
The Feast of St Charles 

Borromeo
4th November



St Charles Borromeo

Cardinal and Archbishop of 
Milan from 1564 to 1584

Born on 2nd October 1538 -
Died on 3rd November 1584

He was responsible for 
significant reforms in 
the Catholic Church, including 
the founding of seminaries for 
the education of priests. 

Feast Day on November 4.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seminaries


St Charles was a descendant of nobility:
the Borromeo family was one of the most ancient
and wealthy in Lombardy, Italy.

The family coat of arms included the Borromean
rings, which are sometimes taken to symbolize
the Holy Trinity.

Charles' father Gilbert was Count of Arona. His
mother Margaret was a member of the Milan
branch of the House of Medici. The third son in a
family of six children, he was born in the castle
of Arona on Lake Maggiore 36 miles
from Milan on 2 October 1538.

Borromeo received the tonsure when he was about
twelve years old.

Charles made plain to his father that all money
from the Abbey belonged to the poor.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Borromeo_family
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lombardy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coat_of_arms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Borromean_rings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Trinity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arona,_Piedmont
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Medici
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Maggiore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tonsure


He attended 
the University of 
Pavia, where he 
studied law. Due 
to a slight 
impediment of a 
speech he was 
regarded as 
slow but he 
wasn’t he was 
thorough and 
intelligent and he 
earned 
a doctorate in 
canon and civil 
law.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Pavia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctor_of_both_laws


In 1559 Borromeo's uncle 
Cardinal Giovanni Angelo Medici 
was elected as Pope Pius IV. 

The newly-elected pope required 
his nephew to come to Rome, in 
1560, the pope created 
him cardinal, St Charles was 
formally appointed archbishop of 
Milan on 23 September 1565.

He extended his reforms to the 
churches and monasteries and 
encouraged them to attend to 
prisoners and those condemned to 
death, to give them help and 
support.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Pius_IV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cardinal_(Catholicism)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archdiocese_of_Milan


Among his most important actions, he established 
seminaries, colleges, and communities for the 
education of candidates for holy orders

He formed the first “Sunday School” classes for 
young people.

He was unpopular with some orders and in he was 
even shot at by the Brothers of Humility! His 
survival was considered miraculous.

In 1576 there was famine at Milan due to crop 
failures, and later an outbreak of the plague. The 
Governor and many members of the nobility fled the 
city, but the bishop remained, to organize the care 
of those affected and to minister to the dying. 

He called together the superiors of all the religious 
communities in the diocese and won their 
cooperation. Borromeo tried to feed 60,000 to 
70,000 people daily. He used up his own funds 
and went into debt to provide food for the hungry. 
Finally, he wrote to the Governor, and successfully 
persuaded him to return.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bubonic_plague


St Charles was also involved in English 
affairs when he assisted Pius IV. Many 
English Catholics had fled to Italy at 
this time because of the persecutions 
under Queen Elizabeth I. 

He gave pastoral attention to English 
Catholics who fled to Italy to escape the 
new laws against the Catholic faith.

Saint Edmund Campion, a Jesuit, along 
with Saint Ralph Sherwin visited him at 
Milan in 1580 on their way to England. 
They stayed with him for eight days, 
talking with him every night after dinner. 

The archbishop carried on his person a 
small picture of John Fisher, who, 
with Thomas More, had been executed 
during the reign of Henry VIII, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen_Elizabeth_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edmund_Campion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralph_Sherwin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Fisher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_More


In November [1583] he began a 
visitation as Apostolic visitor of all the 
cantons of Switzerland

During his pastoral visit to the region, 
150 people were arrested for practicing 
witchcraft. Eleven women and the 
provost were condemned to be burned 
alive

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Switzerland


St Charles Borromeo was 
described by a biographer as 
“an austere, dedicated, 
humourless and uncompromising 
personality”.

Charged with implementing the 
reforms dictated by the Council 
of Trent, his uncompromising 
stance brought him into conflict 
with secular leaders, priests, 
and even the Pope.

In 1584, during his annual 
retreat at Monte Varallo, he fell 
ill with a fever and on returning 
to Milan grew rapidly worse. 
After receiving the Last 
Sacraments, he died quietly on 4 
November at the age of 46



Following his death, 
popular devotion to 
Charles arose quickly 
and continued to grow. 

In 1602 Clement 
VIII beatified Charles. 

On 1 November 1610, 
Paul V canonized 
Charles. 3 years later, 
the church added his 
feast to the General 
Roman Calendar for 
celebration on 4 
November. 

St Charles Borromeo is 
the patron saint of 
bishops, catechists and 
seminarians.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_VIII
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beatified
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Roman_Calendar


Borromeo's emblem is the 
word humilitas =humility
which is a portion of 
the Borromeo shield. 

He is usually represented 
in art in his robes, 
barefoot, carrying the 
cross as archbishop, a 
rope around his neck, 
one hand raised in 
blessing, thus recalling 
his work during the 
plague.



Cardinal Baronius called 
him "a second St Ambrose, 
whose also suffered an 
early death, 

“He was a great loss on 
the Church.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cardinal_Baronius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ambrose


His 
relative Federico 
Borromeo and 
admirers 
commissioned a 
statue 20 m high 
that was erected 
on the hill above 
Arona, Italy.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federico_Borromeo


•Contrary to 
Borromeo's last 
wishes, 
the Duomo di 
Milano created 
a memorial 
crypt to honor
him at the 
church.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duomo_di_Milano


Prayer to St Charles Borromeo

O Saintly reformer,
Animator of spiritual renewal of 

priests and religious people,
You organised true seminaries

Inspire all religious teachers and 
authors of religious books

Move them to love and help to 
form true followers of Jesus the 

Teacher who was divine.
Amen

St Charles Borromeo Pray for us


