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When I was around thirteen years old, my mother, who worked as a housekeeper for an elderly woman who had survived the Holocaust, gifted me with a book on the saints. It was wrapped in elegant red foil paper. I remember the paper distinctly because money was always tight when we were growing up, and I knew that my mom kept what she thought was a secret collection of used wrapping paper saved from gifts that had been given to and opened by her employer.

As I held the dog-eared, yellowed book, it was apparent that it, too, was used, likely something my mom found at one of the weekend flea markets she loved to scour. Surprisingly, although I had been attending Catholic school since first grade, and perhaps due to my short attention span and difficulty focusing in class, I knew very little about the saints. Regardless, I loved books, I loved reading, and since I was preparing for my Confirmation, the book would definitely come in handy. I thanked my mom, gave her a hug, and told her I would cherish it.

I put the book on my desk in my bedroom and forgot about it for a few weeks.

Then one night, I went to my room, closed the door, and began reading about the holy men and women who dedicated their lives to honoring God, usually by helping others. The book didn’t have any pictures (at thirteen, I loved books with pictures, and now, forty years later, I’m not ashamed to say I still do), but what it did have was marginalia: little notes scribbled in the margins of the book that provided a glimpse of the previous owner’s spiritual life. “Inspiring,” “I can do this,” “Amazing,” “I want to believe like this,” appeared in script next to the stories of the iconic fables of St. Patrick or the bravery of St. Agnes or the miracles of St. Anthony of Padua. And while I enjoyed the stories of the saints and the colorful lives they lived, I was even more fascinated by the reactions of the anonymous person whose life seemed to have been so affected by the examples of heroes and heroines who desired to do good in the world.

Saints, Angels & Demons is inspired by that anonymous reader. This is a book of profiles in courage, tenacity, devotion, reverence, love, and sacrifice. There are more than 10,000 saints within in the Catholic Church; this book introduces you to some of the most popular and influential holy men and women throughout history, a group of diverse people from around the world whose commonality was deep faith, the desire to serve a higher power, and a calling to help others.

As the name attests, this is also a book that profiles the spirits who often assisted and/or sometimes tormented the saints. Angels, or good spirits, and demons, the evil ones, embody the vast spectrum of light and dark, obedience and division, truth and lies, that is part of the Christian tradition.

Saints, Angels & Demons is an encyclopedia for the curious and the faithful. This book, meant to inform and inspire, is divided into three parts. The first, focusing on saints and martyrs who died because of their religious convictions, introduces you to exemplary yet imperfect individuals who epitomized faith in God and provides information about their feast days, patronages, and the signs and symbols associated with them. The second part, which focuses on angels, shines light on the celestial beings of the divine messengers who guide and protect us. The final section of the book explores the sinister nature of demons, also known as fallen angels, and stands as compelling caution against our gravest temptations.

This book spans thousands of years of history and tradition, and, given the vast panorama of topics covered, naming conventions can be intricate. For saints, I’ve primarily used names from the Roman Martyrology (Martyrologium Romanum), a record cataloging the saints and blessed individuals venerated by the Church. At times, I’ve used the more popular modern spellings. However, the naming of angels and demons, mainly when appearing in Abrahamic folklore traditions, or the Midrash, or the Talmud, is even more complex, so I’ve selected the most recognized names from contemporary histories.

Having written and edited books on religion and spirituality for more than fifteen years, I always try to find a common vernacular so that the books I have authored and published can spark dialogue among people from all walks of life. This book serves to do just that. Thus, while focused on a panoply of Catholic saints, this book is offered as a showcase of figures who have withstood the test of time, exemplifying the best and the worst of our human condition and beyond.

All this being said, Christianity, especially Catholicism, has intricate terminologies that can be challenging even to the most knowledgeable layperson. Hence, in addition to the three parts noted above, I’ve included a glossary, timeline, and numerous appendices that put the lives of the saints and the role of angels and demons in historical and theological context. It is also important to note that the time designation BC is used consistently for dates before the Common Era. AD is applied explicitly to first-century dates or when timing is ambiguous. Beyond the first century, AD is omitted.

I owe an immense debt to the brilliant writers, historians, theologians, mystics, and saints who contributed their thoughts to the topic. While the pages ahead may not break new ground, it offers you, the reader, a contemporary introduction to the spiritual realms of the seen and unseen. My hope is that Saints, Angels & Demons serves you as more than a reference book; I hope that it rouses you to your own reflections on good, evil, empathy, apathy, kindness, compassion, existence, purpose, and faith.

And while I’m still on the fence about suggesting you add your own marginalia to such a gorgeous book—Is it okay to write on such lovely pages?—beautifully illustrated by Katie Ponder and designed by Katie Benezra, I do hope the lives of the saints and the power of the angels, coupled with the cautionary tales of their fallen brethren, move you to exclaim, as did my anonymous reader, “Inspiring!”

GARY JANSEN

NOVEMBER 1, 2023

ALL SAINTS’ DAY
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Saints appear in various religious traditions and are often regarded as those who exemplify extraordinary holiness, superior virtue, and moral excellence. In Christianity, saints are honored for their righteous lives, miraculous deeds, and for serving as intercessors to God. Islam’s Sufism recognizes awliya (spiritual protectors), while Hinduism reveres sants or sadhus for their spiritual devotion. Buddhism also acknowledges enlightened beings like arhats and bodhisattvas. Although Judaism does not have formal saints, Jewish mysticism celebrates the thirty-six righteous individuals (like Abraham and Moses) known as tzadikim.

In the Catholic Church, saints are people who, after leading lives of holiness and virtue, are formally canonized, meaning that it is officially acknowledged that their souls are in Heaven and they can act as intercessors for the living. The canonization process, which can take decades, meticulously examines a person’s life, deeds, and writings, and any posthumous miracles credited to them.

While “saint” denotes this official acknowledgment of sanctity, it is vital to recognize that, in a broader sense, the term saint includes all of us. Derived from the Latin sanctus, meaning “holy” or “sacred,” every human, by his or her very nature, is a sacred being that should be honored (though not worshipped) for having been created in God’s image. Receiving this divine imprint means that we are sanctified. And indeed, according to the Church, we are all called to sainthood—a life devoted to love, service, and unity with God.

To be named a saint, an individual must no longer be among the living. Death is an intricate part of sainthood, and the history of the saints is frequently the history of martyrs who died for their religious beliefs. To be a martyr is to follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ, who was killed for his beliefs and teachings. The term martyr originates from the Greek mártys (μάρτυς), which means “witness.” Martyrs undergo suffering and ultimately pay for their convictions with their lives; most often, they did not seek martyrdom, but neither did they flee from it when confronted with the choice of renouncing their faith or being killed.

Many martyrs are recognized as saints by the Catholic Church, and they, too, go through a process of canonization, though it is often less rigorous than for those who died a natural death.

Once canonized, martyrs, like other saints, are given a specific feast day in the liturgical calendar of the Church. On this day, their lives and sacrifices are remembered and celebrated. Like saints, martyrs usually have patronages. They are sometimes depicted in art with a martyr’s palm branch, which alludes to the palms that were thrown at the feet of Jesus in the days before his arrest, torture, and crucifixion.
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