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The Title of Doctor of the Universal Church

Is Conferred on Saint Catherine of Siena

PAUL VI, Pope

For an everlasting memorial of the matter *
1. The Lord God is wonderful in His Church (Mirabilis in Ecclesia Deus).
He hides His counsels from the wise and prudent but reveals them to the little ones
(see LU. 11,25; *k. 10, 21). This God is wont to call simple and humble disciples
by His heavenly inspiration and enlightenment to outstanding efforts "in building up
the body of Christ" (Eph. #,12). He commissions these to take on salutary tasks of
the utmost importance, often very difficult to accomplish.

Paul is a witness to this fact. Repeating the Divine Master's words, he shows
that they make manifest God's plan for administering the hidden things of this world.
He even refers these words to himself, the minister of divine Providence to bring
the nations to the faith of Christ: "For God's foolishness," he says, “is wiser
than human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than human strength” (ICor.1,25).

Moreover, God, Who is most prudent in all things, endows with heavenly gifts
for the task those whom He has called. In this way the Church can attain those
things which Christ, the founder of the Church, preordained for her in view of the

salvation of the human race.



But if the supreme God, ruler of all things by His Will, always acts in this
manner with men, this plan of the all-high Lord prevails especially in stormy times
in the Christian commonwealth. The result is that the Christian faithful, the more

* An Apostolic Letter is a distinct type of papal communication, with its own form.
This Letter is in Latin in the Ada Apostolicae Sedis, 1970, pp. 672-68",
Translator: Fr. W. B. Mahoney, O.P.

they dread adversities, learn by experience how great is the power and heavenly
strength of that promise: "Be brave- | have conquered the world" (Jn. 16, 33).
They will applaud and accommodate themselves to the plans and wishes of divine
Providence.

Such indeed was the condition and state of Christendom when the blessed Cath-
erine, Virgin of Siena, lived.

This modest and sincere woman, listening attentively in so froubled an era to
the command of God, always acted with wisdom and vigor. With her own trust in God
firmly fixed, she restored the faltering hope of all. Depending on that command
above all, she brought it about that the Roman Pontiff not only used his authority
and fully restored freedom, but returned to Rome - that city which Ged in His coun-
sel had established as the head of the Christian werld. Nor is it to be marvelled
at that divine Wisdom lavished on this chaste and modest virgin singular lights to
accomplish these things, even beyond those illuminations which arise, as the Second
Vatican Council affirms, both from the contemplation and the study of believers who
consider divine words and deeds in their heart (see Lk. 2, 19 and 5I)-> and from the
intimate understanding of spiritual things which they experience {see Const. Dogm.
Dei Verbum, 8).

Indeed, Catherine, without benefit of human teacher, was endowed by God with
such bountiful gifts of "wisdom and knowledge” (| Cor. 12, 8) in order that she
might become an outstanding teacher of truth. Moreover, keenly aware of her God-
given task to proclaim the truth and to foster love among men, she went forward con-
fidently, freely giving in those wretched times of her divinely received charisms
to her fellow citizens of fallen or lowly estate.

In consideration of these facts, it can be readily seen and understood why, be-
sides the crown of sanctity decreed by our Predecessor, Pope Pius |, We choose,
moved by a like desire, to confer on the holy Virgin, the title of Doctor of the
universal Church. We are led as well by the joyous hope that the honor shown to her

virtue will faver marvellously the Church of our time; that the doctrine, method and
learning of Catherine will bring it about that charity r.l\fay soar in Christian hearts,\ §

and that in the strengthened unity of the Church, with the Vicar of Christ as its

guide and teacher, the desire for holiness may sharply increase among men and women



everywhere.

2. This saintly Virgin of whom we speak first saw the light of day in 137 in

Siena, the daughter of Jacob Benincasa and Lapa Piagenti. The Spirit of God, ever to
be adored, moved her very early to holiness so that she never, as long as she lived,
strayed from the straight path of virtue,

She was scarcely six years old when an authentic vision of Christ was granted
her. Appearing in pontifical vestments. He blessed her. When she was eight, she
vowed her chastity to God. She first desired to imitate the early Fathers who had
lived in the most remote solitude. Then she wished to follow the footsteps of Saint
Dominic whose desire to spread righteousness she admired.

