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Introduction: 

In the fall of 2012-2013, the Catholic Church found herself in the midst of a “Year 

of Faith,” pondering the importance of faith in the Creed for Christian life and witness.  

Pope Benedict XVI started the Year of Faith on the 50
th

 Anniversary of the opening of the 

Second Vatican Council as an invitation to study anew the documents of the Second 

Vatican Council and assess their reception in the Church.  St. John Paul II had already 

pointed out on numerous occasions the importance of reflecting on the documents of 

Vatican II and implementing them in their fullness.  In Tertio millennio adveniente, he 

wrote: 

To what extent has the word of God become more fully the soul of theology and the 

inspiration of the whole of Christian living, as Dei Verbum sought?  Is the liturgy lived as 

the “origin and summit” of ecclesial life, in accordance with the teaching of Sacrosanctum 

concilium?  In the universal Church and in the particular Churches, is the ecclesiology of 

communion described in Lumen gentium being strengthened?  Does it leave room for 

charisms, ministries, and different forms of participation by the People of God, without 

adopting notions borrowed from democracy and sociology which do not reflect the 

Catholic vision of the Church and the authentic spirit of Vatican II?
1
 

 

These documents concerned the whole of Christian living, giving an ecclesial vision that 

showed clearly the importance of every baptized individual, each according to their state in 

life.  It also sought to re-propose the faith to modern man, and as such, gave the theological 

framework for a “New Evangelization.”  Indeed, Pope Benedict XVI stated in his opening 

homily for the Year of Faith that the New Evangelization is based on the documents of 

Vatican II and therefore must remain rooted in them to avoid becoming a vague idea.
2
   

To give impetus for a discussion on the implementation of the Council, Pope 

Benedict XVI called a Synod to discuss the “New Evangelization,” inviting dialogue about 

what the Church needs to do to inspire faith in her own members.  It is no secret that in 

many sectors of western society, the number of ex-Catholics is staggering, often due to 

poor or non-existent catechesis.  How can the Church rekindle the fire of faith in her 

members and reach out to those who have fallen away?  What is the solution?    

 While there are perhaps many problems that must be addressed, I believe very 

strongly that the heart of the answer lies within the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (CCR).  

Arising in the wake of the Second Vatican Council as a spontaneous movement of spiritual 

                                                 
1
 Tertio millennio adveniente, 36. 

2
 Pope Benedict XVI, Opening Homily for the Year of Faith, “Through Christ, God is the Principal Subject 

of Evangelization in the World”, October 11, 2012, <www.zenit.org/en/articles/pope-benedict-s-homily-at-

opening-mass-of-the-year-of-faith> accessed May 31, 2013. 
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renewal in the Catholic Church, it has both re-invigorated and revitalized the faith of 

millions of Catholics through an experience commonly known as “Baptism in the Holy 

Spirit.”  Properly understood, this experience is nothing other than what Christ desires for 

all the Baptized.  It is an experiential encounter with the Risen Lord in faith.  As such, it 

can be seen as the very first step of the New Evangelization.  Moreover, this experience is 

nothing new; it has been seen throughout the history of the Church since the Apostolic 

Age, most notably in the lives of the Saints and Doctors of the Church. 

 To be clear, this paper is not designed to be an apologia for the CCR as a 

movement.  It is very clear that ecclesial movements themselves are not to be 

universalized, for there are many valid ways of living the Christian life.
3
  The purpose of 

renewal movements in the Church is to shine light on an element of the deposit of faith 

which has been overlooked, and then release that insight to the discernment and integration 

of the wider Church.  Nor are these reflections designed to be an in depth discussion of the 

validity of charismatic phenomena (tongues, miracles, etc.) or potential abuses of them.  

These things have already been demonstrated at length elsewhere.
4
  My contention, along 

with many other theologians, is that “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” properly understood is a 

concrete fruit of the CCR that is meant for all believers, because it is nothing other than the 

core of the Gospel message-a personal transforming encounter with the Risen Lord in faith.     

 To accomplish this, we will proceed with 3 chapters: the first will be theological 

reflection on the “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” as the concrete fruit of the CCR and a gift 

for the whole Church; the second will be a brief summary of Papal teaching on “The New 

Evangelization” from Pope Paul VI through Pope Benedict XVI; and the third will be a 

concrete example of this experience in Church History as seen through the life and witness 

of St. Catherine of Siena, Doctor of the Church.  Hopefully through these reflections we 

can root the experience of “Spirit Baptism” in Scripture, Ordinary Magisterial teaching, 

and the life and witness of the Saints.    

                                                 
3
 Pope Benedict XVI, New Outpourings of the Spirit, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2007, 57. “If the 

spiritual upsurge is experienced, not as one form of Christian life, but as peoples’ being struck by the simple 

entirety of the message, this can lead to their attributing an absolute value to the movement, which then 

understand itself as the Church herself, as the way for everyone, whereas this one way can in face (sic) be 

shared with people in a variety of ways.” 
4
 See O’Connor, Edward, The Pentecostal Movement in the Catholic Church (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria 

Press, 1971) for an excellent study on the CCR, its benefits, and potential dangers. 
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The Catholic Charismatic Renewal in Context 

To talk about “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” it is first necessary to give a brief 

overview of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (CCR from here on) as the specific context 

which gave birth to it in the 1960’s.  What follows is a short summary of several 

comprehensive accounts of the early days of the renewal.
5
    

In February 1967, a group of Catholic professors and students from Duquesne 

University in the United States gathered for a weekend retreat, seeking a more dynamic 

Christian life.  They were all practicing Catholics, but felt that ‘something’ was missing.  

They had read “The Cross and the Switchblade” by David Wilkerson
6
 and Acts 1-4 as a 

preparation for the retreat.  During the second day of retreat, they prayed the Veni Creator 

Spiritus, and in varied ways all of those present had a profound awareness of the love of 

God in the person of the Holy Spirit, accompanied by manifestations of ecstasy, tears, 

speaking in tongues, and other charisms mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12.  They prayed and 

sang together in this newfound joy in front of the Blessed Sacrament from evening until 

the next morning.  They left the retreat changed forever, and these charisms remained with 

them, giving them courage to be bold witnesses to the reality of God’s love and power.   

In the months that followed, others gathered at university campuses around the 

United States praying for the coming of the Holy Spirit.  They came from all walks of life 

and educational backgrounds, but all were united by a common experience: a personal 

encounter with the love of God and an outpouring of spiritual gifts.
7
  This experience of 

the reality of God’s love and power, and the resultant faith and exercise of charisms in 

everyday life, led people to form prayer groups and small faith-based communities where 

they could do ongoing formation and catechesis.  As more and more people joined this 

spiritual movement, a loose association of ‘charismatic’ communities developed organized 

by volunteer service committees.  Thus the CCR was born.  What made it different from 

other ecclesial movements was that it had no official founder, no theological ‘father’, and 

no clear structure or goal, other than renewal of Church members through a living 

                                                 
5
 See Ranaghan, Kevin and Dorothy, Catholic Pentecostals, (New York, NY: Paulist Press, 1969), and 

Mansfield, Patti Gallagher, As by a New Pentecost, (Steubenville, OH: Franciscan University Press, 1992), 

for first hand descriptions of the early renewal members. 
6
 A Classic Pentecostal book that describes one Pentecostal preacher’s account of the power of God at work 

in his ministry to the inner city. 
7
 Papa, Mary, “People having a Good Time Praying”, National Catholic Reporter, vol. 3 no. 29, May 17, 

1967. “It would be so convenient to say that these Catholic pentecostals (sic) were underfed, high-strung, 

groping intellectual misfits in a wholesome atmosphere of all-American footballhood. (sic)  It would be 

convenient, but it would also be quite untrue.  There seems to be no one level of conformity in this group 

except a common experience.” 



 4 

encounter with the Triune God and a commitment to ongoing prayer ‘in the Spirit’ within 

the Catholic Church.   

As the movement spread, it was necessary to have official ecclesiastical structures 

in place to ensure orthodoxy and stability.  As with any lay movement that expands 

rapidly, there were growing pains and theological debates about what constituted their 

common experience and their relationship to the institutional church.  They needed a 

unified voice for their disparate members throughout the world and a way of 

communicating with the hierarchy.  This was obviously an area of concern pastorally for 

bishops, since there was no uniform structure in place to discern the exercise of charisms 

within prayer groups and ministry.  Therefore, Pope Paul VI appointed Cardinal Suenens 

of Belgium to have oversight of the CCR and he promptly organized international 

theological reflection on the experience of “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” and charisms in the 

life of the Church.  The “Malines Documents” came as a result of these theological 

reflections and formed the basis for ongoing discussion of the experience of “Baptism in 

the Holy Spirit”.
8
  On September 14

th
, 1993, the Apostolic See set up the International 

Catholic Charismatic Renewal Services (ICCRS) to be the official voice and liaison to the 

Holy See.
9
  This was important because the CCR was perceived by many to be a 

subculture within the Church.
10

   

The claim of this author is that nothing could be further from the truth.  In fact, the 

underlying experience of the CCR is simply a particular cultural manifestation of God’s 

grace in our time.  The difficulty lies in extracting the externals of ‘charismatic worship,’ 

which are culturally conditioned, from the essential experience of ‘Baptism in the Holy 

Spirit’.  It is the latter which is truly the heart of the CCR, while the other externals (e.g. 

guitar music, liturgical practices, etc.) are particular cultural manifestations and not 

absolutes to be universalized.  To understand this, we must examine the experience of 

‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ theologically to determine if indeed it is meant for all 

Christians. 

                                                 
8
 Cardinal Suenens was originally charged with oversight of the CCR.  Later, the CCR was placed under the 

Pontifical council for the Laity. 
9
 Cordes, Paul Josef Cardinal, Call to Holiness: Reflections on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal 

(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1997), 58.  “This is not only a recognition of the calling of the 

Charismatic Renewal in the Church, it also provides a juridical tool (according to Canon 116 of the Codex 

Iuris Canonici) for the promotion of the Renewal’s mission.” 
10

 Cordes, Ibidem. 57. “The Renewal has been regarded by some in the Church as a marginal or questionable 

form of spirituality, and this in spite of repeated positive evaluations by popes and bishops throughout the 

world for well over twenty years…it should be an incentive for groups to live consistently and clearly their 

spirituality, giving testimony to the reality of the Spirit’s working in their midst.” 
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Chapter 1: What is “Baptism in the Holy Spirit”? 

1.1 Definition and how it happens 

What, then, is the Catholic understanding of Baptism in the Holy Spirit?  Paul 

Cardinal Cordes, while he was Vice President of the Pontifical Council for the Laity, 

described the experience of ‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ in this way: 

[Baptism in the Holy Spirit]…is the certain and sometimes overwhelming ‘realization’ of 

the loving nearness of God…a threshold of spiritual life that is crossed, bringing trust in 

the Father and a desire to being open to the teaching of the Holy Spirit…[it] makes clear 

the significance of God’s Will as well as of human sinfulness and the need for 

repentance…Often accompanied by speaking in tongues (‘glossolalia’)(cf. 1 Cor 14), this 

experience is sometimes also accompanied by tears.  It is an experience which does not 

exclude the human emotions discovering God’s goodness and mercy.  It is a spiritual 

experience of thirst, which finds its satisfaction in the one, true inner spring…it is, in short, 

the experiential rediscovery, in faith, that Jesus is Lord by the power of the Spirit to the 

glory of the Father… ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ is essentially the experience of renewed 

communion with the divine Persons…an opening up, and unfolding of Trinitarian life in 

the baptized. 
11

 

 

This ‘realization of the loving nearness of God’ is brought about in a person by several 

factors.  First, someone proclaims the Gospel message of salvation, that Jesus, through his 

Passion, death, resurrection, and ascension has redeemed all humanity and sent the Holy 

Spirit to empower the faithful as a free gift for those who accept Him.  The person must 

dispose herself to this grace of God by confessing her sins and making an act of faith in 

Jesus.  Often, other Christians will lay hands on the person asking for the grace of the Holy 

Spirit to be made manifest in her.  However, this step of ‘laying on of hands’ is not 

necessary.  What is necessary is metanoia, interior conversion of heart, and desiring to 

receive whatever God wills.   

However, this ‘formula’ is not a rigid rule.  Some people experience it when they 

aren’t looking for God specifically, much like St. Paul’s experience on the road to 

Damascus.  This confirms that the experience is an initiative of grace that God inspires the 

soul to seek, and can’t be restricted to one mode of reception.  It isn’t something that can 

be manufactured, but only prepared for.       

The ‘unfolding of Trinitarian life’ in the believer is not something that merely 

effects the mind’s awareness of God’s love and power, but is actually an incarnational 

experience of that power and love awakening within the person, becoming a “spring of 

                                                 
11

 Cordes, Ibidem, 12-13. 
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water, welling up to eternal life.”
12

  This power enables a person to live the Christian life, 

increases the desire for evangelization and service of God and neighbor, and gives a hunger 

for the Scriptures.
13

  It is a faith experience that involves the whole body-person:  

It is most often accompanied by some emotion…and can be accompanied by very physical 

manifestations such as tongues or healing or just a very strong, overwhelming sense of joy 

and freedom.  It may come in a quieter way as just a deeper confidence and peace…There 

is always some sort of certitude, in faith…an unmistakable awareness of our Lord.
14

 

 

What is intriguing is that, while many people experience it differently, everyone who has 

this experience knows that they encountered God in a new way.  Ultimately, the source of 

authority for validating this experience is the account of Pentecost in the Acts of the 

Apostles.  The Gospels show clearly that the Apostles, even though they lived with Jesus 

and knew His teachings, didn’t really know who He was.
15

  Even worse, when the moment 

of trial came in the Garden of Gethsemane, they all fled!  Intellectual knowledge of 

doctrines and mere human love of Jesus wasn’t enough to sustain their faith.  Only when 

the Holy Spirit came at Pentecost did the apostles have the power, faith, and love to live 

the Christian life openly.  They understood in an experiential way what Christ did through 

his death and resurrection, and this made all the difference for their faith.
16

   

1.1a A New Grace or related to Baptism?    

