
Patron Saint: Babies 

Herod “the Great,” king of Judea, was unpopular with his 
people because of his connections with the Romans and his 
religious indifference. Hence he was insecure and fearful of 
any threat to his throne. He was a master politician and a 
tyrant capable of extreme brutality. He killed his wife, his 
brother, and his sister’s two husbands, to name only a few. 

Matthew 2:1-16 tells this story: Herod was “greatly troubled” 
when astrologers from the east came asking the whereabouts 
of “the newborn king of the Jews,” whose star they had seen. 
They were told that the Jewish Scriptures named Bethlehem 
as the place where the Messiah would be born. Herod 
cunningly told them to report back to him so that he could 
also “do him homage.” They found Jesus, offered him their 
gifts, and warned by an angel, avoided Herod on their way 
home. Jesus escaped to Egypt. 

Matthew 2:16-18 continues: 
“Herod perceiving that he 
was deluded by the wise 
men, was exceeding angry; 
and sending killed all the 
men children that were in 
Bethlehem, and in all the 
borders thereof, from two 

years old and under, according to the time which he had 
diligently inquired of the wise men. Then was fulfilled that 
which was spoken by Jeremias the prophet, saying: A voice in 
Rama was heard, lamentation and great mourning; Rachel 
bewailing her children, and would not be comforted, because 
they are not.” 

The Greek Liturgy asserts that Herod killed 14,000 boys, the 
Syrians speak of 64,000, many medieval authors of 144,000.  
Modern writers reduce the number considerably, since 
Bethlehem was a rather small town. Knabenbauer brings it 
down to fifteen or twenty (Evang. S. Matt., I, 104), Bisping to 
ten or twelve (Evang. S. Matt.), Kellner to about six (Christus 
and seine Apostel, Freiburg, 1908); cf. "Anzeiger kath. 
Geistlichk. Deutschl.", 15 Febr., 1909, p. 32. 

This cruel deed of Herod is not mentioned by the Jewish 
historian Flavius Josephus, although he relates quite a number 
of atrocities committed by the king during the last years of his 
reign. The number of these children was so small that this 
crime appeared insignificant amongst the other misdeeds of 
Herod.  

Macrobius (Saturn., IV, xiv, de Augusto et jocis ejus) relates 
that when Augustus heard that amongst the boys of two years 
and under Herod's own son also had been massacred, he said: 
"It is better to be Herod's hog [ ous ], than his son [ houios ]," 
alluding to the Jewish law of not eating, and consequently not 
killing, swine. The Middle Ages gave faith to this story; 
Abelard inserted it in his hymn for the 
feast of Holy Innocents. But this "infant" 
mentioned by Macrobius, is Antipater, 
the adult son of Herod, who, by 
command of the dying king was 
decapitated for having conspired 
against the life of his father. 

It is impossible to determine the day or the year of the death 
of the Holy Innocents since the chronology of the birth of 
Christ and the subsequent Biblical events is most uncertain. 
All we know is that the infants were slaughtered within two 
years following the apparition of the star to the Wise Men 
(Belser, in the Tübingen "Quartalschrift", 1890, p. 361). The 
Church venerates these children as martyrs (flores martyrum 
); they are the first buds of the Church killed by the frost of 
persecution ; they died not only for Christ, but in his stead (St. 
Aug., "Sermo 10us de sanctis").  

In connection with them the Apostle recalls the words of the 
Prophet Jeremias (xxxi, 15) speaking of the lamentation of 
Rachel. At Rama is the tomb of Rachel, representative of the 
ancestresses of Israel. There the remnants of the nation were 
gathered to be led into captivity. As Rachel, after the fall of 
Jerusalem, from her tomb wept for the sons of Ephraim, so she 
now weeps again for the male children of Bethlehem. The ruin 
of her people, led away to Babylon, is only a type of the ruin 
which menaces her children now, when the Messiah is to be 
murdered and is compelled to flee from the midst of His own 
nation to escape from the sword of the apparitor. The 
lamentation of Rachel after the fall of Jerusalem receives its 
eminent completion at the sight of the downfall of her people, 
ushered in by the slaughter of her children and the 
banishment of the Messias. 

The Latin Church instituted the feast of the Holy Innocents at 
a date now unknown, not before the end of the fourth and not 
later than the end of the fifth century. It is, with the feasts of 
St. Stephen and St. John, first found in the Leonine 
Sacramentary, dating from about 485. To the Philocalian 
Calendar of 354 it is unknown. The Latins keep it on 28 
December, the Greeks on 29 December, the Syrians and 



Chaldeans on 27 December. These dates have nothing to do 
with the chronological order of the event; the feast is kept 
within the octave of Christmas because the Holy Innocents 
gave their life for the newborn Saviour. Stephen the first 
martyr (martyr by will, love, and blood), John, the Disciple of 
Love (martyr by will and love), and these first flowers of the 
Church (martyrs by blood alone) accompany the Holy Child 
Jesus entering this world on Christmas day . Only the Church 
of Rome applies the word Innocentes to these children; in 
other Latin countries they are called simply Infantes and the 
feast had the title "Allisio infantium" (Brev. Goth.), "Natale 
infantum", or "Necatio infantum". 

