
LIFE HISTORY OF ST. CATHERINE OF SIENA 

 

Catherine was one of the great mystics of the church. She was born in 1347, 
the daughter of a prosperous wool dyer, and died in 1380, at the age of 

thirty-three. At a young age, she decided to give herself to the Lord, and she 
resisted the attempts of her family to find her a good husband. She insisted 

that she was betrothed to Christ. Eventually, her father relented. Rather 
than joining a religious order, she became a Dominican tertiary. For three 

years, she devoted herself to prayer and seclusion. Early on in this period, 
she was tormented by doubt, but this gave way to mystical encounters with 

Christ. After three years, she began the second great phase of her career. 
She set about serving her neighbors, distributing alms to the poor, 

ministering to the sick and prisoners. She began gathering a group of 
followers about herself, men and women, priests and religious. After a 

profoundly mystical experience she had a sense of Christ calling her to take 
a further step, to serve the wider world and universal church. She 

commenced her role as a public figure, dictating hundreds of letters to 

popes, monarchs and other leaders of note. She also wrote her great work, 
the Dialogues, describing the contents of her mystical conversations with 

Christ. Theses writings were dictated by her as she only learnt to write 
towards the very end of her life. It is evident that Catherine’s mysticism did 

not withdraw her from the world.  

She was deeply involved in what was happening in Europe and in the church 

in her time. Because of the chaos and dangers of Rome, the Popes had left 
Rome for Avignon. She worked to persuade Pope Gregory XI to return to 

Rome from Avignon. She insisted that the Pope’s place was beside the bones 
of the martyrs. Her mission in person to the Pope was a surprising success. 

Shortly after his return, Pope Gregory died. He was succeeded by Pope 
Urban VI who turned out to be a disastrous Pope. The cardinals regretted 



their decision and elected a second Pope but could not persuade Pope Urban 

to retire. The church now had two rival  Popes, one in Rome and one in 
Avignon, a situation that was to last for several decades. Catherine remained 

faithful to Urban, despite his faults, because he had been duly elected. She 
was convinced that the wound in the body of Christ could only be healed by 

great sacrifice. She prayed that she might atone for the sins of the church, 
and shortly afterwards collapsed and died. Catherine stood out as a beacon 

of light in a dark time in Europe and the church. She was such a light 
because of her deeply personal and mystical relationship with Jesus. 
 

She was convinced that the wound in the body of Christ could only be healed 

by great sacrifice. She prayed that she might atone for the sins of the 
church, and shortly afterwards collapsed and died. Catherine stood out as a 

beacon of light in a dark time. That is the calling of each one of us. We are 
all called to be mystics to some degree. The Lord’s invitation, ‘Come to me, 

all who labor and are overburdened’, is addressed to us all. He calls out to 
all of us to come to him, to know and love him as he knows and loves us. In 

calling us to himself he also sends us into the world afire with the flame of 
his love.  

 

Pope Paul VI declared her a Doctor of the Church in 1970. In doing so he 
was stating that her life and writings have something important to say to the 

church of every generation. 


