
SETTING THE WORLD ON FIRE: 
ST. CATHERINE OF SIENA 

The Black Death (the Plague) was a devastating global pandemic that arrived in October of 1347, when a 
dozen ships from the Black Sea docked in the Sicilian port of Messina. Many aboard the ships were already 
dead and others were horrifically sick with lymphatic diseases. Authorities immediately ordered the ships out 
of port, but it was too late. It soon spread like wildfire. Catherine of Siena was born into this milieu; by the time 
of her first birthday, the town of Siena was in full-fledged panic. Tens of thousands would die there. Siena did 
not recover its pre-plague population of 50,000 until the 20th century. Catherine’s unconventional path to 
religious life and ultimately to sainthood is itself fascinating. She lived only 33 years, but a full life indeed it was. 
St. Catherine of Siena (1347-1380 A.D.) was neither your “typical” woman religious, nor certainly not your 
typical Doctor of the Church.  

Catherine was born to arguably the largest family ever of a saint, having more than 20 siblings, though half died 
while infants. Unusually, Catherine was a tertiary, that is a Third Order Dominican. She was not a professed 
nun in a convent, instead living a quiet life within her home. But at age 21, something changed. She had a vision, 
an event which she called a “mystical marriage to Christ.” She was told to re-enter public life and help the poor 
and sick. And re-enter she did! She worked tirelessly and corresponded widely–385 of her letters survive. Sr. 
Suzanne Noffke, a Racine WI Dominican and an internationally recognized authority on St. Catherine, 
translated and assembled those letters into four annotated English volumes. Sr. Suzanne died just a month ago 
at the age of 83.  

Two timely quotations come from her major work entitled The Dialogue. In chapter 51 she writes: “A soul cannot 
live without loving. It must have something to love, for it was created to love.” And secondly, concerning her 
desire for purification in the Church, she writes in Chapter 86: “You will recall that I already told you I would 
fulfill all your desires by giving you refreshment in your labors, that I would satisfy your anguished longings by 
reforming holy Church through good and holy shepherds…Never cease offering me the incense of fragrant 
prayers for the salvation of souls, for I want to be merciful to the world.” When some in her own day accused 
her of associating with “heretical reformers,” An Augustinian friar named William Flete came to her defense: 
“I would consider it a glory to be called a heretic with her…Oh sweetest heresy of the heavenly Catherine! You 
turn sinners into just people. Friend of publicans and sinners, you make the angels laugh and heaven rejoice.”  

Much has been made of her correspondence with Pope Gregory XI, Specifically, she urged him in the 
extremely complicated matter of the popes leaving Rome and setting up the Curia in Avignon, France. Gregory 
was elected pope at the age of 42 in 1371. The story is as complicated as it is fascinating, though is not the 
focus of this article. Suffice it to say, Catherine played some role in convincing the Holy Father to return to 
Rome; scholars disagree on the precise level of that influence. Nevertheless, for a woman to speak so boldly 
to a Pope itself is worthy of note and a sign of the esteem in which she was held. She spent a full three months 
in Avignon France beginning in June of 1376. One may only logically presume that she was conferring with the 
Pope at some point(s) during that period.  

She cautioned the pope about his counselors who “want to alarm you, so as to prevent your return, saying, 
‘You will die.’ Up, Father, like a man! For I tell you that you have no need to fear.” (See sidebar relief) What is 
known for certain is that the on January 17, 1377–with a flair for the dramatic– the Pope made a solemn entry 
into Rome accompanied by 13 Cardinals. The Avignon Papacy occupied seven successive popes (all 
Frenchmen) from 1309-76. Undoubtedly, she played a role, as did St. Bridget of Sweden, who died a few years 
earlier. The massive castle built for the Avignon popes had walls ten feet thick. It is surely on my bucket list 
of places I’d like to visit, so rich in history, albeit a sad chapter of Church History. Its scale alone sent an 
ominous message to Roman cardinals– we’re staying right here! Deo gratias, they did not. 

A number of those letters were to the Pope, Gregory XI, imploring him to purify the Church. “Use your 
authority, you who are in charge of us! Uproot these weeds and throw them out where they will have nothing 
to administer! Tell them to tend to administering themselves by a good holy life. Plant fragrant flowers in this 
garden for us, pastors and administrators who will be true servants of Jesus Christ crucified, who will seek only 



God’s honor and the salvation of souls, who will be fathers to the poor.” On Oct. 4, 1970 (Feast of St. Francis 
of Assisi), Paul VI conferred the title of Doctor of the Universal Church upon Catherine. At the time, he noted 
that he had suggested her name in late 1967 and initiated the process for the pertinent Congregations to 
examining the cause, etc. She was chosen to represent the contributions of lay women and in 1999 Pope John 
Paul II proclaimed her as co-patroness of Europe. (Next week: St. Teresa of Avila) 

• Speaking of doctors…Cathedral Choirmaster Christopher Ganza is now Dr. Ganza! On May 1, he 
successfully defended his dissertation at the University of Oklahoma. He wrote about the music of the 
Catholic composer, the late Mr. Richard Proulx, himself a Saint Paul native. Congratulations Dr. Ganza! 

• Did you know that the word quarantine derives from the practice of requiring sailors to remain in port 
for forty days before disembarking during the height of the plague? It was the only way of ensuring they 
were not carriers of disease. The Latin Quadragesima denotes the season of Lent, comprising forty days 
of fasting. 

• Catholic schools have been a vital component of the Church’s mission in this country since the 1850’s. 
They rely on parishioner income to supplement tuition payments. I am making a personal gift to the 
Minnesota Catholic Relief Fund (operated by Catholic Community Foundation) an emergency relief 
fund designed to contribute to operational stability for Catholic parishes and schools during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Some of these school families have lost jobs, making payments difficult.  

• It is hard to believe but Karol Wojtyla, Pope John Paul II, was born on May 18, 1920, 100 years ago 
Monday. Unquestionably, he was truly one of the most consequential popes in the past two centuries 
and many of his initiatives ushered in the modern papacy. This is especially the case with his worldwide 
travels.  

• Whenever we resume public Masses, we will proceed prudently. For every pew that is open, two will 
be cordoned off. Initially, only 75 pews will be open. Families may sit together. We ask that if you 
attend Mass alone or as a pair, that you occupy half of one of the narrower open pews. Six feet should 
be kept between you and anyone else. We will provide more specifics in a future bulletin.  

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 

 

Stone Relief of St. Catherine of Siena imploring Pope 
Gregory XI to return to Rome, located in a small park 
near Castel Sant’Angelo, near the Vatican.  

“And I say to you…(most sweet and Holy 

Father)…Come securely (i.e. Back to Rome)…trust 

you in Christ sweet Jesus.” These words were taken 
from Letter #T233, addressed to Pope Gregory XI.  


