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Introduction

In considering the Dominican contribution to “freedom, virtue, and the good
society,” Catherine of Siena may not be the first figure who comes to mind. An
uneducated young woman born in 1347 in Siena, Catherine grew up breath-
ing Dominican air. Her family home stands in the shadow of the Church of
San Domenico. Her first confessor was her Dominican cousin, Tommaso della
Fonte. At the age of sixteen she joined the Dominican order as a member of the
Mantellata or Sisters of Penance, a group of women who took vows, wore the
habit of the order, shared in an apostolate to the poor and sick, and though some
lived in community, others, like Catherine, lived at home.

Catherine was a saint, a doctor of the Church, a mystic, a reformer, and was
sent into public ministry by the Lord himself. A group of followers, both men
and women, soon gathered around her, and after she arbitrated peace between
warring noble Sienese families, her reputation spread beyond her hometown. By
the age of twenty-five she was acting as an ambassador between Tuscan cities
and the papacy, and she actively urged Pope Gregory XI, both during a visit to
Avignon and in personal letters, to call a crusade; to return the papacy to Rome;
and to begin a general reform of the Church. Her legacy includes her prayers; the
Dialogue, or as Catherine called it, “the Book”—a dictated conversation between
herself and God the Father; and almost four hundred extant letters written to
people at every level of society, including popes, cardinals, and civil leaders.
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The intensity of Catherine’s life of prayer and penance, coupled with her
accomplishments in the Church and beyond has led many to consider her some-
what untouchable, or to use the words of Pope John Paul II, a “towering peak.”"!
Some people are afraid of heights. Unlike the attraction people feel for saints
such as Francis of Assisi or Thérése of Lisieux, Catherine, as her biographer
Johannes Jorgenson claims, inspires something of fear. Jorgenson confesses that
“in the energetic nature of the Sienese saint there is somewhat of a domineering
spirit, an element of tyranny” that he at first considered repugnant.” Regardless
of one’s initial reaction, throughout the centuries, thousands of men and women,
rich and poor, old and young, religious and secular, including Jorgenson himself,
have fallen under Catherine’s spell.

What does this Dominican woman have to contribute to a twenty-first-century
discussion of freedom, virtue, justice, and the good society? First, Catherine’s
life and writings reveal a profound understanding of the nature of a good soci-
ety, whether secular or ecclesial, and she argues that such societies require both
virtuous leaders and members. In this context Catherine introduces the image of
two cities: the first city is that of the individual human soul, which God allows
each person to rule in freedom. Some people, however, are also given—or, as
Catherine says, “lent”—the rule of a second city for a time. These are political
and ecclesial leaders who govern cities, states, dioceses, or even the universal
Church. Although I will return to this point at the end of this article, the majority
of this discussion is dedicated to a more fundamental contribution of Catherine,
a principle underlying virtue, freedom, and good society—her teaching on the
human person as a creature created and redeemed in mercy.

Great literature provides innumerable examples of how a well-chosen antag-
onist can be the best instrument for revealing the genius of the protagonist.
Consider lago versus Othello, Achilles versus Hector, or Sauron versus Frodo
Baggins. For this exposition on Catherine, I have selected a less dramatic figure,
the nineteenth-century philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach. My rationale is twofold:
first, both Feuerbach and Catherine make statements on God and man that sound
oddly similar, though their underlying principles and conclusion are diametrically
opposed; second, Feuerbach’s and Catherine’s positions and conflicts in anthro-
pology are alive and well for Christians in today’s secular society.

The Antagonist

Feuerbach once stated that all of his writings “have had, strictly speaking, one
purpose, one intention, one theme. This is nothing less than religion and theol-
ogy and whatever is connected to them.”” The statement cannot be taken at face
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value since Feuerbach redefines not only religion and theology, but also faith
and love, with drastic consequences for God and man. One grasps something of
the problem when you consider that Feuerbach’s greatest desire was to change
“theologians into anthropologists,” “to transform the friends of God into friends
of man, believers into thinkers ... Christians who, by their own profession are
half-animal, half-angel, into men, into whole men.””*

God versus Man

Feuerbach attempts to do just this in his Essence of Christianity. He begins by
distinguishing the human person from all other creatures. Man’s distinctiveness
lies in his consciousness, his ability not only to know himself as self but also to
know the species, human nature. Feuerbach proposes that man’s consciousness
leads him to discover within the roots of his own nature an innate desire for the
infinite. This desire has driven man throughout history to try to discover that
which will satisfy it. The Church and Catherine, too, speak of an infinite desire
written in the human heart.’ But they disagree with Feuerbach on the object of
this desire: For the Church, man’s desire is fulfilled by the ultimate truth of God
himself; for Feuerbach the object is infinite “human nature.”

