
 

Saint Pelagia the Penitent 
Feast Day October 8 
Born 3rd or 4th century  
Died 305 AD 
Venerated in the Roman Catholic Church 
 

The story of Saint Pelagia is set in Antioch, one of the great cities of the eastern Roman world. 

Antioch was wealthy, crowded, and culturally lively, with important trade, public entertainment, 

religious institutions, and a large Christian population. According to tradition, Pelagia was a 

celebrated dancer, actress, or performer. She was said to be exceptionally beautiful, richly dressed, 

and surrounded by admirers. The accounts also describe her as living an immoral and self-indulgent 

life, gaining wealth and attention through sexual exploitation and public display.  
 

In the best-known version of her story, Pelagia passed by a church near Antioch where Bishop 

Nonnus was gathered with other bishops. The other clergy reportedly turned away in disgust at the 

sight of her. Bishop Nonnus, however, responded differently. He did not excuse her life, but instead 

criticized himself and the other religious leaders. He observed that Pelagia worked hard to make 

herself attractive in the eyes of other people, while many Christians failed to make their souls pleasing 

to God through humility, prayer, mercy, and good works. This moment is important because it shows 

that Bishop Nonnus saw Pelagia not merely as the sum of her past behavior, but as a human being 

capable of change. Bishop Nonnus’s response to her became the beginning of Pelagia’s conversion. 
 

The next day, Pelagia entered the church and heard Bishop Nonnus preach about judgment, 

salvation, and the consequences of sin. She was deeply shaken by the sermon. Tradition says that she 

wept, confessed her wrongdoing, and urgently asked to be baptized. Bishop Nonnus accepted her 

repentance as sincere and baptized her into the Christian faith. Three days after her baptism, Pelagia 

brought her valuable possessions to Bishop Nonnus. He directed that they be distributed to the poor. 

After giving away her possessions, Pelagia traveled to Jerusalem. She withdrew to the Mount of 

Olives, the hill east of the Old City associated in Christian tradition with Jesus’ prayers and teachings. 

There, the story says, she lived as a hermit in a small cell. She took the name Pelagius and dressed as 

a male monk, apparently so that she could live alone without the attention and vulnerability that a 

woman in her circumstances might have faced. Pelagia left behind the public life that had made her 

famous and chose poverty, prayer, and service to God. 
 

Pelagia’s story has been beloved because it offers a vivid picture of repentance: not hopeless shame, 

but a serious and life-changing return toward what is good. Pelagia became a lasting symbol of the 

possibility of moral renewal. Her legend teaches several enduring lessons: No person should be 

reduced permanently to his or her worst actions; those who judge others should first examine their 

own failures and responsibilities; genuine repentance has consequences that may require a change in 

daily life; inner character matters more than outward appearance, wealth, popularity, or status; and 

forgiveness and transformation are possible but they call for honest effort and commitment. 
 

Pelagia the Penitent remains memorable precisely because her story is dramatic. It moves from luxury 

to poverty, public admiration to hidden solitude, and a sinful reputation to sainthood. More 

importantly, it presents conversion not as a single moment but as a new way of living. Her life, as 

preserved in Christian tradition, continues to speak to anyone who believes that the past does not have 

to determine the future.  


