I, CATHERINE

Selected Writings of
St Catherine of Siena
EDITED AND TRANSLATED BY

Kenelm Foster OP
and Mary John Ronayne OF

COLLINS
5t James's Place, London
1980

INTRODUCTION

‘A prophetess towered in the tumult, a virginal tongue
told.’ G.M. Hopkins, The Wreck of the Deuwtschiand.

The young woman who dictated the letters translated in
this book was born, so far as we know, in 1347 at Siena in
Tuscany, and died at Rome on 29 April 1380. Eighty one
vears later she was officially declared a saint by rthe
humanist pope, Pius I1, himself a Sienese. Sanctity, as the
Church in such cases understands the term, is Christian
virtue at a heroic degree and normally anested by extra-
ordinary effects which, as held to be not accountable by
the ordinary processes of nature, are called miracles.
This is not the place for discussing miracles as such, nor
indeed for much lingering over any external details of
Catherine’s brief intense life on earth: which in any case
has attracted excellent biographers, especially as regards
its later stages when Catherine was a conspicuous figure
in the public life of her time. To study her letters is to be
drawn df:f_-P into the history, both ecclesiastical and secu-
lar, of late fourteenth century Italy. This is not, however,
their principal importance. Incomparably more impor-
tant is the doctrinal and spiritual message of these letters,
I mean their writer's passionate insight into the central
dogma of Christianity, the union of godhead and man-
hood in Christ. For many this doctrine is pure fantasy
and many others, while not denying it, give it only a
desultory attention. For the Church of course it is every-
thing, its entire raison-d’étre. But to anyone, believer or
not, who stops to reflect for two minutes, it must surely be
elear that if that union hes taken place, it our fellow-man
Jesus is also God, then God is revealed as loving indeed
and the New Testament affirmation ‘God is love'*
becomes a statement about our concrete human situation
and one of the very utmost urgency. Now the whole
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importance of Catherine of Siena as a writer — the aspect
of her that most concerns us here - lies in the exceptional
clarity, force, sweetness and profundity of her utterances
on this great matter.

In what follows 1 shall first sketch 5t Catherine’s life (1)
and then give a brief summary of her spiritual teaching
(11). A final section will give a few details about the text of
her writings and their more important editions (111).

* & &

1

She was born, then, probably in 1347, the twenty third of
twenty five children of a fairly prosperous Sienese dyer,
Jacopo Benincasa, and his wife Lapa. Their house wason
the steep hill below San Domenico. A twin sister having
died in infancy, Lapa for once had time, before her last
pregnancy, to suckle Catherine herself and so to become,
we are told, particularly fond of her — a fact that did not
prevent her finding this child, as she grew up to ado-
lescence, bewilderingly unmanageable.

Siena was still a self-governing republic though already
overshadowed by the greater power of Florence to the
north, as by now were all the Tuscan communes. Because
of this Florentine predominance in the region, Tuscany
as a2 whole was one of the five chief centres of power in
Italy, the others being Milan and Venice, the States of the
Church (lying north-east, east and south of Tuscany) and
the Kingdom of Naples. Catherine never had much to
do, directly, with the two northern states Milan and Ven-
ice, nor with the southern kingdom, despite her contacts
by letter with the notorious Queen of Naples, Joanna (see
letter 58). Lt was only with the affairs of Florence and the
Holy See that Catherine became deeply involved.

Between 1505 and 1378 all the popes were French-
men, governing the Church from Avignon in Provence
from 1309 to '67 and again from 1370 to 77, This long
absence of the popes from Rome naturally affected their
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Italian dominions, the history of which, during this
period, falls broadly into two phases, before and after
1354. Before this date the picture is one of a general
collapse of central authority. In every region nominally
subject to the Holy See the cities set up local despots or
succumbed to external ones. Rome itself fell a prey to the
struggle for power of the great local families, a state of
affairs only interrupted by the strange career (1347-54)
of the patriotic idealist Cola di Rienzo. However in 1354
the able and energetic Spanish cardinal Albornoz was
entrusted by Innocent VI with the task of restoring order
in the States of the Church. Albornoz succeeded so well
that in 1367 Urban V — warmly applauded by Petrarch —
was able to bring the Curia back to Rome; only to return
to Avignon, and die there, in 1370, The definitive return
to Rome was effected by the next Pope, Gregory X1, in
1377, under strong pressure from 5t Catherine, as we
shall see.

