
	

Dear	parishioners,	

I	would	 like	 to	 begin	 this	week	 by	 looking	 at	 one	 of	 the	most	 remarkable	women	 in	 the	
history	of	the	Church,	St	Catherine	of	Siena.	I	feel	she	can	help	us	understand	a	little	better	
this	Sunday’s	great	feast	of	the	Holy	Trinity	–	about	which	more	below.	
	
St	Catherine	was	born	in	Siena	in	Tuscany	in	1347.	While	still	a	small	child,	she	had	a	vision	
of	Christ	in	glory,	accompanied	by	SS.	Peter	and	Paul,	and	from	that	moment	she	dedicated	
her	entire	life	to	God.	Her	parents	were	simple	people,	hard-working,	devout	and	kind	–	but	
they	 did	 not	 always	 sympathise	with	 Catherine’s	whole-hearted	 search	 for	 holiness.	 They	
were	keen	for	her	to	marry	–	and	her	mother	was	very	angry	when,	in	response,	Catherine	
cut	off	her	 long	hair,	 to	discourage	 suitors.	They	were	also	annoyed	when	she	gave	away	
their	food	and	clothing	to	the	poor	–	it	didn’t	occur	to	Catherine	that	they	would	object,	as	
she	was	simply	doing	what	it	said	in	the	Gospel.	At	the	same	time,	Catherine’s	family	always	
tried	to	understand	her	and	were	tolerant	of	her	sometimes	eccentric	behaviour	–	Catherine	
was	 never	 disowned	 by	 her	 family,	 as	 St	 Francis	 of	 Assisi	 was	 by	 his	 father.	While	 still	 a	
teenager,	Catherine	joined	the	‘Third	Order	of	St	Dominic’	–	a	group	of	laywomen	attached	
to	the	Dominican	Order	(the	Order	of	Preachers).	The	rest	of	these	women	were	all	widows,	
considerably	older	than	Catherine,	and	they	too	were	not	always	pleased	by	her	behaviour,	
which	they	thought	extreme	and	exaggerated	–	but	in	the	end	the	young	woman’s	kindness	
and	piety	won	them	round.	
	
It	should	be	emphasised	that	while	Catherine	might	act	 in	unusual	ways,	she	nevertheless	
had	a	very	positive	impact	on	her	contemporaries.	She	helped	out	in	hospitals,	and	assisted	
the	housebound,	 the	sick	and	 the	dying.	She	also	accompanied	hardened	criminals	 to	 the	
gallows,	 seeking	 to	 bring	 them	 to	 repentance	 in	 the	 last	moments	 of	 their	 lives.	 On	 one	
occasion,	she	knelt	beside	a	young	man	who	was	about	to	be	beheaded,	praying	with	him	
until	the	last	moment	–	and	ended	up	holding	his	severed	head	in	her	arms.	While	she	loved	
silence	 and	 spent	 long	 hours	 in	 prayer,	 Catherine’s	 piety	 was	 not	 self-absorbed	 or	
introspective	 –	 she	 took	 the	 light	 of	 Christ	 into	 some	 of	 the	 darkest	 corners	 of	 human	
existence.		
	



Catherine’s	way	of	 life	attracted	both	scorn	and	admiration	–	but	gradually	she	won	more	
and	more	followers.	Her	influence	also	spread	beyond	her	native	city,	to	take	in	the	whole	
of	 Italy	 and	 Europe.	 It	 was	 a	 time	 of	many	wars	 between	 the	 small,	 independent	 Italian	
states	–	and	Catherine	set	herself	 to	 try	and	re-establish	harmony	between	these	warring	
factions,	writing	letters	and	travelling	herself	as	an	ambassador	for	peace.	She	also	became	
involved	in	ecclesiastical	politics.	At	this	time,	for	political	reasons,	the	Popes	had	left	Rome	
and	 established	 themselves	 in	 Avignon,	 in	 southern	 France	 (where	 a	 magnificent	 Papal	
palace	can	still	be	seen	today).	This	was	a	cause	of	terrible	scandal	–	not	only	had	the	Popes	
abandoned	 their	 own	 diocese	 of	 Rome,	 but	 their	 court	 in	 Avignon	 was	 a	 hotbed	 of	
corruption	and	immorality.	Catherine	travelled	to	Rome,	and	–	speaking	boldly	to	the	Pope	
–	persuaded	him	to	return	to	Rome.	Today,	a	large	statue	of	her	stands	at	the	far	end	of	the	
‘Via	 della	 Conciliazione’,	 the	 famous	 street	 in	 Rome	 leading	 up	 to	 St	 Peter’s	 Basilica	 –	 a	
fitting	memorial	to	her	role	in	restoring	the	Papacy	to	its	proper	place.	
	
Alongside	this	tireless	activity,	Catherine’s	prayer	life	continued	to	deepen.	She	became	one	
of	 the	 great	 mystics	 of	 the	 Church,	 enjoying	 a	 deep	 spiritual	 intimacy	 with	 Christ.	 This	
culminated	 in	her	 receiving	 the	 stigmata	–	 the	wounds	of	 Christ	 –	 in	her	hands,	 feet	 and	
side,	while	she	was	praying	in	front	of	a	crucifix	in	Pisa,	in	1375.	In	works	of	art	(such	as	the	
Renaissance	image	above)	St	Catherine	is	always	shown	bearing	the	marks	of	the	stigmata,	
and	often	carrying	a	crucifix.	
	
