
SAINTS OF MERCY 
 
MARY THE HOLY MOTHER OF GOD, 
SOLEMNITY 
 
Mary, our Blessed Mother, was only a young girl 
when she learned that she was going to be an 
important part of God’s plan for the whole 
world. 
 
Tradition tells us that Mary was three years old 
when her parents, Anne and Joachim, took her to 
the temple in Jerusalem so that she could be 
blessed. The blessing was a sign that she would 
love and serve God. Anne and Joachim raised 
Mary according to Jewish customs and they 
taught her to always believe and trust in God. 
 
When Mary was a young woman, the angel 
Gabriel appeared to her and told her that God 
had chosen her to be the mother of his only Son. 

The angel said that God wanted Mary to name her son, Jesus, and that he is holy because 
he is the Son of God. Mary said “yes” to God, even though she did not understand how all 
of this would happen. She said, “May it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 
1:38). 
 
We know that Mary’s son became the Savior of the world, and his work continues 
through the Church today. Long ago, the Holy Spirit guided our Church leaders to 
understand that Jesus is true God and true man. He is both divine and human. He is the 
Second Person of the Blessed Trinity. Jesus was also a child who grew up, and 
eventually suffered death on the cross and rose from the dead. After much prayer and 
debate, our Church leaders said that Mary was not only the mother of Jesus. She was 
also the Mother of God, since Jesus is truly God. Our Church leaders gave Mary a special 
title: Theotokos. This is a Greek word that means “God-bearer” or “Mother of God.” 
 
Long before our Church leaders officially declared Mary the Mother of God, her cousin 
Elizabeth knew what a special privilege Mary had been given. When Mary went to visit 
Elizabeth, Elizabeth called her “the mother of my Lord” (Luke 1:43). 
 
Mary is our greatest saint, and so we begin every year with a celebration in her honor. 
We also show our love and reverence for Mary on many other special days throughout 
the liturgical year. We call these special days Marian Feasts. There are also many 
popular devotions to Mary across the world, such as: Our Lady of Guadalupe, Mary, 
Undoer of Knots, Our Lady of Mercy, Immaculate Heart of Mary, and Our Lady of Good 
Health.  We can pray to Mary, the Mother of God, every day. We can ask her to help us 
say “yes” to God’s plan for us. We can ask Mary to pray that we will follow Jesus in 
everything we say and do.  
 
 



GENOVEVA TORRES MORALES 
 
Feast Day: January 5 
Canonized: May 4, 2003 
Beatified: January 29, 1995 
Venerated: January 22, 1991 
 
Born in 1870 in a small town in Spain, Genoveva had a 
difficult childhood. By the time she was eight, her 
parents and four of her brothers and sisters had died. 
When she was 13, doctors had to amputate her leg 
because of an infection. 
 
Genoveva spent much of her time alone and she found 
comfort in spiritual reading. Her reading helped her to 
know that God has a plan for each of us. 
 
At 15, Genoveva moved into the Mercy Home. The Carmelite nuns who ran the home 
treated her leg, which had never healed properly, taught her to sew, and helped her to 
see the joy and prayerfulness of community life. She wanted to join the nuns in their 
work, but her health was not strong enough. 
 
After she left Mercy Home, Genoveva formed a new religious community dedicated to 
serving the needs of elderly women who were retired from a lifetime of hard work. She 
named the order the Congregation of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Holy Angels. The 
nuns became known as “Angelicas.” Genoveva and her sisters were like angels to the 
women they served. The order grew quickly, spreading throughout Spain. 
 
Mother Genoveva died in 1956, and when she was canonized a saint in 2003, Pope John 
Paul II called her an “instrument of God’s tender love.” She is sometimes called the 
“Angel of Solitude.” 
 
 
 
 
 

MARIA DOMENICA MANTOVANI 
 
Maria_Domenica_Mantovani-229x300 
Feast Day: February 2 
Beatified: April 27, 2003 
Venerated: April 24, 2001 
 
Maria Domenica Mantovani was born in 1862 in 
a small Italian village. Two things were always 
important to Maria: her love for God and her 
desire to help others. Her parish priest, Blessed 
Giuseppe Nascimbeni, encouraged her to teach 
religion classes to younger children, visit the sick, 
and join in parish activities. Maria asked our 
Blessed Mother Mary to guide her in all that she 



did. 
 
With Maria’s help, Blessed Nascimbeni founded a religious order for women when 
Maria was 30 years old. It was called the Congregation of the Little Sisters of the Holy 
Family. Maria was given the name Mother Maria of the Immaculate, but everyone just 
called her “Mother.” The order was devoted to building a strong parish community and 
to caring for the needs of others through the spiritual and corporal works of mercy. 
 
