
The Veneration of Relics 

 
What is a Holy Relic? 

• A holy relic is the remains of a 

saint’s body (1st class relic) or  

objects that are closely connected to 

a saint (2nd class relic), like an article 

of clothing or some other object 

touched by the saint while they were 

still living, such as a staff, a chair or 

a book.  The actual manger where 

our infant Savior rested in 

Bethlehem can be viewed in the 

Basilica of Saint Mary Major in 

Rome, for example.  A 3rd class relic 

is any object that has touched a 1st or 

2nd class relic. 

• Only those relics that have an official 

episcopal seal (or documentation) are 

considered to be authentic. 

Why do Catholics venerate Relics? 

• Relics are venerated because the 

bodies of the saints were temples of 

the Holy Spirit and instruments 

through which God worked heroic 

acts of virtue, and in many cases 

miracles.  As Catholics we believe 

that these same bodies will be 

resurrected to glory on the Last Day. 

• By venerating the relics of saints, we 

honor and venerate the God by 

whose power and grace they became 

saints—God is glorified in His 

saints!   

• Catholics have been venerating 

saints since the 2nd century.  When 

Saint Ignatius of Antioch was 

martyred by being torn apart by 

lions, Catholics gathered up his 

bones and brought them back to 

Antioch.  Saint Polycarp (disciple of 

Saint John the Apostle), suffered 

martyrdom by being burnt alive.   

 

 

His ashes were gathered by the 

faithful and valued more highly than 

jewels.  Later generations built 

shrines, chapels, churches and even 

entire cathedrals and basilicas over 

the relics of saints; which also 

became popular destinations for 

pilgrimages. 

Great Blessings can be obtained through 

the Veneration of Relics 

• Saint John Damascene wrote, “As 

water gushed from the rock in the 

wilderness at God’s command, so by 

His command will blessings flow 

from the relics of the saints.”   

• Saint Augustine tells of many cures 

wrought through the relics of Saint 

Stephen in Africa, including the 

raising of two children from the 

dead. 

• Even in the Old Testament, we read 

of a dead man coming back to life 

when his body came in contact with 

Elisha’s bones (2 Kings 13:21).  In 

the Holy Gospel, the woman with an 

issue of blood was healed by 

touching our Lord’s garment.  In the 

book of Acts, people were healed by 

touching cloths that Saint Paul had 

touched. 

• The relics don’t have any power in 

themselves to produce miracles, but 

only from God who works through 

them.   

How do you venerate a holy relic? 

• We venerate a holy relic by our 

reverence toward it.  Any outward 

sign of reverence is acceptable, 

except a genuflection which is 

reserved for our Lord in the Blessed 

Sacrament or a relic of the True 

Cross. 

• Kneeling before a relic while 

contemplating the saint’s virtues and 

praying for his intercession is 

commendable. 



• We may also touch the glass window 

which displays the relic, or touch 

holy objects to the glass, like a 

rosary or a holy card. 

• Respectful silence should be 

maintained whenever we venerate a 

relic. 

What is the spiritual significance of relics? 

• I think that St. Jerome put it best 

when he said: “We do not worship 

relics, we do not adore them, for fear 

that we should bow down to the 

creature rather than to the creator.  

But we venerate the relics of the 

martyrs in order the better to adore 

him whose martyrs they are.” (Ad 

Riparium, i, P.L., XXII, 907). 

By working miracles through holy relics, 

God Himself testifies that they are worthy 

of our veneration. 

   Pax,    
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