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Dear Reader,

Before I began this project, I was more familiar with the “plaster version of some of these lives. I imagined these invincible figures sleeping half a second a night, munching a single locust for dinner, and nursing lepers to health, all the while offering unceasing praise to God.

As I dove headlong into the research and writing of this book, I discovered far more expansive, textured, and human saints than I anticipated. Some of the saints made me laugh, some made me cr y — all of them me hunger to learn more.

I explored questions such as “How did saints respond to the Holocaust?”(see Chapter 15) and “How did the saints navigate relationships?” Chapter 7), as well as “What compelled some of the saints to move the deser t or to devote their lives to caring for the poor?” (see Chapter and Chapter 12).

Not only did I find answers to some of my questions, but I found people lurking behind them. Hopefully, in The Everything® Saints 2nd Edition, you'll find some bread for your own journey. It is my you'll also find a little bit of yourself, tucked into these very human who never stopped aching toward eternity.
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To Anna, who rubbed my sore back as I worked; to Natalie, who tickled my womb with her toes; and to John, who never stopped believing this was possible.
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Top Ten Little-Known Facts about Saints


	Some of the saints who are most revered for their healing abilities ultimately died from illnesses that they could not cure in themselves.


	Although some saints know from a very early age that they are destined for martyrdom, many saints begin as precocious children and are slow to develop sanctity. and are slow to develop sanctity.


	Saints often come in clusters — one person's holiness can spark the other to become more holy. Throughout history, there are dozens of examples of “holy pairs.” examples of “holy pairs.”


	Some saints have a unique ability to communicate with and tame wild animals.


	Many saints suffered from multiple bouts of depression, anxiety, and bipolar episodes during their earthly lives.


	Many of the saints converted to Christianity as adults.


	While some saints shunned earthly pleasures, others embraced the created world.


	Although many saints were martyred by non-Christians, saints often experienced persecution and alienation within the Church.


	In many cases, the true holiness of a person's life is not revealed until after he has died, when miracles are then attributed to him.


	Many of the bodies of saints remain intact long after they've died.






  
    



Introduction

[image: illustration]AS ST. TERESA OF ÁVILA said in the sixteenth century: “From silly devotions and from sour-faced saints, good Lord, deliver us.” People often assume that the more “saintly” a person becomes, the more severe and dull she becomes. Nothing could be further from the truth. The saints scattered throughout these pages were authentic human beings who, as they drew closer to God, only became more and more fascinating and — in some cases — a wee bit more eccentric.

Many led exciting, even dangerous lives. They battled evil people, wild beasts, corrupt governments, bureaucratic processes, savage seas, and persecution. Sometimes they died for their convictions. Some experienced incredible loneliness as they dwelt in the desert or among natives in foreign countries. A few were dissidents, which made life even harder for them.

Many of the saints in this book are also contemporaries who struggled with familiar vices — some lost their faith for a time, some smoked and drank beer (to meet a beer-drinking, cigarette-smoking nun, see Chapter 15), and still others sank to the depths of despair and then dug their way to the light above.

The saints come from every rank of society — princes and queens, peasants and farmers, even former prostitutes, thieves, and murderers found their way to sanctity. The majority of the saints were celibate, but there are also married folk and parents who achieved a celebrated level of holiness.

All of the saints showed charity and mercy to those they served — the poor, the sick, prisoners, and so on. The unfortunate and needy did not have to suffer ill humor from those ministering to them. In fact, the saints were surprisingly cheerful, given all that they endured.

This book will explore the lives of both Western and Eastern saints, as well as some who are on the path to canonization in both churches. It is important to know, before starting out, that until about the year 1054 there was one Christian church, generally united in theology and practice. This church encompassed what is now known as the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches. The separation of the churches in 1054 was tragic for all of Christendom. Some might even say that this great “schism” paved the way for all of the divisions found in the church today — some estimate that there are presently as many as 35,000 denominations.

Many of the saints profiled in this book lived before Christendom was divided. For this reason, some lives offer a glimpse of the shared heritage of the whole, undivided church — preserving a fading memory of what the church was — and still could be. As separate practices have evolved, however, distinctions have emerged. Many of the saints have two different days of commemoration, for example, because the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches follow different calendars.

These types of linguistic, calendar, aesthetic, and theological distinctions can make for some confusion to those new to “saint-watching.” That said, a rich tapestry of holiness is wrapped all the way around the globe, and this edition strives to demonstrate this diversity.