To return now to that dyer’s house overlooked by the
great Dominican church at Siena. To the Florentine
Dante the Sienese seemed a vain and dreamy race® but
the Benincasa at any rate were practical bourgeois folk
and in the swarming hurly-burly of her home Catherine
grew upin full contact with human realities. She grew up
guickly too in Christan piety and before she was twelve
had vowed her virginity to Jesus — no other husband for
her! — a step that brought her at once into sharp conflict
with her family until Jacopo, convinced at last that this
daughter of his was no ordinary girl, ordered Lapa and
the rest tolet her be. Catherine was allowed a room of her
own and there she remained, praying day and night, only
leaving it to go to church or help with the housework. At
sixteen she got hersell admitted, against stiff opposition
because of her youth, into a Dominican lay sisterhood,
the Mantellate. This did not make her a nun but it gave
her the black and white Dominican habit and the great
Order’s protection. She continued o live at home but
now in a still stricter seclusion which may have lasted



14 I, Catherine

three years and was only terminated when she received,
as she believed, an order from Christ to come out of her
solitude and begin to practise, in the world about her, his
second commandment: ‘Love your neighbour as your-
self

It is worth pausing here to reflect briefly on
Catherine’s spiritual experience so far, and particularly
on the ‘preternatural’ element in it. Of course we are
largely in the dark as to what went on in her cell during
these years of seclusion, but some gleams of light are not
lacking, and we owe them to her closest friend, who was
also her confessor, the Dominican Raymond of Capua (c.
13301399 who has left a fairly full account of
Catherine's inner and outer life in youth and early
womanhood. His Legenda maior® is in fact our chief
authority (apart from her writings) on the life of
Catherine, especially in its earlier stages. One can of
course question Raymond’'s testimony, but he knew
Catherine very well, and most of her family too, her
mother in partcular; and if some of the miracles and
visioms he reports seem barely credible, he is always care-
ful o identfy, whenever a miracle is in question, the
source or sources of his information — the evidence of his
own senses or of those of persons he had consulted when
preparing his book. 1 underline ‘miracles’ to distinguish
them from ‘visions’, following Raymond in this, who usu-
ally reserves the term miracle for extraordinary happen-
ings which mighy, in principle, have been witnessed by
more than one person at a time; as distinct from “visions'
which are experienced only by those who see them. So
when, says Raymond, it is a question of Catherine's 'vi-
sions’ (with which he associates ‘revelations’) ‘we have
only her own word’ for it.* Lastly we have to take note of a
third class of phenomena intermediary between miracle
and vision (in the senses indicated) without being reduc-
ible to either. This is what Raymond calls Catherine’s
‘spirit of prophecy’, under which he includes not only a
power to see things ‘at a distance’, whether in time or
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space, but also that of reading other people’s secret
thoughts and intentions. Of Catherine’s possession of
this power Raymond gives some striking instances.

* * =

Such, in outline, are the varieties of preternatural power
attributed to Catherine by her earliest hiographer; and
they call for two observations. First, in a Christian per-
spective all such powers seem to come under the head of
those 'charisms’ enumerated by 5t Paul, in I Corinthians
12, as ‘'manifestation(s) of the Spirit for the common
good’. Second, while such gifts may accompany holiness,
they are not of its essence; which is constituted, simply
and sufficiently, by what Paul in the nexr chapter of the
same epistle calls the ‘more excellent way', namely agape
or charity, the love for God and one's neighbour (cf.
Marthew 22:34 ff.). The other gifts ‘do not make a saint,
though they may help towards canonization. They are
given for the sake of others, . . .asameans toanend . ..
to draw attention to something else that really matters,
the loving union of human beings with God'. Thus
Thomas Gilby OF in his intreduction to the English ver-
sion of Raymond’s book; but he knew very well, of course,
that a craving for preternatural phenomena often
tended in fact to blur the great distinction drawn by Paul,
and that a good deal of this kind of confusion affected the
cult of the saints in the late medieval Church. Catherine’s
own teaching is untouched by that confusion, but the
same cannot be said of some of the devotion she inspired.
We have seen that Catherine came out of her seclusion
—itwasin or about 1367 — at the expresscommand, asshe
believed, of Christ himself. This was only the last of a
series of such communications, usually accompanied by a
vision of him, that she received at this time. He would
appear to her bodily senses, standing or moving about
her room, sometimes alone, sometimes with Mary or one
or other of the saints. The strongly visual element in her













