Feuerbach admits to an immediate problem: primitive man in his naiveté was
destined for frustration. He searched in vain for fulfillment, but failing to discover
the true infinite, his desire remained unfulfilled, and so man did the only thing
possible: He “created” God. This religion, born of necessity, Feuerbach describes
as “man’s earliest and also indirect form of self-knowledge.”® Though primitive
religion served to distinguish man from the brute, it nevertheless enslaved him
in a “childlike condition of humanity.”’

The detrimental effects of this God-illusion do not end here, since by uncon-
sciously creating the infinite, all-powerful God outside of himself, primitive man
necessarily negated the infinitude of his own nature. To create the all-powerful,
man had to place himself in a situation of powerlessness. As Feuerbach succinctly
states: “that God may be all, man must be nothing.”®

The Birth of Religious Humanism

How does man move beyond his primitive naiveté, since without full conscious-
ness he obviously cannot save himself? Feuerbach demands that reason step in
and “destroy” the illusion, thereby aiding man in the rediscovery of his own
infinity. Reason must show man that the faith he has placed in God is merely
a misplaced faith; reason reveals that man has erred if he places faith in a god
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that is either outside of himself (a pagan error), or above himself (the Christian
error). Only the god discovered within himself will answer his desire. Man must
say no to God so that he can thereby say yes to man.’

Leaving behind illogical faith and “common” theology which set up God in
opposition to man, modern man achieves true religion. Man leaps to maturity, a
full self-consciousness whereby he realizes that the infinite he seeks is nothing
less than the “consciousness which man has of his own—not finite and limited,
but infinite nature.”'® True religion reveals “the infinity of the consciousness™!!;
it awakens his consciousness to believe “in nothing else than the truth and divin-
ity of human nature.”!? The mature man “worships man,” not in himself as an
individual, “but in his essential nature, his species.”!?

The fundamental stages of Feuerbach’s atheistic humanism can be summa-
rized as follows:

1. Man searches for the infinite; not finding it, he creates God.
2. By creating God this childish religion necessarily negates man.

3. As he matures, man understands that the God he created is really
man! The God he worshiped is his own humanity! God = man.

4. Therefore, to worship the divine human nature, reason must
destroy the created God, so that man can worship the true divin-
ity of human nature.

Enter Catherine of Siena

At first glance, the young Sienese mystic, who lived some five hundred years
prior to Feuerbach, merely affirms his claims. Catherine’s life and writings make
her a prime example of Feuerbach’s theory: the childish faith of one influenced
by her family and representatives of the Church, who themselves had succumbed
to the illusion of primitive faith. The intensity of Catherine’s desire, following
Feuerbach’s analysis, triggers imagined visions of God the Father, Christ, and
the saints, as well as mystical experiences such as the exchange of hearts and
reception of the stigmata, to name only a few.

During one such vision the Lord presented Catherine with a teaching that would
become the foundation of her anthropology. Raymond of Capua, a confessor
assigned to Catherine by the Master of the Dominican order in 1374, recounts
the story as told to him by Catherine. Many years earlier, when the Lord had just
begun to appear to her, Christ came and posed a question to the young woman:
“Do you know, daughter, who you are, and who I am?” Without awaiting her
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response he told her, “You are she who is not; whereas I am He who is.”'* That
is—you, as a human being, are nothing, but I, God, am infinite—existence itself.

Christ’s words could be read as further validation of everything Feuerbach
criticized in theology, faith, and religion. Man/Catherine, seeking the infinite,
hears “God” speak to her, but his words were in reality her own consciousness,
seeking to rectify the errors of “theology.” Catherine’s hallucination was a call
to the truth that her belief in the infinite God who is, necessarily requires the
destruction of humanity—the she who is not.

If Feuerbach had read Catherine, he might have been surprised to discover
eerie similarities between his own analysis of the illusion and the writings of the
saint. Consider Feuerbach’s exposition on man’s created illusion, the anthropo-
morphized “God”:

God is not what man is—man is not what God is. God is the infinite, man the
finite being; God is perfect, man imperfect; God eternal, man temporal; God
almighty, man weak; God holy, man sinful. God and man are extremes: God
is the absolutely positive, the sum of all realities; man the absolutely negative,
comprehending all negations. ">

Compare this with a prayer of Catherine:

You eternal Godhead are life and [ am death. You are wisdom and I am igno-
rance. You are light and I am darkness. You are infinite and I am finite. You
are absolute directness and I am rotten twistedness. You are the doctor and I

am sick. You are the purest beauty and I am the filthiest of creatures.'®

Catherine affirms an antithesis between God and man, but in contrast to Feuer-
bach’s radical opposition in an a priori claim that the existence of an infinite
God necessarily destroys man’s nature (i.e., either God exists and man does not
or man exists and God does not), she discovers at the heart of this antithesis the
fulfillment and finality of human nature, rooted in the intimate relation between
the creature and Creator.!”