However, using the term “Baptism in the Spirit” for this experience in a Catholic 

context is confusing.
17

  Is it connected with water Baptism?  One position is that it is an 

entirely separate grace from water Baptism.  The other, more widely held view is that it is 

related to the Sacraments of initiation.  Indeed, the elements that normally precede the 

‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ are all contained within the Catholic Rite of Baptism: 

Scripture readings, renunciation of sin & Satan, profession of faith, and prayer for the 

candidate.  Careful distinctions must be drawn. 

Cardinal Cordes reflects this second position but is very careful to distinguish the 

Sacrament of Baptism from this ‘Spirit Baptism.’  While ‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ is not 

a sacrament, it is incomprehensible apart from the context of water Baptism and the other 

sacraments of initiation.  Incidentally, the ICCRS Doctrinal Commission recently released 

                                                 
12

 RSV John 4:14. 
13

 Martin, Francis, Baptism in the Holy Spirit: Reflections on a Contemporary Grace in Light of the Catholic 

Tradition, (Petersham, MA: St. Bede’s Publications, 1998), 25. 
14

 Martin, Francis, Ibidem, 28. 
15

 RSV John 14:9, “Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me, Philip?”  
16

 ICCRS, Baptism in the Holy Spirit, (Luton, Bedfordshire: New Life Publishing, 2012), 37. 
17

 See Martin, Francis Baptism, 9-10, and especially ICCRS, Baptism in the Holy Spirit, 60-64 for discussion 

of the problems with term ‘Baptism.’ 
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a book entitled “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” which synthesizes the last forty years of 

theological reflection on the subject.  The authors of said document also agree with 

Cardinal Cordes’ position.   

Baptism in the Spirit is not a phenomenon on the margins of Christian life.  It concerns the 

heart of the gospel…to be filled with the Love that eternally flows between Father and Son 

in the Holy Trinity, a love that changes people at the deepest level of their being and makes 

them capable of loving God in return…These things are true in principle for every baptized 

Christian, but through baptism in the Spirit they become an experienced reality.
18

 

 

In more scholastic terms, the Sacrament of Baptism gives sanctifying grace, while the 

‘Baptism in the Spirit’ is the subjective participation in that grace.  The point of 

clarification is this: the sacrament of Baptism effects a change in our souls ex opere 

operato.  We are objectively justified by the grace of God and the Trinity dwells within us, 

giving his Divine life and gifts to the baptized.  However, the subjective disposition to this 

grace may be lacking for numerous reasons, the most common one being the age of the 

recipient if baptized as an infant.  This will effect the fruitful participation in the graces 

God has given ex opere operantis.  The ‘Baptism in the Spirit,’ as mentioned earlier, is the 

‘unfolding’ of the grace received at sacramental Baptism so that it becomes experientially 

fruitful and actively participated in by the recipient.  “God’s free initiative demands man’s 

free response, for God has created man in his image…The soul only enters freely into the 

communion of love.”
19

   

 The objective sanctification and subjective participation were not originally 

intended to be two separate events, but rather a “single ontological-experiential reality” 

which occurred during the sacraments of initiation.
20

  With the increase of infant baptism 

in the early Church, the experiential dimension of initiation became less visible and the 

necessity of emphasizing the objective reality of the sacraments was clear.  However, it 

then fell to catechesis to ensure that the baptized would appropriate the gift they had 

received as they matured.  Unfortunately, we can see quite clearly in our time that this has 

not been happening to a large extent.
21

  ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ can be seen in this context 

to be a crucial grace for the Church, acting as a kind of merciful intervention of God to 

overcome our deficiencies.  If this is true, ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ isn’t the exclusive 

                                                 
18

 ICCRS, Baptism, 64-65. 
19

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, par. 2002. 
20

 ICCRS, Baptism, 70. 
21

 ICCRS, 71. “inadequate preaching of the word of God, lukewarm faith, unrepented sin, insufficient 

preparation, lack of understanding of the reality of the sacraments, a secular mindset, or psychological or 

spiritual obstacles can hinder the sacraments from achieving their full fruitfulness.”  
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property of the CCR.
22

  “Baptism in the Spirit is for all the baptized insofar as it is coming 

alive of sacramental baptism and confirmation.”
23

   

 However, the first interpretation of “Baptism in the Spirit” as a new grace also has 

theological weight.  There are many instances where the experience can’t be attributed to 

the “release of dormant sacramental graces through the removal of obstacles” since some 

Pentecostals don’t use water baptism, and some people receive Baptism in the Holy Spirit 

who are not even Christian to begin with!
24

  Even the Scriptures note that one time in the 

Acts of the Apostles, the Spirit was poured out before baptism, but this is seen as an 

extraordinary case.
25

  However, it does prove the point that the Spirit “Blows where He 

wills” and even though the ordinary means of His acting is through the Sacraments, He is 

not limited by them in an absolute sense. 

1.2 Problem with Charisms? 

 While most theologians would accept the necessity of appropriating the graces 

received at Baptism for a full Christian life, many become nervous when talking about the 

‘charismatic’ dimension of this experience.  Part of this is prudent caution, where fruits of 

spiritual experience must be discerned adequately.  However, we must also be aware of a 

strong cultural bias and skepticism towards the mere possibility of the miraculous in 

modern theological thought.  If we take biblical testimony seriously, extraordinary 

charisms are not only real, but occupy a prominent place in the ministry of Jesus and the 

Apostles.  It is not fundamentalistic to assert that the power of the Spirit can really 

accomplish the miracles described in the Acts of the Apostles and the Gospels.
26

  Indeed, 

one of the reasons so many people converted to Christianity was that the same power that 

flowed from Jesus came forth through the Apostles also: healing the sick, raising the dead, 

prophecy, other languages, etc.  St. Paul recalled several times that his own ministry was 

one filled with charismatic manifestation: “My speech and my message were not in 

                                                 
22

 Ibidem, 71. 
23

 Ibidem, 74. 
24

 Ibidem, 72. 
25

 Ibidem, 75. “Luke makes clear that this event was a unique intervention by God in order to make evident 

that salvation in Christ is for gentiles as well as Jews…throughout Christian tradition, baptism and 

confirmation are the normal means by which the gift of the Spirit is imparted.” 
26

 Cordes, Call to Holiness, 21. “The Renewal has at times been accused of ‘fundamentalism,’ that is, of an 

approach to Scripture that is too literal and too immediate…[certain members] do in fact sometimes take a 

too narrow approach to the Bible…It is especially important that texts of the Bible not be read in isolation or 

be ascribed a ‘magical’ character…All of this being said, however, it must be insisted that God’s Word be 

taken seriously ‘not as the word of men, but as it truly is, the word of God’…Belief in the historical truth of 

the Gospels and in the authenticity of miracles (cf. DV 19) cannot be simply dismissed as fundamentalistic.”  
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plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith 

might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.”
27

  And again, “Our gospel 

came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 

conviction.”
28

  The witness of God’s power gave authority to their preaching, and their 

holiness and joy of life gave credence to the authentic presence of God’s love in the Holy 

Spirit.  If they proclaimed that Jesus had the power to heal the sick because of the power of 

the Spirit, and they claimed to have the same Spirit, it was necessary to substantiate their 

claim.  When proclamation is just words that don’t correspond to reality, there is no 

objective reason to believe in them.   

 A caveat should be made, namely, that all the disciples realized that the charismatic 

gifts alone weren’t the guarantee of truth.  Indeed, Paul himself said, “The coming of the 

lawless one by the activity of Satan will be with all power and with pretended signs and 

wonders,”
29

 which will lead many astray from the truth of the Gospel.  Satan can imitate 

the spiritual gifts, just as the Egyptian magicians of old imitated the miracles of Moses.  

Discernment is needed to determine the authenticity of any spiritual gift.  Yet, before going 

any farther, we should define what we are talking about. 

What are charisms exactly?  The Catechism of the Catholic Church tells us, 

“Whether extraordinary or simple and humble, charisms are graces of the Holy Spirit 

which directly or indirectly benefit the Church, ordered as they are to her building up, to 

the good of men, and to the needs of the world.”
30

  This is a very wide definition: any 

grace of the Spirit that is ordered toward the up-building of the Church or mankind is a 

charism!  Later on, the Catechism will tell us that included in these ‘special graces’ are 

those “graces of state that accompany the exercise of the responsibilities of the Christian 

life and of the ministries within the Church.”  This means that the priesthood is both a 

ministry and a charism!  So are the episcopacy and the papacy.  This means that the 

essential nature of the Church is charismatically constituted!  This also explains why 

discernment by the Church is needed with any charism, ordinary or extraordinary: 

charisms are inseparable from the life of the Church.   

Lumen gentium is the source for this teaching, basing itself upon the Scriptures.  

Allotting his gifts “to everyone according as he will” (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11), [the Holy Spirit] 

distributes special graces among the faithful of every rank.  By these gifts he makes them 

fit and ready to undertake various tasks or offices advantageous for the renewal and 

                                                 
27

 RSV 1 Cor. 2:4-5. 
28

 RSV 1 Thess. 1:5. 
29

 RSV 2 Thess. 2:9.  
30

 CCC, 799. 
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upbuilding of the Church…These charismatic gifts, whether they be the most outstanding 

or the more simple and widely diffused, they are to be received with thanksgiving and 

consolation, for they are exceedingly suitable and useful for the needs of the Church.
31

  

 

The key point is that the Holy Spirit gives charisms to everyone who is baptized.  

Commenting on this passage from Lumen gentium, Pope John Paul II reiterated the 

universal outpouring of charisms, “Indeed, the Church is directed and guided by the Holy 

Spirit, who lavishes diverse hierarchical and charismatic gifts on all the baptized [emphasis 

mine], calling them to be, each in an individual way, active and coresponsible”
32

  The 

Second Vatican Council showed that if Christians are to exercise their proper role in the 

Church, especially the task of evangelization and renewal, they need the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit, whether they are spectacular gifts or not.  This reminds us that even the simplest 

aspects of our life in Christ are initiated, sustained, and completed by grace.  This truth 

widens our spiritual vision to the all-encompassing activity and necessity of grace.  It also 

provides an important balance to some overzealous charismatics who might desire 

everyone to speak in tongues.  If a person is open to the workings of grace, God may be 

operating in a more interior way through different gifts.
33

     

Nevertheless, there is a place for more extraordinary gifts like prophecy or miracle 

working.  When St. Pope John XXIII convoked the Second Vatican Council, he prayed to 

the Holy Spirit, “Renew your wonders in our time, as though for a new Pentecost…”
34

  He 

recognized that we live in an age of extreme skepticism toward God as well as the 

miraculous.  Many people in the CCR saw the ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ and the resultant 

exercise of extraordinary charisms as a partial answer to the Pope’s prayer
35

:  “To this age 

of questioning, God has sent his prophets and his signs and wonders to call to men, ‘I, the 

Lord am with you.’”
36

  When confronted with more extraordinary phenomena like 

prophecy or miraculous healings, one must make an assent of faith in God’s power or 

vigorously try to explain it away.  It isn’t possible to remain neutral.   

                                                 
31

 LG 12. 
32

 Christifidelis Laici, 21. 
33
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  Some have claimed that the ‘extraordinary charisms’ were only intended for the 

initial founding of the Church.  Cardinal Suenens objected vigorously to that idea: 

We should re-read the lives of saints close to our own day…A careful reading of the lives 

of the saints—I am thinking of the Cure of Ars, Don Bosco, and many, many others—will 

show the undeniable presence of charismatic gifts: discernment of spirits, prophecy, 

reading of hearts, healing, and other manifestations of the Holy Spirit.  It cannot then be 

said that charisms belong to a bygone age.
37

  

 

And again: 

In fact, charisms…have never disappeared from the Church.  At the end of the second 

century, St. Irenaeus was aware of the permanence of exceptional charisms and treats them 

as common knowledge…The perceptibility of the Spirit’s manifestations within the 

ecclesial community lessened as faith grew weak and Christianity was more and more 

taken for granted instead of embraced as a way of life.  Yet, although these manifestations 

were no longer evident on a large scale, they were still to be found wherever faith was 

lived intensely…especially in the lives of those who founded religious families in the 

Church.
38

 

 

It is very significant that the Church Fathers themselves give witness to the expectation of 

charisms in their teachings on the sacraments of initiation.  St. Cyril of Jerusalem, in his 

Catechetical Lectures to candidates for baptism said, “Let each one prepare himself to 

receive the heavenly gift of prophecy…My final words, beloved ones, in this instruction 

are words of exhortation, urging all of you to prepare your souls for the reception of the 

heavenly charisms.”
39

  St. Hilary of Poitiers is no less emphatic: 

We who have been reborn through the sacrament of baptism experience intense joy when 

we feel within us the first stirrings of the Holy Spirit.  We begin to have insight into the 

mysteries of faith; we are able to prophesy and speak with wisdom.  We become steadfast 

in hope and receive abundant gifts of healing.  Demons are made subject to our authority.  

These gifts enter us like a gentle rain, and…little by little they bear abundant fruit.
40

 

 

It is important to note the emphasis on prophecy and wisdom as primary among the 

charisms.  Prophecy is not related to fortune telling, but to making God’s word known and 

understood.  If one has the charism of prophecy, he is able to understand the Scriptures and 

proclaim them effectively.  Also noteworthy is the connection between the sacraments of 

initiation and this experience of the charisms in Patristic times.   

An important question arises then: why did this teaching on asking for 

extraordinary charisms through the sacraments take a backseat through the centuries?  

Montague, McDonnell, and others agree that two large reasons were the increase of infant 
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baptism as normative practice and the Montanist heresy.
41

  When sacramental initiation 

was done with adults, it was expected that conversion and surrender to God were 

prerequisite to receiving God’s grace in the sacraments.  When a person is docile to God’s 

promptings and undergoing catechesis about charisms, they are more disposed to receive 

spiritual gifts.  With infant baptism, it is the faith of the parents that stands in for the child 

since they lack the use of reason.  It would be unreasonable to expect infants to manifest 

charismatic gifts since such exercise requires the use of reason and their surrender to grace.  

