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A Reflection on Elizabeth Seton 
 
Elaine Pagel’s book ‘Why Religion?’ describes the harrowing episodes in her life when she lost her son, and 
then her husband. She writes that “times of mourning displace us from ordinary life.” When we meet with 
suffering we don’t have words to say anything helpful. In answer to a well-meaning friend who says “I can’t 
imagine how you felt, what that was like,” she thinks I can’t imagine it either and then she says it was “like 
being burned alive.” She bristles when people say “the loss of your son” when he wasn’t lost, he died.     
 
Elizabeth Seton had a very worldly life, born beautiful, happily married for a short time followed by the loss 
of her father, her husband and then two daughters. She had a strong sense of service for others and worked 
to help widows and orphans even while she was going through her own devastating losses. She managed to 
stay strong through it all and bequeath us with a legacy of education and religious leadership. “She died 
January 4, 1821, and became the first American-born citizen to be beatified (1963) and then canonized (1975). 
She is buried in Emmitsburg, Maryland.” “She founded the first American religious community for women, 
the Sisters of Charity. She opened the first American parish school and established the first American 
Catholic orphanage. All this she did in the span of 46 years while raising her five children.”  
 
When we hear the names of saints some of us conjure up an image of piety, other-worldly sanctity and the 
idea that saints are somehow displaced from ordinary life. Elizabeth Seton does not seem to fit into this 
category at all. She seems to have suffered a great deal of heart breaking loss in her 46 years of life and she 
managed to concentrate on God’s will to keep her going, not hers. It seems to me that this kind of saint hood 
is something we can all aspire to. Not denying the hard things that come our way; the loss, the heavy and 
difficult life events. It’s the ability to keep courage and faith that there might be more to life than we can see 
from our perspective: never denying the real pain and suffering of the world, that there is still hope. Elizabeth 
Seton’s feast day is January 4th. When we meet people in our hospital who are in pain, or in the first shock of 
grief, we can be reassured by her example that we too can make a difference. Her holiness speaks to the 
reality of our lives and the fact that we need not be saintly to be saints. Pope Benedict writing in 1968 wrote 
this: “I must admit that to me this holiness of the church has in itself something infinitely comforting about 
it. Would not one be bound to despair in the face of a holiness that was spotless and could operate on us by 
judging us and consuming us by fire.” I’m sure that Elizabeth Seton would agree.  
 
By Josephine Kay, Chaplain Resident at Midtown 
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