These pages offer a glimpse of desert saints, holocaust saints, missionary saints, animal-loving saints, literary saints, healing saints, and companion saints. Do keep in mind that most saints could have been listed in several of these categories — St. Francis, for example, was a companion of humans and wild beasts, a healer, and a writer.

The saints also bore witness to the intrinsic value of life, in every age and circumstance. “Life would be almost unbearable without such people,” said Thomas Cahill, famed author of How the Irish Saved Civilization (Random House, 1995). “The saints are for everyone — believer, unbeliever, Christian, non-Christian — it doesn't really matter. They are the people who say by their lives that human life is valuable — that my life is valuable — and there is a reason for living. Without them, history would be just one horror after another.”
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The Making of a Saint

Over the past 2,000 years, thousands of people have been canonized. But what does it take to become a saint? This chapter will explore the questions related to everyday sanctity — small steps toward holiness that anyone can take — as well as the larger issues involved in the canonization of those who have been (or will be) sainted. The process of canonization, particularly within the Roman Catholic Church, is extremely rigorous. This chapter will explore the phases of canonization and the questions at the heart of the process of “saint making.”


Saintly Kids?

Saints are both born and made. In the vast majority of cases, holy people are the fruit of holy parents (especially mothers) who prayed for them even before they were conceived, who carried them under their hearts to church when they were growing in the womb, and who committed themselves to teaching their children the faith. This is certainly the biblical model — think of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Mary and Joseph, and Zacharias and Elizabeth — the parents of St. John the Baptist. This model has inspired generation upon generation of parents.

This is not to say that all adult saints were perfect children. Far from it! Many of them were as mischievous as any child. Holocaust martyr St. Maximilian Kolbe was so difficult when he was little that he caused his mother to throw up her hands in exasperation and say “What will become of you?” The young boy was so troubled by his mother's question that he took it to the Virgin Mary, and the rest is history — or, more accurately, hagiography (read more about this remarkable man in Chapter 15).

What made these children different was the way that they were spiritually nurtured from a young age. Even those who strayed from the faith during their teenage years found their way back in adulthood — and went on to become saints. Because the seeds were planted when the soil of their hearts was still soft, those seeds never stopped growing, even if they were dormant for a time.


Wounded Healers

Henri Nouwen popularized the term “wounded healers.” The idea of bringing healing to others even while coping with one's own physical and emotional wounds applies to many of the saints. Many of the saints became deathly ill as children, only to be miraculously restored to health. Yet some of them struggled with chronic illnesses all of their lives, while others suffered because of their own extreme ascetic efforts. Many died young.

And while many of the saints were unable to achieve the level of bodily health they might have hoped for in themselves, almost all of them were able to bring health and wholeness to others — if not during the course of their lifetimes, then afterward.

A few of them died after contracting the very illnesses they sought to heal in others. (To learn about Fr. Damien of Molokai, who contracted leprosy while caring for lepers, see Chapter 11.) The saints, despite their boldness and courage, were vulnerable like everyone else to sickness, pain, and sorrow. Their wide-open hearts and lives only increased this vulnerability.


A New Way of Seeing

To become a saint, one must develop a radically different vision of the world. One common mark of saintliness is a willingness to view suffering as an intrinsic part of life that can be embraced and transformed.

A willingness to suffer, however, does not neccessarily make for a gloomy person — the saints are often the most buoyant, radiant people. They are able to remain hopeful and grateful even in the most painful circumstances. Some of the saints were also able to do crazy, playful things — like King David, who scandalized his wife when he danced before God wearing practically nothing (learn more about him in Chapter 4).

Robert Ellsberg, author of All Saints: Daily Reflections on Saints, Prophets, and Witnesses for Our Time, describes everyday saints as “People whose love, courage and inner balance seem to set them apart — not above ordinary humanity, but as a standard of what human beings ought to be. When we are with such people, we come away feeling gladder, more grateful to be alive, perhaps wishing that we knew the secret of their inner illumination.”

The saints are remarkable for the way they lived (and live), which is rooted in the way they saw the world. Instead of being weighed down by earthly realities, they were able to live with gratitude and hope in every circumstance.