Therefore, since the external signs of the reception of grace were no longer present at 

infant baptism, the ex opere operato character of Baptism became more pronounced in 

catechesis.
42

     

Secondly, the Montanist heresy abused the charism of prophecy.  The bishop 

Montanus was a very charismatic bishop who regularly had prayer gatherings where 

tongues and prophecy were used excessively.  The dramatic manifestations of power drew 

many people.  Montanus claimed to have the gift of prophecy and asserted that his gift was 

sufficient to interpret Scripture authoritatively without the Church.  What might have 

began as an authentic working of the Spirit ended as a Gnostic cult.  Consequently, it was 

not a surprise that the third and fourth centuries saw a decrease in positive teaching about 

extraordinary charisms.  To balance out Montanist excesses, several Fathers encouraged so 

much caution toward them that, at times, they seemed to negate their importance for the 

Christian life altogether.  After the legalization of Christianity, the manifestation of 

extraordinary charisms was almost non-existent, prompting St. Augustine to claim that 

these charisms were only necessary for the propagation of the faith during the Apostolic 

Age.  However, even he wrote in his Retractions at the end of his life that miracles were 

still happening occasionally.
43

   

This unfortunate development relegated the role of extraordinary charisms to 

simply being an initial grace of God which was destined to disappear.  But this denies the 

reality of the very nature of the Church!  The Church is, in her very nature, constituted 

hierarchically and charismatically.  One cannot say that a part of the Church’s essential 

nature is only necessary for a time!  One should not be too harsh on the Fathers, however, 

                                                 
41
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as the threat of Montanism was splitting the Church and eroding the foundations of 

doctrinal authority.  Something had to be done to stop it.  Unfortunately, the pendulum 

swung too far in the opposite direction to correct the mistake of Montanus.   

Taking all of this into account, it is reasonable to assume that, while it might be an 

unusual manifestation of the Holy Spirit to be poured out so diffusely today, it is not 

something foreign to our tradition.  The question then becomes whether it is, in fact, 

plausible for the 1 Corinthian 12 charisms to be so widespread, especially among members 

of the lay faithful who may not have strong prayer lives or great ascetical discipline.  This 

is expressed very well by Cardinal Cordes:   

People have sometimes considered charisms to be exceptional graces reserved to great 

saints…However the recent teaching of the Church indicates that charisms, ordained as 

they are for the general good, should belong to the normal Christian experience.  Priority 

must always be given to sanctifying grace and to the ‘theological virtues’ of faith, hope, 

and love…nonetheless, charisms are inseparable from the call to holiness for the whole 

Body of Christ.
44

 

 

This is the heart of the issue: charisms do not make a person holy, nor are they a measure 

of holiness; they are not self-centered, but directed toward the building up of the Body of 

Christ.  Sanctifying grace received in baptism is beyond our experience and can only be 

known by faith.  However, the actual graces that the Lord pours out through Baptism in 

the Holy Spirit are tangible fruits that give credence to Scripture and the Magisterium.  

Lumen Gentium affirmed that the Spirit gives charisms to everyone and that they are 

ordered for the good of the whole Church.  They are thus essential for evangelization so 

that Christians can back up their faith claims to an incredibly skeptical culture.     

1.2a Difficulties and Ecumenical promise: 

Theologically describing the ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ has been contentious since the 

beginning of the movement.  This is due to the fact that a profound experience which some 

persons see as identical had been happening in the American Pentecostal movement since 

the “Topeka Bible School” in 1901 and the “Azuza Street” revival in 1906
45

.  Pentecostals 

called the experience the “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” identifying it with the biblical 

description of Pentecost when Jesus said, “John baptized with water, but in a few days, you 

will be baptized with the Holy Spirit”
46

  The English speaking CCR also adopted this term 

“Baptism in the Holy Spirit” because of its biblical strength and ecumenical usefulness for 
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dialogue with Pentecostals.
47

  However, confusion often resulted because much of the 

theological reflection done about ‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ prior to the Catholic 

experience of it had been done in a non-sacramental context.     

From the beginning the Catholic renewal recognized the necessity of not taking over 

uncritically the fundamentalist exegesis and systematic theology which were found in some 

of these traditions…The Catholic renewal nevertheless recognizes an ecumenical debt to its 

Protestant brethren for calling attention to elements which belong to New Testament 

witness and the nature of the Church…the renewal among its Protestant brethren is an 

authentic move of the Spirit.
48  

 

It couldn’t be denied that there was genuine joy in those who had this experience, Catholic 

or not.  However, since the experience had occurred chronologically ‘first’ outside the 

institutional Church, concerns were voiced about the validity and orthodoxy of such an 

experience.  Was this renewal really a ‘Protestant current’ infiltrating the Catholic Church?   

Would it lead Catholics to leave the Church?  The ‘Malines Documents’ of Cardinal 

Suenens addressed the problem of the Protestant renewal movement preceding the CCR: 

Though these Protestant renewal movements preceded the Catholic movement, the basis 

for the Protestant renewals is not something which they possess apart from the Catholic 

tradition.  Rather the basis is found in the New Testament witness and in the life of the 

early Church, which they hold in common with Catholics.  What the renewal represents, 

then, is as Catholic as the Scriptures and as the experience of the postapostolic Church.
49

 

 

Although it isn’t possible to prove definitively, the claim of the CCR is that the Pentecostal 

revival in the Protestant Churches came not only through the grace of Christ working 

through the Catholic Church, but specifically through the Petrine ministry of Pope Leo 

XIII!  In 1897, Pope Leo XIII wrote the encyclical Divinum illud munus, recommending 

increased devotion to the Holy Spirit for two causes: the “restoration…of the principles of 

the Christian life in civil and domestic society…and, secondly, to promote the reunion of 

those who have fallen away from the Catholic Church either by heresy or by schism.”
50

  

He wrote about the tremendous power of the indwelling Trinity both in the whole body of 

the Church and in the individual, expressed clearly in the office of priesthood as a divine 

reality, and the manifold graces that the Lord bestows on individuals through the 

sacraments of initiation.  On January 1
st
, 1901, Pope Leo XIII sang the ‘Veni Creator 
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Spiritus’ on behalf of the whole Church to consecrate the twentieth century to the Holy 

Spirit.  The same day, the Topeka Bible School experienced ‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’ 

for the first time.
51

  The implication would be that this outpouring of the Holy Spirit among 

the Protestants would be directed toward union in the Body of Christ as well as the renewal 

of Christian culture, both of which were the desire of Pope Leo XIII’s prayer.
52

 

To strengthen the claim that this was a distinctly Catholic grace in origin, it 

happened often that those Catholics who experienced this so-called ‘Baptism in the Holy 

Spirit’ found that they were more attached to the Church and her sacraments than before.  

As Patti Mansfield, one of the original Duquesne retreat participants, said, “I find myself 

more devoted than ever to the sacraments, especially the eucharist. (sic)  The baptism in 

the Spirit has put life and meaning into many aspects of Catholicism which were once only 

tradition or habit for me.”
53

  Her testimony is not unique.  Many others described a greater 

devotion to the sacraments of penance, a love for scripture, and a hunger for evangelization 

as a result of this experience.
54

  While we can’t turn a blind eye to the fact that others have 

left the Catholic Church after having this experience, it is usually due to the same 

frustrations many Catholics have: lack of adherence to authentic Church teaching within 

the Catholic Church by her members, poor preaching, lack of involvement by parishioners, 

etc.  This is not an excuse, but rather emphasizes the timeliness of the “New 

Evangelization” to create vibrant parishes that actually live out the Catholic faith in its 

fullness. 

1.2b Defense of “Religious experience”: 

If we look at the Acts of the Apostles, we find that the Apostolic Age is one that is 

filled with zealous witness, confirmed by signs and wonders so that all would be able to 

believe in Jesus as the Messiah.  The experience of the CCR is that the miracles of 

Pentecost and the Apostolic Age are not something that belonged to a bygone age, but 

rather should be a normal part of Christian life.  The reason for this is that, once one has 
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had an authentic experience of the love of God, their faith becomes a blazing fire which 

radiates outward toward the Church and the world.  This fire is needed more than ever in 

our time. 

But a question might be raised, “Is emphasis on the necessity of religious 

experience for a vibrant Christian life potentially dangerous to the faithful?”  The Malines 

group addressed this issue at length. 

The impression is sometimes given that the whole of the Christian life is subsumed under 

experience.  In this view, growth in Christ would be seen as a movement from spiritual 

experience to spiritual experience, a desperate attempt to maintain persons in a continual 

state of peak experiences…on the contrary…there are doctrinal and obediential dimensions 

to faith as well as experiential…there can be a tyranny of subjective experience…Besides 

the experiential elements in the renewal, there are many objective elements, as in the whole 

Catholic tradition: liturgical celebration, Sacred Scripture, the teaching magisterium, and 

the discipline of the Church…what is given to experience is not taken away from faith.
55

 

 

We must make sure in our catechesis that people do not falsely rely on their feelings to 

determine God’s activity in their lives.  A healthy level of skepticism is needed to insure 

that people’s faith is based in truth and not merely chasing after spiritual experiences of 

power; however, we should not let fear of deception cripple us and falsely reject the 

Church’s mystical tradition.
56

  The first Malines document addressed this fear by 

emphasizing an important distinction: charismatic experience is not the same as strictly 

‘mystical experience’. 

There are strong warnings in our later mystical tradition against seeking unusual spiritual 

graces because the possibility of self-deception is ever-present.  One does not apply the 

norms of mystical theology in the same way to mystical experience as to charismatic 

experience.  One is here dealing with two different, though not unrelated, orders of 

spiritual reality. [Emphasis mine]  Charisms are ministries to the Church and world, 

service functions directed outward to the good of the community rather than inward toward 

the perfection of the individual.  These outward functions include those of apostle, prophet, 

teacher, preacher, evangelist, helper, administrator, almoner, and he who engages in works 

of mercy…this is not to say that the charisms are without a mystical element.  They have 

an experiential dimension and can be (and frequently are) experienced as a call to greater 

holiness…Nevertheless, charisms are essentially ministries which belong to the day-to-day 

life of the local church.  For this reason they are not to be judged or evaluated as though 

they were unusual spiritual graces.  To the degree that they are experiential and to the 

degree that they are accompanied by real mystical graces, they are subject to the same 

norms for the discernment of spirits as are found in mystical theology.  To the degree that 

they are ministries, services to the Church, they are subject to the usual doctrinal and 

communitarian norms for authentic ministry.
57

 

 

The bottom line is simple: Baptism in the Holy Spirit and a theological emphasis on 

personal experience of God’s love is not about creating ‘elitism’ in Christianity, where 
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only those who speak in tongues or perform miracles are ‘good Christians.’  It is about 

stating the obvious: if a person doesn’t know Jesus personally, if she isn’t convinced that 

Jesus is real and alive to her, then she doesn’t have a reason to love Him or to serve Him.  

The doctrines of the faith will in time seem pointless, and faith will become merely a 

collection of nice ideas that are beneficial only as much as they make people moral 

citizens.  It certainly will not be a faith that makes sense to die for.  This is why “Baptism 

in the Holy Spirit” is crucial for the New Evangelization, since it provides that initial 

encounter with Christ, the ‘launching point’ for a full Christian life. 

1.3 Summary 

 Baptism in the Holy Spirit, as we have seen, has a complex history.  While it began 

to occur in the 20th century within Pentecostal circles first chronologically, it was 

proximately prepared for by Pope Leo XIII.  This “Petrine impulse” of the Spirit operated 

through the separated members of Christ’s body and then returned to the Catholic Church 

via the Catholic Charismatic Renewal after the Second Vatican Council.  By looking at the 

Church Fathers, we discovered that this experience, at heart, is nothing new to our 

tradition.  In fact, in the early Church, it was part of some Mystagogical catechesis to pray 

for the “heavenly charisms” after receiving baptism.  Due to the rise of infant baptism and 

the abuses of Montanism, the catechesis on baptism focused much more on the objective 

reality of sanctifying grace rather than the subjective participation in it.  These and other 

factors, such as the legalization of Christianity and the possibility of ‘cultural Christianity’ 

for political gain, led to the almost complete disappearance of charismatic phenomena 

among the laity.  However, this was never lost completely, as we see clearly in the lives of 

the saints and religious founders. 

Lumen Gentium laid out a clear theology of charisms, showing that they are both 

ordinary and extraordinary graces that are ordered to ministry and the building up of the 

Church, and that all the baptized receive them.  This framework gives us a key to 

understanding the experience of Baptism in the Holy Spirit: it is not something 

extraordinarily mystical intended for the individual who receives it, but a summons to live 

the Christian life and take part in the evangelizing mission of the Church, which we will 

examine more fully in Chapter two. 

If there were any additional fear that this grace was somehow alien to the Christian 

life, one need only look at the elements of preparation to receive it: the proclamation of the 

gospel that Jesus is Lord, the renunciation of sin and profession of faith, and prayer 
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submitting one’s life to the Lord and asking His grace in return.  This is nothing less than 

the format of the Sacraments, most especially the Sacrament of Baptism.  This points to the 

fact that this subjective experience is merely the awakening of grace that was given at 

Baptism, but perhaps not willingly entered into at the time.  This does not take away from 

the objective reality of the grace of baptism, but merely states the obvious: the full 

flowering of grace in charity requires our active participation in it.  We must ask for and 

desire the power of the Holy Spirit if we wish to receive it!  Jesus himself said, “If you 

then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the 

heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
58

 

The effect of our skeptical culture on us is not to be underestimated.  Simply 

acknowledging the possibility of the miraculous can disqualify someone from serious 

discussion in some circles, even theological ones.  But one must be confronted with the 

biblical testimony that charisms and baptism were always linked and a common 

expectation in the early Church.  The question, as to why there seems to be a disparity 

between the expectation of their time and ours, with the exception of the CCR and 

Pentecostal groups, begs to be answered.  I believe firmly that the answer is simply a lack 

of faith.  This lack is caused by poor catechesis, lackluster preaching, and a true 

misunderstanding of the process of evangelization.  This is precisely why Pope Benedict 

XVI called a synod for the New Evangelization and inaugurated a Year of Faith: it’s time 

to re-examine the foundation so that we can build again.  

