Guide to Saint Catherine’s
Dialogue

An understanding of the structure of the
Ihilogue dlluminates the vitality of
Catherine's spirituality and suggests its
relevance for contemporary Christian life.

Benedict Ashley, O.P,

T HE Ialogue! of Catherine of Siena, Doctor of the Church, iz one
of the chief classics of spirituality, yet most readers find it difficult

to understand. After struggling with it myself, 1 would like to offer
some helps for those just beginning to study it

The first problem is that we have only one modern English transla-
tion and this, by Algar Thorold, dates from 1896, Sufficiently accu-
rate, its style is ponderous, burdened with Thees and Thous and long,
entangled sentences. Even this translation is available in most li-
braries only in the abridged edition of 1906, and in print only in the
gtill more drastically abridged edition of 1943, reprinted in 1970.2

Furthermore Thorold followed the traditional division of the work
in the Italian editions into treatises on divine providence, discretion,
prayer, and obedience, Today scholars are agreed these divisions are
the inept work of later editors and only serve to obscure the true strue-
ture of the work and confuse the reader.?

Besides these editorial difficulties, most modern readers are likely
to be put off by Catherine's often prolix and exclamatory style, and
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above all by her medieval penchant for allegory, especially allegories
of the “virtues and vices."" T will try to give some help with these diffi-
culties and to bring out the essential lines of Catherine's spirituality
which, once understood, is vigorously alive and highly relevant to
present-day Christian concerns.

BasiCc STRUCTURE

Today critical historians generally admit the authenticity of the
THalogue (completed in October, 1378), but reject the claim that it was
dictated by Catherine in ecstacy in the course of only five days.* It was
probably composed by her over at least a vear's time and is a fusion of
a number of criginally separate writings. The basic structure of the
Dialogue iz derived from a vision related by Catherine in a letter to
Raymund of Capua, the spiritual director officially appointed for her
by the Order of Preachers of which she was a member. Raymund
became Master of the Order soon after her death.® Catherine says that
in this vision she begged God for four things: (1) the reform of the
Church; (2) the conversion of the world; (3) Raymund’s spiritual
needs; and {4} the conversion of a certain unnamed person deep in sin,
She received an instructive answer to each petition. In the Dralogue
all this is repeated, but the last petition (which probably by this time
had been answered) is replaced by a petition for her own spiritual
neads, and this is put in first place.

Many recent writers have followed P. Hurtaud® who argued that
the theme of the entiré work is the divine mercy and analyzed its struc-
ture as follows:

Intreduction (chap. 1)
First petition and answer: Mercy for Catherine (chaps, 2-16)
Second petition and answer: Mercy to the World (chapa. 17-97)
Third petition and answer: Mercy to the Church (chaps, 110-34)
Fourth petition and answer: Providence of Mercy (chaps, 135-658)
Conclusion (chaps. 166-67)

This scheme seems very neat, but Guiliana Cavallini™ has shown that
Hurtaud's outline is inadequate and artificial for two reasons. (1) the
Dialogue’s central theme iz God's truth rather than his mercy. In all
four petitions Catherine pleads for a deeper understanding, an
enlightenment of the “eve of faith."” (2) Each of the four petitions
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receives not one but two answers, the first brief and the other much
elaborated. Cavallini demonstrates that, while the baszic design of the
Dialogue iz based on the four petitions with four brief answers
enclosed in an intreduction and a conclusion, Catherine has also in-
serted into this framework of her vision a number of other “treatises,’”
probably composed previously, since some of them have parallels in
various letters of hers.? Catherine somewhat forcedly made these sepa-
rate treatises function as second, more detailed answers to the four
petitions, already briefly answered in the basic frameworlk. The reader
should refer to the diagram {adapted from Cavallini) which I will now
explain.

PRAYER FOR SELF-UNDERSTANDING

In her vision Catherine makes four petitions to God the Father (chap.
1) and then, while she eagerly awaits the Father's answers, she offers
her whole being to him to prepare herself to receive his truth in faith
(chap. 2).