Everyday Saints

During the papacy of Pope John Paul II, he canonized more than 300 people. Not only was the sheer number of canonizations remarkable, however, but it was also obvious that he was seeking to expand the limits of the way that sanctity was understood. Although in the past married people have been canonized, this has been the exception rather than the rule. Pope John Paul II sought to canonize more married people, and he expressed a desire to see more laypeople (those who aren't monks or nuns or clergy) aspire to sanctity.


The Roman Catholic Canonization Process

By the fourth century the veneration of saints was widespread. Holy men and women were declared saints by acclamation until the thirteenth century, when the saint-naming process became more formalized, and Pope Gregory IX decreed that papal canonization would be the only legitimate process. A few centuries later, in 1588, Pope Sixtus V charged the Sacred Congregation of Rites with the duty of processing candidates for canonization.

In 1983, Pope John Paul II simplified many procedures called for in the canonization process, now handled by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints. The congregation is composed of a group of some twenty-five cardinals and bishops.



[image: illustration]E-FACT

During Pope John Paul II's papacy, he canonized over 300 men and women. The canonizations that occurred during his papacy added up to more than half of the total amount of Roman Catholic canonizations over the last 500 years.



Pope John Paul was also responsible for officially recognizing the first saints from Nigeria and Papua New Guinea. One of those he beatified in 1995 was Mary MacKillop (1842–1909), cofounder of the Sisters of St. Joseph of the Sacred Heart. When she is canonized, she will become Australia's first saint. Mary MacKillop dedicated her order to providing free education to all those who needed it, particularly in rural areas. The order also spread to include New Zealand. Pope John Paul II was especially interested in conferring sainthood on men and women outside Europe, which has provided such fertile ground for canonization since the early days of Christianity.


Advancing the Cause

It usually takes years — generations — for a canonization to take place after initial interest is shown in a particular holy man or woman. The first requirement, which may seem obvious, is that the person under consideration must be dead. Also, the official canonization process cannot start until five years after an individual's death. That allows time for the possible flood of initial enthusiasm to die down. After the initial enthusiasm fades, it can be easier to determine if serious interest is maintained. This pause also allows for those pushing a particular canonization at the local level to plan the path of their cause.

The canonization process begins in the diocese where the candidate for sainthood lived or worked. A “petitioner” approaches the local bishop to seek permission from Rome to begin the canonization process. The petitioner can be anyone. Perhaps the candidate saint was a member of a religious order. The superior of that order locally — or at a higher level, regionally — might start the ball rolling.

When permission is received, a “postulator of the faith” in that diocese is named. Similar to a defense attorney, he or she can be a member of the clergy or a layperson but must be familiar with the workings of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints. The postulator brings the case to a panel of judges appointed by the local bishop. A “promoter of the faith,” similar to a prosecuting attorney, stands up for the church's position and can challenge all evidence with objections. The promoter of the faith replaces what used to be called “the devil's advocate.”

The investigative process covers an extensive biography of the person in question, and depositions from those who knew him, if witnesses are still alive. Every facet of the individual's life will be explored, in order to guarentee that canonization is warranted. It is also important to avoid any potential scandals associated with the candidate. Alleged miracles are noted but must be proven in another step in the canonization process, which takes place in Rome. All of the documents, now known as “the Acts of the Cause,” are sent to Rome.

When a person's case is accepted in Rome by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, he is given the title “Venerable.” Now, all of the evidence of his life is vetted even more stringently. If there is a reason to, the evidence is challenged by the promoter of the faith.


The Slightly Faster Track

Some potential saints are helped along in their cause by active boosters at the local level or in Rome. For example, some saintly candidates move extremely slowly through the various layers of canonization or may be, in fact, stalled in the process. Their cause languishes in musty files in Rome because there is no group lobbying for their canonization.

Money can also help a would-be saint's cause. While no one who is worthy will be sidelined because of a lack of funds to advance the cause, backers have much to spend their dollars on: fundraisers to bring in more money for their cause; high-quality — and fast — research on their candidate's life; the ability to fly witnesses and supporters to Rome when needed for testimony; publicity, perhaps with a regularly published newsletter that can also bring in word of miracles to be studied; and in general, public relations, never letting the candidate's name drop from sight for too long. If all else is equal, these folks can often steer their saintly candidates to canonization more quickly than those with no public relations effort behind them.


The Miracle Requirement

Within the Roman Catholic context, miracles must be associated with a candidate. This part of the process is extremely rigorous. Potential saints must have at least two posthumous miracles attributed to them.