The Popes clearly see the universal need for a “new Pentecost” and the universal 

possibility of it, since the Pentecostal graces, both contemplative and charismatic, 

are constitutive of the Church. The charismatic dimension of the Church’s 

constitution is seen to be “co-essential” with the institutional dimension, and the 

whole Church is invited to cry out for the gifts of the Spirit, receive them 

gratefully, and use them for the good of the Church.
59

 

Chapter 2: What is the New Evangelization?  

2.1 The ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Evangelization 

 Before talking about a ‘New’ Evangelization, it is perhaps useful to outline what 

the Church means by evangelization in general.  Pope Paul VI laid out a robust theology of 

evangelization in his apostolic exhortation Evangelii nutiandi.  He begins by saying, “Jesus 

Himself, the Good News of God, was the very first and the greatest evangelizer; He was so 
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through and through: to perfection and to the point of the sacrifice of His earthly life.”
60

  It 

is important for our reflections to root the understanding of evangelization firmly in the 

example of Christ.  He proclaims the kingdom of God and salvation for all who believe in 

Him, but also backs up His proclamation with “innumerable signs, which amaze the 

crowds and at the same time draw them to Him…and allow themselves to be transformed 

by Him.”
61

  The power of God at work in Jesus gives credence to His saving message; He 

doesn’t just say words, but backs them up with power and witness.  Jesus Himself is the 

message and the model for evangelization.  If we wish to be effective evangelizers as 

Christ was, we must imitate His example—showing forth in our lives the power of the 

Spirit and the transforming love of the Father.  It is, in reality, this total self-giving love 

expressed in the cross and resurrection that is His most powerful witness to the power of 

God working in His life.  If Jesus is the example for evangelization, we also must be 

willing to go to the cross to back up our proclamation! 

What, then, is evangelization?  Evangelization is proclaiming, by word and way of 

life, the Good News to all humanity, thereby transforming humanity from the inside.
62

  The 

core of this Good News is the announcement of the Kingdom of God and the gift of 

salvation offered to all people through the passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus.   

This kingdom and this salvation, which are the key words of Jesus Christ’ evangelization, are 

available to every human being as grace and mercy, and yet at the same time each individual 

must gain them…through toil and suffering, through a life lived according to the Gospel, 

through abnegation and the cross…But above all each individual gains them through a total 

interior renewal which the Gospel calls metanoia; it is a radical conversion, a profound 

change of mind and heart.
63

 

 

There is, then, a two-fold aspect to evangelization: the proclamation and the individual 

reception of the proclamation.  To be ‘evangelized’ it is not enough that one hears the 

saving message; one must be transformed by it.  It is necessary to completely assimilate 

this Good News and adhere to it by rejecting sin and embracing the truth in a real 

‘incarnational’ way, through Baptism and incorporation into Christ’s body, the Church.   

The proclamation only reaches full development when it is listened to, accepted and 

assimilated, and when it arouses a genuine adherence in the one who has thus received 

it…Such an adherence, which cannot remain abstract and unincarnated, reveals itself 

concretely by a visible entry into a community of believers…the Church, the visible 

sacrament of salvation.
64
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This truth counters the prevalent notion in our culture that one can be a good Christian and 

not go to Church.  One is not only Baptized into Christ, but, by extension, His members.  

Not only must this ‘incarnation’ of inner adherence become visible through the sacraments, 

but it must bear fruit in a life of charity also.  Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments,”
65

 the preeminent ones being love of God and neighbor.   

“New” Evangelization is a confusing term due to its broad usage today in the 

Church.  Pope John Paul II used it to describe just about every activity of the Church as it 

helps teach the faith!
66

  He first used the phrase “New Evangelization” in a homily in 1979 

in his native country of Poland.  “É Iniziata una nuova evangelizzazione, quasi si trattasse 

di un secondo annuncio, anche se in realtá è sempre lo stesso.  La croce sta alta sul mondo 

che volge.”
67

  To be clear, this ‘second announcement’, this ‘new’ evangelization, is 

always the same.  It is therefore not “new” because of the content of proclamation, but 

rather the context: after the Second Vatican Council.
68

  The New Evangelization places 

slightly different emphasis on those who do the evangelizing, the target audience, and the 

methods used.  In this chapter, we will briefly survey some writings of Popes Paul VI, St. 

John Paul II, and Benedict XVI to clarify these new emphases and hopefully tie them 

together with our reflections in chapter one. 

2.2 The Evangelized and Evangelizers 

Evangelii nutiandi by Pope Paul VI is perhaps the seminal text on evangelization 

for our century.  Therein is contained a clear theology and orientation of the missionary 

impetus of the Church.   

Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest 

identity. She exists in order to evangelize, that is to say, in order to preach and 

teach, to be the channel of the gift of grace, to reconcile sinners with God, and to 

perpetuate Christ's sacrifice in the Mass, which is the memorial of His death and 

glorious resurrection.
69
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With evangelization in general, the recipient is all of humanity, with the purpose of 

bringing about conversion through interior transformation in Baptism.
70

  "We wish to 

confirm once more that the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential mission 

of the Church.  It is a task and mission which the vast and profound changes of present-day 

society make all the more urgent.”
71

   

This missionary thrust ad gentes is the proper orientation of evangelical zeal. 

The Church constantly renews her deepest inspiration, that which comes to her directly 

from the Lord: To the whole world! To all creation! Right to the ends of the earth! She did 

this once more at the last Synod, as an appeal not to imprison the proclamation of the 

Gospel by limiting it to one sector of mankind or to one class of people or to a single type 

of civilization.
72

   

However, as the last several popes have noted, the Church cannot evangelize without first 

being evangelized herself.  There can be no successful mission ad extra if there is not 

conversion within the Church first.  If there is a failure of Christians to evangelize, it is 

because, as the Latin adage goes, Nemo dat quod non habet--You can’t give what you 

don’t have.  Without experiencing the joy of the faith, it is impossible to expect that you 

can give it to others.  Pope Paul VI emphasized a great need for a ‘re-evangelization’ of the 

faithful, or in many cases, a ‘first proclamation’ of the Gospel directed at the baptized.  

As a result of the frequent situations of dechristianization in our day, [a first proclamation] 

proves equally necessary for innumerable people who have been baptized but who live 

quite outside Christian life, for simple people who have a certain faith but an imperfect 

knowledge of the foundations of that faith, for intellectuals who feel the need to know 

Jesus Christ in a light different from the instruction they received as children, and for many 

others.
73

 

 

In an ideal situation, those who are baptized Catholics and have received religious 

instruction and the other sacraments of initiation would know the faith and live it.  

Unfortunately, poor or non-existent catechesis in families and parishes has led to 

widespread ignorance of the faith among Catholics.  This makes it difficult to maintain 

their own individual faith, and nearly impossible to expect them to have the courage or 

conviction to share it with others.  Therefore, a specific thrust of the New Evangelization is 

the re-evangelization of Catholics, so that they can fulfill their role as evangelizers in the 

world.     
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Evangelizing is done by the whole Church.  Whether a person is a bishop, priest, 

religious, or lay person makes no difference in the apostolic mandate to “Go and make 

disciples of all nations.”  St. John Paul II’s Post-apostolic exhortation Christifidelis laici 

addressed the role of the laity in the new evangelization quite clearly: “The call [to 

evangelize] is a concern not only of Pastors, clergy, and men and women religious.  The 

call is addressed to everyone: lay people as well are personally called by the Lord, from 

whom they receive a mission on behalf of the Church and the world.”
74

   

This truth has always been a part of the Christian identity, but perhaps in centuries 

past, the emphasis had been on the specific role of the clergy and religious in the work of 

evangelization.  This was not bad, but simply an impoverished understanding of the work 

of evangelization.  All are called to share their faith, each according to his or her ability, or, 

in other words, according to the grace (charis) they have from God.   

What are the specific responses to the charisms received?  If a man has the charism 

and ministry of priesthood, he is called to the highest form of evangelization in the 

sacraments, which initiate, sustain, and repair the life of grace in the soul.  If people are 

married, they must cultivate the hearts of their families and society to receive the saving 

Truth of the Gospel.  If people are consecrated to the Lord as celibates for the sake of the 

kingdom, they must exercise their prophetic role in the Church.  “Having gifts that differ 

according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 

if service, in our serving; he who teaches, in his teaching…”
75

    

2.2a The Laity 

 The Second Vatican Council stated very clearly that every baptized person is 

responsible for the work of evangelization. “By its very nature the Christian vocation is 

also a vocation to the apostolate…the member who fails to make his proper contribution to 

the development of the Church must be said to be useful neither to the Church nor to 

himself.”
76

  However, one’s ‘proper contribution’ is based on his state in life.  A lay person 

is not expected to have the same apostolic outreach as a missionary, a parish priest, or a 

cloistered religious.  The proper contribution of all the laity is to contribute to the 

sanctification of the “temporal sphere” of human activity.  They do this by witnessing to 

the gospel by speech or action in the marketplace.  Wherever they are at work, on vacation, 
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or simply in public, they are to be a kind of “leaven” in the world to bring about the 

conversion of those around them.
77

 

 Since conversion is a grace, not coming from human effort, those who would bring 

it about through their proclamation cannot hope to be successful without the Holy Spirit’s 

gifts.  Apostolicam actuositatem goes on to say that,  

For the exercise of this apostolate, the Holy Spirit who sanctifies the People of God 

through the ministry and the sacraments gives to the faithful special gifts as well (cf. 1 Cor. 

12:7), “allotting to everyone according as he will” (1 Cor. 12:11).  Thus may the 

individual, “According to the gift that each has received, administer it to one another” and 

become “good stewards of the manifold grace of God” (1 Pet. 4:10), and build up thereby 

the whole body in charity (cf. Eph. 4:16).
78

   

  

The exercise of charisms as well as the work of evangelization flows naturally from a 

profound union with Christ in prayer.  “Since Christ…is the fountain and source of the 

whole apostolate of the Church, the success of the lay apostolate depends upon the laity’s 

living union with Christ… “He who abides in me, and I in him, he bears much fruit: for 

without me you can do nothing” (Jn. 15:5).
79

   

  

2.2b The Family 

 “The future of humanity passes by way of the family.”
80

  It is hard to 

overemphasize the role of the family in the New Evangelization.  John Paul II called the 

family “the basic cell of society” and “the primary place of humanization” for individuals 

and culture.
81

  Parents, as the first educators of their children, have the responsibility of 

raising their children in the faith so that they can, in turn, share their faith with others.   

By virtue of their ministry of educating, parents are, through the witness of their lives, the 

first heralds of the Gospel for their children. Furthermore, by praying with their children, 

by reading the word of God with them and by introducing them deeply through Christian 

initiation into the Body of Christ-both the Eucharistic and the ecclesial Body-they become 

fully parents, in that they are begetters not only of bodily life but also of the life that 

through the Spirit's renewal flows from the Cross and Resurrection of Christ.
82

 

 

It is imperative, then, that parents are evangelized and rooted in the faith.  John Paul II’s 

Familiaris consortio deals extensively with this idea and the practical applications of this 

conviction.    
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One of the key insights in Familiaris is that the family is a “domestic church”; 

whatever can be said of the Church universally can be said of the family on a small scale.  

The mystical marriage between Christ and his Church gives the ideal that husband and 

wife should strive for.  Christ gave himself as a total offering of love for his bride, and the 

Church receives this love and bears fruit, bringing new life into the world through the 

sacraments and the proclamation of the Word.  Husband and wife, through the sacrament 

of marriage, become the “fruit and sign of the supernatural fecundity of the Church… 

[and] witness and participant of the Church’s motherhood.”
83

  Families become a life-

giving communion of persons which points ultimately toward the inner life of the Trinity.  

Indeed, “The self- giving that inspires the love of husband and wife for each other is the 

model and norm for the self-giving that must be practiced in the relationships between 

brothers and sisters and the different generations living together in the family.”
84

  And just 

as the love of the Trinity is not self-focused, so too does authentic marital love between 

husband and wife spread outward: first to their children, then to extended family and the 

rest of the world. 

The fundamental witness of a family rooted in the love of Christ is the most needed 

witness for evangelization today.  Since the time of Familiaris, the societal esteem of 

marriage has continued to plummet, with many societies reducing marriage to a mere 

emotional/physical relationship between friends that has legal benefits.  This blurs the 

objective reality of differences in sex, as well as the obligations of parents toward children 

born of their reproductive activity.  Widespread divorce and cohabitation mean that 

children are being brought up in environments that do not witness complimentary self-

sacrificing love of husband and wife that is life-long.  This makes it ever more difficult to 

appeal to the marital analogy for explaining Christ’s love for us and the Church.  In 

addition, certain reproductive technologies have turned children into commodities to be 

bought or thrown away rather than products of mutual self-giving love of husband and 

wife.  With such societal chaos, the family has never been more attacked than in our age.   

[Family] is the cradle of life and love, the place in which the individual "is born" and 

"grows". Therefore a primary concern is reserved for this community, especially, in those 

times when human egoism, the anti-birth campaign, totalitarian politics, situations of 

poverty, material, cultural and moral misery, threaten to make these very springs of life dry 

up. Furthermore, ideologies and various systems, together with forms of uninterest and 

indifference, dare to take over the role in education proper to the family.
85
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It is therefore the task of the New Evangelization to provide resources and encouragement 

for families so that they can carry out their vocation as ‘domestic church’ in the midst of an 

antagonistic culture. 

2.2c Celibates for the Kingdom 

 A more radical way of evangelizing is to give one’s life completely to the service 

of the Church and the World.  Priests and religious do this in a concrete way by giving up 

the legitimate good of a spouse and children for the sake of the proclamation of the Gospel.  

Their renunciation of marriage and genital activity speaks very loudly to our sex-saturated 

culture.  However, one must be careful that what is ‘spoken’ by their lives is understood 

properly.  With the high rate of divorce and unhappy marriages, someone in the culture 

might think that celibates are actually making a statement that marriage is somehow 

undesirable, and therefore the choice is understandable to never marry.  However, the 

‘bachelor life’ is not the intention of celibacy, and to live one’s life as a bachelor would be 

to contradict perhaps the most powerful witness in our culture today, namely that marriage 

is a great good, but not the ultimate good.  Voluntary celibacy becomes ridiculous without 

a healthy view of marriage and vice-versa. 