Mother Maria became the Superior of the new order. She was a prayerful example to the 
other nuns. She trained the young nuns and called all of the Sisters her “daughters.” 
The townspeople of her village loved Mother Maria. They came to her for advice and to 
ask for her prayers. Maria and her Sisters served the poor, the sick and elderly, orphans, 
and anyone in need. 
 
Mother Maria often compared her “littleness” with the greatness of God. She trusted 
that God would help her accomplish the work he had given her to do. 
 
She died in 1934, and Pope John Paul II declared Mother Maria “Blessed” in 2003. In his 
homily that day, the pope said that Blessed Maria was always faithful to the will of God. 
Maria followed the example of Jesus who prayed “Thy will be done” to his Father in the 
Lord’s Prayer. 
 
 
 

CATHERINE OF SIENA 
 
 
Feast Day: April 29 
Canonized: July 1461 
 
Catherine’s parents lived in Siena, Italy, and had 25 
children. Catherine, who was born in 1347, was 
number 23. From an early age she loved to pray and 
at the age of seven already knew she wished to 
remain chaste and unmarried to devote her life to 
God. By the time of her death in 1380—when she was 
only 33—she had touched the lives of many people. 
 
Who were these people? One was Pope Urban VI. In 
1378, two men both claimed to be pope. This schism 
tore the Church apart. Catherine helped Christians 
realize that Urban was the true pope. 
 
Catherine also helped prisoners. She walked to the gallows with them. She nursed 
people made ill by a plague. She worked in hospitals. Always, she gave people a simple 
message that God had taught her in prayer. 
 
What was this message? That we grow into holiness. Through our words, actions, and 
choices, we grow closer to God. Daily we can choose, as Catherine did, to work for God’s 
kingdom. Her letters to others are considered great spiritual writings. 
 



She was canonized by Pope Pius II in 1461. Sometimes you will see symbols for 
Catherine that include a lily and book, a crown of thorns or a heart. She was proclaimed 
a Doctor of the Church in 1970 and is one of two patron saints of Italy. 
 
 
 

BEDE THE VENERABLE 
 

 
Feast Day: May 25 
Canonized: 1899 
 
Bede, or Venerable Bede, as he is sometimes 
called, lived from about the year 673 until 735 
in England. But his writings were so great that 
people still study them today. 
 
He was born very close to the monastery in 
Northumberland where he spent much of his 
life. His name comes from the Old English 
word for prayer, so it is possible that his 
parents always intended for him to enter a 
monastery. He was sent there at the age of 

seven to be educated. 
 
He was ordained a deacon at an earlier age than normally allowed, which possibly 
means he was an excellent student. When he was about 30 years old, he was ordained a 
priest. He was a teacher and a writer of scientific, historical and religious works. Many 
modern historians still study his writing. 
 
In 1899, Pope Leo XIII named Bede a Doctor of the Church because of his contributions 
to theological writing. Both the Catholic Church and the Anglican Church consider him 
to be a saint. 
 
Pope Francis’ episcopal motto, “because he saw him through the eyes of mercy and 
chose him,” is based on a homily by Saint Bede. The homily looks at the Gospel of 
Matthew in which Jesus saw the tax collector, Matthew, sitting at a customs post and 
said to him “Follow me”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

PIER GIORGIO FRASSATI 
 

 
Feast Day: July 4 
Beatified: May 20, 1990 
Venerated: October 23, 1987 
 
Some people have called Pier, or Peter, Frassati a 
saint for today’s young people. He was handsome 
and athletic. He hiked, climbed mountains, rode 
horses and skied with his many friends. He loved 
to laugh, and he was famous for his practical jokes. 
He loved life and lived it to the fullest. 
 
Pier was born in Turin, Italy, in 1901. His mother 
was an artist and his father founded and ran the 
Italian newspaper, La Stampa. As he was growing 
up, Pier developed two habits that became part of 
his everyday life. He went to Mass daily to receive 
the Eucharist, and he also prayed the Rosary. He 
never hesitated to share his faith with others. 

 
Pier had a great concern for the poor, even as a child. One day a needy mother with a 
young son came to the Frassati home to beg for food. Pier noticed that the child was 
barefoot. He took off his own shoes and gave them to the boy, and then he and his 
mother fed the poor family. Pier used the money he got as a graduation gift to rent a 
room for a woman who had been evicted from her apartment because she had no 
money. He gave away his allowance to the poor, and sometime he chose to walk home 
from school because he gave the money for his bus or train fare to someone in need. 
 
He joined the St. Vincent de Paul Society as a young man and spent hours on activities 
that helped the poor and sick. As a mining engineer, he cared deeply about the rights of 
the miners. He wanted them to have just working conditions and fair wages. 
 
