
 About five years ago, I went with a friend to Italy to various cities to 
see some of the tombs of the saints.  While in Milan, a priest there brought 

us to the cathedral where St. Charles Borromeo is buried.  There was a long 
line to go down the steps where his tomb is.  I remember the priest pointing 

to a little picture above his tomb saying that this was the most authentic 
painting of St. Charles. 
 

 A little background about the state of the Church in the 16th century is 
helpful.  The Church was in a very poor state because of weak leaders.  

Bishops and priests were abusing their office and not living their promise of 
celibacy.  Martin Luther had nailed his 95 theses to the church door in 
Wittenburg.  The Protestant Reformation was in full swing in northern 

Europe, particularly in Germany and England.  In short, this was a very 
rough time for the Church.    

 
 In the midst of this great storm, Charles Borromeo is born.  He was a 
man of great humility, courage, and faithfulness.  In the midst of luxury, he 

lived a very simple life.  He was charged with caring for the Church in Milan, 
which was a huge diocese with 800 parishes and 200 oratories.  Milan hadn’t 

had a resident bishop for 80 years.  St. Charles lived among the people.  
 

St. Charles was one of the leading advocates of getting the reforms of 
the Council of Trent implemented.  Some of the reforms included: A new 
catechism (people were generally very ignorant of the faith), establishing 

seminaries for educating the clergy, and new systems to help the poor.  The 
most difficult task, however, was reforming the clergy and laity.  He met 

great opposition in trying to reform their morals and manners.   
 
 If this were not enough, he had deal with a plague that hit his diocese 

in 1576.   At its height, over 100 people died a day.  17,000 people in Milan 
died.  In response, St. Charles established hospitals and hospices for the 

victims. St. Charles died at the age of 46 basically from exhaustion.  He is 
the patron saint of learning and seminarians. 
 

 For us today, it’s important to realize that the Church has always had 
her struggles (sometimes internally, sometimes externally) and she always 

will.  Jesus always guides His little boat.  In the Napoleonic era, at one point 
Napoleon launched into a tirade, telling the pope’s secretary that he would 
“crush” the Church.   

 
 Napoleon said, “Your eminence, are you not aware that I have the 

power to destroy the Catholic Church?” Cardinal: “Your majesty, we, the 
Catholic clergy, have done our best to destroy the church for the last 1,800 
years. We have not succeeded, and neither will you.”  

 
 Christ promised that He would always be with his Church.  And in 

every age, our Lord raises up holy men and woman to purify and guide the 
Church.  The question is whether you are willing to be one of those people. 