Virginity or celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom of God not only does not contradict the 

dignity of marriage but presupposes it and confirms it. Marriage and virginity or celibacy 

are two ways of expressing and living the one mystery of the covenant of God with His 

people. When marriage is not esteemed, neither can consecrated virginity or celibacy exist; 

when human sexuality is not regarded as a great value given by the Creator, the 

renunciation of it for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven loses its meaning.
86

 

 

The way for the celibate person, indeed for any Christian, to ensure that their witness is 

authentic relies on the presupposition that they have ‘met’ the Lord in the sacraments and 

their prayer.  This is why the experience of Baptism in the Holy Spirit is the key to the 

New Evangelization: “Those who have come into genuine contact with Christ cannot keep 

him for themselves, they must proclaim him.”
87

 

2.3 The Proclamation-Encounter and Witness 

 But what does the Christian proclaim specifically?   Pope Benedict XVI, in his 

Pastoral visit to the United States, summarized the proclamation to be what Peter spoke on 

the day of Pentecost: “Jesus Christ is Lord and Messiah, risen from the dead, seated in 

glory at the right hand of the Father, and established as judge of the living and the dead (cf. 
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Acts 2:14ff).”  When looking at the content of the proclamation, then, it is the same as 

always: Jesus has inaugurated a Kingdom through his incarnation, passion, death, 

resurrection, ascension, and sending of the Spirit.  Jesus offers membership in this 

Kingdom, and thereby salvation, freely to all people through the sacraments of the Church.  

John Paul II put it very simply, “Humanity is loved by God! This very simple yet profound 

proclamation is owed to humanity by the Church. Each Christian's words and life must 

make this proclamation resound: God loves you, Christ came for you, Christ is for you "the 

Way, the Truth and the Life!" (Jn 14:6).”
88

 

However, the proclamation of this truth is challenging because of the culture we 

live in.  During the preparation for the Jubilee Year 2000, St. John Paul II stated forcefully:  

How can we remain silent, for example, about the religious indifference which causes 

many people today to live as if God did not exist, or to be content with a vague 

religiosity…To this must also be added the widespread loss of the transcendent sense of 

human life, and confusion in the ethical sphere, even about the fundamental values of 

respect for life and the family.  The sons and daughters of the Church too need to examine 

themselves in this regard.  To what extent have they been shaped by the climate of 

secularism and ethical relativism?
89

 

 

The loss of such fundamental shared values in the culture is devastating.  What is even 

worse is that, often times, Christians themselves are the unwitting supporters of these ideas 

if they are not vigilant.  When this is the case, proclamation of Christ as the one Truth or 

the ‘only Way’ of finding true happiness and eternal life is even balked at by Christians out 

of a false sense of ecumenical respect.  John Paul II outlined this problem in Novo 

millennio ineunte: 

Even in countries evangelized many centuries ago, the reality of a “Christian society” 

which…measured itself explicitly on Gospel values, is now gone.  Today we must 

courageously face a situation which is becoming increasingly diversified and demanding, 

in the context of “globalization” and of the consequent new and uncertain mingling of 

peoples and cultures.  Over the years, I have often repeated the summons to the new 

evangelization.  I do so again now, especially in order to insist that we must rekindle in 

ourselves the impetus of the beginnings and allow ourselves to be filled with the ardour of 

the apostolic preaching which followed Pentecost.
90

  
 

John Paul II recognizes that the plan for evangelization is to re-examine and make present 

the reality of Pentecost in the Church.  Pentecost was the catalyst for evangelization 

because the disciples had a profound, transforming encounter with the Risen Lord through 

the Holy Spirit.  It is only with this kind of encounter that there can be true ardor for the 
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faith and confidence in the objective truth of the Gospel.  Without this event, the disciples 

would have never had the courage to suffer torture and death for what they believed. 

The ‘mingling’ of cultures that the Pope mentioned, largely facilitated through 

social media, has exposed people to a broad range of religious and moral ideas, leading 

many people to question whether there is any such thing as objective truth.  Even some 

Catholic theologians advocate shifting away from the concept of evangelization and 

instead focusing on religious dialogue to avoid offending other non-Christian faiths.  

However, St. John Paul II was very clear that while inter-religious dialogue is important 

and necessary in our time, it “cannot simply replace proclamation, but remains oriented 

towards proclamation.”
91

  Indeed,  

We should not fear that it will be considered an offence to the identity of others what is 

rather the joyful proclamation of a gift meant for all, and to be offered to all with the 

greatest respect for the freedom of each one: the gift of the revelation of the God who is 

Love, the God who “so loved the world that he gave his only Son”…cannot be the subject 

of a dialogue understood as negotiation, as if we considered it a matter of mere opinion: 

rather, it is a grace which fills us with joy, a message which we have a duty to proclaim.
92

 

 

The prevailing cultural mindset that views it offensive to claim that there is such a thing as 

objective truth or right and wrong is often called “tolerance,” but in reality it is relativism.  

Cardinal Ratzinger, before his election as Pope Benedict XVI, identified the current 

cultural trend to tolerate every idea as a “dictatorship of relativism” which Christians must 

firmly oppose with an “adult faith…deeply rooted in friendship with Christ.”
93

   

It is, in the end, this friendship with the living God in faith which provides the key 

to countering relativism and the impetus for proclamation of the Gospel.  As this friendship 

deepens, it stirs “a holy restlessness…to bring to everyone the gift of faith, of friendship 

with Christ.”  This is why Baptism in the Spirit is so important for the New 

Evangelization: it is the experience of Pentecost, the initial experiential ‘meeting’ of the 

soul with God, and the acceptance of His offer of friendship to which all Christians are 

called.  It is the transforming encounter with the Risen Lord in faith.  If we have 

experienced the love of God in a personal, concrete way through the Holy Spirit, it is truly 

Good News that cannot simply be seen as one truth among many.  For those who 

experience God’s love, they know it is the only really true reality. 
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St. John Paul II realized this when he said, “If Christ is presented to young people 

as he really is, they experience him as an answer that is convincing and they can accept his 

message, even when it is demanding and bears the mark of the Cross.”
94

  This ‘answer’ is 

the experience of the person of Christ which provides solid conviction, not just knowledge 

of historical facts.  Yet, even to know who Jesus is requires faith, given to us through the 

Holy Spirit.  This is illustrated clearly in the Gospel of Matthew when Jesus asks the 

disciples who people say He is.  “The crowds are able to sense a definitely exceptional 

religious dimension to this rabbi who speaks in such a spellbinding way,” like so many 

people in our culture today who see Jesus as merely a good moral teacher,  

but…Jesus is really far different!...Only the faith proclaimed by Peter, and with him by the 

Church in every age, truly goes to the heart, and touches the depth of the mystery: “You 

are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16)  How had Peter come to this faith?... 

“Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (16:17)…A 

grace of “revelation” is needed, which comes from the Father.
95

     

 

We come again to the heart of evangelization: without God’s initiative, we can’t know who 

Jesus is, much less tell others about Him.  Pope Benedict XVI stated in his book Dogma 

and Preaching,  

Any statement about a person one does not know is just theory, second-hand testimony.  

Only someone who knows God can speak intelligibly about him, and everyone can know 

him, can become a first-hand witness and herald, for in the togetherness of prayer he gives 

himself to each one of us to experience.
96

 

   

What is remarkable is Pope Benedict’s confidence in the Christian message: “everyone can 

know him” through prayer if they seek Jesus sincerely.  To know the living God isn’t an 

experience for the elite, but an ordinary part of the life of grace that all must receive.  This 

is the glory and the scandal of the incarnation: God desires to be known!  God offers his 

Spirit freely to those who ask!  There is no other way to know Jesus except through faith, 

and faith is a gift from God which cannot be earned.  It is essential therefore that all people 

must ask for and receive the grace of encountering the living God before they attempt to 

evangelize.  Indeed, this is the desire Jesus has for all his disciples.   

Once someone has encountered Jesus in faith, their life should be changed to the 

point of being visible to those around them.  This witness of life becomes what St. Paul 

described saying, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ 

who lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
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loved me and gave himself for me.”
97

  The realization of God’s completely unmerited gift 

of love ignites a peace and joy in the soul.  It is the same joy that was present in Jesus, as 

Pope Paul VI told us in his Apostolic Exhortation Gaudete in Domino: 

If Jesus radiates such peace, such assurance, such happiness, such availability, it is by 

reason of the inexpressible love by which He knows that He is loved by His Father. When 

He is baptized on the banks of the Jordan, this love, which is present from the first moment 

of His Incarnation, is manifested: "You are my Son, the Beloved; my favor rests on 

you."(24) This certitude is inseparable from the consciousness of Jesus. It is a presence 

which never leaves Him all alone. (25) It is an intimate knowledge which fills Him: "...the 

Father knows me and I know the Father.
98

 

 

Jesus scandalously desires all his followers to have the same confidence and joy in God’s 

love that He has.  We see this in the Gospel of John during the farewell discourse when he 

says, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my 

Father’s commandments and abide in his love.  These things I have spoken to you, that my 

joy [emphasis mine] may be in you, and that your joy may be full.”
99

  He does not merely 

offer a reward for obedience; Jesus offers the very same joy He has to all those who keep 

the commandment of love for God and neighbor!  “Jesus wishes them to have in 

themselves His joy in its fullness. (33) "I have made your name known to them and will 

continue to make it known, so that the love with which you loved me may be in them, and 

so that I may be in them."(34)”
100

  Jesus offers his followers the joy of divine Sonship and 

the certitude of God’s love for them.  This very thought should incite the believer to shout 

this Good News from the rooftop. 

However, while verbal proclamation is important, what makes it effective is 

witness.  Paul VI said: 

For the Church, the first means of evangelization is the witness of an authentically 

Christian life, given over to God in a communion that nothing should destroy and at the 

same time given to one's neighbor with limitless zeal. As we said recently to a group of lay 

people, "Modern man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does 

listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses.
101

 

 

This goes back to the example of Christ as the evangelizer par excellence.  He knew the 

Father and His whole life was a revelation of the Father.  In the same way, if we are 

proclaiming Jesus, we must know Him and experience the power of His transforming love 

if we are to convince others of it.  “Our witness…would be hopelessly inadequate if we 
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ourselves had not first contemplated his face.”
102

  In what does this witness consist?  

Nothing more than living out the graces received in Baptism—following the command to 

love God above all things and our neighbor as our self.  If we have truly died with Christ, 

our actions in everyday life should clearly manifest charity.  This was the way Jesus 

himself lived.  People may have followed Jesus initially because of the miracles he 

performed, but the ultimate reason that people followed Him wasn’t because of the 

miracles; they could see the love of God in his words and actions, most especially in his 

total self-giving love on the Cross.  For Christ’s followers then, it is ultimately the Cross of 

dying to self out of love for others that will show the world that they are Christian.       

2.4 Summary 

Perhaps one is disappointed that there is really nothing substantially ‘new’ about 

this “New Evangelization.”  There are no formulas, no shortcuts, and no revolutionary 

gimmicks: it is simply the same as ever.  One must encounter Jesus in faith, then respond 

appropriately by conforming her life to His life, death, and resurrection in the sacraments; 

and then proclaim the free gift of salvation and the love of God to all those she meets by 

word and action.  It was the path followed by the Apostles and the path remains the same 

today.  Lest we think that there is some kind of ‘magic formula’ in addition to this Gospel 

model of evangelization, St. John Paul II told us,  

No, we shall not be saved by a formula but by a Person, and the assurance which he gives 

us: I am with you!  It is not therefore a matter of inventing a “new programme”.  The 

programme already exists: it is the plan found in the Gospel and in the living Tradition, it is 

the same as ever.  Ultimately, it has its centre in Christ himself, who is to be known, loved, 

and imitated, so that in him we may live the life of the Trinity, and with him transform 

history until its fulfilment in the heavenly Jerusalem.  This is a programme which does not 

change with shifts of times and cultures, even though it takes account of time and culture 

for the sake of true dialogue and effective communication.  This programme for all times is 

our programme for the Third Millennium.
103

 

 

The program is allowing Christ, the true evangelizer, to be the source of one’s life and 

allowing His love to transform every aspect of our day, whether one is young, old, married, 

or ordained.  Lumen Gentium is very clear that holiness is the source and goal of 

evangelization and the Christian life.  It is therefore the responsibility of all the Baptized to 

have a life of prayer suited to their state in life, and show forth charity in all their dealings 
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so that others “may see your good works and give glory to your father who is in 

heaven.”
104

   

If there is really nothing new in the content of evangelization, what makes it ‘new’ 

is a new impulse, a new vigor, and a new cultural context: all of which are situated in the 

Second Vatican Council documents.   

With the passing of the years, the Council documents have lost nothing of their value or 

brilliance.  They need to be read correctly, to be widely known and taken to heart…Now 

that the Jubilee has ended, I feel more than ever duty bound to point to the Council as the 

great grace bestowed on the Church in the twentieth century: there we find a sure compass 

by which to take our bearings in the century now beginning.”
105

 

 

It is no accident that Pope Benedict XVI inaugurated a Year of Faith on the 50
th

 

anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council.  He clearly continued the line of 

Paul VI and John Paul II in his opening homily for the Year of Faith by stating,  

So that this interior thrust towards the new evangelization neither remain just an idea nor 

be lost in confusion, it needs to be built on a concrete and precise basis, and this basis 

is the documents of the Second Vatican Council, [emphasis mine] the place where it 

found expression. This is why I have often insisted on the need to return, as it were, to the 

“letter” of the Council – that is to its texts – also to draw from them its authentic spirit, and 

why I have repeated that the true legacy of Vatican II is to be found in them. Reference to 

the documents saves us from extremes of anachronistic nostalgia and running too far 

ahead, and allows what is new to be welcomed in a context of continuity. The Council did 

not formulate anything new in matters of faith, nor did it wish to replace what was 

ancient. [Emphasis mine] Rather, it concerned itself with seeing that the same faith might 

continue to be lived in the present day, that it might remain a living faith in a world of 

change. If we place ourselves in harmony with the authentic approach which [St] John 

XXIII wished to give to Vatican II, we will be able to realize it during this Year of Faith, 

following the same path of the Church as she continuously endeavors to deepen the deposit 

of faith entrusted to her by Christ.
106

  

 

The Gospel is truly a message of liberation that the Church offers to modern man; a 

timeless truth that is still relevant because it is not an idea, but a Person.  Jesus, the eternal 

Son of God, did not merely come two-thousand years ago to teach morality and die on a 

cross, but He rose from the dead, conquering the power of death, ascended into heaven, 

and sent the gift of the Holy Spirit so that every person could receive His own Divine life 

and joy.  We do not have to fear evil and death because Christ has conquered it and offers 

to share His victory with those who die with Him in Baptism.  He doesn’t promise to 

eliminate suffering, but He gives it meaning.  In view of the immense suffering and 

confusion of our age, Christ offers a peace which the world cannot give, and a solidly 

                                                 
104

 RSV Mt. 5:16. 
105

 NMI 57. 
106

 Pope Benedict XVI, “Through Christ, God is the Principal Subject of Evangelization in the World”, 

October 11, 2012. 



