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INTRODUCTION

Saints don’t go out of style, and patron saints in particular 
enjoy a perennial popularity, a few even among members of 
Protestant denominations and even other religions. Something 
about the saints attracts and intrigues us. Perhaps it’s their spe-
cial closeness to the mystery of the divine, or their simplicity, or 
their inclination to thumb their noses at the pretensions of power 
and wealth. Sometimes they endear themselves to people by their 
common sense and good humor. Even the saints who were dour 
or utterly impractical fascinate us.

The Catholic affection for saints was what led to the tradi-
tion of adopting saints as patrons of particular causes, groups, 
or regions. In The Patron Saints Handbook, you’ll learn about 
one hundred such saints. You’ll find out, for example, who St. 
Genesius was and why he is the patron saint of actors. You’ll dis-
cover why St. Thérèse of Lisieux, who spent her life in a cloistered 
French convent, is the patron saint of missionaries. You’ll meet the 
patron saint of firefighters, songwriters—and even astronauts.

Before we go any further on the topic of patron saints, how-
ever, we need to have a clear understanding of saints in general 
and their role in the life of the community of faith. The saints are 
recommended to us because they excelled at living their lives with 
great trust and confidence in God. As they willingly and com-
pletely opened their hearts to the risen Christ, God was able to 
do marvelous, frequently delightful, and always inspiring things 
through them. Because of their heroic virtue, the Church recog-
nizes them as worthy of devotion. That’s why they’re saints.
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At the same time, saints are like anyone who has ever lived in 
this world and died trusting in the grace of Christ: They live now 
as they lived then, as members of the Church, the same faith com-
munity to which we belong. This is what Catholic tradition calls 
“the communion of saints,” and we who flounder around in time 
and space are every bit as much members of this communion as 
are the countless souls who went before us. Just as we may ask 
others here in time and space to pray for us, so also we may ask 
those who have gone before us into eternity to pray for us. 

If saints are our brothers and sisters in Christ and compan-
ions on our faith journey, then it makes sense to ask them to be 
patrons of particular causes. As patrons, we are asking various 
saints to take a special interest in something that may somehow 
have related to their lives on earth. This could be a cause, such 
as the pro-life movement; a group of people, such as parents of 
large families; or members of a profession, such as dentists or 
physicians. Churches and dioceses also have patrons, as well as 
some cities and countries. 

St. Francis of Assisi, for example, encouraged his followers 
to honor and respect the natural world, so he is the patron saint 
of animals and those who work to protect the environment. He 
is also the patron of Assisi, Italy, and other cities. St. Francis de 
Sales was a writer, so he is the patron saint of journalists and writ-
ers. St. Clare of Assisi is the patron saint of television because 
one Christmas when she was too ill to attend Mass, she saw and 
heard Christmas Mass on her wall, even though it was happen-
ing in a different place.

At times popes have named saints as patrons of particular 
causes. After the conclusion of the First Vatican Council in 1870, 



11

Introduction

Pope Pius IX named St. Joseph, the husband of Mary, as patron 
of the universal Church. St. Joseph is also the patron of fathers 
and workers. Patrons also can be chosen by individuals, groups, 
or organizations. St. Isidore the Farmer is the patron saint of 
farmers and the United States National Rural Life Conference. 

Popular saints such as Mary and St. Joseph are often selected 
as patrons of numerous causes. Each of the one hundred saints in 
this book has been identified with only one specific cause, but at 
times I have noted when a saint is also a patron of another group. 
Although it’s often obvious why a saint is a patron of a particular 
cause, sometimes there seems to be no connection at all or only 
a peripheral one. For example, St. John Gualbert is the patron of 
forest workers because the first monastery he established was in 
a shady grove of trees. 

The saints in this book span the two thousand years of 
Christianity. In the case of early Church saints, it’s sometimes 
difficult to tell fact from fiction. We usually have good evidence 
that the saint existed and was martyred, but often legends devel-
oped around a particular saint, stories that both entertained 
and inspired people. Whatever really happened, however, we 
do know that these men and women were put to death for their 
belief in Jesus Christ. Their intercession is just as powerful as 
the saints whose lives we are more familiar with. At times the 
veneration and practices that followed the saints’ deaths are as 
interesting as the lives of the saints themselves. 

There are a few cases in which it’s impossible to verify that a 
saint actually existed. St. Christopher is probably the best exam-
ple of this situation. Then the Church tends to gently discourage 
devotion to him or her, although we can still be inspired and 
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delight in these stories that are so much a part of our ancient 
tradition.

This book is arranged alphabetically by the cause to which 
a saint is attached. An index in the back of the book also lists 
the saints alphabetically by their first name so that you can eas-
ily find a particular saint. There are far more patron saints than 
those included in this book, of course, so you’ll also find a list of 
resources for researching other patron saints. 