The miracles must be instantaneous cures; there must be no medical explanation or medical interference, and they must be complete. No partial cures are considered. No remission is accepted, either, so in some instances it can take as long as ten years to be certain that a sufferer claiming a miracle is indeed permanently cured. Medical specialists are consulted for their testimony. However, no evidence of miracles is needed if the one considered for canonization is a martyr.

When it seems — finally — that everything is in place and one miracle has been confirmed, the pope publicly beatifies that individual, with veneration permitted in a particular religious community or geographic area. The candidate is given the title “Blessed.”

After the second miracle has been documented, which could be many years after the acceptance of the first one, the pope issues a bull of canonization, declaring the person in question to be a saint and recommended for universal veneration.

This is then followed by an elaborate, solemn liturgy in Rome, attended by the newly canonized's family and friends and, if he was a religious, members of that community and others. It is a day of great joy and celebration, the culmination of many years of study by Rome and by the local diocese — and years of waiting for the cause of the honored holy person to move on to the next level.


Canonization in the Eastern Orthodox Church

Although the Eastern Orthodox Church also has a canonization process, it is not entirely the same as the Catholic one. Most notably, in the East there is no miracle requirement, although in the vast majority of cases, Eastern saints are associated with miracles.

Like the Roman Catholic process, the recognition of a saint begins at the local level. A person exhibits signs of holiness during her lifetime. After she dies, she continues to be vividly remembered by her own local community. Stories related to that person might spread, and strangers might come to visit her gravesite and pray. Sometimes, long before a person is officially canonized, icons (two-dimensional stylized images) will be created — not as an official statement about a person's sanctity, but to be used for private devotions. In some cases, the body of the saintly candidate will begin to emit a sweet aroma, like lilies, roses, or myrrh. This “sign” is interpreted as a confirmation of other markers of holiness that are already present.

As a candidate becomes increasingly well known, bishops will meet to pray and review material and decide together if her life warrants veneration. When it has been decided that a person will be canonized, a full liturgical cycle must be generated in her honor, as well as an icon and hymn.

The cycle of services follows this general pattern lasting several days:first, there will be a final prayer service for the person. Next, there will be a service in which the relics and icons are carried through the church, along with special prayers and hymns related to the saint. Then there will be a Communion service (or liturgy) in which the relics and icons are again brought out, and finally, instead of praying for the candidate, a prayer service will officially offer prayers to the candidate (to read more about a recent Orthodox canonization, see Chapter 15). The most significant shift that occurs during these services is that they begin with prayers for the person and they end with prayers to the saint.

Canonizations do not “create saints.” They are merely the official recognition of a holy life. They are like a marriage in this respect — they recognize, affirm, and bless the good thing that took seed long before the church noticed what was taking place. By recognizing a holy life and incorporating it into the liturgical calendar, the church vows to keep the memory of the saint alive — and the link to that person vital — through stories, imagery, hymns, and prayers.
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New Testament Saints

The saints of the New Testament are most likely the most familiar saints in this book. Although the Bible does not offer a complete biography of any of them, the Bible does offer useful and inspiring glimpses into their lives. In many ways, the earliest Biblical saints provided a model for the later saints — demonstrating with their courageous examples that it is possible to live completely for God, and in some cases, to dramatically transform your own life as well as those around you.


Mary, Mother of Jesus (First Century)

There is no woman in the history of the world who has generated more attention, enthusiasm, and devotion than the Virgin Mary. She has been the subject of thousands of paintings, poems, and prayers. She has captured the hearts of monks, sailors, kings, and knights, and millions of people have claimed that their devotion to her has made them better, wiser, and more pure than they might otherwise have been. Still, there is astonishingly little known about her life, and only a few words attributed to her.

Early Days

According to church tradition, Mary's parents, Joachim and Anne, had to wrestle through a period of infertility before giving birth to her. Their story is preserved in an ancient extrabiblical text, the Protoevangelium of James. According to the Protoevangelium, Joachim and Anne were a wealthy couple who prayed fervently for a child, but month after month were unable to conceive.

One day Joachim went to the temple to pray and was told that he had no children because of his sins. Distraught, he went into the wilderness to pray for forty days. He neglected to tell Anne where he was going, and this omission intensified her grief. Not only was she barren, she thought, but she was also a widow. She went out to her garden and saw a mother bird feeding her babies in a nest. She could only lament with the cry of so many couples who struggle with infertility. “Everyone has children but me!”