When	the	Pope	had	returned	to	Rome,	he	summoned	Catherine	to	assist	him	there,	and	it	
was	in	that	city	that	she	died	in	1380.	She	was	33	years	old	–	the	same	age	that	Christ	died	
on	 the	 Cross	 –	 and	 her	 last	words	were	 also	 those	 of	 Christ	 –	 ‘Father,	 into	 your	 hands	 I	
commend	my	 spirit’.	 It	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 her	 feast	 day,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 April,	 always	 falls	
within	the	Easter	season	–	the	season	of	the	Resurrection.		
	
I	said	before	that	St	Catherine	might	help	us	in	our	reflections	for	Trinity	Sunday.	Why	so?	
Well,	St	Catherine	has	been	given	the	title	of	 ‘Doctor	of	 the	Church’	–	an	honour	given	to	
those	who	 are	 not	 just	 holy	 but	wise	 and	 learned.	 In	 Catherine’s	 case,	 she	 had	 no	 book-
learning	–	she	never	went	to	school,	and	it	 is	said	she	only	learned	to	read	and	write	with	
the	 special	 help	of	 the	Holy	 Spirit.	 Instead,	 her	 knowledge	and	wisdom	were	 acquired	by	
prayer	–	and	it	is	here	I	feel	she	can	help	us	in	our	understanding	of	the	Holy	Trinity.	
	
Many	great	saints	have	written	about	the	Trinity,	One	God	in	Three	Persons	–	among	them	
St	Augustine,	St	Thomas	Aquinas	and	many	of	 the	Fathers	of	 the	Church.	Their	works	are	
good	and	helpful,	 and	help	us	 get	 some	glimpse	of	 this	 great	mystery.	 Yet,	 in	 reality,	 the	
inner	nature	of	God	will	be	always	be	beyond	our	intellectual	understanding	-	how	could	it	
be	otherwise,	when	He	 is	 infinite,	and	our	minds	are	 finite	–	 if	we	could	ever	understand	
God	in	His	entirety,	He	would	cease	to	be	God.		
	
St	Catherine	shows	us	that	to	really	know	God,	we	need	not	just	the	head,	but	the	heart	–	
not	 just	 reading	and	study,	but	prayer	and	meditation.	 In	 this	way,	we	can	come	to	know	
God	not	simply	as	a	concept	–	but,	much	more	importantly,	as	a	friend.	
	
Eucharistic	Adoration	
Next	 Sunday,	 we	 will	 observe	 the	 Solemnity	 of	 Corpus	 Christi	 –	 the	 great	 feast	 of	 the	
Eucharist.	Sadly,	we	are	still	not	able	to	celebrate	the	Mass	together	–	so	we	need	to	pray	all	
the	more	earnestly	that	the	pandemic	continues	to	recede,	and	that	our	churches	can	soon	
re-open	 once	 again.	 We	 will	 celebrate	 two	 short	 periods	 of	 Eucharistic	 Adoration	 next	



Sunday	–	for	15	minutes	immediately	following	the	11.00	am	Mass,	and	again	from	5.30	–	
5.55pm	(immediately	before	the	6.00	pm	Mass).	These	will	be	live-streamed	for	those	who	
want	to	join	us	in	prayer.	We	will	also	celebrate	15	minutes	of	Adoration	after	the	9.30	Mass	
each	Friday	during	the	month	of	June.	
	
Requiem	Mass	for	Jean	Flynn	
The	Requiem	Mass	for	Mrs	Jean	Flynn	will	be	celebrated	at	Holy	Ghost	on	Wednesday	17th	
June	at	9.30	am.	This	will	be	live-streamed	so	that	Jean’s	friends	and	family	can	take	part.	As	
many	of	you	will	know,	Jean	was	housekeeper	to	Fr	Bennett	for	many	years,	and	one	of	our	
most	 long-standing	 parishioners.	 She	 had	 been	 housebound	 for	 a	 number	 of	 years,	 and	
recently	Fr	Tom	had	been	taking	her	Holy	Communion	regularly,	and	also	administered	the	
Last	Rites	as	her	 life	drew	to	a	close.	Please	do	pray	 for	 Jean,	and	 for	all	who	mourn	her.	
Eternal	rest	grant	unto	her	O	Lord,	and	 let	perpetual	 light	shine	upon	her.	May	she	rest	 in	
peace.	Amen.	
	
Final	thoughts	
It	has	been	good	to	see	some	of	the	pupils	from	Holy	Ghost	Primary	School	return	to	class	
this	 week	 –	 seeing	 children	 and	 parents	 in	 the	 Square	 again	 (albeit	 socially	 distanced!)	
makes	 life	feel	a	 little	more	normal.	As	we	have	said	above,	 let	us	continue	to	pray	for	an	
end	to	this	pandemic,	for	a	safe	return	to	ordinary	life,	and	for	our	churches	to	be	opened	
once	again	for	prayer	and	worship.	
	
With	every	blessing,	

Fr	Richard	and	Fr	Tom	

	

	

	

	

	