As you read or browse through The Patron Saints Handbook, 
keep in mind that these saints were human just like all of us. 
Unlike us, however, they now enjoy what we experience only par-
tially and imperfectly: loving intimacy with the God whom Dante 
in his Divine Comedy called “the Love that moves the sun and the 
other stars.” Yet the very idea of patron saints takes for granted 
that the saints in heaven know what goes on in this world and in 
our lives, and they care for us and pray for us when we ask them 
to do so. How delightful is that!

Mitch Finley
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1

Abuse Victims
Blessed Laura Vicuña

January 22

Laura Vicuña was born just three months after a civil war had 
erupted in Chile in 1891, so her life was in danger soon after 

it began. Claudio Vicuña, a relative of her father, was a prominent 
figure in the war—which left him with many enemies. The ani-
mosity toward him also threatened Laura and her family, and they 
moved to the Andean mountains for safety. In 1894 Laura’s father 
died, leaving his wife, Mercedes, alone with her two daughters.

Mercedes became the mistress of a man named Manuel Mora 
in exchange for his protection and financial support. Mora sent 
Laura and her sister to a boarding school, which was run by the 
Salesian Sisters. Laura loved her new school—particularly the 
chapel that housed the tabernacle—and spent much of her time 
in prayer. At the age of ten, she made her First Holy Communion, 
which was a deeply spiritual experience for her. In her notebook 
at the time, she wrote, “O my God, I want to love you and serve 
you all my life. I give you my soul, my heart, my whole self.” She 
asked the bishop who came to visit her school if she could become 
a Salesian Sister herself, but he responded that she was too young. 
Later, however, her confessor allowed her to take private vows.

Although she loved her time at school, Laura’s life at home 
during school vacations was plagued with difficulties. Mora, who 
was often drunk, was becoming increasingly abusive and began 
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making sexual advances toward the girl. Furthermore, Laura real-
ized that her mother was neither happy nor close to God. This 
troubled her so much that she offered her life to God in exchange 
for her mother’s salvation. 

Laura fell ill in the winter of 1903 and returned home from 
school to recuperate and be with her mother. Mora’s behavior 
grew steadily worse, and Laura and her family moved out. One 
night Mora caught up with them. He beat Laura until she was 
unconscious. She died several days later on January 22, 1904. 
After Laura’s death, Mercedes returned to her faith and left Mora 
for good.

Laura was beatified by Pope John Paul II on September 3, 
1988. Because she suffered and ultimately died at the hands of 
Mora, Laura is the patron saint of abuse victims. By dying she 
gave her mother the courage to escape a terrible domestic situa-
tion and to return to the Church. We may ask for her intercession 
to give us the strength to assert our rights in the face of abuse—
physical or otherwise—as well as to deepen our faith.
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2

Actors
St. Genesius

August 25

During the second and third centuries, Christians were 
frequently subjected to persecution by various Roman 

emperors. One of the most infamous of these emperors was 
Diocletian, who reigned from 284 until 305. When Diocletian first 
became emperor, he gave the impression that he might be more 
tolerant of Christianity than his predecessors, but this did not 
happen. For political reasons, Diocletian ordered that Christian 
churches be destroyed and that all copies of holy books be burned. 
He then denied all Christians in the empire their civil rights, which 
meant that they were no longer considered to be Roman citizens. 
Next, he directed that all members of the clergy be thrown in 
prison. All clergy who refused to offer sacrifice to the pagan gods 
were to be tortured and put to death. Before long he ordered that 
all Christians receive the same treatment.

Genesius was an actor who lived in Rome during the third cen-
tury. One day he was performing in a play being presented for the 
emperor’s entertainment. The play had been written to mock the 
Christian Sacrament of Baptism, and Genesius portrayed a cat-
echumen who was to be baptized. While performing, however, 
Genesius underwent a conversion. 

When Genesius’ fellow actors took him before the emperor, 
Diocletian became enraged and sent him to Plautian, a high-



16

The Patron Saints Handbook

ranking military officer. Plautian threatened him with torture if 
he didn’t offer sacrifice to the pagan gods, but Genesius refused 
and insisted that he would be a Christian no matter what the cost. 
Genesius was then beheaded.

Certainly we can learn from the example of Genesius. We may 
not live in a society in which people are killed in huge numbers 
for being Christian, but in many countries in the world, acting 
on one’s Christian faith can put a person in harm’s way. In fact, 
notable individuals in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
have been murdered for precisely this reason. There is nothing 
out-of-date about the witness of Genesius.

Actors, whether amateur or professional, can learn from 
Genesius that it is important that there be no conflict between 
one’s faith and one’s art. They have a special gift, through which 
they may choose to influence people for good or for ill. Genesius, 
of course, would have them use it for the former.