While she was praying, an angel came to her and told her that she would bear a child. At the same time, an angel came to Joachim with the same message. The two then rushed to the city gates to embrace. Their little Mary was born exactly nine months (less one day) after she was conceived.

[image: illustration]

Figure 2-1: Mary, Mother of Jesus

When Mary was a teenager, she was visited by the archangel Gabriel, who, according to the Gospel of Luke, said to her, “Hail, O favored one, the Lord is with you!” (An archangel is an angel of the highest order.) After calming her fears, he went on to tell her that she would conceive and bear a son named Jesus, who would be called “the Son of the Most High.”

Gabriel explained that she would conceive by the power of the Holy Spirit. After struggling with the question of how she could have a child when she had not yet known a man, Mary responded, “Let it be done to me according to your word.”

When she visited her cousin Elizabeth, who was pregnant with John the Baptist, Mary told Elizabeth her news and offered the exultant prayer of praise known as “The Magnificat,” which retains an important place in the liturgies of both the Eastern and Western Churches.



[image: illustration]E-QUESTION

What is the Immaculate Conception?

The Immaculate Conception is the belief that from the moment of Mary's conception, she was freed from the stain of original sin, which was passed on to all after the Fall. The Immaculate Conception is a significantbelief in the Roman Catholic Church, but has never been subscribed to by the Eastern Orthodox Church.



Little is known about Mary from this point on, although there are a few incidents related to her in the Scriptures. It is believed that she was at the foot of the cross at the Crucifixion, and that Jesus asked his apostle John to look after her. This scripturally based belief gave rise to the legend that Mary lived out the end of her days with St. John in what is now known as Ephesus, Turkey, where a small stone structure is believed by many to be “the house of Mary.”

Because so little is known about Mary's life, she has been the subject of much speculation. Each age has imbued her with the qualities most admired at that time. In years past it was her apparent meekness and deference to her son that was most emphasized.

In recent years, however, small details of her life have been reinterpreted. For example, after Jesus's ascension into heaven, Mary was in Jerusalem with the rest of the small band of Christians, waiting for the coming of the Holy Spirit and the beginning of the distillation of Christ's message to the world. Now it is believed that Mary was an integral part of the nucleus of this community of believers.

Marian Devotion

If little was said about the mother of Jesus during her lifetime, the millennia have since propelled her to a position right behind Jesus in interest, study, and devotion. There is no other saint as loved and admired as Mary is.



[image: illustration]E-XTRA

Some modern-day scholars do not believe that Mary was the one who actually composed the Magnificat, but that it may have been written by the author of Luke's Gospel or may have had its beginnings in a song composed by early Christians.



Art has also fed the continuing interest in Mary, with hundreds of paintings and sculptures done by masters as well as by unknown artists. Found in churches and museums, these works have been widely reprinted for the public in books and magazines, and also appear on television and the Internet.

Special Marian exercises — such as reciting the rosary — help keep Mary prominent in personal devotions, as the faithful often ask her to intercede for them to Jesus in the hope that he will not deny his mother what she asks of him.

Beliefs

The Church holds to four principal doctrines about the Blessed Mother. From the ancient world there is her virginity before, during, and after the birth of Christ, and her divine maternity that made her the mother of God. According to the Roman Catholic Church, it is important to realize that Mary does perform the miracles that constitute her doctrines, but not by her own power. She merely channels the power that comes from God. In the nineteenth century, the Roman Catholic Church proclaimed a third doc-trine: the Immaculate Conception, which states that Mary was conceived without original sin. (The Immaculate Conception has often mistakenly been thought to refer to Jesus.) Finally, the Assumption was officially declared by the Roman Catholic Church in the twentieth century. The Assumption is the belief that Mary was taken, body and soul, into heaven at the end of her years on Earth.

Where and when Mary died is uncertain, although there has been a good deal of speculation. The apostle John is believed to have cared for her after the Crucifixion, but here, too, there is no agreement by religious scholars as to exactly how or where that occurred. The Virgin Mary is commemorated on many different days in both the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches. In the Roman Catholic Church, the entire month of May has often been called “Mary's Month.” During this month, Catholic-school children traditionally crown a statue of Mary with flowers.
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The belief in the Assumption has been bolstered by the fact that, as with Christ, no bodily relics of the Virgin Mary have ever been discovered. There are relics associated with things that she touched, or wore, however. In particular, her “belt” has been much venerated through the ages.