The Father does not keep her waiting but immediately responds to
her petitions, though only briefly (chaps. 3-20). In answer to her first
petition, made for her own spiritual needs, he answers that he iz en-
tirely satisfied by her offering of herself in love, since with him love
aloné counts (chap. 3). In answer to the second petition for the needs
of the Church, he replies he will reform the Church if only those who
truly love him will offer themselves courageously in prayer and pen-
ance for that renewal {chaps. 13-15). The third petition, made for the
whole world, the Father answers with a promise to show mercy to all
his creatures in virtue of the prayers of the faithful (chaps. 16-18). The

* final petition which Catherine made—that the Father should extend

his loving care to every single creature and especially to her “spiritual
father" {evidently Raymund of Capual—is answered by God's telling
her to urge Rayvmund to work courageously for the epiritual good of
others as his sole concern {chaps. 19-20). This undoubtedly refers ta
the reform of the Order of Preachers, which had lost its first fervor and
had become disorganized by the ravages of the Black Death, Ray-
mund, through Catherine’s inspiration, was actually to undertake this
reform when he became Master of the Order.

This Part A {(along with the conclusion in chap. 167) forms a com-
plete work in itself. However, evidently Catherine decided to expand it
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by adding other units of material. She regularly refers to the work as
“my book' and she probably wanted it to be as complete a presenta-
tion of her teaching as possible. ? She achieved this by adding a number
of short treatises, each quite complete in itzelf, in such a way that they
constitute more lengthy and detailed expansions of the four brief
answers of the framework. It is the ordering of this added material
that somewhat obscures the structure of the Dialogue, although
greatly enriching its content.

First of all Catherine added a treatise, “Doctrine of Discretion," to
fill out the response to her first petition for her own epiritual needs and
especially her need for self-kmowledge (chap. 4-12) and fused it with
this response, The theme of this treatise on self knowledge is how God
corrected Catherine’s excessive reliance on corporal penance az a
means for her spiritual growth. The Father carefully explains that
while such penance is indispensable, spiritual growth takes place only
through love grounded in humility, Moreover, that love must be “dis-
crete,’” a discerning, understanding love enlightened by the truth of
faith,

This important instruction is incorporated into Part A in continuity
with the brief response to the first petition. Thus it is somewhat dis.
concerting to the reader to find a relatively lengthy answer to this first
petition {chaps. 3-12) compared with the brief answers given to the
other three (chaps. 13-15, 16-18, 19-20). Perhaps this was the result of
Catherine’s decision to depart from her original vision by dropping the
last petition for an unnamed sinner, substituting a petition for herself
and placing it first.

PRAYER FOR THE WORLD

In Part B Catherine orders a number of other treatises as the longer
answers to the last three petitions, but again some confusion is caused
because she now reversez the order of the answers to the petition for
the world and the petition for the Church, without noting this change
of order or giving any reason for it. I suspect that Catherine made this
change because she saw that the discussion of the reform of the Church
would be more intelligible if it followed rather than preceded the ex-
tensive discussion of salvation history which is given in the response to
the petition for the world.
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DIALOGUE OF SAINT CATHERINE OF SIENA

{Aumbers refer to chapters)

INTRODUCTION: Catherine's Four Petitions (1}

Catherine's Self-Offering (2}

A THE HEAVENLY FATHER ANSWERS THE PETTTIONS

First Petition:
Second Petition:
Third Petition:
Fourth Petition:

For Herself: Dostrine of Discretion (3-12) 12-
Surmmary

Dialogue

For the Church {13-15)
For the Whole World {16-18)

For God’s Providence Owver All, especinlly her
spiriteal father, Raymund (15-20)

B. ELABORATION OF THE ANSWERS

Doctrine of the Bridge (21-87)

21-22
23.94
25.30
41-35
A6-50
G066

568-T6
T8-85

The Bridge—ita Three Steps

The Vine and Workers in the Vinevard
Explanation of the Bridge

Evil Tree and Four Vices

Thres Judgments, Temptations, Thorns

Three Steps and Three Powers of the Soul 65-
Summary

Mounting the Three Steps, Three States of the Soul
Fourth State of the Soul

Doctring of Tears (B6-97), Five Kinds of Tears, Four Winds

Doctrine of Truth (88-108), Three Lights
Doctrine of the Mystical Body {110-34)

110-14
118
121-33

134
Doctrine of Prow

Dignity of Sacraments and Priests
118-Bummary

Virtues of Priesta

120-Summary

Sine of Priests

Prayer for Reform of the Church
tdence [136-53) —y

Doctrine of Obedience (164-65) —F

CONCLUSION:  Summary of Whole Book {165)
Prayer of Praise {(167)
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