Created in Mercy

But how can we avoid a Feuerbachian interpretation of Catherine’s she who is
not? Only by first grasping the truth of He who is. The phrase hearkens back to
the God who reveals himself to Moses in the burning bush as “I am,” the God
who “is” before time began. God is the Creator who made the world, including
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man, from nothing. God’s eternity does not necessitate nor imply the annihila-
tion of man, for it corresponds to man’s inability to create himself.

All of Catherine’s writings, in fact, her entire life, unfold in light of the rela-
tionship of Creator and creature which exists from the first moment of creation,
when the Father, who is “ineffable mercy,” created man and woman “in mercy.”'®
Speaking to the Father in prayer, Catherine references this moment, saying: “You
conformed your creature to yourself ... conforming us to your own image and
likeness, participating in your eternal Trinity.”!® While Feuerbach criticizes man
for making God in man’s image, Catherine praises the God who made man in
God’s image.

Divine love accompanies divine mercy. The merciful Creator reveals himself
to Catherine as being “madly in love with [his] creature”?’ so much so that he
acts “as if [he] were drunk with love, infatuated with [his] creature.”?! She asks
him, “Do you need your creature? It seems so to me, for you act as if you could
not live without her. She runs away from you and you go looking for her. Why
are you so mad? Because you have fallen in love with what you have made.”?
How absurd. How radical. A God who not only creates but also is madly in
love with his creature! Neither Feuerbach nor the new atheists can reconcile
the existence of a god, love, and human happiness. Catherine argues that man’s
nothingness before the fotally other is love and life-giving humility, the source
of joy, freedom, and ultimate happiness.?

This Creator God is not satisfied with his own enjoyment of his creature. In
the Dialogue, the Father tells Catherine to “open the eye of your intellect and
look within me, and you will see the dignity and beauty of my creature which
possesses reason.”* Man’s consciousness enfolds him within this mystery, where
growth in virtue is intimately connected with growth in the twofold knowledge
of he who is and she who is not. As creature, man only comes to full conscious-
ness in knowing his nothingness before God.

Feuerbach’s “self-consciousness” limited man to knowledge of himself, to
his own reason, will, and affection. Catherine’s consciousness, expressed as
“self-knowledge,” opens man to discover the very source of these powers in
the Creator who fashioned the human person with understanding to know God,
memory to keep him in mind, and will to love him beyond all else.?> Catherine
emphasizes the twofold nature of self-knowledge: True self-knowledge is planted
in knowledge of God. Self-knowledge considered merely as self-consciousness,
Catherine warns, would end in confusion or presumption since knowledge of
self brings with it knowledge of the magnitude of our weakness and sins. Such
knowledge detached from God’s love leads to despair. On the other hand, a
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knowledge of God without self-knowledge can lead to presumption since we
easily deceive ourselves and fall into selfish self-love.?®

Here the full irony of the situation becomes clear. I noted that Catherine seems
to fulfill Feuerbach’s teaching on naive religious illusions, but in fact Feuerbach
fulfills Catherine’s teaching on the dangers of men who through presumption
fail to recognize God, fail to attain true self-knowledge, and instead make of
themselves a god.

The God-Man: Saved by Mercy

Catherine is a Dominican, and as such her theology is Incarnational. Every ele-
ment of her theology flows from God who is First Truth, through his Son, the
Word made flesh. Even God’s mercy manifested toward his creature in creation
reaches fulfillment in salvation through Jesus Christ. Christ extends God’s love
and mercy beyond creation, for after Adam and Eve’s sin, the same mercy which
created man, “redeemed us from eternal death” by means of the pain and blood
of the Word Incarnate.?” As the Father explains to Catherine: “Well you see that
having given you my image and likeness, and you having lost grace through sin,
I united my nature to yours in order to give you back the life of grace, veiling
my divine nature in your humanity.” *® Taking the Father at his word, Catherine
will state in words similar to those of Athanasius: “God was made human and
humanity was made God.”?’ She illustrates the radical implications of this truth
in a prayer where she boldly declares: “In your nature, eternal Godhead, I shall
come to know my own nature. And what is my nature, ineffable Love? It is fire
since you are nothing other than the Fire of Love.”*

In Christ the division between Catherine and Feuerbach is complete. The
latter, as one might expect, categorizes Christ as yet another of theology’s illu-
sions, though Feuerbach refuses to lower himself to the level of historical critics
like Strauss, Bauer, and others who argue from a merely “historical analysis of
Christianity.”! Feuerbach, instead, “accepts the Christ of religion” because this
Christ, the “superhuman being,” is nothing else than “a product and reflex of
the supernatural human mind,”*? which serves as a mediator lifting man to “the
knowledge of the truth of his own natural being.”
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The Bridge