When he was 24, Pier became very ill with polio. Some people said he got this disease 
from caring for people in the slums of Turin, but Pier saw Jesus in the people he served. 
In his last days, he whispered the names of people who still needed assistance to his 
family and friends who gathered at his bedside. He died on July 4, 1925. 
 
Peter was declared “Blessed” in 1990 by Pope John Paul II who called him a “man of the 
Beatitudes” and a “joyful apostle of Christ.” Many people were surprised that the 
Vatican created an official portrait of him for his beatification that showed him 
outdoors, leaning on an ice axe, with one foot on a rock, in honor of his youthful vitality 
and his love of the mountains. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

MARIA GORETTI 
 
 
Feast Day: July 6 
Canonized: June 24, 1950 
Beatified: April 27, 1947 
Venerated: March 25, 1945 
 
Maria Goretti was only 12 years old when she died 
in 1902, but the story of this young Italian girl has 
touched the hearts of Catholics everywhere for over 
100 years. Maria’s parents were hard-working 
tenant farmers who raised crops on land they 
rented. When she was nine, Maria’s father died. Her 
mother moved the family to a building where 
another family lived—a father and his son. The son’s 
name was Alessandro. 
 
Maria kept house and watched her younger sister 
while her mother, brother and older sister worked in the fields. She was afraid of 
Alessandro, who was 20. He had tried to kiss and touch her. Maria stopped him. She 
knew that God calls us to live the virtue of chastity by respecting and honoring our gift 
of sexuality. Maria wanted to keep her purity. Alessandro was angry. He threatened to 
kill her. Maria avoided Alessandro and tried to never be alone with him. 
 
One day while Maria was caring for her sister, Alessandro found her alone and tried to 
force Maria into physical acts. When she refused, he stabbed her 14 times with a knife. 
Maria died the next day after telling her mother she forgave Alessandro. She received 
Holy Communion before she died. 
 
At his trial, Alessandro was found guilty and sentenced to 30 years in prison. At first, he 
was angry, but soon he began to feel sorrow for his terrible sin. He said he dreamt that 
Maria visited him and gave him lilies. He changed the way he acted and began to treat 
people in kindly ways. When he was released from prison, the first thing he did was to 
go to Maria’s mother to beg forgiveness. He later went to live with Franciscans as a 
layperson, working as a gardener and in other menial tasks. 
 
Maria was canonized a saint in 1950. Both Maria’s mother and Alessandro attended the 
ceremony in Rome. Like Maria, we can live the Sixth Commandment by respecting our 
bodies and sharing our love and friendship properly, as God calls us to do. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

JOHN MARY VIANNEY 
 

 
Feast Day: August 4 
Canonized: May 31, 1925 
Beatified: January 8, 1905 
Venerated: July 26, 1896 
 
John Vianney was born a peasant in Dardilly, France, in 
1786. As a youth, John shepherded sheep on his father’s 
farm. It was during the French Revolution, and it was 
illegal for Catholics to attend Mass at the time. But the 
Vianney family traveled distances every Sunday to worship 
and pray in secret. Because of this, young John saw priests 
as particularly heroic to the people. Even after the 
revolution ended, when religion could again be practiced 
openly, John felt drawn to the vocation of the priesthood. 
 
In 1809, the French government drafted him into its army 

to fight a war for Napoleon. Although he was already involved in religious studies and 
should have been exempted from such service, soldiers were needed. Following an 
illness that separated him from his battalion, he became a deserter in the mountains, 
and during that time he opened a school for children in an isolated village. When the 
war ended and amnesty was granted to all deserters, John went to the seminary to 
become a priest. 
 
Latin was so difficult for him to learn that he almost failed his studies. However, the 
bishop, seeing John’s goodness, went ahead and ordained him in 1815. 
 
Soon John became the parish priest, or curé, in Ars, France. He had no gift for learning. 
But he did have the gift of understanding what was in people’s hearts and minds. That 
made him a wonderful confessor! 
 
So people from all over France came to Ars and asked John to hear their confession. 
Sometimes he spent as many as 16 hours in a day listening to people confess their sins. 
Through John, God’s mercy and love came to these people. 
 
Next, John began a home and school for deserted and orphaned children. He was 
concerned that in the wake of war, many people in France had no true religious 
education, and he used his homilies to try to teach about the faith. 
 
