Understanding Stigmata
Introduction:  Song – “One Love, One Heart”

Journal:  Why are your ‘works’ important and what ‘works’ are you called to perform as a confirmed Catholic? (Watch video on Chinese Toddler http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVlja0GL2Y4&feature=related) Discuss.  This is an example of a sense of no responsibility to perform good works as part of the salvation plan.

Protestants believe we are saved by faith alone (Eph. 2:8-9).  Catholics believe that salvation being provided by faith is a gift of God.  However, we must do something with this gift.  For biblical examples see Matthew 5:3-10 (Sermon on the Mount); Matthew 25:34-40; Matthew 19:16-17; and, Colossians 3:23-24.
Read:
· Story of Irene Sendler – this is a story of someone who exemplifies the meaning of good works in the way they live their life – following the example of Christ.
Intro Slide 1:  (Discussion) Today we are going to talk about faith.  What is faith?  (Answer: One of the Theological virtues – meaning it comes directly from God.  By faith we believe in God and believe all that He has said and revealed to us – we freely commit our entire selves to God.  It is also in part your works by professing it, bearing witness to it, and spreading it.) 

Slide 2:
Do you know what stigmata is?  (Discuss)

Slide 3:
Prophecy – The coming of Jesus was foretold by the prophets hundreds of years before it actually occurred.  They even foretold His purpose and the wounds He was to receive.  Segue:  Let’s check it out.

Slide 4:
Yea, dogs are round about me; a company of evildoers encircle me; they have pierced my hands and feet--I can count all my bones. (Ps 22:16-17)

Slide 5:
"But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed." (Isaiah 53:5)  (Who was Isaiah?  Isaiah was known as the “greatest prophet”) Segue:  How many of you have heard the term “Doubting Thomas”?  Do you know where it comes from?

Slide 6:
Eight days later, his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them.  The doors were shut, but Jesus came and stood among them, and said, "Peace be with you."  

Slide 7:
“Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side; do not be faithless, but believing."  Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" (John 20:24-28)  [Read entire citation John 20:24-29]  Verse 29:  This is a beatitude on future generations; faith, not sight, matters.  

Slide 8:
The Sacred Wounds which Jesus received during His Passion are part of the price for our salvation: "By His wounds you were healed" (1 Peter 2:24).  Catholics have always loved and venerated these wounds, which Jesus still bears in His Risen Body, as an eternal sign of His redeeming Love.  Segue:  So, let’s talk about the 5 wounds of Christ.  Who can tell me exactly what the 5 sacred wounds are?

Slide 9:
5 Sacred Wounds of Christ:  Right Hand, Left Hand, Right Foot, Left Foot, and piercing of His side by Longinus’ lance.  Segue:  What is Stigmata?

Slide 10:
History tells us that many ecestatics bear on hands, feet, side or brow, the marks of the Passion of Christ with corresponding and intense sufferings.  These are visible stigmata.  Others only have the sufferings, without any outward marks, and these phenomena are called invisible stigmata.  


They are no longer disputed by unbelievers, who now seek only to explain them naturally.  Segue:  Who was the first documented Stigmatist?  

Slide 11:
St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226).  Grew up very wealthy.  At 20, participated in a military attach on Perugia, and was taken hostage, remaining captive for a year.  He became ill during that time and began to turn to religion.  He abandoned all his rights and earthly possessions.  He dressed in rough clothes and preached purity and peace.  He founded the Franciscan brotherhood (friars).  


In September, 1224, 2-years before his death, he traveled to Mt. Averna in Appennines.  He was in the middle of a 40-day fast, feeling weak, and his eyes were burning.  While praying, he experienced a vision of an angel carrying an image of a man nailed to a cross.  When the vision disappeared, Francis felt a sharp pain in various places on his body.  Looking to find the source, he realized that he have 5 marks like those on Jesus’ hands, feet and side.  This was witnessed by his companions who saw the wounds appear and bleed.  The marks remained until his death and reportedly caused him much pain.  

St. Francis is often credited as the first to receive the stigmata.  Segue:  What about the first invisible stigmatist?

Slide 12:
Catherine of Siena (1347-1380).  She was the first invisible stigmatist.  She became a nun at the age of 16 and began having celestial visitations.  She tended the sick and began to gather disciples around her even after persecution by her own contemporaries (friars and sisters in religion).  During the summer of 1370 (Age 23) she received a series of special manifestations of Divine mysteries, which culminated in a prolonged trance, a kind of mystical death, in which she had a vision of Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven, and heard a Divine command to leave her cell and enter the public life of the world. While in Pisa, on the 4th Sunday of Lent in 1375 (Age 28), at her request through humility, she received the visible stigmata, but asked that it be invisible – which it became.