Catherine, too, along with St. Paul and St. Thomas Aquinas, speaks of Christ
as a mediator, but in a radically different manner from Feuerbach. She presents
this teaching as the Father himself revealed it to her, through the image of Christ
the Bridge (I Ponte).>*

In the Dialogue the Father tells Catherine how Adam and Eve’s sin broke up
the road to heaven, dividing earth from heaven. Since man’s way to God was
destroyed, a bridge was necessary so man could cross over the raging waters of
sin and death below. The Father himself is the first pontifex, the bridge-maker,
building it in the body of his Son. Through his death on the Cross, Christ’s body
becomes a bridge that “stretches from heaven to earth,” uniting “the height of
heaven, that is, the divine nature, with the earth of [our] humanity.”*® By his
passion Christ makes of his own body the way each of us must travel. “He is
the Way, Truth, and Life.”?” This bridge is made of the stones of Christ’s real,
solid virtues cemented together with his blood. As we cross the Bridge, we,
too, “put on Christ” and grow in virtue. Here Catherine returns to the theme of
self-knowledge, for putting on Christ requires entering into the “cell” of self-
knowledge, a place of silence within, where the soul is alone with God.*® In this
cell the two knowledges of “He who is” and “she who is not” unite.

Virtue and the Common Good

This cell of self-knowledge is not merely an ethereal teaching for special souls.
Catherine may have been a mystic but her teaching is concrete and practical—
applicable to the life of all men and women but necessary in a particular way
for public figures, which brings us back to “the two cities.” In her many letters
to political leaders in her own Siena, as well as Florence, Pisa, and other Tuscan
towns, and even to the Signori of the Republic of Rome, Catherine exhibits
political acumen coupled with steadfast consistency to all the theological prin-
ciples already addressed.

She demands virtue and growth in self-knowledge of ecclesial and politi-
cal leaders, not merely for their own sake, but for the sake of those they serve.
She exhorts them to be “fearless rulers” of their “own city” and the city “lent
to [them].”* The soul with self-knowledge knows how to govern her own city,
how to root out the inordinate self-love and servile fear that endanger both cities.
As she writes, “one will badly possess the loaned city if he does not first govern
and rule himself.”** Rulers blinded by self-love, she says, “do not attend to the

universal common good, but only to their own good.”*!
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In her own unique style Catherine also links good governance, the common
good, and the justice of a ruler back to creation and redemption, and God’s
crazy love for his creature.*? As would be expected, she demands that civil lead-
ers possess the virtue of justice, or as Catherine calls it, the “pearl of justice.”
But justice alone is insufficient. It must be connected with the higher virtue of
religion whereby man pays homage to God. The pearl of justice, she says, will
only shine in the hearts of rulers if they embrace gratitude that comes from being
conscious that the soul is both saved and redeemed in mercy. Only with gratitude
will rulers pay “their debt to God, to Christ on earth, to their neighbor, and to
themselves.”* A leader “puts on the new man” by “rendering gratitude to God
for his continuous love and blessings,”** and thus he sees his neighbor and those
he serves, not as a tool or an object but as a means for showing his love to God.

Conclusion

Catherine’s anthropology, grounded in knowledge of God, is undoubtedly an
important contribution to our modern world. But one might argue that it is also
problematic, that it is zoo Catholic. While we may use it within the Church today,
we cannot preach creation and redemption in mercy to secular leaders in the same
way Catherine could. I agree. Catherine’s contribution is more about us—about
Catholics and other Christians—about priests, religious, and laity.

In his 2010 Wednesday audience on Catherine, Pope Benedict X VI stated that
in “moments of greatest difficulty,” the Lord raises up “men and women saints
who stir minds and hearts, bringing about conversion and renewal.”* Catherine
did this in the fourteenth century, but her message is just as true today. Catherine
reminds each one of us that we have to take care of our own city, our own soul
first, before we can help others. Catherine challenges us, in the midst of today’s
crises, to open our eyes, to see God, to see ourselves, to see our neighbor, with
the eye of the intellect, with eyes of faith.

Catherine understood the danger of a crisis, but she also recognized the oppor-
tunities a crisis posed for renewal. She fearlessly seized the opportunity, never
allowing the danger to blind her or to frighten her away from doing the great
but difficult good. Catherine calls each of us to walk courageously (virilmente)
toward sanctity,*® in the full knowledge of self as a creature created by a God
who is madly in love with me and with you and with every human being we
meet. This knowledge enabled her to set her world ablaze. Christ challenges us
to do the same: “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already
kindled!” (Luke 12:49).
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giustizia del popolo e del comune di Firenze”; cf. Ephesians 4:22-24; Colossians 3:12:
“clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.”
In the same letter, she argues that by working justice on earth, the ruler becomes a
means for preserving himself and the people from the “rod of divine justice.”
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