For 41 years, John served the tiny parish of Ars. Then on August 4, 1859, at the age of 
73, he died. Throughout France, people knew the Curé d’Ars as a holy man. He had little 
learning, but he had much love, and thousands attended his funeral. He was canonized 
in 1925 and is the patron saint of priests. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

MAXIMILIAN KOLBE 
 

 
 
Feast Day: August 14 
Canonized: October 10, 1982 
Beatified: October 17, 1971 
Venerated: January 30, 1969 
 
Raymund Kolbe was born in Poland in 1894. His 
family was very poor, but they were rich in spirit. 
In 1914, his father was captured and killed by the 
Russians for fighting for Polish independence. 
 
Young Raymund had a great faith and strong 
devotion to the Blessed Mother. He went to school 
to be a Franciscan priest and was ordained in 
1918, taking the name Maximilian Maria. After 
studying in Rome, Maximilian returned to Poland 
in 1919. He used modern printing presses to 
spread the Good News through monthly, and 

eventually daily, religious publications. He also spent six years as a missionary in Japan. 
 
During World War II, Father Kolbe hid as many as 2,000 Jewish people and Poles, who 
were also persecuted, in his Polish monastery. In 1941, Maximilian was arrested by the 
Nazis, who soon sent him to Auschwitz concentration camp. This was a terrible place 
where the Nazis killed many people. 
 
In July of that year, several prisoners escaped, and as punishment, the camp commander 
picked 10 men to be starved to death. Franciszek Gajowniczek, a husband and father, 
was one of these sentenced to death. Father Maximilian Kolbe offered his life in the 
man’s place. Each day, he celebrated Mass for the other starving prisoners and prayed 
and sang with them. When he outlived many of the other men, he was killed by lethal 
injection. 
 
On October 10, 1982, Pope John Paul II canonized Maximilian Kolbe as a “martyr of 
charity.” Present at the ceremony was Franciszek Gajowniczek, the Auschwitz prisoner 
whose place Maximilian had taken in giving his own life. Gajowniczek lived for 54 years 
after St. Maximilian Kolbe had taken his place in death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

PETER CLAVER 
 

 
Feast Day: September 9 
Canonized: January 15, 1888 
Beatified: September 21, 1851 
 
Peter Claver walked to the dock. He saw the ship 
that came from Africa. Peter saw guards outside the 
ship. He had to get on that boat. The guards tried to 
stop him, but Peter went inside anyway. 
 
Peter couldn’t believe what he saw. He had never 
seen so many people before. The inside of the ship 
was very small. The people were so crowded they 
couldn’t move. The ship was hot and dirty. 
 
The people had no water to drink. They had no 
water to wash with. Many of them were very sick. 
They were all afraid. These people had been taken 
from their homes in Africa. They were going to be 

sold as slaves. These people had no freedom so they were very sad. Peter knew this was 
wrong. He decided to help. 
 
Peter Claver was born in Spain in 1580 and entered the Jesuit order at an early age, 
making vows in 1604. Six years later he was sent to what is today Colombia, where 
thousands of African slaves landed each month to labour in the New World. For 33 
years, Father Claver ministered to these slaves, nursing the sick ones, baptizing them, 
and reminding them that God loved them. He often travelled to the plantations where 
they worked to offer them spiritual comfort and instruction and to be sure their owners 
treated them well. 
 
He died in 1654 after bringing the sacraments to hundreds of thousands of slaves. St. 
Peter Claver was canonized in 1888. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

VINCENT DE PAUL 
 

 
Feast Day: September 27 
Canonized: June 16, 1737 
Beatified: August 13, 1729 
 
Born in 1581 in France, Vincent de Paul became a 
priest at the early age of 19. He became famous 
for his kindness and generosity. 
 
As a young priest, Vincent was captured by 
Turkish pirates at sea and sold into slavery. He 
eventually escaped, along with his master, whom 
he had converted. He came into close contact with 
the king and queen of France in both spiritual and 
diplomatic roles, but eventually, his concern for 
the poor of France became his full-time work. 
 

Vincent went to many places to visit the sick, the elderly and the poor. He spent time 
with them and did what he could to take care of them. But, Vincent knew it would take 
more than what he could do on his own to really make a difference. He realized he 
needed more money and more people to help all those who needed help. 
 
Vincent began to ask wealthy people to donate money that he distributed to the sick and 
poor of his community. Vincent was so nice and charming that the wealthy didn’t mind 
giving him money—especially for such a worthy cause. 
 
Once, Vincent asked Queen Anne of Austria for a donation. Anne knew of Vincent and 
respected him, but she didn’t agree with many things he said. Vincent told Queen Anne 
that they should overlook their differences because helping people was more important. 
 
Vincent also gathered other men and women who were willing to dedicate their lives to 
God and help the poor. Each day he and his followers gave soup and bread to as many as 
16,000 poor persons. The men formed into the religious community of priests called the 
Vincentians. The women became the Daughters of Charity. Many parishes today have a 
St. Vincent de Paul Society which carries on Vincent’s work with the poor. 
 
