mary herself disliked the attention and would 
seemingly have preferred for these events to remain private.

She did wish, however, to call attention to God’s love, which she saw as tragically underappreciated and 
unreciprocated by mankind. Mary Magdalene de Pazzi is remembered for making dramatic gestures – 
running through the halls of her monastery, or ringing its bells at night – while proclaiming the urgent 
need for all people to awaken to God’s love, and respond in kind.

Her earthly life came to an end on May 25, 1607, after an excruciating illness lasting nearly three years. 
Pope Clement IX canonized St. Mary Magdalene de Pazzi in 1669.

Feastday: May 25

Patron Saint of the sick

Birth: 1566

Death: 1607
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Saint Pius X

Pope Pius X, born Giuseppe Melchiorre Sarto, was the first Pope elected in the 20th century. He came to 
the papal office in 1903 and died 11 years later in 1914, just as World War I was beginning.

He was born in 1835 at Riese, near Venice, and was one of eight children. His family was poor. He felt a 
calling to be a priest at a young age and was ordained in 1858. After 26 years, he was named bishop of 
Mantua, Italy, and in 1893, he became patriarch of Venice.

As Pope, he issued decrees making the age of First Holy Communion earlier (at the age of 7) and 
advocated frequent and even daily reception of the Eucharist. He promoted the reading of the Bible 
among laypeople, reformed the liturgy, promoted clear and simple homilies, and brought back Gregorian 
chant. He revised the Breviary, reorganized the curia, and initiated the codification of canon law.

He died in 1914 of natural causes reportedly aggravated by worries over the beginning of World War I.

Pope Pius X was canonized by Pope Pius XII in 1954.

Feastday: August 21

Birth: June 2, 1835

Death: August 20, 1914
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Saint Stephen

Just after Christmas, the Catholic Church remembers its first martyr, and one of its first deacons, Saint 
Stephen. Roman Catholics celebrate his feast Dec. 26, while Eastern Catholics honor him one day later.

 

In the Acts of the Apostles, St. Luke praises St. Stephen as “a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit,” who 
“did great wonders and signs among the people” during the earliest days of the Church.

Luke's history of the period also includes the moving scene of Stephen's death – witnessed by St. Paul 
before his conversion – at the hands of those who refused to accept Jesus as the Jewish Messiah.

Stephen himself was a Jew who most likely came to believe in Jesus during the Lord's ministry on earth. 
He may have been among the 70 disciples whom Christ sent out as missionaries, who preached the 
coming of God's kingdom while traveling with almost no possessions.

This spirit of detachment from material things continued in the early Church, in which St. Luke says 
believers “had all things in common” and “would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need.”

But such radical charity ran up against the cultural conflict between Jews and Gentiles, when a group of 
Greek widows felt neglected in their needs as compared to those of a Jewish background.

Stephen's reputation for holiness led the Apostles to choose him, along with six other men, to assist them 
in an official and unique way as this dispute arose. Through the sacramental power given to them by 
Christ, the Apostles ordained the seven men as deacons, and set them to work helping the widows.

As a deacon, Stephen also preached about Christ as the fulfillment of the Old Testament law and 
prophets. Unable to refute his message, some members of local synagogues brought him before their 
religious authorities, charging him with seeking to destroy their traditions.

Stephen responded with a discourse recorded in the seventh chapter of the Acts of the Apostles. He 
described Israel's resistance to God's grace in the past, and accused the present religious authorities of 
“opposing the Holy Spirit” and rejecting the Messiah.

Before he was put to death, Stephen had a vision of Christ in glory. “Look,” he told the court, “I see the 
heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!”

The council, however, dragged the deacon away and stoned him to death.

“While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit,’” records St. Luke in Acts 7. 
“Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ When he had 
said this, he died.”

The first Christian martyrdom was overseen by a Pharisee named Saul – later Paul, and still later St. 
Paul – whose own experience of Christ would transform him into a believer, and later a martyr himself.

Feastday: December 26

Patron of Deacons, altar Servers, 
bricklayers, casket makers, & 
Stonemasons

Death: 34
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The Blessed Virgin Mary

The title “Mother of God” goes back to the third or fourth century, but the Greek term Theotokos (“The 
God-bearer”) was officially consecrated as Catholic doctrine at the Council of Ephesus in 431, thus 
becoming the first Marian dogma. At the end of the Council of Ephesus, crowds of people marched 
through the streets shouting: “Praised be the Theotokos!”

This Catholic doctrine is based on the doctrine of Incarnation, as expressed by St. Paul: “God sent his 
Son, born of a woman, born under the law” (Galatians 4:4).

In its chapter on Mary’s role in the Church, Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution “Lumen Gentium” (“Light of 
the People”) calls Mary “Mother of God” 12 times.

On this day the Catholic Church also celebrates the World Day of Peace, a tradition established by Pope 
Paul VI and confirmed by Pope John Paul II.

Feastday: January 1

Patron of all humanity

Birth: September 8, Nativity of Mary

Death: August 15, Assumption of 
Mary
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