
Theology for the Laity 
St Catherine of Siena: Life and Teaching (1/3) 

 
“In your nature, eternal Godhead, I shall come to know my nature. And what is my nature, boundless 
love? It is fire, because you are nothing but a fire of love.” 
 
The Fire of St. Dominic 
“If you are what you should be, you will set the whole world on fire!” 
― St. Catherine of Siena 
 
Structure of the Series 
• Week 1: Spiritual development in the life of St Catherine of Siena 
• Week 2: Her principal teachings 
• Week 3: Her principal teachings 
 
The Life of St. Catherine 
• Born on March 25th, 1347 in Siena, Italy of pious and virtuous parents, Jacopo and Lapa Benincasa. 
• 23rd of 25 children 
• Known for her joyful and pleasing disposition 
• The main church in town was St. Dominic. Run by the Dominicans 
• During the black death plague (1346-1353) 
 
The Vision of the Royal Christ 
• Around the age of six, Catherine had her first vision 
• It was so profound that it transformed her life: “the flame of love of God had been enkindled in her heart” 
• This vision signals the beginning of her spiritual development 
• Her radical response 
• Significance of the Royal Christ to the mission of St. Catherine of service to the church  
 
“How a soul, elevated by desire of the honor of God, and of the salvation of her neighbors…” 
• God initiates our spiritual life – Infusion of grace 

• Actual, habitual, and charismatic grace 
• Can be refused 
• Analogy: Grace like the light of the sun 
• Distinction between supernatural and natural. 

• Natural: our human nature – Possessed by us already 
• Supernatural: grace – given by God 

• Important Thomistic principle: Grace builds on nature 
The visible manifestation of this grace in the soul: 
• Desire for the honor of God and salvation of souls 
 
Subsequent experiences 
• Imitating the desert fathers (solitude, penance) 
• Acts of virtue 
• At the age of seven: a vow virginity 
• Fire for the salvation of souls 
• First major test/temptation 

• At the age of twelve her family wanted to prepare her for marriage 
• Even though she privately resolved to keep her vow of virginity the “fervor of her prayer cooled 
off and the continuity of her state of reflection was broken” 
• The death of her sister brought her back to her original resolve 
• Persecution by her family 
• Interior cell: Secret cell within her own heart 



Catherine’s Victory 
• “This is a matter in which I have not the slightest intention of yielding to your will. I must obey God rather than man” 
• She was given a small room, her “cell” (c. 1363- 1367) 
 
In the Cell 
• Period of extreme penance and prayer 
• Clothed with the habit of Dominican Mantellate 

• Significant for her mission 
• Divine visitations 
• Growing in wisdom - Christ as her teacher 
 
In the Cell: Foundations for her union with Christ were laid 
• Christ the Divine Architect 
1. “Do you know, daughter, who you are and who I am? If you know these two things you will have 
beatitude in your grasp. You are she who is not, and I AM HE WHO IS.” 
- Self knowledge 
2. “Daughter, think of me; if you do, instantly I will think of you.” 
“Have no anxiety, my daughter, about the well being of your soul or your body; for it is my will - and I have the 
knowledge and the power – to take thought for it with watchful care; your task is to keep giving thought to me and to 
mediate on me. This is for you is perfection; this for you is your final end and good.” 
- Pleasing God in our vocation as our main concern 
 
In the Cell: Trials and temptations 
• Assaults of the devil 
• Shatter the tranquility of her life in the cell 

• Sexual temptations 
• “Friendly” voices suggesting the she stop her penances and suffering and take a husband and have children 
like the holy women in the bible 
• The cessation of the divine visitations 

• Lessons from her victory 
• The importance of accepting suffering in joy 
• One’s love for God is not proven by spiritual pleasures but by perseverance 
• Belief in God’s abiding presence in difficult times 

• Vocal prayers decreased and ecstasies became common 
 
In the Cell: Mystical Marriage 
• The climax of her stay in the cell (c. 1367, 21yrs old): mystical marriage with Jesus 
• Permanent awareness of her confirmation in grace or predestination to heavenly glory 
• Prepared her for her mission 
 
Out of the Cell: Siena and its environment (c 1367 - 75) 
• After her mystical marriage the Lord started asking her to leave her cell and be with other people 
• The neighbor was not to be a means of separation from God for Catherine but rather the means 
of a closer and more intimate bond with him 
• She is now putting the virtues into practice 
• She received the grace of spiritual insight of being able to see the state of the soul, the beauty 
and the ugliness, of anyone she would meet 
 
Drinking from the side of Christ 
• Christ invited her to drink from the open wound of his side 
• A sweetness that she did not know how to describe. “Sweet Jesus, Jesus love 
• From that time on “ her soul was so inundated with grace that she lived, practically without 
interruption, in a state of actual contemplation of the things of God.” 



• Repeated experience 
• Led her to immerse herself to public activity without fear 
• Conversion of sinners and peacemaking 
 
Mystical Exchange of hearts 
“See, dearest daughter, a few days ago I took your heart from you, now, in the same way, I give you my own heart. For 
the future, it is by it that you must live.” 

• She was no longer the same person she had been… Such joy and jubilation possess my soul….  

• Fire burning within her, renewing her inner self and boundless love for her neighbor 
 
Mystical Death 
• Her exchange of heart led to her mystical death 
• Her yearning for God was so intense that she experienced a mystical death. Her heart burst from 
the desire for God 
• Her mystical death lasted for four hours 
• She saw the essence of God 
 
Leaving Siena 
• Her stigmata were the culmination of a series of mystical experiences that she had experienced before. Her mystical 
marriage, mystical death, and stigmata are the three most important mystical events in her adult life. 
• The presence of continual pain assured her of the Lord’s presence, which made her stronger and more joyful in her 
work for the honor of God and salvation of souls 
 
Avignon and Rome (c 1376 -1380) 
• More directly involved in the reform of the Church 
• Visiting the pope in Avignon 
• Growing sense of authority 
• Started dictating the Dialogue. Most of her letters and prayers were written during this time. 
• 1378: she arrives at Rome. Her concern for the Church led her to offer herself as an act of self sacrifice 
for the Church. 
• Underwent tortures at the hands of the demons, which led to her death. Sufferings which grew 
daily until her death on April 29th 1380. 