 32 

founded hope based not on campaign promises, but the power and love of God shown 

definitively in the Cross and resurrection—which one can experience through the power of 

the Holy Spirit if only she asks in faith.         

Chapter 3: The Holy Spirit and Evangelization in the 

witness and teaching of St. Catherine of Siena 

We have covered a lot of ground so far.  However, one of the fundamental 

arguments of this paper is that ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ and the New Evangelization are 

really as old as the Church herself.  Does this hold up when measured against the lives of 

the saints?  I believe that St. Catherine of Siena, a Doctor of the Church, provides us a 

concrete example of how these realities play out within Catholic tradition.  St. Catherine 

was a remarkable woman of her time, and possessed of many charismatic phenomena 

which were solely directed for the building up of the body of Christ.  Her life was one of 

extraordinary charity for God and neighbor, and her consuming passion was the spread of 

the Gospel and the renewal of the Church.  She was, in a real sense, a forerunner of the 

‘New Evangelization’: a type of what was to be fully realized in our century through the 

teaching of the Second Vatican Council.   

As we look at her life and some of her writing, a caveat should be made.  I do not 

claim that one should measure themselves against St. Catherine’s particular experiences as 

a litmus test for an encounter with God.  The graces that God gave her were truly 

extraordinary, possibly more numerous in number than any other woman saint since the 

Blessed Virgin Mary.  God wished to manifest His power in her in a truly remarkable way, 

a way that would convince the culture of her time that God truly was speaking through her.  

A healthy way to approach this study, then, is to take her experience and see the 

fundamental elements which are common to the life of faith that God desires for all 

Christians. 

3.1 Encounter: 

Catherine was always a pious girl, inspired by the example of her parents.  As the 

youngest of 24 children, she received much love and attention by not only her siblings, but 

also the townspeople of Siena.  She would imitate the holy example of those around her.  

However, when she was six years old, her spiritual life took a dramatic shift from ritual to 

passionate devotion after a special grace from God: a vision where she saw Christ seated 
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on a throne, wearing the papal tiara.  I quote from her biography at length because of the 

pivotal importance of this event for her life.   

There in the sky above the roof of the church of the Friars Preachers, she saw the vision of 

a splendid audience-hall, furnished like a royal court.  Within it was the Saviour of the 

world, our Lord Jesus Christ, seated on a lordly throne, clothed in pontifical vestments, and 

wearing on his head a tiara, the regal mitre of the Pope.  With him were the Princes of the 

Apostles, Peter and Paul, and blessed John the Evangelist.  Entranced and rooted to the 

spot, she fixed her eyes on the sight.  Wide-eyed she looked upon her Saviour, lovingly 

contemplating him with the eyes both of body and of soul.  And he who was so 

wonderfully showing himself to her on purpose to draw to him her love, fixed her with his 

majestic glance, and smiling on her with surpassing affection stretched out his hand over 

her and made the Sign of the Cross, graciously imparting to her, in the way that prelates do, 

his own everlasting blessing. 

So powerful was the grace this blessing brought her that she was transported out of 

herself, and transformed into him upon whom her loving gaze was fixed.  She lost all 

consciousness not only of the journey she was making but of her very self…She would 

have undoubtedly have continued to gaze on motionless as long as the vision lasted had not 

another person intervened to bring her back to herself…Stefano, her little brother…took 

hold of her and pulled her, saying: “What are you doing there? Why don’t you come”?  

Like a person awaking from a heavy sleep she lowered her eyes for an instant and said: 

“Oh, if you but saw what I am looking at, you would never try to take me away from a 

sight so delightful.”  As she said this, she raised her eyes to the sky again.  But the vision 

had dissolved and vanished…Its disappearance was to her like a stab of pain unbearable, 

and with tears she chid herself for having glanced away.
107

 

 

This vision was the catalyst for everything that followed in her spiritual life.  She had 

encountered the love of God, had seen it through the grace of God, and the power of the 

Holy Spirit rushed into her life.  It isn’t recorded that she spoke in tongues or manifested 

any outward charisms at this time, but without a doubt, this was the moment when 

Catherine experienced a profound metanoia and committed herself to following Jesus.  She 

had tasted the goodness of the Lord and the Holy Spirit ignited a passion in her heart that 

would guide her for the rest of her life.  

Raymond of Capua, her spiritual director and biographer, tells us that her life was 

never the same after that moment.  “The flame of the love of God had been enkindled in 

her heart, and by its power her intelligence was flooded with light, her will with fervour, 

and her memory with vigour, whilst her outward actions reflected in all things that law of 

God which was her inward rule.”
108

  Indeed, the Holy Spirit burned within her like a 

blazing torch, illuminating her mind and spurring her heart to desire ever greater virtue.   
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3.2 Purgation: 

While having no formal education, the Holy Spirit began to teach her many truths 

about the spiritual life, including the example of the penance of the Desert Fathers, about 

whom she had never read.
109

  She was so captivated by their example that she desired 

earnestly to be a hermit and give her life to extreme penance. 

She thus began in what has been traditionally called ‘the way of purgation.’  She 

was never a ‘bad’ girl in the sense of needing to purify herself of many mortal sins (she 

was only six or seven years old) but she wished to eliminate anything from her life that 

was displeasing to God.  It is recorded that she began using a scourge to beat herself for 

her sins and the sins of others.  She did this not because she had a misguided self-hatred, 

but because she saw the reality of things.  God loved her to the point of sending Jesus to 

die on the cross for her sins.  If the gift of salvation weren’t enough, God had given her 

many other spiritual gifts and visions besides.  Seeing the contrast between the infinite love 

God had shown her and her limited response made her aware acutely of her own 

weaknesses, even if they were minute.  “For I think of how many graces, and what rich 

ones, he has poured out on me in his mercy, to make me what I ought to be; whilst at the 

same time through my own wickedness I have failed to become such.”
110

  The example of 

the Desert Father’s fasting and mortification to gain mastery of the disordered passions 

was therefore an all-consuming enterprise in order to love God more perfectly.   

The penances are probably some of the more difficult aspects of the life of St. 

Catherine to understand, especially in our own culture where low self-esteem is rampant 

and many children have self-destructive practices like anorexia or cutting themselves.  

However, what despondent teenagers do in our day has no comparison to what St. 

Catherine was doing, either in practice or intention.  Raymond tells us that she would do 

the ‘discipline’ three times a day, for about an hour and a half each time: once for her sins, 

once for the sins of the living, and once for the souls in purgatory.  The focus was never 

herself ultimately, but Jesus: she wanted to offer Jesus her love and suffering in such a 

profound way that she would offer “blood for blood”
111

, suffering for Him who died for 

her out of such great love.  Even this explanation however, does not make sense unless one 

has seen and experienced the self-sacrificial love of Jesus; we can not imagine a response 

like this being made by a sane person, much less that a loving God would ask someone to 
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do this.  Yet, perhaps that is the whole point: Catherine, like Jesus, was a mad lover, who 

ran to the cross.  “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 

friends.”
112

   

To understand Catherine, we must always return to the motivation for her actions: 

the experiential knowledge of God’s love for her, and by extension, the world.  She had 

tasted the goodness of God and wanted to share that with everyone she met.  Even with her 

fasting and discipline, it was always directed toward the salvation of all.  If you are in love, 

you want the whole world to know and share in the joy you have found.  The desire for 

everyone to know the love of God was so strong, that she even desired as a young girl to 

disguise herself as a man and become a Dominican friar to spread the Gospel to the world!  

While this was a hopeless enterprise, God honored her desire in a more extraordinary way 

later in life. 

At the age of seven, she made a vow to God that she would remain a virgin forever, 

having only Jesus Christ as her spouse.  Since she couldn’t become a friar, she wanted to 

receive the habit of St. Dominic as one of the Mantellate, essentially a third-order 

Dominican.  When her parents finally agreed to this decision of Catherine’s, she entered 

full-heartedly into her first desire to be a hermit—living a life of solitude and prayer in her 

room, leaving only to go to mass and confession at the nearby Dominican Church.  It was 

at this time that she began receiving even more extraordinary graces. 

3.3 Illumination  

 For the next three years, St. Catherine would devote herself entirely to prayer and 

mortification.  She was granted many illuminations and graces, frequently having visions 

of Jesus and the saints.  Bl. Raymond would say that Jesus seemed to be constantly present 

to her, conversing with her as one does to a friend.   

Whether she was praying or meditating or reading, whether she was waking or sleeping, 

the solace of his visible presence was nearly always with her.  Even when she was 

speaking to others this divine Vision would sometimes stand beside her, and while her 

tongue was speaking to her fellow-men her inner self was taken up in converse with him.
113

 

 

In fact, from Catherine’s own words, Jesus himself was her one teacher in the ways of 

holiness: “No man or woman was ever my teacher in the way of salvation; my only master 

and teacher was the Spouse of my soul, our Lord Jesus Christ.  Sometimes he taught me by 
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an inner inspiration, sometimes by openly appearing and speaking to me just as I am at this 

moment speaking to yourself.”
114

 

 What kinds of things did Jesus teach her?  The very heart of the Gospel, made fresh 

with language she could understand.  The first truth that Catherine received would shape 

her whole life and thought.  Jesus told her: 

Do you know daughter, who you are and who I am?  If you know these two things you 

have beatitude in your grasp.  You are she who is not, and I AM HE WHO IS.  Let your 

soul but become penetrated with this truth, and the Enemy can never lead you astray; you 

will never be caught in any snare of his, nor ever transgress any commandment of mine; 

you will have set your feet on the royal road which leads to the fulness (sic) of grace, and 

truth, and light.
115

 

 

This is, in fact, the secret to holiness.  We are almost nothing in and of ourselves, and 

cannot do even one good action without God’s grace.  This is not low self-esteem in the 

negative sense, but true humility.  We are not the authors of our own destiny anymore than 

we decided when to come into being.  Yet, in spite of our nothingness, God pours out His 

love in abundance to us.  This is true self-knowledge in the light of God’s love for us.   

Both elements of this revelation are important: the true knowledge of self and the 

knowledge of God’s love for us.  If we only look at our nothingness and inability to do 

anything of ourselves except sin, we will despair.  However, if we only look at God’s 

infinite love for humanity, we might presume on his goodness and not repent of our sins.  

Both elements need to be held together.  Regarding this truth, St. Catherine was utterly 

convinced that if we knew who God was and who we are, we would never sin.  In many of 

her letters, this theme is a constant reminder to hope in God 

3.4 Union  

As remarkable as the spiritual charisms and visions she received during her time as 

a hermit in her home were, even greater blessings were yet to come.  Catherine was 

granted a grace called ‘mystical espousal’ where her soul became ‘married’ to Christ.  It 

came about in this way.  On Mardi gras, she was offering more fasting and prayer than 

usual to atone for the excesses and partying of the Sienese people and her family.  Jesus 

appeared to her and said: 

You have scorned all these vanities and kept away from them for my sake; at this season 

when the rest of your family are enjoying themselves at parties, and are making merry with 

eating and drinking, you have turned your back on such worldly delights and set your heart 
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upon me as the only object of your desire.  In reward for this…I will fulfil (sic) my 

promise: ‘I will espouse you to me in faith.’
116

  

 

With these words, something even more remarkable happened: a heavenly ‘wedding party’ 

appeared, made up of apostles, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and even King David to play 

music for it!  Mary then led Catherine to Jesus by the hand and asked Him to accept 

Catherine as His bride.  What happened next is almost beyond belief.  Bl. Raymond, her 

spiritual director, tells us: 

[Jesus] drew out a gold ring set with four pearls and surmounted by a splendid diamond.  

With his all-holy right hand he placed it on the ring-finger of Catherine’s right hand, 

saying…”Behold, I espouse you in faith to me, your Creator and your Saviour.  That faith 

will be ever kept untarnished until the day when you will celebrate with me the everlasting 

wedding-feast in heaven…From now on you must never falter about accepting any task my 

providence may lay upon your shoulders.  Remember, you have been confirmed in faith, 

and will prevail over all your enemies.”  Then the Vision faded.  But the ring remained on 

her finger, not seen, indeed, by the eyes of others, but visible to Catherine’s eyes.  She told 

me many a time, though reluctant to speak of it, that there never was a time at which it was 

not visible to her.
117

 

      

One marvels at the thought that God would grant such a profound blessing to lowly 

creatures, but God had a specific purpose for doing so.  From this point forward, St. 