Slide 13:
Read  points about stigmata

Slide 14:
Read points about stigmata


1. Through history, the position, appearance and number of stigmata wounds have thus varied so much, that it’s impossible to establish a defined pattern. The wounds of some stigmatics have been quite small, others large - some have been round others square, oval or just dots. Some have been like straight scratch marks, others have had the shape of crosses and some have even changed over time. They can occur only in the palm (or on the back) of the hand, be superficial or deep, even to the point of running completely through the hands and feet

2. Stigmata wounds open spontaneously and are allegedly unresponsive to medical treatment. After the phenomenon has stopped, the wounds heal quickly, usually without leaving any scars. Unlike natural wounds, they do not appear to fester or exhibit a fetid odor over time.

3. The blood pouring from the wounds of stigmata is considered literally being the blood of Christ and may therefore be of a different type than the person who is experiencing the phenomenon. The blood sometimes emits a pleasant perfumed odor known as “the odor of sanctity” or “gift of perfume”.

Slide 15:
What typically determines that the event is the stigmata of the saints: 

1. All are very devout Catholics.

2. Physicians do not succeed in curing these wounds with remedies. 

3. On the other hand, unlike natural wounds of a certain duration, those of stigmatics do not give forth a fetid odor. To this there is known but one exception: St. Rita of Cassia had received on her brow a supernatural wound produced by a thorn detached from the crown of the crucifix. Though this emitted an unbearable odor, there was never any suppuration or morbid alteration of the tissues. 

4. Sometimes these wounds give forth perfumes, for example those of Juana of the Cross, Franciscan prioress of Toledo, and Blessed Lucy of Narni.
5. Sometimes the blood coming from stigmata is of a different blood type than the stigmatist.  Segue:  So, who is the most well documented, recent stigmatic?
Slide 16:
Padre Pio/St. Pio

Padre Pio was born to peasant farmers in the small Italian village of Pietrelcina on May 25, 1887. From his childhood, it was evident that he was a special child of God.

Slide 17:
10 years later, he made it clear to his parents that he wanted to be a priest.  He began the priesthood with his first vows in Jan., 1904, and took final vows in 1907.

Slide 18:
 On the morning of the 20th September 1918, after having celebrated Holy Mass, the priest Padre Pio retired to the choir stalls on a particularly hot day for his usual thanksgiving. The place was S. Giovanni Rotondo and the church, Our Lady of Grace. (Brief:  After mass at Our Lady of Grace, he went up into the choir stalls.)
Slide 19:
Outside in the small piazza the morning was similar to most other mornings on the Gargano. The friary, lying at the foot of the mountain, high above the village, seemed isolated and remote, altogether cut off from the world. Peace and quiet hung heavy in the mountain air filling the huge spaces with indescribable serenity and calm.