We possess a lengthy hymn in honour of the Holy Innocents 
from the pen of the Venerable Bede, "Hymnum canentes 
martyrum" (Dreves, "Analecta hymnica") and a sequence 
composed by Notker, "Laus tibi Christe", but most Churches 
at Mass used the "Clesa pueri concrepant melodia" (Kehrein, 
"Sequenzen", 1873, p. 348).  

At Bethlehem the feast is a Holy Day of obligation. The 
liturgical colour of the Roman Church is purple, not red, 
because these children were martyred at a time when they 
could not attain the beatific vision. But of compassion, as it 
were, towards the weeping mothers of Bethlehem, the Church 
omits at Mass both the Gloria and Alleluia; this custom, 
however, was unknown in the Churches of France and 
Germany. On the octave day, and also when the feast falls on 
a Sunday, the Roman Liturgy, prescribes the red colour, the 
Gloria, and the Alleluia. In England the feast was called 
"Childermas". 

The Roman Station of 28 December is at St. Paul's Outside the 
Walls, because that church is believed to possess the bodies 
of several of the Holy Innocents. A portion of these relics was 
transferred by Sixtus V to Santa Maria Maggiore (feast on 5 
May; it is a semi-double). The church of St. Justina at Padua, 
the cathedrals of Lisbon and Milan, and other churches also 
preserve bodies which they claim to be those of some of the 
Holy Innocents.  

https://www.franciscanmedia.org/saint-of-the-day/holy-innocents/  

https://www.catholic.org/encyclopedia/view.php?id=5840  

 

Chaplet of the Holy Innocents 

Modified from the Christmas Novena to the Holy 

Innocents 

Opening Prayer on the Crucifix: O Holy 
Innocents in the name of Jesus, for whom 
your blood was shed, pray for exploited 
and abused children. O Holy Innocents 
who, for the sake of the Christ Child your 
sacrifice was offered, intercede for the 

captive and suffering children. O Holy Innocents whose 
blood was sanctified by the precious blood of the Savior, 
preserve the purity and innocence of children and be their 
help and comfort.  Heavenly Father, I ask that you look with 
great mercy upon the peril of innocent children being 
violated in the world and deliver them from 
every evil. I beg your mercy through the 
sacrifice of the Holy Innocents and through 
the sacrificial love of your beloved Son, our 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

1 Our Father, Three Hail Mary’s 1 Glory Be 

Closing Prayer on the Medal:  

 Holy Innocents, you died before you were 
old enough to know what life means, 
pray for all children who die young that God may gather 
them into His loving arms. 

 Holy Innocents, you were killed because one man was 
filled with hatred, pray for those who hate that God may 
touch their hearts and fill them with love. 

 Holy Innocents, you experienced a violent death, pray for 
all who are affected by violence that they may find peace 
and love. 

 Holy Innocents, your parents grieved for you with deep 
and lasting sorrow, pray for all parents who have lost 
young children that God may wrap a warm blanket of 
comfort around them. 

 Holy Innocents, those around you certainly felt helpless 
to prevent your deaths, pray for all who feel helpless in 
their circumstances that they may cling to God for 
courage and hope. 

 Holy Innocents, you who are now in Heaven, pray for all 
of us, that one day we may join you there to bask in 
God's love forever. Amen.  

Let us pray:  We remember today, O God, the slaughter of 
the Holy Innocents of Bethlehem by King Herod. Receive, we 
pray, into the arms of Your mercy all innocent victims; and 
by Your great might frustrate the designs of evil tyrants and 
establish Your rule of justice, love and peace; through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with You, in the unity 
of the Holy Spirit, God, for ever and ever. Amen. 

This Novena can be prayed for nine consecutive days from Dec. 20th to 28th, 

Feast of the Holy Innocents. (or at anytime) Distributed with the permission 

from the Roman Catholic Bishop of the Diocese of Calgary, Alberta, Canada. 

July 2,2002. 

https://romancatholicman.com/wp/christmas-novena-to-the-holy-

innocents/?doing_wp_cron=1672075643.5182669162750244140625 

Closing Prayer: https://www.thecatholiccrusade.com/prayer-to-the-holy-

innocents.html 
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