Seeing Mary

Mary's name will crop up in the next few hundred pages in the context of those saints who have a special devotion to her and those who claim to have seen her in apparitions. Over the centuries these visions have kept Mary alive in the minds and hearts of the faithful.

There have been more apparitions of Mary than of any other saint. According to some sources there have been around 20,000 appearances of Mary from the year A.D. 40 to the present. These apparitions are reported to have occurred in almost every culture in the world. In most cases, Mary comes dressed in the local garb and speaking the local tongue.

Those who directly witness an apparition are called “visionaries.” In cases such as Fatima, where the Virgin Mary is said to have appeared multiple times, thousands have gathered to witness the apparitions. Although only the visionaries see Mary, others can often glimpse accompanying phenomena, such as the famed “miracle of the sun” at Fatima, witnessed by an estimated 70,000 people (see Chapter 17).
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What is “Marian”?

“Marian” is an adjective used to denote special reverence for Mary, in devotions and feasts. A Marian year, for example, is a twelve-month period periodically set aside by popes as a time of renewed devotion to the Blessed Virgin. Marian feasts — the Assumption and the ImmaculateConception — honor Mary.



Apparitions can also come in the form of weeping statues and icons. When statues bleed, the tears and sweat are most often human tears, sweat, or blood. When icons weep, they tend to emit a myrrh-scented olive oil, which is believed to contain healing properties.

Historically, apparitions were sometimes related to building projects — many of the great churches of the world, such as St. Mary Major in Rome, are associated with apparitions. In other ages, apparitions of Mary have offered encouragement or healing. More recently, apparitions have contained frightening warnings about the apocalypse, as well as exhortations to pray and work for peace.

A couple of years ago in Clearwater, Florida, the tinted windows of an office building seemed to be forming a mosaic of the Blessed Mother, attracting believers and the curious. Special parking areas near the building were roped off for the “viewing.”

Even when scientists have explanations for those phenomena, the devout are often willing and eager to believe that a link exists between them and Jesus in the form of his mother, Mary, as she visits the faithful on earth.


St. Mary Magdalene (First Century)

Mary Magdalene, often remembered as a former prostitute, was a disciple of Jesus. She was one of several women who believed in him and followed him as he preached. The women did not get as much “press” as the twelve apostles, but they were just as faithful and supportive. The other women remain nameless, but Mary Magdalene is prominent in this gathering.

All four gospels name Mary Magdalene as being among the women who followed Jesus to Calvary, where he was crucified. Then they went to his tomb, hoping to anoint his body, and found it empty. An angel guarding the tomb announced that Jesus had been resurrected.

Witness

The angel instructed the women to tell the apostles to meet Jesus back in Galilee and mentioned Peter by name. The Gospels tell of Mary Magdalene's vivid encounter with the risen Jesus. Mary was weeping outside the tomb when suddenly she saw Jesus, but she did not recognize him.
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Figure 2-2: St. Mary Magdalene

Mary then said to the strange man, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus answered her with one word: “Mary.” She recognized him and cried “Rabboni!” (Rabboni means “teacher”). He instructed her, “Go to my brethren and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” Mary went to the apostles and told them she had seen Jesus.

After Mary washed Jesus's feet with her tears, he said, “Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much.” (Luke 7:47) Through the years the image of Mary Magdalene as a repentent sinner has persisted.

Some religious historians believe that Mary Magdalene is the “Mary” of the two women in the book of Luke: Martha and Mary. Martha tended to household tasks while Jesus preached. Mary, on the other hand, set work aside to sit at his feet and listen to his words. Jesus said, “She has chosen the good part and it will not be taken from her.” There is no proof that this Mary and Mary Magdalene are the same person.

Because Mary proclaimed the good news of the Resurrection to the other disciples, Mary Magdalene has been called “Apostle to the Apostles.” Her feast day is July 22. She is a patron saint of hair stylists, repentant sinners, and repentant prostitutes.
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Mary Magdalene was characterized in the early church as “a woman from whom seven demons had gone out,” but scholars in later years debate whether this statement referred to prostitution. She is, however, thought to have been the unnamed repentant “sinner” in the New Testament, who washed Jesus's feet with her tears during the early days of his ministry.




