
DOMINICANA
Vol. XVI SEPTEMBER, No. 3

A NEGRO SAINT FOR NEGROES
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HEN the stage production, "The Green Pastures" closed
recently in New York, it had to its credit a record of six
hundred and forty performances as well as the distinction
of having been the most widely discussed presentation of

recent years. We are not interested so much in its condemnation by
those who thought it blasphemy to show God and His angels in Negro
form, or in its praises by those who considered the play an edifying
portrayal of a strong and simple religious reality, as we are in a very
basic truth, exemplified in the play, which neither sort of disputant
can dispute, namely, that all men, Negroes not excepted, interpret life
quite naturally in terms of self. Where one can somehow find one's
likeness, one can love. That is why men are devoted to their families,
why they are patriotic, why, in truth, they are religious. God is
infinite perfection and in Himself infinitely worthy of love, but He
is loved by men because His perfection is the model of their being,
the cause of their existence and their final end. It is the realization
of the connection between self and family, country, race and Maker
that moulds the attitudes of men toward each. Love is their first
emotion and the cause of all the rest. And love, we learn from Aris-
totle, is founded on likeness. The Son of God became man that from
our obvious likeness to His Humanity, our love for Him might
abound. So, the pious Negro who thinks of God as of a dignified and
gentle colored parson is no more guilty of error and no less illustrates
truth than the painter who represents the Deity in the form of a
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Negro saint, he is in a certain sense a Saint because he was a Negro.

By submitting to the Providence which allowed him to be an outcast

because of his color, he took the first important step on the way of

self denial that led to his sanctification.
His story is simple and may be briefly sketched. He was born

of a Negro mother, Anna Velasquez, a liberated slave. The record

of his baptism in the Church of St. Sebastian, Lima, dated December
9th, 1579 does not name his father. Don John de Porres, Knight of

the Order of Alcantara and a man of some importance in the Peru-

vian Government later acknowledged his son, brought him along

when on a diplomatic mission in Guayaquil and sent him to a school

for a brief education. On his return to Lima, John de Porres decided

that his mulatto child was a hindrance to his social and political ad-

vancement and proceeded to clear away the obstacle by apprenticing

the boy to a barber. Martin knew no more of home. He lived in an

attic room near his work ; walked to Mass daily ; labored earnestly at

his trade acquiring a knowledge of surgery and medicine; and devoted

his evenings to prayer and pious study. His social contacts were

apparently limited to his customers at the barber-shop and his clients

in the streets of Lima, the poor and sick on whom he spent his

earnings and his precious knowledge of the healing arts—medicine

and kindness. He entered the Dominican Order in the unique posi-

tion of a tertiary Lay brother. No other instance is known of the

solemn profession of a Dominican Tertiary. Prayer, penance, and

ministering to the sick and poor, with the dominant quality of utter

self-disdain throughout and a chronicle of miracles that won for him

the title of "Thaumaturgus of Peru"—sum up the remainder of his

life. His holy death occurred on November 3, 1639, in the same

convent where he received the Dominican habit. He was sixty years

old when he died. Marvels followed his death. Twenty-five years

later when popular devotion brought about a transfer of his remains

from the chapter room of the convent to a vault in the Church, this

body was found incorrupt. Pope Gregory XVI declared him

"Blessed" on March 19, 1836.

A justifiable pride in the Negro rebels against his being branded

by the white man as "inferior." Yet, somehow, the colored man must

manage to adjust himself not only to this humiliation, but as well, to

its many consequences in daily social and civic life. The only alter-

native to this adjustment is a hatred which both fails to destroy the
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the conviction that he was a sinner and, as such, worthy of nothing
but chastisement.

We cannot go into much detail on the supernatural manifestations
of his life. He had a wonderful devotion to the Blessed Sacrament
and to the Mother of God. He was often seen in ecstacy raised from
the ground. Once while in prayer before the tabernacle a fire was
seen to envelope the altar, while Martin remained transfixed in con-
templation. After word of the event brought others to the scene, the
fire had gone and Martin, oblivious of all, remained there kneeling.
Perhaps the flame was but a sign to men of the charity that burned
in the heart of the humble mulatto. Several miracles of bilocation,
one of which is given in the lessons of his fea.st, and miracles of mul-
tiplication of alms are related of him. Yet all these signs and won-
ders are but witnesses to the greatest miracle of all—his humility.

Another admirable quality of his life, is his love for animals.
He befriended all of them because they were creatures of God. He
pitied and helped any he found suffering. His characteristic love of
lowly things is illustrated in perhaps his best known miracle—his
saving of the rats who were about to be destroyed in his convent. He
also saved the convent from the rats. Hence the miracle. At his
command, one of them scurried through the cloister as if giving an
alarm, and soon all of its kind followed it back and out into the
convent gardens, to the feet of Martin, where he substituted more
substantial food for the poorly nourishing fare of sacred vestments
which had come near working their destruction.

One day Father John of Barbasan, the procurator of the com-
munity, was taken aback to see Martin wearing a brand new habit.
The humble and humorous Lay brother thus explained his unusual
attire : "That is, Father, because I am going to be buried in it."
Soon after the fever which had given him much suffering throughout
his life, and which he had ignored except under obedience, became
acute. When he heard that the doctors were going to apply the blood
of chickens, a remedy common in those days, he pleaded: "Pray do
not deprive those little creatures of God of their lives for me, for the
remedy would do me no good. The time is come for me to die."
His agony was of short duration. Following his victory over a final
assault of Satan against his faith he was consoled by a vision of Our
Lady, and Saints Joseph, Dominic, Vincent Ferrer and Catherine.
When the end drew near and the brethren gathered he begged their
forgiveness for his faults and bad example. Thus his last words
expressed the humility which had been his life. Immediately his gaze
went heavenward. The sorrowing members of the community recited