Slide 20:
Kneeling in the chapel of the church, this morning was to be very different, a fateful morning like no other, containing within it a destiny, a summons whose imperious and exalted demands he would attempt to fulfill to the end. Here inside the church the silence was very great. Not a sound penetrated the thick walls from outside as P. Pio, oblivious to everything except the memory of his recent Mass, slowly prostrated in loving adoration before the outspread, bloodied figure on the crucifix.  (Silence was great.  Padre Pio was oblivious to everything except memory of his recent Mass.  He moved into a prostrated position.)
Slide 21:
With that marvelous facility possessed by the mystics by which all external objects are abandoned he withdrew into himself, his spirit yielding to the peacefulness which invaded his whole being, a peacefulness, he later wrote, "similar to a sweet sleep". In this absolute silence he prayed, mind and heart totally wrapped in the burning love which consumed him like some incurable fever. A sweet calm heralding the forthcoming storm.  (He went into a trance-like state that he later described in a letter as “similar to a sweet sleep.”  He became consumed like a fever in his prayer.)
Slide 22: 
What happened next can best be told in the simple, unadorned words of P. Pio writing to P. Benedetto little more than a month afterwards: "It all happened in a flash. While all this was taking place, I saw before me a mysterious Person, similar to the one I had seen on August 5th, differing only because His hands, feet and side were dripping blood. The sight of Him frightened me: what I felt at that moment is indescribable. 'I thought I would die, and would have died if the Lord hadn't intervened and strengthened my heart which was about to burst out of my chest. The Person disappeared and I became aware that my hands, feet and side were pierced and were dripping with blood" (Ep., V. 1, no. 5 10, p. 1094). P. Pio had just received the visible stigmata. There was nobody about. Silence settled once more round the brown robed figure now lying huddled on the floor.  (Here’s what he describes happened in his letter to a fellow priest – “It happened in a flash.  I saw before me a mysterious Person, similar to the one I had seen on August 5th, differing only because His hands, feet and side were dripping blood. The sight of Him frightened me: what I felt at that moment is indescribable. 'I thought I would die … The Person disappeared and I became aware that my hands, feet and side were pierced and were dripping with blood.”)
Slide 23:
He had not desired this physical conformity and when he had recovered somewhat from the immediate experience his embarrassment was extreme: "I am dying of pain because of the wound and because of the resulting embarrassment which I feel deep within my soul. . . Will Jesus who is so good grant me this grace? Will he at least relieve me of the embarrassment which these outward signs cause me" (Ep., V. 1, p. 1904). Not the wound, not the pain did he wish removed but only the visible signs which at the time he considered to be an indescribable and almost unbearable humiliation.  (He felt pain and embarrassment.  He did not want the pain remove, only the visible signs.)
Slide 24:
Later, much later, however, he would come to love and cherish these divine marks of predilection, drawing from them that rich source of superhuman energy which from then on marked his apostolate of love and suffering. With Catherine of Siena he could truly say: "My wounds not only do not afflict my body, but they sustain and fortify it. I feel that what formerly depressed me, now invigorates me."  (Brief:  As time went on, he came to draw strength and energy from his wounds.)
Slide 25:
For the next fifty years they would confound impartial science; their continuous and profuse effusion of blood, accompanied often by the sweetest fragrance, came to be regarded as a prolonged miracle, because, as the experts correctly state, blood for its production requires nourishment while this friar's extraordinary frugality was such as hardly to maintain the life of a small child.  (Experts noted that he ate barely enough to support the life of a small child – let alone someone constantly losing blood.)
The remarkable nature of this miraculous gift becomes more apparent when it is considered how such loss of blood was simply inconsonant with and disproportionate to the stamina and energy with which P. Pio with ever greater activity and zeal conducted his life in all matters relating to the service of God.

Slide 26: 
Such are the bold facts of P. Pio's stigmata. From his correspondence it is clear that very early in his priestly life there were, at least, indications of what eventually came to pass. Writing to P. Benedetto as early as 1911, only a year after ordination, P. Pio described a phenomenon which he had been experiencing for almost a year: "Then last night something happened which I can neither explain nor understand. In the middle of the palms of my hands a red mark appeared, about the size of a penny, accompanied by acute pain in the middle of the red marks. The pain was more pronounced in the middle of the left hand, so much so that I can still feel it. Also under my feet I can feel some pain" (Ep., V. 1, p. 234).  (Padre Pio had been experiencing stigmata-like episodes almost a year before he rec’d stigmata.  He would have visions that would result in a red mark, about the size of a penny, with pain in the middle.)
Slide 27:
This is his first mention of the phenomenon to his spiritual father because, as he says, he was overwhelmed with shame. He simply did not want to talk about it, hoping no doubt that it was a passing thing which would soon clear up and then be forgotten.  (The mention of these pre-stigmata episodes were only mentioned to his spiritual father b/c he was overwhelmed with shame and didn’t want to talk about the visions.)
Four years later, in 1915, his beloved P. Agostino demands certain information in the name of Jesus: When did Jesus first favour him with celestial visions ? Has Jesus made him a gift of his stigmata even though invisible? How often does he feel the crown of thorns and the scourging? P. Agostino asks these questions not out of curiosity but for the glory of God and the salvation of souls (Ep., V. 1, p. 659).  (4 years later, his head priest demanded information b/c he saw this as the glory of God and work for the salvation of souls.)
Slide 28:
In his reply to this letter P. Pio recognizes the express will of God and willingly answers all three questions. To the first he replies that Jesus began to favour "his poor creature" not very long after his novitiate (Jan. 1903 to Jan. 1904); to the second, whether Jesus made him a gift of the stigmata, the reply is affirmative and we learn that from the start the wounds were visible, especially in one hand, but that P. Pio was so terrified in the face of this phenomenon that he begged the Lord to withdraw them.  (Padre Pio responds – visions began shorty after his novitiate [1903-04].  He says that when the visible signs began, P.Pio was so terrified that he begged the Lord to withdraw them.)
From then on they did not appear again until September 1918 although their pain remained and were felt more acutely under certain circumstances and on determined days. The final question he also answers affirmatively. He experiences the pain of the crown of thorns and the scourging. How often he cannot say except that at the time of writing he has been suffering from them almost once a week for some years (cf. Ep., V. 1, p. 669).  (They did not appear again until Sept. 1918 – although the pain of stigmata remain during the years.  He also admits to feeling the pain of the crown of thorns and scourging – almost once/week for many years.)
Slide 29:
In all this, of course, there were dangers. The danger of a "personality cult"; of the possibility of self-induced wounds produced by a morbid, impressionable, temperamental person; the danger of fraud and deception, deliberate or otherwise, with the intent of leading a credulous faithful astray (God is to be worshipped; not Padre Pio.  If you must see to believe, then see.  “But blessed are they who have not seen and have believed,” John 20: 29); and, lastly, that the stigmata was nothing more than an effect of natural causes rather than a supernatural gift; and finally, there was the dangerous possibility of preternatural and diabolic activity (the movie “Stigmata”).  (There were always the dangers of:  1 - they are self-induced; 2 -  fraud – worship me, not God - if you must see to believe, then see.  “But blessed are they who have not seen and have believed – John 20:29); 3 – they are of natural causes vs. supernatural gift; and 4 – they are of pretense and diabolic activity – the movie “Stigmata”)  
Slide 30:
On Friday, September 20, 1918, Padre Pio received the impression of the wounds of Christ on his hands, his feet and his side. This Gift of Love from Christ he carried for fifty years. He was the only priest in the history of the Church as far as we know, who was blessed with the stigmata.  (Padre Pio rec’d visible, lasting stigmata on Sept. 20, 1918 – on his hands, feet and side.  These wounds lasted 50 years.)
On another Friday, September 20, 1968, fifty years later, he celebrated Mass as he usually did at 5:00 A.M. He was extremely weak and was helped to the altar in a wheelchair. He celebrated the Mass while seated, with the permission of his spiritual son, Pope Paul VI.   (50 years later, on the anniversary of his stigmata, he said mass from a wheelchair)
Slide 31:
An unusual thing began to come about. Prayer groups and thousands of his Spiritual Children began to arrive in San Giovanni Rotondo atop Monte Gargano in southern Italy. There had been no arrangement made by the Capuchins, no organized gathering had been planned, yet his"children" as he affectionately called them gathered as if for some special occasion. (On this day, even though not requested or organized, people began gathering.  Despite his weakness, he heard confessions.)
Despite his weakness he heard confessions until his superior ordered him to rest. That was Friday. 