St. Paul of Tarsus (Died c. 64)

Paul, who once persecuted Christians, had a radical conversion experience. He was never the same afterward, and went on to transform the early Christian Church. He was born Saul, in Tarsus, Asia Minor, of Jewish parents. He described that city as a cosmopolitan capital of the Roman province of Cilicia, a crossroads for Asians and Europeans as well as Greeks and Jews.

Saul received both a Greek and a Jewish education, and then went into the trade of a tentmaker. He described himself as a Pharisee and a serious persecutor of Christians. Paul was present at the stoning of St. Stephen, the first martyr. Although Paul was merely part of the crowd of onlookers, it is believed that he was supportive of the stoning. After Stephen's death, Saul went into surrounding houses and dragged Christians off to prison.

But Saul was to have an epiphany, as did so many others. He went to the high priest in Jerusalem asking for permission to seize the Christians of Damascus and bring them back to Jerusalem for punishment. On his way to Damascus he had a vision of Christ, and a flash of light threw him to the ground. A voice asked, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” (Acts 9)

[image: illustration]

Figure 2-3: St. Paul of Tarsus

When Saul asked who spoke, he heard, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” Blinded at the time of the incident, Saul was led into Damascus. He spent several days there, unable to eat or drink. Then he met Ananias, a disciple of Jesus who seemed to know the enormous task Saul would be taking on. Ananias laid his hands on him and his eyesight was immediately restored and new strength surged through his body.

Saul had now experienced two miracles: a vision and a cure. Not surprisingly, he asked to be baptized and set about preaching Christianity with the same zeal he had once channeled into persecutions.

He headed first to Jerusalem to meet with the apostles. It took some convincing for them to believe that their persecutor was now their the apostles. It took some convincing for them to believe that their persecutor was now their ally, but eventually they accepted him, directing St. Paul of Tarsus him to join the apostle Barnabas in three missionary journeys.

When entering a new community, Paul — he had now taken the Hellenic name Paul in place of Saul — tried a strategy of first making contact with the local synagogue. He was saddened to discover that they wanted nothing to do with him as Jewish convert to Christianity. So he turned to the gentile community, which was more receptive. Over the years Paul became known as “the apostle to the gentiles.”
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Was Paul on a horse or donkey when he was knocked to the ground?

Possibly neither — the scriptural account does not say. Generations of artists, however, have portrayed Paul as thrown from his horse or donkey, and this extrabiblical image has become fixed in the minds of believers.



He was apparently not too skilled in social graces. He was intense and did not always work well with others. Yet he got along with the apostle Luke, who was an educated, sophisticated man. And he got along with Peter as well, perhaps because Peter had known Jesus and been appointed head of the new church. Peter and Paul complemented each other. According to some scolars, Peter was a large, rather easygoing man who meant well but was unschooled and not great on follow-through. Paul was smaller, angular, and well educated.

Travels

Paul's missionary endeavors did not always run smoothly. He was often met with hostility, suffering imprisonment and stoning. He endured shipwreck and hunger, fear and anxiety, and countless sleepless nights. He was also not well some of the time, suffering from what he described as “a thorn in the flesh.” (2 Corinthians 12:7).

His travels were long and lonely. He sent letter after letter back to the Christian communities he had established. These epistles — to the Thessalonians, Galatians, Corinthians, Philippians, Philemon, and Romans — are read in churches to this day. His letters covered problems of the new Christians, interpreting the faith and observing Mosaic law (the law of the Jews attributed to Moses). The letters covered a period from about A.D. 50 to 65 and are the earliest New Testament writings.

Paul established Christian communities around the eastern Mediterranean. The aim for his second missionary journey was Corinth in Greece, and the third took him to Ephesus in Asia Minor.

Paul's Lasting Impact

Back in Jerusalem sometime around A.D. 50, Paul, with Peter supporting him, convinced the other apostles that gentile Christians did not need to be circumcised and have Jewish law forced upon them. That important decision ensured the universality of Christianity.

Eventually, around the year 57, Paul returned to Jerusalem, where he was arrested as a Christian and spent the next two years in prison. Exercising his right as a Roman citizen to appeal his case to Caesar, he was sent to Rome and was held under arrest there for about two years. Finally, he was beheaded, when St. Peter was crucified.