Because of all of his work raising money and helping the poor, Vincent is now 
considered the patron saint of charitable societies. He died in Paris in 1660 and was 
canonized by Pope Clement XII in 1737. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THÉRÈSE OF LISIEUX 
 

 
Feast Day: October 1 
Canonized: May 17, 1925 
Beatified: April 29, 1923 
Venerated: August 14, 1921 
 
In 1873, Thérèse was born in the small French 
town of Alencon and was raised in a large loving 
family with her four sisters. Like any child, Thérèse 
enjoyed playing with her cousins and siblings. 
When Thérèse was four her mother died, and her 
father moved the family to Lisieux, a town about 50 
miles away, so that he and his daughters could live 
with his brother. Thérese’s older sister, Pauline, 
became like a second mother to her. 
 
At the age of 15, Thérèse became a Carmelite nun, 

following in the footsteps of her three older sisters, including Pauline. As a young nun, 
she saw a vision of the baby Jesus. She believed this was a sign from God. To her, it was a 
reminder that even though she was a small woman, she was great and strong through 
her love of God. 
 
Thérèse knew that she would never be able to perform great deeds but she proved her 
love for God by doing little things that received no recognition. She smiled at people she 
did not like. She ate whatever was on her plate without complaining. She took the blame 
when she was not the one at fault. She called this “the little way.” This “little way” has 
become a model for ordinary people who are seeking to live holy lives. 
 
Thérèse was also a very good writer.  She wrote an autobiography that tells the story of 
her life and her love for God. Today, people still read this book, which is called The Story 
of a Soul. 
 
She became ill in 1896 but did not tell anyone, suffering in silence. She died in 1897 
when she was only 24, and when her older sister put her writings together and sent 
them to other convents, her “little way” became famous. 
 
Today we honour St. Thérèse of Lisieux as the patron saint of the missions. She never 
travelled, but she loved praying for the missions. People also call her “the Little Flower,” 
because she loved flowers and sometimes called herself a “little flower of Jesus.” She 
was canonized in 1925, and in 1997 Pope John Paul II proclaimed her a Doctor of the 
Church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FAUSTINA KOWALSKA 
 

 
Feast Day: October 5 
Canonized: April 30, 2000 
Beatified: April 18, 1993 
Venerated: March 7, 1992 
 
Helenka Kowalska was born in 1905 in a small Polish 
town, one of 10 children born in a poor family. She 
left school after third grade and never learned to 
write or read very well. She dreamed of becoming a 
nun and was very disappointed when her parents 
would not give their permission. They needed the 
money she earned as a housekeeper for other 
families. She was obedient to her parents, but her 
desire to enter religious life never left her. 
 
When she was 19, the young woman said she had a 
vision in which God told her to go to a large city in 
Poland to enter the convent. It is said that she took 

the next train to Warsaw. 
 
Helenka tried to join several religious orders, but they turned her down because of her 
lack of education. Finally the mother superior of the Servants of Our Lady of Mercy 
decided to give her a chance. Helenka was given the name Sister Maria Faustina of the 
Blessed Sacrament. 
 
Sister Faustina worked in menial jobs that did not require education, as a cook, a 
gardener and housekeeper. But she was blessed by visions of Jesus, who gave her a 
special mission. Jesus wanted her to spread devotion about the Mercy of God and to help 
people remember that God our Father is merciful and loving to all people, even those 
who have turned away from him in sin. 
 
In another vision, Jesus asked Sister Faustina to have a portrait painted of our Lord as 
the King of Divine Mercy. Jesus also asked Faustina to be an example of mercy for others 
and to imitate Christ by making sacrifices for others. Faustina did everything Jesus 
asked. When the other nuns made fun of Faustina and said her visions were fake, 
Faustina forgave them. 
 
Her spiritual adviser told Faustina to keep a diary about her experiences and her 
visions. Because Faustina had such a poor education, the diary was difficult to read, but 
after her death in 1938, the spelling was corrected and her work was sent to the 
Vatican. It took many years and arguments, but finally, in 2000, Sister Faustina was 
declared a saint. Divine Mercy Sunday is now celebrated the first Sunday after Easter 
every year. 
 
In preparation for the Jubilee Year of Mercy, Pope Francis called Saint Faustina an 
“apostle of mercy” who provides us a wonderful example of trusting in God’s always 
present mercy. 
 