On Saturday, he was so weak he had to spend the day in bed. The crowds gathered in Our Lady of Grace Church to pray for Padre Pio's recovery. God had healed him before; surely He would heal him again. (On Saturday, he took to bed b/c of weakness.)
Slide 32:
On Sunday, the 22nd, he did celebrate his 5:00 A.M. morning Mass for all his prayer groups. Again he was wheeled into the church and celebrated Mass while seated. His voice was weak. It was apparent that he had little strength. In fact, at the end of the Mass he almost collapsed. He was helped from the altar by his brother Friars, and as he was wheeled into the sacristy he was heard to whisper, "Oh my children!" Few of his chil- dren realized that he had just celebrated his last Mass.  (On Sunday, he again celebrated 5:00 a.m. mass from his wheelchair.  This was his last mass.)
Slide 33:
About 1:00 A.M. the following morning Padre Pio rang the little bell beside him. He was seated in an arm chair dressed in his Franciscan habit. His superior sent immediately for the doctor in Padre Pio's hospital LaCasa Sollievo Della Sofferenza. Padre Pio went to confession. His Capuchin brothers administered the last rites. He renewed his Franciscan vows. His rosary was in his hands as it always was. He fingered the beads. He was unable to say the Hail Mary, but he repeated over and over again the names Jesus and Maria.  (At 1:00 AM, he rang for help and they found him dressed in his friar’s habit.  They heard his confession, administered last rites, he renewed his Franciscan vows.  He held his rosary, but was unable to say the Hail Mary – instead repeated over and over again, the names of Jesus and Mary while fingering the beads.)
Slide 34:
About 2:30, he opened his eyes very wide and said: "I see two mothers." (His earthly mother and his Heavenly Mother.) As he exhaled his last breath, he whispered "Maria."

Slide 35:
It was estimated that about 100,000 attended his funeral. (Been to an Alabama game?) Most of them had come to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of his stigmata. They did not realize they would be witnesses to a great event in Church history - the "going home" of a future saint. 

Play video links, time permitting:
1.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3GbGzfe8h10 
2.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XgpyQx1MRTE 
Slide 36:
Are you a “Doubting Thomas”?

Closing Prayer
