
 The saints are heroes of our 

faith tradition. They are men, 

women and children who con-

vincingly demonstrate in their 

own lives the transforming, re-

deeming and inspiring love of 

God. They are people who chal-

lenge us, through words and 

works, to make use of that same 

transforming, redeeming and in-

spiring love of God in our own 

lives. In short, they are people to 

whom we look up; they are peo-

ple we admire. They remind us 

God can accomplish in us the 

kinds of things God accomplished 

in them. But the stories of the 

saints are more than a considera-

tion of the promise of human 

strength, courage, fidelity and te-

nacity. Their stories are also pow-

erful reminders of the reality of 

human frailty, weakness and infi-

delity. 

 In a sermon he preached on 

Palm Sunday, March 1622, Fran-

cis de Sales observed: “All crea-

tures, you see, are a mixture of 

perfection and imperfection. For 

this reason, they can be used as 

symbols of either. Every person, 

no matter how holy, has some 

imperfections. Made in God’s 

image, each person reflects some-

thing of God’s goodness while, at 

the same time, that same person 

c a r r i e s  s o m e  i m p e r f e c -

tions.” (Pulpit and Pew) 

 To overlook the vices of the 

saints is, paradoxically, to run the 

risk of diminishing their virtues. 

St. Francis preached: “We do no 

harm to the saints by pointing out 

their failings and  their sins  as 

well  as their virtues. In fact, bi-

ographers do a tremendous disser-

vice to them by hiding or drawing 

a veil over the early part of their 

lives for fear of lowering our 

opinion of their sanctity. This is a 

great mistake, an injustice to the 

saints and all who follow 

them.” (Ibid) 

 Francis de Sales believed that 

we have as much to learn from 

the setbacks of the saints as we do 

from their successes. “It is a good 

thing to see the defects in the 

lives of the saints. It not only 

shows God’s goodness in forgiv-

ing them, but it also teaches us to 

imitate the saints in their efforts 

to overcome their failings and to 

do penance for them. We study 

the virtues of the saints in order to 

imitate them; we study the fail-

ings of the saints in order to avoid 

them.” (Ibid) 

 Consider Saint Peter. Of Pe-

ter, Francis wrote: “St. Peter was 

chosen to be the chief of the apos-

tles, although he was subject to so 

many imperfections that he even 

committed some after receiving 

the Holy Spirit. Still, notwith-

standing his defects, he was al-

ways full of courage, never allow-

ing himself to be dismayed by his 

shortcomings.” (Conferences, IV, 

63) 

 Francis commented: “Who 

would not marvel at the heart of 

St. Peter, so bold among armed 

soldiers that he alone takes his 

sword in hand and strikes out 

with it? Yet, just a short time 

later, among unarmed people, he 

is so cowardly that at the mere 

word of a servant girl he denies 

and detests his master.” (Treatise, 

Book X, 9) 

 This way of looking at the 

saints can be most helpful in our 

everyday attempts to “Live Je-

sus”. Seeing the defects of the 

saints can serve as a strong vac-

cine against any dismay or dis-

couragement we may experience 

when faced with our own sins, 

failings and imperfections. At the 

same time, seeing the virtues of 

the saints can dissuade us from 

becoming smug or self-satisfied 

with our shortcomings. 

 The saints have much to teach 

us about how to pursue a life of 

devotion: overcoming our sins 

and failings, strengthening our 

practice of virtue. Francis de 

Sales (himself a saint) wants us to 

see the saints as real people, to 

realize that we can learn from 

their tragedies as well as from 

their triumphs. 
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