 



 

JOHN XXIII (ANGELO GIUSEPPE RONCALLI), POPE 
 

 
Feast Day: October 11 
Canonized: April 27, 2014 
Beatified: September 3, 2000 
Venerated: December 20, 1999 
 
From her very beginning, the Church has had 
leaders who have helped us in our search for God. 
Pope John XXIII was one of those leaders. Pope John 
XXIII was pope from 1958 until he died in 1963. 
 
Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli was born November 25, 
1881, in the village of Sotto il Monte (Under the 
Mountain) in Bergamo, a small town in Northern 
Italy. Even when Angelo was a young boy, his 
parents knew that he was not like his brothers and 
sisters. Angelo would not grow up to be the farmer 

his father wished for. The local priest, Father Francesco Rebuzzini, guided and tutored 
young Angelo. 
 
Angelo was ordained a priest in 1904. More than 50 years later, when he became pope, 
he took the name John, his father’s name. During World War I, the young priest served 
as a medic and a chaplain. During World War II, as a papal diplomat in Turkey and 
Greece, he used his office to help thousands of refugees in Europe. 
 
He was elected pope in 1958. He was known for his warmth and humour, and visited 
children in hospitals and prison inmates at Christmastime. Stories say he liked to sneak 
out of the Vatican at night to walk freely around Rome. 
 
Pope John XXIII is most remembered for calling the Second Vatican Council in 1962. 
This was a meeting of all the bishops of the Church. Pope John XXIII wanted them to 
help the whole Church understand better the role and purpose of the Church. During 
his opening address, Pope John XXIII called the Church to follow a path of mercy. He said 
that the Church needs to use the “medicine of mercy” to show how the Church is a 
“loving mother to all.” The documents of this council help Christians to better live as 
followers of Christ in our own time. He died on June 3, 1963, at the age of 81. 
 
In 2013 Pope Francis declared that Pope John XXIII and Pope John Paul II to be formally 
canonized on the same day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



JOHN PAUL II (KAROL JÓZEF WOJTYŁA), POPE 
 
Feast Day: October 22 
Canonized: April 27, 2014 
Beatified: May 1, 2011 
 
Many people who knew young Karol Wojtyla in 
Poland thought he might someday be an actor or a 
writer. Instead, he became pope. Karol Józef 
Wojtyła was born in the town of Wadowice in Poland 
in 1920. He was the youngest of three children, and 
his mother died when he was only nine. When he 
graduated from high school and went to college, he 
studied drama. But as World War II approached, the 
university was closed, and Karol went to work in a 
quarry and then a factory to earn money and avoid 
being sent to Germany to serve in the army. 
 

When he was 22, he realized God was calling him to something different. He knew he 
wanted to be a priest. But at the time, studying for the priesthood in Poland could only 
be done secretly, so that is what Karol did. When World War II ended, he was finally 
able to openly pursue his dream. In 1946, he was ordained a priest. 
 
Karol was a good student and a good priest, and this soon caught the attention of church 
leaders, who sent him to Rome for more study. He later returned to Poland to teach at 
the seminary. In 1958, he was made a bishop in Krakow, Poland, and just six years later 
became the archbishop there. By 1967, he had been named a cardinal. 
 
He took part in all of the historical sessions of Vatican II and made important 
contributions. In 1978, his fellow cardinals elected him pope. He took the name “John 
Paul II.” 
 
John Paul II was pope for a very long time, nearly 27 years. He travelled the world many 
times over, going places that popes had not been to before. He danced in Africa. He 
giggled with children. He cried with dying people. He was a very human and 
approachable pope. He loved young people so much that he started World Youth Day so 
he could meet youth from all over the world every few years. The pope was known as a 
true outdoorsman who loved to ski and hike. 
 
He helped bring about the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe through his preaching 
and his meetings with heads of state. In 1981, a man named Mehmet Ali Agca shot the 
pope in St. Peter’s Square. The pope was seriously injured, but quickly asked people to 
pray for the man who had shot him. He later met personally with Agca to extend his 
forgiveness. In 2000 during the canonization mass for Maria Faustina Kowalska, Pope 
John Paul II declared the Second Sunday of Easter as Divine Mercy Sunday. The 
responsorial psalms for this Mass all have a focus on the theme of mercy. 
 
Pope John Paul II was also a teacher, writing many important documents that educated 
people about the faith. He wrote five spiritual books of his own, too. After suffering for 
many years with an illness that weakened him greatly, he died in 2005. More than three 
million people travelled to Rome to pay their respects to him. 
 



Just a few weeks later, Pope Benedict XVI announced that the usual five-year waiting 
period before someone could be considered a saint would not be necessary for John 
Paul II, because his life had clearly been so holy. In 2013 Pope Francis declared that 
Pope John XXIII and Pope John Paul II are to be formally canonized on the same day. In 
preparation for the Jubilee Year of Mercy, Pope Francis referred to Saint John Paul II as a 
great “apostle of mercy” and role model for us today. 
 
