
LADIES FRONT AND CENTER: 
FEMALE SAINTS OF THE ROMAN CANON 

The new translation of the Roman Canon introduces this long list of saints in extremely humble tones, in 
comparison with the previous translation. “To us, also, your servants, who, though sinners, hope in 
your abundant mercies, graciously grant some share and fellowship with your holy Apostles and 
Martyrs.” The list continues with seven female saints, two of whom were added at the explicit request of 
Pope St. Gregory the Great († 604 A.D.) The pope, a former monk, had founded six monasteries in Sicily 
(the island just southwest of Italy’s mainland), and wanted to include that island’s most revered martyrs.  

Felicity– The account of the martyrdom of the North African Sts. Felicity and Perpetua is one of the most 
compelling of all the early hagiographical treasures of the early Church. It is especially appropriate to 
recall for all of our R.C.I.A. candidates, so popular in fact, that in the 4th century it was read during Mass 
in Church! In 203 A.D., five catechumens were arrested, these two among them. Hailing from Carthage, 
Felicity was married and expecting a child. Though it was illegal to execute an expectant mother, this was 
ignored. She went into labor two days before her execution: Her guards taunted her: “If you think you 
suffer now, how will you stand it when you face the wild beasts?” Felicity answered them calmly, “Now 
I’m the one who is suffering, but in the arena Another will be in me suffering for me because I will be 
suffering for him.”  

Perpetua– Still nursing an infant son, Perpetua was preparing for Baptism, despite her father’s warnings. 
He rightly feared for her life during a time of persecution. Pointing to a water jug, she asked her father, 
“See that pot lying there? Can you call it by any other name than what it is?” Her father answered, “Of 
course not.” Perpetua responded, “Neither can I call myself by any other name than what I am– a 
Christian.” To this day, the Church considers catechumens as members of the Church, even before 
Baptism. This compelling account of martyrdom was referred to in the writings of Tertullian and 
Augustine, adding to its historical attestation. The Church assigns March 7th (day of their death) as their 
feast day.  

Agatha– Reliable historical evidence suggests that the names of Agatha and Lucy, both Sicilian saints, 
were added at the express desire of St. Gregory the Great, allowing for a double column of seven names, 
equally divided between male and female. Unfortunately the acts of her martyrdom are not equally 
reliable. In fact, Palermo and Catania contest the honor of her birthplace, with Catania’s cathedral named 
in her honor. On the first anniversary of her death, Mount Etna erupted and the devout flocked to her 
tomb took her veil and held it in the direction of the lava stream. The lava is said to have changed course, 
saving the city. But it is a fact that she was martyred under the infamous Emperor Decius in 251 A.D. Her 
feast is observed on February 5th, and American Raymond Cardinal Burke is assigned the Church of St. 
Agatha dei Goti as his titular church in Rome. Goti (Goths) signify its heretical Arian past; when 
Arianism was suppressed in the 4th century following the Council of Nicea, the beautiful church was 
taken over by the Catholics, the only Arian church still standing in Rome.  

Lucy– With a Feast day set on the calendar for December 13th Lucy lived at the same time as Saint Agnes 
at the very end of the 3rd century. Her father died when she was young, and she was cared for by her 
mother. She preferred virginity to a proposed marriage, and directed her dowry towards the poor. A 
disappointed and angry pagan suitor turned her in to the authorities and she was martyred. Little else for 
certain is known, though she is often pictured holding a plate with two eyes. Her likeness appears in the 
amazing iconography of Ravenna, itself home to several Arian church buildings still standing. Hey, give 
credit where credit is due. At least the heretical Arians had good construction skills and artistic taste! 

In my only visit to Sicily, I was unduly proud of myself for having located the Shrine of St. Lucy in 
Siracusa (Syracuse) without benefit of either a guidebook or GPS assisted directions. I did it the old 
fashioned way, and got a little lucky. My glee was muted however, when I discovered that I arrived just as 
the shrine was closing for a three-hour siesta. Unfazed, I rang the bell and begged in my best broken 



Italian that I deeply desired to venerate her tomb. (Sicilians speak in dialect, so I was struggling mightily 
to understand them, especially through an intercom system.) After a longer than comfortable pause, the 
buzzer rang, and the door opened. A kindly priest gave me the grand tour, rewarding my persistence. I 
nodded profusely, even though I only caught about half of what he was saying. Not sure if he caught on, 
but I sincerely appreciated the impromptu tour! 

• The chairmen of the U.S. Bishops’ Committee on Doctrine and on Laity, Marriage and Family Life 
have jointly issued a statement affirming traditional Catholic teaching on the nature of marriage. In 
part they wrote: “We cause great harm to ourselves, to each other, and to the world when we ignore 
the moral law given to us by God and inscribed in our very nature. The goodness and beautiful 
diversity of God’s creation does not include those things that are consequences of our sins.” 

• Do you recall in 2006 when Pope Benedict XVI riled up many in the media because he quoted a 14th-
century Byzantine emperor that linked Islam and the Prophet Muhammad with violence in a lecture 
in Regensburg? Cardinal Gerhard Muller may have caused a stir of his own when he called the 
pope’s address “prophetic.” Muller noted how one can see that “the lasting message of Benedict’s 
address is that without God’s peace in our hearts, we will not be able to master the present global 
crisis. Love and reconciliation–not hatred and retaliation–lead to the future.”  

• Muller’s money quote: “The political and religious authorities in Islamic countries must therefore find an 
answer as to how the so-called Sword Verses in the Qur’an can be reconciled with the basic right of 
freedom of religion.” 

• I learned much about the plight of Christians in the Holy Land at last weekend’s meeting of the Order 
of the Holy Sepulchre, and will write about it in a future column. For now, I can attest that many of 
our members are rabid Cornhusker fans! Wow–they refused to go into the Saturday evening dinner 
until the game was over! I was standing in their midst, watching on a big screen, as the bell ringer’s 
pleas went unheeded. Bishop James Conley of Lincoln took it in stride, reminding me that on a 
football Saturday in Lincoln, the football stadium suddenly becomes the third largest city in the 
state! 

• The world’s oldest Catholic bishop died last week. Archbishop Emeritus Peter Gerety of Newark, NJ 
lived to the ripe old age of 104. What’s in the water in Newark? He recently celebrated his 50th 
anniversary as a bishop, consecrated shortly after the closing of the Second Vatican Council! Requiescat 
in pace. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel, 
Rector 
  
 


