
Week 1: Catherine of Sienna/Kyrie 

”Finding God in All Things.”         - St. Ignatius    

St. Catherine of Siena  

• b. 1347 –d.1380, Caterina di Giacomo di Benincasa was the 24th 

of 25 children born to a wealthy family of wool dyers. 

• She had a vision of Christ when she was 6, and took a vow of 

perpetual virginity when she was 7. 

• When she was older her parents worried about her love for 

Dominicans and her religiosity and decided she should marry.  

She cut off all her hair, then scalded herself until she was badly 

blistered in the hot springs to disfigure herself so that she would 

not have to marry.  Her father walked into her room and saw a 

dove settle above her head as she prayed and decided that she 

did not have to marry after all and that Jesus Christ would be a 

suitable husband to her after all. 

• She began to give away the family fortune to beggars, family members began locking their 

doors. 

• She eventually moved to a third order Dominican community, not cloistered. They would not at 

first accept her because they did not want her to bring with her suitors, but she got badly 

scarred from a disfiguring disease (perhaps chicken pox) so they let her join.  

• When she had the space to completely delve into a contemplative life she had such vivid visions 

that it alarmed her. She came to realize that “visions from God inspire fear at first, but then go 

on to strengthen.  Visions from the devil yield sweetness at first, but soon pain and nausea 

develop.” A vision from God will always bear fruit in a “greater knowledge of truth in the soul.” 

(Life 73) She stated that the mark of one who has this kind of vision is humility.  

“Do you know, daughter, who you are and who I am? If you know these two things, you will 

be blessed. You are she who is not; whereas I am He who is. Have this knowledge in your 

soul and the enemy will never deceive you.” (Life 79) 

• She lived the words, “Not I, but Christ lives in me.” This is not coming from a place of low self-

esteem, but from a place of understanding that when we stop defining ourselves, then we can 

begin to let ourselves be defined by God and in that way become our true self.   

• Her followers recorded her telling them “God is never closer than when we imagine him to be 

furthest away.” 

• Her first three years with the Dominicans were spent in solitude and prayer. During this time, 

she became one flesh with Christ; wearing his circumcised flesh as a ring and having had her 

heart removed and replaced by his.  At the end of the 3 years, Christ led her out of her cell and 

told her that from now on she could only love him by loving others.   

• She spent the rest of her life (age 20-33) serving the people.  She resolved their bitter feuds 

(Siena was notorious for its violent feuds) and nursed those with diseases including the black 

plague. Her calling from God was this: “Daughter, conceive and give birth! Give birth to a race of 

men that shall hate sin and love Me with a great and burning love.” 

• When Catherine was 25 her body would not tolerate any food, even a few bites.  She ate 

nothing except communion for the last 8 years of her life. 



• When she was 27 she was called to see the Master-General of the Dominican order.  They 

wanted to examine her because she had gained a huge following of people from many far off 

places. Rather than censuring her, they were amazed by her sanctity and assigned Raymond 

Capua to join her spiritual family. They became dear friends and spiritual companions. 

• Catherine’s world was one of extremes. With wars, feuds, plague, and even unrest within the 

church, Catherine petitioned the Pope (Gregory XI). She asked him first to return to Rome. 

Second, make clerical reforms within the hierarchy of the church. Third, the church should make 

peace with Florence, and finally they should launch a crusade.  She felt that retaking the Holy 

Land would reconnect the church to its historical identity. Of her four requests the only one that 

came to be was that the papacy did return to Rome. However, shortly after returning Pope 

Gregory XI died, and the following pope, Urban VI handled things badly and the Cardinals 

elected another pope – Clement VII, who resided in Avignon.  The church was heading towards 

its great split which Catherine predicted, although it did not fully materialize until 135 years 

after Catherine’s death. 

• Most of the last 5 years of Catherine’s life were spent outside of Siena.  The pope required three 

priests to accompany her everywhere she went in order to hear confessions, because she was 

always surrounded by throngs of people, many of whom upon setting eyes on her, wished to 

receive the sacraments. Also during this time, she wrote Dialogue which includes four petitions 

to God, God’s reply, and Catherine’s prayer of Thanksgiving. 

 

 

Reflective Questions:   

Consider some of the more memorable moments in your own childhood.  Whether they are good or bad 

memories sit with them and consider how you felt in those moments.  Sit with the moment a bit more.  

What is your sense of God in that moment? How would God describe you in that moment?  

 

Catherine was so intense that people said she was “like the wine of Siena – very red”. What are you 

passionate about? When you consider that passion, is there anything you feel you may be called to love 

more deeply? 

 

God loves you completely, exactly as you are. Are there any things about yourself that you find that you 

want to hide from God’s love? 

 

Catherine went to the extreme of severely burning herself in order to disfigure herself so that she could 

have the life she wanted.  Many of us make daily choices to put on some sort of a “mask” in order to try 

to control others’ impressions of us. Can you identify any “masks” that you might put on in your day to 

day living?  What purpose des your mask serve? Might there be times when you could consider 

intentionally removing this mask? 

 

How might the Kyrie in the mass help us to recognize our own masks and other things which might stand 

in the way of recognizing God’s total love and acceptance of us? 

 

 

 



 

From THE DIALOGUE OF ST CATHERINE OF 

SIENA 

 

 
Dictated by her, while is a state of ecstasy, to her 

secretaries, and completed in the year of Our Lord 

1370. 

 A TREATISE OF DISCRETION 

 
2. A parable showing how love, humility, and 
discretion are united; and how the soul should 
conform herself to this parable.  

 

"Do you know how these three virtues stand 

together? It is, as if a circle were drawn on the 
surface of the earth, and a tree, with an off-shoot 
joined to its side, grew in the center of the circle. 
The tree is nourished in the earth contained in the 
diameter of the circle, for if the tree were out of the 
earth it would die, and give no fruit.         "Now, 
consider, in the same way, that the soul is a tree 
existing by love, and that it can live by nothing else 
than love; and, that if this soul have not in very 
truth the divine love of perfect charity, she cannot 
produce fruit of life, but only of death. It is 

necessary then, that the root of this tree, that is the 
affection of the soul, should grow in, and issue from 
the circle of true self-knowledge which is contained 
in Me, who have neither beginning nor end, like the 
circumference of the circle, for, turn as you will 
within a circle, inasmuch as the circumference has 
neither end nor beginning, you always remain within 
it.        "This knowledge of yourself and of Me is 
found in the earth of true humility, which is as wide 
as the diameter of the circle, that is as the 
knowledge of self and of Me (for, otherwise, the 
circle would not be without end and beginning, but 

would have its beginning in knowledge of self, and 
its end in confusion, if this knowledge were not 
contained in Me).  

"Then the tree of love feeds itself on humility, 

bringing forth from its side the off-shoot of true 
discretion, in the way that I have already told you, 
from the heart of the tree, that is the affection of 
love which is in the soul, and the patience, which 
proves that I am in the soul and the soul in Me.  

"This tree then, so sweetly planted, produces 
fragrant blossoms of virtue, with many scents of 
great variety, inasmuch as the soul renders fruit of 
grace and of utility to her neighbor, according to the 
zeal of those who come to receive fruit from My 
servants; and to Me she renders the sweet odor of 
glory and praise to My Name, and so fulfills the 
object of her creation.  

"In this way, therefore, she reaches the term of her 
being, that is Myself, her God, who am Eternal Life. 
And these fruits cannot be taken from her without 
her will, inasmuch as they are all flavored with 
discretion, because they are all united, as has been 
said above."  