In 1363 she was enrolled among the devoted virgins whose name was derived from
Saint Dominic and who are popularly called "Mantellate”, and with them was wholly
given to works of piety and mercy. Since she understood through divine enlightenment
the dire needs by which the Church was burdened, and that these evils could be met
especially by intense prayer and piety, she pursued above all until the year 1368
prayer and works of charity and strenuously practiced contempt of herself,

This quite distinctive way of life which she pursued (unwonted indeed if one
looks at the common norm of living), was roundly denounced by manv. Catherine, how-
ever, persuaded by Paul (see Rom. 12, 21) conquered evil by good, serving and coun-
selling the sick at the Scala hospital and the S, Lazaro leprosarium. She especially

served her sisters, and prayed for the clemency of the Holy Spirit - that abyss of
love - upon them weighed down as they were by the vice of a sullen attitude.
Growing daily in virute, summoned and drawn by a vision from God, in the year
1370 Catherine entered upon a ministry which is truly and properly called an

apostolate. Since at that time no such ministry was open to women, it was necessary
for the Master General of the Order of Preachers to approve what Catherine had done.
Mareover, the Pope himself, Gregory XI, in 1376, confirmed Catherine's accomplish-
ments by his opinion stated in these words: "She was most fruitfully engaged with

the salvation of souls along with an overseas voyage, and with other affairs of the

Holy Roman Church and of the Church at large.”

On the 1st of April, 1375, while she was preaching that a crusade must be under-
taken to liberate the Holy Land, the wounds of Christ or the so-called stigmata were
impressed on Catherine, which - if credence is given to Blessed Raymond of Capua,
her confessor - "came in the form of pure light to her hands, feetand heart",

Meanwhile, however, since the relations between the city of Florence and the
Apostolic See had taken a tumn for the worse, Catherine tried every means lest her
associates, treaty having been shattered, form a party at war with the citizens of
Florence itself. She bent every effort to restore the republic of Florence to favor
with the Pope who had placed the city under interdict. It came about, therefore,
that Catherine, after undertaking a long and arduous journey, reached Avignon to see




Gregory Xl. Having received her very readily and with great kindness, he told her

to remain with him for three months and used her prudent counsel in infricate and
difficult affairs of the Church. This virgin's goodness and perseverance and wisdom
were so great that she not only moved the Pope to clemency, but led him as well to
return to Rome, the dwelling and See of the Vicar of Christ. Nor is it to be doubted
that the return of Gregory Xl is to be atiributed rather to the sanctity of Catherine
than to her human prudence for by divine inti.Hion alone had she known the vow (un-
known indeed to all) to return to Rome which the Pope, the supreme Bishop of all
Christians; had taken on the day of his election.

On Gregory's departure from Avignon on the 13th of September, 1376, Catherine
followed him as far as Genoa. After this she journeyed to Pisa; thence she travelled
to Valle d-"Orgia where she spoke of divine matters and brought peace to the partisans
of the Salimbeni.

For the same cause of longed-for peace, she soon went to Florence. She recon-
ciled on July 22, 1378 the people of that city, when she had overcome many diffi-
culties and dangers of every sort, with Pope Urban VI who meanwhile had succeeded.
Gregory Xl as head of the Church.

But in that year also Clement Vi, who was an anti-pope, was elected as Supreme
Pontiff in the Church. In this bitter state of affairs, Catherine came to Rome,
summoned then by Urban V1. She spoke in the consistory of Cardinals and in her
speaking, such was the force of her words that she lifted and renewed the spirits of
the depressed, while her hearers broke forth in these words: "Never has man spoken
thus, and it is beyond doubt that it is not this woman who is speaking, but indead
the Holy Spirit".

At last, broken by her labors, consumed with grief at the evil conditions of
the Church like those of a storm-tossed ship, Catherine went forth into eternal
light on the 29th of April, 1380.

Her body, piously and faithfully venerated now for se many centuries, "pauses”
in Rome (as we see in the title above her tomb) in the Church of Saint Mary supra

Minervem where she awaits the resurrection of the just.

3, But now let us pass on to Catherine's doctrine. Although she was of the common
folk, had never attended school and could scarcely read or write, Catherine gave so
many proofs of pessessing heavenly wisdom and was so lucid in speaking that she had
a remarkable group of disciples, whe, like children drawing nourishment from her
spirit, called her by that sweet name of the italians, "Mamma", "Little Mother".
They not only tock a ready part in the apostolic works and the works of charity she
had begun but committed themselves entirely to the Holy Spirit, who spoke in her.
{see Mk. 13, 11).

There were in that group men and women of every place and social status: re-

ligious and prelates, teachers and theologians. Mot only Cathering’s personality


















