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Elizab eth Ann Seton (1774-1821), a  devoted  teac her and the mother of five c hild ren, w a s a  founder of the  
Americ an Catho lic  c hurc h. She sta rted  the first Americ a n relig ious c omm unity for wom en, the  Siste rs of 
Charity. She a lso op ened the first Am eric an p aroc hia l sc hool in the United  Sta tes, St. JosephÕs Ac a demy, in 
Emmitsb urg , Md. And in 1975 she b ec ame the first person born in the United  Sta tes to  be  na med a  sa int. 
 
It ha s been sa id  tha t Eliza beth lived  an ord inary life  in an extra ord inary way, striv ing  to  understand and do  
GodÕs w ill Ñ  a  typ e of ho liness tha t is a tta ina b le by anyone. She w as outgo ing  and  kind , known fo r her 
good sense and w it. Her a b ility to c onnec t w ith those around her w a s c entra l to her sp iritua lity. 
 
Elizab eth ma rried  Willia m Seton, a  wea lthy New York merc hant, a t 19. She wa s a  devout Ep isc opa lian, 
c ontemp la tive and  introspec t ive, and ac tive  in help ing  the sic k and needy. Her w orld  turned  up side  d own 
when she w as 30: William bec ame ill, his b usiness fa iled  and  he d ied . Elizab eth learned  a bout Catholic ism 
from friends while nursing  her husb and in Ita ly, and c onsidered  c onverting . Her fam ily in New York, where 
Catho lic s were pariahs, d eep ly d isa pproved. After anguished soul-searc hing , Eliza beth resolved her d oubts. 
She bec am e Catho lic  in 1805, c onvinc ed the fa ith rep resented  ChristÕs true  teac hing s. She b elieved 
strong ly in ChristÕs presenc e in the Euc harist and w as d evoted  to Ma ry. (Continued on reverse.) 
 
 

!  
 

ÒThe f i rst end I  propose in our daily  work 
is to do the wi ll of  God; secondly , 
to do it in  the manner he wi lls  it;  
and th ir dly , to do it because it is his will. Ó 
     "  Mo ther Seton to her Sisters 
 
 
ÒHow  ha ppy would  we b e, if w e believed what these d ear souls believe : tha t they 
possess God in the Sac rament, and tha t  He rema ins in their c hurc hes and  is c arried  to them when they are 
sic k! Oh, my! when they c a rry the  Blessed  Sac ram ent under my window , while  I fee l the full loneliness and 
sa dness of m y c ase, I c annot stop  the  tea rs a t the thoug ht: My  God! how  ha ppy would  I b e, even so  fa r 
awa y from a ll so  d ear, if I c ould  find  You in the c hurc h a s they d o.Ó 
 
 

ÒO God, as a lit tle chil d reli es 
on a care beyond his own, 
Let me thus wit h thee abide 
as my father, guard and guide.Ó 
     Prayer of  M other Seton 
 
 
ÒGod is mine  and I am His.Ó 
 
 
Elizabeth SetonÕs feast day is January 4. She was c anonized by Pope Paul VI in 1975. 
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To supp ort her family while in New York, Elizab eth ta ught b riefly and then opened a  board ing  house for 
students. But she met w ith little suc c ess: anti-Catholic  p a rents w orried  tha t she would  c onvert their c hild ren. 
Elizab eth wa s c erta in tha t in tim e, God w ould  show  her what to d o. In 1806 she met a  p riest visiting  from  St. 
Ma ryÕs Seminary in Ba ltim ore . His soc iety wa s looking  for a  relig ious c omm unity to  sta rt a  sc hool for g irls and  
he a sked Elizab eth if she were inte rested  in taking  on the p rojec t. In 1809 she took vows in the  seminaryÕs 
low er c ha pel and org anized  the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph w ith w omen rec ruited  by the priests. 
 
The sc hoo l she founded sub seq uently in Emmitsb urg  soon ac c epted  tuit ion students, a llowing  the sisters to 
financ e their c ha rita b le w ork for orphans, w idows, the ill and  elderly. Americ a  wa s g row ing ra p id ly and  the 
sisters were inund ated  w ith requests to  set up  simila r a c a dem ies. By 1830 they had  opened  sc hoo ls, 
orphana ges and hosp ita ls in c ities as fa r flung  as Cinc innati, Phila de lphia , New  Orleans, New  York and  St. 
Louis. The Sisters of Charity and the Da ughters of Charity, founded by St. Vinc ent de Pa ul, eventua lly 
formed a  c onferenc e tha t evo lved into The Sisters of Charity Federa tion. 
 
Mo ther Seton w rote  tha t she w ould  ra ther live in a  c ave or desert  than in the w orld  in whic h she found  
herse lf. ÒBut God ha s g iven me a  grea t dea l to do , and  I have a lways Ñ  and  hope a lwa ys Ñ  to p refer his 
w ill to  every w ish of my own,Ó she wrote. She d ied  of tub erc ulosis a t the  a ge of 46, 16 yea rs a fter c onverting  
to Catholic ism . 
 

!  
 
 
ÒWe must p ra y litera lly without c ea sing Ñ  without cea sing ; in every o ccurrenc e a nd  emp loyment o f our lives. You know I 
mea n tha t p ra yer o f the hea rt which is ind ep end ent o f p la c e o r situa tion, or which is, ra ther, a  ha b it o f lifting up  the 
hea rt to  God , a s in a  co nsta nt communica tion with Him.Ó 
 

 
ÒFaith lif ts the staggering soul on one side, Hope supports it on 
the other. Experience says it must be, and Love says Ñ  let it be.Ó 
 
 
ÒHer d istinguishing cha ra c teristic  wa s comp a ssion a nd  ind ulgenc e for p oor sinners. Her cha rity ma d e her wa tchful never 
to  sp ea k evil o f o thers, a lwa ys to  find  excuses or to  keep  silenc e. Her o ther sp ec ia l virtues were her a tta chment to  her 
friend s a nd  her gra titud eÉ.  Her hea rt wa s comp a ssiona te, relig ious, la vish of every good  in her p ossession, d isinterested  
in rega rd  to  a ll things.Ó 

Father Simon BrutŽ, Mother SetonÕs sp iritua l a d viser, a fter her d ea th 
 
 

ÒIf  I  seek out God in the sim pli ci ty  of  my heart, 
I  will surely  f i nd Him .Ó 
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Questions for Contemplat ion 
1. Elizab eth Seton rema ined true  to her fa ith desp ite the d isa pp rova l of her friend s. How  often do  we 

not live our fa ith for fear of what others w ill think of us? 
2. It ha s been sa id  tha t Mother Seton p ossessed  no  extraord inary g ifts, other than her w illingness to 

follow the  will of God . How d id  she d isc ern tha t w ill? How d id  it a llow her to  ac c om p lish a ll tha t she 
d id? 

3. Mo ther SetonÕs b elief in the Euc harist Ñ  in the rea l p resenc e of Christ Ñ  susta ined her through 
d iffic ult tim es. How  im portant is this be lief to you, and why? 

 

Mo re Information 
Daughters of Cha rity a t Emm itsburg : www .d a ughtersofc harity-emm itsb urg .org  
Elizab eth Ann Seton Museum: www .setonm useum.org  
Nat iona l Shrine of St. Elizab eth Ann Seton: www.emm itsb urg .net/ setonshrine /  
Seton Ha ll University: p rovost.shu.ed u/ c harte rd ay/ seton-links.htm 
Mo ther Seton House in Ba ltim ore : m othersetonhouse.org  