One of St. Paul's most famous sayings, from 1 Corinthians 13:4–7 “Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices at right. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”

On his way to Rome to what he knew would be his death, Paul was still writing to the communities he had visited and converted. At the end, he said, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” (2 Timothy 4:7) He is buried in Rome, in the major basilica St. Paul's Outside the Walls. He has been called “the second founder of Christianity.” Paul's feast day is June 29, which he shares with St. Peter. He is the patron saint of Malta.


St. Peter (Died c. 64)

In Roman Catholic teaching, Peter was the first pope, appointed by Jesus. Yet despite the best of intentions, he denied his master and was not to be found near the Crucifixion. Peter has also been described as uneducated; yet once Peter came to believe in Jesus, he spent the remainder of his years preaching, advancing the cause of Christianity, and establishing the new church.

He was said to have been a large man, bold and sometimes speaking without thinking, yet in other instances fearful. He seemed to spend his years stumbling over one mistake or another, then getting up, tripping again, dusting himself off, and trying once more. When one thinks of Peter, one can't help but think of a story from an ancient monastery in which a monk was asked what they did there all day and he replied, “We fall and get up, fall and get back up again.”

Early Years

Peter was born in a small village near Lake Tiberias and was called Simon. He lived and worked as a fisherman on Lake Genesareth, alongside his brother, who was the apostle Andrew. Andrew introduced Peter to Jesus, who called him “Cephas,” the Aramaic version of the word rock. Aramaic is a language closely related to Hebrew; a form of it is thought to be the language spoken by Jesus. In Greek, “rock” translates as Peter. Peter was told by Christ, “Come with me and I will make you a fisher of men.”

Although there were twelve apostles, the trio of Peter, James, and John were closest to Jesus. Peter was reportedly in attendance at Jesus's first mira-cle: at the marriage feast at Cana, when Mary told her son the guests had no wine. Jesus said to her, “My time has not yet come,” but added “What would you have me do?” although he must have known what she was requesting. Soon water that had magically become wine materialized, enough to see the wedding guests happily through the day's festivities.

Peter was married, and his wife often traveled with him. He was with Jesus throughout his public life, making his boat and home available to him. Jesus stayed with the apostle on a few occasions and once while at his home healed Peter's mother-in-law.
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Figure 2-4: St. Peter

At the Last Supper, Peter made the dangerous statement to Jesus, “Even though they all fall away, I will not.” (Mark 14:29) When Jesus was held prisoner at Pontius Pilate's palace, Peter denied him three times. Peter wept after his betrayal. Later, when he heard that Jesus had risen, he went to the empty tomb to see for himself. An angel had told Mary Magdalene and the other women to take the news that Jesus had risen “to the disciples and to Peter,” mentioning him by name.

It is apparent from all of Peter's too-human faults that Jesus intended his message to be more important than the messenger. Jesus emphasized the importance of love. He was forgiving to those who showed their love in service to others, in love of God, and in self-sacrifice. As Jesus said about Mary Magdalene, “Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much.”

The risen Christ asked Peter three times: “Do you love me?” And, of course, Peter, who had three times denied him, now said three times, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Then Jesus commanded him, “Feed my sheep.” (John 21:15–17)
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Christ said, “You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church” and “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 16:18–19) Roman Catholics believe that this statement established Peter as the first pope, and helped give rise to the larger concept of authoritycentered in the papacy.



The Early Church

Peter took the helm of the small band of Christians after the Crucifixion and was the first apostle to perform a miracle. In Jerusalem and in later travels, he combined preaching the news about Jesus with defending the faith in courts and settling squabbles among individuals and groups of believers. An especially important move for Peter was authorizing a missionary outreach to the gentiles.

He did not stay in Jerusalem for the rest of his life, although most of the other apostles did. He went on to Lydda in Palestine, and beyond. In Antioch he met with St. Paul and worked closely with him.

Peter was arrested and imprisoned more than once during those years, and then, miraculously, was set free. Eventually he became the first bishop of Rome. During the reign of Nero (c. 54–68), he was martyred. He died by crucifixion, although Peter insisted that he be hanged upside down on the cross, saying that he was not fit to die in the same way as his master.

Peter is still considered the first bishop of Rome. To this day the pope carries the title of bishop of Rome. Peter's tomb is presumed to be under St. Peter's Basilica. Bones found there, however, are still being studied. His feast day is June 29, which he shares with St. Paul. He is the patron saint of longevity and fishermen.
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