Catherine would no longer be able to remain in her cell.  Jesus had made her his bride in 

faith.  We know from Divine Revelation that the Church is Christ’s bride and, as was said 

in chapter 2, the essential mission of the Church is to evangelize.  Since Catherine was 

being more conformed to this image of the true Bride, she would need to take part in that 

evangelizing mission.  However, as a woman in the 14
th

 Century, this was not culturally or 

theologically acceptable.  Catherine herself objected, “The world has no use for women in 

such work as that, and propriety forbids a woman to mix so freely in the company of 

men.”
118

    

 How merciful God is!  To convince Catherine and the world that God had indeed 

called her to be an evangelist, He filled her with such extraordinary graces that her critics 

were shamed into silence.  Jesus specifically chose her as a prophet and instrument of 

mercy to humble proud men, “which is meant to cure them, helping them to know 

themselves for what they are.”
119

  At this stage of her life her humility had grown so that 

she never had the desire to do anything but give herself to prayer and sacrifice for the 

world—but God equipped her for mission and confirmed this with even a sensible sign to 
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affirm her faith, the wedding ring that was always present to her.  This is the true purpose 

of any spiritual gift, to give us the tools to build up the kingdom of God. 

 We can also see in Catherine the true order of the spiritual life: she began with an 

encounter initiated by God (the vision of Christ and experience of His love), renounced the 

vanities and sin in the world through mortification and prayer, was illumined by God’s 

grace, and when her soul was completely united with Jesus in love, she was sent out to 

evangelize.  The purification was a necessary precursor to evangelization because, without 

it, there would have been no true humility or love of God.  However, without 

evangelization, the love of God does not find expression in love of neighbor, leaving God’s 

commandment of love half-completed.    

 Her life of evangelization began humbly.  She began doing works of charity for 

others, helping with housework and running errands for the poor, sick, and elderly.  She 

was also known for almsgiving, often in a fashion like St. Nicholas.  There was no one 

who came to her in true need whom she turned away.  Her father had given her permission 

to give alms from their family possessions as she desired, and she made generous use of 

this permission.
120

  In this, she witnessed the corporal works of mercy.  Her charity led to 

several incredible graces given to her, of which I will only mention two: the ‘dress of 

blood’ and the ‘drink from Christ’s side.’ 

 One day, a beggar came to Catherine asking for clothing.
121

  He was incredibly 

demanding, but Catherine fulfilled his every request.  At the end, he asked for clothing for 

a friend, but all Catherine had left was her own dress.  She knew that to give it to him 

would be immodest and apologized profusely that she could not give it to him out of 

propriety.  The man understood and thanked her.  Later, Jesus appeared to her as the 

beggar, bringing the clothes she gave Him encrusted with jewels.  He said to her:  

Yesterday, with unstinting generosity, you gave me this vest to clothe my nakedness, 

shielding me with the warmth of your charity from the biting cold and from the shame of 

going in rags.  Now I in turn will give you, from out my sacred body, a dress invisible to 

other eyes but visible to your own.  It will keep warm your outer and your inner self 

against suffering from the cold, until the time shall come for you to be clad with glory and 

honour in the presence of the angels and saints.
122

 

 

He then gave her a dress made of blood, taken from his side, and clothed her in it.  From 

that day she was never cold again, even in winter, with just one outer and one inner 

garment.  The fire of God’s love not only affected her soul, but her body as well.  Again, 
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we see a gift like the wedding ring, invisible to others, but visible to her for the 

fortification of her faith. 

 Perhaps the most incredible reward for her charity came when she was tending the 

sick.
123

  One of her fellow Mantellate, Andrea, had a cancer of the breast that was rotting 

her flesh away.  The stench was so overpowering that no one could stand being in her 

presence.  Catherine joyfully took care of her needs and cleaned her wounds regularly.  

However, when the Devil could not repulse Catherine by physical disgust initially, he 

induced Andrea to suspect Catherine’s purity and gossip about her.  She even went so far 

as to accuse her of losing her virginity.  This led to the other Sisters of Penance calling 

Catherine to task and chiding her for breaking her vows.  It would have been easy to 

disprove, but Catherine simply bore the slander with patience and continued to serve 

Andrea lovingly and pray for her.  Even Catherine’s mother Lapa tried to dissuade her 

from serving such a wicked slanderer, but she would not budge.  Eventually, the Lord 

revealed Catherine’s holiness in a vision to Andrea and she repented of having slandered 

her.  Andrea then began publicizing Catherine’s sanctity with the same gusto she had 

formerly denounced it with.  

 Since this trial did not make Catherine lack in charity, Satan tried once more.  As a 

final assault, the Devil made a more powerful stench than ever around Andrea and 

Catherine was almost overcome by it.  In an incredible way, she responded by grabbing the 

water bowl she had used to wash the sore, saying, “As the Lord lives, who is the beloved 

Spouse of my soul, you will be made to swallow down the thing for which you show such 

deep disgust.”
124

  She then drank the bowl to the dregs!  She later said to Bl. Raymond, 

“Never since the day I was born did any food or drink I ever took afford me such 

sweetness and delight.”
125

  That night, Jesus appeared to her and said,  

Yesterday the intensity of your ardent love for me overcame even the instinctive reflexes of 

your body itself: you forced yourself to swallow without a qualm a drink from which 

nature recoiled in disgust.  In response to this I now say, that as you then went far beyond 

what mere human nature could ever have achieved, so I today shall give you a drink that 

transcends in perfection any that human nature can provide or has ever heard of.”  With 

that, he tenderly placed his right hand on her neck, and drew her towards the wound in his 

side.  “Drink, daughter, from my side,” he said, “and by that draught your soul shall 
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become enraptured with such delight that your very body, which for my sake you have 

denied, shall be inundated with its overflowing goodness.
126

 

 

This was a turning point in her service toward others.  She had to exercise love for her 

neighbor while being hated and slandered.  It was a truly selfless love like that of Christ 

who loved those who persecuted him. “Catherine’s ‘drinking’ at Andrea’s wound 

represented her arrival at a level of love of neighbor that now mirrored her love of God.  

As a reward, Christ invited her to drink at his wounded side where she had a further 

mystical experience of union that left her feeling more concerned about the salvation of 

souls.”
127

 

These experiences were just the tip of the iceberg when it came to extraordinary 

graces she received.  St. Catherine experienced an ‘exchange of hearts’ with Christ,
128

 

lived on nothing but the Eucharist for extended periods of time, received the stigmata 

invisibly,
129

and experienced raptures countless times after reception of Holy 

Communion—the most intense lasting for three days!  These things acted as signs to build 

up her faith and the faith of those who witnessed them.  But the Lord was to give one final 

grace that would be the capstone of them all and the driving force for her life of 

evangelization: ‘mystical death.’
130

 

   While she was contemplating the Lord’s passion, enrapt for several days, she was 

so overcome with Divine love and desire for union with God that her body couldn’t 

withstand it—her heart stopped and she died.  Four hours later, she came back to life and 

was inconsolable for three days.  She described her experience with very few words,  

I saw the glory of the saints and the punishments of sinners…my soul saw the divine 

Essence; and it is because I have once gazed on it that I chafe impatiently at being still held 

fast in the prison of this body…I saw the punishments undergone both by the damned and 

by the souls in purgatory…If poor wretched men could really come to know of what kind 

is even the least of the pains there suffered, they would prefer to undergo the agony of 

bodily death ten times over…rather than to suffer one of those other pains for a single 

day.
131

 

 

Then, in the midst of this experience, God spoke to her, giving her a solemn charge to go 

back to the world of the living and warn people of the danger of sin. 

Your cell will no longer be your dwelling-place.  For the salvation of souls you will even 

have to leave your own city.  But I will be with you always…You will give proofs of the 
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Spirit that is in you, before small and great, before layfolk and clergy and religious, for I 

will give you a mouth and a wisdom which none shall be able to resist.
132

   

 

It became clear at this moment the purpose for all these incredible gifts: “All Catherine’s 

experiences of union are directed toward mission.”
133

  They were directed toward the 

salvation of souls.  God’s words to her also revealed an important aspect of the work of 

proclaiming the Gospel: the Word of God must be backed up by ‘proofs of the Spirit’ if 

people are to believe.  Yet, as even Bl. Raymond tells us, many people were not convinced 

because of her miracles, but because when people met her they knew they were in the 

presence of a holy woman.  St. Catherine was made a credible witness by the fact that all 

people could see the love of God shine forth from her in power, and it was the love that 

converted them. 

3.5 Evangelization 

The sight of God as He is, as well as the punishments and rewards of eternal life, 

sparked in St. Catherine an insatiable appetite for the salvation of souls.  She had 

experienced so profoundly how much God loved her and knew beyond the shadow of a 

doubt that God was sending her out to be a prophet and sign to counter sin and corruption 

in the Church.  The charisms that she exercised were abundant, from raising the dead, 

curing people of the plague, to reading of hearts (prophetic word of knowledge) and 

obtaining countless conversions by her prayers.  Again, it should be stated that these 

charisms were not her focus, but rather the love of God and neighbor.  These charisms 

were an overflow of that love to convince others of the veracity of God’s love and desire 

for the salvation of all. 

As her reputation grew, many people began to seek her advice in spiritual and other 

matters.  She dictated hundreds of letters (since she couldn’t write until receiving the 

infused gift of writing near the end of her life) and many souls were converted because of 

her.  She wrote to priests, laypeople, and courtiers alike, all with the same burning love for 

their salvation.  In these letters, we do not find complicated scholastic theological 

reflections but simple images that reveal the truth about God, mixed with her own unique 

Italian ‘motherly’ exhortation, which would both wound and provide the healing balm for 

hidden sin. 
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As the majority of the Life of St. Catherine is taken up with recounting her miracles 

at length, one must be selective to illustrate a point.  There were no shortage of healings, 

exorcisms, and even raising people from the dead with but a word or a touch of her hand.  

The circumstances made many of them seem beyond belief if it were not for the credible 

witness of her spiritual director Bl. Raymond of Capua.  But all of these gifts were 

subordinated to the highest charism God gave her for ministry: that of prophecy.  It was 

through this gift most of all that the Lord used her to convert others and accomplish His 

will.  The Lord revealed to her the inmost thoughts of the heart, and because of her burning 

charity for others, she used this knowledge as a dart to pierce the hearts of sinners and 

bring them to repentance. 

 Bl. Raymond recounts how Catherine would often know his own thoughts better 

than himself, reprimanding him for thinking sinful things and then offering wise counsel 

for overcoming temptation.
134

  She would often tell people their un-confessed sins that they 

had forgotten about or reveal an area of brokenness to them so that they could experience 

deeper freedom.  Once, she was called in to the Carthusian monastery at Gorgona by the 

Prior to give a spiritual exhortation to the monks.  Bl. Raymond, who was present for her 

talk, spoke with the Prior afterward to hear his impressions.  The Prior said,  

I alone am the one who has been hearing the confessions of all these brethren; and I know 

in what each one of them is falling short…I now declare that if it had been this holy 

maiden who had heard those confessions which I heard, she could not have spoken better 

or more to the point for each one of them individually.  She left out nothing of what they 

needed to hear, and she turned aside to nothing irrelevant to their needs.
135

 

 

These manifestations of grace and spiritual exhortations were spiritual works of mercy.  It 

did not matter if the person was a prostitute or a priest, a housewife or a queen; Catherine 

spoke and wrote to people from every walk of life.  Whoever would listen (even those who 

did not ask for it!) could hear the inspiration of God, could feel the fire of her words, and 

was cut to the heart.  In an audience with the Holy Father in Avignon, she was complaining 

to the Pope about the sins of the Roman Curia.  When the Pope asked how she could know 

about them when she had just arrived in Rome, she stood up and proclaimed: “The truth is, 

that even before I left my native city I was more conscious of the evil odour of the sins 

committed in the Roman Curia than were the persons themselves who were committing 

them; yes, and who continue to commit them daily.”
136

  This ‘odor’ of sin was, in fact, 

truly a sensible reality for Catherine.  Her particular gift of insight could both see and 
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‘smell’ the state of a particular soul.  This was shown by a noblewoman who came to speak 

with Catherine but Catherine constantly turned her face away in disgust.  She told Bl. 

Raymond afterward, “If you had sensed the odour which I did whilst she spoke to me, it 

would have sickened you.”
137

  It was made clear later that this woman was a mistress of a 

high ranking clergyman. 

 One of the greatest results of this gift was convincing the Pope to move back to 

Rome from his residence in Avignon.  Pope Paul VI recounted,  

Nor is it to be doubted that the return of Gregory XI is to be attributed rather to the sanctity 

of Catherine than to her human prudence for by divine intuition alone had she known of the 

vow (unknown indeed to all) to return to Rome which the Pope, supreme Bishop of all 

Christians, had taken on the day of his election.
138

 

   

St. Catherine was invited to see the Pope after her attempt to broker peace with Florence.  

During her three month stay, she convinced him to move back through humble prodding 

and finally through her charism of prophecy, revealing to the Pope his secret vow to God 

and his failure to follow through with it! 

3.6 Significance as Doctor of the Church 

 St. Catherine of Siena was declared a Doctor of the Church on October 4, 1970 in 

the Apostolic Letter Mirabilis in ecclesiae Deus of Pope Paul VI.  She and St. Teresa of 

Avila were the first women to receive this title in the history of the Church.  This was an 

extraordinary move, and the Pope had a clear reason for elevating her to the role of Doctor.  

To understand why, we must first know what a Doctor of the Church is.   

 To become a Doctor, one must first be a canonized saint.  By virtue of sainthood, 

one can be assured that the person lived a life of heroic charity and penance.  However, 

there are only 35 Doctors among all the saints of the Roman Catholic Church.  This title, 

initiated in the middle Ages, was bestowed on those whose “eminent learning” has 

benefited the whole Church.
139

  It might be strange then, to think of St. Catherine as a 

Doctor because she had practically no formal education!  To answer this apparent 

contradiction, Pope Paul VI explained,  

Indeed Catherine, without benefit of human teacher, was endowed by God with such 

beautiful gifts of “wisdom and understanding” (1 Cor 12:8) in order that she might become 
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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 confidently, 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, besides 

the crown of sanctity decreed by our Predecessor, Pope Pius II, 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 favor marvellously 

the Church of our time, that the doctrine, method and learning of Catherine will bring it 

about that charity may soar in Christian hearts, and that in the strengthened unity of the 

Church, with the Vicar of Christ as its guide and teacher, the deisre for holiness may 

sharply increase among men and women everywhere.
140

 

 

It becomes clear that the Pope gave this honor to St. Catherine precisely because of the fact 

that her wisdom came clearly from God and not from formal instruction in a traditional 

manner.  By seeing in her the example of a woman so immersed in God’s love that she 

learned directly from Divine Wisdom, the faithful may be inspired to greater love for God, 

who can do all things.  It even inspires hope in those who might not have great intellectual 

gifts; God can do all things in one who loves greatly and abandons herself completely to 

Him.   

