
Daily Saints - 13 August 
 

 

 

Feast 

26 November (until 1969) 

13 August (after 1969) 

 
Feast of St. John Berchmans 

  
He is the patron saint of Altar servers, altar boys, altar girls, Oblate novices, 

young people, and students.  
 

Born 13 March 1599, Died 13 August 1621 (Age 22), Beatified 28th May 1865 and 
Canonized 15 January 1888 

 
John was born on March 13, 1599, to John Charles Berchmans and his wife Elizabeth. 
His father was a shoemaker. At Baptism, he was named John in honor of St. John the 
Baptist. John was one of five children, three of whom entered religious life. The child 
had a quick temper, but, under the careful religious training of his mother, grew up as 
gentle as a lamb. 
 
At great sacrifice, his father placed him, when still very young, under the direction of 
Father Peter Emmerich, a monk of the Premonstratensian Order, who was in charge of 
the Church of Our Lady of Diest, and who had in his house a kind of seminary for the 
training of boys who wished to become priests. During the three years, Berchmans 
spent in this school he won the admiration of all by his mature judgment, good conduct, 
and love of prayer. 
 
John had a great devotion to his position as an altar boy. At the age of 7, John would 
get up at 5 am and serve 2 or 3 Masses, carefully listening to the sermons (in those 
days every priest had to say his own Mass every day - it was not enough to 
concelebrate the Mass of another priest.) He was sometimes known to leave his bed 
before daybreak, and when his grandmother asked him why he did so, the little fellow 
answered with great simplicity: "I want to have the blessing of God on my lessons and 
so I serve two or three Masses before I go to school." His greatest pleasure was to 
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serve Mass. In priests, he saw the representatives of Jesus Christ and always 
conducted himself towards them with religious veneration. For this reason, John was 
later made the patron saint of altar servers. 
 
At the age of 9, he would spend hours every day with his mother, who was bedridden 
with a long illness. His parish priest, Fr. Emmerick noticed all this and remarked that 
Our Lord would “work wonders in the soul of the child.” John was always especially 
devoted to Mary, our Blessed Lady, and loved the Rosary, which he would often pray 
whilst walking along.  
 
Financial difficulties pressed upon John's father. Just at this juncture news came from 
Melchin that one of the officials of the Cathedral wanted a servant boy to wait upon him 
and the boarders he had in his house; the boy was to have the privilege of attending 
school. At the age of fifteen, John went to Mechlin to fill the position. 
 
In 1615, when the Fathers of the Society of Jesus opened a college in Mechlin, John 
was sent with the other boys from the Cathedral to attend the classes. John was 
admitted at once to the highest class and soon distinguished himself by success in his 
studies, and much more by his unusual piety. He was enrolled among the members of 
the Sodality of our Lady and became a model Sodalist. Brought into contact with the 
Fathers of the Society of Jesus, he became acquainted with their mode of life and found 
that it corresponded with all his own aspirations. 
 
On reading the life of St. Aloysius, just published at the time, he felt a strong impulse to 
apply for admission into the Society. John’s father went at once to Mechlin to dissuade 
him from entering religion. When the father failed to move John, he roundly rated John’s 
confessor for having put the idea into the boy’s head. The good priest answered the 
father so well that the latter seemed satisfied. 
 
The storm, however, was not yet over. John was sent to the Franciscan convent in 
Mechlin, where a Franciscan friar, a relative of John’s, was to do all he could to make 
the boy change his mind. To all the objections against his vocation, John gave clear 
replies, and when his relative still persisted in repeated attacks, John finally one day 
took the friar by the arm and showed him politely to the door. His parents made a fresh 
appeal for delay, but John wrote his determination to go to the novitiate in two weeks’ 
time. As a last resort, his father told him that he would not give him a penny to enable 
him to carry out his purpose. 
 
On the feast of Our Lady of Mercy, September 24, 1616, John joined the Jesuit 
Novitiate. In the novitiate Berchmans was a model for all; his progress, no doubt, being 
due to the principle which ruled his life and which he thus expressed: "Not so much the 
doing of great things, as doing well what one is told to do." On September 25, 1618, he 
took the first vows of the Society of Jesus. During his novitiate, his mother died, and his 
father became a secular priest. It was now determined to send John to the Roman 
College to make his studies. Anxious to bid his father good-bye, he wrote, asking him to 



call and see him. The answer he received was, that his father had died one week 
before. This was a severe trial, which he bore well. 
 
On January 2, John took up his quarters in the Roman College, in a room once 
occupied by St. Aloysius, about 25 years before. John had a dream of helping and 
teaching multi-lingual migrants, and he studied all the chief languages of Europe. He 
wanted to work in China after ordination.  
 
Early in August 1621, he was attacked by the insidious Roman fever and was obliged to 
go to the infirmary. On the feast of St. Lawrence, inflammation of the lungs set in and 
his strength rapidly gave way. He prepared most carefully for the reception of the Last 
Sacraments. When the Rector came to give him Holy Communion he rose from his 
couch, dressed in his habit, and threw himself on his knees. Two lay brothers supported 
him, and as he knelt he made the following act of faith: "I declare that there is here 
really present the Son of God, the Father Almighty, and of the most Blessed Mary, ever 
Virgin; I protest that I wish to live and die a true son of our Holy Mother, the Catholic 
Apostolic, Roman Church, a true son of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a son of the Society." 
He then received Viaticum and Extreme Unction. At eight o clock on Friday morning, 
August 13, 1621, with his eyes on his crucifix and with the holy names of Jesus and 
Mary on his lips, he went to his reward.  
 
John Berchmans was not noted for extraordinary feats of holiness or austerity, 
nor did he found orders or churches or work flashy miracles. He made kindness, 
courtesy, and constant fidelity an important part of his holiness. The path to 
holiness can lie in the ordinary rather than the extraordinary. 
 
 
 


