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(Lk 15:1-32) 

 In the Parable of the Lost Sheep (Lk 15:3-7), the shepherd carries a strayed 
sheep back to the flock upon his shoulders, in order to make the flock complete 
again.  St. Catherine of Siena carried the pope back to his flock in the 14th century, 
when for several decades the papacy had strayed in Avignon, interrupting the 
peace and wholeness of the Church.   

 St. Catherine was born in the Italian town of Siena in 1347, and lived during 
the time of the Bubonic plague which killed one third of the European population.  
She was the youngest of 25 children,1 half of whom did not survive infancy.  St. 
Catherine was a mystic and peace maker, and in her brief life would become the 
greatest saint, and the most powerful force within the Church,  of the 14th century.  
She has also been declared a doctor of the Church.   

 Beginning at age five, St. Catherine experienced visions of Jesus.  At age 
seven she vowed her life entirely to God.  This contradicted her parents’ desire that 
she marry, and as a result she engaged in spiritual opposition, cutting her hair as a 
sign of consecration, fasting and doing penance, and living as a servant within her 
house.  At the age of sixteen she joined the “Mantellates,” a lay association of 
pious women associated with the Dominican Order, who made personal vows and 
wore religious garb, but continued to live in the world, unlike nuns who lived in a 
monastic cloister.   

 At age twenty-one St. Catherine experienced a profound vision of Jesus in 
which she was mystically married to him.  With this she began a more public life 
of service to the poor and sick.  Attracting a large group of followers, she began 
traveling from one city to another (such as Florence and Pisa), which more often 
than not were in conflict or war with each other.  She preached repentance and 
peace.  In particular, she preached the message of purity and reform to the clergy, 
whose lives of corruption were hampering the work of the Church.   

 In her day, the Church was experiencing a 70-year “Babylonian Captivity.”  
The popes no longer resided in Rome, but were living in the French city of 
Avignon, together with the Cardinals, who were all French, under the control of 
the French monarchy.  It was St. Catherine who provided the courage and incentive 
for Pope Gregory XI to break free and return to Rome, a city which had fallen into 
decay.  St. Catherine had an extreme love for the Church despite its flaws, and 

                                                 
1 Different biographies say her mother, Lapa Piagenti, had between 24 and 27 pregnancies.  St. Catherine’s twin did 
not survive birth.   
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dedicated herself to supporting the clergy despite their failures, especially the pope, 
whom she viewed as “Jesus Christ on earth.”   

 From this time she lived in Rome, and when Pope Gregory XI died and 
Urban VI was elected as his successor, she remained to strengthen him through yet 
another crisis, the scandal of renegade French cardinals abandoning Rome and 
electing a false pope back in Avignon (the beginning of the “Western Schism,” 
when two sets of popes claimed legitimacy).   

 St. Catherine was a great mystic.  “Mystical Prayer” is a form of 
contemplation in which the soul is brought “out of the body” into a very direct 
state of heavenly union with God.  Moses experienced this in the theophany of the 
Burning Bush (Ex 3), and St. Paul experienced this when he was “caught up into 
the seventh heaven” and saw things which words cannot describe (2 Cor 12:2).  
These experiences have a strengthening and purifying effect on the soul, giving a 
clarity of vision and purpose.  They also have a painful effect on the body and on 
physical life in the world.   

 From her late teenage years St. Catherine struggled to eat any earthly food, 
despite being ordered to do so by her saintly spiritual director, Bl. Raymond of 
Capua.  For almost thirteen years she ate only the Holy Eucharist, which she 
received daily.  Receiving Holy Communion, she would remain up to an hour in a 
mystical state where she was unaware of earth, and unresponsive to anyone around 
her despite their efforts.  She is also one of the saints who received the stigmata 
(wounds of Christ) in 1375, but these remained invisible, only appearing in her 
body after her death.   

 Catherine never received an education, but was taught by the Lord to read 
and write, including 400 letters, and her great treatise on Divine Providence known 
as the “Dialogues,” in which she records her intimate conversations with God, and 
revelations regarding Jesus as the ladder or bridge between heaven and earth.  Her 
writings are rich and deep in spiritual theology, and focus on the purifying mercy 
and love of God.   

 St. Catherine died in Rome in 1380, at the age of 33.  Her body was buried 
in Rome, while the relic of her head was brought back to Siena.   

 In the Parable of the Lost Coin (Lk 15:8-10), the woman rediscovers the 
shining image on the coin hidden beneath layers of dirt after it had been buried.  
This is an image of the soul lost through sin, but recovered through Baptism and 
the blood of Christ.  In her writings, St. Catherine focuses on this theme of the soul 
re-discovering her dignity in the mirror of God’s love despite sin; as well as the 
Church discovering her innate beauty despite the sinfulness of her members.   
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 As the soul comes to know herself she also knows God better, for she sees 
how good He has been to her.  In the gentle mirror of God she sees her own 
dignity: that through no merit of hers but by His creation she is the image of God.  
And in the mirror of God’s goodness she sees as well her own unworthiness, the 
work of her own sin.  For just as you can better see the blemish on your face when 
you look at yourself in a mirror, so the soul who in true self-knowledge rises up 
with desire to look at herself in the gentle mirror of God with the eye of 
understanding sees all the more clearly her own defects because of the purity she 
sees in Him.  (Dialogues, 13)   

 [The eternal Father to Catherine:] Then the devil, unable to bear your 
humility of spirit and your trust in my goodness, said to you, “Damnable woman! 
There is not getting at you!  If I throw you down in confusion you lift yourself up to 
mercy.  If I exalt you, you throw yourself down.  You come even to hell in your 
humility, and even in hell you hound me.” (Dialogues, 66) 

 [The eternal Father to Catherine:]  Do you know, daughter, who you are and 
who I am? If you know these two things you will have beatitude within your grasp.  
You are she who is not, and I AM HE WHO IS.  (Raymond of Capua, Life of 
Catherine of Siena, 92.  cf. Dialogues, 134) 

 

Additional Quotes: 

http://www.drawnbylove.com/Quotes.htm 

 