 God does not call qualified individuals, but rather equips those whom He chooses 

with special graces.  Pope Paul VI mentions specifically that the Wisdom St. Catherine 

received was given to help her respond to the culture of her day.   

God, Who is most prudent in all things, endows with heavenly gifts for the task those 

whom He has called...But if the supreme God 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 they dread 

adversaries, learn by experience how great is the power and heavenly strength of that 

promise.  “Be brave, I have conquered the world” (Jn 16:33). They will applaud and 

accomodate themselves to the plans and wishes of divine Providence. 

Such indeed was the condition and state of Christendom when the blessed 

Catherine, Virgin of Siena, lived.  This humble and sincere woman, listening attentively in 

so troubled 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...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 50) and from the intimate understanding of 

spiritual things which they experience (see Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum, 8).
141

 

 

By giving her as an example and teacher of the faith, the Pope wished to point to Catherine 

as the answer for the need of evangelization—we need the Wisdom from on high if we are 
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to engage a hostile culture with any measure of success.  Indeed, any success in 

evangelization comes from God.  By looking at St. Catherine as one who overcame all 

obstacles in her time, the most prominent one being a woman in the Middle Ages, to 

become one of the most powerful evangelists in the history of the Catholic Church, we see 

that truly, “With God all things are possible.”
142

 

3.7 Summary 

 St. Catherine of Siena was a remarkable woman for any time of history, but even 

more so for her day.  Graced from a young age with devotion, she experienced a profound 

encounter with the Lord in the vision of Christ above the Dominican Church.  This event 

was the catalyst for the rest of her life, spurring her to seek the One who loved her so much 

as to reveal Himself to her.  Her subsequent decision to consecrate her virginity to the 

Lord, her patience with her family’s lack of understanding, her extreme penances and 

fasting, as well as her deep desire to be a hermit, were all expressions of the traditional 

way of purgation.  She wanted to attone for her sinfulness and unite herself with her Lord 

and lover, Jesus Christ.   

Since she was a woman and had no teacher, the Lord in His mercy became her 

teacher in the ways of holiness, infusing knowledge and spiritual gifts to overcome her 

disadvantage.  During the three years she spent in solitude and prayer, the Lord showered 

her with great mystical consolations as well as sufferings, culminating with the mystical 

espousal and the gift of the ‘spiritual ring’ that only she could see. 

After this espousal, Christ sent her out into the world to perfect her prayer by works 

of charity.  This she did with tireless zeal, drawing many followers around her by her 

joyful living.  Because of her total obedience to the Lord’s will, the Lord graced her with 

even more extraordinary charisms so that she could be an instrument of reconciliation and 

healing in the Church.  The graces of mystical death, exchange of hearts, and the stigmata 

all ignited a burning passion for souls, that all would come to know the love of God and 

live eternally with God in heaven.  This love, she would describe, was a great bliss and 

affliction, “Thus the soul is blissful and afflicted: afflicted on account of the sins of its 

neighbor, blissful on account of the union and the affection of charity which it has 

inwardly received.  These souls imitate the spotless Lamb, my Only-begotten Son, who on 
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the Cross was both blissful and afflicted.”
143

  Her burning charity moved Popes, 

politicians, and laypeople alike to turn back to the Lord. 

After her death, the miracles did not stop, and neither did her influence.  Countless 

saints since Catherine have taken her as special patron, and her writings continue to sear 

her readers like the ember from the altar in the book of Isaiah, both burning and purifying 

the one they touch.  Indeed after being touched by this ‘ember’ of St. Catherine’s words, 

one cannot help but feel the desire to save souls well up in the heart crying, “Here am I, 

send me!”
144

 

Perhaps the most pertinent insight that St. Catherine has for our reflections is the 

vision of the human soul she received during her ‘mystical death.’  It was this vision of the 

glory of the human soul in paradise contrasted with the sufferings of the souls in hell.  It 

was the experiential knowledge of this contrast that set her ablaze with the desire for the 

salvation of humanity.  A concrete knowledge of rewards and punishment for sin, together 

with a profound love of God and neighbor, provides a great sense of urgency for 

evangelization.    

Conclusion 

 From the outset, the goal of these reflections has been to show the necessity of 

encounter with Jesus as Lord: living, active, and present to the individual believer.  There 

can be no substitute for this encounter in the pilgrimage of faith.  Pope Paul VI said, 

The essential element remains the inner decision to respond to the call of the Spirit, in a 

personal manner, as a disciple of Jesus, as a child of the Catholic and Apostolic Church and 

according to the intention of this Church. The remainder is in the order of signs and means. 

Yes, the desired pilgrimage is, for the People of God as a whole, and for each individual 

within it, a movement, a Passover, that is to say, a journey to the inner place where the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit welcome one into their own intimacy and divine unity: 

"If anyone loves me...my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our 

home with him."(68) To reach this presence always presupposes a deepening of true 

knowledge of oneself, as a creature and as a child of God.
145

 

 

If one only has book knowledge of Christ, it cannot be truly called faith.  One must both 

encounter and assent to the truths of the faith personally and incarnationally.  At the end of 

time, a person will not be judged on what others believed, but on what he believes and 

witnessed to during his life.  We can see the necessity of personal adherence to the 

mysteries of faith in the public proclamation of the Creed—“I believe.” 
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 Taking, then, this necessity of encounter for a vibrant Christian life, we looked at 

the Baptism in the Holy Spirit as a concrete manifestation of that reality, present in both 

Catholic and Protestant circles.  While there are complex issues of interpretation and 

terminological usage, this reality properly understood is fully Catholic and in accord with 

the teachings of the Fathers of the Church.  I tried to resituate this experience within the 

context of the Sacraments, seeing it normally as the “full-flowering” of actual grace in the 

life of the Baptized, while allowing for the extraordinary cases of those non-baptized 

persons who receive it.  This is nothing more than the traditional idea that grace is received 

according to the mode of the receiver.  St. Thomas Aquinas deals with this issue by saying,  

Adults, who approach Baptism in their own faith, are not equally disposed to 

Baptism; for some approach thereto with greater, some with less, devotion.  And 

therefore some receive a greater, some a smaller share of the grace of newness; just 

as from the same fire, he receives more heat who approaches nearest to it, although 

the fire, as far as it is concerned, sends forth its heat equally to all.
146

 

 

Aquinas is obviously not talking about gradation in the grace of salvation, but rather 

referring to accompanying graces in the person.  To experience the subjective effect of 

Baptism, “his will must needs embrace both Baptism and the Baptismal effect.”
147

  By 

removing obstacles to faith (through confession and catechesis) and proclaiming the 

necessity of personal conversion, a person is brought to surrender their life to the Lord, not 

just with words, but with full heart.  The Gospels as well as the experience of the Catholic 

Charismatic Renewal show that God always responds to such prayerful surrender, often 

with sensible signs and manifest charisms.  It is important to teach people to expect and 

desire these gifts of the Spirit because, as Lumen gentium pointed out, they are not for the 

individual, but for the good of the Church.  Indeed, the Church, as we saw, is both 

hierarchically and charismatically constituted, needing both the inspiration of the Spirit and 

the instituted offices to maintain order in the life of grace. 

 This paper is also a reflection on the meaning of Pentecost for the Church, 

especially in light of the Second Vatican council.  All of the popes from John XXIII until 

today have seen the fruit of the Council being a ‘new Pentecost’ for the Church.  

Not that Pentecost has ever ceased to be an actuality during the whole history of the 

Church, but so great are the needs and the perils of the present age, so vast the horizon of 

mankind drawn towards world coexistence and powerless to achieve it, that there is no 

salvation for it except in a new outpouring of the gift of God. Let Him then come, the 

Creating Spirit, to renew the face of the earth!
148
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The prophetic intuition of the Council is precisely in the realization that Pentecost is a 

continuing reality for the whole Church, and, faced with the challenges of our time, the 

only way she can survive the onslaught of the culture is if all Christians take part in the 

mission of the Church to evangelize.  Evangelization is not the property of specialists
149

, 

but the very reason for the existence of the Church—sharing the Good News that Jesus’ 

gift of salvation is available to all who obey Him.  Since the goal of Evangelization is 

metanoia, a spiritual reality, it cannot be done by merely human efforts.  Thankfully, the 

gifts of the Spirit are given to all the baptized by virtue of their incorporation into Christ.     

 The study of the “New Evangelization” is merely, as the Popes have shown, a study 

of the practical consequences of the documents of the Second Vatican Council.  If the 

Church’s fundamental mission is evangelization, all Christians must do it.  What is “New” 

is precisely the emphasis that whatever one does can be an occasion for evangelization if 

the love of God is the source and center of one’s life.  However, the means of 

evangelization will be different depending on the individual’s state in life.  St. John Paul II 

in Familiaris consortio focused on families as the first point of reference, since as 

“domestic churches” they are the primary place where faith is nurtured.  All vocations 

derive from marriage!  If the home is lost as a locus of faith, the New Evangelization is 

handicapped from the start.  Therefore, encountering faith as a family is a priority. 

 St. Catherine of Siena provided us with a hermeneutical key for seeing a practical 

application of the New Evangelization and the core experience of encounter within the 

tradition of the Church.  She was raised in a loving, Catholic home, where the faith was 

nurtured, even if they were not understanding of her vocation.  Her parents were both very 

generous and open to life (having more than 20 children!), which most certainly influenced 

St. Catherine’s own generosity.  And, while it is perhaps too simplistic to say, St. Catherine 

would never have risen to the heights of mystical experience nor evangelized so fervently 

if she had not first encountered Jesus in a real, tangible way.  While she most certainly did 

not receive Baptism in the Holy Spirit in the way it is culturally manifested today (with 

laying on of hands and prayer), the reality of that experience most certainly happened to 

her.  She received abundant charisms and used them always under obedience to the will of 

God and for the good of her neighbor.  By this example, she converted thousands during 

her lifetime, and thousands more through the ages by her writings and intercession. 
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 St. Catherine, by being made a Doctor of the Church, is not a rarefied saint, but one 

who is perpetually relevant as a teacher and example.  

The various sections of Catherine’s teaching form a closely-knit, compact whole stemming 

from the profoundest mysteries of our religion: the Trinity, and the Lord’s Incarnation by 

which the Word of God became man and died for us. From these truths, as from a hinge, 

depend not only her conclusions, but the course of action she proposes and to this perpetual 

end tends the prayer she makes that each one may come to the knowledge of himself and of 

the God Who dwells in us. The divine Teacher Himself admonished Catherine that she 

remain and live that knowledge of men and God as though she were in a cell.
150

 

 

Her experience of God gave her certain knowledge of one of the most profound mysteries 

of our faith: God dwells in the heart of the baptized through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

This knowledge of God’s immense gift of dwelling in her and others gave her a basis for 

evangelization. 

Pope Paul VI intentionally made her a Doctor because of her wisdom in responding 

to the culture of her time, one that was rife with corruption and discord, both inside and 

outside the Church.  Sexual and criminal scandals among the clergy, continual threat of 

danger from Islam, widespread ignorance of the faith among the laity, and the immanent 

split of the Church all marked her age.  In some respects, were we to make a cultural 

comparison, her age has many of the same elements as ours, with one difference; her age 

was even more publically corrupt in the lives of certain civil and Church authorities than 

our own.  In the midst of this, she spoke truth and exhorted others to do the same, 

especially priests and even the Pope, “Why do you hold your tongue? Cry out with a 

hundred thousand tongues. For by that silence men are poisoned, the Bride of Christ grown 

pale, her color has faded because her blood has been sucked out. I mean the Blood of 

Christ” (Letter 16 to the Cardinal of Ostia).
151

 

 It is precisely in the context of such corruption that her witness was needed.  How 

much more do we need her example now!  We need the gift of Wisdom to combat the 

errors of our day with love!  We need zealous witnesses who are aflame with the love of 

God and burning with desire for the salvation of mankind.  We need families who will 

nurture the faith of their children and rebuild the faith of their neighbors through joyful 

witness of life.  Every sector of life needs dynamic, faithful, and joyful witnesses to the 

reality of God’s love for each person.  And this dynamism can be acquired in no other way 

than through the power of the Holy Spirit.  The gifts of the Spirit are not optional, so the 

Church must beg the Father to continue pouring out His gifts on the Church and her 

                                                 
150

 Mirabilis in ecclesiae Deus, n.p.  
151

 Mirabilis in ecclesiae Deus, n.p. 



 50 

members, that the “culture of Pentecost” spoken about by Pope Benedict XVI may be 

firmly established in the Church.
152

 

 If doubts remain about the validity of Baptism in the Holy Spirit as a Catholic grace 

because of terminology, we have only to look to Pope Benedict XVI,  

Let us rediscover, dear brothers and sisters, the beauty of being baptized in the Holy Spirit; 

let us be aware again of our Baptism and of our confirmation, sources of grace that are 

always present.  Let us ask the Virgin Mary to obtain a renewed Pentecost for the Church 

again today, a Pentecost that will spread in everyone the joy of living and witnessing to the 

Gospel.
153

 

 

Admittedly, there will always be some hesitation about particular cultural manifestations 

related to Baptism in the Holy Spirit as expressed in the CCR.  Yet, the fact remains that 

the core of their experience is firmly rooted in Scripture, the Ordinary Magisterium, and 

the witness of St. Catherine of Siena, Doctor of the Church.  Indeed, it concerns nothing 

more than the first and most important step of evangelization—personal conversion and 

encounter with the Risen Lord.     

The reservations that are given because of Protestant exegesis of the experience of 

‘Spirit Baptism’ may be insurmountable for some.  This was the reason for trying to equate 

it with “a transforming encounter with the Risen Lord in faith.”  However, Fr. Killian 

McDonnell puts the controversy very simply, “Whether the release of the Spirit is due to 

an awakening of sacramental grace or merely the fruit of prayer, the important thing is that 

it happen.”
154
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