
Father Todd O. Strange                  8th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle A (2017) p1 

In thinking about Jesus’ words today about how we cannot serve two masters—God and wealth; in 
thinking about how Jesus said we must not worry about God’s enduring care for us, it brought to mind for 
me, one of my favorite saints, Katharine Drexel. Her feast day is this coming Friday (March 3rd). She was 
second of three children, born in Philadelphia in 1858, the same year as the apparitions in Lourdes, and 
three years before the Civil War would begin here in the U.S. Katharine was born into wealth. Her uncle, 
Anthony Drexel, was founder of Drexel University in Philadelphia. Her father, Francis Anthony Drexel, was a 
very successful investment banker.  

Katharine’s mother, Hannah, died five weeks after the birth of her third child. Mr. Drexel was a man 
of deep faith, and wanted to ensure that his three daughters were well educated, cultured, and cared for. 
He remarried a Catholic woman named Emma Bouvier. But showing his gratitude for the stability they knew 
as a family, Katharine’s father opened their family home two afternoons a week to care for the poor and 
needy of Philadelphia. 
 Katharine was close to her stepmother and nursed her through three years of illness, leading to her 
death. This undoubtedly had much to do with how she would direct the course of her life. In her late teens, 
the family traveled to the western part of the U.S., and it exposed Katharine to the plight of the Native 
American populations. It made an impression on her that would remain with her for life. 
 Not long after that, her father died. The three daughters were left a trust in the amount of $14 
million (an amount today that would be roughly $350 million). All three sisters decided to use this money to 
serve God. At that time, there was a great wave of immigration from Europe. And so many resources—
hospitals, schools and orphanages—were being built and established to respond to the needs of the 
struggling and ever-burgeoning immigrant Catholic population, most of which existed in urban areas. 

Katharine decided to direct her focus to two other groups that were looked down upon within 
American society: Indians and blacks. She had been inspired by a recently written book called A Century of 
Dishonor, written by a white woman named Helen Hunt Jackson, which chronicled the plight of Native 
Americans. Her first step was to fund schools on Indian reservations all over the country. 
 

In 1878, when she was 20 years old, she and her sisters had a private audience with Pope Leo XIII. 
Katharine pleaded with him to send more missionaries to serve the Indians. He said to her, “Why don’t you 
become a missionary to them?” That was not the answer she was seeking and it cut her to the heart. She 
left sobbing, yet his words to her continued to fester within her heart. She had strongly considered a 
religious vocation, but her spiritual director had advised against the idea, saying that her privileged 
upbringing would not suit her well for a life of such austerity.  

Nevertheless, she began to search for a religious community to join. None seemed to give sufficient 
emphasis on the specific mission God was calling her to, so with the support of her bishop, she decided to 
found a new religious congregation: the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament (“…for Indians and Colored 
People”). She began by entering the novitiate and spending two years living with an already established 
community in Pittsburgh: the Sisters of Mercy. In 1891, she made her solemn vows and soon after, others 
began to join the order.  
 Though personally wealthy, she made a strict vow of poverty. She and her sisters relied solely on 
what they earned by solicitations. Her personal wealth and the income it accumulated, was used to support 
first the Indian and black populations of New Mexico and Virginia.  

 
In the 1920’s she founded Xavier University in New Orleans, the first Catholic University established 

with a specific emphasis in helping the black population. In addition to donating millions of dollars, she was 
responsible in her lifetime for establishing 145 Catholic missions, 12 schools for Indian populations and 50 
for black populations. Still, she had many detractors, those who said that she was devoting too many 
valuable resources to people they regarded as unworthy. They harassed her and even set fire to one of her 
schools in Pennsylvania. 
 But Mother Katharine persisted in the work God had entrusted to her. She traveled from one 
outpost to the other, at a time when travel was hard. For example, in 1935, at age 77, she left New Orleans 



Father Todd O. Strange                  8th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle A (2017) p2 

for Port Arthur, Texas, and then by night train to Gallup, New Mexico. From there she went to San 
Francisco; Portland and Seattle, before continuing on, to a tiny outpost in Wenatchee, only 130 miles from 
this very spot. From there, she made the four-hour trip to where the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament had 
a mission. 
 

That same year, while on another trip, Mother Katharine suffered a severe heart attack and had no 
choice but to cease active ministry. She would live another 20 years, although they were spent in a very 
different way. From then on, her time was devoted to quiet, but intense, prayer, mostly done in a small 
room which overlooked the sanctuary and Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. Small notebooks and pieces of 
paper remain as testimony of her life of prayer. 
 She died on March 3rd, 1955 at age 97, having lived through eras that included slavery, wars waged 
against the Native Americans and the beginning of the civil rights movement. Although her life’s work did 
not eradicate the plight of minorities, it served as a profound and undeniable witness to something better—
the kingdom of God. Mother Katharine was canonized by Pope John Paul II in 2000. Our American Catholic 
Church owes much to such brave and loving women, and their witness to Jesus Christ. 
 

Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters….You cannot serve God and mammon”. Thank you, St. 
Katharine, for showing us what it looks like to put love of God above wealth, and the beauty that comes 
from it. St. Katharine Drexel, pray for us. 

Jesus said, “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink, or about your body, what you 
will wear. Is not life more than food and the body more than clothing?” Thank you, St. Katharine, for 
showing us radical trust, how you gave it all away, as though it was never really yours in the first place, 
that it’s all God’s and simply entrusted to us. You showed us how you found everything you needed, in 
letting God care for you. St. Katharine Drexel, pray for us. 

Jesus said, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given 
you besides”. Thank you, St. Katharine, for caring for others, as you allowed God to care for you. And in 
your care, your life of righteousness, you brought closer the kingdom of God. Thank you for your beautiful, 
your powerful, your Christ-like example of how to live authentically and courageously. St. Katharine Drexel, 
pray for us. 

For all the ways we make gods of our stuff, our deluded pursuits for power and comfort; for all the 
ways we are preoccupied with the things we convince ourselves really matter, and ultimately distract us 
from coming to know who we truly are as God’s sons and daughters; for all the ways we don’t really trust 
that He will truly take care of what we need; and for all the ways we don’t reach out to help bring about 
justice for our brothers and sisters, whose humanity is undermined….for all this, St. Katharine Drexel, pray 
for us.  