 
 
 
 

CATHERINE MCAULEY 
 

 
Feast Day: November 11 (Ireland) 
Venerated: April 9, 1990 
 
Catherine Elizabeth McAuley was born in Dublin, 
Ireland, in 1778. From the time she was a young 
child, Catherine saw her parents living their 
Catholic faith through service to the poor. After her 
parents died, Catherine lived with Protestant 
relatives who wanted her to become a member of 
their church. Catherine remained true to the 
Catholic faith. 
 
When Catherine was 25, she was invited to be a 
live-in companion to a wealthy retired couple. Her 
faith and loving care for them and the needy people 
in the neighbour was a powerful example for them, 

and they both became Catholic before they died. They left their fortune to Catherine. 
 
This inheritance gave Catherine the money she needed to establish a house to serve 
people in need. Catherine purchased property and a large house was built. It was called 
the “House of Mercy” and opened in 1827. It included a church, school, a work area for 
training the residents for jobs, and dormitories for the poor and any women who 
wished to join Catherine in her ministry. 
 
Catherine did not wish to form a religious order. Nuns in Ireland in those days spent 
most of their time cloistered away from the people Catherine was determined to serve. 
Catherine knew that to be a real help to the poor and needy, she needed to be among 
them so that she could see the realities of the struggles they faced on a daily basis. 
 
The Archbishop of Dublin convinced Catherine that becoming a religious order would 
help her to serve more people. Catherine agreed, and she and two friends began training 
to become nuns. When they took their vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, they 
were allowed to include a vow of service to the poor, sick and uneducated. Catherine’s 
order, the Religious Sisters of Mercy, was born in 1831. The nuns wore plain clothing 
and were known in Ireland as the “walking nuns” because they spent so much time in 
the community helping people. 
 



Catherine died in 1841. Today there are more than 12,000 Sisters of Mercy worldwide. 
They run 200 health care facilities, 19 colleges, 58 schools and provide many other 
services that help people of every age. 
 
Pope John Paul II declared Sister Catherine McAuley “Venerable” in 1990. This is the 
first step on the path to sainthood. Catherine always said that “proof of love is deed.” 
Like Catherine McAuley, we can let our kind and caring deeds be the proof of our love 
for Jesus and others. 
 
 
 
 

MARTIN OF TOURS 
 
Feast Day: November 11 
Canonized: Pre-Congregation 
 
Throughout his life, Martin faced many dilemmas. At the 
age of 12, he began to place each one before God. 
 
Martin had been born to pagan parents in the year 316, 
in a region of the world that is now Hungary. When he 
was 12, he began to think about a serious question—
should he remain a pagan and believe in many gods, or 
should he accept the one God of the Christians? Martin 
became a catechumen. 
 
A few years later, Martin met another dilemma. His 
father served in the Roman army, so at 15, Martin 
became a soldier, too. Yet one question bothered him—
should he follow Christ, or should he kill others for the 
Roman Empire? Martin prayed, then he quit the army. 
 
When Martin was 54, another dilemma leapt into his 

life. By that time, Martin had gathered a group of hermits into a monastic community—
the first in France. But the people of Tours insisted that Martin leave the monastery and 
become their bishop. Martin prayed, then he went to the cathedral at Tours to be the 
bishop. Unlike many bishops, he did not live in a grand home, but rather, in a monk’s 
cell. 
 
There, Martin taught the people all he knew about God’s kingdom. He preached the good 
news that God loved all people—pagan and Christian, heretic and saint. 
 
One of the most famous stories about Martin of Tours occurred when he was still a 
soldier. One day, it is said, he met a beggar wearing rags. He took his sword and cut his 
military cloak in half and gave half to the poor man for his warmth. That night, Martin 
dreamed that Jesus was wearing the half of a cloak he had given away. During the 
Middle Ages, Martin’s cloak (cappa) became a relic that French kings would take into 
battle. The person whose job it was to care for the cloak was often a priest, and he was 
called a cappellani. It is from this that the word “chaplain” evolved. 
 



Martin died in France in 397 at the age of 81, and at his request, he was buried in a 
cemetery with the poorest of the poor. Soon, pilgrims travelled to his grave at Tours. 
Today in many countries in Europe, St. Martin’s feast day is celebrated widely. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MARGARET OF SCOTLAND 
 

 
Feast Day: November 16 (formerly June 10) 
Canonized: 1251 
 
Margaret was an English princess who was born 
around the year 1045. When her country was 
invaded, her family escaped by boat. They were 
headed for Hungary, but a storm crashed their ship 
on the rocky shore of Scotland.  The Scottish king, 
Malcolm III, invited the family to stay at his castle 
until their boat could be repaired. 
 
