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SAINT OF THE WEEK

ST. KATHARINE DREXEL
1858–1955

Feast Day—March 3

St. Katharine Drexel often said, “Love is proved by deeds.” Her long life 
witnessed the wisdom of her faith-filled insight. Born in Philadelphia 
in 1858, Katharine was the daughter of a wealthy banker. Her parents 
taught Katharine to be generous with her money. Mr. Drexel trained his 
daughter to realize that one’s money is meant to be shared with others.

Her father died in 1885. By the terms of his will, Katharine was one of 
the beneficiaries of his estate during her lifetime. That year, Katharine 
traveled throughout the country and became acquainted with the dif-
ficult living conditions of the Native Americans. She began to build 
schools for the children, supplying food, clothing, furnishings, and sala-
ries for the teachers. She also found priests to serve the spiritual needs 
of the people. As she became aware of the suffering of the African 
Americans, she extended her charitable efforts to them. Throughout 
her lifetime, working with the government’s Bureau of Colored and 
Indian Missions, she encouraged and financially supported missions 
throughout this country.

In 1891, with the sponsorship of her close family friend, Omaha’s 
Bishop James O’Connor, Katharine Drexel founded the religious con-
gregation the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament. She and her sisters 
took the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience—and she took 
a fourth vow “to be the mother and servant of the Indian and Negro 
races.” Mother Katharine Drexel used the income from her father’s 
trust—$350,000 a year in the 1900s—to build over sixty schools in the 
rural U.S. West and South. She also established Xavier University in 
New Orleans, the only Catholic African American college in the United 
States. She struggled for civil rights, taking on the Ku Klux Klan and 
financing some of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People’s investigations into exploitation of African American 
workers. Throughout her lifetime, Mother Katharine Drexel gave more 
than $21 million to help found churches, schools, and hospitals across 
the United States.

In 1935, Mother Katharine suffered a severe heart attack, and for 
the next twenty years, she lived in prayerful retirement. Her interest 
and love for the missions deepened until her death on March 3, 1955.

Pope John Paul II canonized Mother Katharine Drexel on October 
1, 2000. She had lived the true meaning and virtue of the Gospel, with 

heartfelt generosity. She put her money and her life where her heart 
was—with her beloved African and Native Americans.

Excerpt taken from United States Catholic Catechism for Adults, 151.

FACT OF FAITH

EUCHARISTIC ADORATION
By Rev. Larry Rice, CSP

Eucharistic adoration is devout prayer before the Body of Christ in the 
Eucharist, displayed outside of the context of the Mass. Once a very 
widespread practice, it became less popular after the Second Vatican 
Council, which placed a greater emphasis on the active participation of 
the faithful in the liturgy itself. The origins of eucharistic adoration are 
not very well-known.

One of the first references to reserving the Blessed Sacrament for 
adoration is in the life of St. Basil the Great in the late fourth century. 
It is said that St. Basil divided the consecrated eucharistic bread into 
three parts during the liturgy at his monastery. One part he consumed 
himself, the second was given to the monks, and the third portion was 
placed in a golden dove suspended above the altar. It seems likely that 
this reserved portion was kept for those who were unable to attend the 
liturgy because of illness or travel, for instance.

The practice of eucharistic adoration among laypeople is thought 
to have begun in Avignon, France, on September 11, 1226. King Louis 
VIII, having just won a victory over the Albigensians, asked that the 
Blessed Sacrament be placed on display at the Chapel of the Holy 
Cross. This exposition was so popular that the local bishop asked to 
have it continued indefinitely. Pope Honorius III gave his assent, and 
the practice continued there, nearly uninterrupted, until the French 
Revolution in 1792.

Although some liturgical theologians find eucharistic adoration 
somewhat at odds with the purpose and practice of the Eucharist at 
Mass—that is to say, Communion—in recent years eucharistic adora-
tion has become more popular, particularly among younger Catholics. 
The longest-running eucharistic adoration in the United States is with 
the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration in La Crosse, Wisconsin, 
who have been praying nonstop for more than 130 years.

Father Rice is Vocations Director for the Paulist Fathers
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