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SAINT ELIZABETH ANN SETON (1774-1821) – NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 

“We assign for inclusion in the Catalogue of saints in heaven, Blessed Elizabeth 

Ann, Widow Seton, on the fourteenth day of the month September 1975…”  In 

these words of Pope Paul VI, the canonization of the first native-born American 

saint was decreed.  As Cardinal Archbishop Terence Cooke stated, “In Elizabeth 

Ann Seton, we have a saint for our times…A woman of faith in a time of doubt and 

uncertainty; a woman of love for a time of coldness and division; a woman of 

hope for a time of crisis and discouragement.” 

 

At the age of twenty, Elizabeth married a prosperous merchant, William Seton 

and had two sons and three daughters.  But within ten years the family fortunes 

were reversed and William Seton was bankrupt.  William fell ill, and when nothing 

seemed to help his condition, the family moved to Italy hoping to find a cure.  

William died there in 1803. 

 

Elizabeth became greatly impressed with the Catholic Church and the Catholic 

culture of Italy.  Upon returning to America she converted to Roman Catholicism 

in 1805.  Her family and friends were horrified, her influential parents distanced 

themselves from her, and she was in financial distress.  Not sure what to do, she 

accepted the invitation from a priest to open a school for girls in Baltimore.  

Previously she had founded the Society for the Relief of Poor Widows with Small 

Children in New York City, so she had some experience in this kind of work.  

 

In 1809 Saint Elizabeth founded the Sisters of St. Joseph in Baltimore and the 

same year moved to Emmitsburg, Maryland, where the order eventually became 

known as the Daughters of Charity of St. Joseph.  The nuns ran hospitals and 

orphanages, but their shining accomplishments were in their work in developing 

the parochial school system, part of the educational reforms of the nineteenth 

century. 



Mother Seton, as she was lovingly called, found time to compose music, write 

lyrics for hymns, and produce spiritual essays.  When this first saint born in 

America, died at age forty-six, her religious order, the first to be established in the 

United States, numbered over twenty communities scattered across the country. 

 

As Mother Seton and foundress of the American Sisters of Charity, she is one of 

the keystones of the American Church.  She founded the first native community of 

religious women; established the first free Catholic day school, from which the 

parochial schools of the country sprang; and established the first Catholic 

orphanage. 

 

Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton was pronounced “Venerable” by the Church in 1959, 

“Blessed” in 1963, and canonized Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton in 1975. 

 

PRAYER 

SAINT ELIZABETH, HELP US ACCEPT THE SETBACKS IN LIFE AS PART OF GOD’S 

PLANS.  YOU FOUND A NEW LIFE AFTER YOUR HUSBAND DIED.  REMIND US THAT 

THERE ARE ALWAYS NEW OPPORTUNITIES THAT LIE AHEAD, AND THAT GOD CAN 

USE MISFORTUNE TO CALL US TO LIVES OF GREAT SERVICE AND DEVOTION. 

 

 

 

 


