
SAINTHOOD IS NEVER OUT OF FASHION 

 
(As we continue our tour through the Prayer Garden in our church, we reflect today and 

tomorrow on the life of St. Katharine Drexel) 
 
I am old. I just look in the mirror and see a grey-haired stranger looking back at me. I 
don’t feel old but I do know it takes me longer to do, some of the things that I could do 
in a snap. 
 
There are defining moments when you share an event and the younger person looks at 
you in bewilderment. I remembered I shared with some school children, my very faint 
memories of watching the moon landing on the TV, and a young man in almost hushed 
tones whispered after doing the complicated math. “Oh!! That means you were alive 
when the Beatles sang together!”  And YES, I was, but he didn’t have to say it as if  
I was alive WHEN DINOSAURS ROAMED THE EARTH!!!! (To clarify, I wasn’t). 
 
We are so used to seeing holy men and women, the Saints of the Church as “long ago 
and far away “that we forget, in new ways, in every generation, there are men and 
women answering the call of the Gospel and the challenges of each generation. 
 
So, what does that have to do with the Statue of St Katherine Drexel in our Prayer 
Garden? 
 

 
 

Well, one of those defining moments happened with Fr Brian. I was asking him, how did 
he choose Katherine Drexel ??, as opposed to Mother Cabrini (another saint who  
encouraged and helped Katherine Drexel) He shared a memory. Young Brian Flanagan 
was a pupil in the 3rd Grade of St Dorothy’s in Philadelphia and one day, the church bells 



began to chime and peal at an odd time. The children asked their teacher what was 
happening and she replied “Mother Drexel just died. “ 
 
In other words, he connected even in a small way with her story. I connected with St 
Bernadette of Lourdes because she had asthma as I do. We then build on connections. 
It is no coincidence that for many years Fr. Brian had Sr. Pat come from Haiti to support 
the mission because Sr. Pat is a Blessed Sacrament Sister (the Religious Order founded 
by Katherine Drexel). 
 
He was drawn to her bravery in standing for social justice for Native Americans and 
African Americans in a time where they were treated cruelly as 2nd class citizens. It’s no 
coincidence that I was drawn to hospital ministry after spending my childhood summers 
at the Shrine of Our Lady of Lourdes.  
 
When we connect to the Saints, they draw us into a deeper communion and spiritual 
connection with God. Fr Brian has shared over the years his vocation story. Like mine, it 
had many twists and turns but every part of journey (even difficult days like the ones we 
are experiencing) has purpose and meaning. 
 
Katherine Drexel’s story is inspiring but her legacy was not the millions of dollars, she 
gave to the poor but that she inspired other good people like Sr. Pat and Fr. Brian to 
answer the call. Below, I share her story. Who knows it might inspire us to be a Drexel 
Dreamer too. Sainthood never goes out of fashion.  
 

 
 
 
 

St. Katharine Drexel 



 
Katharine Drexel of Philadelphia is known for many things: heiress to a banking 
fortune, fierce advocate for the poor, foundress of the American religious order Sisters 
of the Blessed Sacrament, and canonized saint in the Catholic Church. Her greatest 
accomplishment may have been her role in the struggle for racial justice in America. 
 
Drexel’s birth in 1858 was traumatic; her mother died a month later and doctors 
expected to lose the baby as well. But the weak baby grew stronger and eventually was 
sent, with an older sister, to live with relatives. After her father’s remarriage she and her 
sister came home, and it would be years before the girls realized that their father’s new 
wife, Emma Bouvier, was not their biological mother. They were soon joined by a third 
sister. 
 
Drexel’s family was one of the wealthiest in America, and Katharine was related to some 
of the most prominent figures in American financial and political history. Her great-
grandfather founded the firm that eventually became Drexel Burnham Lambert. Her 
grandfather partnered with J. P. Morgan to found the banking giant Drexel, Morgan & 
Co., later renamed J. P. Morgan. Her uncle founded Drexel University. Through various 
marriages and family connections, Drexel is also related to Nicholas Biddle—the great 
Philadelphia banker, president of the Second Bank of the United States, and scourge of 
Andrew Jackson. 
 
The Drexels were a French-Catholic family, deeply religious and intensely philanthropic. 
Her father had an active prayer life; her mother opened up the family house three times 
every week to feed and care for the poor. They gave roughly the equivalent of $11 million 
to charitable causes annually. The family lived on a 90-acre estate not far from 
Philadelphia; dedicated to St. Michael the Archangel, the house was dominated by a 
large stained-glass window depicting the angel. 
 
Katherine Drexel led a pampered childhood, and few expected more from her than a 
world tour, marriage, children, and fashionable pursuits. At 14, she considered entering 
the religious life, but was discouraged by her parents and by her spiritual adviser, 
Bishop James O’Connor, who believed that the wealthy young woman would not adjust 
to the privations of the convent. “I do not know how I could bear the privations of 
poverty of the religious life,” she confided in her journal. “I have never been deprived of 
luxuries.” But she felt a calling nonetheless. As a young woman, accompanying her 
parents on a trip to the American West, Drexel was struck by the poverty of Native 
Americans, who were then being forced from the rapidly shrinking frontier onto 
reservations. 
 
At the death of Katharine’s parents, the three Drexel sisters inherited the bulk of their 
massive estate. Picking up the thread of her earlier trip to the West, Katharine began to 
devote a significant amount of her personal fortune to missionary and charity work 
among American Indians, starting with the establishment of the St. Catherine Indian 
School in Santa Fe in 1887. Later, she visited Pope Leo XIII in the Vatican to ask him to 
send missionaries to staff the Indian missions she had financed. He turned the request 
back on her: the missionary she needed, the Pope suggested, was herself. After 



consulting with her spiritual director, and to the disbelief of Philadelphia society, she 
decided to become a Catholic nun and devote her inheritance and talents to missionary 
and charitable work among Native Americans and African Americans. 
Drexel entered religious life in 1889 with the Sisters of Mercy in Pittsburgh. The death of 
her sister in 1890 momentarily shook her resolve, but in 1891 she and 15 companions 
took their vows and founded the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament for Negroes and 
Indians. Added to the normal vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience was a special 
vow, not to “undertake any work which would lead to the neglect or abandonment of 
the Indian or Colored races.” 
 
Drexel postponed sending sisters to missions in the American West until she felt they 
were well prepared. The first step for the order was to open a home for parentless 
African-American children at the family’s estate; the home both provided a refuge for 
these orphans, and training for her young novices before they were sent off into the still-
wild West. Ahead of her time when it came to racial attitudes, she was the same when it 
came to the education of women, and arranged for the Sisters to take classes at Drexel 
University, founded by her uncle, so they could be prepared to teach their young charges 
when the time came. 
 
To Katharine, education was the key to opportunity. The bulk of the order’s efforts went 
into developing a network of 145 missions, 12 schools for Native Americans, and 50 
schools for African Americans throughout the South and West. These Catholic schools 
were staffed by laypersons, often attached to a local church or chapel, and offered 
religious instruction and vocational training. Unlike many religious mission schools, 
students did not have to be or become Catholic to enroll, and the schools expressly 
renounced assimilation as a goal. 

 

 

 

 

 

“Please don’t say that 

some great sorrow drove 

me into the convent.  

That’s nonsense. I am, and 

always have been, the 

happiest woman in the 

world”. 

 