During their visit, Malcolm fell in love with 
Margaret. He asked her to marry him. Margaret 
asked Malcolm for time to think about this decision. 
Although she, too, was falling in love, she always 
believed that God was calling her to be a nun. 

 
Margaret asked her mother for advice. She talked to a priest about how she could know 
what God wanted her to do. The priest told her to pray and that God would guide her to 
make the right decision. After spending time alone in prayer, Margaret knew that God 
was calling her to a life of service as a wife and mother. Malcolm and Margaret were 
soon married in his castle. 
 
During their marriage, Margaret and Malcolm grew more deeply in love, God blessed 
them with eight children. Margaret raised the children to know, love and serve the Lord. 
 
Margaret had a powerful influence on her husband, too. As the Queen of Scotland, she 
encouraged Malcolm to educate the Scottish children.  She read to him from the Bible 
and encouraged monasteries to open in Scotland. Together they worked to establish 
schools and to build churches. Margaret brought clothes and food to the needy people of 
Scotland. She nursed the sick; she even brought homeless people into the castle. 
 
Margaret and Malcolm shared the gifts God gave them by serving others through the 
corporal and spiritual works of mercy. Margaret died in 1093 and was canonized in 
1250. 
 
Her example of care for others reminds us that Jesus calls us to show our love for all of 
God’s children. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FRANCIS XAVIER 
 

 
Feast Day: December 3 
Canonized: March 12, 1622 
Beatified: October 25, 1619 
 
The Catholic Church calls Saint Francis Xavier “the 
Apostle to the Indies” and “the Apostle of Japan.” 
The word apostle means “one who is sent.” Jesus 
sent his 12 apostles out to announce the coming of 
God’s kingdom. Hundreds of years later, the 
Church sent Francis Xavier out to preach the same 
good news. 
 
Francis was born in Spain in 1506. He studied in 
Paris and with Ignatius Loyola was one of the 
seven men who founded the Jesuit order, the 
Society of Jesus in 1534. Then, in 1541, he sailed to 
Goa, India. There, he preached about Jesus—the 
poor carpenter of Nazareth. 

 
Francis knew that actions speak louder than words. So he not only told the poor people 
of India the message of the Gospels. He acted out this message by living, sleeping, eating, 
playing and working among the poor. Did they live in rickety huts? So did he! Did they 
eat only rice? So did he! Did they work long hours in the hot sun? So did he! Because of 
his words and actions, many thousands came to believe in the Christian God of mercy 
and love and tenderness. 
 
In 1547, Francis sailed to Japan. In the two years he was there, he baptized thousands of 
people. But Francis had a dream. He wanted to take the good news to China. So, in 1552 
he set sail again. But he fell sick before reaching mainland China. On the island of 
Shangchuan, he died at the age of 46, far from home, but not far from God. He was 
canonized in 1622, at the same time as Ignatius of Loyola. Francis Xavier is the patron 
saint of Catholic missionaries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

STEPHEN THE MARTYR 
 

 
Feast Day: December 26 
Canonized: Pre-Congregation 
 
On Christmas Day, we celebrate the birth of Jesus. 
The next day we celebrate the birth of Stephen. But 
this is a different kind of birth. It is the birth of 
Stephen into eternal life. Death brought life for him. 
He is the first martyr of the Christian Church. 
 
In the beginning of the Church, its members were 
Jews. Many of these Jews lived in Palestine. But 
others lived in distant cities around the 
Mediterranean Sea. We call them “Hellenized” Jews. 
As adults, many of them came to Jerusalem to live. 
 
Among these Hellenized Jews was Stephen. (He may 
have come from Alexandria in Egypt.) Hearing the 
preaching of the apostles in Jerusalem, he came to 
believe in Christ Jesus. 

 
As the early Church grew, the apostles made an important decision. Preaching kept 
them busy. But many of their followers needed food and clothing. So the apostles 
selected seven people to collect and distribute these necessities. Stephen was one of the 
seven, who were known as deacons. 
 
God filled Stephen with grace and power. He did good, just as Jesus had done. But 
around the year 34-35 A.D., some Hellenized Jews felt that Stephen rejected God when 
he accepted Jesus. So they dragged Stephen out of Jerusalem and began to stone him. 
 
As he died, Stephen said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Praying for those who were 
stoning him, he said, “Lord, do not hold this against them.” With these words Stephen 
died. In life as in death, he truly followed Jesus. 
 
St. Stephen is the patron saint of stoneworkers. 
 
 
 


