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Elizabeth Ann Seton was the first American born saint.  The 2
nd

 American born saint is 

also painted on our mural – St. Katherine Drexel who was canonized in 2000. 

 

She was born in 1858, the second daughter of a prominent Philadelphia family.  Her 

father was an immensely wealthy investment banker.  In today’s money his fortune is 

estimated to have been worth around 400 million dollars. 

 

Just 5 weeks after Katherine was born her mother died.  Katherine’s father worrying that 

he could not care for Katherine and her sister sent them to be raised by an aunt and uncle.  

 

Just two year later, however, Katherine’s father remarried and the children were brought 

back home.  Katherine grew up in an upper class life style.  She had the very best 

education.  Her father brought in tutors to educate them.  But also early on in her life she 

learned the importance of generosity and how to practice charity.  From the family home 

in Philadelphia they would hand out clothes, food, and rent assistance each week.  And 

for those too proud to come to the Drexel home, the Drexel’s sought them out.  They did 

a lot of service in the community. 

 

A major turning point in Katherine’s spiritual life was the death of her step mother.  

Katherine had grown close to her stepmother who was diagnosed with cancer.  She 

suffered for three years and then passed away.  But through this experience, Katherine 

learned the true value of things.  She learned that money cannot buy health and money 

cannot defeat death.  She came to a deeper realization of what’s truly most important in 

life:  relationships – our relationship with God and with others. 

 

In fact, Katherine began developing a deepening sensitivity and compassion for the less 

fortunate.  She read a book about the plight of the Native Americans and then on a trip 

out west she saw firsthand the terrible plight of Indians.  She also had a deep sense of 

compassion for African Americans.  Even though slavery had been abolished, she knew 

that African Americans still lived a very difficult life in the US. 

 

On a trip to Rome in 1887, she had an audience with Pope Leo XIII and said to the pope:  

You have to do something to help the Native American Indians and the African American 

people in the US.  Please send missionaries.  Pope Leo XIII surprised her when he said, 

“I have a better idea – why don’t you do something to help these people.”  You become a 

missionary. 

 

Katherine took it to heart and she did what the pope asked.  She decided to become a nun.  

This made big news in Philadelphia that this prominent woman would enter religious life.  

The headlines of the paper read, “Miss Drexel enters convent and gives up 7 million 

dollars.”  In today’s money her father’s fortune is estimated to have been worth 400 

million dollars.  Katherine took a vow of poverty and decided to use her share of the 

fortune to help Native Americans and African Americans. 



 

She went on to found a religious community – the Blessed Sacrament Sisters.  She 

founded 50 missions for Native Americans in 16 states.  She established a system of 

black Catholic schools in 13 states, plus 40 mission centers and 23 rural schools.  She 

also founded the first Black University in the US – Drexel University in New Orleans. 

 

Not everyone liked Katherine Drexel.  She experienced opposition especially in the 

south.  When her sisters announced they were going to open schools for black children in 

Georgia, the state attempted to pass legislation to prevent white people from teaching in 

black schools precisely because they didn’t want the Blessed Sacrament Sisters coming to 

Georgia. 

 

When Katherine opened a college prepatory school in New Orleans for black students, 

every window in the building was smashed. 

 

In 1922, when Katherine’s order opened a school for black children in Beaumont Texas, 

they received a threat from the KKK basically saying you have a week to get out of town 

or bad things are going to happen.  A few days later a violent thunderstorm ripped 

through Beaumont and destroyed the Klan headquarters.  You didn’t mess with Katherine 

Drexel – she had God on her side! 

 

Our gospel today is a continuation of John chapter 6.  Remember last week we had the 

miracle of the loaves and fish.  This crowd of over 5000 people witnessed this 

astonishing miracle and now we find that the crowd has followed Jesus to Capernaum.  

But Jesus knows their true motive in following him.  They are seeking perishable food – 

food that after you eat it you become hungry again.  And Jesus basically says, “Don’t 

pursue the passing things of this world, things that can never satisfy you.  Rather, let me 

be your food.  Don’t seek the gift seek the Giver!  Jesus says, “I am the Bread of Life, 

whoever comes to me will never hunger, whoever believes in me will never thirst.”   

 

This is a good question for all of us:  What are we living for?  What are we hungering 

for?  If were honest, perhaps we find ourselves at times setting our hearts on the food that 

perishes:  if I get this house, this car, take this vacation, make this much money and on 

and on.  We are chasing after the wind, when really only Jesus can fill the deepest 

longings of our heart.  Remember St. Augustine said, “Our hearts will be restless until 

they rest in you, Lord.” 

 

Two related points about Katherine’s life.  Number 1:  she knew the true value of things.  

She knew that no amount of money could save from death.  Only Jesus could save her.  

She did not chase after food that perishes.  She followed Jesus. 

 

Secondly, she became like Jesus.  Jesus gave up everything to save us.  He offers his 

whole life for us right here in the Eucharist.  He gives his Body and Blood to us.  He 

becomes our food, our strength for the journey.  Katherine too gave up everything to help 

others.  She offered her life and her fortune and look at all the good she accomplished. 

 



When Katherine was 90 years old she had a heart attack and had to finally retire as 

Superior for her community.  She spent the last 6 years of her life in Eucharistic 

Adoration.  She wanted to be with the one that she loved.  She believed in the promises of 

our Lord who tell us, “Whoever comes to me will never hunger; whoever believes in me 

will never thirst.” 


