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With beatification of John Paul II, what makes a 'fast-track' 
saint? 
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Art ic le  Detai ls  
Most  fas t- t rack sa inthood cases  share  f ive  t ra i ts  In  l ight  of  the  speed with  which John 
Paul’s  beat i f ica t ion has  unfolded,  some wonder  why the  wheels  are  taking longer  to  
gr ind for  o ther  notable  would-be sa ints :  Cathol ic  Worker  founder  Dorothy Day,  for  
ins tance,  or  Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar  Romero,  or  the  war t ime pont i f f  Pius  XII .  
In  effect ,  i t  ra ises  the  quest ion:  What  makes a  “fas t - t rack” saint?    
 
When John Paul  I I  i s  declared “Blessed” on May 1,  i t  wi l l  represent  the  fas tes t  
beat i f ica t ion of  modern t imes,  narrowly surpass ing Mother  Teresa .  Both ,  of  course ,  
were  g lobal  celebr i t ies  whose deaths  prompted grass-roots  campaigns for  immediate  
sa inthood,  and they remain the  only two recent  cases  in  which the  normal  wai t ing 
per iod to  launch a  cause  was se t  as ide .  
 
In  l ight  of  the  speed with  which John Paul’s  beat i f ica t ion has  unfolded,  some wonder  
why the  wheels  are  taking longer  to  gr ind for  o ther  notable  would-be sa ints :  Cathol ic  
Worker  founder  Dorothy Day,  for  ins tance,  or  Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar  Romero,  
or  the  wart ime pont i f f  Pius  XII .  
 
In  effect ,  i t  ra ises  the  quest ion:  What  makes a  “fas t - t rack” saint?  
In  1983,  John Paul  overhauled the  sa in thood process  to  make i t  quicker ,  cheaper  and 
less  adversar ia l ,  in  par t  because he wanted to  l i f t  up contemporary models  of  
hol iness .  The resul t  is  wel l -known: John Paul  pres ided over  more  beat i f ica t ions  
(1 ,338)  and canonizat ions  (482)  than a l l  previous  popes  combined.  
 
Since those  reforms,  a t  leas t  20 beat i f ica t ions ,  the  f inal  s tep before  sa in thood,  might  
be  def ined as  “fas t- t rack,”  occurr ing within  roughly 30 years  af ter  the  person’s  death .  
This  pr iv i leged set  includes  a  mix of  the  famous (Padre  Pio  and Opus Dei  founder  
Josemaría  Escr ivá)  and the  re la t ively obscure  (Anuar i te  Nengapeta ,  a  Congolese  
martyr ,  and Chiara  Badano,  a  lay member  of  Focolare) .  They include men and women,  
c lergy and la i ty ,  f rom both  the  developing world  and the  developed.  
 
Aside f rom a  reputat ion for  personal  hol iness  and miracle  repor ts ,  there  are  f ive  t ra i ts  
most  of  these  fas t - t rack cases  share .  
 
For  another  s tory on the  la te  pope 's  progress  toward sa inthood,  see:  
Some quest ion speed of  John Paul  I I 's  beat i f ica t ion [3] .  
 
Firs t ,  most  have an organizat ion behind them ful ly  commit ted  to  the  cause,  wi th  both  
the resources  and the pol i t ical  savvy to  move the bal l .  
 
Opus Dei ,  for  ins tance,  boasts  a  ros ter  of  ski l led canon lawyers ,  and they invested 
s ignif icant  resources  in  the  cause  of  their  founder .  An Opus Dei  spokesperson 
es t imated that  the  tota l  cost  of  seeing Escrivá  declared a  sa int ,  including s taging two 
massive  ceremonies  in  Rome --  beat i f ica t ion in  1992 and canonizat ion in  2002 - -  was  
roughly $1 mil l ion.  
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That  factor  a lone helps  explain  why other  causes  may languish.  In  the  case  of  
Dorothy Day,  for  example ,  there’s  ambivalence in  Cathol ic  Worker  c i rc les .  Some 
quest ion whether  Day would have wanted to  be made a  sa in t ,  and others  wonder  i f  the  
resources  would be  bet ter  invested serving the  poor .  
 
Second,  several  of  the  fas t- t rack cases  involve a  “f i rs t ,”  usual ly to  recognize  e i ther  a  
specif ic  geographical  region or  an underrepresented const i tuency.  
 
I ta l ian  laywoman Maria  Cors in i  was  beat i f ied  in  2001,  jus t  35 years  af ter  her  death ,  
a long with  her  husband Luigi  Bel t rame Quat t rocchi ,  the  f i rs t  marr ied couple  to  be  
declared “blessed.”  Nicaraguan Sales ian Sr .  María  Romero Meneses  was beat i f ied  in  
2002,  25 years  af ter  her  death ,  as  the  f i rs t  b lessed f rom Centra l  America .  
I t ’s  a lso  s t r ik ing that  of  the  20 fas t- t rack cases ,  12 have been women.  That’s  
arguably re la ted to  an effor t  by off ic ia ldom to  counter  percept ions  that  the  Cathol ic  
church is  host i le  to  women.  
 
Third ,  there’s  sometimes a  pol i t ical  or  cul tural  issue symbolized by these candidates  
that  lends  a  perceived sense  of  urgency.  
 
For  ins tance,  I ta l ian  laywoman Gianna Beret ta  Molla  was beat i f ied  in  
1994,  th ir ty- two years  af ter  she  died in  1962.  (Molla  was  canonized in  2004) .  She’s  
famous for  having refused both  an abor t ion and a  hysterectomy that  would resul ted in  
the  death  of  her  unborn chi ld .  
 
In  other  cases ,  the  perceived issue may be in ternal  to  the  church.  María  de la  
Pur ís ima,  a  Spanish Sis ter  of  the  Cross ,  was  beat i f ied  in  2010,  jus t  12 years  af ter  her  
death  in  1998.  Vat ican off ic ia ls  hai led her  as  a  model  of  preserving the  t radi t ions  of  
re l ig ious  l i fe  in  a  per iod of  “ ideological  turmoil”  fol lowing the  Second Vatican 
Counci l  (1962-65) .  
 
The l inkage between a  candidate  and an issue a lso  can help  explain  why th ings  s low 
down.  Caut ion surrounding Pius  XII ,  for  example ,  is  obviously re la ted to  tens ions  in  
Cathol ic /Jewish re la t ions .  
 
Fourth ,  causes  somet imes make the  fas t  t rack because the  s i t t ing pope feels  a  
personal  investment .  
 
For  ins tance,  two Pol ish  pr ies ts  moved through the  process  swif t ly  under  John Paul :  
Jerzy Popieluszko,  a  Sol idar i ty  leader  murdered by the  Pol ish  communis ts ,  and 
Michal  Sopocko,  the  confessor  of  St .  Faust ina  Kowalska,  a  myst ic  and founder  of  the  
Divine  Mercy devot ion,  to  which John Paul  had a  s t rong personal  commitment .  (The 
date  for  John Paul’s  beat i f ica t ion ceremony,  May 1,  has  been observed s ince  2000 as  
“Divine Mercy Sunday.”)  
 
Fif th ,  fas t- t rack cases  general ly  enjoy overwhelming hierarchical  support ,  both  f rom 
the  bishops  of  the  region and in  Rome.  
 
Badano,  beat i f ied  jus t  20 years  af ter  her  death  in  1990,  is  the  f i rs t  Focolare  
“blessed.”  The movement  is  admired for  i ts  spir i tual i ty  of  uni ty  and i ts  ecumenical  
and in terfa i th  effor ts ,  not  to  mention i ts  loyal ty to  the  bishops  and to  the  pope.  
 
The cr i ter ion of  h ierarchical  support  a lso  may help  expla in  why Romero’s  cause  isn’ t  
moving with  the  same speed.  Because of  his  associa t ion with  l iberat ion theology,  
Romero was a  polar iz ing f igure  among his  fe l low Lat in  American bishops ,  some of  
whom are  s t i l l  on  the scene.  



 3

 
All  f ive  cr i ter ia  are  present  in  droves  for  John Paul ,  which may augur  a  very br ief  
in terval  before  he’s  formal ly declared a  sain t .  Padre  Pio  offers  a  term of  comparison 
- -  jus t  three  years  passed between beat i f ica t ion in  1999 and canonizat ion in  2002.  
To some extent ,  how quickly th ings  move may depend on whether  the  issue associa ted 
with  John Paul’s  cause  remains  his  impact  on the  world  and his  personal  char isma,  or  
whether  his  mixed legacy on the  sexual  abuse  cr is is  looms larger  as  t ime goes  on.  
Some have argued that  the  s tudy of  John Paul’s  l i fe  and legacy as  par t  of  the  
sa in thood process  did  not  g ive  suff ic ient  weight  to  his  handl ing of  the  sexual  abuse  
cr is is ,  such as  the  case  of  the  la te  founder  of  the  Legionar ies  of  Chris t ,  Mexican Fr .  
Marcial  Maciel  Degollado.  A longt ime favor i te  dur ing John Paul’s  papacy,  Maciel  
was la ter  d isgraced as  the  Legionar ies  acknowledged he was gui l ty  of  var ious  forms 
of  sexual  misconduct .  
 
The Survivors  Network of  those  Abused by Pr ies ts ,  known as  SNAP,  issued a  
s ta tement  asser t ing that  the  hierarchy is  “rubbing more sa l t  in to  the  wounds” of  
v ic t ims with  a  “hasty dr ive  to  confer  sa in thood” on John Paul .  
 
In  the  meant ime,  two footnotes :  
 
John Paul’s  process  doesn’ t  even come close  to  being the  fas tes t  on record.  That  
d is t inct ion belongs  to  St .  Anthony of  Padua,  who died in  June 1231 and was 
canonized less  than a  year  la ter  by Pope Gregory IX.  Anthony even beat  out  h is  
master ,  St .  Francis  of  Assis i ,  canonized 18 months  af ter  h is  death  in  October  1226.  
 
Despi te  percept ions  that  Pope Benedict  XVI has  s lowed down the  sa in t-making 
factory,  he’s  actual ly churning out  new “blesseds”  a t  a  more  rapid  c l ip .  John Paul  
approved 1 ,338 beat i f ica t ions  over  26 years ,  an  average of  51 a  year ;  Benedict  has  
s igned off  on 789 beat i f ica t ions ,  or  131 a  year .  
 
Yet  Benedict  is  not  canonizing people  with  the  same frenzy.  John Paul’s  482 
canonizat ions  work out  to  more  than 18 a  year ,  while  Benedict’s  34 so  far  represent  
an annual  average jus t  under  seven.  
 
That  d iscrepancy could suggest  that  even John Paul  may have to  cool  h is  heels ,  a t  
leas t  a  b i t ,  before  he’s  formal ly  f i t ted  with  a  halo .  
 
 
[John L.  Al len Jr .  is  NCR senior  correspondent .  His  e-mail  address  is  
ja l len@ncronl ine .org.]  
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